
[image: Cover: Exploring Character Through Structural Metaphor: A Guide for Actors and Directors, Written By John Gribas and Angeline Underwood, Published by Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group. ]


Exploring Character Through Structural Metaphor
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Grounded in a contemporary approach to understanding and applying the power of metaphor, it offers a practical guide for both actors and directors. This book introduces the idea of metaphor as a way of thinking rather than simply as clever comparison or figurative language. It demonstrates limitations of ways metaphor has traditionally been used in character development and presents a method for applying structural metaphor to discover rich, in-depth character insights. For directors, the model can serve as an option for guiding character analysis that is less individualistic and actor-specific and more wholistic and cast-inclusive, promoting stronger overall performance unity and production cohesion. In addition to offering a clear, followable guide for character analysis, the authors draw on personal experience to vividly demonstrate how applying this method for character analysis could impact performance and production.
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Section IAbout metaphors




1How we usually understand metaphor


DOI: 10.4324/9781003341024-2

In this book, we will be proposing a new model to guide character analysis. Our hope is that this model will be a helpful tool for both actors and directors. We want to be clear from the outset that we are in no way trying to replace the teaching and application of well-known, well-loved, and established methods for character analysis. Instead, we intend to offer one more tool you can add to your character analysis tool belt. Of course, we do think this new model offers something unique; otherwise, it really wouldn’t make much sense for us to take the time to explain it to you or for you to read, consider, and hopefully put into practice these ideas. One advantage we see in our model is that it can be applied by actors in their own personal character exploration, but it can also be used by directors to guide not just individual actors but entire casts. In this way, it can offer a unifying dramatic framework for the complete action of a play.

We will explain this and more about the potential and payoffs of what we are proposing for character analysis later in the book. But before we can do that, we need to begin by noting that our model is grounded in the idea of metaphor. More specifically, it is grounded in a particular understanding of a particular kind of metaphor—what we will be calling “structural” metaphor. If you happen to be a cognitive linguist, you might feel completely comfortable just accepting that statement and moving along to the application. For most of us, the general idea of metaphor may feel like a very familiar thing, but we probably are a bit less confident that we fully grasp the particulars and nuances of this notion of structural metaphor—a notion that extends from the broader understanding that metaphor is less a creative way of expressing a specific idea and more the fundamental way of understanding virtually everything. If that doesn’t sound like metaphor as you know it, don’t worry. We will fully explain the idea of structural metaphor and then show how it can be applied to character analysis. To help in that, though, let’s first take some time to reflect on ways metaphor can be and typically has been understood.


Metaphor as a figure of speech

The understanding of metaphor as a figure of speech, as a sort of cosmetic or ornamental form of language used to embellish an idea, is both widespread and long-lived. In their book exploring how modern media has used metaphor to frame war, Steuter and Wills (2009) point out that this idea of metaphor as ornamental language can be traced back to the days of ancient Greece and Rome. In these classical cultures and periods, the use of metaphor was broadly considered to be “a decorative addition to literal language” and was regarded as a “fancy expression” and a way to dress up ideas, making them more interesting and palatable to an audience by “raising diction to a level beyond the commonplace and familiar” (p. 5).

An ornament is something we look at, and so to say that metaphor is “ornamental” is to suggest it is largely a visual thing. Similarly, a “figure” suggests something recognized by sight, and so defining metaphor as a figure of speech also emphasizes its visual nature. Given this, it is not surprising that metaphor is commonly seen as the use of words to create a mental picture of some idea by expressing it in a creative and visual way. As a way to reinforce how closely tied metaphor is to the visual experience, we can look to the ideas and words of Michael Lydon. Lydon is a performer and musician who writes about these artistic forms, as well as on the process of writing itself. In an online posting titled “The Power of Metaphor,” Lydon argues that “metaphor acts as writing’s parallax, the two-sided vision of our eyes which, when resolved by the brain, creates our picture of the spacious world” (2010, para. 10). Lydon’s reference to “vision” and “eyes” and “picture” here offers a good illustration of just how strong the connection between the visual and the metaphorical is understood to be.

