
Poetry Terms 
 

Form/Structure Definition  Example 

Ballad Song or song-like poem that tells a story.  ―Hotel California‖ 

Blank verse Poetry written in unrhymed iambic pentameter. It’s the 
major verse in Shakespeare’s plays. 

When I see birches bend to left and right 
Across the line of straighter darker trees,  
I like to think some boy’s been swinging 
them.    (Robert Frost) 

Caesura a pause or break within a line of poetry, generally marked 
by punctuation or suggested by phrasing or meaning 

To err is human; || to forgive, divine. 

Couplet Two consecutive lines of poetry that form a unit, often 
emphasized by rhythm or rhyme.  

So call the field to rest, and let’s away, 
To part the glories of this happy day. 
(Shakespeare) 

Elegy a poem of mourning, usually about someone who has died  

Epic Long narrative poem that relates the great deeds of a 
larger-than-life hero who embodies the values of a 
particular society. Most include elements of myth, legend, 
folklore, and history. 

Homer’s Odyssey and Iliad 
 

Free verse a poem that does not use regular meter or rhyme  

Lyric Poetry that expresses a speaker’s emotions or thoughts 
and does not tell a story. Most lyric poems are short and 
imply – rather than state directly – a single strong 
emotion. 

Wordsworth’s ―I Wandered Lonely As a 
Cloud‖ 

Octave an 8 line poem, or the first 8 lines of a Petrarchan sonnet  

Ode An (often long) lyric poem that is serious in subject and 
treatment, elevated in its style often written to praise or 
glorify someone 

Keats: ―Ode on a Grecian Urn‖ 

Quatrain a 4 line poem, or 4 lines of a poem that can be a unit  

Rhyme scheme A pattern of end rhymes (includes eye rhymes)  

Sestet 6 lines of poetry, or the last 6 lines of a Petrarchan sonnet  

Sonnet A 14 line poem with a specific rhyme scheme, either 
Petrarchan ABBA ABBA CDE CDE or Shakespearean – 
ABAB CDCD EFEF GG. It is written in iambic 
pentameter. 

 

Stanza Group of consecutive lines that form a single unit in a 
poem. Acts something like a paragraph in prose. Often 
expresses a unit of thought. 

 

Sound Device Definition Example 

Alliteration Repetition of the same or similar consonant sounds in 
words that are close together. Although most often 
consists of sounds that begin words, it may also involve 
sounds that occur within words. 

Where the quail is whistling betwixt the 
woods and the wheat-lot. 
(Walt Whitman) 

Assonance Repetition of similar vowel sounds followed by different 
consonant sounds in words that are close together. 

And so all the night-tide, I lie down by the side, 
Of my darling, my darling, my life and my bride. 
(Edgar Allan Poe) 

Cadence the natural, rhythmic rise and fall of a language as it is 
normally spoken 

 

Consonance Repetition of same or similar final consonant sounds on 
accented syllables or in important words 

pitter patter 

Onomatopoeia Use of a word whose sound imitates or suggests its 
meaning 

Buzz, splash, bark 

Add’l Elements Definition Example 

Ambiguity   A word, phrase, or statement that can have 2 or more 
meanings 

―she got the Mercedes bends‖ refers both to 
Benz cars (luxury) and ―getting the bends‖—
coming up too fast from diving, and getting 
air bubbles in the blood, very painful 



Apostrophe The addressing of a usually absent person or a usually 
personified thing rhetorically 

O Solitude!  If I must with thee dwell…  
(Keats) 

Connotation The implied or suggested associations beyond what a 
word or phrase literally means 

Although synonyms have the same literal 
meaning, their connotations differ.  Ex:  win, 
overcome, conquer, triumph, trounce 

Diction the style of a speaker or writer’s choice of words  formal, informal, colloquial, slang, poetic, 
ornate, plain, abstract, etc. 

Explication a close study of a poem to understand how poetical 
devices contribute to meaning and effect 

 

Foot 
 
 
- Iambic 
 
 
- trochaic 
 

Consists of one stressed syllable and one or more stressed 
syllables. 
 
An unstressed syllable followed by a stressed syllable 
 
 
A stressed syllable followed by an unstressed  syllable 

A metrical line is named for the type of foot 
and the number of feet in the line 
 
Deny, expect, forget, deceive 
The wrinkled sea beneath him crawls 
 
Listen, lonely,  
Double, Double, toil and trouble 

Meter 
 
 
- pentameter 

A generally regular pattern of stressed and unstressed 
syllables in poetry. 
 
5 ―feet‖ of a particular meter 

Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day? 

 5 iambs (10 syllables total) = iambic 
pentameter 

Parallelism Repetition of words, phrases, or sentences that have the 
same grammatical structure or that state a similar idea. 
Helps make lines rhythmic and memorable and heightens 
their emotional effect 

Bring me my bow of burning gold! 
Bring me my arrows of desire! 
Bring me my spear! O clouds, unfold! 
Bring me my chariot of fire! 
(William Blake) 

Pun Play on the multiple meaning of a word or on two words 
that sound alike but have different meanings. 

e.g.. When is a doctor most annoyed? When 
he runs out of patients. 

Scanning Analyzing the metrical pattern of a poem by marking the 
stressed and unstressed syllable. 

 

Speaker  The narrator of the poem, but it’s not necessarily the poet.  

 
Literary Terms you should already know: 
 
allusion 
cliché  
figure of speech 
imagery 
irony 
metaphor 
narrative 
narrator 
oxymoron  
paradox 
personification 
point of view 
protagonist 
simile 
symbol 
tone 


