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———— INTRODUCTION —

| Reading -

| ]maginative Literature

Poetry does not need to be defended,
any more than air or food needs to be
defended.

— LANGSTON HUGHES'

THE NATURE OF LITERATURE

Literature does not lend itself to a single tidy definition because the making
of it over the centuries has been as complex, unwieldy, and natural as life
itself. Is literature everything that has been written, from ancient prayers
to graffiti? Does it include songs and stories that were not written down
until many years after they were recited? Does literature include the televi-
sion scripts from Modern Family as well as Shakespeare’s King Leai? Is litera-
ture only writing that has permanent value and continues to move people?
Must literature be true or beautiful or moral? Should it be socially useful?
Although these kinds of questions are not conclusively answered in this
book, they are implicitly raised by the poems included here. No definition

'Photograph © copyright of the Estate of Carl Van Vechten; Gravure and Compilation ©
copyright of the Eakins Press Foundation.





















Between my finger and my thumb
The squat pen rests.
I'll dig with it.

- SEAMUS HEANEY

© Daniel ). Harper.

POETRY'S APPEAL TO THE SENSES

A poet, to borrow a phrase from Henry James, is one on whom nothing is
lost. Poets take in the world and give us impressions of what they experi-
ence through images. An image is language that addresses the senses. The
most common images in poetry are visual; they provide verbal pictures of
the poets’ encounters —real or imagined —with the world. But poets also
create images that appeal to our other senses. Li Ho arouses several senses
in “A Beautiful Girl Combs Her Hair” (p. 51):

Awake ar dawn
she’s dreaming
by cool silk curtains

fragrance of spilling hair
half sandalwood, half aloes

windlass creaking art the well
singing jade

10§









Like a piece of ice on a hot stove the
poem must ride on its own melting.
— ROBERT FROST

© Bettmann/Corbis.

Figures of speech are broadly defined as a way of saying one thing in terms
of something else. An overeager funeral director might, for example, be
described as a vulture. Although figures of speech are indirect, they are
designed rto clarify, not obscure, our understanding of whar they describe.
Poets frequently use them because, as Emily Dickinson said, the poet’s
work is to “tell all the Truth but tell it slant” to capture the reader’s interest
and imagination. But figures of speech are not limited to poetry. Hearing
them, reading them, or using them is as natural as using language itself.
Suppose thart in the middle of a class discussion concerning the economic
causes of World War II your history instructor introduces a series of statistics
by saying, “Let’s get down to brass racks.” Would anyone be likely to expecta
display of brass tacks for students to examine? Of course not. To interpret the
statement literally would be to wholly misunderstand the instructor’s point
that the time has come for a close look at the economic circumstances lead-
ing to the war. A literal response transforms the statement into the sort of
hilariously bizarre material often found in a sketch by Woody Allen.

130






132 Figures of Speech

than dramatic, because life is, ultimately, a desperate story filled with pain
and devoid of significance. What the figurative language provides, then, is
the emotional force of Macbeth’s assertion; his comparisons are disturbing
because they are so apt.

The remainder of this chapter discusses some of the most important
figures of speech used in poetry. A familiarity with them will help you to
understand how poetry achieves its effects.

SIMILE AND METAPHOR

The two most common figures of speech are simile and metaphor. Both
compare things that are ordinarily considered unlike each other. A simile
makes an explicit comparison between two things by using words such as
like, as, than, appears, or seems: “A sip of Mrs. Cook’s coffee is like a punch in
the stomach.” The force of the simile is created by the differences between
the two things compared. There would be no simile if the comparison were
stared this way: “Mrs. Cook’s coffee is as strong as the cafeteria’s coffee.”
This is a literal comparison becausg Mrs. Cook’s coffee Explore the poetic
is compared with something like it, another kind of  elements in this chaprer ac

5 G . . bedfordstmartins.com/
coffee. Consider how simile is used in this poem. rewritinglit

MARGARET ATWOOD (B. 1939)
youfitintome 1971

you fit into me $ i ﬁ:
like a hook into an eye I ;I
a fish hook -

an open eye

4§

If you blinked on a second read- @ sophie BassoulsCorbis Sygma
ing, you got the point of this poem
because you recognized that the simile “like a hook into an eye” gives way
to a play on words in the final two lines. There the hook and eye, no longer
a pleasant domestic image of a clothing fastener or door latch that fits
closely together, become a literal, sharp fishhook and a human eye. The
wordplay qualifies the simile and drastically alters the tone of this poem by
creating a strong and unpleasant surprise.