Most people will have no difficulty with this idea that, fundamentally, metaphor is a way to dress up otherwise plain language. At the same time, Michael Lydon’s thoughtful observations on the power of metaphor suggest that there may be something more to metaphor than simply a kind of ornamental impact. In fact, there are ways to see metaphor as more than mere fanciful language, while still understanding it as a figure of speech.

Some would agree that metaphor is a figure of speech but would also argue that, as such, metaphor can be seen to highlight particular characteristics of one thing in order to better understand another. This reflection of the characteristics of one thing onto another is called linguistic transference. Perhaps this is what Lydon was suggesting when he described metaphor as “the two-sided vision of our eyes” which has impact “when resolved by the brain” and “creates our picture of the spacious world” (2010, para. 10). The Oxford English Dictionary (OED) defines metaphor as “a figure of speech in which a name or descriptive word or phrase is transferred to an object or action different from, but analogous to, that to which it is literally applicable; an instance of this, a metaphorical expression” (OED, 2015). Hopefully it is clear that an understanding of metaphor as linguistic transference goes beyond simple ornamentation. Understood this way, metaphor is a tool that can help to clarify an idea—especially a complex, confusing, or unfamiliar idea—by associating aspects of that idea with something less complex, less confusing, or more familiar.

Let us try to reinforce this distinction between ornamentation and linguistic transference. To do so, we will use…well…a metaphor!

Imagine that you own and run a small theatre company called “Palomino Playhouse” in a quaint Western resort town that is filled with shops, galleries, museums, and other businesses that cater to the constant stream of tourists passing through or stopping for a night or two. However, as the town has grown in size and tourist volume and number of businesses, you have started to see your own audience numbers diminish. With all the competition for tourists’ attention, fewer and fewer are stopping in to buy tickets and enjoy a performance.

Based on some marketing data, you learn that many people simply are not aware of your theatre company. Numerous interesting shops and businesses have built up around your space over the years, and where you once clearly stood out in the city center as a great option to passers-by, you now are but one space in a sea of interesting spaces, and passers-by are largely just passing by. When you stop to think about it, the theatre building is rather plain—all one rather bland color that certainly is not eye-catching in any way. So, you decide that making your space more visually distinctive and appealing might help. You decide that brightening up the facility with a nice paint job would be a good first step. Soon, your theatre façade looks fresh and new and is far more colorful than it was. It also is more colorful than the businesses around you and clearly stands out. You hope and trust that it will grab the attention of more potential patrons.

Now imagine that, instead of settling for a new coat of paint, you decided also to invest in a large billboard located on the main road just as people are about to enter town. The billboard is not actually a part of your theatre venue. It is a very different kind of structure in a different location. But it is far more visible and directly accessible to anyone and everyone driving through than is your theatre space itself which sits on one particular street within the town and is surrounded by other businesses and visual distractions. On that billboard, though, you have the words “Palomino Playhouse” in large colorful letters—maybe the same colors as those you used to revive the façade of the theatre. You might also have other information like “one mile ahead to Center Street and two blocks to your right” or “shows the whole family will enjoy” or “half-priced matinees every Thursday through Saturday.”

In this illustration, we could say that painting your theatre building is comparable to using metaphor for simple ornamentation. The paint (metaphor) makes something that is plain, simple, or easy to overlook more attention-getting. It adds emphasis. The billboard, however, is something more. It is a separate thing, but the impact comes in the relationship made in the minds of the traveling tourists—a relationship between the billboard and your theatre. And you are counting on tourists making certain kinds of connections. You want them to associate the colors used on the billboard to help them look for and identify your similarly colored theatre space. And you want them to associate with your theatre the ideas of the distance and direction to your location and the family-friendly nature of your shows and the affordability of your matinee performances. Thus, the billboard is comparable to the idea that metaphor has the power of linguistic transference. It does not simply draw attention to your theatre, but it creates a connection between billboard and theatre and, more specifically, between certain aspects of the billboard and what you want people to believe and anticipate in regard to the Palomino Playhouse.

