IMAGERY

Hhat You Will Learn in This Chapter
= To define imagery :
= To differentiate and explain the major types of imagery
# To recognize and describe haiku as a literary form
® To analyze the role of imagery in a poem

Ezra Pound (1885-1072)
In a Station of the Meiro

The apparition of these faces in the crowd;
Petals on a wet, black bough.

1916

Pound said he wrote this poem to convey an experience: emergin
one d‘ay from a train in the Paris subway (Métro), he beheld ”-‘suddeng[ )
bgagtlful faf:e, and then another and another.” Originally he ha(i desc.riges
his impression in a poem thirty lines long. In this final version, each line
;(?)1;5?115 an image, which, like a picture, may take the place of a thousand
. Though the term image suggests a thing seen, when speaking of image
in poetry, we generally mean a word or sequence of words that refers to an 5
sory experience. Often this experience is a sight (visual imagery, as in Pguse;;
poem), but it may be a sound (auditory imagery) or a touch (ta’ctile ima :r S
such as a perception of roughness or smoothness). It may be an odor or agtasz’
or perhaps a bodily sensation such as pain, the prickling of gooseflesh, thz

quenching of thirst, or—as in th ing bri :
something cold. ¢ following brief poem—the perception of

Taniguchi __Buson (1716-1783)

The piercing chill I feel “ ‘(ﬂhmlt 1760)

The piercing chill I feel:

my dead wife’s comb, in our bedroom,
under my heel . . .

—Translated by Harold G. Henderson
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As in this haiku (in Japanese, a poem typically of three lines and seventeen
syllables), an image can convey a flash of understanding. Had he wished, the
poet might have spoken of the dead woman, of the contrast between her death
\nd his memory of her, of his feelings toward death in general. But such a dis-
cussion would be quite different from the poem he actually wrote. Striking his
hare foot against the comb, now cold and motionless but associated with the
living wife (perhaps worn in her hair), the widower feels a shock as if he had
touched the woman’s corpse. A literal, physical sense of death is conveyed; the
abstraction “death” is understood through the senses. To render the abstract
in concrete terms is what poets often try to do; in this attempt, an image can
be valuable.

IMAGERY

An image may occut in a single word, a phrase, a sentence, or, as in this case,
an entire short poem. To speak of the imagery of a poem—all its images taken
rogether—is often more useful than to speak of separate images. To divide Buson’s
haiku into five images—chill, wife, comb, bedroom, heel—is possible, for any noun
that refers to a visible object or a sensation is an image, but this is to draw distinc-
tions that in themselves mean little and to disassemble a single experience.

Some literary critics look for much of the meaning of a poem in its
imagery, wherein they expect to see the mind of the poet more truly re-
vealed than in whatever the poet explicicly claims to believe. Though
Shakespeare’s Theseus (in A Midsummer Night's Dream) accuses poets of
being concerned with “airy nothings,” poets are usually very much con-
cerned with what is in front of them. This concern is of use to us. In-
volved in our personal hopes and apprehensions, anticipating the
future so hard that much of the time we see the present through a film of
thought across our eyes, perhaps we need a poet occasionally to remind us
that even the coffee we absentmindedly sip comes (as Yeats put it) in a “heavy
spillable cup.”

T 8. Eliot (18338-1965)
The winter evening seitles down 1917

The winter evening settles down

With smell of steaks in passageways.

Six o'clock.

The burnt-out ends of smoky days.

And now a gusty shower wraps 5
The grimy scraps

Of withered leaves about your feet

And newspapers from vacant lots;
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The showers beat

On broken blinds and chimney-pots,
And at the corner of the street

A lonely cab-horse steams and stamps.

And then the lighting of the lamps.

Questions
1. What mood is evoked by the images in Eliot’s poem?

2. What kind of city neighborhood has the poet chosen to describe? How can you

tell?

