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From Spice to Spell  
Mastering Metaphor, Simile, and Analogy in Creative Writing 

July 15, 2026 

Let’s begin with a confession: figurative language is a lot like seasoning. Too 

little, and your prose tastes bland. Too much, and you’ve dumped the entire spice rack 

into the stew. 

As adult writers—many of you balancing careers, families, and creative 

ambitions—you don’t need gimmicks. You need tools. Metaphor, simile, and analogy 

are among the most powerful tools you can develop. Used well, they sharpen insight, 

deepen emotion, and make readers lean forward. Used poorly, they make readers 

squint and mutter, “Wait…what?” 

Let’s break this down clearly and practically. 

 

What Is Figurative Language, Really? 

Figurative language is expression that goes beyond literal meaning. Instead of 

saying exactly what something is, you say what it’s like, what it resembles, or even 

what it becomes in the imagination. 

It includes: 

• Metaphors 

• Similes 

• Analogies 

• (And cousins like metonymy, synecdoche, personification, hyperbole, 

etc.) 

  Why bother with it? 

Because literal language informs. Figurative language transforms. 

If you write, “I am frustrated,” readers nod politely. 

If you write, “My ambition was Hiroshima after the bombing,” readers pause. They 

interpret. They feel. 

Kenneth Burke called metaphor “a device for seeing something in terms of 

something else.” That’s the heart of it. You’re not decorating your writing. You’re 

changing how readers see. 

And as Aristotle boldly declared in Poetics, mastery of metaphor is a “sign of 

genius.” No pressure. 
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Metaphor: Saying It Is, Not Just Like 

A metaphor makes a direct comparison between two unlike things. 

“Her hands are magic.” 

Not like magic. They are magic. 

Technically speaking, metaphors have two parts: 

• Tenor – what you’re describing. 

• Vehicle – what you’re comparing it to. 

In “Her hands are magic”: 

• Tenor = hands 

• Vehicle = magic 

The strength of a metaphor lies in the tension between those two elements. 

Why Metaphors Work 

Metaphors: 

• Enliven ordinary language. 

• Encourage interpretation. 

• Compress meaning efficiently. 

• Express what literal language cannot. 

When you write, “My dorm is a prison,” you imply confinement, monotony, 

surveillance, boredom—all in three words. That’s efficiency. 

Metaphors are linguistic power tools. 

 

Types of Metaphors You Should Know 

Let’s organize the chaos. 

1. Conventional (or Dead) Metaphors 

Examples: 

• “Branch of government” 

• “Tying up loose ends” 

• “Heart of stone” 
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These are so common they feel literal. They’re not wrong—but they rarely 

surprise. 

Use sparingly. 

2. Creative Metaphors 

• These feel fresh and intentional. 

• Langston Hughes writes: “Life is a barren field frozen with snow.” 

• You immediately feel desolation. That’s a metaphor doing emotional 

work. 

3. Implied Metaphors 

• The comparison is suggested, not stated. 

• “She sank her claws into him.” 

• No one mentions an animal—but you see it. 

• Implied metaphors often feel sophisticated because they trust the 

reader. 

4. Extended Metaphors (Conceits) 

• A metaphor sustained across lines, paragraphs, or entire works. 

• Emily Dickinson: “Hope is the thing with feathers…” 

• Martin Luther King Jr. compared civil rights progress to cashing a bad 

check. 

• Extended metaphors build resonance. They unify theme and imagery. 

5. Mixed Metaphors (Caution!) 

• When metaphors collide awkwardly: 

“The movie struck a spark that massaged the audience’s conscience.”  

Wait—sparks don’t massage. 

Unless you’re revealing a confused character, avoid mixing metaphoric 

systems. It distracts from meaning. 

 

Simile: The Slightly Politer Cousin 

A simile uses “like” or “as.” 

“She’s like a magician.” 

Similes acknowledge the comparison. They feel lighter, less forceful. 

When to Choose Simile Over Metaphor 
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• When literal confusion might occur. 

• When you want subtlety rather than bold assertion. 

• When tone requires gentleness. 

Compare: 

• “Life is a walking shadow.” (metaphor) 

• “Life is like a walking shadow.” (simile) 

The first feels dramatic and absolute. The second feels contemplative. 

As a general rule: 

Metaphors declare. 

Similes suggest. 

Neither is superior. It depends on effect. 

 

Analogy: The Full Explanation 

An analogy expands comparison by explaining shared qualities. 

Metaphor: 

“Her hands are magic.” 

Simile: 

“She’s like a magician.” 

