
DOMAIN 1. LITERATURE 
 
COMPETENCY 1.0 UNDERSTAND THE DISTINCTIVE FEATURES OF 
VARIOUS GENRES OF FICTION AND NONFICTION  
 
Skill 1.1 Applying literary terminology.  
 
Essential terminology and literary devices germane to literary analysis include 
alliteration, allusion, antithesis, aphorism, apostrophe, assonance, blank verse, 
caesura, conceit, connotation, consonance, couplet, denotation, diction, 
epiphany, exposition, figurative language, free verse, hyperbole, iambic 
pentameter, inversion, irony, kenning, metaphor, metaphysical poetry, 
metonymy, motif, onomatopoeia, octava rima, oxymoron, paradox, parallelism 
personification, quatrain, scansion, simile, soliloquy, Spenserian stanza, 
synecdoche, terza rima, tone, and wit. 
 
The more basic terms and devices, such as alliteration, allusion, analogy, aside, 
assonance, atmosphere, climax, consonance, denouement, elegy, foil, 
foreshadowing, metaphor, simile, setting, symbol, and theme are defined and 
exemplified in the English 5-9 Study Guide. 
 
Antithesis: Balanced writing about conflicting ideas, usually expressed in  
  sentence form.  Some examples are expanding from the center,  
  shedding old habits, and searching never finding. 
 
Aphorism: A focused, succinct expression about life from a sagacious   
  viewpoint.  Writings by Ben Franklin, Sir Francis Bacon, and   
  Alexander Pope contain many aphorisms.  “Whatever is begun in  
  anger ends in shame” is an aphorism. 
 
Apostrophe: Literary device of addressing an absent or dead person, an   
  abstract idea, or an inanimate object.  Sonneteers, such as Sir  
  Thomas Wyatt, John Keats, and William Wordsworth, address the  
  moon, stars, and the dead Milton.  For example, in William   
  Shakespeare's Julius Caesar, Mark Antony addresses the corpse  
  of Caesar in the speech that begins:  “O, pardon me, thou bleeding  
  piece of earth, That I am meek and gentle with these butchers!  
  Thou art the ruins of the noblest man That ever lived in the tide of  
  times. Woe to the hand that shed this costly blood!” 
 
Blank Verse: Poetry written in iambic pentameter but unrhymed.  Works by  
  Shakespeare and Milton are epitomes of blank verse.  Milton’s  
  Paradise Lost states, “Illumine, what is low raise and support, 
  That to the height of this great argument I may assert Eternal  
  Providence And justify the ways of God to men.” 
 



Caesura: A pause, usually signaled by punctuation, in a line of poetry.  The  
  earliest usage occurs in Beowulf, the first English epic dating from  
  the Anglo-Saxon era.  'To err is human, // to forgive, divine' (Pope).  
 
Conceit: A comparison, usually in verse, between seemingly disparate  
  objects or concepts. John Donne's metaphysical poetry contains  
  many clever conceits.  For instance, Donne's "The Flea" (1633)  
  compares a flea bite to the act of love; and in "A Valediction:   
  Forbidding Mourning" (1633) separated lovers are likened to the  
  legs of a compass, the leg drawing the circle eventually returning  
  home to "the fixed foot."  
 
Connotation: The ripple effect surrounding the implications and associations of  
  a given word, distinct from the denotative, or literal meaning.  For  
  example, “Good night, sweet prince, and flights of angels sing thee  
  to thy res”t refers to a burial. 
 
Consonance: The repeated usage of similar consonant sounds, most often used 
  in poetry. “Sally sat sifting seashells by the seashore” is a   
  familiar example.   
 
Couplet: Two rhyming lines of poetry.  Shakespeare's sonnets end in heroic  
  couplets written in iambic pentameter. Pope is also a master of 
  the couplet. His Rape of the Lock is written entirely in heroic   
  couplets. 
 
Denotation:  What a word literally means, as opposed to its connotative   
  meaning.  For example, “Good night, sweet prince, and flights of  
  angels sing thee to thy rest” refers to sleep.  
 
Diction: The right word in the right spot for the right purpose.  The hallmark  
  of a great writer is precise, unusual, and memorable diction. 
 
Epiphany: The moment when the proverbial light bulb goes off in one's head  
  and comprehension sets in. 
 
Exposition: Fill-in or background information about characters meant to clarify  
  and add to the narrative; the initial plot element which precedes the  
  buildup of conflict. 
 
Figurative  Not meant in a literal sense, but to be interpreted through  
Language: symbolism.  Figurative language is made up of such literary   
  devices as hyperbole, metonymy, synecdoche, and oxymoron.  A  
  synecdoche is a figure of speech in which the word for part of   
  something is used to mean the whole; for example, "sail" for "boat,"  
  or vice versa.   



Free Verse:  Poetry that does not have any predictable meter or patterning.  
  Margaret Atwood, e. e. cummings, and Ted Hughes write in this  
  form. 
 
Hyperbole: Exaggeration for a specific effect.  For example, "I’m so hungry that 
  I could eat a million of these." 
 
Iambic  
Pentameter: The two elements in a set five-foot line of poetry.  An iamb is two  
  syllables, unaccented and accented, per foot or measure.    
  Pentameter means five feet of these iambs per line or ten syllables. 
 
Inversion: A typical sentence order to create a given effect or interest.    
  Bacon’s and Milton's work use inversion successfully.  Emily   
  Dickinson was fond of arranging words outside of their familiar  
  order. For example in "Chartless" she writes "Yet know I how the  
  heather looks" and "Yet certain am I of the spot." Instead of saying  
  "Yet I know" and "Yet I am certain" she reverses the usual order  
  and shifts the emphasis to the more important words.  
 