T.”?“’.d‘?"’e Ii_’oethlce (1908-1963)
Root Cellar

Nothing would sleep in that cellar, dank as a ditch,
Bulbs broke out of boxes hunting for chinks in the dark,
Shoots dangled and drooped,

Lolling obscenely from mildewed crates,

Hung down long yellow evil necks, like tropical snakes.
And what a congress of stinks!—

Roots ripe as old bait,

Pulpy stems, rank, silo-rich,

Leaf-mold, manure, lime, piled against slippery planks.
Nothing would give up life:

Even the dirt kept breathing a small breath.

Questions

1. flxs a boy growing up in Saginaw, Michigan, Theodore Roethke spent much of his
time in a large commercial greenhouse run by his family. What details in his poem

show more than a passing acquaintance with growing things?
2. What varieties of image does “Root Cellar” contain? Point out examples.

3. What' do you understand to be Roethke’s attitude toward the root cellar? Does he
view it as a disgusting chamber of horrors? Pay special attention to the last two

lines.

Elizabeth Bi§hop (1911-1979)

[ caught a tremendous fish

and held him beside the boat
half out of water, with my hook
fast in a corner of his mouth.
He didn’t fight.

He hadn’t fought at all.

He hung a grunting weight,

Imagery

battered and venerable
1nd homely. Here and there
hiis brown skin hung in strips
like ancient wallpaper,
and its pattern of darker brown
was like wallpaper:

shapes like full-blown roses
stained and lost through age.

[ le was speckled with barnacles,
(ine rosettes of lime,

and infested

with tiny white sea-lice,

.nd underneath two or three
rags of green weed hung down.
While his gills were breathing in
the terrible oxygen

—the frightening gills,

fresh and crisp with blood,

that can cut so badly—

| thought of the coarse white flesh
packed in like feathers,

the big bones and the little bones,
the dramatic reds and blacks

of his shiny entrails,

and the pink swim-bladder

like a big peony.

[ looked into his eyes

which 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.

They shifted a little, but not

to return my stare.

It was more like the tipping
of an object toward the light.

1 admired his sullen face,

the mechanism of his jaw,

and then | saw

that from his lower lip

—if you could call it a lip—
grim, wet, and weaponlike,
hung five old pieces of fish-line,
or four and a wire leader
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with the swivel stil] attached,
with all their five big hooks
grown firmly in his mouth.

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.
Like medals with their ribbons
frayed and wavering,

a five-haired beard of wisdom
trailing from his aching jaw,

[ stared and stared

and victory filled up

the little rented boat,

from the pool of bilge

where oil had spread a rainbow
around the rusted engine

to the bailer rusted orange,

the sun-cracked thwarts,

the oarlocks on their strings,
the gunnels—until everything
was rainbow, rainbow, rainbow!

And I let the fish go.

Questions

1. How many abstract words does this

is imagery?

65

70

75

poem contain? What proportion of the poem

2. \)“lat 15 the Speakel S attitude he ﬁs n P
d t()Wa[d t 11. Commen[ 1 a[ticu[al: on 111163

61-64.

3. ; .
?ﬁﬁl gtﬁﬁggetd? the7 images of the rainbow of oil (line 69), the orange bailer
o e et, line Fl)l’ and the “sun-cracked thwarts” (line 72) convey? Does

xpect us to feel mournful because the boar is | ‘
: at is in such ition?

4. What is meant by “rainbow, rainbow, rainbow”? 4 st o

5. i
How do these images prepare us for the conclusion? Why does the speaker let the

fish go?

EmilgfﬂDickinson (1830-1886)

A Route of Evanescence

A Route of Evanescence
With a revolving Wheel —
A Resonance of Emerald —
A Rush of Cochineal® —

(about 1879)

red dye
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And every Blossom on the Bush
Adjusts its tumbled Head —

1 he mail from Tunis, probably,
An easy Morning’s Ride —

A Route oF Evanzscence. Dickinson titled this poer “A Humming-bird” in an 1880 let-
fer to a friend. 1 Evanescence: ornithologist’s term for the luminous sheen of certain birds’
teathers. 7 Tunis: capital city of Tunisia, North Africa.

