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Symbol

A symbol is like a rock dropped into a pool:

it sends out ripples in all directions,

and the ripples are in motion.

—John Ciardi

The national flag is supposed to stir our patriotic feelings. When a black cat crosses his path, a superstitious man shivers, foreseeing bad luck. To each of these, by custom, our society expects a standard response. A flag, a black cat crossing one’s path—each is a symbol: a visible object or action that suggests some further meaning in addition to itself. In literature, a symbol might be the word flag or the words a black cat crossed his path or every description of flag or cat in an entire novel, story, play, or poem.

A flag and the crossing of a black cat may be called conventional symbols, since they can have a conventional or customary effect on us. Conventional symbols are also part of the language of poetry, as we know when we meet the red rose, emblem of love, in a lyric, or the Christian cross in the devotional poems of George Herbert. More often, however, symbols in literature have no conventional, long-established meaning, but particular meanings of their own. In Melville’s novel Moby-Dick, to take a rich example, whatever we associate with the great white whale is not attached unmistakably to white whales by custom. Though Melville tells us that men have long regarded whales with awe and relates Moby Dick to the celebrated fish that swallowed Jonah, the reader’s response is to one particular whale, the creature of Herman Melville. Only the experience of reading the novel in its entirety can give Moby Dick his particular meaning.

We should say meanings, for as Eudora Welty has observed, it is a good thing Melville made Moby Dick a whale, a creature large enough to contain all that critics have found in him. A symbol in literature, if not conventional, has more than just one meaning. In “The Raven,” by Edgar Allan Poe, the appearance of a strange black bird in the narrator’s study is sinister; and indeed, if we take the poem seriously, we may even respond with a sympathetic shiver of dread. Does the bird mean death, fate, melancholy, the loss of a loved one, knowledge in the service of evil? All these, perhaps. Like any well-chosen symbol, Poe’s raven sets off within the reader an unending train of feelings and associations.

We miss the value of a symbol, however, if we think it can mean absolutely anything we wish. If a poet has any control over our reactions, the poem will guide our responses in a certain direction.

T. S. Eliot (1888–1965)*
The Boston Evening Transcript
1917
The readers of the Boston Evening Transcript
Sway in the wind like a field of ripe corn.

When evening quickens faintly in the street,

Wakening the appetites of life in some
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And to others bringing the Boston Evening Transcript,
I mount the steps and ring the bell, turning

Wearily, as one would turn to nod good-bye to La Rochefoucauld,

If the street were time and he at the end of the street,

And I say, “Cousin Harriet, here is the Boston Evening Transcript.”

The newspaper, whose name Eliot purposely repeats so monotonously, indicates what this poem is about. Now defunct, the Transcript covered in detail the slightest activity of Boston’s leading families and was noted for the great length of its obituaries. Eliot, then, uses the newspaper as a symbol for an existence of boredom, fatigue (Wearily), petty and unvarying routine (since an evening newspaper, like night, arrives on schedule). The Transcript evokes a way of life without zest or passion, for, opposed to people who read it, Eliot sets people who do not: those whose desires revive, not expire, when the working day is through. Suggestions abound in the ironic comparison of the Transcript’s readers to a cornfield late in summer. To mention only a few: the readers sway because they are sleepy; they vegetate; they are drying up; each makes a rattling sound when turning a page. It is not necessary that we know the remote and similarly disillusioned friend to whom the speaker might nod: La Rochefoucauld, whose cynical Maxims entertained Parisian society under Louis XIV (sample: “All of us have enough strength to endure the misfortunes of others”). We understand that the nod is symbolic of an immense weariness of spirit. We know nothing about Cousin Harriet, whom the speaker addresses, but imagine from the greeting she inspires that she is probably a bore.

If Eliot wishes to say that certain Bostonians lead lives of sterile boredom, why does he couch his meaning in symbols? Why doesn’t he tell us directly what he means? These questions imply two assumptions not necessarily true: first, that Eliot has a message to impart; second, that he is concealing it. We have reason to think that Eliot did not usually have a message in mind when beginning a poem, for as he once told a critic: “The conscious problems with which one is concerned in the actual writing are more those of a quasi-musical nature . . . than of a conscious exposition of ideas.” Poets sometimes discover what they have to say while in the act of saying it. And it may be that in his Transcript poem, Eliot is saying exactly what he means. By communicating his meaning through symbols instead of statements, he may be choosing the only kind of language appropriate to an idea of great subtlety and complexity. (The paraphrase “Certain Bostonians are bored” hardly begins to describe the poem in all its possible meaning.) And by his use of symbolism, Eliot affords us the pleasure of finding our own entrances to his poem.

