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FIGURATIVE LANGUAGE

AEGEAN - The Aegean Sea, which lies between Greece and Turkey.

ALLEGORY - A story in which the characters and their actions represent general truths about human conduct. The characters in an allegory often represent abstract concepts, such as faith, innocence, or evil. Eg, George Orwell's Animal Farm, Bunyan's The Pilgrim's Progress, Nathaniel Hawthorne's "Young Goodman Brown. See FABLE; PARABLE; SYMBOL.

ALLUSION - An explicit or indirect reference to a well-known fictional, mythological, or historical person, place, or event, outside the story. Allusions enrich a story by suggesting similarities to comparable circumstances in another time or place.

AMBIGUITY - Either a faulty, vague expression, or a poetic device which deliberately uses a word or expression to signify two or more distinct references, attitudes or feelings. The word has both connotations (secondary or associated significations) and denotations (primary signification or reference). See William Empson, Seven Types of Ambiguity.

ANACHRONISM - False assignment of an event, person, scene or language to a time when the event or thing or person did not exist. See Jurassic Park.

ANALOGY - A comparison which demonstrates the similarity or similarities between two things or concepts.

ANCHORING FUNCTION - According to Roland Barthes (1986), text which accompanies an illustration "directs the reader among various signifieds of the image, causes him [or her] to avoid some and accept others; through an often subtle dispatching, it teleguides him [or her] toward a meaning selected in advance. In all these cases of anchoring, language obviously has a function of elucidation, but such elucidation is selective; it is a matter of a metalanguage applied not to the whole of the iconic message but only to certain of its signs" (29).

ANTITHESIS - The opposite. A figure of speech characterized by strongly contrasting words, sentences or ideas. Eg. Alexander Pope:

"The hungry judges soon the sentence sign,

And wretches hang that jury-men may dine."

APHORISM - A short, often witty statement that contains a serious maxim, opinion, or general truth.

APORIA - A figure of speech which calls meaning into doubt, often cast in the form of a deadlock, or double bind, between incompatible or contradictory meanings in which the text undermines itself.

APOSTROPHE - A figure of speech in which someone (usually, but not always absent), some abstract quality, or a non-existent personage is addressed as though present. Eg., the invocation to a muse in a Greek epic.

ARCHETYPE - An image, descriptive detail, plot pattern or character type that occurs frequently in myth, literature, religion or folklore. According to Carl Jung, archetypal experiences such as birth and death form part of the "collective unconscious" that the mind inherits from its racial or cultural past. Eg, the Trickster, such as Brer Rabbit and Bugs Bunny, or the "Angel of the Hearth" of Victorian poet Coventry Patmore. Northrop Frye is one of the best-known proponents of archetypal criticism.

ATMOSPHERE - The mood, feeling, or quality of life in a story as conveyed by the author's choice of language and organization in describing the setting in which the speech and activity of the characters takes place. The atmosphere in which an author makes characters appear and events occur is often important in determining the tone of the particular work.

BATHOS - The effect resulting from an unsuccessful effort to achieve dignity or pathos or elevation of style; an unintentional anti-climax, dropping from the sublime to the ridiculous. If a novel or play tries to make a reader or spectator weep and succeeds only in making him or her laugh, then the result is bathos.

BLACK HUMOUR - A technique often used in literature of the absurd, in which characters cope with events and situations which are simultaneously comical, brutal, and horrifying.

CARICATURE - A grotesque representation of a person or thing that exaggerates striking or representative features for a satirical purpose.

CAVALIER - A word used to describe the works of the Cavalier poets, courtiers of King Charles I (1625-49). Cavalier poetry is noted for its "witty, polished lyrics of courtship and gallantry."

CHARACTER - A person in a story. Most stories contain one or more major characters and several minor characters:

DYNAMIC CHARACTER. A person who undergoes significant development or change during the story.

FLAT CHARACTER. A person with little depth or complexity, who may be described in one or two phrases.

ROUND CHARACTER. A person with a fully developed, complex (even contradictory) personality, who defies simple analysis and description.

STATIC CHARACTER. A person who remains essentially unchanged throughout the story.

CHARACTERIZATION - The methods by which writers create, reveal, or develop their characters. Writers can focus on the external reality of their characters by describing their appearance, actions, or manner of speech. They can also portray the inner reality of their characters by revealing their thoughts and feelings.

