
On the novelty of novel metonymies

Mario Brdar

11th International Conference of the 
Spanish Cognitive Linguistics Association (AELCO) 

17th-19th October 2018, Córdoba

1



1 Introduction

 looking at things in retrospect, it might be justified to say that metonymy 
has recently become more fashionable as a topic of research

 however, what goes hand in hand with the growing popularity is a sort of
general paranoia – people see metonymy everywhere, and too much of it

 one aspect of this is that the topic of novel metonymy has cropped up in 
the literature
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 discussions of novel or creative metonymies do not still abound in the 
literature, but a number of recent publications (e.g. Slabakova, Cabrelli
Amaro & Kang 2013a & b, 2016; Van Herwegen, Dimitrou & Rundblad
2013; Falkum Lossius, Recasens & Clark 2017) take up this issue

 all these articles take it for granted that there is such a thing as novel 
metonymy

 however, this very assumption is in the focus of my presentation today
 consequently, my main question is:

Are there really any novel (or creative) metonymies?

 the long and short of my answer to the first part of this question is:

NO!!!
 as for the second part of the question, the answer depends on what we 

mean by creativity, a phenomenon to be discussed in brief presently
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 in this presentation I argue that, unlike novel or creative metaphors, novel 
metonymy is actually somewhat of a unicorn of cognitive linguistics

 whether we find it or not, depends mostly on what we understand under 
novel metonymy

 in contrast to conceptual metaphor, I claim, conceptual metonymy can 
hardly be novel

 however, I show in the second half of my presentation, i.e. Part 4, that 
metonymy may be involved in the creation of novel metaphors
metaphtonymies, and that metonymies can be used/combined creatively
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 we should actually consider briefly how novelty, creativity and productivity 
relate to each other

 in morphological theory it is customary to distinguish between 
productivity, on the one hand, and creativity, on the other

 the former is rule-governed (and pattern-based), while the latter is rule-
breaking (i.e. non-rule-governed)

 productivity may simply be defined as a feature of human language which 
allows a native speaker to produce an infinitely large number of sentences, 
or other constructions, including complex words, many (or most) of which 
have never been produced before, but which follow some rules or patterns

 creativity is in general the native speaker’s ability to extend the language 
system in a motivated, but unpredictable way

 creativity and novelty could in the context of morphological theory be said 
to describe competence and performance, respectively, the former being 
ability, the latter the realization of the former in words, constructions, etc.
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 these notions could be applied to metaphors and metonymies as well, 
but we should add the notion of creative use

 for example, established metonymic (and perhaps metaphorical) 
patterns can be used more or less productively

 metaphors can clearly be novel, as a result of human creativity, but 
both the new ones and the already existing ones could be used 
creatively (put to use in a different context)

 metonymies can of course also used creatively, but I would like to 
argue today that there is very little genuine novelty when it comes to 
metonymies

 of course, all metonymies must have been at one point novel, resulting 
from creativity, but there is little room for that in the present, for 
reasons to be presented somewhat later

 one could expect more novelty occasionally as we move towards more 
specific, low-level metonymies, but hardly any at the high-level end of 
the continuum
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 for example, there is a well established metonymic pattern in which 
humans stand for something that is a salient result of their activity, 
such as AUTHOR FOR HER/HIS WORK, INVENTOR FOR HER/HIS
INVENTION, etc.

 one could as well envisage a situation where an art collection is simply 
called by the name of the art collector who compiled it – this would be 
a metonymic pattern closely related to the above

 for example, we could then be able to refer to the collection of Greek 
sculptures collected by Lord Elgin by saying something like He spent 
hours admiring Lord Elgin

 that could then rightly be considered a novel type of a low-level, fairly 
specific metonymy

 however, this is not how art collections are actualy referred to
 they often become whole museums and are referred to as such
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 for example, the collection started by Heinrich Baron Thyssen-
Bornemisza de Kaszón has grown into a museum called the Thyssen-
Bornemisza Museum (Museo Nacional Thyssen-Bornemisza) in 
Madrid

 it is sometimes referred to as the Thyssen, but it is an elliptical form of 
the name of the museum, the reference is not made to the 
collection as such

 it appears that for some reason this remains a metonymy-in-spe, but 
were this pattern activated we would first have a novel metonymy that 
might later become productively used
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2 Novel metaphors
 novel and/or creative metaphors seem to abound, and are quite easy to 

find
 in Pedro Calderón de la Barca’s play Life is a Dream (La vida es sueño), 

one of the main protagonists, Segismundo ends his famous monologue 
at the end of Act 1 by saying:

What is life? a tale that is told; ¿Qué es la vida? Un frenesí.
What is life? a frenzy extreme, ¿Qué es la vida? Una ilusión,
A shadow of things that seem; una sombra, una ficción,
And the greatest good is but small, y el mayor bien es pequeño:
That all life is a dream to all, que toda la vida es sueño,
And that dreams themselves are a dream. y los sueños, sueños son.
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Life is like box of chocolates. You never know what you’re gonna get.
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 this plethora of novel metaphorical expressions (and conceptual 
metaphors) is no wonder if we bear in mind the fact that metaphors, 
unlike metonymies, involve mappings across two distinct conceptual 
domains

 in other words, because we have a large number of such domains that 
can function as either source domains, or target domains, or perhaps as 
both, we also have an even larger number of their possible 
combinations, i.e. conceptual metaphors

 needless to say, some of these conceptual metaphors have become 
conventionalized, but there are still many out there that have not yet 
been utilized

 we also know that conceptual metaphors are always part of a larger 
system of figurative network, i.e. they can be more or less general or 
specific
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 this means that there are in many cases a number of hierarchical levels 
in terms of which the sytem is organized, and the more levels there are, 
the more possibilities we have for the appearance of new, i.e. novel 
metaphors

 it is therefore possible that, as we move downward in that hierarchy,  i.e. 
towards more specific levels, the more likely it becomes that some more 
specific subtypes of a conceptual metaphor may occasionally emerge as 
new metaphors

 it is often claimed that the metaphorical mappings themselves represent 
the most specific level, i.e. they are most specific metaphors
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The Paragraph is a Sandwich

Topic Sentence
bread

Conclusion
bread

Support Sentence
meat

Detail
lettuce

Transition
cheese
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The diver leaps straight in and 
starts the writing process early 
on, in order to find out what they 
want to say. The diver starts 
anywhere to see what emerges,
before working towards a plan.

Diver writer
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The writer works on sections 
(perhaps using headings) quite 
early in the process, and 
combines with linking ideas and 
words later.

Patchwork writer
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This person reads and makes 
notes, and leaves writing a plan 
or beginning writing until they 
have an almost complete picture 
of the essay ready in their head.

Grand plan writer
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The architect has a sense of the 
structure (perhaps before the 
content) and could produce a 
complex plan or spider diagram 
early in the process.

Architect writer



 what is more, we know that primary metaphors can be combined into 
complex ones (even form cascades), and these combinations may result 
in further novel complex metaphors

 but, as we very well know, a single conceptual metaphor can be 
lexicalized in more than one way, which means that novelty may occur 
not only at the level of type, but also at the level of token or instance

 in other words, we may have novelty at the metaphor type level, but 
also novelty at the metaphor token or expression level
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3 Novel metonymies would be a genuine novelty

 let us now take a look at what is discussed in literature under the heading 
of novel/creative metonymy

 we first look how these are defined, or, if not defined in any particular 
way, how they are described, and also at the specific cases of novels 
considered to be novel/creative

 Frisson & Pickering (2007: 597, 600), to which most of these recent 
studies refer to back, talk about novel senses of metonyms, i.e. unfamiliar 
metonyms (contrasting these with lexicalised senses and familiar 
metonyms, respectively)

 it is clear that they are NOT talking about NOVEL METONYMY
 note their careful phrasing: a novel metonym is an instance of a(n 

existing) metonymy type or pattern; metonyms can develop novel senses
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 Slabakova, Cabrelli Amaro & Kang (2013 a & b, 2016) do not actually 
define novel metonymies, but just contrast what they call “regular 
metonymies,” i.e. widely conventionalized metonymies such as Paris is in 
a huff (capital for government), with those that are “not widely 
conventionalized although they use the same mental processes” (2013a:
226)

 at the same time, they admit being “mindful of the fact that regular and 
novel metonymy are not mutually exclusive, but rather two opposites on 
a cline of metonymy conventionalization.”

