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MEMORABLE CHARACTERS
ROMEO

• Meaning: main character from Shakespeare’s tragedy Romeo 
and Juliet (c. 1595). His love for Juliet was so great that when he 
thought she had died, he committed suicide.  
• Reference: Saying that someone is as romantic as Romeo speaks 
of an undying love.

POLLYANNA
• Meaning: title character of Eleanor Porter’s 1913 novel, Pollyanna. 

A young orphan who comes to live with her aunt transforms a 
small town with her optimistic philosophy of life.  
• Reference: A Pollyanna is anyone with a tendency to find good 
in everything, a foolishly or blindly optimistic person. 

DON JUAN
• Meaning: a.k.a. Don Giovanni, this legendary fictional character is 

a man obsessed with seducing women.  
• Reference: Used as a synonym for “womanizer,” calling a man a 
Don Juan can have positive or negative connotations.

JEKYLL AND HYDE
• Meaning: from Robert Louis Stevenson’s The Strange Case of 

Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886). The main character, Dr. Jekyll, 
concocts a potion that transforms him into a creature free of 
conscience, Mr. Hyde.  
• Reference: This Gothic horror novel provides the perfect catch-
phrase for someone who can completely 
change his mood or attitude based on 
circumstance.

EBENEZER SCROOGE
• Meaning: a bitter and/or greedy 

person; from Charles Dickens’ 
A Christmas Carol (1843), an 
elderly stingy miser who 
is given a reality check by 
three visiting ghosts.  
• Reference: An author 
might simply link the 
name in a simile to 
create the connection: 
stingy like Scrooge.

Classic Literary Allusions
MEMORABLE LINES
CATCH-22

• Meaning: a no-win situation 
detailed in Joseph Heller’s Catch-22 
(1961) novel about World War II 
pilots. It explains that if a pilot 
was deemed crazy, he could be 
grounded and thus not fly. However, 
if he asked to be grounded, that 
would show that he was sane. The 
rule was obviously insane, which is 
the whole point of a Catch-22. 
• Reference: To show the tension 
a character is experiencing when 
caught in a dilemma from which 
there is no escape because of 
conflicting or dependent conditions. 

“CALL ME ISHMAEL”
• Meaning: first-person narrator for 

Moby Dick. The name alludes to 
the Bible character from Genesis, 
Abraham’s son from his wife Sarah’s 
handmaiden Hagar. 
• Reference: The first line of Moby 
Dick invites readers to act as the 
audience for this narrator’s account. 
It’s one of the most famous first 
lines in literature and oft quoted. 

“IT WAS THE BEST OF TIMES, IT WAS 
THE WORST OF TIMES…” 

• Meaning: an excerpt from the 
opening line of Charles Dickens’ A 
Tale of Two Cities (1859). The quote, 
like the novel, demonstrates the 
tension between love and family 
and hatred and oppression.  
• Reference: Referencing the quote 
invites comparison and contrast 
between two ideas or entities.

 

AN ALBATROSS
• Meaning: Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s 

poem, “The Rime of the Ancient 
Mariner” (1798), includes a large 
bird, an albatross, following the ship. 
This was considered good luck. But, 
the sailor shoots the bird with a 
crossbow, bringing bad luck to the 
voyage.  
• Reference: This bird was 
considered a good omen prior 
to Coleridge’s poem. Now, the 
albatross is considered bad luck and 
references to an albatross hanging 
around one’s neck implies a bad 
end.

“THE SKY IS FALLING.” 
 • Meaning: a familiar phrase from 
“Henny Penny” (Chicken Little).  
The folk tale is about a chicken  
who believes the world is coming  
to an end.  
• Reference: The phrase is 
commonly used to refer to a 
hysterical belief that something 
terrible is about to happen.

“OH WHAT A TANGLED WEB WE 
WEAVE WHEN FIRST WE PRACTICE 
TO DECEIVE!” 

 • Meaning: from Sir Walter Scott’s 
epic poem “Marmion: A Tale of 
Flodden Field” (1808).  This line from 
the poem encompasses the life-
and-death intrigue involved in the 
affairs of state during King Henry 
VIII’s reign in England. 
• Reference: Referencing this 
quote demonstrates a character’s 
attempts to manipulate and 
contrive life based on a lie.


