
ap english literature and composition literary
terms

ap english literature and composition literary terms are essential tools for students to master
in order to excel in this challenging and rewarding course. Understanding these terms allows
students to analyze texts critically, engage deeply with literary works, and write insightful essays.
This article explores a comprehensive range of literary terms commonly encountered in the AP
English Literature and Composition curriculum. From fundamental concepts like metaphor and
imagery to more complex devices such as irony and allegory, a firm grasp of these terms enhances
both reading comprehension and analytical writing skills. Additionally, this guide will discuss how
these literary devices function within various genres and historical contexts. By familiarizing oneself
with these key terms, students can confidently approach exam prompts and literary analysis tasks.
The following sections will provide detailed explanations and examples to aid in mastering ap
english literature and composition literary terms.

Figurative Language and Imagery

Sound Devices and Poetic Techniques

Structural Elements and Narrative Techniques

Characterization and Point of View

Thematic Devices and Symbolism

Figurative Language and Imagery
Figurative language and imagery are vital ap english literature and composition literary terms that
enrich the meaning of texts and evoke vivid sensory experiences. These devices go beyond literal
meanings to create layers of significance and emotional resonance.

Metaphor and Simile
A metaphor directly compares two unlike things without using "like" or "as," attributing qualities of
one to the other to reveal deeper meanings. A simile, conversely, uses "like" or "as" to make a
comparison explicit. Both are central to creating vivid imagery and conceptual connections in
literature.

Personification
Personification involves giving human traits, emotions, or actions to non-human entities or abstract



ideas. This device helps readers relate to and better understand complex or intangible concepts
through familiar human characteristics.

Symbolism
Symbolism uses objects, characters, or events to represent larger ideas or themes beyond their
literal sense. Symbols often carry cultural or contextual meanings and are a key component of
deeper literary analysis in AP English Literature and Composition.

Imagery
Imagery encompasses descriptive language that appeals to the five senses—sight, sound, smell,
taste, and touch—to create a mental picture or emotional effect. Effective imagery is crucial for
setting tone and mood in literary works.

Common Figurative Language Terms

Allusion: A brief reference to a person, place, event, or literary work.

Hyperbole: An exaggeration used for emphasis or effect.

Oxymoron: A combination of contradictory terms.

Irony: A contrast between expectation and reality.

Sound Devices and Poetic Techniques
Sound devices and poetic techniques are fundamental ap english literature and composition literary
terms that influence the rhythm, mood, and musicality of poetry and prose. They help to enhance
meaning and engage the reader’s auditory senses.

Alliteration and Assonance
Alliteration is the repetition of initial consonant sounds in neighboring words, often to create
emphasis or a rhythmic effect. Assonance is the repetition of vowel sounds within words close to
each other, contributing to the internal rhyme and harmony in poetry.

Consonance and Onomatopoeia
Consonance refers to the repetition of consonant sounds, typically at the end or middle of words,
which adds texture to the sound pattern. Onomatopoeia uses words that imitate natural sounds,



helping to create vivid auditory imagery.

Rhyme and Meter
Rhyme involves the correspondence of sounds at the ends of lines or within lines, contributing to the
poem’s structure and memorability. Meter is the rhythmic pattern of stressed and unstressed
syllables, which shapes the flow and pace of a poem.

Enjambment and Caesura
Enjambment occurs when a sentence or phrase runs over from one line of poetry to the next without
a pause, creating a sense of movement and urgency. Caesura is a deliberate pause within a line,
often marked by punctuation, adding emphasis and variety to the rhythm.

Common Poetic Forms

Sonnet: A 14-line poem with a specific rhyme scheme and meter.

Villanelle: A 19-line poem with repeating lines and a strict rhyme pattern.

Free Verse: Poetry without regular rhyme or meter.

Structural Elements and Narrative Techniques
Structural elements and narrative techniques are crucial ap english literature and composition
literary terms that define how a story is organized and how its plot unfolds. These devices influence
pacing, perspective, and the development of themes.

