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Imagery

Imagery is using language that appeals to the senses.  

Right.  What does that mean?  Well, we could refine it more specifically and say that imagery is using language that makes the reader or audience make a connection with one of the five senses—sight, sound, smell, taste, or touch—but that doesn’t really give us a clearer idea of how this literary device works in literature.


Douglas Hunt defines “imagery” as 
a word or a phrase that brings to the reader’s mind the echo of a sensory experience....For most readers visual effects, reminders of sights we’ve seen, are the most obvious images in most [literature], but any of our senses may be involved....[Authors] might also evoke our sense of smell, taste, texture, or pressure on the skin.  Occasionally they even remind us of our body’s sense of itself: its internal pressures, its weight, the position of our arms and legs (551).


Let’s look at “Traveling Through the Dark” by William Stafford for some examples of imagery.


Traveling through the dark I found a deer

dead on the edge of the Wilson River road.


It is usually best to roll them into the canyon:


that road is narrow; to swerve might make more dead.


By glow of the tail-light, I stumbled back of the car
5


and stood by the heap, a doe, a recent killing;


she had stiffened already, almost cold.


I dragged her off; she was large in the belly.


My fingers touching her side brought me the reason—


her side was warm; her fawn lay there waiting,
10


alive, still, never to be born.


Beside that mountain road I hesitated.


The car aimed ahead its lowered parking lights;


under the hood purred the steady engine.


I stood in the glare of the warm exhaust turning red;
15


around our group I could hear the wilderness listen.


I thought hard for all of us—my only swerving—


then pushed her over the edge into the river.

“glow of the tail-light” (line 5) probably makes most of us see in our mind the color red, since we know that tail-lights on cars are always red.
Look for the references to warmth (lines 7 and 10).  These phrases are intended to make us feel the warmth of the doe’s body: cold where the legs have already stiffened, but still warm in the belly where the fawn is.  Compare this with the “glare of the warm exhaust” in line 15, which reminds us of feeling the hot air coming out from the back of a car.

The diction choices in lines 13-14 are a good example of how an author uses diction to communicate images.  The denotative meanings—the lights of the car shining out in front and the engine idling—become imagery by Stafford’s use of the verbs “aimed” and “purred”, so that the connotative meaning of the lines (the imagery, if you will) is a large animal waiting patiently to unleash its power.  The word “aimed” indicates a creature/being who is in control and deliberately directing the light, while “purred” reminds us of the contented sounds a cat makes.  Together, then, the two lines draw on our experiences with large cats which permit us to connect the lines to an occurrence such as a trip to the zoo to watch lions and tigers, thus allowing us to understand Stafford’s meaning in the poem.

M.H. Abrams, in his A Glossary of Literary Terms, breaks down the concept of imagery into three distinct ways it is used:

(1) “Imagery” (that is, “images” taken collectively) is used to signify all the objects and qualities of sense perception referred to in a poem or other work of literature, whether by literal description, by allusion, or in the vehicles (the secondary references) of its similes and metaphors....The term image should not be taken to imply a visual reproduction of the object referred to; some readers [in certain passages] experience visual images and some do not....Also, “imagery” in this usage includes not only visual sense qualities, but also qualities that are auditory, tactile (touch), thermal (heat and cold), olfactory (smell), gustatory (taste), and kinesthetic (sensations of movement)....

(2) Imagery is used, more narrowly, to signify only specific descriptions of visible objects and scenes, especially if the description is vivid and particularized, as in this passage from Marianne Moore’s “The Steeple-Jack”:


a sea the purple of the peacock’s neck is


paled to greenish azure as Dürer changed


the pine tree of the Tyrol to peacock blue and guinea grey.

(3) Commonly in recent usage, imagery signifies figurative language, especially the vehicles of metaphors and similes (121).

