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Imagery and Symbolism

When we read the word “rose”—or, for that matter, “finger” or “thumb”—we may more or less call to mind a picture, an image. The term imagery is used to refer to whatever in a poem appeals to any of our sensations, including sensations of pressure and heat as well as of sight, smell, taste, touch, and sound.

Consider the opening lines of Seamus Heaney’s “Digging” (page 752):

Between my finger and my thumb

The squat pen rests; snug as a gun.

We may in our mind’s eye see a finger, thumb, and pen; and perhaps, stimulated by “squat,” we may almost feel the pen. Notice, too, that in Heaney’s line the pen is compared to a gun, so there is yet another image in the line. In short, images are the sensory content of the work, whether literal (the finger, thumb, and pen) or figurative (the gun, to which the pen is compared). Edmund Waller’s rose in “Go, Lovely Rose” (page 749) is an image that happens to be compared in the first stanza to a woman (“I resemble her to thee”); later in the poem this image comes to stand for “all things rare.” Yet we never forget that the rose is a rose, and that the poem is chiefly a revelation of the poet’s attitude toward his beloved.

If a poet says “my rose” and is speaking about a rose, we have an image, even though we do not have a figure of speech. If a poet says “my rose” and, we gather, is speaking not really or chiefly about a rose but about something else—let’s say the transience of beauty—we can say that the poet is using the rose as a symbol.

Some symbols are natural symbols, recognized as standing for something in particular even by people from different cultures. Rain, for instance, usually stands for fertility or the renewal of life. A forest often stands for mental darkness or chaos, a mountain for stability, a valley for a place of security, and so on. There are many exceptions, but by and large these meanings prevail.

Other symbols, however, are conventional symbols, which people have agreed to accept as standing for something other than themselves: A poem about the cross would probably be about Christianity. Similarly, the rose has long been a symbol for love. In Virginia Woolf’s novel Mrs. Dalloway, the husband communicates his love by proffering this conventional symbol: “He was holding out flowers—roses, red and white roses. (But he could not bring himself to say he loved her; not in so many words.)” Objects that are not conventional symbols, however, also may give rise to rich, multiple, indefinable associations. The following poem uses the symbol of the rose, but uses it in a nontraditional way.

William Blake

A biography of Blake, followed by three additional poems, appears on page 979.

The Sick Rose
[1794]
O rose, thou are sick!

The invisible worm

That flies in the night

In the howling storm
4
Has found out thy bed

Of crimson joy,

And his dark secret love

Does thy life destroy.
8
One might argue that the worm is “invisible” (line 2) merely because it is hidden within the rose, but an “invisible worm / That flies in the night” is more than a long, slender, soft-bodied creeping animal; and a rose that has, or is, a “bed / Of crimson joy” is more than a gardener’s rose.

Blake’s worm and rose suggest things beyond themselves—a stranger, more vibrant world than the world we are usually aware of. Many readers find themselves half-thinking, for example, that the worm is male, the rose female, and that the poem is about the violation of virginity. Or that the poem is about the destruction of beauty: woman’s beauty, rooted in joy, is destroyed by a power that feeds on her. But these interpretations are not fully satisfying: the poem presents a worm and a rose, and yet it is not merely about a worm and a rose. These objects resonate, stimulating our thoughts toward something else, but the something else is elusive, whereas it is not elusive in Burns’s “A Red, Red Rose” (page 743).

A symbol, then, is an image so loaded with significance that it is not simply literal, and it does not simply stand for something else; it is both itself and something else that it richly suggests, a manifestation of something too complex or too elusive to be otherwise revealed. Blake’s poem is about a blighted rose and at the same time about much more. In a symbol, as Thomas Carlyle wrote, “the Infinite is made to blend with the Finite, to stand visible, and as it were, attainable there.” Probably it is not fanciful to say that the American slaves who sang “Joshua fought the battle of Jericho, / And the walls came tumbling down” were singing both about an ancient occurrence and about a new embodiment of the ancient, the imminent collapse of slavery in the nineteenth century. Not one or the other, but both: the present partook of the past, and the past partook of the present.