A metaphor, like a simile, makes a comparison between two unlike
things, but it does so implicitly, without words such as like or as: “Mrs.
Cook’s coffee is a punch in the stomach.” Metaphor asserts the identity
of dissimilar things. Macbeth tells us that life is a “brief candle,” life /s















Thomas / The Hand That Signed the Paper 137

these activities, not all of Germany or Princeton. Another related figure
of speech is metonymy, in which something closely associated with a sub-
ject is substituted for it: “She preferred the silver screen [motion pictures]
to reading.” “At precisely ten o’clock the paper shufflers [office workers]
stopped for coffee.”

Synecdoche and metonymy may overlap and are therefore some-
times difficult to distinguish. Consider this description of a disapprov-
ing minister entering a noisy tavern: “As those pursed lips came through
the swinging door, the atmosphere was suddenly soured.” The pursed
lips signal the presence of the minister and are therefore a synecdoche,
but they additionally suggest an inhibiting sense of sin and guilc that
makes the bar patrons feel uncomforrable. Hence the pursed lips are
also a metonymy, as they are in this context so closely connected with
religion. Although the distinction between synecdoche and metonymy
can be useful, a figure of speech is usually labeled a metonymy when it
overlaps categories.

Knowing the precise term for a figure of speech is, finally, less impor-
tant than responding to its use in a poem. Consider how metonymy and
synecdoche convey the tone and meaning of the following poem.

DyYLAN THOMAS (1914-1953)
The Hand That Signed the Paper 1936

The hand that signed the paper felled a cicy;

Five sovereign fingers taxed the breath,

Doubled the globe of dead and halved a
country;

These five kings did a king to death.

The mighty hand leads to a sloping shoulder,
The finger joints are cramped with chalk;

A goose’s quill has puran end to murder
Thar put an end to talk.

The hand that signed the treaty bred a fever, © Hulton-Deutsch Collection/Corbis.
And famine grew, and locusts came;

Great is the hand that holds dominion over

Man by a scribbled name.

The five kings count the dead but do not soften

The crusted wound nor stroke the brow;

A hand rules pity as a hand rules heaven; 15
Hands have no tears to flow.

The “hand” in this poem is a synecdoche for a powerful ruler
because it is a part of someone used to signify the entire person. The
“goose’s quill” is a metonymy that also refers to the power associated


















Poetry is serious business; literature
is the apparatus through which the
waorld tries to keep intact its important
ideas and feelings.

—MARY OLIVER

@ Barbara Savage Cheresh.

SYMBOL

A symbol is something that represents something else. An object, a person,
a place, an event, or an action can suggest more than its liceral meaning.
A handshake between two world leaders might be simply a greeting, but if
itis done ceremoniously before cameras, it could be a symbolic gesture signi-
fying unity, issues resolved, and joint policies that will be followed. We live
surrounded by symbols. When a $100,000 Mercedes-

Benz comes roaring by in the 'Fast lane, we get a quiFk :E»e-r;egspllsft;“:ihPa‘ﬁl;
glimpse of not only an expensive car but also an entire  acbedfordstmartins
lifestyle that suggests opulence, broad lawns, executive <™ ewaitnglic
offices, and power. One of the reasons some buyers are willing to spend
roughly the cost of five Chevrolers for a single Mercedes-Benz is that they
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[ Sounds

In a poem the words should be as
pleasing to the ear as the meaning is
to the mind.

—MARIANNE MOORE

Bettmann/Corbis.

