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1. Fiction


It is no easy task to choose only a few short stories out of the many we have read and discussed throughout the course of the semester. Perhaps the answer lies in asking which are the stories that stand out, that strike again for no apparent reason during the dull and dreary moments of the day – a remembered line here or a daydreamy image there? The ones that have imprinted themselves most clearly upon my brain and my life would be, “A Rose for Emily” by William Faulkner, “A&P” by John Updike, and “Araby” by James Joyce.

Faulkner's “A Rose for Emily” is so memorable because of its haunting resonance. Who could forget that nightmarish last line: “Then we noticed that in that second pillow was the indentation of a head. One of us lifted something from it, and leaning forward, that faint and invisible dust dry and acrid in the nostrils, we saw a long strand of iron-gray hair” (Faulkner p. 152)? It's so deliciously creepy! Faulkner did a fantastic job in creating the character of Miss Emily, not only in the tragic life (and death) he created for her but in the manner he chose to reveal it to the reader – via the eyes of the townspeople. In revealing Emily's life through the townspeople, Faulkner is able to strengthen his portrait of a recluse – the one everyone talks about but no one knows. What makes “A Rose for Emily” so fascinating and enduring is that we never know the real her. It's that bit of mystery and spark to the imagination that make this piece so memorable.


As for “A&P” by John Updike, what first struck me most was an underlying sense of chauvinism: “You never know for sure how girls' minds work (do you really think it's a mind in there or just a little buzz like a bee in a glass jar?)” (Updike p.525). Just the way the main character is checking out the young girls in their bathing suits (not to mention the other cashier who is married) made me feel like he was a creep at first. But upon further reflection, I feel like Updike intended it to be an honest, realistic piece about his character's reaction to the momentary seduction of carefree youth in an otherwise drab, mundane existence. The beautiful, carefree young girls in bathing suits in a stuffy little grocery story littered with grouchy, mean old people create a contrast that makes the main character want to escape the drudgery of becoming an adult. And while the language may not be as flowery and flattering and idealistic as poetry, I can still appreciate it: “Still with that prim look she lifts a folded dollar bill out of the hollow at the center of her nubbled pink top” (Updike p. 527). It's honest. It's provocative. It's art. I think I didn't care for it at first because I had read Joyce's “Araby” beforehand, and the way he describes women is completely different. It also had to do with the fact that sometimes I'd prefer to be idealistic about what I read, especially when the story opens with three girls walking into a store in nothing but bathing suits. Your imagination gets ahead of you, and – in my case – I didn't want guys oogling over them; I wanted them to just exist and be sexy and not have reality set in.


And then there is James Joyce's “Araby”, with its beautiful imagery and alluring diction. “But my body was like a harp and her words and gestures were like fingers running upon the wires” (Joyce p.265). Language like this seemed to have woken me up from my literary cat-nap. “Araby” was the first short story I have read in a while that made me stop and think, “Oh, yeah! This is why I love English!” I could not believe I had never had the pleasure of reading Joyce before (not even in high school!). The diction and imagery – perhaps what I seem to notice most in literature – are so unbelievably gorgeous: “The light from the lamp opposite our door caught the white curve of her neck, lit up her hair that rested there and, falling, lit up the hand upon the railing. It fell over one side of her dress and caught the white border of a petticoat, just visible as she stood at ease” (Joyce p.265). “Araby” is one of those pieces you love so much you just want to keep it with you all the time, forever, and you hope none of it, not even a single letter or punctuation mark, gets away from you.


In reading and re-reading “A Rose for Emily”, “A&P”, and “Araby”, I seem to develop a deeper appreciation for them. I think it's especially true for “A&P” because of how much I didn't enjoy it at first. But, as with people you meet, those always end up to be the best kind of friendships. And with “Araby”, what was just an infatuation before is now a love. As for “A Rose for Emily”, I'm not sure; I think it's just one of those relationships of admiration. Suffice it to say, these stories have changed my life, and I believe they will have a valuable impact for many years to come. 

2. Poetry


Among the many genres and poets studied, three in particular stand out above the rest: William Carlos Williams with his art of Imagism, Sylvia Plath with her contribution to the confessional, and Elizabeth Bishop with her strides to redefine feminist work of her time. The poems I have chosen to be representative of their work in each respective genre are Williams' “This Is Just to Say”, Plath's “Daddy”, and Bishop's “One Art”.


According to William Carlos Williams the idea behind the poetry movement known as Imagism was, “No ideas, but in things” (Williams p.790). This basically meant poetry that relied upon the use of imagery and clear, sharp language. “This Is Just to Say” is a perfect example of Imagism. Rather than implore lengthy verse in order to convey the point, Williams executes his message with direct haiku-like form. The result is a crystal-clear sharp image that stays with the reader long after they've read it. Personally, I find Imagism to be one of my favorite forms of poetry because I appreciate the directness of it. In using strong, concrete images and short, sharp language, one can create something louder and more memorable than other long-winded poems littered with unnecessary language. 


Robert Lowell has said of Plath that “her art's immortality is life's disintegration” (Lowell p.1060). Plath's work is often characterized by her deeply personal and dark confessional style. She has a strong, female voice present in her work, particularly in “Daddy”. Plath completed “Daddy” after poet and husband Ted Hughes left her. When she says, “If I've killed one man, I've killed two – / The vampire who said he was you / And drank my blood for a year, / Seven years, if you want to know” (Plath p.1000), she is referencing not only saying farewell forever to her father and her husband, but all men altogether. She is done with them, with everyone, with everything: “The black telephone's off at the root” (Plath p.1000). She had resigned to close herself off from the world, and poetry became her last and only vice – a means of confessing her most personal thoughts and feelings that would become her legacy. The confessional genre may not be my favorite, except when masterfully accomplished by Plath.


Elizabeth Bishop is an interest poet because on the surface she would appear to be a bit of a contradiction. Although she considered herself a strong feminist, she resisted anything that seemed to involve the women's movement. Bishop even strongly insisted she not be included in female-only poetry anthologies. Bishop believed that in order for her work to gain any worthwhile acknowledgment or praise that it be judged not by gender but by quality first and foremost. Unlike Plath, Bishop found the self-pity of the confessional genre (that which many of her contemporaries, like Robert Lowell, employed) to be loathesome. Bishop was a deeply private person, and it is only in a few works, such as “One Art”, where we get a brief glimpse into her world. “-- Even losing you (the joking voice, a gesture / I love) I shan't have lied. It's evident / the art of losing's not too hard to master / though it may look like (Write it!) like disaster” (Bishop p.913). Bishop, of course, is referring to losing her lover, Lota de Macedo Soares. Even though Bishop begins the poem with the triviality of losing small things, such as keys or an “hour badly spent”, by the end of the poem it's as if trivial matters have become very serious and intimate. I enjoy Bishop; I think she possesses qualities not shown in her contemporaries or in other female poets. I'm glad I was finally introduced to her immaculate, unique style, and I intend to read more about her.


Most of my favorite poetry pieces share something: sharp imagery and piercing diction. Whereas prose is the time to ramble with flowery language, circling your topic before touching upon it,  I believe poetry is more about having that one opportunity to nail it in so many words or less. In other words, less is more. I'm not interested in reading poems that ask my attention be kept for the four or five rambling pages of it all, but rather I'm interested in reading poems that demand my attention by drawing me in with perfectly precise formulas of words. That being said, the poetry this semester has also helped develop my patience for pieces I don't normally take the time to admire (such as works by Frost, Whitman, and even Dickinson). Ultimately, though, I find poetry either speaks to you right off the bat or it doesn't; that's just the nature of it.
