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Introduction to the Course 
Welcome to English Literature A Level! 

 

Congratulations on choosing to embark on an A level in English Literature.  You will already have 
enjoyed reading and analysing poetry, drama and fiction at GCSE level and this course takes the 
skills you have learnt and extends the depth and breadth of your study.   

So how is A level Literature different from GCSE?  An immediate difference is in the complexity of 
the texts we study.  These deal with mature and profound adult issues from the beginning – and 
the conclusions we might come to about these texts are deliberately less straightforward than 
those you have previously met. 

An example of this might be the 1950s American play ‘A Streetcar Named Desire’.  This a play 
where it is possible to admire and loath all the central characters at the same time! 

Another difference is the greater weight placed on understanding how the context of the text 
affected its construction – and also affects how different audiences might react to it.  You will see 
when we study the Victorian poetry of Christina Rossetti, that it very difficult to produce detailed 
analysis unless we know her personal background and the climate in which she wrote. 

Where A level Literature is similar to the GCSE is that rooting analysis in textual references 
(quotes) is still vital in order to write responses that have insight and clarity. 

I hope you find that in reading and analysing the texts we study in the next two years, you are 
moved and inspired.  Great literature, in my opinion, does two seemingly oppositional things to us. 
It takes to worlds and dilemmas that are way beyond our experiences – and doing so grows our 
sphere of understanding.  But it also taps in to universal feelings that we come to recognise exist 
within our own selves.  In that way we experience the incredibly new, but at the same time 
understand that the emotions that characters feel are incredibly familiar to us all. 

I hope you enjoy the poems, plays and books you study over the next two years – I know you will 
never forget them! 

Learner Behaviours and the Learning Environment 
Attendance and Punctuality 

It is our expectation that you attend all timetabled lessons on time; there is a full syllabus to cover and 
every English Literature lesson will offer you different and valuable insights and perspectives. Much of the 
best learning experiences will come from class discussion and ‘catching up’ by accessing any handouts will 
therefore be a poor substitute for being in the lesson.    

Absence 

Whilst full attendance is our expectation, we recognise that there will be occasions when absence is 
unavoidable. On such occasions, it is your responsibility to make contact with your teacher to request 
resources. You should ensure that you read the material set, write up any notes from your peers, and 
complete any individual study tasks set on time and to the best of your ability. Your tutor cannot be 
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expected to repeat the lesson for you personally, but after you have completed the required reading and 
notes, you should ensure that you speak to them directly to clarify any questions/ uncertainties you may 
have. 

If your absence is known in advance, you should speak to your teacher about this at the earliest possible 
convenience to obtain permission for absence and/or to collect the required resources. 

Course Deadlines 

All deadlines should be met throughout the course. You will be given teacher deadlines for all homework, 
coursework and independent study pieces that need to be observed and adhered to. If you know that you 
may struggle to achieve a particular deadline, you must contact your teacher before this to discuss a way 
forward. 

The Learning Environment 

It is vital that you arrive at each session fully prepared and ready to contribute. Be ready to engage with, 
extend and challenge the ideas of others – you will learn far more this way! Similarly, never be afraid to ask 
questions of each other, or of your tutors; there really is no such thing as a silly question! If you are puzzling 
over a point or detail, there is a good chance somebody else is wondering about the same thing. Some of 
the best work at this level is produced by students asking questions of each other and investigating 
solutions together. 

The art of note-taking is one of the big differences between KS4 and KS5.  You will quickly understand that 
your teacher will rarely say, ‘write this down’ and that under the lesson heading you will be expected to 
independently take notes.  These might be key facts and ideas put in to your own words – or may just be 
your thoughts about the topic we are investigating.  The notes you take are yours – and are for your future 
reference…they might take the form of bullet points, mind maps or diagrams. 

During the course we will analyse a diverse range of material – most of which is intended for an adult 
audience.  You will encounter media texts that challenge your own view of the world.  In such cases you will 
be expected to behave in a mature manner – showing the utmost respect for world views held which may 
be very different from your own.  In the face of this, the level of maturity expected of you from the very 
beginning of the course may be a significant contrast to your classroom life in KS4.   

You will be treated as young adults that want to take your learning seriously.  To that end behaviours which 
may seem inconsequential – such as whispering or talking over others, texting in class, interrupting others 
whilst they are making a point, or arriving late – will not be tolerated. As young adult learners, we are sure 
you will take personal responsibility in ensuring that we are able to create the best possible learning 
environment for everyone. 

Independent Study 

Each week, you will be expected to spend around five hours working on Media Studies away from the 
classroom; this will be made up of a combination reading, research, essay writing and presentation 
preparation) as well as your own self-directed tasks (such as reviewing and expanding notes made during 
sessions). Where time allows, make use of reading lists to enrich and deepen your understanding and 
appreciation of Media Studies beyond the topics set for examination study.  You will be expected to enrol 
and complete several relevant MOOCs (Massive Open Online Course) during the two years – your 
comments on such adult courses will need to be mature and appropriate throughout even if replying to one 
of your classmates who have also enrolled. 
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Specification 

The full Edexcel specification can be accessed online at:  

https://qualifications.pearson.com/content/dam/pdf/A%20Level/English%20Literature/2015/Specifi
cation%20and%20sample%20assessments/GCE2015-A-level-Eng-Lit-spec-Issue-6.pdf 

 

It is advisable for you to read the specification in conjunction with this handbook, to ensure that 
you are fully aware of what you will be assessed on and how you will be assessed. It is also 
recommended that you keep a copy of the specification safely for you to refer back to throughout 
the course.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://qualifications.pearson.com/content/dam/pdf/A%20Level/English%20Literature/2015/Specification%20and%20sample%20assessments/GCE2015-A-level-Eng-Lit-spec-Issue-6.pdf
https://qualifications.pearson.com/content/dam/pdf/A%20Level/English%20Literature/2015/Specification%20and%20sample%20assessments/GCE2015-A-level-Eng-Lit-spec-Issue-6.pdf
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Course Overview 

Edexcel English Literature GCE 
Unit Number What’s assessed? Tasks Assessment 

Type 
% of 
course 

Component 
1 
Paper code: 
9ET0/01 

Students study: 
● Hamlet and A Streetcar 
Named Desire 
● critical essays related to 
their selected Shakespeare 
play. Students’ 
preparation is supported by 
Shakespeare: A Critical 
Anthology – Tragedy  
 

Open book – clean copies of the drama 
texts can be taken into the 
examination. The Critical Anthology 
must not be taken into the examination. 
 
● Total of 60 marks available – 35 marks 
for Section A (Hamlet) and 25 marks for 
Section B (Streetcar) 
 
● Two sections: students answer one 
question from a choice of two from their 
studied text for both Section A and 
Section B. 
 

Exam 
 
2 hours 
15min 

30 

Component 
2 
Paper code: 
9ET0/02 

Students study: 
● two prose texts from a 
chosen theme. At least one of 
the prose texts must be 
pre-1900. 
Theme: Science and Society 
Texts: 

• Frankenstein 
• A Handmaid’s Tale 

Open book – clean copies of the prose 
texts can be taken into the 
examination. 
 
