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Lesson Three:
Smiles and Metaphors

A smile isacomparison that involves usng thewords*“like” or “as.”
M etaphor s, on the other hand, are much more direct: unlike similes, which say that
something or someoneissimilar to something ese, metaphorstell usthat somethingis
something else. For ingtance, if | wereto useasimile | might say, “Her hair isas
tangled asabriar patch,” | could changeit to ametaphor by saying, “ Her hair isa
briar patch.”

Metaphors and smiles are particularly useful when it comesto imagery. Imagery
is used to describe things that we can see, hear, touch, smell, and taste. However, the
world around us isfilled with things that remind us of other things. Similesand
metaphors alow us to describe objects and people in our lives by comparing them to
other objects and people. If you got into an argument with your sister, for example, the
sentence “ She was incredibly angry” might not express just how angry your sster redly
was. You could add to the sentence, saying, “ She was so angry that her face was red and
her handswere baled into figts.”  Still, that might not communicate the intensity of her
emotion. In such agtuation, asmile or ametaphor might help. Take alook:

Simile: Shewasasangry asa bear caught in atrap.
Metaphor:  Shewasa bonfire of rage.

When using asmile or ametgphor, it'simportant to redize that you aren't
limited to describing thingsin their entirety. That is, you don't dways have to describe
the “whole’ thing. 'Y ou might describe arunner (which is an example of a“whole
person”) by saying, “He was as fast as a cheetah,” but you might dso say, “Hislegs were
like the wheds of ahotrod.” See the difference? The first example dedt with the whole
person, and the second dedlt with only apart of him: namdy, hislegs

Let'stake alook a some similes and metaphor sthat describe whole things and
somethat describe parts of things. The firg three will be similes; the last three will be
metaphors.

1 Hewas as quiet as a shadow.
His hands moved quietly, like shadows.

2. Thetreelooked like a giant, twisted skeleton.
Thetreg' sbrancheswerelikethe twisted hands of a skeleton.

3. Shesang likea bird.



Her voicewas like the voice of a bird.

4. When herunsheisafreght train.
When heruns hisbody isafreight train.

5. My mother, working in the kitchen, isa whirlwind.
My mother’s arms, when sheworksin thekitchen, are a whirlwind.

6. You areadtar in the sky.
Your eyesarestarsin the sky.

Notice that the sentence that involve parts of things tend to be consderably more
descriptive. The reason for thisis because when you describe parts of things you're
forced to mention more images: if | tak about “my mother' sarms’ | generate an image
of my mother, and another of her ams. If | say, “Her voice was like the voice of abird,”
you picture “her” followed by “her voice.”

When you write your |etters there will be times when you want to include some
very beautiful, vivid imegery. Those are the times when you should use smilesand
metaphorsthat deal with parts of things. But when creating a beautiful scene for your
reader isn't necessarily very important, asimile or metaphor that dealswith awhole
thing might be more appropriate. There s nothing wrong with using one form over
another; it'sjust amatter of picking the one that you fed suits your sentence best.

When most people use smiles and metaphors they use them to describe objects.
They say that one thing is Smilar to another, which is what we did when we said that the
runner was like a cheetah. If you look at quickly at the six examples up above you'll see
that they dl ded with thingsthat are physical: hands, trees, voices, bodies, ams, and
eyes. All sx of those things can be detected with one or more of our five senses. We can
see hands and trees, we can hear someone svoice, etc. Similes and metaphors help us
describe those things in avery vivid, powerful way. That’s what we did when compared
the runner to a cheetah. You'll find, however, that the most powerful way to use similes
and metaphor s isto use them to describe things that aren't physical at dl.

Haveyou ever seen love? Have you ever seen pride? How about anger? Joy?
Human beings are emotiona creatures. Just about everything we do involves some sort
of emotion or feding. Because of this, you can bet you'll be talking about emotion quite
abit inyour letters. But how do you do it? How do you describe something you can't
see? How do you describe something that isn't a physical object? You can say, “1 was
filled with hgppiness,” but can your reader redly see your happiness?

No matter what we do we can't truly see emotions. We can't see love, and we
can't see sadness. We can certainly see signs of love and sadnessin the expressions and
actions of the people around us, but we |l never be able to actudly see the emotions
themsalves. The closest we can come to describing emotions is to compare them to
things that we can, in fact, perceive with our five senses. And since smiles and
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metaphors involve comparing things, it make sense that they’ |l help us describe and
communicate emotions. Take alook:

1 My mother’slove was like a mountain, firm and unyielding.
2. His sadnesswas like an ocean wave lapping timidly at the shore.
3. Her jealousy was afirethat burned her from theinsde out.

4, Thekindness he brought into my life was like putting sugar in a cup
of very strong tea.

5. His devotion was as strong as oak, and as gentle as lamb’swool.

See how it'sdone? Describing emotions is Smply a matter of stating the
emotion, and then finding something that it reminds you of. Similes and metaphors can
be as unique as people: | might compare love to amountain, but you might compareiit to
an ocean; | might compare kindness to sugar, and you might compareit to the smell of
fresh flowers.

Here' s part of a sample letter so you can see exactly how similes and metaphors
might be used.

Dear Friend,

Today | went into the garden. Not much isgrowing thereright now
because we planted it last week. But some of the beans have broken the
surface of the soil. They look like tiny loops of green yarn. Next to the beans
isarow of tomato plants standing like skinny little men with crazy hair and
long fingers.

| lovethe garden and | alwayshave. | especially loveit when it’sin
full bloom, and | can walk out therewith a basket to pick a head of lettuce,
some cucumbers, and a few onionsto put in asalad. Whenever I’'m in the
gar den, standing behind rows of corn with potatoes and radishes growing at
my feet, | fed asthough I’'m in another world. Have you ever knelt down,
and then suddenly looked up to see to see the heads of fifty or so sunflowers
staring down at you? Let metdl you, it’s more amazing than it sounds.
Sometimes| just stand therein awe, taking in all the good smells and feeling
the sun on my arms.

But right now it’sonly April, and so the garden isnothing morethan
agiant brown spot at the back of theyard...

In your next letter you should include the fallowing items:
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1 At least three examples of imagery that DO NOT involve smilesor
metaphors.

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

3. At least four similes.
4, At least two metaphors.

Remember, most of these techniques are designed to overlap, so it's OK to
combine some of them into the same sentences.
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