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. \ Mara Grey . " ) .

o2

The purpase and method of this thesis proposes a -
. . N N -

comparative study of significant poecms'by two twenticth
{, -

§ ~
| - . - ) :
Jentury women pcets wWriting in,the confessaonal genre that
LI , ‘\\, 2 -
‘ ~ ~f

= has at its hasis a deep personal experience ot degth,
. A

» »

b . s - .
!, Hoth poets have a common, yet unigue, backzrcund cf extre-

mity, of hospitals, operations, wards. ;Eoth*speak as ‘women

who in the stages of womanhoed - dayghter, wife, ' 'mother -
! . .

' .

R . . , |
have been defined by death and dyinue.' Both articulate

that experience through similar recurring patterns of

r

imagery, such as,.that of the body, which réflestina the ° -
, ; : :

1 “‘¢d L s

a

. g - v A . . :
exp;?ience of the physical visible world.is fragmented,

1 dismembered, ygrotes.gue; an chject, a synthetic doll, a
. ' N
g

\ . . . ) :
sprison where the mind as’ the 1insgaument o't perception and

b | ' , : @

}he storehouse of-experience, struggles to make 1tstlf arta-

%
v

culate and becomes the voice of the foet.

-Thﬁ%gbphod of this cnmpé;atlve study will be a

% . ; . .

. AN v ’
close textual analysis of each poem, and a careful tracing

. ~ of patterns of 1magery\fhat elaborate and dchlop the main. o
: . - T
theme. While the focal point will be the theme of death

v &
' -

. . N '\ v . .
and related thematic motifs such as suicide and madness, I




/

shall' also, explore and discuss language as the vehicle of
B . ! N -

4

experience and visicn. ' D mean by vision the imaginative

. n

rendering through metaphor! 1mape, symbol and theme, of .
7t ] Y :

o

.the nature of 'reality, 4¥ seen by these two women poets.

[

I shalllfinally conclude this sﬁudy with an cndeavour to

L

+

delineafc their two distinct yet analdqous,pcetlc‘v;sions,

including the poets, attempt to answer the qluestich and
- . ['} ’ N :
meaning of death. .

i .
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“"It's a kind of war . - \ :
(where I plant bombs inside . e
of myselsr— . ’ T TR Y g
. - w5,
Yes ¢ ’ o e
O Iotr " D T
« to kill myself 1n small amounts, - . g
an innocuous occupation. -, X
t- " n
S
¥ -
et ot \:‘.

S
N ‘
S LA )
. O .
.o - °  THE ADDICT
5 , .
Sleepmonger, I - .
Jeatprcnaer, .
- -with capsules in my palis each night, : T

ei1ght at a
I nake arrangements tor a pint-sized journey.
I'm the queen of this condition.

I'm.an expert on making the trap.t
and now they~say I'm an addict’.’

N Now they ask why.

Why!’ ,

Don't they, know Mo
that I rromiscd to dlﬂl,jf—
I'm keeping 1n practice., L -
I'm merely staying 1n shape., :

The pi1lls are a mother, Lut better,
‘every cclor and as gocd as sour balls,
I'mon a diet frym Jezth. ' -

Yes "I admit . .

1t has gotten 'tg be a bit of a habat -

~blows eight at a Qnm semRei 1n thé cve,
‘hauled away by thé pink, -ghe orunge,

the green and the white goodmnghts.,

I'm becoming something of a cyerical “
mrxture. ot )

That's it.

(™

My supply'f_ »
of tablets ‘
has got to last for yecars and years. .
I like them more than I like me. =
;Stubburn as hcll Lhe/ won't lctAgo:
I't's a kaind of marrlage

time from sweet pharndccutical bottles

‘1
O
[
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s . , 3 ‘1/‘ )]
’ — A 4 1
o 7 - ! e /ﬁ
§ -‘,’.’ oy ) . /,’
- Actuall.y I'm hunq up an 1it, /o ;-
L . .
. v But remember [ don't make too much noise. > T
And frankly noone has to lug me out / : . .
and. 1 don't stand. there in my w1nd1ns_/; sheet . .
s I'ta little Loiter sun an ory yellow/nightae - s
i ; : > 4 ‘
. o . ‘ eatingmy erght lcaves 1n a row | /. . .
” roand an o certain, urkder anoan /. )
.oon , the laying on ot hands /- : : V
SO . or the black sacrament, ° T . -
v D"I . l - / o ./
Vo wIt's a ceremcny ' // ) !
Y but like dny other sport ‘ ° - )
Vo 1t’d full-of rules . k ,,
b . L4
It's ll}(e a musxcal tennis mutch where
my mouth keeps catching the ball, , ’ ' : : -
Then I lie on my altar- . :
. elevated by the cight chgmlcal kisses.
. - What a lay me Jown this 1s R o
“ ;\;«"‘y vi”’% with two pink, tvou orange, ) ‘ . R
v two green, two whitc gcodnights. :
) Fee-fi-fo-fum - . : . : ‘ ] ' S
A
. Now I'm horrcwed. L _ '
Now I'm numb. - . - - S .
. . , <N .- !’
® ' o~ / \{xs ;
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THE ADDICT '

The title is an explicit and yet ambiquous defi-

nlLCn co

the rdsnziey O & woman wheo experiences herself

2 . .
as a -victim, and a devotee. .- )

-

The twin themes of suicide and death %re dramatized
as an addiction, both as a psychologicdl neced and an oxis-
N .

tentaal and spiritual necessity. The structure of the poem

.

evokes the experience of the addict. The voice of the poem

. p .
isg hat of a woman who in the process of sclf-revelation,

’ | N i . G}
is aware of the dialectic of the self, "I l1ke them more ‘

. o EN

than I like me, " and 1s therefore able to maintain 1n tone

a balance between sclf-mgcerery and serious cenfession.  The
5 -

poet's awareness of herself as an addict operptes through
e . ' . ot

~

. 7's
A 4 . ¥
'
_the secondary theme of reduction and aggyression. She ex= .*

perrences herself as a child, a daughtier who finds a substi-
$ .
tute mothﬁr in the p11ls 1n the same way the grown woman

S t

Lo ¢ ,
finds a substitute lcgver. The dialectic of the self 1s

. , - \ , ' '
further explored. in the dialectic of the body and the mind,

a

The body passively acquiesces to gradual suicide. " The Hody
. . ’ &

dissolves and becomes the chemical cpmponents Lthat nourish
° . A ?t«‘}
o
it. The "pills" are equated with food and sleep. The muz}, RN
. [ - “ N

'

on the other hand, is the recorder ond comme?}uLor of* the

.l ! . d 4 A
experience, who to the last, is aware of the actiong -and -

N I, -
- L. . \ . ]
.

. . : R ’




P e . SN

consequences of its initial commitment to death: "I : . X
. ! ) [4 .

promised to diéi" " ’ T . , '
%

- »

»  Sleepmonjer, ‘ ' - e
deathmonger, ‘ ' '
,with capsuleL 1mhwy palmu cach nlght .
quht at a.time from steet pharnmceutlcal bottles

I make arrangenents for a plnt sized qurncy. -
. - “~ ‘ . . Q

P
.

-3

- ?

. , _ ‘
The first stanza 15 @ statement of fact of the

. 2 -4 - _:
poet's conditions: addiction. "Sleepmonger/deathmnopger,

. - >

N ' . R
\ defines the addict ironically ‘as a pfofessional, a trader,
\ ] . . ' v +
gtradlng llfq for death- a dgaler whese Lnte"&!anqeable . o
commodities are death a?d gleep. | Her ogqu4&1oﬁ’1b full ;e
- 1 . PO .

N 4 ' . . ° - . LI [

time and permanent. Sexten's one image of the body in

L ,

the stanza, "wi JCdpSUlL in my palms, "™ Joés not éugcht , T

a cluLchxnu de spc rate ygesture Jdespite the oontext, Lut ‘one -
- aof offering - the'merchant’s, the supplicant's and tinally
. ’ ’ ' . &

L
~ s
‘the child's. It 1s therefore an inpocent gesture, which

. O " 4

becomes &sinister, 3n terms of the context. The 1nage of T ) .

) ‘ ¢ ) » ) ' - ‘f“:tl: [
5 {s

|
“Unight” ¢stablxshcs tmnendlately the poem's sctting of Jdark- - ‘
Q’

o -
)
i - . ’ . .

ness and dgaéh Th "night," as the archetypal mother of .

. o S L I
'hll ;hans, 18 introduced hexe and dﬁf&lopcd tuxthea late ‘

- i .

4 '\'.L ¢ :

in the poem. Slcep and dedtﬁ{rre the goals of the poo}:s I

- N H

journey,! a return to the ygmﬁ,‘to the non-being of the

I3 . .
- ~ . ¢
.

addict's last statement: “Now I'm nub. " The “capsules” X
. ". R i " 0

v

. . ' \ . .
from their “pharmaceutical hottles" connote the poet's
‘ 1 ‘. 4 ) ¢ ‘ -

-



ar

v +

., p' a v .

o

[ - - . . . . . »
condition of sickness and dependence onrmedicine,  She is

¥
‘

] .

a victim. But capsules also'suggest,éravel in space and

v .
' o

0 - i
time, the drmensicn substantiated and inforced by the

.
L

Y

) , . RS .
word “journey.” The image %pint-sized,” with its connota-

.
o

‘tions of a measured drink and a slang diminutive, simulta-

. ¢ -

neously define the.addict as’a sophisticated connoisseur

Y
- | v -

o

. e A . *
(with the c®ncamitant 1mpllcatibn of rescape suggested by the -

w

allusion to drink) and the addict's reqressﬁon:

. . < 1"" o ‘c . ' P

\ I'm the queen of this condition.

I'm an expgrt on making the trip

and now they say I'm an afd;ct.

. Now they as® why, N
) (.."hy: . - m‘ T

. : -

L

She ,1s 1golated by the 1

4

nherirted confitian that she

[EETN

rules oyer. Further, "queen,” 1in .the sense of mock sover-
g = R S n . RN

eigptyf also introduces the poem's tone of self-mockery.

' Y
Like an "esg!;t“ she has special.ﬁpowledqv'un “naking the

3 ; - ) <. ,
triz/f The “"trip" suggests & short “voyage ot diversion, an

., -

[*]

o . N
rsion for pleasure, which, in context, ma:ntaing the

' ,
B . J . . ! & g
i

exc

»
“

tone of 1rony. The word "“trip," in the drug-taker™s .

’ aadh | i ‘
Janguage, 1s the ‘addhcet’'s experégnce: the trip 1s his only ;
- « c RS

1 .
o

reality. An approgriately and fﬁﬁ&rsénal “they" in the )

next line, indicates the alienation of the addict frow the

world. The world”is ncverthc}éss addres$ca, Whlc&.ln her
RN
projection, wants to know "why." The suggestion, in Ehc‘
& . : . .
repetition of 4Why:" followed by an exclamationjmark, is .
. ; 8

R T . T o .
» e, s/

- AP S




.stayfﬁg'tn shape" denotes life, but the aim 1s not physi-

’“pills" are the central ima?e and metath£jof the poem. ;

’ . .
that it is too late. The world's need to know ARy is

7
4

A}

pointless., .

Q > /
, Don't they knew LT o
0 that 1 promised to die.
© I'm keeping in practice, ° o, N\k’:>
.~ . I'm merely staying 1in shape. -

The pills are a mother, but better, :
every colour and as good as sour balls.
I'm on a Jiet from death, -

. -

o ‘- . P
Stanza two is a statement of .the addict's motiva-

-4
5 a -

tion, phrased as a confession to an imaginary and 1ndiffer—‘
’ 4
ent .world.  "Don't they know/that I progised to die!" is

- «

the addict's undaunted answer of commitment to .death as 1if .

it .were life. Similarly, "I'm keepang in practice . . .

o 9

cal strength and health, -but rather in thas parody. of- cock- e

« o~ -

tail-bar mock bravado, a gradual weakening of the bédy.’ S

i . . ._‘ . - .o . ' . \.. -
TH18 ironic invefsion of meaning amplies a process of - .
rejuction and régression, which'is develﬁped further and

-

more ¢oncretely- "I the equation*of "pills" and “mother";

[N N 3
the addict is a chil&?J The pills are a substitute mother

¢ -

"but better" suggests the failure of the real mother in J/‘ ) 3

+

> ’g

the same way as the world has failed the addift . The

»

-~ LIS .-

\ i

The poet sets up a series of equations that elucidlate the - ~

nature and motivations ©f the addict. Pills, in context’
o -

/l“

¥




-

of "every colour and as goud as sour bdalls,".(1s an obvious

< 3

3

o reference to candies in a jar. This image.is later

expanded'in an image -of the child at play. Pills are the

s . coloured chemical components in the capsule, tXe hour

glass of the addict. " Each is also like a cblourEdAcqck—

LY
. ‘ 3 .
) . - . 3 - .
¢ tail in a glass. These allusions to sweets and alcohoglic
" ¥
beverages are linked to the "pint-sized journey" of the :

+
+

first stanza.' 'In the final analysis, there 1s an inplied N

. o 3 o A Y
. ' movement (progression and regression) . from the brightly

—

coloured world of candy-land to the brightly coloured world

. ’ K
of the addict. "I'm on a diet from death"™ is an inverted

. ‘ ‘image of life feeding on deaéh, and laterally a reference

to her sole‘sustengnce ~ the pills. R _ , ,«J‘
o " " 1. :. : ~
Yes, I admit ., ‘
1t has gotten to be a bit of a habit: -
blows eight at a time, socked in the eye, .
hauled away by the pink, the orange,
the green and the whiteo gdodnights.

]

-, . -

-~ s - e
Stanza three centers on the experience of the-addict

as victim. Eollowiqg the confessional motif introduced in

. : ,

the previous stanza, it.- opens_on a statement of. admisgion /

RS Y  with/overtones of the victim's mock-forced confession,| -sub-
. . ‘ . %

stantiated in the subsequent images of violence, Howdver,

the admission is qualified by "it has gotten to be a Yit .of

i

a habit," which changes the nuance of the confession tio an |

’ ' v '




\ “.,

Ve o,

" ° .

ironic self-acknowiedgement. -*Blows . . . socked in.the

'éye" debé}éps the image of the victim and evokes the final |

s

te,

’ .

vhysical deqradzticn of tre, drunk and the junky, whose hody,

. . : .
1t 1s implied, s "hauled away." The allusion to a drunken

_brawl sustains the bar-rcom motaif of the poem, which 1s one

p . ' )

of its suggested settings. The sole explicit image of the
body in this stanza s, "eye," which 1n the context of "blows" |,
and “socked" implies a loss of vision, «4n the sense of suc-

. - 3, .

