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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style for Literary Simile

chicago manual of style for literary simile provides essential guidance for writers
aiming for clarity, precision, and stylistic excellence in their creative works. This
comprehensive article delves into how the esteemed Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS)
approaches literary similes, exploring their definition, proper punctuation, integration into
prose, and the nuances that distinguish effective comparisons from clichés. We will
examine how CMOS principles can elevate the art of simile, ensuring that these figurative
devices serve to enhance meaning and reader engagement rather than detract from it.
Understanding these guidelines is crucial for anyone seeking to master sophisticated
literary techniques and adhere to recognized publishing standards.
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What Constitutes a Literary Simile According to
CMOS?

The Chicago Manual of Style, while not explicitly a creative writing textbook, offers a
foundational framework for understanding and applying stylistic elements like the literary
simile. Fundamentally, a simile is a figure of speech that directly compares two different
things, usually by employing the words "like" or "as." CMOS emphasizes that such
comparisons should serve a distinct purpose within the narrative, aiming to illuminate a
particular quality, emotion, or characteristic of the subject being described. The manual
implicitly advocates for similes that are original, evocative, and contribute meaningfully to
the text’s overall impact and thematic resonance. It encourages writers to think beyond
superficial resemblances and to forge connections that offer fresh insights.

A well-crafted simile, as understood through the lens of CMOS principles, does more than
simply state a likeness; it adds depth and texture to the prose. It can help readers visualize
abstract concepts, understand complex emotions, or experience a sensory detail with
greater intensity. The manual’s implicit guidance suggests that the effectiveness of a
simile lies in its ability to surprise and enlighten, drawing parallels that are both
unexpected and deeply insightful. When a writer employs a simile, the goal, according to
the spirit of CMOS, is to enhance understanding and aesthetic appreciation, making the
prose more vivid and memorable.



Punctuation and Syntax for Literary Similes

When incorporating literary similes into prose, correct punctuation and sentence structure
are paramount for clarity and flow, principles consistently upheld by The Chicago Manual
of Style. Generally, similes introduced by "like" or "as" do not require commas when they
function as adjectival or adverbial phrases integrated smoothly into the sentence. For
instance, "Her smile was as bright as the sun" is a standard construction where no comma
is necessary before "as." The simile acts as a direct modifier, seamlessly extending the
sentence's core meaning.

However, there are instances where punctuation can play a role in emphasizing the
comparison or when the simile introduces a subordinate clause. If the simile is set off for
stylistic effect or if it functions as an appositive, a comma might be appropriate. For
example, "He ran, like a frightened deer, into the woods." Here, the commas isolate the
simile, drawing particular attention to the comparison. Similarly, when "as" introduces a
full clause that contains both a subject and a verb, it typically forms a subordinate clause
and requires punctuation that reflects this syntactic relationship, often a comma if it
precedes the main clause or if it’s a nonrestrictive element.

Adverbial Similes and Punctuation

Adverbial similes, which modify verbs, adjectives, or other adverbs, usually integrate
directly into the sentence without additional punctuation. The phrase "like a whirlwind" in
"She swept into the room like a whirlwind" functions adverbially, describing how she
entered. CMOS guidance suggests that unless there's a specific need to isolate the simile
for emphasis or if it creates ambiguity, commas are generally omitted in these direct
adverbial constructions.

Adjectival Similes and Punctuation

Adjectival similes function similarly to predicate adjectives, describing nouns. "His eyes,
blue as the deepest ocean, held a hint of melancholy." In this case, the phrase "blue as the
deepest ocean" acts adjectivally, modifying "eyes." The commas here serve to set off the
descriptive phrase, highlighting the simile as an elaboration. If the simile is essential to
the meaning of the noun it modifies, commas would typically be omitted. For example, "He
wore a coat like his father's" implies a specific coat, and no comma is needed.

Similes with "as if" and "as though"

Comparisons using "as if" or "as though" often introduce clauses that express hypothetical
or imagined circumstances. The CMOS generally treats these constructions as subordinate
clauses. While usage can vary, a common practice is to place a comma before "as if" or "as
though" when they introduce a clause, particularly if it feels distinct from the main



clause's structure. For example, "He spoke as if he knew all the answers." The comma
clarifies that "as if he knew all the answers" is a distinct, concessive or conditional clause
modifying the verb "spoke."

