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ELIZABETH BISHOP: 
THE DISCIPLINE OF DESCRIPTION 

NANCY L. McNALLY 

Elizabeth Bishop occupies a peculiar 
place among contemporary American 
poets: having written neither many, 
nor very "important" poems, but 
rather a few smaller poems of exquisite 
craftsmanship, she fits very well the 
traditional definition of the minor 
poet, and remains relatively obscure in 
comparison with the larger figures of 
the period. As with many other "mi- 
nor poets," however, there is no ques- 
tion about the genuineness of Miss 
Bishop's poetic gifts. It has often been 
remarked that her poetry is particu- 
larly "original," although this original- 
ity lies not in large innovations of 
form or language-the proper domain 
of the major poet-but in more subtle 
mutations of tradition. What sets her 
poetry apart from a great deal of the 
poetry of today is that it is not lyric 
in the usual sense, but "descriptive." 
It reports the minute but significant 
details of an object's nature or appear- 
ance either overlooked or ignored by 
the everyday observer, and clearly has 
its origin in the poet's own particu- 
larly keen perception. As Louise Bo- 
gan once remarked, Elizabeth Bishop 
has "a naturalist's accuracy of obser- 
vation."' 

The air of unusual precision and 
"accuracy" of Miss Bishop's poems is, 
of course, a deliberately cultivated 
technique. Although she writes only 
infrequently of her own poetic inten- 
tions, her personal preferences and in- 
stincts may easily be deduced from 
what she says about the poetry of oth- 
ers. She praises Marianne Moore, for 
example, as "The World's Greatest 

Living Observer,"2 whose descriptions 
are "completely accurate"3 because she 
is able to "give herself up entirely to 
the object under contemplation"4 and 
to "feel in all sincerity how it is to be 
it."5 These phrases reveal both Miss 
Bishop's high esteem for "accuracy" 
and her conviction that such accur- 
acy is a function of an objective atti- 
tude in the poet-or, rather, of a type 
of "negative capability" by which the 
poet submerges his identity in the ob- 
ject he is describing. 

At first glance, Miss Bishop's desire 
for objectivity and accuracy in de- 
scription may not appear particularly 
revolutionary. After all, many mod- 
ern poets have deliberately produced 
an impression of "factuality" in their 
poems, utilizing materials hitherto 
limited to prose: proper names, con- 
versational tags, scientific terms, con- 
temporary references, and the like. 
This sense of factuality in modern 
poetry, however, is almost invariably 
of two opposite varieties-of which 
Eliot's "The Waste Land" and Whit- 
man's "Song of Myself" are represent- 
ative examples. In "The Waste Land," 
Eliot makes use of specific, detailed 
lists of objects ("The river bears no 
empty bottles, sandwich papers, / Silk 
handkerchiefs, cardboard boxes, cigar- 
ette ends / Or other testimony of sum- 
mer nights") or colloquial conversa- 
tion (" 'When Lil's husband got de- 
mobbed, I said' ") for satiric purposes. 
The accuracy or verisimilitude of the 
description or conversation does not 
indicate interest in them per se; rather, 
the specificity of the details serves 
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as a shocking contrast to the poet's 
implied or overt lyric indignation. 
The factuality of "The Song of My- 
self," on the other hand, is entirely 
different; its catalogues are, at least 
as Richard Chase sees them,6 Whit- 
man's attempt to portray with comic 
realism the incongruous diversity 
which characterized both himself as 
an individual and America as a whole. 
As in "The Waste Land" (although to 
a lesser degree), there is a manifest 
disjunction between the factual and 
lyrical elements of the poem; as if to 
emphasize the concept of diversity, the 
prosaic quality of the catalogues is 
deliberately contrasted with other in- 
tensely lyric passages. 

What constitutes Miss Bishop's orig- 
inality is that her poetry resembles 
neither prototype. Eliot's or Whit- 
man's kind of factuality-largely con- 
sisting of proper names or the enumer- 
ation of objects-is only one aspect of 
Miss Bishop's "accuracy," i.e., her re- 
markably close attention to the sur- 
face of things. Since her motive is not 
satiric, she is clearly not in the Eliot 
tradition; but though her impulses 
are similar to Whitman's love of fact 
for its own sake, she shows none of his 
lyric self-expression. What sets her 
work apart from practically every va- 
riety of contemporary poetry is that 
she rejects the exhibition of her own 
personality in her poems in favor of 
the role of an impersonal but highly 
perceptive observer.7 

