
list of symbols in literature

list of symbols in literature plays a crucial role in enriching the depth and meaning of literary
works. Symbols are objects, characters, figures, or colors used to represent abstract ideas or concepts
beyond their literal sense. Understanding these symbols is essential for interpreting themes,
character motivations, and underlying messages in literature. This article provides a comprehensive
overview of common and significant symbols encountered across various literary genres and periods.
It will explore the meanings behind natural elements, colors, animals, and objects frequently used in
symbolic contexts. Additionally, the article discusses how authors employ symbolism to enhance
narrative complexity and evoke emotional responses. Readers will gain insight into the interpretive
strategies needed to decode these symbols effectively. The following sections offer a detailed list of
symbols in literature, categorized for clarity and ease of understanding.

Common Literary Symbols and Their Meanings

Natural Symbols in Literature

Color Symbolism

Animal Symbolism in Literary Works

Objects and Artifacts as Symbols

Common Literary Symbols and Their Meanings
Literature often employs a set of widely recognized symbols that convey universal themes and ideas.
These symbols transcend cultural boundaries and are used repeatedly by authors to communicate
complex concepts succinctly. Recognizing these common symbols can provide a foundation for
analyzing more specific or nuanced symbolic elements within individual texts.

The Cross
The cross is one of the most potent symbols in literature, often representing themes of sacrifice,
redemption, and faith. It is closely associated with Christian symbolism but can also signify suffering
and hope in a broader spiritual or moral context.

The Journey
The journey symbolizes a character’s growth, self-discovery, or quest for meaning. It can be a
physical voyage or an internal transformation, reflecting the challenges and changes that lead to
development or enlightenment.



Water
Water frequently represents life, purification, and renewal. It can also symbolize change or the
unconscious mind, depending on its context within the narrative. Rivers, oceans, rain, and other forms
of water each carry subtle variations in meaning.

Life and fertility

Purification and cleansing

Change and transformation

Unconscious or emotional depths

Natural Symbols in Literature
Natural elements such as trees, seasons, and celestial bodies are rich sources of symbolism in literary
works. Authors use these symbols to connect human experiences with the broader natural world,
often to emphasize cycles, growth, decay, and the passage of time.

Trees
Trees symbolize growth, life, and interconnectedness. Different types of trees can carry distinct
symbolic meanings, such as the oak representing strength and endurance, or the willow symbolizing
sorrow and mourning.

Seasons
The four seasons are commonly used to represent stages of life or emotional states. Spring often
denotes rebirth and new beginnings, summer symbolizes maturity and vitality, autumn reflects
decline or preparation for rest, and winter signifies death or dormancy.

The Moon
The moon is a multifaceted symbol associated with femininity, mystery, and cycles. It often
represents change due to its phases and is linked to intuition, dreams, and the unconscious.

Color Symbolism
Colors in literature carry powerful symbolic meanings that can evoke emotions and highlight thematic
elements. The use of color symbolism varies by cultural context but often includes commonly



accepted interpretations that enrich literary analysis.

Red
Red is associated with passion, love, danger, and violence. It can symbolize intense emotions or
significant events that disrupt the narrative or character relationships.

White
White commonly represents purity, innocence, and peace. It can also suggest emptiness or sterility
depending on the context within the story.

Black
Black often symbolizes death, evil, or the unknown. It can evoke fear or mystery and is frequently
used to highlight conflict or moral ambiguity.

Red: passion, danger, love1.

White: purity, innocence, peace2.

Black: death, evil, mystery3.

Green: growth, envy, fertility4.

Blue: calm, sadness, spirituality5.

Animal Symbolism in Literary Works
Animals are commonly utilized as symbols to represent human traits, societal roles, or universal
themes. Their symbolic meanings often derive from cultural folklore, mythology, and natural
characteristics attributed to each species.

The Dove
The dove is a symbol of peace, purity, and hope. It often appears in literature to signal reconciliation
or the presence of divine grace.



The Serpent
The serpent can represent temptation, evil, or wisdom. Its dual symbolism arises from its biblical
associations as well as its role in various mythologies.

The Lion
The lion symbolizes courage, strength, and royalty. It is frequently used to represent leadership
qualities or noble character traits.

Dove: peace, purity, hope

Serpent: temptation, evil, wisdom

Lion: courage, strength, authority

Owl: wisdom, mystery, death

Fox: cunning, trickery, intelligence

Objects and Artifacts as Symbols
In literature, everyday objects and artifacts often acquire symbolic significance that adds layers of
meaning to the narrative. These symbols can represent ideas such as power, freedom, memory, or
identity.

The Ring
The ring is a symbol of eternity, commitment, and unity. It often appears in stories involving
marriage, loyalty, or binding promises.

The Mirror
Mirrors symbolize self-reflection, truth, and sometimes illusion. They can reveal hidden aspects of
characters or serve as portals to alternate realities.

Books and Scrolls
Books and scrolls often represent knowledge, wisdom, or the transmission of culture. They can be
symbols of enlightenment or, alternatively, of forbidden knowledge depending on the context.