This power of suggestion that a symbol contains is, perhaps, its greatest advantage. Sometimes, as in the following poem by Emily Dickinson, a symbol will lead us from a visible object to something too vast to be perceived.

Emily Dickinson (1830–1886)*
The Lightning is a yellow Fork
(about 1870)
The Lightning is a yellow Fork

From Tables in the sky

By inadvertent fingers dropt

The awful Cutlery
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Of mansions never quite disclosed

And never quite concealed

The Apparatus of the Dark

To ignorance revealed.

If the lightning is a fork, then whose are the fingers that drop it, the table from which it slips, the household to which it belongs? The poem implies this question without giving an answer. An obvious answer is “God,” but can we be sure? We wonder, too, about these partially lighted mansions: if our vision were clearer, what would we behold?11
“But how am I supposed to know a symbol when I see one?” The best approach is to read poems closely, taking comfort in the likelihood that it is better not to notice symbols at all than to find significance in every literal stone and huge meanings in every thing. In looking for the symbols in a poem, pick out all the references to concrete objects—newspapers, black cats, twisted pins. Consider these with special care. Notice any that the poet emphasizes by detailed description, by repetition, or by placing it at the very beginning or end of the poem. Ask: What is the poem about, what does it add up to? If, when the poem is paraphrased, the paraphrase depends primarily on the meaning of certain concrete objects, these richly suggestive objects may be the symbols.

There are some things a literary symbol usually is not. A symbol is not an abstraction. Such terms as truth, death, love, and justice cannot work as symbols (unless personified, as in the traditional figure of Justice holding a scale). Most often, a symbol is something we can see in the mind’s eye: a newspaper, a lightning bolt, a gesture of nodding good-bye.

In narratives, a well-developed character who speaks much dialogue and is not the least bit mysterious is usually not a symbol. But watch out for an executioner in a black hood; a character, named for a biblical prophet, who does little but utter a prophecy; a trio of old women who resemble the Three Fates. (It has been argued, with good reason, that Milton’s fully rounded character of Satan in Paradise Lost is a symbol embodying evil and human pride, but a narrower definition of symbol is more frequently useful.) A symbol may be a part of a person’s body (the baleful eye of the murder victim in Poe’s story “The Tell-Tale Heart”) or a look, a voice, or a mannerism.

A symbol usually is not the second term of a metaphor. In the line “The Lightning is a yellow Fork,” the symbol is the lightning, not the fork.

Sometimes a symbol addresses a sense other than sight: the sound of a mysterious snapping string at the end of Chekhov’s play The Cherry Orchard; or, in William Faulkner’s tale “A Rose for Emily,” the odor of decay that surrounds the house of the last survivor of a town’s leading family—suggesting not only physical dissolution but also the decay of a social order. A symbol is a special kind of image, for it exceeds the usual image in the richness of its connotations. The dead wife’s cold comb in the haiku of Buson (discussed on page 744) works symbolically, suggesting among other things the chill of the grave, the contrast between the living and the dead.

Holding a narrower definition than that used in this book, some readers of poetry prefer to say that a symbol is always a concrete object, never an act. They would deny the label “symbol” to Ahab’s breaking his tobacco pipe before setting out to pursue Moby Dick (suggesting, perhaps, his determination to allow no pleasure to distract him from the chase) or to any large motion (as Ahab’s whole quest). This distinction, while confining, does have the merit of sparing one from seeing all motion to be possibly symbolic. Some would call Ahab’s gesture not a symbol but a symbolic act.

To sum up: a symbol radiates hints or casts long shadows (to use Henry James’s metaphor). We are unable to say it “stands for” or “represents” a meaning. It evokes, it suggests, it manifests. It demands no single necessary interpretation, such as the interpretation a driver gives to a red traffic light. Rather, like Emily Dickinson’s lightning bolt, it points toward an indefinite meaning, which may lie in part beyond the reach of words. In a symbol, as Thomas Carlyle said in Sartor Resartus, “the Infinite is made to blend with the Finite, to stand visible, and as it were, attainable there.”

Thomas Hardy (1840–1928)*
Neutral Tones
1898
We stood by a pond that winter day,

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

rebuked by

And a few leaves lay on the starving sod;

—They had fallen from an ash, and were gray.
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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.

