
Sight and
Insiglrt:
Describing
the
Ordinar

by Robetl S. Boone
The following class discussion did not actually

take place, but it could have.
Teacher When I say the word "poet," what

pops into your mind?
Blenche: An unhealthy person slouching in

a f i l thy room scribbl ing down
thoughts about truth and beauty.

Roscoe: Someone who ends up commit-
t ing suicide.

Steve: Someone who do€sn't know
enough to pul boots on during a
snowslorm; a person you woutd
not call lo tix a broken caduretor.

Bliss: A person who ignores reality
You probably recognile some of these opin-

ions; perhaps you share them. In our society, few
groups are more stereotyped than are poets. And
even when people discover that poets have been

'A

outstanding athletos, successtul business peo-
ple, and gifted craftsmen, the notion persists that
a poet-as the f ict j t ious Bliss tel ls us-,, ignores
reality."

Philosophers tell us that few words are harder
to define than "real," but if those who cnarac-
terize poetsas "unreal" mean thatthey ignore the
physical world, they could not be more wrong. In-
stead of walking around with their heaos In
clouds, most poets are acute observets, theireyes
and other senses fixed firmly upon the ground or
anyplace else where they can isolate an ordinary
object.

Not only are most good poels far f iom,,unreal
istic," ihey are drenched in reality_ They take the
common objects ofthe world and make them even
more real forthe readerwho takes the time to road
carefully. An editor for a dictionary tells us what
all shoes have in common, while a poet is apt to
tell us what only he has noticed about a shoe.
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Sometimes this poetic view of the ordinary is a
humorous one.ls the ostrlch funny? lt is to Ogden
Nash.

The ot rtch '}od�mt rhe grca�t S'�h'�r",.
Itt rnottth ts rtttde,ltt nech k n4ttour,
It hes sttch rong an t loftl, a4s.
I'rr glad tt ritr to l4J its cggr.
How does Nash see the rhinoceros? The same

the th.tno is o l''onterl' bas'l�
Fot hrttnd�n elcs hets not a taatt,
Btrt tou dnll I rnall neoe'" hnolu,
WhJ tr'at4ta ghose to fr',he hatn to.
Fate.drell, ra'.a@v.,ell to lou otd thti.tc. o/t,
l'lt st4rc at somethtng l.ss ptepocetos.
Clearly much of the delight lrom these two

poems is derived from clever wordplay, but
much-if not more-comes from being drawn
into Nash's comic vision.

Occasionally a poet wi 

 

use an ordinary object
as a starting point for self-analysis. When she
looks at a pebble, for example, ElinorWyt;e thinks
firsl of David and Goliath and then of her own in-
abil ; tyto muster up totat hatred forany individual.
Like mostoi us, she can f ind somegood in almost
anyone. Here are the first few lines. (,,To shy,,
means "to throw or f l ing.")

The Pebble
It '|rry hdle a ttote to thJ,
Let hin be ltarrtit anit not tr
The loocly shepheil, bra.te alnat aa,n,
Who has a ,naggot in t''c br'�i''{
Whic'||, tince the btatn ,t botA o�nd

plt4nt,
Taket ,he piopotttont of a gtqnt.
Ar,�s, tnJ, lcgen ta'�:J ts'3j
Who to',natimes '�age, brlt neve' hate.
Long, long berote the pebbte ,aieth
I see a vi'.tv'e tn Goltathi

l{ust the poet's view oi obiects always be com-
ical? Of course not. When Sarah Teasdale consid-
ers water Iilies, she sees them as te(ifying in their
singular loveliness. Notice how she addresses us
directly.

Water-Lilies
I, los bave ,o?�gotten @ate'-lilicr
,roatatrg

On a alan* l.,hcamo',g fiount,'anst''the
o�rtet'fioon sh']ate.

I, Jou haoe ,otgott n t'[,.�tr uet srec!4,
,'.agrancq

Thel'| yott cdi'' tett,itn anal '/,ot be dtta L
Bnt ,, lort iernetnbe\ thcn lutn o.D',l,
,otaoer

To lhe pld,ns 'nal t'le plairiet uhete
Itoolt aJe t4�'. af�art,

Ther. ltoir |dJ�ilt not .omc at atush od
clostng uratttr.ltatet,

Atut lhe sheatora, o, tno',;nl4i�ns @t l not
,4ll on Jour hed�rt.

Frequenlly a poet sees an ordinary objecr nor
just for its physical presence, but a,so for its sym-
bolic implications. In " Brass Spittoons,, Langston
Hughes begins with an obiect which to him epito-
mjzes the seryi le pl ight of btack peopte.

Brass Spiiioons
Caaan the t?attoont, boJ,.

Detroa'.
Chacago,
At anttc Cit'b
Pal''' 8eaah.

Clean the a,|,ttoo''s.
The tteefi in hole, hit hent,
Anal the t no''e in hotat lobbie',
A'',d the slTme in hotel apittoont
Pdtt of tnr ,ire.