- S~ . !
cumbing to the palls. )
' T )

I'm becoming sometliing of a chemical
- myxture,
. That's a1t

LY
R N

¥y ¥
.

2

Unlike the drunk or the junky, ‘she has no body. The
- 3

body is equated with a chemical process of dissolution.

. Qii
This last image alludes to the cocktail shaker, a beaker of

bubbling chemical, and in reference to the addict herself,

~ -
.

a diésolylng capsule. She 1s her addiction. The conclusion :
of the stanza 1s a progression from ironic confession;-with

. . M N
all its attendant bas-room imagery, attigq and language,

.

ta 1ronic seli-realizationi “That's it!"

~ N .

My supply .
of tablets - . C
has got to last for years and years.

' i «

S;ahza four is a statement on addiction revealed as

an involved, gradual £rocess of self-destruction that 1s '




b ' , o .
' . R B ’
paradoxically self-fulfaillment. What Wrlliam ‘Burroughs

’ 1
>
AN

calls the "algebra of need” and its’ concomitant anxaety, ,
. vy e~

’

| S

. N . . I
focuses attenticn on the all aimportant “supply.® The [
addictiron 1s.an endless condition. The tone 1s balanced

.

roh between’ an 1mperative anxiety and a casual concern.

I 1'ke thém more L@an 1 l:i¥e po. .
St ubborn as hell,,ﬁyey won 't let go.
1t 's a k:ind of‘rarr:aqe.

1¢'s a kind of war

vlant barbs 1nside

)
The need :s concretely a psychological self-evasion, .

and an existential. self-rejecticn. .The pi1lls become the
object of luve and the self 1s unleoved. The motivation ‘

implied 1n the-thard stanza 1s here made explicit. The }
N &

.

rejecticn 15 physical, substantiated in the almost absolute {'

J ’
Tow

Lo absence cf'explicit body i1magery threoughout fhe poéﬁ: This
" .t .

3 - < -

physical rejection »s further developed 1in this stanza by

reference to extreme physical situations that are symbolic

equations for another dimension: at the same time, these
. . \ . K

——

v v L} / ' N
same physical 51tuaﬂlons in realjty are judged inadequate.

"Stubborn as hell, they wen't let‘gb” personifies the pills

a

as a demonic pursuit and emphasizes their uncanny control

s I

over Sexton. And in the context of a-idict:cn as a marriage,
?

. o |
a consummation, the pills become the substitute lovers.
e . i N

.-
Subllmlnaily,‘consummagion is with oneself. I'urthermore,

'




' - . e
,

AN "It's a kind of war" suggests self-inflicted vxglenc; and

- suicide,. But "plant” also connoles seeds and refers back-”
. _ : oo S

3 )

' to pbills - the shemicals that take roat in hLer. The

A

.Obvious re fulcng( 1s to that of' an inverted preqnancy.

' ‘..\3

[

'

She 1s cultlvattngndcath. She 15 a foetug-in her own werb;
.‘ CYy ‘ . . . .
§ b

self-consummation 1s paradoxically self-regeneration.

a
o

Yes _
. 1 try “ . ' - ‘
® to ki1ll myself in small amounts,
an 1nnocuous Og(upuLlOn ‘
Actually 1'n nung up on 1t. .
‘But remember 1 don't Lake too much nuoise, -
3 And frankly no wne hag to lug me out ) .
and [ don't stand there :in my winding sheet.
' ' ) 1 / ) R
, The syntak that intrcduces stanza five has the
' Fi L. : . - ¢

effect of self-mocking assertion. . The addict has admit Lt ey

.

L the habit and now she confesses her motive and the practifg

e ' N

»

1 - ‘ M
ments, refercences and' images'. She charactér::es her death-

Py -

N professional (“e\nern") addict whose addiction as an

)

V51~

4

nificant business operation, more like a minor hobiby

-

harmless pastime¢. This ironic underplay 1s Laxrxod jurthe

¢ ° Yy -

‘ with the pun on "wvccupation,” referring. back to staiop rour
¥
? + ’ ’ - ’ )

| where the addict's relationship to drugs is compardd to

o

'“wag." Dr@és ncoupy he:_legﬂ,SPQC1fically her body, like’

wish as a suicide 1n installments and that.sne 1s a gruflent”
[ 2 ° ‘

\ . 0

A0 " an enemy. The cquation’ of need between enemy and enemy,
A .
g o .

oy L

B,
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‘4

i

drug and body, 1s squeéfbd in matter—gg—fact, down-to- |

earth drug-world idiom of resi natlad to neurotic and
g g

2 3
2

physical oosession. The irplication of being "hung up,”
i Wy

in the context or "actually,” helds another meaning in the

- L]
’

sense of being "hooked' to physical need and desire, which

r\
’ .

- can be seen as a profane, literal, svnthetic crucaifixion.

At the same time; as an admission of the addict's necessity

)
-

and corrupted-desire, the reference 1s an explicit indi-

. \ . . . I . ’.
cation that she is playing a game, which involves a process

a

of self-evasions and self-recognitions. She qoes on to
remind her audience. 1n the same tough, confessional mono-

logue of ‘her /‘good points,’' which however, are all negati-

v

vely defined, implying that she has nonc because they all
& "

emerge from the evasion of reality and. its various kinds of
"marriage” and "war." But since her habiit 1s “"innocuous,"

~ . R
..there are no ulteérior motives to scare or haunt or involve
anyone else. - She's not a helpless victim; she can tdke

5 0 .
care of herself. Morcover, her frankness and restraint

2

have not ‘made heér end up as some spectral figurg of a

| terminai']unky wrapped «n a death shroud, which may also

.

@llude to a heroin addict's tourniquet. She 1s self-

sufficient and dependent only upon herself, .She can hold

’ - !

. “up. her habit, even if she is fhung up.”

o .

o
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I'ma little buttercup in my ycllow nxgﬁkio

N . : .
eating~my ecight loaves in a row .
and 1n @ gertaan oraer as in '
. i L ) ‘
AN the laying on of hands

o
IroT.we oillz osuorarosc., \

il

The assertion ot the towgh - outer sely mnjn*nlned

[N ’

Y -

Vo ~ . .
% 80 far in the poem contrasts sharply gxth mage &{ the selt
. - A}

1

i presented 1n the second part Lt the fifth stanza, whach
. . \
y {

s - t
for the_rest of the poem! The shift 1s sudden,

predominates

»

like a change 1in a dual personality, making inconargous the

’

-

K N \
X N

juxtapositidn .Ltwo tiguresy. thé one of &eath wrapped in

»>

53 . . o \
»p @ "winding sheet,"” which the addict rejects, and the oahé{\

of innocence{in the "yellow nightie." The effect 1s like a
\ 5\

flash-back or over-lay, to a childhood bedtime expersence. N

In the context of the addict's motive to kill herself, the

* ' .
Q§gure of the child characterizes the addict's regressed

A

. 8tate and her depcndence on the mdternal sustenance of pills.

3

and innogence, justaposed

' » e v

' )l -

this way, sugqes"thu figure of the sacriricial “rretim whiod
- . : .

1

Moreover, the i1mages ot death

’

' ' . ; ' )
now beyins to emerge explicitly in the poenm, developing upr

to what the addict 1s "hung up on,” literally plfls dand

u

suicide, but symbolically, a synthetic cross
+

The sacrificial rites are conveyed 1n a perverse
e .
equation between pious innocence and sorcery, The invoked
* < o )

setting of a drunk at a bar,-is replaced by the child at a

communion raity The pills are the sacramental host, and

v
.

- 1

) oo




. . “ o 2" ':) »"' 5} . . ) !‘ .
of stanza one. :»The "altar' Jdefincds hér condition. ~ It as

~ "

'

the delibevate procedure .of "eatihg" them 1s likened to

PR

communiion, or initiation, seen in inversion as "the black

' [

‘sacrament." ,THe "lcaves” are not the mystical body ef

£l . .
Y

Christ, but the mystical rflesh of the devil. They are both

. »

a blessing and a curse.

.\é\\ It's @ ceremony . :

. " but like any other sport
1t's full of rules. H
It's like a musical tennis match/ where
my mouth keeps catching the ball. J
Then I lie on my altar '
elevated by the eight chemical wlsses, -

Stanza,s1ix extends the addiction from being some- ~

£

thihg ritually invoking witcheraft, to being as vundane

as A game, where similar “rules" are followed. However, s

- . 3 ¢ \
' .

there are no competitors, whether 1n communion cr-a game

N . ,
of . tennis. The addict serves no one but herself. The last

»

two lines define the addict as the sacrificial victim who

sk N

o E

is her own priestess, an’implicaticdn iﬁﬁked,tc the "quecen®
Py s * .

1) et , 4

A

3

"‘;' P Ty,

. <

her bed and the "chemical kissest rcyiaq: the moethetr's
. i t

. 3 H
goodnight kisses as well as the lover's. It 1s her sacri-

7 . i

ficial altar upon which she leaves her body 'and entcers, !

"elevated"” into the passive, chemiéally induced state. <

Further, the implication is that she 1s 'altar-ed' by,the
' )

4

“ [

experience.




pills and the magic
-

\ \
L

! . »
J ~ What a lay me¢ down this is DAY

. . ~with two pink, two orange, .

o '

‘two gmecen, Lwo white goodrfights. ©
. rec-fi-fo-rfum --
) nwow I'rmoborrowed.

Now I'r onurh.,

v -—
3
Stan.a seven slows down jn paceytc a literal stop,

4 -
. hess. Wwhile maintaining the analogy of {he chi1ld going to

LI - '.l R
paralleling the addict's nightly last mdments of conscious-

bed, with references to children’'s. night-fime prayers and

"_ , . 1 ~ .
fairy-tales, the poem ends with the experience of a woman

*

o
who seeks fulfillment in Jdeath that i's wanting in life.

The woman, who through addiction seeks to -escape her body

("Now I‘m borrowed.MNow I'm numb."), finds a substitute

.

lever, in suicide and death. “Her dddiction 15 a seductionis

¢ s '.; '
¢ dowm this is/with

“What a lag m two pink, ‘two-orange, /

J

two green, two white goodnighus," The seXual connogétlons
, ‘ - : . l \,’ f’ ,:; .
are explicit. She 1s seduced: the last moments of cons-
- N
ciousness are orgiastic.

-

©

The refrain from a fairy-tale that concludes the

<

experience, cvokes once more theé soothing imayge of the

: [ ¥
mother, a return to the womb and non-being. The allusion

to “Jack the Giant Iiller," implies an equation between the

1 beans of the story, the seeds of the

i’

.

beanstalk that takel

“Jack to another wbrhd‘dﬁxch,ptoves td

T
. *
) .
-y o -
.
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-

] -who cuts ofr people's heads. "“Fee-fi-fo-fum" sSuggests a

different existence. She is no longer an,addict: she
belongs to sc

.

recre else or something else, and devoid of -

[ \ P X . - f’
| Adereity and sensation, she 1s no longer suffering: “Now
s -

o

. . I'm borrowed./Now 1'm pﬁmb." )
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. where the snaying mouth gapes

] y
her upkeep, and to lie

THE OPERATION : '*\ \

~ x
N

l,’ e ngee T "”f:“,:. . } - ‘\ j\‘l -
.ﬂz?j‘?"x - . . ) \\ //‘ N .
After the sweet ﬁé%ﬁ;sc, . ' ) o _s”

the surner's [a1l0 retreat

irom mogner's cancer, the winter months of her death,

I come to tins shitte otfice, 1ts sterile shoeot,

its‘hnrd Lablet, ats stifrups, to hold my)bruuth ‘
while I, who must, allow the glove its oily rape

to hear the almost naghty uoctox over me e¢ijuate .

my 111s with hers : . .
and dec1de to operate, -
de
It grew in her - ' 5 7 -

ag- simply as a child would grow,
as simply as she noused me once, fat and femdle,

CAlways my most gentle house before that embryo

of evil spread in her shelter and she grew'frail,
Frail, we say, rcmcrberxng fear, that face we ear B
in the room of the spuecial smells of dyinyg, fear

and is .npt dear, ' , ) J
‘ . - . o ‘ 4

‘There was snow everywhere. !

Lach day 1 grueled through .

its “sloppy peak, Yts blue-struck uays,; my boots® o

_slapping into the hospatal kills, past the retinue . .

of nurses at the Jdesk; to murmur 1n uahOuLS i T

with hers outside her dour, to entér with the outside - 7

air stick on my skin, to c¢nter smelling her prade, v

as all who love hové laed, ‘ ‘

. t

" No reason to be afruid; ( ) '

.is loose 1n my housce

my almost miglity do;tor'xeasons., L. v

1'nod, thinking that w(,man"s dg,:mq ‘ ‘.
must come 1n seasons, v e :
thinking -that living is worth buying.
I walk out, scuffing a.raw leaf,

kicking the clunps of dead straw _
that were this summer's lawn. oo /'
Automatically 1 yet in my car,’ ' ,
knowzngthe haistoraic thaiet ! ‘ @

and must be set' upon. ¥
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©

Cleaﬁ'of_thp body's hair,
I lie smoothh from breast to leg.

‘ =1, .11 iket vas rare
43t: “deatn toc 1s 1n the egq.
ct:  the bolly s gimlnh, {he body s meat |

ke
S
}-

i et -3 2C2

[

S JCIICL ere,

.
jow)

I.

And tomorrow Lthe O.R. -only the sunmer was sweel
+ The rooms dagwn the hall are calling . *:
all night long, while the night outside
sucks at the trees.. 1 hear limbs falIing
and see yellow cyes flick in the rain. iide eyed'
and sti1ll whole I turn in nv bin l:ke a shorn lamb.
A nurse's flasnlight blinds me to sc¢e who 1 am.

‘ Q

The walls color in a wash /
of daylight until the rcoom takes 1ts objects “\;
into itself again. 1 smoke furtively and squashyg ©
the butt and hide it with my watch and other eftects.
The halls bustle with legs. 1 smile at the nurse
wvho sm.les for the morning shift. Day 1s worse.

4
/

Scheduled late, 1 cahnot‘dran
or eat, except for yclloQ pillls
- andra jigger of water. I wait and think .
unti1l she bLrings two mysterious ncedlcéﬂ the skills
she knoys she ¥nows, promising, soon you'll be out,
But notking 1s surc.. lic one, I wailt .1n doubt.
. .
1 wait like a kennel of dogs
jumping against their fence. "At-ten
she returns, laughs and cataloyues ’
my resistance to drugs. on the stretcher, cLrgizen . o
and boss of my own body still, I glide down the halls
aﬁg rise in the i1ron cage toward. science and pitfalls,

.

-
.

