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Figures of speech
Top 20 Figures of Speech 

By Richard Nordquist, About.com Guide

A figure of speech is a rhetorical device that achieves a special effect by using words in distinctive ways. Though there are hundreds of figures of speech (many of them included in our Tool Kit for Rhetorical Analysis), here we'll focus on just 20 of the most common figures.

You will probably remember many of these terms from your English classes. Figurative language is often associated with literature--and with poetry in particular. But the fact is, whether we're conscious of it or not, we use figures of speech every day in our own writing and conversations.

For example, common expressions such as "falling in love," "racking our brains," "hitting a sales target," and "climbing the ladder of success" are all metaphors--the most pervasive figure of all. Likewise, we rely on similes when making explicit comparisons ("light as a feather") and hyperbole to emphasize a point ("I'm starving!").

Using original figures of speech in our writing is a way to convey meanings in fresh, unexpected ways. Figures can help our readers understand and stay interested in what we have to say. For advice on creating figures of speech, see Using Similes and Metaphors to Enrich Our Writing.

How to Review the Top 20 Figures of Speech
Click on each of the following terms to visit a glossary page. There you will find the definition and several examples of the figure as well as its etymology (which shows where the term came from) and a pronunciation guide. For each figure of speech, try to come up with an example of your own.

The Top 20 Figures

1. Alliteration
The repetition of an initial consonant sound.

2. Anaphora
The repetition of the same word or phrase at the beginning of successive clauses or verses. (Contrast with epiphora and epistrophe.)

3. Antithesis
The juxtaposition of contrasting ideas in balanced phrases.

4. Apostrophe
Breaking off discourse to address some absent person or thing, some abstract quality, an inanimate object, or a nonexistent character.

5. Assonance
Identity or similarity in sound between internal vowels in neighboring words.

6. Chiasmus
A verbal pattern in which the second half of an expression is balanced against the first but with the parts reversed.

7. Euphemism
The substitution of an inoffensive term for one considered offensively explicit.

8. Hyperbole
An extravagant statement; the use of exaggerated terms for the purpose of emphasis or heightened effect.

9. Irony
The use of words to convey the opposite of their literal meaning. A statement or situation where the meaning is contradicted by the appearance or presentation of the idea.

10. Litotes
A figure of speech consisting of an understatement in which an affirmative is expressed by negating its opposite.

11. Metaphor
An implied comparison between two unlike things that actually have something important in common.

12. Metonymy
A figure of speech in which one word or phrase is substituted for another with which it is closely associated; also, the rhetorical strategy of describing something indirectly by referring to things around it.

13. Onomatopoeia
The use of words that imitate the sounds associated with the objects or actions they refer to.

14. Oxymoron
A figure of speech in which incongruous or contradictory terms appear side by side.

15. Paradox
A statement that appears to contradict itself.

16. Personification
A figure of speech in which an inanimate object or abstraction is endowed with human qualities or abilities.

17. Pun
A play on words, sometimes on different senses of the same word and sometimes on the similar sense or sound of different words.

18. Simile
A stated comparison (usually formed with "like" or "as") between two fundamentally dissimilar things that have certain qualities in common.

19. Synecdoche
A figure of speech in which a part is used to represent the whole (for example, ABCs for alphabet) or the whole for a part ("England won the World Cup in 1966").

20. Understatement
A figure of speech in which a writer or a speaker deliberately makes a situation seem less important or serious than it is.

	FIGURE OF SPEECH : A mode of expression in which words are used out of their literal meaning or out of their ordinary use in order to add beauty or emotional intensity or to transfer the poet's sense impressions by comparing or identifying one thing with another that has a meaning familiar to the reader. Some important figures of speech are: simile, metaphor, personification, hyperbole and symbol. 
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	SIMILE: A figure of speech in which an explicit comparison is made between two essentially unlike things, usually using like, as or than, as in Burns', "O, my luve's like A Red, Red Rose" or Shelley's "As still as a brooding dove," in The Cloud. 
Sidelight: Similes in which the parallel is developed and extended beyond the initial comparison, often being sustained through several lines, are called epic or Homeric similes, since 
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	METAPHOR: A figure of speech in which a word or phrase literally denoting one object or idea is applied to another, thereby suggesting a likeness or analogy between them, as 

     The Leaves of Life keep falling one by one.                  --- Edward Fitzgerald, The Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám 

     I fall upon the thorns of life! I bleed!                  --- Percy Bysshe Shelley, Ode to the West Wind                .   .   . The cherished fields    

   Put on their winter robe of purest white.                  --- James Thomson, The Seasons 