● Total of 40 marks available. 
● Students answer one comparative 
essay question from a choice of two on 
their studied theme  

Exam 
 
1 hour 15 
minutes 

20 

Component 
3 
Paper code: 
9ET0/03 

Students study: 
● poetic form, meaning and 
language 
● a selection of post-2000 
specified poetry from ‘Poems 
of the Decade’ 
and 
● a named poet from within a 
literary period – in our case 
Christina Rossetti 

Open book – clean copies of the prose 
texts can be taken into the 
examination. 
 
Total of 60 marks available – 30 marks 
for Section A and 30 marks for 
Section B. 
 
Two sections:  
Section A - students answer one 
question from a choice of two, 
comparing an unseen poem with a 
named poem from Poems of the Decade 
Section B – students one question from 
a choice of two on Christina Rossetti 
comparing a named poem to another – 
both from the selected poems studied. 

Exam 
 
2 hours 15 
minutes 

30 

Non-exam 
assessment. 
Paper code: 
9ET0/04 

Students have a free choice of 
two texts to study. 
Chosen texts: 
● must be different from those 
studied in Components 1, 2 
and 3 
● must be complete texts and 
may be linked by theme, 
movement, author or 
period 
● may be selected from 
poetry, drama, prose or 
literary non-fiction. 

Students produce one assignment: 
● one extended comparative essay 
referring to two texts (AO1, AO2, AO3, 
AO4, AO5 assessed) 
● advisory total word count is 2500–
3000 words 
● total of 60 marks available. 

Coursework 20 

Learners must complete ALL units.  
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Course Outline – Year 12 

Term Content 
 
Autumn 

1 &2 

 
Frankenstein 

 
The Handmaid’s Tale 

 
Spring  

1 

 
Hamlet 

 
Poetry from the Decades 

 
Spring  

2 

 
Hamlet 

 
Exam skills 

 
Summer  

1 
 

 
Mock exam revision 

 
Mock exam revision 

 
Summer 

2 
 

 
Coursework preparation 

 
Coursework preparation 

 

Course Outline – Year 13 

Term Content 
 
Autumn 

1 

 
Christina Rossetti 

 
Autumn 

2 

 
A Streetcar Named Desire 

 
Spring  

1 

 
Coursework completion 

 
Spring  

2 

 
Revision 
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Required books for the course 

The Handmaid’s Tale 

ISBN: 9781784873189 

 

ISBN: 8601404200397 

 

ISBN13: 9780141190273 

 

ISBN13 9780140424690 

 

 

Poems of the Decade 

ISBN13: 9780571325405 

 

 

Hamlet 

ISBN13: 9781107615489 
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Online Resources 
 

 
https://qualifications.pearson.com/content/dam/pdf/A%20Level/English%20Literatur
e/2015/teaching-and-learning-materials/A-level-Eng-Lit-Advice-for-Students-videos-
Paper-2-and-Paper-3.pdf 
 
The Handmaid’s Tale 
https://www.sparknotes.com/lit/handmaid/ 
 
Frankenstein 
https://www.sparknotes.com/lit/frankenstein/ 
 
Hamlet 
https://www.sparknotes.com/shakespeare/hamlet/ 
 
A Streetcar Named Desire 
https://www.sparknotes.com/lit/streetcar/ 
 
Poems of the Decade  
https://interpreture.com/poems-of-the-decade-revision/ 
 
Christina Rossetti 
http://a2englishessaysblog.blogspot.com/2017/06/remember-christina-rossetti-
analysis-2.html 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://qualifications.pearson.com/content/dam/pdf/A%20Level/English%20Literature/2015/teaching-and-learning-materials/A-level-Eng-Lit-Advice-for-Students-videos-Paper-2-and-Paper-3.pdf
https://qualifications.pearson.com/content/dam/pdf/A%20Level/English%20Literature/2015/teaching-and-learning-materials/A-level-Eng-Lit-Advice-for-Students-videos-Paper-2-and-Paper-3.pdf
https://qualifications.pearson.com/content/dam/pdf/A%20Level/English%20Literature/2015/teaching-and-learning-materials/A-level-Eng-Lit-Advice-for-Students-videos-Paper-2-and-Paper-3.pdf
https://www.sparknotes.com/lit/handmaid/
https://www.sparknotes.com/lit/frankenstein/
https://www.sparknotes.com/shakespeare/hamlet/
https://www.sparknotes.com/lit/streetcar/
https://interpreture.com/poems-of-the-decade-revision/
http://a2englishessaysblog.blogspot.com/2017/06/remember-christina-rossetti-analysis-2.html
http://a2englishessaysblog.blogspot.com/2017/06/remember-christina-rossetti-analysis-2.html
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Key Literary Terminology 
 
 
ALLEGORY (Greek – ‘to speak otherwise’) A story in verse or prose with two parallel narratives, 

one open and superficial, the other concealed. The presence of the hidden narrative 
is often indicated by symbolism or allusion. The connections between the two 
narratives are sustained and continuous. Adjective: Allegorical. 

 
ALLITERATION Repetition of consonant sounds within poetry or prose. Adjective: Alliterative. 
 
ALLUSION An implied reference to an individual, event, or another work of art or literature. 

Allusion relies upon the author’s and reader’s common frame of reference. Eg. The 
Bloody Captain in Macbeth alludes to the crucifixion of Christ when he describes 
Macbeth’s attack upon the rebels as ‘another Golgotha’. 

 
AMBIGUITY    When an author intentionally uses language 

which is unclear or open to interpretation. Adjective: Ambiguous. 
 
 
ANAGNORISIS    (Greek – ‘recognition’) The moment in a  

literary work when a character moves from ignorance to knowledge, e.g. Othello’s 
awareness of his credulity after killing Desdemona. 

 
ANAPAEST    A metrical foot composed of two unstressed  

syllables followed by one stressed one; e.g.,  “I went to the Bar as a very young man.” 
 
ANAPHORA    The repetition of one or more words in  

successive lines of verse or prose sentences. It is generally used to generate rhetorical 
momentum. Adjective: Anaphoric. 

 
ANTAGONIST The chief character in opposition or moral contrast to the Protagonist (qv). The 

antagonist is often villainous, but this is reversed if the protagonist is evil. Eg. Shylock 
in The Merchant of Venice; Macduff in Macbeth. 

 
ANTI-CLIMAX A deflation of Narrative (qv), switching from intensified expectations to Bathos (qv) 

or disappointment. It is often used for comic effect. Adjective: Anti-Climactic. 
 
ANTI-HERO    A central character who conspicuously fails  

to conform to traditional qualities and moral standards of the hero; a figure who lacks 
heroic virtues. Eg. Pinkie in Brighton Rock; Jimmy Porter in Look Back in Anger. 

 
ANTITHESIS    A terse oppositional phrase with polarized  

ideas balanced against each other. Eg. “O impotence of mind, in body strong!” 
(Milton). Adjective: Antithetical. 