 this effectively means that novelty of a metonymy is equated with its 
conventionalization, which is tightly linked to the frequency of its use

 it follows that the metonymy novelty that Slabakova, Cabrelli Amaro & 
Kang (2013a) keep talking about is not a phenomenon of the type level, 
but only the novelty at the instance or token type

 this is a sort of rule-governed creativity, and not a rule-breaking type
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 what they call novel metonymies are just analogical formations on the 
basis of what the curent system allows

 thus, to give an example, we could say that according to Slabakova, 
Cabrelli Amaro and Kang’s logic, the incorporation in the USA of Kia 
Motors America in 1992, and the subsequent appearance of Kia cars on 
the American market, produced a novel metonymy, i.e. the expression 
Kia was added to a set of items such as Ford, Chevrolet, etc., where the 
name of the company producing cars metonymically stands for cars 
produced by those companies

 although Tesla Inc. (originally Tesla Motors), eponymously called after 
Nikola Tesla, was founded in 2003 as a producer of electric cars, solar 
panels and energy storage, it is now synonymous with high-class electric 
cars, and the shortened form of the company name has also been added 
to the above set in this century

 ironically, this is precisely where and how metonymies can be regular
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 this is a well-established subtype of the widely used metonymy type 
PRODUCER FOR PRODUCT

 so what Slabakova, Cabrelli Amaro & Kang see as novel, as opposed to 
regular, actually belongs to the realm of the completely regular

 it has been noted in literature that, in contrast to metaphor, metonymy 
can be quite regular, or logical

 this is the reason why some patterns of metonymic shifts are referred to 
as regular or logical (and producing regular polysemy) (cf. Brdar, 
Zlomislić, Šoštarić & Vančura 2009; Sweep 2010, 2012; Jódar Sanchez 
2014)

 in the case of cars and car makers, as we have seen above, the 
appearance of a new car maker would automatically result in metonymy, 
i.e. in the addition of a new instance to the already existing set of 
metonymic expressions realizing a given metonymic type
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 similaraly, when Czechoslovakia dissolved into the Czech Republic and 
Slovakia in 1993, Bratislava emerged as a new instance of the CAPITAL
FOR GOVERNMENT METONYMY, but it could hardly be considered a 
novel one

 the system itself is in no way changed, apart from the fact that certain 
metonymic patterns in it are further strengthened

 this becomes clear when we take a look at the actual examples that 
Slabakova, Cabrelli Amaro & Kang discuss as novel metonymies

 there is hardly anything novel about a good Agatha Christie, metonymy that 
forms part of the title of their 2016 article

 this is a well-known type of metonymy, WRITER FOR HIS/HER WORK, 
examples of which can be easily found (even for authors far less well-
known than Agatha Christie)
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(1) Egan, who also wrote The Keep and Look at Me, is a writer of solid, 
plainspoken prose. Saying that seems like a diss when it isn’t. But the 
connections she’s trying to make among characters don’t hold a candle to the 
brilliant plotting of a Kate Atkinson or a David Mitchell.

 one of the conditions favourable to the metonymic use seems to be that 
the author should be fairly prolific, which apparently makes quite 
felicitous the premodification by means of good (old), which is very 
common:

(2) I’ve got a good old Christie listed today.
(3) Possibly a Salinger or a Steinbeck who I would have been discovering just 

around then, or a good old Austen or a Hardy.
(4) I mean, I enjoy a good Austen or even an action-romance, but historical 

romance?
(5) Much like when you read a good Dickens, when you read Crooked Heart you 

relax into a colourful, imaginative, well-paced period drama.
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 metonymic uses are found even with authors far less well-known than 
Agatha Christie:

(6) Egan, who also wrote The Keep and Look at Me, is a writer of solid, plainspoken 
prose. Saying that seems like a diss when it isn’t. But the connections she’s trying 
to make among characters don’t hold a candle to the brilliant plotting of a Kate 
Atkinson or a David Mitchell.

 these metonymic uses are not novel even if further extended as in:

(7) We adore watching Agatha Christie and have a large collection.

to refer to a film based on a work by the author in question. Sometimes the 
name of a character from a series of novels, or from a film based on these 
novels, can be used in the same way
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 occasionally, this pattern can be mixed with the metonymy AUTHOR
FOR HIS/HER WORK, as can be seen in (15) below

 it is quite possible (even quite likely, to the best of my knowledge) that 
this type of metonymy, CHARACTER FOR A (TYPE OF) 
LITERARY/CINEMATIC WORK, has not yet been discussed in literature, 
but this is not what counts here

 the fact is that this low-level metonymy type can be neatly situated with 
a more general type of metonymy, and there is a long history of its use.