Irony:  An unexpected disparity between what is written or stated and what 
  is really meant or implied by the author. Verbal, situational, and  
  dramatic are the three literary ironies.  Verbal irony is when an  
  author says one thing and means something else.  Dramatic irony  
  is when an audience perceives something that a character in the  
  literature does not know.  Irony of situation is a discrepancy   
  between the expected result and actual results.  Shakespeare's  
  plays contain numerous and highly effective use of irony. O.   
  Henry’s short stories have ironic endings.   
 
Kenning: Another way to describe a person, place, or thing so as to avoid  
  prosaic repetition. The earliest examples can be found in Anglo- 
  Saxon literature such as Beowulf and "The Seafarer." Instead of  
  writing King Hrothgar, the anonymous monk wrote, great Ring- 
  Giver,  or Father of his people.  A lake becomes the swans' way,  
  and the ocean or sea becomes the great whale's way. In ancient  
  Greek literature, this device was called an “epithet.” 
 
Metaphysical 
Poetry: Verse characterization by ingenious wit, unparalleled imagery, and  
  clever conceits. The greatest metaphysical poet is John Donne.   
  Henry Vaughn and other 17th century British poets contributed to  
  this movement as in Words, “I saw eternity the other night, like a  
  great being of pure and endless light.” 
 



Metonymy: Use of an object or idea closely identified with another object or  
  idea to represent the second.  "Hit the books" means "go study."    
  Washington, D.C. means the U.S. government and the White  
  House means the U.S. President. 
 
Motif:  A key, oft-repeated phrase, name, or idea in a literary work.    
  Dorset/Wessex in Hardy's novels and the moors and the harsh  
  weather in the Bronte sisters’ novels are effective use of motifs.   
  Shakespeare's Romeo and Juliet represents the ill-fated young 
   lovers’ motif. 
 
Onomatopoeia: Word used to evoke the sound in its meaning. The early   
  Batman series used pow, zap, whop, zonk and eek in an   
  onomatopoetic way. 
 
Octava rima: A specific eight-line stanza of poetry whose rhyme scheme is  
  abababcc.  Lord Byron's mock epic, Don Juan, is written in this  
  poetic way. 
 
Oxymoron: A contradictory form of speech, such as jumbo shrimp, unkindly  
  kind, or Mellencamp's "It hurts so good." 
 
Paradox: Seemingly untrue statement, which when examined more closely  
  proves to be true.  John Donne's sonnet "Death Be Not Proud"  
  postulates that death shall die and humans will triumph over death, 
  at first thought not true, but ultimately explained and proven in this  
  sonnet. 
 
Parallelism:  A type of close repetition of clauses or phrases that emphasize key 
  topics or ideas in writing. The psalms in the King James Version of  
  the Bible contain many examples. 
 
Personification: Giving human characteristics to inanimate objects or concepts.  
  Great writers, with few exceptions, are masters of this literary               
  device. 
 
Quatrain: A poetic stanza composed of four lines.  A Shakespearean or  
  Elizabethan sonnet is made up of three quatrains and ends with a  
  heroic couplet. 
 
Scansion: The two-part analysis of a poetic line. Count the number of   
  syllables per line and determine where the accents fall. Divide the  
  line into metric feet. Name the meter by the type and number of  
  feet. Much is written about scanning poetry. Try not to inundate  
  your students with this jargon; rather allow them to feel the power of 
  the poets’ words, ideas, and images instead. 



Soliloquy: A highlighted speech, in drama, usually delivered by a major   
  character expounding on the author's philosophy or expressing, at  
  times, universal truths.  This is done with the character alone on the 
  stage. 
 
 
Spenserian 
Stanza: Invented by Sir Edmund Spenser for usage in The Fairie Queene,  
  his epic poem honoring Queen Elizabeth I.  Each stanza consists of 
  nine lines, eight in iambic parameter. The ninth line, called an  
  alexandrine, has two extra syllables or one additional foot. 
 
Sprung Rhythm: Invented and used extensively by the poet, Gerard Manley  
  Hopkins. It consists of variable meter, which combines stressed  
  and unstressed syllables fashioned by the author.  See "Pied  
  Beauty" or "God's Grandeur." 
 
Stream of 
Consciousness: A style of writing which reflects the mental processes of the  
  characters expressing, at times, jumbled memories, feelings, and  
  dreams. "Big time players" in this type of expression are James  
  Joyce, Virginia Woolf, and William Faulkner. 
 
Terza Rima: A series of poetic stanzas utilizing the recurrent rhyme scheme of  
  aba, bcb, cdc, ded, and so forth.  The second-generation Romantic  
  poets - Keats, Byron, Shelley, and, to a lesser degree, Yeats - used 
  this Italian verse form, especially in their odes. Dante used this  
  stanza in The Divine Comedy. 
 
Tone:  The discernible attitude inherent in an author's work regarding the  
  subject, readership, or characters.  Swift's or Pope's tone is   
  satirical.  Boswell's tone toward Johnson is admiring. 
 
Wit:  Writing of genius, keenness, and sagacity expressed through clever 
  use of language. Alexander Pope and the Augustans wrote about  
  and were themselves said to possess wit. 
 
Skill 1.2 Analyzing the characteristics of fiction. 
 
Fiction is the opposite of fact, and, simple as that may seem, it’s the major 
distinction between fictional works and nonfictional works.  It is the result of 
imagination and is recorded for the purpose of entertainment. 
 
Some genres of fiction (not all): 
 
• Action-adventure 



• Crime 
• Detective 
• Erotica 
• Fantasy 
• Horror 
• Mystery 
• Romance 
• Science fiction 
• Thriller 
• Western 

 
A bildungsroman (from the German) means “novel of education” or “novel of 
formation” and is a novel that traces the spiritual, moral, psychological, or social 
development and growth of the main character from childhood to maturity. 
Dickens’ David Copperfield (1850) represents this genre as does Thomas 
Wolfe’s Look Homeward Angel (1929). 
 
