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II.  LINGUISTIC 

 

diction 

❧ (1) Narrowly defined, a speaker’s (or author’s) word choice.  

❧ (2) More broadly defined, the general type or character of language used in speech or in a 
work of literature.  

In the second, broader sense, diction is typically divided into two components: vocabulary 
and syntax.  

Vocabulary encompasses the degree of difficulty, complexity, abstractness, formality, and 
currency of words used, as well as their etymology or origin (native or foreign, Latinate or 
Germanic, and so on).  

Syntax refers to the arrangement — the ordering, grouping, and placement — of words 
within a phrase, clause or sentence.  

Poetic diction refers specifically to the choice and phrasing of words suitable for verse. 

 

double meaning/double entendre 

❧ a French phrase for ‘double meaning’, adopted in English to denote a pun in which a 
word or phrase has a second, usually sexual, meaning, as in Elizabethan uses of the verb ‘die’ 
referring both to death and to orgasm. 

 

 “Come, where is this young gallant that is so desirous to lie* with his mother earth?”  

 (As You Like It, 1.2.191-92)  

[*to fall to the ground. Echoing biblical descriptions of the body’s return to the 
earth at death and punning on “lie with” as slang for “have sexual relations with”] 

 

pun 

❧ A figure of speech which involves a play upon words that capitalizes on a similarity in 
spelling and/or pronunciation between words that have different meanings. Alternatively, a 
pun may employ one word that has multiple meanings.  

One of the earliest types of wordplay, the pun is widespread in many literatures and gives 
rise to a fairly universal form of humour. Puns are often intended humorously, but not 
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always. A pun form known as asteismus involves a reply to earlier words used in a different 
sense.  

This example occurs in Cymbeline (II, i): 

 CLOTEN: Would he had been one of my rank! 

 LORD: To have smell’d like a fool. 

Rosalind uses the same joke with Touchstone in As You Like It (1.2). Touchstone is a 
wellspring of punning humour: 

For my part, I had rather bear with you than bear you. Yet I should bear no cross if 
I did bear you, for I think you have no money in your purse. (2.4.10-12) 

  Hamlet is not quite so funny: 

 A little more than kin and less than kind. (Hamlet, 1.2.65) 

 

tension 

❧ (1) Generally, the balance or equilibrium between opposing elements in a literary work, 
especially a poem, that provoke our interest in its outcome. Tensions could include: 
good/evil; nature/culture; or feminine/masculine. 

❧ (2) As used by New Critic Allen Tate in “Tension in Poetry” (1938), the totality of, or 
interrelation between, what he defined as the two types of meaning in a poem: “extension” 
(concrete, denotative meaning) and “intention” (abstract, metaphorical meaning). New 
Critics as well as other types of critics applied the term tension to “conflict structures,” that 
is, binary oppositions, or contrary pairs of qualities, such as abstract/concrete, 
general/particular, and structure/texture. 

 

 Dramatic tension and inner struggle are central to the plot in Hamlet: 

 “The time is out of joint. O cursed spite, / That ever I was born to set it right!” 
(1.5.189-90) 

 

syntax  

❧ The ways in which words and clauses are ordered and connected so as to form sentences; 
or the set of grammatical rules governing such word-order.  

Syntax is a major determinant of literary style: while simple English sentences usually have 
the structure ‘subject-verb-object’ (e.g. Romeo killed Tybalt), poets often distort this syntax 
through inversion, while even prose writers can exploit elaborate syntactic structures such as 
the periodic sentence. 
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repetition 

❧ An essential unifying element in nearly all poetry and much prose.  

It may consist of sounds, particular syllables and words, phrases, stanzas, metrical patterns, 
ideas, allusions and shapes. Thus refrain, assonance, rhyme, internal rhyme, alliteration and 
onomatopoeia are frequent in repetition. 

 
Two examples from As You Like It: 

“O, wonderful, wonderful, and most wonderful wonderful, and yet again wonderful, and 
after that out of all hooping!” (Celia, 3.2.186-88) 

 

 “O, thou didst then never love so heartily! 

 If thou rememb’rest not the slightest folly 

 That ever love did make thee run into, 

 Thou hast not loved. 

 Or if thou hast not sat as I do now, 

 Wearing thy hearer in they mistress’ praise, 

 Thou hast not loved. 

 Or if thou hast not broke from company 

 Abruptly as my passion now makes me, 

 Thou hast not loved. 

 O, Phoebe, Phoebe, Phoebe!” (Silvius, 2.4.30-40) 

 

interruption 

❧ The sudden breaking off of an utterance before it is completed, usually in moments of 
emotion.  

It seems quite a colloquial and natural feature in speech, but in earlier literature and drama it 
would be rare.  