The great green beople stand
over me; 1 roll on the table .
under a terrible sun, following their command
to curl, head. touching knee if I am able.
Next, 1 am hung up like-a saddle and they Lojin.
Pale as an ange¢l I float out over my own shain.

o
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7/ . ot
. 9- - . R - . ﬁ't
I soar in hostile. arr v ' ' .
over the pure women i labor, .
over the crovwning heads of bables belng born - v
I plunge dozn the backstair - o .
callrng mother at the dy1ng door, . . .

to rush ba.k-to my owvh skin, Lled where it Was torn.
Its nerves pull.like wires

snappxng irom the leg to the rib. t
Strangers, their faces rqlllng like hoops, require
my arm., I am lifted into my dluminum crib. T

. - \

Skull flat, here in‘fy harness,
thick with shock, 1 Call molher
l~to help myself, call toe of froqg,
that woolly bat, that pfongue of 4dog;
call Godehelp and all the roest, & } . &,
.The soul that swam the furlo¢s water - .
sinks now 1in flies and the Biain
flops 1like a docked rish and the eyes
are flat boat decks riding put ‘the pain. - ‘ g

-

My nurses, those starchy ghosts, ' e
hover over for my lame hours ' L. .
and my lame ays. The niechanics ) )
of the body pump for their tricks. e
I rest on their needles, am dosed v
and snoring amid tle orange- flowers
and the eyes of visitors, 1'wear,

kFike soume senile woman, a scarlet

camjly package ribbon in my hair. )

Four days from home* 1 turk on-my . ' o coo
,Qmechanxcul pdlapet with' two pillows, . -
¥ at my clbowg,’ as soft as praylng\cushxon% i .

My knees work with the bed that runs .

on power. I grumble to’forget the lie- )

1 ought to hear, Lut don't. God knows -

1 thought 1'd die -- but here I am," .

recalling mother, the sound of her ’ ' {

good morning, the ‘odor of orande and jam. " .

[} . °

DY

v



( -
M
oo~ ® . . . .
. . - 19
. « . 0
' ¢
* ‘;‘ . ? . . b . -
} : All's well, they say. They say I'm better. . ) )
: I lounge in frills or, picturesque, * .
I wear bunny pink slippéers in the hall. .
I read a new book and shuffle past the des .
| ‘ to mail tte author my f,%rs* fan letter. &
v Time . npw to pack this hunpty- dumpg.v ' .
n,
) back the frightgned way she eame’ - . . y <
! Thet . .and run alony, Anne, and run along now, L . ® )
my stomach laced)up llke a,,:«ootball " - .
x for the game. Y '
. -7 . " ]
T [~ ‘ﬂ' ~ :
. - N .
’ N -
. ., - v o
. -~ ¢ .
b 3 +
. o , * t P
. .. N ’ . ’ . ~ "
' . . ) ) . _‘ . . >
N — ’~ B N ¥ ! 4 .
. . . P . ! K .
. " . . . v . . 3
\ ' R, 2 o, ',
LY ‘ " -« ' ' g o !
» ‘ : :
- . 4 .
" .~ g (\—u—‘ ¢
¥ J ) , / M P —.
\ ¢ .
q ‘ - \
> » ol A ¢
L KA _ # .
* B

o .
I
3 ~ o L]
: F— Ty . N .
» iYe : J Tenn
3 . - [ Y s L]
AT ¥ - ’ vr N ‘k"\
- . 24 "Ii
L] ]" ‘& v o .
e - - - . +
M M [ - S . i
. - - ‘ ;
. ) o
D -
L] - o
- 6 .
. . . _
-~ -
- . Ll - >
. ) . ~ L) R TE
- 9 ‘
o )
N -
&
[ ,{«’ w -
L .o
’ , & \ Ce v . 5
‘ v Y 0 - ’
¥
4 - S - oo
[ - - e N
° .
D ) 3 - >
¢ N
. 0 .
. + Y . © q‘
'(x ( . {»} K 3
N
! <7 ¥
LR + 0 e
: o % .
{%9 K i
i LR, .
1 R o -
. 4 : .
” EY C,.
. ST
‘s » i v
3 ¢ ' - \
. « '
a . ° N ¢
" .




- ¥

THE OPERATION | , .
8 N

This 1s @ poem 1n three parts_each one dglineating

a stage in an operation.

The ti1rst stage consists of Entry and Prepargtion:

The setting, a hospital ward, 1s introduced and concretcly.

evoked: doctpr, nurses, hospital halls, and eperating
. . B ' RS

theatre., It 1s the scene of suffering and death, where

the body 1s violated, dismerbered and patched up 3gain.

Here the poet centers ner own experience in Lhe memory of

-~ -
[/ e

her mother's disease, suffering and death which merges
with hér own predicament In time - past and vresent.

The second stage consists df The Waiting and the

1

N -

Operation: The detaoils of the experience are actualiced

in time; night and morninyg. The experience of waiting is

. 1
equated with being Yocked behind a wall. The body 1s a

o

house, a cage that 1ripraisons the sclt - the soul. - The
? w P
operation, is 1nvoked as a sacrfoC13}%§5?m\l. The body a1s
. “ # v * - .
vulneraplq{' The body 18 meat., W —_
N g

) “
The third stage 1s The Recovery: This'fdfuses on

>
1.
L]

A}
the mechanics of the body; the death ot the re-incarnated

\

soul, the selt that rdmﬁ{ns detached but marks the pam

v

: N\
£
and the Laﬁg. AN
f ¢ * -u?.,,h N
* oy ’ . ! i - - ’
The whole expérience is dramatized as the sepa-

g ‘ 5 o ’

ration of the body and the ﬁOQl.~ s .

x .

~ R v
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Section T: The Hospital

[
A S
1

The poem opens on the metaphor of the cycle; an
eguation of the cycles or the seasons and the stages in a

woman; s life, the poet's mother and herself. The growth
PP ‘
implicit in the scason of summer i1s transferred with grue-

)

some and sinister connotations tc a disease - "mother's
cancer," that unlike "the summer's mild retreat” does not

let up. The winter is seen as a conquering destructive

force that ‘ends in her mother's death. The connotations

.
"~

of winter are sustained further in the unchanged setting
. . ’ 3": ,
of the hospital~~ the scene of her mothgr‘s.s%iggrlng and

death -, ,where the poet returns, now herselr to Le examined.

She experiences herself as a victim violated by 4 -disem- |

W
[

bodied glove: "I, who must, allow the glove i1ts oily

rape." The i1mage of the doctar loonms, faceless but almost

[

-

supernatural as he pronounces her "ills" to be her mother's
° ! %
"and decide (s) to operate."
1 a .
Stanza two 1s a flash back to her mother's 1llness.

.

)

Sextbqidraws a parallel between an ecmbryo and cancer: "It

Ln
-+~

grew 1n her (the mother) as Eimply as a child wvould grow. "
Death 3%d life are both ij/khe womb, There 1s a further

equaﬁion between the poet” as child in her mother's housc-

"like womb and the "shelter" of "that embryo/of evil," that

*

*



» the rknowledge of death that alienates the living:: "fear/

L . Stanza three particularizes the winter of her

grew in her mother while she grew weak. Her mother's weak-

ness 15 assocfated with her own weakness which is also fear: '.°

-

"Fra:l, we sav, rererbering fear, that face we wear," in

i

<

‘where the snoring mouth gapes/and is not dear." Sleep and
death are one. .

3
4

i

\\Q?ther's dyirng 1n terms of the poet's own experience,

~ ' _

Jisiting her wwothee “Lach day," detfeated by the knowledge

¥

- P :
of her dying: *“I grueled through/its sloppy peak, 1ts - h

blue-struck days;“ fler daily visit reflects her emotional

» 1

e

state of frustraticn and helplessness: "my boots/slapping
; .

E_—

into the hospital Lalls.” 'nglmdhanglng sameness and

A

AN
-

helplessness extend to the nurses in attendance. They

become presences of 11} omen, useless in a sinaster way:

"the retinue/of nurses at the desk, to nmurmur in cahoots/ .

with hers outside her Jdoor.” Like a gigant:ic consparacy,

r ~

no one acknowlpdgéé'the°fact of death, lecast of all her
¢ ' .

a

mothgr with "her pride,/her upkeep™ and Sexton herself,
e . © N "

who lies, like the mother. This is the lie “as all who love
h J ) -

have lied," that paradoxically justifres the pretence and
maintains one's dignity in the face of utter helplessness.

JIn stancsa four the juxtaposition ot the past
. ) ' . ‘ - . o
experience of fear merges with the poet’'s own present




[

N -

- ' , * 2 ‘ B el

-

. . g, .
experience: "No reason to be afrald,/hw;aimost mighty -
N "",’-‘ B e Py
4 ' .
doctor reasodsv“ : The 1rony 1s overt; fear has little tos
- N T ] ‘)“', * ! f ’
. * _3,.

do with reason, nor does death, and the i1ronic referecnce

¢

to tne cdoltor as "alrmost mighty" diminishes whatever stature

his profession gives him 1n the context of'thé poem. ¢ "1

nod" indicates the poet's acguiescence. This 1s followed

3 . ¢

by her own 'reasoning',‘which carries the-‘logic of past -

" -
¥ >

i

experience: “thlnkkng-thlééboman‘s dying/must come 1n
) : s ’ S :
s . .
seasons." The allusion 15¢§o the scason of .her mothir's ’

illness and death which sive herself seems to Le re-enacting. -

" 4
.

However, "thinxing thlat living 1s worth bhuying” carpies the

had A

‘connotations of her willangness to pav.the price, an multi-

- i

mate risk. "I walx out, scuffing a raw lear™ 1s an action.
which symbeolically reflects on herself as the "raw leaf," |
By , N !

with therfu;ther xﬁplicatrbn of self destruction. The

& 1
*!allen "raw leaf"™ sustains the_seasonal setting of autumn.

) )
It also particularizes her stage in the cycle of life. and :
death. The line, "kicking the clumps of dead straw" rein-
. 4\‘ > .
forces the above suggestion and bLecomes an extended symbolic

o

S ¢
gesture of rehellion against death. “Automatically" summa-

\ ) ‘ ' ]

¢

/

| i ! °




Section I1: The Hosgxialization) .

’ .

B

This section cqncentrates on the body:s preparation
ban'd 17 -

Y f : .
for the operaticr, afid on the operation itself., The fpcus .

is on what is done &o the body and simultaneously, what =~ .

the "I" experiences within and beyond the body .
7 )

The first action i1s humiliating, "Clean of the

i R >

body "s shair, "™ she feels naked and exposed 1n a series of :

.
a

images thgt suggest an aniral being prepared for sacrifice . .

2 9 . - 1}

, G . . .
and butchery. Vulnerable and fragmented “Iram breast to .

* «

leg," she feels on extabit., "All that was special, all

.~
'

. )
that was rare/is conoon Lere," Tho.loglc cf the experience

t
S

.

leads to the rollowing conclusion: “"Fact: Jdeath tco 1s 1n .
. y ‘ , ‘
the eqqg.” . The immediate reference 1s to Ler motrer's cancer,, .

as well as. the cencomitant conclusion that all life engenders ;

death.. This leads to the realization that "the bodf 1s.durb,
) o1 ’

[ @
=Xy ‘ B

the body is meat.," The body has no censciousness; 1t can be ¢
)
* N LR} -

cut up and disposed of . However, as a jarring contrast 1t

v
~at . . -~

was once briefly fully and' sensually alive: "only the T ’

. L]

1 ° A ’ /:: R
sbmmer‘was sweet,"”

|
' s

N
Stanza two defiicts the night time viarl; ahd tre

.
-

poet's helpless waitis

s "callung/all maht long\ . ' |
~18 the image that particularizes the night scene 1n the ’

hespital. The image of "the night outs&ide/su-ks nt the
C . . ‘ . &
trees,” reflects the poet's experience ot the dark forces -

-




of nature that feed on life. The experience becomes

o

nightmarish: "I hear limbs falling/and sec yellow eyes
flick 1n <le rain." The dlsmcmberme%t implicit in "limbs
/

falling" projects the poet's fear manifest in her experi-
‘ -~
ence of the external world, and extends the cxperience of
the hospital as a place of butchery. The lights on:the
street, the "yellow eyes flick," become ominous signs.
Sleepless, cor “wide eyed," she feels like an 1nnocent
victgﬁ readied for some eventual sacrifice: “still whole
I turn in my bin .like a shorn lamb." The hospital's noc-

o

turnal identity routine + "A nurse's flashlight blinds me

Q 2
to see who 1 am" - carries a startling connotation: the
patient victim awaiting execution. .

‘

Night fades and fuses into daylight like a painting:

H

"The walls color in a wash/of déylight until the room takes®

its objects/into itself again." The patient/victim 1s

caught in a hab:itual cyclesr "1 smoke furthvely and sgquash/

the butt and hide 1t with my watch and other effects.” The
activity 1is reductive, a deprivataion, and as meaningless as

the implication of vitality in “The halls bustle with legs.”

'
3

This is also aE example of!'the continuing imagery ‘of trag-

mentation. Thé nursc enters with her mechanical "rorning

!
shift" smile; the night is bad, but "Day is worse.“

! 2
@
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o

Marking. time, her attention 1s centered on “yellow

' -

pills" and the nurse with "rysterious needles.“ The nurse

k3 . !

-
~ . vl

|
‘takes on sinister connotations: “the skills/she knows she 1
knows." She is like a Sybil, guardian of thce gates of hell ‘

or health; “promising, soon you'll be out." But there are

{ »

no certalintles, 1n spite cf the reassurance., The experl-',f

ence of tlie patient 1s .of utter solitude: - "But nothing is -
{

v H

. ’ " : .
sure. NO one." -The patient rarks taimes I woit in doubt [’
Thie waiting 1s reductive: "I wait like a kennel of

dogs/jumpinyg against their fence.” She 1s like a Jdumb ani-
'mal in expectation of being let out and freed. The nursc

becomes an eambodiment o! time: M"at tenfshc returns, laughs
and catalogues/my resistance to druys." Her laughter is, l

3 ‘. . x ¢ .
sinister, The further 1mplication 1s that tear has its /

S i
I ¢

own force of conscirousness, Although she is helpless she
. v Ll
is 1n control as she 15 carvied on the "stygetcher,” still

the "citizen/and boss" of her body. However, a druggeld '¥

]
consciousness takes cvery "I glide . . . and rise." She "
T ' *

is split, at the same time disembodied and trapped Like T

an animal in an "i1ron caye,” the elevator in the nstatution

of "science oand pitfalls.™

Stanza six is the drama of the operation, The-whole

scenc i8 hallucinatory with the further ironic allusion to
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// '

- c . ‘—/’ " H N - ¥
science fiction: The great green people stand/over me;

e , - .. 1 ! . ‘
I r©ll on the tabggzunder a. terrible sun, following their

, o
cermand. " Shg' is the igﬁtlate into same unknown sacrifaicial
- ) ‘
rite wnere sng must “curl,” like an _embryc, “head touching
X

> . i R L

knee," a prqéaratory act for a final rebairth., " "Next, 1 am

hung up like a saddle,” shifts in tone and connotation.