Yet despite one critic's assertion 
that Miss Bishop's poetry "is as objec- 
tive as poetry can well be,"8 it is obvi- 
ous that completely "objective" poetry 
is impossible unless written by Mr. 
Jarrell's hypothetical syndicate of en- 
cyclopedias;9 the meaning of the poem 
must reside at least in the poet's se- 
lection and implicit interpretation of 

details. What technical devices, then, 
does Miss Bishop use to produce the 
mutually enhancing effects of "ac- 
curacy" and "objectivity"? First, her 
descriptive passages often seem accu- 
rate because they are expansive enough 
to insure clarity of detail. She almost 
always takes pains to describe even a 
passing object minutely (the school- 
house flagpole in "Cape Breton," for 
example, is a "rough-adzed pole topped 
with a white china door-knob"), and 
such specific information increases im- 
mensely one's sense of the accuracy 
and exactitude of the description. Her 
constant precision in naming also en- 
hances the illusion-as in "Cape Bre- 
ton," whose islands are "Ciboux and 
Hertford," birds "razorbill auks" and 
"puffins," and trees "spruce and hack- 
matack." In addition, her generally 
dispassionate, matter-of-fact tone con- 
tributes a good deal to the "objective" 
effect. As a natural result of these 
devices, her language frequently sounds 
facetiously prosy and informative: 

A small bus comes along, in up-and-down 
rushes, 

packed with people, even to its step. 
(On weekdays with groceries, spare auto- 

mobile parts, and pump parts, 
but today only two preachers extra, one 

carrying his frock coat on a hanger.) 

However, the most important fac- 
tor in the precision of Miss Bishop's 
descriptive phrases is undoubtedly the 
remarkable visual clarity of their 
images, which often consist of surpris- 
ingly apt similes, such as "Greenish- 
white dogwood infiltrated the wood, / 
each petal burned, apparently, by a 
cigarette-butt." Actually, of course, 
a poet's imagery is the least "objec- 
tive" element in his poems; since the 
image establishes an imaginary rela- 
tionship or correspondence between 
two objects unrelated in fact, it is a 
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tool of fancy, not science. Miss 
Bishop, however, strives to counter- 
balance this.impression by making the 
"accuracy" of her figures at least as 
important as their fanciful aspect. To 
do this, her images frequently attempt 
to represent as closely as possible the 
actual appearance, sound, or texture of 
what is being described rather than to 
interpret its significance, as in "The 
bull-frogs are sounding, / slack strings 
plucked by heavy thumbs." The com- 
parison with slack strings is less useful 
as an indication of what to think of 
the bull-frogs than as a device to re- 
call vividly and exactly what they 
sound like; accuracy automatically 
produces an objective atitude by sub- 
duing emotional coloring to exact de- 
scriptive delineation. 

Frequently it is inappropriate even 
to apply customary terms such as 
theme and symbol to Miss Bishop's 
poems, many of which are constructed 
on an entirely different principle. 
The descriptive details themselves 
form the framework of this kind of 
poem, which then moves by their ac- 
cumulation rather than by a more ob- 
vious structural design. This aggre- 
gate method, which Marianne Moore 
termed "enumerative description,"10 
and Louise Bogan characterized as "a 
list of things or attributes related to a 
title,"" is probably the single most 
original aspect of Miss Bishop's poetry. 
The method of "enumerative descrip- 
tion" is itself a product of Miss Bish- 
op's desire for "objectivity"; although 
the selection and arrangement of in- 
dividual details has naturally been the 
product of her own artistic skill, she 
deliberately camouflages the poem's 
artifice, often seeming to eliminate 
the presence of the poet by making the 
details follow one another in what ap- 
pears a purely random order. It is mis- 

taken to assume, however, that Miss 
Bishop's "objectivity" (an ill-fitting 
term at best) consists solely of a 
scientific, denotative attitude or vo- 
cabulary; in this kind of poem, in fact, 
the suggestive connotative use of lan- 
guage becomes all the more necessary 
to convey the poet's intended meaning. 
Moreover, while Miss Bishop's inclina- 
tions do not tend toward the emotional 
self-revelation of extremely personal 
lyricism, she has no wish to separate 
herself entirely from the traditional 
concerns of lyric poetry; what is thus 
particularly interesting in her work is 
the unique way in which she adapts 
her predilection for accurate visual 
representation to the requirements of 
various lyric themes, producing a 
subtle, flexible, and entirely new kind 
of poetic form which serves as a con- 
sistent alternative to more intimate 
personal expression. 

Most critics of her first book of 
poems, North and South, approved 
enthusiastically Miss Bishop's deviation 
from well-established paths, and es- 
pecially commended the elimination 
from her poems of "moralizing"- 
i.e., explicit abstract or declamatory 
statements. Louise Bogan, for exam- 
ple, declared that the poems "have 
not an ounce of supeifluous emotional 
weight,"'2 and Marianne Moore re- 
joiced that "at last we have someone 
who knows,' who is not didactic."13 
One of the many reasons for the lack 
of "moralizing" in Miss Bishop's poems 
is, of course, that her characteristically 
matter-of-fact and understated tone 
is a natural inhibition to rhetorical 
declamation. The lack of abstractions, 
generalizations, or explicit didacticism 
in the poems, however, does not imply 
that they contain no meaning, or 
"message," but only that they go 
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about conveying it in an exceedingly 
subtle fashion. 

