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Grapes of Wrath by John Steinbeck 

 

Annotation  

One purpose of AP Literature is to acquire the skills necessary to analyze a variety of literary genres 
ranging from novels to poetry.  Your summer reading is Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath.  You will be 
expected to purchase a hard copy of the novel – electronic versions will not be allowed.  An 
important part of close reading is carefully annotating so that you are building an understanding of 
the literary techniques that are being used to construct the author’s purpose.  Therefore, I am 
expecting that you annotate the novel while reading it.  Specifically you will be looking for and 
identifying themes, motifs, symbols and biblical allusions.  I will be checking annotations on the first 
day of class, so please bring your book with you.  Annotations should include highlighted text, 
margin notes, post-it markers and brief chapter summaries.   

 

Biblical Allusions and Imagery 

Steinbeck uses biblical allusions and imagery throughout the novel to help convey the meaning of 
the novel.  Through annotation, identify where you see biblical references and draw connections to 
how Steinbeck uses them to help support his themes.  During the first week you will be evaluated on 
how well you have identified and connected these allusions and images to the novel’s themes.  

 

Setting  

The Grapes of Wrath is set during the 1930’s during the Dust Bowl Era.  The setting is of this novel 
is important to your understanding of the plot.  Go online and do some research on the Dust Bowl 
Era, The Great Depression, the relevance of Route 66, and the plight of tenant farmers and field 
workers during this time period.  Without some research into the setting, you will be at a serious 
disadvantage in understanding the significance of the work.  You will be assessed on your 
background knowledge of the setting for this novel. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cNuskt7Q_y8  offers a link to Ken Burns’ 
documentary on the Dust Bowl.   

Dorothea Lange’s photographic depiction of the Dust Bowl Era and the plight of the 
migrant workers is a valuable source for understanding the era. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cNuskt7Q_y8


http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/general-article/dustbowl-mass-
exodus-plains/  offers a link explaining the migrant worker experience during The Great 
Depression. 

 

Structure 

Steinbeck uses intercalary chapters to provide the reader with a wider understanding of the scope of 
the problems facing his characters. Pay attention and make notations on the changing point of view 
and tone in these chapters and be prepared to analyze how these chapter help Steinbeck build his 
themes and convey his purpose in writing this novel. 

 

Packet 

In order to help you prepare for the analysis, both written and through discussion, that will be taking 
place when the class begins, thoroughly fill out the packet that is linked to the summer reading 
assignment.  This packet will be turned in on the first day of class.  

 

Vocabulary   

Create index cards (one per term) with the term on one side and the definition on the other.  
Familiarize yourself with these terms because you will be assessed on them and they will be used in 
discussing and analyzing the literature that you encounter in the class. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/general-article/dustbowl-mass-exodus-plains/
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Annotating a Short Story or Novel 
 
Tools: Highlighter, Pencil, Post-its and Your Own Text 
 
1. Highlighter 
A highlighter allows you to mark exactly what you are interested in. Equally important, the line 
emphasizes without interfering. While you read, highlight whatever seems to be key information. At 
first, you will probably highlight too little or too much; with experience, you will choose more 
effectively which material to highlight.   
 
2. Pencil 
A pencil is better than a pen because you can make changes.  
While you read, use marginalia—marginal notes—to mark key material. Marginalia can include check 
marks, question marks, stars, arrows, brackets, and written words and phrases. Create your own 
system for marking what is important, interesting, quotable, questionable, and so forth.  Your 
highlighted text should be accompanied by margin notes-otherwise you will not remember why you 
highlighted the text. 
3. Post-its 
Marking pages with small-post it notes makes referring back to important information much easier. 
Use the post-it notes on the outside of the text so that you can make extra notations that are easy to 
refer to specific sections when rereading for analysis.   
 
 
3. Your Text 
Inside the front cover of your book, keep an orderly, legible list of "key information" with page 
references. Key information in a novel might include themes; passages that relate to the book's title; 
characters' names; salient quotes; important scenes, passages, and chapters; and maybe key 
definitions or vocabulary. Remember that key information will vary according to genre and the 
reader's purpose, so make your own good plan. 
 
