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Abstract 
This study examines the Style of a contemporary Nigerian poet, Jumoke 

Verissimo’s collections of poetry, “I Am Memory” it discusses how she uses 

literary style and the language use in her collections of poetry. It also examines 

how the poet’s deployment of style makes her poetry more accessible to a 

larger audience. Like the oral traditional performance, her poetry employs 

rich Yoruba oral literary devices in a way that is unique and glaringly 

innovative. Jumoke’s poetic style has a clearly defined concept and role. A 

brief outline of relevance theories are followed by a more detailed analysis of 

metaphor, rhyme, alliteration and various literary styles as they contribute to 

the poetic style. The methods of interpretation used in this work are magical 

realism and sociological theory. The study posits that any serious stylistic 

exploration of Jumoke verissimo’s poetry and poetry in general, must 

foreground the role figurations play in conveying textual messages and 

producing aesthetic effects. 

 

Keywords: Stylistic, Poetry, Contemporary, Concept, Foreground 
 

 

Introduction 
The poets have leveraged poetry to 

inform, re-orientate, enlighten the 

people’s minds on bewildering issues, 

call authorities and societies to order 

and engage appropriate problems 

headlong. This is intended at raising 

awareness for the continent, stimulating 

cultural identity and consciousness and 

contributing towards continental 

growth and development. The poet's 

vision is out of the sense of belonging 

to the society. To Eruvbetine, (17) all 
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poets in their works depict experiential realities that uncover, explore and interpret 

salient truths, which synchronise the inherent contraries that define a man, his 

endeavours and the world. 

Poets or writers naturally respond to the realities around them, some addresses 

oppression, socio-economic or even political problems bedevilling them; It is a 

simple struggle between artist and his environment. Ojaide (135) has this to say:  
In Africa, a poet is not only a specially gifted person but his gauge of a society’s 

conditions more perceptive than the man of common disposition he sees through 

the surface of things, through what appears to the rest of the society as opaque. 

Jumoke is a poet who is quite sensitive to language, who is prepared to exploit even 

the seemingly insignificant of forms to achieve stylistic significance. Stylistics is 

“the phonology, in the analysis of the texts”. This is why it is quite convenient that 

the linguistic measurement to Jumoke’s creativity be closely examined for proper 

interpretation of messages and evaluation of her artistic style. This study does a 

holistic stylistic criticism of selected poems in order to project the artistic aesthetics 

in Jumoke verissimo’s poetry. In the language of literature especially, that of poetry 

is seen as a different register, marked by deviations from ordinary daily discourse. 

Deviation is an important aspect of literary style. The chief goal of deviation is to 

communicate meaning coherently by means of foregrounding. 

As style can be defined as a deviance from a norm, the question arises whether it 

could be defined positively, in terms of a norm rather than in terms of deviations. 

The epoch of the "Another Poetry Tradition" witnessed a radical departure from 

the Euromodernist poetry to the period of the new generation poets who explained 

poetry to make it speak the ''public language. Apart from the three levels of 

grammatical deviation, syntactic, semantic, and phonology which have remained 

the major focus in stylistic criticism. Style in poetry involves the methods which a 

poet uses to convey meaning, tone and emotion in his/her poem. For instance, the 

meaning and significance can be conveyed through the form of a poem.  

This study is investigation into the literary style in contemporary Nigerian poetry 

with a specific focus on the poetry of Jumoke verrisimo. We may take her Magical 

poetry as that species of poetry that uses ‘style’ as the sum total of choices, which 

the language offers to the individual uniqueness including vocabulary usage, use 

of function words and the length and structure of sentence”. But literary poetry 

could be said to reside more in the manipulation of variables in the structure of a 

language or in the selection of optional features. Poetry is said to be a method of 

expression that thrives on spontaneity of powerful emotions that are given distinct 

artistic colour and flavor through the use of appropriate literary devices and diction. 
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Emevwo Biakolo’s attempt to situate modern Nigerian poetry based upon what 

appear mainly the different shades of temperamental disposition which indeed 

inform its categorization into what he calls “four purative periods”. 

Doki (2008), observes that  

“The African poet occupies a very prominent and unique place 

in the literary firmament in his capacity to use orature as a 

medium to re-enter the essence of his tradition and culture. The 

African poet stands tall above others because of “his ability to 

employ in African poetry elements from African flora and fauna 

and devices from traditional African images.”(30). 