 
ANTHROPOMORPHISM   To impose human values or attributes upon  

creatures or the inanimate world. Eg. phrases such as “The Hand of God”, “The song 
of the whale”. Anthropomorphism is ubiquitous in Aesop’s Fables – and Rupert the 
Bear.  Adjective: Anthropomorphic. 

 
ANTONYM A word meaning the opposite of another: e.g. fair/foul; truthful/dishonest; 

short/long; flippant/solemn. Antonym’s own antonym is Synonym. Adjective: 
Antonymous. 

 
APHORISM A compressed statement, usually philosophical or reflective in character, and often 

witty. Eg. “A prince should provoke neither fear nor war”; “Dogs, gamblers, lovers 
and fire are never content with little”. See also Maxim. Adjective: Aphoristic. 

 
APOLOGY A written defence of a controversial published opinion. Also Apologia. 
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APTRONYM    A name chosen to reflect the personality,  

physical appearance or other aspect of a character. Eg. Mr Gradgrind; Miss Dainty 
Fidget; Sir Toby Belch; Mr Fondlewife. Adjective: Aptronymic. 

 
ARCHAISM The use of obsolete or outmoded words. It is often used to lend an antiquated or 

quaint feel to prose or verse; depending upon context, it can also appear affected or 
self-conscious. Adjective: Archaic. 

 
ARCHETYPE    A paradigmatic or stock character with  

universal application, regardless of time, place or genre. Eg. The dashing hero; the 
troubled genius; the scolding wife; the strong-spirited daughter; the lecherous priest; 
the insolent servant; the loveable rogue; the tart with heart. Adjective: Archetypal. 

 
ASIDE Dramatic convention where characters express thoughts to themselves or the 

audience without being overheard by other characters on stage. 
 
ASSONANCE    The repetition of vowel sounds in  

neighbouring words. 
 
ASYNDETON    The omission of conjunctives to create  

greater compression. It lends prose greater urgency, edge or immediacy. Eg. “The hot 
city, menacing, rebellious. Angry people, restless, impatient.” 

 
AUBADE     A poem celebrating the dawn, or a poem  

about lovers parting at daybreak. 
 
BALLAD     A song telling a story, originally  

accompanied by dancing. In general, ballads reflect low or humble subjects. The 
theme is often tragic, sensational and moral, the language direct and simple, and it is 
often punctuated by a Refrain (qv). Adjective: Balladic. 

 
BATHOS     The unintentional fall into absurdity by an  

author aiming at elevated expression. Adjective: Bathetic. 
 
BAWDY     The literary term for vulgarity, coarseness  

and sexual innuendo. 
 
BEAST FABLE    A short moral tale where animals replace  

men and women yet show human characteristics. They are frequently satirical in 
intent. Chaucer’s Nun’s Priest’s Tale is an example, as are most of Aesop’s Fables. 

 
BILDUNGSROMAN   (German – ‘formation novel’) A story  

following a character’s growth or development through childhood, adolescence and 
into adult life. 

 
BLANK VERSE Unrhymed lines of iambic pentameters. This is the most common English verse form 

and is believed to reflect the rhythms of everyday speech. Should not be confused 
with Free Verse (qv). 

 
BLAZON (French, ‘coat-of-arms’). Rhetorical device in poetry where the beauties of a mistress 

are itemized in a schematic top-down manner. The poet conventionally praises the 
lady’s hair, brow, eyebrows, eyes, nose, lips, teeth, breath, chin, neck, breasts. John 
Donne had, of course, to work up from the feet in “Love’s Progress”…. The tradition 
was introduced by Petrarch and frequently imitated. 

 
BOMBAST    Absurdly inflated language, often ill-suited  

to the theme. When deployed intentionally by the author, it is usually uttered by 
pompous or ridiculous characters. Adjective: Bombastic. 
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BURLESQUE    A parody of a serious literary work, often 

applying the style of the elegant original to a low or vulgar theme.  
 
CACOPHONY Harshness of sound in verse or prose. Adjective: Cacophonic. 
 
CADENCE    The melodic rise and fall of patterns of  

speech, prose or verse. See also Inflection (qv). 
 
CAESURA (Latin, ‘cut’). A pause in poetry dictated by the break in clause or sentence. An initial 

caesura occurs near the beginning of a line, a medial caesura near the middle of a 
line, and a terminal caesura towards the end of a line. 

 
CANON A body of works which a consensus of critics, scholars and other experts hold to be 

exemplary of a nation’s literature. Adjective: Canonical. 
 
CARPE DIEM    (Latin – ‘seize the day’) A common theme in  

poetry where the reader or addressee is advised to make the most of fleeting time. 
Such poems are often an invitation to sensuality, but can also warn of imminent 
judgement and the afterlife. Famous examples are Robert Herrick’s “To the Virgins, 
To Make Much of Time,” and Andrew Marvell’s “To His Coy Mistress.” 

 
CATHARSIS    (Greek – ‘purgation’) 1. The purging of guilt  

or unhealthy emotion from the Protagonist in a Tragedy (qqv). 2. The purging of 
horror and fear from the audience at the end of a tragedy. Adjective: Cathartic. 

 
CHARACTERIZATION   The representation of figures in literature,  

including details of psychology, motivation, appearance and social role. Flat 
characters have only one distinguishing feature; Round characters have complex, 
convincing features; Stock characters conform to familiar stereotypical roles; Static 
characters do not undergo any moral growth or other transformation through the 
course of the narrative. 

 
CHORUS     A group of actors speaking or singing in  

unison in drama or poetry. Deriving from Greek drama, the chorus often expresses 
communal responses to the action. Adjective: Choric. 

 
CIRCUMLOCUTION   Roundabout or digressive speech or writing,  

perhaps to conceal information or avoid offence. Adjective: Circumlocutory. 
 
CLIMAX     The moment in a narrative where a crisis is  

resolved. Adjective: Climactic. 
 
CLOSURE    The sense of resolution or completion at the  

end of a literary work. 
 
COLLOQUIALISM    The use of informal expression or Dialect  

Words (qv).  Adjective: Colloquial. 
 
COMEDY    (Greek – ‘revel’) A play or other work  

written to amuse an audience. Comedies are usually set in the everyday world, 
examine social manners, and frequently treat the trials of love. Comedies almost 
always have happy endings for the chief characters, perhaps marriage or an 
improvement in circumstances. In medieval literature the term was applied to any 
story with a happy ending. Adjectives: Comic, Comedic. 

 
COMIC RELIEF The insertion of a short comic episode within a larger, tragic work. This can be used 

to alleviate tension, intensify pathos or throw the major issues of a play into contrast.  
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COMPLAINT A melancholy poem expressing discontent or emotional trauma. The theme of 
complaints is typically unhappiness in love, especially the cruelty of a mistress, but 
they can also treat political estrangement or other misfortunes. 

 
CONCEIT    (Latin – ‘concept’; Italian – ‘witty trifle’)  A 

fanciful metaphor depending upon an unlikely parallel or surprising or daring 
comparison. Conceits are typically found in sixteenth and seventeenth-century 
poetry, notably the Metaphysical poets where they are often sustained displays of 
inventive wit. This species of metaphor appeals principally to the intellect, and is 
more rarely sensually vivid. 