As you read, section by section, chapter by chapter, do the following: 

• At the end of each chapter or section, briefly summarize the material. 
• Title each chapter or section as soon as you finish it, especially if the text does not 

provide headings for chapters or sections. 
• Make a list of vocabulary words on a back page or the inside back cover. Possible 

ideas for lists include the author's special jargon and new, unknown, or otherwise 
interesting words. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Literary Terms for AP Prose 

1. ALLEGORY: An extended story which carries a deeper meaning below the surface.  The story makes 
sense on a literal level but also conveys another more important meaning.  The deeper meaning is usually 
spiritual, moral or political.  An allegory (character, setting or action) is one-dimensional: it stands for only 
one thing.  Parables, fables and satires are all forms of allegory.  Famous allegories include: Dante's, Divine 
Comedy; Bunyan's, Pilgrim’s Progress; and C.S. Lewis’s, Chronicles of Narnia.   

 
 

2. ALLUSION: A literary device which creates interests through a brief, indirect reference (not a quotation) 
to another literary work, usually for the purpose of associating the tone or theme of the one work with the 
other.  Many of the allusions in T. S. Eliot's poem, The Wasteland, refer to the Bible and to Milton's, 
Paradise Lost.  Shakespeare's plays are full of Biblical allusions; e.g.: "It out-herods Herod" (HAMLET, 
3.2); "But on this travail look for greater birth" ("Measure for Measure," cf. Matt. 7:1-2); "Come lady, die 
to live" (the Friar to Leonato and Hero in Much Ado, 4.1.212; 252; cf. "unless a grain of wheat falls into 
the earth and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit" Jn. 12:24).     

 
 

3. ANALOGY: A comparison between two things, or pairs of things, to reveal their similarities; sometimes 
expressed as a SIMILE, e.g.: "His head was like the dome of a cathedral."  William Paley proposed the 
famous analogy in which he compared the world to a finely tuned watch, and argued that a watch 
(designed) requires a watchmaker (designer). 

 
4. CHARACTER: A character is a person (or a non-human with a human personality, as with Aslan and many 

of the creatures in the Chronicles of Narnia) in a literary work. Character can also refer to the particular, 
unique traits of a person in a literary work. CHARACTERIZATION is the way in which an author presents 
and defines characters. A "flat character" is one who is stereotypical and lacks interest.  A "round 
character" is one who is presented in greater depth, interest and detail.  A character who does not undergo 
any change is called a "static character" (e.g., Tiny Tim in Charles Dickens' "A Christmas Carol"), while a 
character who undergoes some sort of trans-formation is called a "dynamic character" (e.g., Scrooge in the 
same work).  

 
5. CLIMAX: The decisive moment and the turning point of the action in the plot of a play or story.  This is 

the crucial part of the drama, the part which determines the outcome of the conflict. In Shakespeare's 
"Julius Caesar" the climax occurs at the end of Marc Antony's speech to the Roman public.  The climax 
represents the point of greatest tension or the breaking point.  In Othello the climax occurs when Othello 
realizes his wife's innocence and what a horrible thing he's just done. Sometimes the point of climax is a 
matter of debate.  For example, in Hamlet some think it occurs when Hamlet confirms that Claudius was 
his father's killer in Act 3, Sc. 2.  Others think it occurs when he stabs Polonius in Act 3, Sc. 4.  Still others 
say that it occurs when he finally kills Claudius, near the end of the play in Act 5, Sc. 2.  What do you 
think? 

 
6. CONFLICT: The struggle between opposing forces that provides the central action and interest in any 

literary plot. The struggle between the Capulet and Montague families in Romeo and Juliet is a classic 
example of conflict.  This conflict creates interest and presents a challenge or obstacle which cries to be 
overcome.  In Homer's Odyssey, the conflict consists in a long series of obstacles which the hero must 
overcome in order to be reunited with his wife and son. 

