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B  , , Elizabeth Bishop was eight
months old in the fall of  when her father died. For the next

four years she was raised by her mother. Increasingly troubled in the
wake of her loss, her mother returned frequently to her native Nova
Scotia to visit her own parents, taking Elizabeth with her. But she
continued to lose ground. She nally entered Nova Scotia Hospital,
a psychiatric facility, in , leaving Elizabeth in the care of her
maternal grandparents in the town of Great Village. Mother and
daughter were never to see each other again. A year later, moved
unwillingly to her paternal grandparents’ home in Worcester, Bishop
became ill and desperately unhappy. Finally shewas taken to the home
of a maternal aunt and uncle in Revere, Massachusetts, where she re-
covered her health and equilibrium. She was enrolled in a preparatory
school in Natick, and in  she matriculated at Vassar College. e
early disruptions le their mark. Late in her life she remarked, “I’ve
never felt particularly homeless, but, then, I’ve never felt particularly
at home.”

She began publishing poems as an undergraduate, though her
early ambition was to be a composer. Aer graduation she moved
for a time to New York, became friends with Marianne Moore, and
traveled, using money she had inherited from her father. She spent
several years in France during the thirties and later bought a house
in Key West, Florida. Her rst book, North and South, was published
by Houghton Mifflin in  on Marianne Moore’s recommendation,
and a few years later, having attracted the attention of critics such as
Randall Jarrell, she was named Consultant in Poetry at the Library
of Congress. Her second book, A Cold Spring, would follow in .
Meanwhile, with a traveling fellowship fromBrynMawr, she sailed for
South America. In Brazil she met Lota de Macedo Soares, an architect
fromaprominent familywho became the love of her life. ere Bishop





   

took up residence. Her poems are notably grounded in place, and over
the rest of her life Nova Scotia and Brazil were the abiding poles of her
imagination.

Questions of Travel was published in , and Geography III in
. Her posthumous Complete Poems – contains, in addi-
tion, a few uncollected poems, her juvenilia, and her translations from
French, Spanish, and Portuguese.

is outline of her life makes her seem unusually successful as a
poet, and indeed she was, winning Guggenheim fellowships, an award
from the American Academy of Arts and Letters, a Pulitzer Prize,
a National Book Award, a National Book Critics Circle Award, and
the Books Abroad/Neustadt Prize for Literature, as well as honorary
degrees from several universities. Still, by comparison with her friend
and contemporary Robert Lowell, she remained a poet’s poet, far from
a household name, read and appreciated by connoisseurs of poetry but
little known outside that world. Her comparatively small output may
have been partly to blame, alongwith her sex, which ensured formuch
of her life that she would be evaluated in relation to “women poets”
rather than poets in general. She did not evince the outsize ambition
of Lowell, she lived abroad formany of hermost productive years, and
she wrote most commonly—albeit inventively—in meter and rhyme
while some of themost in uential of her fellow poets were committing
themselves to free verse. She was aware of her own retrograde tenden-
cies. As a young aspirant, writing to the established experimentalist
Marianne Moore, who favored syllabics, she observed, “I think my
approach is so much vaguer and less de ned and certainly more old-
fashioned—sometimes I’m amazed at people’s comparing me to you
when all I’m doing is some kind of blank verse—can’t they see how
different it is? But they can’t apparently.” But they could, and many
were drawn to writers whose poems seemed less traditional. Still,
Bishop’s reputation has continued to grow aer her death, and many
of her poems remain solid touchstones, considered among the best
produced by writers of her generation—this despite, or more likely
because of, an ingrained reticence that inhibited her from inserting
her personal life and her feelings into her poems. Something close
to an artistic credo is embedded in her prose sketch “Strayed Crab,”
and characteristically imputed not to herself but to the sidling, slowly
escaping crustacean: “I believe in the oblique, the indirect approach,
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and I keep my feelings to myself. . . . I admire compression, lightness,
and agility, all rare in this loose world.”