A work of fiction typically has a central character, called the protagonist, and a 
character that stands in opposition, called the antagonist. The antagonist might 
be something other than a person. In Stephen Crane’s short story, The Open 
Boat, for example, the antagonist is a hostile environment, a stormy sea. 
Conflicts between protagonist and antagonist are typical of a work of fiction, and 
climax is the point at which those conflicts are resolved. The plot has to do with 
the form or shape that the conflicts take as they move toward resolution. A fiction 
writer artistically uses devices labeled characterization to reveal character. 
Characterization can depend on dialogue, description, or the attitude or attitudes 
of one or more characters toward another.  
 
Enjoying fiction depends upon the ability of the reader to suspend belief, to some 
extent. The reader makes a deal with the writer that for the time it takes to read 
the story, his/her own belief will be put aside, replaced by the convictions and 
reality that the writer has written into the story. 
 
Skill 1.3 Analyzing the characteristics of drama and dramatic structure. 
 
Comedy:  The comedic form of dramatic literature is meant to amuse, and often 
ends happily.  It uses techniques such as satire or parody, and can take many 
forms, from farce to burlesque.  Examples include Dante Alighieri's The Divine 
Comedy, Noel Coward’s play Private Lives, and some of Geoffrey Chaucer's 
Canterbury Tales and William Shakespeare's plays.  
 
Tragedy:  Tragedy is comedy’s other half.  It is defined as a work of drama 
written in either prose or poetry, telling the story of a brave, noble hero who, 
because of some tragic character flaw, brings ruin upon himself.  It is 
characterized by serious, poetic language that evokes pity and fear.   



In modern times, dramatists have tried to update its image by drawing its main 
characters from the middle class and showing their nobility through their nature 
instead of their standing.  The classic example of tragedy is Sophocles’ Oedipus 
Rex, while Henrik Ibsen and Arthur Miller epitomize modern tragedy. 
 
Drama:  In its most general sense, a drama is any work that is designed to be 
performed by actors onstage.  It can also refer to the broad literary genre that 
includes comedy and tragedy.  Contemporary usage, however, denotes drama 
as a work that treats serious subjects and themes but does not aim for the same 
grandeur as tragedy.  Drama usually deals with characters of a less stately 
nature than tragedy.  A classical example is Sophocles' tragedy Oedipus Rex, 
while Eugene O'Neill's The Iceman Cometh represents modern drama. 
 
Dramatic Monologue:  A dramatic monologue is a speech given by an actor, 
usually intended for themselves, but with the intended audience in mind.  It 
reveals key aspects of the character’s psyche and sheds insight on the situation 
at hand.  The audience takes the part of the silent listener, passing judgment and 
giving sympathy at the same time.  This form was invented and used 
predominantly by Victorian poet Robert Browning. 
 
Tempo 
 
Interpretation of dialogue must be connected to motivation and detail. During this 
time, the director is also concerned with pace and seeks a variation of tempo. If 
the overall pace is too slow, then the action becomes dull and dragging. If the 
overall pace is too fast, then the audience will not be able to understand what is 
going on, for they are being hit with too much information to process. 
 
Dramatic Arc 
 
Good drama is built on conflict of some kind — an opposition of forces or desires 
that must be resolved by the end of the story. The conflict can be internal, 
involving emotional and psychological pressures, or it can be external, drawing 
the characters into tumultuous events. These themes are presented to the 
audience in a narrative arc that looks roughly like this: 

 
 



Following the Arc 
 
Although any performance may have a series of rising and falling levels of 
intensity, in general the opening should set in motion the events which will 
generate an emotional high toward the middle or end of the story. Then, 
regardless of whether the ending is happy, sad, bittersweet, or despairing, the 
resolution eases the audience down from those heights and establishes some 
sense of closure. Reaching the climax too soon undermines the dramatic impact 
of the remaining portion of the performance, whereas reaching it too late rushes 
the ending and creates a jarringly abrupt end to events. 
 
Skill 1.4 Analyzing the characteristics and content of poetry. 
 
When we speak of form with regard to poetry, we usually mean one of three 
things: 

1. The pattern of the sound and rhythm 
2. The visible shape it takes 
3. Rhyme or free verse 

 
1. The pattern of the sound and rhythm 

 
It helps to know the history of this peculiarity of poetry. History was passed down 
in oral form almost exclusively until the invention of the printing press and was 
often set to music. A rhymed story is much easier to commit to memory. Adding a 
tune makes it even easier to remember, so it’s not a surprise that much of the 
earliest literature—epics, odes, etc., are rhymed and were probably sung. When 
we speak of the pattern of sound and rhythm, we are referring to two things: 
verse form and stanza form. 
 
The verse form is the rhythmic pattern of a single verse. An example would be 
any meter: blank verse, for instance, is iambic pentameter. A stanza is a group of 
a certain number of verses (lines), having a rhyme scheme. If the poem is 
written, there is usually white space between the verses although a short poem 
may be only one stanza. If the poem is spoken, there will be a pause between 
stanzas. 
 

2. The visible shape it takes 
 
In the seventeenth century, some poets shaped their poems to reflect the theme. 
A good example is George Herbert’s Easter Wings. Since that time, poets have 
occasionally played with this device; it is, however, generally viewed as nothing 
more than a demonstration of ingenuity. The rhythm, effect, and meaning are 
often sacrificed to the forcing of the shape. 
 
