

    Literary Terms: Linking Them to Meaning

Some people love numbers; they love the perfection and clarity of rules that say in essence that the sum of numbers can never be greater than the parts added together. Calculus teachers, like their friends the algebra and arithmetic teachers, find satisfaction in that idea: numbers added up can never equal more than the sum of their totals. 

[image: image1.png]f,u’kpf‘ﬁ/ 4 Volcear> sllver~ Soprane  child
G alto wamans
brases  fenev  young mon
man~

. lroe  bass
/W
4 % e Bells (by Edgar Allan Poe)

I

pbdo o~ olosfn
= Hear the sledges with the bells— AW driatior . .
sthper ! s Silver bells! birdls W/W‘
M WW ‘What a world of merriment4heir melod¥ foretells! Wil : He M5 '
){[f W’, é/‘lﬁ/’f How they tinkle, tinkle, tinkle,é\ hum mmm m/l/l bratz.

In the icy air of night! o hght vouel a ragd
While fhe stars that oversprinkle %Wr:{' fo “‘é i ;ﬂ S‘llrt b’/‘g‘f
All the heayens seem to tyinkle CMsMance—I Normolo poess
B .

With acrystalling"delight;
Keeping time, time, time, icey crs c.._’, L Chanin

In a sort of Runic rhyme, ST e dande —Yery
To the tintinnabulation that so musicafy@\ positiner NSt gk
From the bells, bells, bells, bell, WUidoath
" Bells, bells, bells— %cz > 'WMWD
From the jingling and the tinkling of the bells. (rune) o magical
wow! momotrpseial 3 Guwrillen but-Poan haadt
mwllvmt—@—wwﬂ mh/flwll:’&hwm: i "'"anfs//m “wordo" 31~ Haa-
;:?CBIA/ eanar
? MA ! Hear the mellow wedding bells,
5 Golden bells! Yooy btlla
M%{d‘%ﬁ%’“’ What a world of happiness their harmony foretells! regeats Lime 3:’1 silver
Through the balmy air of ni; appy eyclamohona—
gt e ~How they Timig out their delight!
mﬂwm From the molten-golden notes, Hians Finbliing of-
addeers And all in tune, /rke ac ot oo g
7L a %23}.3 liquid ditty floats v Foclod Chi 52 §
To the turtle-dove that listens,while she gloats e 3) =45 Ve fonss
C’M e On the moon! g} ";{? of sl
! ""Z" i Oh, from out th€ sgunding c¢lls
IS%M% What a g@of @)ﬁolumimnsly wells! Chonet
wahmes, =
W How it swells! okt p/mﬂ,,;
How it dwells sttt SEOEE T =
Soft lush, 5 On the Fytyre! how it tells ”*—WZ Wl
omd sh’s — of thfé%ure that impels 4«,,“ Smosth, 7
r,'dL/nW To the swinGing and the ringing - $~4% .
Of the bells, bells, bells, Yo, cieloss

fo &
Ofthe bells, bells, bells, bells, % Togni & ;"#ﬁ“gg Lorerity.
%w 174 Bells, bells, bells— flowrishind e
- [ slewen #a—  To the thyming and the chiming of the bells! 7nuck 27 FifY verde;

e _:%th' - auggerts o Srnd> Yhu silver Soensts”
e P '/'?9’“ . /wh‘é?
it bz T
sudllpduie ORs. S T e g a ribuad 2
W o 297 Jf—'?& e
,7 ”M”k:— L
le "W";" I



Other people love words; they love the layers of meaning, the evocativeness, the power of diction and tone and mood, elements more subjective and artful.  AP English teachers, like their friends the Pre-AP English teachers, find satisfaction in their idea: words “added up” will always mean more than the sum of the individual words alone.

When Pre-AP English teachers, therefore, set out to give instruction in the arts of close reading and fine writing, their students will deserve more than a mere list of alphabetized terms or a multiple-choice test on literary term definitions or an “A” on an essay which simply labels a simile here or a metaphor there. 

They absolutely must tie

· The “part” to the “whole”
· The name to the literary device
· The device to the meaning of the passage or piece
The essential questions will be

· How and why does this particular writer use this particular device to create meaning?

