
Poetry III
AP English Literature and Composition

The Function of Structure in a Text
Unit 8 is the last poetry unit and it handles advanced material: the family of devices
built on contradiction.
• Ideas and images in a poem may extend beyond a single line or stanza.
• Punctuation is often crucial to understanding a text.
• When structural patterns are created, any interruption in the pattern

creates a point of emphasis.
Establish a pattern before interpreting an interruption. Explain what changes and
why it matters in context; a signal alone does not supply the interpretation.
Punctuation deserves the emphasis it gets. In a poem, a semicolon and a full stop
are different claims about how tightly two statements are joined, and a poem without
punctuation has made a decision about how you must read it.

A CONJUNCTION — but, yet,
and still, at the head of a line

A CHANGE OF TENSE
— the poem moves in time

A CHANGE OF ADDRESS —
it starts speaking to someone

A CHANGE OF SCALE — the
particular becomes general, or the reverse

The turn is where the poem stops doing one thing and starts another.
Use the signal to locate a change, then explain its effect in context

The Function of Contrasts Within a Text
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ANTITHESIS

two opposites placed
side by side

both remain true
in their own terms

"Our barn is full;
the table bare"

IRONY

a mismatch between
what is expected

and what is

test the expectation
against the context

"a generous year" - after
we have seen the cost

PARADOX

an apparent contradiction
that reveals a truth

explain how context
resolves the tension

"I save it only when I
spend it"  sowing seed

What happens to the contradiction? That is the separating question

Name the device, then explain what the actual words support.

Antithesis sets opposites side by side. Irony is a mismatch. A paradox contradicts
and is still true

• Juxtaposition may create or demonstrate an antithesis.
• Situational or verbal irony is created when events or

statements are inconsistent with what is expected.
• Paradox occurs when seemingly contradictory elements are juxta-

posed, but the contradiction - which may be at odds with ordinary logic
- reveals a deeper truth.

The distinction matters and students routinely collapse it. An antithesis places two
opposed things together, and both remain true in their own terms. An irony is a
gap between the expected and the actual - and someone, the writer or the reader, is
aware of the gap. A paradox looks like a contradiction and survives inspection: the
contradiction is the point, not an error.

The Function of Specific Words and Phrases
Ambiguity allows for different readings and understandings of a text by
different readers.
In this course, ambiguity is a resource. Explore genuinely supported alternative read-
ings and explain their implications. You may defend one or explain a sustained tension;
naming ambiguity alone guarantees no scoring point.
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AMBIGUITY — in the text VAGUENESS — in the reading

two readings, and the text supports both
you can quote for each
explain the implications of each reading

one reading, not yet worked out
“this could symbolise many things”
no quotation would settle it either way

Claiming ambiguity is a commitment to show both readings. Use textual
evidence for each and explain whether one is stronger or the tension remains

The Function of a Symbol
Symbols in a text, and the way they are used, may imply that a narrator,
character, or speaker has a particular perspective.
A symbol is not free-floating. Ask how the wording establishes the association and
whose perspective it expresses. A symbol need not be consciously recognised by a
character.

The Function of a Metaphor
• A conceit is a form of extended metaphor, common in poetry, developing

complex comparisons.
• Conceits are often used to make complex comparisons between the natural

world and an individual.
• Multiple comparisons, representations, or associations may combine to

affect one another in complex ways.
A conceit develops a complex comparison across related details. Trace which qualities
transfer, how the comparisons interact and any limits. An extended metaphor need
not break its frame, and a change does not automatically prove deliberate strain.
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the VEHICLE is established

trace later terms
RELATED TO IT

the frame does work the
plain statement could not

test the comparison’s
LIMITS and any changes

→ a reader now expects that world to continue

→ linked details develop the comparison

→ do not assume a break must occur

Explain how the comparison develops. A change may matter,
but an extended metaphor does not require a final break

The Function of an Allusion
Because of shared knowledge about a reference, allusions create emotional
or intellectual associations in readers who recognise them.
Note the condition: shared knowledge. An allusion is a bet on the reader’s memory,
and a poem that alludes heavily has chosen its audience.

Developing a Literary Thesis, Commentary, and Evidence
• A thesis expresses an interpretation requiring textual defence.
• More sophisticated literary arguments explain the significance or rele-

vance of an interpretation - explain that significance with textual evidence; no
isolated feature guarantees a scoring point.

• Evidence: strategic, effective with commentary, sufficient in quantity and qual-
ity, developed recursively.

Control Over the Elements of Composition
Writers must acknowledge the words, ideas, images, texts, and intellectual
property of others through attribution and citation.
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Original practice poem: the remaining seed
The poem and the following mini examples were written for teaching. They are not
AP extracts.

Our barn is full; the table bare.
“A generous year,” I tell the chair.
The rent has taken every loaf.
I hold one seed against the frost.
I save it only when I spend it:
I open up my fist and sow.
The empty chair receives no answer.
Tomorrow, will the field say no?

Worked analysis: distinguish the contrasts. The full barn and bare table form
an antithesis: production and deprivation are placed together. “A generous year” can
be read as verbal irony because the following rent and missing food undermine simple
praise. “I save it only when I spend it” is an apparent paradox: sowing uses up the
stored seed but offers a way for it to produce more. The poem gives no guarantee that
the crop succeeds; frost and the final question keep the hope uncertain. The colon
connects the apparently contradictory claim to the sowing that helps explain it. A
device label becomes useful through this reasoning.
Worked analysis: bounded ambiguity. The empty chair may foreground a missing
companion, or the speaker’s habit of addressing an unresponsive object. Both readings
must explain the address and the later absence of an answer. Neither establishes a
death or identifies the absent person without further evidence. The chair’s meaning is
inferred from context, not from a rule that all chairs have one symbolic meaning.

Original mini poem: a developed comparison
My worry is a garden.
I water every thorn.
At night I prune its shadows;
by morning more are born.

Worry is the main subject; garden is the comparison subject. Watering, thorns and
pruning develop the comparison: attention may sustain the very difficulty the speaker
tries to control. “Prune its shadows” extends the image to something that cannot
literally be pruned. Explain that complication without assuming that every extended
metaphor must end by breaking.

Original allusion example and supplied context
“Not Midas: let my hands make bread.” In the Midas story, the wished-for golden
touch makes food unusable. Recognising that reference can make the line a rejection
of wealth that defeats ordinary nourishment. A reader without that background may
identify the bread as useful food but miss the specific reversal. Distinguish supplied
background from words in the poem.
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Practice. Explain how the remaining-seed poem combines deprivation and uncertain
hope. Use two contrasts and the ending. Then test whether calling the year “generous”
must be ironic, or could also preserve a narrower acknowledgement of the harvest.

Exam tips
• Establish the pattern, then find the interruption. Explain the change in

context rather than treating every signal as a complete answer.
• Punctuation is a claim about how tightly statements are joined. A poem without

it has made a decision too.
• Antithesis, irony, paradox are not synonyms. Learn the three definitions

precisely; conflating them costs marks.
• Ambiguity is a resource. Explore both readings, then argue for one. Support

each reading and explain its implication; this alone guarantees no point.
• Ask who attaches the meaning to a symbol. Connect its meaning to the wording

and perspective.
• A conceit develops a complex comparison. Trace the linked details and their limits

without assuming a compulsory break.
Vocabulary card meanings
Situational or verbal irony: When events defy what was expected, or when words mean
the opposite of what they say. Paradox: A statement that seems to contradict itself
and yet reveals a truth.
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