Ring: eternity, commitment, unity

Mirror: self-reflection, truth, illusion

Books: knowledge, wisdom, culture

Keys: power, access, freedom

Chains: oppression, restriction, bondage

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of symbols in literature?
Symbols in literature serve to represent ideas, themes, or concepts beyond their literal meaning,
adding depth and layers to the narrative and allowing readers to engage with the text on a more
interpretive level.

Can you provide examples of common symbols used in
literature?
Common literary symbols include the dove (peace), the rose (love or beauty), the serpent (evil or
temptation), darkness (ignorance or evil), and water (purity or change).

How do authors use symbols to enhance storytelling?
Authors use symbols to convey complex ideas succinctly, evoke emotions, create motifs, and
reinforce themes, making the story more meaningful and memorable.

What is the difference between a symbol and a motif in
literature?
A symbol is a specific object, character, or event that represents a broader idea, while a motif is a
recurring element—such as an image, phrase, or concept—that reinforces a theme throughout the
literary work.

Are colors often used as symbols in literature? If so, what do
they represent?
Yes, colors are frequently used as symbols. For example, red often symbolizes passion or danger,
white represents purity or innocence, black can signify death or evil, and green may denote growth or
envy.



How can readers identify symbols in a literary text?
Readers can identify symbols by looking for objects or elements that appear repeatedly or seem to
carry meaning beyond their literal sense, considering the context, and analyzing how these elements
relate to the themes and emotions in the text.

What are some famous literary symbols from classic
literature?
Famous literary symbols include the green light in 'The Great Gatsby' (hope and the American
Dream), the conch shell in 'Lord of the Flies' (order and civilization), and the mockingbird in 'To Kill a
Mockingbird' (innocence).

Can symbols have different meanings in different cultural
contexts?
Yes, symbols can vary widely in meaning depending on cultural, historical, or personal contexts, so
interpretation often depends on the reader’s background and the context provided by the author.

Why is a list of symbols in literature useful for students and
readers?
A list of literary symbols helps students and readers recognize and understand common symbolic
meanings, enhancing their analytical skills and appreciation of literary works.

Are there any resources or books that provide comprehensive
lists of literary symbols?
Yes, resources such as 'The Dictionary of Symbols' by J.E. Cirlot and 'A Handbook to Literature' by
Harmon and Holman offer extensive lists and explanations of symbols used in literature.

Additional Resources
1. Symbols in Literature: A Comprehensive Guide
This book offers an extensive overview of common and obscure symbols used across various literary
genres. It explores the historical and cultural contexts that give these symbols their meanings,
helping readers better understand and interpret literature. Each chapter focuses on different
categories of symbols, from natural elements to colors and objects.

2. The Language of Symbols: Understanding Literary Imagery
Focusing on the visual and metaphorical language of literature, this book deciphers the symbols that
authors use to convey deeper meanings. It includes examples from classic and modern works,
illustrating how symbolism enhances storytelling. Readers will learn to identify and analyze symbolic
imagery in poetry, prose, and drama.

3. Symbolism and Meaning in Literature
This text delves into the theory and application of symbolism within literary texts. It discusses how



symbols function to create layers of meaning and enrich narratives. The book also provides
interpretive strategies for readers and students to engage more deeply with literary symbols.

4. Decoding Literary Symbols: A Reader’s Companion
Designed as a practical guide, this book helps readers decode and interpret symbols found in
literature. It includes definitions, examples, and explanations of recurring symbolic motifs, such as
animals, colors, and mythological references. The companion format makes it a handy reference for
students and educators alike.

5. Myth and Symbol in Literature
This book examines the intersection of mythological archetypes and symbols in literary works. It
traces the roots of common symbols back to ancient myths and explores their evolution in literature.
The analysis helps readers appreciate the universal themes and cultural significance embedded in
symbolic storytelling.

6. The Symbolist Movement in Literature
Focusing on the Symbolist literary movement of the late 19th and early 20th centuries, this book
explores how writers used symbols to evoke emotion and suggest ideas indirectly. It covers key
authors, works, and the philosophical underpinnings of Symbolism. Readers gain insight into the
movement’s impact on modern literary symbolism.

7. Color Symbolism in Literature and Art
This interdisciplinary book investigates how colors function as powerful symbols in both literature and
visual arts. It explains color symbolism’s psychological and cultural dimensions and provides
numerous examples from literary texts. The work reveals how color choices can shape mood, theme,
and character development.

8. Birds, Beasts, and Symbols: Animal Imagery in Literature
Focusing specifically on animal symbolism, this book explores how authors use birds, beasts, and
other creatures to convey complex ideas and emotions. It covers a wide range of literary periods and
genres, highlighting the symbolic roles animals play in narrative and thematic structures. The book
enriches readers’ understanding of animal imagery.

9. Symbols and Allegory in World Literature
This volume surveys the use of symbols and allegory across global literary traditions, from ancient
epics to contemporary fiction. It discusses how symbols function differently depending on cultural
context and literary form. Readers are encouraged to consider the diverse ways symbolism shapes
meaning in world literature.
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