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Mikhail Bakhtin, in his discussion of "Types of Prose Discourse," denied that his theory of voice had much to say about poetry.  "Poetic speech in the narrow sense," he writes, "requires a uniformity of all discourses, their reduction to a common denominator."  Prose, in contrast, retains as a fundamental feature "the possibility of employing on the plane of a single work discourses of various types, with all their expressive capacities intact, without reducing them to a common denominator."  Bakhtin then does concede that "even in poetry a whole series of fundamental problems cannot be solved without some attention to the [types] for investigating discourse;" but only in the sense that "different types of discourse in poetry require different stylistic treatments" (200).


Despite his own disclaimer, however, Bakhtin's theories certainly have application to poetry.
  Elizabeth Bishop, for example, deploys in her work a genuine multiplicity of voice beyond mere differences in stylistic treatment, and does so in ways that fully engage the social discourses that interested Bakhtin.  Even when her texts seem to unfold within a single stylistic "denominator," Bishop's controlled lyric forms often bring into play the "multiplicity of social voices [in the] wide variety of their links and interelationships," as well as the "struggle among socio-linguistic points of view" that Bakhtin calls heteroglossia ("Discourse" 263, 273).  Some aspects of this multiplicity has attracted critical attention, in welcome contrast to accounts of her work that claim she is "usually speaking in her own voice" (Parker 32); "usually writ[ing] in her own voice" with "few personae" (Schwartz "One Art" 139); or that she fails to establish "a voice sufficiently distinctive so as to serve as a vehicle for an assumed dialogue" (Gordon 16).
  However, critical discussion has almost exclusively focused on Bishop's skill in projecting variations in visual perspective.
  I shall emphasize how multiplicity extends beyond visual effects into a "perspective" that is instead rhetorical, which Bishop accomplishes by interweaving subtly distinguishable patterns of rhetoric associated with variations of stance and viewpoint.  This representation of distinct rhetorical patterns establishes "voices" such as Bakhtin proposes, each of which retains its integrity as a separate and often socially situated mode of representation, but always in a relationship directed toward and addressing the text's other rhetorical "voices." 


In Bishop, the scenes of multivoicedness vary, as does the balance among its components.  Many of Bishop's most familiar poetic strategies contribute to it:  her manipulations of perspective, which often shift radically within a text; and her pervasive figures of travel and maps.  These travel scenes, besides their biographical reference, also take place as specific social-historical encounters and feature a surprising variety of human figures within varying cultural contexts.  Bishop's varied generic registers take part in her orchestrations of voice as well: her blues and children's songs, her use of troubador forms, and her translations all reflect her project of voice exchange.


Some poems are overtly spoken by another's voice.  The "Songs for a Colored Singer" are each sung by a separate, black female voice but also together form a group of poems sung by multiple voices.  "Jeronimo's House" is spoken by one of Bishop's many squatters. "The Riverman" is the interior monologue of a witch doctor on the Amazon. "Manuelzhino" is introduced with the instruction that "a friend of the writer is speaking."  Even "Crusoe in England" is cast as Crusoe's own utterance.  In each case, Bishop's own voice comes into play, too, to a greater or lesser degree.  "Jeronimo's House" inscribes Bishop's view of Jeronimo's viewpoint.  The friend speaking "Manuelzhino" is Lota de Soares, with whom Bishop lived for eighteen years.  And Crusoe's persona is nearly a transparent mask for Bishop herself.  There are in all a surprising number of dramatized speeches, in greater or lesser distance from the poet's self-representation.  

But if Bishop does not eliminate her own voice in representing another's, this only increases the complexity of voices woven into the text in what Bakhtin calls "polyphonic" or "double-voiced" discourse as "discourse from the point of view of its relationship to someone else's discourse" ("Types" 198).


Besides these dramatic utterances, other poems establish social encounters.  In "Cootchie" and "Faustina, or Rock Roses," servant and mistress face each other in mutual inscrutability.  Oscar Williams's complaint that Bishop in such  "socially conscious" poems is being merely fashionable (184) ignores how persistently her work finds its place within such social moments.  The famous "Armadillo" obviously addresses a social-cultural phenomenon.  But social contexts are projected throughout Bishop's work, although with increasing insistence in the later poetry, whether situated in Brazil after Bishop's move there or recollecting the Nova Scotia of her girlhood.


Even poems that seem cast in a single lyric voice can be understood as implicitly structured by a multiplicity of voice and of figure such as are more overtly evident in poems of dramatic utterance or social exchange.  This is the case, for example, in "Sestina":


September rain falls on the house.