LISTENING TO POETRY

Poems yearn to be read aloud. Much of their energy, charm, and beauty
come to life only when they are heard. Poets choose and arrange words for
their sounds as well as for their meanings. Most poetry is best read with
your lips, teeth, and tongue because they serve to artic-

ulate the effects that sound may have in a poem. When s Explore the poetic
a voice is breathed into a good poem, there is pleasure :L“,;:;;;:;;‘;,ﬁ‘;;f,‘,‘;g;f;,
in the reading, the saying, and the hearing. rewritinglit.

The earliest poetry—before writing and painting—was chanted or
sung. The rhythmic quality of such oral performances served two purposes:
it helped the chanting bard remember the lines and it entertained audi-
ences with patterned sounds of language, which were sometimes accom-
panied by musical instruments. Poetry has always been closely related
to music. Indeed, as the word suggests, lyric poetry evolved from songs.
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184 Sounds

The speaker in this poem is a piano that can play automarically by means
of a mechanism that depresses keys in response to signals on a perforated
roll. Notice how the speaker’s voice approximates the sounds of a piano.
In each stanza a predominant sound emerges from the carefully chosen
words. How is the sound of each stanza tuned to its sense?

Like Updike’s “Player Piano,” this next poem is also primarily abour
sounds.

MAY SWENSON (1919-1989)
A Nosty Fright 1984

The roldengod and the soneyhuckle,

the sack eyed blusan and the wistle theed
are all tangled with the oison pivy,

the fallen nine peedles and the wumbleteed.

A mipchunk caught in a wobceb tried
to hip and skide in a dandy sune

but a stobler put up a EEP KOFF sign.
Then the unfucky lellow mer a phytoon

and was sept out to swea. He difted for drays
till a hassgropper flying happened to spot
the boolish feast all debraggled and wer,
covered with snears and tot.

@ Corbis.

Loonmight shone through the winey poods

where rushmooms grew among risted twoorts.

Back blats flew betreen the twees 15
and orned howls hounded their soots.

A kumkpin stood with tooked creech

on the sindow will of a house

where a icked wold itch lived all alone

except for her stoombrick, a mitten and a kouse. 20

“Here we part,” said hassgropper.
“Pere we hart,” said mipchunk, too.
They purried away on opposite haths,
both scared of some “Bar!” or “Scoo!”

October was ending on a nosty fright 25
with scroans and greeches and chanking clains,

with oblins and gelfs, coaths and urses,

skinning grulls and stoodblains.

Will it ever be morning, Nofember virs,

skue bly and the sappy hun, our friend? 30
With light breaves of wall by the fayside?

I sope ho, so that this oem can pend.






















































Keats / On First Looking into Chapman’s Homer 239

octave presents a situation, an attitude, or a problem that the sestet comments
upon or resolves, as in John Keats’s “On First Looking into Chapman’s

Homer.”

JoHN KEATS (1795-1821)

On First Looking into
Chapman’s Homer® 1816

Much have I traveled in the realms of gold,
And many goodly states and kingdoms
seer;
Round many western islands have I been
Which bards in fealty to Apollo® hold.
Oft of one wide expanse had I been told
That deep-browed Homer ruled as his
demesne;
Yer did I never breathe its pure serene®

Till I heard Chapman speak out loud and bold:

Then felt I like some watcher of the skies
When a new planet swims into his ken;

Or like stout Cortez® when with eagle eyes
He stared at the Pacific—and all his men

Looked at each other with a wild surmise —
Silent, upon a peak in Darien.

Courtesy of the National Portrait Gallery,
Londen.

atmosphere

Chapman’s Homer: Before reading George Chapman’s (ca. 1560-1634) poetic Elizabethan
translations of Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, Keats had known only stilted and pedestrian
eighteenth-century translations. 4 Apollo: Greek god of poetry. 11 Cortez: Vasco
Nufiez de Balboa, not Hernando Cortés, was the first European ro sight the Pacific from

Darien, a peak in Panama.

CONSIDERATIONS FOR CRITICAL THINKING AND WRITING

I. FIRST RESPONSE. How do the images shift from the octave to the sestet?
How does the tone change? Does the meaning change as well?