· How does the writer’s methodology contribute to the meaning of the piece?

· Why do we even care?

Pre-AP English teachers must help students get ready for their upper level courses, and in those classes the mere recognition of a device and the naming of it will be totally worthless. Any writers, laboring on the essay questions on the Language and Literature Exams in May of the junior or senior year will receive no credit, should receive no credit, for the mere “naming of the parts”; they must explain clearly how a particular element or device actually contributes to the meaning of the piece they encounter on the timed exam. 
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Probably the easiest devices are the sound elements. It will not suffice for youngsters to label a word as onomatopoetic, if they do not go on to explain the connection between the onomatopoeia and the overall effect/meaning of the piece. For example, to know that onomatopoeia means using words that mimic the very meaning of those words is only a start. Now readers must ask themselves about the power of that word (click or pop or boom) to affect the tone or meaning of the poem. Thus, when the speaker in Emily Dickinson’s poem says, “I heard a fly buzz when I died,” that buzz is both audible and real as well as ironic. That the last sound a person would hear on this earth is a buzzing insect, and in particular a fly, testifies to the mundanity in the midst of eternality. And the fly possesses common associations with death, debris, garbage, refuse. Why couldn’t Emily have used a little-bitty bee or an exquisite butterfly or a bully cockroach? Because that buzzing critter is exactly what she required in order to lead a close reader to her meaning.

Some onomatopoetic elements are more subtle. In the seventeenth century Robert Herrick wrote “Upon Julia’s Voice”:
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Close readers can identify the antithesis between the soft and sibilant sounds heard by the Blessed, who obviously can enjoy Julia’s voice, and the less pleasant, rigid, hard sounds of the Damned, who obviously cannot enjoy Julia’s voice, but would if they could. A close reader even might notice that the s sound in the pleasant parts of the poem is euphonious, while the s sound in the unpleasant parts is a buzzing sound:  the s of smooth and sweet against the s of noise.  In the last line the mel of the first two words produces mellow, almost onomatopoetic sounds, and the assonance of to and Lu- softens the music even more.

In the nineteenth century Alfred, Lord Tennyson wrote “The Eagle,” a work full of interesting and meaningful elements, each of which a close reader could and should attach to meaning. One of them is the personification (underlined) on the first line:

[image: image4.png]4§V¢37Ww.’m

Wt e wert v /wtgw/zgﬂw
o

—from 1808 Lectures on Principles of Poetry (Lecture 3)

4 Sorts of Readers. I. éz)unges that suck up every thing and, when % ~",,'3/“5
pressed give it out in the same state, only perhaps somewhat dirtier—. “?\,w\/f Kﬁp
i 2.@a.nd Glasses—or rather the upper Half of the Sand Glass, which in a brief ‘; W
s i hour assuredly lets out what it has received—& whose reading is only a

VoA — *Z.,:;? pfgfftfé"sg measurement and dozeing away of Time—. 3@mining Bags, who

Sme— get rid of whatever is good & pure, and retain the Dregs.—and this M
Lori i “a—  Straining-bag class is again subdivided into Species of the Sensual, who M)}l
eNact W' retain evil for the gratification of their own base Imagination, & the /
calumnious, who judge only by defects, & to whose envy ﬁeauty is an eyef 1, senoual §

5 sore, a fervent praise respecting another a gar-gﬁevfa'ﬁ_(:?, and the more °‘;Z;Wx—
Wzléuﬂéﬁt’m its action because the miserable aq does not dar confess the e
Truth to his own Heart—. 4. and lastly, th‘é‘%regtmg?ﬂ's\ amond. —r»-’.;'fx'a_v{- evils
ieves—which is perhaps going farther for a Simile than its superior Dignity W o
Y4~ . can repay, inasmuch as a commopn Cullender would have been equally TN T TE

ese are t}_le only good, & I fear.the least *‘;? “,""f,de,.;.;.,
good, while the superfluous or impure __ whatesse i geod
iFonetam S word . chov e
hegativity s

Samuel Taylor Coleridge unr gaogls-
/ J%@mw,mwmmww.ww R\
) e -

me symbolic/but imperial or culinary,
numerous, who assuredly retain
Bumcroy

passes away and leaves no trace.

