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Traditionally metaphor is regarded as a trope which consists in the use of words (word-combinations) in transferred meaning by way of similarity or analogy.  From this perspective, metaphor is a figure of speech used mostly in artistic writing and its main function is rhetorical. In the recent years, however, the view of metaphor has changed dramatically in the focus of cognitive approach. Beginning with the groundbreaking ‘Metaphors We Live By’ by G. Lakoff and M. Johnson introducing the notion of conceptual metaphor  many linguists have start to see metaphor not as a phenomenon of the language, but rather a phenomenon of our thinking. The authors adduce a lot of examples to prove that our everyday speech is metaphorical throughout: using such expressions as ‘She is besieged by suitors’ or ‘He won her hand in marriage’ to refer to a relationship people use a conceptual metaphor  LOVE=WAR without even realizing it, so deeply are these cognitive structures set in our mind patterns. We tend to use a more concrete idea of WAR (source domain) for a more elusive and abstract idea of LOVE (target domain) to facilitate our comprehension of the latter. Linguistic metaphors, in this case, are simply verbal manifestations of the conceptual metaphorical models deeply rooted in our thinking.

But if metaphors are not properties of high literary style, is literature more metaphorical than conversational discourse? The answer of cognitive linguists is an emphatic ‘no’. Both artistic writing and ordinary language share the same capacities for metaphoric uses, accounted by the nature of our thinking. Writers and poets do not invent metaphors but retrieve the same conventional models from our commonly shared figurative schemes of thought and rework them [Kövecses].

Another question that arises in this respect is ‘how do writers decide to use this or that metaphor from a great variety of choice’? If there exist numerous conceptual metaphors what can account for a poet’s preference for some particular models creating his own conceptual universe? Linguists suggest that our choice of conceptual metaphors reflect the cognitive processes of understanding, interpretation and structuring the world in which our own experience plays a crucial role. We assume that the gender of poets could entail specific cultural, social and personal contexts that could shape their use of metaphors in poetry.

To illustrate this idea let us look more closely at the conceptual metaphor LOVE=PLANT used by men and women poets. In women poetry this metaphor is mostly realized in the pattern LOVE=BUDDING, like in the following examples: ‘I wish I could remember the first day, /First hour, first moment of your meeting me; …/So blind was I to see and to foresee, /So dull to mark the budding of my tree /That would not blossom yet for many a May’ (C. Rossetti), ‘I think of thee! - my thoughts do twine and bud/ About thee, as wild vines about a tree’ (E. Browning), ‘I started to bud like a March twig:/An arm and a leg, an arm and a leg’ (S. Plath). The verb ‘to bud’ suggests the first appearance of a leaf or flower, before it actually opens, the beginning, the birth of a new life and therefore new emotional state of the heroine. The plant is not specified, it’s not a flower but rather a tree, and the seasonal context is spring when the nature only starts to awaken. It is a very subtle and gentle image that focuses primarily on the inner state. Let us compare it with the famous lines of R. Burns ‘My love is like a red red rose/ That’s newly sprung in June’. Here the conceptual metaphor LOVE=PLANT is based on the image of the rose (a symbol of passion in the western tradition). The poet emphasizes its bright color by repeating the adjective twice, the month is also mentioned - it’s June, a hot summer season. It makes the image sound much more sensual and vigorous.  If we keep in mind a long standing  tradition  to use images of flowers to describe the lover’s appearance the metaphor of Burns will stand in the same line as  ‘Diaphenia like the spreading roses, that in thy sweets all sweets encloses’ (H. Constable), ‘when she I loved looked every day fresh as a rose in June’ (W. Wordsworth), ‘her face is bloomed like a sweet flower’ (J. Clare), and even ‘her swung breasts sway like full-blown yellow Gloire de Dijon roses’ (D.H. Lawrence). The metaphor of Burns LOVE=FLOWER turns out to be a variation of a more traditional LOVER’S BEAUTY=FLOWER. It is focused on the external appearance rather than inner experience and is explicitly sensual. While budding is more connected with the idea of birth, metamorphoses (many female poems make use of the metaphor LOVE=WAKING UP and LOVE= BIRTH and the images of spring in the same contexts, they describe the inner ‘transformation’ caused by love), flower blossoming is more connected with external beauty, sensuality, hinting at the sweet bodily pleasures. We can represent the following differences in men and women treatment of the metaphor in a set of oppositions: blossoming vs. budding; beginning of the feeling vs. heyday of love; focus on outer beauty vs. inner experience; sensual pleasures vs. gentle inner transformation). Using the same conceptual metaphor, men and women poets unfold it differently, which is reflected in its verbal representations and connotations. This linguistic evidence may be a stimulus for gender psychologists and sociologists to look for the explanations lying in gender patterns of culture and society.
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