Walt Whitman

Walt Whitman (1819–1892) was born in a farmhouse in rural Long Island, New York, but was brought up in Brooklyn, then an independent city in New York. He attended public school for a few years (1825–1830), apprenticed as a printer in the 1830s, and then worked as a typesetter, journalist, and newspaper editor. In 1855 he published the first edition of a collection of his poems, Leaves of Grass, a book that he revised and published in one edition after another throughout the remainder of his life. During the Civil War he served as a volunteer nurse for the Union army.

In the third edition of Leaves of Grass (1860), Whitman added two groups of poems, one called “Children of Adam” and the other (named for an aromatic grass that grows near ponds and swamps) called “Calamus.” “Children of Adam” celebrates heterosexual relations, whereas “Calamus” celebrates what Whitman called “manly love.” Although many of the “Calamus” poems seem clearly homosexual, perhaps the very fact that Whitman published them made them seem relatively innocent; in any case, those nineteenth-century critics who condemned Whitman for the sexuality of his writing concentrated on the poems in “Children of Adam.”

“I Saw in Louisiana” is from the “Calamus” section. It was originally published in the third edition of Leaves of Grass and was revised into its final form in the 1867 edition. We give it in the 1867 version. We also give the manuscript, showing it in its earliest extant version.

I Saw in Louisiana a Live-Oak Growing
[1867]
I saw in Louisiana a live-oak growing,

All alone stood it and the moss hung down from the branches,

Without any companion it grew there uttering joyous leaves 

of dark green,

And its look, rude, unbending, lusty, made me think of myself,

But I wonder’d how it could utter joyous leaves standing alone there




without its friend near, for I knew I could not,
5
And I broke off a twig with a certain number of leaves upon it, 

and twined around it a little moss,

And brought it away, and I have placed it in sight in my room,

It is not needed to remind me as of my own dear friends,

(For I believe lately I think of little else than of them,)

Yet it remains to me a curious token, it makes me think of manly love;
10
For all that, and though the live-oak glistens there in Louisiana solitary 

in a wide flat space,

Uttering joyous leaves all its life without a friend a lover near,

I know very well I could not.
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‑Compare the final version (1867) of the poem with the manuscript version of 1860. Which version do you prefer? Why?

Samuel Taylor Coleridge

Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772–1834) was born in Devonshire in England, the son of a clergyman. He attended Christ’s Hospital school in London and Cambridge University, which he left without receiving a degree. With his friend William Wordsworth in 1798 he published, anonymously, a volume of poetry, Lyrical Ballads, which became the manifesto of the Romantic movement.

Kubla Khan
[1798]
Or, A Vision in a Dream. A Fragment.

In Xanadu did Kubla Khan

A stately pleasure-dome decree:

Where Alph, the sacred river, ran

Through caverns measureless to man

    Down to a sunless sea.
5
So twice five miles of fertile ground

With walls and towers were girdled round:

And here were gardens bright with sinuous rills,

Where blossomed many an incense-bearing tree;

And here were forests ancient as the hills,
10
Enfolding sunny spots of greenery.

But oh! that deep romantic chasm which slanted

Down the green hill athwart a cedarn cover!

A savage place! as holy and enchanted

As e’er beneath a waning moon was haunted
15
By woman wailing for her demon-lover!

And from this chasm, with ceaseless turmoil seething,

As if this earth in fast thick pants were breathing

A mighty fountain momently was forced;

Amid whose swift half-intermitted burst
20
Huge fragments vaulted like rebounding hail,

Or chaffy grain beneath the thresher’s flail:

And ’mid these dancing rocks at once and ever

It flung up momently the sacred river.

Five miles meandering with a mazy motion
25
Through wood and dale the sacred river ran,

Then reached the caverns measureless to man,

And sank in tumult to a lifeless ocean:

And ’mid this tumult Kubla heard from far

Ancestral voices prophesying war!
30
  The shadow of the dome of pleasure

  Floated midway on the waves;

  Where was heard the mingled measure

  From the fountain and the caves.

It was a miracle of rare device,
35
A sunny pleasure-dome with caves of ice!

  A damsel with a dulcimer

  In a vision once I saw:

  It was an Abyssinian maid,

  And on her dulcimer she played,
40
  Singing of Mount Abora.

  Could I revive within me

  Her symphony and song,

  To such a deep delight ’twould win me,

That with music loud and long,
45
I would build that dome in air,

That sunny dome! those caves of ice!

