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Lesson Five:
Symbolism

A symbol is something that represents something ese. When we see aflag with
red and white stripes and a blue square filled with sars in the upper left-hand corner, we
think of America; when we see a heart we think of love; when we see skull in front of
two crossed bones, we think of danger. All those things are symbols. They're Sgnsthat
give usimportant information.

When it comesto a piece of writing, symbols can be extremely powerful. Let's
take alook at how they work...

Dear Friend,

Today | saw amoose. Helifted hishead up out of apond as| walked
by. One minutetherewas a beautiful, seemingly quiet pond with water lilies
and cattails; and then a giant, hulking head burs from the surface, its
antlers streaming with weeds and water .

| froze. What else could | do? M oose can be quite dangerous, in case
you didn’t know. They don’t care much for humans, and if they'rein a foul
mood they tend to charge at anything that moves.

Itshead turned tolook at me. Itsnostrilswere steaming in the cold
morning air. Then it gave a mighty snort and shook itshead from sideto
side. | wasso closethat dropletsfell on my armsand face. The moosetook a
lurching step forward, asif freeing itself from the muck in the bottom of the
pond — and then it moved dowly alongsde the bank, away from me, until it
reached a pebbled shore. Asit lumbered out of the water and disappeared
behind thetrees| gaveasigh of relief.

Seeing the moose this mor ning made methink. But first | had to
catch my breath, for although the moose had gone he certainly hadn’t left my
mind. | sat down next to the pond and picked up a small rock to fiddle with.
The moose had been so big —bigger than any animal I’d ever seen. |’ve been
to zoos befor e, and even to the circuswhen | waslittle; but never had | been
so closeto awild animal, and never had something’ s size impressed me so
much. Watching the moose climb out of the pond was like watching a
monster emerge from a nightmare. “Don’t beso silly,” | said to mysdlf,
gtting there on the bank. “It wasjust a moose.”



Thequiet of the pond suddenly seemed overwhelming.

“Just amoose? Thething could havekilled me!” | said aloud. And it
was true, of course, for had the moose decided | would look good on his
antlers, he could have charged and my life would have ended. It was sheer
luck that he had walked away so calmly.

Sitting therein theweeds | listened to the birds and watched the sun
cast undulating shadowsin thewater. | began to fed very small. We
humans, with our big brainsand clever notions, are no match for nature.
Sure, we can build houses and knock down trees. We can shoot animalsand
curesickness. But if we're ever alone out in thewilderness, we'rein danger.
The moose reminded me of that fact, and now | know hewon’t ever let me
forget it.

See how it works? First we saw a very vivid flashback that focused on the
moose, and then the writer talked about what the moose meant to him. Whenever a
writer talks about what a physical object means to him, he’s created a symbol, and is
therefore usng symbolism.

There are three basic kinds of symbolism: direct symbolism, indirect
symbolism, and subtle symbolism. The kind used up above in the letter about the
moose is an example of indirect symbolism, because the writer didn’t directly say that
the moose was a symbol. Had he said, “The moose was a symbol of my humility,” or,
“To me the moose meant defensalessness,” he would have been using the moose as a
direct symbol. Instead of talking about what the moose meant to him, the writer chose
to talk about what the moose made him think. Using indirect symbolism, then, isas
ample as 1) describing an object, and then 2) discussing what the object made you think.
Asyou can tdl from the example, using internal dialogue helps quite a bit.

Direct symbolismisn't used very often a dl in writing, but it can produce some
very powerful writing nonetheless. Let’ s take alook:

Dear Friend,

A lot of people get upset about therain. Take my sister, for instance.
Shecan’t ¢and it. When it rainsall she doesis complain about all the things
shecan’'t do. She can’'t go out to empty the compost, she can’t go out
shopping, and she certainly can’t work on her suntan.

To me, therain means something. It means green grass growing, and
it meansthe buds on the treeswill soon burst into leaves. It meansthe cat
jumping at raindropsin thewindow. It meanswarm tea and a book in my
favoritechair. When it rains, lifedoesn’t stop — it smply changes.
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Direct symbolismisadways easy to notice. Notice, though, that it’s difficult to
use without coming across as dramatic, and maybe even abit smug. To useit, dl you
haveto do isdirectly state what a certain object meansto you. Usually you'll usethe
words“means’ or “represents’ or “symbolizes.”

Subtle symbolismis by far the mogt difficult form of symbolism to use
successfully in apiece of writing. Asthe nameimplies, subtle symbolismisdifficult to
recognize. When you use subtle symbolism you won't be talking about what something
means, or what something made you think. Instead, using subtle symbolismis a matter
of emphasizing certain objects by 1) repeating them throughout the Ietter, or 2) describing
them in avery detailed way.

Dear Friend,

| got hometo find a pair of scissorssitting on my desk. For a second |
thought my daughter had been cutting and pasting again, but then |
remembered that Madeline was all grown up, and was away at college. She
used to love cutting and pasting. She'd take sheet after sheet of colored
construction paper, and cut out all sortsof random shapes. Then she'd place
them on a piece of black paper and play with them until they resembled
animals, trees, houses— anything, really — and glue them down.

Shewas always very precise with those scissors. If ever theedge of a
piece of paper wasfrayed or ripped, she'd cut it off and make it straight.
Straight asan arrow. That’show Maddineis, really. Shelikesthingsto be
clean and precise and straight. She always has. If shethinks something is
confusing or unclear, she'll takeit apart bit by bit until it makes sense to her.
It'salot like using a pair of scissorsto trim a piece of paper, actually. The
only troubleisthat oncein awhile she'd trim so much there s be nothing left.

See how it works? Instead of saying that the pair of scissors symbolizes his
daughter, the writer explains how his daughter used the scissors, and that in some
ways shewasvery similar to the scissors. Subtle symbolismisavery advanced
writing technique, and if you can pull it off successfully, you certainly have something to
be proud of! To useit, you should 1) describe aphysical object, 2) explain what the
object reminds you of, and then 3) tak about the amilarities or differences between the
object and the thing of which it reminds you.

In your next letter you should include the fallowing items:
1. At least three examples of imagery.

2. At least three examples of internal dialogue (direct or indirect —it doesn’t
matter which).

3. At least one simile or a metaphor.
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4, One flashback, or oneflashback within a flashback.
5. One example of direct symbolism, indirect symbolism, or subtle symbolism.

Remember, most of these techniques are designed to overlap, s0 it sOK to
combine some of them.
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