 

As a poet, Ms Verissimo is versatile as well as judicious in her use of literary 

mechanics to furnish poems with a fluid progression. Like the Free Verse poet she 

is her style borders more on internal rhythm than rhyme and stanzas. And her 

stanzas, often uneven, neither mince nor maneuver words. Rather they hit the 

proverbial nail on the head. Generously, she used words that are not English 

intentionally. Words such as Ajani, Ogoni are used to further support and describe 

her emotions, setting them as roots and templates for revisiting issues that bulked 

most of her themes. Truly, an African poet can’t be without activism. 

I Am Memory revisits past issues swept under the carpet of history gnaw at old 

scars and initiate new tears and perspective to the several woes that have betide the 

Nigerian state. So often, the poet assumes an angry tone and one could envision 

the pains the poet had undergone to sift such inflammatory emotions into verses. 

Her poems tackled themes like tyranny and dictatorship, hunger and famine, 

unsolved murders of politicians and love. Ms Verissimo has penned a book of 

nostalgic history. She has collected poems that truly reflect the reactions of a bona 

fide Nigerian to the turbulence and tribulation the Nigerian state has suffered 

almost endlessly, needlessly. This collection is a bold stance of pain and other 

emotions, filtering through the pores of gross indifference and achieving a 

communal cry of retrospective protest. With I Am Memory and The Birth of 

Illusion, Ms Verissimo asserts and secures herself a seat on the table of the new 

Nigerian contemporary poets, the likes of Ifowodo Ogaga, Chiedu Ezeanah, Lola 

Shoneyin, Afam Akeh, Tade Ipadeola, Niran Okewole, etc. No doubt she will be 

heard from for a while. 

Style as a Literary Element involves the manipulation and variation of all the 

aspects of language available to the speaker, at a particular time, to express himself 

optimally as possible. For this reason, the definition of ‘’style’’ by Hill is quite apt 
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in this regard. ‘’Style’’ according to him, ‘’is the sum total of choices, which the 

language offers to the individual speaker at each point within the sentence’’ 

(Fowler,14).  

Style is rooted in author’s personality and his choice of words is regarded to some 

extent subject to choice. Hence, given a certain personality and thus certain, as its 

expression, the characteristic properties of style can be described in terms of 

statistical law. For example, the richness of vocabulary is characterized as a 

constant relation between uniformity and diversity of expressions which is the 

nature of choice Herden, (1964). Hence, a person’s writing style contains many 

features that reveal an individual’s uniqueness including vocabulary usage, use of 

function words, and the length and structure of sentence. But literary texts 

especially poetry could be said to reside more in the manipulation of variables in 

the structure of a language, or in the selection of optional features. Every linguistic 

element in poetry is a contributor to the overall meaning of a poet. Verrisimo’s 

interest in innovative style is conveyed in her ardent interest in the use of language. 

The avalanche of critical response to her style, and the diverse conflicting stances, 

as well as the influencing factors of her brilliance, relevance and success in part 

necessitated this discourse.  

In Verisimmo’s style there is also the use of figurative language in encoding the 

meaning of a literary text which cannot be over emphasized. Specifically, it serves 

both functional and artistic purposes. This infers that, figurative language acts as 

semantic signifiers in texts and also helps the literary artist in achieving beauty in 

form. The critical fact that emerges from the foregoing is that, figurative language 

constitutes the cornerstone of the literariness or ornamental nature of literary 

language, as it enables the writer to exploit and manipulate the latent potentials of 

language, in sundry ways, for specific stylistic effects. Importantly, this pattern of 

language use is more predominant in poetry than other genres of literature (i.e. 

drama and prose). Balogun (1996) avers that,  

What distinguishes poetry from the other two major genres ...is the emphasis it 

places on the imaginative use of language... it is the common practice of the poet 

to use words figuratively and hence the proliferation of figures of speech, 

collectively called imagery, in poetry (349-350). 

