
Self Promotion
DISCUSSION FROM LAST MEETING

Your Challenge for the this meeting was to:

Work on your elevator pitch AND your artist statement with regards to your own writing.

*   *   *

Symbolism
YOU ARE A WRITER

What is a symbol?

Symbolism is a kind of shorthand – not just in literature but in the world around us. All road 
signs, for example, are symbolic, e.g. a RED STOP sign

The signs that motorists give to each other are symbolic, too…

• If a driver waves at you, they are thanking you for your consideration – for letting them 
pull out in front of you, perhaps.

• If you failed to let them pull out in front of you, you are liable to receive a different kind 
of hand gesture altogether.

• Symbolism, then, is a kind of shorthand – not just in literature but in the world around 
us. Symbolism in literature, however, tends to be less obvious and more open to 
interpretation.

Discussion: Why use symbolism in your writing?

• Symbolism can be used through reference to something visual (Stop sign, a red rose), 
or any word or thought that has meaning connected to it:
◦ (say quack on page 4)
◦ (the voice of the turtle).

• Many authors use symbolism to foreshadow events in the story or to capture the 
important elements of the story.

• It is also good for the readers because symbolism gives them the idea about what the 
theme is all about without the author directly telling it in the story.

• Sometimes a symbolic reference gives a deeper level of meaning that is more 
significant to those who have knowledge of the symbol (a meadow where the voice of 
the turtle sings harmony with the silent wings of the hawk).

• Symbols add emotional resonance to a story, which can create a lasting impression 
on a reader. Think of Shakespeare, the guilt-ridden Lady Macbeth is tortured by a spot 
of blood on her hands that will not wash clean after she kills King Duncan.

http://thethirdhouse.ca/TheNook/links/2020/2020-01-28_3.pdf


• Symbols can express character attributes. Harry Potter’s lightning bolt-shaped scar 
symbolizes the attempt on his life by Lord Voldemort and the love that saved him

• In literature, symbolism is used to produce an impact, which it accomplishes by 
attaching additional meaning to an action, object, or name.

• Symbolism will make your narrative all the more vivid and meaningful, without 
overrunning it with cosmetic detail. It allows a writer to convey abstract concepts far 
more concisely, and perhaps far more powerfully, than a literal approach would allow 
them to do.

Is it important for a reader to understand the significance of the symbol?

No. Your story or poem should hold up in it's own right. Understand a symbol that you've 
inserted into your writing simply provides an opportunity for the reader to enter into the story 
to a deeper level.

• The more serious-minded readers will pick the novel apart with zeal, and quite likely 
find things in it that you, the writer, were not even aware that it contained.

• The “amateur” readers may absorb the symbolic and thematic meaning without 
particularly being aware of it. The novel will enrich them in some small or large way, as
all good novels do, though not at the expense of their enjoyment.

• Some of the symbolism may be apparent to only those who know the culture in which 
the symbolism exists.

Discussion: examples of symbolism in literature that make sense to you.
• Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs
• facial expressions = reading inner thoughts
• black knight on a black horse vs. white knight on white horse

Your Challenge for the next meeting:

Write a story or poem about anything that uses symbols. (One potential scenario: a man, or 
woman, is driving home from an event. It's an emotional drive because she's just found out 
that a significant old girlfriend/boyfriend whom she hasn't seen for 30 or 40 years has passed 
away, unexpectedly, two years ago, and she's only now found out. )Come to the meeting 
prepared to talk about the symbolism you chose to use in case people didn't pick up on them.

Ideas on where or how to use symbols:
• Colours, numbers, objects, and names can all be literary symbols. 
• Repetition of your symbol make it stand out (the ghost always appears at night), 
• A dramatic shift in the tone or plot is a good place to insert symbols to help make it 

memorable, 

You're free to create your own symbolic ideas but some 
Commonly Used Literary Symbols are:




