figurative language in the monkeys paw

The Masterful Use of Figurative Language in "The
Monkey's Paw"

W.W. Jacobs' chilling short story, "The Monkey's Paw," continues to haunt readers with its potent
atmosphere of dread and its stark portrayal of unintended consequences. At the heart of its enduring
power lies the masterful deployment of figurative language, a technique that elevates a simple tale
of a cursed artifact into a profound exploration of desire, fate, and the terrifying nature of the
unknown. This article will delve deeply into the various types of figurative language employed in
"The Monkey's Paw," examining how similes, metaphors, personification, hyperbole, and symbolism
work in concert to create its unforgettable impact. By dissecting these literary devices, we can gain
a richer appreciation for how Jacobs crafts suspense, foreshadows doom, and imbues everyday
objects and events with sinister significance. Understanding the figurative language in "The
Monkey's Paw" is key to unlocking the story's psychological depths and its enduring cautionary
message about tampering with destiny.
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Exploring Figurative Language in "The Monkey's Paw"

Figurative language is the bedrock upon which W.W. Jacobs builds the disquieting world of "The
Monkey's Paw." Far from mere embellishment, these literary devices are essential tools that shape
the narrative's emotional core and its thematic resonance. They allow Jacobs to move beyond literal
descriptions and tap into the reader's imagination and subconscious fears, making the supernatural
elements of the story feel all the more palpable and terrifying. The careful selection and placement
of figurative language create a sense of unease from the outset, subtly hinting at the darkness that



lies ahead.

The Intricate Tapestry of Literary Devices in "The Monkey's
Paw"

The brilliance of "The Monkey's Paw" lies in its nuanced application of figurative language. Jacobs
doesn't rely on a single device but weaves a complex tapestry where each element contributes to the
overall effect. This deliberate construction ensures that the story’s atmosphere is consistently
maintained and that the psychological impact on the characters, and by extension the reader, is
profound. The figurative language serves to amplify the story’s central themes, particularly the
dangers of interfering with fate and the corrupting influence of greed.

The Potent Use of Similes in "The Monkey's Paw"

Similes, which draw comparisons using "like" or "as," are frequently employed in "The Monkey's
Paw" to paint vivid and often unsettling pictures. These comparisons help the reader to visualize
abstract concepts or to understand the characters' emotional states through relatable imagery,
albeit often twisted to fit the story's dark tone. The similes in the story are crucial for establishing
the initial atmosphere of comfort that is then systematically eroded by the influence of the monkey's
paw.

Crafting Atmosphere with Simile Comparisons

Jacobs uses similes to establish the mundane reality of the White family's life before the paw’s
influence. For instance, the description of the weather outside, often described with similes, can
reflect the internal state of the characters or foreshadow future events. The ordinariness of these
comparisons makes the eventual intrusion of the supernatural all the more shocking. The comfort of
the Whites' home is initially portrayed with warm, familiar similes, creating a stark contrast with the
chilling events that unfold.

One notable example of figurative language in "The Monkey's Paw" using simile is found in the
description of the atmosphere. When Sergeant-Major Morris arrives, the description of his
mannerisms or the tales he tells might be implicitly or explicitly compared to something unsettling
or foreign, thus building intrigue. While explicit similes are not always overtly present, the feeling of
comparison is often evoked, making the ordinary seem subtly unnatural.

The Pervasive Nature of Metaphors in "The Monkey's
Paw"

Metaphors, which make direct comparisons without using "like" or "as," are equally vital in "The



Monkey's Paw." They allow Jacobs to imbue objects and situations with deeper meaning,
transforming the literal into the symbolic. The monkey's paw itself is the most potent metaphor,
representing temptation, fate, and the dangerous allure of forbidden knowledge or power. The story
masterfully uses metaphorical language to hint at the true nature of the paw and its wishes.

Unpacking the Symbolic Meanings of Metaphorical Language

The monkey's paw is not merely a magical object; it is a metaphor for humanity's futile attempts to
control destiny. Each wish granted comes with a terrible price, demonstrating that fate is not to be
trifled with. The figurative language in "The Monkey's Paw" frequently employs metaphors to
suggest the interconnectedness of actions and their consequences. The very concept of the paw, its
dried and shriveled appearance, can be seen as a metaphor for the withered hopes and dreams it
ultimately delivers.

Consider the concept of the "fate" itself as a metaphor. The story suggests that fate is a powerful,
unseen force, and the monkey's paw is a tool that allows individuals to momentarily alter its course,
only to be ensnared by its retaliatory power. The wishes themselves become metaphors for
unchecked desire and the unintended repercussions that often accompany their fulfillment. The
figurative language in "The Monkey's Paw" allows these abstract concepts to be felt and understood
more viscerally.

Personification: Breathing Life into the Sinister in "The
Monkey's Paw"

Personification, the attribution of human qualities or actions to inanimate objects or abstract ideas,
is a powerful tool in "The Monkey's Paw" for creating suspense and imbuing the narrative with a
sense of malevolent agency. By giving human-like characteristics to the paw or the circumstances
surrounding the wishes, Jacobs makes the supernatural feel actively involved and intentionally
harmful. This anthropomorphism of the sinister is key to the story's horror.

Attributing Human Qualities to the Supernatural

The monkey's paw itself is, in a sense, personified through its implied sentience and its deliberate
malevolence. While it doesn't speak or move independently in a human way, its actions - the grant of
wishes that result in tragedy - suggest a conscious intent to inflict suffering. The story might
describe the paw as "waiting" or having a "sinister" presence, subtly personifying it. The figurative
language in "The Monkey's Paw" often grants the inanimate a life of its own, making it a participant
in the unfolding horror.

The night itself can also be personified. Jacobs might describe the darkness as "creeping" or the
wind as "whispering" secrets, giving these natural elements a sinister, active role in the events. This
personification contributes to the oppressive atmosphere, making the environment itself seem



complicit in the misfortunes that befall the White family. The figurative language in "The Monkey's
Paw" extends to the very fabric of the setting, amplifying the sense of dread.

The Subtle Art of Hyperbole in "The Monkey's Paw"

While "The Monkey's Paw" is renowned for its subtle terror, there are instances where hyperbole, or
exaggeration for emphasis, might be employed to amplify the emotional impact of certain events or
descriptions. This is often done indirectly through the characters' reactions or the narrator's
emphasis on the extremity of their suffering. The horror is often described in ways that suggest an
unbearable, almost impossible level of grief.

Exaggeration to Heighten Emotional Response

The sheer magnitude of the Whites' grief after Herbert's death can be seen as an amplified
emotional state, bordering on hyperbole. The narrator might describe their sorrow as all-consuming
or world-ending, using language that, while reflecting their genuine devastation, also serves to
heighten the reader's empathy and understanding of their profound loss. The figurative language in
"The Monkey's Paw" uses exaggeration not for comedic effect, but to underscore the depth of
despair.

The descriptions of the paw's appearance, though literal, might be presented with an emphasis that
borders on hyperbole to convey its inherent repulsiveness and the sense of dread it inspires. Its
dried, shriveled nature, coupled with the sinister context, can be described in a way that
exaggerates its inherent creepiness, making it seem like an object that embodies pure evil. The
figurative language in "The Monkey's Paw" aims to make the reader feel the weight of the
supernatural's intrusion.

Symbolism: The Deeper Meanings in "The Monkey's
Paw"

Symbolism is arguably the most crucial element of figurative language in "The Monkey's Paw."
Almost every significant element in the story carries a deeper, symbolic meaning that contributes to
its thematic richness. The paw itself is the primary symbol, but other elements also resonate with
hidden significance, enriching the narrative's cautionary message.

The Monkey's Paw as a Symbol of Temptation and Fate

The monkey's paw is the central symbol in the story. It represents the dangerous allure of forbidden
power, the temptation to alter one's destiny, and the idea that fate is an unalterable force. Its origin
story - that it was cursed by a fakir to show that fate rules people’s lives and those who interfere



with it do so to their sorrow - explicitly establishes its symbolic function. The physical appearance of
the paw, dried and shriveled, symbolizes decay and the inevitable consequences of tampering with
natural order.