COGNITION - The action or faculty of knowing, including sensation, perception, and conception, as distinguished from feeling and volition.

COMPARISON - The act of comparing two things by noting their similarities.

CONCEIT - A figure of speech establishing a striking parallel between two very dissimilar things or situations.

CONCEPTUAL METAPHOR - Lakoff and Turner list over 100 "conceptual metapors" used in daily and poetic language, and give examples of how each is used singly and in combination: "There exist basic conceptual metaphors for understanding life and death that are part of our culture and that we routinely use to make sense of the poetry of our culture" (More than Cool Reason 15). Throughout the 1980s Lakoff's research has argued that there is a lexicon of metaphor. He has outlined a system of basic metaphoric units which can be combined to form complex metaphoric structures, or which in various combinations form new complexes, which look like new metaphors, but are recognizable from their elements. This theory allows a new dimension to be added to metaphor, however: "it is misleading to think of concepts as a whole as being either all metaphorical or non-metaphorical. Metaphoricity has to do with particular aspects of conceptual structure. Part of a concept's structure can be understood metaphorically, using structure imported from another domain, while part may be understood directly, that is, without metaphor" (More than Cool Reason, 58). This method of decoding is one of the central current theories of metaphor.

CONNOTATION - The suggested or implied meaning of a word, as contrasted with its literal meaning or denotation. These additional associations may be personal (the result of individual experience) or universal (the product of the collective human experience). See DENOTATION.

CONTRAST - The act of comparing two things by noting their differences.

CONVENTION - A customary device or technique used by an artist or author as a kind of representational shorthand. Conventions include devices of composition, plot or structure, types of character, kinds of diction or style, and many others.

CRITICAL ANALYSIS - The systematic division of a work of literature into its various parts or elements in order to achieve a better understanding of the whole.

DENOTATION - The literal dictionary definition of a word, apart from any emotional or intellectual association or connotation it may evoke. See CONNOTATION.

DECONSTRUCTION - A type of literary criticism, based on the ideas of French philosopher Jacques Derrida, which holds that all meaning in written and spoken language is indetermininate because words have no inherent meaning in themselves, and the meaning of a word is based on its relationship to other words. Deconstruction holds that every text has at its center an aporia, a contradiction or irreconcilable paradox, a point at which meaning breaks down completely, and attempts to show where this happens. According to J. Hillis Miller, any literary text contains irreconcilable or contradictory meanings; therefore "all reading is misreading."

DESCRIPTION - The act of decribing, in words or images, a person, thing, or scene.

DEUS EX MACHINA - (Latin) "a god from a machine." A device used in Greek plays in which a god was lowered to the stage to solve the problems of the characters. Today, the term describes any forced or improbable device used to resolve a plot.

DIDACTIC - Having a primary purpose of teaching or instruction.

DOUBLE (Doppelgänger) - A character who seems to parallel, and sometimes threatens to take the place of, a/the main character. Many mystery and gothic horror stories are based on the concept of the double: in Mary Shelley's Frankenstein, Dr. Frankenstein creates a monster in his own image.

DRAMATIC IRONY - See IRONY

EFFIGY - A likeness, portrait, or image, most often a three-dimensional or sculptured image, as in "to burn in effigy"

EMBLEM - An object or picture with a symbolic meaning, often representing some abstract quality. Emblems are often used as badges, representing membership in a family, group, or nation. In Renaissance emblem books, a picture with an accompanying explanatory maxim, usually expressing a moral.

EPIC SIMILE - A simile in which the secondary subject or vehicle is developed far beyond its specific point of close parallel to the primary subject or tenor.

EPIPHANY - A "showing forth" or sudden revelation of the true nature of a character or situation through a specific event - a word, gesture, or other action - that causes the reader to see the significance of that character or situation in a new light. The term was first popularized in modern literature by James Joyce. See eg. Guy de Maupassant's "The Necklace."

FETISH - Originally a charm or totem worshipped for its supernatural powers; more recently, any object with a strong irrational or emotional appeal.

FIGURATIVE LANGUAGE - Language which is based on, or uses, figures of speech such as similes and metaphors.

