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Abstract 

In this dissertation, I study how ekphrasis illuminates ideas of selfhood and time in Hilda 

Doolittle’s (H.D.) (1886-1961), Frank O’Hara’s (1926-1966), and Elizabeth Bishop’s (1911-

1979) fiction and poetry. I examine the porous boundaries between plastic (and sometimes 

musical) and literary arts, where their differences are in constant play with one another. Through 

this interplay between mediums arise questions of representation, materiality, and history. H.D., 

O’Hara, and Bishop, I argue, harness this interplay of difference in order to question notions of 

the self. H.D. and O’Hara seek to dismantle order and rational understanding through the discord 

their work compels. Bishop, even if she attempts to rationally organize her experience for a 

moment, always upends that organization through her vertiginous lenses. I focus on the 

epiphanic moments within an ekphrastic text in which a dramatic shift occurs in a speaker’s 

perception of time or conception of the self. I treat epiphany as a secularized concretization of 

chaotic experience which results in a revelation of how time functions or how the self is 

constructed. I argue that epiphany destabilizes the conventional understanding of presence and 

absence. Rationally speaking, an object cannot be both present and absent, but, in the epiphanic 

moments I discuss, the speaker remains in a state of negative capability, opening the possibility 

of a simultaneous presence and absence. Ultimately, I show how epiphany functions in an 

ekphrastic text to destabilize the idea of selfhood.  
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Introduction 

In this dissertation, I study how ekphrasis illuminates ideas of selfhood and time in Hilda 

Doolittle’s (H.D.) (1886-1961), Frank O’Hara’s (1926-1966), and Elizabeth Bishop’s (1911-

1979) fiction and poetry. For each author, aesthetic experience informs how they view the world 

in everyday life. I define “aesthetic experience” as a transformative epiphany of heightened 

attention, focus, or arousal that blurs boundaries between the self and world and shifts one’s 

relationship to the world. One of many aims of art1 is to cultivate the possibility of an epiphany, 

but it is possible to have such an experience in quotidian life too. Isobel Armstrong argues for a 

broadened definition of “aesthetic,” arguing that “components of the aesthetic life are those that 

are already embedded in the processes and practices of consciousness—playing and dreaming, 

thinking and feeling…the aesthetic is inherent in experience, prefigured in the very process of 

living and inscribed in the body” (2, 162). For instance, Armstrong discusses how play 

transforms “the very structure of perception” (38). If a child pretends a stick is a horse, the stick 

functions as a transitional object for “severing the idea of a horse from the concrete existence of 

a horse” (38). In poetry and fiction, animating inanimate objects is a common trope, particularly 

when a poet uses prosopopoeia, personification, or apostrophe to imagine the dead living, an 

animal speaking with human-like characteristics, or a lifeless object alive and/or 

anthropomorphized. The speaker in Bishop’s poem “Cirque d’Hiver” (1946) animates a 

mechanical toy horse, bestowing the horse with a soul, intelligence, and sentience she 

acknowledges through their mutual stare. In this playful poem, Bishop’s attention to minutia and 

seemingly unimportant objects compels ideas of the gaze and prosopopoeia, which shifts the 

 
1 When I refer to “art” generally, I encompass any kind of intentional art created by an artist: paintings, sculpture, 
music, performance art, literary arts, etc. 
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view of a mechanical, moving horse to one with innate liveliness. Such a liveliness instills in the 

speaker conflicted feelings of uncanny alienation and wonder at the possibility of imagining the 

mechanical as alive as she is, while also questioning whether she is as mechanical as the horse. 

In specifically ekphrastic moments in H.D.’s, Bishop’s, and O’Hara’s work, they enliven an 

otherwise inanimate artwork and infuse the aesthetic power of an artwork into their sense of life 

and experience. In this sense, the term “aesthetic” refers to the function of art as well as a 

philosophy of perception.  

Early critical discourse of Modernism2 confines aesthetics to “high art” and elite, 

bourgeois education; however, I argue that H.D., O’Hara, and Bishop revel in the possibility of 

epiphany in daily life and the mundane. The performative nature of their ekphrastic works 

illustrates how the self is a continual performance that incorporates aspects of both the rational 

intellect and irrational perception and processes, especially as H.D. and O’Hara imagine 

themselves as inanimate artworks and as Bishop’s subjective view of an artwork intermingles 

with her own perception. Peter Nicholls designates H.D.’s poetics as one of many modernisms 

and discusses how she reacts against the male-dominated modernist aesthetic of the “Men of 

1914”: Ezra Pound, Wyndham Lewis, T.S. Eliot, and James Joyce. Objectivity and an 

autonomous artist—one that is separate from the autonomous artwork—prevails in their 

modernist aesthetic. H.D., however, “does not excise the poetic ‘I’” even in her early Imagist 

poems (Nicholls 198). “For Pound,” Nicholls writes, “the format of ‘objectivity’ is threatened by 

the incursion of the (rhetorical) ego, whereas for H.D., poetry becomes itself the medium in 

 
2 Robert Scholes, in his Paradoxy of Modernism (2006), discusses the complicated divides theorists from George 
Lukács, Clement Greenberg, and the New Critics have made regarding what is considered “high” or literary art as 
opposed to mass entertainment. Andreas Huyssen also discusses these divisions in After the Great Divide (1986), 
especially as they are informed by patriarchy and class.  
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which the ‘I’ constitutes and reconstitutes itself” (198).3 H.D. continually refashions the self 

throughout her oeuvre, and, in much of her ekphrastic works, such as in her novel Palimpsest 

(1926), H.D. imagines herself as a statue, which, as I will show, illustrates the way she 

intermingles the quotidian self and the plastic arts. Channeling the epiphanic power to shift 

perception, H.D. internalizes such power, and reimagines the self through artistic images. 

O’Hara writes ekphrastic poems about his intimate commune with the plastic arts and, like H.D., 

writes ekphrastic poems of the artistic representation of himself, such as in his poem “On 

Rachmaninoff’s Birthday” (1956), which includes an ekphrastic metamorphosis of Larry 

Rivers’s sculpture of a nude O’Hara. Including a visual representation of himself within his 

poem, O’Hara is both speaker and object, which puts into question strict delineations between 

the subject and the external world. Unlike O’Hara and H.D., Bishop’s ekphrastic poems, such as 

“Poem” (1976) and “Large Bad Picture” (1946), rarely include her as the art object, but, in her 

ekphrastic poems, she imaginatively forms her life experiences and memories into artworks. By 

doing so, Bishop makes the mundane significant.      

   

Ekphrastic Boundaries 

Ekphrasis is a rhetorical performance that both constitutes and undoes the boundaries 

between mediums of art. Think of ekphrasis as a conjuring, as a rhetorical action that paints a 

visual before your eyes. An ekphrastic poem or narrative is, in reality, one medium: the written 

word.4 Rhetorically, though, ekphrasis leads one to imagine that the written word absorbs the 

 
3 Tenney Nathanson disagrees with Nicholls’s interpretation of Pound here. I still include Nicholls’s comment 
because he articulates well H.D.’s treatment of the self as personal, psychological, and always undergoing change.  
4 I acknowledge that an ekphrastic work could also be spoken. Either way, ekphrasis is always linguistic.  
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fundamentally different medium of the plastic arts,5 and, through the combination of two 

mediums, ekphrasis functions on different planes of representation—one predominantly 

linguistic and one predominantly visual. The textual materiality of a poem is different from the 

materiality of a painting (paint), although there are visual texts, textual visuals, and much in 

between. Thus, the signs through which a poem or a painting communicate are different: the 

former relies upon the mediation of the written word while the latter relies upon the mediation of 

the painted canvas. If the reader, suspending disbelief, relinquishes the veracity of the singular, 

textual medium of ekphrasis and accepts the illusion of combined mediums, ekphrasis performs 

like a translation between the linguistic and the visual.6  

Isolating the visual and the linguistic is a simplified view of ekphrasis, however, because 

“all media are, from the standpoint of sensory modality, mixed media” (Mitchell, “There are No 

Visual Media” 258). The materiality of the medium—a painted canvas, sculpted stone, typed 

words, played music—certainly differ depending on the medium, but there is no medium in 

which one sense is entirely isolated. “That is,” writes W.J.T. Mitchell, “the very notion of a 

medium and of mediation already entails some mixture of sensory, perceptual, and semiotic 

elements. There are no purely auditory, tactile, or olfactory media either” (260). Even an abstract 

painting that is meant to be purely visual, for example, carries with it the context of its “purely 

visual” intent, which the viewer understands through language. Vision cannot be “innocent” or 

 
5 Or music, sometimes. This dissertation, with one exception in the O’Hara chapter, treats ekphrasis as the verbal 
representation of a visual representation. 
6 Michel Foucault discusses the mise en abyme between language (the medium of poetry) and visual art (in this 
case, painting), writing, “But the relation of language to painting is an infinite relation. It is not that words are 
imperfect, or that, when confronted by the visible, they prove insuperably inadequate. Neither can be reduced to 
the other's terms: it is in vain that we say what we see; what we see never resides in what we say. And it is in vain 
that we attempt to show, by the use of images, metaphors, or similes, what we are saying; the space where they 
achieve their splendor is not that deployed by our eyes but that defined by the sequential elements of syntax” 
(10). This incompatibility between language and visual is a constant trope within the ekphrastic genre.  
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purified of the other senses beyond infanthood, if it even exists in infanthood.7 Poetry, as another 

example, can incorporate all the senses in order to create an imagined sensory experience, where 

the reader visualizes, hears, smells, touches, tastes, and moves (as in proprioception)8 as the 

words lead them. Senses that a different medium would activate, such as a conventionally 

“visual” medium, are similarly activated through the poetic word, even though the act of viewing 

is an imagined viewing. 

The performativity of ekphrasis calls attention to the conventional dissonance between 

mediums, where visual and linguistic representations are put at odds with one another. Once a 

painting or a sculpture enters the content of an ekphrastic poem or narrative, the written text 

simultaneously conjures a material thing in the world and an artistic representation of something, 

whether that be a natural object, experience, or idea. Ekphrasis, I argue, is a palimpsest of 

representation, materiality, and history; it is a fictional representation of an artwork that is loaded 

with meaning much more than a natural object, such as a leaf on a tree. Of course, any poem can 

transform a leaf on a tree into more than the leaf itself: a metaphor for something else or a 

representation of an idea or experience. But the rhetoric of ekphrasis constructs a temporal 

fiction, where the existence of an artwork—already loaded with aesthetic conditions—precedes 

or coincides with the evocation of the poem. Anything related to the experience to viewing a 

painting, for instance, becomes absorbed into the ekphrastic poem, whether that be a realistic 

representation of a person, landscape, or other recognizable object, such as a Rembrandt, or an 

 
7 Continuing with Mitchell’s line of thinking, even as an infant sees objects, they are also touching, smelling, and 
tasting objects in the same moment. 
8 There are more than five senses. The vestibular sense is yet another sense through which that perception occurs.  
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activation of a sensory experience, such as a Rothko.9 Thinking of ekphrasis as layered allows us 

to study the interplay of what is involved.   

Depending on the ekphrastic text, the writer invokes the presence of a visualized art 

object or emphasizes that object’s absence. The ekphrastic writer might describe a real, specific 

work of art, a general idea of a kind of artwork (such as a Grecian urn), or an entirely fictional 

artwork. For example, W.H. Auden, in his poem “Musée des Beaux Arts” (1940), describes in 

the second stanza Pieter Bruegel’s painting “Landscape with the Fall of Icarus” (1560), which is 

a real, physical painting that exists in the Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium. These details 

are important because of the deictic act Auden can perform in his poem. He describes this 

painting that at least some of his readers have actually seen and most can refer to and uses it as 

an example to express the broader idea of the poem: quotidian life continues simultaneous to 

deep suffering—even mythological suffering—and many do what they can to avoid 

acknowledging suffering, or they just do not see the suffering, caught unaware. The complexity 

of representation surfaces when we think of Auden’s lyric “I” in play with the visual 

representation of Bruegel’s Icarus. How does the speaker commune, observe, and interpret the 

artwork and absorb that representation into what he signifies in the poem? This poem is steeped 

in history as the lyric “I” speaks from its present time, commenting on the effects of the world 

wars while also appropriating Breughel’s painting and its historical and mythological contexts as 

a comment for the present. Finally, especially because, in this instance, the materiality of this 

real painting relies upon the semiotics of the visual, the textual materiality of the poem and the 

painterly materiality of the painting are in implicit tension. In John Keats’s “Ode on a Grecian 

 
9 Consider Rothko’s abstract painting No. 1 (Royal Red and Blue) (1954), in which Rothko paints blocks of color that 
are supposed to activate an experience rather than depict and object.  
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Urn” (1819), the urn’s actual existence and Keats’s empirical act of seeing and describing the urn 

is doubtful. Some10 have speculated whether or not Keats refers in this poem to an actual urn he 

observes or an urn he imagines, though he probably bases his image of an urn on what he has 

seen in reality, probably in a museum. Lastly, as in much of the ekphrastic texts of H.D., there is 

a type of ekphrasis in which the artwork is completely imagined, fictionalized, and does not 

actually exist. This fictional ekphrasis retains the rhetorical performance of Auden referring to a 

real artwork, but the idea of presence remains just that—an idea. Whether the ekphrastic image is 

a real picture somewhere in the world or a fictionalized artwork, that deictic, rhetorical move to 

refer to something specific and visibly “out there” in the world remains. 

 In this study, I focus on the epiphanic moments within an ekphrastic text in which a 

dramatic shift occurs in a speaker’s perception of time or conception of the self. Although 

epiphany historically refers to the “manifestation of deities to mortals” (Platt 7), I treat epiphany 

as a secularized concretization of chaotic experience which results in a revelation of how time 

functions or how the self is constructed. In contrast to Murray Krieger’s theories about how 

poetry creates order out of chaos, which I detail below, I argue that epiphany destabilizes the 

conventional understanding of presence and absence. Rationally speaking, an object cannot be 

both present and absent, but, in the epiphanic moments I discuss, the speaker remains in a state 

of negative capability, opening the possibility of a simultaneous presence and absence. For 

instance, as Verity Platt discusses Philostratus’s Imagines section on a painting of a sculpted 

Aphrodite, Platt asks, “Where is the goddess?” (2) in the layers of representation. “In an infinite 

recession of registers,” Platt writes, “she stands as an ivory image, depicted within a painting, 

described within a text. This Aphrodite, here in her guise as a goddess of Modesty (aidōs), is 

 
10 See Murray Krieger.   
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surely beyond our grasp” (2). Philostratus states, though, that, even though Aphrodite is 

embedded in representation, she “does not want to seem painted” (qtd. in Platt 2) and rather 

desires to “project” (2) herself outward from the painting and text and to be experienced as 

present. Platt concludes, “She wants, Philostratus suggests, to be experienced as an epiphany” 

(2). Although Aphrodite is thoroughly mediated, she desires “unmediated access” (7) to the 

reader in the form of epiphany. This is, of course, impossible, especially within the overt layers 

of representation of an ekphrastic text, but what is significant about Aphrodite’s desire to be 

revealed as an epiphany is that it brings up questions of presence. For the purposes of this 

dissertation, I argue that the epiphanic moments I discuss mark a desire for presence, even if 

textual mediation simultaneously marks an absence as the written word merely gestures toward a 

concrete thing in the world.  

 A writer of ekphrasis simultaneously attempts to conjure a presence of an image while 

also emphasizing its absence. Valentine Cunningham discusses this at length: 

Fundamentally, I suggest that thereness is what’s in question. Writing is always 

tormented by the question of real presence, by challenges to knowability, by the 

problematics of truth and validity, the difficulty of being sure about what it might be 

pointing to outside of itself, by its deictic claims and desires, by what its grammar of 

pointing, its this and that and there might be indicating…The ekphrastic encounter seeks, 

I think, to resolve this ancient and continuing doubting by pointing at an allegedly 

touchable, fingerable, thisness. (61) 

The question of such “thisness” arises in H.D.’s, O’Hara’s, and Bishop’s work in a way that, I 

argue, is unresolvable. For Bishop, the “thisness” in “The Monument,” for example, is a 

consideration of a monument that is constantly in the process of creating meaning. The shared 
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vision remains unstable throughout the poem as the two speakers cannot agree on sharing the 

same view of the monument. For O’Hara and H.D., as they transform themselves into artworks, 

they destabilize their own selfhoods and are caught in the very artistic process they have 

initiated. For all three poets, the epiphanic moments in their ekphrastic works is jarring. The 

epiphany begins with bodily perceptions and ends in a revelation that crumbles the distinctions 

between the self and the world, or the self and the Other. Rather than creating order, these 

epiphanic, ekphrastic moments redirect possibilities of knowledge through the irrationality of 

perceptual workings.  

 

Ekphrastic Forms 

A literal palimpsest is when a writer (or writers) reuses a written text, such as a letter, by 

writing over previous and erased writing. Historically, medieval scribes, due to the scarcity of 

paper, would reuse parchment by erasing the ink of old texts to write new ones. Often 

“imperfectly erased,” the older text would reappear over time as a “ghostly trace…as the iron in 

the remaining ink reacted with the oxygen in the air producing a reddish-brown oxide” (Dillon 

12). In the epigraph of H.D.’s novel Palimpsest (1926), she defines “palimpsest” as “a parchment 

from which one writing has been erased to make room for another” (n.p.) Not only does a 

palimpsest in some way preserve the old writing, but it also adds more stories to the pool of 

possibilities. H.D. does this throughout her career—translating and reworking Egyptian and 

Greek myths of goddesses. Visibility and invisibility are central to understanding this 

palimpsestic form: what is visible depends upon the specific palimpsest. An old story may or 

may not be visible depending on the material degradation of the writing on the parchment. 

Likewise, new text written over old text can either be clearly visible or distorted by the writing 
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that eventually appears beneath it. What remains visible and invisible relies upon the specific 

text.  

H.D. considers the intersections of history and myth—particularly forgotten histories and 

myths—in much of her work. She also narrows down the idea of an individual’s experience in 

similar ways. Considering her own experiences as nascent artworks, Raymonde, H.D.’s semi-

autobiographical protagonist of the second part in Palimpsest, “Murex: War and Postwar 

London,” thinks fragmented thoughts about how art is three-dimensional. “Something 

compounded like faces seen one on top of another,” she thinks, continuing, “Art wasn’t seen any 

more in one plane, in one perspective, in one dimension. One didn’t any more see things like 

that. Impressions were reflected now…—they were overlaid like old photographic negatives one 

on top of another” (154). As Raymonde reflects on her past experiences, she transforms them 

into the beginning of an artwork: a stack of photographic negatives. Looking down into the 

negatives, faces of lovers and friends intermingle and become distorted. Linear time dissolves 

into a palimpsestic space, where different memories collage together. Ekphrasis, analogically 

speaking, functions similarly, where layers of representation, materiality, and history become 

three-dimensional. There is no way to separate the layers as they intermingle and distort one 

another through the interplay of the layers. Caroline Levine and Krieger argue in favor of stable 

literary and sociological forms—a kind of spatialization that organizes how we view the world. 

In contrast, I align with Kara Gaston, who studies “fragile forms” that remain unstable in literary 

texts. She identifies a fragile form in Chaucer that is “accessible not in the abstract but rather as 

an arrangement of sensory stimuli. It is not the object of perception but rather created in and 

through the time spent perceiving” (289). Conceiving of ekphrasis as a palimpsest, I treat 

ekphrastic texts specifically, examining what is visible and what remains hidden under erasure.  
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In this study of ekphrasis, I examine the porous boundaries between plastic (and 

sometimes music) and literary arts, where their differences are in constant play with one another. 

Through this interplay between mediums arise questions of representation, materiality, and 

history. H.D., O’Hara, and Bishop, I argue, harness this interplay of difference in order to 

question notions of the self. H.D. and O’Hara seek to dismantle order and rational understanding 

through the discord their work compels. Bishop, even if she attempts to rationally organize her 

experience for a moment, always upends that organization through her vertiginous lenses. I align 

much of my theoretical grounding with Mitchell, who emphasizes the relation between verbal 

and the visual representations in art through what he calls the “figure of the imagetext” (9). In 

contrast, Krieger maintains the division between the linguistic and the visual, conceiving of the 

former as temporal and the latter spatial. After Gotthold Ephraim Lessing,11 Krieger is perhaps 

the most prominent scholar of ekphrasis,12 and much of current scholarship on ekphrasis is 

founded on or reacting against Krieger’s theories.13 Krieger theorizes that ekphrastic poetry 

(which he then generalizes to all poetry), is inherently paradoxical: the static artwork or poetic 

image is always in tension with the continual movement of time. While poetry must be read 

linearly and sequentially, a poetic image or artwork described in an ekphrastic poem offers at 

least the semblance of immediacy, as if immediate visualization were possible.14 He relies upon 

the paradoxical tension between the textual and the visual in order to conceive of ekphrastic 

 
11 Lessing wrote the iconic book on ekphrasis, Laocoon; or, On the Limits of Painting and Poetry (1766) in which he 
discusses what he deems the essential differences between poetry and painting.  
12 For this reason, I find it important to parse out Krieger’s theories.  
13 While I acknowledge the interesting ways in which Krieger has helped me think about ekphrasis, in this 
dissertation, I fall into the latter group, reacting against Krieger’s formulation of ekphrasis.  
14 This immediacy of vision Krieger calls the illusion of the natural sign. A natural sign is a sign that is not divorced 
from its referent. While he admits later in his book that all signs are necessarily arbitrary, he remains nostalgic for 
the time when philosophical thinking took the natural sign as given.  
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works as unified, autonomous artworks. In so doing, Krieger upholds the division between art 

and life, positing that art protects us from the reality of the outside world. In the foreword of his 

study Ekphrasis: The Illusion of the Natural Sign (1992), Krieger discusses Homer’s description 

of the scene engraved on Achilles’ shield in the Iliad, which is one of the first instances of 

ekphrasis in literature. Krieger considers the “dual protective function of the represented 

shield…both as material barrier and sanctified icon” (xv). By moving the shield into the 

symbolic realm as something abstractly protective, Krieger begins to see the shield as a 

palladium and a “figure for art itself” (xvi). “The shield,” Krieger writes, “like art conceived as 

shield and as palladium, secures the soldier (reader) in his separateness. As he holds it in front of 

him, it bears with artful decoration on its face a likeness that, as magic protection, keeps off the 

world and its threatening dangers” (xvi). For Krieger, art and life are in constant conflict with 

one another. By keeping art separate from life, Krieger is able to maintain the possibility of a 

unified artwork.  

Krieger’s conception of an artwork is, I argue, important to understand because I diverge 

from his theories, opting instead for the mutual engagement between art and life. While Krieger 

prioritizes the human capacity to create order out of chaos, Bishop, O’Hara, and H.D. approach 

chaos as a way to reflect on life. Instead of attempting to rationally understand experience, these 

poets tap into the irrational. In contrast, Krieger’s insistence on the unity of an artwork, or, more 

specifically for Krieger’s purposes, the unity of a poem, is based on his rational, humanist 

understanding of interpreting art in which chaotic nature is something humans can mold into 

order. He delineates the subject from the external world, rather than considering how the subject 

is embedded in the external world. In his Theory of Criticism: a Tradition and its System (1976), 

Krieger finds comfort in “man’s form-making power” (179), because these aesthetic forms are 
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the “conventions, the artificial deviations from reality that, like the picture’s frame (or the 

stage’s), separate the work from the world around it” (183). Instead of considering how aesthetic 

experience is an integral part of experiencing in general, Krieger maintains a separation between 

how we experience an art object and how we experience the world. Through this separation, 

Krieger delineates between the language of literature and the language of normal discourse in 

daily life. The latter is “beyond the aesthetic and thus unabsorbed” and onto this “undefined 

welter of experience,” “we normally impose our routine and stereotyped organizations in order to 

live sanely in it. These are the forms of our normal discourse, the langue of our discursive 

experience, which evades disorder” (195). Beyond the langue of discursive experience or beyond 

the safety of aesthetic experience, “undistilled experience persists and threatens, and we vacillate 

in confusion between it and our language” (195). In a reaction against the deconstruction of Paul 

de Man and Jacques Derrida, Krieger attempts to separate the aesthetic language within a 

poem—filled with the arbitrary conventions of poetic form—from discursive language because 

the latter is, following Ferdinand Saussure, inherently differentiated. The signifier and the 

signified cannot coalesce into a unified whole.15  

Krieger suggests two resolutions: first, the poem’s language is a microcosm of our greater 

experience of the world, one that we can form into spatialized patterns and one that is safe from 

the disunity of signifier and signified;16 second, the critic or reader should always be self-

conscious of the illusion in which they indulge. In fact, it is the reader who participates in the 

 
15 I would like to acknowledge Gwen Raaberg’s astute comparison between Krieger’s theories and de Man’s and 
Derrida’s theories in her article, “Ekphrasis and the Temporal-Spatial Metaphor in Murray Krieger’s Critical Theory” 
(1985). 
16 Through the abundance of figurations, poetic language, Krieger believes, is separate from discourse in its 
microcosm: the figurative language of a poem “becomes its own micro-langue, the only langue that speaks, the 
only parole that is its own system…at least, under the conditions of aesthetic illusion” (Theory 188).  
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unity of the poem, Krieger argues, as the reader refuses “to acknowledge gaps” in language and 

needs “to fill in anything that threatens the completeness of the pattern,” therefore strengthening 

the aesthetic “myth of organic totality” (191).17 He consistently discusses aesthetic experience as 

a “myth” or “illusion” that we indulge in in order to maintain the “humanist’s fight for form,” a 

fight that has been, due to deconstruction and new historicism, “subdued to its final and ironic 

modesty” (191). He almost becomes self-deprecating in his “habitual willingness to indulge the 

myth of total interpretability” (203). However, what becomes clear about Krieger’s poetics is his 

resistance to chaos and indeterminacy.18 He instead searches for the staticity of spatialized forms 

as an illusion that can be rationally understood and that staves off the march of time into death.19 

In contrast, H.D., O’Hara, and Bishop, to differing degrees, reject the “total interpretability” of 

artworks and instead delve into the unknown.  

 

The Rational and the Irrational 

H.D., O’Hara, and Bishop react against the humanist, rationalist split between the subject 

and the object and instead embrace or explore how the irrational affects experience. An epiphany 

 
17 Quoting Sigurd Burckhardt on the gaps a reader might notice, Krieger writes, “Thus ‘stumbling blocks [are to be] 
turned into cornerstones’” (191).  
18 He writes in Theory, “Unlike Jacques Derrida, I see freedom in one’s discovery (or, less naively, one’s 
construction) of a total (and internally determined) object that resists being reduced to the determinacies of the 
perceiving self. Derrida rather sees freedom in the ‘free play’ of the self as it retains its own determinacies and 
indeterminacies by resisting the determinacies of the object…” (40).  
19 Caroline Levine is similarly in favor of stable forms for the sake of rational understanding: “While its meanings 
and values may change, the pattern or shape itself can remain surprisingly stable across contexts. But as they 
move, forms bring their limited range of affordances with them. No matter how different their historical and 
cultural circumstances, that is, bounded enclosures will always exclude, and rhyme will always repeat” (19). Kara 
Gaston’s conception of form, however, does away with ideas of static, Platonic, ideal forms, and eternal 
spatialization. She writes that “existing forms may gain the potential to exhibit new arrangements based on how 
they seem from within time…Since these forms exist only in the time that they are observed, they lack the stability 
that makes the forms Levine describes such powerful sources of social control and organization. Instead, they carry 
an innate sense of their own fragility” (284).  
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involves both the thinking mind and the perceiving body. The thinking mind, or the intellect, 

transforms experience into rational understanding through language. Bishop in particular 

grapples with the inability to immediately experience the world through the senses because, 

through language, the intellect always mediates perception.20 An epiphany will activate the 

intellect along with perception and will make it impossible to separate rational understanding 

with the involuntary, irrational functions of perception and other unconscious or irrational 

processes. We are more than just our minds; our understanding of the world entwines the 

intellect with our perceiving bodies. In the following, I focus on the Modernist challenge21 of the 

rational self of the Enlightenment who is capable of attaining Truth through the intellect. The 

intellect cannot make total sense of the multiplicity of selves embedded in a transient world.    

A blurring between the thinking mind and the perceiving body challenges the rationalist 

privileging of the intellect over perception. Rationalist philosophers of the Enlightenment,22 such 

as René Descartes, separated the mind and body, elevating the reasoned mind to a privileged 

place and relegating the body to one of unreliability. Empiricists of the Enlightenment, notably 

David Hume, considered the mind to be a blank slate that we fill through perception, maintaining 

the separation between external world and thinking mind. Although many Modernists tended to 

 
20 It is important to note the difference between sensation and perception: I define the former as absorbing the 
world through the many senses: sight, smell, taste, hearing, touch, proprioception, the vestibular system, etc. 
Contrary to popular belief, there are more than five senses and the many senses available to humans always act 
together in some way. We cannot simply see. Though it might not be at the forefront of our attention, as we see, 
we are also sensing the world in conjunction with the other senses. Perception, as opposed to sensation, I define 
as the involuntary, physiological processing of sensation, such as the way the brain processes an image through the 
various physical parts of the eye. 
21 Below, I will include Wallace Stevens as an exemplary Modernist who reacts against a rational understanding of 
experience. Other Modernists who challenge rationalism, though in different ways, are Gertrude Stein, T.S. Eliot, 
and Ezra Pound.  
22 I speak in basic terms here, because there are quite a lot of nuances in rationalist and empiricist theories in the 
Enlightenment. Rationalism and empiricism borrowed from one another and could be considered a spectrum 
rather than a binary. For every designation of an era or school of thought, of course, there are both delineations 
and continuations.  
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lean toward empiricism, they challenged an empiricism that solidified the delineation between 

self and world and that posited that the world is a stable, static object through which Truth can be 

attained. Rather than considering selfhood as a stable, logical, and unified entity, H.D., O’Hara, 

and Bishop, among many other Modernists such as Wallace Stevens and T.S. Eliot, considered 

the self to be fragmented, unstable, and often masked.  

We can trace the privileging of the mind over the body in Western thought to Plato, who 

went so far as to call for poets to be banished from the city because, as they used the senses and 

emotions to sway an audience, they contaminated the rational mind. Truth, for Plato could only 

be arrived at through rationality, thinking, and logic. Poetry—along with painting and other 

arts—only dabbles in appearances of the Truth, not the actual Truth. The poet, Socrates told 

Glaucon, “is like the painter in making things which are inferior in point of reality; he is also like 

him in being intimate with an inferior part of the soul, not the best part. Thus, we are justified at 

once in refusing to let him into a city which is to be ordered well; because he arouses and fosters 

and strengthens this part of the soul, and destroys the rational part” (480). Instilling emotions of 

pain and pleasure in the audience, the poet makes the audience too emotional and “womanly” 

and clouds the clear, rational mind (481). Poetry also brings the arbitrariness of language to the 

forefront because poetic forms “position most complex thought processes and rigorous figurative 

logic as figures on the ground of processes that are in no way rational. When poetry construes the 

symbolic function and logical operations as kinds of games one can play with language…all 

superstructures, all claims to extralinguistic ‘truths,’ are in jeopardy” (Blasing 3). Through word 

play, poetry questions the logic of truth one can find through language—through the intellect—

by making language itself unreliable. Poets, according to Plato, infused chaos into an ordered 

society.   
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Descartes famously separated the mind from the body, which greatly influenced 

Enlightenment rationalist philosophy. In his cogito, ergo sum (I think, therefore I am), Descartes 

explicitly dismissed the senses as a source of the self because when we dream, the senses make 

illusions seem real. He also criticized reason as an a priori basis of existence because there can 

be false reasonings. With extreme skepticism, Descartes ruled out the senses as a foundation of 

existence, and wrote, “When I considered that the very same thoughts (presentations) which we 

experience when awake may also be experienced when we are asleep, while there is at that time 

not one of them true, I supposed that all the objects (presentations) that had ever entered into my 

mind when awake, had in them no more truth than the illusions of my dreams” (39-40). By the 

simple fact that we think, though, Descartes concluded that the process of thinking is the basis of 

our being. The thinking mind, not the perceiving body, takes priority in Cartesian philosophy and 

influenced rationalist philosophy. Through careful reflective thought, Descartes posited, it is 

possible to arrive at inherent Truth. While there are many iterations of rationalism, the main 

principles are conceiving of reason as more foundational for a sense of self than perception or 

sensation; assuming that knowledge is innate within the mind, rather than in the interaction of the 

individual with the external world; and that we can understand existence logically, without 

taking the senses into account. Put simply, there is a single, unified truth that rationalists believed 

human reason can logically access.23 With the advent of technological, medical, psychological, 

philosophical, and artistic shifts in the late 19th century to early 20th century, Modernist thinkers 

tended to question rational understanding of the world, as the idea of selfhood evolved to include 

components of what is outside of the self, the self’s interaction with the external world, and the 

role of irrationality in consciousness.   