(Question
What is the subject of this poem? How can you tell?

Jean Toomer (1394-1967)

Reapers 192

Black reapers with the sound of steel on stones

Are sharpening scythes. I see them place the hones
In their hip-pockets as a thing that’s done,

And start their silent swinging, one by one.

Black horses drive a mower through the weeds,
And there, a field rat, startled, squealing bleeds,
His belly close to ground. I see the blade,
Blood-stained, continue cutting weeds and shade.

Questions
1. Tmagine the scene Toomer describes. What details most vividly strike the mind’s eye?

2. What kind of image is “silent swinging”?

3. Read the poem aloud. Notice especially the effect of the words “sound of steel
on stones” and “field rat, startled, squealing bleeds.” What interesting sounds are
present in the very words that contain these images!

4. What feelings do you get from this poem as a whole? Besides appealing to our
auditory and visual imagination, what do the images contribute!

Gerard Manley Hopkins (1544-1889) T

Pied Beauty (1877)
Glory be to God for dappled things—
For skies of couple-color as a brinded® cow; streaked
For rose-moles all in stipple® upon trout that swim; speckled or dotted

Fresh-firecoal chestnut-falls; finches’ wings;
Landscape plotted and pieced—fold, fallow, and plow;
And 4ll trddes, their gear and tackle and trim.® equipment

All things counter, original, spare, strange;
Whatever is fickle, freckled (who knows how?)
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With swift, slow; sweet, sour; adazzle, dim;
He fathers-forth whose beauty is past change:
Praise him,

Questions
1. What does the word “pied” mean? (Hint: what does a Pied Piper look like?)

2. According to Hopkins, :vhat do “§kies,” “cow,” “trout,” “ripe chestnuts,” “Anches
wings,” and “landscapes all have in common? What landscapes can the poet have

in mind? (Have you ever seen any “dappled” landscape while looking down from!
an airplane, or from a mountain or high hill?)

3. What do you make of line 67 What can carpenters’ saws and ditch-diggers’ spadey
possibly have in common with the dappled things in lines 2-4?
4. Does Hopkins refer only to visual contrasts? What other kinds of variation inter-
est him!

5. Ty tostate in your own words the theme of this poem. How essential to our un-
derstanding of this theme are Hopkins's images?

ABOUT HAIKU

Arakida Moritake (1473-1549)
The falling flower

The falling flower
I saw drift hack to the branch
Was a butterfly.
—Translated by Babette Deutsch

Haiku means “beginning-verse” in Japanese—perhaps because the form
may have originated in a game. Players, given a haiku, were supposed to ex-
tend its three lines into a longer poem. Haiku (the word can also be plural)
consist mainly of imagery, but as we saw in Buson’s lines about the cold comb,
their imagery is not always only pictorial; it can involve any of the five senses.
Haiku are so short that they depend on imagery to trigger associations and
responses in the reader. A haiku in Japanese is rimeless; its seventeen syllables
are traditionally arranged in three lines, usually following a pattern of five,
seven, and five syllables. English haiku frequently ignore such a pattern, being
rimed or untimed as the poet prefers. What English haiku do try to preserve
is the powerful way Japanese haiku capture the intensity of a particular mo-
ment, usually by linking two concrete images. There is little room for abstract
thoughts or general observations. The following attempt, though containing
seventeen syllables, is far from haiku in spirit:

Now that our love is gone
I feel within my soul
a nagging distress.
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{ Inlike the author of those lines, haiku poets look out upon a literal world, sel-
o looking inward to discuss their feelings. Japanese haiku tend to be seasonal
in subject, but because they are so highly compressed, they usually only imply a
senson: a blossom indicates spring; a crow on a branch, autumn; snow, winter.
Mot just pretty little sketches of nature (as some Westerners think), haiku as-
sume a view of the universe in which observer and nature are not separated.