2. Whatis the controlling metaphor of this poem?

3. Whart is it thar the speaker discovers?

4. How does the rhythm of the lines change between the octave and the sestet?
How does thar change reflect the tones of both the octave and the sester?

5. Does Keats’s mistake concerning Cortés and Balboa affect your reading of

the poem? Explain why or why not.

The Italian sonnet pattern is also used in the next sonnet, but notice
that the thematic break berween octave and sestet comes within line 9
rather than between lines 8 and 9. This unconventional break helps to rein-
force the speaker’s imparience with the conventional attitudes he describes.









242 Poetic Forms

Ilove to hear her speak, yet well I know
Thar music hach a far more pleasing sound; 10
I granc I never saw a goddess go:
My mistress, when she walks, treads on the ground.
And yet, by heaven, I think my love as rare
As any she,® belied with false compare. lady

CONSIDERATIONS FOR CRITICAL THINKING AND WRITING

I. FIRSTRESPONSE. What does “mistress” mean in this sonnet? Write a descrip-
tion of this particular mistress based on the images used in the sonnet.

2. What sort of person is the speaker? Does he truly love the woman he
describes?

3. In whar sense are this sonnet and “Shall I compare thee to a summer’s
day?” about poetry as well as love?

EDNA ST. VINCENT MILLAY (1892-1950)

Twill put Chaosinto
fourteenlines 1954

I will put Chaos into fourteen lines

And keep him there; and let him thence escape
If he be lucky; let him twist, and ape

Flood, fire, and demon — his adroit designs
Will strain to nothing in the strict confines
Of this sweet Order, where, in pious rape,

I hold his essence and amorphous shape,

Till he with Order mingles and combines. :
Past are the hours, the years, of our duress, © Corbis.

His arrogance, our awful servitude: 10
I have him. He is nothing more nor less

Than something simple not yet undersrood;

I shall not even force him to confess;

Or answer. [ will only make him good.

CONSIDERATIONS FOR CRITICAL THINKING AND WRITING

1. FIRSTRESPONSE. Does the poem conrain “Chaos”? If so, how? If not, why not?
What properties of a sonnet does this poem possess?

What do you think is meant by the phrase “pious rape” in line 6?

£ op

. What is the effect of the personification in the poem?

CONNECTION TO ANOTHER SELECTION

1. Compare the theme of this poem with that of Robert Frost's “Design”
(p- 375).
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Open Form

| believe every space and comma is
a living part of the poem and has its
function, just as every muscle and pore
of the body has its function. And the
way the lines are broken is a functioning
part essential to the poem’s life.

— DENISE LEVERTOV

New Directions Archive

Many poems, especially those written in the past century, are composed
of lines that cannot be scanned for a fixed or predominant meter. More-
over, very often these poems do not rhyme. Known as free verse (from the
French, vers libre), such lines can derive their rhythmic qualities from the
repetition of words, phrases, or grammatical structures; the arrangement
of words on the printed page; or some other means. In recent years the
term open form has been used in place of free verse to avoid the erroneous
suggestion that this kind of poetry lacks all discipline and shape.

Although the following poem does not use measurable meters, it does
have rthythm.
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266 Open Form

WALT WHITMAN (1819-1892)
From “I Sing the Body Electric” 18ss

O my body! I dare not desert the likes of you
in other men and women, nor the likes
of the parts of you,

I believe the likes of you are to stand or fall
with the likes of the soul, (and that they
are the soul,)

I believe the likes of you shall stand or fall with
my poems, and that they are my poems.

Man’s, woman’s, child’s, youth’s, wife’s,
husband’s, mother’s, father’s, young
man’s, young woman’s poems.

Head, neck, hair, ears, drop and tympan of the oo Westeyan Unwersity of Delaware,
ears. Ohio.

