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Simile and Metaphor
A friend of mine years ago had a fun phrase he always used on rainy days:  “Lovely weather if you’re a duck!”  Of course, he didn’t really mean it was a beautiful day, and no one in our group of friends ever thought he was saying anything other than “the weather is awful.”  
We all use phrases like my friend’s when we want to express a thought or emotion without saying it in a plain vanilla way.  I remember teaching a class of English-as-a-Second-Language students at a junior college in Texas on a day when the clouds were so black it was dark at noon.  As I was beginning the class period I happened to glance at the window at the back of the classroom and noticed the inky clouds.  I hadn’t been out all morning and I was surprised to see what looked like a serious storm blowing in so I exclaimed, “The sky is about to fall!”  My entire class turned around in their chairs to look out the window, then looked back at me in confusion.  A bit later I again glanced at the window and saw the rain coming down heavily.  This time I said, “Wow!  It’s raining cats and dogs!”  This time my entire class got out of their seats to look out the window and then demanded that I explain why I had just told them small animals were falling out of the sky.  (And, yes, I did explain the idiomatic expressions.)
When we use words in a way that deviates from their standard meaning so as to achieve a specific effect, we are using figurative language.  This special use of words can take a number of forms, including simile or metaphor, symbolism, irony, allegory, personification, and others.  (Laurence Perrine says that some scholars have counted as many as 250 different forms  [571].) While we generally think of figurative language as poetic language, we must keep in mind that we all use these devices in our everyday conversations.

Simile


A simile is “a comparison between two distinctly different things [which] is explicitly indicated by the word ‘like’ or ‘as’” (Abrams 97).  Sven Birkerts says that “we resort to [both simile and metaphor] naturally whenever we wish to give a special emphasis to our expression.  Simply saying ‘He was tall’ might not convey the desired effect.  If we said, ‘He was as tall as a giraffe,’ we would be using simile, which is the direct correlation of two things—in this case, person and animal—by means of like, as, than, or some other word establishing direct relation” (654). Beaty and Hunter call this an “explicit” comparison (937), meaning that the comparison is clearly and specifically stated.  The poem “Spring” by Robert Hass has a double simile:

A bearded bird-like man


(He looked like a Russian priest)


with imperial bearing


and a black ransacked raincoat)


turned to us, cleared


his cultural throat, and


told us both interminably


who Ugo Betti was (Birkerts 655).

The man is compared to both a bird and a Russian priest.  The effect of the comparison is to create a visual image for the reader, allowing us to connect the appearance of the man with our own experiences in order to conjure up a mental picture of the character.
Metaphor

Most of us remember being taught that a metaphor is a comparison of two things that are not similar, without using “like” or “as.”  Return to Birkerts’ comparison of a man and a giraffe.  He says, “If we dropped the connective word and simply stated, ‘He was a giraffe,’ then we would be using a metaphor” (654).  In a metaphor, the comparison between the two things is “implicit”, or implied, rather than being specifically stated.  Beaty and Hunter say the thing is “described as if it were something else” (937).  

The actual drawing of the comparison is much the same in both simile and metaphor, except that a simile tends to be a quick comparison, limited to a line or a phrase, while a metaphor often elaborates on the comparison.  When the metaphor functions through a long section of a poem or passage (or even the entire poem), we call it an extended metaphor.


Both similes and metaphors “may imply both meaning and feeling; they may both explain something and invoke feelings about it.  All figurative language involves an attempt to clarify something and to help readers feel a certain way about it” (Beaty and Hunter 943). The result is that similes and metaphors quite often incorporate other literary devices, such as hyperbole (stating more than we mean, as in “He was a giraffe”), understatement (stating less than we mean), imagery, or irony (Birkerts 655).

A poet will often create a pattern of comparison throughout the poem.  This “[allows] one comparison to suggest others until a network of correspondences is created.  When that network becomes part of the governing idea of the poem..., it is called a conceit.  The reader is called upon to recognize the logic of the comparison and to judge its applicability to the subject.
Simile/Metaphor Exercises   
A.  Read the following poem.  Then answer the questions at the bottom of the page.

Other

by Dorothy Livesay

1

Men prefer an island

With its beginning ended:

Undertone of waves

Trees overbended.

Men prefer a road

Circling, shell-like

Convex and fossiled

Forever winding inward.

Men prefer a woman

Limpid in sunlight

Held as a shell

On a sheltering island...

Men prefer an island.

2

But I am mainland

O I range

From upper country to the inner core:

From sageland, brushland, marshland

To the sea’s floor.

Show me an orchard where I have not slept,

A hollow where I have not wrapped

The sage about me, and above, the still

Stars clustering

Over the ponderosa pine, the cactus hill.

Tell me a time

I have not loved,

A mountain left unclimbed:

A prairie field

Where I have not furrowed my tongue,

Nourished it out of the mind’s dark places;

Planted with tears unwept

And harvested as friends, as faces.

O find me a dead-end road

I have not trodden

A logging road that leads the heart away

Into the secret evergreen of cedar roots

Beyond sun’s farthest ray—

Then, in a clearing’s sudden dazzle,

There is no road; no end; no puzzle.

But do not show me! For I know

The country I caress:

A place where none shall trespass

None possess:

A mainland mastered

From its inaccess.

-----

Men prefer an island.

1.  What is the primary metaphor expressed in part 1 of the poem?

2.  What is the primary metaphor expressed in part 2 of the poem?

3.  What is the overall effect of comparing the part 1 metaphor to the part 2 metaphor?

4.  How is the last line ironic in the context of the extended metaphor?

B.  Read the following poem.  Then answer the questions at the bottom of the page.

Lace
by Eaven Boland
Bent over

the thriftless phrases,
the open notebook—

the crystal rhetoric
20


of bobbinedº knots
light fades out

and bossesº:
making the trees stand out

a vagrant drift
and my room
5
of emphasis
at the back

to wave away an argument
25
of the house, dark.

or frame the hand


he kisses;
In the dusk

which, for all that, is still
I am still

looking for it—
10
what someone
the language that is
in the corner
30


of a room,

in the dusk,
lace:
bent over

as the light was fading
a baroqueº obligation


at the wrist
lost their sight for.
35
of a prince
15
in a petty court.

Look, just look

at the way he shakes out

Baroque: ornamented European art style of the 17th century
bobbined:  knotted thread wrapped around pins or bobbins

bosses:  raised or knobbed patterns in fabric

(NOTE:  These questions, and the discussion of the poem, are taken from Birkerts.)
1.  Identify any metaphors or similes.

2.  Substitute the “like” and “as” of simile for Boland’s metaphors.  How do the substitutions change the poem?

3.  How effective do you find Boland’s conceit, likening writing to lacemaking?  Does she make either art seem attractive or worth pursuing?  Explain your answer.

Discussion:  “Irish poet Eavan Boland’s ‘Lace’ is a good example of a contemporary usage of a conceit.  The act of writing is not only likened to the ancient art of lace-making, but the comparisons are extended to make a moral:  that both arts attain their highest beauty at a price.  Makes of lace not infrequently lost their sight; is it for us to determine what may be the cost imposed upon the makers of sentences” (655-656).
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