 
23 See the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy.  
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 The Enlightenment conception of selfhood based on an organized, logical, individual, and 

unified mind was founded on the existence of a perfect God. In the early 20th century,24 

Darwinism, despair of the world wars, the crisis of religion, and breakthroughs in science and 

psychology replaced the self of the Enlightenment with an idea of selfhood that absorbs the 

irrational and instills a new kind of empiricism into the zeitgeist of the early- to mid-20th century. 

As Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalytic theories became popularized in the United States, largely 

through his nephew Edward Bernays in the 1920s,25 the id, ego, and superego also influenced a 

conception of a split self. William James, known for his radical empiricism, pondered what 

constitutes the self in his Psychology: The Briefer Course (1892). The self is not merely the 

subject who perceives the world. Rather, the self is “partly known and partly knower, partly 

object and partly subject,” and James designated this duality of the self between the “I” and the 

“me” (43). Thought itself does not unify into one entity of an idea. Because of the many selves 

(material, social, and spiritual) that one enacts or performs in life, an idea cannot remain static. If 

the stream of consciousness actually exists, James argued, “things that are known together are 

known in single pulses” (67) of the transient and ever-shifting stream.  

 By the mid-20th century,26 Maurice Merleau-Ponty would come to a similar conclusion: 

the self is both subject and object. He based much of his reflections upon vision, explaining that 

 
24 It is important to note that detailing the transformation of Enlightenment philosophy in other periods is beyond 
the scope of my research. The Romantics also rejected the privileging of the reasoned mind over the perceiving 
self, particularly through Transcendentalism. However, the Romantics did in some ways maintain the separation of 
the mind and the body, preserving the possibility of an authentic, interior self. The Victorians were more skeptical 
of authenticity, and one could argue that a fragmented and masked self was also central to Victorian aesthetics. 
The Modernist focus on the quotidian, though, delineates Modernist and Victorian aesthetics.  
25 An interesting note: Edward Bernays was the “founder of the discipline of public relations” (North 9), and “part 
of his public relations campaign on behalf of public relations involved making the public recognize and accept what 
might be called psychological manipulation” (80). Bernays employed basic methods of psychoanalytic theory to his 
own advertising in order to persuade the public to accept Freud’s theories.  
26 My considerations of Merleau-Ponty derive from his Phenomenology of Perception (1945) and his posthumously 
published book, The Visible and the Invisible (1964).  
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not only are we viewers of the world, but we are also viewed as objects.27 Taylor Carman, 

interpreting Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy, writes,  

Contrary to what philosophers have sometimes supposed, we have no clear notion of 

ourselves at all as mere souls or minds in abstraction from our bodies and perceptions. 

Indeed, Merleau-Ponty believes, there cannot be a mind or subject without some form of 

bodily-perceptual orientation in a world. Being embodied and perceiving a world are part 

of what it is for us to exist at all. (30) 

Merleau-Ponty emphasized our embeddedness in the world rather than our separation from the 

world. Because the body is an object of this world, visible and seen by others, Merleau-Ponty 

problematized the notion “of an outside world that is entirely distinguishable from the thinking 

subject…our body should be conceived of as our means of communication with the world, rather 

than merely as an object of the world that our transcendent mind orders to perform varying 

functions” (Reynolds 5, 11). Our mind, like our body, is of the world and not above it. As 

Reynolds discusses, Merleau-Ponty also considered the strangeness of vision as always 

mediated: “We cannot see our own body as the other does, and it seems relatively clear that we 

do need the other to attain awareness of ourselves as a body-subject. Even our vision of 

ourselves in a mirror is always mediated by body image, and hence by the other, and it would 

seem that we cannot look at our own mirror image in the same way that we can appreciate the 

appearance of others” (11). By conceiving of the human as both subject and object, seer and 

seen, Merleau-Ponty delves into the multiplicity of selfhood, which simultaneously construes the 

self as partly something to know intimately through reflection and partly something radically 

 
27 Merleau-Ponty writes, “He who sees cannot possess the visible unless he is possessed by it, unless he is of it, 
unless, by principle, according to what is required by the articulation of the look with the things, he is one of the 
visibles, capable, by a singular reversal, of seeing them—he who is one of them” (134-135).  
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alienated from the intellect. We are connected to the world in so many invisible ways that the 

self cannot possibly be fully known.  

Developments in physiology in the 19th and 20th centuries also affected how people 

viewed the world, and this physiological understanding of vision related to the technology and 

aesthetics of the time. Because of advancements in ophthalmological science and new 

technologies such as film and photography, the way people saw the world shifted. Before the 

advent of these changes in physiology,28 many thinkers considered the world of objects as a 

stable plane to observe. For instance, in 15 BC, Horace declares ut pictura poesis, which called 

for a type of poetry that “seeks to emulate the spatial and visual arts—the arts of the natural 

sign—to which the visible world is immediately accessible” (Krieger 78).29 The visual world is 

immediate, in this understanding, to the Enlightenment self,30 and the literary arts—though the 

text mediates language—should, according to Horace’s declaration, strive to at least seem 

immediate. In the 20th century, however, the “rational subject no longer actively reflected upon 

visual percepts that passively recorded the physical world. Instead, the perceiving subject was 

itself part of that physical world, and its embodied processes, structures, and defects shaped 

perception, including the ocular apparatus, visual cognition, and visual memory” (Walter 3). 

These advances in the physiological sciences brought new ways of understanding the self’s 

relation to the world. Rather than conceiving of the self separate from the world and able to 

categorize and taxonomize the world as we perceive it, Modernists often thought of the self as a 

 
28 It is important to note that these advancements in physiology are merely a small part of the shift of 
understanding the visual world as an unstable object. 
29 Krieger actually believes that Horace was misread in the Renaissance, but that misreading stuck (79).  
30 It is worth noting that the aural world is also considered on the spectrum of an immediate experience. As Walter 
Pater famously said, “All art constantly aspires towards the condition of music” (140). 
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part of the world, making it difficult to clearly conceive of an ordered world if we are so 

entwined within it.    

 Christina Walter, in her book Optical Impersonality: Science, Images, and Literary 

Modernism (2014), provides an overview of this shift in understanding vision. Unlike the 

Romantics who believed “that literature announced its author’s essential self or interiority” 

(Walter 2), Modernist poets “took up the more fundamental question of what a personality is, as 

well as what more there is to the human subject than the person” (2). Ferdinand de Saussure had 

already revolutionized the semioligical aspect of language as he separated the signifier from the 

signified. Poets and linguists treated language as arbitrary, dependent on conventions, which 

troubled the idea of rationalism that  

there is only one standard of rationality or reasonableness, and that that one standard is or 

ought to be taken from the presuppositions, methods, and logic of the natural sciences. In 

epistemology, this scientistic reductionism lends itself to the notion that knowing things 

consists in conceiving them in terms of law-like generalizations that allow for accurate 

predictability. (Callahan and McIntyre 2)  

Due to advances in technology (film, cinema) and studies in physiology, the image, Walter 

argues, would undergo a similar disruption in the early 20th century. She cites Hermann von 

Hemholtz’s work, Physiological Optics (1856-66), which was translated into English in 1924.31 

By studying the physiology of the eye, Hemholtz showed that “the idiosyncrasies of the normal 

human eye and of optical processing in the brain suggested an embodied observer whose 

knowledge was mediated by the psychophysiological limits of vision and the density and 

 
31 Walter also discusses how these scientific advancements were made available to the public through popular 
magazines, thus altering how the everyday person—not just the erudite scientist—might imagine the self and the 
world. 
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partiality of visual memory” (Walter 14). The external world, according to this theory, is no 

longer considered an immediate process of vision but is rather mediated by perceptual 

functioning. This view challenged both the Enlightenment rationalists and empiricists—the 

former can no longer posit that the self is contained in the interior mind and the latter can no 

longer assume that the mind is blank slate that absorbs a static picture. Rather, Hemholtz’s and 

other physiologists’  

topographical models of the eye highlighted that there was no stability or permanence in 

the content of the visual field and hence no means of identifying a focused center and 

peripheral background in the visual image. The observer, even in his or her most 

controlled attentive state, was vulnerable to uncontrollable visual distraction, and the 

image was a reminder of this uncertainty. (14) 

The physiological sciences and philosophy also intersected. In Matter and Memory (1912), Henri 

Bergson32 discusses how convoluted perception is by memory:  

In fact, there is no perception which is not full of memories. With the immediate and 

present data of our senses we mingle a thousand details out of our past experience. In 

most cases these memories supplant our actual perceptions, of which we then retain only 

a few hints, thus using them merely as “signs” that recall to us former images. (24) 

Physiologically speaking, we cannot fully depend even on our own perception of the world, as it 

is woven into the fabric of experience and memory. For everyone to arrive at one view of the 

world is impossible.  

 
32 I want to clarify that I am not saying that Bergson or Hemholtz read one another’s works, but simply that these 
ideas about the instability of perceiving the world becomes a common area of study in many different fields.  
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With these historical developments in mind, the literary world was also opening to the 

idea of the self as both rational and irrational. For example, Wallace Stevens who strongly 

influenced Bishop and O’Hara, believed that rational understanding as we knew it was actually 

an illusion. Stevens, having great faith in the “supreme fiction” of poetry to generate social and 

political change—coupled with his conviction that it has no obligation to do so—believed poetry 

“helps us to live our lives” (36). The most effective poetry, Stevens writes, is “indistinguishable 

from the world in which we live, or, I ought to say, no doubt, from the world in which we shall 

come to live, since what makes the poet the potent figure that he is, or was, or ought to be, is that 

he creates the world to which we turn incessantly” (31). In other words, poetry should not 

transport us to a different world or offer an escape. Rather, as Simon Critchley clarifies, poetry 

should transfigure the already familiar world into an enlarged world through the imagination. It 

deepens our focus, Critchley writes, on “that which we normally pass over in our everyday 

activity: the world” (87). The act of reading poetry ideally transports us beyond the bounds of the 

rational. In order to achieve this ideal and reach the full capacity of its aesthetic powers, poetry 

must purposely position itself at the border between and/or blur the border between rational and 

irrational experience. In his essay, “The Noble Rider and the Sound of Words” (1942), Stevens 

laid out his theory of the dialectic between reality and imagination. If effective, the imagination 

that a poet imparts to the reader will heighten the experience of reality and offer new ways of 

conceiving the world. Poetry goes beyond the intellect by showing the reader a world beyond 

rational understanding. Quoting the philosopher C.E.M. Joad, Stevens discusses the illusion that 

the intellect constructs:  

Every body, every quality of a body resolves itself into an enormous number of 

vibrations, movements, changes. What is it that vibrates, moves, is changed? There is no 
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answer. Philosophy has long dismissed the notion of substance and modern physics has 

endorsed the dismissal…How, then, does the world come to appear to us as a collection 

of solid, static objects extended in space? Because of the intellect, which presents us with 

a false view of it. (25)  

Stevens’s poetics questioned the reliability of the intellect as the sole source of truth, and 

suggested that poetry, which awakens the imagination, helps us not only realize, but embrace, the 

temporal, ever-changing world in which we are immersed. His poetry expresses the various 

reactions an unstable existence will compel—revelry, fear, uncertainty—and normalizes how to 

live without the confidence of stable truth. Through poetry, then, we can more fully experience 

the possibilities that life embedded in the world offers, even if we can never reach a full, rational 

understanding of existence. Perhaps, as H.D., O’Hara, and Bishop show, rationality is just an 

irrational illusion.  

 The ekphrastic texts I study in this project emphasize an idea of selfhood that is based on 

both rational and irrational processes. The irrational workings of perception, for instance, surface 

in Bishop’s “Poem” and “Large Bad Picture” as the pictorial images the speaker views are 

overshadowed by her memories. She then animates the pictures into a fiction of liveliness. As 

she intermingles memories of the past with her current view of the pictures before her, she 

illustrates how, as Bergson articulated, perception is always mediated by past experiences. Our 

view of the world, Bishop shows, is embedded in our subjective contexts. Bishop questions the 

idea that an objective eye immediately records the world and rationally interprets it. A personal 

history arises in the epiphanic moments of Bishop’s ekphrastic poems when pictures evoke 

memories or when she transforms memories into ekphrastic pictures. For the latter, Bishop’s 

ekphrastic transformation of memories into pictures reveals her desire to construct static 
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representations of her memories. In both instances, she attempts to construe her memories as 

material, concrete things that she can then examine closely.  

 O’Hara and H.D. destabilize the strict delineation between subject and object by 

rhetorically metamorphosing into visual artworks themselves. O’Hara’s speaker in “Statue” 

animates the statue he embraces while the speaker himself becomes more like a statuesque object 

than a speaking subject. In “On Rachmaninoff’s Birthday,” O’Hara’s speaker gleefully speaks 

for himself as a statue that Larry Rivers sculpted. By representing himself (or, rather, his poetic 

persona) into both a speaking subject and a material object, O’Hara emphasizes the self’s 

embeddedness in the world, echoing Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy of the self as something that 

cannot be fully known. The speaker must oscillate between the thinking self and the perceived 

self without ever resolving into a unified and knowable whole. Similarly, H.D. represents the 

semi-autobiographical protagonist in Palimpsest, Hipparchia, as a statuesque demi-goddess 

whose form is constantly in a state of metamorphosis. At first, her lover, Marius, imagines 

Hipparchia as many different manifestations of objects, such as a cold, unhuman lily or a line of 

statues, but instead of allowing Marius to define her, Hipparchia appropriates his view of her to 

use the manifested images against him. Based on Marius’s patriarchal view of her, which she 

then harnesses for her own agency, Hipparchia considers herself both an individual woman and a 

metonym for Greek history. Like the epiphanic Aphrodite Philostratus describes, Hipparchia 

views her statuesque self as a manifestation of the persistent history that haunts Marius. By 

refusing to think of time linearly, Hipparchia, as a Greek colonized by the Romans, does not 

allow Marius, a Roman soldier, the satisfaction of conquering her because she imagines Greece 

as still existing. Hipparchia as a statue, then, speaks for herself as an individual and for Greece as 
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a living idea. She shows how an individual is inseparable from the vast history that continues to 

persist in the present, and, by doing so, she rejects rational, linear time.    

 

Chapter Breakdown 

 Instead of organizing my chapters chronologically, I begin with Bishop because she sets 

the stage for the manifestation of experience in visual artworks. By concretizing her memories, 

Bishop attempts to slow the movement of time and waits for epiphany to reach her through the 

act of close observation. My two O’Hara chapters function well as a segue between Bishop and 

H.D. Both O’Hara and Bishop are concerned with the movement of time, but O’Hara speeds it 

up rather than attempting to slow it, and he accumulates fragmented observations along the way. 

He and H.D. are similar in the way that they both center themselves as artworks and oscillate 

between the positions of subject and object. They also both use the power of abjection to subvert 

cultural norms. Unlike O’Hara and Bishop, H.D. is not so much concerned with the movement of 

time but with how the temporal self is connected to vast communal history. She treats artworks 

as the manifestation of ancient sacredness and mythology in secularized modernity and shows 

how the past persists in the present.  

In my first chapter I discuss Bishop’s poetics of close observation and the subjective eye. 

Unlike O’Hara and H.D., Bishop rarely makes herself an artwork to behold. She instead focuses 

on how to view artworks and intermingles those artworks with memory. I discuss how Bishop 

uses artworks to figuratively enliven inanimate objects, such as the natural scenery in “Large 

Bad Picture” or the portraits in “First Death in Nova Scotia.” I then discuss how Bishop 

questions the idea of origins in her poem “The Monument.” “The Monument” was supposedly 



32 
 
 

inspired by Max Ernst’s frottages, but, as I argue, the frottages themselves put into question what 

constitutes an origin.  

 In Chapters Two and Three, I discuss O’Hara’s poetics in terms of anthropomorphism 

and epiphany. By construing himself into an artwork, such as in “Statue,” O’Hara makes himself 

both the persona speaking and the object viewed. This has complicated implications about how 

he constructs selfhood. I then compare his later poems, “Favorite Museum at the Metropolitan” 

and “Having a Coke with You” to his earlier “Oranges: 12 Pastorals.” In the former two, O’Hara 

sees life artistically, replicating the epiphanies artworks compel within his own relationships. In 

the latter, O’Hara uses abjection to reach jouissance, which shatters foundations of 

understanding and the unified concept of the self.  

 In Chapter Four, I discuss how, similar to O’Hara, H.D. forms herself into artworks in her 

novel Palimpsest in order to exude the power that the art object holds. Abjection plays a role 

here, too, as she is continually (abjectly) objectified by others around her but then harnesses the 

power of objectifying herself in order to refashion her idea of personhood. In Trilogy, I argue 

that she incorporates the depth of history and mythology into an artwork, making art and objects 

mystical—something that reflects the true positioning of the self within the vast history of time.   
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Chapter One 

“You do Extend Experience”33: Elizabeth Bishop’s Ekphrastic Visions 

As I have previously stated, ekphrasis illuminates the differential interplay between 

representation, materiality, and history in the works of O’Hara, H.D., and Bishop. In this chapter, 

I offer a survey of Bishop’s poetics by focusing on the way that ekphrasis and synesthesia 

rhetorically transform memories and life experiences into the concrete. Bishop’s ekphrastic 

poems, such as “Over 2,000 Illustrations and a Complete Concordance” (1948), illustrate her 

preoccupation with mediated experience as she forms memories into tangible artworks or when 

an actual artwork, such as “Poem” (1972), evokes nearly lost memories. Rather than thinking of 

pictures and tapestries as flat surfaces, Bishop reveals the depth of history and representation that 

palimpsestically lies beneath the surface of these artworks, as they simultaneously reveal and 

conceal the flow of history and lived experience. Considering the performativity of ekphrasis, 

Bishop adds even more layers of the visual mediated by the linguistic when she includes 

artworks in her poems. By “performativity of ekphrasis,” I mean the way that an ekphrastic 

poem sets up a fiction in which there is tension between the semiotics of the written word and the 

visual artwork. It is performative because ekphrasis itself is only one medium: the written word. 

An ekphrastic poem, though, rhetorically conjures the physicality of a visual (or aural) artwork. 

For both synesthesia and ekphrasis, the senses overtly intermingle, and understanding how this 

intermingling works in one clarifies the other: synesthesia concretizes an abstract idea through 

the sense of taste while ekphrasis concretizes memory through material artworks. While 

ekphrasis solidifies experience into a material artwork, synesthesia, particularly the association 

 
33 Marianne Moore writes this in a 1936 letter to Bishop (One Art).  
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between an epiphanic idea of time and the sense of taste, marks a pivot in thought through the 

tangibility of the senses.  

Bishop continually grapples with the concept that experience is inescapably mediated by 

the intellect,34 culture, and memory; every perception is “read” or interpreted through the filters 

of mediacy. In poems such as “The Gentleman of Shalott” (1936), Bishop explores the 

complexity of what constructs the self, and repeatedly concludes that the self is a conglomeration 

of what is outside the self, including the communal inheritance of language35 and culture and the 

persistence of the past within the present. In “The Gentleman of Shalott,” the situation is 

precarious: the central figure is half-man, half-mirror, and he cannot decipher which part of him 

is his actual body and which part is reflected. The figure that the speaker depicts is left in a state 

of indeterminacy, as he cannot tell “which eye’s his eye” (9). In order to function, he needs both 

his real, physical body and his body’s reflection:  

If the glass slips  

he’s in a fix— 

only one leg, etc. But 

while it stays put 

he can walk and run 

and his hands can clasp one 

another. (Complete 9-10) 

He is only able to be a whole person if he accepts the fact that he will never know the difference 

between what is reflected or mediated by the mirror and what is the physical reality of his half-

 
34 By “intellect,” I mean the way we understand the world through language.  
35 Blasing discusses the communality of language and how we are born into, but also alienated from, the linguistic 
code.   
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body. The puns Bishop makes in this comical poem produce a double reading in which the figure 

of the gentleman is an allegory for how human experience is constantly mediated through 

language, and perceived reality and language cannot be separated as they mutually influence one 

another. As the man cannot tell which eye or limb is his and which is a reflection, the speaker 

says that  

 To his mind 

 it’s the indication 

 of a mirrored reflection 

 somewhere along the line 

 of what we call the spine. (9) 

In the fictional situation, the man has a mirror running down his spine, but, allegorically 

speaking, the “line” and “spine” function as puns referring both to the man’s spine and a line of 

poetry and a spine of a book. For the latter cases, Bishop reiterates the persistence of taking the 

world as always already “read”36 or mediated by the written or spoken word. The poem 

concludes with the man finding such uncertainty of “which eye’s his eye” as “exhilarating” (10). 

The speaker says, “He loves / that sense of constant re-adjustment” (10) as the self is always 

constructed by both the physical body and the outside world. Constant re-adjustment is integral 

to Bishop’s considerations throughout her oeuvre, as she plays with the notion of what constructs 

the self.  

This poem’s lightheartedness differs from Bishop’s more conflicted poems about 

mediated experience and the inaccessibility of immediate experience. In Bishop’s 

 
36 “For Bishop,” Scott Knickerbocker writes, “the power of poetry's artifice takes as read a world that precedes and 
exceeds language even if our experience of that world is inevitably mediated, and one way she respects nature's 
reality is through close observation” (56). 
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autobiographical poem “Over 2,000 Illustrations and a Complete Concordance,” she 

simultaneously incorporates a false nostalgia for “infant sight”—seeing the world fresh without 

the mediacy and influence of language and texts—and also retrospectively attempts to organize 

her memories into the tangibility of artworks. The speaker compares her own experiences of 

traveling abroad to an illustrated Biblical concordance and a book on the Seven Wonders of the 

World that she read as a child, and she finds her firsthand experiences in foreign countries 

influenced by but also incongruent with her childhood reading. She then lists specific events 

from her travels, often describing them as static scenes one might view in an illustrated book, 

and intersperses these scenes with memories of reading and viewing the Biblical concordance. 

The Biblical illustrations and the act of reading as a child is comforting for the speaker because 

she can carefully study each page in detail. She describes the illustrations on “a page alone or a 

page made up / of several scenes arranged in cattycornered rectangles / or circles set on stippled 

grey” (57) until she reaches the first letter of the accompanying text in which pictures transform 

into words. Reading letters as if she is still viewing pictures, she sees a “grim lunette,” or 

crescent moon, “caught in the toils of an initial letter” (57).37 “When dwelt upon,” she says, the 

pictures and words “all resolve themselves” (57). Treating the book as if it autonomously leads 

her through viewing and reading and as if she is under the spell of the book, she says, “The eye 

drops, weighted, through the lines” (57). Considering her travels as an adult, though, she finds 

them irresolvable and alienating, evident in the opening lines of the poem, “Thus should have 

been our travels: / serious, engravable” (57). The “should have been” reveals her unfulfilled 

desire to resolve her travels into comforting pictures she can dwell upon.  

 
37 She refers here to the first letter of a chapter of a book, for instance, that is ornate and larger than the typical 

font. Example: In the beginning was the Word.  
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The pictures in the Biblical concordance carry with them the weighty significance of 

Bishop’s Christian upbringing. According to her biographer, Brett C. Millier, in “Over 2,000 

Illustrations,”38 Bishop questions the “cherished truths” (97) she learned in childhood. Indeed, 

the speaker in the poem seems to be looking for the exact pictures she studied in the concordance 

in her travels to Morocco in particular, but she is instead confronted with what she sees as 

foreign and alienating scenes of the Muslim world.39 However, Bishop did visit some of the 

Seven Wonders of the World, which she had first viewed as pictures in her childhood,40 and the 

speaker in the poem is also disappointed with what she sees: “The Seven Wonders of the World 

are tired / and a touch familiar, but the other scenes, / innumerable, though equally sad and still, / 

are foreign” (57). There are two kinds of scenes the speaker describes, then: scenes she had 

already seen and read about in books, such as the Seven Wonders of the World, and scenes she 

had never laid eyes upon until she traveled as an adult. In the case of the former, her experiences 

of the Seven Wonders of the World are mediated by her prior viewing of them in a book and are 

thus disappointing in real life. In the latter, having never before confronted such foreignness, the 

 
38 From here on, I shorten the title for brevity.  
39 I want to acknowledge Bishop’s subtle racism as she describes a “squatting Arab” in this poem, which I assume 
contributes to her discomfort at the scenes of her travel. In one interesting story Millier tells about Bishop’s trip to 
Morocco, Bishop again describes Moroccans pejoratively. I find the story notable, though, because Bishop, along 
with her friend and lover Louise Crane, traveled without male companionship to Morocco and later to Spain during 
its civil war. Bishop and Crane once hired a Moroccan travel guide to visit a remote, rural site, but their truck got 
stuck in the mud. After the “Arabs” laughed at them for two hours, apparently, they ended up helping them free 
up their truck. Upon returning to town, Bishop and Crane refused to pay the travel guide the fee for their trip. The 
story strikes me both as impressive and damning, considering Bishop and Crane were traveling in 1936 unafraid 
and without a typical male counterpart for the time to rural areas abroad, but they also felt superior enough over 
the Moroccans to refuse to pay. When they traveled to Spain during the civil war, they were warned by the US 
consulate to avoid this trip, especially because they did not have a male escort. It seems the latter comment 
especially compelled them to enter a nation in a tumultuous war, and their confidence, I think, was unusual for the 
time.   
40 In a letter to U.T. and Joseph Summers, Bishop regrets the title of the poem “Over 2,000 Illustrations and a 
Complete Concordance” because she also incorporated another book into the poem that she found significant: 
“the old books we had with the Seven Wonders of the World in them” (Letters 307). 
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speaker desires to make her experiences into static pictures, ones that she might study, dwell 

upon, and resolve into familiarity. More than calling into question her Christian upbringing, I 

interpret “Over 2,000 Illustrations” as Bishop’s lamentation over the inability to study her lived 

experiences as closely as the pictures in the Biblical concordance. Bishop does not emphasize the 

content of the Biblical stories depicted in the book as much as she emphasizes her careful 

observation of each picture and word.41 Upon looking closely at her memories as pictures, if it 

were possible, the speaker might infuse them with the same resolvable significance she 

experienced as a child while reading. 

And so the speaker attempts just that—making her experiences static pictures through an 

ekphrastic rendering. She describes some memories as if they were static, silent, and theatrical 

pictures. For instance, she says, “Always the silence, the gesture, the specks of birds / suspended 

on invisible threads above the Site, / or the smoke rising solemnly, pulled by threads” (57). One 

might imagine a stage set or diorama, as birds and smoke hang in the air, attached to strings. On 

the one hand, the speaker’s deep concentration of the illustrated page of a concordance instills in 

her a sense of resolution. If her travels “should have been” “serious, engravable,” then they 

should have been resolvable, easy to interpret, easy to find the significance if dwelt upon long 

enough. Her act of describing memories as if they were illustrations reveals her desire to 

organize and order her memories, to make them as significant as Biblical stories. On the other 

hand, as she continues to describe her memories throughout the poem, they seem irresolvable. In 

the second stanza, rather than forming her experiences into static pictures, the speaker lists the 

different places and happenings of her travels. Instead of being able to study her memories like 

 
41 In her 1964 letter to Anne Stevenson, Bishop writes that the “sense of loss” so many read in her poems is not 
due to the loss of religion. “I have never been religious in any formal way,” she writes, “and I am not a believer” 
(PPL 861).  
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pictures, she concludes in the last stanza that everything is “only connected by ‘and’ and ‘and’” 

(58). Her list of memories, no matter how she depicts them as static or picturesque, are not 

engraved pictures but words on the page. They remain fleeting and temporal rather than static 

and observable.  

In “Over 2,000 Illustrations,” the speaker illuminates contradicting desires. She wants to 

personally experience the pictures from her childhood, but, when she actually does see the places 

she viewed in books like the Seven Wonders of the World, they are boring and too familiar. 

Further, in the last stanza when she questions why they could not have seen the “old Nativity,” 

she does not want to see the real site where baby Jesus presumably lay in the manger two 

millennia ago. Rather, she wants to experience the picture, the illustrated scene of the nativity 

that includes “the rocks breaking with light, / an undisturbed, unbreathing flame, / colorless, 

sparkless, freely fed on straw, / and, lulled within, a family with pets” (58-59). She wishes to be 

transported to the actual moment of Jesus’ birth depicted in the concordance. That is, of course, 

impossible. The final lines, “—and looked and looked our infant sight away” (59), tie vision to 

language. As the word “infant” etymologically means pre-language, the phrase “infant sight” 

points to the idea of vision free of mediating language. The more we look at these visions, 

though, the more that infant sight dissipates, as the mind thinking is always adjacent to the eyes 

seeing. Seeing and thinking, then, are types of reading and interpreting. Or, to offer a counter-

interpretation, is the speaker suggesting that viewing the real, physical “old Nativity” would 

replace her childlike (infant) idea of the Nativity in the book? This is, again, an impossible 

scenario if the past persists in the present and memories always interfere with perception.42 

 
42 Recall Bergson’s idea that “there is no perception which is not full of memories. With the immediate and present 
data of our senses we mingle a thousand details out of our past experience. In most cases these memories 
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When the speaker repeats “Open the book…Open the heavy book” (58), the past seems 

burdensome and old. The book itself is deteriorating as “the gilt rubs off the edges / of the pages” 

(58). Although the speaker seems to cherish her childhood book, the past casts a shadow on the 

present as they remain irresolvable.  

 

Close Observation, Momentary Sensation 

Closely studying the pictures in the concordance differs from Bishop’s preoccupation 

with closely observing the world itself. While the pictures for Bishop as a child seemed 

resolvable and unalienating for her, once she searches for any semblance of the pictures in her 

travels to some historically Biblical places, Bishop finds experience to be in tension with those 

childhood images. In a seeming contradiction, a sense of loss and displacement prevail in her 

poetics along with observing the mundane to the point of making it strange. “Over 2,000 

Illustrations” reflects the former in that the speaker cannot resolve her memories with her adult 

life experiences. Bishop considers the latter, though, to be an integral way of viewing the world 

in order to remain in a state of “constant re-adjustment.” She avoids landing on one idea of Truth 

and basing her personal philosophy and poetics on that truth. Instead, she centralizes continual 

exploration that often results in unexpected revelation.  

If Bishop had a poetic manifesto, it would be her now famous “Darwin letter,” given the 

influence the letter has had over Bishop scholarship. In this 1964 letter to Anne Stevenson, she 

writes about the importance of observing the minutiae of life, which could lead to an epiphany 

that allows for new perceptions of the world. She writes, “There is no ‘split.’ Dreams, works of 

 
supplant our actual perceptions, of which we then retain only a few hints, thus using them merely as “signs” that 
recall to us former images” (24). 
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art (some),43 glimpses of the always-more-successful surrealism of everyday life, unexpected 

moments of empathy (is it?), catch a peripheral vision of whatever it is one can never really see 

full-face but that seems enormously important” (PPL 861). Emphasizing the limitations of a 

subjective view, Bishop nonetheless believes that an attempt to observe the world in its fullness 

is worthwhile. She offers Charles Darwin as an example, and admires the  

beautiful solid case being built up out of his endless heroic observations, almost 

unconscious or automatic—then of course comes a sudden relaxation, a forgetful phrase, 

and one feels the strangeness of his undertaking, sees the lonely young man, his eyes 

fixed on facts and minute details, sinking or sliding off into the unknown (861).  

