
Poetry and Literature Terminology 

 

A poem is a composition in a verse that paints a picture.  The history of the writer 

and the time in which the poem was written, is important to give you background. 

Poems have... 

o A theme – This is a main idea in the poem.  It can be obvious (explicit) or 

implied (explicit).  Sometimes it is just about personal feelings. 

o Form – A poem has stanzas, but can be one long verse.  Free verse is when 

there is no structure, rhythm or pattern.  Poets use ‘poetic licence’.  

Enjambment is also used. 

o Diction – The word choice influences the rhythm and mood of the poem, like 

slang, colloquial language (ordinary or casual language) and repetition. 

o Tone – This the feeling the poet wants to create. E.g. friendly, sharp, 

sarcastic, ironic, angry, condescending, humorous.  The tone CREATES the 

mood. 

o Imagery – The poet uses literal and figurative language to evoke an emotion 

in the reader, creating a picture.  Metaphors, similes and personification is 

used for comparing and sound devices like alliteration, assonance and 

onomatopoeia enhances the picture/image. 

o Rhythm – This helps the flow.  If it is meant to be slow, then it is a sombre 

poem.  If it is meant to be fast, then it is a happy poem.  Rhyme depends on 

sound, not sight. 

▪ Alternate rhyme – ABAB CDCD EFEF 

▪ Enclose rhyme – ABBA CDDC EFFE 

▪ Coupled rhyme – AABB CCDD EEFF 

         HL    

▪ Monorhyme – poem using the same scheme throughout the poem 

▪ Limerick – 5 lined rhyme scheme – AABBA CCDDC 

o 2 Types of Poetry: 

• Narrative poetry – This tells a story, with a beginning, middle, climax 

and ending.  It is usually about historical, political and family events.  

There are 4 types of narrative poetry: 

✓ The Ballad – The oldest type, which was usually sung.  It is 

usually about love, death, war, adventure or bravery.  It has a 

strong beat.  Balladeers today are songwriters. 

✓ The Epic – This is a long poem about a historical figure or 

event. 

✓ The Allegory – This usually appears in the form of an extended 

metaphor.  It has a hidden (veiled) moral meaning. 

✓ Dramatic Monologue – This is spoken in the first person and 

the speaker addresses an invisible recipient.  It has a story line. 

• The Lyric  



✓ Sonnet – This is a poem with 14 lines, conveying the poet’s 

feelings.  It has a set rhyme scheme.  There are types of 

sonnets: 

o Petrarchan/Italian Sonnet – This has an octave 

(8 lines) and a sestet (6 lines).  Octave – 

abbaabba; sestet – cdecde, cdccdc, or cdedce. 

o English/Shakespearian Sonnet – it has 3 

quatrains (stanza with 4 lines) and a rhyming 

couplet.  The couplet usually contradicts the rest of 

the poem.  ABAB CDCD EFEF GG 

✓ The Ode – This is a tribute in praise of something.  It is very 

personal. 

✓ The Elegy – Written in response to the death of a person or 

group. 

 

Poetry and Literature Terminology: 

1. Simile – This is a comparison between two things using ‘like’ or ‘as’ 

ONLY!  

e.g. Clothes wave like tattered flags.  

e.g. He is as fat as a pig. 

 

2. Metaphor – This is a direct comparison between two seemingly unlike 

things. 

e.g. He is a pig. 

e.g. I was to her a fragrant lake of blood. 

 

3. Personification – This is where an inanimate (‘dead’) object gets 

attributed (given) a human or living quality. 

e.g. Pregnant clouds 

e.g.dancing trees 

 

4. Alliteration – This is the repetition of initial letters or sounds, 

CONSONANTS.  

e.g. Luke looked left as he loosely swung his backpack. 

Note: Always underline the letter being repeated in a test or exam. 

 

5. Assonance – This is the repetition of vowel sounds.  This includes sounds 

like ‘ow’ or ‘ou’ 

e.g. How now brown cow 

e.g. On the fine wire of her whine she walked. 