Sidelight: While most metaphors are nouns, verbs can be used as well:        Till the calm rivers, lakes, and seas,      Like strips of the sky fallen through me on high,        Are each paved with the moon and these.                  --- Percy Bysshe Shelley, The Cloud 
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	PERSONIFICATION : A type of metaphor in which distinctive human characteristics, e.g., honesty, emotion, volition, etc., are attributed to an animal, object or idea, as "The haughty lion surveyed his realm" or "My car was happy to be washed" or "'Fate frowned on his endeavors." Personification is commonly used in allegory. 
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	SYMBOL: An image transferred by something that stands for or represents something else, like flag for country, or autumn for maturity. Symbols can transfer the ideas embodied in the image without stating them, as in Robert Frost's Acquainted With the Night, in which night is symbolic of death or depression, or Sara Teasdale's The Long Hill, in which the climb up the hill symbolizes life and the brambles are symbolic of life's adversities. 
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	HYPERBOLE (hi-PER-buh-lee) : A bold, deliberate overstatement, e.g., "I'd give my right arm for a piece of pizza." Not intended to be taken literally, it is used as a means of emphasizing the truth of a statement. Sidelight: A type of hyperbole in which the exaggeration magnified so greatly that it refers to an impossibility is called an adynaton. 
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	LITOTES (LIH-tuh-teez, pl. LIH-toh-teez) : A type of meiosis (understatement) in which an affirmative is expressed by the negative of the contrary, as in "not unhappy" or "a poet of no small stature." 
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	IMAGERY, IMAGE: The elements in a literary work used to evoke mental images, not only of the visual sense, but of sensation and emotion as well. While most commonly used in reference to figurative language, imagery is a variable term which can apply to any and all components of a poem that evoke sensory experience, whether figurative or literal, and also applies to the concrete things so imaged. 
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	FIGURE OF SOUND : Sometimes called sound devices, these include onomatopoeia, alliteration, assonance, consonance, euphony, resonance, and others. Not all of these are considered figures of speech, exactly, but they're included here because they're part of what you'll find it you look closely at the language and word choice of may poem. They work hand-in-hand with rhythm and all types of rhyme. 
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	ALLITERATION: Also called head rhyme or initial rhyme, the repetition of the initial sounds (usually consonants) of stressed syllables in neighboring words or at short intervals within a line or passage, usually at word beginnings, as in "wild and woolly" or the line from Shelley's The Cloud: I bear light shade for the leaves when laid Sidelight: Alliteration has a gratifying effect on the sound, gives a reinforcement to stresses, and can also serve as a subtle connection or emphasis of key words in the line, but alliterated words should not "call attention" to themselves by strained usage. 
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	ASSONANCE : The relatively close juxtaposition of the same or similar vowel sounds, but with different end consonants in a line or passage, thus a vowel rhyme, as in the words, date and fade. 
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	ONOMATOPOEIA (ahn-uh-mah-tuh-PEE-uh): Strictly speaking, the formation or use of words which imitate sounds, like whispering, clang and sizzle, but the term is generally expanded to refer to any word whose sound is suggestive of its meaning. Sidelight: Because sound is an important part of poetry, the use of onomatopoeia is another subtle weapon in the poet's arsenal for the transfer of sense impressions through imagery, as in Keats' "The murmurous haunt of flies on summer eves," in Ode to a Nightingale.. Sidelight: Though impossible to prove, some philologists (linguistic scientists) believe that all language originated through the onomatopoeic formation of words. 

	[image: image13.jpg]



	CACOPHONY (cack-AH-fuh-nee or cack-AW-fuh-nee) : Discordant sounds in the jarring juxtaposition of harsh letters or syllables, sometimes inadvertent, but often deliberately used in poetry for effect, as in the lines from Whitman's The Dalliance of Eagles: 

      The clinching interlocking claws, a living, fierce, gyrating wheel,
      Four beating wings, two beaks, a swirling mass tight grappling,
      In tumbling turning clustering loops, straight downward falling, 

Sidelight: Sound devices are important to poetic effects; to create sounds appropriate to the content, the poet may sometimes prefer to achieve a cacophonous effect instead of the more commonly sought-for euphony. The use of words with the consonants b, k and p, for example, produce harsher sounds than the soft f and v or the liquid l, m and n. 
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	CAESURA (siz-YUR-uh): A rhythmic break or pause in the flow of sound which is commonly introduced in about the middle of a line of verse, but may be varied for different effects. Usually placed between syllables rhythmically connected in order to aid the recital as well as to convey the meaning more clearly, it is a pause dictated by the sense of the content or by natural speech patterns, rather than by metrics. It may coincide with conventional punctuation marks, but not necessarily. A caesura within a line is indicated in scanning by the symbol (||), as in the first line of Emily Dickinson's, I'm Nobody! Who Are You? 

I'm no | body! || Who are | you? 

Sidelight: As a grammatical, rhythmic, and dramatic device, as well as an effective means of avoiding monotony, the caesura is a powerful weapon in the skilled poet's arsenal. 

Sidelight: Since caesura and pause are often used interchangeably, it is better to use metrical pause for the type of "rest" which compensates for the omission of a syllable. 


Figure of speech

From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia

Jump to: navigation, search 

"Figures of speech" redirects here. For the hip hop group, see Figures of Speech.

