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Glossary of Poetry Terms

Allegory: an underlying meaning or "story" beneath the poem's surface.

Example: Dickinson's "Because I could not stop for Death-" traces the
journey through life as the speaker relives her past during the carriage

ride with the gentleman caller-Death.

Alliteration: the repetition of the same consonant or vowel sound at the
start of words that are closely associated. Example: "a clear call"

(Masefield's "Sea Fever").

Allusion: a brief, undeveloped reference to a presumably familiar place,

event, or figure from history, literature, mythology, or the Bible. In
"Snake" Lawrence alludes to the albatross of Coleridge's "The Rime of
the An~ient Mariner," and compares the mariner's guilt and sin to his

own with regard to the snake.

Ambiguity: an effect of richness and uncertainty produced by words or

phrases that have two or more possible meanings. Ambiguity always leaves
room for alternative reader reactions to multiple meanings of the same
words. Example: in Macbeth, the witches' "Fair is foul, and foul is fair."

Amphibraic: see meter
J

Anapestic: see meter

Antithesis: directly opposing ideas within a balanced grammatical
structure. Example: "The best lack all conviction, while the worst I Are

full of passionate intensity" (Yeats's "The Second Coming").

Apostrophe: a figure of speech consisting of words addressing an inan

imate object, abstract idea, or deceased individual as though that object,
idea, or person were alive; also, words addressing an absent person as
though he were present. Example: Donne's personified address to Death

in "Death, be not proud."
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Assonance: the repetition of the same or similar vowel sounds within
words in close proximity. Example: "bride of qUietness" (Keats's "Ode on
a Grecian Urn").

Ballad: a poem telling a story, often about a tragic event, popular legend,
courageous act, or great love. Folk ballads are written to be sung (earlier
ones were oral, anonymously written, and had several variations), while

literary ballads are written to be read or recited. More generally, ballads
tend to contain action, use simple language, suggest antecedent action,
use dialogue, emphasize plot and character, employ refrains and chorus
es, follow regular patterns, and make references to superstitions, dreams,
and magic. Example: de la Mare's "The Listeners."

Blank Verse: a type of unthymed poetry using five iambic feet (iambic
pentameter). This form was popularized by Shakespeare. Example:
Milton's "On His Blindness."

Cacophony: use ofharsh, discordant, dissonant sounds for poetic effect.
Example: "buzz-saw snarled and rattled" (Frost's "'Out, Out-"').

Caesura: a pause in a line determined by the natural rhythm of the dic

tion. Example: "Two roads diverged II in a yellow wood" (Frost's "The
Road Not Taken").

Chorus: see refrain

Concrete Poem: an experimental form of poetry that is intended to

combine visual and aural elements of art and music in poetic form.
Concrete poems have a definite shape suggesting the poem's subject, and
tend to play with letters, sounds, or words, using them in new, original
ways. Example: Whyte's "I've Always Lived Across the Street."

Connotation: the emotional associations implied or suggested by a
word; these associations extend the meaning of a word beyond its dic

tionary meaning. Connotative words produce either highly personal
impressions in individuals or general impressions, based on culture, and
shared by many. Example: home, motherhood.

Consonance: the repetition of the same consonant sound within words
in close proximity. Example: "the waterfall stairs to his shy smile" (Page's

"Adolescence").

Couplet: two successive lines of rhyming verse having the same number

of feet. Dryden's poem "Epitaph Intended for His Wife" is an example of
a couplet that stands as a poem by itself. (Shakespeare's sonnets and
most of his play acts also end with couplets.)

Dactylic: see meter

Denotation: the precise, literal, or dictionary meanmg of a word.
Examples: house, handkerchief.
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Diction: the choice and arrangement of words in a selection. Words in
poetic writing are usually selected for their sound and meaning as well as
the ideas and feelings they suggest. The diction in a poem depends on the
subject, the poem type, the writer's purpose, and her or his style.

Dissonance: see cacophony

Dramatic Monologue: a poem written as a speech by a narrator address
ing a silent audience. The poem, spoken aloud at a critical moment of
conflict, suggests a situation and setting, and characterizes the narrator.

