Learning English through Short Stories


Symbolism

A symbol is something which represents a particular idea or quality. It refers to shared knowledge or understanding, like metaphors and colours, and communicates a deeper meaning to the reader.  

Learning Activity 1

Symbolism in Chinese culture

Below is a list of objects that create symbolic images in Chinese culture and opposite are their traditional meanings.
Match each symbol to its meaning.
	
	Traditional Meaning

	· 
	Happiness in Marriage

	· 
	Happiness

	· 
	Courage and Bravery

	· 
	Beautiful Woman

	· 
	Strength

	· 
	Fighting Spirit

	· 
	Woman

	Symbol                                              
	

	Mandarin Duck                                         
	· 

	Eagle
	· 

	Magnolia (flower)                                                       
	· 

	Tiger
              
	· 

	Red (colour)                                 
	· 

	Snake    
	· 

	Cricket                                                     
	· 
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Learning Activity 2  

You are going to read some information about a short story which involves two characters, Emily and Chang. It takes place in Southern China about 1950.
Look back at the matching exercise in Learning Activity 1 and from the information given, complete the following sentences by using one of the symbols from the exercise.

a) Emily was worried about the journey she would start but everything became better when she looked out of the window.

Emily was worried about the journey that she would start, but when she moved from her bed to the window and saw the __________ sky light up the morning, a smile appeared on her face.  


(What does she see that changes her mind?)

b) As the forest became darker she became tired and wanted to turn back to the peace of her home and family but she just kept on going.

Going into the forest was like going into a deep darkness. She trembled, stopped and was about to turn back when she saw a ___________ in the long grass ahead. It gave her a start, but she was sure she saw it nod and beckon her to follow it. She breathed deeply and moved cautiously onwards.



(What does she see that makes her continue?)

c) Chang never really knew why he came to this same spot at the edge of the forest, he just did. He had been coming here for three weeks now and he did not know why. But now he had had enough, this would be his last time.
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Chang never really knew why he came to this same spot at the edge of the forest. He just    did. He had been coming here for three weeks now and he did not know why. But now he had had enough, this would be his last time. He bent his head and sighed, and out of the corner of his eye he saw a _______________________ , and as it came towards him he saw that in its beak it carried a flower, a __________________. It sat down beside him. He decided to wait a little longer, just for a while.              
Now here is the story with the parts from the exercise above put together. How could this story end? To help you, you could try answering the following questions:

a. Where is Emily going and why is she going there?

b. What do you think Chang is waiting for?

c. What is the relationship between Emily and Chang?

Use at least one more of the symbols in the first exercise to write an ending to the story. You might want to write two paragraphs, but it is possible to end it with one. Use the space given on the next page for your writing.
Emily was worried about the journey that she would start, but when she moved from her bed to the window and saw the ________ sky light up the morning, a smile appeared on her face.  

Going into the forest was like going into a deep darkness. She trembled, stopped and was about to turn back when she saw a _________ in the long grass ahead. It gave her a start, but she was sure she saw it nod and beckon her to follow it. She breathed deeply and moved cautiously onwards.

Chang never really knew why he came to this same spot at the edge of the forest. He just did. He had been coming here for three weeks now and he did not know why. But now he had had enough, this would be his last time. He bent his head and sighed, and out of the corner of his eye he saw a _________, and as it came towards him he saw that in its beak it carried a flower, a _________. It sat down beside him. He decided to wait a little longer, just for a while. 
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
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Learning Activity 3

Colours and symbols

Though we can use colours as metaphors, they are slightly different from what we have seen above. Colours do not have meanings in themselves, in the way that fire is hot and can burn, for example. 

When we use colours as metaphors, their meanings are known as symbols. A symbol can represent an idea that we have learned. 

Example:

When he saw what had happened he was green with envy.

In English literature, the colour green is used to signify envy or jealousy.

Below is a table which shows four colours and what they mean in English. 

Conduct an information search and add one or two more colours to the list. Write down the symbolic meaning of the colours and give an example for each.
	Colour
	Symbolic meaning in English
	Example

	Red
	Aggression
Heat

Passion

Love
	He was red with anger.

	Yellow
	Warm
Bright

Cowardly
Sunny
	Don’t be so yellow. You should fight for what you deserve.

	Blue
	Cool
Frozen

Sad
Unhappy
	He was feeling blue because he had lost his love.

	Black
	Death
Mysterious
Evil

Threatening
	A black cloud hung over the room as we waited for the bad news.

	
	
	

	
	
	


When you write your own story later in the module, try to apply one or two of the above metaphors regarding colours, where appropriate.
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