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Introduction

The musical Hamilton is a
delight, and fans have noticed the exceptionally clever language.
Many know the story of its creation, rooted in
literature:

 


When the composer,
lyricist, and performer Lin-Manuel Miranda went on vacation in
Mexico some seven years ago, he took Chernow’s tome as a beach
read. A couple of chapters in, reading about Hamilton as a “poor
boy from the West Indies [who] commanded attention with the force
and fervor of his words,” Miranda saw—and more important, heard—the
bragging, swaggering, word-spinning, quick-tempered men of the
American Revolution synchronize with the hip-hop rhythms and
run-ins that formed the popular sound track of his teen and early
adult years. (Miranda was born in 1980.) Soon he was working on a
mixtape that mashed up the founding fathers with beat-boxing
bruthas. (Solomon)

 


As Miranda adds: “The moment that
cemented it was reading about how Hamilton’s writing an essay gets
him off the island [St. Croix].…I was like, ‘Oh, he literally wrote
his way out of his circumstances. That’s it! That’s everything’”
(Binelli). He saw himself and his immigrant family in this moment
and continued picturing them. To Miranda this was “Jay Z, Eminem,
Biggie. Lil Wayne writing about Katrina! And so, having had that
insight very early while reading Ron Chernow’s book, I never
pictured the literal Founding Fathers again” (Binelli).

This beloved adaptation reimagines the
Founding Fathers as rebel rappers played by actors of color,
exploring what in meant to be immigrants in a brand-new nation.
This rewrite has already had an effect: Students noted of the
recast Founding Fathers, “It just made me really proud, and feel
good about being American. Like I belong here” (Hamilton: The
Revolution, 159).

Meanwhile, critics call the musical “a
gateway drug that animates a passion to learn more about its
subjects, and not just their foibles and personalities but their
ideas” (Smith). Certainly, Hamilton biographies, novels, and
historical sites have gained a new appreciation. Fans of the
musical are also trying other shows. Why not discover the literary
terms of Hamilton as well?

Hamilton: An American Musical
offers every rhythm and rhyme scheme in the English textbook, and
so many more examples, with clever sound patterns and phrase
repeats. Following these, students and fans can discover anaphora
and assonance, all while diving deeper into what makes this musical
so special. Why not use it to learn the difference between allusion
and allegory, or discover the argumentation strategies many need
for Government class? It’s perfect for the high
school English AP or college English 1 level, with tougher terms
for the real pros. With lots of deeper meanings and analysis for
fans, there’s something for everyone. Let’s
begin.

 


Rhetorical Devices

Here are
many “poetry terms” students at
a high school English AP or college English 1B level will
learn.


	
Accumulation: from the Latin
word for “pile up.” This is a list of words or examples with
similar meanings in order to emphasize. Hamilton says in
“Helpless”: “Eliza, I don’t have a dollar to my name/An acre of
land, a troop to command, a dollop of fame…”



	
Alliteration (initial): The
repetition of consonant or vowel sounds to start words. In
Washington’s first verse in “Right Hand Man” he calls himself “The
venerated Virginian veteran.”



	
Alliteration (internal): In
“Washington on Your Side” d’s, soft i’s and s’s appear within
words, not just at their start: “If Washington
isn’t gon’ listen to disciplined
dissidents this is the difference: This
kid is out!”



	
Alliteration (symmetrical):
That is, alliteration containing parallelism, with the two
innermost matching, then next two moving outward. Washington cries
in “Right Hand Man,” “facing mad scrutiny/I scream in
the face of this mass mutiny.” Mad scrutiny/scream…mutiny
reverses the sound pattern order.



	
Ambiguity: Use of language in which
multiple meanings are possible. Hamilton’s telling Angelica he
knows she’s never been “satisfied” fits the bill.



	
Amplification: An expansion of detail
to clarify a point: Washington asks in “Right Hand Man,” “Can I be
real a second?/For just a millisecond?” The second phrase expands
on the first.



	
Anachronism: A moment that doesn’t fit
the time period. In “Guns and Ships,” Hamilton says the army is “in
need of a shower,” something they didn’t use then.



	
Anastrophe/Inversion: Reordering a
sentence for emphasis. Hamilton says in “Yorktown,” “If this is the
end of me, at least I have a friend with me/Weapon in my hand, a
command, and my men with me.”



	
Analogy: Using a similar example to
reason or argue a point. In the first Cabinet Battle, Hamilton
says, “You’re in worse shape than the national debt is
in.”



	
Anaphora/Epanaphora: Repetition of the
same word or phrase at the beginning of successive phrases or
clauses to set a structure and add emphasis. King George starts
several lines with “You’ll” for “You’ll be Back.” In a counterpoint
to this, Washington speaks with lots of first person. Nearly every
line in “History Has Its Eyes on You” begins with an “I + verb”
statement. 



	
Anecdote:
A brief narrative describing an interesting or
amusing event. Burr summarizes that when John Jay quit, Hamilton
wrote over fifty essays for the Federalist
Papers.



	
Anticlimax: Expression whose last part
decreases in effect from the prior part. There’s something of an
anticlimax after the great battle of Yorktown when everyone pauses
and appears lost in stillness rather than triumph. Further,
Washington answers the great, pounding hopes for an end to slavery
with an understated “Not yet.”






	
Antistrophe: Repetition of a word or
phrase at the close of successive clauses to feel more structured:
“Hamilton says in “Yorktown”: “If this is the end of me, at
least I have a friend with me/Weapon in my hand, a command,
and my men with me.” This technique emphasizes the repeated
words.






	
Antithesis: The juxtaposition of
sharply contrasting ideas in balanced or parallel words or phrases,
to make both sound more different. Washington asks in “Right-Hand
Man,” “How can I keep leading when the people I’m/Leading
keep retreating?” Leading and retreating are such juxtaposed
opposites.