(8) I like a good Poirot or Sherlock Holmes (Jeremy Brett version) every now 
and again. We’ll probably watch The Blue Carbuncle at some point this weekend 
(the plot revolves around a Christmas goose).

(9) The story apes all the hallmarks of a good Poirot or Miss Marple, to a 
frighteningly comforting degree.

(10) I think the hallmark of his show is the twists and turns that a good Sherlock 
Holmes or a good (Raymond) Chandler has.
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 another example they discuss in (2013a) is binders full of  women

Election 2012 Romney on pay equity



(11) And I said: “Well gosh, cant we find some women that are also qualified?”
And we took a concerted effort to go out and find women who had
backgrounds that could be qualified to become members of our Cabinet. I 
went to a number of women’s groups and said: “Can you help us find 
folks?” And they brought us whole binders full of women. (Mitt 
Romney, 2012)

 this again hardly qualifies as novel
 it may leave such an impression because it is demeaning and insensitive 

towards women
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 this again hardly qualifies as novel
 it may leave such an impression because it is demeaning and insensitive 

towards women
 this is just another instance of the well-known metonymy of the type 

CONTAINER FOR THE CONTAINED. Note, however, that this is not a 
simple metonymy, as women do not directly constitute the CONTAINED. 
Rather, it is documents as containers standing for CVs as their contents, 
and these in turn represent people. This apparent complexity may lend 
it some additional novelty flair, but it is not genuinely novel:

(12) “I did some research — several bookshelves full of women of the Bible
— and I carefully went through the books if I was going to do ‘such and such’ 
woman.

(13) The world I live in, one with two women senators representing my state, book-
shelves full of women writers, music with women’s voices — all of that is 
the fruits of our own Girl Effect, of investing in women’s education and employ-
ment.
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 Van Herwegen, Dimitrou & Rundblad (2013: 1032), too, adopt a similar 
procedure:
“Novel metaphors and metonyms differ from lexicalised ones in 
that their meaning has never or rarely been encountered before.”

(14) The apron burned the dinner
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 such equating novelty with the frequency of use of metonymies could be 
shown to have some absurd consequences in research contexts other than 
language learning and acquisition

 it is well-known that metonymic patterns can be attested in many 
languages, but that their productivity is subject to some, more or less 
severe, costraints, which means that they are less frequent in some 
languages than in some others

 we might then ask ourselves whether such metonymies are more novel in 
one language than another?
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 we also know that metonymies can function both as euphemisms and 
disphemysms (Gradečak-Erdeljić 2005; Gradečak-Erdeljić & Milić 2011; 
Milić 2009), and the latter could be more systematically avoided in one 
language than in another

 the difference in their frequency of use can hardly be said to have 
anything to have with their novelty

 even one of the most frequent metonymies, CAPITAL FOR GOVERNMENT, 
can exhibit cross-linguistic differences in their use due to reasons that 
have nothing to do with their novelty

 these reasons can range from grammatical ones to stylistic and pragmatic 
ones, often combining

 some metonymies may be even blocked by the presence of some word-
formation patterns in a given language
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 Falkum Lossius, Recasens & Clark (2017: 92) apprach the problem in a 
slightly different manner:

“When children acquire lexicalized metonyms (e.g. Lego, where the 
name of the brand is used to refer to the toy bricks), they do not nec-
essarily make the association that renders the metonym transparent; 
rather, the metonym could be acquired as a conventional term for the 
referent in question – only later will they learn that Lego is a brand 
name. While understanding a novel metonym requires pragmatic skill 
and relies on contextual knowledge to license the metonymic association, 
comprehension of a lexicalized metonym may simply depend on whether 
the child has already acquired its conventional meaning.”
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 the above begs for a couple of comments:
 first of all, one of the two types of metonymies Falkum Lossius et al. 

