Poetry:

Redefinied and Understood

Part VI

Symbol and Allegory
William Blake
(1757-1827)

The Sick Rose
(1794)

O Rose thou art sick.

The invisible worm

That flies in the night,

In the howling storm:

Has found out thy bed

Of crimson joy:

And his dark secret love

Does thy life destroy.

Symbol
Like fiction and drama, poetry uses symbols as a kind of shorthand, a subtle way of introducing a significant idea or attitude. A symbol is an idea or image that suggests something else—but not in the simple way that a dollar sign stands for money or a flag represents a country. A symbol is an image that transcends its literal, or denotative, meaning in complex ways by suggesting other items or ideas. For instance, if someone gives a rose to a loved one, it could simply be a sign of love. But in the William Blake poem “The Sick Rose,” the rose has a range of contradictory and complementary meanings. For what does the rose stand? Beauty? Perfection? Passion? All of these ideas? Some of them? As this poem illustrates, the distinguishing characteristic of a symbol is that it refuses to be pinned down or easily defined.

Such ambiguity can be frustrating, but it is precisely this characteristic of a symbol that enables it to enrich a work and to give it additional layers of meaning. As Robert Frost has said, a symbol is a little thing that touches a larger thing. Notice in the following poem how the central symbol does just this.

Robert Frost
(1874-1963)

Literary symbols – those that appear in works of fiction, poetry, or drama – can be conventional, universal, or private. Conventional symbols are those recognized by people who share certain cultural and social assumptions. National flags, for example, evoke a general and agreed-upon response in most people of a particular country and, for better or for worse, American children perceive the golden arches of McDonald’s as a symbol of food, fun, and happiness. Universal symbols are those likely to be recognized by people regardless of their culture. In 1890, the noted Scottish anthropologist Sir James George Frazer wrote the first version of his work The Golden Bough, in which he showed parallels between the rites and beliefs of early cultures and those of Christianity.  Fascinated by Frazer’s work, the psychologist Carl Jung sought to explain these similarities by formulating a theory of archetypes, which held that certain images or ideas reside in the subconscious of all people.  According to Jung, archetypal, or universal, symbols include water, symbolizing rebirth; spring, symbolizing growth; and winter symbolizing death.
Sometimes literary symbols can be obscure or highly idiosyncratic private symbols.  The works of William Blake and W. B. Yeats, for example, combine symbols from a number of different cultural, theological, and philosophical sources to from complex networks of symbolic associations.  To Blake, for example, the scientist Isaac Newton represents the tendency of scientists to quantify experience while ignoring the beauty and mystery of nature.  Readers cannot begin to understand Blake’s highly individualistic use of Newton as a symbol until they have read a number of his more challenging poems.  
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