Analogy: 

“She’s as crafty as a magician, always pulling solutions out of thin air.” 

Analogies clarify. They’re especially useful when teaching, persuading, or 

explaining abstract ideas. 

Marcus Aurelius wrote: 

“Time is like a river…” 

Then he explains how events flow and replace one another. 

Analogies slow down interpretation and guide it. 

As thoughtful writers, you’ll find analogies invaluable when tackling complex 

emotional or philosophical terrain. 

 

Metaphors as More Than Nouns 
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Many beginners think metaphor equals “X is Y.” 

But metaphors can function in surprising grammatical roles: 

• As verbs: 

“The news ignited his face.” 

• As adjectives: 

“Her carnivorous pencil carved the page.” 

• As prepositional phrases: 

“He watched with a vulture’s eye.” 

Metaphor can inhabit any part of speech. Once you realize that, your prose 

becomes elastic. 

Try it in your next draft. Replace one literal verb with a metaphorical one. See 

what happens. 

 

The Danger of Overseasoning 

Now we need honesty. 

Some writers sprinkle. Others pour. 

In one writer’s group anecdote, a reader abandoned a novel because every 

description contained multiple metaphors stacked on top of each other. The story 

disappeared beneath the decoration. 

Too many figurative devices create: 

• Cognitive overload 

• Confusion 

• Slowed pacing 

• Emotional dilution 

Imagine describing a storm like this: 

“Lightning speared the sky like crooked pillars, the wind clawed at the house 

like a rabid wolf, and the rain hammered like a thousand drummers pounding iron 

coffins.” 

Individually? Effective. 

Together? Exhausting. 

Balance is key. 

A Practical Rule 
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For every metaphor you write, ask: 

1. Does this clarify or complicate? 

2. Is it fresh? 

3. Does it fit the story’s world? 

4. Would cutting it improve pacing? 

Be ruthless. Revision is temperature control in the kitchen. 

 

Cliché: The Silent Killer 

We use figurative language daily without thinking: 

• Cold as ice 

• Tears like rain 

• Life is a journey 

• Laughter is the best medicine 

These once worked. Now they barely register. 

Your job is not to avoid comparison. It’s to refresh it. 

Instead of: 

“Her tears fell like rain.” 

Try: 

“A tear slid down her cheek like rain hesitating on a windshield.” 

Specificity revives language. 

Here’s an exercise:  

Take a cliché and rewrite it within a new context. 

“Elephant in the room” becomes: 

“It sat between them like the rotten core of an apple.” 

Same meaning. Fresher image. 

You’ll feel your creative muscles stretch. 

 

Why Figurative Language Matters for Adult Writers 

You bring life experience to the page. That’s your advantage. 
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Metaphor allows you to translate lived complexity into language. 

When you’ve experienced grief, disappointment, ambition, betrayal—literal 

description often feels insufficient. 

Sometimes you need: 

“Grief is a bird that perches and refuses to leave.” 

Metaphor gives shape to what feels shapeless. 

It also invites readers into collaboration. Instead of spoon-feeding meaning, 

you let them interpret. You respect their intelligence. 

And adult readers appreciate being trusted. 

 

Practical Guidelines for Your Writing 

Let’s condense everything into usable principles. 

1. Use Figurative Language with Purpose 

• Don’t decorate randomly. Tie your imagery to theme. 

• If your story takes place in a bakery, bread imagery may resonate. If it’s 

about sailing, lean into maritime comparisons. 

• Unity strengthens impact. 

2. Ground the Image in Reality 

• Readers must still visualize the literal scene. 

• Figurative language should enhance clarity—not replace it. 

3. Avoid Mixed Metaphors 

• Stay within one metaphoric framework at a time. 

• If life is a storm, don’t suddenly make it a chessboard. 

4. Vary Intensity 

• Use metaphor for emotional peaks. Let literal language handle 

transitions. 

• Contrast creates power. 

5. Practice Deliberately 

• Skill develops through repetition. 
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Final Thought: Make the Ordinary Strange 

Creative writers, as John Searle suggests, help us understand one thing in 

terms of another. That’s no small task. 

You take: 

• A storm 

• A marriage 

• A political movement 

• A childhood memory 

And you “carry something across”—which is what the Greek root of metaphor 

means. 

You transfer meaning from one domain to another. 

When done well, readers don’t just understand. They experience. 

So the next time you sit down to write, ask yourself: 

Am I merely reporting? 

Or am I helping the reader see? 

Season carefully. Sharpen boldly. Revise mercilessly. 

And above all—practice. 

Because mastery of metaphor isn’t magic. 

It’s craft. 

 

 


