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The Motif of Frames in Elizabeth Bishop's 'In Prison'
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In 'Reminiscences of Great Village', Bishop writes:

That winter I had a very narrow bed in what was called the 'little room'. I had only a skylight in
the sloping roof to light it and the skylight was right over the narrow bed. There was a night
stand with a splash cloth behind it embroidered in red - a lily-pad with a frog on it. I used to
do myself up in the quilts tightly Ö [making it] hard to turn so I'd lie flat on my back for hours
looking up through the skylight at the stars - and I'd stare back till my eyes ran tears. When it
was stormy I'd try to pick at the exact aim of the stars. The stars though - each one had to
push its way through all the darkness, shoot it straight, and lying back made by my glittering
pane of glass I felt myself an appropriate star-target. On the quilt, on the carpet, on my face -
surely there must be accurate little points of starlight if I could examine carefully enough.

Bishop's view of the sky is framed by what she could see through the bedroom skylight in her
grandparent's home. The limited frame of the skylight, however, does not limit Bishop's imagination. She
says with certainty: "there must be accurate little points if I could examine carefully enough", which
suggests both her facility for detail and an intuitive vision for what lay beyond her realm of optical sight.

Bishop also sees herself as a "star-target." The stars "shooting" down on her through the skylight - the
outside coming in versus Bishop looking from the inside, out - suggests Bishop as both the framer and
the framed, thus locating a position of limenality over which Bishop transgresses as she deconstructs the
boundaries: inside/outside, interior/exterior, inner self/outer self, public/private. For Bishop, frames defy
referentiality and stasis. They allow her to tell paralleling stories, thus permitting her the freedom to
merge her past and her present. She can recall her childhood in Great Village at the same moment she
is the adult writer in Key West or Brazil. Bishop writes: "Memory poems are apt to pop up from time to
time no matter where one happens to be, I find - I mean childhood-memory poems."

'In Prison' is most fully understood in light of Bishop's frames. The concurrent narratives told in 'In Prison'
signpost Bishop's lifelong link with Great Village where perhaps, the concept of frames, first originated
with her bedroom skylight. In the opening of 'In Prison', Bishop writes:

I can scarcely wait for the day of my imprisonment. It is then that my life, my real life, will
begin. As Nathaniel Hawthorne says in The Intelligence-Office, "I want my place, my own
place, my true place in the world, my proper sphere, my thing which Nature intended me to
perform - and which I have vainly sought all my life-time." (p. 181)

Though Bishop's choice is to be within her frame bodily, she is still transgressive in the way that Derrida
suggests when he talks about the "necessity of such an overrun, such a debordement ." Bishop is not
political. She is poetical. She does not want to cross boundaries for the purpose of colonisation. Rather,
she is looking to transgress only her own inner limits in search of self-exploration, in search of "my own
place, my true place." In pursuit of her "proper sphere," however, Bishop worries and confuses
pre-existing conventional boundaries, boundaries which are not new to her.

She writes: "I already live, in relationship to society, very much as if I were in a prison" (p. 181). Is
Bishop's observation about her marginal positioning in society due to her role as a woman poet? Or is
she intimating about her lesbianism, a role which she consistently held in reserve? According to Bishop,
there exists a philosophic difference between "Choice and Necessity." Was Bishop a poet and a lesbian
by choice or out of necessity? Bishop writes:

I may live now as if I were in prison, or I might even go and take lodgings near, or in, a prison
and follow the prison routine faithfully in every detail - and still I should be a "minister without
portfolio." One must be in; that is the primary condition. (p. 182)

The "in" is ambiguous, similar to the space between the external edge of the painting and the internal



edge of the frame that Derrida uses to "disconcert the opposition" between "the outside and the inside,
between the external and the internal edge-line, the framer and the framed." In the books Bishop
mentions, almost none of them "disconcert" their textual boundaries. Only in Dostoevsky's House of the
Dead and Prison Life in Siberia does there "seem to have been some ambiguity about the status of the
prisoners there, at least one is in the hands of an authority who realises the limitations and possibilities of
his subject" (pp. 184-185).

Bishop's desire for both "limitations and possibilities" are perhaps a result of her poetic practice in which
as a poet she needs to understand the boundaries established by rhyme, meter and other formal
elements, yet also seeks to use prosody to explore poetic horizons. Indeed, without boundaries there
would not be the possibility of transgression. 'In Prison' crystallises Bishop's appreciation of the need for
boundaries. Bishop's sublimity accounts for her exacting requirements. She writes:

I should like a cell about twelve or fifteen feet long by six feet wide. The door would be at one
end, the window, placed rather high, at the other, and the iron bed along the side. I see it on
the left, but of course it could perfectly well be on the right. I might or might not have a small
table, or shelf, let down by ropes from the wall just under the window, and by it a chair. I
should like the ceiling to be fairly high (p. 185).

