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A Look at Poetic Elements in Elizabeth Bishop’s “The Fish”

ASSONANCE

If alliteration occurs at the beginning of a word and rhyme at the end, assonance takes the middle territory. Assonance occurs when the vowel sound within a word matches the same sound in a nearby word, but the surrounding consonant sounds are different. "Tune" and "June" are rhymes; "tune" and "food" are assonant. The function of assonance is frequently the same as end rhyme or alliteration: All serve to give a sense of continuity or fluidity to the verse. Assonance might be especially effective when rhyme is absent: It gives the poet more flexibility, and it is not typically used as part of a predetermined pattern. Like alliteration, it does not so much determine the structure or form of a poem; rather, it is more ornamental.

Assonance in "The Fish"

Once the reader is attuned to the frequent assonance the poem employs, it becomes easy to hear the beauty in the poem, just as the speaker sees beauty in the fish. The language throughout the poem is beautiful, and the assonance serves to highlight that beauty.

· lines 6/7 - "He hadn't fought at all./ He hung a grunting weight"

· Since "The Fish" does not employ end rhyme, the ornamental features of language it does use stand out. In these two short, straightforward lines, the speaker uses assonance twice (fought/all, hung/grunting) in order to call our attention to this feature.

· line 10 - "his brown skin hung in strips"

· Another example of assonance here following closely on the heels of the two examples in lines 6 and 7 (skin/strips) demonstrates the speaker's willingness to use unordinary sounding language to describe what might initially seem an ordinary experience. The use of the word "hung" in this line also echoes line 7, unifying them further.

· lines 14/15 - "shapes like full-blown roses/ stained and lost through age"

· Another pair of lines that employ assonance (blown/roses, stained/age) occurs just as the speaker has described the fish as something potentially ugly; this ugliness is undercut by the sonorous beauty of assonance, made more striking in poetry that does not employ end rhyme.

· line 21 - "rags of green weed hung down"

· This is the sixth line in this stanza to employ assonance, and the third one to contain the word "hung." The effect of all of these lines is to prepare us for the revelation at the end of the poem. All of the descriptions in these lines are set up to provoke disgust in the reader; the rags and weeds of this line are no exception. Yet assonance shows that the speaker takes a certain pleasure in language, and the reader is invited to share this pleasure. Eventually we are invited to see how an oil slick on the surface of a puddle of bilge can be transformed into an ecstatic rainbow vision, and this early assonance is one of the elements that initially prepares us to accept that transformation.

DENOTATION AND CONNOTATION

Denotation is when you mean what you say, literally. Connotation is created when you mean something else, something that might be initially hidden. The connotative meaning of a word is based on implication, or shared emotional association with a word. Greasy is a completely innocent word: Some things, like car engines, need to be greasy. But greasy contains negative associations for most people, whether they are talking about food or about people. Often there are many words that denote approximately the same thing, but their connotations are very different. Innocent and genuine both denote an absence of corruption, but the connotations of the two words are different: innocent is often associated with a lack of experience, whereas genuine is not. Connotations are important in poetry because poets use them to further develop or complicate a poem's meaning.

Denotation and Connotation in "The Fish"

It is easier to see the denotative meaning than the connotative meaning of this poem. A woman catches a fish, holds it up for inspection, admires it, and then throws it back in the water. What exists beneath the surface of the poem largely depends on its tone, its rich description, and the emotional transformation of the speaker. Connotation in “The Fish” is subtle, but it should not be overlooked as a primary contributor to the poem’s overall effect.

· line 1 - "I caught a tremendous fish"

· Despite the simplicity of the denotative meaning of “The Fish,” words with multiple connotations lend texture to the poem and contribute to its overall effect. Tremendous can mean “big” or “wonderful,” and the fish does exhibit both of these qualities. Another possible definition of tremendous is the capacity to make one tremble, derived from the Latin tremere, to tremble. This connotation of the word helps to explain the speaker’s ultimate response to the fish. “I caught a big fish” would not have the same effect.

