
Commonly Used Symbols In Literature

Commonly used symbols in literature serve as powerful tools that authors employ to
convey deeper meanings, evoke emotions, and enhance the thematic richness of their
works. Symbols can take many forms, from objects and colors to characters and actions,
each carrying its own significance and reinforcing the narrative. This article delves into the
most commonly used symbols in literature, exploring their meanings and providing



examples from notable works.

Understanding Symbols in Literature

Symbols are elements within a text that represent something beyond their literal meaning.
They can encapsulate complex ideas, emotions, or themes, allowing readers to engage with
the text on a deeper level. Here are some key aspects of symbols in literature:

Representation: Symbols represent larger concepts, often tied to universal themes
such as love, death, and morality.

Contextual Meaning: The meaning of a symbol can change depending on the
context in which it appears, influenced by cultural, social, and historical backgrounds.

Reader Interpretation: Different readers may interpret symbols in varied ways,
leading to rich discussions and analyses of a single text.

Categories of Commonly Used Symbols

To better understand the role of symbols in literature, we can categorize them into several
groups. Below are some of the most prevalent categories of symbols:

1. Natural Symbols

Natural symbols draw from elements of the natural world to convey meaning. These
symbols often reflect human emotions and experiences.

Water: Often symbolizes life, purification, and renewal. In many cultures, water
represents a source of life and can denote emotional cleansing. For example, in "The
Great Gatsby" by F. Scott Fitzgerald, the green light across the bay symbolizes
Gatsby's hope and the idea of the American Dream.

Seasons: Different seasons symbolize various stages of life. Spring often represents
rebirth and new beginnings, while winter can symbolize death or stagnation.
Shakespeare's "A Midsummer Night's Dream" uses the backdrop of summer to
symbolize love and transformation.

Animals: Animals can symbolize specific traits or ideas. For instance, the owl often
symbolizes wisdom, while the snake can represent deceit or temptation, as seen in
John Milton's "Paradise Lost."



2. Color Symbols

Colors are powerful symbols in literature, each carrying specific connotations that can
enhance the thematic elements of a story.

Red: Often symbolizes passion, love, or anger. In "The Scarlet Letter" by Nathaniel
Hawthorne, the color red represents sin and shame as well as passion.

White: Typically symbolizes purity and innocence. In "Lord of the Flies" by William
Golding, the conch shell is white and represents order and civilization before it
becomes corrupted.

Black: Can symbolize death, evil, or the unknown. In Edgar Allan Poe's works, such as
"The Raven," black often represents despair and loss.

3. Object Symbols

Objects within a narrative can carry significant symbolic weight, representing broader
themes and ideas.

The Green Light: As mentioned earlier, the green light in "The Great Gatsby"
symbolizes Gatsby's unattainable dreams and the elusive nature of the American
Dream itself.

The Glass Menagerie: In Tennessee Williams' play, the glass menagerie symbolizes
fragility and the delicate nature of memory and dreams.

Gatsby's Mansion: Gatsby's mansion represents wealth and the façade of the
American Dream, highlighting the emptiness behind material success.

Famous Literary Symbols and Their Meanings

Throughout literary history, certain symbols have become iconic due to their repeated use
and the profound meanings they convey. Here are some famous symbols and their
interpretations:



1. The Mockingbird

In Harper Lee's "To Kill a Mockingbird," the mockingbird symbolizes innocence and the idea
of not harming those who do no wrong. This symbolism is central to the theme of moral
integrity and the loss of innocence, particularly as it relates to the character of Boo Radley
and Tom Robinson.

2. The Yellow Brick Road

In L. Frank Baum's "The Wonderful Wizard of Oz," the yellow brick road symbolizes the
journey of self-discovery and the pursuit of one's dreams. Each character's journey along
the road represents their quest for personal fulfillment and the realization that they already
possess the qualities they seek.

3. The Red Wheelbarrow

William Carlos Williams' poem "The Red Wheelbarrow" emphasizes simplicity and the
importance of everyday objects. The red wheelbarrow symbolizes the beauty and necessity
of rural life, highlighting the connection between humans and their environment.

Symbolism in Different Genres

Different literary genres utilize symbols in unique ways, reflecting the specific themes and
stylistic elements inherent to those genres.

1. Poetry

In poetry, symbols are often compact and densely layered, allowing for multiple
interpretations. Poets frequently use natural imagery, colors, and objects to evoke emotions
and convey complex ideas succinctly.

2. Novels

Novels often employ symbols to develop their themes over extended narratives. Characters
may embody symbolic roles, and recurring motifs can reinforce the central message of the
story.