 
 



3. Rhyme and free verse 
 
Poets also use devices to establish form that will underscore the meanings of 
their poems. A very common one is alliteration. When the poem is read (which 
poetry is usually intended to be), the repetition of a sound may not only 
underscore the meaning, it may also pleasure to the reading. Following a strict 
rhyming pattern can add intensity to the meaning of the poem in the hands of a 
skilled and creative poet. On the other hand, the meaning can be drowned out by 
the steady beat-beat-beat of it. Shakespeare very skillfully used the regularity of 
rhyme in his poetry, breaking the rhythm at certain points to very effectively 
underscore a point. For example, in Sonnet #130, “My mistress’ eyes are nothing 
like the sun,” the rhythm is primarily iambic pentameter. It lulls the reader (or 
listener) to accept that this poet is following the standard conventions for love 
poetry, which in that day reliably used rhyme and more often than not iambic 
pentameter to express feelings of romantic love along conventional lines. 
However, in Sonnet #130, the last two lines sharply break from the monotonous 
pattern, forcing reader or speaker to pause: 
And yet, by heaven, I think my love as rare 
As any she belied with false compare  
Shakespeare’s purpose is clear: he is not writing a conventional love poem; the 
object of his love is not the red-and-white conventional woman written about in 
other poems of the period. This is a good example where a poet uses form to 
underscore meaning. 
 
Poets eventually began to feel constricted by the rhyming conventions and began 
to break away and make new rules for poetry. When poetry was only rhymed, it 
was easy to define it. When free verse, or poetry written in a flexible form, came 
upon the scene in France in the 1880s, it quickly began to influence English-
language poets such as T. S. Eliot, whose memorable poem, The Wasteland, 
had an alarming but desolate message for the modern world. It’s impossible to 
imagine that it could have been written in the soothing, lulling rhymed verse of 
previous periods. Those who first began writing in free verse in English were 
responding to the influence of the French vers libre. However, it should be noted 
that it could be loosely applied to the poetry of Walt Whitman, writing in the mid-
nineteenth century, as can be seen in the first stanza of Son of Myself: 
I celebrate myself, and sing myself, 
And what I assume you shall assume, 
For every atom belonging to me as good belongs to you. 
 
When poetry was no longer defined as a piece of writing arranged in verses that 
had a rhyme-scheme of some sort, distinguishing poetry from prose became a 
point of discussion. Merriam Webster’s Encyclopedia of Literature defines poetry 
as follows: “Writing that formulates a concentrated imaginative awareness of 
experience in language chosen and arranged to create a specific emotional 
response through its meaning, sound and rhythm.” 
 



A poet chooses the form of his poetry deliberately, based upon the emotional 
response he hopes to evoke and the meaning he wishes to convey. Robert Frost, 
a twentieth-century poet who chose to use conventional rhyming verse to make 
his point is a memorable and often-quoted modern poet. Who can forget his 
closing lines in “Stopping by Woods”? 
And miles to go before I sleep, 
And miles to go before I sleep. 
Would they be as memorable if the poem had been written in free verse?  
 
Poetic Techniques 
 
Slant Rhyme: Occurs when the final consonant sounds are the same, but the 
vowels are different.  Occurs frequently in Irish, Welsh, and Icelandic verse.  
Examples include: green and gone, that and hit, ill and shell. 
 
Alliteration: Alliteration occurs when the initial sounds of a word, beginning 
either with a consonant or a vowel, are repeated in close succession.  Examples 
include: Athena and Apollo, Nate never knows, People who pen poetry. 
 
Note that the words only have to be close to one another: Alliteration that repeats 
and attempts to connect a number of words is little more than a tongue-twister. 
 
The function of alliteration, like rhyme, might be to accentuate the beauty of 
language in a given context, or to unite words or concepts through a kind of 
repetition. Alliteration, like rhyme, can follow specific patterns. Sometimes the 
consonants aren't always the initial ones, but they are generally the stressed 
syllables. Alliteration is less common than rhyme, but because it is less common, 
it can call our attention to a word or line in a poem that might not have the same 
emphasis otherwise. 
 
Assonance: If alliteration occurs at the beginning of a word and rhyme at the 
end, assonance takes the middle territory. Assonance occurs when the vowel 
sound within a word matches the same sound in a nearby word, but the 
surrounding consonant sounds are different. "Tune" and "June" are rhymes; 
"tune" and "food" are assonant. The function of assonance is frequently the same 
as end rhyme or alliteration; all serve to give a sense of continuity or fluidity to 
the verse. Assonance might be especially effective when rhyme is absent: It 
gives the poet more flexibility, and it is not typically used as part of a 
predetermined pattern. Like alliteration, it does not so much determine the 
structure or form of a poem; rather, it is more ornamental. 
 
Onomatopoeia: Word used to evoke the sound in its meaning. The early 
Batman series used pow, zap, whop, zonk and eek in an onomatopoetic way. 



Types of Poetry 
 
The sonnet is a fixed-verse form of Italian origin, which consists of 14 lines that 
are typically five-foot iambics rhyming according to a prescribed scheme. Popular 
since its creation in the thirteenth century in Sicily, it spread at first to Tuscany, 
where it was adopted by Petrarch. The Petrarchan sonnet generally has a two-
part theme. The first eight lines, the octave, state a problem, ask a question, or 
express an emotional tension. The last six lines, the sestet, resolve the problem, 
answer the question, or relieve the tension. The rhyme scheme of the octave is 
abbaabba; that of the sestet varies. 
 