Crafting Effective Literary Similes

The true power of a literary simile lies in its ability to resonate with the reader on an
imaginative level, a principle that informs effective writing practices. CMOS, in its broader
scope concerning stylistic clarity, implicitly supports the creation of similes that are not
only grammatically sound but also intellectually stimulating and emotionally engaging.
This involves choosing comparisons that are insightful, offering a fresh perspective rather
than relying on overused phrases. A successful simile often connects the familiar to the
unfamiliar in a way that illuminates both, prompting the reader to see the subject in a new
light.

Writers are encouraged to explore similes that tap into sensory details, evoke specific
moods, or reveal underlying character traits. The goal is to make the comparison integral
to the narrative, contributing to character development, setting description, or thematic
exploration. An effective simile can transform a flat statement into a vivid image or a
profound realization, demonstrating the writer's mastery of language and their deep
understanding of the subject matter they are portraying.

Originality and Freshness in Simile Construction

One of the most significant aspects of crafting effective literary similes, as advocated by
principles aligned with CMOS, is the pursuit of originality. Clichéd comparisons, such as
"brave as a lion" or "busy as a bee," lose their impact through overuse. Instead, writers
should strive to discover unique and surprising parallels that offer a novel way of
understanding the subject. This might involve drawing comparisons from unexpected
domains or identifying subtle but potent resemblances.

The key to originality lies in keen observation and a willingness to experiment. By looking
at the world with fresh eyes and considering the inherent qualities of the things being
compared, writers can forge similes that are both memorable and meaningful. Such
innovation elevates the prose, demonstrating a sophisticated command of language and a
commitment to creating a distinct literary voice.

Sensory Engagement and Emotional Resonance

Effective literary similes often engage the reader's senses, transforming abstract
descriptions into tangible experiences. A simile that appeals to sight, sound, smell, taste,
or touch can create a more immersive and impactful reading experience. For example,
comparing a character's anxiety to a "tight knot in the stomach" uses a tactile sensation to



convey an internal state. Similarly, a simile that evokes a specific scent can transport the
reader to a particular time or place, deepening their connection to the narrative.

Beyond sensory appeal, similes that strike an emotional chord are particularly powerful.
By linking a subject to something that evokes a specific feeling - joy, sorrow, fear, or
nostalgia - writers can communicate complex emotions with nuance and depth. These
emotionally resonant comparisons create empathy and allow readers to connect with the
characters and themes on a profound level, making the literary experience richer and
more enduring.

Avoiding Common Pitfalls with Similes

While similes are potent tools in a writer's arsenal, certain pitfalls can undermine their
effectiveness, leading to awkward prose or a lack of clarity. The Chicago Manual of Style,
in its broad directives on clear and effective writing, implicitly guides writers away from
these common errors. One primary pitfall is the use of mixed or illogical comparisons,
where the two elements being compared share no discernible or meaningful connection,
often resulting in unintentional humor or confusion.

Another frequent issue is the reliance on clichés, as previously mentioned. These tired
comparisons fail to add novelty or depth and can make the writing feel uninspired.
Additionally, overusing similes or employing them in situations where a direct description
would suffice can dilute their impact, making the prose feel cluttered and overly
embellished. Strategic and thoughtful application is key to maximizing their power.

The Dangers of Cliché and Overuse

As highlighted, cliché is a significant enemy of effective simile. Phrases that have been
repeated endlessly in literature and everyday speech have lost their power to surprise or
illuminate. A writer aiming for a sophisticated literary effect, guided by the spirit of
CMOS, must actively avoid these worn-out comparisons. Replacing a cliché with an
original observation demonstrates a deeper engagement with the subject and a higher
level of craft.

Furthermore, even original similes can lose their impact if they are used too frequently. A
narrative peppered with simile after simile can become exhausting for the reader,
diminishing the power of each individual comparison. It can also signal a writer's
perceived inability to describe things directly or vividly. Therefore, judicious use, selecting
only the most impactful and relevant comparisons, is crucial for maintaining the reader's
engagement and the prose's clarity and power.



Ensuring Clarity and Logical Connection

The fundamental purpose of a simile is to clarify or illuminate by drawing a comparison.
When the comparison itself is unclear, illogical, or so obscure that it requires extensive
interpretation, the simile fails in its primary function. Writers must ensure that the
connection between the subject and the thing it is compared to is readily apparent or can
be easily understood within the context of the narrative.