A figure of speech is the use of a word or words diverging from its usual meaning. It can also be a special repetition, arrangement or omission of words with literal meaning, or a phrase with a specialized meaning not based on the literal meaning of the words in it, as in idiom, metaphor, simile, hyperbole, or personification. Figures of speech often provide emphasis, freshness of expression, or clarity. However, clarity may also suffer from their use, as any figure of speech introduces an ambiguity between literal and figurative interpretation. A figure of speech is sometimes called a rhetorical figure or a locution.

Not all theories of meaning have a concept of "literal language" (see literal and figurative language). Under theories that do not, figure of speech is not an entirely coherent concept.

Rhetoric originated as the study of the ways in which a source text can be transformed to suit the goals of the person reusing the material. For this goal, classical rhetoric detected four fundamental operations[1] that can be used to transform a sentence or a larger portion of a text: expansion, abridgement, switching, transferring.
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The four fundamental operations
Main article: Rhetorical operations
The four fundamental operations, or categories of change, governing the formation of all figures of speech are:[1]
· addition (adiection), also called repetition/expansion/superabundance

· omission (detractio), also called subtraction/abridgement/lack

· transposition (transmutatio), also called transferring

· permutation (immutatio), also called switching/interchange/substitution/transmutation

These four operations were detected by classical rhetoricians, and still serve to encompass the various figures of speech. Originally these were called, in Latin, the four operations of quadripartita ratio. The ancient surviving text mentioning them, although not recognizing them as the four fundamental principles, is the Rhetorica ad Herennium, of unknown authorship, where they are called πλεονασμός (addition), ἔνδεια (omission), μετάθεσις (transposition) and ἐναλλαγή (permutation).[2] Quintillian then mentioned them in Institutio Oratoria.[3] Philo of Alexandria also listed them as addition (πρόσθεσις), subtraction (ἀφαίρεσις), transposition (μετάθεσις), and transmutation (ἀλλοίωσις).[4]
Examples
The figure of speech comes in many varieties. The aim is to use the language inventively to accentuate the effect of what is being said. A few examples follow:

· "Around the rugged rocks the rugged rascal ran" is an example of alliteration, where the consonant r is used repeatedly. Whereas, "Sister Suzy sewing socks for soldiers" is a particular form of alliteration called sibilance, because it repeats the letter s. Both are commonly used in poetry.

· "She would run up the stairs and then a new set of curtains" is a variety of zeugma called a syllepsis. Run up refers to ascending and also to manufacturing. The effect is enhanced by the momentary suggestion, through a pun, that she might be climbing up the curtains. The ellipsis or omission of the second use of the verb makes the reader think harder about what is being said.

· "Military Intelligence is an oxymoron" is the use of direct sarcasm to suggest that the military would have no intelligence. This might be considered to be a satire and a terse aphorism. "But he's a soldier, so he has to be an Einstein" is the use of sarcasm through irony for the same effect. The use of hyperbole by using the word Einstein calls attention to the ironic intent. An Einstein is an example of synecdoche, as it uses a particular name to represent a class of people: geniuses.

· "I had butterflies in my stomach" is a metaphor, referring to my nervousness feeling as if there were flying insects in my stomach. To say "it was like having some butterflies in my stomach" would be a simile, because it uses the word like which is missing in the metaphor.

Categories of figures of speech
Scholars of classical Western rhetoric have divided figures of speech into two main categories: schemes and tropes. Schemes (from the Greek schēma, form or shape) are figures of speech that change the ordinary or expected pattern of words. For example, the phrase, "John, my best friend" uses the scheme known as apposition. Tropes (from the Greek tropein, to turn) change the general meaning of words. An example of a trope is irony, which is the use of words to convey the opposite of their usual meaning ("For Brutus is an honorable man; / So are they all, all honorable men").

During the Renaissance, scholars meticulously enumerated and classified figures of speech. Henry Peacham, for example, in his The Garden of Eloquence (1577), enumerated 184 different figures of speech. Professor Robert DiYanni, in his book "Literature - Reading Fiction, Poetry, Drama and the Essay" [5] wrote: "Rhetoricians have catalogued more than 250 different figures of speech, expressions or ways of using words in a nonliteral sense.".

For simplicity, this article divides the figures between schemes and tropes, but does not further sub-classify them (e.g., "Figures of Disorder"). Within each category, words are listed alphabetically. Most entries link to a page that provides greater detail and relevant examples, but a short definition is placed here for convenience. Some of those listed may be considered rhetorical devices, which are similar in many ways.

Schemes
Main article: Scheme (linguistics)
· accumulation: Summary of previous arguments in a forceful manner

· adnomination: Repetition of a word with a change in letter or sound

· alliteration: Series of words that begin with the same consonant or sound alike

· adynaton: hyperbole taken to such extreme lengths as to suggest a complete impossibility.

