
Emily Dickinson: Terms, Style, Themes to get you through 
 

Review: style, apostrophe, personification, paradox, metaphysical writing, tone, mood, theme, 

hyperbole, imagery 

 

Dickinson’s style: 

 unusual capitalization 

 unconventional punctuation (dashes, omits conventional end punctuation) 

 concise, economical word choice 

 abbreviated/elliptical 

 brevity of lines/stanzas 

 often writes in quatrains with 2
nd

 and 4
th

 lines rhyming 

 unconventional rhymes 

 poems untitled 

 abundant figurative language/imagery 

 much of her poetry written in eight- and six- syllable pattern; common meter used in many 

hymns and nursery rhymes 

 

slant rhyme – words in which final consonants in the stressed syllables agree but he vowels that 

precede them differ; a type of consonance, e.g. add/read, up/step, peer/pare, while/hill 

 

eye rhyme – a kind of rhyme in which the spelling of paired words appear to match but do not 

sound the same, e.g. prove/love, dive/give, said/maid 

 

exact/true rhyme – a rhyming sound that is a complete match, e.g. hat/sat 

 

Major themes in Dickinson’s poetry: 

 death/afterlife 

 madness/suffering/loss/defeat/anguish 

 nature 

 love (often unrequited) 

 

Frequently paired images in Dickinson’s poetry 

 light/dark 

 mind/body 

 bee/flower 

 life/death 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Walt Whitman: Terms to Know and Love 
 

Review: alliteration, assonance, consonance, onomatopoeia, parallelism/parallel structure, 

apostrophe, imagery, tone, mood, metaphor, personification, simile, extended metaphor, 

paradox 
 

style - the distinctive way in which a writer uses language 
 

Some elements of Whitman’s style: attempted to write poetry that was all-inclusive, wanted his 

poems to be democracy, free verse, cadence, invented breath-line, extensive use of catalogues 

sometimes in the form of similes and metaphors, extensive use of parallelism, extensive use of sound 

devices including alliteration, assonance, consonance, onomatopoeia, repetition, master of imagery 
 

blank verse – unrhymed iambic pentameter 
 

free verse – poetry that does not contain regular rhyme or rhythm 
 

cadence – the rising and falling rhythm of speech, especially that of balanced phrases in free verse 

or prose 
 

breath-line – lines with no pauses that seemingly need to be read in one breath 
 

anaphora – a rhetorical figure of repetition in which the same word or phrase is repeated at the 

beginning o) successive lines, clauses, or sentences; found both in verse and prose 
 

Mine – by the Right of the White Election! 

Mine – by the Royal Seal! 

Mine –by the Sign in the Scarlet prison 

Bars – cannot conceal! 

  Emily Dickinson 
 

epistrophe – a rhetorical figure by which the same word or phrase is repeated at the end of 

successive clauses, sentence or lines 
 

The moth and the fish-eggs are in their place. 

The bright suns I see and the dark suns I cannot see are in their place. 

The palpable is in its place and the impalpable is in its place. 

   Walt Whitman 
 

catalog/catalogue – a list of related people, places, events or ideas having the effect of an expanded 

meaning 
 

elegy – a lament for the dead 
 

threnody – a shorter, less formal lament for the dead 
 

controlling metaphor – a metaphor that impacts, controls, or unifies the entire poem 
 

heroic couplets – two-line verses that consist primarily of iambic meter and incorporate a fixed 

(aabb) rhyme scheme 

 

hemistiches – broken heroic couplets 

 

 



Whitman Group Presentations 
 

You will be working in a group of four or five students. 

 

Select one of the Walt Whitman poems/sections listed below. 

 

Prepare a creative presentation which teaches the poem to the class.  Your presentation might 

consist of a skit, interview/press conference/radio program, creative poster, puppet show, children’s 

book, comic strip, diorama, etc. 

