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Symbolism

Several years ago I had a conversation with a student in my senior English class about the relative merits of various universities she was interested in for her college education.  When I asked her which schools were on her list, she replied, “Harvard, Yale, Vassar.  I might think about Brown, but it’s kinda down the list.”  I questioned why she was interested only in those particular schools, and she said she didn’t think any future employer would seriously consider her for a job if she didn’t graduate from a “name” university.
My student had made her list of educational institutions into a set of symbols.  To her, these schools represented places which might lead to a job in the future, and she assumed that any business she might be interested in working for would attach the same symbolic meaning to the same list.  (She also assumed that businesses would attach a negative symbolism to any school not on her list.)  Whether she was correct or not in her assumption doesn’t really matter, although it could easily be argued that many people are employed in enjoyable, productive positions in good careers without having ever set foot in any of the universities mentioned here.  What does matter is that, for this young woman, these names represented success and security.  They meant something more than just names to identify educational institutions.

The simplistic definition of symbolism is “something that stands for something else” (Beaty and Hunter 951).  That means, literally, that every word on this page is a symbol, because each stands for a thing or concept which has meaning for the reader.  We learn the symbolism of words as we learn language when we are small, and we communicate by means of shared understandings of those symbols.  But understanding symbolism is not as easy as mastering a set of definitions, because the meanings often change with the situation being expressed.  

So how do authors send their messages through literary symbols?  Sven Birkerts discusses this process in depth:

A certain ambiguity is necessary for the symbol-making process to succeed.  An object or a situation can be charged with significance, but it must also be convincingly itself.  That is, we must believe in the actual reality of the [object] in the story if its symbolism is to affect us.  Otherwise, we are too conscious of the fact that the author has tried to inject meaning deliberately, and our reading response is contaminated.

When it is used effectively in a work of fiction, a symbol deepens the thematic resonance and involves the reader more deeply in the discovering and making of meanings.  While the associations tend to radiate outward and extend the reach of the work, the symbol itself often works like a magnet, pulling the stray bits of metal—the more incidental elements—into a pattern.  When we encounter the symbol and feel its power, we often feel that we have touched an archetypal, or universal, layer of the human soul.  We experience a sense of reconance and uplift that cannot be fully explained or analyzed (127).

Here is a summary of several different kinds of symbolism.
Public (Conventional) Symbolism

Traditional “emblems”, such as a dove representing peace or a bride wearing a white dress, are what we call public or conventional symbols.  These are objects, actions, people, places, or ideas that are understood by many people within a particular culture.  (Some conventional symbols, in fact, are so universal as to hold their meaning in different cultures.)  Birkert says, “Our participation in society is, to some degree, dependent on our willingness to recognize and use these tokens of shared meaning.  We usually do this so automatically that we are not even aware of participating in acts of symbolic behavior” (125).
Private Symbolism


Private symbols can be something as simple as a special napkin saved from the prom to remind us of the fun we had that evening.  On that level, private symbols have meaning only for the people who are involved in the situation.  In literature, they “may be ... intrinsic to the work..., revealing their symbolic character only gradually through repetition or strategic placement (Birkerts 125).  It is these private symbols which cause difficulties in interpretation, because even common symbols can be invested with meanings particular to that specific literary passage.  As Birkerts says, “We need some reason for thinking that the author intended A to represent B....[S]ymbols, if they are used effectively, should allow us to feel their power—we shouldn’t have to go hunting for them.  If we find ourselves searching too hard, the odds are that there is no symbol, or that the author’s attempt to introduce one has fizzled” (126).
Name Symbolism

Generally speaking, a name is just a label which doesn’t tell us anything about the person to whom it is attached.  However, “authors may choose names for their characters that serve not only to label them but also to suggest something about them.  In his fictional trilogy The Forsyte Saga, John Galsworthy chooses Forsyte as the family name of his principal characters to indicate their practical foresightedness” (Perrine 197).
Symbolic Use of Objects and Actions


This usage of symbolism is likely the most important in terms of communicating a story’s message.  Perrine states, 

“In some stories these symbols will fit so naturally into the literal context that their symbolic value will not at first be apparent except to the most perceptive reader.  In other stories—usually stories with a less realistic surface—they will be so central and so obvious that they will demand symbolical interpretation if the story is to yield significant meaning.  In the first kind of story the symbols reinforce and add to the meaning.  In the second kind of story they carry the meaning (197).

