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Literary Terms and Poetic Devices 
 

All iteration The repetition of initial consonant sounds. Tongue twisters are 
common examples of alliteration. 
 
Example: She sells seashells by the seashore.  
 

Allusion Direct or indirect reference to a familiar figure, place or event 
from history, literature, mythology or the Bible. 
 
Example: Pandora’s Box. 
 

Assonance Close repetition of similar vowel sounds, usually in stressed 
syllables 
 
Example: A gallant night in sunshine and in shadow, had 
journeyed long, singing a song in search of El Dorado. 
 

Atmosphere/Mood The prevailing feeling that is created in the poem. 
 
Example: “The river, reflecting the clear blue of the sky, 
glistened and sparkled as it flowed noiselessly on.” The mood 
in this sentence is calm and peaceful. 
 

Cacophony Harsh sounds introduced for poetic effect – sometimes words 
that are difficult to pronounce. 
 
Example: Beware the Jabberwock, my son! The jaws that bite, 
the claws that catch! Beware the Jubjub bird, and shun the 
frumious Bandersnatch! 
 

Cliché An overused expression that has lost its intended force or 
novelty. 
 
Example: The next thing I knew… 
 

Connotation The emotional suggestions attached to words beyond their 
dictionary definitions. 
 
Example: Green is a colour in the dictionary, but can also be 
used for the environment or sustainability. 
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Contrast The comparison or juxtaposition of things that are different. 
 
Example: Sun and moon. 
 

Denotation The dictionary meaning of words. 
 
Example: Green is a colour in the dictionary. 
 

Dissonance The juxtaposition of harsh sounds in one or more lines. 
 
Example: The clinching interlocking claws, a living, fierce 
gyrating wheel/Four beating wings, two beaks, a swirling mass 
tight grappling/In tumbling turning clustering loops, straight 
downward falling. 
 

Extended 
Metaphor 

An implied comparison between two things which are 
essentially not alike. These points of comparison are continued 
throughout the selection. 
 
Example: In William Shakespeare’s All the World’s a Stage, he 
compares the world to a stage and people to actors. He goes 
on to develop this metaphor by exploring seven different 
stages of life. 
 

Figurative 
Language 

Language used in such a way as to force words out of their 
literal meanings by emphasizing their connotations to bring 
new insight and feeling to the subject. 
 
Example: The poorest man is the richest, and the rich are poor. 
 

Hyperbole An exaggeration in the service of truth – an overstatement. 
 
Example: It was so cold I saw polar bears wearing jackets! 
 

Idiom A term or phrase that cannot be understood by literal 
translation, but refers instead to a figurative meaning that is 
understood through common use. 
 
Example: Sick as a dog. 
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Imagery The representation through language of sense experience. The 
image most often suggests a mental picture, but an image may 
also represent sound, smell, taste or tactile experience. 
 

Irony 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A literary device, which reveals concealed or contradictory 
meanings. 
 
Verbal Irony: One of two elements is an antithesis to the other, 
creating a contradiction. For example, exclaiming “oh great!” 
after failing a test. 
Dramatic Irony: Seen in plays and movies as a powerful plot 
device that directly involves the audience or reader. For 
example, in Romeo and Juliet, Romeo thinks that Juliet is dead, 
but the audience knows she took a sleeping potion. 
 
Situational Irony: An ironic outcome happens as a result that is 
contrary to the intention. For example, a pilot with a fear of 
heights, or a fire station burns down. 
 

Jargon Language peculiar to a particular trade, profession or group of 
people. 
 
Example: Lawyers and doctors use a range of vocabulary words 
in their profession that are not used elsewhere. 
 

Juxtaposit ion The overlapping or mixing of opposite or different situations, 
characters, settings, moods, or points of view in order to clarify 
meaning, purpose, or character, or to heighten certain moods, 
especially humour, horror and suspense. Also Contrast. 
 
Example: The juxtaposition of light and darkness in Romeo and 
Juliet. 
 

Metaphor A comparison between two things which are essentially 
dissimilar. The comparison is implied rather than directly stated. 
 
Example: Rain fell from my eyelids. 
 

Onomatopoeia The use of words which sound like what they mean. 
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Oxymoron Two words placed close together which are contradictory, yet 
have truth in them. 
 
Example: Cruel kindness. 
 

Paradox A statement in which there is an apparent contradiction which 
is actually true. 
 
Example: I can resist anything but temptation. 
 

Personif ication Giving human attributes to an animal, object or idea.  
 

Rhyme Words that sound alike. 
 

Rhyme Scheme 
 
Rhyme Scheme 

Any pattern of rhymes in poetry. Each new sound is assigned a 
letter in the alphabet. 
Example: Shakespeare’s sonnets followed the rhyme scheme of 
abab cdcd efef gg. 
 

Simile A comparison between two things, which are essentially 
dissimilar. The comparison is directly stated through words 
such as like, as, than or resembles. 
 
Example: Juliet’s smile is like the sun.  
 

Speaker The “voice” which seems to be telling the poem. Not the same 
as the poet; the speaker is more like the narrator of the poem. 
 

Symbol Characters, objects, events and settings can all be symbolic in 
that they represent something else beyond themselves. 
 
Example: The sun can be a symbol for brightness, shine or 
light. 
 

Theme The central idea to a poem, usually implied rather than directly 
stated. It is the writer’s idea about life and can be implied or 
directly stated through the voice of the speaker. It should not 
be confused with moral or plot.  
 
Example: Isolation, discrimination, feminism, nationalism. 
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Tone  The poet’s attitude toward his/her/hir subject or readers. It is 
similar to tone of voice but should not be confused with mood 
or atmosphere.  
 
Example: An author’s tone might be sarcastic, humourous, 
sincere, etc. 
 

Understatement Saying less than what you mean in the service of truth. 
 
Example: You won the lottery and you tell a news reporter, “I 
am delighted.”  
 

Voice The creating and artistic intelligence that we recognize beyond 
any speaker.  

 