FORESHADOWING - The introduction of clues early in a story to suggest or anticipate significant events that will develop later.

GROUND - In I. A. Richards's model for the operation of metaphor, the characteristic or characteristics that the tenor, or subject, and the vehicle, or expression, have in common.

HERMENEUTIC - Interpretive or explanatory.

HUMOUR - In a comprehensive modern theory of laughter and humour, philosopher John Morreall proposes that "laughter results from a pleasant psychological shift." This theory embraces the three classical theories of humour: a) the Superiority Theory found in Plato, Aristotle, and Hobbes, in which we laugh at the misfortunes of others, which thus reflect our own superiority; b) the Incongruity Theory, of Kant and Schopenhauer, in which we laugh at something that violates our expectations; c) the Relief Theory, of Herbert Spencer, John Dewey, and Sigmund Freud, in which we laugh to relieve nervous energy (The Philosophy of Laughter and Humor 128-138). See also Chapter 1 of Victor Raskin's Semantic Mechanisms of Humor.

HYPERBOLE - Extravagant exaggeration.

ICON - In literary criticism and the study of semiotics, an object which functions as a sign for something which it is similar to or shares features with. Eg. a portrait of a person, or a map of an area of land.

IMAGERY - The use of words or figures of speech to create a mental picture. Imagery exploits all five senses to produce a single powerful impression or to create a cluster of impressions that convey a dominant mood.

Auditory imagery appeals to the sense of hearing.

Gustatory imagery appeals to the sense of taste.

Kinetic imagery conveys a sense of motion. Sometimes called KINAESTHETIC IMAGERY.

Olfactory imagery appeals to the sense of smell.

Tactile imagery appeals to the sense of touch. Sometimes called HAPTIC IMAGERY.

Verbal imagery is created with words (often with a visual analogue - a "mental picture" is a commonly used metaphor for the operation of verbal imagery).

Visual imagery is created with pictures (often with a verbal analogue - many visual images are pictures of things representing well-known sayings or phrases).

IMPLICATIVE COMPLEX - Part of Max Black's creativity theory of metaphor. As summarized by Forceville (1994): "A metaphorical statement has two distinct subjects, to be identified as the 'primary' subject and the 'secondary' one. These subjects are to be regarded as systems rather than as individual things. The metaphorical utterance works by 'projecting on' the primary subject a set of 'associated implications,' comprised in the implicative complex, that is predictable of the secondary subject. The maker of a metaphorical statement selects, emphasizes, suppresses, and organizes features of the primary subject by applying to it statements isomorphic with the members of the secondary subject's implicative complex. In the context of a particular metaphorical statement, the two subjects 'interact' in the following ways: (a) the presence of the primary subject incites the hearer to select some of the secondary subject's properties; (b) invites him [or her] to construct a parallel implication complex that can fit the primary subject; and (c) reciprocally induces parallel changes in the secondary subject. Similar to Lakoff and Turner: "a [metaphoric] set of correspondences [is] a mapping between two conceptual domains" (More than Cool Reason 4).

IRONY - A term that suggests some sort of discrepancy between appearance and reality. Although irony is a broad term that can be applied to events both trivial and tragic, it depends on the ability of the reader to recognize contradictions and incongruities. Irony usually takes three forms:

Verbal Irony is speech in which what is said is the opposite to what is meant.

Dramatic Irony is a circumstance in which characters reveal their inability to understand their own situation. Dramatic irony is most effective when characters make fateful choices based on information the reader realizes is incorrect.

Situational Irony is a situation that demonstrates an incongruity between what the reader expects or presumes to be appropriate and what actually occurs.

LITOTES - A special form of understatement which is the assertion of an affirmative by negating its contrary: "He's not too bright."

MEIOSIS - A figure of speech which represents something as being less important than it really is. Used for ironic effect, this trope is more often called UNDERSTATEMENT.

METAFICTION - Fiction about fiction. Eg., Jorge Luis Borges' short story "The Garden of Forking Paths."

METALEPSIS - A trope in which one word is substituted for another, which is itself figurative; a metaphor for a metaphor. The Oxford English Dictionary cautions "(In many English examples the use appears to be vague or incorrect)."

METAPHOR - In a metaphor a word or expression which normally denotes one thing is applied to a different thing, without explicitly making a comparison.

