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The Mystery of the Metonym: how to write great speeches using the most powerful 

speechwriting tool most of us have never heard of! 

 
Ironically, one of the most powerful rhetorical devices at a speechwriter’s disposal lies hidden in 

plain sight. Beloved of propagandists and politicians, brand consultants and advertisers, visual 

artists and writers, metonymy is as ubiquitous and powerful as its better-known sibling, and 

fellow rhetorical big hitter, metaphor. 

 

Persuasive speakers and speeches use metonymy to great effect – here are a few well-known 

examples: 

 

‘From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an iron curtain has descended across the 

continent.’ Winston Churchill 

 

‘A man touched down on the moon, a wall came down in Berlin, a world was connected by our 

own science and imagination.’ Barack Obama 

 

‘Washington flourished — but the people did not share in its wealth.’ Donald Trump 

 

In this one-day workshop, you will find out what metonymy is, and how it works. We’ll look at it 

in action across the board – from everyday language, literature and film, to political messaging 

and speeches. On our journey, we’ll discover how metonymy can: 

 

• help you distil, focus and sharpen a message 

• make your speeches more resonant 

• win over an audience by making it feel clever 

• make your speeches more engaging by helping you use language in a more concrete and 

evocative way 

• invoke a multisensory – visual, auditory, tactile, etc – response in an audience. 

 

We will also look at the impact cognitive science and linguistics have had on our understanding 

of metonymy and metaphor. Both no longer seen as mere literary ornaments, but as fundamental 

to the way we think and use language. These insights have profound implications for 

speechwriters and other communications professionals. 

 

The workshop will be highly interactive, combining theory and practice throughout, with plenty 

of opportunity for discussion. 
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Who should attend?  

 

The workshop is aimed at professional wordsmiths of all kinds – speechwriters, communications 

professionals, presenters, etc. Whatever your level of experience, you’ll gain new insights and 

techniques that will give you a creative edge when it comes to using words to make things 

happen. 

 

 

Martha Leyton and Martin Shovel run UK communications consultancy, CreativityWorks. 

They write speeches, lectures and presentations for a variety of leaders: chief executives, leaders 

of trade unions and professional organisations. They also run workshops for speechwriters and 

other communications professionals. 

Martin is also a prolific cartoonist and commentator on Twitter, and he and Martha have created 

several animated films, including the viral YouTube hit, Busting the Mehrabian Myth, which 

satirises the claim that words are generally less important in spoken communication than tone of 

voice and body language. 

 

Feedback from previous workshops 

 

‘The workshop served as a good reflection on my writing. I have found myself going through my 

writing to identify where I have used metonyms – without realizing what they were – to improve 

and enhance it. I absolutely loved the session, and would definitely recommend it to other 

speechwriters.’ 

Sarah Haider, Communications Officer, Prime Minister Secretariat, Malta 

‘A metonym is a linguistic tool that we constantly use but rarely pay much attention to. The 

workshop sheds a light on its strategic role in the language we consume and produce.  It provides 

an opportunity to (re)think how a metonym can be a writer’s weapon, paintbrush, or even glasses 

to view the world.’ 

Dan Sobovitz,  Speechwriter for EC Vice President Maroš Šefčovič 

‘I thought the workshop was fascinating.  It opened my eyes to the fact that, even when I think I 

am using very unvarnished, matter-of-fact language, I am almost always using metonyms and 

metaphors. I would definitely recommend it to other speechwriters, as a way of understanding - 

and improving - your own (often subconscious) writing style.’ 

Simon Craig, First Minister’s Policy Unit, Scottish Government 
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‘Very thought provoking. What was especially interesting/useful was that I realised that, by 

becoming conscious of the metonym, I had a new writing tool in my grasp. The mystery of the 

metonym is this: it is like the air. Metonymy is all around us yet we cannot see it. It is essential 

yet taken for granted. But if we can understand it… bottle it… it can take us to places we never 

would have reached otherwise. Metonymy enables us to communicate like air enables us to live… 

yet few can explain it. Martha and Martin can.’ 

Lech Mintowt-Czyz, Senior speechwriter, Shell 
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