Sven Birkerts notes the connection between imagery and devices which make comparisons, such as metaphor and simile.  He says, “in a sense, imagery itself, even when no likeness is evoked, is a kind of metaphor.  That is, the poet trusts in the power of the depicted things, that they can stand for, or suggest, moods and inner states” (639).  Thus, the “echo of a sensory experience” that Hunt refers to in his definition of imagery is, in fact, a comparison between the words on the page that express the color of the peacock, the smell of spring in a forest, the taste of chocolate-chip-cookie-dough ice cream, the sound of a baby wailing, or the touch of silk on an arm and the experiences in our lives that come to mind when we read or hear these words.

Of course, how clearly we make the connection depends a great deal on how specific the author is in choosing words.  This doesn’t mean that something must “be completely described.  One or two especially sharp and representative details will ordinarily serve, allowing the reader’s imagination to fill in the rest” (Perrine 562).  Masterful writers can get a depth of meaning out of only a word or two.
(The following poem and discussion of its imagery are taken from Perrine’s Literature:  Structure, Sound and Sense.)

Meeting at Night
by Robert Browning

The gray sea and the long black land;

And the yellow half-moon large and low;

And the startled little waves that leap

In fiery ringlets from their sleep,

As I gain the cove with pushing prow,

And quench its speed i’ the slushy sand.

Then a mile of warm sea-scented beach;

Three fields to cross till a farm appears;

A tap at the pane, the quick sharp scratch

And blue spurt of a lighted match,

And a voice less loud, through its joys and fears,

Than the two hearts beating each to each!

“Meeting at Night” is a poem about love.  It makes, one might say, a number of statement about love:  being in love is a sweet and exciting experience; when one is in love everything seems beautiful, and the most trivial things become significant; when one is in love one’s sweetheart seems the most important object in the world.  But the poet actually tells us none of these things directly.  He does not even use the word love in his poem.  His business is to communicate experience, not information.  He does this largely in two ways.  First, he presents us with a specific situation, in which a lover goes to meet his sweetheart.  Second, he describes the lover’s journey so vividly in terms of sense impressions that the reader not only sees and hears what the lover saw and heard but also shares his anticipation and excitement.


Every line in the poem contains some image, some appeal to the senses: the gray sea, the long black land, the yellow half-moon, the startled little waves with their fiery ringlets, the blue spurt of the lighted match—all appeal to our sense of sight and convey not only shape but also color and motion.  The warm sea-scented beach appeals to the senses of both smell and touch.  The pushing prow of the boat on the slushy sand, the tap at the pane, the quick scratch of the match, the low speech of the lovers, and the sound of their hearts beating—all appeal to the sense of hearing.

Imagery Exercises   
A.  Read the following poem.  Then answer the questions at the bottom of the page.

Oysters

by Seamus Heaney

Our shells clacked on the plates.

My tongue was a filling estuary,º

ºocean, inlet
My palate hung was starlight:

As I tasted the salty Pleiadesº

ºstar cluster in the 
Orion dipped his foot into the water.
5
constellation Taurus
Alive and violated

They lay on their beds of ice:

Bivalvesº: the split bulb

ºa molusk with a
And philandering sigh of ocean.

hinged shell
Millions of them ripped and shucked and scattered.
10
We had driven to that coast

Through flowers and limestone

And there we were, toasting friendship,

Laying down a perfect memory

In the cool of thatch and crockery.
15
Over the Alps, packed deep in hay and snow,

The Romans hauled their oysters south to Rome:

I saw damp panniersº disgorge

ºcarrying baskets for
The frond-lipped, brine stung

horses or mules
Glut of privilege
20
And was angry that my trust could not repose

In the clear light, like poetry or freedom

Leaning in from sea.  I ate the day

Deliberately, that its tang

Might quicken me all into verb, pure verb.
25
1.  Note all the images.  To which sense does each appeal to?
2.  Are the images linked in any way?

3.  How do the images throughout the poem prepare you for the last 3 lines?
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