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CHAPTER I 

Imagery: 

concept and function 

In words 
our lives 
dwell. 
In words 
made 

and broken. 
Words 
with a hiss 
of silence 
rushing in 
f rom 
someone 's ribs. 

(.Vlahapatra , Dispossessed Nesls-32) 

Discussion on imagery has its roots in classical Greek Philosophy. 

Plato (427-347 B.C.) in Philebus (360 B.C.) speaks of an artist 

within us busily painting pictures in the chambers of the soul. 

Aristotle (384-322) in De Anima (350 B.C.) introduced the notion of 

imagination, which along with perception produced and recalled 

imagery. Aristotle is acknowledged as the first systematic cognitive 

theorist. He considered the perception of imagery of primary 

importance in cognition. 'Without the imagination the intellect 

cannot work through lack of matter' (Butcher 1951:126) 
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Descartes (1596-1650) who professed mind -body dualism, 

defined imagination in his Meditations on First Philosophy (1641) as 

'nothing more than to contemplate the figure or image of a 

corporeal thing;' (Descartes, Meditation II :13), and later as, 'a 

certain application of the cognitive faculty (facultas cognoscitiva) 

to a body which is immediately present to it,' ( Descartes, 

Meditation VI :34).Descartes gave importance to the notion of the 

mind as a special arena distinct from the physical world and 

populated by mental images of what we see around us. Image thus 

came to be realized as a picturing in the mind. Imagination and 

imagery, as we see, were known to be directly related. Imagination 

is the name of the faculty of image production, the mental precinct 

in which the images are comprehended. When Leigh Hunt (1784-

1859) in his essay An Answer to the Question What is Poetry (1844) 

says that Poetry 'embodies and illustrates its impressions by 

imagination, or images of the objects' in order to communicate the 

feeling of truth, he places images as almost synonymous to 

imagination as conveyors of truth. (Hunt 1965 :256) 

Hobbes (1588-1679), Locke (1632-1764), Berkley (1685-1753) and 

Hume(1711-1776) shared a pictorial view of imagination. The world 

is in a constant flux. It is chaotic, partial and unstable and yet the 

world that is delivered to our minds is a stable constant and 

ordered universe. This creating order out of the disorder is the 
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work of imagination. "Art creates an idea of order where, to the 

inartistic or unphilosophical observer, life is only a whirl of action 

and a chaos of emotion." (John Gassner 1954: xli) 

The same strain was carried forward to the nineteenth century. 

Pater (1839-1894), for instance, believed that all artistic ability is 

founded on the power to envision humanity in a conspicuous new 

way, replacing the meaner world of ordinary living with the idyllic 

world of creation. Thus we find that Imagination held a very valued 

place in the theories of creative art. Imagination was closely allied 

to images, the mental pictures through which truth or beauty was 

conceived. 

Aristotle had declared long ago in his On Memory and Reminiscence 

(350 B.C.) that thinking was impossible without an image. Aristotle 

gave importance to imagination, "Without imagination the intellect 

cannot work through lack of matter." (Butcher 1951:126) Rational 

knowledge is necessary and useful for work-a -day world but the 

romantic artists and some philosophers insisted that there were 

other forms of knowledge, more subjective and intuitive. Descartes 

in his Meditation III (1641) proposes to obtain intuitive knowledge 

by turning his mind away from all external objects : 

...I turn away my senses from their objects, I will even 

efface from my consciousness all images of corporeal 
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things; or at least, because this can hardly be 

accomplished, I will consider them as empty and false; 

and thus, holding converse only with myself, and 

closely examining my nature, I will endeavour to 

obtain by degrees a more intimate and familiar 

knowledge... (Descartes Meditation 111:17 ) 

The lines reveal two aspects of Descartes' philosophic approach, 

his recognition of the mind as being overcrowded by images, and 

his acknowledgement of intuitive knowledge. 

This kind of 'intimate and familiar' knowledge was, what the 

Romantic Poets claimed, fundamental. For the Romantic poets 

imagination was not only the unconscious synthesizer of 

experience, for Blake (1757-1827) it was God himself operating in 

the human soul. Coleridge (1772-1834) went further and 

distinguished between primary and secondary imagination. The 

primary imagination was the workings at the unconscious level, 

the 'living power and prime agent of all human perception.' 

Secondary Imagination was taking the material generated by our 

primary Imagination and while 'dissolving' and 'dissipating' it, 

using its elements to create imaginary worlds. 

Aristotle, who had inherited from Plato the notion that art was an 

imitation of reality much like holding up a mirror to nature, 

nevertheless, admitted in his Poetics that imitative art, whose 
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highest form he recognized as poetry, was an expression of the 

universal element of human life: 

The first distinguishing mark, then, of poetry is that it 

has a higher subject matter...it expresses the universal 

not the particular the permanent possibilities of 

human nature; it does not merely tell the story of 

individual life; Svhat Alcibiades did or suffered'. 

(Butcher 1951:164) 

^ u i c n u g c iitiu i n s uuiiviuuuii : i c tuupi , ne s a y s , w i tn IUH m i n i me 

theory of Aristotle that poetry as poetry is essentially ideal'...". 

