
English 11 – Literary/Poetic Devices 
 
The following set of definitions are literary and poetic terms that you can use 
when responding to, or when you are creating, poems, short stories, plays, 
movies, and novels.  By Grade 11, you should be familiar with many of the 
terms listed on this sheet.  Using a dictionary, your head, or your notes from this 
year in class, complete the following sheets. 
 
Alliteration:   
The repetition of initial letter sounds (at the start of the words) in closely 
connected words.  
1. Ex. Peter Piper picked a pack of pickled pepper. 
a. Then a hood covered my head. 
b. And with old woes new wail my dear time’s waste - Shakespeare 

 
Allusion: a reference to a famous literary, mythological, Biblical, or historical 
figure or event.  
Ex. Towards 'Phoebus' lodgings the sun moved.  An allusion adds to the depth 
of meaning of a poem because it reminds the reader of an entire story that can 
be applied to the poem. 
 
Apostrophe:  
Addressing an absent person as if they were present, the dead as if they were 
living, and inanimate objects as if they were human 
Milton, thou shouldst be living at this hour. 
O Captain, my Captain! - Whitman 
0 world, I cannot hold thee close enough! 
O Scotland!  - Macduff calls out to his country as though it were a person. 

 
Assonance:   
the close repetition of similar vowel sounds 
Ex. He rolled the holy stone into place.   
Twinkle, twinkle, little star 
 
Caesura: a significant pause within a line of poetry.  Used to make the reader 
consider an idea or to show a transition in thought.  Usually, but not always, 
occurs at a punctuation mark.  Ex. Cover her face: mine eyes dazzle 
 
Cacophony:  
disagreeable or discordant sound.  (hard consonant sounds can create this effect) 
 
Consonance:  
consonant sounds repeated in the middle or at the end of a word.   
Example:  
Fiddle Faddle / Kitty Litter 
Of the plodding and sordid crowds I see around me - Whitman 



 
Euphony:  
The quality of being pleasant and agreeable sounds. 
 
Euphemism:  
substitution of a mild word or expression for another felt to be too blunt or 
unpleasant.  Example:  ‘He passed on’ for ‘He’s dead.’  OR  ‘Pre-Emptive War’ 
for ‘Invasion’.  ‘Collateral Damage’ for ‘Civilian Deaths’. 
 
 
Figurative Language: language based on or involving a figure of speech: 
language that is metaphorical not literal. 
 
Figures of Speech: the various techniques or devices of figurative language. 
Ex. simile, metaphor, personification 
 
 
Hyperbole (overstatement): a figure of speech in which an exaggerated 
statement is made. Hyperbole may be used in both serious and humourous 
verse. Ex. My feet are killing me. 
 
Iamb: A two-syllable foot of verse.  The first syllable is unstressed, and the 
second syllable is stressed. 
 
Iambic Pentameter – Verse featuring 5 iambs per line (10 syllables) 
 
 
Image: appeals to one or more of the senses. In poetry it is a word or sequence 
of words that refers to a sensory experience. Images may be stated in either 
figurative language - the wind roared and struck her as she walked, or in literal 
language – she saw a field of white daisies swaying in the breeze. 
 
 
Imagery:  
mental images or pictures created in the reader’s mind through words. 
 
Internal rhyme:  
rhyme that occurs between words in the same line of poetry 
I bring fresh showers for the thirsting flowers.  
 
 
 
Irony (Verbal): a sarcastic or humorous manner discourse in which what is 
literally said is meant to express its opposite. 
 
There is also ‘situational’ and ‘dramatic’ irony. 
 



Literal meaning: the exact meaning of a word or phrase taken without any 
added exaggeration, imagination or connotations. Literal meaning is the 
opposite of figurative language. 
 
Metaphor:  
an implied comparison between two different things.  The comparison suggests 
a similarity.  Example:  Freedom is a train.  My sister is a star. Juliet is the sun. 
 
Extended metaphor:  
when a specific metaphor is central to the organisation or theme of the poem 
 
Implied metaphor: when the quality of one item is applied to the other 
although the two are not stated. Ex. He flew to her rescue. (He is given the 
quality of a bird although a bird is not mentioned.) 
 
