Poetry:

Redefinied and Understood

Part III
Figures of Speech

William Shakespeare

(1564-1616)
Sonnet XVIII
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	Shall I compare thee to a summer's day? 

Thou art more lovely and more temperate: 
Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May, 
And summer's lease hath all too short a date: 
Sometime too hot the eye of heaven shines, 
And often is his gold complexion dimm'd; 
And every fair from fair sometime declines, 
By chance, or nature's changing course, untrimm'd; 
But thy eternal summer shall not fade, 
Nor lose possession of that fair thou owest; 
Nor shall Death brag thou wander'st in his shade, 
When in eternal lines to time thou growest; 
So long as men can breathe, or eyes can see, 
So long lives this, and this gives life to thee.




Although figurative language is used in all kinds of writing, poets in particular recognize the power of figures of speech to take readers beyond the literal meaning of a word. For this reason, figures of speech— expressions that suggest more than their literal meanings—are more prominent in poetry than in other kinds of writing. For example, the sonnet by Shakespeare that opens this section compares a loved one to a summer’s day in order to make the point that, unlike the fleeting summer, the loved one will—within the poem—remain forever young. But this sonnet goes beyond the obvious equation (loved one = summers day); Shakespeare’s assertion that his loved one will live forever in his poem actually says more about his own talent and reputation (and about his skillful use of figurative language) than about his loved one’s beauty.

When William Wordsworth opens a poem with “I wandered lonely as a cloud”, he conveys a good deal more than he would if he just said “I wandered, lonely.” By comparing himself in his loneliness to a cloud he suggests that like the cloud he is a part of nature, and that he too is drifting, passive, blown by winds, and lacking will or substance.  With figures of speech such as these, poets suggest a wide spectrum of feelings and associations in very few words. The phrase “I wandered lonely as a cloud” is a simile, a comparison between two unlike items that includes like or as. When an imaginative comparison between two unlike things does not include like or as—that is, when it says “a is b” rather than “a is like b”—it is a metaphor.

Accordingly, when the speaker in Adrienne Rich’s “Living in Sin” speaks of “daylight coming / like a relentless milkman up the stairs,” she is using a strikingly original simile to suggest that daylight brings not the conventional associations of promise and awakening, but routine that is greeted without enthusiasm. This idea is consistent with the rest of the poem, which is a grim account of an un-happy relationship. However, when the speaker in Audre Lorde’s poem says, “Rooming houses are old women”, she uses a metaphor, equating two elements to stress their common associations with emptiness, transience, and hopelessness. In addition, by identifying rooming houses as old women, Lorde is using a special kind of comparison called personification—attributing human traits and characteristics to an inanimate idea or object.
Sometimes, as in Wordsworth’s “1 wandered lonely as a cloud,” a single simile or metaphor can be appreciated for what it communicates on its own. At other times, a simile or metaphor is one of several related figurative comparisons that work together to communicate a poem’s meaning. In still other cases, a single extended simile or extended metaphor is developed throughout a poem. The following poem presents a series of related figurative comparisons. Together, they suggest the depth of the problem the poem explores in a manner that each individual comparison could not do alone.

Langston Hughes
(1902-1967)
Dream Deferred
(1951)
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	What happens to a dream deferred?

Does it dry up
Like a raisin in the sun?
Or fester like a sore--
And then run?
Does it stink like rotten meat?
Or crust and sugar over--
like a syrupy sweet?

Maybe it just sags
like a heavy load.

Or does it explode?


The dream to which Hughes alludes in his 1951 poem is the dream of racial equality.  By extension, it is also the American Dream – or any important unrealized dream.  His speaker offers six tentative answers to the question posed in the poem’s first line, and five of the six presented as similes.  As the poem unfolds, the speaker considers different alternatives:  The dream can shrivel up and die, fester, decay, crust over – or just sag under the weight of the burden those who hold the dream must carry.  In each case, the speaker makes an abstract entity – a dream – into a concrete item – a raisin in the sun, a sore, rotten meat, syrupy candy, a heavy load.  The final line of the poem, italicized for emphasis, gains power less from what it says than for what it leaves unsaid.  Unlike the other alternatives explored in the poem, “Or does it explode?” is not presented as a simile.  Nevertheless, because of the pattern of figurative language the poem has established, readers supply the other, unspoken half of the comparison: “… like a bomb.”
Below are some other poems which explore the use of Metaphor, Simile, and Personification. 

Randall Jarrell
(1914-1965)

The Death of the Ball Turret Gunner
(1945)

From my mother’s sleep I fell into the State

And I hunched in its belly till my wet fur froze.

Six miles from earth, loosed from its dream of life,

I woke to black flak and the nightmare fighters.

When I died they washed me out of the turret with a hose.

Marge Piercy

(1934- )

The Secretary Chant

(1973)
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	My hips are a desk,

From my ears hang

chains of paper clips.

Rubber bands form my hair

My breasts are quills of

mimeograph ink.

My feet bear casters,

Buzz. Click.

My head is a badly organized file.

My head is a switchboard

where crossed lines crackle.

Press my fingers

and in my eyes appear

credit and debit

Zing. Tinkle.

My navel is a reject button.

From my mouth issue canceled reams.

Swollen, heavy, rectangular

I am about to be delivered 

of a baby 

xerox machine.

File me under W

because I wonce

was 

a woman.
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