· line 23 - "the terrible oxygen"

· The word terrible, etymologically related to tremendous from the first line, has multiple connotations. This fish breathes oxygen like people, but this particular oxygen circulating in the air is perhaps “terrible” (as in “bad”) because the fish can’t access it with his gills. There is also something terrible about the fish himself—terrible in the sense of terrifying—that is associated with its attempt to breathe the air, and this sense is immediately reinforced through the speaker’s description of its “frightening gills” in the next line (l. 24). The terrible quality of the fish also increases the speaker’s (and our) awe of it.

DICTION

Diction refers to both the choice and the order of words. It has typically been split into vocabulary and syntax. The basic question to ask about vocabulary is "Is it simple or complex?" The basic question to ask about syntax is "Is it ordinary or unusual?" Taken together, these two elements make up diction. When we speak of a "level of diction," we might be misleading, because it's certainly possible to use "plain" language in a complicated way, especially in poetry, and it's equally possible to use complicated language in a simple way. It might help to think of diction as a web rather than a level: There's typically something deeper than a surface meaning to consider, so poetic diction is, by definition, complex.

Diction in "The Fish"

Bishop’s vocabulary in “The Fish” enables us to see the fish as she does. She does not generally use words that only fishermen would understand, and yet her descriptions are specific enough to paint the scene clearly. Her syntax is characterized by appositive phrases, a device that gives her diction a slight complexity appropriate to the subject.

· lines 8/9 - "battered and venerable and homely"

· These words demonstrate Bishop’s command of a vocabulary that is precise and controllable. These words, while not transparently descriptive, nevertheless have very specific connotations.

· line 31 - "shiny entrails"

· “Shiny entrails” (l. 31) is tough, descriptive language; it is appropriate to the visceral experience of catching the fish.

· line 41 - "old scratched isinglass"

· Bishop’s use of “old scratched isinglass” (l. 41) allows her to suggest a plausible description of the fish’s lens (isinglass can mean thin, transparent sheets of mica) while demonstrating her knowledge of a potential use for the fish (isinglass can also be a transparent, almost pure gelatin prepared from the air bladder of sturgeon and certain other fish).

· line 49 - "—if you could call it a lip—"

· Appositive phrases, those little “asides” in the middle of a sentence, such as “if you could call it a lip” (l. 49), characterize Bishop’s syntax. The complexity suggests that the poem is not simply about catching fish.

IMAGE

Think of an image as a picture or a sculpture, something concrete and representational within a work of art. Literal images appeal to our sense of realistic perception, like a nineteenth-century landscape painting that looks "just like a photograph." There are also figurative images that appeal to our imagination, like a twentieth-century modernist portrait that looks only vaguely like a person but that implies a certain mood.

Literal images saturate Samuel Coleridge's poem, "Kubla Khan: or, A Vision in a Dream":

So twice five miles of fertile ground

With walls and towers were girdled round:

And here were gardens bright with sinuous rills

Where blossomed many an incense-bearing tree;

And there were forests ancient as the hills,

Enfolding sunny spots of greenery. (ll. 6-11)

A figurative image begins T. S. Eliot's famous poem "The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock":

Let us go then, you and I,

When the evening is spread out against the sky

Like a patient etherized upon a table;  (ll. 1-3)

To see the evening in the way Prufrock describes it requires an imaginative leap: He's doing much more than setting the scene and telling us that it's nighttime. We are encouraged to see stars, to feel the unconscious and infinite presence of the universe, but these things are only implied. In either case, poetic imagery alters or shapes the way we see what the poem is describing.

Image in "The Fish"

This poem depends on its imagery more than any other single element. The speaker alternately convinces us of the fish’s ugliness and its beauty, and in order to achieve this difficult task, she must render the scene in perfect visual detail. We are left with the impression that the fish is powerful, beautiful, terrible, alive, ancient, and formidable. In order for the fish to be all of those things, the images surrounding it must be carefully controlled.

· lines 16/17 - "He was speckled with barnacles, fine rosettes of lime"

· Here we see how the speaker struggles to get the image right, but also to focus on its potential for beauty. “Speckled with barnacles” is an accurate description, but the addition of the phrase “fine rosettes of lime” as a corrective allows us to focus on the tiniest of details in order to appreciate the beauty that we might not have otherwise seen. “Speckled” is a gentle term that implies a kind of natural artistry, and the “fine rosettes” bring us closer to the barnacles and allow us to see them as beautiful objects rather than ugly fixtures.

