
chicago manual of style for literary metaphor
chicago manual of style for literary metaphor serves as an indispensable guide for authors,
editors, and scholars navigating the nuanced world of figurative language within literary works. This
comprehensive article delves into how the esteemed Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) addresses the
proper application, punctuation, and stylistic considerations of literary metaphors. We will explore the
foundational principles governing metaphor, its distinct forms, and the critical role it plays in crafting
compelling prose. Furthermore, we will examine specific CMOS recommendations for integrating
metaphors seamlessly into various narrative structures, ensuring clarity, impact, and adherence to
established academic and publishing standards. Understanding these guidelines is paramount for
anyone aiming to enhance their writing's depth and resonance through effective metaphorical usage.
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Understanding Literary Metaphor in Writing

Literary metaphor is a powerful rhetorical device that enriches prose by drawing comparisons
between two unlike things, without using explicit comparative words like "like" or "as." It allows
writers to evoke vivid imagery, convey complex emotions, and offer new perspectives on familiar
concepts. Metaphors are not mere embellishments; they are fundamental tools for meaning-making,
enabling readers to understand abstract ideas through concrete experiences. Their strategic
deployment can elevate a narrative from the ordinary to the profound, fostering deeper engagement
and a more memorable reading experience.

The effectiveness of a metaphor lies in its ability to create a sudden insight or recognition, a
"perceived identity" between the tenor (the subject being described) and the vehicle (the thing it is
being compared to). This fusion of concepts can unlock new layers of meaning, encouraging readers
to think critically and imaginatively. Without metaphors, much of literature would be dry, literal, and
lacking in emotional resonance, failing to capture the multifaceted nature of human experience.

The Chicago Manual of Style's Stance on Metaphor

While the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) does not dictate creative choices regarding the content or
originality of metaphors themselves, it provides essential guidance on their presentation and
integration within a text. CMOS focuses primarily on consistency, clarity, and adherence to



established grammatical and stylistic conventions. The manual emphasizes that the writer's intent
should be preserved and communicated effectively to the reader, and metaphors, as potent linguistic
tools, must be handled with care to achieve this goal.

CMOS offers principles that assist in ensuring that metaphors contribute to, rather than detract from,
the overall readability and professionalism of a written work. This includes advice on how to
punctuate comparative phrases and how to maintain a consistent voice and tone throughout a piece,
which are all crucial when employing figurative language like metaphors.

Identifying and Analyzing Metaphors

The first step in effectively using and presenting metaphors is understanding how to identify them. A
metaphor equates one thing with another, suggesting they share essential characteristics. For
instance, saying "the world is a stage" directly links the abstract concept of the world to the concrete
imagery of a theatrical stage, implying performance, roles, and an audience.

Analyzing metaphors involves dissecting the tenor and vehicle. The tenor is the subject being
described, and the vehicle is the image or concept used to describe it. For example, in the sentence
"Her smile was a sunbeam," "smile" is the tenor, and "sunbeam" is the vehicle. Understanding this
relationship helps in evaluating the aptness and impact of the comparison.

Types of Literary Metaphors

Literary metaphors manifest in various forms, each offering distinct rhetorical effects. Understanding
these distinctions can help writers deploy them with greater precision and impact.

Implied Metaphor: This type of metaphor suggests a comparison without explicitly stating it.
For example, "He roared his approval" implies that the person's approval is like a roar without
directly stating it.

Extended Metaphor: An extended metaphor is a metaphor that is developed over several
sentences or even an entire work. It can create a sustained imaginative framework for the
reader.

Dead Metaphor: These are metaphors that have become so commonplace in everyday
language that their figurative meaning is no longer recognized. Examples include "leg of a
table" or "foot of a mountain." While useful, they lack the evocative power of fresh metaphors.

Mixed Metaphor: A mixed metaphor combines two or more incompatible metaphors, often
resulting in a nonsensical or unintentionally humorous effect. For example, "Let's not put all our
eggs in one basket and blow it out of the water." CMOS would advise against such
inconsistencies for clarity.



Punctuation and Formatting of Metaphors in CMOS

The Chicago Manual of Style provides clear guidelines for punctuation, especially when metaphors
involve comparisons that might otherwise be mistaken for similes or require specific stylistic
treatment. While CMOS does not have a separate section dedicated solely to the punctuation of
metaphors as a distinct grammatical category, its general rules for punctuation and clarity apply. For
direct metaphorical comparisons, such as "His mind is a steel trap," no special punctuation is typically
required beyond standard sentence structure.

When a metaphor forms part of a larger sentence structure, standard punctuation rules for clauses,
phrases, and parenthetical elements are applied. For instance, if a metaphorical description is an
appositive, it would be set off with commas. CMOS emphasizes avoiding ambiguity, ensuring that the
metaphorical language does not create confusion with other grammatical elements. The goal is to
integrate the metaphor smoothly so it enhances meaning without disrupting the flow of the prose.

Avoiding Clichés and Overused Metaphors

One of the most significant challenges in writing with metaphor is avoiding clichés. Overused
metaphors, like "blind as a bat" or "busy as a bee," have lost their original impact and can make
writing seem uninspired and predictable. CMOS, in its broader concern for stylistic excellence and
clarity, implicitly encourages writers to strive for originality and freshness in their figurative language.

