A Short List of Prose Techniques

Developed from the Works of Jorge Luis Borges

Anaphora—The repetition of an opening word or phrase throughout a sentence, a paragraph, or a passage of text. This passage comes from The God’s Script: “I saw the universe and I saw the intimate designs of the universe. I saw the origins narrated in the Book of the Common. I saw the mountains that rose out of the water, I saw the first men of wood…”

Asyndeton (“without connectors”)— Originally a rhetorical device in ancient Latin, asyndeton refers to a series of words or phrases joined together by commas, as in this passage from The Library of Babel: “...but the Library will endure: illuminated, solitary, infinite, perfectly motionless, equipped with precious volumes, useless, incorruptible, secret.”

Transferred Epithet— The use of an adjective (or other modifier) which does not “logically” modify the noun to which it refers, but which nonetheless illuminates that term, creating a new phrase with expanded (and perhaps metaphoric) meaning. One of the “most famous” transferred epithets comes from Shakespeare’s Macbeth: “dusty death.” Borges, in his Garden of Forking Paths, describes an “unsuspected light” and a “dreaded window.” 

Oxymoron—The paradoxical juxtaposition of opposites, Oxymoron can be seen as the most extreme form of the transferred epithet. Borges describes “rainy deserts,” as well as “intellectual passion” and “perverse logic” in his stories.

Hypallage—The use of one adjective and a pair of nouns, usually in the form “the adjective noun of noun.” In this device the adjective (or other modifier) which would “logically” modify one of the nouns is applied to the other noun in the same phrase. The poet John Keats uses a hypallage when he describes “the murmurous haunt of flies.” Borges writes of the “desperate hands of the thief” and describes a young girl by using a hypallage: “She shook her doubtful curls.”


N.B. that hypallages are easily confused with transferred epithets; look for the “two nouns” in the phrase to make sure you’re dealing with a hypallage…

Metonomy—The substitution of a word by a word closely related to it, as in the phrase, “The Vatican did not respond well to Moscow’s offer of help,” in which we have substituted the names of capital cities for the authorities they represent. We use metonomy whenever we tell someone to “come inside out of the cold,” since we substitute one attribute of the outside world (the low temperature) for the outside itself. Borges, describing the fall of the city of Connaught, uses metonomy when he says that “Tall, silent horsemen patrolled the roads; ashes and smoke rode the wind…” here, ashes and smoke (the effects of fire) are used to represent fire itself (the cause that produced the ashes and smoke).

Synecdoche—Often regarded as a special type of Metonomy, synecdoche is a substitution of a part of something for the whole, or (sometimes) the whole for the part. Speaking of the fleet that sailed to re-capture Helen of Troy, Homer uses the synecdoche “1000 sails” to describe the 1,000 ships. Borges uses synecdoche when one of his characters states that “…I had to flee from Captain Madden. His hands and his voice could call at my door at any moment.” Here, he uses parts of Captain Madden to represent the man himself. 

 “Pairs of modifiers”—The use of a pair of radically different types of modifiers for a single noun or phrase: Borges will sometimes juxtapose a concrete modifier with an abstract modifier (“I felt visible and vulnerable”), or he will pair a physical descriptor with a mental descriptor (“a wounded and happy soldier”).  

Double Negatives—Borges frequently expresses ideas in the form of a double negative: “Within a few days no one was unaware of the fact…” About his story The Lottery in Babylon he once wrote that it is “not entirely innocent of symbolism.” 

Metaphoric Use of Verbs—The use of verbs, which do not “logically” describe the situation at hand, but which illuminate that situation. In Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius, there is a mirror which “troubles the depths of a corridor”; later in the story the characters discover that the mirror is “spying” on them as they talk.

Precise Use of Abstract Nouns—Borges uses general and abstract nouns to refer to specific, limited, and concrete situations. While discussing Runeberg’s ideas about Jesus, Borges states that “to the concept of the Son, which seemed exhausted, he added the complexities of evil and misfortune.”

Canted Names—The use of a symbolic or otherwise meaningful name for a character, a setting, etc. The name of Ireneo Funes, the main character of Funes the Memorious, derives from the Spanish word “funesto,” meaning a disaster; the idea that this man has a “disastrous memory” is one of the key themes of the story.

