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Figurative Language in "The Monkey's Paw"

"The Monkey's Paw," a short story by W.W. Jacobs, is a classic tale that weaves elements of horror
with profound moral lessons. The narrative revolves around the White family, who come into
possession of a mystical talisman that grants them three wishes but at a terrible cost. Jacobs skillfully
employs figurative language throughout the story to enhance its themes, create tension, and develop
characters. This article delves into the various forms of figurative language used in "The Monkey's
Paw," exploring their significance and impact on the reader.

Understanding Figurative Language

Figurative language refers to words or expressions that convey meanings beyond their literal
interpretations. It often employs techniques such as similes, metaphors, personification, imagery, and
foreshadowing to create vivid pictures in the reader's mind and evoke emotions. In "The Monkey's
Paw," Jacobs uses these devices to build suspense, illustrate the consequences of desire, and deepen
the story's moral implications.

Imagery

Imagery is a powerful tool used to evoke sensory experiences for the reader. In "The Monkey's Paw,"
Jacobs paints vivid scenes that contribute to the story's eerie atmosphere.



Visual Imagery

- The Setting: Jacobs describes the White family's home in a way that highlights its ordinary nature,
making the supernatural elements that follow even more striking. Phrases like “the white, snowy, and
cold” create a stark contrast between the mundane life of the Whites and the fantastical elements
introduced by the monkey's paw.

- The Monkey's Paw: The paw itself is described in grotesque detail, emphasizing its unnatural
appearance. Jacobs writes about its “dried, shriveled” look, which imparts a sense of foreboding and
hints at the dark power it holds.

Auditory Imagery

Jacob's use of sound further enhances the story's suspense. For instance, the “knock” at the door
after the first wish is made serves as a chilling reminder of the consequences that follow their desires.
The sound is more than just a noise; it symbolizes the awakening of the supernatural forces at play.

Symbolism

Symbolism is prevalent in "The Monkey's Paw," where objects or characters represent broader
concepts. The monkey's paw itself is the central symbol of the story.

The Monkey's Paw

- Wishes and Consequences: The paw symbolizes the dangers of tampering with fate. Each wish
comes with unforeseen consequences, illustrating the moral that one should be cautious about what
they desire. The paw’s ability to grant wishes represents mankind's inherent greed and the
temptation to seek control over one's destiny.

- The Number Three: The three wishes granted by the paw underscore the theme of temptation. Each
wish leads to increasingly dire consequences, suggesting that humans often fail to recognize the
limits of their desires.

Similes and Metaphors

Similes and metaphors are figurative language techniques that compare one thing to another, often
revealing deeper meanings.

Similes



Jacobs employs similes to create strong visual connections and emotional resonance. For example,
when Mrs. White is described as “white as a sheet” after the tragic consequences of their wishes, it
vividly conveys her shock and horror, enhancing the reader's understanding of her emotional state.

Metaphors

Metaphors are also prevalent in the narrative. The monkey's paw can be seen as a metaphor for the
consequences of human folly and the unpredictability of life. The characters’ desires, represented by
their wishes, become a metaphor for the human condition—our ceaseless yearning for more, often
leading to ruin.

Personification

Jacobs uses personification to imbue inanimate objects with human-like qualities, enhancing the
story's supernatural elements.

The Monkey's Paw as a Living Entity

The paw is often described as if it possesses a will of its own. For instance, it “gripped” the wishes and
“demanded” consequences, suggesting that it is not merely an object but a malevolent force that
toys with the fate of those who possess it. This personification heightens the tension and reinforces
the theme of fate versus free will.

Foreshadowing

Foreshadowing is a critical element in "The Monkey's Paw," as it builds suspense and prepares the
reader for future events.

Early Warnings

From the outset, there are hints of the paw's dangerous nature. The character of Sergeant-Major
Morris warns the Whites about the paw's dark powers, suggesting that the wishes often lead to tragic
outcomes. This warning serves as a foreshadowing device, leading the reader to anticipate the
disastrous consequences of the wishes.

The First Wish

The first wish, for two hundred pounds, is immediately followed by the death of Herbert White. The
foreshadowing embedded in the story becomes evident as the reader recognizes the correlation



between the wish and its grim outcome. This establishes a pattern of escalating horror that
permeates the narrative.

Irony

Irony is another key element in "The Monkey's Paw," particularly situational irony, where the actual
outcome of a situation is different from what is expected.