Sir Thomas Wyatt and Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey, introduced this form into 
England in the sixteenth century. It played an important role in the development 
of Elizabethan lyric poetry, and a distinctive English sonnet developed, which 
was composed of three quatrains, each with an independent rhyme-scheme, and 
it ended with a rhymed couplet. A form of the English sonnet created by Edmond 
Spenser combines the English form and the Italian. The Spenserian sonnet 
follows the English quatrain and couplet pattern but resembles the Italian in its 
rhyme scheme, which is linked: abab bcbc cdcd ee. Many poets wrote sonnet 
sequences, where several sonnets were linked together, usually to tell a story. 
Considered to be the greatest of all sonnet sequences is one of Shakespeare’s, 
which are addressed to a young man and a “dark lady” wherein the love story is 
overshadowed by the underlying reflections on time and art, growth and decay, 
and fame and fortune. 
 
The sonnet continued to develop, more in topics than in form. When John Donne 
in the seventeenth century used the form for religious themes, some of which are 
almost sermons, or on personal reflections (“When I consider how my light is 
spent”), there were no longer any boundaries on the themes it could take.  

That it is a flexible form is demonstrated in the wide range of themes and 
purposes it has been used for—all the way from more frivolous concerns to 
statements about time and death. Wordsworth, Keats, and Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning used the Petrarchan form of the sonnet. A well-known example is 
Wordsworth’s “The World Is Too Much With Us.”  Rainer Maria Rilke's Sonnette 
an Orpheus (1922) is a well-known twentieth-century sonnet. 

Analysis of a sonnet should focus on the form—does it fit a traditional pattern or 
does it break from tradition? If so, why did the poet choose to make that break? 
Does it reflect the purpose of the poem? What is the theme? What is the 
purpose? Is it narrative? If so, what story does it tell and is there an underlying 
meaning? Is the sonnet appropriate for the subject matter? 

The limerick probably originated in County Limerick, Ireland, in the 18  century.  th



It is a form of short, humorous verse, often nonsensical, and often ribald. Its five 
lines rhyme aabbaa with three feet in all lines except the third and fourth, which 
have only two. Rarely presented as serious poetry, this form is popular because 
almost anyone can write it. 

Analysis of a limerick should focus on its form. Does it conform to a traditional 
pattern or does it break from the tradition? If so, what impact does that have on 
the meaning? Is the poem serious or frivolous? Is it funny? Does it try to be funny 
but does not achieve its purpose? Is there a serious meaning underlying the 
frivolity? 

A cinquain is a poem with a five-line stanza. Adelaide Crapsey (1878-1914) 
called a five-line verse form a cinquain and invented a particular meter for it. 
Similar to the haiku, there are two syllables in the first and last lines and four, six, 
and eight in the middle three lines. It has a mostly iambic cadence. Her poem, 
“November Night,” is an example: 

Listen…  
With faint dry sound 
Like steps of passing ghosts, 
the leaves, frost-crisp'd, break from the trees 
And fall. 

Haiku is a very popular unrhymed form that is limited to seventeen syllables 
arranged in three lines thus: five, seven, and five syllables. This verse form 
originated in Japan in the seventeenth century where it is accepted as serious 
poetry and is Japan’s most popular form. Originally, it was to deal with the 
season, the time of day, and the landscape although as it has come into more 
common use, the subjects have become less restricted. The imagist poets and 
other English writers used the form or imitated it. It’s a form much used in 
classrooms to introduce students to the writing of poetry. 

Analysis of a cinquain and a haiku poem should focus on form first. Does the 
haiku poem conform to the seventeen-syllables requirement and are they 
arranged in a five, seven, and five pattern?  For a cinquain, does it have only five 
lines? Does the poem distill the words so as much meaning as possible can be 
conveyed? Does it treat a serious subject? Is the theme discernable? Short 
forms like these seem simple to dash off; however, they are not effective unless 
the words are chosen and pared so the meaning intended is conveyed.  The 
impact should be forceful, and that often takes more effort, skill, and creativity 
than longer forms. This should be taken into account in their analysis.

Skill 1.5 Analyzing the characteristics of nonfiction genres. 
 
The earliest nonfiction came in the form of cave-paintings, the record of what 
prehistoric man caught on hunting trips.  



On the other hand, we don’t know that some of it might be fiction—that is, what 
they would like to catch on future hunting trips. Cuneiform inscriptions, which 
hold the earliest writings, are probably nonfiction, about conveying goods such as 
oxen and barley and dealing with the buying and selling of these items. It’s easy 
to assume that nonfiction, then, is pretty boring, since it simply serves the 
purpose of recording everyday facts. If a work of nonfiction endures beyond its 
original time, it tends to be viewed as either exceptionally well made or perfectly 
embodying the ideas, manners, and attitudes of the time when it was produced.  
 
Some (not all) types of nonfiction: 
• Almanac 
• Autobiography 
• Biography 
• Blueprint 
• Book report 
• Diary 
• Dictionary 
• Documentary film 
• Encyclopedia 
• Essay 
• History 
• Journal 
• Letter 
• Philosophy 
• Science book 
• Textbook 
• User manual 

 
These can also be called genres of nonfiction—divisions of a particular art 
according to criteria particular to that form. How these divisions are formed is 
vague. There are actually no fixed boundaries for either fiction or nonfiction. They 
are formed by sets of conventions and many works cross into multiple genres by 
way of borrowing and recombining these conventions.  
 
Biography: A form of nonfictional literature, the subject of which is the life of an 
individual. The earliest biographical writings were probably funeral speeches and 
inscriptions, usually praising the life and example of the deceased. Early 
biographies evolved from this and were almost invariably uncritical, even 
distorted, and always laudatory. Beginning in the 18th century, this form of 
literature saw major development; an eminent example is James Boswell’s Life of 
Johnson, which is very detailed and even records conversations. Eventually, the 
antithesis of the grossly exaggerated tomes praising an individual, usually a 
person of circumstance, developed. This form is denunciatory, debunking, and 
often inflammatory. A famous modern example is Lytton Strachey’s Eminent 
Victorians (1918). 