 

Consider Hamlet’s emotional response to his mother’s remarriage: 

    Heaven and earth, 

Must I remember? Why, she would hang on him  
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As if increase of appetite had grown  

By what it fed on; and yet, within a month— 

Let me not think on't — Frailty, thy name is woman— (Hamlet, 1.2.142-46) 

 

parallelism 

❧ The arrangement of similarly constructed clauses, sentences, or verse lines in a pairing or 
other sequence suggesting some correspondence between them. The effect of parallelism is 
usually one of balanced arrangement achieved through repetition of the same syntactic forms.  

Where the elements arranged in parallel are sharply opposed, the effect is one of antithesis.  

In a more extended sense, the term is applied to correspondences between larger elements of 
dramatic or narrative works, such as the relation of subplot to main plot in a play. 

 

“. . . no sooner met but they looked; no sooner looked but they loved; no sooner loved but 
they sighed; no sooner sighed but they asked one another the reason; no sooner knew the 
reason but they sought the remedy . . .” (As You Like It, 5.2.31-35) 

 

antithesis (from the Greek ‘opposition’)  

❧ A rhetorical figure in which two ideas are directly opposed. For a statement to be truly 
antithetical, the opposing ideas must be presented in a grammatically parallel way, thus creating 
a perfect rhetorical balance. 

 
“The fool doth think he is wise, but the wise man knows himself to be a fool.” (As You Like 
It, 5.1.31-32) 

 

For happy wife, a most distressed widow;  

For joyful mother, one that wails the name;  

For queen, a very caitiff, crown'd with care;  

For one being sued to, one that humbly sues;  

For one that scorn'd at me, now scorn'd of me. (Richard III, 4.4.98-102) 

 

alliteration (from the Latin ‘ repeating and playing upon the same letter’)  

❧ A figure of speech in which consonants, especially at the beginning of words, or stressed 
syllables, are repeated.  
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     “O, such a day 

 So fought, so followed, and so fairly won” (2 Henry IV, 1.1.20-21). 

 Two examples from As You Like It: 

“That is another simple sin in you, to bring the ewes and the rams together, and to offer 
to get your living by the copulation of cattle; to be bawd to a bell-wether, and to betray 
a she-lamb . . .” (Touchstone, 3.2.75-78) 

“Finds tongues in trees, books in the running brooks, Sermons in stones, and good in 
everything.” (Duke Senior, 2.1.16-17) 

 

When s is the repeated sound, the result is said to be sibilant.  

Alliteration is a very old device in English verse—older than rhyme—and is common in verse 
generally. It is used occasionally in prose. In Old English poetry alliteration was a continual and 
essential part of the metrical scheme and until the late Middle Ages was often used thus. 

 

assonance 

❧ The repetition of identical or similar vowel sounds in neighbouring words. 

It is distinct from rhyme in that the final consonants differ although the vowels or diphthongs 
match: sweet dreams, hit or miss. 

 
 “Sometime too hot the eye of heaven shines.” (Sonnet 18) 
 

Alliteration refers to repeated consonants, and assonance to repeated vowels.  

 

euphony (Greek ‘sweetness of sound’)  

❧ A pleasing smoothness of sound, perceived by the ease with which the words can be spoken 
in combination.  

The pleasurable impression achieved may be due as much or more to the images evoked as to 
any inherent musicality in the sounds; calling a passage euphonious thus necessarily involves a 
subjective judgement. 

Euphony is the opposite of cacophony, or discordant sounds.  

 
 “My bounty is as boundless as the sea, 
 My love as deep. The more I give to thee 
 The more I have, for both are infinite.” (Romeo & Juliet, 2.1.175-77) 
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dissonance 

❧ Harshness of sound and/or rhythm, either inadvertent or deliberate.  

The term is nearly equivalent to cacophony, but tends to denote a lack of harmony between 
sounds rather than the harshness of a particular sound in isolation. 

 
“Thrice the brinded cat hath mewed / Thrice and once the hedge-pig whined.”  

(First and Second Witch, Macbeth, 4.1.1-2) 

 

onomatopoeia (from the Greek for ‘name-making’)  

❧ Wording that seems to signify meaning through sound effects.  

Onomatopoeic words, such as hiss and sizzle, ostensibly imitate the sounds they represent; 
onomatopoeic passages more broadly suggest an association between sound and meaning. 

 

   “At first the infant,  

Mewling and puking in the nurse’s arms;” (As You Like It, 2.7) 

 

      “It was a lover and his lass, 
With a hey, and a ho, and a hey nonino, 
That o'er the green corn-field did pass 
In the spring time, the only pretty ring time, 
When birds do sing, hey ding a ding, ding: 
Sweet lovers love the spring.” (As You Like It, 5.3.16-21) 

 

 


