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white   
white as snow/ a sheet/ marble  

 
 
1.  

white  
(intensifying simile)  [ (as ) adj. as N]

proverbial as
(1)  
 

(1) a. good as gold 
b. free as a bird 
c. cool as a cucumber 
d. white as snow 

 
(1d) white as…as

  “white lie”  “feel blue” 
 “Her 

skin is as white as snow.  
[ (as ) adj. as N]

white white as snow white as a sheet, white as ghost, white as marble, white as milk, white 
as lily

—
— white as snow, white as a sheet, white as marble 3

 
2 3 4

5 6  
 
2.  

Svartengren(1918) [ (as ) adj. as N]
 ‘intensifying similes’ —'stock similes’ (Norrick1986)  

‘as-similes’ (Moon2008) — “Her skin is as white as snow.  “her skin”
( ) N1 adj. as ( ) “snow” N2  

Svartengren(1918)
(ibid.462) Moon(2008) Bank of English

as-similes (ibid.23)  
N2 Norrick (1986) N2

N2

N2  “Black as night, Black as soot, 
Black as the devil” (connotation) (ibid. 42)
Moon(2008)  “humour, affective meaning, and other features of 
interpersonal meaning” (ibid. 9) Moon(2008) N2

 “red as 
blood relates to colour, red as a beetroot typically indicates embarrassment or anger”
(ibid.8) N2 red as 
blood red blood
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N2 (1997) 1400
Emaré white as N2

”whyte as whales bone, whyte as lylye-flowre, whyte as fome, whyte as flour” 
(ibid. 552-3) “lylye-flowre”

(ibid. 553)  “whales bone”,  “fome”,  “flour”
 

adj. N2
N2 N1

N2
 

 
3.  

white as snow, white as a sheet, white as marble 3
 

 
3.1  

1 (Svartengren 
1918 Moon 2008) HUM19UK BNC Fiction

18 EEBO ECCO
Google Books1  

 
1  

British National Corpus (BNC2) 1980 ~ 1990  Spoken/Written S: 1000  

W: 9000  

FIC: 1600  

The Huddersfield, Utrecht, Middelburg 

corpus of 19th century British fiction 

(HUM19UK) 

1800 ~1890   1300  

Eighteenth Century Collections Online 

(ECCO) 

1700 ~1790  Written 207,000 3 

Early English Books Online (EEBO4) 1470 ~1690  Written 7  

25,000  
 

3 N1 (
) N2

N1
 

 
1 Google Books British English Google Books

 
2 1980 1990 ( Dickens Oliver Twist )  
3 (https://www.gale.com/jp/c/eighteenth-century-collections-online)

 
4 EEBO white hewe, swite, wite, whtc, whie, whyght, whyte, quhyte ,whit, quhite

EEBO ECCO  
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3.2 white as snow/ a sheet/ marble  

 white as snow/ a sheet/ marble BNC HUM19UK
white N2 white as snow white as a sheet

 
white as marble

white as a sheet snow sheet marble
3 N2

 
 

2  white as snow/ a sheet/ marble  
 BNC /per mil HUM19UK /per mil 
white as snow 20 / 0.20 23 / 1.76 
white as a sheet 24 / 0.24 11 / 0.84 
white as marble  2 / 0.02  3 / 0.22 

 
4 N1  

 
4. 3  
4.1 N2  
 

snow/sheet/marble 3
snow 9

sheet 8 Oxford English Dictionary ( OED)
 marble 12   

OED as…as snow OE OED sheet
1659 EEBO 5 marble sheet 1597

EEBO  
3 white as snow sheet OE

marble 70 white as a sheet 3
 

 
1 snow/sheet/marble  

Mod E white as a sheet 1659 

1500 
white as marble 1597 

ME  

1100 
-marble 1180 

OE  

700 
-snow 825       
white as snow OE       -sheet 725     

OED EEBO  

 
5 white as a sheet OED 1752 sheet 3. c. white as marble 1835

pillar 6.a.  
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4.2 N1  

white as snow/ a sheet / marble N1
 

3 19 4 18 3 N1

4 3 N1
18 19  

 
3   19 N1 4 18 N1  

snow sheet marble snow sheet marble
shoulders skin
breast hands
fingers face
face teeth
cheeks tongue
forehead neck
lips hair
tongue beard
neck
hair
beard
brow

/

N1

/

N2N2

 
 

3 4 N1 /
4 6 / 18 white as snow/ 
marble 3 white as a sheet

white as snow 3
N1

(2) N1 (2a) (2b) “venerable”

 
6 

 “shirt”  “dress”
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(3) N1 (3a) 
(3b)  “the place of honour”  

 
(2)a. If these men stay here much longer my hair will be white as snow .               (HUM19UK) 
 

b. The owner was tall, and of a venerable presence, …and his hair as white as snow . 
 (HUM19UK) 

 
(3)a. An old--old man sat in his cottage on the verge of the Black Forest. He had numbered ninety years ; 

his head was completely bald--his mouth was toothless--his long beard was white as snow, and his 
limbs were feeble and trembling . He was alone in the world…   (HUM19UK) 

 
b. They were assembled in the men’s tent, to the number of ten persons ; the place of honour, the 

corner, being given to my father’s uncle, the elder of the tribe, an old man, whose beard, as white as 
snow, descended to his girdle .     

