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Introduction to the Poetic World of Pablo Neruda's
"Walking Around"

Pablo Neruda, the Chilean Nobel laureate, is renowned for his passionate odes, surrealist imagery, and deep
political engagement. Yet among his vast oeuvre, the poem '"Walking Around' stands as a stark, disillusioned
cry from a poet grappling with existential fatigue. Written during his time in Asia and later collected in the second
volume of Residencia en la tierra (1935), this poem marks a radical departure from Neruda's earlier romanticism.
A Walking Around Pablo Neruda analysis reveals not only a personal lament but a universal meditation on
modern alienation, consumer culture, and the weight of living. In this article, we will explore the background,
themes, imagery, structure, and lasting significance of one of Neruda's most haunting works.

Background and Context of "Walking Around"

To fully appreciate a Walking Around Pablo Neruda analysis, one must understand the circumstances in which
the poem was born. The late 1920s and early 1930s were a turbulent period for Neruda. He served as a diplomat in
Burma, Ceylon (Sri Lanka), and elsewhere in Asia—experiences he found isolating and depressing. The poems of
Residencia en la tierra reflect this inner turmoil: they are dense, surreal, and often morbid. "Walking Around" is
the ninth poem in the second volume and captures a moment of profound crisis.

Unlike Neruda's earlier works that celebrated love and nature, this poem plunges into weariness for the human
condition. The opening line, "It so happens I am sick of being a man," immediately establishes a tone of visceral
discomfort. This stark honesty invites readers into a personal hell of monotony and disgust. A thorough analysis
of Pablo Neruda's Walking Around must consider its autobiographical roots, but also its resonance in a world
increasingly defined by industrial lifelessness.

Thematic Analysis of "Walking Around”

Existential Boredom and the Weight of Being

The most dominant theme in the poem is a profound existential boredom—not the mild boredom of a lazy
afternoon, but a corrosive ennui that gnaws at the speaker's identity. Neruda writes, "I do not want to go on being a
root in the dark." This metaphor suggests a desire to escape the fixed, rooted state of human consciousness. Yet
the speaker is paradoxically trapped within his own skin. A key element in any Walking Around Pablo Neruda
analysis is how the poet transforms personal disgust into a universal condition. The repetition of "It so happens"
reinforces the inevitability of this feeling; it is not a choice but a fate.

Neruda's speaker wanders through streets composed of "hats and bodies and shops," encountering objects that
amplify his emptiness. The mundane act of walking becomes a repetitive, meaningless ritual. The poem captures

the essence of what philosophers later called "the absurd"—the clash between human desire for meaning and a
meaningless world.

Anti-Consumerism and the Rejection of Material Life

Another crucial layer in a Walking Around Pablo Neruda analysis is its attack on consumer society. Neruda
spews contempt for "the shops, the theaters, the newspapers," everything that defines urban modern life. He
describes being "tired of being a man" in a world where human value is commodified. The image of "pairs of
shoes that have walked through a hundred years" evokes endless, futile circulation—a world without progress,
only repetition.

Neruda's disdain extends to physical objects themselves. He mentions "geography of pencils" and "inkwells" and
"schoolboys at maps"—symbols of sterile education and bureaucracy. The poet longs for something more organic,
even destructive. He fantasizes about "springing out of myself" into a state of pure instinct, like "a shark that
moves unthinking." This rejection of intellectual and commercial life is a powerful critique of early twentieth-
century capitalism.

Death, Decay, and the Body

Death pervades the poem not as a gentle release but as a decay already present in living tissue. Neruda's imagery
often turns to rot: "infested animals," "fins that refuse to serve as feet," and "rags that dry in the sun." The speaker
sees himself as a ruined entity, part of a universal decay. A detailed Walking Around Pablo Neruda analysis
notes how the body becomes a prison. The line "I do not want to go on being a root in the dark" suggests a fear of
being buried alive in consciousness, while "I am sick of being a man" implies a desire to transcend humanity
altogether.

The poem's title, '""Walking Around", itself suggests a paradox: movement without direction, life without
purpose. The speaker is ambulatory but going nowhere—a figure of modern anomie. Neruda's obsession with
bodily fluids, insects, and broken things underscores a dread of mortality that is both personal and universal.

Imagery and Symbolism in the Poem

Organic versus Inorganic: The Death of Nature

Neruda masterfully contrasts organic vitality with dead, manufactured things. In the poem, natural images are
often twisted or corrupted. There is "a bird that uses only its beak to sing," a grotesque specialization. The
"schoolboys at maps" represent synthetic learning that suffocates the soul. Meanwhile, broken clocks, empty
shops, and cloth-like "hats and bodies" create a world where the human and the object merge into one
indistinguishable mess.
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A thorough analysis of Pablo Neruda's Walking Around must highlight the surrealist technique of "objective
correlative": the poet uses concrete objects (like "inkwells" or "desks") to evoke inner despair. The city becomes a
labyrinth of dead signs, and the speaker drifts through it like a ghost.