N
N,

.

The body 1s i1nsensible, striprd like ledther hung up to be T

i
\ .

N
cured. Detached from her own hody, she experiences 1t as,
h N \ MR
meat, on the one hand, and etheral Q§ the other: “Pale as
an angel I float out over my_ own skin."
~ 9

Stanza seven. records the experience of being de- -

tached from the body; while the operation "is in progress,

)

;She enters an alien dimension of being: "I soar in hostile,

air/over Ehe pure women' in labor.™ This antithetical image

of woman, at the farthest re#ove frem her own immddiate

experience, connogative of dlsmgmbermént and mugilatian, ‘ !
particularizes the sxmultanﬁiﬂy of life apd death. Further, 3
"over the crowning heads of babies being born" extends the

b

juxtaposition of life and death.

Her motion of ascent and
descent alludes to the soul liberated from the body as an

inverted parallel to being bern. However, as babies enter

the world, she "p%gnge(s) down, the' backstair/calling nmother
’ \

at the dying door." The allusion is also of & return to the o

womb. The call to her mother evokes ldfe’péﬂ Pecomes a

JP—

*



pass word,_not‘if entry into death but a passage of return:

"to rush back to rv own.skin, tied where i1t was torn."

"
.
! A ;

The allusion ' 1s to-the tying of -the umbilical cord and
- -

. the tearing at birth. The emphasis 1s on the return to  ’
' R - i ’
. life equated with paan:  'Mts nerves pull like wires/ -
b snapping from the leqg to the rib." Sewn together like an

My

, old doll, she 1s like a novly Sréated homuncule. "Strangers,

their faces rolling like hoows," substantiates the conno-

'

tations of the return as alien. Section two ends with a o
g - M 3

L\
double i1mage, 1like a .double- exposure of cld age and birth:
4 ~ . ! .
. i . . (
f . . '
(they) “require,r% arg. I ar lifted into my aluminum crab.” -
\ -

r

- . . 4 '
It 1s a return withoat rebarth, an image of life as patched

3 t

]
- “~ . . " e

up and depogited 1y a cold metallic receptacle. . .

v, ! ’

#

. . ‘

Section I11l: The Recovery * X

L ,on .

NN

el \\ .
The recovery 1s actualized ironically'not by life

.
z . :

' Fl * .

but deatl,, The first image, "Skull flac,” implies her phy-

sical and emoticnal state of helplessness, with “here in ny
, 3

L4 N N

harness” recalling and extending the 1mage of the bady as a
e

1 . ¢ . §"
"saddle.” The conscrousness ot the body is” equated with

. . -
being an animal, a heast to be harnessed. "In unother sense,

the "harness” 1is the body, the prison of the soul. The

* v

return to the baly 1s conceived of as an act of violence,
"thick with shock." She calls out her helplbssness: 1

‘ J . .
. .

-~




[

>,

1]

1 3

cﬁlL mother /to help myself,",appeailng to what is most

immediate. The allusion 1s to her own gself and to the
‘mother~she.exper1enced 1n another dimension of being. ~She

the dark powers that

also calls to the supernatural forces/

E

.
govern animal life:  "call toe of frog,/that woolly bat,
that‘toﬁgue of dogs; /call God help and all the rest.” The
reference to-God, almost casually, and 1n the context, would

seem to be a Jdenial, which refers back to “No one. 1 wait
in, daubt," of stanza 4 1n section 2.

’ ° . =

r
The return to CONSZ1PUSNEss 1 defined as a dying
‘ t
and further as a decay: “The soul that swam the furious

¢

water/sinks now in flies and the brain/flops like a docked

fish." The soul rfalls into_matter but 1t 1s like a tish &*;:'“w

»

out of ‘its element. The body's life 1s ejuated with _

expressionless suffering: "the eves/are flat boat decks

¢

~rid1ng out the pain."”
‘ Stanza ‘two develops the stages of the baody 's
recovery: that like a mechanism follows its own —ourse: .

"The mechanics/of the body pump for their traicks." Her v

3

~ -
consciouspess makes a record of the activity. that surrounds

o

the body:;

"My nurses, those starchy ghosts, 7hover over me

for my lame Yours/dnd my lame days." The Lody is of time
", 4 . ! i .
o aﬁﬂ,thgpgforc the image of. lameness, with the further
-‘;.-@? ) N
' -~




1mpiicati0n of being weak, crippled and dependent, is

. ® ~ N
transferred to time 1tself. The reality of the nurses is

A
spectral and their power supernatural: "1 rest on thexr

'
4 v

needles.” Her being “Jdosed and snoring" suggyests that she

1s adulterated to a grumbling animal, or 1miaired like a

Al
~

"senile woman." She 1s ¢conspicuous “amid the orange

) : .
flowers/and the eves of visitors."” . \

1
Time. 1s measurcd by o return heme: “I'our ‘days fram

-

¢

home." . But *shafis still like an apparition that 1s not at
K }
- K . N -
home in herself: "1 lurk.” Shc 1s esconced defensavely

“
I3 KX (4

.

1 9
,. ~ . . 3 . L4
in the méchahical parapherralia ghat surrounds her, com-

1 - ) A’\

forting but not "as soft as praying cushions." This 1mzge

inpoints the lack of arry other solace on any other level. .
d . P

. ¥ a

The bed provides the 11lusion of mot i on': My knees work ;

with the bed fhat runs ‘on power." "lronically, the onlv

N

visible effectjve power 1s mechanical. The image of herself |

i}

. : ]
but don't." She 1s alive, though she thought, and perhawus \
-~

wished’ she would ‘die. The statemént, "here 1 am, /recallang .
. \

J
is pathetic: "1 grumble to forget the lic¢ 1 ought to hedf, r I

mother, " "intimates a resigpation to the immediacy of the

present: as distinct from rhe past, when she ‘called’ on

o Q

“"mother. -It also refers back to her mother's illness and

/ -
death mar&inq her .own, parallel though distinct, experience.

‘ -



T

¢

-

tanza closes 2£>a néte of Ioss, "tecalling mother,

©

o o
sound: of her/good morning, the odor of orange.and

jam," alluding to tﬁe,lcst mather and her own loss implied-

A

in the contrasting images of health and the a?llusion to

[N

childhood. ’ ‘
, kS
"All's well" sounds the ironic note of her récovery.

]

"They say I'm better," emphasizes the impersonal nature of

the pronouneement. This same note of 1irony 1S carried to
- . oo . .
the description of herself: "I lounge 1in friidls or, pic-

: TN -
turesque, /I wéar bunny pink slippers in the hall.” - It as

. ks ( -
a frivolous and superficial image, particularly s§ in the

';‘ ? 4
context of “shuffle past.” .The hedy 1s dragged araund in

its heaviness. The juxtawnocsition.of reading a noew book

and the trivial actavity of.mailing’ "the author my first

[ . ¢ . .
fan letter," is acutely jarring with the next line: “Time

[ o, -

now to pack this humpty-dumpty/back the frightened wa$ she

came," The “fraiahtened way"” defined the nature of &hé

whole experience 1in termg of fear, and tear yualifies "way"

which.is);Juated with life. lake a little girl who has

2

been hurt playing, she 1s sent on hpr way: “uand run along, .y

N Y x
run along now." But the game.contxﬁucs, a game

¢ _ .

where one's strength bp endure 1is tested vj'ldusly. she’

Anne, and

) . . )
leaves the hospital with her "stomach laced up like a foot-

o . |
ball/for the game." S ‘ N

.
) < ¢ ) .
~
7 ‘L
- . -

.

)
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My love,
 when you leave 1n which cxe”xce W1ll you hide?

, Black slime will not come of =it

, e ‘&;
s : 32
. §
! = KE- 6-8018
. . ° i} ,
v .
Black lady, ) . -
t‘.‘:o e\:res , X - - ! . ‘ S
. N i ' o s ok
<V &S y.\,..ac;o; WO 1n‘ed Sou 1n? ’ Cov,
o -

n the sculptor nor tle cubist., ' .
PTrunk 1s what you are, with two washbowls. !
You are a sweetener, a drawer of blodd -~ thdt's‘aﬂl,
a hot voice, an 1mm1nence and then a death,
Why death? Death's 1n the goodhye. : y

. N r '

Tif shoera ker COUIQ not do - 1,

R ‘

What signs will rewmain?

nor baékwash from the tfavblgr§ . w" 5
You will rnest a

Like a Jrowned bat upon mv shoulder. ’ .
In one hand I w21l bave to hold that silence.

.

There will'be'no track anymore.
There ' will be unly that peculiar waiting.
There will be nothing to pick up.

There will be nothing.
4

There will have been a house -- T

a ‘house that 1 knew, ' oo
the, center of. it ° ) -
a tliny heart, ‘
synthetic though 1t was - .
raking. that- tinn buze-buaz | - ,
like a,sly beectle. . )
B ' B -
Black 140%, C s R
what will I do~ . 4 :
o [
without YOG | Lwo t10wors f¥e ' ,
1 have 1nh@b1tcd you, nunmér by* number, T

1 have pu#thed you in and out like a needle. 1
Funny d1q1ts I have danced upon your trunk
and 1 have knelt on Your torso.

‘With my, words 1 have perjured my soul.

Take notc -- there will be an absence.
It will be a®cancer, sprcading like a white doq
who doubles back, not krowing s name.




Although I will inherit darkness

« J will keep dialing left to right. .
will eruggle like a surgeon. - R a
"will eall Juickly for the glare of the moon. :
will even dial milk. i
I will hold the thread that was fished through the ¢ ling v
. that leads to the roof, the pole, the grass, , \
-+, that ends1n the - sea. . ® R : .
: . . M % R -
I will not wait at the ra:l, . *
p;)king upon death, ‘ - .
¢ that "single stone. . : . . .
p I will call for the boy- cinild 1 er had.
' I will *dll like the Jew at the e. ' - °
I will dial the wound over and.over: :
! and you will not yield Lo ,
%nd there will be nothing, ‘
< . black lady; nothing, : Co . ‘L .
; /althoug_h'l‘will wa 1t , ! c - . 4 : :
*  unleashed and unfeard. - .
. < . i
. < - ) '
: 6o, Lo, . -Januvary 3, 1964
» 3 o ’ ‘_
’. ] <, ! [— ~
. ' - , < . - be
-1 ¢ oy " Q ¢ .
. \ o
e ~ H
- v - ) ’ NN ° " .( 1
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. 8 e ’ T
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tey t

a

d There is.an 6§P1101t ldentmtzﬁatxon between the telephone

n

The central

which 1in

reflect the cxperience

context

a sejuer.ce

, the telephone

KE 6-801

&

or

¥

R
7

A

.
ks

1$ the

i

of the poet.

met&phoriéal staterments,
Within

cembodiment: of the

{ .
image of\theipoem is the telephone,

»

Lhe. general

woman's

15 made to

!

projections in the sense that what she experiences 1s made

"

"the ‘telephone has for Leg.

experience,

her,

reflect her

.

- L4

of communication

wor ld-
N

. \\

an instrument

\
- \

the telephone

.

tyrannizes her,

' Black lady,
two cyes,
. - \lowau,tobaccu‘

v

It

In 1dent1fywny

Bun*;naso far

¢ N
Y n\f

~
with

and ce¢

as 1t

Y

-~

I

v

-

15- outsxqé of.

Also assumes an

convrete N imges that carry the seamangs and assoclations

"

t 1s the focal point of her

1]

- .
€

) R s

¥

fragmented state of bé&inyg,

i '

aytonomous existence

¢

her sense ¢f loss

ntact with hoerself-

and the

h(’.‘

™ '

= ¢ [
rt, . the taelephonge 1s made to

+

.

concent rates her attention Jn§~also defines

cexternal

. e

Q

-

\
F 14

who inked you %72

The first stanza i a snopemcnt/qucst¢on&that

‘!

B

that

experience,

that establishes or te{minaLes communication,

becomes the instrument of her undoing.

Jddresses the telophonc as if it were an image of worsh1p-

¢

;,

"Black lady

°

and the woman:

gmultqneously,

WO cyes/low_as tobacco, "

.' kS
©

}ho imige becomes animate

The :Qmage




.9

suggests the face of a woman waiting for a telephone call

with'a lit cigarette. As Sexton addresses the teléphone,

she is also addressing herself. Converéely,;hs her atten-

\

tion is centered on the telephone, she feels the-"two eyes"

are watching her. The eyes of the “"Black lady" arc also
thg low eyes of the skull of death, which 1is abprgjected
reflection 5f.h;; psychological and spiritual death, her
ma?ggss. .fge gelephone becomes the en&odimegﬁ of'ﬁer

necéssity,'as implied 1n "low as tobaceco.” The implication
~
is self degrading. She reaches fwor, 1t habitually, as she
- ST, . ,

1
AY

would for a cigarette, RN ‘ "

The question concludes with the irpnic #who inked

.

you in?" alluding to herself and to .the telephone 1n an

e y
attempt to define its conception and meaning.
. The shoemaker could not do it,
nor the sculptor nor the cubist,
- -
Its merely practical nature 1s negated and the
' »

.

references to the “sculptor” and the “cubist” suggest that

~ * .‘ . : s
it is ne{ther an artistic nor geometric crecation., However,

‘magical gqualities are conferred on it by the association of

"the above lines with a nurécry rhyme. The child-like tone

a
' *

and repetitive phrasing imply a sense of wonder with an

enigmatic mystery.

°
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.
t

Trunk id what‘yéu are, with two washbowls.

This image, 1n the context of "Black lady," evokes

J

the Venus and thc'ﬁlack widonna, the "washbowls" suggesting

both the fountains of classical statuary and the bhowls -of
. - .
. . {
holy water in asahureh. (The allu51oﬁ§ko the  fragmented

"Trunk™ of a Venus mirrors the poet's state of dismemberment.)

The woman 1s a supplicant, a worshipper at the shrine of thas

black confessional. The "washbowls" suggest ablution and

absoluticn. And witlh a changad fodus, the Lelcph¢ne becomes
b

3

AY

the contairner, the "Trunk" and "washbowls of the woman's

.