distinguish, the one that is excluded from their research, are lexicalized 
metonymies that children are not yet aware of, and as such are the 
acquistional mirror image of so-called dead metonymies, or what Riemer  
(2002) calls post-metonymies

 all other metonymies were treated as novel metonymies
 it clear that what these studies examined were not novel, but just ordinary 

transparent metonymies, seen from the perspective of the linguistic system
 however, these could be interpreted as novel in a special sense of the term, 

if we assume the perspective of individual language acquisition
 i.e. they might be novel to the extent that a language learner is first 

exposed to a given pattern of metonymic extension
 however, in the study in question transparent metonymies are still 

considered novel even if they are not encountered for the first time by the 
language learner
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 it transpires from what we have seen so far that discussions of novel 
metonymies in recent literature are actually NOT discussions of what we 
would expect novel metonymies to be

 in fact, we could say that this is not really surprising in light of the fact that 
there could be hardly any genuinely novel metonymies, i.e. they are as 
common as unicorns

 there are several reasons why novel metonymies should in principle not 
exist

 first of all, note that metonymy is an intra-domain phenomenon that 
exploits a very limited range of relationships, just PART FOR WHOLE, 
WHOLE FOR PART and perhaps PART FOR PART

 discounting the third type, and working only with the first two possibilities, 
applied to 5 domains, we end up with 10 metonymies

 The result would be the same in the case of conceptual metaphor: it would 
only take 5 different domains to produce ten different combinations of 
two domains (without permutations)
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 the formula for the number of combinations consisting of two elements 
from a set containing n elements (without permutations)

(n)(n-1)
2

 if 10 domains are involved in metaphorical mappings, there are 45 
different possibilities, whereas there are only 20 potential metonymies

 with 100 domains there are 4,950 potential metaphors but only 200 
metonymies

 the things change “a little” if we allow for permutations 
 metaphors are normally unidirectional, but in some cases the role of 

domains can be reversed, so ANIMAL and HUMAN can both be source and 
target domains

 further, the number of hierarchical levels in the system is different for 
metaphors and metonymies
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 clusters are typical of metaphors, while metonymies can be high-level, low-
level, and very often nothing in between

 admittedly, the number of parts that can potentially be metonymically used 
to evoke the whole, and the other way round is potentially infinite, but in 
practice the choice is considerably limited by a number of cognitive 
principles of salience discussed by Kövecses and Radden (e.g. relevant 
over irrelevant, concrete over abstract, human over non-human, etc.)

 on the other hand, in the case of metaphors, there is just a general 
tendency for source domains to be more concrete than the target domains

 all this means that there is a clear contrast between conceptual metaphors 
and conceptual metonymies in this respect, as new types, i.e. genuine 
novelty, can only arise with the former

 it seems that we can at best have only novel instances of metonymies
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 now I return to the topic of metonymic creativity, showing that 
metonymies can be used in creative ways in order to achieve a number of 
goals, from producing humorous effect by means of euphemisms, 
hyperboles, framing, to poetic pruposes

 in this part I briefly consider how several metonymies can be creatively 
combined into complex metonymies or combined with metaphors to 
produce further figurative amalgams
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4 Metonymy and creativity: 
metalepsis as complex metonymies and 
visual metaphtonymies



 metalepsis is in classical rhetorical tradition sometimes considered to be 
a subtype of metonymy, just like synechdoche

 it is often treated as a poorly understood rhetoric ragbag of a sort, 
including multiple, i.e. stacked or tiered metonymies, and even what is 
considered to be run-of-the-mill metonymies like EFFECT FOR CAUSE

 it is certainly strange, if not indicative, that ancient rhetoricians felt 
CAUSE and EFFECT metonymies to be somehow special

 metalepsis is defined as a figure of speech in which an expression makes 
indirect reference to another figure of speech, or as a “figure of speech 
consisting in the substitution by metonymy of one figurative sense for 
another” (Merriam Webster)
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 Harold Bloom takes it to be “the trope of a trope” (1975: 74), “a scheme, 
frequently allusive, that refers the reader back to any previous scheme” 
(ib.)

 he (1975: 102) goes on to say that metalepsis can be called “maddeningly, 
but correctly, a metonymy of metonymy”