(Butcher 1951:195) When an artist produces a thing he does not 

merely copy reality for the sake of it but copies the 'higher reality'. 

Aristotle followed Plato's footsteps to believe that there was an ideal 

form present in every individual phenomenon but that its 

manifestation was imperfect, the real world being the 

unsatisfactory repetition of the ideal. Like Plato, Aristotle did not 

believe that the artist attempted a pitiable imitation of the 

imitation. He rather believed that the ideal form made an 

impression on the artist's mind, which tried to give it a complete 

expression, that an artist gave shape to the ideal in his creative 

art, which is always partially revealed in the mundane world. 

Imitation thus became a creative act with Aristotle. The imitative 

artist, while remaining true to the ideal, gave it a concrete 

20202u 
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expression through an image. It is the expression that limits the 

art: 

The capacity of poetry is so far limited that it expresses 

the universal not as it is in itself, but as seen through 

the medium of sensuous imagery. (Butcher 1951:191) 

The same idea of creating a unity out of chaos is taken up by 

Shelley (1792-1822) in A Defence of Poetry (1821) and he expresses 

it with the traditional mirror image. Shelley says that poetry is a 

'mirror which makes beautiful that which is distorted.' (109) For 

Shelley poetry was the very image of life that articulated perpetual 

truth. Since image helped to reveal the ideal form, it was believed 

to be a radiant truth out of space and time that was revealed to the 

artists in blissful moments. This experience was variously termed 

as 'vision' after Blake, or 'epiphany' after Joyce. 

The instant wherein that supreme quality of beauty, 

the clear radiance of esthetic image, is apprehended 

luminously by the mind which has been arrested by its 

wholeness and fascinated by its harmony is the 

luminous silent stasis of esthetic pleasure. (Joyce: 193) 

Stephen Dedalus, the Joycean mouthpiece in A Portrait of the Artist 

as a Young Man expounds Aquinas' 'claritus' as: 

f 
^ 

\ 
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artistic discovery and representation of the divine purpose in 

anything or a force of generalization which would make the 

esthetic image a universal one make it outshine its proper 

conditions. (Ibid) 

This 'vision' or 'epiphany' was the exclusive gift of the 

creative artists, who were essentially different from the 

common lot. This especially fated lot were known to be 

seers, the ancient Vates', the term that denoted both 

the poet and the prophet, for 'they have penetrated, 

both of them, into the sacred mystery of the Universe'. 

(Carlyle 1965:218) 

The poet remained a heroic figure in all ages. Baudelaire was a self 

-confessed seer. He was sensitive to the horrors of the city where 

he belonged and his sensitiveness led to isolation. The notions of 

the image and the consequent isolation of the artist gained force in 

England with the Romantic artists. Even Wordsworth (1770-1850), 

who believed that a poet was 'a man speaking to men' 

distinguished him by 'more lively sensibility', 'more enthusiasm 

and tenderness', 'greater knowledge of human nature ' and 

'more comprehensive soul' than the common men. (Wordsworth 

1965:11) The English poets, like the French, drew their cult largely 

from Jacob Boheme (1575-1624) and Emanuel Swdenborg (1688-
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1772). Blake in Memorable Fancy, has a revelation of himself clad 

in white holding Swdenborg's volumes. 

The artists, endowed with the power of apprehending the image, 

generally suffered from isolation from the society of men who did 

not understand them nor had access to what they had. Frank 

Kermode in his Romantic Image (1957) has shown how the 

capturing of image by the artistic mind and his isolation are 

inextricably related. 

To be an artist in quest of the image is to accept sorrow as a 

condition of life. Keats believed that the joy of the vision and the 

cult of the isolation resulting into a depression are inseparable: 

Ay, in the very temple of Delight 

Veil'd Melancholy has her sovran shrine. 

( Keats :Ode on Melancholy) 

Pater (1839-1894) in his essay Winckelmann says that, 

The mind begins and ends with a finite image, yet 

loses no part of the spiritual motive. The motive is not 

lightly and loosely attached to the sensuous form, as 

its meaning to an allegory, but saturates and is 

identical with it. (Winckelmann :1893) 

Pater in the essay, proceeds to distinguish the oriental thought 

from the Greek, who, according to him, have not plunged into the 



depths of religious mysticism as the Orientals and therefore with 

them Beauty is given 'a right to fame' as an expression of the 

ideal. To Pater this ideal beauty finds its finest expression, in the 

statue. Pater had the Greek statues in mind, but realized that the 

statue is not and cannot be the only expression of the finest. 

Different approaches to imagination find its natural outburst in 

different forms of art. Painting, music and poetry are the unique 

arts that have been valued since the ancient times as expressions 

of the truth. Elements like colour, form and sound combine with 

each other along with movement in poetry making it an 

appropriate medium for expressing delicate thoughts and feelings. 

Pater emphasizes on the basic ideas of imagination and images 

when he bequeaths art with the power of selection, transformation 

and recombination of images in accordance with the choice of the 

creative intellect. He bestows art with the power to elevate a 

situation or a character that is not poetical or elevated in itself. 