The smile on your mouth was the deadest thing

10

Alive enough to have strength to die;

And a grin of bitterness swept thereby

Like an ominous bird a-wing. . . .

Since then, keen lessons that love deceives,

And wrings with wrong, have shaped to me

15

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

And a pond edged with grayish leaves.

Questions


1.
Sum up the story told in this poem. In lines 1–12, what is the dramatic situation? What has happened in the interval between the experience related in these lines and the reflection in the last stanza?


2.
What meanings do you find in the title?


3.
Explain in your own words the metaphor in line 2.


4.
What connotations appropriate to this poem does the ash (line 4) have that oak or maple would lack?


5.
What visible objects in the poem function symbolically? What actions or gestures?

If we read of a ship, its captain, its sailors, and the rough seas, and we realize we are reading about a commonwealth and how its rulers and workers keep it going even in difficult times, then we are reading an allegory. Closely akin to symbolism, allegory is a description—usually narrative—in which persons, places, and things are employed in a continuous and consistent system of equivalents.

Although more strictly limited in its suggestions than symbolism, allegory need not be thought inferior. Few poems continue to interest readers more than Dante’s allegorical Divine Comedy. Sublime evidence of the appeal of allegory may be found in Christ’s use of the parable: a brief narrative—usually allegorical but sometimes not—that teaches a moral.

Matthew 13:24–30 (King James Version, 1611)

The Parable of the Good Seed

The kingdom of heaven is likened unto a man which sowed good seed  in his field:

But while men slept, his enemy came and sowed tares among the  wheat, and went his way.

But when the blade was sprung up, and brought forth fruit, then  appeared the tares also.

So the servants of the householder came and said unto him, Sir, didst  not thou sow good seed in thy field? From whence then hath it tares?
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He said unto them, An enemy hath done this. The servants said unto  him, Wilt thou then that we go and gather them up?

But he said, Nay; lest while ye gather up the tares, ye root up also the  wheat with them.

Let both grow together until the harvest: and in the time of harvest I  will say to the reapers, Gather ye together first the tares, and bind  them in bundles to burn them: but gather the wheat into my barn.

The sower is the Son of man, the field is the world, the good seed are the children of the Kingdom, the tares are the children of the wicked one, the enemy is the devil, the harvest is the end of the world, the reapers are angels. “As therefore the tares are gathered and burned in the fire; so shall it be in the end of this world” (Matthew 13:36–42).

Usually, as in this parable, the meanings of an allegory are plainly labeled or thinly disguised. In John Bunyan’s allegorical narrative The Pilgrim’s Progress, it is clear that the hero Christian, on his journey through places with such pointed names as Vanity Fair, the Valley of the Shadow of Death, and Doubting Castle, is the soul, traveling the road of life on the way toward Heaven. An allegory, when carefully built, is systematic. It makes one principal comparison, the working out of whose details may lead to further comparisons, then still further comparisons: Christian, thrown by Giant Despair into the dungeon of Doubting Castle, escapes by means of a key called Promise. Such a complicated design may take great length to unfold, as in Spenser’s Faerie Queene; but the method may be seen in a short poem.

George Herbert (1593–1633)*
The World
1633
Love built a stately house; where Fortune came,

And spinning phansies, she was heard to say,

That her fine cobwebs did support the frame,

Whereas they were supported by the same:
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But Wisdome quickly swept them all away.

Then Pleasure came, who, liking not the fashion,

Began to make Balcones, Terraces,
Till she had weakened all by alteration:

But rev’rend laws, and many a proclamation
10

Reformed all at length with menaces.

Then enter’d Sinne and with that Sycomore,

Whose leaves first sheltered man from drought & dew,

Working and winding slily evermore,

The inward walls and sommers cleft and tore:
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But Grace shor’d these, and cut that as it grew.

Then Sinne combin’d with Death in a firm band

To raze the building to the very floore:

Which they effected, none could them withstand.

But Love and Grace took Glorie by the hand,

20

And built a braver Palace then before.

The World. 2 phansies: fancies. 10 menaces: threats. 14 sommers: summers: that is, beams or girders.  20 then: than.

Questions


1.
What is the controlling image of this poem? What is that image an allegory of?


2.
In each stanza of the poem, a similar pattern of action is repeated. What is that pattern, and how does it illuminate the poem’s larger theme?