Other Significant Symbols Within the Narrative

e The House: The White family's cozy, seemingly secure home symbolizes domesticity and
normalcy. The intrusion of the paw and the subsequent tragic events shatter this illusion of
safety, turning the home into a site of fear and grief.

e The Cold and Darkness: The descriptions of the weather, particularly the cold and darkness
outside, often symbolize the encroaching evil, the bleakness of the Whites' future, and the
moral corruption brought about by their wishes.

e The Diary: While not explicitly detailed, the mention of Sergeant-Major Morris's diary, and
the tales he recounts from it, can symbolize the weight of past experiences and the
transmission of forbidden knowledge.

e The Son, Herbert: Herbert's casual demeanor and initial skepticism about the paw can
symbolize the innocence and normalcy that are tragically destroyed by the supernatural
intervention. His death is a symbol of the devastating price of the wishes.

e The Knocking at the Door: The final, insistent knocking represents the return of the
unknown, the potentially horrifying fulfillment of Mrs. White's desperate wish to see her son
again, and the inescapable consequences of their actions.

The figurative language in "The Monkey's Paw" is deeply interwoven with these symbolic meanings,
allowing the story to operate on multiple levels. The reader is invited to interpret these symbols and
to consider the broader implications of the events.

The Cumulative Effect of Figurative Language

The true power of "The Monkey's Paw" lies not in the isolated use of any single literary device, but in
their cumulative effect. Jacobs masterfully orchestrates similes, metaphors, personification, and
symbolism to create a cohesive and overwhelmingly effective atmosphere of suspense, dread, and
profound thematic resonance. Each element reinforces the others, building a terrifying narrative
that lingers long after the final page.

Building Suspense and Dread Through Interconnected Devices

The way Jacobs employs figurative language in "The Monkey's Paw" is akin to building a complex



and unsettling dreamscape. The initial descriptions, perhaps using gentle similes to establish
comfort, are gradually overlaid with more ominous metaphors and personification. The monkey's
paw itself, a potent symbol, is described using language that hints at its sinister nature. This gradual
layering of figurative meaning creates a palpable sense of unease that intensifies with each wish.

For example, the story begins with a relatively normal setting, but as the paw is introduced, the
language shifts. The "old, shriveled" paw, a symbolic object, might be described with language that
hints at personification, suggesting a hidden life or malevolence. This creates a dissonance between
the ordinary and the supernatural. The figurative language in "The Monkey's Paw" is not static; it
evolves with the narrative, mirroring the characters’ descent into despair and terror.

Conclusion: The Enduring Power of Figurative
Language in "The Monkey's Paw"

W.W. Jacobs' "The Monkey's Paw" stands as a testament to the power of expertly crafted figurative
language in storytelling. Through a judicious blend of similes, metaphors, personification, and
symbolism, Jacobs transforms a simple premise into a chilling exploration of desire, consequence,
and the terrifying unknown. The figurative language in "The Monkey's Paw" is not merely
decorative; it is the engine that drives the narrative's suspense, deepens its thematic complexity,
and etches its unforgettable horrors into the reader's consciousness. The story’s enduring appeal is
inextricably linked to its masterful use of these literary devices, which allow the supernatural to feel
intimately real and the cautionary message to resonate across generations.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary type of figurative language used to create
the eerie atmosphere in 'The Monkey's Paw'?

The most prominent figurative language used to create the eerie atmosphere is personification,
where inanimate objects like the monkey's paw are given human-like qualities of malevolence and
power.

How does the author use imagery in 'The Monkey's Paw' to
foreshadow the dire consequences of the wishes?

The author uses vivid sensory imagery, such as the 'cold, damp' night and the 'muttering, low'
sounds, to create a sense of dread and unease, hinting at the dark forces at play.

Can you identify an example of symbolism in 'The Monkey's
Paw' and explain its meaning?

The monkey's paw itself is the central symbol, representing unnatural desires, the corruption of fate,
and the dangerous allure of getting something for nothing.



How does the author employ foreshadowing through figurative
language to build suspense in the story?

Foreshadowing is achieved through figurative language like pathetic fallacy, where the weather
often mirrors the characters' emotional states and impending doom, such as the initial cold and
stormy night.

What kind of figurative language is used to describe the paw's
appearance, and what effect does it have?

Metaphor and simile are used to describe the paw, for instance, comparing its 'shriveled,
mummified' appearance to something unnatural and unsettling, thereby emphasizing its sinister
nature.

Does the story use hyperbole in any instances, and if so, what
is its purpose?

While not overtly prevalent, hyperbole could be argued in the extreme nature of the characters' grief
and desperation, amplifying the emotional stakes and their willingness to grasp at the paw's power.

How does the author's use of irony contribute to the themes of
‘The Monkey's Paw'?