And all who heard should see them there,

And all should cry, Beware! Beware!

His flashing eyes, his floating hair!
50
Weave a circle round him thrice,

And close your eyes with holy dread,

For he on honey-dew hath fed,

And drunk the milk of Paradise.

When Coleridge published “Kubla Khan” in 1816, he prefaced it with this explanatory note:

The following fragment is here published at the request of a poet of great and deserved celebrity, and, as far as the author’s own opinions are concerned, rather as a psychological curiosity, than on the ground of any supposed poetic merits.

In the summer of the year 1797, the author, then in ill health, had retired to a lonely farmhouse between Porlock and Linton, on the Exmoor confines of Somerset and Devonshire. In consequence of a slight indisposition, an anodyne had been prescribed, from the effects of which he fell asleep in his chair at the moment that he was reading the following sentence, or words of the same substance, in Purchas’ Pilgrimage: “Here the Khan Kubla commanded a palace to be built, and a stately garden thereunto. And thus ten miles of fertile ground were inclosed with a wall.” The author continued for about three hours in a profound sleep, at least of the external senses, during which time he has the most vivid confidence that he could not have composed less than from two to three hundred lines; if that indeed can be called composition in which all the images rose up before him as things, with a parallel production of the correspondent expressions, without any sensation or consciousness of effort. On awaking he appeared to himself to have a distinct recollection of the whole, and taking his pen, ink, and paper, instantly and eagerly wrote down the lines that are here preserved. At this moment he was unfortunately called out by a person on business from Porlock, and detained by him above an hour, and on his return to his room, found, to his no small surprise and mortification, that though he still retained some vague and dim recollection of the general purport of the vision, yet, with the exception of some eight or ten scattered lines and images, all the rest had passed away like the images on the surface of a stream into which a stone has been cast, but, alas! without the after restoration of the latter!

    Then all the charm

Is broken—all that phantom world so fair

Vanishes, and a thousand circlets spread,

And each misshape[s] the other. Stay awhile,

Poor youth! who scarcely dar’st lift up thine eyes—

The stream will soon renew its smoothness, soon

The visions will return! And lo, he stays,

And soon the fragments dim of lovely forms

Come trembling back, unite, and now once more

The pool becomes a mirror.

—Coleridge, The Picture; or, the Lover’s Resolution, lines 91–100

Yet from the still surviving recollections in his mind, the author has frequently purposed to finish for himself what had been originally, as it were, given to him. µo ∂ ow [today I shall sing more sweetly]: “But the tomorrow is yet to come.”
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1. ‑Coleridge changed the “palace” of his source into a “dome” (line 2). What do you think are the relevant associations of “dome”?

2. ‑What pairs of contrasts (e.g., underground river, fountain) do you find? What do you think they contribute to the poem?

3. ‑If Coleridge had not said that the poem is a fragment, might you take it as a complete poem, the first thirty-six lines describing the creative imagination, and the remainder lamenting the loss of poetic power?

Frederick Morgan

Frederick Morgan was born in New York City in 1922. He attended private grammar and high schools, and then went on to receive his undergraduate degree from Princeton University. After serving in the army during World War II, he returned to New York City and in 1947 co-founded a literary journal, The Hudson Review. For the next twenty years he focused on his editorial work, but in response to the shock of his son’s suicide in 1968 he turned to serious and sustained writing of poetry. His books of poetry include Poems of the Two Worlds (1977), Death Mother (1979), Northbrook (1982), and Poems: New and Selected (1987).

We reprint a poem about a painting of a horse, attributed to Han Gan (formerly called Han Kan), a Chinese painter of the eighth century who was famous for his paintings of horses belonging to the emperor. The white horse depicted here was named Night-Shining White, or Shining Light of Night, because his whiteness was said to illuminate the dark. (Many scholars believe that the painting is an old copy of a lost work by Han Gan, rather than an original.)

The Master
[1986]
When Han Kan was summoned

to the imperial capital

it was suggested he sit at the feet of

the illustrious senior court painter

to learn from the refinements of the art.
5
“No, thank you,” he replied,

“I shall apprentice myself to the stables.”

