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Donne, Francis Beaumont, Ben Jonson 
and possibly William Shakespeare. It 
stood in Bread St. London and was the 
location for literary meetings. Keats 
wrote about it in Lines on the Mermaid 
Tavern. 

Metaphor - An imaginative comparison 
between two actions/objects etc which is 
not literally applicable.

An example of metaphor occurs in In Memory 
of W.B. Yeats by W.H. Auden:

'The provinces of his body revolted,

The squares of his mind were empty,'

Obviously Yeats' body does not have provinces, 
nor does his mind have squares but the 
comparison helps to bring the poem to 
life. Metaphor is similar to simile but 
omits words such as 'like' or 'as'.

Some poems feature an extended metaphor 
e.g. Crossing the Bar by Tennyson.

Metaphysical Poets - A term originally coined 
by Samuel Johnson in his Life of Cowley 
to criticise a group of poets including: 
John Donne, George Herbert, Richard 
Crashaw, Henry Vaughan, Thomas 
Traherne, Andrew Marvell and Abraham 
Cowley etc. whose poetry he regarded 
as being over intellectualised. The term is 
somewhat misleading as it pigeon holes 
a number of poets who, in reality, had 
little in common.

Metre - In English verse the most common 
meters are: iambic, dactylic, trochaic and 
anapestic. Other meters are occasionally 
used, such as spondaic and pyrrhic. 

Iambic metre An end stressed two syllable 
foot e.g. from In Memoriam by Lord 
Tennyson

	 I DREAMED | there WOULD| be 
SPRING | no MORE

	 This example is an iambic tetrameter - 
i.e. it has four iambic feet and therefore 
the total number of syllables in the line 
is eight. Iambic is an example of rising 
meter.

Trochaic metre  - A front stressed two syllable 
foot. e.g. The Song of Hiawatha by 
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

	 BY the  | SHORES of | GIT chee | 
GUMee, 

	 This example is trochaic tetrameter - i.e. 
four two syllable feet. Therefore the total 
line has eight syllables. Trochaic meter is 
less commonly used than iambic meter. 
Trochaic is an example of falling meter.

Anapestic metre - An end stressed three 
syllable foot e.g. The Destruction of the 
Sennacherib by Byron:

	 And the SHEEN | of their SPEARS | was 
like STARS | on the SEA,

	 This line is an anapestic tetrameter i.e. it 
has four feet containing three syllables 
each. Therefore the total number of 
syllables in the line is twelve.

Dactylic Metre - A front stressed three 
syllable foot e.g. The Lost Leader by 
Robert Browning

	 WE that had | LOVED him so, | 
FOLlowed him | HONoured him, 

	 This line is an example of dactyllic 
tetrameter  i.e. it has four feet containing 
three syllables each. Therefore the total 
number of syllables in the line is twelve.

	 Each of the above meters can be used 
in lines with varying numbers of feet. 
The number of feet in a line is usually 
classified as follows:  monometer (one 
foot), dimeter (two feet), trimeter (three 
feet), tetrameter (four feet), pentameter 
(five feet), hexameter (six feet), 
heptameter (seven feet) and octameter 
(eight feet).

Metonymy - Figure of speech where the 
name of the object being described 
is substituted for something closely 
related to it. For example, 'the crown' 
is often substituted for 'the monarchy'. 
Other examples include 'the press' for 
newspapers and 'the bench' for the 
judiciary.
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Middle English - The written and spoken 
language of England from the beginning 
of the 12th Century to approx. 1500, 
the most important writer of the period 
being Chaucer.

Mimesis - The imitation of reality in art/
poetry.

Minstrel - Itinerant medieval musician/singer/
story teller/poet. See bard and jongleur.

Mixed Metaphor - Figure of speech which 
combines two or more inconsistent 
metaphors e.g. 'We're not through 
the woods by a long chalk.' Or more 
famously the fourth line from Hamlet's 
soliloquy: 'Or to take arms against a sea 
of troubles.' See metaphor.

Mock-Heroic - Type of satirical verse which 
deals with trivial matters in the style of 
epic or heroic verse. The Rape of the 
Lock by Alexander Pope is an example 
of mock-heroic verse. Pope's poem was 
inspired by Lord Petre's cutting of a lock 
of Miss Arabella Fermor's hair without 
her permission.

Another example is The Sofa - the first book 
of The Task by William Cowper - which 
begins: 'I sing the sofa'. 

Modern English - The written and spoken 
language of England from approx. 1500 
to the present day.

Modernism - Literary movement that occurred 
from c.1890 until the beginning of 
World War II and sought to challenge 
traditional forms. 

In poetry, the three main exponents of 
modernism were T.S.Eliot, Ezra Pound 
and W.B. Yeats. Pound was the main 
promoter of modernism and influenced 
many poets both in England and America. 
Pound also invented Imagism which was 
an attempt to create minimalist poetry 
of great clarity - influenced by Japanese 
forms such as haiku and tanka. 

The Waste Land (1922) by T.S. Eliot is 
arguably the most important 'modernist' 
poem - with its non-traditional forms, 

its juxtapositioning of images and its 
complex literary allusions. The final 
shape of The Waste Land owed much to 
Pound's editing.

In general terms, modernism has resulted in 
a greater use of free verse and a turning 
away from formal poetic meters and 
verse forms.

Monody - A Greek ode sung by a single 
actor and lamenting a person's death. 
A modern example is Monody on the 
Death of a Platonist Bank Clerk by John 
Betjeman.