’
most precious offerings: her tears and her prayers. The
N N -
implicit image of a de:ty 15 sustained by the next line
-

which invegts the telephone with the power of life and death:
You are a sweetener, a drawer of blood -- that's all,
a hot roice, an roninence and then 1 yeati, ‘
Wy death? Death's :n the goodbye.
\

»
L

It 1s at once a qiver and a being that feeds off
' 4

life. In another sense, she sees the telephone as the "draw-

“

er of blood," “the heart bleeding from the wounds inflicted
by a broken connection. The tatle of the péem, 1i1n the con-

text of the "drawer" 1mage, suggests the Tidentitication

? . *

numerals of a morgue and by.extension, the 1ironically

impersonal inscriptién of a tombstone., The “drgwer ot blood”

. . ) . . N
is a variation ot a recurrent Sexton image of thjpe heart as o
¢« 7 .
L

cupboard. ] : o, .
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¢

4

mporal: "a hot voilce, an imminence and then a death,®

rd

the telephone, the allus:ion being to the controntation

&

ith mortality. Further, the telephone 1s an snstrument
kY .

’

w

ofypassion, "a hot voice" ccnnotative &f a lover, but algo
| . .

" » - ’ f
a sign of impending breaxdown: "an imminence and then a
death." It is the messenger of broken conthcts and severed
lines: "Death's 1n the'gcodbye. The wiring of the tele-

. [ 4
phone becomes veins and arter:es 1in the/xeflected body
[ ] ' // J ’
imagery of the poem, which becomes gxé11C)t“1n the next
’ ] 4
* " /’“\ ‘
stanza ("in which crevice will yopw hide?") and 1s developed

.
8

in stanza four. . ] x

My .love,
when you leave rn which crevice will you hide?
what £1gns will rerain? :
Black slime will not come of 1t
nor backwash fromythe traveler. -
You will rest - '
Like o drowmned batkypon ny shoulder
In stanza two, the emphasis and tone shift. "My

lgve" evokes the lénguage and tenor of the love lyric.
However:, "when you leave" projects and drawatices thc anti-

cipated end of the affair, and the tone shitis again with

the incongruous "in which crevice wil&;you hide?” Now the

!‘% 2
¢ o
"y .
-

@

-
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&

P

-

telephone becomes a metaphor: for a‘relationship that 1s

v

'dead in 1ts 1inception, and therefore, like the telephone

‘

itself, sterile corrmunication. Nevértheless, the loss
will be haunting, with the further implication that the

telephone wi1ll be a messenger of corruption and decay,
p .

f
without leaving any visible signs.

¢

v

It wi1ll not record the
departure of the lover ("bLackwash from the trgvgleh") cr

offer the relqgsa o( a clean break:

In one hand I will have to hold that S1leme

This 1s ajf allusion to both the exper]

»

telephone, and the tclephone gs a metaphor off

. <
P LY

ship. The only release 1s in-a rurtfier reduction of the

lover, and the poct's experience of tiie nature of love

itself, to the "arowned bat" that rests "upon (her) shculder."

~
v
1

The image is. linked to the vampirism suggesteld by the "drawer
of blood" in stanca one,
The inverted gothic transformation of the telephone P

from vampire to bat reflects the emotional vicissitude og///

{
the woman who attempts to articulate the experience of loss

[
@

L
and perhaps exorcise it.° The following lines have that

3 o
quality of ritual re-enactment;:

There
There
There
N There

will be
will be
will be
will be

no track anymore.

only that pecﬁliar waiting.
nothing to.pickK up.
nothing.

h &



."There will be" repeated over and over again

AN

actualizes the loss. In anether sense, ,the poet is voicing .

-

the expertence-of the void, the terminal experience that
i N ‘

\phé silence of the telephone symbolizes., (8018 almost

. J
spells "void.") ®“There will be nothing" 1s the cbnsequence

-

of a breakdown and the severing of all lines. After the
- . |
breakdown, rsthere wi1ll be no psychic or spiritual fragments

left to collect.

=

In the erotac sense, there will be no

» .

~more lovers' liaisons ("Pick-up(s) ") and this pafticular

lover will no longer come for her, intoxicate her with love

i

or laterally lift her bedy. The breakdown also means alie-

-

nation and an czﬁ’gg communication {("no track"), an ¢nd to
and

the mutual pursuit of lovers @and the pufsu1t of nystery
- N ‘h . . . ’

(on the "track") and existentially, ' an end to the recording

and notating of experience (keeping "track").

There will have been a house --
a house that 1 knew, ‘

the center of it,

a tiny heart,

synthetic though it wa's

making that thin buzz-buzz

like a sly beetle.

Stanza three is the breaking point 1n the poem,

The focal point is shifted.from the telephone¢ to the self,

It/ is like a cross-roads vhere the expericnce of self in

time fuses with the present and makes the transition from

b

twy
o
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1"1 " ‘. i
tbe fupdre time of. stanza two Lo:time past, prgjectcd into
N |

. the future. Secmlnaly, this 1s the poet's ret;bspective

. \“L}
Jdook, after the loss, 1n an attempt to center hnr;bﬁlnq

.. L
o3
¥

and-retrievea meaning from itself: “There will*have been '

a house --/a house that I knew." She 1s juxtaposing an

A}

ideal projection of the house that 1s longed for with.what

was actually known. So while the allusion to the vast
AR R seems to be 1n terms of having had a structure and meaning,
as implied by the connotation of "house," - this very mean- T

.-iRg 1s undercuy in the subsequent lines. Ti.e house becones -
Lo . . \
-"’-“i".":”’ ) ﬁo"]
a metaphor for vaf, antt “the center of 11&@& tiny heart.”

A
é, This 1dcnt1fxca&1on’jffxncs her hearc as "synthetic” whach

ng

¥ . . . ’ . .
C implies that .there Las been nothing vatal ;}L ¢_center of i ‘1‘
[T

her being, but a faint starring “buzo-buzz" 1n her heart. B

(This recalls the doll image ol selrf Sexton rakes use of
in "Self in 195H.") However, she shift's from what is syn-
thetiec to what™is-alive "like a sly bcetle,"\buﬁ\}ow orr the s

hierarchy of being and associated with deatn and decay, . like

g the bat. This 1mage ot herself as the "sly beetle”™ 1s -
‘another reduction of her metamorphosicing heart, (rfollowing
. e _

the "drawer of blood” and the "drowned bat"). The visual

association of the black shell of the beetle with the E
\ telephone ié‘clear. 'f" ‘ |
- .
“ . ¢ ) |

}‘c ".‘ 3 ) : * ' ) it -
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<

On another level, 'the allusion is to a dung beetle

.and the ensuing reference-of being alive i1n the dung of the

B

e ! + Y " . .
werld, Furtherdy-esly beetle” has ccanotations of enﬁuranre; !

1¢ knows how to surviave, using the world's dung to biyld

its house, (as Sexton ‘inhabits' the telephone),. although

1t has no consciousness. This metaphor i1s-characteristaic

of the retreat into madness. Ultimately, this stanza 1s a
b&ack vision of the human condition. Wh4t could have been

and what one desires are juxtaposed with what is.

)

-
* Black lady, v T,
, Wwhat will I.do .
\ without vyour two flowers?
¢ I nge 1nhabited vou, number by number.
I ‘have pushed you i1n and out like u needle.

P

o
,

The loss of contact dramatized 1n stanza two and

reflected as her underlying experience’ leads paradoxically
to a guesticning, 1in stanza four, that marks a changed

o

perspeckave towards herself and the telephone. While thais
¢ .
stakza recapitulates the initial ambiguous 1mage ‘of the

telephone as "Black lady" and particularizes the ritual of

)

the supplicant invoked in stanza one, the qjuestion "what

o

will I do/without your two flowers?" sudﬁésts the woman's /

A o
L}

dawning sense, of her own separatenesss (the past tense
S

2

confirms the chaﬁée), as she attempts in the subscqguent lines

to articulate her obscssion and dependence on the telephone.,




o

. 2
\ , 4

"I have inhabited you, number by number" extends the meta-

PRy

" \ -
phor of the telephone as a house,. depicting her extremaity.

.
q

"1 nave pushed yo( in and gut like a needle™ suggests that

she now recognizes the extent of her’ addictaon. The hallu-

st - 4 M ' *
PR o ) .

cinatory image of the "Black lady” with her "two flowers"

<

recalls the "two washbowls" and the "two eves" of the first
Fl . . ) B bl “<
stanza, which together evoke an effigy at a shraine and her-

self stall a ﬁpgpllcant. The fragmenis are pieced tog?ther

as she recognizes her own fragmentation: A
~
Funny digits, I have danced upch your trunk
and I4ﬁavd knelt on your torso.
With'my words I have perjured my soul.

Take note -- there will be an absence. )
It will be a cancer, spreading like a white dog
who doubles back, not knowing his name. . 7

: A rite where the woman is an initiate is intimated.

However, in another.sense, the implicat:ion 1S ironic as she

r

is a performer and the action a put-on. The pun on "digits™

dramatizes the obsessive experience that maxes of .a frag-

~

ment - fingers and hand - the whole., "With my words I have

perjured my soul” 1s a further instance of recognition - of

her own «deception and perversity. "Take note" '1s an ironic

reminder to herself of the-necessity and conseguences cf

N

recognition and conrrontation. The line "there will be an

absence” qualif%ps "There will be nothing." of stanza two -
: T
. the experience of the void which cndufbd, leads to the

.,

' \) . ‘ 'k - ¢
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- - Al o
— ' o

recognition of ¥loss: unconnected she is sickened and

vaictimized. "It will be a cancer" feeding off 1tself

o

\ "spreading like a white dog/who doubles back, not knowing

his name" dramatizes the loss and actualizes her ‘attach-
ment to the telephone, like that of a dog for his master.
The metaphor is reductive. Like the dog abandoned by his

master, she 1s hurt and has lost her identaity.
{

Although I wall inherit darkness

I will keep dialing left to raight,

I will struggle lixe o« surdeon. .
I will call gquickly for the glare of the moon.
I will ‘even dial malKk.

Stanza five 1s an affirmatich 1in spite of the loss:
“Although I will inherit Jdarkness/I will keepn Jialing left

to right." Sh? 15 renouncing the telephonce, the obsessional

-t ’

ritual and habit, while affirming her will and .desire to com-

- S . ) !
municate. However, she continues to use the telephone

” .
image. The repetition of "I will" extends the implicit
) . 3

4
connotations\ﬁf cndurance of the previous stansa, while

shifting- the nuance from an unconscious to a conscious level.

©

"I will struggle like a surgecon" inverts tne, mmage of hersclf

VA . , .
as a victim ("I have pushed you in and ocut 1like a needle,”
the "cancer, spreading like a white dog/who Jdoubles back")

and suggests a fight to cure herself. The "call" for the.

o )
"glare of the moon" and the resolution to "dial milk" denote

: \



sal to be a victim. The allusion to judgment and )justice
: !

-

her readiness to re-integgrate mysterngnd re-establish -

contact with the feminine prlnCLpie"and her own womanhood.

The stanza concludes with an amage of herself 1in ultimate

»

patience: . i ”

. , .
I will hold the . thread that was fished thrO{gh the ceiling V/////
that leads to the roof, the pole, the grass,

that ends in the-sca. ) . =

It also suggests her willingness to accept ambi-

guity. The "thread" 1s the life-line thgt links her to

a
the world and beyond 1t t©o the prameval forces of birth -

and death. On another level, she has taken on the charac-

teristics of the telcphone: her lines. are open to the

“/ 3
- PR -

dimensions that go beyond the room, to the roof," the

"grass," the "sea."” (These lines ccho the echo of a nursery

°
.

rhyme 1n stanza one.) To re-establish communication, she

«
- .

must go back to the source. - °

I will not wait at the raal
looking upon death, y
that single stone. (

-

-

In the last stanza, the telcﬁhone regains it s ob-

4

Jeétivity, divested of the poet's projected 1mage of death,

She has made the chuice for life in spite of the unyielding

- [ 4

silence at th%\centré‘of her own being: “you will not yield." .

°

‘However %1 will not wait at the rail" dramatizes her refu-

k]
T

s - \ .
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. v
i

y

-4mplicit in the connotatrons of "rail” actualipe hq;

,/Téject;én of gui*® and redignation and ultimately death,

-
/

-"that single store," part:cularized as a grave. (She 1s

back om-the ‘track.’ In the context of the ti#de's allusion

1

to an impersonal grave-marking, she 1s qn~wr1thng her own
epitaph.) The "rail"™ also alludds te her as a supplicant

at the temple, but she ~will not want," which 1mplies her

e
s

"Black lady."

’ b . ‘2 ‘
I will call for the boy-child 1 gever ha@.
I will call like the Jew at_ the™yate. .
I will dial the wound over and over
and you will not vield

. and there w1kl be nbthihg, K

¥

althougk I wyll wait, 1

,\ifleashed and unheard.

k As 1n stangza five, the emphasls 1s on ‘'willing,* -
. , |
- - "I will call for the boy<child I never had" establishes

t . . [

her faith 1i1n life and her desire to maintain a lineage

(line). "1 will call like the Jew at the gate“lcramatizes

M

. > .oR -
her sense of injustice and her recognition of the absurd.

A .
Her willingness to re-establish links, "I will dial the

» wound over and over," is revealed.as a courageous act. It

entails the acceptance of silence: “there &111 bLe nothing,/

i

black lady, ﬁothinqggz:;hough I will wait,/unleashed and

ster/dog reclationship to the

~

unheard”" freed of th

K4

xefusal to continue to-worship at,the shrine of death: o~

bladk lady, nothing; | -




telephone, In spite of the disconnection implicit ines
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"unheard" and the pain it involves, .she will continue to
2y - e
make her statement. The poem’ends on a nRte of ambiguity. =’
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GHOSTS,

o % . ., ’ . " to .l
Some*ghosts are xﬂm/;n,' R | , '
nelther abstmg_t nor pdle, ‘ - o
*“theilr breasts as~ limp as killed FigM: \

" Not witches:, but ghbsts
whag tome, moving their: yseless arms
l11ke forsak‘én servants.,. . Do, ' o

. - PEEN
s
S o . . .,

Not all ghosts are women, L : -
‘I have. seen :others; . L
fat, white-bellied men;. . v ‘
wearing- their Jgepitals l{te old rags. ' )
"Not devils, But ghosts. ' T :

This one thumps barc_foot lurching
above 'my bed. . . s .