 Cummings (2007: 219) describes metalepsis as a “process of transition, 
doubling, or ellipsis in figuration, of replacing a figure with another figure, 
and of missing out of the figure in between in order to create a figure that 
stretches the sense or which fetches things from far off”

 put more simply,  Cummings claims that metalepsis is a complex which 
appears to involve a mental jump over several figurative steps somewhere 
in the middle

 what seems to emerge from all this is:
1. that in all cases of metalepsis there is some metonymic link, i.we. that it 

involves, metonymy and another figure of speech, or several 
metonymies 

2. there is an implicit metonymic link (very often of the cause-effect type)
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 let us now provide some examples:
(16)“Was this the face that launched a thousand ships

and burnt the topless towers of Ilium?” (Ch. Marlowe: Dr 
Faustus)

(17) A lead foot is driving behind me.
 in example (9), the face of metonymically stands for the whole person, 

which happens to be Helen, abducted and brought to Troy
 she is presented here as the cause and a thousand ships launched and the 

destruction of the towers of Ilium as the effect
 however, stating that we have here a simple case of a CAUSE FOR EFFECT

metonymy or its opposite, would be wrong
 for one thing, it is in the nature of metonymy that we explicitly refer to 

the concepts serving as the source, but not also to the target – here we 
have both

 further, it was not Helen who caused the whole thing but the event of 
her abduction, so this is another metonymic tier
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 in an another tier, her abduction leads to an armed conflict, and armed 
conflict has some accompanying circumstances, such as sending troops
(or ships) and consequences (or effects), such as the destruction of cities

 in example (10), the lead foot refers to someone who drives fast
 we again seem to have a cause and effect relationship, but again, it is not 

achieved directly 
 a salient property of lead is that it is heavy, and the implication is that 

anything made of or constituted of lead exerts a lot of pressure on the 
supporting surface, so lead foot exerts a lot of pressure onto the 
accelerator

 in consequence of this, the car whose accelerator is handled this way 
moves with great speed

 needless to say, (lead) foot as a body part stands metonymically for the 
whole person, i.e. the driver

 it seems that in such effective examples there is actually more than meets 
the eyes, i.e. figurative complexity giving birth to creative expressions

64



 in a series of advertisments warning about the dangers of unofficial 
servicing we can identify a conceptual metaphor and several metonymic 
layers

 the wrench in the picture stands metonymically for all tools in general (a 
member of a category for the whole category), and tools than 
metonymically represent the activity performed by using it, i.e. servicing a 
car

 the wrench is metaphorically conceptualized as a dangerous predatory 
animal due to the shadow it casts in which we can racognize the profile 
of an alligator with numerous sharp teeth

 teeth metonymically point to danger and potential negative consequences 
of unofficial service
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4.1. Metonymic input to visual 
metaphtonymies



 the second ad is very similar to the first, while the third and the fourth
metaphorically present tools as something else, as the hangman’s noose
and as a cold weapon (knife), otherwise the metonymic contribution is 
msimilar to what we have observed in other ads
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 in the following Polish advertisment for fruit juice a conceptual metaphor
(PHYSICAL CLOSENESS IS EMOTIONAL CLOSENESS) plays a very important
role, and it is realized in two modalities, both textually and visually (the
apple and the juice container are next to each other)

 what is more they are personified, metaphorically conceived as two
humans

 they sit in a room about which we can safely infer that it is a movie theatre
(metonymic inference because of the arrangement of seats, dimmed lights, 
and the ray of light coming from the projector)

 the close bodily contact in a movie
theatre metonymically evokes the
well known stereotypical scenario
of two lovers coming closer during
the film projection

67



 the concept of novel metonymy is not only poorly understood
 but actually hightly suspect on theoretical grounds
 there is and there can hardly be any novel metonymies, at least at the 

type level, while studying individual examples is a fairly trivial task
 however, some well established metonymic models can combine to 

produce creative, and very effective complex metonymies
 metonymies can also contribute the creation of creative metaphtonymic 

expressions
 needless to say, metonymic models, in particular paragon models, can 

uderlie the creation of novel metaphors like the following:
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5 Some concluding remarks



(18) MIT Student Invents “Smart Gun”, Called The “Zuckerberg Of Firearms” —
Can We Stop, Please?

Geology is the Kardashian of sciences 
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g486zZn3ZLo)
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Thanks!