Monometer - A line consisting of one metrical 
foot. Monometers are very rare. However 
an example of a (predominantly) iambic 
monometer is Upon His Departure Hence 
by Robert Herrick. 

Muse/Muses - The nine daughters of Zeus 
and Mnemosyne who inspired artists 
and musicians. Four of the daughters: 
Calliope, Euterpe, Erato and Polyhymnia 
were specifically responsible for inspiring 
poets.Naive and Sentimental - Term 
coined by Schiller to distinguish (what 
he saw as) two separate types of poets: 
'Naive' - those like Homer, Shakespeare 
and Goethe who dealt with nature as 
it is and 'Sentimental' - those who, like 
himself, or Wordsworth dealt with it in a 
more detached or formal manner.

Narrative Verse - Verse which tells a story 
e.g. The Wife of Bath's Tale by Geoffrey 
Chaucer.

Nature Poets/Poetry - Term used to 
describe poets whose subject matter 
predominantly concerns animals, birds, 
insects and vegetation. Notable English 
nature poets include John Clare, Gerard 
Manley Hopkins, D.H. Lawrence and Ted 
Hughes.

Negative Capability - Term coined by John 
Keats to describe the (true) poet's ability 
of  'being in uncertainties, mysteries, 
doubts, without any irritable reaching 
after fact and reason'.
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Neo-Classical Poets/Poetry Term used to 
describe the work of some late 17th 
century and 18th century poets such as 
Alexander Pope and John Dryden who 
deliberately imitated the classical Greek 
and Roman poets.  Their work was 
characterized by formality and restraint. 
Romanticism was a reaction against neo-
classicism. The neo-classical poets are 
sometimes known as the Augustans.

Neologism - The coining or use of new words 
e.g. in Jabberwocky by Lewis Carroll

	 Twas brillig, and the slithy toves 
Did gyre and gimble in the wabe: 
All mimsy were the borogoves, 
And the mome raths outgrabe.

New Apocalypse, the Group of 1940s poets 
who reacted against the classicism of 
Auden. Their work was wild, turbulent 
and surrealist. James Findlay Hendry, 
Henry Treece and G.S. Fraser were key 
members. Other poets associated with 
the movement were: Dylan Thomas, 
Vernon Watkins and George Barker. 
The movement poets opposed the New 
Apocalypse.

New Criticism Group of (largely) American 
critics including: T.S.Eliot, I.A. Richards, 
William Empson, Yvor Winters, Allen 
Tate, Cleanth Brooks and Robert Penn 
Warren who advocated a 'close reading' 
of texts.

Nobel Prize for Literature - Nobel Prizes 
were instigated by the Swedish chemist 
Alfred Bernhard Nobel. The first prize 
for literature was awarded to Sully 
Prudhomme in 1901. Other poet 
recipients include: T.S. Eliot, W.B. Yeats, 
Rudyard Kipling, Pablo Neruda, Seamus 
Heaney and Derek Walcott. See full list 
of recipients here.

Nom de Plume - Pen-name or literary 
pseudonym; Hugh MacDiarmid was 
the nom de plume of the Scottish poet 
Christopher Murray Grieve.

Nonsense Verse - A form of light verse where 
the emphasis moves from comedy to 

absurdity. This is often achieved by 
following a rhyme scheme to an illogical 
conclusion. Edward Lear, Lewis Carroll 
and, more recently, Spike Milligan were 
all exponents of nonsense verse.

Nursery Rhymes - Jingles written for children 
e.g. Hickory, Dickory, Dock, Wee Willie 
Winkie or The Cat and the Fiddle. Many 
have been passed down orally.

Objective Correlative - Term devised by T.S. 
Eliot to describe a poet's attempt to find 
a concrete or specific situation/location/
thing which evokes a particular emotion 
in the reader (as opposed to attempting 
to describe the emotion itself.) In The 
Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock Eliot 
writes: 

	 'Of restless nights in one-night cheap 
hotels

And sawdust restaurants with oyster-shells:' 
This could be taken as an objective 
correlative signifying the loneliness and 
desolation of modern urban life.

Occasional verse - Verse written to celebrate 
an occasion such as a coronation, a 
wedding or a birth. At national level, 
occasional verse would be one of the 
duties of the poet laureate.

Octameter - Is a line of poetry containing eight 
metrical 'feet'. Octameter is the longest 
line included in the formal classification 
of lines. The Raven by Edgar Allan Poe is 
written in trochaic octameters.

Octave - A stanza comprising of eight 
lines; sometimes known as an octet or 
octastich.

Octosyllabic Line - A line containing eight 
syllables e.g. iambic tetrameter.

Ode - Comes from the Greek word meaning 
song. Odes are normally written in an 
exalted style and are classified as either 
Pindaric (after Pindar) or Horatian (after 
Horace). Pindaric Odes have a triadic 
or three stanza structure - comprising 
a strophe (first stanza), an antistrophe 
(second stanza) and an epode (third 
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stanza). When odes were originally 
sung and danced by a Greek chorus, the 
strophe was chanted when the chorus 
danced to the left and the antistrophe 
when it danced to the right. The epode 
was chanted when the chorus stood still. 
An example of a Pindaric Ode is To the 
Immortal Memory and Friendship of that 
Noble Pair, Sir Lucius Cary and Sir H. 
Morison by Ben Jonson. Other examples 
include: The Bard and The Progress of 
Poesy by Thomas Gray.