A mixed metaphor or a simile that juxtaposes fundamentally incompatible concepts can
confuse rather than clarify. For example, comparing a shy person to a "roaring lion" might
be an attempt at irony, but without clear signaling, it can simply seem nonsensical. The
guiding principle, aligned with CMOS’s emphasis on clarity, is that the comparison should
serve to enhance understanding, not to create a puzzle for the reader to solve. The
elements should share at least one significant characteristic that the writer wishes to
highlight.

The Role of Simile in Different Literary Genres

The application and impact of literary similes can vary significantly across different
literary genres, a nuance that writers employing The Chicago Manual of Style’s emphasis
on precision and appropriateness would consider. In fiction, similes are often employed to
build character, establish mood, and create vivid imagery within narrative descriptions.
They can reveal a character's inner thoughts or perceptions by comparing their feelings or
experiences to external phenomena.

In poetry, similes are fundamental to the genre's imagistic and evocative nature. They are
often more condensed and can carry multiple layers of meaning, contributing to the
poem's rhythm, sound, and thematic complexity. Nonfiction genres, such as essays or
historical accounts, might use similes more sparingly, primarily to clarify complex ideas,
make abstract concepts more accessible, or add a touch of descriptive flair without
overwhelming the factual content. The choice and execution of a simile should always
align with the genre's conventions and the author's intent.

Similes in Fiction and Narrative

Within fiction, similes act as vital tools for world-building and characterization. A writer
might describe a character's anger as "a storm gathering on the horizon," immediately
conveying a sense of impending doom and intensity. Or, a character's hope could be
likened to "a single candle flame flickering in the darkness," emphasizing its fragility and
preciousness. These comparisons help readers connect with the emotional landscape of
the story and develop a deeper understanding of the characters' motivations and inner
lives.

Similes also play a crucial role in setting the scene. Describing the city lights as "a spilled



box of jewels" paints a picture of opulence and vastness, while comparing the silence to "a
suffocating blanket" evokes a feeling of unease and isolation. By carefully selecting
similes, fiction writers can enrich their narratives, making them more immersive and
engaging for the reader.

Similes in Poetry and Lyrical Prose

Poetry, by its very nature, thrives on figurative language, and similes are central to its
expressive power. In poetry, similes are often expected to be more condensed, inventive,
and multi-layered than in prose. A poem might compare a feeling to a color, a sound to a
texture, or an abstract concept to a concrete object, creating potent, unexpected
associations. For instance, a poet might describe longing as "a hollow echo in an empty
room," a comparison that is both auditory and spatial, evoking a sense of absence and
vastness.

Lyrical prose, which often borrows from poetic sensibilities, also makes extensive use of
similes to enhance emotional depth and aesthetic appeal. These comparisons contribute to
the musicality of the language and the overall tone of the writing, transforming simple
descriptions into artful expressions. The goal is to evoke a feeling or image that lingers
with the reader long after the text has been read.

Figurative Language Beyond Simile: A Brief
Overview

While this article has focused on literary similes, it's important to acknowledge that they
are part of a broader family of figurative language. The Chicago Manual of Style, in its
comprehensive approach to writing and editing, implicitly recognizes the importance of
understanding various literary devices to achieve clarity and stylistic richness. Other
common figures of speech include metaphors, which, unlike similes, state that one thing is
another thing without using "like" or "as," creating a more direct identification.
Personification, the attribution of human qualities to inanimate objects or abstract
concepts, is another frequently used device that adds life and relatability to descriptions.

Hyperbole, the use of exaggeration for emphasis or effect, and understatement, the
deliberate minimization of something for effect, also contribute to the nuanced expression
available to writers. Irony, where the intended meaning is different from the literal
meaning, and paradox, a seemingly self-contradictory statement that may nonetheless be
true, are sophisticated tools for adding layers of complexity. Understanding these related
devices allows writers to select the most appropriate and impactful linguistic tool for their
specific needs, enhancing the overall quality and effectiveness of their prose, in line with
the meticulous standards that CMOS champions.



