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Glossary of Poetic Terms

Terms Concerning Poetry

(1) Rhythm

Rhythm is the pattern of sounds perceived as the recurrence of stressed and unstressed
sounds of poetry. In most English poetry, an underlying rhythm (commonly a sequence of
four or five beats) is manifested in a metrical pattern—a sequence of measured beats and
“offbeats” arranged in verse lines and governing the alternation of stressed and unstressed
syllables. Depending on how sounds are arranged, the rhythm of a poem may be fast or
slow, choppy or smooth. Rhythm may reinforce the meanings of a poem.

(2) Meter

Meter is the pattern of measured sound-units recurring regularly in a poem. Metrical
patterns are determined by the type and number of feet in a line of verse. Poetry may be
composed according to one of four principal metrical systems: in quantitative meter, in
syllabic meter, in accentual meter, and in accentual-syllabic meter.

(3) Rhyme
Rhyme refers to the repetition of identical or similar concluding syllables in different
words, often at the ends of lines. Rhyme mainly refers to sounds rather than spelling. End

rhyme is the most common form of rhyme in poetry, which means the rhyme comes at the
end of the lines.

(4) Rhyme Scheme

Rhyme scheme is the pattern of end rhymes arranged in a poem or stanza. Rhyme
schemes are described with small letters: the first rhyme sound is designated a, the second
becomes b, the third becomes c, and the like. Thus the rhyme scheme of a limerick may be

given the notation aabba. Rhyme schemes may follow a fixed pattern as in the sonnet and

OOCSelected Readings in Brfish and American Literature
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several other forms, or they may be arranged freely according to the poet’s requirements.
The simplest rhyme schemes are those of rhyming couplets (aabbcc, etc.) and of the
common quatrain forms (abab, abch, abba), while those of ottava rima, rhyme royal, the

Spenserian stanza, and the French fixed forms are far more intricate.

(5) Stanza

Stanza refers to a group of verse lines forming a section of a poem and sharing the
same structure in terms of lines, meter, and usually rhyme scheme. In printed poems,
stanzas are usually set off by space.

2] Classification of English Poetry

(1) Epic

Epic refers to a long narrative poem told in a formal, elevated style, focusing on a
serious subject and celebrating the great deeds of one or more legendary heroes. The hero,
who was usually protected by or even descended from gods, performed super human deeds
or events to a nation or culture. Virgil’s Aeneid (30 B.C.-20 B.C.) and Milton’s Paradise
Lost (1667) are called secondary or literary epics while Homer’s /liad and Odyssey (8th
century B.C.) are the earlier “primary” or traditional epics. The Anglo-Saxon poem Beowulf
(8th century) is a primary epic.

(2) Ballad

Ballad is traditionally a folk song or poem orally transmitted from generation to
generation, telling a story usually derived from a tragic incident in local history or legend.
The story is told simply, impersonally, and often with vivid dialogue. A ballad normally
contains ballad stanzas. A ballad stanza is a four-line stanza, with alternating four-stress and
three-stress lines, the second and fourth lines rhyming. However, some ballads are in

couplet form, and some others have six-line stanzas.

(3) Couplet

A couplet refers to two consecutive lines that rhyme and have the same meter. A heroic
couplet refers to a rhymed pair of iambic pentameter lines. Heroic couplet dominated
English poetry in the 18th century, notably in the closed couplets of Alexander Pope.

(4) Sonnet

Sonnet refers to a lyric poem composed in 14 lines with iambic pentameter. There are
two kinds of sonnet. The Italian sonnet (also called the Petrarchan sonnet) comprises as an

8-line “octave” of two quatrains, thymed abbaabba, followed by a 6-line “sestet” usually
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rhymed cdecde or cdcded. The English sonnet (also calied the Shakespearean sonnet)

comprises three quatrains and a final couplet, rhyming ababcdcdefefgg.

(5) Blank Verse ‘

Blank verse refers to unrhymed lines of iambic pentameter, as in these final lines of
Tennyson’s “Ulysses™ (1842): One equal temper of heroic hearts / Made weak by time and
fate, but strong in will / To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield. Blank verse is a very
flexible English verse form close to natural speech and therefore is the most common

pattern found in English poetry. For instance, Shakespeare, Milton, Wordsworth, Tennyson,
and Stevens have all written in blank verse.