Horatian Odes are almost always 
homostrophic i.e. they repeat a single 
stanza shape through out (based upon 
the first stanza). However, the shape 
of that stanza is at the discretion of 
the poet. Ode to a Nightingale by John 
Keats and Ode to a Skylark by Shelley 
are both Horatian Odes but appear very 
different. Another famous Horatian ode 
is  An Horatian Ode upon Cromwell's 
Return from Ireland by Andrew Marvell.

In the 17th century Abraham Cowley 
developed the irregular ode which 
features stanzas with varying forms and 
lengths. Ode: Intimations of Immortality 
from Recollections of Early Childhood by 
William Wordsworth is an example of an 
irregular ode.

Offbeat - Work which is quirky or 
unconventional.

Old English - The written and spoken language 
of England from the first half of the 5th 
Century to the period just after the 
Norman Conquest; often referred to as 
Anglo-Saxon. The two pre-eminent texts 
from this period are Beowulf and The 
Dream of the Rood.Onomatopoeia - The 
use of words that imitate the sound that 
the poet is trying to describe e.g. the use 
of the word 'crackle' in Thistles  by Ted 
Hughes:

	 'Thistles spike the summer air

	 Or crackle open under the blue-
black pressure.' Other examples of 
onomatopoeia by Ted Hughes include: 
'Owls hushing the floating woods' from 

Pike and 'Wings snickering' from A 
Dove.

Opera A dramatic work set to music e.g. Aida 
by Verdi.

Oral Poetry - Poetry composed to be recited 
rather than read. Oral poetry was a 
feature of many pre-literate societies. 
Much of it was chanted to a musical 
accompaniment.

Ottava Rima - A poem, of Italian origin, 
consisting of eight line stanzas with a 
rhyme scheme a-b-a-b-a-b-c-c. E.g. Don 
Juan by Lord Byron.

Oxymoron - Figure of speech containing two 
seemingly contradictory expressions e.g. 
'Faith unfaithful kept him falsely true.' 
(Idylls of the King by Tennyson)

Palindrome - Word, phrase or line of verse 
which reads the same forwards or 
backwards e.g. 'Able was I ere I saw 
Elba.'

Palinode - Poem which retracts a statement 
made in a previous poem.

Panegyric - Poem which praises or eulogizes 
something or someone.

Paradox - Seemingly absurd statement 
which, on closer examination, reveals an 
important truth e.g. Wordsworth's ' The 
child is father of the man'.

Parallelism - Phrases or sentences placed 
side by side which exhibit repetition 
of structure or meaning. Parallelism is 
particularly a feature of religious verse 
(especially Hebrew) or of incantations. A 
more modern example is the beginning of 
T.S. Eliot's Ash-Wednesday 

	 'Because I do not hope to turn again 
Because I do not hope 
Because I do not hope to turn'

Pararhyme - Term coined by Edmund Blunden 
to describe a form of 'near rhyme' where 
the consonants in two different words 
are exactly the same but the vowels vary. 
Pararhyme is particularly a  feature of the 
poetry of Wilfred Owen.  For example, 
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in Owen's unfinished poem Strange 
Meeting we find lines ending with words 
such as 'groaned' and 'groined' and 'hall' 
and 'Hell'. Pararhyme is more commonly 
known as double consonance.

Parataxis - The use of clauses (one after the 
other) but without conjunctions e.g. 
Caesar's 'I came, I saw, I conquered'.

Parnassian - Term coined by G.M. Hopkins 
to describe competent but uninspired 
poetry.

Parody - Imitation of a poem or another 
poet's style for comic/satiric effect. In 
Alice's Adventures in Wonderland Lewis 
Carroll's poem Old Father William is a 
parody of The Old Man's Comforts by 
Robert Southey. 

	 See also my poem Cock-Eyed Beauty 
which is a parody of Pied Beauty by 
G.M. Hopkins.

Pastiche - Literary work composed of material 
taken from various sources or written in 
the style of other poets/authors.

Pastoral - A poem about idyllic rural life - often 
featuring the life of shepherds. Early 
examples of the form include the idylls 
of Theocritus and the eclogues of Virgil. 
Milton's poem Lycidas is also an example 
of a pastoral poem. Pastorals tended to 
die out with the rise of romanticism.

Pathetic Fallacy - Term coined by Ruskin to 
describe a tendency of poets (particularly 
Wordsworth) and painters to attribute 
human feelings to nature. 

	 See also anthropomorphism and 
personification.

 Pathos - Poetry (or other literature) which 
evokes pity or sadness in the reader e.g. 
Send No Money by Philip Larkin. Carried 
too far, pathos can become bathos.

Pentameter - A line of poetry comprising of 
five metrical 'feet'. Shakespeare's plays 
were largely written in iambic pentameter. 
See meter and Shakespeare's line.

Periphrasis - Circumlocution (or roundabout 

speaking) employed for poetic effect.

Persona Poem - See dramatic monologue.

Personification - Figure of speech whereby 
inanimate objects or abstractions are 
given human characteristics. In his 
poem Low Water Ted Hughes uses 
personification to describe a river e.g. 

	 'She lolls on her deep couch. And a long 
thigh

	 Lifts from the flash of her silks.'

Personification is a form of metaphor. See 
also anthropomorphism.

Pleonasm - The use of unnecessary or 
superfluous words. Poets often fall 
into this trap when trying to pad out a 
metrical line e.g. the clown's song from 
Shakespeare's Twelfth Night. 