· lines 43/44 - "It was more like the tipping / of an object toward the light"

· The speaker’s primary goal in describing the fish is accuracy; when she describes how the fish’s eyes shift, she makes sure that we understand that it was not to return her stare. These lines form a near simile because a thing is described as “more like” something than like something else. The speaker encourages us to imagine “the tipping / of an object toward the light” without telling us what that object might be. We must imagine it, which is what an effective image encourages us to do.

IRONY

As a figure of speech, irony refers to a difference between the way something appears and what is actually true. Part of what makes poetry interesting is its indirectness, its refusal to state something simply as "the way it is." Irony allows us to say something but to mean something else, whether we are being sarcastic, exaggerating, or understating. A woman might say to her husband ironically, "I never know what you're going to say," when in fact she always knows what he will say. This is sarcasm, which is one way to achieve irony. Irony is generally more restrained than sarcasm, even though the effect might be the same. The woman of our example above might simply say, "Interesting," when her husband says something that really isn't interesting. She might not be using sarcasm in this case, and she might not even be aware that she is being ironic. A listener who finds the husband dull would probably understand the irony, though. The key to irony is often the tone, which is sometimes harder to detect in poetry than in speech.

Irony in "The Fish"

The final line of “The Fish” is strongly ironic: Why would the speaker go to such trouble to catch the fish if her aim was to let it go? The final gesture is understated and unexpected, and it causes us to reevaluate the significance of catching the fish in the first place.

· lines 5/6 - "He didn't fight. / He hadn't fought at all"

· The poem begins with this unexciting observation that is also ironic because later descriptions present the fish as a great warrior displaying its hooks and severed lines like war medals.

· line 66 - "and victory filled up"

· The speaker is presumably filled with “victory” because she has caught this legendary fish, but we recall from the beginning of the poem that “he hadn't fought at all.” Catching the fish was just luck rather than strength. Is she truly victorious or not? The fact that she lets the fish go at the end might cheapen the sense of victory (victors are boasters by nature), or it might bring that victory to a higher level (the appreciation of beauty outweighs any mundane victory).

SIMILE

Have you ever noticed how many times your friends say, "It's like . . ." or "I'm like . . . "? They aren't always creating similes, but they are attempting to simulate something (often a conversation). The word like signifies a direct comparison between two things that are alike in a certain way. Usually one of the elements of a simile is concrete and the other abstract. "My love is like a red, red rose" writes Robert Burns. He's talking about the rose's beauty when it's in full bloom (he tells us that it's May in the next line). "Love is like a rose" is a simpler version of the simile, but it's a more dangerous version. (A black rose? A dead rose in December? The thorns of a rose?) Sometimes similes force us to consider how the two things being compared are dissimilar, but the relationship between two dissimilar things can break down easily, so similes must be rendered delicately and carefully.

Simile in "The Fish"

In terms of simile, the poem follows a distinct pattern: Initially, when the speaker finds the fish somewhat repulsive, her similes are forced and dissatisfying. Toward the end of the poem, as the fish becomes more beautiful in her eyes, similes work in terms of making a comparison that will enhance her description.

· lines 10-15 - "his brown skin ... lost through age"

· There are three similes in these six lines, but two of the similes are the same: The fish’s skin is compared twice to wallpaper. It is noteworthy that she compares the fish’s skin to something artificial and inanimate. The speaker seems dissatisfied with her own simile here: She repeats it and then qualifies it. Immediately after these lines, in line 17, she compares the shapes on the fish’s skin to something living (roses), but she qualifies the “full-blown roses” simile with a metaphor that compares barnacles to “fine rosettes.” It is as though she is trying to describe the fish to us by comparing it to objects we might understand, but because she finds the fish somewhat distasteful at this point in the poem, the similes aren’t quite right.

· lines 27/28 - "coarse white flesh / packed in like feathers"

· As the poem progresses, the speaker looks at the fish more intently and attempts to see the beauty in it. Here she compares its flesh to feathers, which come from nature (unlike her comparison of its skin to wallpaper in lines 11 and 13, which is both a human fabrication and inanimate). The speaker’s incorporation of this simile is smoother and not as strained as earlier comparisons.