METONYMY - A figure of speech in which a comparison is made by mentioning an object associated with another. For example, a reference to "the Crown" (in English literature, anyway) implies a connection to the head of state or the government.

MYTH - A fictitious narrative usually containing supernatural beings who interact with mortal heroes and heroines, and which usually relate the origins of nations and cultures. See Northrop Frye's The Great Code and The Critical Path for an account of the place of myth in Western Literature. Many critics, following Frye, regard myth as a narrative whose purpose is to help explain the world as we perceive it.

NARRATION - The act of telling a story.

OBJECTIVIST MYTH - Lakoff and Johnston believe, unlike many traditional philosophers, that since our knowledge and understanding of the world are based on human perceptions, there can be no such thing as absolute, objective truth. Conversely, the "subjectivist myth" of the Romantic poets and philosophers is also flawed because its truth is limited by individual experience. They propose a third model, the "experientialist myth," which describes the world by means of shared experiences; at the heart of this theory is the claim that we understand one another by creating and sharing conceptual metaphors which allow us to understand unfamiliar concepts in terms of familiar ones.

PARADOX - A rhetorical device making an assertion which on one level appears to be a contradiction but which on another level may be actually true.

PARODY - A composition that imitates the distinctive features of a serious piece of writing for comic or satiric purposes. Linda Hutcheon argues in A Theory of Parody (1985) that "what is remarkable in modern parody is its range of intent - from the ironic and playful to the scornful and ridiculing" (p. 6). Eg. see Mel Brooks' Young Frankenstein for a parody of Mary Shelley's Frankenstein.

PASTORAL - A convention, originally of Classical poetry, which idealizes the world of the countryside and nature.

PERIPHRASIS - Circumlocution. Evasive, wordy, or indirect language. Often the basis of political speeches and advertisements. See Satan's speech exhorting the fallen angels to continue their rebellion against heaven in Book I of Milton's Paradise Lost.

PERSONA - The fictional mask or voice an author may adopt to tell a story. Eg. Flush in Virginia Woolf's novel Flush: a Biography.

PERSONIFICATION - A figure of speech in which an inanimate object or an abstract concept is endowed with human features: "blind justice."

PERSPECTIVE - In painting, the art or technique of presenting objects on a two dimensional surface that creates the illusion of depth or distance.

POINT OF VIEW - The vantage point or perspective from which a story is told. Point of view refers to both position (the narrator's proximity to the action in time and space), and person (the narrator's character and attitude). There are four basic points of view:

Third-person omniscient: The narrator, usually assumed to be the author, tells the story. He or she can move at will through time, across space, and into the mind of each character to tell us anything we need to know to understand the story.

Third-person limited omniscient: Although the author is still the narrator, he or she gives up total omniscience and limits the point of view to the experience and perception of one character in the story. Instead of knowing everything, the reader knows only what this one character knows or is able to learn.

First-person: The author selects one of the characters in the narrative to tell the story. This character may be involved in the action or may view it from the position of an observer. This character may tell about events as they are happening or many years after they have taken place.

Objective: The author presents the external action as if it were being filmed by a movie camera. The story is presented without any attempt to comment on or interpret the characters' private thoughts or feelings. All that the reader knows about the event must be inferred from the characters' public words and deeds.

PROLEPSIS - A figure of speech which creates anticipation.

PUN - A play on words that are similar in sound but have different meanings.

REALISM - Fidelity to actuality in its representation in literature; literature that finds its subject in everyday life and manners, and its goal in portraying the actual, as opposed to ROMANTICISM, which strives to find the ideal.

REFLEXIVE FICTION - Fiction in which the reader is reminded directly or indirectly that the story is artifice, the creation of a writer who is consciously shaping all of the narrative elements, not reporting facts. The effect is to draw the reader into a consideration of the creative process as well as that which is created; it is an increasingly common approach in modern writing, especially in experimental fiction.

RHETORIC - In ancient Greece and Rome, the art of using language to persuade or influence others; in medieval scholasticism, the rules followed by a writer or speaker who wished to express him or herself eloquently; in modern common usage, speech or writing expressed in terms intended to persuade.

ROMANTICISM - A movement that reached its peak in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. In literature its preoccupation is with the individual and his or her aspirations toward the realization of the ideal self and the creation of the ideal world; a modern corollary is the "back-to- nature" movement of the 1960s. (Not to be confused with the modern paperback "Romance").