Haiku emerged in sixteenth-century Japan and soon developed into a
dceply esteemed form. Even today, Japanese soldiers, stockbrokers, scientists,
schoolchildren, and the emperor himself still find occasion to pen haiku. Soon
alter the form first captured the attention of Western poets at the end of the
nineteenth century, it became immensely influential for modern poets, such
15 Ezra Pound, William Carlos Williams, and H.D., as a model for the kind of
verse they wanted to write—concise, direct, and imagistic.

The Japanese consider the poems of the “Three Masters"—Basho, Buson,
and Issa—to be the pinnacle of the classical haiku. Each poet had his own per-
sonality: Basho, the ascetic seeker of Zen enlightenment; Buson, the worldly
artist; Issa, the sensitive master of wit and pathos. Here are liberal translations
of poems from each of the “Three Masters.”

Matsuo Basho (10644-1694)

Heat-lightning streak

Heat-lightning streak—
through darkness pierces
the heron’s shriek.

—Translated by X. J. Kennedy

Taniguchi Buson (1716-1783)

On the one-ton temple bell

On the one-ton temple bell
a moonmoth, folded into sleep,
sits still.

—Translated by X. ]. Kennedy

Kobayashi Issa (1763-1827)
only one guy

only one guy and

only one fly trying to

make the guest room do.
—Translated by Cid Corman

" In the old stone pool

Moonrise on mudflats

In the old stone pool
a frogjump:
splishhhhh.

—Translated by X. J. Kennedy

Moonrise on mudflats,
the line of water and sky
blurred by a bullfrog

—Translated by Michael Stillman

7C1'icket
Cricket, be

careful! I'm rolling
over!

—Translated by Robert Bly
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HAIKU FROM JAPANESE INTERNMENT CAMPS

Japanese immigrants brought the tradition of haiku-writing to the United States,
often forming local clubs t pursue their shared literary interests. During ‘\7{/‘:>rl(ii
War II, when Japanese Americans were unjustly considered “enemy aliens” and'.:
these poets continued to write in their
ku provide a vivid picture of the depriva-
, and their fellow internees.

confined to federal internmen; camps,
bleak new surroundings. Today these hai
tions suffered by the poets, their families

Stuiko Matsushita

Rain shower from mountann N

Rain shower from mountaiy
quietly soaking
barbed wire fence

—Translated by Violes Kague

de Cristoforo

Hakuro Wada
Even the croaking of ﬁ'ogs

Even the croaking of frogs

comes from outside the barbed wire fence

this is our life
—Translated by Violer Kazye
de Cristoforo

GONTEMPORARY HAIKU

Cosmos in bloom

Cosmos in hloom
as if no war
wete taking place
—Translated by Violet Kazue
de Cristoforo

Neiji Ozawa
The war—this year
The war—this year
New Year midnight bell
ringing in the desert
—Translated by Violet Kazue
de Cristoforo

I‘{EI'G are fourl more recent hajku written in English. (Don’t expect them all to
?756“”3 a strict arrangement of seventeen syllables, however.) Haiku, in any
anguage, is an art of few words but many suggestions. A haiku starts us think-

ing and telling,

Nick V;‘rgi_lio (1926-1989)
The Old Neighborho;)d

the old neighborhood
falling to the wrecking ball:
names in the sidewalk

.

Lee Gurga (1. 1949)
Visitor’s Room
Visitor's Room—

everything bolted down
except my brother.

For Review and Further Study 441

Pennljer Brutrchy, B-0080) s oy (. uly)

Learning to Shave

Born Again
(Father Teaching Son)

Born Again

she speaks excitedly A nick on the jaw

ol death. The razor’s edge of manhood
Along the bloodline.