Autobiography: A form of biography, but it is written by the subject himself or 
herself. Autobiographies can range from the very formal to intimate writings 
made during one’s life that were not intended for publication. These include 
letters, diaries, journals, memoirs, and reminiscences. Autobiography, generally 
speaking, began in the 15th century; one of the first examples is one written in 
England by Margery Kempe. There are four kinds of autobiography: thematic, 
religious, intellectual, and fictionalized. Some “novels” may be thinly disguised 
autobiography, such as the novels of Thomas Wolfe. 
 
Informational books and articles: Make up much of the reading of modern 
Americans. Magazines began to be popular in the 19th century in this country, 
and while many of the contributors to those publications intended to influence the 
political/social/religious convictions of their readers, many also simply intended to 
pass on information. A book or article whose purpose is simply to be informative, 
that is, not to persuade, is called exposition (adjectival form: expository). An 
example of an expository book is the MLA Style Manual. The writers do not 
intend to persuade their readers to use the recommended stylistic features in 
their writing; they are simply making them available in case a reader needs such 
a guide. Articles in magazines such as Time may be persuasive in purpose, such 
as Joe Klein’s regular column, but for the most part they are expository, giving 
information that television coverage of a news story might not have time to 
include. 
 
Newspaper accounts of events: Expository in nature, of course, a reporting of 
a happening. That happening might be a school board meeting, an automobile 
accident that sent several people to a hospital and accounted for the death of a 
passenger, or the election of the mayor. They are not intended to be persuasive 
although the bias of a reporter or of an editor must be factored in. A newspapers’ 
editorial stance is often openly declared, and it may be reflected in such things as 
news reports. Reporters are expected to be unbiased in their coverage and most 
of them will defend their disinterest fiercely, but what a writer sees in an event is 
inevitably shaped to some extent by the writer’s beliefs and experiences. 
 
 
Skill 1.6 Applying criteria for evaluating fiction and nonfiction works of 
various genres. 
 
Reading literature involves a reciprocal interaction between the reader and the 
text.  
 
Types of responses 
 
 Emotional 
 
 The reader can identify with the characters and situations so as to project 
 himself into the story.  



The reader feels a sense of satisfaction by associating aspects of his own life 
with the people, places, and events in the literature.  Emotional responses are 
observed in a reader’s verbal and non-verbal reactions - laughter, comments on 
its effects, and retelling or  dramatizing the action. 
 
 Interpretive 
 
 Interpretive responses result in inferences about character development, 
 setting, or plot; analysis of style elements - metaphor, simile, allusion, 
 rhythm, tone; outcomes derivable from information provided in the 
 narrative; and assessment of the author’s intent. Interpretive responses 
 are made verbally or in writing.  
 
 Critical  
 
 Critical responses involve making value judgments about the quality of a 
 piece of literature. Reactions to the effectiveness of the writer’s style and 
 language use are observed through discussion and written reactions. 
 
 Evaluative 
 
 Some reading response theory researchers also add a response that 
 considers the readers considerations of such factors as how well the 
 piece of literature represents its genre, how well it reflects the social/   
 ethical mores of society, and how well the author has approached the 
 subject for freshness and slant.  
 
Middle school readers will exhibit both emotional and interpretive responses. 
Naturally, making interpretive responses depends on the degree of knowledge 
the student has of literary elements. A child’s being able to say why a particular 
book was boring or why a particular poem made him sad evidences critical 
reactions on a fundamental level. Adolescents in ninth and tenth grades should 
begin to make critical responses by addressing the specific language and genre 
characteristics of literature. Evaluative responses are harder to detect and are  
rarely made by any but a few advanced high school students. However, if the 
teacher knows what to listen for, she can recognize evaluative responses and 
incorporate them into discussions.  
 
For example, if a student says, “I don't understand why that character is doing 
that,” he is making an interpretive response to character motivation. However, if 
he goes on to say, “What good is that action?” he is giving an evaluative 
response that should be explored in terms of “What good should it do and why 
isn’t that positive action happening?” 
 



At the emotional level, the student says, “I almost broke into a sweat when he 
was describing the heat in the burning house.”  An interpretive response says, 
“The author used descriptive adjectives to bring his setting to life.” Critically, the    
student adds, “The author’s use of descriptive language contributes to the 
success of the narrative and maintains reader interest through the whole story.”  
If he goes on to wonder why the author allowed the grandmother in the story to 
die in the fire, he is making an evaluative response.   
 
Levels of response 
The levels of reader response will depend largely on the reader’s level of social, 
psychological, and intellectual development. Most middle school students have 
progressed beyond merely involving themselves in the story enough to be able to 
retell the events in some logical sequence or describe the feeling that the story 
evoked. They are aware to some degree that the feeling evoked was the result of 
a careful manipulation of good elements of fiction writing. They may not explain 
that awareness as successfully as a high school student, but they are beginning 
to grasp the concepts and not just the personal reactions. They are beginning to 
differentiate between responding to the story itself and responding a literary 
creation.   
 
COMPETENCY 2.0 UNDERSTAND THE SOCIAL AND CULTURAL 
CONTEXTS OF LITERATURE 
 
Skill 2.1 Analyzing literary works as expressions of cultures, values, and 
ideas. 
 
Literature is powerful in influencing the thinking of individual readers and all of 
society. Waves of philosophical ideas have swept over the reading world almost 
from the time of the invention of the printing press. It’s possible to trace the 
emergence of a particular set of values over centuries. Feminism is a case in 
point. While the matter of women’s rights didn’t reach a boiling point until the 
1960s, it can be traced through history for many years.  
 
