Figurative Language

Figures of Speech:  a form of expression in which words are used out of their usual sense in order to make the meaning more specific.  Types are as follows:

1. simile:  a comparison between two unlike things using the words like, as, than, seems, or resembles

a. The road was like a ribbon of moonlight.

2. alliteration:  a repetition of the starting consonant, consonant blend, end consonant, or first syllable in two or more adjacent or near by words

a. Suzy sells seashells by the seashore…

3. allusion:  a reference to history or literature, including the Bible and mythology

a. “My father has the patience of Job.”

4. analogy:  a comparison between two things to show how they are alike

a. “Imagination is your staircase to adventure.”

5. assonance:  the repetition of similar vowel sounds; gives a musical quality and unifies stanzas and passages

a. In “Song of Myself #33,” Walt Whitman writes,

“Tumbling walls buried me in their debris,

Heat and smoke I inspired, I heard the yelling shouts of my comrades,

I heard the distant click or their picks and shovels.” 

6. anthropomorphism:  attributing human characteristics, thoughts, and feelings to inanimate objects or, more commonly, animals

a. Animal Farm, by George Orwell

b. Charlotte’s Web, by E. B. White

c. Peter Rabbit, by Beatrix Potter

7. anadiplosis:  repetition, at the start of a phrase, of the word or phrase with which the previous group of words ended; used for emphasis by speechmakers as well as writers

a. He was busy, busy as a bee.

b. They were attacked by hunger, hunger so deep they could feel it in their bones.

8. catalogue:  a list

a. The following is an example from “Song of Myself” by Walt Whitman:  “I hear bravuras of birds, bustle of growing wheat, gossip of flames, clack of sticks cooking my meals.”

9. consonance:  the repetition of final consonant sounds after different vowel sounds; the vowels may be the same but their sounds are different

a. blood, wood, food; tick-tock; strut, fret

10. hyperbole:  over-exaggeration is used for emphasis or effect

a. “I’ve told you a billion times to close that door tightly.”

b. Mark Twain, the master of hyperbole, writes about Jim in Huckleberry Finn:  When Tom Sawyer takes the sleeping Jim’s hat and hangs it on a limb of a tree, Jim overreacts:  “Afterward Jim said the witches bewitched him and put him in a trance, and rode him all over the state, and then set him under the tree again, and hung his hat on a limb to show who done it.”

11. irony:  the three types of irony include the following

a. verbal irony:  saying the opposite of what is meant

i. In Julius Caesar, Antony refers to Brutus as “an honorable man” when Antony really despises Brutus for murdering Caesar.

b. dramatic irony:  occurs when the reader or audience knows something that a character does not know, so that words or actions have meanings about which a character is unaware

i. For example, in Romeo and Juliet, Juliet drinks a potion given to her by Friar Laurence and is in a state like death in her room while the audience watches her family prepare the downstairs hall for a wedding that will never take place.

c. Situational irony:  when what actually happens is different from what is expected to happen

i. We see this in Poe’s “Cask of Amontillado” when Montressor “insists” that Fortunato leave the catacombs because of his persistent cough, but we know that Montressor is actually luring Fortunato deeper into the catacombs.

12. metaphor:  a comparison between two unlike things without using the words “like, as, than, seems, or resembles”

a. directly stated metaphor:  from Anne Sexton’s poem “Young”:  “…my mother’s window a funnel 

of yellow heat running out,

my father’s window, half shut,

an eye where sleepers pass…”



(Sexton compares her mother’s window to a funnel and 

                   her father’s window to an eye.)

b. implied metaphor:  the two terms of the comparison are not directly stated

i. from The Narrative of Frederick Douglass, “It was a glorious resurrection from the tomb of slavery to the heaven of freedom.”

(Douglass compares freedom to the resurrection of Jesus Christ.)

c. dead metaphor:  a metaphor used so often that it has lost its freshness and intensity

i. “father is the breadwinner”

d. mixed metaphor:  a metaphor which fails because its two parts are incompatible

i. “sly as a kitten”

13. onomatopoeia:  words which suggest or sound like their meanings

a. buzz, bang, thump, hiss, pop

14. oxymoron:  a combination of words which are apparently contradictory

a. deafening silence, bittersweet, cold fire, jumbo shrimp

15. personification:  inanimate objects or abstractions are given human qualities or described in human form

a. The leaves danced across the lawn.

b. The lawn chair did a back flip in the wind.

c. Fatigue crept up on the runner.

16. imagery:  the use of words to appeal to the readers senses

a. sight:  the gleaming knives

b. smell:  the clean pine-board of crated produce

c. sound:  the roaring fire

d. touch:  the baby’s satiny skin

