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i P What is Poetry?

One modern poet, when asked the question ‘What is poetry?’, replied that
poetry, unlike prose, is a form of writing in which few lines run to the edge of the
page! The American poet Robert Frost contended that ‘poetry is the kind of thing
poets write’. While these replies, at first, may not seem serious, they
inadvertently reveal two important aspects of poetry: the first quotation
indicates the arrangement of the words on the page as an important element of
poetry, while the second emphasises that there is a special ‘poetic’ way of using
language. A working definition may, therefore, be that poetry emerges form the
interplay between the meaning of words and their arrangement on paper; or — as
the English poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge put it — ‘poetry is the

best words in their best order’.

Although poems come in all shapes and sizes, they share certain
characteristics. Imagery, metaphors and symbols make poetry
dense with meaning. Sound features, such as thyme, rhythm and
repetition, give the language a special musical quality. The standard
rules of grammar and syntax are often ignored, so that the language
may be used in a striking or original way.

Poetry, like all literature, is a writer’s attempt to
communicate to others his emotional and intellectual
response to his own experiences and to the world that
surrounds him. The poet puts words together to make
the reader feel what he has felt and experience what he
has experienced.
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Figures of speech

A figure of speech is any use of language which deviates from the obvious or
common usage in order to achieve a special meaning or effect. We use figures of
speech in everyday conversation when we say, for example, ‘money talks’
{personification) or ‘I've got butterflies in my stomach’ (metaphor) or ‘he’s like a
bull in a china shop’ (simile).

The density and originality of a writer’s use of figures of speech is part of his
characteristic style.

There are many different figures of speech. The most widely used are:

Asimile is a figure of speech in which a comparison between two distinctly different
things is indicated by the word ‘like’ or ‘as’. A simile is made up of three elements:
¢ the tenor: the subject under discussion;

* the vehicle: what the subject is compared to;

¢ the ground: what the poet believes the tenor and the vehicle have in common.

We can therefore analyse the simile ‘life is like a rollercoaster” as follows:

tenor ground vehicle
life it has its ups and downs rollercoaster

A metaphor is an implied comparison which creates a total identification
between the two things being compared. Words such as ‘like’ or ‘as’ are not used.
Like a simile, a metaphor is made up of three elements:

¢ the tenor: the subject under discussion;

* the vehicle: what the subject is compared to;

* the ground: what the poet believes the tenor and the vehicle have in common.

We can analyse the metaphor "he’s a live wire’ as follows:

tenor ground vehicle

he is full of energy/is very lively live wire
is potentially dangerous

In metonymy (Greek for ‘a change of name’) the term for one thing is applied to
another with which it has become closely associated. ‘The crown’, for example,
can be used to refer to a king.

In synecdoche (Greek for ‘taking together’) a part of something is used to signify
the whole or vice versa, although the latter form is quite rare. An example of
synecdoche from everyday speech can be found in the proverb ‘Many hands make
light work’, where the expression ‘many hands’ means ‘the labour of many people’.
An example of the whole representing a part can be found in expressions such as
T'm reading Dickens’, where an attribute of a literary work (i.e. it was written by
Charles Dickens) is substituted for the work itself.

Personification is a form of comparison in which human characteristics, such as
emotions, personality, behaviour and so on, are attributed to an animal, object or
idea: ‘The proud lion surveyed his kingdom’.

The primary function of personification is to make abstract ideas clearer to the
reader by comparing them to everyday human experience. Humanising cold and
complex abstractions can bring them to life, render them more interesting and
make them easier to understand.

What is Poetry?

Simile

Metaphor

Metonymy

Synecdoche

Personification
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Introduction to Literary Appreciation

5 TO ASK WHEN ANALYSING FIGURES OF SPEECH

*» Are comparisons drawn through metaphors or similes? What information, attitudes or associations are
revealed through these associations?

* Are there any examples of synecdoche or metonymy? What is the writer's purpose in using these figures
of speech? How do they affect the style and tone of the poem?

* Are animals, objects or ideas personified in the poem? How does personification contribute to our

understanding of the poem?

CASE STUDY 1

American poet and novelist Sylvia Plath (1932-1963) dedicated much of her work to exploring various states of mind.
While mucit of her work is dark and disturbing, some of her poems reveal a more playful and witty nature,

¢) Metaphors

by Sylvia Plath

GLOSSARY I'm a riddle! in nine syllables,

1. riddle: puzzle An elephant, a ponderous® house,

2. ponderous: heavy, A melon strolling® on two tendrils*.
large , O red fruit, ivory, fine timbers®!

3. strolling: walking . r i o B s 6 piet

4. tendrils: thin leafless This loaf’s big with its yeasty® rising. 5
branches that plants Money new-minted’ in this fat purse.
wrap around things I'm a means, a stage®, a cow in calf’.

S 3‘:0?“‘ Bleggs of I've eaten a bag of green apples,

6. yeasty: yeast is the Boarded the train there’s no getting oft!’,

substance that makes

bread expand

7. new-minted: newly 8. stage: phase of
made development

9. calf: young cow

10.there’s no getting off: you
cannot descend from

COMPREHENSION

Which of the following is the solution to the riddle posed in the opening line of the poem?

A|wo | man|who |fa|ces|a|cri|sis

Alwo|man|ex|pect|ing|a]balby

A | wo | man | who | thinks | she’s | ov | er | weight
Justify your answer by referring to the text.

ANALYSIS - FIGURES OF SPEECH
1 Which metaphor do you find most effective and why?

2 Through which metaphors does the poet convey
the following ideas about her condition?
Physical discomfort and disproportion
The sense that her destiny has been decided and
there is no turning back

A loss of personal identity

The sense of carrying something precious
The idea of nausea and indigestion which is
associated with her condition

Her communion with the animal kingdom
The sense of growing and expanding.
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CASE STUDY 2

swmerican poet Emily Dickinson (1830-1886) lived most of her life in total isolation. Only seven of her nearly 2,000
roeins were published during her lifetime. Her contemporaries found her work bewildering, but today she is considered
@ major writer of unsurpassed originality.

¢ Apparently with no Surprise

by Emily Dickinson
~pparently with no surprise |
To any happy Flower,
The Frost' beheads it? at its play — GLOSSARY
In accidental power — 1. Frost: frozen drops of
The blonde assassin passes on — 5 P )
The Sun proceeds unmoved 2 ﬁtdhj":;f PSS
To measure off* another Day 3. T8 s e
for an approving God. bring to a close
COMPREHENSION —
1 What does the frost do to the flower? 3 How would you define God as He is portrayed in
?
2 How does the sun respond to this act? the poem?
Loving Cruel Indifferent
Sadistic Detached Paternal
Other: ..o
ANALYSIS - FIGURES OF SPEECH
1 Make a list of the elements that are personified in 2 Personification adds drama to the poem, Which
the poem. words do you find particularly dramatic?

ou]1]

The association of very different elements that we find in metaphors is also used to sell products in advertising.
Consider this advertisement for a banking service:

You've got a completely individual set of fingerprints.

How about a financial plan to match?

We could analyse this advertisement in the same way as we analyse literary metaphors:

tenor ground vehicle
financial plan individual fingerprints
personalised
unique

Find other advertisements which associate either visually or verbally diverse elements, for example:
children’s snacks — being a good mother
beauty products — being sexy and desirable
car — being adventurous and manly
In class, discuss the implied message in the advertisements and decide whether or not you find them effective.