(6) Elegy

Elegy refers to a formal mournful lyric poem lamenting the death of someone,
commemorating a dead person, or reflecting seriously on a solemn subject. For instance,
Tennyson’s “In Memoriam™ (1849) is an elegy for Arthur Hallam. But in a broader sense,
an elegy may be a poem of melancholy reflecting upon life’s transience and its sorrows, as
in Gray’s “Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard™ (1751).

(7) Ode

Ode refers to a lyric poem of some length expressing noble feelings, often addressed to
a person or celebrating an event. Ode is a single, unified strain of exalted lyric verse,
directed to a single purpose, and dealing with one theme. The term connotes certain
qualities of both manner and form. In manner, ode is an elaborate lyric, expressed in
language dignified, sincere, and imaginative and intellectual in tone. In form, ode is more
complicated than most of the lyric types. One representative work of this type of poem is
Keats’ “Ode to a Nightingale™ (1819).

(8) Dramatic Monologue

Dramatic Monologue refers to a type of lyric poem in which a character rather than the
poet speaks to a silent audience. Such poems reveal not the poet’s own thoughts but the
mind of the impersonated character, whose personality is revealed unwittingly. This
distinguishes a dramatic monologue from a lyric, while the implied presence of an auditor
distinguishes it from a soliloquy. Major examples of this form in English are Tennyson’s
“Ulysses” (1842), Browning’s “My Last Duchess” (1842), and T. S. Eliot’s “The Love Song
of J. Alfred Prufrock” (1917).

(9) Free Verse

Free verse is a kind of poetry that has an irregular rhythm and line length and that

OCOCOSelected Readlings in Brifish and American Literature




'

Potdiem HE X2 2 0B

attempts to avoid any predetermined verse structure. It is poetry without a fixed metrical
pattern, having a loosely organized rhythm. It uses the cadences of natural speech.
Although free verse was first notably used in Italian opera and in the King James
translation of the Bible, it was Walt Whitman who pioneered the form and made it
acceptable in American poetry.
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in April, 1564. He was born into a merchant’s family at
Stratford-on-Avon. Not much is known about Shakespeare’s
early life except that he attended the Stratford Grammar
School. At the age of 18, he married Anne Hathaway who
was then 26 years old. He left Stratford for London in 1586
or 1587. However, little was known about his life from 1585
to 1592. In London Shakespeare first worked as an actor and later playwright whose
achievements were envied by Robert Green who resentfully declared him to be “an upstart
crow”.

Shakespeare’s literary reputation mainly lies in his plays, especially in his four great
tragedies: Hamlet (1601), Othello (1604), King Lear (1605), Macbeth (1605). Apart from
37 plays, Shakespeare wrote 154 sonnets and two long poems, Venus and Adonis (1593)
and The Rape of Lucrece (1594). He was skilled in various poetic forms like the sonnet, the
blank verse and the rhymed couplet. His sonnets were mainly divided into two groups. The
first 126 poems were dedicated to a “W. H. ” and the rest poems were addressed to “a dark
lady”. The following sonnet is one of the most beautiful and widely-read sonnets.

Sonnet 18

Shall | compare thee to a summer’s dayl'1?

Thou art more lovely and more temperate:
Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May,
And summer’s leasel? hath all too short a datel3!;
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Sometime too hot the eye of heavenil shines,
And often is his gold complexion dimmed;
And every fair from fairl®l sometime declines,
By chance or nature’s changing course untrimmed|l;
But thy eternal summer shall not fade,
Nor lose possession of that fair thou ow’st;
Nor shall death brag thou wand'rest in his shade,
When in eternal lines to Time thou grow’stl7l.
So long as men can breathe, or eyes can see,
So long lives this, and this gives life to thee.

[Source: The Norton Anthology of Poetry (fifth edition) (2004)]

Notes

[1] a summer’s day: A summer’s day in England is usually warm and pleasant. Here it may
refer to the nice personality of a person.

[2] lease: a contract granting use or occupation of property during a specified time for a
specified payment.

[3] date: duration of time.

[4] the eye of heaven: the sun.

[5] fair from fair: beauty from beautiful things.

[6] untrimmed: deprived of beauty.

[7] When in eternal lines to Time thou grow’st: You become eternal with time for you live
in this poem.

Questions for Discussion

(1) What qualities of a summer’s day does the poet compare his love to?
(2) What are the rhetorical devices employed in the poem?

(3) What is the significance of the couplet used at the end of the poem?

(4) What is the theme of the poem and what images Shakespeare employs to highlight the
theme?

Exercise

Compare Shakespeare’s sonnets with Petrarch’s sonnets and find out the differences and
similarities in the style.
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