Miss Bishop's poetry is, in the most 
literal sense, a poetry of vision (i.e., 
of seeing with one's eyes); in positing 
a chiefly visual reality, it seems to im- 
ply a singular poetic epistemology- 
the necessary role of appearances in 
the comprehension of essential, non- 
visible realities. One of the best illus- 
trations of this statement is what is 
perhaps Miss Bishop's best-known 
poem, "The Fish," whose heterogeneous 
descriptive details are reported by a 
speaker who is an integral part of the 
human experience the poem records. 
This device gives Miss Bishop a unique 
opportunity for extremely subtle 
character delineation; although the 
poem is ostensibly focused on what the 
observer sees, not upon the character 
herself, her choice of descriptive words 
and figures inevitably, though indi- 
rectly, reveals her personality as well. 
Because the character's progress toward 
discovery occurs dramatically within 
the poem, the reader is also allowed 
to share in the gradual realization of 
meaning. 

At its most elementary level, "The 
Fish" is only a conventional "fish 
story" with an ironic conclusion, be- 
ginning with the usual opening line, 
"I caught a tremendous fish," and end- 
ing with the uncustomary "And I let 
the fish go." The first four lines of 
the poem are-except for the possible 
exaggeration of "tremendous"-a per- 
fectly matter-of-fact statement of 
the circumstances, in which the sig- 
nificant action has taken place before 
the beginning of the poem. But as the 
fisherman explains contemptuously, 
"He didn't fight. / He hadn't fought 
at all." In the traditional battle be- 
tween man and fish, the old and de- 
crepit fish, "battered and venerable/ 

and homely," has simply refused to 
participate. 

After the basic facts of the situa- 
tion are related, the fisherman begins 
a closer examination of the fish, whose 
utter passivity makes such a detailed 
scrutiny possible. She first muses that 
the fish's skin "hung in strips like an- 
cient wall-paper, / and its pattern of 
darker brown was like wall-paper." 
(Although the comparison with old 
wallpaper is helpful in conveying an 
accurate notion of the fish's color to 
anyone with memories of Victorian 
parlors and their yellowed wallpaper, 
it is even more useful in evoking the 
associations of deterioration which 
usually surround such memories.) The 
fisherman then moves on to note even 
more minute aspects of the fish's ex- 
ternal appearance: 

He was speckled with barnacles, 
fine rosettes of lime, 
and infested 
with tiny .white sea-lice, 
and underneath two or three 
rags of green weed hung down. 

Throughout these lines one's sense of 
the fish's unattractiveness and even 
unsavoriness alternates with a picture 
of him as a sort of decorated object, 
and it is this ornamental imagery 
which first insinuates that the fisher- 
man is-somewhat unconventionally 
-a woman, which in turn suggests 
that part of the poem's complexity 
may be traced to the interplay of ad- 
venturous, even aggressive, elements 
in her character ("He didn't fight. / 
He hadn't fought at all") with other 
more instinctively feminine reactions. 

The next lines, "While his gills were 
breathing in / the terrible oxygen," 
bring one back from the amusing de- 
scription of the fish's external appear- 
ance to the fact that he is dying. 
From the fisherman, however, the sight 
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of the fish's convulsive gills elicits 
only a personal recollection of "the 
frightening gills,/fresh and crisp with 
blood,/that can cut so badly"-an in- 
dication of some previous experience 
in the catching of fish. More signifi- 
cantly, however, these lines serve as 
another reminder of the fundamental 
and eternal opposition of man and 
fish, neither of whom can live in the 
other's element; reciprocally, it is 
man's sustenance, oxygen, which is 
"terrible" for the fish, and the fish's 
own breathing apparatus which is 
"frightening" to the fisherman. 

With "I looked into his eyes," the 
fisherman begins to study an organ she 
and the fish have in common, and for 
the first time seems to confront the 
fish rather than merely to observe it. 
She also makes the first-and only- 
explicit comparison between herself 
and the fish, noting that his eyes 

were far larger than mine 
but shallower, and yellowed, 
the irises backed and packed 
with tarnished tinfoil 
seen through the lenses 
of old scratched isinglass. 

It is, of course, significant that the 
fisherman's only comparison of the 
fish with herself should concern their 
respective eyes, representative of the 
capacity for perception; in remarking 
the deficiencies of the fish's vision in 
comparison with her own, the fisher- 
man establishes the major dramatic 
irony of the poem, since it is her own 
perceptive abilities which must finally 
be adjusted. Her statement that the 
shifting of the fish's eyes "was more 
like the tipping / of an object toward 
the light" is, in fact, an unconscious 
and oblique reference to the progress 
of the poem itself. 