· anacoluthon: Change in the syntax within a sentence

· anadiplosis: Repetition of a word at the end of a clause at the beginning of another

· anaphora: Repetition of the same word or group of words at the beginning of successive clauses

· anastrophe: Inversion of the usual word order

· anticlimax: Arrangement of words in order of decreasing importance

· antimetabole: Repetition of words in successive clauses, in reverse order

· antistrophe: Repetition of the same word or phrase at the end of successive clauses (see epistrophe)

· antithesis: Juxtaposition of opposing or contrasting ideas

· aphorismus: Statement that calls into question the definition of a word

· aposiopesis: Breaking off or pausing speech for dramatic or emotional effect

· apostrophe: Directing the attention away from the audience and to a personified abstraction

· apposition: Placing of two elements side by side, in which the second defines the first

· assonance: Repetition of vowel sounds, most commonly within a short passage of verse

· asteismus: Facetious or mocking answer that plays on a word

· asyndeton: Omission of conjunctions between related clauses

· cacophony: Juxtaposition of words producing a harsh sound

· cataphora: Co-reference of one expression with another expression which follows it (example: If you need one, there's a towel in the top drawer.)

· classification: Linking a proper noun and a common noun with an article

· chiasmus: Word order in one clause is inverted in the other (inverted parallelism).

· climax: Arrangement of words in order of increasing importance

· commoratio: Repetition of an idea, re-worded

· conversion (linguistics): An unaltered transformation of a word of one word class into another word class

· consonance: Repetition of consonant sounds, most commonly within a short passage of verse

· dystmesis: A synonym for tmesis
· ellipsis: Omission of words

· enallage: Substitution of forms that are grammatically different, but have the same meaning

· enjambment: Breaking of a syntactic unit (a phrase, clause, or sentence) by the end of a line or between two verses

· enthymeme: Informal method of presenting a syllogism

· epanalepsis: Repetition of the initial word or words of a clause or sentence at the end of the clause or sentence

· epistrophe: (also known as antistrophe) Repetition of the same word or group of words at the end of successive clauses. The counterpart of anaphora
· euphony: Opposite of cacophony - i.e. pleasant sounding

· hendiadys: Use of two nouns to express an idea when the normal structure would be a noun and a modifier

· hendiatris: Use of three nouns to express one idea

· homeoptoton: in a flexive language the use the first and last words of a sentence in the same forms

· homographs: Words that are identical in spelling but different in origin and meaning

· homonyms: Words that are identical with each other in pronunciation and spelling, but differing in origin and meaning

· homophones:Words that are identical with each other in pronunciation but differing in origin and meaning

· hypallage: Changing the order of words so that they are associated with words normally associated with others

· hyperbaton: Unusual or inverted word order

· hyperbole: Exaggeration of a statement

· hysteron proteron: The inversion of the usual temporal or causal order between two elements

· isocolon: Use of parallel structures of the same length in successive clauses

· internal rhyme: Using two or more rhyming words in the same sentence

· kenning: A metonymic compound where the terms together form a sort of anecdote
· merism: Referring to a whole by enumerating some of its parts

· non sequitur: Statement that bears no relationship to the context preceding

· onomatopoeia: Word that imitates a real sound (e.g. tick-tock or boom)

· paradiastole: Repetition of the disjunctive pair "neither" and "nor"

· parallelism: The use of similar structures in two or more clauses

· paraprosdokian: Unexpected ending or truncation of a clause

· parenthesis: Insertion of a clause or sentence in a place where it interrupts the natural flow of the sentence

· paroemion: Resolute alliteration in which every word in a sentence or phrase begins with the same letter

· parrhesia: Speaking openly or boldly, or apologizing for doing so (declaring to do so)

· perissologia: The fault of wordiness

· pleonasm: Use of superfluous or redundant words

· polyptoton: Repetition of words derived from the same root

· polysyndeton: Repetition of conjunctions

· pun: When a word or phrase is used in two(or more) different senses

· repetition: Repeated usage of word(s)/group of words in the same sentence to create a poetic/rhythmic effect

· sibilance: Repetition of letter 's', it is a form of alliteration
· sine dicendo: A statement that is so obvious it need not be stated, and if stated, it seems almost pointless (e.g. 'It's always in the last place you look.')

· spoonerism: Interchanging of (usually initial) letters of words with amusing effect

· superlative: Declaring something the best within its class i.e. the ugliest, the most precious

· symploce: Simultaneous use of anaphora and epistrophe: the repetition of the same word or group of words at the beginning and the end of successive clauses

· synchysis: Interlocked word order

· synesis: Agreement of words according to the sense, and not the grammatical form

· synizesis: Pronunciation of two juxtaposed vowels or diphthongs as a single sound

· synonymia: Use of two or more synonyms in the same clause or sentence

· tautology: Redundancy due to superfluous qualification; saying the same thing twice

· tmesis: Division of the elements of a compound word

· zeugma: The using of one verb for two actions

Tropes
Main article: Trope (linguistics)
· allegory: Extended metaphor in which a story is told to illustrate an important attribute of the subject

· alliteration: Repetition of the first consonant sound in a phrase.