 

Requirements for Presentation:  Rubric: 

 

Read poem aloud.                       Clear, audible, prepared (5 points) 

 

Paraphrase the poem.    Complete, specific, insightful (10 points) 

 

Point out literary devices.  Be sure to include  

anaphora, epistrophe, alliteration, assonance,  

catalog, and onomatopoeia in addition to any  

other devices you notice. 

Thorough discussion of lit devices (10 points) 

 

Determine the tone/mood.   Accurate, insightful (5 points) 

 

Determine the themes.   Expressed as a complete sentence; 

      supported by evidence from poem (10 points) 

 

Final Product     Creative, reflects time and effort, 

      effective use of class time  (10 points) 

 

 

Poems/Selections: 

 

“When I Heard the Learn’d Astronomer” (p. 432/packet) 

 

“A Noiseless Patient Spider”  (p. 436/packet) 

 

“O Captain! My Captain!” (packet) 

 

“Song of Myself,” Stanzas1 and 6 (pp. 428-29/packet) 

 

“Song of Myself,” Stanzas 9, 14, 17 (pp. 429-30/packet) 

 

“Song of Myself,” Stanzas 51, 52 (pp. 430-31/packet) 

 

 

 

Due Date for Presentation ________________________ 



 

O Captain! My Captain! 

by Walt Whitman 

 

 

 

O Captain! my Captain! our fearful trip is done,   

The ship has weather'd every rack, the prize we sought is won,   

The port is near, the bells I hear, the people all exulting,   

While follow eyes the steady keel, the vessel grim and daring;   

      But O heart! heart! heart!          5 

        O the bleeding drops of red!   

          Where on the deck my Captain lies,   

            Fallen cold and dead.   

   

O Captain! my Captain! rise up and hear the bells;   

Rise up—for you the flag is flung—for you the bugle trills,   10 

For you bouquets and ribbon'd wreaths—for you the shores crowding,   

For you they call, the swaying mass, their eager faces turning;   

      Here, Captain! dear father!   

        This arm beneath your head!   

          It is some dream that on the deck   15 

            You've fallen cold and dead.   

   

My Captain does not answer, his lips are pale and still,   

My father does not feel my arm, he has no pulse nor will;   

The ship is anchor'd safe and sound, its voyage closed and done,   

From fearful trip the victor ship comes in with object won;   20 

      Exult, O shores! and ring, O bells!   

        But I, with mournful tread,   

          Walk the deck my Captain lies,   

            Fallen cold and dead.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Song of Myself 
 

Write a poem in free verse, imitating the style of Walt Whitman. Your poem should reflect the 

cadence and flow of Whitman’s poetry and should demonstrate an understanding of Whitman’s 

concept of “breath line” as well as incorporate specific devices common to his poetry as specified 

below. 

 

Requirements: 

 

 Title the poem “Song of Myself” and write a creative, original subtitle. (Subtitles such as “My 

Song,” “My Life,” “The Life and Times of ---,” “---‘s Song,” etc. are not creative/original.) 

 

 Your poem must be a minimum of four stanzas of at least eight lines each. 

 

 1
st
 stanza – Describe yourself as you are now – appearance, interests, beliefs, etc. 

 2
nd

 stanza – Ask a question and answer it. 

 3
rd

 stanza – Discuss a problem/issue that is important to you, giving your feelings/opinions. 

 4
th

 stanza – Explore what the future holds for you. What are your hopes, dreams, goals, 

etc.? 

 

 Your poem must contain all of the following devices. All of the devices must be highlighted and 

labeled in the margin. Do not write labels above/below examples or as a key at the end of 

poem. Label only the required number of devices even if though your poem may (and should) 

contain more than the minimum. Choose the best for labeling; if more than required number of 

examples is labeled, only the first ones will be evaluated. Do not combine devices; that is, do 

not use the same words/lines as an example of both onomatopoeia and repetition. Use of 

elements should flow naturally and not sound forced. 