 
CONFLICT    The collision of ideas, outlooks, interests or  

ambitions in a narrative. Conflict can occur between individuals, typically perhaps a 
man and a woman, between an individual and his environment or social context, or 
between an individual and an element within his own psyche. 

 
CONSONANCE A form of half-rhyme involving the repetition of consonants, usually at the end of 

words; e.g. “blank” and “think”; “strong” and “string”; “swan” and “stone”. See also 
Assonance. 

 
CONTEMPTUS MUNDI Expressions of disaffection and mistrust of the world and human achievement. The 

writer warns of the fleeting nature of human life and the impermanence of human 
endeavour, contrasting these with the eternal values of heaven. 

 
COUPLET     Two successive rhyming lines of verse. 
 
CRISIS     The decisive moment of a narrative where  

tensions reach their peak and the action moves towards resolution. 
 
DACTYL     A metrical foot comprised of one stressed  

and two unstressed syllables. 
 
DÉNOUEMENT (French – ‘untying’) The resolution of plot complications in a narrative, usually 

following the Climax (qv). 
 
DEUS EX MACHINA   (Latin – ‘god from the machine’) The  

resolution of a plot by an improbable coincidence or other fortuitous outcome. E.g., 
any James Bond novel. 

 
DIALECT A distinctive variant of a language, often spoken within a specific geographical region 

where pronunciation, vocabulary and sometimes grammar differs from the standard 
form of the language (see Received Pronunciation (qv). The notion of a standard form 
of a language is itself suspect, usually reflecting its form in the place of greatest 
political and economic influence. Examples of dialects within English include Geordie 
(for the North East of England); Cockney (for East London); Estuary English (for Essex); 
Glaswegian (for Glasgow); and, perhaps the finest, Ulster English, from Northern 
Ireland. 

 
DIALECTIC In one sense, the process or reasoning or logical argument. In another sense, the 

exchange of contrary or opposing ideas within an academic or ideological debate. 
Adjective: Dialectical. 

 
DIALOGUE Speech between characters in literary works. In a more specialized application, a 

discursive work articulated by fictional characters. Adjective: Dialogic. 
 
DICTION The verbal register of a literary work. Typical elements in diction in literature may 

include figurative expression, literal expression, formal expression or informal 
expression. 
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DIDACTICISM The authoritative communication of knowledge or doctrine, usually with little regard 
for debate or negotiation. Adjective: Didactic. 

 
DIGRESSION A departure from the narrative or discursive thread. Such wanderings from the 

point can be used to comic effect, as in the novels of Henry Fielding. Adjective: 
Digressive. 

 
DISCOURSE A sustained exposition or thesis of a serious, often controversial theme, which 

develops ideas with care and coherence.  
 
DOGGEREL Execrable or inept poetry. 
 
DRAMATIC IRONY The discrepancy between what a character in a play believes to be true and what the 

audience or reader knows to be true. Eg. In King Lear, Gloucester’s statements of 
regard for the illegitimate son who is plotting against him. 

 
DYSTOPIA    The creation of a nightmare fictional world  

where human conduct is brutal and merciless. Dystopic worlds are mirror images of 
utopias (qv) and often satirize contemporary life. Eg. Orwell’s 1984; Huxley’s Brave 
New World. Adjective: Dystopian. 

 
ELEGY     A mournful lyric poem lamenting the death  

of an individual or some other personal loss, expressing regret for life’s vicissitudes. 
Adjective: Elegaic. 

 
ELLIPSIS The omission of one or more words from a sentence or line of poetry, drama, etc. 

Commonly used when citing lengthy quotations. Ellipsis is denoted by a line of three 
full stops, or four, if the omitted words close the sentence. Adjective: Elliptical. 

 
 
EMOTIVE LANGUAGE   Language calculated to rouse emotions,  

such as anger, patriotism, partisanship, etc. in the listener. 
 
END-STOPPED    When metre, rhyme and sense all coincide  

at the end of a line of poetry. See also Caesura (qv). 
 
ENJAMBEMENT Running the sense of a line of poetry over the Caesura (qv). As an effect, 

enjambement can increase of fluidity and speed of verse. It also forces attention upon 
the terminal word in one line, and the primary word in the next. 

 
EPIC (Greek, ‘song’). A long narrative poem treating a powerful theme on the life and 

achievements of heroes, rulers and military leaders. Epics typically describe the 
foundation of nations or civilizations, and combine historical elements with allegory 
and myth. The leading examples in Western culture are The Iliad, Odyssey and The 
Aeneid. Spenser’s Faerie Queene and Milton’s Paradise Lost are the most celebrated 
examples in English literature.  The term is grossly misused when applied to 
Hollywood blockbuster films. 

 
EPIGRAPH A short quotation placed on the title page of a book. Adjective: Epigraphic. 
 
EPILOGUE (Greek, ‘long speech’). A speech presented at the close of a play, often summing up 

the action, or drawing a moral from it. Shakespearean epilogues often make a direct 
appeal to the audience for applause, thus wittily breaking the Illusion (qv) of the play. 

 
EPIPHANY (Greek, ‘manifestation’). A transcendent moment in a work of literature. They occur 

commonly in intensely religious works, such as seventeenth-century divine lyrics; but 
they also appear in modern authors such as Joyce where they reveal the spiritual 
condition of the Protagonist (qv) or document the experience of heightened sensory 
awareness. Adjective: Epiphanic. 
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EPISTOLARY NOVEL A form of narrative popular in the eighteenth century where the entire action of a 
story was told through letters exchanged between characters. Famous examples 
include Samuel Richardson’s Pamela and Clarissa.  

 
 
EPITAPH (Greek, ‘funeral oration’). A memorial inscription carved upon a monument denoting 

the achievements of the dead.  
 
 
EPONYMOUS HERO A character who lends his/her name to a book: eg. Macbeth, Hamlet, Emma, Madame 

Bovary, Squirrel Nutkin, Rupert the Bear. 
 
EUPHEMISM Circumlocution. The avoidance of a sensitive, personal, indelicate or taboo subject by 

the use of mild or evasive language. For example, to avoid talking of death, it might 
be said that someone has “kicked the bucket”, “passed away”, “is no longer with us.” 
A pregnant woman is “expecting”, “in the family way”, “has a bun in the oven”, etc. 
Adjective: Euphemistic. 

 
EUPHONY Beautiful, soft sounds in poetry, usually achieved through the use of Assonance and 

Sibilance (qqv). Adjective: Euphonic. 
 
EXPOSITION The method of providing necessary knowledge of character, place or circumstance at 

the beginning of a story or play. Adjective: Expository. 
 
FABLE A moral story with universal applicability. Fables often treat the follies and virtues of 

humanity through simple, monolithic stories. Their truths and lessons are timeless. 
Beast fables Anthropomorphize (qv) human behaviour through a narrative involving 
animals, and often carry a pronounced Satiric edge (qv). 

 
FARCE A dramatic comic mode characterized by slapstick humour, physical comedy, 

preposterous scenarios, and often a frantic pace. Essentially unrealistic, farces 
feature exaggerated human types, far-fetched coincidences and comical 
confrontations. Adjective: Farcical. 