· allusion: Indirect reference to another work of literature or art

· anacoenosis: Posing a question to an audience, often with the implication that it shares a common interest with the speaker

· antanaclasis: A form of pun in which a word is repeated in two different senses

· anthimeria: Substitution of one part of speech for another, often turning a noun into a verb

· anthropomorphism: Ascribing human characteristics to something that is not human, such as an animal or a god (see zoomorphism)

· antimetabole: Repetition of words in successive clauses, but in transposed grammatical order

· antiphrasis: Word or words used contradictory to their usual meaning, often with irony

· antonomasia: Substitution of a phrase for a proper name or vice versa

· aphorism: Tersely phrased statement of a truth or opinion, an adage

· apophasis: Invoking an idea by denying its invocation

· apostrophe: Addressing a thing, an abstraction or a person not present

· archaism: Use of an obsolete, archaic, word (a word used in olden language, e.g. Shakespeare's language)

· auxesis: Form of hyperbole, in which a more important sounding word is used in place of a more descriptive term

· bathos: Pompous speech with a ludicrously mundane worded anti-climax
· catachresis: Mixed metaphor (sometimes used by design and sometimes a rhetorical fault)

· circumlocution: "Talking around" a topic by substituting or adding words, as in euphemism or periphrasis
· commiseration: Evoking pity in the audience

· correctio: Linguistic device used for correcting one's mistakes, a form of which is epanorthosis
· denominatio: Another word for metonymy
· double negative: Grammar construction that can be used as an expression and it is the repetition of negative words

· dysphemism: Substitution of a harsher, more offensive, or more disagreeable term for another. Opposite of euphemism
· epanorthosis: Immediate and emphatic self-correction, often following a slip of the tongue
· enumeratio: A form of amplification in which a subject is divided, detailing parts, causes, effects, or consequences to make a point more forcibly

· epanodos: Repetition in a sentence with a reversal of words. Example: The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath

· erotema: Synonym for rhetorical question
· euphemism: Substitution of a less offensive or more agreeable term for another

· exclamation: An emphatic parenthetic addition that is complete in itself, exclamation differs from interjection in that it usually involves an emotional response.

· hermeneia: Repetition for the purpose of interpreting what has already been said

· humour: Provoking laughter and providing amusement

· hyperbaton: Words that naturally belong together are separated from each other for emphasis or effect

· hyperbole: Use of exaggerated terms for emphasis

· hypocatastasis: An implication or declaration of resemblance that does not directly name both terms

· hypophora: Answering one's own rhetorical question at length

· hysteron proteron: Reversal of anticipated order of events; a form of hyperbaton

· innuendo: Having a hidden meaning in a sentence that makes sense whether it is detected or not

· inversion: A reversal of normal word order, especially the placement of a verb ahead of the subject (subject-verb inversion).

· invocation: Apostrophe to a god or muse

· irony: Use of word in a way that conveys a meaning opposite to its usual meaning

· kataphora: Repetition of a cohesive device at the end

· litotes: Emphasizing the magnitude of a statement by denying its opposite

· malapropism: Using a word through confusion with a word that sounds similar

· meiosis: Use of understatement, usually to diminish the importance of something

· merism: Statement of opposites to indicate reality

· metalepsis: Referring to something through reference to another thing to which it is remotely related

· metaphor: Stating one entity is another for the purpose of comparing them in quality

· metonymy: Substitution of an associated word to suggest what is really meant

· neologism: The use of a word or term that has recently been created, or has been in use for a short time. Opposite of archaism
· onomatopoeia: Words that sound like their meaning

· oxymoron: Using two terms together, that normally contradict each other

· parable: Extended metaphor told as an anecdote to illustrate or teach a moral lesson

· paradox: Use of apparently contradictory ideas to point out some underlying truth

· paradiastole: Extenuating a vice in order to flatter or soothe

· paraprosdokian: Phrase in which the latter part causes a rethinking or reframing of the beginning

· parallel irony: An ironic juxtaposition of sentences or situations (informal)

· paralipsis: Drawing attention to something while pretending to pass it over

· parody: Humouristic imitation

· paronomasia: A form of pun, in which words similar in sound but with different meanings are used

· pathetic fallacy: Using a word that refers to a human action on something non-human

· periphrasis: Using several words instead of few

· personification/prosopopoeia/anthropomorphism: Attributing or applying human qualities to inanimate objects, animals, or natural phenomena

· praeteritio: Another word for paralipsis
· procatalepsis: Refuting anticipated objections as part of the main argument

· prolepsis: Another word for procatalepsis
· proslepsis: Extreme form of paralipsis in which the speaker provides great detail while feigning to pass over a topic

· proverb: Succinct or pithy expression of what is commonly observed and believed to be true

· pun: Play on words that will have two meanings

· rhetorical question: Asking a question as a way of asserting something. Asking a question which already has the answer hidden in it. Or asking a question not for the sake of getting an answer but for asserting something (or as in a poem for creating a poetic effect)

· satire: Humoristic criticism of society

· sensory detail Imagery: sight, sound, taste, touch, smell

· simile: Comparison between two things using like or as
· snowclone: Quoted or misquoted cliché or phrasal template
· superlative: Saying that something is the best of something or has the most of some quality, e.g. the ugliest, the most precious etc.