And he installed himself and his brushes amid the dung and the flies,

and studied the horses—their bodies’ keen alertness—

eye-sparkle of one, another’s sensitive stance,
10
the way a third moved graceful in his bulk—

and painted at last the emperor’s favorite,

the charger named “Nightshining White,”

whose likeness after centuries still dazzles.
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1. ‑Which does Morgan make you see more clearly, “the illustrious senior court painter” or “the stables”? Explain how and why.

2. ‑In the last line Morgan says that the painted “likeness” of the horse dazzles us. But the “likeness” to a live horse obviously is not very great in, say, the small legs, the disproportionately large head, and the up-standing mane. According to Morgan, Han Gan (the modern spelling for the painter whose name used to be spelled Han Kan) apprenticed himself to the stables (line 7), but does the painting reveal that he wasted his time? Explain.

3. ‑In the final line, what does “dazzles” mean? Why do you think Morgan ends the poem with this word?

4. ‑Morgan puts a space after lines 5, 7, 11, and 13. Explain what, if anything, these spaces do.

5. ‑Do you think the title of the poem is effective? Invent two other titles, and in two paragraphs indicate why they are better than or inferior to Morgan’s title.

Claude McKay

Claude McKay (1889–1948), born in Jamaica, briefly served as a police officer in Jamaica, published two books of dialect poems in 1912, and in the same year left Jamaica forever—although, as the poem we reprint shows, it remained a source of inspiration. In the United States he studied briefly at Tuskegee Institute, then for two years at Kansas State University, and then went to New York, writing poems and working on a radical journal, The Liberator. In 1922 he visited Russia, and from 1923 to 1934 he lived abroad, chiefly in France and North Africa, writing fiction and journalism as well as poetry. He returned to the United States, recanted his Communist beliefs, and in 1945 converted to Catholicism. He then wrote a good deal of prose and poetry that did not get published in his lifetime.

Although the earliest poems were in dialect, McKay quickly repudiated such diction; his later work uses traditional diction and traditional British poetic forms (here, three quatrains, with alternating rhymes), in contrast to the vernacular language used by his contemporary, Langston Hughes.

The Tropics in New York
[1922]
Bananas ripe and green, and ginger-root,

  Cocoa in pods and alligator pears,

And tangerines and mangoes and grape fruit,

  Fit for the highest prize at parish fairs,
4
Set in the window, bringing memories

  Of fruit-trees laden by low-singing rills,

And dewy dawns, and mystical blue skies

  In benediction over nun-like hills.
8
My eyes grew dim, and I could no more gaze;

  A wave of longing through my body swept,

And, hungry for the old, familiar ways,

  I turned aside and bowed my head and wept.
12
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1. ‑Describe as fully as possible the effect of the details given in the first three lines. What kind of basis or foundation do these details establish for the rest of the poem?

2. ‑What is the purpose of the religious terms and images that the poet uses?

3. ‑Is the poem sentimental? (On sentimentality, see page 1822.) If it is sentimental, is that a bad thing? Why, or why not?

Adrienne Rich

Adrienne Rich’s most recent books of poetry are The School Among the Ruins: Poems 2000-2004, and Fox: Poems 1998-2000 (Norton). A selection of her essays, Arts of the Possible: Essays and Conversations, was published in 2001. A new edition of What is Found There: Notebooks on Poetry and Policitics, appeared in 2003. She is a recipient of the Lannan Foundation Lifetime Achievement Award, the Lambda Book Award, the Lenore Marshall/Nation Prize, the Wallace Stevens Award, and the Bollingen Prize in Poetry, among other honors. She lives in California.

Diving into the Wreck
[1973]
First having read the book of myths,

and loaded the camera,

and checked the edge of the knife-blade,

I put on

the body-armor of black rubber
5
the absurd flippers

the grave and awkward mask.

I am having to do this

not like Cousteau° with his

assiduous team
10
aboard the sun-flooded schooner

but here alone.

There is a ladder.

The ladder is always there

hanging innocently
15
close to the side of the schooner.

We know what it is for,

we who have used it.

Otherwise

it’s a piece of maritime floss
20
some sundry equipment.

I go down.

Rung after rung and still

the oxygen immerses me

the blue light
25
the clear atoms

of our human air.

I go down.

My flippers cripple me,

I crawl like an insect down the ladder
30
and there is no one

to tell me when the ocean

will begin.