	 When that I was and a little tiny boy, 
With hey, ho, the wind and the rain, 
A foolish thing was but a toy, 
For the rain it raineth every day.

Poem - Originally a metrical composition. 
However, many modern poets no longer 
use meter so a more accurate definition 
might be: a concentrated or charged 
piece of writing; often featuring stanzas 
and line breaks.

Poesis - The making of poetry. It derives from 
the Greek word 'to make' and eventually 
became the English word ‘poetry’ via 
'poesie' and 'poesy'.

Poesy - Archaic word for poetry. Shelley uses 
it in the first stanza of his long poem The 
Mask of Anarchy.

Poet  - A writer of poems.

Poetaster - An inferior poet. See doggerel. 

Poetic Diction - The particular language 
(words and phrases) employed by poets. 
Poetic diction has changed much over 
the centuries. Traditionally poetry was 
associated with a certain 'floweriness', 
but since the advent of modernism this 
has been replaced by a more sparse 
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lexicon. Modern poets have also tended 
to avoid elision such as ne'er or 'tis and 
also the use of archaic terminology such 
as thee, thy and thou. 

Poetic Justice - The justice meted out by 
poets (in an ideal world) - where virtue is 
rewarded and vice punished.

Poetic Licence - The freedom of poets to 
depart from the normal rules of written 
language and/or literal fact in order to 
create an effect. This often occurs when 
poets use inventive figurative language.

Poetics Essays - describing the art and theory 
of poetry e.g. Poetics by Aristotle.

Poet Laureate - Originally the poet appointed 
by the king or queen of England to 
write occasional verse to celebrate royal 
or national events. In return the poet 
laureate received a stipend. Ben Jonson 
was the first unofficial poet laureate 
although Edmund Spenser did receive a 
pension from Elizabeth I after flattering 
her in The Faerie Queene. Jonson was 
succeeded by Sir William D'Avenant but 
John Dryden became the first official 
poet laureate in 1668. Traditionally 
English poets laureate are appointed 
for life but Andrew Motion, the current 
laureate, is the first to be appointed 
for ten years. The requirement to write 
occasional verse is no longer enforced. 
See complete list of UK Poets Laureate.

	 In the USA, the title of poet laureate 
was officially established in 1985 by 
the Senate. The post is salaried but is 
only held, on average, for 1-2 years. 
However, a number of unofficial poets 
laureate held the post prior to this date - 
starting with Joseph Auslander in 1937. 
See complete list of US Poets Laureate.

 Poetry - The work of a poet. The exalted, 
expressive, elevated use of words. 
Coleridge defined it as: 'the best words 
in the best order.' Poetry is, however, a 
highly subjective term. One man's poetry 
is another man's schmaltz! Compare with 
verse. See also Poets on Poetry.

Poetry Review - The journal of the Poetry 
Society, founded in 1912.

Poetry Society is the UK society founded in 
1909 to promote poetry and the art of 
verse speaking. Visit the Poetry Society 
website.

Poets' Corner - Part of the south transept of 
Westminster Abbey where many famous 
English poets are buried or commemorated 
- including Chaucer, Spenser, Dryden, 
Tennyson, Gay, Drayton and Browning 
etc. Technically it is not a corner, nor is it 
occupied exclusively by poets.

Polemic - A poem presenting a controversial 
discussion e.g. Milton's Areopagitica 
(1664).

Polysyndeton - The repetition of conjunctions 
(in close proximity)  e.g. 'and' in The 
Lonesome Death of Hattie Carroll by 
Bob Dylan.

Portmanteau Word - Factitious word created 
by blending the sounds and meanings 
of two other words e.g. 'slithy' from 
Lewis Carroll's Jabberwocky which is a 
combination of 'lithe' and 'slimy'. See also 
neologism.

Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood - A group of 
poets and artists including D.G. Rossetti, 
Walter Pater and William Morris. Their 
work is characterised by the use of 
medieval settings and subject matter 
and was a reaction against the ugliness 
of Victorian life. They were particularly 
inspired by La Belle Dame Sans Merci by 
John Keats. 

	 The Lady of Shalott by Tennyson is pre-
raphaelite in style although he wasn't a 
member of the brotherhood.

Prologue - The introductory section of a poem 
or literary work. In The Canterbury Tales 
Chaucer employed a general prologue 
but also individual prologues e.g. The 
Franklin's Prologue and The Reeve's 
Prologue. See also epilogue.

Prose Poem - Piece of writing which 
features the charged language normally 
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associated with poetry but which does 
not feature stanzas or line breaks. An 
example of a prose poem is Season in 
Hell by Rimbaud.

Prosody - The formal study of the structure 
of verse including rhyme, meter, rhythm, 
stanzaic pattern, alliteration, consonance, 
assonance, language use etc. 

Prosopopeia - From the Greek meaning 
to 'make' a 'person' - hence the 
personification of inanimate objects or 
abstractions. See also personification.

Prothalamion - Similar to epithalamion but 
written prior to the wedding in question. 
In 1596 Spenser published Prothalamion 
to celebrate the double marriage of Lady 
Elizabeth and Lady Katherine - daughters 
of the Earl of Worcester.

Pun - Playful device where similar sounding 
words with different meanings, or 
single words with multiple meanings 
are employed. Shakespeare frequently 
used puns for both comic and serious 
effect e.g. in Romeo and Juliet the 
dying Mercutio says: "Ask for me 
tomorrow, and you shall find me a grave 
man."William Empson identified puns as 
a form of ambiguity.