· lines 61/62 - "Like medals with their ribbons / frayed and wavering"

· The comparison of the five hooks and lines on the fish’s mouth to medals and ribbons gives us the sense that it is a decorated war hero. In the first similes, the fish was compared to wallpaper, something inanimate; then its flesh was compared to feathers, something from another animal; here the simile links the fish by extension to something human and more familiar. Even though it isn’t stated as such, the fish is compared to an old soldier. Because the speaker has begun to regard the fish as something potentially beautiful, she is able to conceive of it as something besides an object, much more than just a “grunting weight” (l. 7) hanging from her line.

SYMBOL

A symbol works two ways: It is something itself, and it also suggests something deeper. It is crucial to distinguish a symbol from a metaphor: Metaphors are comparisons between two seemingly dissimilar things; symbols associate two things, but their meaning is both literal and figurative. A metaphor might read, "His life was an oak tree that had just lost its leaves"; a symbol might be the oak tree itself, which would evoke the cycle of death and rebirth through the loss and growth of leaves. Some symbols have widespread, commonly accepted values that most readers should recognize: Apple pie suggests innocence or homespun values; ravens signify death; fruit is associated with sensuality. Yet none of these associations is absolute, and all of them are really determined by individual cultures and time (would a Chinese reader recognize that apple pie suggests innocence?). No symbols have absolute meanings, and, by their nature, we cannot read them at face value. Rather than beginning an inquiry into symbols by asking what they mean, it is better to begin by asking what they could mean, or what they have meant.

Symbol in "The Fish"

It seems likely that the fish is symbolic of something, because why else would the speaker pay so much attention to it? It strongly symbolizes power, or the potential for power, and the speaker’s interaction with the fish plays on the notion of power. Their interaction can also be seen as symbolic of human interaction with nature. The speaker finally lets the fish go, which proves that she is in control, but it is the fish’s strength, wisdom, and beauty that force her to let it go: It has innate qualities associated with nature that are larger than her.

· lines 5/6 - "He didn’t fight. / He hadn’t fought at all"

· As we explore the fish’s symbolism, we should not ignore its passivity (despite the hooks in its jaw). Fish are associated with freedom, because they must be caught before they can be controlled. They are also associated with the mysteries of nature: Some of the most enduring fantasies about nature’s power have to do with enormous fish that cannot be caught (as in Moby-Dick) or with horrible sea creatures. Although this fish is linked to these issues of freedom and control through its past, in this instance it is rendered powerless, almost anticlimactically.

· lines 22/23 - "his gills were breathing in / the terrible oxygen"

· The fish had been described as “a grunting weight” (l. 7), rather lifeless. Here it is full of life, almost terrifyingly so. Its ability to be both of these things represents the mysteries of life and death, or the fine line between them. Fish are associated with Jesus in the Bible, whose promise of eternal life was represented by allegories such as the story of the loaves and fishes, in which a few fish provide sustenance for multitudes of people. In such a context, a fish can represent the benevolence of the Christian God. Fish are also an important evolutionary link; all life forms on earth developed from organisms in the sea. Through either interpretation, the fish’s association with life and its potential for death, as well as the fact that its life is suspended as it gulps for air while suspended in air, partially account for the speaker’s fascination with it.

· lines 45, 49 - "I admired his sullen face” and “if you could call it a lip"

· In these two lines, the speaker displays symbolically another contradiction in the fish’s status. It is personified when she admires “his sullen face,” using a gender-specific pronoun (“his” as opposed to “its”); it is a face to be admired and even has an expression (“sullen”), as though the fish had control over its face in the same way a person would. Yet a few lines later, as she is describing the fish’s lip, the speaker calls this personification into question. Her control over the fish depends largely on what it represents to her. If it has human characteristics, the potential for control is much more significant than if it doesn't.

TONE

The tone of a poem is roughly equivalent to the mood it creates in the reader. Think of an actor reading a line such as "I could kill you." He can read it in a few different ways: If he thinks the proper tone is murderous anger, he might scream the line and cause the veins to bulge in his neck. He might assume the tone of cool power and murmur the line in a low, even voice. Perhaps he does not mean the words at all and laughs as he says them. Much depends on interpretation, of course, but the play will give the actor clues about the tone just as a poem gives its readers clues about how to feel about it. The tone may be based on a number of other conventions that the poem uses, such as meter or repetition. If you find a poem exhilarating, maybe it's because the meter mimics galloping. If you find a poem depressing, that may be because it contains shadowy imagery. Tone is not in any way divorced from the other elements of poetry; it is directly dependent on them.