Example: Browning's "My Last Duchess."

Elegy: a dignified poem expressing sorrow and, sometimes, praise for
someone who is deceased. Example: Housman's "To an Athlete Dying
Young."

End-Rhyme: see rhyme

End-Stopped Line: a line of poetry with a natural pause at the end.

Enjambement: see run-on line

Epic: a long narrative poem recounting the deeds of heroic figures from
legends or history. Written in an elevated style, the epic typically focuses

on a hero of national significance, deeds requiring a great courage,
supernatural forces intervening in the action, and many descriptive
details. Among the best-known epics are The Iliad and The Odyssey by
Homer, and Beowulf, from Old English.

Epigrari1: a shorr, witty poem or statement. Example: Dryden's "Epitaph
Intended for His Wife."

Epiphany: a sudden insight or realization of the speaker, often becom
ing that of the reader too because the poem is a shared experience. In

Lawrence's "Snake," the speaker realizes he unjustly betrayed the snake
and hates the human prejudice and ignorance that caused him to per
form a "paltry," "mean" act.

Epitaph: a serious or humorous poem or statement on a gravestone
commemorating the deceased. Example: Pope's "Epitaph Intended for
Isaac Newton."

Euphony: the pleasant, musical quality produced by agreeable sounds
and images in a line of poetry. "Softly, deftly, music shall surround you"
(Hart's "Music of the Night").

Eye Rhyme (or sight rhyme): see rhyme

Figurative Language: language that contains figures of speech, many of

which involve comparisons between unlike things. The figurative mean
ing of words used in a poem refers to the symbolic or suggested mean
ings conveyed by those words. These meanings and associations could
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Figures ofSpeech: language used in a deliberately unconventional, uni
~ateral way in order to achieve a special effect such as adding meaning,
Imagery, emphasis, or contrast. Figures of speech often add beauty, rich
ness, and intensity to a poem. Some of the most commonly used figures
of speech are the metaphor, simile, personification, hyperbole, metonymy, and
synecdoche.

Foot: a basic unit ofmeasurement for syllable groups in poetry. See meter
for an explanation of different types of feet.

Free Verse: poetry that has no end rhyme, regular rhythm, or regulated
stanza and line length. Instead, it relies on natural speech rhythms. Freed
from the traditional conventions associated with poetry, free verse allows
the writer considerable flexibility. Example: Atwood's "This Is a
Photograph of Me."

Haiku: a traditional form of]apanese poetry consisting of three lines and
seventeen syllables (5-7-5) when translated into English. While haikus have

many subtle characteristics, they usually present snapshot-like images of
nature or everyday life, and reveal the emotions of the speaker or a brief,
condensed philosophical view oflife. Example: Clarke's "Solitude."

Hyperbole: a figure of speech that makes conscious use of exaggeration

for emphasis, serious, or humorous effects. Example: "It's raining cats
and dogs."

Iambic: see meter

Iambic pentameter: see meter and blank verse

Idyll: see pastoral

Image: words or word groups that help the reader picture or sense what
is being described. Images can be literal (when the description is to be
taken for its denotative meaning) or figurative (consisting ofsuch devices
as metaphor, simile, personification, and symbol). Example: "Petals on a wet,
black bough" (Pound's "In a Station of the Metro").

Imagery: the pattern of images in a single work. Example: the geological
and bird image patterns in Birney's "David."

Internal Rhyme: see rhyme

Irony: a general term describing a recognized discrepancy or incongruity

in meaning. The most common types are verbal irony (the difference
between what is said and what is intended), dramatic irony (the difference
between what the audience knows and what a character believes to be

true), and situational irony (the difference between expectation and fulfill
ment, or between what is experienced and what would seem
appropriate). Examples:

verbal irony: "Do not take the leaflet" (Wavman's "Picketing

319



320

INSIDE POETRY

dramatic irony: the farm animal not expecting to be killed in
Layton's "The Bull Calf"

situational irony: "I pour and pour / The cups remain empty"
(Szumigalski's "The Weather").