For example, Empress Theodora of Byzantium was a proponent of legislation 
that would afford greater protections and freedoms to her female subjects, and 
Christine de Pizan, the first professional female writer, advanced many feminist 
ideas as early as the 1300s in the face of attempts to restrict female inheritance 
and guild membership. In 1869, John Stuart Mill published The Subjection of 
Women to demonstrate that “the legal subordination of one sex to the other is 
wrong…and…one of the chief hindrances to human improvement.” Norwegian 
playwright Henrik Ibsen wrote the highly controversial play, A Doll’s House, in 
1879, a scathing criticism of the traditional roles of men and women in Victorian 
marriages. These and many other works with feminist themes led to changes in 
the way society viewed women throughout the civilized world.  



The impact of the literature and the changes in thinking on this issue led to many 
countries’  granting of the vote to women in the late 1800s and the early years of 
the 20th century. 
 
Regional literature has played an important role in the themes of popular 
literature, particularly in American literature. The best-known of the regional 
American writers is Samuel Langhorne Clemens, better known as Mark Twain 
with his stories about the Mississippi River and the state of Missouri. Although his 
home state was a slave state and considered by many to be part of the South, it 
declined to join the Confederacy and remained loyal to the union. He wrote 
sympathetic slave characters in many of his stories. 

Some regional American writers: 
Harriet Beecher Stowe  
Sarah Orne Jewett 
George Washington Cable 
Joel Chandler Harris  
Edward Eggleston 
James Whitcomb Riley 
Bret Harte 
 
Ethnic themes are also very popular in American literature. Toni Morrison, who 
writes African-American stories, is considered to be the most important American 
writer of the last 25 years and won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1993 for her 
collected works. Saul Bellow wrote of his own Jewish backgrounds and also won 
the Nobel Prize in 1976.  
 
James Michener wrote history as fiction in his many novels: Tales of the South 
Pacific (for which he won the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 1948), Hawaii, The 
Drifters, Centennial, The Source, The Fires of Spring, Chesapeake, Caribbean, 
Caravans, Alaska, Texas, and Poland.  
 
Literature about a particular period has also been very popular with American 
writers. The Civil War era has been a very successful subject for novelists, most 
notable of which is Gone With the Wind by Margaret Mitchell. 
 
Some novels about the American Civil War: 

• The Red Badge of Courage by Stephen Crane   
• Cold Mountain by Charles Frazier    
• Love and War by John Jakes  
• Gods and Generals; The Last Full Measure by Jeffrey Shaara 
• By Valour and Arms by James Street    
• Fort Pillow by Harry Turtledove  
• Lincoln by Gore Vidal  
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Skill 2.2 Evaluating literary responses of major writers to social conditions, 
historical events, and religious movements. 
 
Local Color is defined as the presenting of the peculiarities of a particular 
locality and its inhabitants. This genre began to be seen primarily after the Civil 
War although there were certainly precursors such as Washington Irving and his 
depiction of life in the Catskill Mountains of New York. However, the local colorist 
movement is generally considered to have begun in 1865, when humor began to 
permeate the writing of those who were focusing on a particular region of the 
country. Samuel L. Clemens (Mark Twain) is best-known for his humorous works 
about the southwest such as The Notorious Jumping Frog of Calaveras County. 
The country had just emerged from its “long night of the soul,” a time when 
death, despair, and disaster had preoccupied the nation for almost five years. It’s 
no wonder that the artists sought to relieve the grief and pain and lift spirits nor is 
it surprising that their efforts brought such a strong response. Mark Twain is 
generally considered to be not only one of America’s funniest writers but one who 
also wrote great and enduring fiction. 
 
Other examples of local colorists who used many of the same devices are Harriet 
Beecher Stowe, Bret Harte, George Washington Cable, Joel Chandler Harris, 
and Sarah Orne Jewett.  
 
Slavery 
 
The best-known of the early writers who used fiction as a political statement 
about slavery is Harriet Beecher Stowe, author of  Uncle Tom's Cabin. This was 
her first novel, and it was published first as a serial in 1851 then as a book in 
1852. It brought an angry reaction from people living in the South. This 
antislavery book infuriated Southerners. However, Stowe, herself, had been 
angered by the 1850 Fugitive Slave Law that made it legal to indict those who 
assisted runaway slaves. It also took away rights not only of the runaways but 
also of the free slaves. She intended to generate a protest of the law and slavery. 
It was the first effort to present the lives of slaves from their standpoint.  
 
The novel is about three slaves, Tom, Eliza, and George who are together in 
Kentucky. Eliza and George are married to each other but have different 
masters. They successfully escape with their little boy, but Tom does not. 
Although he has a wife and children, he is sold, ending up finally with the 
monstrous Simon Legree, where he dies at last. Stowe cleverly used depictions 
of motherhood and Christianity to stir her readers. When President Lincoln finally 
met her, he told her it was her book that started the war.  
 
Many writers used the printed word to protest slavery. Some of them include: 

• Frederick Douglas 
• William Lloyd Garrison 
• Benjamin Lay, a Quaker 



• Connecticut theologian Jonathan Edward 
• Susan B. Anthony 

 
Civil Rights 
 
Many of the abolitionists were also early crusaders for civil rights. However, the 
1960s movement focused attention on the plight of the people who had been 
“freed” by the Civil War in ways that brought about long overdue changes in the 
opportunities and rights of African Americans. David Halberstam, who had been 
a reporter in Nashville at the time of the sit-ins by eight young black college 
students that initiated the revolution, wrote The Children, published in 1998 by 
Random House, for the purpose of reminding Americans of their courage, 
suffering, and achievements. Congressman John Lewis, Fifth District, Georgia, 
was one of those eight young men who has gone on to a life of public service. 
Halberstam records that when older black ministers tried to persuade these 
young people not to pursue their protest, John Lewis responded: “If not us, then 
who? If not now, then when?” 
 