· syllepsis: Form of pun, in which a single word is used to modify two other words, with which it normally would have differing meanings

· syncatabasis (condescension, accommodation): adaptation of style to the level of the audience

· synecdoche: Form of metonymy, in which a part stands for the whole

· synesthesia: Description of one kind of sense impression by using words that normally describe another.

· tautology: Needless repetition of the same sense in different words Example: The children gathered in a round circle

· transferred epithet: Placing of an adjective with what appears to be the incorrect noun

· truism: a self-evident statement

· tricolon diminuens: Combination of three elements, each decreasing in size

· tricolon crescens: Combination of three elements, each increasing in size

· zeugma: A figure of speech related to syllepsis, but different in that the word used as a modifier is not compatible with one of the two words it modifies

· zoomorphism: Applying animal characteristics to humans or gods

What Is a Metaphor? 

Some people think of metaphors as nothing more than the sweet stuff of songs and poems--Love is a jewel, or a rose, or a butterfly. But in fact all of us speak and write and think in metaphors every day. They can't be avoided: metaphors are built right into our language.
Here we'll take a look at some of the different kinds of metaphors, with examples drawn from advertisements, poems, essays, songs, and TV programs.
A metaphor, as defined in our glossary, is a figure of speech in which an implied comparison is made between two unlike things that actually have something important in common. The word metaphor itself is a metaphor, coming from a Greek word meaning to "transfer" or "carry across." Metaphors "carry" meaning from one word, image, or idea to another.

When Dr. Gregory House (in the TV series House, M.D.) says, "I'm a night owl, Wilson's an early bird. We're different species," he's speaking metaphorically. When Dr. Cuddy replies, "Then move him into his own cage," she's extending House's bird metaphor--which he caps off with the remark, "Who'll clean the droppings from mine?"

Calling a person a "night owl" or an "early bird" is an example of a common (or conventional) metaphor--one that most native speakers will readily understand. Let's look at some of the different ways a single conventional metaphor can be used.

Conventional Metaphors

Some metaphors are so common that we may not even notice that they are metaphors. Take the familiar metaphor of life as a journey, for example. We find it in advertising slogans: 

· "Life is a journey, travel it well."
(United Airlines)

· "Life is a journey. Enjoy the Ride."
(Nissan)

· "Life is a journey. Enjoy the ride with a GM reward card."
(General Motors)

· "Life's a journey--travel light"
(Hugo Boss Perfume)

The same metaphor appears in the lyrics to the Aerosmith song "Amazing": 

Life's a journey not a destination
And I just can't tell just what tomorrow brings.
(from the album A Little South Of Sanity)

And though worded differently, the journey metaphor appears again in the chorus to "He Ain't Heavy, He's My Brother," a pop song composed by Bobby Scott and Bob Russell: 

It's a long, long road
From which there is no return.
While we're on the way to there
Why not share?

Poets also make use of the journey metaphor, as in this well-known work by Robert Frost, "The Road Not Taken": 

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,
And sorry I could not travel both
And be one traveler, long I stood
And looked down one as far as I could
To where it bent in the undergrowth.

Then took the other, as just as fair,
And having perhaps the better claim,
Because it was grassy and wanted wear;
Though as for that the passing there
Had worn them really about the same.

And both that morning equally lay
In leaves no step had trodden black.
Oh, I kept the first for another day!
Yet knowing how way leads on to way,
I doubted if I should ever come back.

I shall be telling this with a sigh
Somewhere ages and ages hence:
Two roads diverged in a wood, and I--
I took the one less traveled by,
And that has made all the difference.

And then there's Isaac Asimov's updated version of the metaphor: "Life is a journey, but don't worry, you'll find a parking spot at the end."

These varied examples all make use of the same basic journey metaphor, though in different ways. In More Than Cool Reason: A Field Guide to Poetic Metaphor (1989), George Lakoff and Mark Turner describe how accustomed we have become to this metaphor: 

When we think of life as purposeful, we think of it as having destinations and paths toward those destinations, which makes life a journey. We can speak of children as "getting off to a good start" in life and of the aged as being "at the end of the trail." We describe people as "making their way in life." People worry about whether they "are getting anywhere" with their lives, and about "giving their lives some direction." People who "know where they're going in life" are generally admired. In discussing options, one may say "I don't know which path to take." When Robert Frost says, 

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I--
I took the one less traveled by,
And that has made all the difference
("The Road Not Taken")

we typically read him as discussing options for how to live life, and as claiming that he chose to do things differently than most other people do.

