
1. Allegory: a story or poem in which characters, settings and events stand for other people or 

events, or for abstract ideas or qualities. It can be read on one level for its literal meaning and 

on a second level for its symbolic meaning. 

 

a. C.S. Lewis' Narnia tales can be read as an allegory of the New Testament. 

  http://cslewis.drzeus.net/papers/lionwitchallegory.html 

b. Probably the most famous allegory in English literature is John Bunyan's Pilgrim's 

Progress (1678), in which the hero named Christian flees the City of Destruction and 

travels through the Valley of the Shadow of Death, Vanity Fair, Doubting Castle, and 

finally arrives at the Celestial City. The entire narrative is a representation of the 

human soul's pilgrimage through temptation and doubt to reach salvation in heaven. 

 

2. Figurative Language: speech or writing that departs from literal meaning in order to 

achieve a special effect or meaning; speech or writing employing figures of speech 

 

a. Saying someone who died "kicked the bucket” is an example of figurative language.  

b. When you say you're hungry enough to eat a horse, it's doubtful you mean that 

literally: you are just using figurative language. When you say it's raining cats and 

dogs, pets aren't falling from the sky: it's figurative language. 

 

3. Exposition: the part of the plot in which the reader is given important background 

information on the characters, their setting, and their problems 

 

a. The beginning of The Catcher in the Rye gave us information about who Holden was 

and what was going on with him just before he set off on his crazy few days in New 

York. This is called the exposition 

b. In To Kill a Mockingbird, the story begins in Maycomb, a sleepy little town in 

Alabama. The heroes, the Finches, have lived there for generations and feel right at 

home in their friendly, cozy community. However, this friendly, cozy community 

isn't so friendly and cozy with African Americans. This is 1930s America, and racism 

is rampant. The narrator gives readers all the details they need to understand the 

conflict that's about to erupt between Atticus and his racist neighbors. This 

information makes up the exposition. 

 



4. Imagery: the use of language to evoke a picture or concrete sensation; this device refers to 

language that taps into both our sense of sight as well as our other four senses. 

 

a. “They pulled the wet saddles off the horses and hobbled them and walked off in 

separate directions through the chaparral to stand spraddle legged clutching their 

knees and vomiting. The browsing horses jerked their heads up. It was no sound 

they’d ever heard before. In the grey twilight those retchings seemed to echo like the 

calls of some rude provisional species loosed upon that waste. A thing smirking deep 

in the eyes of grace itself like a gorgon in an autumn pool” — Cormac McCarthy, All 

the Pretty Horses 

b. “She walked with measured steps, draped in striped and fringed cloths, treading the 

earth proudly, with a slight jingle and flash of barbarous ornaments. She carried her 

head high; her hair was done in the shape of a helmet; she had brass leggings to the 

knee, brass wire gauntlets to the elbow, a crimson spot on her tawny cheek, 

innumerable necklaces of glass beads on her neck; bizarre things, charms, gifts of 

witch-men, that hung about her, glittered and trembled at every step. She must have 

had the value of several elephant tusks upon her. She was savage and superb, wild-

eyed and magnificent; there was something ominous and stately in her deliberate 

progress” — Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness 

 

5. Foil: a character who acts as a contrast to another character. Writers often use a minor 

character as a foil to emphasize the traits of the main character. 

 

a. In Romeo and Juliet, Lady Capulet is impatient and unable to maintain a close 

relationship with her daughter. She is left in the dark about Juliet’s secrets, and Juliet 

confides in the Nurse. Thus the Nurse acts as a foil to Lady Capulet because of her 

nurturing nature. 

b. Also, the Nurse can be a foil for Juliet, contrasting Juliet's youthful innocence with 

the Nurse's older, coarser outlook on life. 