He$ bor!!
A nac'tel,
A alt',,,e,
A,tollar,

TrDo alorlg�''s d do}.
'ieJ�, bof,
A n c'tel,
A,t,n4
A dorla\
T.Do ilolldrs

Erti rhoes tor. the bdtJ.
'iotLte re''l to pdiJ�.
Churah on S'a''d'�9.

ItlJGodt
kbiet onit chruch
an l 'l'otneta anil Sunitay
slt ,ntteil trtt rttith attm?s an t
arorla's dnit grea�'d qittoons
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_ Poems l ike those composed by Nash and
reasoate ask us to look hard al the obiects Lnem.
selves- Other times a poem will force us to con-
sider an object's resemblance to something else.
You probably are familjar with Ca.t Sandburg's"Fog."

Fog
The tog cofiet
oa ,itt e aat tce'.
tt sitr looltng
ovet hdrbot ana citl,
ort stte'' ''an,�nahet
and t''en tnonct on.
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'�nit houta r.nt ta pa!'t
E fb boyt

A brtaht boua o, brast tt b@ltlr.rl to
lh. Lril

Brtsht port h.at brd,tt UL. th€ cJrrbdlt
Ot llr''9,ro�ofur't d,�na.'t,
Lthc lhc @,ne crtl,s o, lbto ot

Acr' boyt
A cr&n artltoon on tha ottit o, the

L,�tit
A algna br,l''t tltttlooa all n utl{

lolrthQir'-Al l4tt, @a atfg' theL
cd�mtfiGtqbof!

Hughes could have selecied countless objects
with comparable symboljc value, but few would
have the oower of a baass soiltoon.

For Langston Hughes the symbolism ofthe spit-
toon related specifically to blacks. In other poems
symbolism can be ftore general. In "The Red
Wheelbarrow" by William Carlos Williams, the
poet descdbes overlooked or easily ignored ob-
jects.

The Rsd Wheelbarrow
8o m'{.ah ii.0crr.Lt
',�l,o�n
a td |,'th.rt
be'r',ow
Cl4uil U',�rlh '!,|n
urlb
barit t't,e uthlte
aht hena.
Another poem in which something quite or-

dinary is made to stand for something impor-
tant is "The Road Not Taken" by Robert Frost.
Frost talks about roads, but at the same time

wants the reader to think about those
moments in our lives when we make conse.
quential decisions.

The Road Not Taken
f@o toaitt itioetgcd tn a lelroao rl)oo4
Anal totry I cou',l no, l'�dnet both
Anal be one ''a|,a'/', lorg f stood
And loo'leal ,torDn onc at rd�r at t aoulit
To,t hcre tt benft tn the 'lndcrgrorltthi
Then look th�e othct, 4t itatt as r4at,
An l havrng pethaps the bc,ts cr,�ifi,
f,ec.rre tt urds gf..qy anal taantcil

t04ti
Though as tot t'''al the pd'ttang thc?�e
Eaal uto'.n th.'n teaal9 a�bot!�t the
saf,4

An t both that '''.o'.n ng c4,r4tltr, t4:,
ln lea.tes io ttep haal troat t n bldch.
Oh,I h.It lhe t $t ror anolhet al;t!
:Tat bnoir'uirtg I''o.t,t a! ta$att orr to

1@o�J,

I,toubt at,t I Bhortl't euct corn bach.
l .harl be tetltng thtr {rtth a .l8h
Itomernhete o�gps and aget hefiaet
T,ro todlb dliucrgeat tn a @ooll, .�nil r-
I looh the ona teit ltavele,t W
Anil th.,t |[as n'!/le olt the llit etenca

These poems represent an infinitesimal few of
the thousands and thousands of poems in which
our notion of an ordinary object is-at least tem-
porarily-altered. Poems have been wdtten about
toothpicks, razor blades, pigs, ants, automobiles,
dandelions, dogs, and flies. Poems have been
written, in fact, about practically any object you
can imagine. I
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lVtlte Autag

a Other forrns of writing. besid€s poetry.
can be about everyday objects. Write a short
story fqr children which revolves upon a
banana, a button, and a flat tire. Of, write a
personal essay aboul a time when a smatl
object dominated your life.

a Using the subject index ol Grcngeis
lndex to Poetry, make a list of poems written
about the same, simple subject. Then, using
the Poetry Index,ltack down some of these
poems, read them, and write a comparative
analysrs,

a The art icle suggests one way of looking
at poetry. Read ihe fol lowing definit ions.
Then write an expanded definit ion of each.

PoeLry is a way of taking life by the throat.
_Ftost

Prqse = words in their best order
Poetry = the best words in the best order

-Coleidge
Poetry is the record of the best and hap"
piest moments of the happiest and besl
mtnds-

-ShelteY
Poetry is at bottom a criticism of life.

-Afiold

Poetry is the opening and closing of a
door, leaving those who look through to
guess abaut what is seen during a mo-
ment.

-Sandbutg

a "The proper and immediate object of
science," according to Coleridge, "is the ac-
quirement, or communication, of truth; the
proper and immediate object of poetry is the
communication oi pleasure. How does this
statement relate to the writers craft '? !

Ordinar
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