This reading comes from our implicit knowledge of the structure of the LIFE IS A JOURNEY metaphor.

In other words, we think metaphorically--whether we're aware of it or not.

Visual Metaphors
Now let's look at another type of poetic metaphor: 

 (a leaf falls) loneliness

As you may have noticed, this short poem by E.E. Cummings (or, as he preferred, e.e. cummings) is actually a double metaphor. He associates loneliness with the falling of a leaf, and also visualizes the experience by isolating letters as they fall down the page.

Modern advertising relies heavily on visual metaphors. For example, in an ad for the banking firm Morgan Stanley (circa 1995), a man is pictured bungee jumping off a cliff. Two words serve to explain this visual metaphor: a dotted line from the jumper's head points to the word "You"; another line from the end of the bungee cord points to "Us." The metaphorical message--of safety and security provided in times of risk--is conveyed through a single dramatic image.

More Examples of Metaphors

In Using Similes and Metaphors to Enrich Our Writing, we consider how these figures of speech are more than just ornaments or decorative accessories. Metaphors are also ways of thinking, offering our readers (and ourselves) fresh ways of examining ideas and viewing the world.

· "Love is the wild card of existence."
(Rita Mae Brown, In Her Day)

· "Love is a homeless guy searching for treasure in the middle of the rain and finding a bag of gold coins and slowly finding out they're all filled with chocolate and even though he's heart broken, he can't complain because he was hungry in the first place."
(Bo Burnham, "Love Is")

· "Before I met my husband, I'd never fallen in love. I'd stepped in it a few times."
(Rita Rudner)

· "Time, you thief"
(Leigh Hunt, "Rondeau")

· "Memory is a crazy woman that hoards colored rags and throws away food."
(Austin O'Malley)

· "Life is a zoo in a jungle."
(Peter De Vries)

· "Life is a game played on us while we are playing other games."
(Evan Esar)

Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Metaphor 
The Different Types of Metaphors

By Richard Nordquist, About.com Guide

Metaphors aren't merely the candy sprinkles on the doughnut of language, not just embellishments to the music of poetry and prose. Metaphors (as discussed in What Is a Metaphor?) are ways of thinking--and also ways of shaping the thoughts of others.

All of us, every day, speak and write and think in metaphors. In fact, it's hard to imagine how we'd get by without them. And because figurative comparisons lie at the heart of language and thought, they have been pinned down and picked apart by scholars in a wide variety of disciplines.

Of course, everyone knows what happens when gangs of professors set about to study a subject intensely. They analyze, classify, describe, explain, evaluate, and inevitably rename whatever it is they have been looking at.

And so it has been with metaphors. There are countless ways of looking at them, thinking about them, and using them. But in deference to the metaphorical blackbirds of Wallace Stevens ("The blackbird whirled in the autumn winds./It was a small part of the pantomime"), here are just 13 of them. (For examples of each type of metaphor, follow the links.)

1. Absolute Metaphor
A metaphor in which one of the terms (the tenor) can't be readily distinguished from the other (the vehicle).

2. Complex Metaphor
A metaphor in which the literal meaning is expressed through more than one figurative term (a combination of primary metaphors).

3. Conceptual Metaphor
A metaphor in which one idea (or conceptual domain) is understood in terms of another.

4. Conventional Metaphor
A familiar comparison that doesn't call attention to itself as a figure of speech.

5. Creative Metaphor
An original comparison that does call attention to itself as a figure of speech.

6. Dead Metaphor
A figure of speech that has lost its force and imaginative effectiveness through frequent use.

7. Extended Metaphor
A comparison between two unlike things that continues throughout a series of sentences in a paragraph or lines in a poem.

8. Mixed Metaphor
A succession of incongruous or ludicrous comparisons.

9. Primary Metaphor
A basic, intuitively understood metaphor--such as KNOWING IS SEEING or TIME IS MOTION--that may be combined with other primary metaphors to produce complex metaphors.

10. Root Metaphor
An image, narrative, or fact that shapes an individual's perception of the world and interpretation of reality.

11. Submerged Metaphor
A type of metaphor in which one of the terms (either the vehicle or tenor) is implied rather than stated explicitly.

12. Therapeutic Metaphor
A metaphor used by a therapist to assist a client in the process of personal transformation.

13. Visual Metaphor
The representation of a person, place, thing, or idea by way of a visual image that suggests a particular association or point of similarity.

Regardless of the types of metaphors you favor, keep in mind Aristotle's observation 2,500 years ago in Rhetoric: "Those words are most pleasant which give us new knowledge. Strange words have no meaning for us; common terms we know already. It is metaphor which gives us most of this pleasure."

Using Similes and Metaphors to Enrich Our Writing (Part 1) 

By Richard Nordquist, About.com Guide

Consider these two sentences from Leonard Gardner's novel Fat City:

The stooped forms inched in an uneven line, like a wave, across the onion field.