Only a minority of Bishop’s poems (but some of the best and some
of the earliest) feel made or composed from the beginning—as if she
had set out quite consciously to create a poem of a certain kind, a
sestina, say, or a villanelle. Many others, especially later ones, look like
straightforward description, developed from notes, of places seen at
the moment or remembered from years back. Such descriptions may
have patches of remarkable gurative language, touches (ormore than
touches) of rhyme, and meanings that go well beyond the ostensible
subject. But they remain grounded in place and time. And sometimes
they are merely descriptions, with amusing observations along the
way, and when they come to the end they unceremoniously stop, as
in “Large Bad Picture,” which describes “a eet of small black ships”
painted on the canvas, and concludes:

Apparently they have reached their destination.
It would be hard to say what brought them there,
commerce or contemplation.

e process of writing is, in her words, “not a matter of testifying but
of experiencing. It is not the way in which one goes about interpreting
the world but the very process of sensing it.” ⁴

Her earlier poems, however, more oen have the look of set
pieces—still anchored in description but clearly placed in a ctional or
imagined context. “e Map” is a fantasy about an actual map. “e
Imaginary Iceberg” contrasts an imagined iceberg with an imagined
ship on an imagined sea. Like other poems in her rst collection
it is studded with sparks of remarkable linguistic and imaginative
ingenuity:

this breathing plain of snow
. . . . . . . . . . . . . .
e wits of these white peaks
spar with the sun.
. . . . . .
is iceberg cuts its facets from within.

In her sestina “A Miracle for Breakfast” she writes:





   

One foot of the sun
steadied itself on a long ripple in the river.

And in “Florida”:

e mosquitoes
go hunting to the tune of their ferocious obbligatos.

e passages just quoted illustrate her highest register—the de-
liberate departure from realism to achieve surprising conjunctions of
images and concepts. With the passage of time this register becomes
increasingly rare, being supplanted by descriptive precision. Concur-
rently, the poems appear less contrived, the lines longer, the verses less
oen divided into stanzas. emeter is oen a loose iambic, tiptoeing
toward blank verse and then departing from it:

e next day
was much warmer.
Greenish-white dogwood in ltrated the wood,
each petal burned, apparently, by a cigarette-butt;
and the blurred redbud stood
beside it, motionless, but almost more
like movement than any placeable color.
Four deer practised leaping over your fences.
e infant oak-leaves swung through the sober oak.
Song-sparrows were wound up for the summer,
and in the maple the complementary cardinal
cracked a whip, and the sleeper awoke,
stretching miles of green limbs from the south.
In his cap the lilacs whitened,
then one day they fell like snow.

(“A Cold Spring”)

Here the rhymes wood/stood and oak/awoke are noticeable but
spaced far enough apart to avoid setting a pattern. (“Snow” will later
be answered by “show.”) Less obvious, but contributing to the har-
mony of the passage, are the off-rhymes warmer/more/color/summer.
Similar sound clusters (burned/blurred/four) scattered through the
interior maintain the tonality.
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e advantage of this approach, for a poet with inclinations to
write metrically and to use rhyme in periods when there is a prejudice
against both practices, is that casual readers oen don’t notice. e
long lines might be seen as unmetered by the many people who have
forgotten how to hear a poem mentally as they read. Rhymes are
sufficiently sparse to be almost unnoticed. Solid blocks of type allay
the fear that something as quaint as a stanza will obtrude.

We can see how the technique serves her in one of her nest
poems, “At the Fishhouses.” Here she quickly captures the reader’s
attention with an air of oand observation, as if she had jotted down
a few notes on returning from a walk.

Although it is a cold evening,
down by one of the shhouses
an old man sits netting,
his net, in the gloaming almost invisible,
a dark purple-brown,
and his shuttle worn and polished.
e air smells so strong of cod sh
it makes one’s nose run and one’s eyes water.
e ve shhouses have steeply peaked roofs
and narrow, cleated gangplanks slant up
to storerooms in the gables
for the wheelbarrows to be pushed up and down on.

Temperature, shapes, color, and odor are detailed. Readers may or
may not notice the harmony of sound between “worn and polished”
and “strong of cod sh.”

But this poem is aer more than a record of an observed scene. It
is using the scene as prelude to a more intense meditation, following
methods propounded centuries earlier by adherents of a Christianity
that Bishop herself rejected but whose spiritual practices she emu-
lated. ⁵ Once the poem has engaged the reader deeply in the scene,
the technique begins to shi and the diction becomes slightly more
elevated.

All is silver: the heavy surface of the sea,
swelling slowly as if considering spilling over,
is opaque, but the silver of the benches,