To combat clichés, writers should actively seek out novel comparisons that resonate with their
specific subject matter. This requires careful thought and attention to the nuances of the concepts
being linked. A fresh metaphor can illuminate a subject in an entirely new light, whereas a tired one
can obscure it with familiarity.

Metaphors in Different Literary Genres

The application and style of metaphors can vary significantly across different literary genres. For
instance, poetry often relies heavily on dense, complex metaphors that can be multi-layered and
open to interpretation. The Chicago Manual of Style, while universal in its application of punctuation
and grammar, acknowledges that genre conventions may influence stylistic choices. However, the
core principles of clarity and logical consistency remain paramount.

In fiction, metaphors are used to develop character, setting, and theme. They can reveal internal
states of mind, create atmosphere, or offer symbolic meaning. In non-fiction, particularly in essays or
more literary journalistic pieces, metaphors can be employed to make complex ideas more accessible
and engaging. Regardless of genre, the guiding principle is that the metaphor should serve the overall
purpose of the writing and be easily understood within its context.



The Importance of Clarity and Consistency with
Metaphors

Clarity is paramount when employing literary metaphors. A metaphor's effectiveness diminishes if the
reader cannot grasp the intended comparison. This is where the guidance of the Chicago Manual of
Style proves invaluable, as it champions clear and unambiguous prose. Writers should ensure that the
tenor and vehicle of their metaphors are readily apparent and that the comparison creates a
meaningful connection rather than confusion.

Consistency in metaphorical language is also crucial, especially when using extended metaphors.
Shifting between disparate or contradictory metaphorical frameworks within a single narrative can
disorient the reader. Maintaining a coherent set of comparisons helps to build a stable imaginative
world and reinforces the intended message, aligning with CMOS's emphasis on logical presentation
and reader comprehension.

Crafting Original and Effective Metaphors

The art of crafting original and effective metaphors involves a deep understanding of both the subject
matter and the art of comparison. It requires moving beyond superficial resemblances to uncover
profound connections that can offer new insights. Writers are encouraged to draw from a wide range
of experiences and observations to find surprising yet fitting vehicles for their tenors.

Experimentation and revision are key. A metaphor that seems promising in its initial conception may
require refinement to achieve its full potential. By considering the emotional impact, sensory details,
and conceptual resonance of a comparison, writers can create metaphors that are not only
aesthetically pleasing but also intellectually stimulating and emotionally resonant, thereby adhering
to the highest standards of literary craft that a style guide like CMOS implicitly supports.

FAQ

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style provide specific
examples of literary metaphors?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style primarily focuses on the mechanics of writing, including punctuation,
grammar, and citation. While it may not offer a lexicon of literary metaphors, it provides the
underlying principles for clear and correct usage of figurative language, which includes metaphors.
The manual's guidance on clarity and consistency indirectly supports the effective presentation of
literary metaphors.

Q: How should a writer punctuate an extended metaphor



according to CMOS?
A: CMOS does not have special punctuation rules specifically for extended metaphors beyond
standard grammatical conventions. The punctuation used will depend on how the extended metaphor
is integrated into the sentence structure, its relationship to other clauses, and whether it functions as
an appositive, a subordinate clause, or a main clause. Consistency and clarity are the guiding
principles.

Q: Are there any CMOS guidelines on avoiding clichés in
metaphors?
A: CMOS does not directly address the avoidance of clichés as a stylistic rule. However, its emphasis
on clarity, precision, and effective communication implicitly encourages writers to employ fresh and
evocative language. The manual's aim is to help writers produce polished, professional work, which
naturally involves avoiding tired or uninspired language, including overused metaphors.

Q: How does CMOS address the use of mixed metaphors?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style would advise against mixed metaphors based on its overarching
principles of clarity and logical coherence. Mixed metaphors, by definition, combine incompatible
comparisons, leading to confusion and often unintended humor, which detracts from the intended
meaning and the professionalism of the writing.

Q: What is the CMOS approach to the interpretation of
metaphors in edited works?
A: CMOS focuses on the editor's role in ensuring that the author's intended meaning is conveyed
clearly to the reader. When a metaphor is ambiguous or potentially confusing, an editor following
CMOS might query the author to clarify the intent. The manual prioritizes accurate representation of
the author's voice and message, meaning that the interpretation of a metaphor should ideally be
supported by its context.

Q: Can CMOS recommendations influence the creative choices
regarding metaphors?
A: While CMOS provides prescriptive rules for style and mechanics, it generally does not dictate
creative choices. Writers are free to employ metaphors as their artistic vision dictates. However,
understanding CMOS guidelines can help writers present their chosen metaphors in a way that is
clear, consistent, and adheres to professional publishing standards, thereby enhancing their creative
impact.

Q: Does CMOS offer advice on the tone or impact of
metaphors?
A: CMOS does not directly offer advice on the tone or emotional impact of metaphors, as these are



elements of creative writing. Its focus is on the grammatical and stylistic presentation. However, by
advocating for clarity and avoiding confusion, CMOS implicitly supports the effective delivery of the
intended tone and impact of a metaphor, ensuring that the writer's creative intent is not undermined
by poor execution.
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