 
 
FICTION General term for imaginative writing in prose, that is, novels, short stories, novellas, 

etc. Adjective: Fictional, Fictive. 
 
FORM The structure and mechanics of a literary work, embracing such things as genre, style, 

etc. An analysis of form does not consider contents of the work. Adjective: Formal. 
 
FREE VERSE Verse with no regular Rhythm, line length, or Meter (qqv).  
 
 
GENRE A literary category, such as novel, Epic poetry, dramatic monologue, Lyric, Gothic 

novel, Jacobean city comedy, etc. Adjective: Generic. 
 
GROTESQUE The bizarre, exotic, forbidden or unnatural in literature, usually exaggerated human 

types. Dickens’s villains are often styled in the grotesque. 
 
HAIKU Short Japanese verse form using seventeen syllables in three lines of five, seven and 

five respectively. Sometimes attempted by modern English poets as demonstration 
of skill. 

 
HAMARTIA Tragic misjudgement or error by the Protagonist (qv) in a novel or play. Closely 

connected to Tragic Flaw, Hamartia normally afflicts the protagonist by coincidence 
or chance. 

 
HERO/HEROINE Principal male or female character in a work of literature. See Protagonist (qv). 
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HEROIC COUPLET A couplet comprised of two rhymed iambic pentameters. 
 
HOMILY A sermon or moral address. Adjective: Homiletic. 
 
 
HOMONYM A word with identical sounds and spelling to another , but with different meaning, 

e.g. “bear” (animal) and “bear” (carry); “late” (tardy) and “late” (recently deceased). 
Adjective: Homonymic. 

 
HOMOPHONE Words with identical sounds but diverse meanings, for example, “doe” and “dough”; 

“read” and “reed”; “there”, “they’re” and “their”. Adjective: Homophonic. 
 
HUBRIS (HYBRIS) (Greek, ‘wanton insolence’). Insolence or overweening arrogance  directed towards 

the gods, Prometheus’s theft of fire. More generally, pompous, high-handed and 
arrogant behaviour.  Adjective: Hubristic, (Hybristic). 

 
HYMN Song of praise for a god or hero. In the Christian tradition, a thanks offering of song 

to God. Adjective: Hymnodic. 
 
 
HYPERBOLE The use of exaggeration for literary or comical or emotional effect, e.g. “I’m so hungry 

I could eat a horse”; “No woman in the world could match her beauty and grace.” 
Adjective: Hyperbolic. 

 
 
IAMB A metrical foot employing an unstressed syllable followed by a stressed syllable. 

Iambic meter is the commonest metrical form in English verse as it is judged to 
correspond closely to spoken patterns. Adjective: Iambic. 

 
IDIOLECT The vocabulary and spoken forms peculiar to an individual. 
 
IDIOM Linguistic phrases, constructions and figures of speech peculiar to a language, but not 

obvious or apparent by themselves, for example, “it’s raining cats and dogs”; “she’s 
leading him up the garden path”; “he’s not the full shilling”, etc. Differences in idiom 
between languages are often interesting, e.g. English: “To push up the daisies”; 
German: “To stare up at the radishes from below”: English: “To shut the stable door 
when the horse has bolted”; German: “To put the lid on the well when the child has 
drowned”: English: “To trust the cat to keep the cream”; German: “To appoint the 
goat to be gardener.” Adjective: Idiomatic. 

 
ILLUSION The creation of a fictional, believable world, like the social communities conjured by 

Jane Austen, or the sense of danger in a horror story. Illusion requires the 
involvement of the reader through suspension of disbelieve, etc. 

 
IMAGERY The use of figurative language to represent or evoke objects, actions, emotions, 

thoughts, ideas, experiences, etc.  
 
 
IN MEDIA RES (Latin, ‘In the middle of things’). When a narrative begins in the middle of significant 

action. It has the effect of quickly establishing the interest of the reader or audience; 
preceding events are subsequently related through Analepsis (qv). 

 
INKHORN TERM Obsolete or pretentious language used pompously or pedantically, or the adoption of 

affected foreign words.  
 
INTERTEXTUALITY A way to describe the way in which texts interrelate whether intentionally or not. A 

popular way of describing the phenomena is to say that later texts are woven from 
the threads of earlier ones. The threads can range from explicit Allusions (qv) to 
hidden influences, to the reader’s ability to read one text in light of their experience 
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of another, to the fact that they all use language. For the reader, every text is, from 
minute to significant ways, an absorption and transformation of other texts. 

 
IRONY An incongruity or discrepancy of language or action against a situation. Verbal irony 

is where what is said is at variance with intention; dramatic irony is where a character 
says or thinks things the audience or reader knows to be untrue; and situational irony 
is when there is a gap between appearance and reality, or expectation and fulfilment. 
Irony is a major aspect of comedy, but can also be used to evoke pathos and empathy. 
Adjective: Ironic. 

 
JEREMIAD Any writing lamenting the state of the world, or taking a pessimistic view of human 

nature. Named after the cheerless Old Testament prophet. 
 
JOURNALESE The populist style of non-fictional writing favoured by print journalists, often rich in a 

recognized shorthand, vivid phrasing and clichés. Examples might include headlines 
such as “Tesco Targets Sickies”; “PM Faces Kicking In Polls”; “Yoga Death Fall Of Imran 
Ex”; or “Bar Staff Cigs Peril.” Favourite verbs in Journalese include “Blasts”, “Slams”, 
or “Snubs”; favourite abbreviations “Op”, “KO-ed”, or “Doc”; and favourite slang 
“Boffin”, “Love Rat” or “Eurocrat.” Personalities are often given truncated forms of 
their names; “Becks”; “Wozza”; “Wills”; e.g. “Macca Fury at Prezza Prank” i.e. Paul 
McCartney is aggrieved at the behaviour of John Prescott. 

 
JUVENILIA The literary output of an author from their childhood or youth. 
 
JUXTAPOSITION Placing contrasting ideas, objects, motifs, characters beside each other for effect, for 

example, a young child standing in a graveyard, a wolf in sheep’s clothing, a fly in the 
ointment.  Adjective: Juxtaposed. 

 
KUNSTLERROMAN German term for a novel charting the growth of an artist from childhood to maturity. 

Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man is perhaps the best known example in 
English. 

 
LAMENT A poem expressing grief in bereavement or regret for the loss of status, former 

happiness, or other reverse. 
 
LAMPOON An attack upon an individual and their folly, involving ridicule and personal abuse. It 

is a form of Satire (qv). 
 
LEGEND A story or cycle of stories passed down through the oral tradition telling the deeds of 

an improbably heroic character, often a king, saint, warrior, or other exemplary 
figure. Examples include the tales of King Arthur and his Round Table, or Robin Hood. 
Adjective: Legendary. 

 
LEITMOTIF A recurring phrase, concept or symbol in a literary work underpinning the general 

theme. The term has crossed over into literary study from musical terminology.  
 
LEXIS Either the entire range of vocabulary in a language, or, in critical use, the range of 

vocabulary extent within a single literary work. A poem on nature could be said to 
feature a morbid lexis if there is a repeated use of words associated with death. Also 
Lexical Field. 

