General Glossary for Poetry: Figures of Speech, Rhetorical Devices and Poetry Terms

Caution: Not all of the following terms are figures of speech. Some are general literary terms, which are used in essays, short stories and poems. 

Alliteration: the repetition of the initial consonant sound in two or more words of a phrase, that is, words consecutive or nearly consecutive.

*now or never" 

"The fair breeze blew, the white foam flew 

The furrow followed free" - Coleridge 

Allusion: a brief reference to a person, place or event or to another literary work. The writer expects the reader to recognize the reference. Generally, there are four types of allusion: historical (He met his Waterloo.), mythological (to have an Achilles' heel), literary (Steinbeck's title Of Mice and Men), and Biblical (a “Daniel come to judgment"). 

Apostrophe: a figure of speech in which words are addressed to an absent person as if he were present, or to a personified thing or idea as if it could understand them. 

"0 Wild West Wind, thou breath of Autumn's Being” -Shelley 

Cacophony: a discordant mixture of harsh, unpleasant sounds. 

"Watch dogs catch much meat.”

Euphony: the harmonious combination of sounds, the opposite of cacophony. 

"So smooth, so sweet, so silv'ry is the voice”

"Melting melodious words to Lutes of Amber "-Herrick 

Figurative language: figures of speech and word combinations that go beyond literal (denotative) meanings; imaginative use of language. 

Hyperbole: the use of obvious and deliberate exaggeration for emphasis. 

"I nearly died of hunger before lunch time.” 

"My mother hit the roof when she heard what happened," 

Image: In literature, a mental picture triggered by words. Because they strongly stimulate thought and feeling, yet take little space, well-chosen images are vital ingredients of writing that is concrete and concise. 

Irony: A manner of expression in which a statement that seems literally to mean one thing in fact means another. "That's just great!" is a literal statement when said by a dinner guest enjoying the fondue but is an ironic complaint when said by a driver who has backed into a tree. In a larger sense, irony of situation is a contrast between what is expected to happen and what does happen.  It is this that creates our interest in the national leader who is impeached, the orphan who becomes a millionaire, or the evangelist convicted of tax fraud. Irony is a powerful tool of argument and especially of satire. 

Juxtaposition: The deliberate placing together of two or more thoughts, images or other elements that emphasize each other, usually by contrast. 

Litotes: a figure of speech that affirms the validity of something by denying its opposite (also called understatement). 

"He's no Einstein." 

"That was no small loss to mankind" - referring to the death of Abraham Lincoln. 

"With no little difficulty we persuaded him to join us." 

Metaphor: a figure of speech that implies a direct likeness between two unlike things; one thing is said to be another. 

"The ship ploughed the sea." 

"His room is a disaster area" 

Metonymy: the use of one name for something closely associated with it. 

"the crown" for "the king," 

"the bottle" for "strong drink." 

In the expression, "The pen is mightier than the sword," "pen" stands for writings-books, newspapers, and magazines, and "sword" stands for "armies and navies.”

"I like reading Shakespeare" means I like to read the writings of Shakespeare. (See Synecdoche.) 

Mood: the prevailing atmosphere or tone of a literary work. 

Narrator: the teller of a story or poem: first-person ("I") and third-person ("he") narration is conventional. (See Persona.) 

Onomatopoeia: The use of words whose sounds suggest their meanings "hiss," "buzz," "murmur." Some onomatopoetic words, such as “boom," "bang," and “crash," are out-and-out sound effects; others, such as "slither," "ooze," and "clatter," are more subtle 

Oxymoron: a combination of contradictory terms for special emphasis. "eloquent silence," "shocked unawareness," "an open secret"

Paradox: a statement that seemingly is self-contradictory or silly, but in fact is true. 

"The more you know, the more you know you don't know." -Socrates 

"In my end is my beginning." - T.S. Eliot 

The Bible has many paradoxes, as in, "Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth." 

Persona: a character made up and used by an author as the narrative voice. 

Personification: a figure of speech that attributes human characteristics to animals, inanimate objects, or philosophical abstractions and ideas. 