Expected vs. Actual Outcomes

- The Wishes: The Whites expect their wishes to bring them happiness and prosperity. Instead, each
wish leads to suffering and despair, illustrating the ironic twist that what one desires may not lead to
fulfillment but to tragedy.

- The Final Wish: The final wish made by Mrs. White, which is shrouded in ambiguity, serves as a
culmination of the story's irony. The reader is left to ponder the true nature of her wish and its
implications, reinforcing the theme that desires can lead to unforeseen consequences.

Thematic Implications of Figurative Language

The use of figurative language in "The Monkey's Paw" serves to deepen the story's themes and moral
lessons. Jacobs illustrates the dangers of unchecked desire and the unpredictable nature of fate
through vivid imagery, symbolism, and irony.

- The Consequences of Greed: The figurative language highlights how the characters’ greed and
yearning for control lead to their downfall. The monkey's paw becomes a cautionary tale about the
dangers of wishing for things without fully understanding the implications.

- The Nature of Fate: By employing personification and foreshadowing, Jacobs emphasizes the tension
between human desire and the uncontrollable forces of fate. The story suggests that while humans
may seek to manipulate their destinies, they are ultimately at the mercy of forces beyond their
understanding.

Conclusion

In "The Monkey's Paw," W.W. Jacobs masterfully employs various forms of figurative language to
enhance the narrative's themes, build suspense, and develop characters. Through imagery,
symbolism, similes, metaphors, personification, foreshadowing, and irony, Jacobs crafts a tale that
explores the complexities of human desire and the moral lessons that accompany it. The story serves
as a timeless reminder of the dangers inherent in wishing for more and the profound consequences
that can arise from our choices. As readers delve into the rich layers of figurative language within
"The Monkey's Paw," they are left to ponder the age-old question: what happens when we tempt fate?



Frequently Asked Questions

What is figurative language and how is it used in 'The
Monkey's Paw'?
Figurative language refers to the use of words and expressions that convey meanings beyond their
literal interpretation. In 'The Monkey's Paw', it is used to create suspense and emphasize the themes
of fate and consequence, such as when the paw is described as 'a talisman' that carries a dark power.

How does W.W. Jacobs use symbolism in 'The Monkey's Paw'?
The monkey's paw itself is a symbol of temptation and the unintended consequences of wish
fulfillment. Each wish made with the paw leads to disastrous outcomes, emphasizing the idea that
some powers should not be meddled with.

Can you provide an example of irony in 'The Monkey's Paw'?
Yes, one of the key examples of irony is when Mr. White wishes for £200 to pay off the mortgage,
believing it will solve their financial issues. Instead, the money comes as compensation for his son's
tragic death, highlighting the dark twist of fate.

What role does imagery play in creating the mood in 'The
Monkey's Paw'?
Imagery in 'The Monkey's Paw' helps to create a tense and eerie mood. Descriptions of the storm
outside and the dark, foreboding atmosphere in the house enhance the sense of dread as the
characters interact with the paw.

How does the author use personification in 'The Monkey's
Paw'?
Jacobs uses personification when he describes the paw as having a life of its own, suggesting that it
can influence and manipulate events to bring about tragic outcomes, thereby heightening the story's
supernatural elements.

What is the significance of foreshadowing in 'The Monkey's
Paw'?
Foreshadowing in 'The Monkey's Paw' is significant as it hints at the disastrous consequences of the
wishes. Early warnings from Sergeant-Major Morris about the paw's powers create a sense of
impending doom, preparing readers for the tragic turns of the plot.

How does Jacobs use hyperbole to emphasize the dangers of
the monkey's paw?
Jacobs employs hyperbole when characters express their shock and disbelief at the consequences of
their wishes, exaggerating their emotional responses to underline the extreme dangers of tampering
with fate.



In what ways does 'The Monkey's Paw' explore the theme of
greed through figurative language?
The theme of greed is explored through figurative language, particularly through metaphors that
illustrate the characters' desires and the consequences that follow. For example, the paw represents
the allure of wealth and the destructive power of greed.

What effect does the use of dialogue have on the figurative
language in 'The Monkey's Paw'?
The dialogue in 'The Monkey's Paw' enhances the figurative language by revealing the characters'
emotions and motivations. It conveys their rationalizations and fears, making the impact of the
figurative language more relatable and poignant.
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