 
 
 
LYRIC Originally a song sung to a lyre, lyric is now understood to mean a short poem 

conveying personal sentiment or subjective expression. Lyric poems can embrace the 
themes of love, devotion, reflection and melancholy: they are often beautiful and 
passionate.  Widespread in the medieval and Renaissance periods, and particularly 
strong in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, lyric poems are perhaps the most 
common form of poetry of all. Adjective: Lyrical. 
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MACHIAVELLIAN CHARACTER In Renaissance drama, a character whose behaviour corresponds to contemporary 
understanding of the philosophy of the sixteenth-century Florentine statesman, 
Niccolo Machiavelli. Notorious for his treatise The Prince, Machiavelli was believed to 
be atheistic, unscrupulous, cunning, plausible and ruthless. Accordingly, 
Machiavellian characters in Shakespeare’s plays, and those of his contemporaries, are 
thoroughly villainous and calculating. Examples include Shakespeare’s Richard III, 
Edmund, or Iago. 

 
MALAPROPISM An author’s deliberate misuse of a word, usually for comic effect. Often placed in the 

mouth of pompous or foolish characters to betray their ignorance or pretension, e.g. 
Dogberry in Much Ado About Nothing. The word derives from Richard Sheridan’s 
character Mrs Malaprop in the play The Rivals (1775).  

 
 
MELODRAMA Dramatic form with exaggerated action and emotion, often similar to Tragedy, but 

generally with a happy Resolution (qqv). Melodramas typically feature overtly 
virtuous characters pitched against openly villainous antagonists. Adjective: 
Melodramatic. 

 
 
METAPHOR (Greek, ‘carrying from one place to another’). Imagery (qv) in poetry, prose or drama. 

A metaphor differs from the Simile (qv) in explicitly suppressing its artificiality, i.e. the 
act of comparison between entity and concept is not signalled by the use of the 
formulae “x is like y” or “as x does this, so y does this.” Adjective: Metaphorical. 

 
METONYMY A figure of speech where the name of an entity is substituted by a related Symbol, 

e.g. The Chamber, for the House of Commons, or the Throne, for the institution of 
monarchy. Metonymy is related to Synecdoche (qv). Adjective: Metonymic. 

 
METER The pattern of stressed and unstressed syllables in verse. Useful metrical terms 

include Monometer (1 syllable); Dimeter (2 syllables); Trimeter (3 syllables); 
Tetrameter (4 syllables); Pentameter (5 syllables); hexameter (six syllables); 
Heptameter (7 syllables); Octameter (8 syllables). Adjective: Metrical. 

 
 
MONODY A poem of mourning. Adjective: Monodic. 
 
MOOD The overall emotional feeling generated in a passage, scene or poem. 
 
MOTIF A recurring theme, idea, or character in a literary work. 
 
NARRATIVE A story, tale, novel: any sustained telling of a story, true or fictional, through related 

episodes and scenic, contextual consistency. First-Person Narrative is told from the 
perspective of “I”, a narrator telling of events from his or her position; Third-Person 
Narrative is where the narrator is not apparently interchangeable with the authorial 
voice, and the actions and thoughts of characters are described in terms of “he”, 
“she”, “they” etc. 

 
NEMESIS The punishment for wrong-doing, often visited upon a protagonist of a tragedy. The 

Nemesis is often identified with an avenger, after the Greek goddess Nemesis who 
used human agents to perform her purposes. 

 
NEOLOGISM A coinage, a new word. Adjective: Neologic.  
 
OCCASIONAL VERSE Poetry written to mark an occasion, such as New Year, a birthday, marriage, 

promotion, bereavement, etc. 
 
ODE Type of poem originating in antiquity that is generally lofty and moral in tone, and 

ceremonious or public in intention.  
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OEUVRE A corpus of writing by an author.  
 
OCTET/OCTAVE The opening eight-line sequence of a Sonnet (qv), usually presenting an argument or 

problem to be resolved or answered in the Sextet/sestet (qv).  
 
ODE A verse form derived from antiquity, originally intended to be sung. In English, odes 

are generally well-suited to declamation and often have a lofty register. Famous 
examples by Keats are the best known in the language. 

 
ONOMATOPOEIA The use of words whose sounds imitate the action they describe, e.g. crash, thump, 

sizzle, belch, spit, strum, whip. Adjective: Onomatopoeic. 
 
 
OXYMORON A species of Paradox (qv) where two apparently opposed ideas are set in immediate 

proximity for heightened ironic effect, e.g. cold flame, blinding darkness, evil prayer. 
Adjective: Oxymoronic. 

 
PALINDROME A word that reads the same forwards or backwards, e.g. tenet, eye, level, civic, radar. 

Adjective: Palindromic. 
 
PANEGYRIC Enthusiastic praise of an individual, institution or state in poetic form. See also 

Encomium. Adjective: Panegyrical. 
 
PARABASIS When a character in a play steps out of the action at the close and addresses the 

audience directly, e.g. Prospero in The Tempest. 
 
PARADOX A contradictory or absurd statement which conceals a hidden truth or depth, such as 

Wordsworth’s idea that “The child is father to the man.” Adjective: Paradoxical. 
 
PARODY An imitation of the words, ideas, form of literature or social manners in such a way as 

to point up absurdity, folly or weakness. Parody is widely used in Satire (qv), and 
therefore shares its reformatory instincts, but it can also be used more abusively. 
Adjective: Parodic.  

 
PASTICHE Writing made up of quotations and or imitations of other works and styles. When 

used Satirically, it can be a form of Parody (qqv). 
 
PASTORAL A genre originally deriving from antiquity which deals with the lives and concerns of 

shepherds, but more widely understood as literature extolling the virtues of the rural 
life, always in implicit contrast to the vices of the city and civilization. 

 
PATHETIC FALLACY A term coined by John Ruskin in 1856 to denote passages in literature where natural 

phenomena or climactic conditions reflect the mood of characters in their midst, e.g. 
heavy downpours of rain reflecting a character’s bleakness, or the sun breaking 
through cloud their emotional recovery. 

 
PATHOS The emotionally moving power of a work of literature, particularly when the 

reader/audience shares feelings of compassion, pity or sorrow for the Protagonist 
(qv). Adjective: Pathetic.  

 
PENTAMETER See Meter.  
 
 
PERSONA The speaking voice in a work of literature, or identity of the narrator.  
 
PERSONIFICATION General term for the species of Metaphor (qv) where inanimate or non-human 

entities are ascribed human characteristics, e.g. The eye of the storm; the sun has got 
his hat on, etc.  
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PETRARCHAN Any literature that deploys themes or tropes from the poetry of the Italian author 
Francesco Petrarch, particularly his vocabulary of images describing the agonies, 
desires, hopes and other sensations felt by the lover. Also known as Petrarchist. 

   
 
PIVOT WORD A single word that alters or modifies the meaning, mood or direction of a poem, 

speech or essay. They often occur, for example, as the first word in the Sextet of a 
Sonnet, signalling the beginning of the Resolution of the problem posed in the Octet 
(qqv). See also Volta. 