'OR REVIEW AND FURTHER STUDY

John Keats (1795-1821)
Bright star, would I were steadfast as thou art {1819)

Bright star, would I were steadfast as thou art—
Not in lone splendor hung aloft the night,
And watching, with eternal lids apart,
Like Nature's patient, sleepless Eremite,® hermit
The moving waters at their priestlike task 5
Of pure ablution round earth’s human shores,
Or gazing on the new soft-fallen mask
Of snow upon the mountains and the moors—
No—yet still steadfast, still unchangeable,
Pillowed upon my fair love’s ripening breast, 10
To feel for ever its soft swell and fall,
Awake for ever in a sweet unrest,
Still, still to hear her tender-taken breath,
And so live ever—or else swoon to death.

Questions
1. Stars are conventional symbols for love and a loved one. (Love, Shakespeare tells
us in a sonnet, “is the star to every wandering bark.”) In this sonnet, why is it not
possible for the star to have this meaning? How does Keats use it?
2. What seems concrete and particular in the speaker’s observations!
3. Suppose Keats had said “slow and easy” instead of “tender-taken” in line 13. What
would have been lost?

Tami Haaland (».1900)
Lipstick !

I wonder how they do it, those women
who can slip lipstick over lips without
looking, after they've finished a meal

or when they ride in cars. Satin Claret
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or Plum or Twig or Pecan. [ can’t stay
inside the lines, late comer to lipstick
that [ am, and sometimes get messy
even in front of a mirror. But these
women know where lips end and plain
skin begins, probably know how to put
their hair in a knot with a single pin.

Questions

1. How does the speaker use lipstick differently from the way “
2. Why do the other women know how to apply lipstick mo
does this knowledge suggest about the difference bet

those women” do?
re accurately? What

ween them and the
speaker?

3. What does lipstick seem to su

geest in the poem? Support yo
examples from the poem.

Experiment: Writing with Images

Taking the following poems as exam
els to be slavishly copied, try

to compose a brief poem that
imagery.

William Carlos Williams (1883-1963)
Il Hombre

It's a strange courage
you give me ancient star:

Shine alone in the sunrise
toward which you lend no part!

Li Po (701-762)

Drinking Alone by Moonlight

A cup of wine, under the flowering trees;

I drink alone, for no friend is near.

Raising my cup I beckon the bright moon,

For he, with my shadow, will make three men.

The moon, alas, is no drinker of wine;

Listless, my shadow creeps about at my side,

Yet with the moon as friend and the shadow as slave
I must make merry before the Spring is spent.

To the songs I sing the moon flickers her beams;

In the dance I weave my shadow tangles and breaks.

ples from which to start rather than as mod-

ur ideas with specific

consists largely of

1917

(about 750)
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While we were sober, three shared the fun;

Now we are drunk, each goes his way.

May we long share our odd; inanltflate feast, b
And meet as last on the Cloudy River of the sky.

—Translated by Arthur Waley, 1919

DiikinG ALoNE BY MoonLiGHT. 14 the Cloudy River of the sky: the Milky Way.

Stevie Smith (1902-1971)

Not Waving but Drowning

Nobody heard him, the dead man,

But still he lay moaning:

[ was much further out than you thought
And not waving but drowning.

5
Poor chap, he always loved larking
And now he’s dead gl
lt[;aust have been too cold for him his heart gave way,
They said.
Oh, no no no, it was too cold always .

(Still the dead one lay moaning)
[ was much too far out all my life
And not waving but drowning.

RobertBly poio26)
Dllvmg {o Town Late to Mail a Letter :

It is a cold and snowy night. The main street is deserted.

The only things moving are swir!s of SOOW.

As I lift the mailbox door, 1 feel its cold iron.

There is a privacy I love in this snowy night.
Driving around, I will waste more time.