From such an effort of observation comes the surprise of sensing the world differently than 

before, “sliding off into the unknown.” Bishop admires Darwin for the moments when he is able 

to quiet the ego and allow impressions to impact his approach to what he observes. She likens 

this “sudden relaxation” to the creation and effect of art: “What one seems to want in art, in 

experiencing it, is the same that is necessary for its creation, a self-forgetful, perfectly useless 

concentration” (861). Forgetting the ego and immersing oneself in the moment, in the art, the 

artist or viewer initiates an epiphany that shifts perception.  

 There is an ethics to Bishop’s practice of close observation because such a practice can 

compel empathy,44 sympathy, and wisdom that comes from the non-intellectual capacities of the 

mind. Earlier in the letter Bishop writes,  

 
43 This parenthetical “some,” I believe, refers to Bishop’s idea of waiting for epiphany while also constructing the 
conditions for epiphany to occur. Those conditions, for Bishop, are close observation and patience. Not every work 
of art will result in epiphany, but, if one waits, some works of art might.   
44 Bishop mentions both sympathy and empathy in this letter, both of which, she claims, occur when one practices 
close observation.  
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Lack of observation seems to me one of the cardinal sins, responsible for so much 

cruelty, ugliness, dullness, bad manners—and general unhappiness, too…What I mean of 

course is more than “observation” or knowing how to care for the baby, row a boat, or 

enter a drawing room! (Some Marxian [sic] critics have expressed it, I think.) It is a 

living in reality that works both ways, the non-intellectual sources of wisdom and 

sympathy. (PPL 860) 

Although Bishop admits that she appreciates her own form of snobbery, which she ties to wit, 

she also decries meaningless cultural conventions.45 Rather than observe and follow cultural 

conventions, what Bishop means by “observation” is to open one’s eyes to the world and allow 

the self the possibility of an epiphany through the “surrealism of everyday life.” This possibility 

is open to anyone, potentially, no matter their class, race, or gender. Despite the phrasing 

“useless concentration,” Bishop is more liberalist than Marxist, even as she coopts for a moment 

the Marxist rejection of bourgeois life.46 While she avoids political questions of who is actually 

afforded the privilege of an aesthetic revelation, Bishop seems to genuinely believe anyone is 

capable of it if they do closely observe the world and art.  

To compel an epiphany requires both the active practice of observation and the passive 

acceptance of what observation might offer. It takes a combination of perception and intellectual 

understanding, though not necessarily simultaneously. When Bishop was an undergraduate at 

Vassar College, she wrote an essay, “Time’s Andromedas” (1933) in which she described a 

perceptual shift into concentration that then compelled an epiphany, a different way of imagining 

 
45 See, again, Bishop’s letter to Stevenson. 
46 I am not claiming here that Bishop was a Marxist. She repeatedly denounces political Marxism in her letters and 
prose. However, she does parenthetically mention Marxist critics having expressed similar ideas in the above 
quote. It is a vague comment and difficult to decipher, but it is there.  
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time. In this essay, Bishop’s nascent ideas about experiencing the world aesthetically, as well as 

compelling an epiphany through poetry, emerge. In this anecdote, Bishop was at first distracted, 

unable to concentrate on the book open in from of her. “My own thoughts,” she writes,  

conflicting with those of the book, were making such a wordy racket that I heard and saw 

nothing—until the page before my eyes blushed pink. I was startled, then realized that 

there must be a sunset at my back, and waited a minute trying to guess the color of it 

from the color of the little reflection. As I waited I heard a multitude of small sounds, and 

knew simultaneously that I had been hearing them all along,—sounds high in the air, of a 

faintly rhythmic irregularity, yet resembling the retreat of innumerable small waves, lake-

waves, rustling on sand. (PPL 641-642)  

The “small sounds” were “birds going South” (642). Here, Bishop intends to concentrate on the 

words in front of her, but her internal thoughts clamor louder than the printed words in front of 

her. The page, reflecting the sunset, is “blushed pink” and startles Bishop out of attempting to 

read and from her stream of thoughts. Bishop interprets not the written text, but the color visually 

perceptible on the page, and, most notably, she repeats how she patiently “waited,” meditating on 

the color on the page before turning around to view the sunset. Through her pause, she perceives 

the sounds of the birds that she had not previously registered, which opens a new world of 

revelation. Her thoughts lead to a sensory experience that then compels an epiphany.  

Through her slow and patient observation of the sky outside her window, Bishop 

imagines time as static. She directs her attention outside, studying closely the birds in the sky 

who, she imagines, occupy a dimension of time utterly different from her own. In studying the 

birds, Bishop thinks about reading, analogizing the time of the birds’ continual migration with 

the time of a novel—pockets of action that exist regardless of an individual’s attention:  



44 
 
 

There was the actual time of flying and my recognition of it, just as there are literal time 

relationships in connection with novels and the reading of them; but infinitely more 

important was that impression the birds had given to me of having set up a time-pattern 

of their own, of having brought down the very sky and fused it with them in an 

absorption in their own motions that left the other parts of the sky and the lower world to 

move at a quite different clock-pace. (643)  

Their migration is “as mathematically regular as the planets” (642), as opposed to the finite 

moment of observing them. Her study is so intense that the birds become a “static fact of the 

world, the birds here or there, always47; a fact that may hurry the seasons along for us, but as far 

as bird migration goes, stands still and infinite” (643). Even though Bishop ends up “reading” the 

color reflected on the page instead of the actual words, her pause and contemplation of that color 

brings to her mind different spaces of time. In her mind’s eye, she visualizes a patterned universe 

that contradicts linear time. A vision on the page of a book, rather than the words, then, compel 

Bishop to “read” the outside world through her interpretative contemplation.  

 For Bishop, one cannot think oneself into an epiphany; rather, one must remain open to 

its possibility through actively perceiving the world through close observation. I locate a trope in 

Bishop’s prose and poetry that synesthetically incorporates the sense of taste and a culmination 

of an epiphanic shift. In a 1934 letter to Donald E. Stanford, Bishop writes about a phrase in one 

of her poems that he objected to: “meditate on your own wet.” Of this phrase, she writes,  

But—if you can forget all your unpleasant association with the words—I think possibly 

you’ll admit that the phrase does for a second give you a feeling of intense consciousness 

 
47 Recall the lines from “Over 2,000 Illustrations,” “the specks of birds / suspended on invisible threads” (Complete 
64).  
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in your tongue. Perhaps even that is unpleasant, but I think that momentary concentration 

of sensation is worthwhile…Have you ever noticed that you can often learn more about 

other people…by hearing them cough or make one of the innumerable inner noises, than 

by watching them for hours? Sometimes if another person hiccups, particularly if you 

haven’t been paying much attention to him, why you get a sudden sensation as if you 

were inside him—you know how he feels in the little aspects he never mentions, aspects 

which are, really, indescribable to another person… (One Art 18; my emphasis).  

In this moment of concentration, Bishop uses the subjunctive, as if this experience were 

contingent on paying attention. To experience such concentration sensuously depends upon 

concentrating at the right time, catching a person in a faux pas that also catches you, as you 

notice the acquaintance not as someone distant but as intimately human, sensing their insides for 

a moment. 

Epiphany cannot be forced. However, Bishop’s way of paying close attention to 

something opens space for the possibility of it. In her Darwin letter, Bishop writes about those 

“unexpected moments of empathy (is it?), [when you] catch a peripheral vision of whatever it is 

one can never really see full-face but that seems enormously important” (PPL 861). Even though 

unexpected, Bishop keenly and closely observes the world around her, knowing that if she looks 

hard enough, epiphany will find her. In 1935, Bishop reflects on waiting for a perceptual shift, 

writing,  

You go for days reading the newspapers every morning, feeling a certain responsibility 

about all over, everyone’s, predicaments, making use of all inventions, ideas, etc., 

looking at modern pieces of art, buildings, scenery—and the sense of the present, the 

actual sensation of it like riding a surf board, never afflicts you. But then there are 
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flashes, when you see all in a minute, what it is to be “modern”; when you catch it 

coming toward you like a ball, more compressed and acute than in any work of “modern 

art”; when you taste it concentrated, like a drop of acid. (qtd. in Millier 82; my 

emphasis) 

This contrasts Eliot’s compression in “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,” where he asks 

would it have been worthwhile to “To have squeezed the universe into a ball / To roll it towards 

some overwhelming question?” (Eliot 8). Prufrock attempts to halt the movement of time, 

resisting against it, and feels the failure of inactivity. He is impotent and isolated, unable to reach 

a concentrated universe that answers the overwhelming question. Bishop, in contrast, waits for 

this concentration that culminates in an epiphany, which she then ties to the intersubjective 

experience of empathy. She is more like Henry David Thoreau, at least in the sense of patience, 

who waits in the “evening on the hill-tops for the sky to fall,” he writes, “that I might catch 

something…” (16). She relishes these moments, but, like Thoreau, they are disappointingly rare. 

Thoreau continues, “Though I never caught much, and that, manna-wise, would dissolve again in 

the sun” (16).48 If she catches anything, Bishop constructs the conditions to receive it, but does 

not coerce an epiphany into happening. Instead, she waits, paying attention. 

 In Bishop’s poetics, much like her lived experiences, she “reads” the world through her 

descriptions; she guides her reader through her limited viewpoints and through her tone; and she 

anticipates the active participation of her reader as well as her reader’s subjective position. All 

the while, Bishop encourages the reader to explore the worlds she constructs. Unlike Romantic 

poets who attempt to impart universal, symbolic meaning through their images, Bishop presents 

 
48 I bring up Thoreau here because he is actually pertinent to Bishop’s “Darwin letter.” After the oft-quoted 
paragraph, Bishop mentions reading Thoreau’s poetry. I wish I knew what Anne Stevenson had said about it, 
because Bishop replies that she agrees with what Stevenson says about it (PPL 861).  
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a scene that allows for multiple meanings. A. Kingsley Weatherhead categorizes Bishop with 

William Carlos Williams, Marianne Moore, and Wallace Stevens, all of whom, he argues, write 

poems of exploration and fancy. For Samuel Taylor Coleridge, who prefers poems of the 

imagination, this might seem pejorative. However, Weatherhead finds merit in poems of fancy. 

He writes that, according to Coleridge,  

The imagination effects the molding and shaping of individual images. Fancy, on the 

other hand, works by the association of sensuous particularity: images are merely brought 

together “by some one point or more of likeness.” No shaping occurs as it does with 

imagination: fancy, says Coleridge, “has no other counters to play with, but fixities and 

definites.” (26-27) 

The imagination, by conjuring an image, reveals “the universal realities behind them” (27). 

Images, under the imagination are “used, in fact, rather than presented” (28). Weatherhead 

discusses how modern American poets write more according to fancy than the imagination, 

presenting images metonymically rather than using them to convey an underlying, unified idea. 

He writes that “the image which heretofore had amplified or enriched meaning now carries it 

entirely” (32). Instead of offering a “universal reality,” modern poets write “exploratory” poetry 

(44) and do not purport to already know a piece of knowledge to impart to the reader. Their 

poetry becomes an act of exploration and discovery in itself.  

Similar to Weatherhead, Zachariah Pickard argues that Bishop uses “intensive” imagery. 

He references Eliot’s essay on Dante, where Eliot makes a distinction between “expansive” and 

“intensive” poetry.49 Dante writes that a “crowd in Hell…sharpened their vision (knitted their 

 
49 See chapter three for more on “intensive” versus “extensive” poetry. Pound, T.E. Hulme, and Eliot contrast these 
kinds of poetry, though Eliot calls it “expansive” rather than “extensive.”  



48 
 
 

brows) at us, / like an old tailor peering at the eye of his needle” (qtd. in Pickard 17). Pickard, 

quoting Eliot, writes,  

For Eliot, the “purpose of this type of simile is solely to make us see more definitely the 

scene which Dante has put before us.” For contrast, he quotes Antony and Cleopatra—

"she looks like sleep, / As she would catch another Antony / In her strong toil of grace” –

and, after discussing the image in detail, concludes that where “the simile of Dante is 

merely to make you see more clearly how the people looked,” “the figure of Shakespeare 

is expansive rather than intensive; its purpose is to add to what you see.” (17-18) 

Bishop, argues Pickard, writes “intensive” poetry that clarifies and sharpens an image for the 

viewer rather than imbuing it with significance. V.L.O. Chittick writes in 1955, “Miss Bishop 

never sets about to explain in a poem” (515). Rather than explaining significance, Bishop shows 

the reader—directs them even—on how to look. Depending on the poem, Bishop implicitly or 

explicitly welcomes the reader to accompany her in the process of creation. To a certain extent 

most lyric poetry initiates the reader’s active participation. Poetry is especially amenable to this 

extension into the reader’s world because of its presentness, the “I” speaking in a continual 

present and addressing a “you.” The pronominal “I’s” and “you’s” of poetry welcome the reader 

to inhabit either subject position. Mutlu Blasing writes that speaking a poem aloud demonstrates 

this most effectively. If the reader reads aloud, for instance, these lines from Bishop’s “North 

Haven,” “I can make out the rigging of a schooner / a mile off; I can count / the new cones on the 

spruce,” the reader potentially places herself in the subject position of the speaker, mentally 

viewing schooners and spruces (Complete 188).50 As Bishop had written in her Darwin letter, the 

 
50 Blasing theorizes the lyric subject as an index that both the speaker of a poem and the reader can occupy. She 
writes, “The ‘I’ inhabits the gap between the formal—phonemic, metrical, and grammatical—orders and the 
semantic and propositional content. The gap that the ‘I’ occupies is the internal gap of language, and it is also the 
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poet and reader can reach an epiphany similarly through close observation. Because she invites 

the reader to accompany her in her explorations, Bishop’s poetics explicitly open up this 

possibility for the reader.  

As I have mentioned, taste is a repeated trope in Bishop’s letters that indicates a 

culmination of sensation and that leads to an epiphany, and this same trope is evident in her 

poetics as well. In “At the Fishhouses,” poignant taste compels the final revelation of fleeting 

knowledge. Although the speaker describes what she sees one “cold evening, / down by one of 

the fishhouses,” (Complete 64), everything is barely visible in the “gloaming,” taking on 

colorless grays and silvers (64). Though the sea should be translucent, at first it is an opaque 

silver, and the other silver objects—“benches, / the lobster pots, and masts, scattered / among the 

wild jagged rocks” (64)—seem translucent “like the small old buildings with an emerald moss / 

growing on their shoreward walls” (64). The speaker describes fish scales and flies as iridescent, 

the color not quite identifiable. Vision, at this point, is inaccurate without the light of the sun. 

Smell, sound, touch, and taste, though, are all intensified. As the speaker smells the codfish, she 

says that “it makes one’s nose run and one’s eyes water” (64). When she notices the seal who, 

like her, is “a believer in total immersion” (65) and whom she has seen “evening after evening” 

(65), she sings hymns to him, saying, “he was interested in music” (65). Nearing the water, the 

speaker describes it now as “clear,” though it retains its monochromatic “gray” (65). Meditating 

on the waves, the speaker reflects their repetitive rhythm through her repeated phrases and 

sibilant alliteration, saying, “I have seen it over and over, the same sea, the same, / slightly, 

indifferently swinging above the stones, / icily free above the stones, / above the stones and then 

 
site that the reader must occupy. The reader who repeats the speaker’s words experiences herself as a 
requirement of meaningful language, which depends on an ‘I’” (29; my emphasis). 
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the world” (65). Then the grammar shifts from the speaker’s “I” to the addressee’s “you,” 

recalling the gentle didacticism throughout Bishop’s poetry that leads the reader to perceive her 

descriptions: 

If you should dip your hand in,  

your wrist would ache immediately,  

your bones would begin to ache and your hand would burn 

as if the water were a transmutation of fire  

that feeds on stones and burns with a dark gray flame. (65-66) 

The tangibility of the achingly cold water heightens that sense of touch, even amidst the 

distortion of vision. The last description of what to perceive falls onto taste: “If you tasted it, it 

would first taste bitter, / then briny, then surely burn your tongue” (66). Through this synesthetic 

combination of the senses—particularly following the line on taste—comes her revelation of her 

temporary position in history and the limits of transmutable knowledge, saying,  

It is like what we imagine knowledge to be:  

dark, salt, clear, moving, utterly free,  

drawn from the cold hard mouth  

of the world, derived from the rocky breasts  

forever, flowing and drawn, and since  

our knowledge is historical, flowing, and flown. (66) 

The flash of a concentrated idea tastes caustic, like acid. She manifests the circular, still, time in 

a poignant, almost unpleasant taste. It culminates into the realization of her moment in moving 

history—history that is present in this moment, already past in others, and still moving now in 

this moment toward the future. It seems exhilarating but also uneasy. Any semblance of maternal 
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comfort is replaced with the cold, rocky breasts of the earth, as if she is stretching beyond her 

own individual birth to the deep history of the earth, humanity, and time. The poignancy of taste, 

once again, sparks an epiphany. 

In the last stanza of the “The Man-Moth,” the speaker welcomes the reader to taste and 

ingest what this strange figure has to offer. This time, the taste of water, though shockingly cold, 

is also refreshing. Once the Man-Moth is contextualized in the preceding lines of the poem, the 

last stanza includes imperatives for the reader, which will affect the reader’s experience of the 

Man-Moth. The reader will miss something if she is not paying attention but will be refreshed if 

she is:  

  If you catch him,  

hold up a flashlight to his eye. It’s all dark pupil,  

 an entire night itself, whose haired horizon tightens 

 as he stares back, and closes up the eye. Then from the lids  

 one tear, his only possession, like the bee’s sting, slips. 

 Slyly he palms it, and if you’re not paying attention 

 he’ll swallow it. However, if you watch, he’ll hand it over,  

 cool as from underground springs and pure enough to drink. (Complete 15; my emphasis) 

Helen Vendler interprets the teardrop in “The Man-Moth” as a metaphor for poetry and the Man-

Moth as the alienated poet, separated from normal society. Quoting from “Under the Window,” 

Vendler writes that, for Bishop, “the general run of people remained a group ‘talkative / and 

soiled and thirsty,’ wanting only their necessary drink of water” (827).51 Vendler hears a 

 
51 As I show in previous examples, I interpret this pure, cool drink as something much more than a “necessary drink 
of water.” 
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“patronizing” tone when Bishop refers to typical society and even senses in the imperative at the 

end of “The Man-Moth” to pay attention a “slight hint of bullying” (827). While this reading of 

Bishop’s personality and views might be valid, it overshadows the lesson: paying close attention 

to poetry and art could result in vast potentialities, ones that open the psyche to the wonders of 

an “entire night” sky—a sky that surpasses singular subjectivity and embeds the subject in a 

greater context. Instead of a patronizing tone, I hear an insistent one that seems to exclaim, 

“Don’t miss it!” In “Little Exercise” (1946), the didacticism is even gentle. The first stanza 

begins with the word “think,” which anaphorically repeats in several more stanzas: “Think of the 

storm roaming the sky uneasily / like a dog looking for a place to sleep in, / listen to it growling” 

(41). The entire poem instructs the reader to think of particular outdoor scenes under a Floridian 

rainstorm—scenes that would normally remain unobserved by the people taking cover indoors. 

Bishop’s instruction, even if she is frustrated by the seemingly inattentive “masses,” attempts to 

offer something that would otherwise go unnoticed.  

Weatherhead and Pickard both identify Bishop’s tendency to present a vision rather than 

explain an idea, which results in an exploratory poetics. Interestingly, they both use “The Man-

Moth” to illustrate their argument—a poem that features an imaginary half-man, half-moth 

creature and was inspired by a newspaper misprint of “mammoth.” Pickard writes that “The 

Man-Moth” “must establish and illustrate an invented landscape in which its invented creature 

can do whatever it is he does” (19). In this poem, Pickard continues, “Bishop is very carefully 

using intensive imagery to render tangible a complicated reality full of ineffable sensations and 

strange experiences” (27). For instance, Bishop conflates the hyperactivity of a moth with the 

jitteriness of a nervous man in order to convey the Man-Moth’s odd way of moving. Because his 

creation is an accidental misprint, Bishop does not need to include a rational reason for the Man-
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Moth’s existence. She presents him in a realistic, urban environment and attaches the strangeness 

of a half-man, half-moth to the adjectives that describe him. Weatherhead writes that “The Man-

Moth” “gives the impression that the poet has left the work open to whatever discoveries the 

images or their patterns may produce…The imagery is related throughout the poem, but it does 

not force us forward to a meaning” (46). He quotes Robert Lowell, who writes that, in “The 

Man-Moth,” “a whole new world is gotten out and you don’t know what will come after any one 

line. It’s exploring. And it’s as original as Kafka. She’s gotten a world, not just a way of writing. 

She seldom writes a poem that doesn’t have that exploratory quality; yet it’s very firm, it’s not 

like beat poetry, it’s all controlled” (47). While a poem of the imagination “selects its imagery in 

favor of an overwhelming purpose,” a poem of fancy wanders from one image to another, 

allowing the reader to draw their own conclusions (Weatherhead 47).   

As Bishop’s descriptions invite the reader to inhabit her subjective viewpoint, her 

speakers also, at times, didactically instruct the reader to closely observe the poetic objects. In 

“The Man-Moth” and “The Monument,” the speakers explicitly instruct the readers to watch the 

main figures closely, but only at the end of each poem. In “The Monument,”52 the speaker 

advises in the very last phrase to “watch it closely,” indicating to the reader that engaging with 

the artistic process requires close observation (Complete 25). In “The Man-Moth,” the speaker 

says that “if you watch,” the Man-Moth will offer the reader his tear, “cool as from underground 

springs and pure enough to drink” (15). A careful reader will have already followed the belated 

instructions, enacting the grammatical form intrinsic to the text. By including these didactic 

phrases, the speaker insists that the reader absorb poetry adequately. Paying close attention to the 

Man-Moth, the reader will receive an otherworldly gift that is inexplicably cool and nourishing. 

 
52 I discuss “The Monument” in further detail below.  
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In this case, the Man-Moth reaches out to the reader, handing over a gift. The reader absorbs the 

gift, drinking it in as if the poem is no longer just words on a page. The poem stretches out into 

the world and the reader internalizes it, much like John Keats’s outstretched hand in “This Living 

Hand.” Not paying attention will bar the reader from such an experience. In that case, whatever 

the figure has to offer will forever remain within the artwork. 

  

Domesticity 

Bishop peers closely into domesticity, memory, and the mundane in her ekphrastic poems 

“Large Bad Picture,” “Poem,” and “First Death in Nova Scotia” (1962), and, in her affinity for 

close observation, finds something extraordinary in unexpected places. She is unlike the 

Romantic poets such as Percy Shelley and Keats who, in their ekphrastic poems, ask 

transcendent questions about life through their descriptions of ancient artworks. Aligning with 

Weatherhead, I suggest that Romantics quite often use an image to arrive at a metaphorical or 

abstract idea through the imagination.53 Bishop, however, remains on earth, metonymically 

associating images together to arrive at an idea that is latent within them. In the first two poems, 

the speaker’s words go beyond animating a still scene by conflating her memories of the actual 

landscapes with the ones depicted in the artworks. In other words, the speaker views a painting 

of a landscape she had actually seen in her childhood, and, within the poem, the speaker 

conflates her memory of the place with the artist’s painting of the place. Therefore, in these 

ekphrastic poems, she conflates visual artistic depiction with memory, both of which she then 

mediates through poetic language. In “First Death in Nova Scotia,” pictures and figurines 

 
53 T.E. Hulme reacts against Romantic poetry in his essay “Romanticism and Classicism,” rejecting the notion that 
poetry must lead readers “to a beyond of some kind” (66). See also Weatherhead’s The Edge of the Image (1967).   
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become more animated than the inanimate body of Bishop’s cousin Arthur in a coffin. The 

ekphrastic moments in the poem when figures become alive function as an elegy for the lost 

child, both potentially bringing comfort to the child-speaker and emphasizing Arthur’s lack of 

life.  

In “Large Bad Picture” and “Poem,” the speaker describes, harshly critiques, and 

cherishes her uncle’s amateur work. By focusing on quaint pictures rather than world-famous 

artwork, Bishop makes light of Romantic ekphrastic poems.54 Some of the most famous 

ekphrastic poems, such as Keats’s “Ode on a Grecian Urn” and Shelley’s “Ozymandias,” carry 

the weighty significance of such abstract ideas as Mightiness, Truth, and Beauty. The speaker is 

often incredibly distant from the poem’s object of reflection and only in vain do they seek to 

traverse the distance and penetrate the object. Keats’s speaker longs to enter the still world of the 

Grecian Urn and Shelley’s initial speaker is embedded in layers of discourse.55 For both poems, 

the objects are so ancient that they become mythologized. In Keats’s “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” as 

the speaker describes a scene painted on an ancient urn, he wonders what depth of history is 

hidden within the Sylvan figure, asking,  

What leaf-fring'd legend haunts about thy shape 

 
54 I appreciate Zachariah Pickard for pointing out the difference between Bishop’s ekphrastic poems and more 
weighty or abstract ekphrastic poems (he uses Auden’s “Musée des Beaux Arts” as a contrast to Bishop). But I do 
believe he generalizes ekphrastic poetry, which diminishes its complexity. He writes, “An ekphrastic poem allows 
the poet to describe without having to bother with the minutiae of description: since the reader is usually 
expected to have seen the artwork in question, the poet is relieved of the technical burden of actually bringing it 
before the reader’s eyes…Works of art have considerably more cultural heft than a landscape or a fish [typical 
objects in Bishop’s poetry], and so an ekphrastic poem carries an air of aesthetic depth that renders it immune to 
accusations of dwelling on the mundane” (192, 193). Especially for poets contemporary to Bishop, Pickard’s 
reading of ekphrastic poetry does not apply. See James Merrill’s “Dream (Escape from the Sculpture Museum) and 
Waking” and Frank O’Hara’s “Statue.” 
55 In “Ozymandias,” the first speaker listens to the story of the traveler, and the traveler then depicts the sculptor 
speaking implicitly through Ozymandias’s “visage.” On the “pedestal,” Ozymandias also speaks, declaring his 
greatness. The first speaker is several removes away from Ozymandias’s ancient proclamation.  
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       Of deities or mortals, or of both, 

               In Tempe or the dales of Arcady? 

       What men or gods are these? What maidens loth? (Oxford 268) 

Although that history might have invisible connections to the speaker’s contemporary life, the 

speaker can only wonder what they might be. Through his experience observing the urn, the 

speaker compares his own mortality with the potentially more permanent inanimate object of the 

urn: “When old age shall this generation waste, / Thou shalt remain” (269). Because of the 

disconnect between the speaker and the context of the urn—as in, the speaker does not or cannot 

know the context of the artist or the figures beyond what might be historically documented—the 

poem is more about the speaker’s experience with the urn rather than the urn itself.  Concluding 

the poem and speaking for the figures on the urn, speaker declares what seems to be a 

transcendent statement but is really just his own interpretation of what the figures say: “‘Beauty 

is truth, truth beauty,—that is all / Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know’” (269). Because 

the speaker himself has limited knowledge of what the figures could say, he universalizes the 

limits of knowledge to the enigmatic chiasmus of beauty and truth, taking his own idea and 

assuming it is everyone’s.  

In Shelley’s “Ozymandias,” the great Ozymandias has long fallen, his empire either in 

ruins or evaporated entirely. Shelley’s “traveler from an antique land” tells his tale to the first 

speaker, describing the remains of the king’s sculpture as “two vast and trunkless legs of stone” 

(224). The upward vastness of these immense legs shifts to the horizontal vastness of an empty 

desert, invoking the sublime: “Round the decay / Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare / 

The lone and level sands stretch far away” (224). The poem has a grandeur to it. The imagery is 

spatially large, time is unfathomably distant, and an absent king is the central figure. It could 
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make the reader feel minute amidst such expansiveness. The epigraph on the statue, presumably 

the words of Ozymandias, “Look on my works, ye Might, and despair!” (224), evoke a collapse 

of an entire kingdom. Once the traveler says, “Nothing beside remains,” the pun on the possible 

meaning of “remains” shifts into the Romantic sublime. Either there is nothing except remains 

(the remains of Ozymandias’s empire) or the nothingness or emptiness of the desert is all there 

is, which evokes a sublime image of consciousness. The linguistic construction of a pun seems to 

speak presently for itself, just as the fragments of a once-great sculpture continue to speak. The 

lyric voice, then, becomes a disconnected voice, one that is merely text and akin to the internal 

Romantic consciousness.  

Although Bishop similarly plays with vast and minute views, she does not attempt to 

make her poetry transcendent. Bishop’s ekphrastic poems “Large Bad Picture” and “Poem” 

differ from Romantic, ekphrastic poems in that they evoke artworks that depict actual places 

Bishop has seen. Instead of describing ancient artworks that represent, for the poets, an abstract 

civilization, Bishop describes artworks that are one generation old and that depict landscapes she 

can visualize in her memory. As they form an urn or a sculpture into a poem, Keats and Shelley 

interpret these works through the lens of their cultural understanding of them. Bishop, on the 

other hand, interprets the two paintings through the lens of her own memory and childhood. 

These ekphrastic poems bypass what one now might consider Romantic pretension altogether, 

even as she subtly gestures toward complex ideas.  

Bishop’s great-uncle George was not a good painter, apparently. In “Large Bad Picture” 

and “Poem,” Bishop implicitly criticizes the conventions of cultural and artistic value by 

focusing on two paintings by her great-uncle George: a “bad picture” and a small painting of a 

dollar bill that no one wants. In her typical fashion, Bishop is either “stripping the painting[s] of 
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any importance or value” (Pickard 196), or she is elevating the mundane to a level of 

significance. Either way, she questions conventional values by poeticizing these humble 

paintings. If it were not for the title, the content of “Large Bad Picture” could easily describe a 

Large Lovely Picture. The speaker looks at the picture closely, observing her great-uncle’s work 

and describing beautiful cliffs over a sea at sunset, and she does find something beautiful in it:  

Receding for miles on either side 

into a flushed, still sky 

are overhanging pale blue cliffs 

hundreds of feet high… (Complete 11) 

Given the title, though, the reader is privy to the fact that the painting is rather bad and can likely 

imagine the scene rendered by an amateur who paints nice, conventional pictures. This painting 

is obviously not a “Breughel” or some other renowned artwork, as Zachariah Pickard points out, 

but the poem has a different kind of value: “it will not teach us how to paint or write,” Pickard 

argues, “but it will teach us how to look at a painting or read a poem” (195) with careful 

observation. 

Like the seal from “At the Fishhouses” who, similar to the speaker, is a “believer in total 

immersion,” (Complete 65), the speaker of “Large Bad Picture” immerses herself within the 

picture, as if she is within not the painting but the actual landscape. The poem begins, 

“Remembering the Strait of Belle Isle or / some northerly harbor of Labrador, / before he became 

a schoolteacher / a great-uncle painted a big picture” (11). At first, it seems like the speaker 

herself is remembering these Labradorian landscapes, which Bishop would have seen as a child 

living nearby in Nova Scotia. The exact location is vague, but Bishop is familiar with the type of 

landscape. It is not until the third line that the speaker clarifies who is remembering—her great 



59 
 
 

uncle—but, because of her position as viewer of the artwork and her potential memories of this 

actual landscape, their views conjoin. At first, the speaker describes the scene as static and silent: 

“On the middle of that quiet floor / sits a fleet of small black ships, / square-rigged, sails furled, 

motionless, / their spars like burnt match-sticks” (11). The speaker’s own imaginative rendering 

enters the poem once she observes the birds: “over the tall cliffs’ / semi-translucent ranks, / are 

scribbled hundreds of fine black birds / hanging in n’s in banks” (11). The “n’s” the speaker 

notes are similar to the “grim lunette, / caught in the toils of an initial letter” in “Over 2,000 

Illustrations” (57), in which the picture turns into a letter. It is the opposite in “Large Bad 

Picture,” where the images transform into numerous letter “n’s.” 56 In the following stanza, it is 

as if the speaker is transported to the landscape depicted in the painting, the poem coming alive 

with sounds of birds and whales: “One can hear their crying, crying, / the only sound there is / 

except for occasional sighing / as a large aquatic animal breathes” (11). (Is the “large aquatic 

animal” actually depicted in the picture, or does the speaker imagine what is below the surface of 

the sea? I wonder.) As if she were in the landscape, the speaker adds imagery of sound and 

movement to the still scene, saying, “In the pink light / the small red sun goes rolling, rolling, / 

round and round and round at the same height / in perpetual sunset” (11). The repetition of 

“crying,” “rolling,” and “round” in these two stanzas create a rhythm of movement and sound, 

enlivening the scene. Instead of attaining a Shelleyan inspiration of mightiness or Keatsian quest 

for Beauty and Truth, Bishop sets out to offer a method of seeing beyond the bare mundane of a 

poorly painted picture, her memories especially making it even more animated.  