Some examples of protest literature: 

• James Baldwin, Blues for Mister Charlie 
• Martin Luther King, Where Do We Go from Here? 
• Langston Hughes, Fight for Freedom: The Story of the NAACP 
• Eldridge Cleaver, Soul on Ice 
• Malcolm X, The Autobiography of Malcolm X 
• Stokely Carmichael and Charles V. Hamilton, Black Power 
• Leroi Jones, Home 

 
Vietnam 
 
An America that was already divided over the civil rights movement faced even 
greater divisions over the war in Vietnam. Those who were in favor of the war 
and who opposed withdrawal saw it as the major front in the war against 
communism. Those who opposed the war and who favored withdrawal of the 
troops believed that it would not serve to defeat communism and was a 
quagmire. 
 
Catch-22 by Joseph Heller was a popular antiwar novel that became a 
successful movie of the time. Authors Take Sides on Vietnam, edited by Cecil 
Woolf and John Bagguley is a collection of essays by 168 well-known authors 
throughout the world. Where is Vietnam? edited by Walter Lowenfels consists of 
92 poems about the war. 
 
Many writers were publishing works for and against the war, but the genre that 
had the most impact was rock music. Bob Dylan was an example of the 
musicians of the time.  



His music represented the hippie aesthetic and brilliant, swirling colors and 
hallucinogenic imagery and created a style that came to be called psychedelic. 
Some other bands that originated during this time and became well-known for 
their psychedelic music, primarily about the Vietnam War in the early years, are 
the Grateful Dead, Jefferson Airplane, Big Brother, Sly and the Family Stone. In 
England, the movement attracted the Beatles and the Rolling Stones. 
 
Immigration 
 
This has been a popular topic for literature from the time of the Louisiana 
Purchase in 1804. The recent Undaunted Courage by Stephen E. Ambrose is 
ostensibly the autobiography of Meriwether Lewis but is actually a recounting of 
the Lewis and Clark expedition. Presented as a scientific expedition by President 
Jefferson, the expedition was actually intended to provide maps and information 
for the opening up of the west. A well-known novel of the settling of the west by 
immigrants from other countries is Giants in the Earth by Ole Edvart Rolvaag, 
himself a descendant of immigrants. 
 
John Steinbeck’s Cannery Row and Tortilla Flats glorifies the lives of Mexican 
migrants in California. Amy Tan’s The Joy Luck Club deals with the problems 
faced by Chinese immigrants. 
 
Leon Uris’ Exodus deals with the social history that led to the founding of the 
modern state of Israel. It was published in 1958, only a short time after the 
Holocaust. It also deals with attempts of concentration camp survivors to get to 
the land that has become the new Israel. In many ways, it is the quintessential 
work on immigration—causes and effects. 
 
Skill 2.3 Recognizing how an author's interests and background may 
influence his or her work. 
 
To determine the significance of biographical or autobiographical details to a 
writer’s work, one must become familiar with and interpret a wide variety of 
factual information: 
 

• Author’s birth date and birth place; social and historical conditions relevant 
to the author’s life, e.g., “Born in Georgia in 1944, American novelist Alice 
Walker grew up at a time when racial inequalities and discrimination were 
increasingly at the forefront of debates about the character of American 
society. Walker herself has frequently remarked upon the importance to 
her of the civil rights movement and its leaders in the 1950s and 60s, 
especially Rosa Parks, Martin Luther King, Jr., and Malcolm X.” 

 
• Family background, social/historical background.  



• For instance: “Robert Lowell, born into a long-established New England 
upper class family, incorporated details of both his family’s past and 
American history in well-known poems such as “At the Indian Killer’s 
Grave” and “The Quaker Graveyard at Nantucket.”  

 
• Author’s family life, upbringing, and education. This type of material 

centers upon key persons, events, and/or ideas in a writer’s formative 
years, e.g., parental and sibling relationships, home life, family values or 
ideals, friendships; student-teacher relationships, favorite/least favorite 
school subjects and activities, early readings or writings, favorite writers 
and their literary influence; religious or philosophical beliefs instilled at an 
early age; hobbies, travels, etc. 

 
• The author’s intellectual maturation, higher education (if any), literary 

development, subsequent published works, and the relationship of these 
to: A) Relevant factors listed above; B) Any new variations on those 
factors, e.g., being introduced to new writings, political ideas or 
philosophies; changes in family or social circumstances; or C) Breaks with 
the past, e.g., leaving one literary style or school for another; 
experimenting with new genres or themes. 

 
Once one has the key facts of a writer’s background and life, one needs to 
determine which of them are relevant to a given work’s theme/s, social setting/s, 
plot, characters, ideas, events, use of language, and/or imagery. Sometimes this 
is quite easy, as with a work such as The Diary of Anne Frank. But not all writing 
is straightforwardly autobiographical; the use of imagination and/or fictionalization 
also merit careful consideration. For instance, Stephen Crane wrote his classic 
Civil War novel, The Red Badge of Courage, despite never serving in the military 
or seeing combat. Similar literary examples abound. 
 
What one does with information from the categories above will also be influenced 
by the critical approach (see Skill 6.1) that one brings to the analysis and 
evaluation of a literary work’s content—especially as the latter relates (or doesn’t 
relate) to matters of aesthetics, gender, race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, and 
social class, among others. 
 
Note: To help students to become familiar and comfortable with recognizing how 
an author’s interests and background may influence a work, teachers might wish 
to assign works by writers whose life stories are well-known or easily accessible, 
or whose backgrounds and experiences factor prominently in a text, and are 
similar to those of students in the classroom. 
 



 


