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A Student’s Glossary of Poetic Terms



Allegory:

The allegory appears in fictional texts in which ideas are personified and a story is told to express some general truth.

Examples:
Truth, Vice, Virtue, Justice.

Alliteration:

An alliteration is a repetition of sounds (consonants) at the beginning of neighbouring words or of stressed syllables within such words, e.g. “fingers the small size of small spades.” Purpose: rhythm and stress.

Allusion:

An allusion is a direct or indirect reference to some well-known historical person or event, saying, proverb, line or sentence from a work of literature.

Anaphora:

The anaphora is a repetition of the same word or words at the beginning of neighbouring sentences, lines, stanzas, etc.

And she forgot the stars, the moon, and sun,

And she forgot the blue above the trees, ...

Assonance:

The assonance is a repetition of similar vowel sounds within stressed syllables of neighbouring words, e.g. “on the dole with nowhere to go.”

Blank verse:
Unrhymed lines of mostly 10 syllables each; especially the iambic pentameter. Shakespeare chiefly used blank verse in his dramas.

Caesura:

The break or pause between words within a metrical foot; a pause in a line of verse generally near the middle.

Chiasmus:

A figure of speech by which contrasted terms are arranged crosswise, the word order in the first phrase is reversed in the second:

Example:
Flowers are lovely, love is flowerlike.


As fast as idylls seduce visitors, visitors reduce idylls.

Contrast:

Bringing together of opposing views in order to emphasize their differences or create tension.

Examples:
Paradise’ loss is our gain.


It was the best of times, it was the worst of times.

Couplet:

A couplet consists of two consecutive lines of verse rhyming together, usually in the same metre.

Example: Cassius:
And after this let Caesar seat him sure;


For we will shake him or worse days endure. (Julius 
Caesar, I, 3)

Ellipsis:

Shortening of sentences by dropping a word or words (often verbs) which can be understood form the context. Purpose: focus the reader’s attention.

Example:
“’Been to the cinema lately?’ he asked”

Enjambment:

Running on of a syntactical unit beyond the end of a line of a poem, also called run-on line.

Eye rhyme:

Two words which, from the spelling, look as though they should rhyme, but which actually do not.

Examples: move – love; have – grave; stood – blood.

Figurative (meaning):

meaning of a word that goes beyond its usual definition(s) and transfers the word from its normal context to a new one. Examples of figurative use of language are metaphors, similes and symbols.

Foot (feet):

Unit of stressed and unstressed syllables within a line of a poem (cf. metre).

Free verse:

Form of a poem whose structure is not established by rhyme and a regular metre, but, for example, by repetition, rhythm and sound elements such as alliteration and assonance.

Iambus:
A metrical foot of two syllables, the first unaccented, the second accented (( —(
Example: To be, or not to be – that is the question. (Hamlet)

Image (imagery):
Basically the term denotes the images employed in a literary work (or any other text). A general definition is: a picture in words which often strongly appeals to the senses. Specific devices are symbol, simile and metaphor.

Line:

In a poem, structural unit, usually classified by the number of feet it contains (cf. metre, stanza).

Literal (meaning):

Meaning of a word as defined in a dictionary (cf. figurative).

Litotes:
An ironically moderate speech. Sometimes a rhetorical understatement in which a negative is substituted for the positive remark.

Example: “not bad” instead of “quite good”.
Metaphor:

Element of imagery, the linking of two seemingly unlike things with one another in the form of an implicit comparison, thus suggesting some kind of identity, e.g. “the snow of his hair.” Such figures of speech can be found in poetic language as well as in everyday language to create a dramatic effect. 

In everyday language one is no longer aware of the metaphorical quality because of too frequent use. Those expressions are called dead metaphors (e.g. “bottle-neck, leg of a table, foot of a mountain” etc.). In poetic lan​guage metaphorical ex​​pressions achieve a special effect: ”The road was a ribbon of moon​light.”