First the air is blue and then

it is bluer and then green and then
35
black I am blacking out and yet

my mask is powerful

it pumps my blood with power

the sea is another story

the sea is not a question of power
40
I have to learn alone

to turn my body without force

in the deep element.

And now: it is easy to forget

what I came for
45
among so many who have always

lived here

swaying their crenellated fans

between the reefs

and besides
50
you breathe differently down here.

I came to explore the wreck.

The words are purposes.

The words are maps.

I came to see the damage that was done
55
and the treasures that prevail.

I stroke the beam of my lamp

slowly along the flank

of something more permanent

than fish or weed
60
the thing I came for:

the wreck and not the story of the wreck

the thing itself and not the myth

the drowned face always staring

toward the sun
65
the evidence of damage

worn by salt and sway into this threadbare beauty

the ribs of the disaster

curving their assertion

among the tentative haunters.
70
This is the place.

And I am here, the mermaid whose dark hair

streams black, the merman in his armored body

We circle silently

about the wreck
75
we dive into the hold.

I am she: I am he

whose drowned face sleeps with open eyes

whose breasts still bear the stress

whose silver, copper, vermeil cargo lies
80
obscurely inside barrels

half-wedged and left to rot

we are the half-destroyed instruments

that once held to a course

the water-eaten log
85
the fouled compass

We are, I am, you are

by cowardice or courage

the one who find our way

back to this scene
90
carrying a knife, a camera

a book of myths

in which

our names do not appear.

Christina Rossetti

Christina Rossetti (1830–1894) was the daughter of an exiled Italian patriot who lived in London and the sister of the poet and painter Dante Gabriel Rossetti. After her father became an invalid, she led an extremely ascetic life, devoting most of her life to doing charitable work. Her first and best-known volume of poetry, Goblin Market and Other Poems, was published in 1862.

Uphill
[1858]
Does the road wind uphill all the way?

  Yes, to the very end.

Will the day’s journey take the whole long day?

  From morn to night, my friend.
4

But is there for the night a resting-place?

  A roof for when the slow dark hours begin.

May not the darkness hide it from my face?

  You cannot miss that inn.
8

Shall I meet other wayfarers at night?

  Those who have gone before.

Then must I knock, or call when just in sight?

  They will not keep you standing at that door.
12
Shall I find comfort, travel-sore and weak?

  Of labor you shall find the sum.

Will there be beds for me and all who seek?

  Yea, beds for all who come.
16
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1. ‑Suppose that someone told you this poem is about a person preparing to go on a hike. The person is supposedly making inquiries about the road and the possible hotel arrangements. What would you reply?

2. ‑Who is the questioner? A woman? A man? All human beings collectively? “Uphill” does not use quotation marks to distinguish between two speakers. Can one say that in “Uphill” the questioner and the answerer are the same person?

3. ‑Are the answers unambiguously comforting? Or can it, for instance, be argued that the “roof” is (perhaps among other things) the lid of a coffin—hence the questioner will certainly not be kept “standing at that door”? If the poem can be read along these lines, is it chilling rather than comforting?

Wallace Stevens

Wallace Stevens (1879–1955), educated at Harvard and at New York Law School, earned his living as a lawyer and an insurance executive; at his death he was a vice president of the Hartford Accident and Indemnity Company. While pursuing this career, however, he also achieved distinction as a poet, and today he is widely regarded as among the most important American poets of the twentieth century.

Anecdote of the Jar
[1923]

I placed a jar in Tennessee,

And round it was, upon a hill.

It made the slovenly wilderness

Surround that hill.
4

The wilderness rose up to it,

And sprawled around, no longer wild.

The jar was round upon the ground

And tall and of a port in air.
8

It took dominion everywhere.

The jar was gray and bare.

It did not give of bird or bush,

Like nothing else in Tennessee.
12


Stevens asked for an interpretation of another poem, said (in The Explicator, November 1948): “Things that have their origin in the imagination or in the emotions (poems) . . . very often take on a form that is ambiguous or uncertain. It is not possible to attach a single, rational meaning to such things without destroying the imaginative or emotional ambiguity or uncertainty that is inherent in them and that is why poets do not like to explain. That the meanings given by others are sometimes meanings not intended by the poet or that were never present in his mind does not impair them as meanings.”
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1. ‑What is the meaning of line 8? Check “port” in a dictionary.