3. Drama

In dramatic works, symbols often manifest through stage directions, set design, and
character interactions. Symbols can be visual and auditory, contributing to the overall
atmosphere and emotional impact of the performance.

Interpreting Symbols in Literature

Interpreting symbols in literature requires careful reading and consideration of the text's
context. Here are some strategies for analyzing symbols:

Contextual Research: Understand the historical, cultural, and social context in1.
which the work was written. This can provide insights into the author's intentions and
the symbol's significance.

Character Analysis: Examine how symbols relate to character development and the2.
overarching themes of the work. Characters often embody or interact with symbols in
ways that deepen the narrative.

Personal Reflection: Consider your own experiences and emotions when3.
interpreting symbols. Personal connections can enrich your understanding and
appreciation of the text.

Conclusion

In conclusion, commonly used symbols in literature play a vital role in enriching
narratives and deepening readers' engagement with texts. From natural elements and
colors to objects and character actions, symbols serve as gateways to understanding
complex themes and human experiences. By recognizing and interpreting these symbols,
readers can gain a greater appreciation for the artistry of literature and the profound
messages embedded within. Whether through poetry, novels, or drama, the power of
symbolism continues to resonate, inviting exploration and conversation long after the final
page is turned.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of the color red as a symbol in
literature?
The color red often symbolizes passion, love, anger, or danger. In works like 'The Scarlet
Letter' by Nathaniel Hawthorne, it represents sin and shame.



How is the motif of the journey used as a symbol in
literature?
The journey often symbolizes personal growth and self-discovery. In 'The Odyssey' by
Homer, Odysseus's journey represents the quest for identity and home.

What does the dove symbolize in literature?
The dove typically symbolizes peace, hope, and purity. It is famously used in various
religious texts and is a common motif in works about reconciliation.

How does the use of water as a symbol affect literary
themes?
Water often symbolizes life, change, and cleansing. In 'The Great Gatsby' by F. Scott
Fitzgerald, the green light across the bay represents Gatsby's unreachable dreams and the
passage of time.

What is the role of the snake as a symbol in literature?
The snake usually symbolizes temptation, knowledge, or evil, as seen in the Biblical story of
Adam and Eve, where it represents the allure of forbidden knowledge.

What does the use of masks signify in literary works?
Masks symbolize deception, identity, and the duality of human nature. In plays like
'Hamlet,' they represent the facades people maintain in society.

How does the use of the rose as a symbol enhance
literary themes?
The rose often symbolizes beauty, love, and the complexity of human emotions. In
literature, it can also represent the fleeting nature of beauty and life, as seen in 'Roses are
Red' poems.

What is the importance of the owl as a symbol in
literature?
The owl symbolizes wisdom, knowledge, and mystery. It is often associated with Athena,
the Greek goddess of wisdom, and appears in various literary contexts to represent insight
and foresight.
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Jul 7, 2014 · A patient was speaking about a pain she was having in her abdomen, but said it was
'como un aire en la espalda' - but in her abdomen. She mentioned it was a creencia, and she didn't
give it …

a wide flat of niggerheads - WordReference Forums
Dec 19, 2005 · For obvious reasons, the term is no longer used to refer to the flower commonly
known as "black-eyed Susan". I became curious about the term when encountering it in John
Steinbeck's …

date back to or date from - WordReference Forums
Sep 21, 2014 · It's most commonly used that way, but it is possible to use it in more general
statements, or at least it's possible for me. Let me put it this way: Dates from is usually fairly …

EN: Good luck with/on/for/in/at - WordReference Forums
Apr 26, 2007 · "At" doesn't bother in me at all in this context: we commonly use "at work" or "at your
job," and adding "good luck" in front doesn't affect that. I probably wouldn't say "good luck on your
…

So much or so many homework - WordReference Forums
Dec 25, 2009 · It is so much homework. Homework is uncountable in this context. If the object were
"homework assignments", then it would be countable: I have so many homework assignments.

Commonly-used [with or without hyphen] hyphenation -ly suffix
Jan 16, 2016 · Hi, I would like to know which of the two is correct: "a commonly-used word/object" or
"a commonly used word/object"? I know that you usually use the hyphen for adjs before nouns (as in
…

in the first week or on the first week | WordReference Forums
Dec 21, 2016 · I have heard people say either "in the first week" or "on the first week". I am not sure
which one native English speakers use more. I am going to make up a sentence with it below. (ex) I
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"workday" or "work day" | WordReference Forums
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