3.
What is the “braver Palace” of the last line?

An object in allegory is like a bird whose cage is clearly lettered with its identity—“RAVEN, Corvus corax; habitat of specimen, Maine.” A symbol, by contrast, is a bird with piercing eyes that mysteriously appears one evening in your library. It is there; you can touch it. But what does it mean? You look at it. It continues to look at you.

Edwin Markham (1852–1940)
Outwitted
1914
He drew a circle that shut me out—

Heretic, rebel, a thing to flout.

But Love and I had the wit to win:

We drew a circle that took him in!

Questions

What does a circle symbolize in this poem? Does it represent the same thing both times it is mentioned?

John Ciardi (1916–1986)
A Box Comes Home
1951
I remember the United States of America

As a flag-draped box with Arthur in it

And six marines to bear it on their shoulders.

I wonder how someone once came to remember
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The Empire of the East and the Empire of the West.

As an urn maybe delivered by chariot.

You could bring Germany back on a shield once

And France in a plume. England, I suppose,

Kept coming back a long time as a letter.
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Once I saw Arthur dressed as the United States

Of America. Now I see the United States

Of America as Arthur in a flag-sealed domino.

And I would pray more good of Arthur

Than I can wholly believe. I would pray

15

An agreement with the United States of America

To equal Arthur’s living as it equals his dying

At the red-taped grave in Woodmere

By the rain and oakleaves on the domino.

A Box Comes Home. 5 Empire of the East and the Empire of the West: In the year 292, having decided that the Roman Empire had become too large and ungovernable, the Emperor Diocletian divided it into two halves, each with its own ruler. 18 oakleaves: oak-leaf clusters are bestowed on holders of United States Army and Air Force decorations with each new awarding of that same decoration.

Questions


1.
What is implied by the poem’s repeated use of remember instead of such terms as “see” or “think of”?


2.
What do the second and third stanzas contribute to the poem? Would its meaning be any different if they weren’t there?


3.
Discuss the fourth stanza in terms of the relationship between its symbols and the things being symbolized.


4.
How do you interpret the poem’s conclusion?

Whether an object in literature is a symbol, part of an allegory, or no such thing at all, it has at least one sure meaning. Moby Dick is first a whale, and the Boston Evening Transcript is a newspaper. Besides deriving a multitude of intangible suggestions from the title symbol in Eliot’s long poem The Waste Land, its readers cannot fail to carry away a sense of the land’s physical appearance: a river choked with sandwich papers and cigarette ends, London Bridge “under the brown fog of a winter dawn.” A virtue of The Pilgrim’s Progress is that its walking abstractions are no mere abstractions but are also human: Giant Despair is a henpecked husband. The most vital element of a literary work may pass us by, unless before seeking further depths in a thing, we look to the thing itself.

Robert Frost (1874–1963)*
The Road Not Taken
1916
Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,

And sorry I could not travel both

And be one traveler, long I stood

And looked down one as far as I could
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To where it bent in the undergrowth;

Then took the other, as just as fair,

And having perhaps the better claim,

Because it was grassy and wanted wear;

Though as for that the passing there

10

Had worn them really about the same,

And both that morning equally lay

In leaves no step had trodden black.

Oh, I kept the first for another day!

Yet knowing how way leads on to way,

15

I doubted if I should ever come back.

I shall be telling this with a sigh

Somewhere ages and ages hence:

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—

I took the one less traveled by,

20

And that has made all the difference.

Question

What symbolism do you find in this poem, if any? Back up your claim with evidence.

Christina Rossetti (1830–1894)
Uphill
1862
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.
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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.

Shall I meet other wayfarers at night?
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Those who have gone before.

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

They will not keep you standing at that door.

Shall I find comfort, travel-sore and weak?

Of labor you shall find the sum.

15

Will there be beds for me and all who seek?

Yea, beds for all who come.

Questions


1.
In reading this poem, at what line did you realize that the poet is building an allegory?


2.
For what does each thing stand?


3.
What does the title of the poem suggest to you?


4.
Recast the meaning of line 14, a knotty line, in your own words.


5.
Discuss the possible identities of the two speakers—the apprehensive traveler and the character with all the answers. Are they specific individuals? Allegorical figures?


6.
Compare “Uphill” with Robert Creeley’s “Oh No” (page 688). What striking similarities do you find in these two dissimilar poems?

Christian Wiman (b. 1966)
Pos?tolka
2005
(Prague)

When I was learning words

and you were in the bath

there was a flurry of small birds

and in the aftermath
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of all that panicked flight,

as if the red dusk willed

a concentration of its light:

a falcon on the sill.

