The Art of Rhetoric: A Journey

Through “The Elements of Eloquence”

In The Elements of Eloquence: How to Turn the Perfect English Phrase, Mark
Forsyth embarks on a dazzling exploration of the techniques that make language
memorable, persuasive, and beautiful. Through the study of rhetorical devices—
many ancient, some modern—Forsyth invites readers to rediscover the magic woven
into great speeches, poems, and everyday expressions. This essay surveys forty-
four rhetorical figures highlighted by Forsyth, each offering a unique lens into the

craft of eloquence.

One of the most familiar devices is alliteration, where the repetition of consonant
sounds knits words together melodically, as in “Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled
peppers.” Closely linked to repetition is polyptoton, which plays with different forms
of a word, such as in Shakespeare’s “Love is not love which alters when it alteration
finds.” Forsyth also highlights antithesis, the powerful juxtaposition of opposites in
parallel phrases, as famously exemplified by Dickens: “It was the best of times; it

was the worst of times.”

Realism, too, plays a role in eloquence through verism—depicting the raw and
unvarnished truth. Complementing this, blazon catalogues the beauty of a subject,
lavishing praise through a sequence of physical descriptions.

Meanwhile, synaesthesia blends sensory experiences, allowing, for example, a

colour to be described as “loud yellow.”

Sometimes, power lies in what is left unsaid, as shown by aposiopesis, where
speech is dramatically broken off: “If you do that one more time, | swear—" Word
order can also be manipulated for emphasis. Hyperbaton rearranges syntax—think

of Yoda’s wise, if inverted, speech: “Strong with the Force, he is.”

Anadiplosis cleverly builds momentum by repeating the last word of one sentence
at the start of the next: “Fear leads to anger. Anger leads to hate. Hate leads to



suffering.” A more suspenseful structure is the periodic sentence, which saves the
main clause for the end, building tension along the way.

Relationships between ideas can be revealed through hypotaxis, using
subordinating conjunctions, or blurred through parataxis, stringing clauses without
hierarchy, as in Julius Caesar’s succinct “| came, | saw, | conquered.” Polysyndeton
overwhelms with conjunctions, while asyndeton cuts them out entirely for a clipped,
energetic pace.

Repetition takes many forms. Diacope repeats words with an interruption ("To be, or
not to be"), while epistrophe repeats endings ("See no evil, hear no evil, speak no
evil"). Tricolon offers a satisfying trio of phrases ("Life, liberty, and the pursuit of
happiness"), and epizeuxis repeats a word immediately for emphasis ("Never,

never, never give up").

Subtle shifts of meaning intrigue as well. Syllepsis lets one word relate to others
differently ("He lost his coat and his temper"), while isocolon balances phrases of
equal length ("Buy one, get one"). Mistakes can be powerful too; enallageis the
deliberate misuse of grammar for effect ("We was robbed!").

Wandering from the topic can even serve a purpose, as shown in the divagation
concerning versification, a digression on poetic forms. Zeugma binds different
ideas together with a single verb ("She broke his car and his heart"), while paradox
reveals truth through apparent contradiction ("Less is more").

Reversals are at the heart of chiasmus, flipping the structure of phrases ("Ask not
what your country can do for you—ask what you can do for your country"). Sound,
too, is a tool: assonance repeats vowel sounds ("The rain in Spain stays mainly in
the plain”).

Some rhetorical rules are obscure and whimsical, like the Fourteenth Rule, an
unwritten law known only to insiders. Others stretch language
inventively: catachresis misuses words ("The chairman ploughed through the

meeting") while litotes uses double negatives for understatement ("Not bad").



Relationships between things are shaped by metonymy (substitution based on
association, as in "The White House issued a statement") and synecdoche (using a
part to represent a whole, as in "All hands on deck"). Meanwhile, transferred
epithets attribute adjectives to the wrong noun ("a sleepless night"), creating

evocative imagery.

Pleonasm employs redundancy for emphasis ("l saw it with my own eyes"),

while epanalepsis circles back to a beginning ("The king is dead, long live the
king!"). Personification gives life to the inanimate ("The wind whispered through the
trees"), and hyperbole exaggerates to impossible degrees ("I've told you a million

times!").

Taking exaggeration to the extreme is adynaton, suggesting impossibility ("When
pigs fly"). Anticipating objections, prolepsis heads off counterarguments ("You're
going to say it's too expensive but let me explain"). Listing details creates richness,
whether through congeries (cumulative lists) or ascesis onomaton (lists without

conjunctions).

Beginnings matter, too. Anaphora repeats words at the start of clauses for rhythmic
momentum ("We shall fight on the beaches; we shall fight on the landing
grounds..."). Finally, the peroration crowns a speech with a grand flourish, inspiring

the audience in memorable cadences.

Forsyth’s study of these figures is more than a scholarly exercise—it is a celebration
of the flexibility, beauty, and persuasive power of language. By mastering these
tools, writers and speakers can craft phrases that endure, delight, and move
audiences just as they have for centuries. Eloquence, Forsyth reminds us, is not a
gift for the chosen few: it is a craft, and The Elements of Eloquence is a guidebook

for all who would dare to wield it.
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