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Here are some materials to supplement our discussion of seeing what’s there 
(without the easy/natural leap to associations, interpretation, and/or commentary). 
 
1. First, a poem composed almost entirely of observed details, with almost no 
figurative language or interpretation: 
 

Summer Kitchen 

by Donald Hall 

In June's high light she stood at the sink 

With a glass of wine, 

And listened for the bobolink, 

And crushed garlic in late sunshine. 

I watched her cooking, from my chair. 

She pressed her lips 

Together, reached for kitchenware, 

And tasted sauce from her fingertips. 

"It's ready now. Come on," she said. 

"You light the candle." 

We ate, and talked, and went to bed, 

And slept. It was a miracle. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



2. A surprising simile from W. S. Merwin’s poem “After the Dragonflies.” One way to 
open ourselves to this level of freshness is through the practice of separating our 
observations from our accustomed associations and responses: 
 
Dragonflies were . . . 

hovering in their own days 

backward forward and sideways 

as though they were memory 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. And the first stanza of Wislawa Szymborska’s poem “The Joy of Writing”—again, 
an unexpected figure of speech, this one an extended metaphor: 
 

Why does this written doe bound through these written woods? 

For a drink of written water from a spring 

whose surface will xerox her soft muzzle? 

Why does she lift her head; does she hear something? 

Perched on four slim legs borrowed from the truth, 

she pricks up her ears beneath my fingertips. 

Silence—this word also rustles across the page 

and parts the boughs 

that have sprouted from the word “woods.” 

 

 

 

 

 



4. Two poems (Hoagland, Forché) that employ, to powerful effect, restraint in the 
use of figurative language and interpretation / commentary: 
 

Into the Mystery 

by Tony Hoagland 

Of course there is a time of afternoon, out there in the yard, 

a time that has never been described. 

There is the way the air feels 

among the flagstones and tropical plants 

xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxwith their dark, leathery-green leaves. 

There is a gap you never noticed, 

dug out between the gravel and the rock, where something lives. 

There is a bird that can only be heard by someone 

who has come to be alone. 

Now you are getting used to things that will not be happening again. 

Never to be pushed down onto the bed again, laughing, 

and have your clothes unbuttoned. 

Never to stand up in the rear of the pickup truck 

and scream while blasting out of town. 

This life that rushes over everything, 

Like water or like wind, and wears it all down until it shines. 

Now you sit on the brick wall in the cloudy afternoon, and swing your legs, 

happy because there has never been a word for this 

as you continue moving through these days and years 

where more and more the message is not to measure anything. 

 

 

 

 

 



The Colonel  

by Carolyn Forché  

WHAT YOU HAVE HEARD is true. I was in his house. His wife carried 

a tray of coffee and sugar. His daughter filed her nails, his son went    

out for the night. There were daily papers, pet dogs, a pistol on the 

cushion beside him. The moon swung bare on its black cord over 

the house. On the television was a cop show. It was in English. 

Broken bottles were embedded in the walls around the house to 

scoop the kneecaps from a man's legs or cut his hands to lace. On 

the windows there were gratings like those in liquor stores. We had 

dinner, rack of lamb, good wine, a gold bell was on the table for 

calling the maid. The maid brought green mangoes, salt, a type of 

bread. I was asked how I enjoyed the country. There was a brief 

commercial in Spanish. His wife took everything away. There was 

some talk then of how difficult it had become to govern. The parrot 

said hello on the terrace. The colonel told it to shut up, and pushed 

himself from the table. My friend said to me with his eyes: say 

nothing. The colonel returned with a sack used to bring groceries 

home. He spilled many human ears on the table. They were like 

dried peach halves. There is no other way to say this. He took one 

of them in his hands, shook it in our faces, dropped it into a water 

glass. It came alive there. I am tired of fooling around he said. As 

for the rights of anyone, tell your people they can go fuck them- 

selves. He swept the ears to the floor with his arm and held the last 

of his wine in the air. Something for your poetry, no? he said. Some 

of the ears on the floor caught this scrap of his voice. Some of the 

ears on the floor were pressed to the ground. 

                                                                                     May 1978 

 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/carolyn-forche


5. A poem to analyze in the ways we’ve considered today. Note that the lens is 
turned to the speaker’s childhood, and to a particular event. 
 
 
--What are the objective details (can include scent as well as sight)?  
--Where does the speaker move beyond these details to figurative language or 
commentary? 
--What gives the poem its power, its core or essence? (Not what IS that, but how is it 
achieved?) 
 
 
 

Crabs  

by Faith Shearin 

My parents moved to a cottage by the sea 

and my grandmother arrived with her twenty suitcases 

and hand lotions and we spent a week together, 

sunning ourselves. We wore matching 

bathing suits and sunburns and we built 

castles too close to the tide: empires with tiny lives. 

Then she decided we should cook crabs. 

We stepped into the seafood shop, a cold box 

of odor, and looked at the creatures pulled 

from the salt of their dreams. They were frozen: 

washed ashore on a beach of ice, and death 

was a place you could see in their eyes. 

There were eels that reminded me 

of depths and currents and oysters as soft 

as tongues in the bumpy mouths of their shells. 

We bought a box of crabs and these were 

fiercely alive: their eyes drops of color, their claws 

opening and closing on misfortune. We prepared 

to steam them and I hid my face in a pillow 

while my grandmother dropped each one 

into a shallow pan. We were sitting together 



on the sofa when we saw them erupt 

like lava: overflow onto the counter and floor. 