In the failing light, the old grandmother


sits in the kitchen with the child


beside the Little Marvel Stove,


reading the jokes from the almanac,


laughing and talking to hide her tears.


She thinks that her equinoctial tears


and the rain that beats on the roof of the house


were both foretold by the almanac,


but only known to a grandmother.


The iron kettle sings on the stove.


She cuts some bread and says to the child,


It's time for tea now;  but the child


is watching the teakettle's small hard tears


dance like mad on the hot black stove,


the way the rain must dance on the house.


Tidying up, the old grandmother


hangs up the clever almanac


On its string.  Birdlike, the almanac


hovers half open above the child,


hovers above the old grandmother


and her teacup full of dark brown tears.


She shivers and says she thinks the house


feels chilly, and puts more wood in the stove.


It was to be, says the Marvel Stove.


I know what I know, says the almanac.


With crayons the child draws a rigid house


and a winding pathway.  Then the child


puts in a man with buttons like tears


and shows it proudly to the grandmother.


But secretly, while the grandmother


busies herself about the stove,


the little moons fall down like tears


from between the pages of the almanac


into the flower bed the child


has carefully placed in the front of the house.


Time to plant tears, says the almanac.


The grandmother sings to the marvellous stove


and the child draws another inscrutable house.(145)


The combination of so elegant and archaic a form as the sestina with a diction and setting that is modern and mundane, already gives the poem a kind of historical perspective.  The repetition of words that motivate the sestina further provides Bishop with a register for multiplying intention and voice.  Although the lyric properly presents only the author's voice, the poem's words come to be associated with the grandmother and child, who emerge as a duet.  That is, the repeated words that form the basis of a sestina's construction are distributed to the two characters of grandmother and child, expressing the variant situations of older woman and young girl. (There is in fact no specification of gender for the child in this poem.  The sense that she is female is derived mainly in an ambiguous play of pronouns, which challenges the reader to distinguish and compare between the two.)  Each is thus granted, or takes shape as, a voice in the poem.  And within the rhetorical voice-construction of each, the repeated words become parts of quite different systems not only of understanding, but also of representation.


They do so across, or over, the gap dividing the two voices, a gap suggested by the line-end juxtaposition in the first stanza of two of the sestina's six basic words: "grandmother" and "child."  The tragic space separating the first and third generation conjures the absence of the mother who should link them together.  This tragedy is evoked in the "tears" that control the first transition from stanza to stanza and which continue to spill and seep throughout the entire poem, saturating it with the unspoken loss at its heart.  In this force field of tears, the first variations of sense begin to pull on the other constituent words: the "house" that is not a home for the child, but which the grandmother desperately tries to make into one; the "Marvel Stove" of familiar warmth for the grandmother, but which has for the girl a strange and uncanny power; and the "almanac" to which the grandmother appeals for reassurance, but which (with perhaps a sound-play on "maniacal") seems almost threatening to the girl.


The poem's biographical reference only heightens its power.  Bishop lost her father when she was eight months old and also her mother, who collapsed in response to the father's death.  Bishop never saw her mother after the age of five (although the mother died eighteen years later in an institution).  Bishop's first years were spent living with her maternal grandparents in Nova Scotia, which this poem recalls.  This biographical context  situates the figure of the adult poet alongside the grandmother and child, as looking back on her own childhood.  Her status as artist enters the poem most directly in the picture the child draws, which, like most works of art in works of art, is self-reflexive.


Yet Bishop never allows that adult point of view to become commanding.  The poem is extraordinary in the degree to which it allows the grandmother and the child to speak for themselves without interference and without final adjudication between them.  Despite the lyric voice, the poem is not primarily the author's direct speech.  Nor is it the objectified, represented speech of another person.  Instead, through its rhetorical patterns, the poem moves between the distinct perspectives of each of its figures.  It is the grandmother who laughs and talks to "hide her tears" in the first stanza, and who, in the second, conflates her own grief with the "equinoctial rain," thus appealing to the "almanac" to confer an inevitable and in this sense secure order on events.  With this assurance she can proceed through her domestic gestures of comfort and familiar security: "It's time for tea" is meant to offer the child not mere food but a whole ritual order of the day; just as later the grandmother attempts to remedy the chill in the house by putting "more wood in the stove," the warm center of domestic activity.


But by then, another stance and mode of representation has intruded: 


                       but the child


is watching the teakettle's small hard tears


dance like mad on the hot black stove,


the way the rain must dance on the house.