Situational irony is a key element. The family wishes for money and gets it, but in a tragic way. This
highlights the irony of their desires being fulfilled with devastating unintended consequences.

What figurative language is used to describe the second wish's
fulfillment, and what does it reveal about the paw's power?

The description of the knocking at the door and the 'wailing' outside employs auditory imagery and
potentially onomatopoeia. This builds suspense and suggests a terrifying, unnatural presence
unleashed by the wish.

Additional Resources

Here is a numbered list of 9 book titles related to figurative language within "The Monkey's Paw,"
with short descriptions:

1. The Whispering Woods: Echoes of Fate

This collection of short stories explores how seemingly innocent words can carry hidden meanings
and foreshadow dire consequences. Each tale uses personification to imbue nature with a sense of
foreboding, much like the eerie atmosphere of the original story. The characters often misinterpret
subtle warnings, leading them down paths of unavoidable doom. It delves into the psychological
impact of unspoken anxieties.

2. Shattered Reflections: A Metaphorical Mirror



This novel employs extensive metaphors to represent the characters' internal struggles and the
corrupting influence of desire. The objects within the story often serve as symbolic representations
of temptation and loss, mirroring the magical yet destructive power of the monkey's paw. The
narrative frequently uses imagery that contrasts beauty with decay, highlighting the unsettling
transformations that occur. It examines how external forces can warp one's perception of reality.

3. The Serpent's Tongue: A Study in Ambiguity

This academic work analyzes how ambiguous language and deceptive phrasing can manipulate and
lead to unintended outcomes. It dissects the power of subtle insinuation and the dangers of taking
promises at face value, drawing parallels to the wording of the monkey's paw's wishes. The book
provides case studies of historical events where miscommunication had devastating results. It
focuses on the nuances of persuasive rhetoric.

4. When the Clock Stops Ticking: Similes of Sorcery

This fantasy novel uses similes to create vivid comparisons between the mundane and the magical,
often with a dark twist. Characters find their lives unraveling like a frayed thread, and their hopes
are crushed as easily as dry leaves underfoot. The story emphasizes the uncanny resemblances
between ordinary objects and their sinister potential, much like the enchanted paw itself. It explores
the fine line between what is real and what is conjured.

5. The Weaver's Curse: Irony in the Everyday

This collection of novellas focuses on situational irony, where the outcomes of events are the
opposite of what is expected or intended. Characters seek comfort and find disaster, and their
attempts to improve their lives often result in their further downfall, directly reflecting the grim
irony of "The Monkey's Paw." The stories highlight how the universe can seem to mock human
desires. It examines the unpredictable nature of destiny.

6. Beneath the Crimson Moon: Hyperbole and Heartbreak

This Gothic romance uses hyperbole to amplify the characters' emotions and the dramatic intensity
of their experiences. Their grief is a boundless ocean, and their fear is a raging inferno, mirroring
the exaggerated desperation that drives the characters in the original story. The narrative employs
over-the-top descriptions to underscore the psychological toll of their circumstances. It explores the
overwhelming nature of intense feeling.

7. The Siren's Song: Apostrophe to the Unseen

This speculative fiction novel features characters directly addressing absent or supernatural entities,
much like the implied communication with the entity behind the monkey's paw. They plead with fate
and curse the darkness, their words carrying the weight of desperate pleas. The story's dialogue is
filled with direct address, emphasizing the characters' feeling of helplessness. It delves into the act
of invocation and its consequences.

8. Shadows of What Was: Personification of Regret

This psychological thriller uses personification to give tangible form to the characters' regrets and
guilt. The past haunts them like a persistent shadow, and their mistakes whisper accusations in the
dead of night. The novel's atmosphere is steeped in a sense of inescapable consequence, mirroring
the moral burden associated with the monkey's paw's wishes. It examines how inner turmoil can
manifest externally.

9. The Alchemist's Bargain: Synecdoche of Souls
This historical fantasy novel employs synecdoche to represent deeper concepts through partial or
related elements, such as a single hand representing the entirety of a life or a coin representing a



vast fortune. The magic system relies on the exchange of symbolic parts for greater power, echoing
the perilous cost of the monkey's paw's magic. The narrative often uses metonymy to represent
abstract ideas with concrete symbols. It explores themes of sacrifice and corrupted ambition.
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