It is when the fisherman begins to 
study the fish's face that the poem 

moves toward a sudden climax, under- 
lined by the unexpected rhyme, 

I admired his sullen face, 
the mechanism of his jaw, 
and then I saw 

for the radical change in her attitude 
toward the fish is determined by what 
she saw-i.e., 

that from his lower lip 
-if you could call it a lip- 
grim, wet, and weapon-like, 
hung five old pieces of fish-line, 
or four and a wire leader 
with the swivel still attached, 
with all their five big hooks 
grown firmly in his mouth. 

As if fascinated by them, the fisher- 
man continues to enumerate specific 
details of the five fish-lines, giving an 
even more minute categorization of 
them: 

A green line, frayed at the end 
where he broke it, two heavier lines, 
and a fine black thread 
still crimped from the strain and snap 
when it broke and he got away. 

This painstakingly detailed passage is 
not only an example of Miss Bishop's 
remarkable accuracy of description, 
but also a characteristic indication of 
her use of metaphor; notably, only 
after the detailed minutiae of the fish- 
lines has been set down does there ap- 
pear a figurative definition of them: 

Like medals with their ribbons 
frayed and wavering, 
a five-haired beard of wisdom 
trailing from his aching jaw. 

But while the "frayed and wavering" 
medals are omnipresent reminders to 
the fish of his past triumphs, and the 
beard of wisdom a tribute to his sa- 
gacity, they are both permanently at- 
tached to his "aching jaw," showing 
that whatever stature he possesses is 
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intimately connected with the pain he 
has endured. 

At this point, the fisherman merely 
"stared and stared," while "victory 
filled up the little rented boat." The 
abstract word "victory" is treated in 
Miss Bishop's characteristic manner, 
its meaning being expressed by and 
embodied in the most literal and local 
of realities. Not only is "victory" it- 
self made to seem palpable in that it 
fills the boat, but the image is also 
even further extended by what seems 
an attempt to describe the actual proc- 
ess of filling. In this context, the word 
"victory" encompasses many different 
meanings. Superficially, the victory 
belongs to the fisherman, who is hold- 
ing captive an unexpectedly valuable 
prize-but this effortless conquest is 
obviously not worthy of the name. 
The real victory belongs to the fish, 
whose previous triumphs are marked 
by the "medals" he has gathered so 
painfully, and who now achieves a 
moral victory in refusing to compro- 
mise his aged dignity by fruitless re- 
sistance. The realization of these 
truths has a profound effect on the 
fisherman, who is, as the poem has 
made clear, after all only a woman. 
The same prismatic effect as in the 
oily pool is produced in her by the 
blurring of tears, which suspends mo- 
mentarily the ordinary processes of 
visual perception and gives way to a 
new order of vision. At that moment, 
"everything was rainbow, rainbow, 
rainbow! / And I let the fish go." 

Another of Miss Bishop's best- 
known poems, "The Monument," re- 
veals the extraordinary versatility of 
her descriptive techniques, which may 
be used not only to produce lyric 
poetry of uncommon subtlety and 
understatement, but also to express 
even customarily abstract or philo- 

sophic subjects. Unlike more tradi- 
tional poems about aesthetics, "The 
Monument" makes no generalized 
statements about the nature of art. 
Proceeding as it were by induction, it 
concerns itself not with a discussion 
of monuments in general, but only the 
close examination of one particular 
specimen. The total originality of 
Miss Bishop's approach, however, is 
best seen in the poem's arresting first 
lines: 

Now can you see the monument? It is of 
wood 

built somewhat like a box. No. Built 
like several boxes in descending sizes 
one above the other. 
Each is turned half-way round so that 
its corners point toward the sides 
of the one below and the angles alternate. 
Then on the topmost cube is set 
a sort of fleur-de-lys of weathered wood, 
long petals of board, pierced with odd 

holes, 
four-sided, stiff, ecclesiastical. 
From it four thin, warped poles spring 

out, 
(slanted like fishing-poles or flag-poles) 
and from them jig-saw work hangs down, 
four lines of vaguely whittled ornament 
over the edges of the boxes 
to the ground. 

