
1210: Allegory & Metaphor 
 
Dear Students; 
 
It’s about this time in the term, when we have lots of examples of poetry and drama under our 
belts, that its helpful to pause, and start considering some of the unifying language elements of 
these different periods and genres. 
 
Poetry specifically, and drama in more general terms, is based largely on different kinds of 
language tropes and mechanisms of meaning, including: allegory, metaphor, and analogy. 
 
This kind of language (or “semiotics”) is different from structure or syntax: alliteration, meter, etc. 
 
In a nutshell, analysis of different genres takes these two forms: 
 

 
Our focus at present is the semiotics of poetry and drama: the meaning and use of signs.   All 
genres have a variety of syntax styles and semiotic features.  For example, you could have a 
Ballad with alliteration and metaphor; or an epic poem with assonance and allegory. 
 
If you need a refresher on some of these key terms (which will be coming up again in a quiz!), 
and if you haven’t done so already, you should try your hand at the poetic terminology Sporcle 
quiz here >. 
 
One of the more challenging genres of poetry which uses very complex imagery, metaphor, and 
allegory is the Metaphysical Poets.  Our focus this week will be on these, but I want to keep 
Dante in our rear view mirror, as we will be coming back to the semiotic elements of Dante, and 
others too. 
 
One of the poems we looked at in the beginning of the term is an excellent example of a 
metaphysic poem.  Let’s see if you can guess which one...and we will discuss in the forum! 
 
One of the most famous metaphysical poets is John Donne.  You should do a little research on 
him and the other metaphysical poets so you can place them, chronologically, in our historical 
survey. 
 
I am particularly interested in Donne’s The Flea.  I am including another link in the resources to 
an analysis of this poem, but try forming your own theory too! 

SYNTAX Word and sentence order; rhythm and style 
of the arrangement of words: 

Alliteration, meter, 
onomatopoeia, assonance, 
etc. 

SEMIOTICS  Meaning of words and language; use of 
signs and symbols: 

Metaphor, allegory, simile, 
irony, etc. 

https://www.sporcle.com/games/citkeane/poetry-terms
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/46467/the-flea


 
BE CAREFUL!  
 
I am always encouraging students to NOT go immediately to sparknotes or some other site like 
this to “find out what it means.”  I think this is anti-educational!  YOU have just as much right to 
offer your own insights and interpretations of poetry. 
 
So first, come up with your own theory about the metaphysical poets; and THEN you can see 
what other people are saying.  That way, you will be able to agree or disagree with other 
analysts, if you have already begun to form your own opinion about the text.  Or maybe they will 
confirm what you think, making your own opinion that much stronger. 
 
But if you constantly go immediately to what other people are saying, you are not really learning 
or engaging with the material.  Nor are you likely to remember it. 
 
Don’t eradicate your own powers of interpretation by instantly surrendering to the 
opinions of others.  Make your own reasoned judgment first, then put it to the test.  In this way 
you will (a) remember better; and (b) get much more out of the experience of poetry. 
 
The resources this week are as follows: 
 

1. 13 Analogy Examples in Literature; an online resource to help you get a handle on the 
use of analogy in poetry;  
 

2. The difference between allegory and analogy; 
 

3. The meaning of metaphor in poetry 
 

4. An excellent BBC podcast on metaphysical poetry; it is more than 40 minutes long, but 
well worth sticking with it! 
 

5. Forum discussions, where we will start sniffing out allegory, analogy, and metaphor in 
our poetry, especially in Dante. 

 
I’m looking forward to YOUR insights! 