SARCASM - A sharp, bitter, cutting remark; a kind of irony, usually in the form of words which appear to praise, but intend to insult.

SATIRE - A work of literature that ridicules vice or folly in ideas, institutions or individuals. Although a satiric work treats its subject with varying degrees of amusement and scorn, its ultimate purpose is to bring about improvement by calling attention - either directly or indirectly - to higher standards of human behaviour. eg. Jonathan Swift's A Modest Proposal.

SIGN - In linguistics and the branch of philosophy known as semiotics, a sign is anything, such as an object, gesture, or sound (such as a word or speech unit) that conveys a meaning.

SIMILE - A comparison between two distinctly different things, using the word "like" or "as."

SLIPPAGE - A term used in Deconstructionist and Post-Modernist criticism to describe subtle shifts in meaning between different uses of a word or phrase, or within a single use as analysis probes deeper levels of meaning. Most such terms are used to mean whatever the writer chooses it to mean.

SOPHOCLES - (496-406 B.C.) Greek statesman and tragic playwright, author of 123 dramas, including Oedipus Rex.

STANZA - A group of verse lines in a poem, set off by blank spaces on the printed page.

STEREOTYPE - An oversimplified character who recurs so frequently in literary works that his or her behaviour has become predictable.

SURREALISM - A way of writing that involves the presentation of a superreal, dream-like world where conventions are upended and rationality is dispensed with. The spontaneous creations of the unconscious are depicted in a surrealistic work through the use of fantasy and incongruous imagery.

SYMBOL - A person, act, or thing that has both literal significance and additional abstract meanings. Unlike an allegory, where such things are equated with one or two abstract ideas, a symbol usually refers to several complex ideas that may radiate contradictory or ambiguous meanings. See ALLEGORY.

SYMBOLISM - The use of SYMBOLS, persons, acts, or things that have both literal significance and additional abstract meanings.

SYNAESTHESIA - A perceptual crossing over or interpretation from one sense to another. Synaesthesia was a popular part of Victorian aesthetics. For example: "As the blind man who said he supposed the colour of scarlet was like the sound of a trumpet, I suppose most persons called upon to give an account of their sensations with regard to art, must be driven to compare pictures to poems, and poems to pictures. One always feels as if they were the same" (Thackeray, Sketches 669). Twentieth-century critics, however, have dismissed this trope as too crude to account for the full complexity of poetic experience: "Apprehension in terms of one of the senses is described in terms of, or compared with, one of the others; this has been called synaesthesia, and is clearly sometimes effective. . . . But how such a disturbance can be of serious importance to a reader of poetry is not easy to see; or how one it to be sure when it is occurring. . . Poe often seems excited about colours in a way that reminds one of people's reports from mescal, but then it is a Mexican drug and he probably had tried it; one cannot deduce anything very profound about poetry from that" (William Empson, Seven Types of Ambiguity, 13).

SYNECDOCHE - A figure of speech in which a part signifies the whole or the whole signifies a part ("all hands on deck").

TENOR - In I. A. Richards's model for the workings of metaphor, the subject of the comparison of the metaphor.

TROPE - A figure of speech or thought exhibiting a "turn" or conversion in which words are used in a way that changes their ordinary meaning. In a trope the "turn" is a transformation of meaning or understanding brought about by an apprehension of the connection between the elements of the trope. In metaphor, the turn is the substitution of one term for the other; in metonymy it is the association of one object with the other; in synecdoche it is the connection between part and whole, or the nature of that connection; in irony it is the connection between the overt and the hidden meaning. For Paul de Man the trope of chiasmus ("crossing over") is a model for the way other tropes are used in Romantic and twentieth-century literature: a crossing over from inside to outside (and vice versa), from inside a poem to the outside, and from inside language to outside (to the world of thought) reverses the conventional attributes of words and things (Allegories of Reading 38).

UNDERSTATEMENT - A figure of speech which represents something as being less important than it really is. Used for ironic effect, this trope is also sometimes called MEIOSIS.

VEHICLE - In I. A. Richards's model for the workings of metaphor, the metaphorical term to which the subject of the metaphor is compared.