The shift is registered by a change in figural patterns that becomes increasingly dramatic as the poem proceeds.  The grandmother and child each has a peculiar and distinct mode of representation.  The grandmother's voice speaks in worn-out personifications.  The tears and rain are "foretold" by the almanac; the "iron kettle sings" in familiar dead metaphors.  But the child, watching the kettle, sees its steam as the tears the grandmother has been trying to hide.  To her, the rain "must dance on the house," just as the tea-water tears do a "mad" dance (and the term cannot be indifferent to a poet whose mother has been institutionalized, reflecting as well the adult poet's experience) on "the hot black stove."  The domestic has become strange, as Helen Vendler shows it to do so often in Bishop (83-96).  House, teakettle, stove all behave in uncanny ways, filled with animate intention and activity, in a figural pattern of active and unusual personification.


The poem moves between these two representational modes,  switching from one into the other without warning.  The old grandmother, "tidying up" in so many senses, hangs up the almanac "clever" to her in one way but almost magical to the child as it hovers "Birdlike" half open above her.  To both, perhaps, it offers a message of the inevitable.  But it does so with quite different effect and implication for each, as realized through the two different "voices" of representation and interpretation.

To the child the almanac speaks dramatically and actively in a prosopopoeia of direct oracular pronouncement: "I know what I know."  And to the child the inevitable does not have the reassuring face with which the grandmother tries to welcome it.  The grandmother has in fact failed in a project in which she could not possibly succeed.  She would like to accept the death of the mother as part of the natural course of events.  But the death of the mother is not natural.  Death, the ultimate uncanny, can not be integrated into the daily household routine.  It is the ultimately strange, invading and disturbing the familiar, never to be fully contained by it.


Yet, in showing the grandmother to have failed, the poem in no way condemns her.  Her effort to contain the disruption of death is finally a necessary one: the alternative, as Bishop would feel, is the unlimited chaos of madness.  Moreover, it is an effort repeated by the child.  The picture the child draws has its own order, a "rigid house" with pathway and flower bed "carefully placed in the front."  The rigidity of the house may imply some criticism on the part of the poet.  And the picture lets out all the secrets the grandmother would keep:  the missing father suggested in the "man with buttons like tears" (the mother seems too explosive to be represented directly as missing, either in picture or poem); and the tears spilling over in the picture, as in the poem, from the almanac into the flower bed.  Yet the very move into art shows the child's own desire to place her experience in some formal order.  This would seem to be shared by the poet, whose grown-up poem too tries, perhaps also rigidly, to put into linguistic order the explosive energies of memory and disruption.


What this poem finally offers is several voices, each speaking for its own experience in its own language and yet co-existing in a kind of polyphony.  All find expression in the concluding three line envoy, which reiterates figural patterns associated with each: the prosopopaic almanac of the child, the grandmother's comforting song, the stove "marvellous" to each in different ways.  These variant positions, however, are not fully harmonized.  No problem has been solved.  The child's drawings remain "inscrutable" (to the grandmother, the child, the poet, us), as does her situation.  But no side has been taken.  If the grandmother is finally helpless before the mystery of death, so are we all.  But the grandmother's efforts to contain that mystery, with whatever weaknesses, are shared by the child and the poet.  It is the impulse of sanity and of art.


In "Sestina," multiple voice as rhetorical pattern is framed by a domestic world whose references are certainly personal.  Yet what is striking here is the degree to which Bishop is able to grant to both grandmother and child an integrity of position, beyond her own personal perspective as the grown child.  Toward each figure, Bishop remains impartial to an extraordinary degree--or rather, sympathetic in a way that allows child, grandmother, and poet each her quite divergent expression.  This impartial sympathy serves to place even a most personal experience within a public, many-peopled sphere where different voices can be heard and respected. 


Some of Bishop's most powerful lyrics, while obviously always involving Bishop, move rather far toward experiences and representations distinct from her own.
  Poems repeatedly take place neither as merely impersonal and decoratively descriptive, as the earliest responses to her work felt, nor primarily through final reference to Bishop herself, as criticism has alternatively suggested.
  "The Unbeliever," for example, rather than absorbing all of its voices into "the neutral tone [that] establishes Bishop's distinctive refusal of belief" (Parker 30) proposes at least three quite independent stances -- what Harold Bloom describes as "three kinds of poet, or even three poets" (Introduction 2).  The poem's power at least in part derives from the way it establishes without mediation the separate positions of the sleeper, the cloud, and the gull.  The extent to which distinct positions rely on intercrossing rhetorical patterns is, however, perhaps best seen in poems specifically situated in cross-cultural contexts.  These also underscore social intercourse as integral to Bishop's lyric.  In "Squatter's Children," for example, differences of position emerge through characteristic rhetorical figures, including diction, personification, lexical patterns, as well as the dramatic shifts in visual perspective:


On the unbreathing sides of hills


they play, a specklike girl and boy,


alone, but near a specklike house.