Art, according to Pater, purifies upon thought and passion a 

thousand fold. He takes the instance of Robert Browning's Le 

Byron de nos Jours, form his Dramatis Personae (1864), where the 

two world- weary Parisians that Browning deals with are not 

essentially appealing; they begin to interest us when they are 

placed in the special situation. A number of factors including 



rhetoric, suggestions, and images contribute to the effect of 

singling out a moment and making it noticeable to us . 

Shelley in A Defence of Poetry defines Poetry as 'the expression of 

Imagination'. (Shelley 1965:102). He compares a man and his 

impressions with the ever-changing wind on the Aeolian lyre. The 

impressions that man receives produce not only melody but also 

harmony. 

The Neoplatonist tradition regarded poetry as transcending the 

world of appearances and apprehending divine truth itself. The 

truth in poetry, however, is not linked to the truth of science or 

observation or the reasons that guide our daily existence. Thus art 

is from one point of view quite useless and dead. Yet it has always 

been uniquely alive and seen as participating in the order of 

existence as does the portrait of Dorian Gray. In Keats' Grecian 

Um, the cold marble radiates a love 'for ever warm'. The paradox of 

the urn, as that of all work of art, is that it transcends time by 

making one single moment last forever and thus become timeless. 

The escape into the world of unchanging art is achieved at a 

certain price. The 'breed' (class) of men and women on the urn 

become 'brede' (embroidery). They become eternal in the world of 

art at the cost of sacrificing their biological lives. The statue is one 

moment of perfection. The image on the canvas captures one 

moment that defies time but has no change or growth and 
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therefore no decay. If the immortal characters in poetry and fiction 

know no death it is because they know no life. The psychological 

factors of life and death affect those who fall within the time 

sequence. Life is transient, discontent, fleeting. The world we 

inhabit is a place: 

Where Beauty cannot keep her lustrous eyes 

Or new love pine at them beyond tomorrow. 

(Keats: To a Nightingale) 

Art gives permanence to the fleeting moments of life. The 

permanence in art is, however, neither cold nor inhuman. The 

work of art has its own life more vivid than actual life. The images 

of poetry have, more permanence and therefore believed to infuse 

more reality than action can have. Action dies at the moment the 

energy is spent. The world of imagination is infinite and eternal 

whereas the world of generation and vegetation is finite and 

temporal. The fairies in Yeats' The Stolen Child tempting the child 

to the world of multihued imagination, bring out the quintessence 

of this world as: The world is more full of weeping than you can 

understand. ' This might lead us to think that art is an agreeable 

escape from the dissatisfaction of life. It might be so for the 

voracious reader but the creative artists strive towards an ideal. 

For Yeats, Coleridge or Shelley certainly art was not an escape. 
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Yeats moved towards an ideal. Blake painted the symbolic world 

in his attempt to redefine the chaos. Coleridge attempted a magical 

explanation of the divine order. Keats oscillated between the two 

states of life action-inaction, contemplation -vision. Shelley's was a 

striving for a visionary world. 

The Romantic poets had reacted against the Realism of the 

previous century and had developed a philosophy adversary to that 

of Realism, taking cue from the earlier philosophers whose 

thoughts coordinated with theirs. The Romantic theory of image 

continues to influence, as Frank Kermode has pointed out, many 

of the modern approaches like distrust of paraphrase, or even in 

the attitude that holds that the author has no business to interfere 

with his work. 

Once the work of art is completed, the author has no right to press 

his ov/n interpretation on his work. He can only talk about it like 

anybody else from a particular point of view. Kermode has shown 

us some of the curious disguises under which the image, and also 

the concept of the isolated artist appear in the main tradition of 

modern writing. 

Although William Radice admits that he was not happy with many 

of the words he had used in his translations of Tagore's poetry, he 

does not make any changes in the reprints of the translations in 

1985 and 1987, for he likens his translations to grown up children 



who have gone out into the world. Can the parents then change or 

control them? (Radice 2000 :7) 

Imagination can give life to things we see around us making 

symbols of them which otherwise would be dead. Such was the 

view of Blake who insisted on the need for concreteness choosing 

sharp outlines of childlike perception. The concreteness that is 

missing in nature can only be fulfilled by imagination. For Blake, 

as for Yeats after him, imagination was divine that bestowed 

symbolic concreteness to the otherwise muddled universe. 

Imagination, that was the truth and eternity for them, had little to 

do with the intellect. 

Image is not an artifact of intellect. Intellect is involved along with 

the whole mind in the creative process. But image is the product 

solely of imagination and intellect taints it. Blake, Yeats and Wilde 

expressed their abomination for an educational system that 

cultivates the memory more than the imagination. 

Blake was greeted as the forerunner of symbolism. He was the first 

poet to preach the enduring matrimony of all great art with 

symbol. He called the revelation of images 'vision'. These images, 

which consequently became symbols was the only means of 

expressing the invisible essence. 

Symbol is another device the poets can use to extend meaning. 

Robert Frost's poem The Road Not Taken, for instance, gains force 



when we consider some of the words in the poem symbolically. A 

symbol is a recurrent image which stands for a person, an object 

or an idea, which is generally a substitute, or an indirect reference 

calling to mind some characteristic trait that forms the substance 

of the thing symbolized. 