They moved sideways in their bright armor 

and they were everywhere 

and we were afraid. We hopped on the furniture, 

the floor dangerous, and we did not eat them, 

even when my father came home and 

collected them easily and returned them 

to the unhappiness of their box. We took those 

crabs back to the shore where they went on 

following the tides, and rearranging the sand, 

and holding their claws high like torches. 

 

 

 

6. Finally, here’s an insightful and nicely crafted piece for fiction writers and for all 

of us. The takeaway is to “Draw [and write] what you see, not what you think you 

see”: https://www.narrativemagazine.com/issues/winter-2015/features/best-

advice-kirstin-valdez-quade 

(You’ll find the essay in full at the end of this handout.) 

     

*** 

“We don't see things as they are, we see them as we are.” ― Anaïs Nin 

And that’s fine. But it’s worth knowing; and knowing it, we can exercise alternative 

perception practices to the benefit of not just our writing but also our walk through 

the world. 

 

Please feel free to be in touch if you have questions or would like to explore these 
ideas further. 
www.catherineabbeyhodges.com 
chodges@portervillecollege.edu 

https://www.narrativemagazine.com/issues/winter-2015/features/best-advice-kirstin-valdez-quade
https://www.narrativemagazine.com/issues/winter-2015/features/best-advice-kirstin-valdez-quade
http://www.catherineabbeyhodges.com/
mailto:chodges@portervillecollege.edu


Best Advice 

by Kirstin Valdez Quade 

In fourth grade I was involved in a toxic friendship with two other girls, Maya and 

Christine. Maya and I were completely in thrall to Christine. I’m not sure why. Christine 

wasn’t especially interesting or funny, and she certainly wasn’t nice. One point in her 

favor was that earlier that year she’d gone with her family on a Princess Cruise and 

seemed to have accumulated a remarkable number of Princess Cruise–themed 

knickknacks—soap dishes, stress balls, pens, leaking mini-shampoos—which she would 

bestow upon us one at a time and with great ceremony, like a queen awarding a 

knighthood or an estate. Every few days Christine would ditch one or the other of us, 

leaving the excluded girl stricken and bereft, watching the happy pair longingly from 

across the playground. Every time, somehow, Maya and I were surprised, even though 

the same thing had been happening once a week for all of fourth grade. 

I wonder why Maya and I were so locked into this dynamic, why we didn’t just lose 

Christine and become best friends ourselves. Certainly we had more in common than 

either of us had with Christine: we were both bespectacled and bony and shy. I imagine 

we’d discuss Lois Lowry books and do craft projects and spend afternoons at the 

planetarium.  

When Maya’s mother came to our class to give us an art lesson, I was the one on the outs 

and therefore regarded Maya’s mother with suspicion, a member of the enemy camp. 

Doubtless she regarded me the same way, as one of the two girls who, 50 percent of the 

time, made Maya’s life a living hell.  

Our first exercise was to draw a chair. All Maya’s mother’s exercises were, I believe, 

lifted straight from Drawing on the Right Side of the Brain. She put one of our plastic 

chairs in the center of the classroom as our model.  

I dived right in. I loved art and I was meticulous. I carefully shaped the chair legs and 

then added minute pencil strokes to indicate the shine in the metal. 

I’d been working for a while when someone tapped my page, jerking me out of my 

absorption. Maya’s mother’s cheek was disturbingly close to mine, the tips of her long, 

lank hair nearly brushing my arm. “Do you really see four legs?” she asked. 

She was right. From where I was sitting, one of the chair’s legs was completely obscured.  

“Draw what you see, not what you think you see,” Maya’s mother said, and then she 

moved on to the next kid.  

I was furious. Maya’s mother was picking on me and it wasn’t fair! I was a good drawer! 

Also, I was sitting in the worst spot! From my tricky perspective, the chair didn’t even 

look like a chair. It looked distorted and annoying. The back was blocking the other parts. 

https://www.narrativemagazine.com/authors/kirstin-valdez-quade


One leg was sticking out of the seat like a can-can dancer’s midkick. The essential 

chairness was missing. I looked down at my drawing—the tidy four legs, the curved 

back, the professional-looking shading from some otherworldly light source—and then 

turned to a new page. Maya’s mother wanted me to draw what I saw before me? Then 

fine, I would, and she would see how sucky it was! 

Draw what you see, not what you think you see. 

I discovered the true value of this advice when I began to write seriously. To see—and to 

see properly, without interference of preconceived ideas about a chair’s chairness—is the 

writer’s central responsibility.  

It is possible, I suppose, to live by simply replicating received responses to the events 

around us: joy at this graduation, sadness at that failed relationship. Certainly Hallmark 

cards and bad television encourage this kind of superficial engagement with the world. 

But if we examine our own emotional reactions closely and with clear eyes, the truth is 

usually much more complicated—and more interesting. 

The fiction writer must merge with the character on the page and see things clearly 

though the character’s eyes. The writer must report back—and make the reader see—the 

chair the character sees, whether or not the fourth leg is visible. When I write a scene—

particularly a difficult one—I must ask myself, Am I truly looking at the scene before 

me, or have I just written what I expect to see here? Is this actually how my character 

would experience this moment? Have I taken shortcuts? Have I allowed my character to 

fully experience the complexity of the situation he finds himself in?  

Back to that afternoon: the sleepiness of the classroom after lunch, the scratching of thirty 

pencils, our muffled absorption in the task before us. As I worked, looking from the chair 

to my page and back again, the anxiety of school and family and this messy friendship 

receded. Slowly a chair took shape on the paper: not the idea of a chair but a 

representation of the actual object in the center of the room. For the next twenty minutes, 

my only job was to draw what I saw. Not to overthink it, not to invent. Just to commit to 

paper the truth of what was before me. 

From Narrative, Winter 2015 
 
 