The sun's suspended eye


blinks casually, and then they wade


gigantic waves of light and shade.


A dancing yellow spot, a pup,


attends them.  Clouds are piling up;


a storm piles up behind the house.


The children play at digging holes.


The ground is hard; they try to use


one of their father's tools,


a mattock with a broken haft


the two of them can scarcely lift.


It drops and clangs.  Their laughter spreads


effulgence in the thunderheads,


weak flashes of inquiry


direct as is the puppy's bark.


But to their little, soluble,


unwarrantable ark,


apparently the rain's reply 


consists of echolalia,


and Mother's voice, ugly as sin,


keeps calling to them to come in.


Children, the threshold of the storm


has slid beneath your muddy shoes;


wet and beguiled, you stand among


the mansions you may choose


out of a bigger house than yours,


whose lawfulness endures.


Its soggy documents retain 


your rights in rooms of falling rains. (110)


This poem, written after Bishop's move to Brazil, responds to a particular social scene there.  Of course, the subjects introduced here are not unfamiliar from her prior work.  The poem establishes a site at once domestic and alien, both homelike and homeless, contained by, yet disrupting, the familial relations between mother and children.  It, moreover, plays with the kinds of shifting perspectives that particularly mark Bishop's work.  Yet in this poem we see how "perspective" in a poetic text is itself a trope: a figure for a variety of linguistic and rhetorical elements that exist within the poem's rhetorical voices.  In the opening stanza, there are two such voices, realized through particular rhetorics that shape themselves visually but also in other techniques of figuration as well.  The first voice is the poet's.  She sees the squatter's children at a distance that makes them "specklike," "near a specklike house."  Her voice then shifts from a visual imagery of distance to images that both personify and resist personification.  She calls the hills' sides "unbreathing;" the sun's eye "blinks" and yet is "suspended," images that ascribe life to the landscape only then to divest it of animation.
  


But the first stanza includes a perspective other than the poet's.  It is the children who "wade / gigantic waves of light and shade," crossing in their imaginations from a blank land to a friendlier seaside.  This child-oriented focus continues into the second stanza, which follows their play "at digging holes" in a "hard" ground that remains resistant, recalcitrant, with "tools" that are not really tools at all, since, broken, the mattock has lost its usefulness.  Yet, any regret or distress at their material poverty resides in the poet's muted voice, reflected through the details she selects for representation.  The two "voices" in this sense relate in a kind of fugal counterpoint.  The children are able to respond to the sounds of the mattock with "laughter," which for them also entirely effaces any alarm at the increasing storm.  The poet shares in the children's delight, but in her own much higher diction: their laughter spreads to her as "effulgence in the thunderheads."


In the third stanza, the rhetorical voices of the poem multiply in still other directions.  A certain religious imagery begins to emerge with "ark" and "sin."  At the same time, "inquiry" and the "unwarrantable" ark introduce a language that will become increasingly legal in the concluding stanza.  But these together mark a more general shift, signaled first by "inquiry," then continued with the personification of "rain's reply," with "echolalia," and with the directly cited "Mother's voice" that "keeps calling to them."  This is a figural pattern based in voice itself.  Its rhetoric poses the question of the very possibility of inquiry and answer, that is, of linguistic meeting and exchange.  Can the natural world "reply" to the human in anything like a human voice?  "Apparently" not: its answer "consists of echolalia," not a true response but only a mechanical imitation.  Here the poem resists, again, the personifications it tentatively offers.  Yet this reduction to echo seems particularly associated with the Mother, whose voice, too, enters into the poem, if only for a moment.  It is a distressed voice: protective, yet ineffective, having little shelter to offer; compulsive, intruding into a child's world it seems to know little about.  The simile "ugly as sin" hovers between the poet's judgment and her sympathy with a maternal figure caught in the social thunderstorms of poverty and homelessness not of her own making, so that "sin" seems more economic than religious.


At the last, the poet asserts her own voice among these others.  But her address is full of ambivalence.  The storm, from its "threshold" to its "rooms of falling rain," is the only home the children have and has its grandeur for them.  But the foundations of their playhouse "mansions" are unstable, based if not on sand, then on mud.  And the children stand "wet and beguiled," enchanted but also deluded.  The concluding legal language points both toward the children and away from them.  Their own imaginative "lawfulness" cannot, we feel, really withstand the legal system that denies them true security in their squatter's house.  Neither society nor nature offers them any guarantees.  The "bigger house" either of nature or of society ultimately frames the "mansions you may choose," whose "soggy documents" finally grant them only "rights in rooms of falling rain" and cannot really secure for them a place in the social-economic world.