This particular "monument" is-with 
superb irony-so obviously ugly that 
it cannot be considered a work of art 
in any accepted sense. While the fac- 
tual, elaborately detailed lines which 
establish so clearly the monument's 
visual appearance obviously resemble 
many other descriptive passages in 
Miss Bishop's poetry, they have here 
a startlingly different and paradoxical 
effect, for the precision which makes 
the construction so plainly visible 
emphasizes all the more its outlandish- 
ness and gross improbability. Unlike 
the familiar type of equestrian statue 
in stone or bronze with which public 
parks are frequently adorned, this 
monument does not seem to be about 
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anything; indeed, it is difficult to 
imagine what commemorative purpose 
the disorganized wooden edifice could 
have been intended to have. It is the 
monument's apparent lack of any such 
purpose (in addition to its indisputable 
ugliness) that makes Miss Bishop's 
poem seem so radically different from 
many other well-known poems of a 
similar subject, which tend to fall into 
two categories, both positing a rela- 
tionship between the work and the 
thing it commemorates: those which 
assert the immortality of a work of 
art in contrast to the mutability of 
the flesh (e.g., "Ode on a Grecian 
Urn"), and those which reveal the 
impermanence of monuments erected 
to commemorate great or powerful 
men (e.g., "Ozymandias"). Although 
both types of poems give some atten- 
tion to the appearance of the "monu- 
ments" themselves (e.g., Keats' highly 
emotive description of the figures on 
the urn, or the delineation of the 
broken features of Ozymandias), their 
primary concern is the effect of time 
upon them. In Miss Bishop's poem, 
however, the monument's ugliness puts 
the discussion on an entirely different 
plane. As though its unattractiveness 
called into question from the begin- 
ning its mere right to be a monument, 
it is divested of all but its most literal 
physical appearance in an apparent 
attempt to reduce its treatment to the 
most elementary principles and defi- 
nitions before proceeding to other pos- 
sible aspects of its meaning. 

The poem is a dialogue between an 
opposing speaker and interlocutor, and 
progresses from the initial painstak- 
ingly detailed description of the mon- 
ument-a preliminary exegesis, as it 
were-to more complex questions of 
criticism and interpretation revealed in 
the two characters' discussion, which, 

by touching on many traditional prob- 
lems of aesthetics, begins to bestow- 
at least by implication-a measure of 
universality upon the monument's ex- 
istence. The interlocutor is an utter 
pragmatist whose judgments are based 
upon his view of the practical, tangi- 
ble world, and his remarks indicate 
that he judges art solely on the basis 
of its approximation to reality. After 
criticizing the visible artifice of the 
wooden "sea" and "sky" which sur- 
round the monument ("'It's like a 
stage-set; it is all so flat!' ") he seems 
suddenly to become aware of the mon- 
ument itself for the first time, and 
asks in amazement, " 'What is that?'" 
Although the other explains patiently, 
"It is the monument," the eternal 
pragmatist in the interlocutor immedi- 
ately rejoins, " 'It's piled-up boxes, / 
outlined with shoddy fret-work, half- 
fallen off, / cracked and unpainted. It 
looks old.'" Remaining unconvinced 
by the apologetic justifications of the 
monument which follow, he then asks 
irritably, 

"Why did you bring me here to see it? 
A temple of crates in cramped and crated 

scenery, 
what can it prove? 
I am tired of breathing this eroded air, 
this dryness in which the monument is 

cracking." 

The supremely practical question 
"What can it prove?" (which could 
apply as well to any variety of "tem- 
ple") elicits a full and reasoned exposi- 
tion of the raison d'etre of this monu- 
ment-and, by implication, of all 
monuments-from the other speaker, 
who remarks, 

It is an artifact 
of wood. Wood holds together better 
than sea or cloud or sand could by itself, 
much better than real sea or sand or 

cloud, 
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making an understated reference to 
the traditional concept of the immor- 
tality of monuments which commem- 
orate otherwise transitory things. But 
while the phrase "Wood holds together 
better/ than sea or cloud or sand" 
seems merely to assert the durability 
of the material itself, it is also a subtle 
preparation for the next lines' extraor- 
dinary assertion that the monument 
possesses a life of its own: 

It chose that way to grow and not to 
move. 

The monument's an object, yet those 
decorations, 

carelessly nailed, looking like nothing at 
all, 

give it away as having life, and wishing; 
wanting to be a monument, to cherish 

something. 

In being able to choose, grow, wish- 
and even love-the monument actu- 
ally does possess the attributes of life; 
its wanting "to cherish something" re- 
veals for the first time that the monu- 
ment intends to commemorate some- 
thing after all-and further, that its 
relationship with what it commemo- 
rates is an especially intimate one. 

Paradoxically, however, although 
the least outward eccentricity of the 
monument has been scrutinized and 
discussed, its inner reality-the essen- 
tial meaning of its act of commemora- 
tion-can only be imagined. At this 
point the speaker acknowledges the 
utter ambiguity of its real intent or 
purpose: 

It may be solid, may be hollow. 
The bones of the artist-prince may be 

inside 
or far away on even dryer soil. 
But roughly but adequately it can 

shelter 
what is within (which after all 
cannot have been intended to be seen). 