Pure Poetry - Poetry that does not try to 
educate, instruct or convert the reader - 
as opposed to didactic verse. An example 
of pure poetry would be Ariel's Songs by 
William Shakespeare.

Puritan Poets - 17th Century US colonial 
poets - such as Edward Taylor, Anne 
Bradstreet and Michael Wigglesworth - 
who wrote pietistic poetry.

Purple Patch - Pejorative term for an 
excessively ornate or florid passage of 
writing.

Pyrrhic Meter - A metrical foot comprising 
two unstressed syllables.

Quantity /Quantitative Verse - In classical 
verse, the time required to pronounce 
a syllable. The Greeks and Romans 
classified syllables as either 'short' or 

'long' and this provided the basis for 
their metrical patterns. In English verse, 
however, quantity is important but is not 
the only consideration - as syllable length 
is often determined by the position in the 
line and also by tonic accent.

Quatrain A stanza comprising of four 
lines e.g. Elegy Written in a Country 
Churchyard by Thomas Gray.

Quintet / Quinquain/Quintain - A stanza 
comprising of five lines e.g. Ode to a 
Skylark by Percy Bysshe Shelley.

Random Rhyme Irregular, sporadic rhyme - 
often used in modern poetry.

Rap/Rapping Music of African American 
origin which delivers (rapid) rhythmic 
rhymes - usually over a backing beat. 
However, some rap poets recite their 
lines without musical accompaniment.

Recitative /Recitativo - Poem which is written 
to be spoken or performed - possibly 
with a musical accompaniment. See 
the opening line of To a Locomotive in 
Winter by Whitman.

Refrain - A line or phrase that recurs 
throughout a poem - especially at the 
end of stanzas. In his poem Easter 1916 
W.B.Yeats used the refrain 'A terrible 
beauty is born.' Another famous refrain 
line is 'Sweet Thames! run softly, till I end 
my song' from Spenser's Prothalamion.

	 Many French verse forms employ 
refrains.

Renaissance Poetry/Poets - Broad term 
used to describe the work of 16th and 
17th Century English poets including: 
Sidney, Ralegh, Donne, Spenser, Jonson, 
Herrick, Milton, Elizabeth I, Marvell, 
Shakespeare, Marlowe, Drayton, Wyatt 
and Skelton. See also metaphysical poets 
and cavalier poets.

Rhapsody - Greek epic poem (or section of 
poem) suitable for recitation.

Rhyme - The effect produced when similar 
vowel sounds chime together and where 
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the final consonant sound is also in 
agreement e.g. 'bat' and 'cat'. (See also 
assonance - which occurs when the 
vowel sounds are similar but where the 
consonant sounds are different.)Rhyme 
is normally divided into masculine and 
feminine rhymes. Masculine or single 
rhymes occur when the last syllable in 
a word rhymes with the last syllable in 
another word. This can occur where the 
words are single syllable words such as 
'bat' and 'cat' or where the words have 
more than one syllable but where the 
final syllable of each word is stressed e.g. 
'instead' and 'mislead'. Masculine rhymes 
are usually associated with end-stressed 
meters such as iambic. 

Feminine rhymes occur in words of more 
than one syllable where the stressed 
(or rhyming) syllable is followed by an 
unstressed syllable e.g.  'nearly' and 
'clearly' or 'meeting' and 'greeting'. It 
is also possible to have triple feminine 
rhymes where the stressed syllable is 
followed by two unstressed syllables - as 
in 'liable' and 'friable'. Feminine rhymes 
tend to be used in front stressed meters 
such as trochaic.

The rhyme patterns in a poem can be analysed 
by using letters at the end of lines to 
denote similar vowel sounds e.g.

Who will go drive with Fergus now, 	 a 
And pierce the deep wood's woven shade, 	b 
And dance upon the level shore? 	 c 
Young man, lift up your russet brow, 	 a 
And lift your tender eyelids, maid, 	 b 
And brood on hopes and fear no more. 	 c

See also alliteration, consonance, identical 
rhyme, internal rhyme, pararhyme and 
spelling rhyme.

Rhymer/Rhymester - A person who employs 
rhyme; often a pejorative term for a 
poet.

Rhyme Royal - A poem consisting of seven line 
stanzas, usually in iambic pentameters, 
and rhymed a-b-a-b-b-c-c. This form 
was used by Shakespeare in A Lover's 
Complaint and by Chaucer in Troilus and 

Criseyde.

Rhyming Slang - Device invented by 'Cockney 
geezers' to conceal the subject of 
conversations from eavesdroppers and/
or the police. Examples include: apples 
and pears (stairs), Barnet Fair (hair), 
butchers' hook (look) and Chalfont St. 
Giles (piles). Not to be confused with 
Cockney Poetry.

Rising Meter - Term used to describe end-
stressed meters such as iambic and 
anapestic - as opposed to falling meter.

Romanticism /Romantic Poets - Term used 
to describe the work of poets such as: 
Wordsworth, Coleridge, Blake, Burns, 
Southey, Scott, Keats, Shelley and 
Byron. 

	 In broad terms, Romanticism was a 
reaction against the order and balance 
of the previous Augustan age in favour 
of self expression, inspiration and 
soaring imagination. It arose at a time 
when there was considerable social and 
political upheaval in England, Europe 
and American and when the rights of 
individuals were beginning to be asserted. 
It was also a time when poets were 
becoming less reliant on patrons and 
therefore had greater freedom to express 
themselves. However, Romanticism is 
a notoriously difficult term to define 
precisely. It is also a term that embraces 
a diverse range of poets.

