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Figuring It Out
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For as long as good writers have been putting their quill pens or lead pencils or word processors to paper, they have tried to express themselves in the most colorful, imaginative, descriptive ways possible.

They have tried to create lively, rich word pictures so that their readers could see the images and understand the feelings they were writing about. They have tried to give their readers the taste and smell and feel and sound and look of the scenes they were describing. They have tried to give vivid expression to their feelings and thoughts about people, places, things, and events so that their readers could share these impressions.
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To write vividly, writers often use figures of speech. Figures of speech are special ways of putting words and phrases together to give strong, sharp, clear impressions. This book will introduce you to six of the most frequently used figures of speech and suggest ways that you can use them.

Don’t confuse figures of speech with the parts of speech. The parts of speech are words. Figures of speech are imaginative expressions.

 






	The Parts of Speech

	Figures of Speech




	noun (candle)

	simile




	verb (shouted)

	metaphor




	adjective (amazing)

	hyperbole




	adverb (wildly)

	personification




	pronoun (he)

	onomatopoeia




	preposition (in)

	alliteration




	interjection (gadzooks!)

	(and many more)




	conjunction (and)

	 






 

You always use the parts of speech to write sentences that sometimes contain figures of speech:

 


“Gadzooks!” he shouted wildly during the amazing eclipse.
“The sun just went out like a candle in the wind!”



 

“The sun went out like a candle in the wind” is a perfect example of one of the most popular figures of speech, a simile (SIM-uh-lee). You’ll learn more about similes and five other figures of speech in this book.

Even though these word combinations are called figures of speech, they’re used most often in writing. That’s because when you write, you have more time to think about how you want to express yourself—more time to revise, refine, and polish your ideas—than when you’re just talking. You can use figures of speech to enrich your speech as well, but becoming a more original, dynamic writer is a good way to begin. Write on!


· 1 ·

Similes

Are Like . . .
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Let’s say you’re writing a story and you want to describe your bedroom the night the heat went off. You might write, “My room was cold.” That’s a perfectly good sentence. Or you might want to try to express yourself a little more creatively by writing, “My room was as cold as ice.” This is a simile (SIM-uh-lee). It’s a comparison between the coldness of your room and the coldness of ice. It helps your readers really get the feel of just how cold your room was. Notice that the word as is in the simile.
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In your story, the lady next door is wearing a new hat with fake fruit on it. You could write, “Her hat had a lot of fake fruit on it,” or you could express yourself more figuratively by writing “Her hat looked like a fruit bowl,” another simile. You are comparing your neighbor’s hat with a bowl of fruit. That simile helps your readers get a good image of just what the hat looked like. Notice that the word like is in the simile.

Similes are lively comparisons used to enrich descriptions of people, places, things, emotions, and actions. A simile links two different elements by comparing one with the other in a way that shows how they are actually alike. Readers and listeners know what the two things are (a bedroom and ice; a hat and a fruit bowl), even though they don’t usually think of them together. When you use a simile, you are pointing out some quality or characteristic (color, size, shape, movement, texture, smell, action, emotion, taste, etc.) that the two different things have in common.

A simile always contains either the word like or the word as, because the writer is saying that something is like or the same as something else.

Although you probably didn’t realize it before, you already know some similes very well.
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Mary had a little lamb,


Its fleece was white as snow. . .

Sarah Josepha Hale, “Mary’s Lamb”



 

Here the poet used a simile to say that the lamb’s wool was the same color as snow.
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And he looked like a peddler just opening his pack.

His eyes, how they twinkled! his dimples, how merry!

His cheeks were like roses, his nose like a cherry;

His droll little mouth was drawn up like a bow,

And the beard on his chin was as white as the snow.

Clement Clarke Moore, “A Visit from St. Nicholas”



 

In this one stanza above, the writer used five similes (four with like and one with as) to tell you that Santa Claus’s actions were like those of a peddler, that his cheeks and nose had the same red color as roses and a cherry, that his mouth had the same shape as a bow, and that, like the fleece on Mary’s lamb, Santa’s beard was the same color as snow.
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Twinkle, twinkle, little star,

How I wonder what you are,

Up above the world so high,

Like a diamond in the sky!

Jane Taylor, “The Star”



 

This poet said that a star in the sky shines and sparkles like a diamond that catches the light.

 


. . . as snug as a bug in a rug.

Benjamin Franklin



 

[image:  ]

 

The noted American statesman and inventor made up this famous simile. He was comparing being comfy and cozy to being a tiny insect, safe and secure in a soft, thick carpet or blanket. (In Ben Franklin’s time, rug meant both.)
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Neatly upon his left ear on the callous pavement two waiters pitched Soapy. He arose joint by joint, as a carpenter’s rule opens . . .

O. Henry, “The Cop and the Anthem”



 

In the last sentence above, the great American short story writer O. Henry compared the actions of a man getting up from the sidewalk, limb by limb, to a carpenter’s hinged ruler opening section by section.

Because people have been using effective similes for centuries, there are many similes that have become well known. Here are examples of some of these popular and expressive comparisons. You’ll notice that people are sometimes compared to animals. That’s because writers often think that people act or look the way animals act or look. And people really are animals, after all.
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In the morning, he moves like a snail. No wonder he’s always late.

 

As quick as a wink, he grabbed the cookie and was out the door.

 

Don’t stand there like a statue. Do something.

 

To support her family, she works like a horse.

 

Even in the face of danger, she’s as cool as a cucumber.
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About Clichés

An often-used and familiar expression is called a cliché (klee-SHAY). Creative people usually try to avoid clichés because these expressions are not new. They try to think up their own original images instead. In your writing, you may not always want to repeat a simile that someone else made up a long time ago and that most people know today.

You can turn an overused saying into something newer and fresher by adding to or changing the word picture. Try to express the comparison in an inventive way that you think your readers will understand and enjoy. Just make sure your new simile works and fits in with what you’re writing.
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For instance, “cold as ice” is a cliché. You might describe the coldness of your room a little more imaginatively by saying, “My room was as cold as a North Pole iceberg,” or “My room was as cold as a witch’s heart,” or “My room was as cold as an air-conditioned igloo,” or “My room was as cold as a snowman’s toes.” Instead of writing “as cool as a cucumber,” which is another cliché, try to think of something else that’s cool. How about, “as cool as an autumn breeze,” or “as cool as a forgotten cup of tea”?

Here are some familiar clichés changed into new similes.

 


Shhh! Try to be as quiet as a mouse.

. . . as quiet as a crater on the moon.
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Come on! Move your feet. You’re as slow as molasses.

. . . as slow as new ketchup.

 

On this new mattress, you’ll sleep like a baby.

. . . sleep like a moving man on vacation.

 

This professor is as dull as dishwater.

. . . as dull as dust.



 

Be creative. Surprise your readers by making them see everyday things in new and unusual ways. Maybe some of the similes you make up today will be so terrific that years from now, other people will be using them and they will be clichés!

Here are three new similes that compare a place, an action, and people to other things.

 


Pick up your dirty laundry. Your room smells like a skunks’ hotel.
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Going into the principal’s office when she’s angry is as dangerous as walking a tightrope over a volcano.

 

The restless children were hopping about like kernels in a corn popper.



 

Now, try your hand at making up some similes of your own. Here are a few ideas to get you started. Try your best to avoid clichés. If you’ve heard or read an expression before, think about how you could change it to make it your own. Some suggestions are in the next section.


	He can flip a pizza as fast as . . .


	This new feather pillow is as fluffy as . . .


	It was so hectic at the mall, people


	

	




 


Clowning Around with Figures of Speech
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