Occasionally there was a gust of wind, and he was engulfed by sudden rustling and flickering shadows as a high spiral of onion skins fluttered about him like a swarm of butterflies.

Each of these sentences contains a simile: that is, a comparison (usually introduced by like or as) between two things that are generally not alike--such as a line of migrant workers and a wave, or onion skins and a swarm of butterflies.

Writers use similes to explain things, to express emotion, and to make their writing more vivid and entertaining. Discovering fresh similes to use in your own writing also means discovering new ways to look at your subjects.

Metaphors also offer figurative comparisons, but these are implied rather than introduced by like or as. See if you can identify the implied comparisons in these two sentences:

The farm was crouched on a bleak hillside, where its fields, fanged in flints, dropped steeply to the village of Howling a mile away.
(Stella Gibbons, Cold Comfort Farm)

Time rushes toward us with its hospital tray of infinitely varied narcotics, even while it is preparing us for its inevitably fatal operation.
(Tennessee Williams, The Rose Tattoo)

The first sentence uses the metaphor of a beast "crouched" and "fanged in flints" to describe the farm and the fields. In the second sentence, time is compared to a doctor attending a doomed patient.

Similes and metaphors are often used in descriptive writing to create vivid sight and sound images, as in these two sentences:

Over my head the clouds thicken, then crack and split like a roar of cannonballs tumbling down a marble staircase; their bellies open--too late to run now!--and suddenly the rain comes down.
(Edward Abbey, Desert Solitaire)

The seabirds glide down to the water--stub-winged cargo planes--land awkwardly, taxi with fluttering wings and stamping paddle feet, then dive.
(Franklin Russell, "A Madness of Nature")

The first sentence above contains both a simile ("a roar like that of cannonballs") and a metaphor ("their bellies open") in its dramatization of a thunderstorm. The second sentence uses the metaphor of "stub-winged cargo planes" to describe the movements of the seabirds. In both cases, the figurative comparisons offer the reader a fresh and interesting way of looking at the thing being described.

Similes and metaphors can be used to convey ideas as well as offer striking images. Consider the simile in the first sentence below and the extended metaphor in the second:

We walk through volumes of the unexpressed and like snails leave behind a faint thread excreted out of ourselves.
(John Updike, "The Blessed Man of Boston")

I am a camera with its shutter open, quite passive, recording, not thinking. Recording the man shaving at the window opposite and the woman in the kimono washing her hair. Some day, all this will have to be developed, carefully printed, fixed."
(Christopher Isherwood, The Berlin Stories)

Metaphors and similes can not only make our writing more interesting but also help us to think more carefully about our subjects. Put another way, metaphors and similes are not just pretty ornaments; they are ways of thinking.

How do we begin to create metaphors and similes? For one thing, we must be ready to play with language and ideas. A comparison like the following, for example, might appear in an early draft of an essay:

Laura sang like an old cat.

As we revise our draft, we might try adding more details to the comparison to make it more precise and interesting:

When Laura sang, she sounded like a cat sliding down a chalkboard.

Be alert to the ways in which other writers use similes and metaphors in their work. (Note, in particular, the essays by E. B. White and Virginia Woolf in our Essay Samplers.) Then, as you revise your own paragraphs and essays, see if you can make your descriptions more vivid and your ideas clearer by creating original similes and metaphors.

Practice Using Similes and Metaphors

Here is an exercise that will give you some practice in creating figurative comparisons. For each of the statements below, make up a simile or a metaphor that helps to explain each statement and make it more vivid. If several ideas come to you, jot them all down. When you're done, compare your response to the first sentence with the sample comparisons at the end of the exercise.

1. George has been working at the same automobile factory six days a week, ten hours a day, for the past twelve years.
(Use a simile or a metaphor to show how worn out George was feeling.) 

2. Katie had been working all day in the summer sun.
(Use a simile or a metaphor to show how hot and tired Katie was feeling.) 

3. This is Kim Su's first day at college, and she is in the middle of a chaotic morning registration session.
(Use a simile or a metaphor to show either how confused Kim feels or how chaotic the entire session is.) 

4. Victor spent his entire summer vacation watching quiz shows and soap operas on television.
(Use a simile or a metaphor to describe the state of Victor's mind by the end of his vacation.) 

5. After all the troubles of the past few weeks, Sandy felt peaceful at last.
(Use a simile or a metaphor to describe how peaceful or relieved Sandy was feeling.)

Sample Responses to Sentence #1
a. George felt as worn out as the elbows on his work shirt.
b. George felt as worn out as an old phonograph record.
c. George felt worn out, like an old punching bag.
d. George felt as worn out as the rusted Impala that carried him to work every day.
e. George felt as worn out as an old joke that was never very funny in the first place.
f. George felt worn out and useless--just another broken fan belt, a burst radiator hose, a stripped wing nut, a discharged battery.