2. ‑Do you think the poem suggests that the jar organizes slovenly nature, or that the jar impoverishes abundant nature? Or both, or neither? What do you think of the view that the jar is a symbol of the imagination, or of the arts, or of material progress?

The Emperor of Ice-Cream
[1923]

Call the roller of big cigars,

The muscular one, and bid him whip

In kitchen cups concupiscent curds.

Let the wenches dawdle in such dress

As they are used to wear, and let the boys

Bring flowers in last month’s newspapers.

Let be be finale of seem.

The only emperor is the emperor of ice-cream.

Take from the dresser of deal,°

Lacking the three glass knobs, that sheet

On which she embroidered fantails once

And spread it so as to cover her face.

If her horny feet protrude, they come

To show how cold she is, and dumb.

Let the lamp affix its beam.

The only emperor is the emperor of ice-cream.

9 deal fir or pine wood.

U
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‑What associations does the word “emperor” have for you? The word “ice-cream”? What, then, do you make of “the emperor of ice-cream”? The poem describes the preparations for a wake, and in line 15 (“Let the lamp affix its beam”) it insists on facing the reality of death. In this context, then, what do you make of the last line of each stanza?

Edgar Allan Poe

Edgar Allan Poe (1809–1849) was the son of traveling actors. His father abandoned the family almost immediately after his birth, and his mother died when Poe was two. The child was adopted—though never legally—by a prosperous merchant and his wife in Richmond. The tensions were great, aggravated by Poe’s drinking and heavy gambling, and in 1827 Poe left Richmond for Boston. He wrote, served briefly in the army, attended West Point but left within a year, and became an editor for the remaining eighteen years of his life. It was during these years, too, that he wrote the poems, essays, and fiction—especially detective stories and horror stories—that have made him famous.

To Helen*
[1831–1843]

Helen, thy beauty is to me


Like those Nicean° barks of yore,

That gently, o’er a perfumed sea,


The weary, way-worn wanderer bore


To his own native shore.
5

On desperate seas long wont to roam,


Thy hyacinth hair,° thy classic face

Thy Naiad° airs have brought me home


To the glory that was Greece

And the grandeur that was Rome.
10

Lo! in yon brilliant window-niche


How statue-like I see thee stand!


The agate lamp within thy hand

Ah! Psyche,° from the regions which


Are Holy Land!°
15

7 hyacinth hair naturally curling hair, like that of Hyacinthus, beautiful Greek youth beloved by Apollo.  8 Naiad a nymph associated with lakes and streams.  14 Psyche Greek for “soul.”  15 Holy Land ancient Rome or Athens, i.e., a sacred realm of art.
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1. ‑In the first stanza, to what is Helen’s beauty compared? To whom does the speaker apparently compare himself? What does “way-worn” in line 4 suggest to you? To what in the speaker’s experience might the “native shore” in line 5 correspond?

2. ‑What do you take “desperate seas” to mean in line 6, and who has been traveling them? To what are they contrasted in line 8? How does “home” seem to be defined in this stanza (stanza 2)?

3. ‑What further light is shed on the speaker’s home or destination in stanza 3?

4. ‑Do you think that “To Helen” can be a love poem and also a poem about spiritual beauty or about the love of art? Why or why not?

Herman Melville

Herman Melville (1819–1891) was born into a prosperous family in New York City. The bankruptcy and death of his father when Melville was 12 forced the boy to leave school. During his early years he worked first as a bank clerk, then as a farm laborer, then as a store clerk and a bookkeeper, and then as a schoolmaster. In 1837 he sailed to England as a cabin boy and signed on for other voyages, notably on whalers in the South Pacific, where he spent time in the Marquesas Islands and Tahiti. Out of his marine adventures he produced commercially successful books, Typee (1846), Omoo (1847), Mardi (1849), and Redburn (1849), but the book for which he is best known today, Moby Dick (1851), was a commercial failure. In 1866 a book of poems about the Civil War—we print one of the poems here—was published, but it, too, was a failure. Abandoning his attempt to live by his pen, Melville survived on some inherited money, and on a political appointment as a customs inspector in New York City.