 
7. CONNOTATION: A literary device: a suggested, implied or evocative meaning. For example, an author 

may use the figurative meaning of a word for its effect upon the reader, as in the line: "he hath turned a 
heaven unto a hell!"  The word “heaven is used to designate a place of peace and joy, while “hell” is used 
to express agony and distress (Hermia, MND, I.1).  In the line: "Dost thou look up?" the speaker is really 
asking: Are you looking for help from above, i.e. from heaven? (Leonato to the Friar in Much Ado, 4.1) 
[Compare: DENOTATION] 



 
8. CONTEXT: Anything beyond the specific words of a literary work that may be relevant to the meaning of 

a literary work.  Contexts may be economic, religious, social, cultural, historical, literary, biographical, etc.  
For example, in Shakespeare, contexts include the political rule of Queen Elizabeth and King James; the 
religious context of Calvinism; the social context of rivalry between the sexes; and the literary context of 
Renaissance literature.  Awareness of these contexts is important for understanding and interpreting 
Shakespeare and almost every kind of literature.  

 
9. DENOTATION: A literary device.  The author uses an explicit or literal meaning of a word in order to 

emphasize a specific, important fact; e.g. "How now, my love!  Why is your cheek so pale?" [lacking color 
and indicating fear or distress] (Lysander to Hermia, MND, I.1); "to marry," as "to officiate a wedding 
ceremony," as opposed to "getting married" (Claudio to the Friar, Much Ado, 4.1).  Sometimes an author 
will use the same word twice, first in a literal sense (denotation) and then in a figurative sense 
(connotation), e.g.: "His mock [insult] shall mock out [destroy] dear husbands" (Henry V, 1.2).  [See 
CONNOTATION] 

 
10. DICTION: The distinctive vocabulary of a particular author.  “Concrete diction” refers to a use of words 

which are specific and “show” the reader a mental picture.  “Abstract diction” refers to words which are 
general and “tell” something, without a picture.  Notice the difference: (1) Abstract "Telling"- “Even a 
large male gorilla, unaccustomed to tourists, is frightened by people;” (2) Concrete "Showing"- "A four-
hundred-pound male [gorilla], unaccustomed to tourists, will bolt into the forest, trailing a stream of 
diarrhea, at the mere sight of a person" (Craig B. Stanford, "Gorilla Warfare;" cited by R. Rambo). 

 
 

11. ELEGY: A meditative poem in the classical tradition of certain Greek and Roman poems, which deals with 
more serious subject (e.g. justice, fate or providence).  It often begins with an appeal to a muse for 
inspiration and includes ALLUSIONS to classical mythology.  Other literary works may include elegiac 
[ell-leh-JI-ek] motifs, reminding the reader of the transitory nature of life. 

 
12. EPIC: A long, grand, narrative (story-telling) poem about the brave, exemplary deeds of ancient heroes.  A 

"primary" epic the oldest type, based upon oral tradition; a "literary" epic is written down from the start.  
Examples of the first type include Homer's, Iliad and the Odyssey, and the Anglo Saxon epic, Beowulf; 
examples of the second type include Virgil's, the Aeneid, Spenser's, Faerie Queene, and Milton's, Paradise 
Lost.    

 
 

13. EPITHET: a picturesque tag or nickname associated with a certain character.  Epithets can serve as a 
mnemonic device to remember and distinguish different characters.  Homer also used epithets to fill out the 
syllables in a line of poetic meter.  Most of the important people in the Iliad have a special epithet that 
serves as an extra name.  Athena is the only one described as 'grey-eyed'.  Homer often refers to the Greeks 
'as the 'well-greaved' or 'brazen-clad Achaeans'. The title, 'lord of men,' is most often given to the leader of 
the Greek forces, Agamemnon.  Achilles receives epithets based on the swiftness of his feet.  Odysseus is 
'much-suffering' and 'crafty'.  Perhaps the most famous epithet in Homer is the one he used for the passage 
of time, ‘rosy-fingered Dawn' (Odyssey, 2.1; cf. Iliad, 8.1; 11.1). 
 