The poet, endowed with the power to see behind and beyond the 

obvious, can discern inherent characteristics that are revealed only 

in the ideal world. It is by means of symbols that he communicates 

(~H<^ <=» o o i=» -n /-* c* /-\-T f h m r r o 
LHV^ ^ O O ^ I I U L KJL U l U l g O . 

Yeats (1865-1939) considers these melancholic lines by Burns as 

perfectly symbolical. 

The white moon is setting behind the white wave, 

And Time is setting with me, O! 

(Burns: Open the door to me, O) 

If the Svhiteness' attributed to the moon and the waves is removed 

the beauty of the lines will be marred, for their relation with the 

setting time described is too subtle for the intellect to comprehend. 

All the words working together evoke an emotion for the readers, 

which is not possible with other colour combinations or with other 

words, says Yeats in his essay Symbolism of Poetry: 

We may call this metaphorical writing, but it is better 

to call it symbolical writing, because metaphors are 

not profound enough to be moving, when they are not 
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symbols, and when they are symbols they are the most 

perfect of all, because the most subtle... 

(David Lodge 1972:30) 

Having given this method of writing a definite name Yeats goes on 

to explain why this is so: 

All sound, all colours, all forms, either because of their 

preordained energies or because of long association', 

evoke indefinable and yet precise emotions, or, as I 

prefer to think, call down among us certain 

disembodied powers, whose footsteps over our hearts 

we call emotions; and when sound, and colour, and 

form are in a musical relation, a beautiful relation to 

one another, they become, as it were, one sound, one 

colour, one form, and evoke an emotion that is made 

out of their distinct evocations and yet is one 

emotion... (ibid) 

Symbols penetrate beyond this gross reality into a world of ideas. 

The poet arranges his images with relation to another by means of 

a 'symbolic kinship' and many of his images become potentially 

symbolic. Symbols become images not through likeness only but 

also through a kind of association whereby the symbol can be 



interchangeably used with images. Images and symbols arc 

considered as two sides of the same coin. 

Yeats was of the opinion that solitary men in moments of 

meditation received creative impulse. There are also images and 

symbols whose function is not to evoke emotion alone, but to 

induce ideas. They are intellectual symbols. The metaphysical 

poets in their conceits attempted to knock this intellectual faculty 

of the readers. One is away from symbols and images when one is 

worldly active, but images and symbols are revealed to the poets in 

trances, in meditations and also in madness: 

"I then saw," wrote Gerard de Nerval of his madness, 

"vaguely drifting into form, plastic images of antiquity, 

which outlined themselves, became definite, and 

seemed to represent symbols of which I only seized the 

idea with difficulty." (Lodge 1972 :33) 

Plato had used myths, images and symbols to express his ideas. 

We have seen that Aristotle had recognized the importance of 

images. With Goethe every idea took the form of an image. 

(Butcher: 194) Images were present in poetry from the time they 

were composed. The old English poetry had an abundance of 

imagery of sea and sailors. They spoke of 'jewels of merit', 

'swanlike whiteness of old age', described the human heart as 
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' treasure chamber', the body as bone chamber. Much of it was for 

the sake of alliteration and verse music. The Anglo-Saxons had a 

sombre imagination of a landscape united with the violent pictures 

of cold and the perils of sea that yields to a fascination. Milton 

showed Puritanism at its best, Pope drew images from the society; 

the Romantic poets drew images from nature. 

C.D.Lewis in his Poetic Image (1947) quotes a series of critics and 

their views on poetic images. Herbert Read judged a poet, 'by the 

force and originality of his metaphors. ' Aristotle held that, 'the 

greatest thing by far is to have a command of metaphor. This alone 

cannot be imparted by another; it is the mark of genius. ' Dryden 

said, 'Imaging is, in itself, the very height and life of Poetry.' 

(Lewis: 19) The critics of sixteenth and seventeenth and eighteenth 

century pertinently spoke of imagery as 'ornament, mere 

decoration, like cherries tastefully arranged on a cake.' (Lewis :18) 

Carlyle, Pater, Leigh Hunt, Newman all had their views on 

imagination and images. But the notion that imagery is the centre 

of a poem and that an entire poem may be an image formed from 

the plexus of images that appear within it was never prevalent 

until the widespread of Romantic Movement. All the hue and cry 

on imagination and imagery that began with Romantic Movement 

later gathered force from the Imagist movements and the 

Symbolist movements. 
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Symbolist movement in literature that began with Baudelaire's 

Fleurs du mal (1987) included later French poets and extended in 

the decades after World War I with Dylan Thomas, Yeats, Pound, 

Crane, Cummings, Wallace Stevens. It was a multifaceted 

movement in literature that deliberately exploited the suggestive 

power of words to express the feelings, sensations and states of 

mind that lie hidden beyond ordinary wakefulness. The open-

ended symbols created by Charles Baudelaire linked the invisible 

with the concrete through sensory perceptions like sound and 

smell. 