But .that isn't all. . ‘ .o
Some ghosts are children. Y oL !
Not angels; but ghosts; )
cutling like pink tea aqupsy . - '
on any pillow, or kicking, = o o &
showing. their 1nnc>ccnj; bottoms, vmxlmq ‘ ‘
&r Lucifer. - N o

t




- . GHOSTS : - .
. o ;
! ‘ )
. ! . . hd
W : ) hE THis short poem 1n three stanzas consists of.an
. . introductory statement, 1ts repetition and variation, del

12 - il

fining "ghosts" as a realaty of the poet s experience,

- -
»,

*-?hat is, the poem distinguishes between the- reality of -
- N

<

ope‘s'expcflence\af ghosts versus the fanciful mystification

of that experience., Within the general context of the poem,

[

LY ’

4 . ghosts are cquated with lifelessness though paradoxically- "

. .o® s .
‘they are neither quxgqple ror supernatural manifggtations
- ' o P

[ X

but living bodies of wemen, ren and children., The emphasis-,

-

-

is on the body, 1t$§ wgakness ard limitation. The body

.
' +
. .

~ - suffers the {ransrormations 1nherent in g%e flesh, "~ By~

<

juxtaposing the copmonplace 1mige, the trinity’ ofs woman,
i o

‘
.

o -

e man and childs (the family) as they exemplify "ghosts® with

their mythic and archetypal analogues, the, witch, devil and

angel, the poet is gntroducing a new Jdimension to the idea
g ] a ng

1
3

‘of ghosts and suggesting another experience of that fiether
‘ ) ,’. . N ) ~ “ . '
world that-is haunting because it ,1s ordinary and real.

° - . b, ~

Y -

. Ghosts are tha\haunting spectres that populate her Jdreams,

.

C s ¢
the obsessive projections cf Wer madness and the horritie

ot
> e Y, )

] reality of her viljor. - o, .
' e . . D IS . :9 k]
Stanza oncemnd twe are styucturally balanced. tach.
. ’ . ) : . » . .
o L particularizes the image @f ghosts in the stage of adult-
g - M $ . . ‘ l...
! 3 . N » 'Q . - . ‘
- . . * N ‘ ‘ -
t R B ° -



.

v

hood, and simultaneously distinguishes between women and

men as ghosts. Stanza three concludes the poem with an
irage o ch

—~— e

~
129

Nyl

\.
“‘O

and is Ehg"zocal point/of the poet's insight into the
nature of the ghostly.%

sts which swnthesizes the vision
s

PN,

Y

The first stanzd is the introductory statement that

. ; .

actualizes the poet's exMperience of ghosts:
« ’

v
.
It

~

Some ghosts are women, .
?
neither abstraipt nor pale,

their breasts &s limp as killed fish.

”
-Women as ghosts are the s

.o

<
Qerile symbols of fecundity and
childbeaf&ng. Their life %ource;

void of sustenance

-

'
-
-

"breasts," are exhausted and

They ewoke pathos and a hovror of the

.
»
T

flesh. The analogy with “k%lled fish" implies that they -

Y

have been violated, with thé further 1mp11catxon.that they
.~ ¢

T

'3
[

‘;‘:'-4-“-\""' .
are, fragmented physical beings 1in the process of decay.
0

The second partiof the stanza gxtends the
.
of women as ghosts thradg

L)
1mage
h a qualifying - .statement:
¢

*

I~

Not witches,

but ghosts

who come ! mbving thelir useless arms
like forsaken; servants.

~

The negation of the‘fupernatural dimensioh emphasizes their
human nature, and dissociates them from evil.

¢

They have,
neither supernatural power nor knowledge,

P

Instead, their
sfance and” posture evokes thic pitiful victim,
\

The “fof%akcn
y b ‘F) ’

7
o

.



[ ¢ Y

-y
, 50 :
) oo " g’/ ‘\‘ -
‘ -
servants" alludes ironically to their role, which once
fulfilled discards them. They are now "useless.," The )
life fgrce e;uateéizxth vouti. 1s the cruel master who has
@abandoned them., They are alive, but their life hs no \
meaning. Their movement 1s purposeless; they arke not |
< ,l’ t
going afiywhere, ( f
,g;i.:.fh ;
.
Stanza two continues the thought and develbps the-
image of ghosts to 1nclude men: s ' C
. . - .
. |
Not all ghosts are women,
1 have scen others;
tat, white-bellied men, - :
wWearing tneir genitals like old rags. | ’
o
[T . ‘ , [ ' !
As with stanza one, the Tocal point 1s the physical dimen-
. E .
sion that redefines wuat 15 spectral by what 1s visibly of
v ‘ {
the body. As with "women® the 1mage of the body is lired
less and sterile. The 1mage of “"white-bellied" refers .

back to the image of the fish extending the assochations
, |
to, perhaps, an allusion to the cosmic fish that %ymbolxzes'

Al

the whole of the physical unmiverse that becopes here o

ghostly replica. This 1s.a way of evoking and symbolizing

o -
~ N

the‘atroﬁhy of the life force, In another sense, “white-
bellied" eonnotcs the pot-belliéd, sq}f—saéxsficd man who
di@plays his worn out masculinity. A n&?c of contempt is
xﬁ%licit in the connotations of "old rags." Théxr pé&ency

wasted, men are old and decrepit, ghosts:




] . ' Npt devils, but ghosts.
This one thumps barefoot, lurching
- above my bed. - - '

~

With this guadifving statenient, which parallels ,

the structure of stanza one, the emphasis shifts from the \%\)

vision to the poet who perceives or hallucinates the experi-

L3 . ]
- - « - . l
¥

) * ence. The suggestion in “lurching/above nmy -bed" 1n relation

.t :

.

to the partigslarized "Th1s ‘one, " alsqg evokes a childhood

Yy

recollection of the drunken father (an 1image that is re-

~
\

current 1in Sexteon's poems ). This is the first personal,
) N

ominous note of the poem. There, 1s a distinction being

¢
v

made between passive, victimizey "women" who are abandoned,
\

.

s '
'

. Yo ‘ . .
and with whom an aggressive act 'is assocaiated, versus “men"
who are actively a threat.- [The implicit violence in

: . .o e
"lurching" and "thumps" suggésts that they are vaolators

4

. ; \

long after the fact. ;

1
'

The reference to "bgd” fuses the two daimensions
~ . kl
5 N R

8f the poet's experience of ghosts - alluding to chxldh¢od :
- ‘ nightmares, and extended to include the hallucinations of .

madneséqibut also-a dramatization of the poet's vision of -

»

——

* man 1n his fallen stage of adulthood. :

@ .“ o 5 ¢
Stanza three continues the statement about ghosts

) -

inclusive of children:

4 .

But that isn't all. .
! , - Some ghosts are children,

I3 -~ N .
1 2 S

5 +
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\ :

The child refresents the transition between this world and
\ ¢

the other, pre-natal state, the nether world. The emphasis

. ~ .
L8 CnovnaT g ensendered:
ot anqbls, but qghosts;
curling like pink tea cups
on any pillow, or kicking,
showing their innocent bLottoms, wailing °
. for Lucifer, ' ~ . .

R
- - . )

]

The analogy with. “tea-cups” alludes to something domest:ic
- .
and to something in a fairy-tale, whlie on another level,

it implies fragil:ty. All these associations merge and

#

‘become exblxc;t~in the subseguent i1mage of tliear innocence.

. {
However, juxtaposed with "wailing/for Lucifer," their inno-

N . L]

\ cence 1s undercut, and the implication cf ‘their need Jdemonic.

\ . Onlthe other hand, since the emphasis 1s oqfihe tody lt‘ﬂf

. o

the body that is innocent and the reéference to. “ciuildren”
‘as "ghosts" alludes to the mystery of 1ncdrngtlon.. The

-~ . ’
process of dying, of bodily corruption and dissipatjon

: : \ s ;
associated with women and men' 1s envisioned as the future a

3 -

of the "children.” In the latter context, "wailing/for
Lucifer" can be understood in a different sense, as a
desire to return to the lost light, the orijinal source,

. -

suggested by the refcrence to “"Lucifer" as the morning star.

T

“
C} }he.image of "tea-cups” 1S also one of contaimment and in

the final sense the suqqestion is that the spirit, 1n




”
L

being incarnate, recapitulates the Fall, ‘ k
It is significant that it is only in relation to

. ~

'

chiildren that the 1mage of ghosts becomes explicitly

N

‘other wordly.’ . .
}
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FOR THE YEAR OF THE INSANE’

a opraver

O Mary, fragile mother, -- : -

hear me,  hcar me now x

although I do not know your words. ‘
The black rosary with its silver Christ e
lies. unblessed in my hand

for I am the unbeliever.’

FEach bead 1s round and hard between my fingers,
a small bluck angel.

O Maxy, permit me this grace, A ~
this crossing over,

although I am ugly,

submerged 1in my own past

-and my own madness.

Although there arc chairs

I lie on the floor.

Only my hands are alive,

touching beads. ’ N
Word for word, I stumble.

A beginner, I feel your mouth touch mine.

1 count beads as waves, . : Y

hammering in upon me. _

I am 111 at their numbers,: j

sick, sick 1n the summer heat .

and the winduow above me : f

is my only listener, my awkward

She 1s a large taker, a soothey

The. giver of bredth

She murmurs, Lo

exhaling her wide lung like/an enormous £ish.
' {

Closer and closer { ) " $

comes the hour of my death ' - ' ‘

ag 1 rearrange my: face, grow bhack,

grow undeveloped and strarght-haived. [

All this 1s death.

In the mind there 15 a thin alley called death

and I movet through 1t as '

through water?:" '

.My body is useless,

:{,r’




B

who cemes rading into my mouth.

. 0 Mary, open ybur eyelids,

[Wg ]
w

It lies, curled like a dog on the carpet
It ‘has given up,

ThereNare no words here excepy the half-learned,
the Ha1l Marv and the full grace. y

Yiew I nave entered the year/ﬁxLFouL words.,

I ncte toe qugc‘ cntrance and the exact voltaqo
without words thoey exist, J

W1thout words on;'may touch bread \,

and bcﬁganded bread | ’

and makKe no sqynd. - .

0 Mary, tender physxcxan,~ ’
cope with powders and herbs -

for I am 1in the center.,

It 18 very sm mall’ and the aar is gray

as 1n a steam housb.

I am handed wine 3s a child is handed mllk
It 1s presented in a delicate glass

with a round bowl and a thin lip.

The wine 1tself 1s pitch-colored, musty and secret,
The.glass rises on 1ts own toward wmy. mouth ‘

and I notice this and understand this “

only because 1t has happehed. .

.

I have this féar 4f coughing -

but I do not speak .
a fear of ramn, a dear cof the hcrscman

"

The glass tilts in on 1ts own

and I am on fire; : '
I see two thin streaks burh down my chin. °

1 see myself as one would see another.

1 have been cut in two.

1 am i1n the domain Of silence, ~
the kingdom of the crazy .and the slecper
There 1s blood here i
and I have eaten 1t, .
0 mother of the womb, . '
did I come for blood alone? oo
0 little mother, ¢ )
I am in my own mind.

I am locked 1in the wrong house.

K

. . August 1963
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A
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FOR THE YEAR OF THE INSANE

This poem dramatizes the poet's awareness and

exrar.ence ©

nerselr in radness. Her madness 1S one that

X

-,

- , “
recalls Lthe archetypal 1nitiation into another dimension

“
‘

of belhg,j’uﬂjmw pldné af reality. It is the entry into

. - «

inner expericnce. Structured as a prayer, this poem posits

the analogy or -link between madneég and vasicn. The focal
. ’ ’

point of the wvoem 1s the bxeakdown of external reality with

2

.~ which the poet ejquaties the body, and the extermalization of

the inner realaity, the Jdomain of Fadness and or vision. 1In
the process of awarencess, Sexton becomes spl:t in four ways.

ghe 1s the poet, observing and notating the cccasion

<

&
(. . . and I notice this . . ."). She is the mad/sane

woman who experiences the Jdichotomy of the mind and the,

rd
\ 4 ‘

body (U1 am ain my owh mind . . . ") . She 1s the madonna

’

recapitulating in her own suffering the archetype of the

sufferer - the bh}tr'oo$orosa. Fipally, she is both ohser-

ver-and victim in a ceremony of which she heswself 1s the
e Y] * ’ .

officiating priestess. These’'tragmentations of the poet

@
o

Dare not, hewever, clearly structired since the whole

expeq‘cnre 1S an ambiguity.
. i . » \
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The poem opens with an invocation to Mary, the ° .
N ."A@ B T '
mother of sorrows:
- i = (
Lo¥zz o, frazile rether, \
rear ~e, hLéar Te now, - . N

although 1 o not know your words,

This 1s an appeal. She desires a hearing but she does not

know the ritual, the language. She 1s .unknowing, but like
. . »

the novice about to take vows, the desire is there. The qua-

lifier "fragile" suggests that theimage of the madonna can

be easily shattered, like the woman herself. She sees the

L3
madonna in terms Of her own fragmentation and loss. By
. o
/1 v

extension, her coﬁnectxon to the spiratual dlmensigf 18
tenqus.
The black rosary with its silver Christ
.lies unblessed 1n vy hand o
for I amy tle unbeliever. ’
These lines expand the initial statement - the appeal to
"Mary as the maternal mediator of f$1th. Since s@e is not
one of the faithful, ghe suppllcant-does not know how to
address the madonna. Although she does not kﬁow whnlhihe
words mean, she tries to initxate.hcrself. She 1s aware
of the concrete meaning of the rosary, i1ts-physical dimen-
gion and spiritual possibility. But the “black rosary® in
contrast to the "silver Christ" ;mphasizes the conflict

between the demonic aspects of the body and the splria,‘

.which 1s mercurial like the fragile image 7# the madonna.

“

\
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Ko AL

Each bead is round and hard between ny txngdrs
a small ‘klack dngel.
By qualifying the rosary as, "hard" and "small," she s

£
il

reifucing_jt TC & p ~sxcal object, devoid of spiritual -
c Q;c?t\\\;ach bead 18 an 1nverted or "black angel. In

the context of the subsequent llnes the angel becomes a”

v
1

messenger, the rosary u bridge. This is the prayer:

& Mary, permit me this grace, -
this crosfing over,

although 1 am ugly,

submerged 1n my own past

and my «wwn madness.

. N _
She asks to be re-born, to make a 'crossing" fron® madness

and Jhistory into faith and vision. She asks:to exper:ence

a new dimension of berny beyond her physical nature, whiach

she’ equates with the madness and personal past in which

>
. B -

she is "submerged." Through this imagery of water, which

o

is expanded in the poem, the elements also become threaten-

1ng. The attempt to cross over 1s part of the burden, in

itself an experience ot crucifixion.

.