 
56 Bishop similarly construes birds into letters in the poem “Florida”: “The state full of long S-shaped birds, blue 
and white” (Complete 32).  
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In the first stanza of “Poem,” Bishop makes it clear that her great-uncle’s painting is 

unpolished, as the speaker parenthetically asks if the “little painting” is “(a sketch for a larger 

one?)” and later says that it is a “sketch done in an hour” (Complete 176, 177). Finding in the 

sketch familiar places of her childhood home in Nova Scotia, Bishop personalizes the picture. 

Compared to the grandeur of “Ode on a Grecian Urn” and “Ozymandias,” “Poem” shrinks to a 

context of domesticity and memory. Even though Bishop demotes these themes to the mundane, 

the harder she looks, the more she sees the deep significance they carry. After recognizing the 

Nova Scotian farmhouse, Bishop reflects on what it means for two relatives to see nearly 

identically and yet are too distant in age to have ever met:  

 I never knew him. We both knew this place,  

 apparently […] 

 … 

 Our visions coincided—“visions” is 

 too serious a word—our looks, two looks:  

 art “copying from life” and life itself,  

 life and the memory of it so compressed 

 they’ve turned into each other. Which is which? (177) 

Pickard notes that, once the speaker asks these questions of life and memory, Uncle George 

recedes into the background, only to quietly reappear “as a fellow looker rather than a visionary, 

as a fellow reader of the world rather than a creator of art” (197). In the beginning of the poem, 

the speaker and Uncle George are discrete figures, but, in the end, the poetic voice expands to a 

“we” (197). While Pickard believes that the “we” becomes universal, that “what is being 

revealed here is an experience common to all” (197), I argue that Bishop is abstracting the gaze 
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to one of absurdity. It may not be that everyone experiences the same view, but that, impossibly, 

the view dislocates from the subject. She wonders at the fact that both her and her great-uncle 

could inhabit the same gaze years apart and share this intimate view. Compare this to Virginia 

Woolf’s To the Lighthouse, when Lily Briscoe sadly thinks of the deep time that will continue 

without her: “Views seem to outlast by a million years (Lily thought) the gazer and to be 

communing already with a sky which beholds an earth entirely at rest” (20). If she could achieve 

such a disconnected gaze, the vantage point would no longer be Lily’s. In this longue durée, she 

feels isolated from her immediate context, even though the narration parenthetically keeps her 

within the context. This dream of a dislocated view also appears in “The Monument,” the first 

speaker saying that the view of the monument  

is geared 

(that is, the view’s perspective) 

so low there is no “far away,”  

and we are far away within the view. (23)  

It is as if this view were hovering over the distant, still scene, waiting for a viewer to inhabit it. 

Bishop’s seemingly impersonal poetry reflects this kind of gaze, where any reader can inhabit 

her very specific, precise view. Though Bishop limits “Poem” to the mundane, she invokes the 

profound thought that our gaze is both fleeting and, in some ways, static. How many times have 

we shared a view with someone without knowing it? Can we ever know it exactly? No. Will our 

familiar surroundings someday, decades after we have died, become someone else’s familiar 

surroundings? Will they hold (almost) the same view after we are gone?    

 In “First Death in Nova Scotia,” the speaker, a child, occupies the vantage point, and she 

describes a lifeless parlor where the body of her cousin Arthur is laid out. Although she mentions 
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in the second line that her “mother laid out Arthur” (125) the speaker is quick to notice the 

figures in the chromographs and the stuffed loon on a table, perhaps to forget about the solemn 

death in the room. Arthur lies “beneath the chromographs” (125), which the child then identifies 

with their names: “Edward Prince of Wales, / with Princess Alexandria, / and King George with 

Queen Mary” (125). As her gaze drifts to the stuffed loon, she remembers death, saying that the 

loon was “shot and stuffed by Uncle / Arthur, Arthur’s father” (125). The enjambment creates 

distance between “Uncle” and “Arthur,” making her dead cousin’s name echo throughout the 

stanza. As Millier points out, the speaker’s pronominal use in the next three lines is unclear:  

 Below them on the table 

 stood the stuffed loon 

 shot and stuffed by Uncle  

 Arthur, Arthur’s father.  

 

 Since Uncle Arthur fired 

 a bullet into him,  

 he hadn’t said a word. (125) 

Had Uncle Arthur shot the loon and the loon “hadn’t said a word” since, or had Uncle Arthur 

shot his son Arthur and Uncle Arthur had not spoken since? In the next line, it seems to be the 

former, but the speaker never fully clarifies. She describes the loon on “his white, frozen lake, / 

the marble-topped table” (125). The loon is “cold” and still, and even his “red glass” eyes seem 

blank, dead. 

It is not until the mother lifts the child up to view Arthur’s body that the loon suddenly 

seems to come alive: “Arthur’s coffin was / a little frosted cake, / and the red-eyed loon eyed it / 
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from his white, frozen lake” (125). As the speaker repeats “eye” twice, she suddenly gives the 

loon subjectivity, an “I” who can see. Noticing how unlifelike Arthur is in his coffin—“all white, 

like a doll / that hadn’t been painted yet” (125)—the child’s capacity for make believe and the 

speaker’s figuration of inanimate objects suddenly enlivens the room. In contrast to the cold 

glass of the loon’s eye, the cold of the parlor, and the repetition of a snowy “white,” the loon is 

now alive with the ability to see, and the “gracious couples” depicted in the chromographs warm 

up in red furs; they “were warm in red and ermine; / their feet were well wrapped up / in the 

ladies’ ermine trains” (126). Instead of thinking that Arthur’s body is pale because of the loss of 

life, the speaker imagines that he is in some kind of limbo, half-painted autumnal colors by Jack 

Frost, who “had just begun on his hair, / a few red strokes, and then / Jack Frost dropped the 

brush / and left him white, forever” (126). Artists, such as Maxfield Parrish, have depicted Jack 

Frost as painting the green summer leaves autumnal reds, oranges, and yellows, anticipating 

winter. Bishop must have been familiar with this image, as the speaker says, “Jack Frost had 

started to paint him / the way he always painted / the Maple Leaf57 (Forever)” (126). Grasping 

that Arthur’s liveliness is somehow gone forever, and that the child cannot bring him to life 

through make believe or figuration, she nonetheless imagines the pictured figures inviting 

“Arthur to be / the smallest page at the court” (126). She wishes he could, but, unlike the loon 

whose eye “eyes” the coffin, the child cannot open his eyes and give him the ability to 

subjectively see. Instead, she concludes mournfully, “But how could Arthur go, / clutching his 

tiny lily, / with his eyes shut up so tight / and the roads deep in snow?” (126). Even with all the 

power of figuration, the speaker cannot make Arthur open his eyes, death remaining irresolvable 

and her question unanswered.    

 
57 The capitalized “Maple Leaf” is probably a reference to the red maple leaf on the Canadian flag.  
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Art and Nature 

In Bishop’s ekphrastic poems “The Map” (1935) and “Brazil, January 1, 1502,” (1960) 

Bishop envisions nature as art and art as nature. This again reiterates Bishop’s consistent 

preoccupation with the mediation of the external world through the lens of human constructions. 

Millier writes that these poems “move with little warning between reality…and artistic 

representation” (302), which emphasizes how Bishop sees the entanglement between the two. 

Ecocritic Scott Knickerbocker believes that “by emphasizing the simultaneous reality of the 

natural world and the artifice of our perceptions and interpretations of it, Bishop treats nature as 

autonomous and able to resist our inevitably figurative perceptions of it” (59-60). While I agree 

with Knickerbocker’s claim, the main point I want to emphasize is that, through Bishop’s 

poetics, there is never a way to perceive nature without the mediation of the intellect and 

perception. Ekphrasis makes visible the translucent layers of perceiving the natural world, the 

visual artist’s interpretation of the world, and the textual picture an ekphrastic poem transmits. In 

this performative layering of multimodal texts, we do not experience the senses isolated from 

one another.58 Among other theoretical implications, ekphrasis brings to the surface of 

consciousness the fact that we experience the real world like an ekphrastic poem: all the senses, 

as far abled, function simultaneously and are inextricable from thought. Ekphrasis is a catalyst 

for bringing these perceptual workings to the surface. For example, compare a painted landscape 

to a natural one. Thought and language filter the scene. In the latter, you might identify what you 

see: “Tree, leaves.” Or the sight might provoke thoughts: “I love my sister; I have to reply to that 

email.” The vision and the language of thought mediate or filter through one another. A painted 

 
58 See W.J.T. Mitchell’s article, “There are No Visual Media.” W.J.T. Mitchell writes, “The very notion of a medium 
and of mediation already entails some mixture of sensory, perceptual, and semiotic elements. There are no purely 
auditory, tactile, or olfactory media either” (260). 
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landscape palimpsestically overlays the natural landscape, absorbing the function of viewing a 

natural landscape and adding the layer of an artist’s visual interpretation of a scene. The artist 

influences the viewer to see the landscape in a particular way. In an ekphrastic poem, these 

visual functions become absorbed into a text, altering our perception of, say, a painted landscape 

a step further as the text mediates the vision.  

In “The Map,” as the speaker observes a drawn map, the scene before her becomes alive, 

as if she is not viewing a visual depiction of something, but a living, breathing landscape. “The 

Map” quietly shows “the mind thinking rather than reposing” (Millier 77) as the speaker 

carefully observes a map in glass casing and imagines the actual land that the image represents. 

The sense of solitude in the poem reflects Bishop’s experience observing a map on New Year’s 

Eve, 1934. Sick with the flu, Bishop stayed in her New York City apartment, studying a map on 

the floor.59 The speaker in the poem based on this experience sees the cartographic 

representation and imagines the real landscape it represents all at once. The shift from viewing a 

simple drawn map to imagining moving vistas is spurred by alliterative language, where 

“shadows” in the map turn into the image of real “shallows”: “Land lies in water; it is shadowed 

green. / Shadows, or are they shallows, at its edges / showing the line of long sea-weeded ledges 

/ where weeds hang to the simple blue from green” (Collected 3). As the speaker thoroughly 

studies the map of the land and sea of the North Atlantic, the green of the land and the blue of the 

water become like a detailed picture, with imagery of seaweed and sand—details that would not 

typically be included in a map. Everything has its own agency. Even the text on the map 

becomes something animated: “The names of seashore towns run out to sea, / the names of cities 

cross the neighboring mountains / --the printer here experiencing the same excitement / as when 

 
59 See Millier, Bishop’s biographer.  
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emotion too far exceeds its cause” (3). Whatever causes the towns’ and cities’ seeming 

excitability, in other words, is not a sufficient reason for such excitement. The cause itself is 

simply longer names and larger typesetting than can fit on the map. Long names and large fonts 

should not cause excitability, but the speaker senses the excitement in the words because of how 

they look visually laid out on the map. The speaker is constantly “reading” what she sees as 

imaginatively representing something else, as if she is playing pretend with all she sees. The 

speaker even personifies the land, as if it were a capable being, by asking, “does the land lean 

down to lift the sea from under” (3) and stating, “These peninsulas take the water between thumb 

and finger / like women feeling for the smoothness of yard-goods” (3). The significance of the 

speaker’s imagination animating the map is that she is looking at a representation of a landscape 

but seeing the actual landscapes it represents. The imagination goes further than the vision, but 

the map itself is supposed to represent and simplify what the speaker imagines to be real.  

While in “The Map,” the speaker views a representation but leaps to a vision of the real 

landscape it represents, in “Brazil, January 1, 1502,” the speaker views a real landscape and 

leaps to a vision of an artistic representation of that landscape. Bishop had mentioned in a 1956 

letter to the Barkers60 that, Millier notes, “the mountains around Rio resembled a tapestry” 

(301).61 The epigraph to the poem reads, “…embroidered nature…tapestried landscape” 

(Collected 91), which is a quote from the author and museum director Sir Kenneth Clark. The 

epigraph sets up the speaker’s descriptions of the “foliage— / big leaves, little leaves, and giant 

leaves” (91), as not living plants but a patterned tapestry, “fresh as if just finished / and taken off 

the frame” (91). Further, the title sets up the view of this tapestried landscape as historical, a 

 
60 I believe they are George, Ilse, and Kit Barker, but I would have to confirm with the Vassar archive as this letter is 
not published in One Art, Bishop’s collected letters.  
61 Millier quotes Bishop writing, “Sorry to be so unoriginal but they do,--a brand new tapestry, maybe” (301).  
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place steeped in centuries of history. Bishop’s commentary on this poem, though, shows how she 

incorporates her own present observations of the Brazilian landscape into the poem. In a 1959 

letter to her Aunt Grace, she writes, “Watching the lizards’ love-making is one of our quiet 

sports here!” (qtd. in Millier 302) and goes on to describe the antics of mating lizards. In the 

poem, there is a similar scene: “The lizards scarcely breathe; all eyes / are on the smaller, female 

one, back-to, / her wicked tail straight up and over, / red as a red-hot wire” (Collected 92). If we 

take the speaker as Bishop’s subjective eye (which I most often do, though her lyric “I” is of 

course a persona separated from Bishop’s biographical self), views in “Brazil”62 overlap in time: 

the speaker observes lizards mating in this modern time while also viewing the European 

colonization of Brazil. In the stanza following the mating lizards, the speaker compares the 

violent Christian colonizers to the “sinful,” sexual of the lizards, detailing the scene of their 

conquest. At first, the speaker tells the story in the past tense, saying that the rapacious 

colonizers “ripped away into the hanging fabric, / each out to catch an Indian for himself” (92). 

Although this action takes place in the past, the speaker senses the indigenous women63 

“retreating, always retreating, behind” the tapestry (92). When she presently hears what she 

guesses are bird calls, the speaker conflates those sounds with the “women who kept calling, / 

calling to each other” (92), parenthetically asking, “(or had the birds waked up?)” (92). As the 

speaker views the Brazilian forest before her eyes as a tapestry, she also imagines the depth of 

history that a tapestry might pictorially represent and hears that artistic and historical 

representation in the sounds of the birds.   

 

 
62 From here on, I shorten the title for brevity.  
63 Whom she pejoratively calls “those maddening little women” (92), again revealing her implicit racism.  
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Watch It Closely 

Bishop insists upon the attention of her readers. Her idiosyncratic way of describing the 

world in intricate detail directs the reader to pay attention to both minutiae and enormity as she 

does. Much like her mentor, Marianne Moore, Bishop combines odd pairings in similes and 

metaphors in order to evoke a sense accurately. For instance, in “Florida,” she writes, “The palm 

trees clatter in the stiff breeze / like the bills of the pelicans” (Complete 32). One might imagine 

these sounds very specifically. In “Brazil, January 1, 1502,” Bishop provides a striking visual: 

“The rocks are worked with lichens, gray moonbursts / splattered and overlapping” (91). The 

neologism “moonburst” evokes both the image of a sunburst and the greyness of the moon. 

Together, one might imagine a time-lapse of a lichen growing suddenly rather than gradually, 

which contrasts the human perception of time with deep geological time. As Bishop speeds up 

time, it seems like the suddenness of an epiphany.  

Early Bishop scholars tend to consider Bishop as an objective and descriptive poet. In 

this section, I discuss how Bishop’s precise descriptions in her poetry actually reveal the 

limitations of a subjective viewpoint, particularly through a reading of “The Monument.” Nancy 

McNally, an early Bishop scholar, writes that Bishop’s “images frequently attempt to represent 

as closely as possible the actual appearance, sound, or texture of what is being described rather 

than to interpret its significance…accuracy automatically produces an objective attitude by 

subduing emotional coloring to exact descriptive delineation” (191). For McNally, Bishop 

describes objects as they literally appear to the senses, presenting objects rather than infusing 

them with symbolic significance. Literary scholars have since recognized further nuances of 

Bishop’s descriptions. Pickard believes Bishop is invested in the “significance of objects” she 

describes, evident in their surrounding context as a poem. In “A Cold Spring,” Bishop likens 
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bull-frog calls to “slack strings plucked by heavy thumbs”—a phrase McNally deems a literal, 

accurate comparison of sound. Pickard points out that “the slack heaviness of frogsong is not 

purely descriptive, or, to put it another way, insofar as it is descriptive, it plays into a larger 

thematic description of spring rather than a smaller empirical description of frogs” (16). David 

Kalstone hears Bishop’s tone in her descriptions, writing, “There is something personal, even 

quirky, about her apparently straightforward descriptive poems which, on early readings, it is 

hard to identify. This is an offhand way of speaking…I am talking about matters of tone, the 

kind of authority a single voice will claim over the material included in a poem” (14). Though 

subtle, what seems an objective eye is actually an acutely subjective eye. Like the lens of a film 

camera, Bishop offers readers a scene. A passive viewer would take in the scene without 

realizing that the director frames the scene with intention and purpose, but an active viewer 

would consider what lies just beyond the frame and why the director included some objects but 

left others out. Bishop directs her readers to read actively.   

Depending on where and how Bishop looks, the scale changes, which distorts the view. 

As I mentioned, Bishop speeds up time by calling lichens “moonbursts.” In “Sandpiper,” the 

little bird is “obsessed” with “the millions of grains” of sand while “the Atlantic drains / rapidly 

backwards and downwards” between his feet (Complete 131). He closely observes the tiny grains 

of sand, but the vastness of the Atlantic Ocean remains obscured. Kalstone, discussing the poem 

“Florida,” writes about how Bishop disorients a subjective view through shifts in scale:  

At first the description occurs in a free-floating eternal present, a series of phrases which 

don’t commit the observer to any main verb at all. They seem if anything to exclude her, 

reawakening memories of geological change that stretch far before and beyond her in 

scale, habitually repeated historical action. The strange shifts in scale—of size and 
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space—in a seemingly timeless, self-renewing present remind us constantly, by 

implication, of the frailty of our merely human observer. A descriptive poem, which, in 

other hands, say Whitman’s, appropriates landscapes and objects, here makes us aware 

just how, just why we are excluded from such appropriations. (16)  

Through her vertiginous shifts in scale and attention to minute detail, Bishop shows how much 

and how little we might actually observe. Matthew Abbott writes, “Describing the world just is 

to take a position, or better: that there is no describing the world without being in it” (30). While 

she seems to describe the world objectively, Bishop firmly takes a stance as a viewer within the 

world.  

. . .  

“Now can you see the monument?” Elizabeth Bishop’s speaker asks, opening the poem 

“The Monument” in medias res (Complete 23). If the question is effective, a monument would 

appear in your mind’s eye. The monument I imagine, though, likely differs from the one you see. 

Bishop’s precise, descriptive poetry is riddled with detailed visions, but she does not expect the 

reader to see exactly what she does. What she does expect—often didactically—is that the reader 

sees as she does and pays close attention both to her visions and to the reader’s world around 

them. Rather than using images to arrive at a Romantic idea of the infinite, Bishop’s exploratory 

poetics offer the reader an experience in seeing. Although the sense of sight dominates Bishop’s 

poems, she makes clear that the senses are never in isolation from one another, nor are they 

separated from the mediation of thought. Similar to Modernist poets before her, Bishop 

emphasizes how our understanding of the world is always mediated through language. Although 

she may be nostalgic for the immediate experience of the world prior to language, Bishop knows 

such immediacy is impossible. Vision is especially important to her, as what one views is always 
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informed by linguistic understanding. One cannot view a natural scene, for example, without the 

language of categorization and taxonomy inhibiting “pure” sight.64 Although the interpretations 

of the external world differ from person to person, peering at the world closely is integral to 

understanding it.   

 In the opening of “The Monument,” the first speaker65 assumes a shared vision is 

possible, evident when she asks, “Now can you see the monument?” The question itself compels 

a mental visual of a monument, but, as the poem continues, Bishop dramatizes the impossibility 

of holding an exact shared vision through words. Both speakers offer distinct, visual images of 

the monument, but, because they see and interpret the monument differently, their images do not 

coincide. The poem becomes an act of interpretation rather than a straightforward report66 of 

what they “see.” For example, the first speaker describes the monument as “romantic,” while the 

quoted speaker calls it “shoddy” (Complete 24). In a typical ekphrastic poem, the speaker will 

describe an already-formed, static artwork. Because, in the concluding lines of “The Monument,” 

the first speaker says, “It67 is the beginning of a painting, / a piece of sculpture, or poem, or 

monument,” the central image does not yet have the semblance of stability (25; my emphasis).  

“The Monument” produces a mise en abyme effect through its poetic circularity: it is, materially, 

a static, completed poem but the first speaker undermines its status as a finished poem in the 

concluding lines. The poem uncovers the artist’s desire to reach an audience, of chiming the right 

 
64 By “pure sight,” I mean immediate vision, one that is not mediated through language or memory.  
65 In the poem, the first speaker says the words outside of the quotation marks, and the second speaker’s words 
remain inside the quotation marks. I’ll designate the first speaker as, simply, “first speaker” and the second 
speaker as the “quoted speaker.” 
66 Diana Shaffer calls this type of interpretive ekphrasis Philostratian rather than Homeric. In Homer’s Iliad, he 
describes Achilles shield in terms of the artistic rendering of “human events,” but Philostratus, in his Imagines, 
interprets the artworks he beholds and verbally describes (304). She writes, “Whereas Homer’s ekphrasis firmly 
grounds the tradition of the sister arts (poetry and painting) in the mimesis of human actions, Philostratus’s 
Imagines explores the hermeneutic, persuasive, and prescriptive force of this ancient Trope” (304). 
67 “It” refers to both the object that is the monument and, figuratively speaking, the poem “The Monument.”  
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key, so to speak, so that the work does not fall flat on others’ ears or remain a vague visual. The 

ungroundedness of the monument’s image emphasizes the difficulty of creating an imaginary 

visual.  

“The Monument” illustrates the difficulty of sharing a mental image. The speakers in the 

poem, through describing the monument, create and alter the monument through those very 

descriptions. Given the monument’s plasticity and the final lines, Bishop dramatizes and 

undercuts the fulfillment of enargeia, the speakers comically frustrated that they cannot behold 

the same image. As the first speaker authoritatively describes the monument, the quoted speaker 

distorts the monument through her observations and questions. The first speaker initially 

attributes greatness to the monument, calling it “ecclesiastical” and establishing its historical, 

imperial, and potentially Biblical importance, saying it is 

  An ancient promontory, 

 an ancient principality whose artist-prince 

 might have wanted to build a monument  

 to mark a tomb or boundary, or make  

 a melancholy or romantic scene of it . . . (Complete 24; original ellipsis)  

Even as the speaker repeats “ancient” twice, reiterating the monument’s historicity, she is also 

not quite firm about the monument’s characteristics and purpose, as she offers several 

alternatives (tomb or boundary, melancholy or romantic). Without the vividness of enargeia, the 

monument remains a vague mirage. The first speaker trails off, indicated by the ellipsis, but the 

quoted speaker interrupts her with questions as the latter notices not grandeur but drabness. The 

quoted speaker’s descriptions then become the authoritative version that the first speaker adopts. 

For instance, noting the oddness of the sea, the quoted speaker describes the environment in 
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which the monument stands, an environment that looks unnatural but deteriorates under the 

forces of nature. The quoted speaker begins,  

“But that queer sea looks made of wood,  

half-shining, like a driftwood sea.  

And the sky looks wooden, grained with cloud.  

It’s like a stage-set; it is all so flat! 

Those clouds are full of glistening splinters!  

What is that?” 

   It is the monument.  

“It’s piled-up boxes,  

outlined with shoddy fret-work, half-fallen off,  

cracked and unpainted. It looks old.”  

—The strong sunlight, the wind from the sea,  

all the conditions of its existence,  

may have flaked off the paint, if ever it was painted,  

and made it homelier than it was.  

“Why did you bring me here to see it? 

A temple of crates in cramped and crated scenery, 

what can it prove? 

I am tired of breathing this eroded air, 

this dryness in which the monument is cracking.” (24) 

Shifting from “ecclesiastical,” the first speaker admits that the monument is now “homely.” The 

quoted speaker, annoyed at the pointlessness of the monument, seems to exit the poem, silent 
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after complaining about the “eroded air.” Jonathan Ellis writes that the quoted speaker remains 

an inferior voice, merely  

responding to the absence of clear meaning with several petulant outbursts. This voice is 

perhaps a reminder of Bishop's classmates at Vassar, reading poetry for signs of social 

history and contemporary politics. "What can it prove?" they ask, questioning the purpose 

of art that seems "perfectly useless." Bishop gives her detractors a say in the poem, 

creating a dialogue in which various perspectives can be heard, even if the punctuation 

employed (the second voice speaks in quotes throughout) warns us not to take such 

opinions too seriously. (114-115) 

More than creating an alternative perspective, I argue that the quoted speaker is crucial to the 

imaginative development of the monument by influencing the first speaker’s performative 

construction of the monument. We should take the quoted speaker seriously after all. After she 

says, “It looks old,” the first speaker interjects with the only em-dash in the poem with what 

would seem to be an objection but what is actually a corroboration, replying that yes, indeed, the 

monument looks old because the sun and wind have damaged it. Rather than sharing an exact 

vision or producing a vivid, visual scene, the speakers’ incommensurate views alter the 

imaginary monument as their reactions influence one other.68 The ekphrastic desire persists, but 

 
68 Drawing from Michael Fried’s distinction between modernist and literalist (or minimalist) works of art in his “Art 
and Objecthood,” Matthew Abbott writes, “Modernism is what happens when artists confront and make art out of 
art’s ungroundedness, going on in the face of it; literalism is what happens when artists seek to reveal art’s 
ungroundedness” (30). “The Monument” could seem like a minimalist work of art that needs the beholder in order 
to complete it, but it does not fall directly in either category. Bishop is, first, blurring the distinct line between a 
typical high modernist, autonomous artwork and post-WWII minimalism by dramatizing the necessary 
collaboration and cooperation between artist and viewer to give any artwork significance. Second, “The 
Monument” is, importantly, the beginning of an artwork. Even though the process of creating artwork relies on a 
collectivity of viewpoints (similar to minimalism), Bishop is making “art out of art’s ungroundedness”; she 
emphasizes the continual fluidity on which art is based.   
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the possibility of creating a still, static monument remains just out of reach. What they are left 

with is the fleetingness of an image.  

 

Origins 

For twenty years, the monument in the poem remained a shifting image, but, once 

scholars realized that “The Monument” was based on Max Ernst’s frottages from 1926, they 

strove to solidify the monument into a picture. “The 

Monument” was published in Bishop’s first poetry 

collection North & South in 1946, but it is not until the 

publication of Anne Stevenson’s 1966 book, titled 

Elizabeth Bishop, that anyone publicly knows what 

inspired the poem. In her book, Stevenson cites a letter 

from Bishop three years earlier: “You are right about my 

admiring Klee very much—but as it happens, THE 

MONUMENT was written more under the influence of a 

set of frottages by Max Ernst I used to own, called 

Histoire Naturel” (PPL 842). By including this 

reference, Stevenson offers Bishop readers a more exact 

visual for this imaginary monument and has influenced scholars such as Pickard, Ellis, Marjorie 

Perloff, Bonnie Costello, Charles Sanders, and Guy Rotella to incorporate Ernst’s influence into 

the reading of the poem. Costello goes as far as including an Ernst frottage in her book (see fig. 

1), even though it is unclear which frottage specifically inspired the poem or if the entire idea 

Fig. 1, Max Ernst, False Positions (Les 

Fausses positions) from Natural 

History (Histoire naturelle), 1925. 
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behind Histoire Naturel was the inspiration.69 Discussing the inconclusiveness of “The 

Monument,” Costello writes, “We can focus this ambiguity (without resolving it) by identifying 

the source of the poem in a frottage by Max Ernst” (220). Ellis also contextualizes “The 

Monument” by reading Bishop’s archived travel notebooks. In one notebook, she writes, “Take a 

frottage of the sea” and proceeds to write out portions of a draft of “The Monument.” She also 

includes a scribbled picture of the monument on the same page. Ellis writes that Bishop 

contemplates “the problems associated with completing any artistic idea. We stumble upon an 

answer in the notebook she took to France that year” (114). Both Costello and Ellis refrain from 

overtly, as Ellis writes, “completing any artistic idea” (114). They also use conclusive language, 

such as “identifying the source of the poem” (Costello 220) and “we stumble upon an answer” 

(Ellis 114). But both the “source” and the “answer” are merely inexact interpretations. By 

including potential pictures of this imaginary monument, scholars inadvertently and 

insufficiently replace the poet’s “tree” with the painter’s “tree,” repeating the impulse 

Burckhardt describes. I imagine Bishop smirking at our reactions to “The Monument.” Even as 

we attempt to hold it still through original sourcing, inspiration, and description, the poem 

remains an image created by words.  

It is more interesting to consider how Ernst’s artistic project inspired Bishop, rather than 

relying on his frottages for an actual visual picture. In 1935, Bishop writes to her friend Hallie 

Tompkins about Ernst’s frottages, clearly excited by them:  

A few days after you left I ordered…the NATURAL HISTORY Plates, by Max 

Ernst…They arrived this morning, & I have thumbtacked 6 of them up around—they 

 
69 This particular frottage does clarify what Bishop might have meant when she wrote that the sea is “of narrow, 
horizontal boards…its long grains alternating right and left / like floor-boards” (23).  
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look very well. This little maid is awfully worried—she read the introduction to them by 

Arp and finally asked me to explain. The only thing I could think of to say, which was 

simple enough for both me and her, was that Ernst was making fun of Darwin—she 

appreciated that, apparently! (qtd. in Millier 89) 

Ernst creates the frottages by placing paper over natural surfaces like grains of wood and rubbing 

a pencil over the paper. He then sketches otherworldly objects that the frottage inspires: fish with 

human eyes, dinosaur-like birds, strange orbs floating on distant horizons, and structures that 

vaguely resemble monuments. A 19th century naturalist could have drawn similar objects, though 

a naturalist would have depicted real objects. The frottage technique, as Ernst applies it, is 

supposed to be akin to automatic writing, where the shapes that appear from the pencil rubbings 

reveal something of the unconscious.70 Elizabeth Legge clarifies Ernst’s approach, writing, 

“Since the technique of frottage was designed to unlock the unconscious, it is a descent into the 

past. The textures of the rubbed paper function as fossilized marks of time. Primeval time, locked 

in nature, is made to stand for the unconscious repository of time and memory” (168). Barbara 

Stafford, Legge continues, “has drawn attention to the travel and natural history writing of the 

nineteenth century, in which going up close to things, into their textures and strata, is a metaphor 

of travelling into the past, and, equally, of spanning great distances” (164). By bringing attention 

to the intricate patterns of nature, Ernst freezes the time of live or once-living objects, each grain 

of wood or leaf-vein, one might imagine, pulsating with the movement of life. Like a poet 

 
70 Ernst writes, “The procedure of frottage, resting thus upon nothing more than the intensification of the 
irritability of the mind’s faculties by appropriate technical means, excluding all conscious mental guidance (of 
reason, taste, morals), reducing to the extreme the active part of that one whom we have called, up to now, the 
“author” of the work, this procedure is revealed by the following to be the real equivalent of that which is already 
known by the term automatic writing. It is as a spectator that the author assists, indifferent or passionate, at the 
birth of the work and watches the phases of its development” (qtd. in Costello).  
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attempting to spatialize and thus halt the flow of sequential words, Ernst records one moment of 

the flow of life in natural objects through his frottages. By adding imaginative, unreal objects to 

the frottages, he makes fun of Darwin and other naturalists, claiming that the unconscious is just 

as real as our conscious understanding. Legge groups Ernst with other surrealists,71 and writes 

that, “for the surrealist, science is just another set of descriptions, not a privileged relation to 

reality” (149) and “there is nothing natural about natural history” (169). This explains Jean Arp’s 

introduction to Histoire Naturel, which frightened Bishop’s maid. Arp challenges the idea of 

origins (think, Origin of the Species), science, and conventional intellectualism, writing,   

this introduction contains the pseudo-introduction the original the variants of the original 

the pseudo-original as well as the variants of the pseudo-original the apocrypha and the 

incorporation of all these texts in an original arpocryphum with apocopated whiskers as 

well as fifty calcinated medals and fifty suns of fifty years because the medal rises.—the 

medal of light rises.—fifty suns and fifty medals rise.—the wheels turn.—the wheels 

turn.—fifty suns and fifty medals rise while the pseudo-sun after fifty years of service 

retires into the calcinated wheels of light—the wheels turn no more.—the wheels turn no 

more.72 (1)  

 
71 Contrary to several other scholars of Bishop, Pickard convincingly argues against reading Bishop as a surrealist 
poet. He writes, “‘The Man-Moth,’ ‘The Monument,’ and ‘The Gentleman of Shalott’ do much more than simply 
record the artefacts of an unconscious that waits patiently, ripe and open for the artist. Rather, these poems 
suggest that the artist must take what little the unconscious happens to offer up, examine it carefully and 
gratefully, and make conscientious use of it (49)…All of these poems suggest that one cannot just abandon these 
gifts to their own devices, these typos and dreams and random rubbings. Rather, one must take them up and 
examine them in order to extract from them something useful in life or in art (51)… it is with one's ‘eyes fixed on 
facts and minute details’ that one gets ‘a peripheral vision’ of the beyond. To observe the conscious world, for 
Bishop, is to turn one's back on the unconscious— but only so as to allow it to approach one obliquely” (53). 
Bishop could certainly have found inspiration from the surrealists, but, as Pickard argues astutely, she differs 
greatly from the surrealist agenda.  
72 Pickard similarly notes that Arp’s introduction “seem[s] to mock the conventions of scientific literature” (52).  
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Clearly, Arp collapses the opposites of a “true origin” and “pseudo-origin,” denying linear time 

and mimicking a dizzying circularity through his repetition and em-dashes. Regardless of 

whether Bishop was inspired by the visual of a specific frottage, the circularity of “The 

Monument” is undeniable. The poem ends with its beginning, depicts an imaginary but changing 

image, and instructs us to watch this process closely.   