Eyes, eye-fringes, iris of the eye, eyebrows, and
the waking or sleeping of the lids,

Mouth, tongue, lips, teeth, roof of the mouth, jaws, and the jaw-hinges,

Nose, nostrils of the nose, and the partition,

Cheeks, temples, forehead, chin, throat, back of the neck, neck-slue,

Strong shoulders, manly beard, scapula, hind-shoulders, and the ample
side-round of the chest,

Upper-arm, armpit, elbow-socket, lower-arm, arm-sinews, arm-bones,

Courtesy of the Bayley-Whitman Collection

10

Wrist and wrist-joints, hand, palm, knuckles, thumb, forefinger, finger-joints,

finger-nails,

Broad breast-front, curling hair of the breast, breast-bone, breast-side,

Ribs, belly, backbone, joints of the backbone,

Hips, hip-sockets, hip-strength, inward and ourward round, man-balls,
man-root,

Strong set of thighs, well carrying the trunk above,

Leg-fibers, knee, knee-pan, upper-leg, under-leg,

Ankles, instep, foot-ball, toes, toe-joints, the heel;

All attitudes, all the shapeliness, all the belongings of my or your body or
of any one’s body, male or female,

The lung-sponges, the stomach-sac, the bowels sweet and clean,

The brain in its folds inside the skull-frame,

Sympathies, heart-valves, palate-valves, sexuality, maternity,

Womanhood, and all that is a woman, and the man that comes from
woman,

The womb, the teats, nipples, breast-milk, tears, laughter, weeping, love-
looks, love-perturbations and risings,

The voice, articulation, language, whispering, shouting aloud,

Food, drink, pulse, digestion, sweat, sleep, walking, swimming,

Poise on the hips, leaping, reclining, embracing, arm-curving and
tightening,

The conrinual changes of the flex of the mouth, and around the eyes,

The skin, the sunburnt shade, freckles, hair,

5
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JULITA ALVAREYZ

WooDCUTs BY / GRABADOS DE BELKIS RaMIREZ

A Brief Biography 417

(Left) A Cafecito Story (2001),
which Alvarez describes as

a modern “eco-parable” or
“green fable” and love story,
was inspired by the author’s
work with local coffee growers
in the Dominican Republic.

Reprinted from A Cafecita Stary.
Copyright Julia Alvarez 2001, 2002,
with the permission of Chelsea Green
Publishing (www.chelseagreen.com).

(Below) Julia Alvarez with
students from Middlebury
College at her coffee farm,
Alta Gracia, in the Dominican
Republic.

Photograph courtesy of Fundacion
Finca Alta Gracia













Alvarez/ On Writing “Queens, 1963” 421

+
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Julia Alvarez, age ten, in her 1960 passport photo.
Courtesy of Julia Alvarez.

next door were newcomers as were we, our accents still heavy, our cooking smells
commingling across our backyard fences during mealtimes: their Greek lamb
with rosemary, our Dominican habichuelas with sofrito.®

It seemed a peaceable enough kingdom until a black family moved in
across the street. Whar a ruckus got started! Of course, it was the early 1960s:
the civil rights movement was just getting under way in this country. Suddenly,
our neighborhood was faced with discrimination, but coming from the very
same people who themselves had felt discrimination from other, more main-
stream Americans. It was my first lesson in hypocrisy and in realizing that
America was still an experiment in process. The words on the Statue of Liberty

babichuelas with sofrito: Kidney beans prepared with a sautéed mixture of spices, herbs, garlic,
onion, pepper, and tomato.









424 A Study of Julia Alvarez: The Author Reflects on Five Poems

5]

In line 3, why do you suppose Alvarez writes “foreign dirt still on our soles”
rather than “foreign soil stll on our shoes”? Whar does Alvarez’s word
choice suggest about her feelings for her native country?

3. Characterize the speaker. How old is she? How does she feel about having
come from the Dominican Republic? Abour living in the Unirted Stares?

4. Do you think this poem is optimistic or pessimistic about racial relations in the
United States? Explain your answer by referring to specific details in the poem.

CONNECTIONS TO OTHER SELECTIONS

1. Compare the use of irony in “Queens, 1963” with that in John Ciardi’s
“Suburban” (p. s11). How does irony contribute to each poem?

2. Discuss the problems immigrants encounter in this poem and in Chitra
Banerjee Divakaruni’s “Indian Movie, New Jersey” (p. 533).

3. Write an essay comparing and contrasting the tone and theme in “Queens,
1963” and in Tato Laviera’s “AmeRican” (p. 281).