The focal poant of these lines is an existential

-

self-ass055maﬁt, articulated as a confession in terms of

" ) ) * 5. } ) .
the physical and historical.™ The9Ysubsequent lines dramatice

the psychological dimehsiQn, the reality of the self that is

©

caught 1n madness, and the experience of Lhe body's “"weak-

ness" ond fragmentation: ' y




.- "only (her) -hands are algvc:”) Further, the hands them-

1

Although thdre are chairs -

\-‘“‘\

o . k .
N I lie on the floor. : . ,
' " Only my hands are alive, C o e 1
touching beads, - | -
The pgraver 15 not in the words (she does not know then);

it 1s 1n the madness {she lies on the floor like a corpse

s ¢ ’

selves are ﬁpe instruments of the prayerat"touchlng beads . "

She herself becomes the rosary. -Ironically, in her, posture 4
$ -

of madness, she is in the prostration of pravyer,

v L

prayer is in the reaching. _(This 1s the "dumb pravyer" of .

The

“Syivia‘s Death. ") She sceks to make contact and initiate 4

herself through touch - the rosary. The prayer, as stated -

©
L

previously, 1s a prayer fpr a prayer to ‘cross over ' into
~belief and sanity. 1 " .
: A
. . . i .
Stanza one concludes with an ambiguous note of
affirmation; - : .
WwWord for word, I stumble. ,
A beginner, 1 feel your mouth touci. nine.
) .
2 ~— « N ;0
The allusion 1s to Mary as the mother instructing Sexton as R
the child, and breathing new-1lifc, nof into the body- which .
’ = S at
has succumbed tc madness, bat the ming! The beginnper's
e = ’ , ® ' N b . .
. . . . * . L)
first tentative sSteps suggest an ‘equation between prayer
and her articulation through poetry. .
9 & . . 4 ?
- v 0.
i ’J. -
. Y :
f e
e ‘j . -
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! 60 ’
. TR
o Stanza two shifts back to thé image of herself as
static, in comparison to-the tentative movement of the - X e
previous stanza. The emphasis 1in this stanza is on her . R )
Lo )-"\\f T . N ) . ‘ ~
helplessness. She }ajvbducéd: , - fvr .
R > . . - . S
1 count beads as waves, )
. pammerlng In upon me. i ; : ) C
I am :11 at their numbers, d
- s1cX, sick 1n the sumner heat | .
- and the window abcve me . ’ .
.xQ&?y only listener, my ‘awkward being. :
~ s .

Extending the sea 1magery of the first stangd, the impli-

cation nowiils that she has surfaced. But the experience

P . st N '.
is viwdent and overwhelming, stifling and oppressive as
§ ' i L]
. &

suggested 1in the repetaition of “"sick,." andfthe connotations ,

.
1= N c .

L
o .

of "summer heat," denouting madnessflrerhaps linked to scyx&l -
> 2

- . ®
. N - .
guilt or unfylfillment. The madness 1s obsessive. Tie \
"waves,/ﬂammerfnq".carry the 1mplicait i1mage op the ch¢1- ?
- ° \J
fixion (hege 1n the sense of her past) into the poem's -
h N * ,
continuing water symbolism, and.,therefore the possibility’
of rebarth., The wvindow nithe room which 1s a cell, .
becomes an imagerof containment and restriction as well as
had ) Te :
one that connotates a poss#tle transcendence: T ;
L - J
L * ‘ ;
. She 1s a largye taker, a soather. .
o r ~‘ , s ,
The giver of breath .
shbe murmurs, .
exhaling her'wide lung flike an enormous raish, .

)

. N .
on of her own nécessity and
" -~

The window is both axprdlsc

- \
.

-
I3

a vision., Thg window becomeS animate, a composite image ) | 4

Lo v D '
. .. r
' 1

' . ' ‘\ v
. S )




VI .- , oo . .
*"that fuses the supplicant and the Mater Dolorosa.® It js o

1

~ . -
-

« the "only listener,” Miary, and in thé context of the sea -\ ,
\ , . B . . ’ + . .. A ) R ) . - . .

s . . .

. N M = ‘ :
5 :r.c-/;:‘.. bR :c:‘.nc‘tesx-lrs,c and renewdl, suygestive oY

. . . 3 , e
~ l o ' ’ . . s 4 B
) the womb,. I an e~plicaitly Chrastian sense, U tather

- x

in

-
Y

L3 <
i

¥

s;')i;‘-it' ("The giver of hreath")

- .

« b
. s , (the "large taker"), the holy

‘e

- and the sen (tke "fish")’ are evoked,through the mothpr, who .

, the impljcation isN\also

’ . encdmpassQ;?' the’trinaity. Hawever
L)

‘

.

<L that the fish 1s out of wate¥, which suggests "t
- ! R .

1/.
.aemnonlc
- ° h r‘v\ *

w

elemént cf sufrfoecatgion. Thls‘mhblgulty 18 ref,hz‘c*‘cd n '

'

the directjon that the vhale experiemce she 15 agticulating
\ . , : .

v
0 . s

! . . S . . v
”\\ . takes. « It 1s a movement of going Yorward Ashe-is "A {
. ~ . . . ‘ ) ' . . )
| .+ & ‘beginner” ugstanm cne) and simultancously of a returns J° ' '
<
d T g . ) ¢ o, e ° f i
L L . ﬁ\;;es and closer - ¢ ' N
' S ) comes the hour of my death . .
4 . as I fearrange niyface, grow back, Do s .
P arcow afvieveloped and sgraight-haired. ' .
. . A1) this 18 duathe T 0 ‘
- . - i . .

- . L - » ’

- ¢ ” * . - L R
, - * - The 1mage here is partichlarized:&s o regression,
. H . . . [ . Y
T It-1s one.qf physaical transformatect; and connotatave of - .
. - - . - ~ ' b
N N * A ;

s

o a sense of d'{mxnlshz.ng - an inverted growing., The ?mpﬁmsli,
5 . L M B
. * . . AN

shifts friem the outer ‘Lo the mndr world; trom the present -

. ' s . ; \
» > ' g 4 M 3

, . > ' . B . )
1 ‘to the past.. In the procesd, the, mind 1s'tHissociated {rom 4
: ) . A
\ R I : . .

#. thesody: - '

- ¥

o

. ; _ -
@ thin alley calledtdeath C .
as o :

‘. -In the mir_wd&;there.('is.
' ® . and I move. throuqgh 1t

PR thrqughr}me{er.. ’ ‘ | |
) ) My body 1s usclesss . .

, *
. .



this time anug place., She
. . ?

Y
L] 1

‘.

Ea

\ stun{xd} witness of the process
‘ L I .

a split develops in consciousneéss,

Lcoomp

. < ' R .
« . and mln?)’°&he records the expe

Therg arce no words ere ex
thdy-Harl ®lary ani the tull o grace,
r———— N — .“’

J P . PR
. & ¢ -
' “*

’

N

She 1s also aware or

s the dmeg@r,:heunamw

- the dichptumy, of body

.

rrence -

cewt the

<

»

\J

“'I

PP
hal:’lcarnpgg

. ‘ 5&;;)”“\\

o g

“In the implied institution, “here,”

"

Q 3

not

4

’
.

z

e g X

o -

there - o3 -
. ptrc,ag sep

Y

- & N
b ration trun herecwreerpoerience, which results in fhe tdes-’
[ ' . ' : . ‘~ '»‘ ,
¢ ﬁgrQQU and ngvcéﬁar;dy ar birauous praver, “Phic asyan‘zs
where everything is arrested mid-way and nothing goes 1o
. “ : . ~ 8 ..

. . :.% o

<« T completion.~ This :s the place of extremity, the p0551b13\
Ll -\~

‘ lities being madness, aleath

a 1
’

.

-~

or -arace, or Jeathand grace.
rd

= The rest 18 silence: "Now 1 have entered the vear without
8 . ' . ' * .

. 4

.

;o further amplication s that Sexten s

.

. ® A
words, " . - .
v 5- N
v * ‘ T . ¢
- The suggestion now 18 that madness 1s 1n tame®
c B . - . - .
o . _ ( §
° rspecifacally within Tecurrent cyelds of madness,  TPhe

consclous orf the

s : v
e 1t ¢xeept to dendte. the

h -

e 1€ bniails;:

change, but unable to articulat
. \ - . - X
@ *
shock, sutferigg amd tortt
’ \
‘ l - . [N . \~

. N N
% ? ’ - . ' 1 @
) \ . . ! o 62 ’
‘ ) .
+ t
, It lies, curled like a Jog on.the carpot. Y
1t hasg given up.? . A
S . » s - '
. vJ . '
r The "thin. glley"sand the passage “through wafer'
[T « . M 4 » .
“ ": Mt . S or ¢
CoLs Lmeanterto it ore 7 el she s mcvxn&\jnto foagh,
. \ * ¢
and madness . wWhile, she s enteraing anner space and tive,.
Co ) : ' .
I

v

N
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[

I note the {ueer ehtrance and the éxact voltage.
Without words they exist.
¢ Wirthout words one may touch bread
* and te harded bread .

-

L4 TIRe T

~ =~
NS L TR N
s
4

(i

The literal cxperience in the asylum becomes thoe
R 1
metaphor for the inner experience. The "queer entrance”
. is into experience outside of norm\%cy, through the experi-
oo ’ & .
' ) erice of madness. . The emphasis is on silence, on the endu-

rance of suffering in é‘lenceﬁiaﬁé ®h sheer survival. It
is also a reference to the rites ofcommunion. However,
. " v »"\ ‘ 1
o _ the allusion to grace is ambiguous 1in the context of the
. . . ‘ ‘ .
"queer entrance" and the "exact voltage” which are, on a

- . liateral level, .explicit images of the terminal wate uf

* 5

madpess and the shock therapy used to treat 1t. Again,
she 1s “"without words," Pnarticuluate. The compunion®is
» TN )

.

incomplete;® the possibility of redemption'is*only partial

for onlﬁ&%he bread which 1s the boly 18 alive., The link as

2 -

tH

. | *with the beads, is,thrpugh Louch.-(
, ‘\ |

o i _— = -
'

. 3

[y
.
L

' * ) ' - ,' v
\ e . Stanza four begind with a drher lnvocation Lo

\ .

Mary, but nowl';n the contex
. ! .

I \ ] " the ddéﬁors_. ﬁeafheali g powers aroes "powders and herbs,”

- . LS h

) the magical anfl the natural: ,
¢ R . N * M \
N 0 Mary, tender physician, = <
- come with powder and herbs '
.- : ] for I am in the center,

. s




L~

.
\.) ’ : .
The emphasis on the body 1§, sustained. The last line qua-

. 8 -
PN ¢ e e « N,
e, B Tra N © 0

' i AT -
lifies her .¢ntry 1gto™ynother dimension of being - the
c. . N .

:nner reality bevend the scone, and knowledge of doctors.

L4 o »

She has reacted the ssmree, the center which 1s also the
~ v

;
v atasl AR

) . - R ) o
point of cmucifixion of the flesh:
' ot - p
1t 1s very small and the air 1s gray -
as 1n a steam house,

b

72

{

LY )

The center is wonb-like, promising re-birth. But the 4m-

.
. . - . - ot

plication 1s dmbiguous - sajgestive, on the one hand, of

2 ]

a cleansing, vurifyrng bath and, on the other, 1t reflects

back to the stifling experience explicit :in the image of
. L.

v gummenr heat” of stanza two, Perhaps 1t would be more | o

I
~ .

appropriate to say that idadness has a design beyond loyed)

hence the experionce 18 both a renggous and a mad one:’

. - B L
I am handed wine as a child 1s handed milk: g
. ' b
The allusion 1s o the child receiving sustenance from the
"mother, " aguin connotataive of réqr0551on'but alseo renewal
K ‘ o N
. » - ' .
- an offering. In the last sense, the image retlects back a
to stanza one -="Word for word, 1 stumble. /A peqxnnhrb 1 {’
. / . k
. ) / X 3
feel your mouth touch mine." - and the*further implication
“ .
. N . a
18 that this 15, 1n some 1ncomprg§vns;ble WAy, a commhunion.
Ly . 1] r
’ . \'u

¢ ° P ‘ o
Through the fimige of the cup ©f wine, the Christ 1mage is

[ W

inferred, as Uv:Lnu)she‘xs presented with 1s both pot¢ntial 4

- . ( .
0
1

redempt 1ve commtinion and the chalice of suifering.# Dry Kiny

o - 1

Lo
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4

the wine is an acceptance of the "exact voltage" of madness,

‘while the cup also symbolizes the "fragile mother." -—
But the chalice appears in a discoﬁyected‘halluci~
natory manner, hence the emphasis‘is on the mad vision3

The wine itself is pitch-colored, musty and secret.
The glass rises on its own toward my mouth )

Grace and madness merge. What distiﬁguishes them from each
other is the poet'’'s awaréggss: “I notice this and under-

stan\’ this/only: because it has happened.” On this level,

-

the act Qf.poetry is grace. Throughjit she affirms both

»

the vision and the madness, which are the cup of suffering.

This is contained in the nature of the offering: "The wine

itself is pitch-coloured, musty and secret."” There is an

2 8

obvious allusion to the demonic nature of this cammunion . T*\*~_; :
which links back to the "black rosary" experienced merely -

as "beads" in stanza one and two, and here ‘extended to the

Qo@&, the experience of the black pit,
The second half of the stanza ekpands th vision,

‘but the emphasis shifts to her reaction of feaf:
I have this fear of coughing
but I do not speak,
a fear of rain, a fear of the horseman
who comes riding into my mouth.

El

"The focal point is fear itself, substantiated by the repe-

tition. "Coughing" connotes breakfng silence and hence
of making oneself manifest through speech, and in the

; W
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* L] R . ' a0t
¥ context of the vision 1t suggests her fear of breaking the
reality (the continuity) of the vision (grace) and simul-
o zanecuesly a fear of tle vidich atself (madngss). Morecver,
' { ° ‘ .
tear s assectated waith the perception of the external
, : kS .
) world as it 1s wath the struggle amd dialectic. bétween mad-
ness and the sacramental vision. Both are experienced as
! . , j ! N o> 4
a threat and violation:  "a fear of rain, a fear of the )
- : -
horseman/who_gomcs riding i1ntp my mouth.” This fear 1s_
extreme and ultimate; terror with what 1s gafe givaina and
B . R
" L . M 2 ,‘ - < P - b
purifyaing ("rain*), anid what entails death, judgment. and
) * - v ) . . . N
r . revelasd:on, 1mplicit in the 1mage o: the apcooalyptic
o ¥l . . N 1 - -
“horseman, " Fhich also implies VLe‘threafﬁﬁf anstinctual N
/ ) . b - '
nature, ‘ / - '
. . . ¢ ;
' ’ , The ambiguity between madness and vision is resolved
) N ’ A B
in dn 1ronac baptism ot fire: - . .2
ls ' x" . | s - N ot
- T The glass nilts inj on 1tS own
. . - ¥
v . ani 1 am on fire,
\ : |
: S Althongh the connotations of puritication by the holy |
LN L.
' X spirat are léylic{t, the emphasis .is onrdesfruction:
~ ' .
o ! . i ) E »
' I sce myself as one would sce anlthers
- i . 1 bave been cut an two, .
r : ok -
< ‘;“g,f’»:‘-’ N .
L . N .y
¢ The ambiguity concludes in the experience pr .dualaity. She,
(\' ' ) T 2 ‘ , ’ . -
.18 davided, outside and ygl \nside herselt. | vne sel? reeds ,
on the other, as sugqcstcd(%n the image of vamparism: : e
bl ’ | P R . .
» r . .
"two thxﬁ}sxfeaks burn down my chin." The vine hexr own
¢ ‘ i " - @ '
\ i
, : L .
. o . Yo y . -
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(_}7

-

blood, intimating the self that feeds on the othef, in
¢ = ' :

the sense that she is her own sacrifice.