 
14. FIGURATIVE LANGUAGE: Descriptive language in which one thing is associated with another, through 

the use of SIMILE, METAPHOR, or PERSONIFICATION (e.g. “the man in the moon”).  Hamlet refers to 
the ghost as “a king of shreds and patches." 

 
15. FORESHADOWING: Hints of future events through unusual circumstances in the present; e.g. the 

appearance of the ghost at the beginning of Hamlet, the witches in Macbeth, the foul weather in King Lear, 
or the bird-signs in the Iliad. 

 
16. FRAME STORY: The literary device of creating a larger story for the purpose of combining a number of 

shorter stories in a unity; e.g. Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales.   



 
17. GENRE: A distinct classification in literature.  From the Lat., "genus:" "type, kind;" pron.: “Zhawn-reh.”  

A classification according to what different works have in common, in their structure and treatment of a 
subject.  By correctly identifying the genre of a text, we can get a better idea of its author's intention and 
purpose.  We can also deepen our sense of the value of any single text, by allowing us to view it 
comparatively, alongside other texts of the same type.  In ancient Greece and Rome the primary genres 
were: epic; lyric (ode and ballad); drama (tragedy and comedy) and satire.  Today the novel and short story 
have been added to those major classical genres, as well as numerous minor categories.  The literary genres 
used by the College Board in their AP study guides are the following: autobiography and diary; biography 
and history; criticism; drama; essay and fiction (novel and short story); expository prose; journalism; 
political writing; science and nature writing. 

 
18. HYPERBOLE: From the Greek; pron.: high-PURR-beh-lee.  Exaggeration for effect; e.g. "When sorrows 

come, they come not single but in battalions" (Hamlet, 4.5) 
 

19. IMAGERY: The use of words to create pictures.  An author can use lively description to create vivid 
pictures in the mind or appeal to other sensory experience; e.g. "Something is rotten in the state of 
Denmark" (Hamlet, 1.4).  Cf. Shakespeare's description of incessant ocean waves to convey the 
inevitability of death: "Like as the waves make towards the pebbled shore, So do our minutes hasten to 
their end" (Sonnet 60).  Any figures of speech such as SIMILES and METAPHORS to visualize a mood, 
idea or CHARACTER.  Imagery may involve all the senses, but usually involves the sense of sight.  

 
20. IRONY: Using a word or situation to mean the opposite of its usual or literal meaning, usually done in 

humor, sarcasm or disdain; e.g. "It's as easy as lying."  A contradiction between what something appears to 
mean and what it really means.  Shakespeare creates a rhetorical (verbal) irony when Hamlet expresses his 
anger at how quickly his mother married after his father's funeral: "Thrift, thrift, Horatio! the funeral bak'd 
meats, Did coldly furnish forth the marriage tables" (Hamlet, I.2).  His words express praise for the 
(pretended) economy involved in the swift marriage.  The obvious absurdity of this and other, similar ironic 
comments, convey the depth of Hamlet's grief and anger.  Sophocles' created a dramatic or tragic irony in 
the structure of his play Oedipus Rex.  The king exerts himself throughout the play in an effort to find his 
father's murderer; it turns out that the one he seeks is himself. In literature there are two primary types of 
irony, as just mentioned:  
1. verbal or rhetorical irony, when a character says one thing and means something else (Hamlet). 
2. dramatic irony is when an audience perceives something that a character in the literature does not 

know (Oedipus Rex). 
 

21. JUXTAPOSITION: The arrangement of two or more ideas, characters, actions, settings, phrases, or words 
side-by-side or in similar narrative moments for the purpose of comparison, contrast, rhetorical effect, 
suspense, or character development.  In Hamlet the relationship between Ophelia and Hamlet creates an 
opportunity for us to see Hamlet’s character development.  Ophelia’s role serves as a catalyst for 
Hamlet.  Romeo and Juliet is full of structural juxtapositions between light and dark and between age and 
youth. 
 