Continuing with the idea of linguistic transference, take, for example, the metaphoric expression, “I will now shed some light on the issue.” This common metaphoric phrase links a rather abstract idea, “comprehension,” to the much more familiar and tangible ideas of “light” and, by extension, “dark.” Valenzano and Braden (2015) consider this expression in their discussion of the use of metaphor in effective public speaking. They state, “Obviously, there is no actual light, but a lack of understanding is compared to darkness, and the speaker’s intention to provide knowledge is compared to illuminating that darkness through providing light” (p. 368). Even though the ideas of “comprehension” and “light” are vastly different, the metaphor generates associations between the two ideas, and a relationship and resonance between them can be noted and used for heightened understanding. Again, looking back to the words of musician, performer, and writer, Michael Lydon, the making of a linguistic association between the ideas of “light” and “comprehension” is a “two-sided vision of our eyes which, when resolved by the brain, creates our picture of the spacious world” (2010, para. 10).

As a final example, let’s look to our own William Shakespeare, metaphor master and one of the most prolific writers in history. Although more than four hundred years old, his works still connect with contemporary audiences and employ a vast and distinctive universe of metaphors. Shakespeare’s use of metaphor has been the subject of much study (see Albala, 2014; Dolan, 2002; Lewis, 2012; Sullivan & Banding, 2014; Thompson & Thompson, 1987). One of Shakespeare’s most recognized and repeated metaphors can be found in As You like It, when Jaques explains:


All the world’s a stage,

And all the men and women merely players;

They have their exits and their entrances

And one man in his time plays many parts.



(As You Like It, 2.7)

In this, Shakespeare is offering more than a clever turn of phrase; Shakespeare is clarifying and drawing attention to certain aspects of the notion of “the world” by associating it with some particular aspects of the notion of “the stage.” The concept of “the world” is vast and ambiguous. Where does one start when trying to comprehend such a substantial idea? Because “the world” is so general, so indefinite, and so huge, an understanding of it can best be reached through the use of metaphor. Shakespeare uses the more defined, localized, limited concept of “stage” to help his audience grasp certain things about the more abstract concept of “the world.” In addition to being more defined and limited, the idea of the “stage” is also more familiar. Shakespeare certainly could make this assumption since his words were written with the understanding that they would be heard by individuals physically sitting or standing in an actual theatre watching a performance on a physical stage, seeing actors play roles and make entrances and exits. Shakespeare’s words bring “stage” and “world” into relationship and help hearers grasp the idea that, as members of the much broader “world,” they play various roles in scenes in life they both enter and exit, moving from one life experience to the next.

Are metaphors figures of speech? Of course they are. They do draw attention. They also bring the unclear, intangible, and unfamiliar into relationship with the clear, tangible, and familiar in a way that draws attention to particular things to offer better understanding. This is the way metaphor has most commonly been understood.


Metaphor as a means of persuasion

As figures of speech, metaphors draw attention and bring understanding, typically using colorful and vivid language to create mental images and transferring aspects of one idea onto another. But, for many, its potential doesn’t stop there. Metaphor can be seen to influence opinions, attitudes, and behavior when used as a persuasive tactic or a tool for framing. By “framing,” we mean the shaping of messages by “choosing one particular meaning (or set of meanings) over another” (Fairhurst & Sarr, 1996, p. 3). Photographers influence what and how we see by making conscious, strategic decisions about what ends up inside and outside the visual frame that constitutes an image. Similarly, media professionals and advertisers make conscious, strategic decisions about what goes into and what stays out of their messages. They use metaphor to frame their persuasive appeals in an attempt to get audiences to accept their ideas and, often, to purchase their products or services. As Septianto, Pontes, and Tjiptono (2021) observe, “The use of metaphor has become an established communication tool used to enhance the persuasiveness of advertising messages” (p. 951). Indeed, the bombardment of metaphoric persuasive appeals is apparent—some would say overwhelmingly apparent—across the media in commercials, news broadcasts, and print advertisements.

Throughout history, metaphoric framing has been used by political figures to persuade audiences to either accept or reject certain ideas, initiatives, and agendas. In Politicians and Rhetoric: The Persuasive Power of Metaphor (2011), author Jonathan Charteris-Black examines former political figures such as George W.
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