Light Verse: poetry whose prime purpose is to entertain or amuse.
Because light verse includes such forms as parodies or satire, there may
be a serious side or "bite" behind the poet's humour. Example: Moure's

"Jump Over the Gate."

Limerick: a light verse form containing five mixed iambic and anapestic

lines rhyming AABBA. Examples: Colombo's limericks, p. 66.

Literal Language: refers to use of words in their usual, limited, most
obvious, matter-of-fact sense. Literal meaning refers to the obvious, unex
aggerated meaning of a word, line, or poem.

Lyric: a brief, music-like poem about nature, love, or death expressing
strong emotions and thoughts. Example: Masefield's "Sea Fever." The
term "lyrics" is used to describe the words of songs. Example: the lyrics
of Dylan's "Like a Rolling Stone."

Meiosis: see understatement

Metaphor: a common figure of speech in which a direct comparison or
identification is made between two unlike objects (without using "like"
or "as"). Example: the title and first line of Cohen's "A kite is a victim."

Meter: a system for identifying and measuring the rhythmic pattern of a
poem according to its stressed and unstressed syllables. In order to iden
tifY the pattern of rhythm in a poem, the reader must scan one or two
lines, marking the stressed syllables with a / and the unstressed syllables
with a u. The reader should study the resulting pattern and divide each
regular grouping with an oblique line. Example:

u/u / u / u /U /
I never writ, nor no man ever loved.

The pattern can be identified according to the type of rhythm: iambic (u/),
trochaic (/u), anapestic (u ul), amphibraic (u/u), dactylic (/u u), spondaic (//), or
pyrrhic (u u). The above line by Shakespeare, then, is in iambic meter.

In order to be more specific, the reader would go on to describe the
number of feet in the scanned line (or the number of times the same
basic pattern occurs). The following terms are used to describe line

lengths: monometer (one foot), dimeter (two feet), trimeter (three feet),
tetrameter (four feet), pentameter (five feet), hexameter or alexandrine (six

feet), heptameter (seven feet), and octameter (eight feet). Shakespeare's line
on the previous page is an example of iambic pentameter.
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Meto~ymy: a figure of speech in which an object is described by its
functlOn or by a word closely associated with it. For example we may say
" h . , ,
T e law 1S at the door." In that case, we are substituting "law" for

"policeman" because the policeman's function is to uphold the law. We
may say, too, that "the kettle is boiling." We mean the water in the ket
tle is boiling, but it is more convenient to substitute the name of the
object for its function.

Mood: the predominant atmosphere of a work as well as the feeling

evoked by a poem in the reader. In poetry, mood is conveyed most force
fully through imagery and rhythm. Example: the tense, anxious mood in
Yeats's "The Secon4 Coming."

Moral: the lesson of a work of literature. The study of literature usually
focuses on the extraction of a theme rather than a moral from a work. A

moral reduces a poem to what it can teach its readers about how to live.
Example: a moral of Lawrence's poem "Snake" is that humans should
not be unfairly prejudiced against nature's creatures.

Narrative: a form of poetry that tells a story. In narrative poetry, the
emphasis is on plot, external events, and physical action. Example:
Birney's "David."

Octave: sometimes called an octet, this term refers to an eight-line poem
or stanza, or the first eight lines of the Italian/Petrarchan sonnet (see
sonnet).

Ode: a longer lyric poem having a serious subject and dignified style,
often addressed to some person, natural creature, or material object.
Example: Keats's "Ode on a Grecian Urn."

Onomatopoeia: the use of a word whose sound imitates, suggests, and
reinforces its meaning. Examples: buzz, crash, roar, hum.

Overstatement: see hyperbole

Oxymoron: the deliberate side-by-side placement ofwords that are con
tradictory in meaning. Example: "0 brawling love! 0 loving hate!"
(Shakespeare's Romeo and Juliet).