 
22. METONYMY: A figure of speech in which something is referred to by one of its distinct characteristics; 

e.g. referring to the theater as “The Stage,” the monarchy as “The Crown,” or the judicial system as “The 
Bench.”  Another example: "the pen [power of the written word] is mightier than the sword [power of 
physical violence]." 
 

23. MOOD: The atmosphere that pervades a literary work with the intention of evoking a certain emotion or 
feeling from the audience. In drama, mood may be created by sets and music as well as words; in poetry 
and prose, mood may be created by a combination of such elements as SETTING, VOICE, TONE and 
THEME. The moods evoked by the more popular short stories of Edgar Allen Poe, for example, tend to be 
gloomy, horrific, and desperate.  

 



24. MOTIF: One of the key ideas or literary devices which supports the main THEME of a literary work.  It 
may consist of a character, a recurrent image or verbal pattern.  Destiny (to found a new city) is usually 
considered to be the main theme in Virgil’s Aeneid; prophecies and dreams are supporting motifs which 
contribute to that theme. 

 
25. NARRATOR: The narrator is the speaker in a work of prose. The narrator of Mark Twain's novel The 

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, for example, is Huckleberry Finn.  The narrator in the book of Proverbs is 
sometimes wisdom, personified.  The narrator will differ according to the author's choice of VIEWPOINT. 
 

26. OXYMORON: A figure of speech that combines opposite qualities in a single term; e.g. open secret; 
original copy; definite maybe. Notice the oxymorons in A Midsummer Night's Dream, as Theseus speaks: 
"A tedious brief scene of young Pyramus And his love Thisby; very tragical mirth.' Merry and tragical! 
tedious and brief!  That is hot ice and wondrous strange snow" (5.1).  From the Greek: oxys- sharp, keen; 
moros- foolish.   
 

27. PARADOX: A statement that appears to be contradictory, but which reveals a deeper (or higher) truth.  For 
example, one of the most important principles of good writing is this: “Less is more.”  It means that the 
most effective writing is clear and focused; everything extraneous is avoided.  G.K. Chesterton was a 
master of paradox.  He called it: “truth standing on its head to gain attention.”  As Chesterton used the term, 
a paradox can refer both to a true statement, which at first seems to be false; and to a false statement, which 
at first seems to be true.  For example: “The madman is not the man who has lost his reason. The madman 
is the man who has lost everything except his reason.” Another example is Christ’s paradox: “For whoever 
would save his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for my sake, he will save it” (Lk. 9:24). About 
Darwinism, Chesterton commented: "It is absurd for the Evolutionist to complain that it is unthinkable for 
an admittedly unthinkable God to make everything out of nothing, and then pretend that it is more 
thinkable that nothing should turn itself into everything." 

 
28. PARODY: A literary technique which imitates and ridicules (usually through exaggeration) another author 

or literary genre.  For example, in the Canterbury Tales Chaucer parodies the medieval romance (of 
selfless, noble knights) in his Tale of Sir Topaz, and to a lesser extent in the Knight’s Tale (where the 
heroes are imperfect, and their quarrel is more of a sibling rivalry).  The Nun’s Priest’s Tale is “mock-
heroic,” another type of parody. 

 
 

29. PLOT:  The plot is the author's plan or scheme to accomplish some purpose.  Plot is the unified structure of 
events and incidents (usually including "conflict," "climax" and "denouement") which expresses the 
author's purpose for writing.  Aristotle insisted that the plot is the most important factor in any story; that it 
must include a beginning, a middle, and an end; and that its events be unified in a closely related whole.  In 
order for a plot to begin, some sort of catalyst is necessary. While the temporal order of events in the work 
constitutes the "story," we are speaking of plot rather than story as soon as we look at how these events 
relate to one another and work together.  While it is common for events to unfold chronologically, many 
stories structure the plot in such a way that the reader encounters happenings out of order. A common 
technique along this line is to "begin" the story in the middle of the action, a technique called beginning “in 
medias res” (Latin: "in the middle of things"). Some narratives involve several short episodes occurring one 
after the other (like chivalric romances), or they may involve multiple subplots taking place simultaneously 
with the main plot (as in many of Shakespeare's plays).  