(HUM19UK) 
 

white as snow (4) N1
(4a)  ( “shone”) (4b)  “repent”  “cursed”
 

 
(4)a .and on the hill beheld the warlike maid, as white as snowe vpon the alpine clift the virgin shone, in 

siluer armes arrai... 
                                                                              (EEBO) 

 
b. when gerard heard duke naymes, he changed colour, and waxed as white as snow, repenting in 

himselfe the dede that he had done to his brother, hee cursed to himselfe gybouars, in that hee 
beleeued his counsel… 

                                               (EEBO) 
 

/ N1  “a truly 
magnificent swan”  “a dish of rice” “contrition”  
 

(5)a. The robin nodded its head and flew off Two minutes later, a truly magnificent swan, 
as white as snow, came swooping in and landed on a branch nearby. 

                     (BNC) 
 

b. Nothing could be more delicious than the meal which she had prepared : there was a dish of rice, 
white as snow, and near it a plate of roast meat , cut into small bits…              (HUM19UK) 

 
c. …why say thy sinnes were blacker then is ieat, yet may contrition make them as white as snowe… 

(EEBO) 
 

white as a sheet 3
white as snow 60 white as marble 58 white as a 

sheet 81 white as a sheet 
(6) OED white (7)

(7a) (7b) N1 “he”  
 

(6)4. a. Abnormally pale or pallid, esp. from illness, or from fear or other emotion. Frequently in 
(typically hyperbolic) similes (cf. as white as a sheet at SHEET n.1 3c), in extended use designating 
an emotion causing pallor (as white rage, white terror), or in allusive phrases expressing cowardice 
(cf. WHITE-LIVER n., WHITE-LIVERED adj.). 

                                        (OED) 
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(7)a. George Cowley arrived at the hospital just as Doyle's now unconscious body was being wheeled 
into the emergency operating room… As Cowley walked towards the slightly hunched figure of 
Bodie, he was able to see Doyle's peaceful face, eyes closed, white as a sheet…         (BNC) 

 
b. When they took him out of the black hole after six hours ’ confinement he was observed to be white 

as a sheet , and to tremble violently all over , and in this state at the word of command he crept back 
all the way to his cell,…  

(HUM19UK) 
 

3 4  “tongue” 3 N1
 

18  
 

(8)a. …when the sloe-tree's as white as a sheet, sow your barley whether it be dry or wet… 
(EEBO) 

 
b. I am just come up from the beach, and I think I never saw a greater sea! why it breaks over the 

head as white as a sheet !!  
(1767/Google Books) 

 
white as marble snow

7 N1
snow (9)

(9a,b) (9c)  
 

(9)a. Her hair was golden and wavy ; her eyes deep blue , guarded by long lashes and arched by what 
seemed to be a touch of an artist's pencil ; her forehead high and white as marble , her ears dainty 
in their smallness...                                              (1901/Google Books) 

 
b. She watched him gazing amorously at those twin orbs(=breast)7, as white as marble, and as 

plump as pigeons.                                                           (BNC) 
 

c. . …an old man kneeling beside the body of a female,… Her tresses were dishevelled, and dripping 
with wet, as were her garments ; and her features white as marble .    

(HUM19UK) 
 

18 white as marble 19
8

 
 

(10)a. That Castle has been burnt to ashes by lightning; but the few remains of it that are left, shew it 
was stately Edifice; the stones it was built with, were as white as marble…             (ECCO) 

 
b. In patzolo a place of about 1000 people all swallowed up (by an earthquake), Furla another Town 

of about the same number of Souls, had the like fate, and the Rocks adjacent which formerly were 
white as Marble , are now black and as if burnt with Fire…              (1694/Google Books) 

 
white as snow/a sheet/marble 3 N1

3 N1 white as snow > white as marble > white as a sheet
white as snow N1

white as a sheet white as marble
3  

 
7  

― 48 ―



5  
white as snow white as a sheet white as marble

 
 
5.1 white as snow 

OE BNC white as a sheet
HUM19UK

(Svaertengren1918:234) 
OE white as snow white as + N

white as snow white
white as snow

snow
white as snow white

 
BNC HUM19UK white as snow white as a sheet

EEBO white as snow white as milk white
white as snow/ a sheet  

19 white as snow white as marble N1
 “face”  “neck”  “beard” N1
 “shoulders”  “breast”  “fingers”

19 white as a 
sheet

 
 
5.2 white as a sheet 

3 white as a sheet
19

 
 