It scanned the orchard’s bowers,
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then pane by pane it eyed

the stories facing ours

but never looked inside.

I called you in to see.

And when you steamed the room

15

and naked next to me

stood dripping, as a bloom

of blood formed in your cheek

and slowly seemed to melt,

I could almost speak

20

the love I almost felt.

Wish for something, you said.

A shiver pricked your spine.

The falcon turned its head

and locked its eyes on mine,

25

and for a long moment I’m still in

I wished and wished and wished

the moment would not end.

And just like that it vanished.

Posˇtolka. Posˇtolka obecná is the Czech name for the kestrel, a small falcon.

Questions


1.
Why is the poem’s title in Czech?


2.
What is the symbolic function of the “bloom of blood” (lines 16–18)?


3.
Why does the speaker’s companion say “Wish for something”?


4.
What does “it” in the last line refer to?

For Review and Further Study

Exercise: Symbol Hunting
After you have read each of the following poems, decide which description best suits it:


1.
The poem has a central symbol.


2.
The poem contains no symbolism, but is to be taken literally.

William Carlos Williams (1883–1963)*
The Term
1937
A rumpled sheet

of brown paper

about the length

and apparent bulk

5

of a man was

rolling with the

wind slowly over

and over in

the street as

10

a car drove down

upon it and

crushed it to

the ground. Unlike

a man it rose

15

again rolling

with the wind over

and over to be as

it was before.

Ted Kooser (b. 1939)*
Carrie
1979
“There’s never an end to dust

and dusting,” my aunt would say

as her rag, like a thunderhead,

scudded across the yellow oak
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of her little house. There she lived

seventy years with a ball

of compulsion closed in her fist,

and an elbow that creaked and popped

like a branch in a storm. Now dust

10

is her hands and dust her heart.

There is never an end to it.

Jane Hirshfield (b. 1953)
Tree
2001
It is foolish

to let a young redwood

grow next to a house.

Even in this

5

one lifetime,

you will have to choose.

That great calm being,

this clutter of soup pots and books—

Already the first branch-tips brush at the window.
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Softly, calmly, immensity taps at your life.

Questions


1.
What do the tree and the house each symbolize?


2.
What, according to the poem, do you “have to choose” between?

Jon Stallworthy (b. 1935)
An Evening Walk
1969
Taking my evening walk

where flats like liners ride

at anchor on a dark

phosphorus-rippled tide
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of traffic, ebbing, flowing,

I heard from a kiosk

a telephone ringing;

from an empty kiosk.

Its dark voice welling up

10

out of the earth or air

for a moment made me stop,

listen, and consider

whether to break in

on its animal grief.

15

I could imagine

torrents of relief,

anger, explanation—

“Oh for God’s sake”—but I’d

troubles of my own,

20

and passed on the other side.

All the same I wondered,

with every step I took,

what I would have heard

lifting it from the hook.
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As I was returning

after the pubs were shut,

I found the bulb still burning

in the kiosk, but

the dark voice from the dark

30

had done with ringing:

the phone was off the hook

like a hanged man swinging.

Lorine Niedecker (1903–1970)*
Popcorn-can cover
(about 1959)
Popcorn-can cover

screwed to the wall

over a hole

so the cold
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can’t mouse in

Wallace Stevens (1879–1955)*
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.
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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.

It took dominion everywhere.

10

The jar was gray and bare.

It did not give of bird or bush,

Like nothing else in Tennessee.
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Writers on Writing

William Butler Yeats

Poetic Symbols
1901
Any one who has any experience of any mystical state of the soul knows how there float up in the mind profound symbols, whose meaning, if indeed they do not delude one into the dream that they are meaningless, one does not perhaps understand for years. Nor I think has any one, who has known that experience with any constancy, failed to find some day, in some old book or on some old monument, a strange or intricate image that had floated up before him, and to grow perhaps dizzy with the sudden conviction that our little memories are but a part of some great Memory that renews the world and men’s thoughts age after age, and that our thoughts are not, as we suppose, the deep, but a little foam upon the deep.

• • •

It is only by ancient symbols, by symbols that have numberless meanings besides the one or two the writer lays an emphasis upon, or the half-score he knows of, that any highly subjective art can escape from the barrenness and shallowness of a too conscious arrangement, into the abundance and depth of Nature. The poet of essences and pure ideas must seek in the half-lights that glimmer from symbol to symbol as if to the ends of the earth, all that the epic and dramatic poet finds of mystery and shadow in the accidental circumstances of life.