Plot and Conflict
The plot is the sequence of events comprising the story, typically structured around exposition,
rising action, climax, falling action, and resolution. Conflict is the central struggle between opposing
forces and drives the narrative forward.

Foreshadowing and Flashback
Foreshadowing provides hints or clues about events that will occur later in the story, building
anticipation and tension. Flashback interrupts the chronological sequence to present events from
the past, offering background information or context.



Frame Narrative and Stream of Consciousness
A frame narrative is a story within a story, where an outer narrative sets the stage for an inner tale.
Stream of consciousness captures a character’s continuous flow of thoughts and feelings, often in an
unstructured or disjointed manner.

Setting and Atmosphere
Setting refers to the time and place in which a story occurs, influencing the characters’ actions and
the plot’s development. Atmosphere is the emotional mood or feeling evoked by the setting and
descriptive details.

Common Narrative Structures

Linear Narrative: Events presented in chronological order.1.

Nonlinear Narrative: Events presented out of chronological sequence.2.

In Medias Res: Beginning the story in the middle of the action.3.

Characterization and Point of View
Characterization and point of view are essential ap english literature and composition literary terms
that reveal how characters are developed and how stories are told. These aspects shape the reader's
understanding and engagement with the narrative.

Direct and Indirect Characterization
Direct characterization explicitly describes a character’s traits, while indirect characterization
shows traits through actions, dialogue, thoughts, or other characters’ reactions. Both methods allow
readers to infer personality and motivation.

Protagonist, Antagonist, and Foil
The protagonist is the main character around whom the story centers. The antagonist opposes the
protagonist, creating conflict. A foil is a character whose qualities contrast with the protagonist’s,
highlighting particular traits.



First-Person, Third-Person, and Omniscient Point of View
First-person narration uses "I" and presents the story from the character’s perspective. Third-person
narration uses "he," "she," or "they," and may be limited to one character’s thoughts or omniscient,
revealing multiple characters' inner experiences.

Reliable vs. Unreliable Narrator
A reliable narrator provides an accurate and trustworthy account of events, whereas an unreliable
narrator’s credibility is compromised, requiring readers to question the narrative's truthfulness.

Types of Character Roles

Static Character: Remains unchanged throughout the story.

Dynamic Character: Undergoes significant development or change.

Round Character: Complex and well-developed personality.

Flat Character: Simple and one-dimensional.

Thematic Devices and Symbolism
Thematic devices and symbolism are advanced ap english literature and composition literary terms
that help convey the underlying messages and universal ideas within a literary work. These elements
deepen the interpretive possibilities of a text.

Theme and Motif
The theme is the central idea or message of a literary work, often reflecting on human nature,
society, or morality. A motif is a recurring element—such as an image, phrase, or concept—that
supports and reinforces the theme.

Allegory and Parable
An allegory is an extended narrative in which characters and events symbolize broader concepts or
moral qualities. A parable is a short, instructive story that conveys a moral or spiritual lesson.



Irony: Verbal, Situational, and Dramatic
Irony occurs when there is a discrepancy between expectations and reality. Verbal irony involves
saying the opposite of what is meant. Situational irony arises when the outcome is contrary to what
was expected. Dramatic irony occurs when the audience knows something the characters do not.

Juxtaposition and Contrast
Juxtaposition places two elements side by side to highlight their differences or similarities,
enhancing meaning through comparison. Contrast explicitly emphasizes opposing qualities to create
tension or highlight particular traits.

Common Symbolic Elements

Light and Darkness: Often symbolize knowledge and ignorance or good and evil.

Water: Can represent life, purification, or change.

Seasons: Typically symbolize stages of life or emotional states.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the definition of 'metaphor' in AP English Literature
and Composition?
A metaphor is a figure of speech that directly compares two unlike things without using 'like' or 'as',
suggesting they are alike in a significant way.