Metaphor vs. Simile

The distinction between metaphor and simile is crucial for writers aiming for precise
expression. A simile explicitly states a comparison using "like" or "as" (e.g., "Her eyes
were like stars"). It maintains a clear separation between the two elements being
compared, highlighting a shared characteristic. A metaphor, on the other hand, equates
one thing with another more directly, omitting "like" or "as" (e.g., "Her eyes were stars").
This creates a stronger, more immediate identification, implying that the eyes possess all
the qualities attributed to stars.

Both are powerful tools for creating vivid imagery and conveying meaning, but they
achieve their effects through different grammatical and rhetorical means. The choice
between them often depends on the desired intensity and the specific nuance the writer
wishes to convey. While CMOS doesn't dictate stylistic preference, it emphasizes clarity
and appropriate usage, which includes understanding these fundamental differences.

Personification and Other Devices

Personification is a powerful device that breathes life into inanimate objects and abstract
concepts by giving them human characteristics. For example, "The wind whispered secrets
through the trees" imbues the wind with the human action of whispering and the human
intent of secrecy. This can make descriptions more engaging and relatable, allowing
readers to connect with non-human elements in a more intimate way.

Other devices like hyperbole (exaggeration, e.g., "I'm so hungry I could eat a horse") and
understatement (minimization, e.g., "It's a bit chilly" when it's freezing) are used for
emphasis and tone. Understanding how to wield these various tools, alongside similes and
metaphors, allows for a more sophisticated and impactful literary expression, aligning
with the high standards of clarity and precision that The Chicago Manual of Style
implicitly promotes.

Q: How does The Chicago Manual of Style define a
literary simile?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style does not offer a strict definition of a literary simile as a
prescriptive rulebook. Instead, its guidance on stylistic matters implies that a simile is a
figure of speech that directly compares two dissimilar things, typically using "like" or "as,"
to illuminate a particular quality, emotion, or characteristic of the subject. CMOS
emphasizes that effective similes should be original, evocative, and contribute
meaningfully to the text's clarity and impact.



Q: Are there specific punctuation rules in the Chicago
Manual of Style for similes?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style doesn't present a standalone set of rules for simile
punctuation. However, its general principles of clarity and syntax suggest that similes
introduced by "like" or "as" usually do not require commas when they function as
integrated adjectival or adverbial phrases. Commas may be used if the simile is set off for
emphasis or if "as" introduces a full subordinate clause.

Q: What is the primary goal of using a simile according
to principles reflected in CMOS?

A: The primary goal of using a simile, as implied by the emphasis on effective
communication in CMOS, is to enhance understanding and reader engagement. This is
achieved by making abstract concepts more concrete, clarifying complex ideas,
intensifying emotional expression, or creating vivid imagery that enriches the narrative.

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style advise on
avoiding clichés in literary similes?

A: While CMOS does not explicitly list clichés to avoid, its focus on precision, originality,
and stylistic excellence implicitly guides writers to steer clear of overused comparisons.
The manual encourages writers to strive for fresh, unique, and insightful parallels that
offer new perspectives rather than relying on tired, generic phrases.

Q: Can the Chicago Manual of Style help in
distinguishing between effective and ineffective similes?

A: Yes, by adhering to the principles of clarity, precision, and logical connection that are
foundational to CMOS, writers can better distinguish between effective and ineffective
similes. An effective simile enhances understanding and creates a vivid image without
being confusing or cliché, whereas an ineffective one might be illogical, overused, or
poorly integrated into the text.

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style offer guidance on
the density of similes within a text?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style does not prescribe a specific density for similes. However,
its emphasis on balanced and effective prose suggests that writers should use figurative
language judiciously. Overuse of similes, even original ones, can dilute their impact and
clutter the text, a practice that would likely be discouraged in favor of clear, impactful
writing.



Q: How does CMOS approach the use of "as if" and "as
though" in similes?

A: In line with its principles of clear syntax, CMOS generally treats clauses introduced by
"as if" or "as though" as subordinate clauses. This often implies that a comma may precede
these phrases if they introduce a distinct clause or function non-restrictively, helping to
maintain sentence clarity and proper grammatical structure.

Q: What is the relationship between similes and
metaphors according to the spirit of CMOS?

A: While not explicitly detailing figurative language comparisons, the spirit of CMOS
emphasizes understanding distinct grammatical and rhetorical functions. Therefore, it
implies a clear distinction: similes use "like" or "as" for explicit comparison, while
metaphors create a direct identification between two things, a distinction crucial for
precise written communication.
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