Elizabeth Bishop is a poet who writes of an ordinary world that is sometimes overlooked by other poets. She is a poet who empathises with her subjects and possesses a painterly eye. This is especially true in ‘Sestina’, ‘The Fish’, ‘The Prodigal’ and Filling Station’.
At the beginning of ‘Filling Station’ Bishop paints an image of a dirty grotty place. The poet is astounded by the surroundings, emphasised through the colloquial language and the use of exclamation mark in ‘Oh, but it is dirty!’ The dash allows us to meditate on a ‘little place’ which might otherwise be ignored.  It evokes a strong sense of revulsion in the reader not only towards the filling station but also towards those who work and live there.  In ‘monkey suit’ Bishop evokes an image cavemen working there. The use of question mark in ‘Do they live in the station?’ emphasises its filth but also involves the reader. The adjectives ‘crushed’ and grease-impregnated’ highlight the squalor. However, Bishop’s observant eye finds little touches which contrast strikingly with the squalor. The ‘embroidered’ doily, the colour of the ‘comic books’, the ‘tabaret’ and the ‘extraneous plant’ of the begonia all serve to redeem the station. Bishop through the ‘repetition’ of ‘color’ shows us beauty can be found anywhere. Her repetition of ‘SO-SO-SO’ and alliteration of the ‘s’ sounds reassure the reader.  There is an angelic presence in the ordinary station. This ‘Somebody’ shows us that love is never far away. They water the plants and embroider the doily. We never find out who is responsible for these little touches but the message is uplifting and speaks of the redemptive power of love, ‘Somebody loves us all.’ 

Again in ‘The Prodigal’ we find an uplifting tale of a man rising above his wretched condition. It is structured as two sonnets but the rhyming scheme is eccentric suggestive of a life not balanced or centred. In this poem, the Biblical parable is used. The prodigal finds himself in terrible conditions and his humanity is debased by alcoholism. His state is powerfully evoked with revolting images of the rotten floor, the dung-plastered wall and the ominously moving snouts of the pigs and the piglet-devouring sow. However, Bishop’s painterly eye can find beauty in the most unusual of places as the ‘sunrise glazed the barnyard mud with red.’ The ‘burning puddles’ create an image of beauty reflected in the common.  However, Bishop recognises that it is dreadfully wrong is that a human being should be reduced to living at the pigs’ level of existence. The Prodigal’s redemption does not come soon or easily. Self-revulsion leads him to the decision to return home. He returns to the human fold from which his alcoholism had ostracised him. Bishop doesn’t neglect him, she includes him back into the fold. 
‘The Fish’ is one of the most original poems I have read. Bishop again casts an observant, sensitive eye to bring her subject to life. Her lengthy detailed description allows us to empathise with the fish. Through her use of the adjective ‘terrible’, we feel sorry for the fish. Her similes throughout bring the fish to life with its skin like old wallpaper and its swim bladder like a ‘big peony.’ She domesticates it in this imagery, making it familiar by linking it to details of faded everyday living. Bishop is sympathetic ‘I looked into his eyes.’ She recreates the essence of the fish through assonance and alliteration. ‘shallower’, ‘yellowed’, ‘backed and packed’, ‘tarnished tinfoil.’ Like the Prodigal, the Fish also bears the scars of existence, evidence of the trials and tribulations of life. Through all of this he has been victorious and even has painfully earned ‘medals’ to show for it. The recognition of that ‘victory’ creates a sudden burst of admiration in the poet, a kind of joy that fills the otherwise ordinary scene with the bright colours of the rainbow (a fitting end to life’s storms.)
In Bishop’s poems we find that life can be precarious and that we are vulnerable. In ‘Sestina’ we find an acute sense of homelessness, a feeling of not being able to find a place in the world to feel at home in. From the very first line a mood of melancholy is created. It is September, autumn when the season of growth ends and the season of death begins. The grandmother is old and in the ‘autumn’ of her life. Despite her jokes and laughter she is sad. Her sadness and the falling rain seem to have been forecast by the almanac which is a kind of ‘clever’ messenger of fate. The verb ‘shivers’ and the adjective ‘chilly’ suggest that death may have already visited the house. Bishop allows us to enter the alternative world of the child with an unchanging ‘rigid house’ with a ‘winding path’. However even this world is vulnerable, drops of water fall like tears from the hanging almanac onto the idyllic picture the child has drawn.  Bishop sees beyond the false smiles and we hope that the grandmother and little girl find their way through their grief. The structure of this poem means that the six key elements of house, grandmother, child, stove, almanac and tears are repeated throughout thus drawing the reader’s attention to the essence of the poem. Bishop doesn’t overlook their suffering, she is a poet of empathy and kindness who gives a voice to those who live on the margins.
In Bishop I found a poet of empathy who allowed me to see the world differently. She is not judgemental and I think it is this sensitivity which draws me to Bishop’s poetry.  She is a keen observer and I enjoyed looking through her detailed eyes. 