"
n wakew [ uarcl Fo waol qunfacss:
Aaaddowarlond Stadenits) ttho Souhs up Whokesen o n hnt off Hhone =m0 Hhougf, o invedbicphin,

70 alierntrp. of Ma¥ G thopfBo pickedqp/d Squssged back ot~ NoT HEIL
o/ 2% gﬁau&//fs./ \

7 . e I (S =iwnacble- but- samd > visibl ) N
Qﬁgbjw Ra Somel oma /ww»:a«. Cuer a/n'mfu':u‘a raig\\o(ké
rite

stugvite) Who Nefain What at a regily diseppuars =129
%ﬁi T Far Sﬂ/mﬂww‘ﬁz“a- 4 éé-‘b’l’}”“w

o ; s s, |
: = (los Hease— tHat Qginita- Coffee or Yea or Wina_or offer liguiclo. $om resith, i
%DW %MWMRIM,‘,? Hheopodl bag NOGM

Pukingin foutDlensiin, abor < More Slart ba shil notpiy uasfud kgt The Sevsial theahimmnivu

v
oﬁ‘ff ﬂm(wﬁw-ﬂww%—:j‘w fport butolerive notusy but uaslsos gain,
3 Yot agguidts. Aelrmeerte Pione Gollssy | il ths bay, bt antiriah
’4’~ @;M h,.w;.)/nm? slnllﬂb”’::’ C“Mﬂ—i‘fd. Wzmﬁﬁi"gw ‘)'
P T et it G

The smatlest & of. eaolosn(@nd stodents) who onsiolly, wnel gmy;%ué
Sead M/&m%e;f/ﬁ/b ‘ZM;%L@_—%WW
Jeklacirn cooteos rmateial — the (REE diamomsrin 27#&1‘,”







Why would the poet personify this wild creature? Students might ascertain that such personification helps a reader synthesize this experience in a way an article in an encyclopedia would not allow, the latter basically a means to definition, scientific, concrete, impersonal. But an eagle with hands is closer to humans than a beast with talons. A “he” is more personal than an “it.” 

Students might ascertain that the syntax (in bold) of the piece is also interesting: why would the punctuation of the first stanza’s last line differ from the punctuation of the second stanza’s last line? Bold readers might recognize that a thunderbolt can hardly be delayed by a comma.  Students might note the simile of the last line: like a thunderbolt. How intricate a literary device! Perhaps an allusion in the middle of a simile? Perhaps the Zeus of birds blasting down the slopes of Olympus? Perhaps a bird that exists in the isolation of his own domain, his own mountains? 

Insightful readers might recognize the antithesis in points of view between the stanzas. In the first stanza, the observation point is upward; in the second stanza, downward. Why? Close readers must answer that question in order to achieve meaning. They must dare to attempt the connection between the devices and the gift of meaning the poet has sent them.

Robert Frost, twentieth century American poet extraordinaire, surely understands the power of the simple device called repetition. He uses it in the last lines of his famous poem “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening”: 




.

Following the antithesis of the first two lines—the choice the speaker must make between staying or going—Frost repeats the idea of getting on with the business of his life, this journey, this particular going from one place to another. The first “And miles to go” suggests simply that the speaker has a long way to go before he can go to bed. The repeated line is more profound: suddenly a simple act of travel takes on shadows and hues and angles—suddenly, the words mean more than the words say. They have become invested with more subtle meaning, maybe metaphorical or even symbolic meaning. Frost has made readers sloooooow down and think…..twice.  Flavored by the diction of darkness and deepness, miles and sleep may suggest eternal miles, celestial distances, otherworldly destinations. Life here superceded by life beyond life. 


Here is a rich piece of poetry, which can offer a lesson in finding “layers” of increasingly complex analysis and annotation.



