Visual Metaphors: 7 Rockstar Examples on the Web
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What’s a metaphor? Let’s take a trip back to high school (or over to Wikipedia), shall we? A metaphor is a direct comparison between two or more seemingly unrelated subjects describing one subject as being alike to another subject in some way. Metaphors are useful for illustrating ideas, simplifying complex subjects and making people think.

Metaphors should not be confused with a simile because a simile makes the comparison by using “like” or “as”. Metaphors are commonly used in poetry, music, writing, advertising and traditional art. If it still sounds a bit confusing here are some written examples:

    * “You are my sunshine.”

    * “They need a financial safety net.”

    * “Let me play the devil’s advocate.”

    * “It’s raining cats and dogs.”

Why visual metaphors work?

Metaphors visually enhance the subject at hand. Metaphors make you think, inviting you to analyze how two subjects relate. On the web, visual metaphors can enhance content and a site’s purpose dramatically. This works magnificently if you seek to capture the attention of an audience for more than a quick glance. A metaphor consists of two main parts: the tenor and the vehicle. The tenor is the subject to which the metaphor is applied. The vehicle is the metaphorical term through which the tenor is applied. These two parts come together to reach a point of similarity known as a ground. 1

In a world where many websites embrace simplicity by providing content in an easy to digest format, visual metaphors will always steal the spotlight. While you have a visitor’s attention, give them a reason to stay and mull over an idea. Why not make your audience think?

Here are 7 excellent examples of metaphors at work on the web:

01 - Extended Metaphor
An extended metaphor sets up a principal subject with several subsidiary subjects or comparisons. Essentially the subject is developed at great length, occurring frequently in or throughout a work. A written example:

“The winds were ocean waves, thrashing against the trees limbs. The gales remained thereafter, only ceasing when the sun went down. Their waves clashed brilliantly with the water beneath, bringing foam and dying leaves to the shore.” 2

Hope Garden is a great example of an extended metaphor. The tenor is "hope" and the "garden" becomes the vehicle. Thus, the flowers become symbols of desire from individual submissions. Hope garden becomes an extended metaphor when the flowers are “watered” with support from users illustrating the idea that hope will "grow".
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02 - Paralogical Metaphor

Paralogical Metaphors have no apparent similarity between the idea and the image.3 This means that two completely unrelated subjects are compared to create the metaphor. Example: "My toilet is the mailbox of the bathroom." (Ewww, that sounds disgusting!)

Post Secret serves as a wonderful resource for all kinds of metaphorical inspiration and often has examples of visual paralogical metaphors. (Not all secrets are paralogical but many are). Users submit the content so this one isn’t about the design of the site but the metaphorical beauty of each secret. Many of the submitted secrets have images which are not related to the secret but add to the subtext when absorbing a secret’s meaning. New secrets are posted every Sunday.
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03 - Iconic Metaphor
This is the type of metaphor where icons visually represent a subject. Iconic metaphors have become common place on the web, such as a home icon representing the route to get back to a site’s index page or an envelope representing the contact page.

Davor Vaneijk uses icons prominently on the index page and as a consistent mechanism to represent each section. Icons are meant to be visually obvious and the beauty of this example is the simplicity and consistency of styling.
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04 - Color as a Metaphor
Color metaphors are commonly used in art where red may represent passion, gold hues are flash-backs of the past, blue represents melancholy emotions and so on. Color metaphors on the web are often used as a way to represent sections of content and provide a sense of location in place of breadcrumbs.

An example of color used to represent sections of content is SharpIdeas.com. This site uses colored shapes to represent the types of content. For example print is blue, brand campaigns are gray, design is pink and so on. These colors don’t represent the sections in an emotional sense but become a simple visual metaphor to organize the user experience
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05 - Mixed Metaphor
This one is a bit confusing so let’s start with an example: "He stepped up to the plate and grabbed the bull by the horns". Mixed metaphors are different metaphors occurring in the same utterance that are used to express the same concept. Mixed metaphors often, but not always, result in a conflict of concepts. 4 This is one of the most difficult metaphors to pin-point on the web.