DuPont’s Round Fight*
[1866]
(November, 1861)

In time and measure perfect moves


All Art whose aim is sure;

Evolving rhyme and stars divine


Have rules, and they endure.
4

Nor less the Fleet that warred for Right,


And, warring so, prevailed,

In geometric beauty curved,


And in an orbit sailed.
8

The rebel at Port Royal felt


The Unity overawe,

And rued the spell. A type was here,


And victory of LAW.
12
U
Topics for Critical Thinking and Writing

1. ‑In the first stanza Melville says that all art is characterized by “measure.” Take any art in which you have some interest—poetry, potting, dancing, music, whatever—and explain in an essay of 250 words how “measure” is essential.

2. ‑In the third line Melville says that the stars no less than poems “have rules.” What is he getting at?

3. ‑Check a dictionary for the various meanings of “type,” and see which meaning best fits line 11.

thomas Hardy

For a brief biography of the English poet Thomas  Hardy (1840–1928), see page 706.

Neutral Tones
[1898]

We stood by a pond that winter day,

And the sun was white, as though chidden of God,

And a few leaves lay on the starving sod;


—They had fallen from an ash, and were gray.
4
Your eyes on me were as eyes that rove

Over tedious riddles of years ago;

And some words played between us to and fro


On which lost the more by our love.
8
The smile on your mouth was the deadest thing

Alive enough to have strength to die;

And a grin of bitterness swept thereby


Like an ominous bird a-wing. . . .
12
Since then, keen lessons that love deceives,

And wrings with wrong, have shaped to me

Your face, and the God-cursed sun, and a tree,


And a pond edged with grayish leaves.
16
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Topics for Critical Thinking and Writing

1. ‑In a sentence or two, summarize the story implicit in the poem. What has happened between the time of the episode narrated and the time of this utterance?

2. ‑Do you think that the speaker is actually addressing the woman, or is he recollecting her and addressing her image? Or does it matter?

3. ‑Why do you think that “keen lessons that love deceives” always remind the speaker of this scene?

4. ‑Characterize, in a sentence or two, the speaker’s state of mind in the first stanza. Is he composed, or agitated? Bitter, or meditative? Or what? Next, characterize his mind as it seems to be revealed in the final stanza.

A Note on Haiku

One form of poetry that puts a great emphasis on sharp images is the haiku, a Japanese poem of seventeen syllables, arranged in three lines of five, seven, and five syllables. Japanese poetry is unrhymed, but English versions sometimes rhyme the first and third lines. The subject matter can be high or low—the Milky Way or the screech of automobile brakes—but usually it is connected with the seasons, and it is described objectively and sharply. Most haiku set forth a sense of where, what, and when—but the when may be implicit, as in the first haiku.

Moritake (1452–1540)

Fallen petals rise


Translated by Harold G. Henderson

Fallen petals rise

back to the branch—I watch

oh . . . butterflies!

Concentrating his attention on the phenomenon (butterflies moving upward), the poet nevertheless conveys an emotion through the images (wonder, and then the recognition of the familiar), stirring the reader’s imagination to supply the emotion that completes the experience.

Sôkan (1465–1553)

If only we could


Translated by Kenneth Yasuda

If only we could

Add a handle to the moon

It would make a good fan.

Shiki (1867–1902)

River in summer


River in summer

there is a bridge, but my horse

walks through the water.

Richard Wright 

Richard Wright (1908–1960), the grandson of a slave, was born on a cotton plantation near Natchez, Mississippi. He dropped out of school after completing the ninth grade, took a variety of odd jobs, and in 1927 moved to Chicago, where he served as a director of the Federal Negro Theater. In 1939 he became the Harlem editor of The Daily Worker, a communist newspaper in New York, and in the following year he published Native Son, the first book by an African-American author to reach a wide white audience. Wright and his family moved to Paris in 1947, where they lived until he suffered a fatal heart attack.

Four Haiku


A balmy spring wind

Reminding me of something

I cannot recall.

The green cockleburrs

Caught in the thick wooly hair

Of the black boy’s head.


Standing in the field,

I hear the whispering of



Snowflake to snowflake.


It is September

The month in which I was born,

And I have no thoughts.

Writing a Haiku

Although the haiku originated in Japan, it is now written throughout the world.

For a start, you may want to take some ordinary experience—tying your shoelaces, seeing a cat at the foot of the stairs, glancing out of a window and seeing unexpected snowflakes, hearing the alarm clock—and present