Where does a reader begin separating the layers, identifying the devices, understanding how those devices are connected to the meaning that the poet intends and hopes all readers will attain? Should students annotate everything? Sound devices and word definitions and structural details and parallelism and imagery and theme and on and on? Teachers must determine the reasons they want students to confront this piece; perhaps they will ask young readers to examine the text for one or for a few aspects; surely very young readers should not be turned loose to have to divine all possible literary elements helter-skelter. It is the students who must do the work, not the teachers; they already know all the devices and connections. So teachers should determine which lesson they wish to introduce, along with perhaps one or two earlier principles that require practice and repetition in the new piece.

Clearly the piece should bear examination of all three levels of reading. So readers can begin with the concrete narrative level, which describes four kinds of bells, four different kinds of bells: silver, gold, brass, iron. 

· Where are the bells

· How do the bells sound? 

· Which passages are repeated? Which passages are repeated with slight alterations? 

· What words are capitalized? 

· What are the major punctuation marks?  

· Why are the sections numbered? 

(Students could use one color of pen or highlighter to annotate this level of inquiry of the text.)

Readers can move to the second level of reading when they ask a different kind of question. 

· What do these bells suggest?
· What do these bells represent?
· How are they metonymies? Or metaphors? Or symbols? 
To determine that each successive set of bells suggests ever-increasing negativity students will need to examine the devices of sound and the properties of metals and the sounds of musicality and any number of other elements. They move from

the light-spirited silver sleigh bells, jingling in winter-time delight,

to the more mellow and deep-toned golden wedding bells, chiming in celebration, 

to the wild warning brass bells, clanging to announce the danger of a fire, 

and finally to the sonorous and sad iron bells, tolling, signifying a funeral. (Here the young reader runs into the serious problem of Poe’s macabre humor since it is hard to read sadness into a merry ghoulish dance.)

 To wonder if each successive set of bells suggests some stage in life or if they represent the good times and the bad times for the people in the poem or if the bells are just Poe’s way of having fun with sound/music/noise requires a step up from the concrete level to the more abstract level of interpretation. To imagine that the fun of Stanza I is so short while the solemnity of death in Stanza IV is so long is within the reach of many students. But their eyes are still on the poem. (Students can use a second color to highlight or mark this level of inquiry.)

Moving with Poe to a third level of reading is usually a daunting task, sometimes requiring a real stretch, sometimes not worth the stretch, as he loves a good tale, morally or amorally speaking. Finding universal truths in Poe-pieces is likely to draw an ironic smile from the best of students. “Bells” might invite readers to think on the passage of all life, no matter where or when. All people look for pleasures and fear shocks and hope for a decent end. Does this poem parallel the musical imagery of Vivaldi’s “The Four Seasons”? In Poe’s poem the world is not exactly straight, expected, normal: a sleigh-ride is not exactly an antithesis to a chaotic fire, nor is a wedding antithetical to a funeral…unless readers are in the middle of a Poe-m. 

Should students be asked to mark everything in “Bells”? No. However, they might benefit from the vocal exercise of matching words to presentation. Perhaps they could study Poe’s parallel structure, a keen device for suggesting both comparison and contrast. They might examine the complex personifications, which actually affect the increasingly more menacing tone of the last stanza, matching the “we” and the personified iron bells against the non-people in the bell tower.  Or they might identify antithesis, since that device underlies practically every logical process students perform every day and hour of their lives: measuring opposites, making decisions and choices, evaluating degrees.

Here is a more sophisticated piece of modern American poetry from the pen of Philip Larkin. Perhaps the annotations can clearly demonstrate the layers or textures of analysis possible here as well as the connections between the devices and the meaning he intends:


Here again is a poem wherein readers can and must move from the simple level of narrative detail and definition of words to a more subtle reading. (In fact, competent close readers should practice paraphrasing, dictionary in hand.) They should recognize the movement from the first stanza, filled with apprehension and misery, past the white space that separates the two parts and into a second stanza, filled with anticipation and hope. Close readers should see the eternal delight that ewes and human mothers (ah, a third level of analysis) have, watching their young engage with life, explore it, experience it. Truly, no amount of time spent answering the three million questions of infants and toddlers and youngsters can substitute for living through an experience with one’s own eyes and ears and fingers and nose.