Stephane Mallarme (1842 - 98) conceived that symbols were of two 

broad categories. One was created by the artist by the projection of 

inner feelings onto the outside world, its movement was from 

inside to outside. The other existed as embryonic words, which 

slowly permeated the consciousness of the artist and expressed a 

state of mind initially unknown to their originator. This movement 

was from outside to inside. He developed the art of suggestion, 

introducing rare words, private associations, and syntactical 

intricacies. Single words opened up multiple interpretations. The 

implied meaning faded out and there remained objects inexplicably 

introduced made indispensable by verse skill. Much was mixed up 

in this movement — decadence, aestheticism, romanticism, and 
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occultism. A sort of belated Rousseauism returned poetry that now 

explored the inner lands of the irrational. Poets focused on their 

inner lives. They pursued strange cults. The irrational gave access 

to a larger and more liberated world, and from this belief developed 

Dadaism and Surrealism. Baudelaire who regarded symbols as 

corresponding to an ultimate reality, experienced life grievously, 

and poured forth his experience in his unique style; Mallarme was 

absorbed with words and turned them into beautiful creations that 

evaded the exterior world. Rimbaud loosened his senses to create 

amazing poetry. Rilke forsook wife and human society to be 

attentive to the message when it came. Valery retired from the 

world to attain mastery of traditional French verse. Symbolists like 

Gerard de Nerval, Huysmans and Materlink believed that it is 

through the symbol that the soul of things can be made visible, 

that the human mind is so constituted that it can recognize images 

of which it can have no perceived knowledge. 

Edgar Allan Poe (1809-1849), who related symbol with the 

supernal beauty, enquired whether the external could be evaded 

altogether and poetry exist only as abstraction. The French poets 

took up the notion enthusiastically and strove for 'poesie pure'. 

The rational world had decencies and passions, which were quite 

useless. The only valued things were language with its 

connotations, melodies and phonetic properties, and symbols that 
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were never random but developed by the poets. With recurring use 

of fundamental symbols the poets were intercepting the 

emblematic nature of language that we now call after Northrop 

Frye the archetype. Imagism was another movement in early 20 th 

Century that insisted the importance of images. Revolting against 

the sentiments and artifice typical of Romantic and Victorian 

poetry the imagists abandoned conventional poetic materials and 

versifications. They declared themselves free to choose any subject 

or rhythm they wanted, used common speech and presented hard, 

clear and concentrated images. Imagism isolated objects by using, 

what Ezra Pound called, 'luminous details'. Pound (1885-1972) 

influenced by reading Ernest Fenollosa expounded the practice of 

Ideogrammic Method that helped in expressing the abstract 

through concrete images. The March issue of Harriet Munroe's 

Poetry magazine (1911), contained Ezra Pound's A Few Don'ts by 

an Imagiste where he formulated perhaps the most widely used 

definition of image today: "An 'Image' is that which presents an 

intellectual and emotional complex in an instant of time."(Pound, 

Poetry :1911) Images in poetry came to be regarded as the 

discovery in words of the poignant, rational and tangible objects 

that we experience around us in any given moment. Pound 

continued : 
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I u s e the term 'complex' r a the r in technical sense 

employed by the newer psychologists , such as Hart, 

t hough we may not agree absolute ly in ou r appl icat ion. 

It is the presenta t ion of such a 'complex' 

i n s t an taneous ly , which gives tha t sense of s u d d e n 

l iberat ion; t ha t sense of freedom from time limits and 

space limits; tha t sense of s u d d e n growth, which we 

exper ience in the presence of the greates t works of art . 

( Poetry : March, 191 1) 

The image is often seen, after i t h a s been penned down, as being 

one of these two things: 

1) It is ei ther someth ing tha t r ep resen t s an object and experience 

in the factual world, 

Or 

2) It exis ts on its own (accord), divorced from the burden of 

r ep resen t ing anyth ing other t h a n itself. 

An image does not simply express in words someth ing t ha t is not 

p resen t , a subs tan t i a l object t ha t is a b s e n t to the readers , bu t 

r a the r allows a full experience of the a b s e n t object in words . If we 

take into a c c o u n t the view tha t an image exists free from the 



burden of representing the concrete, even then we find the fullness 

of immediate experience. When we read in Tagore: 

Clouds rumbling in the sky; teeming rain. 

I sit on the river-bank, sad and alone. 

The sheaves lie gathered, harvest has ended, 

The river is swollen and fierce in its flow. 

As we cut the paddy it started to rain. 

(Tagore:The Golden Boat) 

The clouds, the ram, the collected sheaves, the loneliness of the 

poet are given to us every time we read the lines. 

The work of the poet is to present the image as well as possible in a 

way that feels very real and human and to give us a concrete, 

intellectual and emotional experience. 

Images can be defined into two broad categories: literal and 

figurative. 

A literal 1mage is a mental impr~ssion created by direct 

description. Literal images arise out of the writer's use of concrete, 

specific, sensory words to directly describe something, someone, 

some feeling, some v1sion or some experience. 

34 
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Jayanta Mahapatra's Hunger is an example of how a writer 

employs concrete, specific sensory description to create literal 

images for readers. The title itself has a sensory appeal - that of the 

desire for food. This desire is an undeniable one especially for the 

starving. The connotative meaning that it carries is an appetite for 

sexual gratification. The word 'flesh' used in the poem in its literal 

sense enhances the suggestion of a strong desire for sexual 

communion on part of the poet. Later as the fisherman's daughter 

spreads her legs wide, the poet sees hunger there. The word 

'hunger' unites the fisherman and his daughter with the poet, one 

the need for food that makes the fisherman and his daughter 

ignore all social values, the other the sexual hunger of the poet. 