Ogunsiji (2000) adds that, figurative language is “... a form of picture 

language”(56). The implication of this viewpoint is that, figurations do not only 

decorate poems and endow them with aesthetic value; they also convey connotative 

meanings and produce certain special effects, which enrich the texts and make their 

meanings more precise and concrete. According to Balogun (1996), this fact 
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explains why, in poetry, “... we predominantly look beyond the ordinary denotative 

meaning of the language to its connotative or implied meaning”(349) 

 

POETIC STYLE IN ‘’I AM A MEMEORY’’  

The  literary stylistician is  obviously sensitive to  language, but  his/her concern is  

not  principally with the  way the  signals of the  artist  are constructed but with the 

underlying message which an interpretation of the  signals reveals. Furthermore, 

literary stylistics is less interested in devising a metalanguage into which the 

original message can be transferred. The literary stylistician is rather concerned 

with figurative and evocative uses of language which characterise the message 

being interpreted. Literary stylistics, then, is primarily concerned with messages 

and the interest in codes (language) lies in the meaning they convey in particular 

instances of use. The beauty of language and how it is used to capture reality is 

also the focal concern of literary stylistics. Literary stylistics takes interpretation as 

its aim. It is interested in finding out what aesthetic experience or perception of 

reality a poem, for example, is attempting to convey. Its observation of how 

language system is used will serve only as a means to this end. 

The Jumoke Verissimo’s I am A Memory is a collection that littered with love and 

pain poems that refer to the official residences of the Nigerian leaders. For 

example, in “The Silenced” 

  I know them; 

  The counterfeit disillusion, 

  The cannibals who feed on country-dream, 

  They who will swallow their hearts as last supper. 

 

  I kow them; 

  Silent greaf-bearers, 

  The noise of their quiet, 

  I pray, deafens their ears. 

 

  I remember; 

  The laws of murdered; 

  Grief remains a stone throw from the killer. 

 

 This is how she expresses her pains, over the death of some famous Nigerian; 

reference (for Bola Ige, Funso Williams and the unsolved deaths). The words first 

call to mind the image of dangerous waves and unsecured people are in her country. 

This is achieved by the tone of defiance in the poem.  
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Owing to its thematic pre-occupation, there is the predominant use of paradox and 

irony in the work. This effectively portrays the contradictions that have claimed a 

nation in the face of socio-political problems. In the very poem, “The Rape”, the 

poet says: 

Their dreams go South-South 

Anger goes South-South 

Thoughts drift South-South: 

Against renewal and contemplation 

Is it this oil or blood? 

That makes desires head South-South? 

 

Here 

Deformed skills and tired anger 

Molests dominant wills, 

Time it speaks against the call of the oracle. 

 

Why is MOSOP - soppy? 

Is it this oil: this blood 

That has leeched its peak? 

What is MEND - mending? 

Is it this oil: this blood 

That has bleached its own? 

 

Is it the plea to head South-South 

and meet patriots of better times only 

 

Those leeches 

Those boil companies, 

Those diseased, whose partner 

Ship, steers our blood to riot 

Those who steered our Boro, Wiwa to no return. 

 

 “The Rape”, (34) is ironical just as it is also paradoxical, those oil companies/ 

those deseases/ It mirrors the disturbing plight that we have found ourselves, in a 

nation with raped, ravaged and devoured “common heritage and patrimony”.  

 Apart from the use of paradox and irony, we unearthed a copious use of repetitions 

and parallelisms in jumoke’s first volume of poems. These sound techniques doff 
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each stanza begins with the lines, “We were witnesses”, giving the poem rhythm 

and unity. In the title poem, “Mnemonics” (28) 

I am a generation of grief, 

a generation of rift, 

a generation on fief, 

a generation adrift… 

 

“Ajani” is also repetitive in the poem, ‘The rape’ (35). Parallel expressions and 

repetitions make the poem, "Still Breathing” (39) an appealing poem. Beyond its 

musical quality, there is a unity of thoughts and emotions, while placing emphasis 

on its meaning, in the most of the poems. Jumoke predominantly employs similes 

and metaphors you will find imaginative, vivid and evocative. Other comparative 

devices employed are “…my face recurs at every door/Like decimal digits 

(“Retrieval” 31:15-16).   

Other ways in which more images are used are replicated in the following: “They 

were cut down/Like banana stems” (False Memory, 54:21-22) “,/Dark like the 

soulless/silhouette” (Hangmen” 43:8-9) “The fruits of freedom/Plucked from the 

pages of/ Our history” (“Crush Me” 72:49-51) These images make Jumoke’s 

poetry rich and profound. 