From “The Philosophy of Shelley’s Poetry”

Writing About Symbols

Reading a Symbol

A symbol, to use poet John Drury’s concise definition, is “an image that radiates meanings.” While images in a poem can and should be read as what they literally are, images often do double duty, suggesting deeper meanings. Exactly what those meanings are, however, often differ from poem to poem.

In one poem snow may be a reassuring symbol of sleep and forgetfulness, while in another it becomes a chilling symbol of death. Both meanings easily connect to the natural image of snow, but in each poem the author has nudged that image in a different direction.

Some symbols have been used so often and effectively over time that a traditional reading of them has developed. Sometimes a poet clearly adopts an image’s traditional symbolic meaning. In “Go, Lovely Rose” (page 1179), Edmund Waller masterfully employs the image of the rose with all its conventional associations as a symbol of the transience of human beauty.

However, some poems deliberately play against a symbol’s conventional associations. In her poem “The Victory” (page 748), Anne Stevenson presents a newborn child not as a conventional little bundle of joy, but as a frightening, inhuman antagonist.

To determine the meaning (or meanings) of a symbol, start by asking if it has traditional associations. (Think of a rose, a cross, a reaper, and so on.) If so, consider whether the symbol is being used in the expected way or if the poet is playing with those associations.

Then, consider the symbol’s relationship to the rest of the poem. Let context be your guide. The image might have a unique meaning to the poem’s speaker. Consider the emotions that the image evokes. If it recurs in the poem, pay attention to how it changes from one mention to the next.

Finally, keep in mind that not everything is a symbol. If an image doesn’t appear to radiate meanings above and beyond its literal sense, don’t feel you have failed as a critic. As Sigmund Freud once commented about symbol-hunting, “Sometimes a cigar is just a cigar.”

Checklist

Analyzing a Symbol


¸
Is the symbol a traditional one?


¸
If so, is it being used in the expected way? Or is the poet playing with its associations?


¸
What does the image seem to mean to the poem’s speaker?


¸
What emotions are evoked by the image?


¸
If an image recurs in a poem, how does it change from one mention to the next?


¸
Does the image radiate meaning beyond its literal sense? If not, it might not be intended to be taken as a symbol.

Writing Assignment on Symbolism

Do an in-depth analysis of the symbolism in a poem of your choice from the chapter “Poems for Further Reading.” Some likely choices would be Philip Levine’s “They Feed They Lion,” Robert Lowell’s “Skunk Hour,” Sylvia Plath’s “Daddy,” and Mary Jo Salter’s “Welcome to Hiroshima.”

More Topics for Writing


1.
Compare and contrast the use of roads as symbols in Christina Rossetti’s “Uphill” and Robert Frost’s “The Road Not Taken.” What does the use of this image suggest in each poem?


2.
Write a two-page analysis of symbolism in John Ciardi’s “A Box Comes Home.”


3.
Write an explication of any poem from this chapter, paying careful attention to its symbols. Some good choices are Robert Frost’s “The Road Not Taken,” William Carlos Williams’s “The Term,” Thomas Hardy’s “Neutral Tones,” and Christina Rossetti’s “Uphill.” For a further description of poetic explication, see the chapter “Writing About a Poem.”


4.
Take a relatively simple, straightforward poem, such as William Carlos Williams’s “This Is Just to Say” (page 707), and write a burlesque critical interpretation of it. Claim to discover symbols that the poem doesn’t contain. While running wild with your “reading into” the poem, don’t invent anything that you can’t somehow support from the text of the poem itself. At the end of your burlesque, sum up in a paragraph what this exercise taught you about how to read poems, or how not to. 
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1 In its suggestion of an infinite realm that mortal eyes cannot quite see, but whose nature can be perceived fleetingly through things visible, Emily Dickinson’s poem, by coincidence, resembles the work of late-nineteenth-century French poets called Symbolists. To a symbolist the shirt-tail of Truth is continually seen disappearing around a corner. With their Neoplatonic view of ideal realities existing in a great beyond, whose corresponding symbols are the perceptible cats that bite us and tangible stones we stumble over, French poets such as Charles Baudelaire, Jules Laforgue, and Stéphane Mallarmé profoundly affected poets writing in English, notably Yeats (who said a poem “entangles . . . a part of the Divine essence”) and Eliot. But in this chapter we consider symbolism as an element in certain poems, not Symbolism, the literary movement.