Paradox: a statement that, on first reading, appears to be self-contra
dictory (saying two opposite things), but that, on closer examination,
proves to be true. Example: in Page's "T-Bar," a couple are described as
"oo. not separate yet no longer one." Only after we have thought about it
do we understand the line: the couple, having left the T-bar, are no
longer side-by-side physically, but their common experience has created
a bond between them.
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Paraphrase: the informative restatement of difficult lines of poetry in
different words so as to clarifY meaning or ideas. Although paraphrasing
can help a reader overcome obscure or difficult lines or sentence struc
ture, paraphrases in themselves are unmemorable, commonplace render
ings of translations of the original rich, poetic language.

Pastoral: a brief poem that focuses on scenes from rural or pastoral life.
Also called an idyll, it often contains descriptions of shepherds and ide

alized views of life. Example: sections from Keats's "Ode on a Grecian
Urn" that describe the scenes on the urn.

Pathetic Fallacy: the assignment of human characteristics or emotions
to inanimate objects or to the weather that create a false picture of
nature. Example: killing frost, stubborn wind.

Persona: see speaker

Personification: a figure of speech attributing human qualities to ani
mals, inanimate objects, or abstract ideas. Example: Donne's personifi
cation of Death in "Death, be not proud."

Poem: a condensed, rhythmical composition with specially arranged

lines, figurative language, and sometimes rhyme.

Poetry: a serious form of condensed, rhythmical writing that conveys
intense emotional, intellectual, and spiritual experiences that cannot
usually be expressed through prose.

Prose: ordinary language used in conversation with no obvious rhyme or
rhythm; also, the way in which stories, novels, nonfiction, and most dra
mas are written.

Pun: a play on words. The pun has three forms: 1) a word with two dif
ferent meanings; 2) similarity of meanings in two words that are

homonyms; and 3) two words that are pronounced and spelled similarly
but that have different meanings. Example: "noone loved him more by
more"-"noone" is the name of a character "nobody" in Cummings's
"anyone lived in a pretty how town."

Pyrrhic: see meter

Quatrain: see stanza

Refrain (or Chorus): a phrase or sentence repeated at regular intervals
in a poem or song. Refrains usually occur after each stanza. Example:
chorus in Sting's "Fragile."

Rhyme: the positioning of two or more words reasonably close together

in order to emphasize a similarity or agreement in their sounds. A rhyme
that occurs between the final words on two lines is called an end rhyme or
end-line rhyme, while a rhyme that occurs between two words within a sin
gle line is called internal rhyme. The term slant or imperfect rhyme is used
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to describe words in which the final consonants are identical but the pre
ceding vowels differ (e.g., bought/fight). Finally, the term eye or sight
rhyme is used to describe words that conclude with the same spelling, bur
that do not rhyme (e.g., creak/break).

Rhyme Royal: see stanza

Rhyme Scheme: a labelling system used to describe the rhyming pattern
in a poem. In it, the word at the end of the first line is labelled "II:' and
each word that rhymes with it at the end of subsequent lines is also

labelled "A." The word at the end of the next unlabelled line is identified
with a "B," and each word that rhymes with it is labelled "B" as well. The
procedure is repeated with new letters for different sounds until the pat
tern of rhyme in the whole poem is identified.

Rhythm: the pattern or recurrence of stressed (j) and unstressed (u) syl
lables (see meter).

Run-On Line: a line of poetry that continues into the next line with no
designated stop or pause. A run-on line is sometimes called enjambe
ment.

Satire: a form of light verse notable for its wit and ridicule. Example:
Baker's "On Mona's Smile" pretends to explain a mystery that has

intrigued the curious for many years: the reason for Mona Lisa's smile. In
her poem, Baker satirizes chauvinistic attitudes and points our the need
for change in the ways men view women.

Scan(sion): the analysis ofa poem to determine its meter and the length
of its lines (see meter). A full description ofa poem's meter would include

groupings of the lines according to the number of feet they contain, and
classification of the stanzas according to the rhyme scheme and number
of lines they contain.

Sestet: the last six lines ofan Italian/Petrarchan sonnet.