Queens Civil Rights Demonstration 1963

In this photograph police remove a Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) demonstrator from
a Queens construction site. Demonstrators blocked the delivery entrance to the site because
they wanted more African Americans and Puerto Ricans hired in the building-trade industry.
Reprinted by permission of AP, Wide World Photos.







































Alvarez,/ On Writing “First Muse” 437
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An excerpt from Alvarez’s poem “Sometimes the Words Are So Close” is set by sculptor

Gregg LeFevre in a bronze plaque on 4ist Street in New York City, and is part of the “Library
Way” — a display sponsored by the New York Public Library of sidewalk plaques thar feature
literary quotations from ninety-six artists and writers including Lucille Clifton, John Milton,

and Pablo Picasso.
Courtesy of the Grand Central Partnership, New York and sculptor Gregg LeFevre.

longer wants to kill all the women in his kingdom. In fact, he falls in love with
Scheherazade. This young lady saves her own life, the lives of all the women
in her kingdom, and by cllanging him, she also saves the sultan’s soul just b)’
telling stories. Right then, I knew what [ wanted to be when I grew up. You bet.
A storyreller.

Of course, back then, I was growing up in the Dominican Republic, living in
a cruel and dangerous dictatorship myself. My own father was a member of an
underground freedom movement to depose this dictator. Like Scheherazade,
my life and the life of many Dominicans was in danger. But stories like the ones
in The Arabian Nights helped me dream thart the world was a more exciting and
mysterious place than I could even imagine. That I was free to travel on the
magic carpet of Scheherazade’s rales even if the dicratorship did not allow me
to drive one town over without inspection and permission.

When I came into English and became a reader, I had new dreams. I wanted
to be an American writer. But as I mentioned earlier, the United States of the



Langston Hughes 475

Long, long ago in a dim unknown land, 5
A massive forest-tree, axe-felled, adze-hewn,

Was deftly done by cunning mortal hand

Into a symbol of the tender moon.

Why does it thrill more than the handsome boat

That bore me o’er the wild Atlantic ways, 10
And fill me with rare sense of things remote

From this harsh life of fretful nights and days?

I cannot answer but, whate’er it be,

An old wine has intoxicated me.

CONSIDERATIONS FOR CRITICAL THINKING AND WRITING

1. FIRST RESPONSE. What values are associated with the “primitive canoe” in
the speaker’s mind?

2. Why do you think the speaker is “thrill[ed]” by the canoe?

3. Consider the final line. Does the reference to “old wine” seem consistent
with the poem’s themes? Why or why not?

CONNECTION TO ANOTHER SELECTION

1. Compare the sources of the speakers’ exuberance in this poem and in
Langston Hughes’s “Jazzonia” (p. 478).

LANGSTON HUGHES (1902-1967)

Langston Hughes is the best-known writer
of the Harlem Renaissance. His literary
production includes volumes of poetry,
novels, short stories, essays, plays, opera
librettos, histories, documentaries, autobi-
ographies, anthologies, children’s books,
and translations, as well as radio and televi-
sion scripts. This impressive body of work
makes him an important literary artist and
a leading African American voice in the
twentieth century. First and foremost, how-
ever, he considered himself a poet.

Born in Joplin, Missouri, Hughes grew
up with his grandmother, although he did
live from time to time with one or the other of his parents, who had sepa-
rated early in his life. After atrending Columbia University in 1921, Hughes
wrote and published poetry while he worked a series of odd jobs and then
traveled as a merchant seaman to Europe and Africa from 1923 to 1924. He
jumped ship to work for several months as a kitchen helper in a Paris night-
club. After his return to the United States in 1925, he published poems in
two black magazines, the Crisis and Opportunity, and met Carl Van Vech-
ten, who sent his poems to the publisher Alfred A. Knopf. While working

@ Corbis.