"winter's icy fingers," 

"the trees murmured a lullaby. " 

"At night the empty buildings stare from their windows at the street." 

Pun: A play on words. A pun is based either on two meanings of one word or on two words that sound alike but have different meanings. Often called the lowest form of humor, the pun is the "'-" basis of many jokes. 

Why did the fly fly? Because the spider spied her. 

Simile: a figure of speech in which two basically unlike objects or things are directly compared using like, as, or a synonym for them. "He is as brave as a lion.” 

Symbol: an object or image that stands for or suggests something else. A candle may represent life, A flag represents a country, the cross represents Christianity, or a logo represents a company. Symbols appear frequently in poetry, drama, fiction, and also essays... 

Synecdoche: the use of a part of one thing to signify the whole. 

"She has seen sixteen summers” (years). 

"All hands (men) to the deck!”

Rhetorical Devices 

Rhetorical Devices: techniques used to make writing and speaking more effective. The following are used to make sentences more emphatic. 

Rhetorical question:  question posed for its effect and not intended to require a reply.  Since the answer is obvious, it makes a deeper impression than a direct statement would. 

If you don't care about your future, who will? 

Inverted sentence: Beginning a sentence with something besides the subject, usually with a dependent clause. Used occasionally, inverted sentences lend variety to your writing. 

Back into the house he came, shouting, "Who dented the fender on my car?" instead of 

He came back into the house shouting, "Who dented the fender on my car?" 

Loose sentence: A sentence that continues to add details after the main statement is completed. (A period could be inserted in one or more places before the end of the sentence.) Most sentences in English are loose. 

He studied physics at university and found it to be very interesting. 

You don't want to miss the tractor pull, one of Medicine Hat's attractions in summer. 

Periodic sentence: Keeps the reader in suspense by withholding a key word until the very end. A periodic sentence is more formal than a loose sentence. Used occasionally it adds variety to your writing. 

Among the interesting courses he took at university was physics. 

One of Medicine Hat's summer attractions, which you certainly don't want to miss, is the tractor pull. 

Position: Place an important idea where it will catch the attention of the reader. The beginning and the end of a sentence are emphatic positions. 

If you wish to be a writer, write." --Epictetus 

Home is where you will find her every Friday night. 

Order of Climax: Ideas are arranged in order of increasing emotion or importance. 

Susan’s reply annoyed her brother, angered her mother and enraged her father. 

Soap operas offend our ears, assault our eyes, and damage our brain cells. 

Parallelism: Ideas of equal importance within a sentence are expressed by words in the same grammatical form. Such items regularly appear in lists, series and compound sentence structures. 

Three subjects guaranteed to start a fight are politics. religion and money. [nouns] 

The custodian emptied the wastebasket, cleaned the chalkboard brushes and mopped the floor. [verbs and their objects] 

Balanced Sentence: A sentence or sentences in which word groups, especially clauses are. . . noticeably equal in length and similar in structure and movement; a sentence consisting of two parts with corresponding, often identical structure. A balanced sentence is very effective in emphasizing similar or contrasting ideas.
Bad men excuse their faults; good men will leave them: 

People must eliminate pollution or pollution will eliminate people. (also chiasmus) 

It is easier to drive a new pickup truck than an old luxury car. 

Antithesis: Opposite or strongly contrasting statements are balanced against each other for emphasis. Antithesis is a balanced sentence that expresses strongly contrasting ideas. 

To err is human; to forgive divine. 

A pessimist will look at a glass and say it is half empty; an optimist will say it is half full. 

Repetition: Reiteration of a word, phrase, sound, or idea to secure emphasis. 

"It seems that Herman Melville had a vision of evil in Moby Dick, that Nathaniel Hawthorne has a vision of evil in The Scarlet Letter and that Henry James had a vision of evil in The Turn of the Screw." --Howard Mumford Jones 

"The drip, drip, drip of the tap made her want to scream." 

Chiasmus: Two groups of words in which the second inverts the word order of the first; a cross arrangement of two successive groups of words. 

Love's fire heats water, water cools not love. --Shakespeare 

She went to Calgary; to Edmonton went he. 
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