Rondeau - Usually a fifteen line poem, of 
French origin, composed of three uneven 
length stanzas. It features a refrain at 
the end of the second and third stanzas 
which is taken from the first line of the 
poem. There is also a ten line version of 
the rondeau.

Roundel - Variation on the rondeau devised 
by A.C. Swinburne. It is an eleven line 
poem where the first part of the first line 
is repeated as a refrain in the fourth and 
eleventh lines.

Roundelay - Short, simple song with a 
refrain.
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Rubai - A quatrain with a rhyming scheme a-a-
b-a e.g. the Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam 
by Edward Fitzgerald.

Running Rhythm - Term used to describe 
the effect of meters featuring regular 
patterns of stressed and unstressed 
syllables - as opposed to sprung rhythm.

Satirical Verse: Verse which employs wit and 
ridicule to attack hypocrisy, pomposity 
or social injustice etc. Dryden, Pope and 
Swift were all renowned for their satirical 
verse. See also Scriblerus Club and mock-
heroic.

Scansion: The analysis of lines of poetry to 
identify their metrical pattern.

Scriblerus Club: Association of writers, 
including Jonathan Swift, Alexander 
Pope, John Gay and John Arbuthnot, 
who met during 1714 to satirise 'all the 
false tastes in learning'.

Senryu: A form developed by the Japanese 
poet Senryu Karai (1718-1790), which 
is almost identical to a haiku but takes 
as its subject matter human issues rather 
than nature. See Japanese forms.

Septet: A stanza comprising of seven lines.

Sesta Rima: A six line stanza composed of a 
quatrain and a couplet and rhymed a-b-
a-b-c-c. This verse form is often known 
as the Venus and Adonis stanza as it 
was used by Shakespeare in his narrative 
poem of that name.

Sestet: A stanza comprising of six lines e.g. 
The Castaway by William Cowper. A 
sestet is also the last six lines of a sonnet 
- following the octave. See sonnet.

Sestina: Usually an unrhymed poem consisting 
of six stanzas made up of six lines each. 
The sestina employs word repetition 
rather than rhyme. The last word of 
each line in the first stanza is repeated 
in a different order in the following 
five stanzas. This form was invented 
by the troubadour poet Arnaud Daniel. 
Examples of sestina include Complaint of 
Lisa by Swinburne and Paysage Moralisé 

by Auden. However, some writers in 
English have also written rhymed sestina 
- refer to Sestina by Swinburne.

Shakespeare's Line: Shakespeare's plays 
were essentially written in blank iambic 
pentameters - i.e. lines containing five 
two-syllable feet with the stress falling 
on the second syllable in each foot e.g.:

	 To BE| comMENC'D | in STRONDS | 
aFAR| reMOTE

	 (From Henry IV Part One) 

	 However, the regular iambic pentameter 
lines in Shakespeare are far outnumbered 
by irregular lines. One of the main 
irregularities is called the 'trochaic 
inversion' where lines begin with a 
trochee rather than an iambus e.g:

	 NOW is | the WIN | ter OF | our DIS | 
conTENT

	 (From Richard III)

	 This places the stress on the first 
syllable (rather than the second) and is 
frequently used by Shakespeare at the 
start of speeches. Another irregularity 
is the eleven syllable line as in Hamlet's 
famous soliloquy:

	 'To be or not to be, that is the question' 

	 However, in this line the eleventh syllable 
is unstressed and is therefore not too 
intrusive. Interestingly this line is also 
irregular after the caesura as it features 
a dactyl (THAT is the) and a trochee 
(QUEStion). 

Simile: The explicit comparison of two objects/
phenomenon/states  etc - by employing 
either 'as' or 'like' e.g. 'My love is like a 
red, red rose' by Robert Burns. Another 
famous simile is 'Like a patient etherised 
upon a table;' from the start of The Love 
Song of J. Alfred Prufrock by T.S. Eliot.

Song: A poem which is written to be sung 
or chanted - without or without musical 
accompaniment.

Sonnet: A fourteen line poem usually in iambic 
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pentameters (see meter) consisting of 
an octave and a sestet. The octave 
presents and develops the theme while 
the sestet reflects and brings the poem 
to a conclusion.

Curtal Sonnet - An eleven line sonnet devised 
by Gerard Manley Hopkins and featuring 
an a-b-c-a-b-c, d-b-c-d-c rhyme scheme 
e.g. Pied Beauty. Hopkins also used the 
traditional stanza to great effect.

Spondaic Meter: Two syllable metrical foot 
where both syllables are stressed. This 
is a comparatively rare meter in English 
poetry but an example of spondaic meter 
can be seen in the first three feet of this 
line from Milton's Paradise Lost:

	 ROCKS, CAVES | LAKES, FENS | BOGS, 
DENS| and SHADES | of DEATH

Spondee: A foot consisting of two long or 
stressed syllables e.g. as in 'PANCAKE'.

Sprung Rhythm: A unique system of meter 
devised by Gerard Manley Hopkins and 
evident in poems such as Pied Beauty 
and The Windhover. In Sprung rhythm 
one stressed syllable can make up a foot 
e.g. in Pied Beauty:

	 With SWIFT,|- SLOW:|- SWEET,|- 
SOUR;|a DAZZ| le, DIM

	 Hopkins referred to the unstressed syllables 
in the line as 'hangers' or 'outrides'. The 
above line also demonstrates Hopkins 
use of alliteration.