Simile: a figure of speech in which an indirect comparison between two
dissimilar things is drawn using "like" or "as." Example: quotation from
the Peanuts cartoon-"Life is like a game."

Slant Rhyme: see rhyme

Social Commentary: a serious type ofpoetry that addresses social issues
and problems. Example: Wayman's "Picketing Supermarkets."

Sonnet: a lyric poem consisting of fourteen lines in iambic pentameter
with a complicated rhyme pattern. The structure of the thought and the

rhyme scheme will vary depending upon the type of sonnet. The two
most common types of sonnet are the Elizabethan/Shakespearean and
the Italian/Petrarchan. A Shakespearean sonnet consists of three quatrains
(stanzas of four lines, rhyming ABAB CDCD EFEF) followed bv a
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rhyming couplet (GG). Typically, the quatrains establish the theme, and
the couplet closes the poem with a succinct conclusion, emphasis of the

main point, or a paradoxical observarion. Example: Keats's "When I have
fears." The Petrarchan sonnet consists of an octave (rhyming ABBA ABBA)
and a sestet (rhyming CDE CDE). The subject, often a problem, question,
or experience, is introduced in the octet. The sestet provides an answer or,
at least, a commentary. Example: Milton's "On His Blindness."

Speaker (or Persona): this term describes the character who speaks to

the reader or an imagined audience in the poem, especially in dramatic
and narrative poems. The word "I," then, refers always to the speaker and,
sometimes, the poet directly. Examples: in Browning's "My Last
Duchess," the speaker is the Duke; in "i live in music," the poet Shange

is likely referring to herself.

Spondaic: see meter

Stanza: lines that have been grouped together to form a unit within a

poem. Stanzas are categorized according to the number oOines they con
tain. Most commonly used are the following: couplet (two lines); tercet or
triplet (three lines); quatrain (four lines); sestet (six lines); rhyme royal (seven
lines); octave, octet, or ottava rima (eight lines).

Style: rhe unique manner in which an author expresses her or his

thoughts and feelings. In poetry, style is determined by contenr, imagery,
diction, poem forms, and arrangement of ideas and lines.

Symbol: an object, person, or action that has meaning or significance
beyond itself. As a device, symbolism adds compression and complexity
wherever it is used. Some symbols are generally known; others depend on
their context for their meaning. Example: The mermaids in Eliot's "The
Love Song of]. Alfred Prufrock" symbolize erotic love as well as death.

Synaesthesia: the inrermingling of sensations to create rich, intense

effects on the reader. Example: "The yellow smoke ... / Licked its tongue
into the corners" (Eliot's "The Love Song of]. Alfred Prufrock").

Synecdoche: a figure of speech in which a part of something is used to
represenr the whole. Example: In "Let me not to the marriage of true
minds," Shakespeare uses a synecdoche to describe youth: "Love's not

Time's fool, though rosy lips and cheeks/Within his bending sickle's
compass come...." "Rosy lips and cheeks" are used to describe a whole
youthful person.

Tercet: sometimes called triplet, this term refers to a three-line stanza

with a single rhyme or the last half of a Petrarchan sonnet's sestet.

Theme: the main idea of a work, usually stated indirectly. Theme should
not be confused with moral (see moral). Example: A theme of Lawrence's
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"Snake" is that human fears and prejudices impair judgement and mar a
more natural, emotional, authentic response to nature.

Tone: the attitude of the author or speaker toward her or his subject and
audience. Example: In Frost's "Mending Wall," the speaker is skeptical
about thevalue of artificial, man-made borders.

Trochaic: see meter

Understatement: sometimes called meiosis, understatement describes
the deliberate restraining or downplaying ofsomething as being less than
it is. The effect is somewhat subtle and sometimes humorous. Example:
"I have been dead all winter / No one has noticed it" (Szumigalski's "The

Weather").

Verse: can be used to mean a group of lines or stanzas within a poem.

Verse, when the term refers to a complete work, is usually thought of as
being less significant, less figurative, and less intense than poetry (see

poetry).

325