 Bishop writes here, as in "Sestina," in a lyric voice within a more or less single stylistic register.  Despite this, the text is distributed across different rhetorical systems of expression, each establishing a distinct perspective and mode of approach.  Each one is, moreover, granted a validity, although they are not finally integrated.  The world of the child remains potent in its imaginative play; alongside it, the poet at once admires and deprecates the power and freedom of these children as severely curtailed by their circumstances.  Finally, the brief access to "Mother's voice" establishes it, too, in its complex, careworn, poignant, desperate and unattractive integrity.  


The duet (or trio) of voices is further framed by Bishop's concern with the power of imagination, of voice, and of language.  This power is in the poem, and in Bishop at large, curtailed both by the natural and the social worlds.  In the poem, as characteristically in Bishop, the retreat before a recognized boundary with nature occurs as effaced personification or as a self-consciously linguistic image, which mercilessly announces the "rain's reply" to consist "of echolalia."  Voice in the end is a human thing; conversations with nature represented in language are at best some kind of ventriloquism.  But if the possibility of discourse with nature is limited to the extent that it is conducted within human language, human conversation has its limits, too.  There can never be full entry into another, never full exchange.  The poet here appreciates, but stands outside and also remains skeptical, regarding the children; just as she dislikes, but stands outside and remains tolerant of, the Mother.  And these individual relationships are in turn specifically framed in wider social ones.  The "lawfulness" endures beyond and finally overpowers the children's imaginary "mansions."  Here, this state has specific social-historical force.  For squatter's children, any game must in the end touch down into ground that is either hard or muddy.


The poem, then, also includes in its diverse utterance both a homage to imagination and a full sense that in the end its claims and powers are circumscribed.  In Bishop, it is language that will both assert imaginative freedom and define its limits.  Bishop strives therefore in her own language to maintain a balance that resists both projection and alienation.  On the one hand, there is her desire to enter imaginatively into other worlds and experiences, without which all communication, including the poetic, becomes impossible.  On the other hand, if her imaginative appropriation becomes too penetrating and possessive, if it absorbs into her own terms and selfhood all differences of social context, this possibility defeats communication too, absorbing genuine exchange into self-projection.  In terms of poetic voice, she must guard against the danger of appropriating diverse experiences into any single voice, including her own, even while representing these other experiences in her poem as the voices of others.  


The outcome of this tense and fragile enterprise varies.

In poem after poem, Bishop constructs intercrossing rhetorical modes of representation, which distribute identifications so as to prevent both full projections and full dissociations.  The "Songs for a Colored Singer," for example, are all in fact songs for women.  Yet gender lines become complicated through subtle interchanges between the poet and her poetic figures.  Thus, in the first "Song," the wife would like domestic security and social conformity, and therefore sings a complaint against the husband who has not provided her with them.  "The neighbors got a radio with an aerial; / we got a little portable. / They got a lot of closet space; we got a suitcase."  But although the poem is cast as the wife's song, Bishop introduces into it the husband's voice as well -- "Darling, when I earns I spends. / The world is wide; it still extends" -- a figure who shares, as Travisano points out, Bishop's own love for travel (84).  Included as well is the wife's own tender acknowledgment of the husband's attraction to a life defined beyond material acquisition and competitive neighboring: "He's faithful and he's kind / but he sure has an inquiring mind."  Perhaps the woman is herself divided.  Bishop's own cross sexuality may have given her a sense of multiplicities of identity even in the individual self, interior voices both "male" and "female," wanting security yet "inquiring" toward a world that "is wide."  In the poem, this tendency is represented in a female social persona far from Bishop's own, with a distinct and individuated rhetorical style.  She in turn addresses yet another distinct figure, the absent husband, in a manner akin to Bakhtin's "hidden dialogicality" in which "the second speaker is present invisibly, his words are not there, but deep traces left by these words have a determining influence on all the present and visible words of the speaker" ("Types" 197).