 In Bishop’s ekphrastic poems and synesthetic moments, she attempts to slow time in 

order to closely observe the object before her, and this close observation constructs the 

conditions for epiphany. Although Bishop might seem to echo Krieger’s theory of ekphrasis in 

which time is halted, Bishop’s concept of slowing time contrasts with Krieger’s duality of space 

and time. Krieger argues that an ekphrastic poem spatializes time, freezing the movement of time 

in order to escape death. Bishop, however, does not freeze time in her ekphrastic poems but 

slows it down in order to watch its movement with a keener eye. By creating ekphrastic pictures 

of her memories or describing an actual picture that then evokes lost memories, Bishop’s poetic 

speaker is able to closely observe those memories. However, those past memories are mediated 

by the present in that moment of observation. Furthermore, by aestheticizing her memories by 

rhetorically transforming them into artistic images, she concretizes her experiences in the guise 

of material artworks. In doing so, she imbues memory with the slow action that she perceives in 

“a painting, / a piece of sculpture, or poem, or monument” (Complete 25). A memory as an 

artwork is still caught in the process of becoming, just as “The Monument” ends with the 

beginning and remains a work in progress.     
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Chapter Two 

 

“Close as We Can Come”: Frank O’Hara and Anthropomorphic Allure 

 

In many of Frank O’Hara’s poems, such as “Statue” (1956) and “On Rachmaninoff’s 

Birthday” (1954), he configures himself or others into a painting or sculpture, creating an 

ekphrastic poem in which the speaker (usually O’Hara’s persona) transforms O’Hara himself or 

a friend or lover into an artwork. Although O’Hara writes ekphrastic poems that reference real 

artworks, such as paintings by Jackson Pollock or Willem de Kooning, in this chapter, I study the 

layers of expressivity in several of O’Hara’s ekphrastic poems that, rather than focusing on a 

real, completed artwork, describe a person as an artwork.73 O’Hara’s ekphrastic poems shape his 

own persona or other human figures into visual or sonic artworks, and, once someone becomes 

an artwork, they become objects to visualize, commune with, speak to, listen to, admire, or 

desire. They also, potentially, become entangled in the thrall of an epiphany as perceiving 

subjects. Already embedded in expression, a visual artwork communicates through its visual 

signs. Through ekphrasis, O’Hara treats his “artworks” as doubly expressive: they are both 

(fictionally) visual and textually poetic. By forming human figures into artworks and then 

including them in a poem, O’Hara blurs the lines between art and life, as each mutually influence 

one another. Instead of resolving the differences between art and life, O’Hara “keeps art and life 

in play, as perennially contingent categories” (Silverberg 38). In O’Hara’s ekphrastic poems, the 

artwork is not just an object to behold. It is something to become.  

When viewing David Smith’s outdoor sculptures in the Adirondack Mountains, O’Hara 

anthropomorphizes the sculptures and is struck by their imagined personalities. “Not at all 

 
73 O’Hara and H.D. share this tendency, and, in Chapter Three, I go into detail about H.D.’s poetics of self through 
her ekphrastic renderings. 
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menacing, but very aware,” the gigantic, geometric, and abstract sculptures observe him, he 

imagines, and their gazes make him feel finite in comparison (Standing Still 121). Were they 

exhibited in a museum, they would not have such an effect, but, set en plein air, the painted, 

steel sculptures starkly contrast the soft countryside. They look otherworldly and offer 

“seemingly infinite exploration” (125). O’Hara endows the sculptures with the human abilities to 

see, listen, walk, and even snub him, but their visual materiality lures O’Hara into their realm. 

They are both perceiving and perceived, transient and permanent, and nearly in midstride, 

rejecting O’Hara as uninteresting. O’Hara, intimidated by their size and indifference, wants to 

join their club. It is not that they are pretentious—they don’t think you are less interesting than 

them; you simply “aren’t as interesting as they are,” which adds to their allure (122). They exude 

an “odd atmosphere of grandeur and, at the same time, delight, like seeing a freshly washed 

elephant through the eyes of a child: the Ziggurats in particular induce a sort of naïve wonder 

which lasts long after one has left them” (124). O’Hara believes effective artworks, then, pulsate 

with life, shift one’s perspective, linger in memory, and evoke limitlessness. “The best of the 

current sculptures didn’t make me feel I wanted to have one,” O’Hara writes, “they made me feel 

I wanted to be one” (125).74 Rather than dominating art as a viewer who imposes an 

interpretation onto the work, O’Hara communes with art and poetry, allowing the art object to 

penetrate him.  

By incorporating his desire to be an artwork into his poetry, O’Hara anthropomorphizes 

artworks, enlivening them into subjectivity. In his playful “Personism: A Manifesto” (1959), 

O’Hara goes as far as to anthropomorphize the general poem as something experienced bodily, 

 
74 Although I will note when Bishop’s and O’Hara’s poetics align, this is one aspect in which they diverge. Bishop, 
disliking attention, hardly incorporates herself into her poetry as an object. Instead, she tends to show what she 
sees as a subject.  
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even sexually, by poet and reader and as something that reciprocally experiences its position as 

mediator. All involved—poet, poem, addressee—are interpenetrated: Personism, O’Hara writes, 

“puts the poem squarely between the poet and the person, Lucky Pierre75 style, and the poem is 

correspondingly gratified. The poem is at last between two persons instead of two pages. In all 

modesty, I confess that it may be the death of literature as we know it” (111). Personifying even 

the poem by calling it “gratified” by its communal (and comically, sexual) involvement with the 

poet and reader, O’Hara shows how he imagines the poem as animated. By imagining poems and 

artworks as animated, O’Hara performatively makes them subjects that exist in the world with 

the agency to speak back to or gaze upon the reader or viewer. In this relationship between poet, 

poem, and reader, O’Hara attenuates the poet’s agency to dominate in the trio, and, especially for 

abstract poetry, instead allows the words to speak for themselves. For instance, as O’Hara calls 

for the “personal removal by the poet,” he contrasts these two phrases: “‘the nostalgia of the 

infinite’ and ‘the nostalgia for the infinite’…the nostalgia of the infinite representing the greater 

degree of abstraction, removal, and negative capability” (111). “The nostalgia for the infinite” 

establishes a subjective standpoint—who is nostalgic for the infinite? “Nostalgia of the infinite” 

infuses “the infinite” with agency and slight personification; with this grammatical construction, 

“the infinite” is the subject possessing nostalgia—"the infinite’s nostalgia,” to put it another 

way—and produces a sort of headache of negative capability as the reader attempts to understand 

how the infinite can be nostalgic in the first place. In short, poetry, for O’Hara does not impose 

order onto reality. Rather, as he equalizes the agency between poet, poem, and reader, O’Hara 

believes that poetry enacts imbalance and chaos, as it functions to break down barriers between 

subject and object, the self and the Other, and to ultimately question the basis of the self. 

 
75 A “Lucky Pierre” is a person who is in the middle of a ménage à trois, sandwiched between two lovers.   
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O’Hara’s “A Pleasant Thought from Whitehead” (1950)76 exemplifies the 

interpenetrating quality of poetry that O’Hara promotes in his “manifesto.” Similar to Bishop’s 

“The Monument” that begins at the end, “A Pleasant Thought from Whitehead” subsumes its 

future publication and readership within the writing of the poem. Linear time turns into chaotic 

time, and the poem predicts what it accomplishes during both the writing, publishing, and 

reading of the poem. Windows frame scenes, as a camera or movie frames a scene. The poem 

begins with the poet writing this poem:  

Here I am at my desk. The 

light is bright enough 

to read by it is a warm 

friendly day I am feeling 

assertive. I slip a few  

poems into the pelican’s  

bill and he is off! out 

the window into the blue! (Collected 24) 

The space of the world beyond the poet’s desk and out his window, connects him to his 

“delighted” editor (after all, he is feeling “assertive”—of course the editor is delighted). The 

lineation, common for an O’Hara poem, cuts off grammatically complete sentences, and the 

sentences themselves, due to lack of punctuation, must be understood through syntax. Without 

the help of punctuation, the lines are barely sensible, but they ground the poem in positive energy 

nonetheless: “light is bright enough…to read by it is warm…friendly I am feeling,” and so on 

 
76 Because O’Hara wrote so prolifically but only published a fraction of his poems, the dates here indicate, as far as 
I can gather, the date he wrote the poem. “A Pleasant Thought in Whitehead” was actually officially published 
posthumously in 1969, when Donald Allen worked to collect all of his poems into one volume.  
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(24). Once the reader enters the poem, eyes become windows, mimicking the space of the world 

and the trajectory through which the poem travels as it penetrates humans, stars, pelicans. 

Everything is altered when one reader opens the book:  

    Ah! 

 reader! you open the page 

 my poems stare at you you  

 stare back, do you not? my  

 poems speak on the silver 

 of your eyes your eyes repeat 

 them to your lover’s this 

 very night. Over your naked  

 shoulder the improving stars 

 read my poems and flash  

 them onward to a friend.  

 

 The eyes of the poems of the 

 world are changed! Pelican! 

 you will read them too! (24) 

Broadening his poetic address to the general reader, rather than a specific addressee, this poem 

functions as O’Hara describes poetry in “Personism: A Manifesto.” The poem is not an 

autonomous art object to perceive, but a mediator between poet and editor (humorously), poet 

and stars, poet and pelican, and poet and reader. The poem itself, too, does not passively transmit 

the words—the words “stare” at and “speak” to the reader. Though the poet admits his 
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assertiveness, even arrogance, that such a simple, pleasant poem can change the world, the words 

command that the world be changed: as the reader absorbs the poem through reading itself, the 

reader’s lover in some way senses the poem through the reader’s eyes. The repetition of “you” in 

the line “my poems stare at you you” inculcates in the reader an identification as the addressee. 

Similarly, with the repetition “your eyes your eyes,” the lines, “my / poems speak on the silver / 

of your eyes your eyes repeat” bring attention to the reader’s eyes reading the poem presently. 

An open window, presumably, frames the reader and lover as the stars, visible through the frame, 

also absorb the words. Sexuality permeates the poem, echoing O’Hara’s sexual analogy in 

“Personism: A Manifesto,” as the reader’s naked shoulder resounds with the stars flashing the 

poem nakedly to a friend. The pelican, the original messenger of the poem to the editor, like a 

stork carrying a baby, will also, insists the poet, read the poem. The poem projects outward 

through windows and stars and inward through the reader’s eyes and mind. The speaker endows 

the inanimate stars and non-human pelicans with human-like characteristics, making liveliness 

buzz through the poem.  

In addition to the equalization of and intermingling between poet, poem, and reader, 

another crucial aspect of O’Hara’s poetics is his informal and ostensibly authentic style. In 

“Personism,” O’Hara dismisses poetic conventions, preferring a fast-paced, unrevised kind of 

poetry. He writes, “I don’t even like rhythm, assonance, all that stuff. You just go on your nerve. 

If someone’s chasing you down the street with a knife you just run, you don’t turn around and 

shout, ‘Give it up! I was a track star for Mineola Prep’” (Standing Still 110). A poet should not 

explain their poetry, in other words; they should simply present it, according to O’Hara, 

otherwise they disrupt the momentum and effect. Unlike Bishop, O’Hara rarely revised his 

poetry or even had an ordered way of drafting poems. In John Ashbery’s “Introduction” to The 
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Collected Poems of Frank O’Hara (1971), he discusses how O’Hara would always be “dashing 

the poems off at odd moments—in his office at the Museum of Modern Art, in the street at 

lunchtime or even in a room full of people—he would then put them away in drawers and 

cartons and half forget them” (vii). In Donald Allen’s editor’s note in the same volume, he writes 

that “O’Hara tended to think of his poems as a record of his life,” and quotes O’Hara, who had 

written, “What is happening to me, allowing for lies and exaggerations which I try to avoid, goes 

into my poems” (v). Typically, O’Hara’s poetic speaker is a persona of himself.  

While O’Hara’s “Personism” seems to make the poem into an animated member rather 

than mediator between poet and reader, marking the “death of literature,” the poem remains 

constructed. It is not simply conversation. O’Hara finds an aesthetic epiphany in other people, 

artwork, or experiences (such as his walks around the city), and then frames this experience for a 

poem. Bill Berkson notes that, with O’Hara, “you are getting the language first hand, from where 

it gets put together in the mind” (229), resulting in a conversational tone, as if O’Hara were 

talking directly, and informally, to you. Although O’Hara presents a tone of immediate 

conversation in his poetics, though, Marjorie Perloff clarifies the difference between an O’Hara 

poem and an actual letter, conversation, or phone call: the sound, language, or lineation of his 

poetry distinguishes it from prose. Perloff continues, “The qualities the poet most wants to 

convey—immediacy, spontaneity, improvisation, the moment of perception as it occurs, 

attentiveness—cannot result from an actual conversation. This is what O’Hara means [in 

‘Personism’] by keeping up the surface and getting rid of the holes in it” (801). O’Hara’s poems 

merely have the semblance of immediate conversation or automatic writing, but, in actuality, his 

poetry, like all poetry, retains the mediation of the written word.  
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Lytle Shaw and Mark Silverberg similarly discuss O’Hara’s rhetoric that constructs a 

persona of authentic intimacy. One way he does this is through his use of proper names, almost 

excessively, throughout his poetry. Shaw writes, “Frequently printed outside of the poetry world 

(in art catalogues and magazines), his poems also thematized the idea of a close-knit audience 

through intimate, seemingly shared references, dedications, and mention of proper names” (2). It 

is as if the proper names offer legitimacy to O’Hara’s poems, making them seem like real life is 

happening or had happened, while it simultaneously makes these names into figures.77 If the 

reference is familiar to the reader, it welcomes the reader into a seemingly close-knit group of 

friends. If the reader does not know the reference, it constructs a semblance of intimacy between 

O’Hara and his community—a circle from which the reader is barred. Silverberg discusses other 

techniques O’Hara uses in order to construct a conversational tone with the reader or addressee. 

He comments on O’Hara’s later tendency to directly address the reader without saying “you” or 

“reader”: “the reader need not be addressed specifically, but instead the manner of address could 

imply and thus produce a sense of intimacy” (44).78 As his poetic career progresses, O’Hara 

drops the explicitness and simply speaks to the reader, assuming that the reader implicitly 

recognizes his casual conversation with her. As O’Hara employs these rhetorical techniques over 

and over in his poetry, it becomes clear that they are rhetorical—they (nearly) persuade the 

reader that she is in direct conversation with O’Hara.  

 

Ekphrastic Anthropomorphosis   

 
77 See de Man’s “Autobiography as De-Facement” for more on how the proper name becomes a figural death of a 
real person.  
78 Think, again, of “A Pleasant Thought from Whitehead”: “Ah! / reader! You open the page / my poems stare at 
you you / stare back, do you not?” (24). 
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O’Hara’s ekphrastic poems are an avenue to epiphany, as he anthropomorphizes visual or 

sonic material, such as plaster or sound waves, giving it the recognizable human shape and 

ability of himself or others in his coterie. As he makes clear, discussing Smith’s sculptures, 

anthropomorphized art produces such an allure that he is seduced by it, desiring to both 

experience the seduction and exude it. This kind of aesthetic play suspends logic and taps into 

the imagination. Remaining in the realm of logical understanding, according to O’Hara, is a way 

to “hang onto life” (Standing Still 110), a forced clinging to stability.79 While anthropomorphosis 

usually endows the inanimate or unhuman with human characteristics, in O’Hara’s imaginary 

ekphrastic poems, he zigzags, making human beings into art and then endowing the human/art 

hybrid with both human and artistic powers. This speaks to the potential in art to encapsulate and 

enhance quotidian experience as the figures in his ekphrastic poems absorb both human-like and 

non-human qualities. They become, in O’Hara’s poems, even more alluring.  

 
79 Walter Benjamin and Merleau-Ponty have fascinating things to say about anthropomorphization, or the artwork 
looking back onto the viewer. In the future, I plan to discuss this in much further detail. “On Some Motifs in 
Baudelaire,” Benjamin discusses the power of anthropomorphization and sees in Baudelaire’s work the mark of the 
decline of the aura of an artwork in modernity. First, he writes of anthropomorphosis as something that expands 
the limits of human imagination: “Wherever a human being, an animal, or an inanimate object thus endowed by 
the poet lifts up its eyes, it draws him into the distance. The gaze of nature thus awakened dreams and pulls the 
poet after its dream” (200). As an artwork’s aura disintegrates, the purpose of art, for Benjamin, becomes political. 
He notices that Baudelaire exemplifies this breakdown of aura in his poetry, writing that “Baudelaire describes 
eyes of which one is inclined to say that they have lost their ability to look” (189). In the age of modernity and 
mechanical reproduction, the aura becomes disconnected with ancient rituals. It seems that, on the one hand, 
Benjamin is nostalgic for the dream-like quality of the anthropomorphized work of art that “pulls the poet after its 
dream.” On the other hand, the disintegration between aura and tradition makes room for a new kind of art and a 
“crisis in perception itself” (187).  
  
Merleau-Ponty discusses the dual capacity to be both a perceiving subject and a seen object and likewise describes 
this capacity as alluring. Describing the seer as caught up in a mise en abyme where he is part of what is visible, 
Merleau-Ponty argues that the seer is inevitably narcissistic, seeing himself in everything else:  
“…as many painters have said, I feel myself looked at by the things, my activity is equally passivity—which is the 
second and more profound sense of the narcissism: not to see in the outside, as the others see it, the contour of 
the body one inhabits, but especially to be seen by the outside, to exist within it, to emigrate into it, to be seduced, 
captivated, alienated by the phantom so that the seer and the visible reciprocate one another and we no longer 
know which sees and which is seen” (139).  
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From a young age, O’Hara’s “drive for knowing about all the arts was as tireless as it was 

unfocused,” biographer Brad Gooch writes (47). O’Hara listened avidly to classical music, read 

the modernist writers, and attended art shows of the avant-garde. At 18, he was criticizing the 

critics, and if he showed genius at this early age, it was “for being in the know” (47).80 It is no 

wonder, then, that O’Hara’s poems are riddled with the visual and musical arts—he makes them 

present in his poetry. In O’Hara’s homoerotic poem “Statue,” prosopopoeia and apostrophe 

overwhelm the poem, as the speaker attempts to not just make present an absent statue but 

addresses the statue directly. In numerous ways, ekphrasis is an act of prosopopoeia and 

apostrophe, a way of textually making absent artworks present and performatively bestowing a 

speaking voice to inanimate artworks.81 Ekphrasis is a way of “putting a face on, granting 

presence, the presence of the made object, where there was none” (Cunningham 63). Ekphrastic 

prosopopoeia functions differently from naturalistic prosopopoeia in that the former makes 

present and speaks for a work of art that presumably already has constructed, expressive 

properties. For instance, Shelley’s “Ode to the West Wind” gives life to the otherwise 

indifferent, natural wind, whereas his “Ozymandias” speaks for an artwork with a “visage” that 

already expresses “cold command” visually (224). Not only does the sculpture in “Ozymandias” 

already have an expressive, human-like face, but the artist’s sculpting techniques and intentions 

are embedded in the poem.  

While prosopopoeia gives a face, life, and presentness to an otherwise inanimate object 

through textual imagery, apostrophe functions to make an inanimate object present through 

 
80 For a fascinating take on O’Hara’s life, see Brad Gooch’s biography, City Poet: The Life and Times of Frank 

O’Hara.  
81 Notably, James Heffernan, Valentine Cunningham, and Brian Glavey have discussed the function of prosopopoeia 

in ekphrasis.  
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direct address. Apostrophe, Jonathan Culler writes, constructs a lyric presentness that is outside 

the temporal flow of narrative. There is something alluring about being absorbed into the world 

of an artwork, and readers find it difficult to resist the apostrophic effect. Using the example of 

Keats’s “This Living Hand,” Culler argues that as the we indulge in the fiction that the long-dead 

Keats stretches his hand toward us, we, in that moment, lose “our empirical lives” by “forgetting 

the temporality which supports [our lives] and trying to embrace a purely fictional time in which 

we can believe that the hand is really present and perpetually held toward us through the poem” 

(154). 

O’Hara delves into the liveliness and temporality of art through the expressive layers of 

“Statue.” Stretching further than making present and addressing an artwork, the speaker of 

“Statue” attempts to commune with the statue, even, oddly, to make love to it. The statue, for 

O’Hara, could represent several figurations: a lover for whom O’Hara’s speaker yearns; O’Hara 

himself becoming an artwork in the abstract, the figure in his poem; or an actual sculptural 

likeness of O’Hara, considering that O’Hara’s artist friends used him as a model. The poem itself 

sounds like a love poem:   

Alone in the dusk with you 

  while music by Ravel washes over us 

  and I clasp you in my arms 

  your cool white plaster face 

  is warm against my stubbled cheek 

  and your arms seem to tremble.    

  Are you troubled, emotionally troubled?  
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What things we have heard together! 

  and afterwards, most of all, what you tell me 

  of artistic modesty. Your waist feels rough,  

  rough as the skin that keeps us apart 

  from each other. I shall be nude 

against you, close as we can come. (Collected 235) 

As the speaker and the statue are alone—perhaps it is after-hours in a museum or in an artist’s 

studio—the ekphrasis narrows into a private affair, one that will not end with a grand statement 

about Art, such as Keats’s “Beauty is truth, truth beauty,—that is all / Ye know on earth, and all 

ye need to know” (269). It is not just the attempt to give voice or description to a mute object, 

and the speaker does not objectively interpret the aesthetics of the statue like in a typical 

ekphrastic poem. Instead, it is a bodily experience. O’Hara’s speaker “clasps” the statue, erasing 

the distance between the art piece and the viewer, the visual object and poetic speaker. This 

private moment is even taboo— viewers, conventionally, must not touch artworks. In this case, 

O’Hara’s speaker does indeed touch the artwork, and the artwork and viewer mutually affect one 

another, becoming indistinguishable. Such a merging results in both physical and emotional 

perceptions, perceptions both the speaker and statue seem to feel. As he clasps the statue, the 

speaker becomes colder and statuesque: “your cool white plaster face / is warm against my 

stubbled cheek” (235). Even though the statue is cool, the speaker’s face, feeling as if the statue 

is warm to the touch, is even cooler, as if the statue is pumping with life while the speaker turns 

to cool stone. The speaker also projects into this fictional future that he “shall become nude 

against” the statue, transforming further into a statue-like figure. When the speaker says, “your 

arms seem to tremble,” though, the word “seem” creates doubt as to who actually trembles, and 
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the question in the following line, “Are you troubled, emotionally troubled?” also connotes the 

conflation between the speaker and statue. The speaker attributes roughness to both the statue’s 

plaster and to his own skin: “Your waist feels rough, / rough as the skin that keeps us apart.” Do 

the speaker’s arms tremble, shaking the statue, or does the statue tremble? Is the speaker 

emotionally troubled, or does the statue’s static facial expression look troubled? Is the plaster a 

sort of “skin” that keeps the two apart, or is the speaker referring to his own skin, his inability to 

fully transform into art? The uncertain language of the poem bars a clear metamorphosis from 

occurring. “Statue” blurs boundaries between speaker and object so much that the speaker does 

not know where he ends and where the statue begins.  

The speaker’s tone also remains unclear in the poem. The poem could be one of intense 

desire for and despair over a lover, or it could be one of comic absurdity. O’Hara is careful not to 

over-romanticize82 in his poetry and says that, for poetry, his “criterion of truth” is  

where you don’t find that someone is making themselves more elegant, more stupid, 

more appealing, more affectionate or more sincere than the words allow them to be. Now 

I know I do it myself, you know. I see it when I reread some of my poems that I went 

overboard and that the words are showing quite clearly to anyone who’s bothered to look 

at them closely enough: that it’s bullshit. (Standing Still 14) 

By incorporating both serious pathos and lighthearted absurdity, O’Hara avoids going 

“overboard” in “Statue.” For instance, angst and alienation pervade “Statue,” as the speaker 

laments in the last line, “close as we can come,” that he and the statue cannot quite unify into 

one. The speaker continues to feel a distinct barrier between himself and a lover, or himself and 

 
82 I use the word “romantic” with a lower-case “r” to indicate lofty, flowery language and passionate feeling. When 

referring to the Romantic period, I use an upper-case “R.”   
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art, even as he attempts to break those barriers down. Kenneth Gross, who studies the historical 

treatment of statues in Western culture, writes that mythic statues are often “humans who have 

themselves turned into statues, and who may neither wish nor know how to awaken themselves” 

(13). On the one hand, maybe the speaker feels unheard, trying desperately to inspire love in 

someone. On the other, while “close as we can come” could be sorrowful, it could also function 

as a pun for sexual consummation. The double meaning of the concluding line, then, affects the 

tone. Though it first sounds like a love poem, the word “plaster” in “Statue” also upsets the 

romanticism of the speaker and statue’s immersion in the music of Ravel and is the first 

indication of an odd situation: a lone, soon-to-be nude man clasping a presumably nude statue in 

his arms. “Statue” ends with either a deep sense of alienation or the playfulness of a sex joke and 

carries both senses fully through the poem, not prioritizing either one. Incorporating humor along 

with serious feeling, O’Hara is careful not to fall into the “bullshit” he notices in “bad” poetry.  

In addition to despairing alienation or comic absurdity, another subtext runs through 

“Statue”: the speaker attempts to transform himself into an artwork, collapsing subject and object 

altogether. In one of O’Hara’s manuscripts, he writes “Rivers statue” next to the title, “Statue” 

(Collected 536). Larry Rivers, a friend and lover to O’Hara, was a sculptor and an artist, and 

O’Hara was often the subject of his work.83 While “Statue” could represent an absurd situation or 

desire for a lover, taken in this biographical context, “Statue” more directly refers to a melding of 

subject and object as O’Hara’s speaker-persona transforms into an art object made in his own 

likeness. In O’Hara’s poem “On Rachmaninoff’s Birthday,” O’Hara writes,  

I am so glad that Larry Rivers made a  

statue of me  

 
83 O’Hara wrote “Second Avenue,” for example, while sitting for Rivers.  
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and now I hear that my penis is on all  

the statues of all the young sculptors who’ve   

seen it 

 

 instead of the Picasso no-penis shep- 

herd and its influence—for presence is  

better than absence, if you love excess. (Collected 190) 

As O’Hara becomes a work of art, he occupies both positions as the speaking subject and the 

visualized object and is able to give both voice and shape to his sexual desires. Directing how he, 

as art object, may be spoken about, O’Hara revels in his own objectification and celebrates the 

beauty of the male body. If, in “Statue,” the speaker speaks for the mute art object, at least he 

seems to share a mutual experience with the statue and listens to what the statue potentially 

expresses: “What things we have heard together! / and afterwards, most of all, what you tell me / 

of artistic modesty.” Instead of lamenting the distance between himself and the art object, he 

attempts to close that distance. Again, consider Romantic ekphrasis. Keats cannot fathom the 

logic of the silent forms on the urn, just as he cannot understand the concept of eternity: “Thou, 

silent form, dost tease us out of thought / As doth eternity: Cold Pastoral!” (269) While Keats 

remains alienated from the “cold,” lifeless, static artwork, O’Hara’s speaker senses the life and 

warmth of the statue. In “On Rachmaninoff’s Birthday,” the speaker, in this case clearly 

O’Hara’s self-like persona, gleefully speaks for himself as that specific artwork.  

The ekphrastic structure easily slips into questionable ethics because, most often in 

ekphrastic poetry, a speaker speaks for the merely visual and imposes upon that visual the 



95 
 
 

former’s desires. Mitchell discusses the potential political implications of the ekphrastic 

structure, arguing that, with ekphrasis, questions inevitably arise of who gets to speak for whom; 

how and why certain objects are visible and others not; and how a subject can merge with the 

Other and should the merge even occur.84 By constructing himself as the visual object in “On 

Rachmaninoff’s Birthday” (and potentially “Statue”), though, O’Hara redirects the dominant 

narrative, speaking for himself. Ekphrasis has the formal capacity to recuperate voice as much as 

other poets have used it to vocalize their own imposing interpretations. Brian Glavey studies 

O’Hara’s “queer ekphrasis” and considers how O’Hara’s poetry produces both kinetic movement 

and statuesque stillness. Although the movement in O’Hara’s poetry can be exhilarating, Glavey 

writes that “it is also important to attend to the statuesque O’Hara, the poet pausing before the 

eye of the spectator, aware of his body on display. This image of the poet is no less queer [than 

his hyper-kinetic images]: his embrace of visibility is an important revision of a normative notion 

of masculinity for which homoerotic representations of the male body are unthinkable” (783-84). 

O’Hara realizes his desire to “be” an artwork over and again in his lifetime. In addition to 

forming O’Hara’s likeness into a sculpture, for example, Rivers famously painted a nude 

O’Hara, wearing only boots in “O’Hara Nude with Boots” (see fig. 2). Wynn Chamberlain 

painted O’Hara along with several other poets in “Poets Dressed and Undressed” (see fig. 3). 

Both compositions challenge conceptions of masculine beauty and eroticize the nude male body. 

Visually and poetically, O’Hara constructs himself as a queered object through which to speak 

out against dominant narratives of gender and sexuality. Glavey argues that O’Hara’s unusual 

inclusion of ekphrasis displaces emphasis from the art object and onto the poet himself. He 

writes,  

 
84 See Mitchell’s Picture Theory. Heffernan also explores the structure of ekphrasis in terms of gender disparities.  
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The poet presents himself as an elusive fictional construct, as the primary work of art in 

his poems. O’Hara’s ekphrastic lyrics tend to lack an object precisely because the poet 

takes its place, ekphrastic description giving way to ekphrastic identification. John 

Ashbery summarizes this identification in O’Hara’s work with the credo, “This is me and 

I’m poetry, baby”; but in many instances, O’Hara also seems to be a painting—or 

sculpture. (789-790)  

Blurring the lines between art and life, subject and object, and the visual and textual, O’Hara 

“writes” his own narratives, construing himself as the object of 

attention. As both speaker and object in “On Rachmaninoff’s 

Birthday,” O’Hara gives voice to what would otherwise be a silent 

art object by making himself that central art object.  