Metaphors of Suffocation and Containment

Neruda repeatedly uses metaphors of enclosure. He speaks of "a door that closes on the body," of being "caught in
a net of hair," of "pins and pockets and keys." These small, constricting items emphasize a life without breathing
room. The speaker wants to "spring out of myself," to burst through the containers of identity and society. The
image of a "shark" represents a desire for deadly freedom: pure action without thought, without the burden of
being human.

This longing for transformation is central to Walking Around Pablo Neruda analysis. The speaker does not
wish merely to escape but to become something inhuman—an animal, an element, a force. Yet the very act of
writing the poem, of articulating this desire, traps him in language. The poem itself becomes a paradox: a cry of
suffocation expressed through words that keep the speaker bound.

Structure and Language

Free Verse and the Repetition of Despair

Neruda employs free verse, but the poem is not formless. It uses anaphora—the repetition of "It so happens" and
"I do not want to go on being"—to create a liturgical, almost obsessive rhythm. This repetition mimics the circular
walking of the title: the speaker returns again and again to the same complaint. In a Walking Around Pablo
Neruda analysis, scholars note that the poem's structure mirrors its theme: there is no narrative progression, only
a spiral of increasing disgust.

The lines are long, breathless, and often run on, suggesting a consciousness that cannot stop. Punctuation is
minimal; commas and periods appear but do not break the relentless flow. This stylistic choice reinforces the sense
of being trapped in a continuous present of suffering.

Surrealist Techniques and the Grotesque

Neruda was influenced by the surrealists, and "Walking Around" brims with irrational, nightmarish images. For
instance, "I have seen ships, sinking in the middle of the street" merges maritime and urban space. "A tooth that
falls out of a shop window" blurs the line between body and commerce. These impossible images are not mere
decoration; they express a reality in which everything is broken and out of place. An effective Walking Around
Pablo Neruda analysis must examine how surrealism serves to articulate a world that reason cannot heal.

The poet also uses synesthesia—mixing senses: "the smell of the barbershop makes me cry." This fusion of smell

and emotion intensifies the disorientation. The world becomes a chaotic assault on the senses, and the speaker can
no longer separate inside from outside, self from world.

Critical Reception and Lasting Influence

Since its publication, "Walking Around" has been hailed as a masterpiece of modernist poetry. It has been
anthologized widely and translated into dozens of languages. Critics view it as a key text in understanding
Neruda's evolution from a private, surrealist poet to a more public, political voice. In a Walking Around Pablo
Neruda analysis, many note that the poem's bleakness foreshadows his later commitment to social change; the
disgust with "the world of things" can be read as a critique of capitalism that would later fuel his communist
activism.

The poem resonates with readers across generations. Its themes of alienation and consumerist fatigue are perhaps
even more relevant today in an age of social media, endless consumption, and environmental crisis. The speaker's
wish to be a shark—mindless, powerful, free—speaks to a contemporary longing to escape the constant demands
of human identity.

Writers and poets from Latin America to Europe have cited "Walking Around" as an influence. Its raw emotional
tone and rejection of rhetorical ornament inspired countless later works. The poem's central line, "It so happens I
am sick of being a man," has become a cultural shorthand for existential despair. For anyone conducting a
Walking Around Pablo Neruda analysis, the poem offers infinite layers of meaning—each reading revealing
new connections between the personal and the political, the body and the city, the human and the inhuman.

Conclusion: The Enduring Power of "Walking Around"

In "Walking Around," Pablo Neruda gives voice to a universal human crisis: the moment when life loses its taste,
when the world becomes a suffocating collection of objects, and when the self feels like a prison. A careful
Walking Around Pablo Neruda analysis reveals a poem that is at once deeply autobiographical and
prophetically modern. Through its surreal imagery, relentless repetition, and visceral language, the poem forces
readers to confront their own relationship with existence, consumption, and mortality.

The title itself—Walking Around—implies a movement that is also a stasis, a journey without destination. It
captures the paradox of being alive: we move, we act, but we often feel we are going nowhere. Neruda's poem
remains a powerful antidote to easy optimism, a reminder that art can name our deepest discomforts. For students,
scholars, and general readers alike, engaging with this poem is not only a literary exercise but a profound
encounter with what it means to be human in a world that can feel both too full and utterly empty.

Whether you are conducting a formal analysis of Pablo Neruda's Walking Around or simply reading for
personal insight