Tone in "The Fish"

There are marked shifts in tone over the course of the poem, from the aloofness of the early lines to the near rapture of the penultimate line, “rainbow, rainbow, rainbow!” Such a dramatic shift leads us to understand that the poem is largely about the transformation of the speaker’s attitude.

· line 5 - "He didn’t fight"

· Bishop’s poem begins with a tone of aloofness, as if the speaker is saying, “I caught a fish. No big deal.” The lines are short and clipped. Later, as the speaker gradually becomes more descriptive, the tone shifts to accommodate longer, more specific words and looser, more ornamental lines.

· lines 23/24 - "the terrible oxygen / —the frightening gills"

· The speaker’s language becomes more descriptive as the poem progresses and her tone less detached. Her free use of strong adjectives like terrible and frightening contributes to our awareness of this shift.

· line 75 - "was rainbow, rainbow, rainbow!"

· The shifts in tone that occur when the speaker looks into the fish’s eyes and observes the hooks in its mouth culminate in this almost ecstatic revelation of beauty. The repetition of “rainbow” and the exclamation point that follows emphasize the speaker’s exultation and indicate the extent of her transformation.

Questions for Response:

1. How does this examination of poetic elements change your understanding of how the poem works as a whole?

2. Can you find other examples of poetic elements in the poem? What do they contribute to the poem?

Demonstration of how to pull together analyses of the elements of poetry in "The Fish":

Elizabeth Bishop’s “The Fish” is a seemingly simple poem about a speaker who catches a fish, scrutinizes it, and lets it go. Yet the richness of the imagery in this poem cause us to evaluate it as a deeper poem that is about transformation, most specifically about the speaker’s gradual transformation from near indifference to the fish to someone who appreciates its power and beauty in an ecstatic, almost mystical way. As a poem about the interaction between humanity and nature, it reveals the complexity of power and beauty within nature and the mystery that resides there, even in modern times.

The speaker’s tone shifts over the course of the poem. At the beginning, her lines are short and relatively nondescriptive: “He didn’t fight. / He hadn’t fought at all” (ll. 5-6). But as the speaker begins to examine the fish more carefully, her language becomes more descriptive, and she indulges in more metaphors and similes: “I looked into his eyes / which were far larger than mine / but shallower, and yellowed, / the irises backed and packed / with tarnished tinfoil / seen through the lenses / of old scratched isinglass” (ll. 34-40). By the end, she is lost in a reverie: “everything / was rainbow, rainbow, rainbow!” (ll. 74-5). What brings about such a decisive transformation?

The speaker’s transformation is based on her own perspective, not any change in the fish itself. The fish doesn’t do anything in the poem other than hang from a hook and try to gulp “terrible oxygen” (l. 23) from the air. Yet the speaker gradually develops an appreciation for this creature, who is undeniably powerful, experienced, and beautiful despite the fact that it didn’t put up a struggle and at first appears no more attractive than brown wallpaper (ll. 8-12). The speaker is “filled up” with “victory” (l. 66) when she realizes that the fish has survived at least five other human conquests. Yet this victory is complicated: It is not merely the powerful sense of having done what many other fishing enthusiasts have failed to do; it is also an appreciation of the glory of nature, its power and its beauty. The fish is tremendous (l. 1) in every sense by the end of the poem, so the speaker lets it go rather than keeps it as a trophy. What she has gained is nothing so common as a fish, but rather a keener vision that allows her to transform her rusty, rented boat into nature’s most beautiful spectacle—a rainbow.

On a fundamental level, this poem is a twist on the classic fishing story. The big one that got away has never been the subject of this kind of contemplation before. It is both repulsive and beautiful, powerful and powerless, terrifying and terrified. It embodies nature in that it is mysterious, and it functions as the basis for imaginative reverie. It is ancient yet alive, and it causes the reader to contemplate nature deeply and to scrutinize it closely, just as the speaker does.

� From Bedford/St. Martin’s VirtuaLit Site: http://bcs.bedfordstmartins.com/virtualit/poetry/fish_elements.html
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