Bishop's rhetorical shifts and the multiple voices they inscribe can only be fully appreciated in terms of social reference, the field in which the "diversity of social speech types and the diversity of individual voices" operate ("Discourse" 262).  Bishop's art reasserts how the very conventions of poetic form are socially and culturally situated.  Her use of the blues moves her away from her own northern, white origins.  "Visits to Saint Elizabeth's" and "The Burglar of Babylon," makes nursery rhyme and folk ballad into forms of cultural crisis and critique.  The most apparently domestic, gendered, and child-oriented poems such as "Manners," "In the Waiting Room," "Death in Nova Scotia," and others, take their place within wider worlds.  In them the home itself becomes a social scene as a scene of linguistic exchange, interweaving many different voices.  Thus the home setting of "Under the Window: Ouro Preto" opens onto the public fountain below, where the simple "conversations" of "Women" mingle with many other conversations.  The ancient fountain where the women gather is a wayside stop for everybody: donkeys and dogs and swallows and an old man with a stick; a parcel of laundry "all on its own... Oh no-- a small black boy is underneath;" and then various drivers, both of animals and automated vehicles.  The meeting place of diverse people finally appears as a meeting place of diverse voices expressed in represented speeches which in each case open towards distinct interests and experiences until the poem's close breaks into full polyphony: 


"She's been in labor now two days." "Transistors


cost much too much." "For lunch we took advantage


of the poor duck the dog decapitated."  


In some sense the poet neutrally orchestrates all these conversations as she looks at and listens to a world passing under the window of her domestic place.  But in doing so Bishop is not finally absolved from the responsibility, and also the vulnerability, of taking her own position.  She must address as well as record the voices represented in her verse.  This strategy can be seen with particular urgency in a poem such as "Brazil, January 1, 1502" (105).  There she presents travel as cross-cultural encounter, and cross-cultural encounter as a mode of translation from one rhetorical perspective into another.  For, as David Bromwich suggests, the poem makes the question of travel into a question of language, showing us how "we are like the conquistadors in supposing that we can make Nature over in a language we know--for them, the language of tapestry, for us that of naturalistic description" (169).   

  
The poem, broadly constructed as an extended simile, compares the discovery of Rio by the conquistador's in January, 1502 with its continued rediscovery by all those who have come to it since, as the poet herself has done.  That is, the poem confronts the whole experience of discovery: of uncovering what has been before unknown and of how this inevitably entails an assimilation of the unknown into already established, familiar categories.  In this, it touches upon almost all of the major impulses and issues of Bishop's poetry.  At work is her genius at grasping and representing specific perspectives.  However, visual perspective itself is placed within a broader system of representation rendered as rhetorical patterns mutually encountering one another.  The problem of perspective is itself assimilated into language exchanges within a negotiated social space:


Januaries, Nature greets our eyes


exactly as she must have greeted theirs:


every square inch filling in with foliage--


big leaves, little leaves, and giant leaves,


blue,  blue-green, and olive,


with occasional lighter veins and edges,


or a satin underleaf turned over;


monster ferns


in silver-gray relief,...


solid but airy; fresh as if just finished


and taken off the frame.


In the first verse paragraph, the comparison with the conquistadors is left unspecified: we are not yet told whose eyes Nature "exactly" greeted as she now does ours.  Yet this governing comparison is implicit in all the figuration that follows.  The opening passage is one of Bishop's moments of greatest technical accomplishment.  What she offers is detailed description; yet the object being described is made deliberately ambiguous.  Is she describing the jungle in terms of a tapestry, the way "Nature" would greet the conquistadors?  Or does she derive this description from the tapestry directly, which then becomes the immediate object described?  Either jungle or tapestry could be measured by "every square inch filling in;" either one can be graded by exquisite color distributions, by textured "satin underleaf" and "silver-grey relief."  Jungle or tapestry could be "solid or airy" or "fresh as if just finished and taken off the frame" (later, embroidered words even appear).  What in fact happens, as the poem's epigraph signals, is that tapestry and jungle are each made a figure for the other: "embroidered nature... tapestried landscape." 


This figural game finally is directed less toward determining which figure has priority than toward exposing how each reflects the stance, position, and interests of its deployer.  Each, that is, signals a different rhetorical representation or voice in the poem.  On the one hand there is the tourist-poet's representation; on the other, the conquistadors'.  To the latter, the jungle appears as tapestry, the marker of their particular cultural representation.  But this representation translates the world the conquistadors encounter not only into the material of tapestry, but, as the next stanza explores, into a whole system of cultural interpretation, one that interprets its world in terms of "big symbolic birds" and lizard/dragons representing "Sin," as they turn their eyes


... on the smaller, female one, back to,


her wicked tail straight up and over,


red as a red-hot wire.


These lizards serve as the immediate ground for the final stanza's pursuit of the simile that has been governing throughout:


Just so the Christians, hard as nails,


tiny as nails, and glinting,


in creaking armor, came and found it all,


not unfamiliar:


no lovers' walks, no bowers,


no cherries to be picked, no lute music,


but corresponding, nevertheless,


to an old dream of wealth and luxury


already out of style when they left home--


wealth, plus a brand-new pleasure.


