A Glossary of Technical Terms (Poetry)
Ambiguity is a term used to describe a poem that is puzzling and can be interpreted in two or more ways.  An ambiguous poem might result from confusion of the poet, or from the fact that the poet can see both sides of the argument and agrees with both, or neither.

Contradiction is where a writer will state the contrary of, or deny, what has earlier been affirmed.

Imagery is a method of making word pictures and of linking usually disconnected ideas together.

Metaphor where a poet connects things together as if they were the same thing.

Metonymy is a figure of speech where the attribute of something stands for the larger more comprehensive idea.  For example The Crown (the monarchy); The Stage (the theatrical professional).

Simile the poet will point to the connection by using the words ‘like’ or ‘as’.

Synecdoche a figure of speech where the part stands for the whole. Hands (workers); Bread (food); Wheels (the whole car).

Personification is when a poet speaks of an object or emotion as if it were a person.

Paradox is a more subtle version of a contradiction, where an apparent contradictory statement will, on closer inspection, seem to make an effective point. For example ‘cruel to be kind’.

Position is the point-of-view of the poet.  This may not be very clear, but it might be possible to tell whether the poet is male, radical, patriotic, racist and so on.

Resolution can be looked at in two ways. Firstly it is a way of tying up everything that has been said in the poem.  Secondly, it suggests an attitude of knowing what to do, having a fixed purpose, or seeing into the future with determination.

Metre is the pattern of stressed and unstressed syllables in a line of poetry.  The metre is divided into a number of feet.  There are many different patterns of syllables but there are four that occur most frequently.

1) Iambic foot (2 syllables unstressed – stressed).  The significant words are stressed.

2) Trochaic foot (2 syllables stressed – unstressed)

3) Dactyllic foot  (3 syllables – stressed – 2 unstressed)

4) Anapaestic foot (3 syllables 2 unstressed – stressed) 

Note how the stress points in a sentence affect the way we read it.

Rhyme can occur in many forms.  The most obvious is end-stopped because there is a pause at the end.  When a line runs on without a pause it is called enjambment.  

Blank verse is poetry that does not rhyme but keeps regular metre and line length.

Free verse disregards the traditional disciplines of rhyme and metre, but this does not mean that these effects are completely absent.

Line Length is usually measured in the number of feet it contains.  A line with five feet is called a pentametre. 2 = dimeter, 3 = trimetre, 4 = tetrametre, 6 = hexametre, 7 = heptametre, 8 = octametre and so on.

Alliteration is the rhyming of consonant sounds in words.

Assonance is the rhyming of vowel sounds in words.

Tone is the manner in which the persona addresses the reader.

Theme works in two ways.  Firstly it is one of the ways in which the poem holds its ideas, emotions and images together.  If the poem is about love, all the ideas, emotions and images will connect with the central theme that runs through it.  Secondly it is a way of making a general statement about the subject which allows you to group the poem with other poems on that theme.

Word Patterns

Stanzas are the groups of poetic lines.  A two-line stanza is called a couplet, a three-line stanza a triplet, 6 = sestet, 8 = octave and so on.

Syntax refers to the way the sentence has been constructed.  The standard sentence places the person/object/idea that does the action at the beginning (the subject), the action next (verb) and the person/object/idea receiving the action comes last.  The poet may want to emphasise different aspects of the sentence by transposing the usual order.  This is called Poetic inversion.

Word Associations are important for a recognition of the poem’s theme.  Look for words which seem to create the same mood or might be related in some way.