Strangely enough, the justification of 
the grotesque exterior of this construc- 

tion-totally unlike a Grecian urn- 
is that it hides, "roughly but ade- 
quately," what must forever remain 
beyond human knowledge. 

It is here, of course, that the great 
genius of Miss Bishop's fantasy-formu- 
lation of this outrageous wooden mon- 
ument becomes clear-and not merely 
because "The Monument" is surely 
unique in daring to justify the value 
of a work of art solely on the basis 
of good intentions. The strange dec- 
laration of the monument's ability to 
grow, despite its physical deteriora- 
tion, obviously applies only to this 
particular fantasy-monument. And 
only because of the monument's im- 
probable ugliness can the poem pro- 
gress by allowing it to grow-that is, 
by establishing at first the monument's 
all-too-obtrusive outward appearance 
as its sole reality, then gradually strip- 
ping away the outer skin in order to 
reveal and enhance its much more im- 
portant non-visible meanings. 

The final statement of the poem, 
It is the beginning of a painting, 
a piece of sculpture, or poem, or monu- 

ment, 
and all of wood. Watch it closely, 

is itself a beginning rather than an end. 
By now "The Monument" has become 
a parable whose subject is any work of 
art ("a painting, / a piece of sculp- 
ture, or poem, or monument"). The 
mysterious "Watch it closely" implies 
a visual involvement radically differ- 
ent from the merely literal "Now can 
you see the monument?" of the first 
line, and thus emphasizes the behold- 
er's relationship to the work of art, 
as if the work truly began to exist 
only when the observer were present. 
Because the monument's visible aspect 
is only a hindrance to its appreciation, 
and its genuine meaning is revealed 
only when its ugly exterior is removed, 
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the literal vision of the pragmatic 
speaker is obviously inadequate for a 
true perception of the curious edifice. 
Only the other speaker's more imagin- 
ative vision-which can, in a figura- 
tive sense, penetrate the exterior-is 
capable of interpreting and fully 
understanding it. 

Thus, although they arrive at it by 
slightly different means, both "The 
Fish" and "The Monument" finally 
reach the same kind of conclusion. 
Both poems are concerned with old, 
deteriorating objects whose decrepit 
exteriors do not reveal the entire truth 
about them. Both poems document 
with painstaking fullness and exacti- 
tude the literal appearance of the ugly 
objects, yet both paradoxically reveal 
in their final lines the operation of a 
new and extraordinary sort of vision: 
the "rainbow," a product of the fish- 
erman's own eyes, is closely akin to 
the ability of "The Monument"'s ob- 
server to perceive the monument truly 
by investing it with a beauty and 
meaning originating in himself. 

Whereas Miss Bishop's somewhat 
unorthodox predilection for treating 
traditional lyric themes descriptively 
in order to minimize explicit "moraliz- 
ing" is amply demonstrated by "The 
Fish" and "The Monument," "At the 
Fishhouses"-a poem both very close 
to her other work in theme yet alto- 
gether different from it-shows in- 
stead the poet's extremely skillful ma- 
nipulation of the contrast between her 
characteristic descriptive techniques 
and passages of a more eloquent and 
elevated character. "At the Fish- 
houses" is important if only because it 
proves that Miss Bishop is able to pro- 
duce, in addition to her idiosyncratic 
descriptive verse, poetry of great lyri- 
cal eloquence, but its felicitous combi- 
nation of the two modes of expression 

is also particularly striking: i.e., while 
the literal concreteness of the descrip- 
tive part of the poem relates the ab- 
stract rhetoric to a local reality, the 
implications of the descriptive passages 
are enlarged in turn by the eloquence 
of the lyrical sections. The poem's 
major thematic opposition between 
land and sea is dramatized by this con- 
trast in language, which corresponds 
to the structure of the poem, two long 
sections connected by a transitional 
stanza (the first section, primarily de- 
scriptive, represents the land, and the 
second, more lyrical, concerns the sea). 

The poem begins in a calm and mat- 
ter-of-fact descriptive tone: 

Although it is a cold evening, 
down by one of the fishhouses 
an old man sits netting, 
his net, in the gloaming almost invisible 
a dark purple-brown, 
and his shuttle worn and polished. 

Only a few lines later, however, ap- 
pears the entirely unexpected "All is 
silver: the heavy surface of the sea, / 
swelling slowly as if considering spill- 
ing over," a figure whose conventional 
rich sibilance and unconventional per- 
sonification provide a striking contrast 
to the more prosaic idiom they mo- 
mentarily interrupt, thus emphasizing 
both the aesthetic disparity between 
the sea and the land and the irony of 
the relationship between them. The 
sea, whose own silveriness is 'opaque, 
invests with a more transitory and 
translucent silver several of the hum- 
ble objects on the land-lobster pots, 
benches, and discarded masts-and 
seems generally to bestow an unwonted 
beauty upon the things near it. In 
addition, there have been other ironic 
sea-changes: 

The big fish tubs are completely lined 
with layers of beautiful herring scales 
and the wheelbarrows are similarly 

plastered 
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with creamy iridescent coats of mail, 
with small iridescent flies crawing on 

them. 