 



6. Onomatopoeia – The sounds of the words imitate the word they are 

describing. 

e.g. bang, splash, dropped, buzz, whistle 

 

7. Pun – This is a word that is used that has a double meaning. 

e.g. Stick with the name you know!  [This is the slogan of a glue 

advertisement.]  So stick implies ‘stay’ and ‘paste’ 

 

8. Ambiguity – This is a word, phrase or sentence that has an unclear or 

confusing meaning.  Ambiguous words lead to humour. 

e.g. A passerby helps dog bite victim.  In this example, does the 

passerby help the dog, bite the victim or does he help the victim who 

was bitten by the dog? 

 

9. Irony – This is when what is stated and what was intended, differs. 

e.g.  A man looked out the window at the approaching storm and said, 

“what great weather we are having!” 

e.g.  Clear as mud / smooth as sandpaper / as pleasant as a root canal  

e.g. A teacher failed a test OR a marriage counsellor filed for divorce 

OR a fire station burned down OR a pilot afraid of heights. 

 

10. Juxtaposition – putting two things or images next to each other, then they 

are juxtaposing.  The two images are usually very different. 

e.g. She roared like a lion.  He squeaked like a mouse.  
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11. Hyperbole – This is a major exaggeration to create effect. 

e.g.  “There are a million ants on my foot”, but there are actually just 5. 

 

12. Euphemism – This is a nice way of saying something unpleasant or 

sensitive. 

e.g.  He passed away [instead of saying died] 

e.g. I am feeling flatulent today [instead of saying ‘I fart a lot’] 

OR You am perspiring badly today [instead of ‘You stink’] 

 

13. Oxymoron – This is two words of opposite meaning right next to each 

other. 

 e.g.  bitter sweet / open secrets / love hate relationship / gloomy peace 
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14. Antithesis – This is also opposite meanings, but positioned apart in a 

sentence, to balance the sentence. 

e.g. God proposes; man disposes 

e.g. to err is human, to forgive divine 

 

15. Paradox – This is a statement that is self contradictory because it contains 

two elements that seem true, but in general cannot be true at the same 

time.  On the surface they seem absurd/contradictory, but in fact turn out 

truthful. 

e.g. What a pity that youth must be wasted on the young. – George 

Bernard Shaw 

e.g. Nobody goes to that restaurant because it is too crowded. 

e.g. The beginning of the end / If you didn’t get the message, call me / 

Deep down, you’re really shallow. 

 

16. Transferred Epithet – This is similar to personification, but when you look 

carefully, you realise an emotion has been transferred from a person to 

something else. 

e.g. hearing about friends who shared a cheerful glass of wine. 

e.g. a scornful eye / a weary road / wide-eyed amazement. 

 

17. Metonymy – This technique is where an object is represented by 

something closely related to it. 

e.g. A king is represented by the crown 

e.g. “the pen is mightier than the sword” This old saying means that a 

writer is mightier/more powerful than a soldier. 

 

18. Synecdoche – A part is used to represent a whole. 

e.g. All hands on deck.  The hands represent people to help 



 

19. Meiosis – This is an understatement, the opposite to a hyperbole. 

e.g.  Brad Pitt is nice looking. 

e.g.  Jacob Zuma is in a little trouble. 

 

20. Litotes – This too is a form of understatement, but involves the use of a 

negative. 

e.g.  If you tell a genius “You are a fool” OR someone who is being 

idiotic, you say “You’re not quite a rocket scientist” 

 

21. Synaesthesia – This involves the mixing up of senses. 

e.g. Yellow cocktail music.  Music appeals to sound and yellow appeals 

to sight, but you would rather say ‘soft cocktail music’ 

 

22. Mixed Metaphor – Different metaphors are placed together to cause a 

humorous effect. 

e.g. She was such a piggy – she just wolfed down all the fold.       It 

seemed that she was so hungry, she could eat a horse. 

 

23. Apostrophe – This is a direct appeal or address to an absent person. 

e.g. How could you do this to me Fate? 

 

  



 