 
 

30. PROSE: The ordinary use of language, without the artistic embellishments of rhythm, meter or rhyme.  In 
general usage, prose is any form of language, written or spoken, which is not poetry. 

 
31. PROTAGONIST and ANTAGONIST: A protagonist is the central character in a literary work. An 

antagonist is a character who is opposite to, or challenges, the protagonist. The protagonist of Harriet 
Beecher Stowe's Uncle Tom's Cabin, for example, is the good Christian slave Uncle Tom; the antagonist to 
Uncle Tom is his evil owner, Simon Legree.  In Virgil’s Aeneid, the protagonist, Aeneas, must struggle 
against the antagonist, Turnus. 



 
32. PUN: A humorous use of words which sound alike; e.g. "A little more than kin and less than kind" 

(Hamlet, 1.2); "By noting of the lady" (Much Ado, 4.1). 
 
 

33. SATIRE: a literary tone used to ridicule or make fun of human vice or weakness, often with the intent of 
correcting, or changing, the subject of the satiric attack.  Chaucer employs much satire in the Canterbury 
Tales. 

 
34. SETTING: The locale, time, and CONTEXT in which the ACTION of a literary work takes place. "It was a 

dark and stormy night . . ." is an example of a setting (a cliché).  
 

35. SOLILOQUY: An extended speech in which a lone character expresses his or her thoughts; a dramatic 
monologue which allows the audience to “hear” what the character is “thinking.”  From Latin: “to speak 
alone;” pron.: so-LILL-eh-kwee.   

 
36. STREAM OF CONSCIOUSNESS: A literary style which was first used (in English) by James Joyce in his 

novel, Ulysses.  The writer expresses a character’s thoughts and feelings as a chaotic stream, with no 
apparent order or logic.  The text is held together through psychological association and realistic 
characterization. 

 
37. SYMBOLISM: The use of words or objects to stand for or represent other things.  When Hamlet asks, 

"Will you play upon this pipe?" he is expressing his awareness that his old “friends,” Rosencrantz and 
Guildenstern, have been hired by his uncle as spies.  They are attempting to manipulate Hamlet the way a 
musician manipulates an instrument.  A symbol is something that stands for something else. Symbolism is 
more flexible than ALLEGORY. It may convey a number of meanings. The symbol of the great white 
whale in Herman Melville's Moby Dick, for example, may stand for the devil, nature, fate, or the Divine.  
In the Chronicles of Narnia, the White Stag may stand for Jesus, and all of the (at this time) unfulfilled 
promises of God.  Like the Stag, Jesus calls us to follow and promises us unending joys (in heaven).  The 
stag was a symbol for Christ in the Middle Ages; the antlers have been compared to a tree of life; the 
whiteness of Lewis's stag adds a dimension of purity.   
 

38. SYNECDOCHE: From the Greek: "to receive from; sense; interpretation; pron.: seh-NECK-deh-key.  A 
figure of speech by which a part of something refers to the whole, as in "Give us this day our daily bread" 
(for basic necessities of life) or "fifty wagging tails" (for fifty dogs).  In Sonnet 55 Shakespeare refers to art 
as "rhyme": "Not marble, nor the gilded monuments of princes, shall outline this powerful 
rhyme."  Synedoche can also be used when a part is referred to as the whole, as in: "Use your head!" (for 
brain).  [Compare: METONYMY] 

 
39. SYNTAX: An author’s distinctive form of sentence construction.  Distinctive forms include: very long 

sentences; very short sentences; parallelism (e.g. “on the sea, in the air, etc.); and repetition of key words or 
phrases.  A good author should be very intentional about his or her sentence construction.  Very long 
sentences may be intended to suggest confusion or to simulate a rapid flow of ideas or emotions; or perhaps 
to illustrate the enormity or weight of a situation.  Very short sentences may be intended to emphasize 
factuality or to stress a key idea.  Parallelism may be used to create rhythm or stir emotion.  Repetition may 
be used to stress a key idea or to convey an emotion.  From the Greek: taxis- order, arrangement; sun- 
together.   

