Elizabeth Bishop (1911-1979)
“…her preoccupation with place and movement, and her verse is reticent, objective, spare yet colloquial”. Oxford Concise Companion to English Literature.
5 Key points to remember:

· Bishop wasn’t identified with any particular school or movement in poetry, although she was influenced by many major literary movements, such as Symbolism, Imagism and Surrealism. 

· Bishop was also influenced by other contemporary poets and thinkers of her time, such as the poet Marianne Moore and the child psychologists Melanie Klein and Benjamin Spock. 

· Her lifelong interest in travel presented her with one of her most important poetic themes, though as many critics have remarked, she was more interested in geography than history and preferred to write about the places she had seen and the people who lived there than about historical or political topics. 

· Although she described herself as having been a feminist from about the age of six, Bishop rarely engaged with these ideas directly in her work. She preferred to think of art as outside gender.

· Bishop taught that poetry is important but that it must be worked at if it is to be rewarding. 

Points for essays:

“At the Fishhouses”
Best known, most memorable poem

· A complex commentary on the nature of knowledge

· Highly crafted poem, many language devices in order to enhance its rhythmic effect

· Level of detail typical of Bishop’s poetry. The detailed descriptions in the first half of the poem reinforce the philosophical meditation that takes place in the final section. 

“The Prodigal”

· Deeply emotional poem, that draws on Bishop’s life experience. This poem like many of her others is biographical. 

· Formals structure is offset by the disorganised rhyming scheme. Such control of form and structure is typical of Bishop.

· Although this poem does provide the reader with a disturbing insight into the dehumanising realisty of alcoholism, its message is ultimately heartening. Many of the poems on the course have an uplifting outlook at their heart. 

“In the Waiting Room”

Many critics hold this to be on of Bishop’s most important poems

· Again, Bishop focuses on an uncomfortable experience arising out of a memory of her own childhood. Many of her poems draw on her childhood memories.
· Despite the seeming simplicity of the poem’s language, this is a highly complex and thought-provoking poem. Typical of Bishop, also in “Sestina”.

· The artist’s eye for detail is never far from Bishop’s poetry. She creates a vivid word picture of the waiting room on that day in February 1918. Many of her poems achieve this eye for detail. 

“First Death in Nova Scotia”

· 1 of 3 poems on the course that deals with her recollection of her childhood. A dominant theme.

· Technically this is a highly crafted poem. The language is restrained and each word is designed to give a child-like impression of Arthur’s wake. The use of this type of narrative voice is an important feature. 

· The detail is vivid. As a whole however, it has a dream-like or surreal quality. Many of her poems are strongly influenced by her interest in art (surrealism). 

“Questions of Travel”

Considered by critics as one of her most significant poems.

· In typical Bishop fashion, this poem moves from considering the exterior world ro a deeper consideration of self. In this respect you may want to compare this poem to others such as “At the Fishhouses” and “In the Waiting Room”. 

· The notion of home and all its implications is one that Bishop returns to again and again in her work. A significant theme.

· Imagery and descriptive detail in this poem are conveyed, once again, through a series of beautifully evoked word pictures. 

“Filling Station”

· Yet again, her eye for detail is apparent. A significant feature of her work. 

· Like many of her poems, this one contains a moment of “epiphany” or heightened awareness. Seemingly insignificant details help to create such moments of insight in the poet. 
· The absent mother figure in this poem makes it suitable for comparison and contrast to “Sestina”, “First Death” and “Waiting Room”. 

“Sestina”

A perfect example of Bishop’s mastery of what is a very difficult poetic form.

	Poetic Form: Sestina
	 

	The sestina is a complex form that achieves its often spectacular effects through intricate repetition. The thirty-nine-line form is attributed to Arnaut Daniel, the Provencal troubadour of the twelfth century. The sestina follows a strict pattern of the repetition of the initial six end-words of the first stanza through the remaining five six-line stanzas, culminating in a three-line envoi. The lines may be of any length, though in its initial incarnation, the sestina followed a syllabic restriction. The form is as follows, where each numeral indicates the stanza position and the letters represent end-words:

1. ABCDEF
2. FAEBDC
3. CFDABE
4. ECBFAD
5. DEACFB
6. BDFECA
7. (envoi) ECA or ACE

The envoi, sometimes known as the tornada, must also include the remaining three end-words, BDF, in the course of the three lines so that all six recurring words appear in the final three lines. In place of a rhyme scheme, the sestina relies on end-word repetition to effect a sort of rhyme.
	


· Focuses again on painful memories. Compares well with “First Death” and “Waiting Room”.

· An emotional and poignant account of childhood loss, however the poem is written in the sestina form, which prevents it from becoming too sentimental. 

· Notice the precise nature of the diction and detail in this poem. This level of precision is a feature of her work. 

“The Armadillo”

· Another example of her mastery of form.

· Once again, the speaker remains detached from the world she is describing – a hallmark of her poetry.

· The details, while beautifully evoked are also highly accurate. From the movement of the balloons to the actions of the animals, bishop captures the scene in its entirety with artistic precision. 

“The Fish”

· Clear evidence of Bishop’s keen eye for detail. She was an accomplished artist and this aspect of her life is reflected in her poetry. She never shies away from describing the ugly reality of life – the depiction of the fish is as realistc as it is truthful.

· A moment of epiphany again.

· The sea features in 3 poems on this course. In each poem, the poet gains deeper insights about her own identity through her observation of the sea. 

“The Bight”

· Bishop moves from a general description to a personal and subjective moment of deep introspection. Typical of her style.

· The atmosphere is vividly rendered in this poem. She makes particular use of verbs associated with action and movement in order to draw the reader more fully into the scene. 

· Yet again, Bishop is drawn to a particular place, a feature of her work. 

