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Januaries, Nature greets our eyes

exactly as she must have greeted theirs: (lines 1-2)
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Still in the foreground there is Sin:

five sooty dragons near some massy rocks.

The rocks are worked with lichens, gray moonbursts
splattered and overlapping,

threatened from underneath by moss

in lovely hell-green flames,

attacked above

by scaling-ladder vines, oblique and neat,

“one leaf yes and one leaf no” (in Portuguese).
The lizards scarcely breathe; all eyes

are on the smaller, female one, back-to,

her wicked tail straight up and over,

red as a red-hot wire. (lines 24-36)
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Just so the Christians, hard as nails,

tiny as nails, and glinting,

in creaking armor, came and found it all,

not unfamiliar:

no lovers’ walks, no bowers,

no cherries to be picked, no lute music,

but corresponding, nevertheless,

to an old dream of wealth and luxury

already out of style when they left home—
wealth, plus a brand-new pleasure. (lines 37-46)
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Directly after Mass, humming perhaps

L’Homme armé or some such tune,

they ripped away into the hanging fabric,

each out to catch an Indian for himself—

those maddening little women who kept calling,

calling to each other (or had the birds waked up?)

and retreating, always retreating, behind it. (lines 47-53)
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Abstract

Elizabeth Bishop’s Skeptical View of Christianity:
Focusing on “Brazil, January 1, 1502”

Yoon Song

Hankuk University of Foreign Studies

This paper aims to re-read Elizabeth Bishop’s poem “Brazil, January 1, 1502 from
the viewpoint of religious skepticism. Containing a number of Biblical and religious
connotations, this poem depicts the Portuguese colonizers arrived at Brazil in the
past. Bishop criticizes those who tended to appropriate Christian religion for their
selfish benefits and ends to their worldly taste. The religious secularization portrayed
in the poem would be usually alluded through natural things, particular words and
colors. To discuss Bishop’s skeptical view of Christianity in this poem, I cite some
Biblical stories and Christian materials and go on exploring the symbolic meanings
of colors in relation to Christianity. Analyzing the poem in terms of religious
skepticism, I try to invite readers to re-consider and expand the critical scope of the
poetry of Elizabeth Bishop that didn’t gamer the critical attention in terms of
religion. I conclude that religious skepticism for Bishop becomes an angle of viewing
and speculating the world and her age, hoping to broaden the horizon of Bishop

studies and the landscape of modernism.

Key Words: Elizabeth Bishop, “Brazil, January 1, 1502,” Secularization of
Religion, Christianity, Skepticism
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