Metre:

Regular pattern of stressed and unstressed syllables within a line of a poem.

1. iambic foot
(( ((
The curfew tolls the knell of parting day.

2. trochaic foot
(( ((
There they are, my fifty men and women.

3. anapaestic foot
(( ( ((
The Assyrian came down like a wolf on 

the fold.

4. dactylic foot
( ( ( ((
Eve, with her basket, was deep in the 

bells and grass.

Onomatopoeia:

The formation of words from sounds which seem to suggest and reinforce the meaning. Onomatopoeia is often used in imitation of natural sounds: bang, hiss, swish, buzz.

Oxymoron:

A figure of speech in which two contradictory words are combined to produce a rhetorical effect:

Examples: 
“eloquent silence”


Be fare thee well, most foul, most fair! farewell,


Thou pure impiety and impious purity! (Shakespeare, Much Ado 
About Nothing)

Parallelism:

Repetition of the same or similar syntactical form in different sentences or parts of sentences (cf. anaphora).

Poem:

Fictional text structured by lines, often arranged in stanzas, employing such elements as metre, rhyme, alliteration and assonance, as well as imagery and words rich in connotations.

Pun:

Play on words, using either different meanings of the same word or the different meanings of words having the same or similar sounds.

Quatrain:

a stanza of four lines

Repetition:

Repeated use of particular sounds, syllables, words, phrases, sentences etc., as a means of structuring a text (cf. alliteration, anaphora, assonance, parallelism).

Rhetoric:

The act of using language for persuasion in speaking or writing, especially in oratory. The writer or speaker can use various rhetorical or stylistic devices to achieve the desired effects. These include: alliteration, allusion, anticlimax, antithesis, hyperbole, paradox, parallelism, pun.

Rhyme:

Identity of sounds between two words, extending form the last stressed syllable to the end of the words. If this occurs at the end of two or more lines of a poem, we speak of end rhyme; if within a line, it is known as internal rhyme.

Rhyme scheme:

Arrangement of rhymes in a poem, described by using the letters of the alphabet.

Rhythm (rhythmic):

Natural flow of speech in its sequence of stressed and unstressed syllables. In a poem, rhythm is often in conflict with the metre.

Simile:
Element of imagery; connecting and comparing two things of different classes or cate​gories by “as” or “like” to increase vividness and expression. An explicit comparison on the basis of a resemblance in one or several aspects: “his hair was like snow”.

Sonnet:

Poem consisting of fourteen lines (often: iambic pentameter), each usually containing five feet, with a fixed rhyme scheme (often: abab / cdcd / efef / gg), often divided into an octave (eight lines) and a sestet (six lines). Famous sonnet writers were Shakespeare and Milton. Sonnets often deal with subjects like love and death.

Stanza:

Group of lines in a poem (cf. rhyme scheme). In some poems, (especially in traditional ones), each stanza has the same pattern. A two line stanza is called a couplet, a stanza of four lines is known as a quatrain.

Symbol (symbolic):

A symbol is an object, character, or incident which stands for some​thing else or suggests something greater than itself, e.g. an idea or a quality. It establishes at least two levels of meaning, the concrete and the spiritual one (cf. figurative meaning). 

Examples are:

1. apple
symbol of (physical) love and fertility

2. book
symbol of wisdom and knowledge; in Islamic countries also symbol of fate

3. dove
symbol of peace

4. fountain 
connected with (deep) water -> deep secrets, knowledge, wisdom; but also purification

5. owl 
symbol of wisdom, science and knowledge

6. ring 
symbol of eternity (without beginning and end - cf. circle); symbol of marital unity, loyalty and membership of a certain group

7. rose
symbol of love, but also of discreteness and secrecy

Synecdoche:

A part of something represents the whole to focus the attention.

Example:
Two legs good – four wheels better.

Tautology:

An unnecessary accumulation of words of the same or similar meaning. It is a fault of style or a figure that is employed deliberately. Pleonasm is often used synonymously.
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