Directly after Mass, humming perhaps


L'Homme arm eq \O(e,') or some such tune,


they ripped away into the hanging fabric,


each out to catch an Indian for himself--


those maddening little women who kept calling,


calling to each other (or had the birds waked up?)


and retreating, always, retreating, behind it.

"Just so," the simile signals; but the similarities at play multiply.  There is a comparison between the armed Christians and the lizards, who in the tapestry-code evoke sinful energies.  For the Christians, however, the allegory of "Sin" is self-serving, not self-critical.  It allows them to approach this New World through a justified exploitation sanctioned by the Old one.  They see the world before them as "an old dream of wealth and luxury... plus a brand-new pleasure" of unrestrained claim.  The New World is for them nothing but a Spanish "hanging fabric," to possess as they would possess the "little women" they see as the source, not the object, of sin; whom they can blame, like the female lizard, as luring them with a "wicked tail."


The poem's excursion into the simile comparing the Christians to their own exploiting and exploited lizards must not, however, allow us to evade the primary simile comparing ourselves to them.  As Bromwich insists, "such imperial habits of seeing" apply no less to us.  Yet, it is not entirely the case, as he claims, that "the poem admits no disparity" between the poet's present attitude and that of the conquering Portuguese in the past (169-70).  The poem shows how any language of description inevitably assimilates what is described into some prior category, as the conquistadors assimilate the alien nature of Brazil into the representational conventions of tapestry.  Language is in Bishop itself a kind of map, a chart with its own conventions, directions, relationships, and orders that serve to organize its representations.  Always the object described passes through the conventions, categories, and modes of word order and word usage, word history and trope.  Language is a figural system, whose accuracy always remains exposed to skeptical questioning and interpretive variations.  Acknowledging this skeptical vulnerability, however, Bishop goes on to emphasize the responsibility we must accept for the representations in language we finally choose.  The uses made of language's figures can vary, with various implications.  And these finally have ethical implications and consequences.  In this poem, what emerges as central is the moral implications of the way the conquistadors approached the jungle.  This suggestion also implicates the poet: there is some analogy between the way the poet-tourist incorporates into her language of description a natural world that, after all, is not reducible to language and the way the Christians approach nature as tapestry.  


Nevertheless, the poet's voice is held distinct from the "Christians."  The final stanza moves into the voice of the Christians in a Bakhtinian glance "toward another's discourse, toward someone else's speech" ("Types" 185).  "No lovers' walks, no bowers, no cherries to be picked, no lute music" all refer to the newly arrived Portuguese's, assessments they are making to themselves.  What distinguishes this imperial voice from the poet's is, first, that she is aware, as the conquistadors are not, that such an other voice even exists, that hers is one voice among others, one representation.  She is aware that she has made choices in representing the scene; that such representations have histories and contexts, and entail responsibility; and above all, she is aware that something escapes them, just as the women finally do evade their pursuers, "retreating, always retreating" behind a jungle that can never be finally reduced to a conquistador tapestry.  If each representation is a construction rather than a neutral reflection, she is aware of this too.  Her knowledge will not enable her to achieve a neutral reflection.  Voice is always a construction, is always someone's.  But she turns this limit into an acknowledgement.  She will, and must, assert her own voice, her own representation.  But unlike the conquistadors, she also asserts a sense of constraint, aware that her representation remains limited and must take those of others into account.


The gendering of this poem confirms its complexity of voice distribution.  From the opening personification of nature as hostess through the concluding image of rape as abused hospitality, the appropriated jungle is feminized.  Yet the tapestry that represents the male Portuguese conquest also evokes embroidery, a female activity.  And the poet, as language weaver, identifies herself with them, at least in the fact that she, too, inevitably translates whatever she encounters into her own idiom.  But it is this recognition of her likeness to the conquerors that finally also distinguishes her from them.  She is made wary of her own translations of world into representation, as they are not.  The poet's utterance becomes a model for asserting an interpretation, even while acknowledging its limits, against assertions that recognize no boundaries and therefore become modes of appropriation.


Bishop emerges as a master not only of visual perspective,

but of rhetorical perspective, in which visual imagery itself plays a part.  Shifts in perspective represented visually imply the private, subjective nature of individual experience.  Recognizing Bishop's perspectives as rhetorical representations or voices places her work instead in the social context of language as a negotiated space that is public, historical, and communal.
   The result of this socialized linguistic arena as the space of the poem is, instead of a unitary lyric voice, to create what Sacvan Bercovitch calls a discourse of pluralism, one which accomodates "diversity" by situating dissent within a "series of limited perspectives whose effectiveness depends on their being partial without becoming partisan" (635).  While Bishop's political ventures occur perhaps most peristently through nature poems that imply a politics of ecology,
  her writing allows for a multiplicity of voice that includes, but is not restricted, to her own.  Her stance thus deeply acknowledges its own partiality, asserting its own rhetorical voice, but always as within a larger discourse it neither commands nor overpowers.