 
PLOT The narrative shape of a literary work, involving the organization of events in a play. 

Plots are manipulated to create effects of tension, suspense, uncertainty, and often 
conclude with a Crisis, Climax, Dénouement (qqv), etc.   

 
POETIC JUSTICE A seventeenth-century term indicating when virtue is rewarded and vice punished in 

a literary work. Poetic justice is closely related to a moralistic conception of literature.
  

 
POLYSEMY (Greek ‘many meanings’). When a word carries more than one meaning, such as crane 

(bird) and crane (building device); or strike (blow) and strike (industrial action). 
Adjective: Polysemous. 

 
POLYSYNDETON The repeated use of conjunctions to link a sequence of words, clauses or sentences, 

e.g. “Mustard and ham and pickle and lettuce.” Polysyndeton is the opposite of 
Asyndeton (qv).  

 
PORTMANTEAU WORD A word created by combining two other words, e.g. ‘brunch’ (breakfast and lunch); 

‘Oxbridge’ (Oxford and Cambridge); and ‘Californication’ (California and fornication).
  

 
 
PROLOGUE The opening section of a literary work, introducing the author, Protagonist (qv), or 

situation. In drama, prologues are characters who serve as intermediaries between 
the action and the audience, e.g. in Shakespeare’s plays Henry V or Romeo and Juliet. 

 
PROSODY The science or study of Versification (qv), i.e. the mechanics of poetic writing. 

Adjective: Prosodic.  
 
PROTAGONIST The principal character in a book or play, often, but not always, the Hero/Heroine 

(qv). Readers and audiences follow the fortunes of the protagonist through the 
narrative sequence. 

 
PUN A play on words, where Homonymic (qv) terms are interchanged for effect. They are 

primarily used for comic effect, but can have serious applications, such as the 
frequent conflation of ‘Sun’ and ‘Son’ in religious verse of the Renaissance period. For 
further examples, let the pun commence: “Reading Ovid’s Metamorphoses? That 
makes a change”; “You’re employing a squirrel in your wholefood store? You must be 
nuts!”; “The top cosmetic surgeon liked to keep abreast of the latest research”; “The 
bearded lady burned herself while cooking chips; it was a freak accident”, etc. Puns 
are not always the highest form of humour. Adjective: Punning. 

 
QUATRAIN A Stanza (qv) of four lines, the commonest form in English poetry. 
 
QUINTAIN A Stanza (qv) of five lines, sometimes conveying an unsettling effect, e.g. A. E. 

Housman’s “Bredon Hill.” 
 
RECEIVED PRONUNCIATION Sometimes called BBC English, received pronunciation is a form of spoken English 

considered to be the purest and most correct. It does not derive from a specific 
geographical region (although its origins are in the establishment circles of the South 
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East of England), but through its use in official channels such as BBC broadcasting, 
and government.  

 
RECEPTION How a book is received by readers, particularly over a historical period. 
 
REFRAIN Repeated group of lines in a poem, usually at the end of a Stanza (qv). Popular in 

older poetry, particularly in the nineteenth century. 
 
REGISTER The style of language used in different circumstances, or for different audiences.

  
 
RESOLUTION Events that constitute the outcome of the Climax (qv) of a play or narrative, literally, 

a resolving of problems and difficulties.     
  
RHETORICAL QUESTION A question that does not require an answer, generally asked for persuasive effect. It 

is commonly used in public speaking, for example, “Are we expected to tolerate this 
buffoon in public office?” In literature, a well-known example is Caesar’s comment 
“Et tu, Brute?” 

 
RHYME Paired sounds in poetry or drama, usually at the end of a metrical line (End-Stopped 

Rhyme), but also occurring within the line (Internal Rhyme) . A simple rhyme 
chiming the last syllables of words together is called Masculine Rhyme, e.g. 
“dove/love”, “bear/stare”, “begun/shun”. A more complex form chiming the last two 
syllables of words is called Feminine Rhyme, e.g. “moister/oyster”, “clyster/blister”, 
“confound/compound”. Adjective: Rhyming. 

 
RHYTHM The pattern of sounds in verse, drama or prose, heard or sensed as “beats” or 

intervals. In poetry, or other crafted writing, rhythm can be defined by Scansion and 
Prosody (qqv); but the unwritten language of speech also communicates rhythm. 
Adjective: Rhythmic.  

  
 
SATIRE Writing which reacts against lapses in morality or offences against accepted ideals. 

Satire is a literary response which is by its nature public-spirited; it attacks the abuses 
of those in positions of power or authority who are seen to be compromising 
standards they should be defending. Satire is often humorous in nature, and often 
scabrous too. Favourite targets for the satirist are hypocrisy, cant and dishonesty: 
politicians, moral guardians and optimists are frequently picked out for ridicule. 
Jonathan Swift, one of the language’s greatest satirists, simultaneously defined and 
illustrated satire with his observation, “Satire is a sort of glass wherein beholders do 
generally discover everybody’s face but their own….”  Adjective: Satirical.  

 
SCATOLOGY A preoccupation with bodily functions; therefore, coarse, vulgar, and often funny 

writing, usually Satirical. (qv). 
 
SEXTET/SESTET The last six lines of a Sonnet, following from the Octet/Octave (qqv). The proposition 

or problem posed in the Octet is generally answered in the Sextet, e.g. in 
Shakespeare’s “Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day”, the poet finds the 
comparison between the addressee’s beauty and perfections and summertime 
deficient in the Octet; in the Sestet he resolves to celebrate these qualities in verse, 
a medium not subject to time’s agency. 

 
SIBILANCE A variety of Alliteration (qv) where the consonant sounds are soft or hissing (s, sh, c, 

ch) or breathy (wh, f). These effects can be used to convey softness of sound or mood, 
and contribute to Euphony (qv). Adjective: Sibilant. 

 
SIMILE Related to Metaphor (qv), but where the comparison between entity and concept is 

made explicitly, such as “My love is like a red, red rose”; or “I wandered lonely as a 
cloud”.  
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SOLILOQUY (Latin, ‘to speak alone’). A dramatic speech made by a sole character upon a stage, or 
a character unheard by other characters on stage. Soliloquies are used to reveal the 
inner thoughts of a character, and help the audience understand his/her motives, 
intentions or mentality. Considerable irony can be established between a character’s 
real thoughts, as expressed through the soliloquy, and his/her apparent thoughts, as 
conveyed to other characters. Soliloquies are often addressed directly to the 
audience, drawing it into a character’s plots or schemes: this is particularly true of 
villainous characters. The quality of language and ideas are often elevated and 
philosophical in great soliloquies, and they are the epitome of dramatic writing in 
Shakespearean drama. Verb: Soliloquize.    

