English 102
Poetry Terms

Whatfollows is alist of termswith which you shouldbecomefamiliar asyou readandwrite about
literaturethis semesterThis list of termsis adaptedrom a handoutcreatedby Lee Baughnight,
supplementedy material from Literature for Composition. Pleaseconsultthe glossaryin the
textbook for further explanation and more examples.

Diction: Word choice.Words arethe poet’'smostprecioustools. As you read,assumehatevery
word was chosen carefully.
« Denotation: A word’s literal meaning, or, dictionary definition.
« Connotation: Associations, shades of meaning.
¢ Ambiguity: The useof languagethat allows two or more interpretationsof a word,
phraseaction,or situation,all of which canbe supportedn the contextof the work.
Deliberate ambiguity is a useful literary device; unintendedambiguity can cause
confusion.

Figurative language: In thebroadesterms,afigure of speechs adeviationfrom theliteral; it is a
way of sayingonething in termsof somethingelse.Metaphors (implicit comparisonsof unlike

things without using like or as) and similes (explicit comparisonausing like or as, or similar

words)arecommonfiguresof speechOthersinclude pun (a play on words); synecdoche (a part
of somethings usedto signify thewhole: A gossipyneighboris a “wagging tongue”); metonymy

(somethingcloselyassociatedvith a subjectis substitutedor it: Britain’s royalty is oftenreferred
to as“the crown”); per sonification (the attributionof humancharacteristicséo non-humarthings);
hyperbole (intentional overstatemenbr exaggeratiorusedfor effect: “This book bag weighsa
ton”); understatement (the oppositeof hyperbole);paradox (a statementthat on the surface
seemdo be contradictorybut, on closerreading,may turn out to be true: “For whenl am weak,
thenl am strong”); oxymoron (a condensedorm of paradoxwhentwo contradictorywords are
used together: “jumbo shrimp”).

Word order: Justaspoetschoosetheir wordscarefully, sotoo do they decidewhereto put them.
As you read,askyourselfwhatwould changef thewordswerein a differentorder. Thenaskwhy
the poet chose the order she did.

Irony: A devicethat usescontradictorystatement®r situationsto reveala reality differentfrom
what appears to be true. There are different kinds of irony:
« Verbal irony: When a personsays one thing but meansanother.Sarcasmis an
extreme form of verbal irony that often uses false praise to hurt someone.
« Situational irony: The discrepancyetweernwhatappeargo be trueandwhatactually
exists.
« Dramaticirony: Whenawriter allowsthereaderto know moreabouta situationthan
a character does.
e Cosmic irony: When a writer usesGod, destiny, or fate to dashthe hopesof a
character or humankind, as in following Stephen Crane poem:
A Man Said to the Universe
A man said to the universe:
“Sir, | exist!”
“However,” replied the universe,
“The fact has not created in me
A sense of obligation.”



Symbol: Something that represents something else. The meaning of symbols often is suggested by
their context. The heart, for example, is acommon symbol for love, just as night isfor death.

Satire: The literary art of ridiculing people, ideas, institutions, and situations in an effort to expose
or correct it.

Tone: The writer’'s attitude as expressed in the poem, and/or the mood the writer creates. What is
the mood established by the following lines, from Katharyn Howd Machan's “Hazel Tells
LaVerne’?

last night

im cleanin out my

howard johnsons ladies room

when all of asudden

up pops thisfrog

Images: Language that speaks to the senses. Most often, poetic images appeal to sight (by creating
verbal pictures), but they can appeal to hearing, touch, smell and taste, as well. They help readers
experience the physical world in their imaginations, as in these opening lines of Jimmy Santiago
Baca's “Green Chile’: “I prefer red chile over my eggs/ and potatoes for breakfast.”

Sounds: The earliest poetry was chanted or sung, and most poems still are best experienced when
read aloud. Some poetic sounds include onomatopoeia (the sound of aword suggests its meaning:
buzz, quack, sizzle); alliteration (the repetition of the same consonant sounds at the start of words
near each other: lovely, luscious lemons); assonance (the repetition of the same vowel sounds in
nearby words: Lee was asleep in a tree). Notice the effect of sounds in these lines from John
Updike's “Player Piano”:

My stick fingers click with a snicker

And, chuckling, they knuckle the keys;

Light-footed, my steel feelersflicker

And pluck from these keys melodies.

Rhyme: Two or more words or phrases that repeat the same sounds. Rhyme can be used to create
sound patterns.

Rhythm: In poetry, the recurrence of stressed and unstressed sounds. A rhythmic pattern of
stresses is called the poem’s meter.



