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III.  SEMANTIC 

 

simile 

❧ A figure of speech (more specifically a trope) that compares two distinct things by using 
words such as like or as to link them together.  

Simile is distinguished from metaphor, another trope that associates two distinct things, but 
without the use of a connective word. To say “That child is like a cyclone” is to use a simile, 
whereas to say “That child is a cyclone” is to use a metaphor. In either case, the cyclone is the 
vehicle, the image used to represent the child, which is the tenor, or subject of the figure. 

 
 Two examples from As You Like It: 
 
 “I can suck melancholy out of a song as a weasel sucks eggs.”  
 (Jaques, 2.5.10-11) 
 
 “Then the whining schoolboy, with his satchel 
 And shining morning face, creeping like snail 
 Unwillingly to school” 
(Jaques, 2.7.146-48) 
 

An epic, or Homeric, simile is an extended and elaborate simile in which the vehicle is 
described at such length that it nearly obscures the tenor. 

 

metaphor (from the Greek ‘carrying from one place to another’)  

❧ A figure of speech, in which one thing, idea, or action is referred to by a word or expression 
normally denoting another thing, idea or action, so as to suggest some common quality shared 
by the two.  

The use of metaphor to create new combinations of ideas is a major feature of poetry, although 
it is quite possible to write poems without metaphors.  

 
 In As You Like It, Orlando compares trees to books, and tree bark to pages of the books: 

 “O Rosalind, these trees shall be my books, 

 And in their barks my thoughts I’ll character.” (3.2.5-6) 

 
Metaphors are more compressed versions of similes, and are sometimes more complex for us to 
understand. 
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Much of our everyday language is also made up of metaphorical words and phrases that pass 
unnoticed as ‘dead’ metaphors, like the branch of an organization. But Shakespeare often takes 
common, conventional, or ‘dead’ metaphors and gives them a new twist or elaboration. So 
Hamlet thinks about the implication of the common image of death as sleep: 

     To die—to sleep.  

To sleep, perchance to dream—ay, there's the rub:  

For in that sleep of death what dreams may come … 

Must give us pause. (Hamlet, 3.1.64-68) 

A mixed metaphor is one in which the combination of qualities suggested is illogical or 
ridiculous, usually as a result of trying to apply two metaphors to one thing. 

 

personification 

❧ A figure of speech or trope, like metaphor, by which animals, abstract ideas, or inanimate 
things are referred to as if they were human, as in Sir Philip Sidney’s line: “Invention, Nature’s 
child, fled stepdame Study’s blows.” 

In drama, the term is sometimes applied to the impersonation of non-human things and ideas 
by human actors.  

“Time travels in divers paces with divers persons. I’ll tell you who Time ambles withal, 
who Time trots withal, who Time gallops withal and who he stands still withal.” (As You 
Like It, 3.2.299-302) 

 
Personification, known in Greek as prosopopoeia, is common in everyday speech: “time flies,” 
“chair legs.” 

It is common in most ages of poetry, particularly in the 18th century.  

It has a special function as the basis of allegory.  

A pathetic fallacy is a limited form of personification, in which human traits and emotions are 
attributed to inanimate nature. Compared to personification in general, the pathetic fallacy is 
narrower in scope, since it applies only to inanimate nature rather than anything non-human, 
and its ‘humanizing’ characterization is typically less sustained. 

 

paradox (from the Greek ‘beside/beyond opinion’)  

❧ Originally a paradox was merely a view that contradicted accepted opinion. By about the 
middle of the 16th century, the word had acquired its now-commonly accepted meaning:  
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an apparently self-contradictory, even absurd statement which, on closer inspection, is found to 
contain a truth reconciling the conflicting opposites. 

 
 Two examples from As You Like It: 
 
 “Sweetest nut hath sourest rind”  
 (Touchstone, 3.2.106) 
 

 “I do desire we may be better strangers.” 
 (Orlando, 3.2.251) 
 

Some paradoxes cannot be resolved into truths, remaining flatly self-contradictory, e.g. 
“Everything I say is a lie.”  

A paradox formed by the juxtaposition of two opposite or contradictory words (rather than by a 
complete statement) is an oxymoron. Consider Romeo’s lament in Romeo and Juliet, a long 
series of oxymorons:  

 O brawling love! O loving hate! … 

O any thing, of nothing first create!  

O heavy lightness! serious vanity!  

Misshapen chaos of well-seeming forms!  

Feather of lead, bright smoke, cold fire, sick health! 

Still-waking sleep, that is not what it is! (1.1.176-81) 

 

 