How does 'symbolism' function in literary analysis?
Symbolism is the use of symbols—objects, characters, or events—to represent larger ideas or
concepts, adding deeper meaning to the text.

What distinguishes a 'simile' from a 'metaphor'?
A simile makes a comparison between two unlike things using 'like' or 'as', whereas a metaphor
makes a direct comparison without those words.

What is 'irony' and what are its main types?
Irony is a literary device where there is a discrepancy between expectation and reality. The main
types are verbal irony, situational irony, and dramatic irony.



How is 'theme' defined in AP English Literature?
Theme is the central idea, message, or insight about life or human nature that a literary work
explores.

What role does 'tone' play in a literary work?
Tone reflects the author's attitude toward the subject or audience, conveyed through word choice,
style, and details.

What is 'alliteration' and why is it used?
Alliteration is the repetition of initial consonant sounds in neighboring words, used to create rhythm,
mood, or emphasis.

Can you explain the term 'foreshadowing'?
Foreshadowing is a literary device where hints or clues suggest events that will occur later in the
story.

What is the significance of 'point of view' in literature?
Point of view determines through whose perspective the story is told, affecting how readers perceive
characters and events.

How does 'imagery' enhance a literary work?
Imagery uses vivid and descriptive language to create sensory experiences, helping readers visualize
scenes and evoke emotions.

Additional Resources
1. "Literary Terms and Definitions for AP English Literature"
This comprehensive guide breaks down essential literary terms and devices that are frequently
encountered in AP English Literature and Composition. It provides clear definitions, examples from
classic and contemporary texts, and tips for identifying these elements in reading passages. Ideal for
students preparing for exams or writing analytical essays.

2. "The Bedford Glossary of Critical and Literary Terms"
A widely respected reference, this glossary offers detailed explanations of literary terms, critical
theories, and rhetorical devices. It includes examples from a broad range of literature, making it a
valuable resource for both beginners and advanced students. The book is designed to support close
reading and critical analysis skills.

3. "Literary Terms: A Practical Glossary"
This book serves as a practical tool for students to understand and apply literary terminology. Each
entry is concise and paired with examples that elucidate complex concepts. It also includes exercises
to reinforce learning, helping students master the language of literary analysis.



4. "AP English Literature and Composition Crash Course"
While primarily a review book for the AP exam, this guide includes an extensive section on literary
terms and their applications. It offers strategies for recognizing and interpreting these terms in
exam contexts. The book is designed to boost confidence and improve performance on both multiple-
choice and essay sections.

5. "The Elements of Style"
Though not exclusively about literary terms, this classic book on writing style emphasizes clarity,
precision, and effective expression, which are crucial for AP English essays. It covers grammatical
rules, stylistic tips, and common pitfalls to avoid. Mastery of style complements understanding of
literary devices by enhancing students' own writing.

6. "How to Read Literature Like a Professor"
This engaging book demystifies literary analysis by explaining symbols, themes, and motifs common
across literature. It introduces literary terms in context, encouraging readers to think critically
about texts. The conversational tone makes complex ideas accessible to high school and college
students alike.

7. "A Handbook to Literature"
A classic reference work, this handbook provides definitions and explanations of literary terms,
movements, and genres. It offers historical context and examples, helping students situate terms
within broader literary traditions. This book is a dependable companion for long-term study and
research.

8. "Literary Terms: Definitions and Examples"
Focused on clarity and usability, this book lists key literary terms with straightforward definitions
and illustrative examples from well-known works. It is especially useful for quick review and exam
preparation. The format supports memorization and practical application in essays.

9. "The Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms"
This authoritative dictionary covers an extensive range of literary terms and concepts, including
lesser-known and advanced terminology. Each entry explains the term's origin, usage, and
significance in literature. It is an invaluable resource for serious students and educators aiming for
depth in literary analysis.
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