Stanza: One or more lines that make up the 
basic units of a poem - separated from 
each other by spacing.

	 Over the centuries Greek, Roman, French, 
Italian, English, German and Japanese 
poets have evolved a huge number of 
different stanza forms. Some of these 
forms still carry the name of the poet 
who invented them e.g. the Petrarchan 
sonnet, the Spenserian Stanza or the 
Burns Stanza. 

Storm of Association: Term coined by 
Wordsworth to describe the kind of 

poetic inspiration inspired by the Muse.

Strophe: The first stanza of a Pindaric ode. 
See ode.

Surrealist Poets: Group of 20th century 
French poets (including André Breton, 
Louis Aragon and Paul Éluard) who 
were inspired by Freud's theories of the 
unconscious and who sought to produce 
irrational work.

Syllable: A unit of pronunciation making up 
a word. For example, the word 'badger' 
consists of two syllables 'bad' and 'ger'. In 
English, syllables can be defined as either 
stressed (long) or unstressed (short). See 
meter.

Syllable Counting: Technique used in both 
traditional metrical verse forms (see 
meter) and in Japanese inspired forms 
such as haiku or tanka.  In traditional 
metrical forms the counting is based 
on the regular patterns of stressed and 
unstressed syllables in a line. In Japanese 
forms, the syllable count is based solely 
on the total number of syllables. Some 
modern poets such as Marianne Moore 
and Peter Reading have used this second 
type of syllable counting to give their 
work intricate structures. 

Symbol: Words or images that signify more 
than they literally represent e.g. the 
'sun' or the 'moon'. Symbols can carry a 
number of different connotations. Yeats 
frequently used symbols in his poetry - in 
particular the 'tower'. As a symbol the 
'tower' carries connotations of strength 
and sexuality, but is also a tarot card 
representing suffering and destruction. 
In addition, Yeats once owned Thoor 
Ballylee, a Norman tower in County 
Galway which was a visible symbol of his 
Anglo-Irish roots.

Symbolist Poets: Group of 19th century 
French poets including Verlaine, Rimbaud, 
Mallarmé and Laforgue who reacted 
against the objectivity and realism of the 
Parnassian movement. They favoured, 
instead, the use of evocative language 
employing symbolism. They were 
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influenced by Charles Baudelaire and 
Edgar Allan Poe.

 Synaesthesia/ Synesthesia: The description of 
a sense impression (smell, touch, sound 
etc) but in terms of another seemingly 
inappropriate sense e.g. 'a deafening 
yellow'. Synesthesia is particularly 
associated with the French symbolist 
poets. Keats also uses synesthesia in Ode 
to a Nightingale with the term 'sunburnt 
mirth'.

Synecdoche: Figure of speech where a part 
is made to stand for the whole e.g. in 
Shakespeare's Julius Caesar: 'Friends, 
Romans, countrymen, lend me your 
ears.'Synonym Word or phrase with the 
same meaning as another e.g. 'nice' and 
'pleasant'.

Syntax: The grammatical arrangement of 
words in a sentence. In traditional poetry 
syntax was often altered/reversed in 
order to facilitate a rhyme scheme e.g. 
in this poem by A.E.Housman:

		  'When I would muse in boyhood 
	 The wild green woods among 
	 And nurse resolves and fancies 
  	 Because the world was young,'

'Among' is thrown to the end of the line in 
order to rhyme with 'young'. Modern 
poets tend not to alter syntax in this 
way.

Tanka: Small Japanese poem consisting of 
exactly 31 syllables. A tanka is a haiku 
with two further lines of seven syllables 
added. Tanka, like haiku, works on the 
principle that less is more e.g.

	 Today, clumps of cow 
Parsley (cut back by the white 
Suited strimmer-man) 
Fall onto your surface and 
Are carried away downstream.

Telestich: Similar to an acrostic except that 
the significant word or phrase is spelt 
out by the last letters of each line rather 
than by the first.

Terza rima: A poem consisting of triplets with 

the following chain rhyme pattern: a-b-a, 
b-c-b, c-d-c etc. It can be written in any 
meter but in English it is usually iambic 
pentameter - see Ode to the West Wind 
by Shelley. Terza rima was also the form 
chosen by Dante in The Divine Comedy. 

Tetrameter: A line of poetry consisting of four 
metrical 'feet'. An example of trochaic 
tetrameter is Hiawatha by Longfellow.

Theme: The main idea, thesis or subject matter 
of a poem. Keats' Ode on a Grecian Urn, 
for example, deals with the permanence 
of art and the impermanence of life.

Threnody: Poem of lamentation. See elegy.

Tone: The 'tone' of a poem (according to 
the New Critics) reveals the attitude of 
the poet being studied e.g. anger, love, 
resignation, despair, fear, boredom etc.

Tradition: Poetry/literature which is handed 
down from previous generations (usually 
in the same native language) and which 
provides an influence/framework for 
subsequent poets. See canon.

Translation: The process of translating poetry 
written in one language into another 
language. This is a notoriously difficult 
exercise due to the condensed language 
of poetry, the prevalence of figures 
of speech and the problem of finding 
equivalent rhymes. 