The last lines of the stanza describe 
more fully the old man of the open- 
ing lines, who is also covered with 
fish scales, having "scraped the scales, 
the principal beauty,/ from unnum- 
bered fish with that black old knife, / 
the blade of which is almost worn 
away." The old man's pedestrianism 
is, of course, reflected in his environ- 
ment; there are many suggestions in 
the poem that the pursuits associated 
with the fishhouses are routine and 
repetitive (the shuttle with which he 
mends his nets being an excellent sym- 
bol of the never-ending circularity of 
his tasks). Everything belonging to 
the fishhouses is in constant deteriora- 
tion: nets are broken, shuttles become 
worn in mending them, the blades of 
knives are worn away, wood cracks 
and bleaches, ironwork rusts. The 
odor of the fishhouses is a product of 
the putrefaction of fish, and the ster- 
ility of the place is evident even in the 
sparseness of the grass. What appeared 
at first to be merely the physical un- 
attractiveness of the area now seems 
strong evidence of its continual decay. 

After the transitional six-line stanza 
which describes the meeting place of 
land and water, the second long stanza 
begins, imposingly, "Cold dark deep 
and absolutely clear, / element bear- 
able to no mortal." Although the lan- 
guage of the stately and deliberate first 
phrase is actually quite simple, the 
grandiloquence of "element bearable 
to no mortal" strongly suggests that 
the lines are not only a literal descrip- 
tion of the water. But while this be- 
ginning has the semblance of a formal 
address, the speaker gets only as far 
as "Cold dark deep and absolutely 
clear, / element bearable to no mortal, 

/ to fish and to seals .. ." before trail- 
ing off and then digressing abruptly 
into a humorous anecdote about a seal 
who was "like me a believer in total 
immersion." The discourse is then re- 
sumed, only to be broken off again by 
another anecdote. 

Following the second digression, the 
poem returns-just as suddenly as be- 
fore-to the original subject, in lines 
whose heavy sibilance, together with 
the hypnotic rhythm of recurrent 
phrases, produces a remarkable imita- 
tion of the sea's undulating motion: 

The water seems suspended 
above the rounded gray and blue-gray 

stones. 
I have seen it over and over, the same 

sea, the same, 
slightly, indifferently swinging above the 

stones, 
icily free above the stones, 
above the stones and then the world. 

"Above the stones and then the 
world," describing a movement from 
the particular to the universal, sug- 
gests that the allusions to the sea 
which follow are meant to transcend 
the merely local references of the first 
stanza. 

Although the next lines apparently 
describe only one's sensations upon 
feeling or tasting cold sea water, they 
also plainly refer to another level of 
experience: 

If you should dip your hand in, 
your wrist would ache immediately, 
your bones would begin to ache and your 

hand would burn 
as if the water were a transmutation of 

fire 
that feeds on stones and burns with a 

dark gray flame. 
If you tasted it, it would first taste bitter, 
then briny, then surely burn your tongue. 

This time, what is described is not 
visual perception, but the sensations of 
touch and taste-and more signifi- 
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cantly, the experience is only hypo- 
thetical: "If you should dip your hand 
in." While the heightened vividness of 
"ache" and "burn," together with the 
oxymoronic representation of water as 
a "transmutation of fire," make it 
abundantly clear that in this context 
sea water is indeed "bearable to no 
mortal," the speaker's account of the 
perils of merely dipping one's hand in 
the water is also a delightfully ironic 
commentary on her professed belief in 
"total immersion"-which now seems 
a rather pretentious phrase for the ab- 
breviated symbolic dip of the Christian 
ritual. The inevitable comparison be- 
tween immersion in baptism and the 
hypothetical act of dipping one's hand 
in water is an appropriate introduction 
to the announcement of the sea's sym- 
bolic meaning in the next line-a 
statement characteristically delayed 
until the qualities of the literal experi- 
ence have been thoroughly explored. 
"It is like what we imagine knowledge 
to be," Miss Bishop's unusually explicit 
declaration of the symbolic reference 
of a described object, is at the same 
time an indirect statement of the rela- 
tion between poetry and epistemology, 
providing both a definition of our no- 
tion of knowledge and an example of 
our mode of apprehending it. 