Perrine discusses at length the importance of understanding and recognizing symbolism:

The ability to interpret symbols is nevertheless essential for a full understanding of literature.  Beginning readers should be alert for symbolical meanings but should observe the following cautions:

1.  The story itself must furnish a clue that a detail is to be taken symbolically....Symbols nearly always signal their existence by emphasis, repetition, or position.  In the absence of such signals, we should be reluctant to identify an idea as symbolical.

2.  The meaning of a literary symbol must be established and supported by the entire context of the story [or poem].  The symbol has its meaning in the story, not outside it....
3.  To be called a symbol, an item must suggest a meaning different in kind from its literal meaning:  a symbol is something more than the representative of a class or type....Every interpretative story suggests a generalization about life, is more than a recounting of the specific fortunes of specific individuals....
4.  A symbol may have more than one meaning.  It may suggest a cluster of meanings.  At its most effective a symbol is like a many-faceted jewel:  it flashes different colors when turned in the light.   This is not to say that it can mean anything we want it to:  the area of possible meanings is always controlled by the context.  Nevertheless, this possibility of complex meaning, plus concreteness and emotional power, gives the symbol its peculiar compressive value....The meaning cannot be confined to any one...[quality]:  it is all of them, and therein lies the symbol’s value (199-201).

Be aware that imagery, metaphor and symbolism can sometimes be difficult to differentiate; sometimes we think a symbol looks like imagery, for example.  It may be helpful to keep in mind Perrine’s easy definition:  “An image means only what it is; the figurative term of a metaphor means something other than what it is; and a symbol means what it is and something more too” (590).  Of course, sometimes imagery can be used to convey a symbol, or a metaphor can be used symbolically.  The imagery or metaphor does not suddenly stop being an image or metaphor just because it has also become a symbol.  If you are confused as to the difference between a symbol and a metaphor, consider that the metaphor must imply a pair of subjects to establish the comparison, while a symbol implies only a single subject since it does not compare anything.  Birkerts tells us that “symbols differ from conventional metaphors...in that what is symbolized is generally a concept or an abstraction, and that the importance is more universalized.  The purpose of a metaphor is to heighten some particular attribute...while the purpose of a symbol is to point the reader toward a larger, and more generalized, order of significance” (665).  
Symbolism Exercises 
A.  Read the following poem.  Then answer the questions at the bottom of the page.

A White Rose
by John Boyle O’Reilly
The red rose whispers of passion,


And the white rose breathes of love;

Oh, the red rose is a falcon,


And the white rose is a dove.

But I send you a cream-white rosebud,


With a flush on its petal tips;

For the love that is purest and sweetest


Has a kiss of desire on the lips.

1.  Could the poet have made the white rose a symbol of passion and the red rose a symbol of love?  Why not?

2.  In the second stanza, why does the speaker send a rosebud rather than a rose?

(Poem and questions taken from Perrine.)

One Perfect Rose

by Dorothy Parker

A single flow’r he sent me, since we met.


All tenderly his messenger he chose;

Deep-hearted, pure, with scented dew still wet—


One perfect rose.

I knew the language of the floweret;


“My fragile leaves,” it said, “his heart enclose.”

Love long has taken for his amulet


One perfect rose.

Why is it no one ever sent me yet


One perfect limousine, do you suppose?

Ah no, it’s always just my luck to get


One perfect rose.

1.
What is the effect of Parker’s humor in the third stanza?  How does it change the symbolism of the rose?

2.
What is an amulet (second stanza)?  How is the rose symbolic of the amulet?
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