There are also different approaches to 
translation. Some translators aim to 
provide an exact translation - while others 
try only to convey the general impression 
of the text. Dryden, who translated both 
Virgil and Homer, identified three types: 
'metaphrase' (literal), 'paraphrase' ('with 
latitude') and 'imitation'.

	 More recently, Ted Hughes has translated 
Ovid and Seamus Heaney Beowulf.

Triad: The strophe, antistrophe and epode of 
a Pindaric ode. See ode.

Trimeter: A line of poetry consisting of three 
metrical 'feet'. An example of an iambic 
trimeter is The only news I know by Emily 
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Dickinson.

Triolet: An eight line stanza, of French origin, 
where the first two lines are repeated as 
the last two lines and where the first line 
is also repeated as the fourth line.  The 
triolet features two rhymes only.

Triplet/Tercet: A stanza comprising of three 
lines e.g. The Old Familiar Faces by 
Charles Lamb.

Trisyllabic Foot: A foot with three syllables - 
as in dactylic and anapestic meter.

Trochaic Meter: A front stressed two-syllable 
meter.Trochee: A foot consisting of two 
syllables where the first one is long 
or stressed and the second is short or 
unstressed e.g. as in 'FALLing'.

Trope: The figurative use of language - as in 
simile and metaphor.

Troubadours: Group of 12th and 13th 
century French Provençal poets including 
Jaufre Rudel, Arnaut Daniel and Bernart 
de Ventadorn. They invented a wide 
range of complex verse forms (see French 
forms) and frequently wrote about 
'courtly' love.

Unaccented Rhyme: Occurs where lines end 
with feminine (front-stressed) words 
and the unaccented final syllables 
would rhyme (if accented) but the initial 
syllables don't e.g. 'lover' and 'matter' or 
'slowly' and 'clearly'.

Understatement: See Litotes.

Venus and Adonis Stanza: See Sesta Rima.

Verbal Contraption: Term for a poem coined 
by W H Auden.

Vers libre: Revolt against the formal 
constraints of classical French prosody. 
Occurring in the final years of the 19th 
century - vers libre abandoned traditional 
metre and rhyme schemes in favour of 
natural rhythm. It was pioneered by poets 
such as Rimbaud, Lafargue, Baudelaire 
and Mallarmé. See also free verse. 

Verse: Either a definite number of lines of 

poetry (see stanza) or a general term for 
poetic composition. Verse, however,  is 
often used to refer to work  of a slightly 
lower standard  than  'poetry'.

Verse-Novel: An extended narrative poem 
e.g. Aurora Leigh by Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning or Omeros by Derek Walcott.

Versifier: Someone who composes verse; 
often a pejorative term for poet.

Victorian Verse: Verse written during the 
reign of Queen Victoria (1819-1901). 
Unlike Victorian novelists (such as 
Dickens) who tackled harsh social 
realism, most Victorian poets tended 
to create an escapist world fuelled by 
Arthurian legend, and featuring long 
haired maidens in towers. Tennyson was 
the pre-eminent Victorian poet. See also 
Pre-Raphaelites.

Villanelle: A poem (normally) consisting of 
19 lines - arranged as five triplets and 
one final quatrain. The intricate rhyme 
scheme of the villanelle is furnished by 
the first triplet: A(1)-B-A(2) and is then 
repeated twice in the form of A-B-A(1) 
and A-B-A(2) and then concluded with 
the quatrain rhymed A-B-A(1)-A(2). 
Examples of villanelles include Do Not 
Go Gentle Into That Good Night by 
Dylan Thomas and If I Could Tell You by 
Auden.

	 Virgule: Prosodic symbol (/) used to 
separate metrical feet.

Visceral: Relating to deep inner feelings rather 
than to the intellect.

Volta: Italian term for the change in feeling 
which occurs between the octave and 
sestet in some sonnets.

War Poetry: Term (normally) applied to poetry 
produced during the First World War by 
poets such as Edward Thomas, Siegfried 
Sassoon, Wilfred Owen, Rupert Brooke, 
Edmund Blunden and Robert Graves etc. 
Thomas and Owen were both killed in 
action.

	 However, there was also some notable 
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war poetry produced during the Second 
World War by the likes of Keith Douglas, 
Alun Owen, Sidney Keyes and Henry 
Reed.

Weak Ending: Where a word or syllable at the 
end of a line of verse is stressed metrically 
but is unstressed in ordinary speech.

Well Versed:  Somebody proficient in the rules 
of prosody.

Willing Suspension of Disbelief: Term coined 
by S.T. Coleridge in his Biographia 
Literaria which states that readers and/
or theatre audiences need to overlook 
certain literary/theatrical conventions in 
order to fully engage with the work in 
question.

Wit: During the Renaissance wit was 
synonymous with intelligence and 
wisdom. During the 17th century it 
became more closely associated with 
fancy. One of the main themes of Pope's 

An Essay on Criticism is wit and he 
concludes that:

	 True wit is Nature to advantage dressed,

	 What oft was thought, but ne'er so well 
expressed.

	 Today wit is limited to intellectual 
humour. See fancy.

Wordsworthian: In the manner/style of 
William Wordsworth. See also egotistical 
sublime.

Wrenched Accent: Occurs when the metrical 
stress or accent forces a change in the 
natural word accent. This can occur 
due to a poet's lack of skill, but is also 
characteristic of folk ballads.

Zeugma: Figure of speech in which a verb 
or adjective is applied to two nouns, 
but where one of the applications is 
inappropriate e.g. 'with weeping eyes 
and hearts'. 
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