Pet Mustache is a close example of a mixed metaphor. The site is a viral initiative for Burger King. The entire concept is a mixed metaphor stating, "Next to a horse, every cowboy has a well trained mustache too. It’s time to bring out your inner cowboy, cowboy". The first part of the mixed metaphor is the pet mustache. In fact, you can not truly have a mustache as a pet but you can groom or "train" it. The second part of the mixed metaphor is the inner cowboy as a metaphor for bringing out your wild side. Interestingly, the BK King has a "well groomed" mustache too which is what probably inspired the concept.This is a mixed metaphor because of the comparison of pet and mustache - and bringing out your inner cowboy.  I’m sporting my very own pet mustache below and that was me at age 4. I need to train my "stache" better; it’s looking a bit unruly. Yee-ha!
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06 - Dead Metaphor

Even though it sounds a kind of creepy, it’s not. Dead metaphors, by definition, normally go unnoticed. 5 Essentially a dead metaphor is a metaphor that through overuse has lost figurative value. Example: "to grasp a concept" or "to gather you’ve understood." Both of these phrases use a physical action as a metaphor for understanding (itself a metaphor), but in none of these cases do most speakers of English actually visualize the physical action.

Capital Corporate Communications opens with the tagline “We Shape ideas”. This is a dead metaphor because it uses a physical action to give tangibility to the metaphor. It is a commonly used phrase where the user doesn’t visualize the physical action of shaping an "idea".

Capital Corporate Communications attempts to overcome this and demonstrate the metaphor by using origami to indicate each section of the site. The dead metaphor becomes illustrated through the unfolding of paper thereby changing its shape.
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07 - A Synecdochic Metaphor
This is a fun word to keep in your back pocket if you ever want to sound ridiculously smart. Synecdoche is a figure of speech in which a term denoting a part of something is used to refer to the whole thing, or a term denoting a thing (a "whole") is used to refer to part of it. Synecdoche is also a term denoting a material is used to refer to an object composed of that material.  A Synecdochic metaphor is one in which a small part of something is chosen to represent the whole so as to highlight certain elements of the whole. For example: "I dig your wheels!" [wheels = car]. A great visual paradigm of a synecdochic metaphor is the WDCS Life Size Whale. This example is synecdochic because as you view the whale you view small parts which represent the whole. This perspective also relates to the scale of humans in relation to the whale giving an emotional tie in perspective of our human view compared to the true scale of the whale.
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Creating successful metaphors takes a lot of time and thought - but they can have big payoffs. Metaphors will add to the stickiness of your site and create buzz. They also visually stimulate your audience’s appetite for creative thinking.  The first step to creating a successful metaphor is to understand the types of metaphors. Next, think about what makes a metaphor work. Finally, focus on presenting your metaphorical concept in a visual manner. Step outside the box and start making metaphors!

Metaphor

The greatest thing by far is to be a master of metaphor. It is the one thing that cannot be learned from others; it is also a sign of genius, since a good metaphor implies an eye for resemblance.

-Aristotle, De Poetica, 322 B.C.

What is a metaphor and what does it mean to be a "master" of it? This page is dedicated to defining metaphor, its many forms, its meaning and purpose, and perhaps even understanding what Aristotle meant by his statement. Read on.

Defining a Metaphor and its Parts

At its most basic, metaphor is a rhetorical trope or a figure of speech, where a comparison is made between two seemingly unrelated objects without using "like" or "as". It is a transference of one object's characteristics onto another. However, it is not to be confused with simile, metonymy, personification, allusion, and antonomasia.

A metaphor consists of two main parts: the tenor and the vehicle. The tenor is the subject to which the metaphor is applied. The vehicle is the metaphorical term through which the tenor is applied. These two parts come together to reach a point of similarity known as a ground.

For Example: Life is a yo-yo. It's a series of ups and downs.

Here, life is the tenor and yo-yo is the vehicle. The fact that both life and a yo-yo have ups and downs is the ground.

Types of metaphor

Contrary to popular belief, there are many forms of metaphor besides just "regular" and "extended." Listed below are but a few examples.

· An absolute metaphor is one in which there is no discernible point of resemblance between the idea and the image. (also known as: paralogical metaphor and antimetaphor) Example: "We are the eyelids of defeated caves." (Shipley, 197).