 
40. THEME: A theme is an author’s insight about life.  It is the main idea or universal meaning, the lesson or 

message of a literary work. A theme may not always be explicit or easy to state, and different interpreters 
may disagree.  Common literary themes involve basic human experiences such as: adventure; alienation; 
ambition; anger; betrayal; coming-of-age; courage; death; the testing of faith; overcoming fear; jealousy; 
liberation; love; loyalty; prejudice; the quest for an ideal; struggling with fate; truth-seeking; vengeance.  
One of the greatest themes in literature is the “quest,” the search to attain some noble goal or purpose.  
Examples include the great epics, Beowulf, the Odyssey, and the Aeneid.  The primary theme in the 
Chronicles of Narnia is a common quest to answer Aslan’s call and fulfill His various tasks.  Invariably, the 



quest involves adventure and requires courage.  C. S. Lewis alluded to the legends of King Arthur in 
several of his works, embracing the knight on a quest as a metaphor for the Christian life. 

 
41. TONE: The writer’s attitude, mood or moral outlook toward the subject and/or readers, e.g.: as angry, 

cynical, empathetic, critical, idealistic, ironic, optimistic, realistic, suspicious, comic, surprised, sarcastic or 
supportive; e.g. in Hamlet, when Shakespeare puts these words in the mouth of Polonius: "Brevity is the 
soul of wit," Shakespeare’s tone is clearly ironic and comic, since Polonius is a long-winded fool. 

 
42. UNDERSTATEMENT: A statement which says less than is really meant.  It is a figure of speech which is 

the opposite of HYPERBOLE. Hyperbole exaggerates; understatement minimizes.  In Much Ado About 
Nothing, when Benedick says, "This looks not like a nuptial," he is greatly understating the fact that what 
was supposed to be a joyful wedding has turned into bitter hostility, a veritable nightmare for Hero (Much 
Ado, 4.1). This literary technique is also called litotes [lye-TOE-teez], from the Greek: litos- “plain, simple, 
meager.”  It also applies when an affirmative is stated as the negative of its contrary, as when “good” is 
expressed as “not bad.”   

 
43. VIEWPOINT: The intellectual or emotional perspective held by a NARRATOR or PERSONA (not to be 

confused with the author) in connection with a story. Here are the main possibilities: 
 

1. FIRST PERSON PARTICIPANT - the story is narrated by one of the main 
characters in the story (e.g. Mark Twain's, Huckleberry Finn).  
2. FIRST PERSON OBSERVER - the story is narrated by a minor character, 
someone plays only a small part in the plot (e.g. Emily Bronte's, 
Wuthering Heights).  
3. THIRD PERSON OMNISCIENT - the story is narrated not by a character, 
but by an impersonal author who sees and knows everything,  
including characters’ thoughts (e.g. the Iliad, Odyssey and Aeneid).  
4. THIRD PERSON LIMITED - the story is narrated by the author, but he/ 
she focuses on the thinking and actions of a particular character.  
5. OBJECTIVE- the story describes only what can be seen, as a newspaper reporter. 

 
44. VOICE: An author’s distinctive literary style, basic vision and general attitude toward the world.  This 

“voice” is revealed through an author’s use of SYNTAX (sentence construction); DICTION (distinctive 
vocabulary); PUNCTUATION; CHARACTERIZATION and DIALOGUE.  The voice of an author may 
cover a wide range of possibilities (e.g. “victim,” “judge,” “friend," "coach," “spy,” “opponent,” 
"cheerleader,” "critic," "alien"). 

 

 

 

 