In Jumoke’s poetry, this trait manifests abundantly. In “Ajani”(sequence of desire),  

Jumoke admits that she is a “Memory of  hurting”(6). In extending this submission, 

many of her poems are loaded with rural natural imagery, which reflect the 

geographical, physical or socio-cultural background of the poet. In “I am the 

memory”(18) (pain has; it has grown bolder), for instance, there is the deployment 

of plant symbolism in the following expressions: Perfect graft to her tree (line 8), 

her sap (line 7), climb all over her (line 9), anger is a companion that celebrate him 

(line 38 & 39). All these describe the poet persona’s relationship with tradition – a 

feelings of disillusion and serious nostalgic.  

 The critical stylistics point to note here is that, in addition to the aesthetic qualities 

of these and some other figurative expressions in the poems, they further serve in 

indicating that the poems are not just products of imagination but that they are also 

largely a product of true experience. Metaphorization in the words of Halliday 

(1985), metaphor is “the variation in the use of words such that words have 

transferred meaning” (p.320). In most cases, metaphorical expressions are 

semantically odd and syntactically incongruent. Michael Short (1982) views 

semantic deviation as meaning relations which are logically inconsistent or 

paradoxical in some ways and also classifies metaphor as semantic deviation (see 
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Ayeomoni, 2003). These attributes compel readers to think harder before arriving 

at their true meaning.  

 

SOUND DEVICES IN ''IAM MEMORY'' 

Most poetry in English is based on rhythmical patterns. Despite the fact that these 

patterns exist in all utterances, some kind of irregularity is often imposed on the 

patterns in poetry. These patterns can be called the rhythm. Rhythm is expressed 

by a series of syllables, some of which are stressed and some unstressed. Stress, 

you will remember, is the emphasis placed on a sound or syllable by pronouncing 

it more loudly or forcefully than those surrounding it in the same word or phrase. 

In poetry, it means the emphasis placed on a syllable or a word as part of the rhythm 

of a poem or line of poetry.  In poetry, there are four basic patterns:   

• Iambic rhythm: Each ‘foot’ consists of an unstressed syllable followed by a 

stressed syllable. 

• Trochaic rhythm: It consists of a stressed syllable followed by an unstressed 

syllable. 

• Anapaestic rhythm: Each foot consists of two unstressed syllables followed 

by one stressed syllable.  

• Dactylic rhythm has each foot consisting of a stressed syllable followed by 

two unstressed syllables.  

 

You need to note that ‘a foot’ is said to begin with a stressed syllable and extends 

to but excludes the following stressed syllable. Among these four, the most 

common in English poetry is the iambic rhythm 

 

SOUND EFFECTS  

Jumoke Verissimo uses of special sound patterns and sound imagery, this certain 

sound effects can be created, through some figurative devices namely:  

 

ONOMATOPOEIA 

This is the most obvious of all sound effects. It is the use of words whose sounds 

suggest their meanings. The most simple examples are words which are the names 

given to actual sounds. For example, some bells ring, tinkle, clang; a cat mews, a 

lion roars and cars screech. There can also be a splash of water and a booming of 

a gun.  

   You are tingling aftertaste 

   When amnesia creeps in like surprise rain, 
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   Peace, pissed over itself in fear 

   Why MOSOP-soppy? 

   What is MEND-mending 

   But the madness death-robed 

   With gun trotting bumpkins 

  

ALLITRATION 

This is closely related to onomatopoeia. It is the use of a succession of the same 

consonant, usually at the beginning of successive words. These are few examples: 

a. I bubble into eddying bays (2) I babble on the pebbles (3) God makes man; man 

makes money; money makes many men mad.   

   Distancing, distance and distances. 

   For I am memory… of gin bringers; sin-bringers. 

   Sealed screams of serfs, 

     

Repetition of Words 

One of the strategies used by Jumoke Verissimo in the poems is repetition of lexical 

items. Some lexical units are repeated within some of the poems and across a 

number of some other poems. In other words, some of the repetitive lexical items 

are intra-textual while some others are intertextual.  While we may not accord 

much textual significance to many of the intra-textual lexical repetitions because 

of the fact that they are already bound by syntactic parallelism, the inter-textual 

ones are significant and should be examined.  