The cell itself is an example of a frame and works as both a model of confinement as well as insulation
from the outside. As Anzaldua writes:"Borders are set up to define the places that are safe and unsafe."
Solitary confinement would both protect Bishop from her own lesbianism, that part of her nature which
she struggled in vain to keep private, as well as keep the public out. The walls are also frames. Bishop
writes:

The walls I have in mind are interestingly stained, peeled, or otherwise disfigured - stone
slabs in irregular shapes. I run the awful risk of a red brick cell; however, whitewashed or
painted bricks might be quite agreeable, particularly if they had not been given a fresh coat
for some time and here and there the paint had fallen off, revealing, in an irregular but
beveled frame (made by previous coats), the regularity of the brickwork beneath (p. 185).

There is a sense of the abject in the concept of layers upon layers that reveal "regularity" beneath the
"irregular" which are being "stained,""peeled," or "otherwise disfigured" (p. 185). Bishop's concept of
peeling in order to reveal what is underneath can also be said about truths. This process of ultimate
exposure suggests that Bishop is "writing the self" (herself) in a Kristevean way. Bishop is inviting the
reader to think in terms of the semiotic, in spite of Bishop's own refusal of gender categorisation. It is
Bishop's sense of wall-aesthetics, the patterns of which can be interpreted in any number of ways, that
suggests a rejection of the signified to the deferral of a metonymic chain of meanings, a desire for
arbitrary designs in lieu of disfigurement. The desire comes from a space, or chora from which Bishop is
designing the frames which encircle her, a womb-like haven, a re-connection to the mother. 'Writing on
the Wall' allows for an exploration of Bishop's multi-interpretative aesthetics. She writes:

I have thought of attempting a short, but immortal, poem, but I am afraid that is beyond me; I
may rise to the occasion, however, once I am confronted with that stained, smeared,
scribbled-on wall and feel the stub of pencil or rusty nail between my fingers. Perhaps I shall
arrange my "works" in a series of neat inscriptions in a clear, Roman print; perhaps I shall
write them diagonally, across a corner, or at the base of a wall and half on the floor, in an
almost illegible scrawl. They will be brief, suggestive, anguished, but full of the lights of
revelation. And no small part of the joy these writings will give me will be to think of the
person coming after me - the legacy of thoughts I shall leave him, like an old bundle tossed
carelessly into a corner! (pp. 188-189)

Bishop moves between the desire for order in the "clear, Roman print," to disorder in "an almost illegible
scrawl." If one adheres to the theory that Bishop's wall-writing is representative of a kind of self-writing
then it seems that the self is split between order and disorder. Bishop writes that her commentary will be
"brief, suggestive, anguished" (p. 189). There is order in anguish if it is perceived as a process, a kind of
means to an end. The anguish is the precursor to the "lights of revelation." In 'The Farmer's Children'
Cato's view of his world inside the barn is slanting. In 'In Prison', Bishop tells about a dream she had
about being in hell where her view was also askew:

I suffered constantly from extreme dizziness, because the horizon (and this was how I knew I



was in Hell) was at an angle of forty-five degrees. Although this useless tale may not seem to
have much connection with my theme, I include it simply to illustrate the manner in which I
expect my vision of the outside world to be miraculously changed when I first hear my cell
door locked behind me, and I step to the window to take my first look out (p. 189).

It is the world turned upside down like in Hieronymus Bosch's painting,'Earthly Delights'. Disorder in
Bishop's life seemed to manifest itself in her chronic illnesses, depression, and alcoholism. It is
significant that Bishop anticipates a miraculous change in her vision when it is seen through the frame of
the window at the Asylum of the Mausoleum. Thus, Bishop's life, her "real life," does not begin until her
view of the world is not only inverted, but framed. Perhaps what Bishop is suggesting in 'In Prison' is that
only in a world turned upside down can she understand the disorders in her life beginning with the
mental illness of her mother. Bishop's equivocalness reveals itself in her desire to remain in "shades and
shadows." She writes:

I shall manage to look just a little different in my uniform from the rest of the prisoners. There
is, however, no insincerity in any of this; it is my conception of my role in prison life. It is
entirely a different thing from being a "rebel" outside the prison; it is to be unconventional,
rebellious perhaps, but in shades and shadows (p. 189).