The other kind of imagery is figurative imagery. Figures of speech 

like metaphors, similes, and personifications abound in poetry. 

Dylan Thomas (1914-1953)On the Words in Poetry says: 

What I like to do is treat words as a craftsman does his 

wood or stone or what - have - you, to hew, carve, 

mold, coil, polish and plane them into patterns, 

sequences, sculptures fugues of sound expressing 

some lyrical impulse, some spiritual doubt or 

conviction, some dimly realized truth I must try to 

reach and realize. (Early Prose Writings) 
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In The Hand That Signed the Paper Dylan Thomas focuses our 

attention on the hand of the ruler, his five 'sovereign fingers' 

instead of the whole person. We come to see how this hand itself 

comes to represent his imperial power: 

Hands have no tears to flow. 

If we take the example of Tennyson's Tears Idle Tears we can see 

how figurative imagery is woven into a poem. The poet proficiently 

uses oxymoron, alliterations and repetitions and similes to evoke 

music: 

Tears, idle tears, I know not what they mean, 

Tears from the depth of some divine despair 

Rise in the heart, and gather to the eyes, 

In looking on the happy Autumn-fields, 

And thinking of the days that are no more. 

Fresh as the first beam glittering on a sail, 

That brings our friends up from the underworld, 

Sad as the last which reddens over one 

That sinks with all we love below the verge; 

So sad, so fresh, the days that are no more. 

(Tennyson: Tears Idle Tears) 

Northrop Frye had asserted that one of the essential roles of 

literature is to refashion the material worlds into an alternative 



37 

verbal universe. Creative writers use w7ords more consciously than 

any other professionals. They stir the reader's imagination; evoke 

feelings, thoughts and reflections, by thoroughly exploiting the 

power of words. 

Amongst all kinds of creative writers, a poet's usage of words is the 

most deliberate. A poet may be direct or indirect but poetry is 

never approximate. To meet this demand of poetry a poet has to 

always cull the exact word to say the unequivocal. Even 

Wordsworth for whom 'all good poetry' was 'spontaneous overflow 

of powerful feelings' had used the word 'spontaneous', as Aidan 

Day has pointed out, in the eighteenth century philosophic sense 

of 'voluntary' or 'of one's free will' and not in the sense of 

'unpremeditated'. (Day: 98) 

Every poet then is a versifier, every fine poet an 

excellent one, he is the best whose verse exhibits the 

greater amount of strength, sweetness, 

straightforwardness, superfluousness, variety and 

oneness. (Hunt: 279) 

Finished poems are very deliberate products toiled over and 

carefully revised. Even the spontaneous prose of the American 

Beat Poets of the 50s and 60s was never spontaneous in the true 

sense of the term. Purely automatic writing that Yeats had 
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practiced for a while with his wife produced realms of interesting 

material. But it was permissible to select and shape his material: 

The first edition of A Vision did not appear until early 

1926.Soon after, Yeats realized that much of it was too 

close to the original automatic writing, and that 

further elucidation was necessary. (Richard Ellmann 

1979: xix) 

Poetry works its magic by the way it uses words to evoke 

images. A poet employs words to create images to convey a 

concrete mental impression. This impression may be a visual one 

creating a picture or a series of pictures in reader's imagination or 

it may be sensory. Poetry communicates experience and experience 

comes to us principally through the help of the senses (seeing, 

hearing, smelling, feeling, and touching). An image too pertains to 

any of these senses since it is a depiction in words of a personal 

sense experience. Though the primary meaning of image is that it 

is a mental picture, that is, something seen through the mind's eye 

and the visual imagery is a kind that is most easily comprehended 

in poetry by a casual reader, an image may also represent a sound; 

a smell; a taste; or a tactile experience: 

The commonest type of image is a visual one: and 

many more images, which may seem un-sensuous, 

have still in fact some faint visual association adhering 
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to them. But obviously an image may derive from and 

appeal to other senses than that of sight. (Lewis 

1992:19) 

In Wordsworth's The Reaper there is a movement from visual to 

auditory image: 

Behold her, single in the field, 

Yon solitary Highland Lass! 

Reaping and singing by herself; 

Stop here, or gently pass! 

Alone she cuts and binds the grain, 

And sings a melancholy strain; 

O Listen! for the vale profound 

Is overflowing with the sound. 
( Wordsworth :The Reaper) 

An image can be conjured up by a single word; a rush of phrase, in 

a line or in successive lines. Sometimes an entire poem might 

convey an image. Every image we come across, is placed in its 

exact position, by a conscious poet, by particular choice of words. 

Some poets are dexterous at crafting rich vivid images with very 

few words. Some poets use a few more, but comprehending images 

forms the basis of understanding poetry. It must, however, be 

noted that a study of imagery is not a verbal analysis of a literary 
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work. The analysis of imagery places poetry in some deeper 

structure and proposes to dig out the inner meaning. 