	
Aphorism: a concise, classic popular
“saying.” Jefferson’s “Every action has its equal, opposite
reaction” qualifies.






	
Apostrophe: For ties to epic or myth, a
person, thing, or abstract quality is addressed as if present.
Dying, Hamilton speaks to “America, you great unfinished
symphony…”



	
Archaism: Deliberately using
old-fashioned elements, including language, to link with the past.
There are many, such as “Your obedient servant,” in the song of
that name. The constant use of “Aaron Burr, sir,” appropriate for
the time, is archaic now.



	
Aside: In theater, someone says
something quietly to himself or one character that other characters
aren’t meant to hear, often criticizing or poking fun. There are
several in Hamilton, often quiet swear words reacting to a
revelation.



	
Assonance: The repetition of similar
vowel sounds. A type of alliteration. “The Room Where it Happens”
explains, “Madison is grappling with the fact
that…” with lots of soft “a” sounds.



	
Asyndeton: Leaving out conjunctions,
which makes things seem quicker. Burr’s frequent “a bastard,
orphan, son of a whore” lacks an “and.”



	
Atmosphere: In literature, the mood an
author creates in a narrative through descriptive language.
Hamilton sets up his affair with Maria as he describes the
temperature and his churning emotions as well as their
dialogue.



	
Audience: Real, imagined, invoked, or
ignored, this concept is at the very center of writing and arguing.
There are several audiences – the actual theater audience, which
characters like Hamilton address on occasion and Burr addresses
directly in his introductions. There’s also King George watching
“The Reynolds Pamphlet” unfold or Angelica staying onstage after
“The Schuyler Sisters” to watch the events of “Farmer Refuted” from
the upper level. A wider audience appears too as the New Yorkers
gathering for the Hamilton/Seabury debate. The Chorus, representing
Congress, attend the Cabinet Battles. All these moments emphasize
the judgement of history as the protagonists speak publically
before real and fictitious audiences.



	
Beat: A pause, often letting words sink
in. In “Ten Duel Commandments,” such a pause makes the rhythm work.
“Hang on, how many men died because Lee was inexperienced and
ruinous?”/ [pause] “Okay, so we’re doin’ this.”



	
Blank verse: This is written in a
regular meter but doesn’t rhyme, adding extra order and
significance to the text. Basically the entire musical rhymes, but
a few lines don’t seem to until the rhyme pattern is revealed or
contain hidden rhymes: “The best thing he can do for the
revolution/Is turn n’ go back to plantin’ tobacco in Mount Vernon”
appears blank verse, but actually conceals a rhyme: “The best thing
he can do for the revolution is turn n’/Go back to plantin’
tobacco in Mount Vernon.”






	
Buzzword: A word or phrase used to
impress, or one that is fashionable. Several cutting-edge words of
the time being floated about include “uptown” and “Constitution,”
both suggesting newness.



	
Cacophony: Harsh, clattering sounds, as
in the word cacophony, which make the line seem jarring.
“Constitution” is a clunky, clattering word. “God
help me say no to this” has lots of hard
letters, making the speakers stumble in their
difficulty.



	
Cadence: The natural rise and fall of
sound that contributes to a melodic pattern. The alliteration and
rhythm help create this in many lines of the show.



	
Caesura: A break within a sentence
where the two separate parts are set apart. This creates a dramatic
pause, for a strong emotional impact. “Burr, Sir” is a small
caesura where the comma appears.



	
Chiasmus: The order of the terms in the
first of parallel clauses is reversed in the second. It takes its
name from the X-shaped Greek letter chi. “Are we a nation of
states? What’s the state of our nation?”
Hamilton asks in “My Shot.” This can also apply to sound
patterns.



	
Chorus: the repeated verse of a song.
King George’s “Oceans rise, empires fall” returns in the middle of
his songs over and over to provide a break between his new verses
and a touchstone for listeners. The Greek chorus, meanwhile, is a
small group of “townsfolk” that act as the narrators of the story,
reacting to what goes on. In the opening number, Mulligan,
Lafayette, Laurens, and Washington thus summarize the story to
come.



	
Circumlocution: The opposite of getting
straight to the point and presenting the case directly. Hamilton,
stumbling all over himself at his first meeting with Burr, trying
to befriend him and discover how he graduated so quickly but unable
to spit out the words, provides an example. He repeats this pattern
with many hesitations and compliments when he urges Burr to help
write the Federalist Papers.



	
Cliché: A common expression, which can
reassure or bore the audience depending how it’s used. Jefferson
tells Hamilton “If the shoe fits, wear it,” though Hamilton soon
takes apart this phrase while refuting him, twisting the
cliché.



	
Colloquialism: Slang or countrified
language revealing one’s humble origins (but with a more literary
label). “Poppin’ a squat” in “My Shot” is certainly contemporary
slang.



	
Conceit: An analogy of two strikingly
different things, which usually fit badly. In “Washington on Your
Side,” the line “Try not to crack under the stress,” makes sense as
a metaphor, but suggests the imagery will be about buildings. The
next part, “We’re breaking down like fractions,” thus comes as a
jarring twist.



	
Connotation: What is implied by a word.
“Satisfied” has sexual meanings, as well as suggesting Hamilton and
Angelica’s shared ambition. Thus when he suggests she hasn’t been
“satisfied,” he offers all these additional
implications.



	
Consonance: The repetition of two or
more consonants. This doesn’t have to be at the beginning of words,
so Washington’s v’s r’s and n’s all count in “Right Hand Man” with
“The venerated
Virginian
veteran…”



	
Contrast: Comparing by pointing out
striking differences in order to differentiate
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