This quotation invites us to re-think issues of self and other. Her combined desire for difference and
anonymity reflects her conflict about being both accepted in society and being a lesbian, about being a
woman and a poet. Bishop wanted, perhaps, to negate any ill-formed conceptions about transgressors,
while yet, transgressing.

Views, as seen through frames, are significant in Bishop's oeuvre. There is the view from her skylight in
Great Village. There is the "view" through the parlour windows in 'Mrs Sullivan Downstairs'. There is "a
view, a real View," depicted in the painting by Gregorio Valdes as "viewed" in the barbershop window. In
'The Country Mouse', there is Bishop's view from the train as she "watched out the window before the
porter had made the beds." In 'Gwendolyn' there is Bishop's view of Gwendolyn's coffin as seen through
the lace curtains of the parlour window in her grandparent's house. In 'The Monument', "The view is
geared / (that is, the view's perspective) / so low there is no "far away,"/ and we are far away within the
view" (CP, p. 23). In 'In Prison' Bishop's view is inspired by one she saw in the Asylum of the Mausoleum,
that was "solemnly pretty." Bishop imagines her prison view, however, to be "a little less rustic, a little
harsher." Her perfect view is of a patterned stone courtyard that faces east because of her preference for
sunrises to sunsets. She writes:

I refer to that fifteen minutes or half an hour of heavy gold in which any object can be made to
look magically significant. If the reader can tell me of anything more beautiful than a stone
courtyard let obliquely in this way so that the shallowly rounded tones each cast a small
shadow but the general surface is thickly sanded with gold, and a pole casts a long, long
shadow and a limp wire an earthly one - I beg him to tell me what it is (p. 187).

What Bishop imagines for her view is in the play of light and shadows and oblique patterns of the stone
courtyard similar to what she favours for the brick walls inside her cell. Contained within the various
motifs of walls and floors, inside and outside views, are an infinite number of images. These motifs echo
the stars she used to stare at through her bedroom skylight where her steady stare must have processed
countless configurations. What Bishop writes about the sky: "I believe that even a keyhole of sky would
be enough, in its blind, blue endlessness, to give someone, even someone who had never seen it
before, an adequate idea of the sky" (p. 184), echoes her sentiments about staring at the stars through
the limits of the skylight and understanding the frame as a point of limenality, encouraging her to
transgress numerous horizons. Bishop seeks life imprisonment, believing her success to be in the
longevity of her sentence. She sees herself as "an authority, recognised but unofficial, on the conduct of
prison life" (p. 190). She envisions herself an "influence, and possibly - and this is what I dare to hope for
- to find the prison in such a period of its evolution that it will be unavoidable to be thought of as an "evil
influence." (p. 190) Regarding stability of life, Bishop writes:

I should bitterly object to any change or break in my way of life. If, for example, I should
become ill and have to go to the prison infirmary, or if shortly after my arrival I should be
moved to a different cell - either of these accidents would seriously upset me, and I should
have to begin my work all over again (pp. 190-191).



Bishop tells us that she does not want "any change" or her "work" would have to begin again. Perhaps
part of Bishop's "work" is organising herself around the many changes caused by her mother's illness
and Bishop's subsequent need for her life to retain stability. On the peeling walls and floors of her cell
Bishop hopes to write some order into her own narrative of chaos and mental confusion. Bishop
concedes the potential for being happy in the "more flourishing days of the religious order but qualifies
the possibility when she writes:

the difference between Choice and Necessity jumps up again to confound me."Freedom is
knowledge of necessity"; I believe nothing as ardently as I do that. And I assure you that to
act in this way is the only logical step for me to take. I mean, of course, to be acted upon in
this way is the only logical step for me to take (p. 191).

Throughout her life the difference between "Choice" and "Necessity" was problematic. Was lesbianism a
choice or was it a way of life of which there was no choice? Writing appears to be a choice, but not
without an element of necessity. Was her desire to travel choice or necessity? In 'Questions of Travel',
Bishop asks:

Oh, must we dream our dreams
and have them, too?
And have we room
for one more folded sunset, still quite warm? (CP, p. 93)

Socrates advised: "Know thyself." For Bishop, however, the task of affecting this Socratic principle
incurred a high cost. Instead of imprisonment, Bishop travelled expansively in search of self and home.
Her desire to return to Great Village remained as illusive as it was real to her. Bishop always, however,
returned home to Great Village in her writing. As previously intimated, Great Village is where she saw her
first frame in her bedroom skylight that ultimately framed many of her future impressions in the outside
world.