Some of the lexical items repeated across some of the poems are given below:  

i. Memory Lane 1‘Ajani’ – Text 1, Text 2, Text 3 Text 6 Text 7,  and Text 8.  

ii. Memory Lane 11 ‘I am Memory’ – Text 1, Text 2, Text 4,   

iii. ‘President’ – Texts 4 and 5   

iv. ‘oil and blood’ – 34: 1,9,14,37,44.etc   

v. ‘ken’ – 40:2,4,7,20,28.etc  

vi. ‘Blood’ – Texts 3 and 5  

It is interesting to note that in all the repetitions above, the nominal item ‘land(s)’ 

stands foregrounded because it appears to have occurred in six of the nine poems 

that we are examining. The implication of this is that the poet is obsessed with the 

‘land’ which has been used as a symbolic representation of the country, Nigeria. 

This therefore confirms our intuition that the basic concern of the poet in this poetic 

panorama is Nigeria and its people.   
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These are just few of the repetitions that cut across the poems. What the poet does 

with the repetitions is to instil in the people the political consciousness of the 

country by repeating certain lexical items relevant to such effect. One textual 

function of this repetition may be said to be that of lexical cohesion. The poems 

are united by the repetition in a way that the reader tends to see them as a natural 

series. There is the use of repetition in Okpanachi’s poetry and this made the poems 

more appealing while driving home his points. “Association” (18), the repetition 

of  

   I am the transit 

   I know what it is  

   I know what it is not 

   I know what it is not to be. 

Are all good example of repetition in the various poems in the collection,                                                                                                      

in fact, almost every is having such repetition to show emphasis on what she is 

saying throughout; “Ajani”  

…to have your eyes in mine 

to hold your hands and hope 

to keep your lips on mine 

to wear your heart in mine (11:3-7) 

 

This emphasis on how her love is very serious to Ajani. It is a perfect picture for 

the reader to relate with and draw inferences too. She described her serious 

affection to him which cannot be over emphases. 

Irony 

Jumoke employed the use of irony to address the communal hurts as personal fate 

that awaits an assured balm; this was made evident in the poem “Retrospection” 

p23 where a leader gives a speech of his intention to the people thus: 

I know IMF 

International Misery Fellows, trauma 

Kindness borders on wretchedness. 

I Know desire that flowered trauma, 

Tales of protection weaving destruction, 

Stories of UN-desirable aid-givers, 

World Bank of unmeasured miseries,… 

 

…I am Diaspora, the fresh ire, of 

Erring sires who flipped destiny.(line 3-15) 
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Considering the above lines, the irony of nostalgia remembering the effort of 

ancestor’s hope e.g /I am ancestors who/ /embraced hope but found/ / discord 

rooted in posterity./ but yet according to Jumoke, all African nation appears to be 

in dilemma e.g in p.24 

  Of Sierra Leone 

  Serial loan of enchanted bitterness 

  Of Liberia 

  Lying burials of ailing serenity 

  Of Sudan 

  Sedating hunger and impaired righteousness. 

  I am those places 

  Where death is an appraisal hope, 

  I know the home of familial disconnect. (L: 20-28) 

 

Intention was brought to the fore. Such speeches were to comfort and assure the 

people of better days but in ‘Retospection’ does not sound appealing or comforting, 

rather sensitizing, more so, as irony is employed to ridicule the socio-political 

situation of the nation. Examples can be found in the ‘Mnemonics” (p28) and 

“Retrieval” (31) among others. The above lines used irony to depict the author’s 

explanation of its society. 

 

Conclusion  

Having subjected the poems to thorough linguistic analysis, we have come to the 

conclusion that, Jumoke Verissimo primarily targets the Nigerian citizens through 

the poems in order to sensitise them on the socio-political realities of the country 

and to rhetorically influence their decisions in matters of politics, culture and love. 

We have also seen that the primary motive of the poet is to draw a crystaclear image 

of the Nigerian society and by it influence the Nigerian masses. From the analysis, 

it can be concluded that Jumoke conveys her idea through the diction in the poem 

which is simple and easy to understand. 

In this study, we have examined the use of figurative language to foreground 

aspects of meaning and achieve auditory pleasure in Jumoke Verissimo’s poetry. 

The study reveals that figuration is a significant feature of poetry, and that the 

author has deliberately deployed this device to effectively encode the meaning of 

the texts under study and also achieve aesthetic value, in relation to context of 

situation and textual function. This implies that, the linguistic analyst of Jumoke’s 
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poetry, and poetry in general, should not take figurative locutions for granted when 

interpreting the texts. 
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