8 /i

WRITING effectively

THINKING ABOUT IMAGERY

i i usand
Images are powerful things—thus the old saw, “A picture 1sdwo]1:j’thti lt(:];f})g L
orgs " A poem, howevet, must build its pictures fro‘m words. 1Yes it
Wf its i.magery and watching how the nature of those images evolv
0 s




444 Ulprer 13w Imagery

to finish, you can go a lon i
s g way toward a better understand
The following steps can help: e

" ; ;
S/Iakela short list of the poem’s key images. Be sure to write them
lown in the. order they appear, because the sequence can be as impor-
tant as the images themselves.

u Take the poem’s title into account. A title often points the way to
important insights.

" . . ;
Remember: not all images are visual. Images can draw on any or all
of the five senses.

= Jot down key adjectives or other qualifying words.

® Go back through your list and take notes about what moods or

attitudes are suggested by each image. What do you notice about
the movement from the first image to the last?

Example: Robert Bly’s “Driving to Town Late to Mail a Letter”

Let’s oy this method on a initi
short poem. An initial list of images in Bly's “Drivi
| S
Town Late to Mail a Letter” might look like this: ; T L

cold and snowy night

deserted main street

mailbox door—cold iron

SHowy night (speaker loves its privacy)
speaker drives around (to waste time)

Bls’ S tltle alSO Ccont: *
aims SC'\«EI&I CluClﬂl lmages Let S add th&‘[Il to 1[ Up (0] t}le

driving (to town)
late night
aletter (to be mailed)

Looking over our list, we see how the images provide an outline of the poem’s
story. We also see how Bly begins the poem without providing an initial sense
of ho‘w his speaker feels about the situation. Is driving to town late on a snow
evening a positive, negative, or neutral experience? By noting where (in linz
4) the lspeaker reveals a subjective response to an image (“There is a privac
Ilove in this snowy night”), we begin to grasp the poem’s overall emotionasi
structure. We might also note on our list how the poem begins and ends with
the same image (driving), but uses it for different effects. At the beginnin,
the speaker is driving for the practical purpose of mailing a letter, but at hg,
end, he drives purely for pleasure. PR
Simply by noting the images from start to finish, we have already worked

out a rough essay outline—all i
—all on a single sheet of paper or a few i
computer screen, o P
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C1ECKLIST: Writing About Imagery

List a poem’s key images, in the order in which they appear.

| What does the poem’s title suggest?

' Remember, images can draw on all five senses—not just the visual.

. List key adjectives or other qualifying words.

| What emotions or attitudes are suggested by each image?

| Does the mood of the imagery change from start to finish?

 What is suggested by the movement from one image to the next?
Remember that the order or sequence of images is almost as impor-
tant as the images themselves,

TOPICS IFOR WRITING ON IMAGERY

1. Apply the steps listed in “Checklist: Writing About Imagery” to one of the
poems in this chapter. Stevie Smith’s “Not Waving but Drowning,” John
Keats’s “Bright star, would I were steadfast as thou art,” and Jean Toomer’s
“Reapers” would each make a good subject. Make a brief list of images, and jot
down notes on what the images suggest. Now write a two-page description of
this process—what it revealed about the poem itself, and about reading poetry
in general.

2. Choose a small, easily overlooked object in your home that has special sig-
nificance to you. Write a paragraph-long, excruciatingly detailed descrip-
tion of the item, putting at least four senses into play. Without making any
direct statements about the item’s importance to you, try to let the imagery
convey the mood you associate with it. Bring your paragraph to class, ex-
change it with a partner, and see if he or she can identify the mood you were
trying to convey.

3. Reread the section on haiku in this chapter. Write three or four haiku of your own
and a brief prose account of your experience in writing them. Did anything about
the process surprise you?

4. Examining any poem in this chapter, demonstrate how its imagery helps commu-
nicate its general theme. Be specific in noting how each key image contributes to
the poem’s total effect. Feel free to consult criticism on the poem but make sure to
credit any observation you borrow from a critical source.