476 A Cultural Case Study: Harlem Renaissance Poets

(Left) The publication of The Weary Blues in
1926 established Hughes as an important
figure in the Harlem Renaissance, a cultural
movement characterized by an explosion of
black literature, theater, music, painting, and
political and racial consciousness that began
after the First World War. A stamp com-
memorating the centennial of Hughes’s birth
(2002) is but one illustration of his lasting
impact on American poetry and culture.
Langston Hughes ©2002 United States Postal Service. All
Rights Reserved. Used with Permission. Courtesy of Harold
QOber Associates.

(Below) Langston Hughes claimed that Walt
Whitman, Carl Sandburg, and Paul Laurence
Dunbar were his greatest influences as a poet.
However, the experience of black America
from the 1920s through the 1960s, the life and
language of Harlem, and a love of jazz and the
blues clearly shaped the narrative and lyrical
experimentation of his poetry. This image of
a couple dancing in a Harlem nightclub is a
snapshot of the life that influenced Hughes's
work.

@ Corbis.
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A THEMATIC CASE STUDY

Crossing Boundaries

As immigrants we have this enormous

raw material. . . . We draw from a dual

culture, with two sets of worldviews

and paradigms juxtaposing each other.
— CHITRA BANER]EE DIVAKARUNI

Courtesy of the author and the
Sandra Dijkstra Literary Agency.

This chapter brings together six poems and a variety of images that center
on the theme of crossing borders. The borders referred to in these poems
mark not only geographic or political divisions but also the uncertain
and indeterminate borders associated with culture, class, race, ethnicity,
and gender. Even if we have never left our home state or country, we have
all moved back and forth across such defining lines as we negotiate the
margins and edges of our personal identities within the particular worlds
we inhabit. Any first-year college student, for example, knows thar college
life and demanding course work represent a significant border crossing:
increased academic challenges, responsibility, and autonomy likely reflect
an entirely new culture for the student. By Thanksgiving vacation, stu-
dents know (as do their parents and friends) that they’ve crossed an invis-
ible border that causes a slight shift in their identity because they’ve done
some growing and maturing.
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530 A Thematic Case Study: Crossing Boundaries

I g@cmg English only
m to have an accent.”

5
4

“ After all, I spoke English, having atterilded

1Just Wanted to Be Me (1997), by Jacalyn Lopez Garcia. In her multimedia exhibit Glass Houses,
Garcia explores family history and issues of identity. “As we crossed the Mexican border, the
border patrol would ask me my citizenship. | would reply, ‘American’ because my parents
taught me to say that. But in California, people would ask me ‘What are you?’ .
I would proudly reply ‘Mexican.’ It wasn’t until | became a teenager that | claimed | was
‘Mexican-American.”” Once, a white neighbor reported to authorities that Garcia’s mother
was undocumented. “l was only seven years old when my mother was deported, my brother
was six. The Christmas tree stayed up until Mom returned home in April of the following year.”
Reprinted by permission of Jacalyn Lépez Garcia.

a handy token

sliding back and forth

between the fringes of both worlds

by smiling

by masking the discomfort 20
of being pre-judged

Bi-larerally.

CONSIDERATIONS FOR CRITICAL THINKING AND WRITING

1. FIRSTRESPONSE. What is the nature of the discomfort the speaker experiences
as an “American but hyphenated” (line 8)? Explain whether you think the
advantages outweigh the disadvantages.

2. What qualities do you think make someone an American? How does your
description compare with your classmates’ views? How do you account for
the differences or similaricies?
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No carts were waiting, gallant with paint,

no lictle donkeys plumed like the dreams of peacocks.

Only the evil eyes of a thousand buildings 20
stared across at the echoing debarkation center,

making it seem so much smaller than a piazza,

only a half dozen Puritan millionaires stood on the wharf,
in the wind colder than the impossible snows of the Abruzzi,
ready with country clubs and dynamos

to grind the organs out of you.

Baggage Examined Here (1911). Between 1880 and 1920, nearly four million Italian immigrants
came to the United States, most arriving in New York City and settling in cities along the East
Coast. While first- and second-class steamship passengers were quickly inspected onboard
and allowed to disembark in Manhattan, third-class passengers, such as the boys in this
photo, were taken to Ellis Island, where they were subjected to a series of medical examina-
tions and interviews. Inspectors marked the immigrants’ clothing with chalk, indicating the
need for further examination: Sc for scalp disease, G for goiter, H for hernia, L for lameness,
or S for senility.

