Odes to Common Things


The Ode poem was traditionally a very elevated form dedicated to thanking or paying tribute to royalty or persons of great prestige. The modern Ode is quite different. Odes to Common Things are poems that capture the often-overlooked beauty of objects we use in our everyday life. Poetic language, especially metaphor, simile, imagery, and diction, elevate an ordinary object into something regal or even heavenly. This type of ode was invented by Pablo Neruda, winner of the Nobel Prize for literature in 1971. The collection is published and includes “Ode to Scissors,” “Ode to Bread,” “Ode to a Cat,” “Ode to a Violin,” and “Ode to Soap.”

We will read examples below and then compose our own ode to an ordinary, everyday thing. 

Use the color scheme below to highlight examples of 1-6 in TWO of the odes below you pick which ones to read. You may not find all 6 in every ode  :)

1. Using simile and metaphor to compare our object to something elevated (ex. Like to jewel, star, womb in the examples)
2. Starting with the lack of the object and then bringing the object into the poem
3. Directly addressing the object as “you”
4. Asking the object questions
5. Using the object in the poem- wearing it, eating it, etc.
6. Personifying the object and establishing a relationship with it



Ode to the Watermelon
By: Pablo Neruda
The tree of intense
summer,
hard,
is all blue sky,
yellow sun, fatigue in drops,
a sword
above the highways,
a scorched shoe
in the cities:
the brightness and the world
weigh us down,
hit us
in the eyes
with clouds of dust,
with sudden golden blows,
they torture
our feet
with tiny thorns,
with hot stones,
and the mouth
suffers
more than all the toes:
the throat
becomes thirsty,
the teeth,
the lips, the tongue:
we want to drink
waterfalls,
the dark blue night,
the South Pole,
and then
the coolest of all
the planets crosses
the sky,
the round, magnificent,
star-filled watermelon.        .
It's a fruit from the thirst-tree.
It's the green whale of the summer.
The dry universe
all at once
given dark stars
by this firmament of coolness
lets the swelling
fruit
come down:
its hemispheres open
showing a flag
green, white, red,
that dissolves into
wild rivers, sugar,
delight!
Jewel box of water,
queen
of the fruitshops,
moon
on earth!
You are pure,
rubies fall apart
in your abundance,
and we
want
to bite into you,
to bury our
face
in you, and
our hair, and
the soul!




Ode to bread
By: Pablo Neruda

Bread,
you rise
from flour,
water
and fire.
Dense or light,
flattened or round,
you duplicate
the mother's
rounded womb,
and earth's
twice-yearly
swelling.
How simple
you are, bread,
and how profound!
You line up
on the baker's
powdered trays
like silverware or plates
or pieces of paper
and suddenly
life washes
over you,
there's the joining of seed
and fire,
and you're growing, growing
all at once
like
hips, mouths, breasts,
mounds of earth,
or people's lives.
The temperature rises, you're overwhelmed
by fullness, the roar
of fertility,
and suddenly
your golden color is fixed.
And when your little wombs
were seeded,
a brown scar
laid its burn the length
of your two halves'
toasted
juncture.
Now,
whole,
you are
mankind's energy,
a miracle often admired,
the will to live itself.

Because we plant its seed
and grow it
not for one man
but for all,
there will be enough:
there will be bread
for all the peoples of the earth.
And we will also share with one another
whatever has
the shape and the flavor of bread:
the earth itself,
beauty
and love--
all
taste like bread
and have its shape,
the germination of wheat.
Everything
exists to be shared,
to be freely given,
to multiply.


Ode to a Bar of Soap

by Pablo Neruda

When I pick up
a bar
of soap
to take a closer look,
its powerful aroma
astounds me:
O fragrance,
I don’t know
where you come from,
–what is your home town?
Did you come from those
lilacs
I remember so well,
from the lilac’s
blossom,
from green plums
clinging to a branch?
Have you come from the
playing field
and a quick swim
beneath the
trembling
willows?
Is yours the aroma of roses
or of young love or birthday
cakes? Or is yours the smell
of a dampened heart?
What is it that you bring
to my nose
so early
every day,
bar of soap,
before I climb into my morning
bath
and go into the streets
among men weighed down
with goods?
This is what
you are,
soap: you are pure delight,
the passing fragrance
that slithers
and sinks like a
blind fish
to the bottom of the bathtub.


Ode to My Suit
By: Pablo Neruda

Every morning, suit,
you are waiting on a chair
to be filled
by my vanity, my love,
my hope, my body.
Still
only half awake
I leave the shower
to shrug into your sleeves,
my legs seek
the hollow of your legs,
and thus embraced
by your unfailing loyalty
I take my morning walk,
work my way into my poetry;
from my windows I see
the things,
men, women,
events and struggles
constantly shaping me,
constantly confronting me,
setting my hands to the task,
opening my eyes, creasing my lips,
and in the same way,
suit,
I am shaping you,
poking out your elbows,
wearing you threadbare,
and so your life grows
in the image of my own.
In the wind
you flap and hum
as if you were my soul,
in bad moments
you cling
to my bones,
abandoned, at nighttime
darkness and dream
people with their phantoms
your wings and mine.
I wonder
whether some day
an enemy
bullet
will stain you with my blood,
for then
you would die with me,
but perhaps
it will be
less dramatic,
simple,
and you will grow ill,
suit,
with me, with my body,
and together
we will be lowered
into the earth.


Now it’s time to pick an ordinary, everyday thing to write your ode. It’s the little things that often go unthanked…

Our free-verse poems, 100-120-word odes, will:

____/5- use grand/cosmic/religious/praising diction to praise and thank our object
____/5- use imagery describing our object in a beautiful way
____/10- use TWO of the techniques in the examples- 

1. Using simile and metaphor to compare our object to something elevated (ex. Like to jewel, star, womb in the examples)
2. Starting with the lack of the object and then bringing the object into the poem
3. Directly addressing the object as “you”
4. Asking the object questions
5. Using the object in the poem- wearing it, eating it, etc.
6. Personifying the object and establishing a relationship with it

____/20 TOTAL POINTS

My Ode:

Dear clock, at midnight, I observe your measured chime,
While moonlight settles on my chair.
I linger, wakeful, suspended outside time,
And watch each second dissolve in air.

Your hands proceed with deliberate grace,
While I remain, transfixed within the night.
I wish this moment could remain in place,
But time advances, indifferent to my flight.

Without you, I might mistake time for forever,
A realm unbounded by beginning or end.
Yet every tick reminds me, now and ever,
That this moment is mine only to comprehend.

The room is dark, I stare at the wall.
I watch your hands complete their devout run.
You teach me each moment holds its power,
Because once it passes, it cannot be undone.