Notes

�. Bakhtin's view of poetry is clearly conditioned by his own formalist schooling, also evident in his discussion in "Discourse in the Novel" of the dream "of creating a special 'language of poetry... unitary and singular,'" and of poetry as "a unity of all the author's semantic and expressive intentions without conditions and without distance" (288, 285).  But this sense of unitary and ahistorical lyric voice is not exclusively formalist.  Cf. Strand: "The context of a poem is likely to be only the poet's voice: a voice speaking to no one in particular and unsupported by a situation or character, as in a work of fiction... In such isolation the poem engenders its authority," (36).


�.  Cf. Margaret Dickie, who disputes Bakhtin's disclaimer against multiple voices in poetry, especially in the context of feminine poetic discourse.  She invokes his notion of "conflicting voices [within] the changing, disunified, decentralized language of common usage" in opposition against a bipolar structure that only poses muted (female) against dominant (male) voices.  Dickie, however, does not consider Bishop among the women poets she discusses ("Alien" 301).  Jacqueline Brogan also employs a notion of "voice," seeing it as a "phallocentric presence" asserting a dominating unity finally reducible to a "void" (44).  I argue differently here, proposing voice(s) as the rhetorical patterns through which representation takes place in language, and which introduce the multiplicity of social interchange and context into the text.


�. Numerous critics of Bishop have noted how her work includes various points of view.  Jane Shore, for example, explores how Bishop in her poems offer a number of alternatives as she seems to think something through, yet never eliminates any, so that all remain traced within her texts (178-91).  Speaking of Bishop's dramatic monologues, Bonnie Costello remarks how in some of them Bishop "juxtapos[es] contradictory views in order to show the limits and errors of each, ("Impersonal" 118).   


�.  Bonnie Costello's Elizabeth Bishop: Questions of Mastery thoroughly and carefully explores kinds of perspective in Bishop.  Her interest, however, remains almost exclusively visual, proceeding in terms of focus, perspective, painterly technique, and so on.  And the point of view remains essentially Bishop's own.


�. Here, again, Bakhtin is helpful: "an ultimate semantic authority," he notes, "requiring purely referential understanding is, of course, present in every literary work" ("Types" 188).


�. The fascination with Bishop's biography can be seen in, for example,  Lloyd Schwartz's "Elizabeth Bishop and Brazil."  Renee R. Curry deciphers Bishop's text as autobiographical riddle.  Lorrie Goldensohn's Elizabeth Bishop: The Biography of a Poet balances biographical interests, questions of sexuality and gender, and textual commentary in fruitful and illuminating ways.


For interpretations of Bishop's poetry as essentially subjective and personal see Jan Gordon, who calls "Elizabeth Bishop's abodes... fairy palaces of incredible interiority" (9).  David Kalstone reads Bishop's poetry as "inner landscapes" (59).  Robert Parker focuses on her inner creative crises as scenes of Bloomian anxiety (3).  Thomas J. Travisano's full length study Elizabeth Bishop: Her Artistic Development circumscribes her career through phases of an isolated, impersonal, and finally personal "I" (7, 175).  


�. Anne Stevenson is most sensitive to this use of personification in Bishop.  She writes: "A poet like Elizabeth Bishop... cannot ignore her awareness that any anthropomorphic depiction of nature is ultimately an esthetic manner of speaking: that, although she is free by virtue of imagination to regard nature as a personified representation of ideas or emotions, she must, if she is to touch upon the truth as she sees it, be conscious of the artifice she employs" (98).


�. Adrienne Rich, Brogan, Dickie in "Seeing is Re-seeing," and Joanne Feit Diehl all focus specifically on gender, on how, as Dickie puts it, Bishop "has worked to express the subjectivity of women and especially their sexuality" (132).  


�. Richard Rorty explores how visual imagery -- the "ocular metaphor" -- locates knowledge in an inner space inaccessible to others, as against the social, public spaces of language representation (38-39, 50, 104-105).


�. Cf. Kalstone's remark that in Bishop's descriptive poems, where others would "appropriate[] landscapes and objects," Bishop "makes us aware just how, just why we are excluded from such appropriations" (55).