SONNET (Italian, ‘little song’). A fourteen-line poem, usually in iambic pentameters, first 
created by Francesco Petrarch in the 1300s. Originally handling amorous themes, 
sonnets have been subsequently written on almost all imaginable subjects and issues. 
Major types of sonnet include the Petrarchan Sonnet (perhaps the dominant form), 
consisting of an Octet/Octave (qv) rhyming abbaabba, and a Sestet/Sextet (qv) 
rhyming cdecde or cdcdcd; the Spenserian Sonnet, consisting of three Quatrains (qv) 
and a Couplet (qv) rhyming abab, bcbc, cdcd, ee; and the Shakespearean Sonnet, also 
with three quatrains and a couplet, rhyming abab, cdcd, efef, gg. Sonnets have always 
been regarded as particularly challenging poems to write, and retain their long-held 
mystique.   

 
SPONDEE In verse, two stressed syllables, e.g., “Sleep sleep, old Sun, thou canst not have 

repast….” 
 
STANZA A group of lines in a poem forming a sub-section of the whole. Stanzas within the 

same poem are often of uniform length; they also usually share the same rhyme 
scheme and meter. Such elements within a poem are sometimes called a “verse”: this 
is a less accurate term than “stanza”. Adjective: Stanzaic. 

 
STREAM OF CONSCIOUSNESS A Narrative (qv) style that seeks to capture the random nature of human thought 

processes. Eschewing the ordering and selection of traditional narrative method, 
stream of consciousness bestows equal significance and weight to all ideas, 
reflections and sense impressions that crowd in upon an imagined consciousness. The 
greatest exponent in the language of this mode of writing is James Joyce, particularly 
in his work Ulysses.  

 
STRESS The emphasis given to a syllable in pronunciation. It is used in Prosody (qv) to 

evaluate the metrical characteristics of lines.  
 
SUB-PLOT Secondary action in a play or story which corresponds thematically to the action of 

the main plot. Common in Shakespearean drama, well-known sub-plots include the  
Sir Toby Belch / Feste / Sir Andrew Aguecheek / Malvolio axis, which links thematically 
with the love intrigues of the Olivia / Orsino / Viola /Sebastian axis in the main plot; 
or the Caliban / Trinculo / Stephano axis, that relates to the political drama of 
Prospero / Alonso / Antonio / Sebastian axis in the main plot. 

 
SUB-TEXT Meanings implied but not stated in a literary text, particularly a dramatic work  
SYMBOL An entity that is understood to represent something other than itself. A cross 

represents Christianity; a dove, peace. These are not self-evident meanings, but the 
result of cultural tradition and shared agreement. Symbols almost always convey a 
larger idea than the sum of their constituent parts: the clenched fist is not an 
anatomical contraction, but a symbol of political freedom or resistance; beyond that, 
the clenched fist hints at complex political histories and agendas for reform. Symbols 
are elements of Allegory, Metaphor, and Simile (qqv). In some applications they are 
held to body forth higher truths than those apparent to the human eye; this kind of 
transcendentalism is common in religious or mystical works, where a ladder 
symbolizes the soul’s ascent towards heavenly enlightenment, or a fountain signifies 
the purification from sin.  Adjective: Symbolic. 
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SYNAESTHESIA Where words describing one sensation are applied to another, e.g. the cold look; the 
harsh voice; the soft breeze; the heavy silence. Adjective: Synaesthetic. 

 
SYNCOPE Shortening a word in poetry or drama by omitting a letter or syllable: e.g. e’en for 

even; heav’n for heaven; ne’er for never. See also Elision (qv). 
 
SYNECDOCHE Where one part of an entity stands for the whole. An example would be the phrase 

“All hands to the pump”, where “hands” refers to all available persons, not just their 
hands. Other instances of synecdoche are “Thierry Henry was clearly playing for the 
shirt this afternoon” (“shirt” meaning Arsenal Football Club); “The Crown forces took 
the building by storm” (“Crown” representing the legitimate government); or “Give 
us this day our daily bread” (“Daily bread” signifying a means to life and sustenance). 

 
SYNONYM A word close to or identical in meaning to another, e.g. cold, freezing, chilly, nippy, 

perishing, wintry, bleak, icy, frigid, frosty, artic, raw, keen. It is the opposite of 
Antonym (qv). Adjective: Synonymous. 

 
SYNTAX Word order in a sentence. Adjective: Syntactical. 
 
 
TAUTOLOGY The use of redundant words, e.g. “Sincerely, to be honest…”; “I, for myself, believe…”; 

“Cooking plaice with butter gives it a lovely buttery taste…”; “This lovely present is 
truly lovely.” Adjective: Tautological. 

 
TEXT The words of a literary work as established by the author, before interpretation by a 

reader or theatrical director.  
 
TIRADE A violent and vituperative speech. King Lear offers some good examples in his descent 

into madness. 
 
TONE The manner in which a work is written, tone reflects the author’s outlook upon the 

world, his/her mood, opinion and moral understanding. A writer may interact with 
the reader in a playful or ironic tone; equally the tone may be moralistic or sincere.  

 
TRAGEDY A serious play detailing the downfall of a mighty or important character, the 

Protagonist (qv), who is obliged to die at the end. According to classical rules, the 
protagonist should experience Catharsis, Hamartia, Hubris, and Nemesis (qqv). 
These concepts are often present in modern tragedies, which can, of course, embrace 
wider literary forms than the dramatic. Thus Hardy’s novels are tragic; so are many 
films and TV dramas. The tragic effect in all these forms is communicated by the 
audience’s awareness of admirable qualities in the doomed protagonist. His/her 
downfall is usually the result of the Tragic Flaw (qv). Adjective: Tragic. 

 
TRAGIC FLAW A defect of character that leads to the destruction of the Protagonist in a Tragedy 

(qqv), e.g. ambition in Macbeth; jealousy in Othello; rashness in Michael Henchard. 
 
TRAGICOMEDY A play featuring both tragic and comic elements, perhaps with a happy ending to 

trying events. Among Shakespeare’s plays, works such as The Winter’s Tale or 
Measure for Measure have been identified as tragicomic. 

 
TRIPLET A sequence of three lines of verse sharing a common rhyme sound. 
 
TROCHEE A metrical foot consisting of a stressed syllable followed by an unstressed syllable; 

e.g. mi-ddle. 
 
UNITIES Conventions from classical drama that required playwrights to observe unity of time, 

unity of place, and unity of action in their works. According to this scheme, a play’s 
action should occur within a time-scale of twenty-four hours (sometimes thirty-six); 
within a closely defined geographical location, such as a town or city; and that the 
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action depicted should relate to a narrow group of characters. Shakespeare showed 
how brilliantly the unities could be observed in his Comedy of Errors. 

 
UTOPIA (Greek, ‘no place’). From Sir Thomas More’s 1516 work of the same name, a utopia is 

any imagined ideal society. Originally More wrote with some Satirical intentions (qv), 
but the term has come to imply an earthly paradise of social equality and reform. Its 
Antonym is Dystopia (qqv).  

 
VERISIMILITUDE Believability, or likeness to truth, Verisimilitude concerns how convincing or 

persuasive a literary work is to the reader, and how alike it is to life. Verisimilitude 
helps persuade a reader of a work’s “truth”. Adjective: Verisimilar. 

 
VERNACULAR The native tongue of an ethnic or national group. 
 
VOLTA (Italian, “turn”). The change of thought or feeling between the Octet and Sestet of a 

Sonnet. 