Images do ultimately convey a complete human experience in 

words and that is why a study of poetry almost always begins with 

the image. Understanding the use of imagery in poetry is essential 

for the comprehension of its overall meaning. When we read a 

poem with a critic's hat we begin to think of the images as tools 

that the poet has used to reveal the meaning in the poem. 

Similar thoughts on imagery, as the ones we have discussed, 

coloured the literary theories in India. When Aurobindo Ghosh 

(1872-1950) in Future Poetry (1919) says that the greatest motion 

of poetry comes to man when his mind is still and the ideal 

principle works above and outside his head, he echoes both Yeats' 

thoughts on symbolism and Wordsworth's 'emotion recollected in 

tranquillity'. Lewis in his definition of image insists on \vords', for 

images essentially are ' picture made out of words'. 

In order to exemplify, clarify and beautify his thought the poet 

weaves the series of word pictures. The image, 

transmits to us through the emotions and associations 

it arouses, something of the \vholeness', the depth and 

richness of the way the writer views, conceives or has 

felt what he is telling us. (Caroline Spurgeon 1988:9) 

file:///vords'
file:///vholeness'
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Images are thus word -pictures. They work by association. 

Although the poets invoke images they are essentially created by 

the associations that the readers make within their minds keeping 

within the linguistic context of the text. B.S. Mardhekar (1909-151) 

formulates the poetic process schematically as this: 

POET: WORDS: MEANING: BEAUTY: 

He divides words into two categories, as sound and as meaning. 

Meaning again falls into two categories: intellectual meaning and 

emotional meaning. Emotional meaning again has two divisions: 

aesthetic and poetic (G.N.Devy 2002:174). In the analysis and 

study of images we are concerned with this aesthetic and poetic 

meaning of images. 

Kuntaka in late 10th Century delved at the meaning of words in 

poetry: 

That 'meaning' is what is signified and word is that 

which 'signifies' is so well known that it needs no 

elaboration. Yet in the province of poetry their true 

nature is as follows: 

That unique expression which alone can fully convey 

the poet's intended meaning out of a hundred 

alterations before him is to be regarded as word. 

Similarly that alone which possesses such refreshing 
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natural beauty as to draw the appreciation of the 

delighted readers is to be reckoned as 'meaning.' 

(Devy 2002:47) 

Yeats tells us that an image grows in 'pure mind' and that 

anything around us, however trivial, may be a rich source of 

imagery to a poet: 

Those masterful images because complete 

Grew in pure mind, but out of what began? 

A mound of refuse or the sweepings of a street, 

Old kettles, old bottles, and a broken can, 

Old iron, old bones, old rags, that raving slut 

Who keeps the till. 

(Yeats:The Circus Animals' Desertion) 

Poets cannot present the colour to the eyes as does the visual 

artist, or the music to the ears as does the musician. He has to 

employ words to call up images of that which he wills to represent 

and an appropriate metre to convey music. 

Coleridge in Biographia Literaria (1817) has shown that how 

despite all his propaganda of choosing low an rustic characters as 

speakers of plainer and more emphatic language, Wordsworth had 

to purify the diction of all provincialism and grossness and so far 
reconstruct the language with rules of grammar that ultimately 

there remained no difference between what he professed to be the 
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language of his poetry and the conventional poetic expression, the 

language of the learned. Coleridge arbitrarily chooses a stanza 

from Lyrical Ballads -

In distant countries have I been 

And yet I have not often seen 

A healthy man, a man full grown, 

Weep in public roads alone. 

( Coleridge :48) 

to prove tha.t there remains an essential difference between the 

language of prose and that of metrical composition although 

Wordsworth asserts that there is none. This does not, however, 

mean that the language of poetry should necessarily have a regular 

mode and a metre producing what we call verse music. Trends 

differ from one age to another. 

From the verse music based on stress and alliteration and closed 

couplets poetry has travelled through liberated blank verse to 

verse libre. Yet they are all poetry. 

Coming to the Indian context we find that the aesthetic and mystic 

elements formed a characteristic basis even for ancient Indian 

poetry. The ancient Indian poets highly valued the teachings of 

literary theorists like Bharatmuni (3rd century or older) on 

Natyasastra or dramatic art, Tholkappiyar (4th century) on diction 

and syntax, or Anandavardhana (9th century ) and Kuntaka (late 
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aesthetic enjoyment that the spectators or the readers. experienced 

from creative art was termed 'rasa'. Great importance was placed 

on both the expression and the appreciation of this emotive 

experience. That poetry conveyed something that was beyond the 

obvious was also the strain of some of Indian literary theories. 

Aurobindo Ghosh in The Essence of Poetry ( 1919) says that the 

poet attempts 

to embody m his speech truth of life or truth of 

Nature. It is' this greater truth and its delight and 

beauty therefore a joy forever, because it brings us the 

delight of the soul in the discovery of its own deeper 

realities; (Devy 1951:163) 

He too like Blake and Pater speaks of a 'vision' whereby poetry 

becomes a vehicle of the truth. This is done partly by 'a stress on 

the image replacing the old sensational concreteness', and pp.rtly 

by 'greater attention to the suggestive force of the sound, its life, its 

power, the mental impression it carries.' (ibid) We turn around the 

key words: truth, VISion, image. Anandavardhana m his 

Dhvanyaloka (8th Cen A.D.) says that 'the soul of poetry is 

suggestion'. He speaks of two kinds of poetry, the implicit and the 

explicit. 