© Bettmann, Corbis
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Rawal Films, Ladki Pasand Hai (I Like This Girl) (1971). India’s massive Hindi-language film
industry, known as Bollywood (a play on the word Hollywood, with the B representing
Bombay), produces twice as many films as Hollywood each year, with a huge international
audience. Bollywood films are churned out so quickly that sometimes scripts are handwritten
and actors on set shoot scenes for multiple films. Traditionally, these colorful extravaganzas,
chock full of singing, dancing, and multiple costume changes, stick to a “boy meets girl”
formula — a hero and heroine fall in love and then struggle for family approval. This image is
from the soundtrack to a 1971 film with a typical Bollywood plot.

Reprinted by permission of HMV/QOdeon. Courtesy of Niall Richardson.

2. Explain the differences portrayed by the speaker between life in India and
life in New Jersey. What connortarive values are associated with each loca-
tion in the poem? Discuss the irony in the final two lines.

3. How do the ideas and values of the Bollywood poster contrast with the
realities conveyed in the last part of the poem?

CONNECTION TO ANOTHER SELECTION

1. Explain how the speaker’s idea of “the America that was supposed to be”
(line 51) compares with the nation described in Florence Cassen Mayers’s
“All-American Sestina” (p. 250).
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Girlwith Licca Doll, by Chiaki Tsukumo (2003). According to the Japanese toymaker Takara,
“Licca-chan was developed to make girls’ dreams and wishes come true” and “to nurture
kindness, gentleness, and love in children.” A fan’s personal Web site notes that Licca-chan
“hates arithmetic, but she’s good at language, music, and art.” Her favorite books are Anne
of Green Gables and A Little Princess, and she loves eating ice cream and window-shopping.
First introduced in 1967, the doll has since sold nearly fifty million units and become, accord-
ing to the toymaker, a national character that has inspired a Licca-chan generation of women
consumers,

Reprinted by permission of the Associated Press.

CONNECTION TO ANOTHER SELECTION

1. How might the voice in Michelle Boisseau’s “Self-Pity’s Closet” (p. 569) be
read as a version of the speaker in “Recipe”?

FREEDOM AND BORDERS

Thomas Lynch’s “Liberty” is an amusing protest against conformiry, the
kind of middling placidity often associated with suburban life in America.
The blustery Irish speaker in this poem laments the lost world his ances-
tors inhabited in Ireland and longs for the “form|[s] of freedom” that they
once enjoyed. Though the speaker may cause us to smile, his complaint is
serious nonetheless. The potential validity of his assessment of suburban
life is presented visually in the accompanying photograph of Somerville,
Massachusetts, a suburb of Boston. How might Lynch’s speaker be consid-
ered a resident of one of those houses? Does the arrangement of the streets
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Somerville, Massachusetts, by Steve Dunwell. Between 1870 and 1915, new streetcar lines in the
Boston suburb of Somerville spurred major population growth in the area. Many of the new-
comers were immigrants, including Irish workers attracted by plentiful jobs at the brickyards
and in the slaughtering and meatpacking industry. The two-family houses in this photograph
were built around 1910 to house the new population. By World War Il these neighborhoods
swelled ro a population density said to be grearer than thar of Calcurra.

© Gerty images.

CONNECTION TO ANOTHER SELECTION

1. Discuss Lynch’s treatment of suburban life and compare it wich that of
John Ciardi in “Suburban” (p. si1). What similarities are there in the
themes and metaphoric strategies of these two poems?

SUGGESTED Toprics FOR LONGER PAPERS

1. Write an essay that develops a common theme or thread that you find in all
six poems presented in this chapter. You may explore similarities or differ-
ences concerning any aspect of the border crossings they examine.

2. Choose one of the poems listed on page 540 and research at least three
images that complement, extend, or qualify the poem. Select rich images
thar allow you to write an essay explaining how they are themarically con-
nected to the idea of crossing boundaries in the poem.







































