 

 creative, original, appropriate title 

 one example of anaphora (minimum 3 repetitions) 

 one example of epistrophe (minimum 3 repetitions) 

 two uses of alliteration (minimum 3 repetitions of sound; highlight consonant sound, not the 

entire word) 

 one use of assonance (minimum 3 repetitions of sound; highlight the vowel sound, not the 

entire word; do not repeat words; take care not to confuse assonance with rhyme) 

 two catalogs (minimum 4 elements). Note: a catalog lists things, people or events, not 

actions or characteristics. 

 one example of onomatopoeia (avoid “bam,” “crash,” “bang,” “roar,” “boom,” etc.) 

 two examples or parallelism (minimum 3 repetitions of structure, underline complete 

structure – be sure not to confuse this with anaphora or epistrophe) 

 one example of repetition (minimum of three repetitions) 

 

 Poem must be typed and printed on one side of the page. 

 

 Be sure to use correct punctuation. 

 

 Express yourself! Be creative! 



                     

Name _____________________ 

 

        Period ______ 

 

 

 

Original “Song of Myself” Grading Rubric 

 

 

Refer to the instructions. All devices must be highlighted and labeled as directed for 

full credit! 

 

 

 
 

Title (original sub title, correct punctuation)/Length/Appearance  _________/15 

 

Anaphora (effective, labeled, min. 3 repetitions)               _________/ 5 

 

Epistrophe (effective, labeled, min. 3 repetitions)                                         _________/ 5 

 

Alliteration (effective, two labeled examples, min. 3 repetitions each) _________/10 

 

Assonance (effective, minimum 3 repetitions of sound, sound labeled) _________/ 5 

 

Catalogs (effective, two labeled examples, min. 4 elements each)                               /10 

 

Onomatopoeia (effective, labeled)      _________/ 5 

 

Parallelism (effective, two labeled examples, min. 3 repetitions each) _________/10  

 

Repetition (effective, one labeled example, minimum of 3 repetitions) _________/ 5 

 

Reflects Whitman’s style (cadence, breath line, punctuation, etc.)  _________/10 

 

Content – clear, insightful, creative expression of identity   _________/20 

 

                                                                                                Grade             ________/100  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



When I Heard the Learn’d Astronomer by Walt Whitman 

 

When I heard the learn’d astronomer, 

When the proofs, the figures, were ranged in columns before me, 

When I was shown the charts and diagrams, to add, divide, and measure them, 

When I sitting heard the astronomer where he lectured with much applause in the lecture room, 

How soon unaccountable I became tired and sick, 

Till rising and gliding out I wandered off by myself, 

In the mystical moist night air, and from time to time, 

Looked up in perfect silence at the stars. 

 

1. What is the astronomer trying to do? 

2. What line summarizes the speaker’s response to the astronomer’s lecture? 

3. What feelings does the speaker get from looking at the stars?  

4. In what way does the “perfect silence” in the last line contrast with the lecture? 

5. What attitudes does the poem express toward science and nature? What is the speaker saying 

about the value of science versus a personal experience with nature? 

 

A Noiseless Patient Spider by Walt Whitman 

 

A noiseless patient spider, 

I marked where on a little promontory it stood isolated. 

Marked how to explore the vacant vast surrounding, 

It launched forth filament, filament, filament, out of itself, 

Ever unreeling them, ever tirelessly speeding them. 

 

And you O my soul where you stand, 

Surrounded, detached, in measureless oceans of space, 

Ceaselessly musing, venturing, throwing, seeking the spheres to connect them, 

Till the bridge you will need be formed, till the ductile anchor hold, 

Till the gossamer thread you fling catch somewhere, O my soul. 

 

1. Find and label examples of alliteration, assonance, apostrophe, and repetition. Discuss their 

effectiveness. 

2. What surrounds the spider in line 3? What are the “measureless oceans of space”? 

3. Why does the spider “tirelessly” spin filament? What analogy does the poet draw between 

the spider and his own soul? 

4. What verbs does Whitman use to describe the spider’s actions? What verbs does he use to 

describe the activities of his soul? How are these two explanations similar? Different? 

5. Like the Transcendentalist, Whitman believed that the human spirit was mirrored in the 

world of nature. How is that Transcendentalist belief expressed in the poem? 

   

 

 

 


