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Little Elegy for a child who skipped rope

X.J. Kennedy

Here lies resting, out of breath,

Out of turns, Elizabeth

Whose quicksilver toes not quite

Cleared the whirring edge of night.

Earth whose circles round us skim

Till they catch the lightest limb,

Shelter now Elizabeth

And for her sake trip up death.

T

TITLE

(Ponder the title before reading the poem.)

An "elegy" is a lament for the dead. A "little elegy" could mean a short

elegy, an elegy for someone who is little, or both. Using the past tense "skipped"

could indicate the idea of death since the present tense is not used. It appears

that a child who enjoyed jumping rope has died.

P

PARAPHRASE

(Translate the poem into your own words.)

Here lies resting, out of breath,

Out of turns, Elizabeth

Elizabeth lies here. She is resting because she is "out of breath" -- having

trouble breathing. She has been taking turns jumping rope, and it is not her turn

any longer. In fact, the game appears to be over, as she is "out of turns."

Whose quicksilver toes not quite

Cleared the whirring edge of night.

Elizabeth's toes are made of quicksilver, or mercury. She tried to jump over the

whirring, or spinning, edge of night, but she could not quite "clear" it -- her toes

tripped on it -- even though they were very fast. She was probably trying to jump

from night into day -- or, perhaps, in other words, just trying to live her life.

Earth whose circles round us skim

Till they catch the lightest limb,

The speaker is now speaking to "Earth." He is saying, "Hey, Earth, whose

rotations (circles) spin (skim) around us all the time, until they grab up (catch) tiny

little arms and legs (the lightest limb) . . ." This "limb" could be a tree limb, but it

is more likely a human limb because the poem is not about trees -- it is about

jumping.

Shelter now Elizabeth

And for her sake trip up death.

The speaker continues, saying, " . . . give Elizabeth some shelter, Earth, and stick

your foot out when Death comes by (trip up Death) and make him fall on his face."

The "shelter" Earth gives to Elizabeth is probably her grave.

C

CONNOTATION

(Contemplate the poem for meaning beyond the literal.)

Specific word choice and use of poetic devices are evident and enrich the

meaning of the poem:

• The poet uses the idea of jumping rope as a motif throughout the poem.

Jumping rope seems to be a metaphor for living life. The poet carefully says

that Elizabeth is "out of turns"; she is not just waiting for her next turn.

When Elizabeth is "out of turns," she is dead. Jumping rope is a typical thing

for little girls to do; living and dying are just typical things for everyone to do.

Jumping rope requires going up and down; life is full of ups and downs.

• The Earth is personified in an apostrophe as the speaker talks to "Earth" and

asks it to shelter the child. Death is also personified as an entity that is

jumping rope and must be "trip[ped] up." The poet probably personifies Earth

(perhaps representing life) and Death to emphasize their importance.

• Rhyme is appropriately used by the poet to echo typical jumprope chants;

similarly, rhythm also reinforces the beat of the jumprope rhyme and the rope

itself as children chant on the playground. This use of rhyme and rhythm add

depth to the jumprope motif as the poem reminds the reader of childhood

playground jumprope chants.

• Word choice is excellent in this poem. Onomatopoeia is used in the word

whirring to bring to the reader's mind the sound the rope makes in the air as

well as the sound the world might make as it spins. This reminds the reader of

the connection between the images of the world turning and the jumprope

turning and emphasizes their symbolic meaning as Elizabeth tries to live her

life -- or jump the "whirring edge of night" into the next day. Starting the

poem with "Here lies . . ." is reminiscent of the epitaph on a grave marker. The

poet's choice of the word quicksilver to describe Elizabeth's toes brings to

mind the image of mercury, a mythological allusion which is associated with

being quick and being changeable. The use of mythological allusions adds to

the importance of the poem. Both connotations are appropriately descriptive

of a little girl; they are equally descriptive of life (quick and changeable) in

general. All of this use of imagery makes the mind's picture of little Elizabeth

clear, detailed and complete and thus increases the reader's understanding

of the poem's depth of meaning.

A

ATTITUDE (TONE)

(Observe both the speaker's and the poet's attitude or tone.)

At first, this poem seems to be irreverent, talking about a very serious

subject -- the death of a little girl -- in a humorous or lighthearted way. It seems

rude to say that little Elizabeth is "out of turns" and that her little toes didn't

quite clear the edge of night (death), just as a living child's little toes might not

make it over the jumprope. The speaker jerks the reader around a little in the

beginning by saying that Elizabeth is "resting" and "out of breath." However, he

then shocks the reader by going on to say that she is "out of turns." His attitude

seems to be "Hey reader! This little girl is resting. She's just out of breath. Ha

ha! Not really! I was just kidding! She's dead!" This sarcastic, joking tone

would be intolerable if it really continued to be sarcastic -- but it doesn't.

Read on.

S

SHIFT

(Note shifts in speakers and in attitudes.)

Immediately following the speaker's smart-aleck revelation that Elizabeth is

"out of turns," he changes; he begins to describe her demise in a way that is very

gentle and kind. Absolutely no graphic detail is used to describe death; there is

no blood, no bruise, no broken skin, no funeral, no anything that is harsh. Instead,

the speaker talks about her "quicksilver" toes and how they almost made it over

the edge of night (death). It is clear that the speaker wanted the child to live --

not to die. He then goes on to say that the Earth's circles (years?) skim around

us and catch the "lightest limb." He means that no matter how small or large, how

insignificant or how important a person is, the cycle of life goes on, and death is a

natural part of it. The speaker ends by asking the Earth to "shelter" Elizabeth

and to "trip up death." This request indicates that the speaker loves the child and

wants her to be comfortable after death. In fact, he wants death to be thwarted

so that she can experience life forever.

The poet's attitude toward the life and death of Elizabeth is a common one

in literature. 

T

TITLE

(Examine the title again, this time on an interpretive level.)

When looking again at the title "Little Elegy for a child who skipped rope," the

reader sees irony in the poet's calling it a "Little Elegy," when it is, in fact, so

universal in significance. He is not, as it first seems, merely talking about one

"little" death of one little "child who skipped rope"; instead, he is using

Elizabeth's death as a metaphor for that which is ineluctable -- the death of

every individual as part of the continuing cycle of life.

T

THEME

(Determine what the poet is saying.)

The theme of this poem has to do with the inevitability of death, with its

being a natural part of the cycle of life. The poet seems to encourage the reader

to consider death in pleasant, childlike terms and to view it as no worse than a

child tripping on the jumprope. Perhaps the poet is also asking readers to put the

idea of death out into the open -- to talk openly about death rather than

repressing our thoughts about it. He may think that people will benefit from

thinking about death in this manner instead of in such a dark, secret manner.