Although the sea as a symbol for 
knowledge is a highly conventional 
figure, Miss Bishop's treatment of it is 
uniquely her own. Her approach still 
reflects her characteristic descriptive 
techniques: concentrating from the 
first on the sea's visible, literal attri- 
butes, she develops the figure pri- 
marily by means of simple descrip- 
tive words ("cold," "dark," "deep," 
"clear," "icy," "gray"), establishing 
an extensive foundation of literal 
meaning to precede the declaration "It 
is like what we imagine knowledge to 

be." The value of such particularized 
details in enriching the symbol's func- 
tion as an objective correlative is ob- 
vious if one substitutes the literal para- 
phrase "The sea is like what we imag- 
ine knowledge to be" for Miss Bishop's 
superb "It is like what we imagine 
knowledge to be: / dark, salt, clear, 
moving, utterly free," which effects an 
uncommonly intimate fusion of sym- 
bol and thing symbolized. 

But while this stanza, exhibiting 
Miss Bishop's descriptive powers at 
their fullest, successfully demonstrates 
the ways in which man apprehends ab- 
stract concepts through concrete sym- 
bols, another of its purposes is, ironic- 
ally, to reveal-through the ambiguity 
inherent in the symbol itself-the lim- 
itations of this mode of cognition. A 
suggestion of this ambiguity first ap- 
pears in the position of the line "It is 
like what we imagine knowledge to 
be": 

If you tasted it, it would first taste bitter, 
then briny, then surely burn your tongue. 
It is like what we imagine knowledge to 

be: 
dark, salt, clear, moving, utterly free. 

Although the line is connected gra- 
matically only to the line follow- 
ing, it obviously alludes to the entire 
foregoing passage as well-and this 
dual relationship produces two distinct 
versions of what it is "we imagine 
knowledge to be." "Dark, salt, clear, 
moving, utterly free," which is almost 
a precis of the stanza's previous de- 
scriptive adjectives, suggests our im- 
aginative projection of the idealized 
attributes of knowledge. But the other 
adjectives--"ache," "burn," "bitter" 
-reveal an entirely different appre- 
hension. In fact, the most striking 
irony of this passage is that the act of 
dipping it describes is only hypotheti- 
cal; not only is man unable to appre- 
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hend knowledge, he can have no real 
experience even of the symbol he 
created for it. The essential fact of 
knowledge, as conveyed to us by the 
sea, is that it is "bearable to no mor- 
tal" and drowns anyone who ventures 
into it. Its lesson to us is that we are 
mortal (hence the irony of baptism, 
which attempts to assure man of an 
immortal life by subjecting him to 
an experience that reveals exactly the 
opposite). 

Yet despite the inescapable limita- 
tions of our vicarious observations, 
symbols are necessary to our appre- 
hension of the world-and to this 
poem, which moves from the initial 
literal treatment of the sea symbol to- 
ward a final complex metaphor essen- 
tial to its solemnly eloquent conclu- 
sion about knowledge and our mortal- 
ity: 

It is like what we imagine knowledge to 
be: 

dark, salt, clear, moving, utterly free, 
drawn from the cold hard mouth 
of the world, derived from the rocky 

breasts 
forever, flowing and drawn, and since 
our knowledge is historical, flowing, and 

flown. 

These lines form the climax of the 
land-sea dichotomy which has been 
gradually developing through the 
poem, from the mere antithesis of ugli- 
ness and beauty in the first stanza to 
a subsequent opposition of pragmatic 

experience and abstract knowledge. 
The oxymoronic maternal images 
"cold hard mouth" and "rocky 
breasts," with their implications of 
birth and creation, are a direct reflec- 
tion upon the death and decay seen in 
the first stanza; whereas everything 
about the fishhouses is rotting, the sea 
is "derived from the rocky breasts / 
forever," eternally changing and re- 
plenished. For us, however, the sea's 
changing is a poignant reminder that 
we must inexorably perish: since we 
too are "historical"-i.e., mortal- 
what we know is not only "flowing" 
to us in time, but ultimately "flown" 
from us as well.14 

"Our knowledge is historical," with 
its manifold suggestions, is in many re- 
spects the central theme of all Miss 
Bishop's larger poems. (In "The Fish" 
and "The Monument," for example, it 
refers to both object and observer: the 
latter's discoveries are "historical" 
simply because they occur in time, 
while the former's "historical" charac- 
ter is the ability to withstand the 
trials of time.) But for Miss Bishop, 
the foundation of our "historical" 
knowledge is true perception, and her 
peculiar discipline of descriptive meth- 
od seems an inevitable form with 
which to express and explore this 
highly individual private vision. 
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tion may seem improbable, Marianne Moore is 
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self to the object she is discussing.) Since 
Elizabeth Bishop's poetry, on the other hand, 
displays few of these mannerisms and little ex- 
picitly personal lyricism, it is clear that, de- 
spite their superficial similarities, she and Miss 
Moore actually have widely divergent poetic 
intentions. 
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