44 
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We are accustomed to call these broad categories, after Lewis and 

Kermode as poetry with literal image and those with figurative 

image. Anandavardhana says: 

of these the explicit is commonly known and has been 

set forth in many ways through figures of speech such 

as similes by other writers. But the implicit aspect is 

quite different from this. (Devy 2002 :32) 

He expands his idea later into: 'Meaning alone is the soul of 

poetry', (ibid) For all good poetry have both a literal and a 

suggestive meaning. A casual reader might be enchanted with the 

beauty of words and their music, but the real meaning lies within 

it: 

J u s t as a man interested in perceiving objects (in the 

dark) directs his efforts towards securing a lamp since 

it is a means to realize his end, so also does one who is 

ultimately interested in the suggested meaning 

proceed by first evincing interested in the conventional 

meaning, (ibid) 

Aurobindo too like Blake and Yeats places intellect below the 

imagination. But owing to uncertainty of our knowledge of the 

ancient Indian classical theories and unavailability of these works 

to the masses, how far these traditions and theories influenced our 
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post-colonial poets we cannot say for certain, as did Symbolism, 

Imagism, Surrealism or the Confessional mode. 

Indian English poetry, though imitative of the English poets in its 

early stages with images of ivory towers and Muses as in 

Dongerkery, Queen May, twilight caves, Knight and Nymphs as in 

B.N.Seal, nevertheless displayed sparks of original images from 

time to time. In Kashiprasad Ghosh we hear of 'Ganga's billows'. 

A crow is the 'gay minstrel of the Indian clime', the 'Surya form his 

throne' paints the day with brightest colours. Harindranath 

Chattopadhay is strikingly original in calling the noon a 'mystic 

dog' who runs across the sky 'licking the earth with tongue of 

golden flame'; or likening the time to 'a hind in sore distress'. 

While Indian English fiction exploited the Indian heritage, culture, 

and the Indian milieu for evoking the typical Indian response, like 

in the novels of Bankimchandra, Raja Rao, Mulk Raj Anand or 

R.K.Narayan, the Indian English poets tried to draw images form 

the Indian environment, history and mythology. Derozio's Chorus 

of Brahmins and Kashiprashad Ghosh's To a Young Hindu Widow 

dealt with the Indian customs. Madhusudan Dutt's King Porus, 

Shoshee Chunder Dutt's Sivajee, Romesh Chunder Dutt's 

Buddha's Death were based on Indian history. Poems such as Dilip 

Kumar Roy's Krishna and the Snake and Romesh Chunder Dutt's 

Sita Lost were based on Indian mythology. Sarojini Naidu chose 
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characters form the common Indian horde like: snake charmers, 

wandering singers, corn-grinders, beggars, fishermen, widows, 

bangle sellers, milkmaids, and palanquin bearers. Torulata Dutt's 

voice is held to be the first authentic Indian voice in poetry. 

(M.K.Naik 2004:37) With the post-colonial poets like P.Lai, Kamala 

Das, R. Parthasarathy, A.K. Ramanujan, Nissm Ezeliel, Keki 

Daruwalla, Jayanta Mahapatra, imagery became characteristically 

Indian, rising from Indian experience to life and things. 

Modernist literature was born in the city with Baudelaire. With the 

modernist poets there is a shift of focus from the rural to the 

urban themes and images, be it the Paris of Baudelaire or the 

'Unreal City' of London of T.S. Eliot or the Bombay 'sick with 

slums' of Ezekiel, it is the city that the poets turned their attention 

to. The Romantic poets drew their inspiration from nature, but as 

time passed nature showed its darker side. Human receptivity was 

haunted by poverty, population explosion, exploitation and other 

challenges of life. A significant embodiment of Modernist sensibility 

was T.S. Eliot's Wasteland (1922). The image of the arid land 

where the dead tree gives no shelter and dry stone no water has 

ever since become the symbol of the dismal facets of urban life. 

The post-colonial Indian English poetry has images of the bleak 

realities of poverty, sickness, beggars, cripples and prostitutes. 
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While the urban images are dismal the rural images were not 

always idyllic: 

Crumpled old villages , 

Overgrown with skin and flesh. 

(Jayanta Mahapatra:Rice) 

Thus we find that although all the poets through the ages have 

employed images to enhance their themes, the set of images that 

the poets make use of, undergo change from one era to another. 

"In the one case the reader is utterW at the mercv of the noet 

respecting what imagery or diction he may choose to connect with 

the passion." (Coleridge : 66) 

Different poets and theorists have used the very word 'image' 

variously in a multiplicity of contexts. Image is something that has 

been a constant element in poetry right from the time when 

minstrels composed and sang their verses to this post-modern era. 

Movements come and go altering dictions, metrical fashions, 

subject matter, reader-poet relationship, verdict of the critics, but 

image remains in a true wedlock to poetry. 