Believing in the transformative power of art, O’Hara thus 

allows himself to transform in the process, both publicly and 

privately. “On Rachmaninoff’s Birthday” concludes with  

I am what people make of me—if they  

can and when they will. My difficulty is 

readily played—like a rhapsody, or a fresh 

house. (Collected 190) 

O’Hara walks the line between actively making himself a visible 

spectacle and allowing others to “make” of him what they will. 

Glavey argues that “On Rachmaninoff’s Birthday” is a direct 

challenge to 1950s heteronormativity, writing that the poem 

Figure 2: Larry Rivers, O'Hara Nude with Boots. 

1954 
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exemplifies O’Hara’s 

complex understanding of 

the need to lay claim to 

recognizable self-

representations in the 

public sphere. But even as 

O’Hara stakes out forms 

of visibility, his poem 

highlights the alienation 

that accompanies 

such identifications. 

In the pre-Stonewall decades of the gay rights movement, O’Hara offers a prescient 

analysis of the difficulties of visibility politics, testifying both to the need to see oneself 

represented and to the fact that such figurations are always disfiguring. (801) 

Existing as the central art object in “On Rachmaninoff’s Birthday” is then both a celebration of 

homoerotic desire and beauty and a dangerous position vulnerable to the gaze and interpretations 

beyond O’Hara’s control. Glavey’s primary focus is the public visibility of O’Hara in his 

ekphrastic poems, how he hides in plain sight through a persona of authentic personality and 

voice. O’Hara’s conversational style of poetry constructs a semblance of intimacy with the 

reader and/or addressee, as if the reader or addressee were in direct conversation with O’Hara. 

This persona potentially shields O’Hara from harm while remaining a source of projected 

visibility that challenges homophobia. Glavey writes, “The poet celebrates his own desirability 

but, seeing himself represented as an object of the other’s desire, recognizes that to be figured is 

Figure 3: Wynn Chamberlain. Poets Dressed and Undressed. 1964 
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to forfeit himself to others, who will make of him what they will—stories, stereotypes, statues” 

(800-1). The doubleness of the poem—how O’Hara is both the speaking subject and visible 

object—allows control and lack thereof to function simultaneously. “O’Hara’s ekphrastic 

identifications,” Glavey writes, “transfigure the potentially disempowering experience of being 

made into an image—of a ‘sissy truck-driver’85 or a statue—into a source of poetry and pleasure, 

imagining a way to give in to the experience of being made into a Rivers and still remain an 

O’Hara” (801). O’Hara retains his persona while allowing others to interpret him as art object as 

they will.  

 While Glavey’s interpretation of “On Rachmaninoff’s Birthday” has important 

implications for public visibility, I argue that this poem also has private implications as the 

speaker moves from public visibility to the private intimacy of a love affair. Considering how the 

speaker merges with the public through his statuesque visibility and also merges his life with a 

lover offers a more complex picture of the vulnerable possibility of collapsing the self with an 

Other: once the relationship ends, how does one reconstruct a singular identity? The first three 

stanzas display O’Hara’s nudeness as public spectacle—one that he fully engages in, comparing 

his relative fame to a nearly asexual Picasso painting. O’Hara’s speaker “hears” how the 

provocative statue, made in his likeness, shifts the focus from modernist greats to a celebratory 

homoeroticism. The first two stanzas are centered around the “I” who is the statue: “I am so 

glad…now I hear…” The third stanza is a conditional statement and addresses a “you” who, 

might “love excess.” By the fourth stanza, though, that public display turns suddenly intimate, 

and the “I” transforms into “our” and a general “one.” A subtle apostrophe introduces these “O” 

words, the “Oh now” shifting the tone into a presentness of an epiphany initiated by listening to 

 
85 See O’Hara’s poem “Naphtha.”  
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Rachmaninoff’s music. Much like the statue and speaker in “Statue,” the speaker here is 

nostalgic for those shared aesthetic moments of listening to Rachmaninoff with his lover:  

  Oh now it is that all this music tumbles 

round me which was once considered muddy 

 

 and today surrounds this ambiguity of 

our tables and our typewriter paper, more 

nostalgic than a disease,  

  

 soft as one’s character, melancholy as 

one’s attractiveness,  

 

 offering the pernicious advice of dreams.  

Is it too late for this? (190) 

The “I” becomes a communal “our,” an “ambiguity” that does not differentiate between “I” and 

“you,” presumably O’Hara and Rivers. Where does Rivers end and O’Hara begin in this “our”? 

Reminiscing about this moment, the music is “more / nostalgic than a disease,” which indicates 

both potentially emotional sickness at the loss of the moment or a “dis-ease.” Nostalgia, unlike 

sickness or unease, incorporates a melancholic yearning, often romanticizing a moment 

remembered in hindsight and unreflective of the brutal reality of difficult moments. In other 

words, the speaker romanticizes the pain of losing this moment and elevates it into a rhetorical 

epiphany86 within the poem. The music reflects both actors in the poem, as the music is “soft as 

one’s character, melancholy as / one’s attractiveness,” again merging O’Hara and Rivers together 

as one. As the music offers “the pernicious advice of dreams,” it compels a hope at the height of 

 
86 While Bishop constructs epiphanic moments in her poetry as genuine, O’Hara often seems to be on the brink of 
a joke, constructing epiphany with rhetorical flourishes of romantic yearning.  
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feeling, a feeling that the speaker implicitly wishes would remain more permanent than fleeting. 

It suggests a desire only found in dreams, a desire that does not last in reality. But the moment 

might already be gone, as the speaker asks, “Is it too late for this?”  

The concluding lines shift back to the “I”:  

 I am what people make of me—if they 

Can and when they will. My difficulty is  

readily played—like a rhapsody, or a fresh 

house. (Collected 190) 

The reappearance of “I” is yet another way for O’Hara’s speaker to regain agency, and, simply 

by acknowledging the possibility that people could “make” of him what they will, there is a 

strong question of “if” they can, given the “I’s” complexity87 (Collected 190). Because the 

speaker intensely desires that shared epiphanic experience of music sounding around him and his 

lover that he had once savored, “readily” does not translate to “easily,” but to “prepared.” He is 

ready to enter into the communion he had once experienced, but only if the Other initiates. 

Rather than maintaining the doubleness of visible influence and evacuated subjectivity as Glavey 

maintains, I argue that the private intimacy of “On Rachmaninoff’s Birthday” makes any 

doubleness indistinguishable. It is not an either/or but an imperceptible difference, such as the 

melding of two subjectivities into an “our.” That O’Hara’s speaker becomes like a rhapsody or a 

house also makes him inseparable from the instruments of an epiphany. The shared items in a 

shared house then make O’Hara like a house to be occupied, as Glavey notes. The shared 

 
87 Glavey homes in on the first two lines of the last stanza: “I am what people make of me—if they / can and when 

they will.” He argues that “the poem gradually evacuates the poet’s claim to his own subjectivity through a process 

of being made by others, first into a musical score—dependent upon a performer to be realized—and finally into a 

new house, to be entered and occupied” (800). Considering both the public spectacle and private intimacy of the 

poem, though, I find the speaker’s position more complicated, as I explain above.  
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listening of Rachmaninoff transforms O’Hara into a rhapsody himself, the epiphany 

interpenetrating all involved. Becoming an artwork does not necessarily mean that the art object 

is entirely subject to the performer or viewer. To become an artwork also means to be enchanted 

by an epiphanic experience.  

When O’Hara directs his attention to someone else, he has the tendency to similarly view 

that person as a work of art and they, instead of O’Hara, both produce and experience a shared 

epiphanic moment. In the sonnet “To Gianni Bates,” (1954) the initial octave conflates musical 

performance with a person, presumably Gianni Bates, experiencing that very performance:  

 Like a piano concerto your black 

and white eyes, your white face and bright black hair.  

And then, reclining in silence, you’re there 

with a hall of echoes arching your back 

and forcing you to sigh. In me the lack  

of sound is merely that I hear your stare.  

And when you leave there isn’t any air; (213) 

Black and white permeate the first two lines, indicating that Bates is like the black notes on the 

white paper of a musical composition; the black and white keys of a piano; or his beauty aligns 

with the beautiful sound of the piano concerto (played on the black and white keys). The 

difference between these possibilities is one of production: does Bates produce the sound, or is 

he composed of sound? As the aesthetic object in the poem, Bates is simultaneously 

overwhelmed by an epiphanic experience. Like O’Hara describing himself as a statue in “On 

Rachmaninoff’s Birthday,” Bates both produces and experiences beauty. While breath gives rise 

to voice, the music also inspires Bates to breathe deeply, so in the lines, “And then, reclining in 
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silence, you’re there / with a hall of echoes arching your back / and forcing you to sigh,” the 

echoes could as easily be the aesthetic echo Bates produces and then hears again as he 

experiences as a subject. O’Hara’s speaker is devoid of aesthetic production and, entirely 

enraptured with Bates’s aesthetic reverberations: “In me the lack / of sound is merely that I hear 

your stare. / And when you leave there isn’t any air” (214). Both the internal and end rhymes 

metamorphose into one another—me-mere-hear-are [phonetically “air”]-air—as if the words 

dictate themselves, removing the speaker’s agency. Synesthetically confusing sight and sound, 

the speaker is left breathless, overwhelmed by all the actions of the moment. Rimbaud, one of 

O’Hara’s favorite poets, considers a synesthetic moment an inspired one that obscures the 

delineations of selfhood. “To perceive the phantom tones is to ‘hear the unheard,’” Jessica 

Wiskus writes, quoting Rimbaud, “and to perceive the shimmering colors is to ‘see the unseen.’ 

There, before the witness of one’s senses, is transcendence. How astonishing—how terrible—is 

this force of transcendence upon the order of one’s body, this transgression of the interior and the 

exterior” (98). Unable to hear anything but the phantom sound of Bates’s stare, O’Hara’s speaker 

depends on Bates for the entirety of the epiphany. Bates absorbs the speaker, replacing the 

speaker’s sounds with Bates’s aesthetic production and, upon leaving, takes away the speaker’s 

force of life, the speaker being so dependent on Bates for this moment.  

At the turn of the sonnet, the epiphany quickly dissipates, and the speaker resurfaces as a 

separate “I,” much like in “On Rachmaninoff’s Birthday”:  

 And when you leave there isn’t any air;  

 though I should stay aloft, I have the knack.  

 But you leave. There isn’t any reason 

 to be silent; in halls the audience 
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 disperses as the instrument’s wheeled off 

 through jet tears and wet mascara scoff 

 the year, boring heart- and -concert season. 

 Too, I’ve not been silent again, or since. (Collected 213-14) 

O’Hara, known to get swept away by piano concertos, admonishes himself, believing that simply 

the music should carry him away to aesthetic epiphany, but he also depends on Bates. Once 

Bates vacates the concert hall, so too does the epiphany evaporate. The flow of words suddenly 

become disjointed with the hard “knack,” and short phrases, such as, “But you leave.” Bates’s 

exit reveals the ordinary moments post-performance, setting off the mundane with his departure. 

People are no longer silent, together, listening. The piano is wheeled off. The lights are on, 

revealing ruined makeup. But the speaker decides to construe the ordinary into a heightened 

melancholy with the hopeless last line: “Too, I’ve not been silent again, or since.” If the silence 

of the audience is as integral to the epiphany as the sound of the music, the speaker constructs 

nostalgia for this moment of quiet that has not happened again or since. “To Gianni Bates” ebbs 

and flows with romantic melancholy as it heightens euphorically, dissipates rapidly, and quietly 

concludes with romantic melancholy again.  

 Much like “Statue,” though, O’Hara offsets the serious melancholy in “To Gianni Bates” 

with the potential of a joke. “To Gianni Bates” seems like a solemn poem where the speaker is 

greatly moved by the entire experience at a music hall. That it is written in the form of an Italian 

sonnet also aligns it with the esteemed, centuries-old tradition of lyric poetry. Joe LeSueur’s 

comments about his lover, Gianni Bates, though, hint that there is a joke hidden within the Italian 

sonnet form. Bates went by his middle name, Gianni, instead of his first name, Carmen, because 
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he was exceedingly proud of his Italian heritage. Telling O’Hara about Gianni, LeSueur 

reminisces,  

At first, Frank wondered about my lover’s name…As for his surname, which Frank 

found outrageously incongruous, I explained that it had long ago supplanted the 

mellifluous but too Italian sounding DiOrio, and that was thanks to Gianni’s father, the 

proprietor of a midtown after-hours club who was as eager to play down his Italian 

heritage as his son was proud to proclaim it, Quattrocento being Gianni’s byword 

whenever he spoke of his glorious lineage... (32)  

By writing “To Gianni Bates” as an Italian sonnet, O’Hara furthers the Italian caricature of Bates 

about which he and LeSueur had joked. The comic play disrupts the serious melancholy, 

diverting the intense attention to an epiphany into other realms of affect. Even after O’Hara’s 

death in 1966, the joke or sadness carries on: the cover for O’Hara’s Knopf, paperback edition of 

his Collected Poems (1995) features a photograph of O’Hara, taken by Gianni Bates—a 

professional photographer—during O’Hara’s lifetime (figure 4).88 In the photograph, O’Hara 

seems to look seriously at the onlooker and potential reader. Do we hear anything in his stare? 

Are we struck by the ongoing playfulness or the Barthesian idea that a photograph is inevitable 

death? Cunningham writes of Barthes: 

What is momentous about Roland Barthes’ Camera Lucida is the way it endorses the 

only as if factor of the photograph. The photographed person looks as if alive. He and she 

are present, still, resisting death, like a Biblical or Prufrockian Lazarus “come back from 

the dead”; but the photograph that confirms them in this figurative life, also affirms their 

death, their real absence and silence. (Cunningham 70) 

 
88 This photograph also appeared on the frontispiece of the first edition of O’Hara’s Collected Poems. 
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O’Hara would ask us to consider both, if we “love excess” (Collected 190). But he does not ask 

the reader to choose. 

 In “To You,” the speaker again transforms his lover into a landscape painting, “with 

rocks and craggy mountains / and valleys full of sweaty ferns” (342). “Blue” is “for once not a 

melancholy color / because it is looking back at us / there’s no need for vistas we are one / in the 

complicated foreground of space” (342). The metamorphosis of this poem certainly is 

complicated—the speaker transforms his lover into a landscape and then enters the landscape 

himself. Within the painting now, the painted sky looks at them as they look at it. All are viewers 

and viewed, and, for a moment, delineations of 

identity fall away. There is uncertainty in “To 

You,” though, that does not allow this feeling of 

oneness to remain. It begins with a question:  

 What is more beautiful than night 

 and someone in your arms 

 that’s what we love about art 

 it seems to prefer us and stays (Collected 

342) 

 The allure of anthropomorphization, 

theorists tend to point out however, remains 

dangerously linked with the surety of death, as if 

the anthropomorphized figure were a seductive 

siren. O’Hara recognizes this but tends to 

emphasize the infinite possibilities that art offers, living in the moment rather than focusing on 

Figure 4: Gianni Bates, Frank O'Hara 
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unavoidable ends. Gross and de Man, for example, point to the despair in the paradoxical tension 

between stasis and movement or permanence and transience, as the paradox always points to 

inevitable death. To desire permanence or eternity is to no longer be human, but to remain 

human means one will die. Neither option offers satisfaction. Gross writes that, in folklore, 

literature, or poetry about statues, there is a tendency “in which the humanizing of a nonliving 

thing can entail, almost as a compensation, a simultaneous objectification of the human, in which 

the life released in the object entraps us in turn” (9). De Man similarly discusses the chiastic 

structure of prosopopoeia, in which, “by making the death speak, the symmetrical structure of 

the trope implies, by the same token, that the living are struck dumb, frozen in their own death” 

(Rhetoric 78). This transference begins to occur in O’Hara’s ekphrastic poems above, as the 

speaker’s subjectivity is fearfully threatened. Who is more alive in “Statue,” the speaker or 

statue? How can the speaker differentiate himself from a lover in “On Rachmaninoff’s 

Birthday”? Once Gianni Bates leaves, the speaker is left breathless, without any air.  

In each of the poems, epiphany nearly merges the entities involved, confusing who is the 

subject and who or what is the object. This confusion does not result in unity but in 

unknowability. The volatility between speaker and artwork or speaker and Other disorders 

binaries but also threatens individual selfhood altogether. O’Hara teeters on the edge of optimism 

and also verges on the point of chaos. He either constructs epiphanic moments that result in a 

euphoric loss of ego as the self intertwines with the Other, or he makes fun of the epiphany and 

undercuts the intensity. The former reflects the desire for presence via epiphany, while the latter 

evacuates the possibility of presence and playfully reveals the artifice of poetry. Imagining both 

simultaneously occurring keeps the reader in a state of undecidability. In O’Hara’s ekphrastic 
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poems, the self and Other collide and authenticity and rhetorical flourishes remain in tension. 

O’Hara constructs a representation of the self that is neither clearly present nor absent.  
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Chapter Three 

Verging on Chaos: O’Hara’s Disordered Perceptions 

In this chapter, I discuss how, for O’Hara, effective works of art do not produce unity; 

they disrupt balance, without devolving entirely into chaotic madness. O’Hara’s sense of time, 

for example, replaces rational linearity with a whirl of images. In contrast to Bishop, who looks 

closely and slowly both at the minutiae of a moment and the vastness of deep history, O’Hara 

opts for a sense of time that is fast paced, colliding from one moment to the next, evident in his 

poem “Getting up Ahead of Someone (Sun)” (1959). In the words of Marjorie Perloff, O’Hara’s 

aesthetic involves a “culmination rather than examination” (797). Further, by constructing 

rhetorical epiphanic experiences that challenge the status quo view of the world, O’Hara delves 

into the dizzying exuberance that lacks foundations. As I will show, in his poetics, O’Hara 

breaks down linear time and considers mirrored, artistic reflections a construct that informs how 

to view quotidian life. O’Hara doesn’t attempt to order the chaotic world or to think through his 

experiences. He notes in a statement for The New American Poetry, “I am mainly preoccupied 

with the world as I see it…I don’t think my experiences are clarified or made beautiful for 

myself or anyone else; they are just there in whatever form I can find them” (Collected 500). He 

presents the world as it happens through disordered perception. In one line, a sentence will meld 

into another without any indexical punctuation, or an entire poem will seem like a list of 

happenings, referencing this event or that famous person or friend. After examining how O’Hara 

treats time as disordered, I then move to his ekphrastic poems, “Oranges: 12 Pastorals” (1949), 

“Having a Coke with You” (1960), and “My Favorite Painting at the Metropolitan” (1961). I 

argue that, in these poems, O’Hara disorders the delineations between art and life, as each 

mutually influence one another. I read these poems alongside Gilles Deleuze’s conception of the 
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simulacrum and Kristeva’s foundation-crushing abjection, which, I argue, clarifies how O’Hara’s 

poetics depend upon delving into chaos rather than retreating from it.  

O’Hara’s sense of time in many of his “I do this, I do that” poems question conventional 

ways of perceiving time. While I only focus on one poem to demonstrate O’Hara’s chaotic time, 

many of his poems, such as “The Day Lady Died” (1959), also reflect this kind of whirling time.  

Time flows from one moment to the next in his “Getting up Ahead of Someone (Sun)” without 

any limiting marker of beginning and end. Even though the speaker acknowledges that the day 

has begun, he also notices how one day seamlessly melts into the following day, evident in his 

declaration, “it is tomorrow / though only six hours have gone by” (341). This seamlessness is 

reflected in the lack of punctuation and an enjambment that often works in several ways, 

confusing the emphasis of a grammatically complete sentence. For instance, the speaker says  

  and hours and hours go by I read  

  van Vechten’s Spider Boy then a short 

  story by Patsy Southgate and a poem 

by myself it is cold and I shiver a little (341) 

Does he read a poem alone, a poem he authored, or, by himself, is he cold? If he reads alone, he 

is at least mentally engaged with other people, especially if they stimulate him for hours. 

Solitude is necessary for total absorption into a text, assuming he is like the typical reader.89 If he 

reads a poem he wrote, he solipsistically socializes with himself, although, intertextually, he 

reads himself alongside others, like van Vechten or Southgate. In this sense, he is distanced from 

his own past action, passively watching how his work communes with others.  If he is cold by 

himself, the speaker indicates a craving for a warm body next to him, but that physically present 

 
89 I sense Paul de Man’s Allegories of Reading creeping in here, particularly his chapter on Proust and reading.  
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person would detract from the speaker’s attention to reading and growing sunlight. In that case, 

this poem wouldn’t have been written. The “by myself,” then, functions in several directions, 

unmarked and unlimited by punctuation and grammar. Fluidity of time and meaning operate 

similarly if left unmeasured, and if they are merely experienced.  

“Getting up Ahead of Someone (Sun)” is vaguely measured by the rhyming words 

“dawn” and “lawn,” and the three tercets at the start, middle, and end of the poem. The lines “it 

is dawn / the light flows evenly along the lawn” slow the pace of the present through the rhymed 

connection, as if the speaker watches the lighted marks of dawn slowly illuminate the lawn. The 

lawn quickly disintegrates into the next line, though, shifting from the elevated, aesthetically 

pleasing lawn lit by the morning sun to a locally specific lawn in “chilly Southampton” (341). 

The rest of the stanza quickens with its run-on sentences that do not indicate a break until the 

second tercet. While the opening tercet marks the present day with “it is dawn,” the middle tercet 

is somewhere in limbo, as the speaker wonders “where did it go / it’s not really awake yet / I will 

wait” (341). Instead of naming the time, he finds himself alert at a moment when everything else 

is dormant and chooses to wait rather than actively defining the moment. He knows it will pass 

into its next phase. He marks, here, the dissonance between his lived experience and the 

movement of time. 

Usually, the speaker has a clear break between the phases of night and day, waking up 

after the sun has fully risen and the rest of the world is in motion. In the third tercet, the speaker 

sees the day in the context of yesterday even though he has already acknowledged that his day 

began hours ago. Because of the strangeness of dawn, he names the present “tomorrow” and 

wonders how and when that shift can possibly happen, especially when “only six hours have 

gone by” (341), and shows how arbitrary naming and categorizing do not coalesce with his 
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experience. Once “the house wakes up,” the speaker fully realizes that another day has begun 

(341). All those hours reading were spent ahead of the sun, before the fully developed day, as if 

the speaker is someone from the past or out of time. Once the usual markers of “tomorrow” 

appear and the house bustles, the speaker recognizes a different day. The passing of today into 

tomorrow pulls the speaker out of the unusual, in-between limbo of dawn and into the full-

fledged day. While the rhymes and tercets mark the present, the speaker retains the sense of 

unaccountable hours passing until the stream of time catches up with him and becomes normal 

again.  

Reversing this “catching up,” on a usual morning, the speaker attempts to catch up to a 

day already moving, as he is “grabbing on late as usual” (341). This entire poem, too, attempts to 

catch up to the action, especially if it is indeed an “I do this I do that” poem (341). As the 

speaker narrates his actions, he cannot write the poem simultaneously, but the poem must grab 

on where it can. The lines “and commence to write one of my ‘I do this I do that’ / poems in a 

sketch pad” are the only ones that can unify action and writing (341). The majority of the poem 

is a breathless run-on that narrates the apparently immediate past. With this in mind, perhaps the 

statement “it is tomorrow” is actually an attempt to beat the action, to race ahead to an immediate 

future—one that is in view from the present but just ahead. It is like O’Hara’s description of 

Pollock’s work, which is “about what we see, about what we can see. In the works of [1947-

1950] we are not concerned with possibility, but actuality” (32). Awaking in the abnormal early 

hours of the day, the speaker can see the day before it begins, the day as it begins, and the day 

that has already begun. Without a beginning or end, the speaker can merely stretch his sight as 

far back and forward as it can go, naming the immediate past, and declaring the upcoming future. 

He is embedded in time rather than attempting to order it.  
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For O’Hara, striving for resolvable truth is beside the point of poetry. Experiencing 

contradiction, rather than examining it, becomes integral for O’Hara’s poetics. Even if modernist 

poets, such as Wallace Stevens, convey the difficulty of locating truth through language, they 

still seem to believe in truth’s possibility and continue to strive for it.90 Stevens asks, “Where 

was it one first heard of the truth?” and answers, “The the” (Stevens 186). Examining the 

construct of language, for Stevens, at least reveals language’s arbitrary construct and puts into 

question how and why belief is linguistically and socially constructed as well. Because he does 

not allow one overwhelming tone to pervade his poems, however, O’Hara obscures philosophical 

or political seriousness.91 O’Hara avoids heavy philosophical or political ideas as irrelevant and 

turns his gaze instead to the liveliness art offers him. The materiality of art, much like in 

Bishop’s “The Monument,” concretizes an idea into specific moments of lived experience and 

the tangibility of contact between artwork and viewer, poem and reader. Ashbery notes that 

O’Hara stays out of the politics of which many of his poet-contemporaries were heavily 

involved: “O’Hara’s poetry has no program and therefore cannot be joined…it doesn’t attack the 

establishment. It merely ignores its right to exist and is thus a source of annoyance for partisans 

of every stripe” (81). He scales down lofty ideas on life and death to passing, casual exchanges.  

For instance, in “Metaphysical Poem,” the title implies a poem about the important 

questions of human existence, but the content is instead a simple conversation about what 

 
90 See Charles Atieri’s Enlarging the Temple (1979) and Mutlu Blasing’s Politics and Form in Postmodern Poetry: 
O'Hara, Bishop, Ashbery, and Merrill (2009) for more on modernist/postmodernist contrasts.  
91 Charles Altieri writes that the postmodern poet “must return to the energies manifest in acts of intense 
perception and must locate the sources of personal value and dignity in the field of energies where subject and 
object can be seen as interpenetrating one another. The strident tones of so much of Olson’s and Bly’s poetics, 
however, betray the uneasiness inherent in seeking abstract epistemological and metaphysical resolutions to 
cultural problems, and they thus require as a complement the witty and utterly secular and empirical versions of 
objectivist poetics offered by way of Frank O’Hara” (18). 
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activity the two speakers should engage in. As they exchange questions and indecisive responses 

in every other line, the speakers decide to do nothing and part ways:  

 When do you want to go 

 I’m not sure I want to go there 

 where do you want to go 

 any place 

 I think I’d fall apart any place else 

 well I’ll go if you really want to  

 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

 we don’t really have to do anything 

 well all right let’s not 

 okay I’ll call you 

 yes call me (Collected 434) 

Either a familiar conversation or a sort of Waiting for Godot statement on metaphysics, 

“Metaphysical Poem” emphasizes the idea that existence is not based on big ideas but on simple, 

quotidian accumulations. Like many of O’Hara’s poems, this poem has both a serious and comic 

undertone, where the speakers ask and agree to hail the other in an Althusserian exchange (“okay 

I’ll call you / yes call me”) that reiterates the other’s existence. Or, as is obvious, it is a 

lackadaisical conversation between two friends or lovers. When Edward Lucie-Smith asks 

O’Hara grand questions about art, O’Hara continually minimizes the grandness into simplicities 

of daily life. For instance, Lucie-Smith asks O’Hara, “Do you feel that the avant-garde no longer 

exists in a state of detachment or isolation?” and O’Hara answers,  
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No, the avant-garde always exists in the state of idea. That is, the avant-garde has been 

made up, I think, completely, and all through history, with people who are bored by other 

people’s ideas…Now, you do not have to have the Russian Revolution or the French 

Revolution or the Civil Rights Movement in order to get irritated by other people’s ideas. 

All you have to do is be one individual who is tired of looking at something that looks 

like something else. (Standing Still 9) 

Pushing the conversation further, Lucie-Smith asks O’Hara, “You think it’s important to be new 

then?” O’Hara answers flatly, “No, I think it’s very important not to be bored though” (9). 

Avoiding intellectual statements, O’Hara is instead interested in what experience has to offer.  

 

Deleuzian Simulacra 

In this dissertation, I have treated aesthetics in two senses: aesthetics offers a way of 

viewing real experiences artistically, and it also incorporates a philosophy of perception that 

offer new ways of experiencing the world. Deleuze reflects this double treatment, which I argue 

will offer a way of understanding O’Hara’s poetics. “Aesthetics suffers from a wrenching 

duality,” Deleuze writes. “On the one hand, it designates the theory of sensibility as the form of 

possible experience; on the other hand, it designates the theory of art as the reflection of real 

experience. For these two meanings to be tied together, the conditions of experience in general 

must become conditions of real experience” (260). O’Hara does not view art and life as 

contradictory categories, but, rather, art is a part of life and vice versa because the former offers 

consciousness-shifting experience; art and life are mutually generative instead of two parts of a 

paradox based on the tension of opposites. This is not to say that art and life are identical, 

however. They affect one another through their difference. To become an artwork, then, gives 
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O’Hara the power to alter modes of thinking in the reality of life, to initiate change. In his 

imaginary ekphrastic poems, he simultaneously produces and experiences an epiphany, if at least 

momentarily, and tries to capture the moment when his singular identity falls away under the 

saturation of that aesthetic moment. Deleuze urges faith in the simulacrum92 rather than the 

natural sign,93 and believes that effective works of art do not reiterate the foundations of 

understanding, but, rather, they crush them. As Deleuze puts it, “The simulacrum is not a 

degraded copy. It harbors a positive power which denies the original and the copy, the model 

and the reproduction” (262). There are no original forms. If great works of art tap into the 

simulacrum, says Deleuze, then they produce consciousness-shifting, epiphanic experience.94 

Rather than relying on the homogeneous resemblance of original and copy, the simulacrum 

presents the heterogeneous Other and creates a foundation-crushing chaos. Deleuze draws from 

Nietzsche’s simulacrum, the latter of whom still retains the language of origin and copy while 

simultaneously attempting to break free of this logic. Nietzsche writes, “Behind each cave 

another that opens still more deeply, and beyond each surface a subterranean world yet more 

 
92 It is important to differentiate between the Deleuzian simulacrum and the Baudrillardian simulacrum: the 
former conceptualizes the simulacrum in the context of Plato and considers it, at least in Deleuze’s early writing, 
something positive and transformative. Baudrillard conceptualizes the simulacrum in terms of postmodern theory 
and considers it an insidious outlook on reality.  
93 The natural sign, Murray Krieger explains, is the sign that naturally, rather than arbitrarily, corresponds to an 
Idea or thing. Saussure (and Nietzsche, among others) reveals that language is an arbitrary, not natural, construct. 
There is no ultimate Reality behind language. Language, rather, constructs reality.  
94 Deleuze writes, “…[The modern work of art] is not at all a question of different points of view on one story 
supposedly the same; for points of view would still be submitted to a rule of convergence. It is rather a question of 
different and divergent stories, as if an absolutely distinct landscape corresponded to each point of view. There is 
indeed a unity of divergent series insofar as they are divergent, but it is always a chaos perpetually thrown off 
center which becomes one only in the Great Work. This unformed chaos…is not just any chaos: it is the power of 
affirmation, the power to affirm all the heterogeneous series—it “complicates” within itself all the series…Between 
these basic series, a sort of internal resonance is produced; and this resonance induces a forced movement, which 
goes beyond the series themselves. These are the characteristics of the simulacrum, when it breaks its chains and 
rises to the surface…” (260).  
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vast, more strange. Richer still…and under all foundations, under every ground, a subsoil still 

more profound…” (229). The original is inaccessible because there is no original. Matthew 

Abbott, drawing from Michael Fried’s Art and Objecthood, writes that 

Both modernist and literalist art face the problem of what art is…We arrive at the 

knowledge—or approach the knowledge—that our concepts lack determinacy, and so 

that there is nothing to them beyond our convictions about them, conventions regarding 

them, and practices with them. And we find ourselves confronting the problem of how we 

can go on together in the same world in the face of this ungroundedness. (38) 

The exuberance, dizziness, even Dionysian celebration of this ungroundedness, is what Deleuze 

would call the momentum of the simulacrum. In O’Hara’s poetics, I argue that he absorbs an 

aesthetic way of viewing life within his poems, aligning with Armstrong’s broadened definition 

of aesthetics as a philosophy of perception that I detailed in my introduction. He does this, I 

argue, by viewing human figures as artworks in “Having a Coke with You” and “Favorite 

Painting in the Metropolitan” and by absorbing abjection into these poems and “Oranges: 12 

Pastorals.”  

