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Many of us think of children’s picture books as being written mostly with simple declarative sentences. What an eye-opener to learn that they are actually filled with delightful figures of speech. 

I am not talking here about the common figures of speech we learn about in grade school: simile, onomatopoeia, alliteration, hyperbole and personification. 

I am talking about more subtle and sophisticated figures of speech which we may not even recognize as figures at all (until they are pointed out to us), but their use gives stories a charm and freshness that stands up to repeated readings.

These figures have names which are eminently forgettable but the figures themselves make the stories in which they appear eminently memorable. 

These figures are important for conveying nuanced meaning in a story, for giving characters a signature style, and for providing cohesion—the glue that binds parts of a story together.

It is therefore vital to become familiar with these figures—their names are secondary.

In this volume, I point out many figures which appear in masterworks of children’s picture storybooks, so that they may be appreciated and savored, and their patterns emulated in your own work.

A note to the pedantic among us: for definitions of figures of speech, I have relied in good measure on Figures of Speech by Arthur Quinn​[1]. He is the late Professor of Rhetoric at the University of California, Berkeley. I bring this up specifically because some others make very fine distinctions in their classification of figures of speech that are too fine to be of practical use to us in our examination and appreciation of children’s picture storybooks. 
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by Leo Lionni

In this story, a fish yearns to see the world outside his pond that his friend the frog tells him about. The fish learns the hard way that “frogs are frogs and fish is fish.”

Now, we all know that “fish is fish” is grammatically incorrect, yet we appreciate the charm and innocence of this utterance. 

Rhetoricians call such an effective grammatical mistake an enallage (e-nal′-la-gee). More specifically, the phrase “fish is fish” is created by substituting the correct grammatical form of the verb to be— are in “fish are fish”—with the incorrect form, is, to create “fish is fish.”

Had the author used the grammatically correct form, “fish are fish,” the story would not be as delightful and memorable as it is.

Let us look at some other figures of speech in this story.

Repetition of Beginnings

The frog has a signature way of speaking that begins when he discovers that he has grown two little legs:




“Look,” he said triumphantly. “Look, I am a frog.”



When the frog regales his friend the fish with stories about the wonders he has seen outside the pond, the frog continues his signature way of speaking:


“Birds,” said the frog mysteriously. “Birds!” And he told the fish about the birds, who had wings, and two legs, and many, many colors.



“Cows,” said the frog. “Cows! They have four legs, horns, eat grass, and carry pink bags of milk.”




Do you see the pattern in the above sentences? The author begins two sentences with Look; begins two sentences with Birds; begins two sentences with Cows. Rhetoricians call that kind of repetition anaphora (a-naph′-o-ra).

And then we read:


“And people!” said the frog. “Men, women and children!” And he talked and talked until it was dark in the pond.




The frog does not repeat the word people, but he repeats the same idea in other words, and rhetoricians have a special word for that kind of repetition, too: exergasia (ex′-er-ga′-si-a).

Hark

Believe it or not, a woman standing next to me in a hotel once said to me, “Hark, the elevator is here.” I must admit, until then I had only heard Hark together with “the herald angels sing.” That woman used a figure of speech called asterismos (as-ter-is′-mos), which is the addition of a word or phrase to emphasize what follows.

The story Fish is Fish uses the same figure of speech when the fish remarks to himself about the wondrous things the frog has described:


Ah, if he could only jump about like his friend and see that wonderful world.




The addition of that Ah emphasizes that which follows it.

Silence

Fish is Fish employs a very unusual figure of speech: the omission not of one letter, not of one word, but of everything. When a writer omits all words, there is only silence left. This figure of speech is called reticentia (re-ti-ken′-tee-a). About the only kind of story that can effectively employ such a figure of speech is the picture storybook. Fish is Fish employs silence during the two-page parade of marvelous creatures in the fish’s imagination.

We shall see that there are other stories that use this figure of speech—this silence—as well.
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by Don Freeman

Corduroy is the sweet story of a teddy bear waiting on a department store shelf for someone to take him home.

Repetition of “And”

When Corduroy goes in search of his lost button, he finds himself in the furniture department:


[...] and there, before his eyes, was a most amazing sight—tables and chairs and lamps and sofas and rows and rows of beds.



The repeated use of all those ands is a particular kind of figure of speech called polysyndeton (pol′-y-syn′-de-ton). It makes the list seem as though it could go on forever. It also slows the pace of the sentence, lends a sense of grandeur, and, occasionally, as Arthur Quinn wrote​[2], has “an almost hypnotic power.”

Repetition of Ends

As Corduroy journeys through the story, he makes discoveries and comments on them:


“Could this be a mountain?” he wondered. I think I’ve always wanted to climb a mountain.”




“This must be a palace!” Corduroy gasped. “I guess I’ve always wanted to live in a palace.”




“This must be a bed,” he said. “I’ve always wanted to sleep in a bed.”




“This must be home,” he said. “I know I’ve always wanted a home!”




“You must be a friend,” said Corduroy. “I’ve always wanted a friend.”



In each excerpt above, it is easy to see that the end of the first sentence is repeated at the end of the second sentence: mountain...mountain; palace...palace; bed...bed; home...home; friend...friend. This repetition of ends is a figure of speech called epistrophe (e-pis′-tro-phee). It provides resonance, cohesion and a sense of satisfaction.

Change in Usual Word Order

In Act II of Corduroy, during the bear’s nocturnal adventure, we read:

—and up he went!


And up he crawled onto a large, thick mattress.




Off came the button.... 



—and off the mattress Corduroy toppled....





Over it fell with a crash!

In the above sentences, the usual order of words is changed; a single element, the adverb, is shifted to the beginning of the sentence, thereby shifting the stress to the beginning. Such a change in the usual order is a figure of speech called hyperbaton (hy-per′-ba-ton). 

The hyperbaton is used only in Act II when Corduroy is searching for his button, exploring unknown territory, and getting into all kinds of mischief. We see that he is inquisitive, adventurous, spunky and, yes, lively. The repeated use of this figure of speech—which changes the usual word order—creates a special sentence rhythm that emphasizes Corduroy’s special character.
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