(How does Elizabeth Bishop’s imagery in “The Fish” make you feel?)

Caught by the Catch


After the speaker hauls in her “tremendous fish / and held him beside the boat,” she inspects him and attempts to admire the battle-weary lunker. Her description is lengthy, striking, and surprising. Instead of feeling pride, the speaker first observes that her catch is no trophy, but “homely.” In our first specific image of him, his skin “hung in strips like ancient wallpaper.” Rather than sounding like a fish out of water, he sounds like a decrepit veteran battered by war, a victim of napalm, or a banished leper. Although there is something beautiful about this wallpaper, with “shapes like full-blown roses,” this beauty “hung in strips” and is “stained and lost through age.” He is a relic or a museum. He is alive but barely, and the angler has caught a fish, but barely a fish. 


Upon examining his skin and gills, the speaker “looked into his eyes,” having an intimate, soul-searching moment. The fish, however, is oblivious to it, as he is busy dying, “breathing in the terrible oxygen.” Just like his body, his eyes, along with its irises and lenses, are a sad state: “shallower” and “yellowed,” “irises…packed with tarnished tinfoil,” and “scratched” lenses. The fish neither looks well, nor does he see well. We can do nothing but pity this fish. Once an impressive predator, he now lives his muddled life, seeing through murky lenses. He bumbles along, snags yet another angler’s hook because he cannot see or perceive the trap, and is hauled in like dead weight.


However, Bishop piles on this imagery of decay only to make a dramatic shift. This sad fish becomes a heroic figure, a warrior with a beard of hooks and fish line. What the speaker could have called a “drooping” lip becomes “grim, wet, and weaponlike.” Hooks grow “firmly in his mouth,” and we see that not only has the fish made a life of biting off more than he can chew, but he lives to tell about it. He has “snapped” and “broken[n]” lines, and now these rusty barbs and tethers hang “Like medals with their ribbons,” “a five-haired beard of wisdom.” What began as a lament over this fish ends in praise and awe. He becomes wise and heroic, a model fish. Ironically, the angler so much grows to see this fish as the model that she does not bring him to the taxidermist to make a trophy of him. She “let[s] the fish go” to show she, ultimately, did not catch this fish. It was she, rather, who was captivated.
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