Metonymy:  
substituting a closely related word for the word itself.  Example:  The kettle 
boils. (water) OR Send your taxes to Ottawa. (government) 
 
Mood:  
the predominant feeling or emotion present in a work. 
 
Onomatopoeia: a word that suggests the sound of what it's describing.  Ex. the 
buzzing of bees  OR  the clanking of machinery 
 
Oxymoron:  
a figure of speech in which contradictory terms are brought together for 
emphasis or in an epigram. 
Ex. Jumbo Shrimp, Holy War, Friendly Fire, Civil War, Sweet sorrow 
 
Paradox: a statement containing an apparent contradiction.  Ex. “I can resist 
anything except temptation",   “How beautifully useless a poem is.”  “Cruel to 
be kind”. 
 
Personification: a figure of speech in which a non-human thing is given human 
qualities Ex. The flowers danced in the wind. OR  Death reached out its cold 
hand. 
 
Pun  
The humorous use of two words having the same or similar sounds.  Ex.  The 
angry doctor lost his patients.  The bicycle couldn’t stand on its own because 
it’s two tired. 
 
Rhyme:  
a correspondence of sounds in two or more words especially at the ends of lines 
of poetry. 
 



Rhyme scheme: the pattern of rhymes in a stanza or poem usually represented 
by letters.  Ex. ABAB CDCD 
 
Rhythm: in poetry, the pattern of stressed and unstressed sounds in a poem.  
Spoken language has rhythm.  However, it is not as regular as the rhythm of 
poetry. 
 
Satire:  
Sarcasm, irony or wit used to expose abuses or follies, ridicule. 

 
Simile:  
a direct comparison using ‘like’, ‘than’, or ‘as’.  “Colder than the ticket taker’s 
smile at the Ivar Theatre on Saturday night.” – Tom Waits 

 
Stanza: a group of two or more lines of poetry, stanzas are usually separated 
from each other in a poem by spacing. 

 
Symbol: an object or thing that stands for or represents something else.  
Examples:  A rose – love; A dove – peace;  A flag – a country 

 
Synecdoche – Naming part of the object rather than the object itself.  Ex. The 
captain ordered all hands on deck.  The speaker beheld a sea of faces. 

 
Tone:  
The attitude a poet takes towards the audience or subject. 
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Ballad:  a narrative poem (tells a story), usually uses repetition and a repeated 
refrain.  The often tell of a single dramatic, historical episode.  
 
Dramatic Monologue: a piece of performed writing that offers great insight into the 
feelings of the speaker. Not to be confused with a soliloquy as there is a suggestion of 
an audience.  
 
Elegy: Mournful, melancholic poem.  
Here lies my wife: here let her lie! 
Now she’s at rest- and so am I.  
 
Epic: a long narrative poem that tells of the adventures of heroic characters, covers a 
long period of time, or describes some monumental task.  Examples:  Beowulf, 
Ulysses 
 
Epigram: a brief, clever, and usually memorable statement.  
 

 



 
Lyric:  
a short poem expressing the internal and emotional thoughts of a single speaker.  
The intent is usually to create a single, unified impression on the reader. 
 
 
Narrative:  
a poem that tells a story 
 
 
Ode:  a 
 serious, sincere poem written in praise of something or someone.  Often 
parodied. 
 
 
Parody: a  
poem written that mocks the subject, structure, or format of another poem. 
 
 
Sonnet:  
 a lyric poem of fourteen lines in iambic pentameter following one of several 
possible rhyme schemes.  The two main types are the Petrarchan (Italian) and 
the Shakespearean (English) sonnet. 
 
 
Petrarchan Sonnet:  
 Features an 8-line section (abba abba) and a six line section (cde cde or 
cdc cdc).  The octave poses a question or problem and the sestet answers it. 
 
 
Shakespearean Sonnet: 
 Features three 4-line sections with a rhyming couplet.  (abab cdcd efef 
gg) 
 The couplet usually concludes or comments on the preceding thoughts. 
 

 