Reaching for the thematic level in the Larkin poem is much easier to do than in the earlier “Bells.” Here readers can produce dozens of ideas, universal observations, which demonstrate ultimate understanding of what they have read closely:

· No one can really explain anything to us, not parents or books or movies;

we have to experience everything ourselves, making up our lives as we go, choice by choice.

· Patience may end in pleasant surprise.

· Expectation and experience are not the same thing.

· No one can match the experience of traveling to a place or meeting a person or going to college by merely explaining the procedures or the feelings or the sensations.

Analysis, close reading, searching out the layers of meaning—these are the processes which lead to understanding.


A few students can intuitively leap from the concrete to the universal, but the vast majority depends on the lessons mastered in the English classroom, climbing the stable ladder of organized thought instead of leaping bravely and sometimes foolishly. 

Here is one more passage, this time non-fiction from the notebooks of the nineteenth century English writer Samuel Taylor Coleridge. This time readers may find the appearance of the original text difficult, with its curious spelling and punctuation; nevertheless, the techniques of rhetorical analysis operate here no differently from a modern selection.


Modern students and teachers with a good dictionary in hand can carefully sort through the four types of readers with meticulous consideration of the following:

· the categories 

· their careful arrangement, moving from bad to worse to worst, and then suddenly the best 

· the utilitarian and sometimes lightly humorous metaphors which represent the qualities of ever-more ineffective readers (and possibly human beings), right up to the “Great-Mogul” readers

· and finally tone (of voice) that does indeed parallel that genteel irony and grand diction. 

No doubt Coleridge was relieved that even a small number of readers qualify for that title.

Most children, hopefully almost all children, grow up from their earliest years, dealing with the mysteries of connecting what they hear, the individual words and images, with the reality behind those words. That is really what they should do in Pre-AP English, too. But, alas, so many have never realized the process and progress of how they have accumulated whatever stores of language they possess. Even when tiny, they heard their parents read stories like “The Little Engine That Could”—what a tale of worry turned to relief, of struggle turned to accomplishment, of doubt turned to confidence—and there, of course, is the beginning of the elements of antithesis and metaphor, both probably ably understood by the parents who wanted their little ones to learn a lesson; they wanted their children to put in the treasure chest of memory a deed that could remind them that their little “engines” would have to go up and down many a hill between kindergarten and college, between the single life and marriage, between youth and age, between life and death. 

If young ones can understand that a snow goose is called “snow goose” because the bird is white like the snow or if youthful readers can understand that Harry and Hermione are figures in a book but that readers might aspire to be Harry or Hermione, then walking into a Pre-AP English class could possibly be simply a more intensive and interesting confrontation with the language they will use all their lives.

So smooth, so sweet, so silvery is thy voice,


As, could they hear, the Damned would make no noise,


But listen to thee (walking in thy chamber)


Melting melodious words to Lutes of Amber.





He clasps the crag with crooked hands;


Close to the sun in lonely lands, 	


Ringed with the azure world, he stands.


		


The wrinkled sea beneath him crawls;


He watches from his mountain walls, 


And like a thunderbolt he falls.








The woods are lovely, dark and deep.


But I have promises to keep, 


And miles to go before I sleep,


And miles to go before I sleep.





The recognition and “translation of literary terms can indeed drive young readers deeper and deeper into the text.  Layers of meaning peel away to reveal more layers of meaning.  Whether students can actually name devices is not very important:  that is a key idea for Pre-AP English teachers to accept and acknowledge.  Hearts beat and cars operate and schools run whether or not everyone—or even anyone—knows the names of their “parts.”  Knowing how the parts function in the whole, how and why the parts influence the operation of the whole:  that is what is critical.  It is the little things that influence the big things.  It is all in how the parts function in the whole.








When readers move from paraphrase to theme, they do so over the bridge of analysis, from one level to the next to the next.








Words “added up” will always mean more than the sum of the individual words alone.











The form is not only related to the function, it is the function.  Meaning and literary devices, structures, and elements are inextricably part of one another.








Why? Close readers must answer that question in order to achieve meaning. They must dare to attempt the connection between the devices and the gift of meaning the poet has sent them.








Suddenly, the words mean more than the words say.