· An active metaphor is one which is relatively new and has not become part of everyday linguistic usage. The audience knows that a metaphor has been used. (also known as: live metaphor) Example: "You are my sun." (Perelman, 88).

· A complex metaphor is one which mounts one identification on another. Example: "That throws some light on the question." Throwing light is a metaphor and there is no actual light. (Shipley, 197).

· A compound metaphor is one that catches the mind with several points of similarity. (also known as: loose metaphor) Example: "He has the wild stag's foot." This phrase suggests grace and speed as well as daring. (Shipley, 197).

· A dead metaphor is one in which the sense of a transferred image is not present. Example: money, so called because it was first minted at the temple of Juno Moneta. (Shipley, 197).

· A dormant metaphor is one in which its contact with the initial idea it denoted has been lost. Example: He was carried away by his passions. Here, it is not known by what was the man carried away. (Perelman, 88).

· An extended metaphor is one that sets up a principal subject with several subsidiary subjects or comparisons. Example: President Lyndon B. Johnson's inaugural address pictured America as "the uncrossed desert and the unclimbed ridge...the star that is not reached and the harvest that's sleeping in the unplowed ground." (Sommer, ix).

· An implicit metaphor is one in which the tenor is not specified but implied. Example: I'm burning. Here, burning passion is implied. (University of Victoria).

· A mixed metaphor is one that leaps, in the course of a figure, to a second identification inconsistent with the first one. Example: Clinton stepped up to the plate and grabbed the bull by the horn. Here, the baseball and the activities of a cowboy are implied. (Sommer, viii).

· A root metaphor is one which is basic or pervasive in human thought. Example: the thread or cord (spun and cut by the Greek Fates, worn by Parsi and Hebrew) Here, one's cultural background determines metaphorical understanding. (Shipley, 197).

· A simple metaphor is one in which there is but one point of resemblance between the tenor and the vehicle. (also known as: tight metaphor) Example: Cool it! (Shipley, 197).

· A submerged metaphor is one in which the vehicle is implied, or indicated by one aspect. Example: my winged thought. Here, the audience must supply the image of the bird. (Shipley, 197).

A metaphor's meaning and purpose

"In metaphor, energy is expended by the author in defamiliarizing the language and by the reader in mentally experiencing the presence of a force affecting the meaning" (Covino, 106). However, the meaning of a metaphor can vary from culture to culture, region to region, and even from a rhetor to his audience. The rhetor must form an analogy that is both easy to identify yet not too blatant to produce an effective metaphor, and the audience must think beyond the literal definitions of the words before them to find the deeper inner meaning in a metaphorical phrase. Quintilian states that "[in] the metaphor...a noun or verb is transferred from the place to which it properly belongs to another where there is no literal term or the transferred is better than the literal." (Harris, 226) If the words of a metaphor were taken by their literal meaning or out of context, the phrase would probably be considered illogical.

For Example:"...Cato's death left the Senate 'an orphan'..." (Perelman, 402).

Here, the Senate is a governing body comprised of many grown men, not a single orphan as it is being described. The phrase is merely stating that due to Cato's death, the Senate was left as helpless as an orphan.

This leads us to the purpose of a metaphor. "It accomplishes in a word or phrase what could otherwise be expressed only in many words, if at all" (Sommer, vii) and "from the listener's point of view, a metaphor provides...a cue to what kind of thinking should be done" (Stight, 480). Metaphors act as a shepherds to lead the audience onto the correct path of thought and mindset. It does not leave all the work of persuasion to the rhetor himself. He can say a few words and allow the audience to ponder the metaphor and come to their own conclusions and hopefully the rhetor and his audience will meet in agreement about the meaning of the subject matter. Its use as an element of style, one of the five canons of rhetoric, can greatly enhance a rhetor's persuasive impact. A metaphor can prove to be effective where regular literal wording is not.

In conclusion, to be a master of metaphor is to be able to read beyond the literal meaning of a phrase, and to be able to concoct one's own effective metaphors. To be able to discern a metaphor in a piece of literature depends on one's own ability to make a connection between two seemingly unlike objects and find their commonality. This perceptiveness is the sign of genius that Aristotle speaks of.

*****
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