(8)a. …when the sloe-tree's as white as a sheet, sow your barley whether it be dry or wet… 
                                            (EEBO) 

 
b. I am just come up from the beach, and I think I never saw a greater sea! why it breaks over the head 

as white as a sheet !!                                             (1767/Google Books) 
 

(8) sheet
OED 1593

(8a) (8b) sheet
OED sheet (11)  

 
(11)8. A broad expanse or stretch of something lying out flat, presenting a white or glistening surface, or 

forming a relatively thin covering or layer.  
(OED) 

 
white as a sheet 1723 18

sheet (Vries 1974:573)
18 (12) N1  “tongue”

sheet
 

 
(12)a. He was restless , an oppression and difficulty of breathing , prostration of strength , his ... tongue 

as white as a sheet…                                            (1778/ Google Books) 
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b ...the country being entirely a desert… the country is very even and white as a sheet , nothing 

vegetable grows upon them ;                                       (1819/Google Books) 
 

Oxford IDIOMS Dictionary for learners of English  “(as) white as a 
sheet/ghost” sheet BNC
HUM19UK N2 ghost BNC bone
ash HUM19UK death  ashes tombstone gravestone corpse N2

Moon(2008)  “conceptual simile” Moon (2008) as-similes
N2

thick as fleas/locusts/midges thick as NEGATIVELY-EVALUATED INSECTS  
conceptual simile  thick as flies

(ibid. 33)  
white as a sheet white as DEATH

sheet
 

 
5.3 white as marble 

white as marble 18 19

 
(9c) 

marble 8 marble
(13)  

 
(9)c. …an old man kneeling beside the body of a female…Her tresses were dishevelled , and dripping 

with wet , as were her garments ; and her features white as marble .              (HUM19UK) 
 
(13)1642   Sir T. Browne Religio Medici (new ed.) 134   I have no conscience of Marble to resist the 

hammer of more heavy offences.                                                 (OED) 
 

marble marble-minded, heart of marble

white as marble OED marble
3.b. 1598  
 

(14)1598    J. Florio Worlde of Wordes   Inespiabile, inexpiable,..vnmercifull, deadlie, marble-minded. 
(OED) 

 

(Vries 1974:416)
OED marble

 fair” “beautiful”  
 

(15)marble,n. I. Senses relating to the stone. 
 1.a. Limestone that has been recrystallized by metamorphism and is capable of taking a polish; esp. one 
that is pure white or has a mottled surface, such as is often used in sculpture and architecture. Also more 

 
8  
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generally: any stone that will take a polish and can be used for decorative purposes in building or 
sculpture. 

.  
a1200    MS Trin. Cambr. in R. Morris Old Eng. Homilies (1873) 2nd Ser. 145 (MED)   [Mary 

Magdalene] nam ane box emaked of marbelstone. 
c1330  ( ?c1300)     Bevis of Hampton (Auch.) 4609 (MED)   A faire chapel of marbel fin. 
?a1400  ( a1338)     R. Mannyng Chron. (Petyt) ii. 341 (MED)   Of marble is þe stone, & purtreied 

þer he lies. 
?a1425    Mandeville's Trav. (Egerton) (1889) iii. 9   All þe pilers er of marbill. 
1474    W. Caxton tr.  Game & Playe of Chesse (1883) iii. iv. 110   Also colde and harde as marbill. 
1553    R. Eden tr. S. Münster Treat. Newe India sig. Fvv   Ouer this ryuer is a very fayre bridge 

of marble. 
1617    F. Moryson Itinerary  i. 162   All the pauement is most beautifull of ingrauen Marble. 
1705    J. Addison Remarks Italy 270   Not to mention what a huge Column of Granite, Serpentine, or 

Porphyry must have cost... It is well known how these sorts of Marble resist the Impressions 
of..Instruments. 

1794    A. Radcliffe Myst. of Udolpho II. ii. 40   From the portico they passed a noble hall to a staircase 
of marble. 

1857    J. Ruskin Polit. Econ. Art i. 46   Marble..lasts quite as long as granite, and is much softer to 
work. 

1916    Bull. U.S. Bureau of Mines No. 106. 122   Marble is used for foundation stone and retaining 
walls. 

1974    M. Ayrton Midas Consequence  viii. 187   The Greeks punched out marble in the whitest and 
clearest light on earth and at their best, before the steel chisel was invented, they splintered it 
out in particles so that the bruised stone ate the light in minute facets. 

1988    S. Afr. Panorama May 24/2   The alternative was built-in art or clever devices..like painting 
concrete pillars to look like genuine marble. 

 

(1999) white as marble
 

 
5.4  

white as snow/a sheet/marble
white as snow white as N

white as a sheet
sheet

sheet white as DEATH conceptual simile
white as marble

marble-minded, heart of marble marble
white 

as a sheet  
 
6.  

white as snow/a sheet/marble N1 N2
N1

white as snow white as snow white
white as a sheet —

— sheet white as DEATH 
white as a sheet white as 
marble
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3

N1
white as snow white

white as marble
white as snow OE

white
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