“Favorite Painting in the Metropolitan” opens with the quoted words, “‘these are the 

stairs / from Funny Face’” (423) when, in fact, there are no stairs at the Metropolitan Museum of 

Art from the film Funny Face (1957). As I have discussed above, O’Hara tends to include proper 

names in his poetry in order to give it a semblance of authenticity when, in actuality, it is a 

rhetorical move to only seem authentic. This is the first instance in the poem when there seems to 

be a playful flip of origin and copy, but, in actuality, there is no origin or flip—it is all play. In 

the movie, Fred Astaire’s character, Dick Avery, photographs Jo Stockton, a character played by 

Audrey Hepburn, on two different staircases. Upon initial reading, I assumed that Funny Face 
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was partially filmed at the Met, possibly on the Great Hall stairs, which dramatically lead up to 

European paintings. This Neoclassical staircase, designed by architect Richard Morris Hunt, look 

strikingly similar to one of the actual staircases Audrey Hepburn was filmed on: the Daru 

Staircase at the Louvre. The Daru Staircase, designed by architect Hector Lefuel, also has a 

Neoclassical bent and both staircases lead up to works of art framed by pillars and domes. Had 

Hepburn’s character been photographed at the Met’s Great Hall, the first lines would have been 

comically confusing the copy for the origin. The quoted speaker, presumably the main speaker of 

the poem’s lover, places the real stairs in front of him within the context of a movie in which 

they appear. To be accurate, the line should have been, “Funny Face was filmed on these stairs,” 

the existence of the stairs preceding the production of the film by about 60 years. But no—these 

are not the stairs from Funny Face at all. At this point, it is important to note that this poem 

moves from quoted to unquoted lines, as if the reader is eavesdropping on lighthearted 

conversation between the speaker and his lover as they meander through the Met. Now knowing 

that these are not the stairs from Funny Face, I imagine the lover putting on airs and dramatically 

posing on the stairs as if he were Audrey Hepburn in the movie, flitting up and down, pausing for 

the photographer, acting glamorous in a glamorous setting, and simply pretending these are the 

stairs from Funny Face.95 What seems to be an authentic reference, then, turns into a scene of 

play.    

In the last stanza, the speaker conflates painted images and reflections on glass, 

transporting himself and lover into an artwork through their mirrored reflections. This play of 

reflections again echo Deleuze’s conception of the simulacrum with no original copy. The 

 
95 Based on Gooch’s comments on this poem and “Having a Coke with You,” the addressee is likely O’Hara’s lover, 
Vincent Warren, who was a renowned ballet dancer. This is of course an imaginative stretch, but I could see 
Warren’s graceful affectations up and down the stairs of the Great Hall, pretending he is Hepburn.  
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speaker first sees an image of a 

mirror depicted in the painting. 

Many Renaissance painters 

include mirrors in their paintings, 

creating a mise en abyme of 

mirrored images. Although the 

speaker does not indicate which 

Bellini he is viewing, see Figure 

5 for an example. In Woman 

Looking into a Mirror (1515), it is 

not the viewer but the woman who 

could potentially view this mise en abyme as she views herself in a handheld mirror that could 

capture her reflection in the mirror on the wall. As the speaker views the Bellini, he first 

identifies the mirror depicted in the painting, but, as he looks, his eyes refocus, and he sees 

himself in the reflected glass that protects the painting, presumably. This moment where the 

speaker seems to be within the Bellini painting becomes both ontological and epistemological:  

I see the Bellini mirror and this  

time you follow me seeing me in it 

first, the perfect image of my 

existence with the sky above 

me which has never frowned on me 

in any dream of your knowledge (Collected 424) 

Figure 5, Giovanni Bellini, Woman Looking in the Mirror 

(1515) 
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The lover follows the speaker’s gaze and their eyes meet in the reflection. This is already a near 

conceptual mise en abyme, where the speaker and lover look into each other’s reflected eyes as 

they physically stand next to one another. The sky above the speaker’s reflection, a static 

depiction of the sky in the painting, remains blue and almost cloudless, the speaker imagines, as 

if the sky had “never frowned on me / in any dream of your knowledge.” These lines are again 

disordered: is it the sky in the painting that the speaker imagines, or is it the sky that he thinks his 

lover imagines for him? Is it in a dream that the lover dreams of the sky, or does the lover dream 

of knowledge, and in this knowledge the sky has never frowned on the speaker? The point is not 

what actually is. The point is the moment they share in the art museum that, through their 

mirrored reflections, he is able to imagine both he and his lover as depicted figures in the 

painting. The fleeting reflected image he physically sees is as permanent, he imagines, as this 

painting from the 16th century. Earlier in the poem, the speaker laments how he cannot make this 

wonderful experience with his lover into something permanent. He says,  

 and I could walk through ex- 

 changing with you through the  

 exchanging universe tears 

 of regretless interest tears of  

 fun and everything being temporary 

 right where it seems so permanent (Collected 423; emphasis added) 

Even as he repeats “changing” within the stanzas, the speaker layers the fleeting moment of time 

onto what “seems so permanent.” It is both an elegy and exultation for a moment in time. The 

couple is the sole focus of the poem, and the seemingly “permanent” artworks fall away into 

obscurity, like the “obscure public” earlier: “‘when I saw you coming / I forgot all about 
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Breughel,’” the lover says (423). The enjambment of the lines emphasizes the word “changing,” 

as it evolves from “changing” to “exchanging.” Similar to O’Hara’s imaginary ekphrastic poems, 

both the speaker and lover seem to be under the spell of experiencing the artwork and one 

another. Evident from the concluding lines when the speaker’s image is reflected in the Bellini, 

the lovers view one another with the same awe and desire that they view the “permanent” 

artworks, seeing far more than what is immediately before them. As the lover says of the 

paintings of the Annunciation, “‘they weren’t just Madonnas, / they were skies!’”—limitless 

(424). What they see in art, they see in each other, but, art and life being incommensurate—static 

and temporal, respectively—spurs melancholy. The moment drifts away.  

 While O’Hara emphasizes those optimistic moments, pessimism creeps in when he takes 

time into consideration. The thought that this lovely moment will pass haunts the poem, even as 

O’Hara attempts to keep it light. For instance, in the second stanza, the speaker repeats “die” 

twice, but encapsulates reference to death with humor:  

 But I would like to see 

 the three Zenobius bits 

 before I die of the heat 

 or you die of the denim 

 or we fight it out without 

 lances in the obscure public (Collected 423; emphasis added) 

First of all, if O’Hara here refers to Botticelli’s Three Miracles of Saint Zenobius that the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art currently owns,96 then the painting would likely restore them to 

 
96 This is likely. The Metropolitan Museum of Art bought Botticelli’s painting in 1911 
(https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/435729).  
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life; Saint Zenobius raises the dead in these panels. Calling the panels “bits” make them seem 

like a comedy “bit,” which further relieves the heaviness of imminent death. Although the 

speaker repeats “die” twice in a row, of course “die” in the context of the poem is hyperbolic: the 

speaker will not “die of the heat,” just as much as his lover will not “die” from bad fashion. He 

slips death into the poem, though, because he knows time will continue and this moment will 

pass.  

 In “Having a Coke with You,” the speaker loves the addressee so much that he 

downplays his previous epiphanies produced by images, which is telling considering O’Hara’s 

penchant for arts. Life with his lover continually moves, and the speaker attempts to capture the 

movement visually:  

 it is hard to believe when I’m with you that there can be anything as still 

 as solemn as unpleasantly definitive as statuary when right in front of it 

 in the warm New York 4 o’clock light we are drifting back and forth 

 between each other like a tree breathing through its spectacles (Collected 360) 

Using that aesthetic lens again, the speaker views his lover as if he were a painting, only better: 

“I look / at you and I would rather look at you than all the portraits in the world” (360). The line 

sounds awfully romantic, but the speaker humorously brushes off such a saccharine statement, 

continuing with a near prequel to “Favorite Painting at the Metropolitan”: “except possibly for 

the Polish Rider occasionally and anyway it’s in the Frick / which thank heavens you haven’t 

gone to yet so we can go together for the first time” (360). The speaker then goes on to list all of 

the art movements or specific pieces that he says, “used to wow me,” but are now insignificant 

compared to his lover: Futurism, Nude Descending a Staircase, a “drawing of Leonardo or 

Michelangelo,” the Impressionists. In other words, art informs the speaker’s approach to life in 
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general. He expects of others what art has already done for him, hoping for the reciprocating 

view, to be the seer and seen simultaneously.  

 “Favorite Painting in the Metropolitan” and “Having a Coke with You” do not attempt to 

construe a human figure into an artwork as literally as “Statue,” “On Rachmaninoff’s Birthday,” 

or “To Gianni Bates” do. However, the speaker in “Favorite Painting in the Metropolitan” and 

“Having a Coke with You” integrates the aesthetic way of viewing more fully than in the earlier 

poems. In a similar way, O’Hara explicitly makes himself or others into artworks in his earlier 

imaginary ekphrastic poems, only to drop that explicitness later. “Favorite Painting in the 

Metropolitan” and “Having a Coke with You” implicitly carry the same kind of visualization of 

O’Hara, his life, or his lovers as both producing and experiencing an aesthetic moment—one that 

lifts the barriers between subject and object, self and Other. Having experienced moments like 

these already, O’Hara knows they only last so long. Perhaps this is why O’Hara continually 

returns to art—“it seems so permanent.”  

 

Abjection 

 “Favorite Painting in the Metropolitan” and “Having a Coke with You” both include 

abject moments, which, according to Julia Kristeva, destroy the limits of self, which produces 

both terror and jouissance.97 Abjection, Kristeva writes, “is something rejected from which one 

does not part” (4); it is the physical evidence of something that is both of the self and not the self, 

such as a corpse, an infant the moment it comes out of the womb, vomit, or excrement. “It does 

not signify death,” she writes. “In the presence of signified death—a flat encephalograph, for 

instance—I would understand, react, or accept. No, as in true theater, without makeup or masks, 

 
97 In my first chapter on H.D., I discuss Kristevan abjection more fully.  
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refuse and corpses show me what I permanently thrust aside in order to live” (3). There are mere 

hints of the abject in both of these poems, but, as I will show, they echo O’Hara’s much earlier 

“Oranges: 12 Pastorals” which is teeming with the abject, almost jubilantly throwing grotesque 

images in the face of the reader. In “Favorite Painting in the Metropolitan,” the speaker says of 

his lover, “and the full Courbets / snow falling over piles of shit / such sadness, you love all” 

(423-424). Courbet’s realist paintings often show hunting or natural landscapes, but the speaker 

here imagines the landscapes full of shit, dirtying the otherwise pastoral quality. Likewise, in 

“Having a Coke with You,” the speaker seems to include vomiting as a fun activity when he says 

that “having a coke with you / is even more fun than … being sick to my stomach on the 

Travesera de Gracia in Barcelona” (360). While these are just mere mentions of abject fluids, get 

ready for “Oranges: 12 Pastorals.”  

In O’Hara’s “Oranges: 12 Pastorals,” he breaks with convention and offers an abject way 

of describing what should be gentle, natural pastorals. This poem is another supposedly 

ekphrastic poem that does not have a corresponding artwork that it depicts, although, in 1953, 

four years after it was written, it was published as an accompaniment to Grace Hartigan’s 

Oranges exhibit of twelve paintings. Typical to O’Hara’s early poems, O’Hara subverts 

expectations of beauty by incorporating images of grotesque bodily functions, in this case, 

excrement. In the first pastoral, the speaker apostrophizes the pasture itself and then interchanges 

the grotesque, excremental cow pies with the sublimity of stars and expansiveness of the 

universe: “O pastures dotted with excremental discs, wheeling in interplanetary green, your 

brown eyes stare down our innocence, the brimstone odor of your stars sneers at our horoscope!” 

(5). O’Hara throws in the face of the reader this irreverent exclamation, subsuming the 

conventions of poetry. An apostrophe, for example, typically operates to give life to something 
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dead or inanimate in a beautiful or whimsical manner: Shelley brings us, ostensibly, the essence 

of Autumn, for example, by conjuring this image as something living that can be addressed: “O 

wild West Wind, thou breath of Autumn's being…” O’Hara, brings to life an excrement-covered 

pasture, “O pasture dotted with excremental discs.” Not only does he make somber scholars or 

poets angry, but he vertiginously flips our view and makes his static cow pies whirl. They “wheel 

in interplanetary green,” if you can imagine these brown spots suddenly rotating above us like 

the stars do in the sky. Flipped into the sky, they stare down at us, as O’Hara says, “your brown 

eyes stare down our innocence.” He goes even further, interchanging human body parts and 

functions: are those actually brown eyes, or are they anuses? The stars even stink (“brimstone 

odor”), and the pristine beauty of those far-reaching stars is as mundane and close to us as a 

pasture dotted with pies. He also includes images of rotting and snot: “Black crows in the burnt 

mauve grass, as intimate as rotting rice, snot on a white linen field” (5). The field turns into a 

rather disgusting handkerchief, and what should be the growing sustenance in a natural field is 

instead the alliterative “rotting rice.”  

Throughout the entire poem, images of this abject nature are interspersed with the 

jouissance of exuberant, Dionysian exclamations: “Everyone! Everywhere! Dance!” (7). I 

hesitate to say that O’Hara’s poem emboldens us with life-changing epiphany. What it does do is 

it takes the ekphrastic convention of interpreting an artwork, produces an imaginary pastoral 

artwork, and, potentially, makes us dizzy with its ungroundedness. The exuberance, dizziness, 

even Dionysian celebration of this ungroundedness is what Deleuze would call the momentum of 

the simulacrum. Great works of art can throw us off balance, erupting into epiphany, without 

devolving entirely into chaotic madness. The ekphrastic impulse is just that—an impulse, a 

desire, an ambition, something to strive for. O’Hara suggests that the reader remain open to the 
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possibility of consistent scrutiny and reconfiguration of the foundation on which we ground our 

values, throwing us off balance. The palimpsestic layers of O’Hara’s ekphrastic “Oranges: 12 

Pastorals” open the possibility for such imbalance. This could be considered an ekphrastic poem 

on its own, as it reflects pastoral paintings, and the speaker directs the readers to “picture to 

yourselves” (Collected 5) the images he presents. However, it clearly becomes an ekphrastic 

poem when Grace Hartigan painted her series Oranges in 1953, which were based on O’Hara’s 

poem that he originally wrote in 1949. The pictorial materiality at play again confuses origins 

and copies. Although the poem performs a deictic move to imagine pastoral paintings, the actual 

occurrence of Hartigan’s abstract expressionist paintings again point to the liveliness of art that 

must be experienced in a specific, historical context.   
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Chapter Four 

Palimpsests and Statues: H.D.’s Ekphrastic Gazes 

For H.D., the effect of an artwork supersedes the artist. Animated statues abandon their 

sculptor, Pygmalion, for example, in H.D.’s reworking of the myth. In Ovid’s version, 

Pygmalion has mastery over the female statue that Venus animates, but in H.D.’s poem 

“Pygmalion” (1913-1917), Pygmalion mourns the loss of mastery over his sculptures of 

unnamed gods who, infused with life, step off their plinths and melt into light:  

 They have melted into the light 

and I am desolate; 

they have melted; 

each from his plinth, 

each one departs (Collected 50) 

The statues are more than simply alive—they transform from an artistic representation of gods 

into the sacred divinities themselves. For H.D., visual artwork and written poetry contain the 

potent sacredness of ancient mythologies,98 and it is the artist’s role to release the sacred into 

present. The speaker in Trilogy says, for instance, “I know, I feel / the meaning that words hide; 

// they are anagrams, cryptograms, / little boxes, conditioned // to hatch butterflies…” (39). 

Finding that nearly invisible meaning buried in history and myth, the poet transforms and 

releases it into the air like a butterfly. The most effective artist or poet will retrieve past 

mythologies from forgotten coffers and mold the past into the present, unearthing the latent 

sacredness that endures in secularized modernity. The sacred, for H.D., is the “rare intangible 

thread / that binds all humanity // to ancient wisdom, / to antiquity” (Trilogy 24). Poets spin that 

 
98 H.D. focuses the most on Egyptian, Greek, Roman, and Christian mythologies. 
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thread and “are keepers of the secret” (24) that every generation seems to forget: ever since it 

was possible, humans have created meaning and myths that distill the sacred from the mundane. 

For H.D., the poet’s role is to locate the sacred and make it palpable.  

The construction of a myth is a communal act that requires the imaginative participation 

of an entire people. By studying the myths of past societies, H.D. envisions a modern mythology 

that is a conglomeration of ancient mythologies. H.D.’s poetic sense of time is palimpsestic99—

not linear. Layered transparently upon one another, the past, present, and future inhabit the same 

space, each made visible by the poet. The poet is simultaneously active and passive: equipped 

with keen vision into the past and future, the poet creates anew with the experiences of the 

present, but the mystique of the past and vision of the future also lure in the poet. Ultimately, this 

is Pygmalion’s (and, more generally, the poet’s) predicament: is he the master, creator, and god 

of his sculptures, or is he overpowered by the effect of the artwork? In other words, if the 

artwork is sufficiently effective, the current of communal, sacred mythologies will run through it 

and overpower the individual artist. In H.D.’s poetry and prose, history metaphorically arises as a 

spectral trace, erupting into the present tense of the narrative or poem and reiterating how the 

past never disappears completely and the future is embedded in the present. The enormity of 

such mythological history overwhelms the artist, which is evident when Pygmalion questions 

both his role as artist and the extent of his creative power as his marble gods take on the 

omnipotence of ancient Greek gods:  

Does this fire thwart me 

and my craft, 

 
99 This is something I am trying to work out: Can there also be palimpsestic time, or does ekphrastic time function 
palimpsestically?  
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or does my work cloud this light? 

which is the god, 

which is the stone 

the god takes for his use? (Collected 50) 

Sacred and endowed with godlike power, the sculptures-turned-gods sublimely cry “out from a 

perfect throat / you are useless, / no marble can bind me, / no stone suggest” (50), making the 

fact of their ability to speak a fearsome and monstrous occurrence. What are they? Statues? 

Gods? Do they have a form or are they light? The gods speak out in the present tense of the 

poem, their italicized words overpowering the work Pygmalion accomplished as they interrupt 

him. “Pygmalion” is an ekphrastic poem that abstracts visual artists’ common practice of 

depicting divine figures. When done specifically, an artist who depicts, for example, the figure of 

Apollo, participates in the myth of Apollo—perpetuating the story and adding the nuance of 

artistic interpretation. Pygmalion “creates objects that inspire devotion, even his own,” Bret 

Keeler writes, continuing, “and in so doing becomes himself the object of devotion and 

admiration” (184). All roles are confused and conflated until the idea of an origin is lost and the 

deification of stone or poet is hardly distinct. The act of writing poetry or making art, then, is 

also a sacred act that brings the history of mythmaking into the present.  

The poet or scribe, two roles H.D. often conflates, are the bearers through which sacred 

history is preserved, told, and incorporated into the present. Useless to the utilitarians who, after 

WWII, participate in the “new-world reconstruction” (Trilogy 22), the poet instills significance 

into what otherwise seems mundane. Speaking in the first-person plural, the speaker of Trilogy 

says,  

 we are the keepers of the secret,  
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 the carriers, the spinners 

 of the rare intangible thread 

 that binds all humanity 

 to ancient wisdom,  

 to antiquity;  

 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

 and every concrete object 

 has abstract value, is timeless (24) 

Concrete objects allow for mythologization, such as H.D.’s experience walking through ancient 

Greek ruins and the contemporary ruins of London during the Blitz. The parallel experiences 

allow H.D. to see her present as historic, similar to the ancient ruins of Greece. Viewing the 

bombed-out houses in London, the speaker of Trilogy compares them to ancient ruins:  

 there, as here, ruin opens 

 the tomb, the temple; enter 

 there as here, there are no doors:  

 

 the shrine lies open to the sky,  

 the rain falls, here, there 

 sand drifts; eternity endures.  

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

we pass on 

 

to another cellar, to another sliced wall 
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where poor utensils show 

like rare objects in a museum (Trilogy 3, 4) 

In the exceptional circumstance of war-torn London, the speaker recontextualizes what was once 

mundane, such as household utensils, into something like “rare objects in a museum.” In an 

attempt to sacralize the material violence around her, the speaker designates sites of destruction 

as a temple or shrine. She distances herself from the reality of war through this sacralization. The 

destroyed houses already defamiliarized, the speaker defamiliarizes what she sees to a second 

degree, infusing the stripped houses with the significance of an ancient temple. Alicia Ostriker 

notes that reading H.D.’s Trilogy “was like turning a corner on a bombed-out street and finding 

ourselves in a temple on a promontory” (4). The shift in view can be jarring.  

In H.D.’s essay “From Megara to Corinth,” she makes a chiastic flip, contemporizing the 

ancient ruins of Greece, writing that, as she “stood on the steps of the Athenian propylaea” (65) 

she viewed the ruins as if they were about to be built. She writes, “I looked for cranes and 

engines, for the lifting of the heavy stones. Those columns, in the Greek sun, were so very new 

and many of them splintered exactly as if cut with machines for some definite purpose” (65). 

Instead of viewing the ancient ruins as static, bare columns, she views them as if they are about 

to be built into complete structures and as if time is reversing itself—the structures are not 

deteriorating but are improving. H.D. views time as overlapping between the past, present, and 

future.   

 Infusing seemingly insignificant objects with the power of magic, H.D. senses archaic 

history in material reality. “There is a spell, for instance, / in every sea-shell,” (8) she writes in 

Trilogy. Describing the shellfish as a “craftsman” and “master-mason,” H.D.’s speaker imagines 

that the shell itself is an architectural structure, made of “coral, / bone, stone, marble,” which the 
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shellfish then constructs into a “stone marvel” (8). Replacing the expected word “marble” with 

“marvel,” the speaker incorporates connotations of mystery and wonder into this tiny structure. 

The speaker treats the seashell, which she compares to a “house / temple, fane, shrine,” as a 

religious and artistic artifact, elevating the seashell to the level of masterpiece and hierophany100 

—a work of sacred art that persists through the ages (8). By combining ekphrasis and hierophany 

into the depiction of the seashell, H.D. intermingles the verbal and the visual, the poet and the 

artist. Ekphrasis—the verbal, poetic description of visual artworks—already encompasses the 

visual and the verbal, but the emphasis leans towards the latter. Etymologically stemming from 

the Greek “ekphrázein,” ekphrasis literally means to “speak out.”101 Hierophany, in contrast, 

gravitates toward the visual, the Greek prefix hieros meaning “sacred” and the suffix “phany,” 

deriving from the Greek phainein, meaning to show.102 By construing hierophanies into visual 

artworks in her poetry, H.D. recognizes ekphrasis as both a quest for and a development of the 

sacred. 

In Tribute to Freud,103 for example, H.D. recalls ancient Egyptian figurines on Freud’s 

desk, and she imagines the physical actions of the long-dead artist sculpting these sacred forms, 

actions that are latent within the small sculptures.104 The shapes of the figurines retain the traces 

of the sculptor’s living hands, and the sculptor is like a priest who, even all these centuries later, 

 
100 Hierophany, as Mircea Eliade defines it, is the “manifestation of the sacred in some ordinary object” (11). 
101 According to the Merriman-Webster dictionary, ek is a prefix for “out” and phrázein is a verb meaning speak or 
tell. 
102 See the Merriman-Webster dictionary.  
103 Tribute to Freud is an autobiographical account of H.D.’s time as Sigmund Freud’s analysand.  
104 Consider Bruno Latour, We have Never been Modern (1991), when he writes about the history of our actions 
manifested in objects: “I may use an electric drill, but I also use a hammer. The former is thirty-five years old, the 
latter hundreds of thousands. Will you see me as a DIY expert “of contrasts” because I mix up gestures from 
different times? Would I be an ethnographic curiosity? On the contrary: show me an activity that is homogeneous 
from the point of view of the modern time. Some of my genes are 500 million years old, others 3 million, others 
100,000 years, and my habits range in age from a few days to several thousand years” (75). 
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invokes the gods through the figurines, calling on the ancient gods to make themselves present in 

20th century Europe. “Around us are the old images or ‘dolls’ of pre-dynastic Egypt,” she writes, 

“and Moses was perhaps not yet born when that little Ra or Nut or Ka figure on the Professor’s 

desk was first hammered by a forger-priest of Ptah on the banks of the Nile” (62). Finding the 

sacred all around her, H.D. also mythologizes modernity, viewing her present as divine as the 

gods, goddesses, and prophets of ancient Egypt, Greece, and Biblical times. The poet, by 

mythologizing both the past and present produces a vision that defamiliarizes the present through 

its convolution with the past. The poet is also a prophet—by mythologizing the present, H.D. 

treats the present as if it were already past, as if she were somehow transported to the future, 

looking back to the present.  

Thus far, H.D. considers the poet to be the creator of art, the scribe who preserves ancient 

and contemporary mythologies, and the prophet who seems to speak from the future. Although 

one might think of the scribe’s role as derivative, as an action of copying rather than creating, 

H.D. conflates the roles of poet and scribe and considers both to be integral to understanding 

human existence. When H.D. writes ekphrastic poems or phrases, she grounds the past in the 

traces of human endeavors that have evaporated from sight. Describing Derrida’s concept of the 

“trace,” Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak writes, “Derrida’s trace [sic] is the mark of the absence of a 

presence, an always already absent present, of the lack at the origin that is the condition of 

thought and experience…both Heidegger and Derrida teach us to use language in terms of a 

trace-structure, effacing it even as it presents its legibility” (xvii-xviii). The speaker in Trilogy, 

talking about the Mage who brings sacredness to her, says that “His, the track in the sand / from 

a plum-tree in flower // to a half-open hut-door, (or track would have been // but wind blows 

sand-prints from the sand, / whether seen or unseen)” (5). The speaker seeks out such transient 
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tracks, not so much to find an origin but to enrich the present with sacredness. The Derridean 

word “trace,” translated from French, “carries strong implications of track, footprint, imprint” 

(xvii), but, as linguistic traces are merely “the mark of the absence of a presence” (xvii), one 

might imagine the absent footprints in sand. Visual artworks in Trilogy are the traces or remnants 

of ancient stories, the visuals unable to contain or produce the full sacredness of the mythological 

figure. The words in the ekphrastic poems reach beyond the limits of the visual, explaining the 

limitations apophatically, only by what the mythological figure is not. If ekphrasis connotes the 

presence of a visual,105 the words themselves reach beyond the visual into the abstract. 

Although the poet can read history in objects, objects are also insufficient to entirely 

encapsulate a myth, such as the gods in “Pygmalion” who metamorphose from stone into light. 

In H.D.’s work, ekphrastic moments signal a concentration of meaning. For H.D., the artwork, 

such as a statue of a god or a painting of the Virgin Mary, is entwined with the construction of a 

myth, as if the artwork were a reification of the ideas or expressions the myth imparts. “The 

Lady” in Trilogy, for example, is a figure that identifies as so many holy women and 

goddesses.106 Laden with meaning, the artwork carries both the myth it depicts, along with the 

artistic effect it invokes in the viewer. The Lady cannot be confined to words or visuals. Words 

 
105 Ekphrasis seeks to overcome, Valentine Cunningham argues, the anxiety of presence and absence, and meaning 
in general, by ostensibly pointing to something actually there: “Fundamentally, I suggest that thereness is what’s in 
question. Writing is always tormented by the question of real presence, by challenges to knowability, by the 
problematics of truth and validity, the difficulty of being sure about what it might be pointing to outside of itself, 
by its deictic claims and desires, by what its grammar of pointing, its this and that and there might be 
indicating…The ekphrastic encounter seeks, I think, to resolve this ancient and continuing doubting by pointing at 
an allegedly touchable, fingerable, thisness” (61). Although H.D. is concerned with the interplay between presence 
and absence, the way she employs ekphrasis remains irresolvable due to the apophatic figures she incorporates in 
her poems.  
106 Aliki Barnstone writes that H.D. “wishes to ‘re-light the flame’ of womanly vision and of the goddesses. Like 
Janus, ‘Gods always face two ways,’ toward the past and the future. So in Trilogy the Virgin Mary faces the past, 
becoming Isis, Astarte, Aphrodite, Venus, and she faces the future, immortalized as The Lady of H.D.’s vision” 
(Introduction to Trilogy XIV).  
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have the opportunity to give several visual manifestations to one figure, but no matter how hard 

the poet attempts to describe the Lady, there is no word that can encompass the mystical vision 

of her: 

 We see her hand in her lap,  

 smoothing the apple-green 

 or the apple-russet silk 

 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

 we see her stare past a mirror 

 through an open window,  

 where boat follows slow boat on the lagoon (95) 

Even as we can visualize the Lady, “none of these, none of these,” the speaker repeats, “suggest 

her as I saw her, / though we approach possibly / something of her cool beneficence” (96). She is 

even unable to sufficiently name the Lady: “Or we acclaim her in the name / of another in 

Vienna // Maria von dem Schnee, / Our Lady of the Snow” (96). She is called by another name, 

other than her name, which is simply the Lady. Visuals cannot do her justice because she has 

shed any symbol attached to one specific myth:  

 For I can say truthfully, 

 her veils were white as snow,  

 so as no fuller on earth 

 can white them; I can say 

 she looked beautiful, she looked lovely,  

 she was clothed with a garment 

 down to the foot, but it was not  
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 girt about with a golden girdle,  

 there was no gold, no color 

 there was no gleam in the stuff 

 nor shadow of hem and seam 

 as it fell to the floor; she bore 

 none of her usual attributes;  

 the Child was not with her. (Trilogy 97; original emphasis) 

Because “the Child was not with her,” the archetypal mother-figure does not carry the symbol 

that gives her definition. Rather she is transformed into a new kind of symbol, a female figure 

that can mean something other than mother. As the speaker describes her with unimaginable 

colors, she uses artistic renderings of the Virgin Mary and other goddesses as a reference point, 

but she can only describe the Lady apophatically— no words can truly capture her, just as a 

depicted artwork or even color cannot capture her. When the speaker repeats, “I can say,” she 

brings attention to what she cannot say. She insists that this envisioned Lady cannot be frozen 

into an image. She can hardly be described, if only apophatically. 

In Trilogy, the figures depicted in artworks transcend their physical visibility, leaping into 

a world of movement and myth that surpasses the confines of the visual. As if intertwined in a 

“heap of broken images,”107 the speaker says that “The Christos-image / is most difficult to 

disentangle // from its art-craft junk-shop / paint-and-plaster medieval jumble // of pain-worship 

and death-symbol” (18). She disconnects the Christ-figure from his former symbolisms, rejecting 

the Stevensian trash of worn-out metaphors.108 She uses Velasquez’s painting of Jesus, though, 

 
107 See Eliot’s The Waste Land.  
108 See Stevens’s poem “The Man on the Dump.”  
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as a starting off point. The Christ figure, similar to Pygmalion’s sculpted gods, potentially 

“stepped out from Velasquez” (28). In Velasquez’s original, Christ’s eyelids “are lowered over 

eyes // that open, would daze, bewilder // and stun us the old sense of guilt // and fear, but the 

terror of those eyes / veiled in their agony is over” (19). In her ekphrastic depiction of Velasquez, 

though, the speaker says, “I assure you that the eyes / of Velasquez’ crucified // now look 

straight at you, / and they are amber and they are fire” (19). Not only does the speaker help the 

reader “see” this Christ figure, emphatically “assuring” us that this fictional action takes place, 

but she also invokes the visual, personified Christ to look straight at the viewer,109 which 

destabilizes the direction of the gaze.110 Through the ekphrastic voice of the speaker, H.D. 

attempts to capture the interpenetration between viewer and artwork. This is what happens when 

the artistic figure wanders away from their plinth or painting: they become something else, more 

potent. They “reject the trash.” Concrete objects are easily obliterated, “for the gods have been 

smashed before // and idols and their secret is stored / in man’s very speech” (Trilogy 15). Once 

physical objects are smashed beyond recognition, their story is all that might remain. The 

scribe’s ability to read these ancient stories in the mundane protects and elevates his role as a 

visionary, for “he takes precedence of the priest, / stands second only to Pharaoh” (15). 

Throughout Trilogy and “Hipparchia: War Rome,” H.D. oscillates between object, word, and 

 
109 Merleau-Ponty discusses the dual visibility between painters and the objects they paint. He quotes the painter 
André Marchand, who senses such a mutual gaze: “In a forest, I have felt many times, over that it was not I who 
looked at the forest. Some days I felt that the trees were looking at me, were speaking to me… I was there, 
listening…I think that the painter must be penetrated by the universe and not want to penetrate it…I expect to be 
inwardly submerged, buried. Perhaps I paint to break out” (“Eye and Mind 129). 
110 Jas Elsnor writes that “ekphrasis itself, insofar as it provides a pedagogic model for the gaze, may be seen as 
both [the gaze’s] enabler (in helping the viewers it is training to see) and its occluder (in the veil of words with 
which it screens and obscures the purported visual object)” (21). Elsner bases his study of ekphrasis not on the 
verbal representation of visual representation but on “the verbal enactment of the gaze that tries to relate with 
and penetrate the object” (21). 
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idea, sometimes elevating one above the other, and other times concentrating all three notions 

into a necessary relationship for rediscovering the sacred.  

  

Intensity 

Now that I have established H.D.’s specific poetics regarding time, the sacred, and the 

role of the poet, in this section, I argue that H.D.’s aesthetic is similar to the male modernists in 

her coterie, but, as a female writer who writes autobiographically in most of her work, she also 

creates her own kind of modernist aesthetic. H.D. is, herself, intense. After gaining notoriety as 

an exemplary Imagist poet of the 1910s, H.D. develops her own aesthetic that reaches beyond the 

Imagist principles laid out by Ezra Pound and F.S. Flint.111 Modernists in H.D.’s circle tended to 

consider the artwork—whether that be a poem, narrative, musical score, painting, sculpture, 

etc.—as an intense, concentrated object that initiates transformation through its influence. H.D. 

similarly treats the art object as a powerful force that shocks the audience into an altered state of 

mind, but, unlike Modernists such as Pound, T.S. Eliot, and T.E. Hulme who separate the artist’s 

personality from the artwork, H.D. integrates the self into the art object. As she absorbs her 

identity, personality, and life experiences into her writing, H.D. constructs a figuration of the 

self, and blurs the boundaries between the artist, artwork, and, consequently, artistic effect.  

As T.S. Eliot wrote in “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” and literary critics such as 

Frank Kermode and Peter Nicholls later point out in their studies of Modernism, the poet’s 

isolation from society gave the poet special insight and allowed them112 to affect their audience. 

 
111 Imagist poetry followed these guidelines: “direct treatment of the ‘thing’ whether subjective or objective; to 
use no word that does not contribute to the presentation; and as regarding rhythm: to compose in the sequence of 
the musical phrase, not in the sequence of the metronome” (“A Retrospect”). 
112 I use they/them as singular, gender-neutral pronouns when appropriate.  
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The poet should remain impersonal and should filter emotions through the intellect, according to 

Eliot, who writes, “the more perfect the artist, the more completely separate in him will be the 

man who suffers and the mind which creates; the more perfectly will the mind digest and 

transmute the passions which are its material” (56). The mind, for Eliot, filters and forms the 

passions into a poignant art object. In H.D.’s post-Imagist prose and poetry, she maintained the 

intensity of the art object while integrating a personal and often autobiographical aesthetic. As 

she formed herself and her life into her writing, she became both the creator of the pregnant 

object and the art object itself. Specifically, the ekphrastic moments in her writing elucidate the 

self-reflexivity in being the artist, artwork, and, consequently, the artistic effect. Blurring these 

boundaries, H.D. foregoes the precision of her early Imagist poems for a kind of aesthetic that is 

both liberating and terrifying in its intensity and its power to explode preconceived notions of 

time, history, and the self.  

Although H.D. veered from typically canonized Modernist doctrine, she and her 

contemporaries were similarly fascinated by the idea of the intensity of an artwork that captures 

human thought, imagination, and perception in secular, philosophical, and scientific terms rather 

than explaining human existence in terms of God and religion. The use of the words “intensity” 

or “intensive” for Modernists connoted a poignant complexity that cannot easily be explained or 

intellectualized. T.E. Hulme, a poet and theorist, was interested in Henri Bergson until Bergson 

gained too much popularity, especially among female readers. Hulme’s writings on Bergson’s 

theories of intuition and extensive and intensive manifolds informed much of the development 

Imagism. For Bergson, intuition attended to the psyche’s absorption of aspects of reality that are 

impossible to grasp by the intellect. Hulme explains that the intellect   
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always insists on having a clear diagram or picture, insists on analyzing complex things 

into an aggregate of separate elements which we called extensive manifolds. In order that 

the intellect may be able to completely grasp reality, it is necessary that reality should be 

composed entirely in this way. Suppose, however, that there existed in nature certain 

finite things whose parts interpenetrated in such a manner that they could not be 

separated or analyzed out. The intellect would then be unable to understand the nature of 

these things, for it persists in forming a diagram, and in a diagram each part is separated 

from every other part. (180) 

The intensive manifold is composed of these parts that are too integrated and entangled into itself 

to be understood as component parts. To parse out these interpenetrated, “finite things” found in 

reality is to miss an intuitive understanding that relies upon the integrated whole. The intense 

artwork incorporates both the intellect and intuition, shocking the reader into a new 

understanding of reality.  

Although one might think that Imagism has to do with the visuality of a poem, Pound 

defined an image as a complex object that cannot be merely intellectually understood, similar to 

Hulme’s and Bergson’s theories of intensive manifolds: “an ‘image,’” Pound writes,  

is that which presents an intellectual and emotional complex in an instant of time…It is 

the presentation of such a ‘complex’ instantaneously which gives that sense of sudden 

liberation; that sense of freedom from time limits and space limits; that sense of sudden 

growth, which we experience in the presence of the greatest works of art” (“A 

Retrospect” 4; my emphasis).  

The artwork seems to have a life of its own that never dulls. Commenting on the vitality of 

Dante’s poetry, Eliot writes that “the majority of poems one outgrows and outlives, as one 
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outgrows and outlives the majority of human passions: Dante’s is one of those which one can 

only just hope to grow up to at the end of life” (711). When Pound developed the Vorticist 

movement after the Imagist movement becomes what he considers too institutionalized, Pound 

further explains that “the image is not an idea. It is a radiant node or cluster; it is what I can, and 

must perforce, call a VORTEX, from which, and through which, and into which, ideas are 

constantly rushing. In decency one can only call it a VORTEX” (Gaudier-Brzeska 92). While 

Imagism was a specifically poetic movement, Vorticism incorporated all kinds of art, including 

Imagist poetry, as long as the artwork captured “the point of maximum energy” (81). Unlike 

Impressionism, which Pound defined as a “spreading, or surface art,” Vorticism was “intensive” 

(90).  

In Eliot’s 1929 essay on Dante, he also distinguishes between expansive spreading and 

intensive depth. He compares Shakespeare’s “expansive” lines, “she looks like sleep, / As she 

would catch another Antony / In her strong toil of grace” to Dante’s “intensive” lines, “and 

sharpened their vision (knitted their brows) at us, like an old tailor / peering at the eye of his 

needle” (705). Eliot explains,  

The purpose of [Dante’s] type of simile is solely to make us see more definitely the scene 

which Dante has put before us in the preceding lines…whereas the simile of Dante is 

merely to make you see more clearly how the people looked, and is explanatory, the 

figure of Shakespeare is expansive rather than intensive; its purpose is to add to what you 

see” (705).  

For Eliot, Dante is the superior poet, as he makes his vision more vivid and specific rather than 

attached to metaphorical or abstract understanding. This “new” kind of Modernist art did not 

have the ostensibly flowery language of the Romantics or the metronomic meter of the 
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Victorians. Hulme, Pound, and Eliot strove towards the concrete rather than abstract, while 

maintaining that the full experience of the concrete remains a complicated web of sensations, 

thoughts, ideas, and emotions. Growth, liberation, movement, and intensity composed the kind of 

artwork Hulme, Pound, and Eliot were so excited about. The artwork itself, even as it 

incorporated vast reaches of human history and culture, was, for these Modernist men, set apart 

from their own personalities and individual experiences. Eliot clearly articulates the separation 

between the artist and artwork:  

the poet has, not a “personality” to express, but a particular medium, which is only a 

medium and not a personality, in which impressions and experiences combine in peculiar 

and unexpected ways. Impressions and experiences which are important for the man may 

take no place in the poetry, and those which become important in the poetry may play 

quite a negligible part in the man, the personality. (Sacred Wood 56) 

The artist behind the artwork, then, remains secondary, invisible. What matters is the effect of 

the medium itself, which the Modernist shapes into an intensive experience for the audience. 

There is no confusion about who is speaking if the “great” artist has unlimited access to the 

annals of history and culture and the authority to define what constitutes a masterpiece.  

Through H.D.’s post-Imagist work, I argue that she offers an alternative aesthetic, one in 

which she harnesses the power of being both artist and artwork, re-visioning and reshaping 

herself in a constant metamorphosis that incorporates her own life experiences and the vastness 

of history. As a female writer in the early 20th century, H.D. had to negotiate the expectations her 

literary male counterparts imposed upon her, as well as assert her own voice. Part II of 

Palimpsest, for example, flies in the face of the pared down Imagist project as it is almost one 

hundred pages of repeated phrases. It follows the semi-autobiographical protagonist Raymonde 
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Ransome as she attempts to resolve the trauma she feels after her lover leaves her. This stream of 

consciousness flows through Raymonde’s repetitive thoughts as she ponders her present 

situation, her traumatic past, and her attempt at writing poetry. She repeats a phrase throughout 

the narrative: “feet, feet, feet, feet, feet” (98). The repetition is irritating, unless one considers 

what is happening in the story: Raymonde is trying to write poetry when she interrupted by a 

guest, Ermentrude. After Ermy leaves, she continues:  

Ermy now would burst in at any moment and blurt out in its entirety and Raymonde 

Ransome had wanted to drift and dream this afternoon. Nothing to do but listen, nothing 

in London to do but wait. Listen to what? Wait for what? Her every heart and pulse-beat 

prompted her though she said she had forgotten. She wasn’t listening. She wasn’t 

waiting. She had utterly forgotten. There was a sound of feet. There were feet, feet, 

feet, feet passing up on Sloane Street on the way to Victoria. London had forgotten. 

She was one with London. She had forgotten. She came to London to forget – feet, feet, 

feet, feet. There were feet passing up Sloane Street. (98; my emphasis) 

Consider the emphasized words or parts of words as rhythmic meters. The extremely wordy 

prose turns those repeated phrases into metered poetry as Raymonde thinks through her present 

and traumatic meeting with Ermentrude while also attempting to compose in the rhythm of 

poetry. H.D. veers from Imagist precision into the wordy, psychological meanderings of 

Raymonde while poetic rhythms infiltrate her thoughts. Considering that less than a decade 

before, H.D. was very much involved in the Imagist movement, I argue that Raymonde’s fluid 

movement from prose into poetic rhythm illustrates a transition into H.D.’s post-Imagist writing.    
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Hipparchia and Abjection 

What if the artist is also the artwork? Most of H.D.’s novels are autobiographical; she is 

often the protagonist with another name and many of the characters are based on H.D.’s friends 

and lovers. In Part I of H.D.’s novel Palimpsest, Hipparchia, the loosely autobiographical 

protagonist, considers herself and is considered by her lover, Marius, as a demi-goddess who 

takes on several forms, one of which is an archaic statue. Endowed with sacredness and on the 

brink of becoming abject, Hipparchia imagines herself as a statuesque, mythological figure who 

exudes the power of the sacred artwork. As a poet herself, Hipparchia controls her own 

depiction, but she is also embedded in palimpsestic time. Limitlessly mutable, palimpsestic time 

illuminates the otherwise invisible intermingling of the living and the dead, human history and 

mythology. As H.D. blends each into the other, questions of selfhood arise: how does a personal 

history become a component in the agglomeration of communal history? What invisible artifacts 

of the past construct the self? What stories or mythologies do we tell ourselves to compose a 

sense of the self? In order to understand the enormity of selfhood that is embedded within so 

much tradition, H.D. mythologizes the present, treating the present as if it were already past, as if 

she were somehow transported to the future and looking back to the present.  

Hipparchia is a Greek poet, translator, and hetaera living in Rome, circa 75 B.C. Offering 

both sexual and intellectual companionship to wealthy men of Ancient Rome, Hipparchia 

entertains and is supported by two men: Marius Decius, a Roman soldier, and Quintus Verrus, an 

aristocratic magistrate. Though Part I centers on Hipparchia’s relationship with these two men, 

she is also haunted by her past, present, and future. As a Greek, Hipparchia is a foreigner in 

Rome with Marius and then in Capua with Verrus, and she mourns the loss of her family, her 

culture, and her history, all of which, she fears, have been conquered and destroyed by the 
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Romans. Feeling this loss intimately, Hipparchia is inspired by Greece as a physical locality and 

intellectual idea, but she also metamorphoses into a voice or a marble statue, emblematizing 

Greece itself. She is caught in a circularity of events until the conclusion where she leaves 

Marius and Verrus, who only use her body and mind for their own benefit, and meets Julia 

Cornelia Augusta, a Roman historian whom she inspired and who wishes to support Hipparchia 

in her poetry and translations. Not only did Hipparchia’s poems help Julia “see Athens,” but they 

also helped Julia to “love Athens. All Greece, islands that no Romans ever yet saw” (94). 

Hipparchia’s art—her poetry—keep Greek culture and history alive and convince Julia that 

“Greece is a spirit” (94).   

Because Hipparchia embodies Greece as an idea but is also an individual person, 

Hipparchia constantly loses track of and regains her own selfhood throughout the narrative. At 

one point, Hipparchia peers into a pool of water like Narcissus, but she sees herself as a stone 

statue endowed with the sacred power of goddess and oracle. She is at once able to objectify 

herself as a statue and also maintain the agency of an individual self:  

Contemplating the stone self that so steadily regarded her, she must pierce further, further 

than the mere outward silver of that image. Hipparchia in the sea-pool must speak to her; 

from the sea-pool she must gain decision. She consulted Hipparchia as a votary the 

goddess [sic]… Hipparchia seemed to hear her stone self in the depth of ice-green water 

speak, insistent, tender. The reflected self, a wraith, an image had advised her as a temple 

oracle. (Palimpsest 55, 56)  

Ekphrasis, which literally means to “speak out,” functions in this passage as an opportunity for 

Hipparchia to become a sacred artwork that accrues the power of a mythological figure and to 

simultaneously speak back to the individual Hipparchia of the profane world. The sensitivity of 
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Hipparchia (and by extension H.D.) is that she actually gazes and listens to herself-as-artwork, as 

if she were listening to a goddess or oracle. Hipparchia is both artist and muse, inspiring herself 

by her own embodiment of an artwork.  

 Hipparchia resists easy classification, refusing to singularly represent any one idea. Her 

fluid character is filtered through others’ opinions of her, an idea she represents, or her own 

thoughts and memories. The entire narrative is filled with her effort to wrest her own identity 

from the identity her male lovers impose upon her. She is herself a palimpsest that 

simultaneously incorporates the conscious and unconscious, the visible and invisible, and 

perceived and unperceived histories. Put simply, she is a figure of ekphrasis; as a subject she, at 

times, construes herself into an artwork, like the stone Narcissus reflected in the pool. At other 

times, Marius figures her into nonhuman objects in an attempt to pin her down into staticity. 

Because she is so many manifestations of a speaking voice, visible object, individual person, and 

abstract idea, though, she always subverts Marius’s attempts to freeze her into something he can 

understand. As he objectifies her, she appropriates that objectification for her own power.  

From the very beginning of “Hipparchia: War Rome,” Hipparchia’s presence is put into 

question. Although she is physically present in the same room as Marius, he suddenly imagines 

the room empty of her. To Marius, Hipparchia becomes an inanimate gold sculpture and then a 

strange, nonhuman flower. The narrative opens, “Baffled, he swung backward. The room 

unexpectedly to his strained vision, was empty of her” (3). Previous conversations they had held 

in Hipparchia’s room echo in Marius’s mind until the room sharpens back into focus. Even 

though Hipparchia’s belongings fill the room, he sees the room stripped from the context of 

Hipparchia and their relationship: “He saw now the room almost for the first time in their some 

six months’ intimacy. Almost for the first time he saw the room a thing apart, cold, smooth, a 
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flower, something on its own, with a peculiar and imbuing fragrance” (4). Hipparchia, he 

imagines, is a “tall spike of gold,” as he envisions her standing in the room expectantly and 

awaiting his entrance. The hardness of Hipparchia as a gold sculpture morphs into a “tall golden 

spike of some pulsating lily” (4). No matter how he objectifies her, he cannot penetrate her, body 

and soul, as he wishes to do. As a Roman colonizer of the Greeks, Marius assumes that he can 

control the Greek Hipparchia, but her physical and intellectual “overpowering beauty” 

continuously elude him (29). Even when they are sexually intimate, Hipparchia remains 

monstrously impenetrable, unhuman: “The very substance of the flesh he had so brutally and so 

often grappled with. Plunge dagger into a gold lily. What more was she, had she in her most 

intimate encounters given him? You might as well plunge dagger into the cold and unresponsive 

flesh of some tall flower” (6). In her absence, he is struck by Hipparchia’s indefinability. Marius 

becomes like an animal, “his head on its bull-throat bent forward, his tongue (he almost would 

seem to visualize it) outlolled in some thirst anguish” (6). Hipparchia, to Marius, is hardly 

human. He tells her, “it occurred to me, sitting here, that your room held some witchery… 

something uncanny in the smell of it. The feel of it…Something in you, Hipparchia, that in your 

absence I half apprehended, that in your presence utterly escapes me” (7). Through Hipparchia’s 

absence, Marius senses her residual presence, but not in human form.  

For Marius, Hipparchia shifts and changes like an ancient divinity who metamorphoses 

into various forms. Used to the conquest of battle, Marius analogizes their sexual relationship 

with that of violence and war, the victorious and the conquered. As Hipparchia herself stands in 

metonymically for the vanquished Greece, though, Hipparchia and Marius’s power struggle 

illuminates how Greek culture—or history in general— retains a power that the Roman 

colonizers attempt to stifle. The dead remain to haunt the living, persistent in their traces, though 
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precarious in their forms. Several times throughout the story, Hipparchia asks Marius Decius, 

“Since when, Decius, has one been able to escape the dead?” (8, 9, 37). Hipparchia’s refusal to 

succumb to Marius’s power emasculates him and, finally, compels Marius to leave Hipparchia. 

As she uses Marius’s objectification of her against him, she harnesses the power of the abject to 

break down the patriarchal and imperialist foundations that Marius attempts to uphold. Similar to 

the Christ-figure in Trilogy, Hipparchia refuses to be merely gazed at and instead pulls Marius 

into her realm of undecidable figuration. As an abject figure—witch-like, nonhuman, indefinable 

—Hipparchia terrifies Marius. When defining the abject, Kristeva discusses its power to create 

imbalance and chaos, writing that the abject is “not me. Not that. But not nothing, either. A 

‘something’ that I do not recognize as a thing. A weight of meaninglessness, about which there is 

nothing insignificant, and which crushes me. On the edge of nonexistence and hallucination, of a 

reality that, if I acknowledge it, annihilates me” (2). Throughout the narrative, Hipparchia is 

certainly disturbed by her own inability to define herself; however, she also affirms her power 

over Marius by her many figurations. She constantly examines her own identity with terrified 

fascination. Marius, in contrast, completely rejects her and opts instead for a different lover, 

Olivia, who conforms to societal norms. Marius compares Hipparchia with Olivia, thinking that, 

with Olivia, he “knew with each change of expression, with each change of dress and attitude he 

would still be considering a woman, the same woman” (Palimpsest 24). He considers 

Hipparchia, though, as a “line (searing the soul, inflaming the spirit, scarring the mentality, 

daring and finally proving Rome’s own nothingness) of odd honey-colored, precise, archaistic 

statues” (24). Marius, a Roman soldier whose life’s work is founded on victory over the Greeks, 

never senses surrender from the Greek Hipparchia. She is a foreigner who contaminates his 

victory, masculinity, and intellect.  
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 Unlike Marius’s flaccid bull-tongue, Hipparchia’s tongue articulates spells that undo any 

stability Marius knows. He thinks, “Hipparchia. Witchcraft. Illusion. Poetry. She made of poetry 

as she spoke it, her tongue dwelling viciously, it would seem (with an intensifying beauty on 

syllables that she must have realized ate into him, scalded, flayed him) some new invented 

Asiatic torture” (6).113 Hipparchia repeats the poetry of the Greek Antipater of Sidon to Marius, 

her words infiltrating any sense of security Marius might hold:  

She said, “ah, ah, ah” and speaking simply that bright syllable that cut upward into the 

thickening of the saffron of that afternoon’s late sunlight, he was reminded of some dead 

city. [Antipater repeats in Marius’s head,] “Where Corinth, charm incarnate, are your 

shrines?” Hipparchia, he saw it, stunned into some curious illusion, the sudden 

overmastering and unexpected fear of losing her, was no woman. It was that, adequately 

facing her, that he in that terse moment apprehended. She wasn’t, any more than the dead 

Hipparchia114 was. [Antipater repeats,] “Your citadel, your towered wall?” She was 

something come to plague, to destroy. (9) 

Hipparchia infiltrates the foundational order that Marius builds his life upon, repeating the Greek 

poetry he attempts to stifle. She repeats Antipater’s lines throughout the story and seems to drive 

Marius mad with her repetition, much like Raymonde’s repetition of “feet, feet, feet…” in Part II 

 
113 Johannes Goransson, a theorist who discusses American fear of foreignness, writes, “Poetry is not that which 
we extract or “access,” but something that influences us, something that moves in transgressive circulation. The 
influence that US literary culture wants to contain is not the kind of influence [Harold] Bloom talks about: one poet 
is influenced but then makes the influence his own and emerges a strong, autonomous poet in control of poetry. 
No, this is that other influence, the one that is like the drug of art, the one from which we don’t emerge whole, in 
charge, productive. The threat of poetry, like the threat of translation, is the threat of a foreign influence. The 
recipient of any artwork is in danger of being infected, or even of having the top of their head taken off, of being 
made part of the artwork. And when that happens, writers may indeed start channeling foreign writers, might lose 
their illusions of mastery: might find themselves “awash in mimicry”” (Goransson 36). 
114 The protagonist Hipparchia is the (fictional) daughter of the (historically real) Hipparchia who married Crates 
the Cynic.  
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of Palimpsest. Hipparchia is not only a foreigner in Rome; she is also a phantom from the past, a 

constant reminder of death.  

 As artist, Muse, and creative impulse, Hipparchia similarly metamorphosizes into 

different forms and questions her own existence. At one point, like the phantom she is often 

described as, Hipparchia seems to disappear into music right before Marius’s eyes, but, because 

she inhabits so many roles, the question remains of the possibility of being, simultaneously, 

Muse, music, and musician:  

Hipparchia changed, facing him…she changed from alert, still intellectuality. She 

became a creature of swift waters, unbalanced in waywardness, a demi-goddess if that, 

certainly no major deity. The soft saffron of her underdress showed like light lying on 

marble, sun-light in a pool inset on some marble floor from which bird beak would dip, 

and bird throat would lift and from which the very scattering of drops from that bird’s 

frail pointed bill would cause the most distant, the most remote music. The most ethereal 

echoing as of some Hamadryad half merged with its tree, struck tentative notes from 

some harp caught from a straying poet or wandering daughter of Apollo. Music. The 

Muse. Which? Was she, if a Muse, capable of expression? Was she simply, put it to the 

final test, some wayward voice personified? (24) 

As she changes, the material fabric of Hipparchia’s underdress looks like light, first on marble, 

rather than her body, and then like light reflected in a pool that then, potentially, inspires a bird 

to sing. Like a Hamadryad whose existence is inseparable from a tree, Hipparchia cannot 

disentangle her existence from the process of metamorphosis from woman to demi-goddess to 

echo to music to expression. The narrator asks, is Hipparchia the woman simply a personification 
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of the music and art that she inspires? If so, the movement of time is illogical, metaleptic.115 How 

can Hipparchia both inspire the music about to happen and also personify the music after the 

fact? The metamorphosis she undergoes is likewise a confused causality: after she becomes a 

near demi-goddess, she becomes an echo that strikes the notes of a harp. An echo, of course, is a 

sonic repetition and not something that produces its own sound. Where does the echo come from, 

then?  

With her ability to metamorphose into so many forms, Hipparchia exceeds the boundaries 

the world has set for her, both societally and temporally. As she occupies all the roles of artist, 

Muse, and artwork, Hipparchia grapples with her dual positioning as a presence of an absence 

and an individual, physical body. In the ekphrastic moments of the story, Hipparchia freezes into 

an ancient Greek statue or fragment of a statue. I argue that her metamorphosis into a statue is 

both a material trace of the past and a culmination of the artistic process. Solidifying into marble, 

Hipparchia harnesses the potency of an artwork to influence the viewer and represent the ideas, 

histories, and deregulating powers the artwork exudes.116 Inhabiting each part of the artistic 

process, Hipparchia loses and finds herself over and again, continually transformed by the 

artistic stream in which she is immersed.  

It is not until Hipparchia meets Julia Cornelius Augusta that she fully gains artistic 

agency. Julia, unlike Marius and Hipparchia’s other lovers, appreciates Hipparchia as a poet and 

translator and hires her to continue her work. No longer bound to the duties of a hetaera, 

Hipparchia leaves with Julia to Alexandria. Before she commits to Julia, Hipparchia, in a 

 
115 See David Ben-Merre’s Figures of Time: Disjunctions in Modernist Poetry for a fascinating take on the 
metaleptic, disordering of time in modernist literature.  
116 Renee Hoogland argues that the power of art violently breaks down societal barriers and revolutionizes the self: 
“To invest one’s interest in a work of art is to open oneself up to its potentially deregulating power. Embracing a 
work of art is being embraced by it” (2). 
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feverish delirium, can hardly comprehend a life in which she will be treated as a poet in her own 

right. To wake her out of her fever, Julia grasps her with “a small firm hand, detached and hard 

as ivory” (Palimpsest 94). Julia, a fragment of a statue, is no muse, but she offers Hipparchia the 

opportunity to realize her artistic ability. Hipparchia no longer needs to ask the questions that had 

once tormented her, “Music. The Muse. Which? Was she, if a Muse, capable of expression? Was 

she simply, put it to the final test, some wayward voice personified?” (25). If she chooses to 

endow herself with the sacredness of an artwork—acting as both a subjective artist and objective 

artwork—it will align with her own terms, her own gaze.  

 

H.D.’s Voice 

As a female writer in the early-mid 20th century, H.D. endeavors to use her own voice as 

a subject even as so many literary men, such as Pound, Richard Aldington, and D.H. Lawrence, 

make her into their muse—a potentially static object they use for inspiration. Early in her career, 

Pound abbreviated “Hilda Doolittle” to “H.D., Imagiste,” which H.D., dropping the “Imagiste,” 

accepted as her private and public name for her adult life. H.D. writes about this moment in End 

to Torment, her book about her experiences with Pound. Pound, as he is wont to do with 

promising young poets, was at the time revising and cutting one of her poems, readying it for 

publication. H.D. reflects, quoting Pound,  

“But Dryad,” (in the Museum tea room), “this is poetry.” He slashed with a pencil. “Cut 

this out, shorten this line. ‘Hermes of the Ways’ is a good title. I’ll send this to Harriet 

Monroe of Poetry. Have you a copy? Yes? Then we can send this, or I’ll type it when I 

get back. Will this do?” And he scrawled “H.D. Imagiste” at the bottom of the page. (18) 



152 
 
 

Though she retains this penname throughout her career, H.D. attempts to disentangle herself 

from the Poundian designation of “Imagiste” and from Pound’s authority to name her in the first 

place. In her brief acting career and semiautobiographical fiction, H.D. reclaims the power to 

name. As an actor in the Pool Group,117 H.D. takes on the pseudonym “Helga Doorn,” under 

which H.D. transforms herself into her “film personality, a thing, as you know that is separate 

from ones [sic] everyday self” (qtd. in Friedman 42). Nearly every novel H.D. writes is 

semiautobiographical, and the protagonists reflect H.D. in some stage of her life. Echoing the 

“H” in both her own name and her mother’s name, Helen, H.D.’s “writings construct from 

history and mythology a series of selves which successively extend the figure of her initials: 

Helmsman, Huntress, Hippolytus, Hippolyta, Hermes, Hermione, Helios, Heliodora” (Morris 

155). Each of these protagonists incorporate a different manifestation of H.D.’s “postmodernist 

subject whose selves engage in the process of endless splitting” (Friedman 41). H.D. views the 

self as continually evolving, renouncing the idea of a fixed self.118  

Susan Stanford Friedman examines the dual positioning many modernist female writers 

would experience of being both represented as “woman” through the male lens and creating 

space for their own subjective voice. “The movement from object to subject in literary 

discourse—from Her to She—pervades the question of origin for women writers,” writes 

Friedman. She continues,  

 
117 MacPherson, H.D., and Bryher (Annie Winifred Ellerman) created silent films and a film journal, Close Up, in the 
late 1920s - early 1930s. They were interested in silent film as an artform and challenged their readers to treat film 
as a serious medium that could catalyze social change.  
118 Bret L. Keeling writes that “H.D. strives to turn away both from an Enlightenment concept of the singular self 
and from a Modernist concept of the objective artifact and struggles, instead, toward a sense of plural selves” 
(178).  
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How does a woman writer come to be, come into being, when the very thrust of culture 

has been to deny her access to the authority and process of naming? When the very 

presence of woman as object in male texts is the sign of her absence as subject? When the 

very motive for representation has so often been man’s desire to fix woman in the stasis 

of his own word? (100) 

Friedman sees H.D. as a modern Penelope, constantly weaving and unweaving her own identity, 

so as to keep herself in the flux between speaking subject and pinned object. The irony of being a 

fixed object under the male gaze is that, as an object, the female muse is present. However, the 

lack of subjectivity, the lack of speaking her own voice, marks an absence of a subjective 

vocalization. Friedman points to Rachel DuPlessis’s creative meditation on H.D. DuPlessis 

articulates,  

 If a woman reads as she has been read, she will be limited.  

Reading the sign of the woman, reading signs generated around women, reading the 

presence of the sign, woman, in culture, means reading a situation of being read. A 

woman writer is never just written, she is read, as a woman. So, as a woman, she needs to 

originate her own reading. Her own methods. (qtd. in Friedman 3) 

H.D. is aware of the complicated positioning of being “read,” or represented, as a woman 

through the filter of patriarchal culture; of recognizing how she has been “read”; and of the great 

effort it takes to break out of those dreary representations by becoming a subject who “reads” 

herself beyond the entanglement of patriarchy. Even as H.D. internalizes patriarchal 

representations of herself as woman, she also rebels against such representations and speaks for 

herself as a subject, creating new possibilities of representation. Rather than remaining a muse 
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for others, H.D., harnessing the sacred power of an artwork, forms and re-forms herself into her 

own muse, while simultaneously speaking her own voice.  

 Ekphrasis illuminates the connection between the individual, temporal self to communal 

history in H.D.’s work. Out of all three poets, H.D. most directly addresses the weight of history 

an individual might carry. O’Hara’s and Bishop’s relationship to history is most overt through, 

first, their treatment of fast-paced, whirling time and snail-paced slow time, respectively, and 

second, their construction of personal histories into an ekphrastic performance. O’Hara’s 

personal histories most often include his recent past, especially in his “I do this, I do that” poems. 

Bishop reaches far into her childhood in order to examine her memories through the context of 

her present speaker. By forming their personas into artworks, H.D. and O’Hara represent the self 

as a material concretization of lived experience that becomes tangible in the moment of contact 

between poet and reader. They produce images of themselves that are rhetorically present but, 

through the layers of textual mediation, are always fleeting. Bishop slows her memories into 

pictorial representations and invites the reader to share her practice of close observation while 

also maintaining that an exact shared view is nearly impossible. As epiphany marks the 

manifestation of lived experience in H.D.’s, O’Hara’s, and Bishop’s ekphrastic texts, it places 

presence and absence in constant play. Although each poet rhetorically conjures a material 

artwork, the artwork remains distorted and barely visible beneath the mediation of the ekphrastic 

palimpsest.  
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