////” . The last ' stanza begins with a final desperate appeal
"to Mary. Her prayer is now for sanity:
’0 Mary, open your- eyelids.
‘} am in the domain of silence,
the kingdom of the crazy and the sleeper.

The image og Mary denotes t failure of response to the
appeal - reflecfing the'part al\failure of the religious
experience that is the poem. Mary is perceived-as asléeb

or dead. And in this sense, Mary is a projection of her-

r

-

self - the self that Hés‘}qi::d to transcend-the madness.
At the center of her being there is silence, _and silence

to;he} appeal. Instead, she is initiated into what is
primordial’and cannibalistic:

There is blood here
and’'1 have eaten it. .

€
o

2 .
The implication of spilt blood and sagrificialtinitiation

-

is in the context of madness, with hersgif as victim.
Blood fuses bread and wine, which connoting food refers.
' ) Y

il

&

back to cannibalism and the divided self:-

O mother of the womb,
did I come for blood alone?

-

Y .
The question alludes to her necessity - the madness that ™

has hefined her and continues to determine her. -Thg last

%y, . . . |



¢

(4

appeal to Mary ("O mother of the womb") recapitulates the

N e

»
initial invocation to Mary as mother, now particuylarized

as the'universal symbol of birth, as the archetypal mother.

1

However, she has failel to become mainfest in the .vision
b4 N .

and in Sexton herself:

O little mcther, )
i am n omy own mand. :

. "I am lecked, in the wrong house.
]

a—gy

The diminutive qualifying mother particularizes the failure.

The final image 154 prison. Sexton 1s caught in her own
\

t |

mind, suggesting that jhe 1s aware of her own madness,

’

The sacrament has led 79 a partial redemption at this /
point, but she i1s unable to transcend 1t. She is conscious,

. 7/
. the suggestion hciéq hat she has ‘'crossed over' i1nto her
¥

‘right mind.'  Howevelr, the spiritual dimension remains

)

‘elusive. She 1s caught 1n the physical dimension, the body.

~a

¢
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- WITH MERCY FOR THE GREEDY
For my fr%{nd, Ruth, who urges me to make an | e
appointmenl for *the Sacrament of Confession

*

Congerning your letter in which you ask ) .
me to call a pricst and in which you ask
me to wear The Crosst that yeu enclose;
your own cross, . ‘
your dog«bﬁptcn cross, .

no larger Than a thufb, . : \
small and wooden, no thorns, .this rgse -- h

L] : K}

Y

/

. -
I pray to 1it's shadow,

that gray place. ‘ . £

where 1t lies on youA letter ., . . deep, decp.

I detest myv sins and I try to believe ‘ .
in The Cross., I touch its tender hips, its dark jawed face,

its solid neck, 1ts brown sleep.
a

I have worn -
your cross, hung with package string around my throat.
} ' It tapped me lightly as a chi1ld's heart might, .
tapping secondhand, softly waiting to be Lorn.’
| ' Ruth, I cherish the letter %ou wrote.

r . ~?
£ . :
. ,

True. There 1s . @
1 a beautiful Jesus. ‘ \:
’ He 1s frozen tc his bones like a chunk of beet,

. * How desperately he wanted tdﬁpull his arms 1n. o

F How desperately I touch his vertical and horizontal axes:®
) But I can't. Neéd-is not-quite belief. '/M ‘
e | - '

! All morning-long =, . .,
)

My friend, my friend, :as born
. doing reference work in, and born
confessing 1t. This” hat poems are: \
! A . “ -
\ . with mercy ‘ ' : '
for the greedy, \ . ' ' .
'."" they are the.tongue's wrangle,% ' ’ , v
: = the world's pottage, the rat's $Star. . ;. - . i
. - N 4
? . . R
Jie ! b4
v ' e . s -
2 - '
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i . X WITH MERCY FOR THE GREEDY , °
y s
} \ - e , -
R This poem dramatizes the poet's ultimate concern,
. oy "
.within the context of the Christian framework and the dia- - ~{
.. e e e e e J; s .
lectics ot faith and Jdoubt, The religious dimension that .
. :.
a3 informs the personal experience of‘suffering 1s explored N
T 4 : »

. 4 .
within the conte:t of i1ts historical and universal analogue \X

3

-, -, the symbol of the cross and Jesus. .
. s . o
i *  The central theme s suffering, magle articulate’a
‘ . ‘ i PN
N g ’
' a comfession from the perspective of the wonanp the poet

¢ N *

S.

- .

. . IR

. > * v
and the religious seckcr. The poem 1s Iiterally a con-
T ¥ S

fession, structured 38 a personal letter; which replaces
” .
the 'priest. The chatacteristic of a confession within a

conressiun emerdes.  An one level, the_ goem is an answer e
-.\ ) . . e,

. - LS
to a friend which 1s undertaken with both Seriousness.dnd

. -

i
£ o - ‘ - .
seff-xéony. noanother level, 1t 1y the dramatization of = . - *

-t

the ‘hunger®' for the ingarnate spirit and s:multaneously,sﬁ&
- - I
the. nced tO Lranscend the tlesh, -It is also a poetic statod .

, ¢ [t . - N
ment that detfines Sexton's own poetry as confussﬁmn.

. «. .« . LY M /‘

4

’

The opening statement 1s a reply (an affirmation of '
- 5 ¢ .
a receaved ‘message), and an acknowledgement or an amplicat -

“invitation’ (Lo take on the faith), and a girt (ghe bond

© of friendship - philia). The basic organic structure or
. . ! i K o .
the poem 1s,1n the building np of successive levels of
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1
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. . .
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meaning contained by the 1image of the cfbss:
. ‘,'i. A %
Concerning ybur letter in which vou ask
me td& call a priest and in whaich "ou ask e L

me to wear The Cross that you enclose:
Py 5
. N ‘,
]

The 1nitial statement 1s ambiguous. It evoxes an immediacy

“~

. X .~
B s be -

- -~ - i + . ,!i N
of concern, but as an address it 1s formal {(like o Busindss

letter), and almost non-gomrital

.
(o]
re

suggests a <eliberate
detachment, an arbiguousfattitude towards tihe efiicacy of
[ f ‘

the offering (the englosed cress o manifest e svirat,
B R po ] by

To evéke faith: : S

. e
YOuUr own cCross, e ) . N
| : *  your dog-bitten cross - ' .
no larger than 5 thumb,
o small and wooden,\gdn%%grns, this rose -- )
\‘ © e * T

'
¥l

The poet acxnowledges the offering,\ijlch 15 made

explicit an the connotation of "this rose.“ The suggestion
A}

%3

. ' " .. ) - .
N of the "rose," in the context of the ¢cross, i1s.0of nlooad - s

~
e 4 A

- . e 1Y *
and the heart. ijowever, unlike Christ's cress .and an

actual rose, this cross has "no thorns," that :s, the Y
- offering is genuine, without any intention of inflictina

< . :

pain. On another level, the frieng 1s asking Sexton to

N -

oy

AT ‘

'wear the cross,’' take it up and sharec her burden. Despite "

.

, the authenticity of the ofrering, .Sexton rcjects the cross

as the embodiment of the spirit, in spite of the implicat ~

. need to transcend the flesh. The focus 1s on the juxta- -
' - 4 « .
g position of the "The Cross" (capitalized) and the gonsequent
H LIRS . - ’
\ g™ . “ L . R
d | ;
A ‘ |
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Co . o .
associations with 1ts explicit reduction to a 'harmless’

»
¢ ) [ 4

piece of wood (cross with a small 'c¢'). It is only througl

‘.

3 - N ¢

r:iendshap, that. it meramorphoses/

-
Yzovre ant aff-rracicn of

ty

into a flower. ' . f
ro.
“Further, the pattern of imagery that qudli¥faes the

x
.

' K ) ! I ’
p cross, denotes the physical and temporal, suggestihg that,
. ’ .
within the poet's experience, the cross is not sym%pllg-gg

;he incarnate god, but of human suffering. Tt is “dog-

. R 15 -
’ AN

. - iy 1 ‘ .
bitten," like mea g {un 1mage linked:ito the r@ncept}qh of

‘s;vl'rw#i' , - s )

18 .
Christ as a “chunk’ of beer," later in the poem): 1t is

‘

"no larger than a thwsb,” Both images that limit 1t to
B

te@pdfgl realaty and the hody. The cross€s the tattered ’
\ ¥ -, . S - . ) - ‘ . , ‘ ,': ‘ﬁ"
and worn universal symbol &f suffering that estiilxshes; -
- \ CE
- F] . N o ) Y r' ey
as suggested above, the bond of friendaship, 1nplying the ,
} 3\
shared burden through the 1mage of. sy our; Wn_oress. " (The
. & . ’
© 2
name'of the poet's triend suggests that Sexton may be. .
. . «Q ) ’ . .
¢ alluding to the biblical Ruth, who chooses to share the 1
. . ) ]

suffcrin‘; of her triend and mother-in-law, Naaomi.) .
s

Stanzua two tocusesion the urgency of the poet's '

“ " need for faith tha& sgems to.-transceénd her conscious doubt:

‘ -
N -

\ ,
1 pray to s shadow, . .
“that grady place .
where 1t lies on your letter . . . deep, Jdeep. . .

L4
’ 1
. . . »
’ * v o
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The agmediate &}Tusionf;é

7 . \
to the intisible dimen-

s

" 0
sion, the ambaiguity of 1ts mystery and silence, 1ts impene-.

trabil:ty: The "sradow" she *nrav(s) to" erphasizes theé .
R ¢ 4, " A
Q

invisible dimension, which qualifi:ed as a "aqray place"

)

infers that this is her 1ronic Calvary. She 1s witness o
. . " b
4

the reality of cruciflxﬁbn (sufferaing) and sharing in 1t,

but the cross "Yies' rather than stands eg.‘t, a pun that P

* ¢

is pérhaps'aﬁ_allus;on to the vertical Jl;zzzxon (tran-

scendence) as a lie, and a re-statement. of the reality %&

Ruman suffering. ' ’

In another sense, “shadow! implies that its mystery

“ t -

B ~ ,
is not incarnate; it 18 7Just a shadow, an Jdppelrance, an

. —-— .

. image that becomes haunting. *The image also suggests the
,u by N -"“
“imitation of Chrast, in the sense of taking on suffering
L]

» 2y *o

gnd guilt. The connotations of “deep” and 1ts repetitions,

¥
VN ‘ . i .
erphasize that mystery vf silghce are 1naccessible, or that

~ © .
they are fﬁyond tne rea‘h of the poct's nced and apweal ..
v : ) ¥ . .

3 i,
gt line, the emphasis shifts trom the ungubstan-

{38 5 .

o

-
?

of her experiédnce of self.and the cross: ™ ‘ »

A <

’ . ‘t .
tialaty of the image of the cross to the physical reality \J?

'Y

’ S .
I detest my sins and 1 try fo believe . _
in The Cross, I touch dts” tender hips, its dark jawed face,
1ts solid neck, 1ts brown slecp, = 7 )

e

o - “‘ & T
' Her self—accusation_rccall;At“g act. of contrition

i

-

7t
in the sacramént of the confdssional: "1 detest my sing.”
. ! PY b 4
R . 4 ' LN
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(The saggestion, xndgoﬁtextluls that they arc gﬁﬂ;ﬁg~§1esh.

» e ' S :

. -~ . 3 . N : “' 3
and her inabil:i%+ to transcend 1it.) "The Cross” 5‘comes
- / . - - wa
the errod:irent ¢ rif, wi1tf” the further imrli-ation of his

vulnerability . The "dark jawed face " with 1ts suggestion

v

of the skull and theé jaws of hell evokes, on ﬁhe one hand,

fear and death, while simultaneously the i1mage 1nfers a
7 . .

mysterious and ,s\cjucuve figure, the male lover. The gift .

:

. - ’ . : '? .
of the cross and the letter 1tseff has buggested the bond, .

@ . b ‘ A

s . .
\ 2 '
ot philia. Neow unother dimension of\love 1s 1itroduced -

N
]

E s’ ' *
s v ° a
the erotic. The 1mplication 1s that the pp}w 1s seduced

- &\ N ; N
by"Rer 1mageof Jesus:  the “fender hips, 1ts Jdark Yeved’ 7L
* . ' ' n 4, ,"? M -
face,." , The necessity c¢f the flesh as emphasived: the
~ M + M
_ _ . . . X v
. ’ N % . » - .
spirit 1s not disc¢ernable 11 spite of the urgenyy of tihe
hl - . ™
s b4 : ‘ .ot
.pcet'sﬁ necd tee reach out, . But sthe slight jpause arftdér = -
3 . . A - : .
. om . " - ) " y . : - ¢ 4 a
‘1 try to belacve” contarms A8r frovipus statement of Py |
Lo - /. i 0 D! AN
n‘;:_:cessuy and-Jdoubt . She longs tddelieve 1n "The Cross.” \n . ¢
. . u’ﬂ ® N . _ A
fcapitylized agean), 1n all its'damensions. However, !
. v \
! P y . A
“touch,™ denc®1ing physical odntact, fg1f§'to manitest the .
’ ‘4 r—’/.‘\ - . ° f;‘
spirt., lnstv.r&u\i, vialnerability or the body apd death
" v
“define the (‘xpvr&‘v“ncc. The juxtagosition ot need and the )
’ ~ »
3, “ 4 Y o ) o
limatThns of the,body make actual thd'voet 's struggle .
- ~‘\‘ . ) . . - B} - A ., @ . N
.?{: i ) ‘~a 4 DN i
whtll faith and her own limitathons. , .
., .
Thesimigo: Of the cross 1s antl'u:up,qnmrphn', within e

s
:

the poct's experiénce. It metamorphoses from a symbol wiiho ¢ - -

< v b o .
. , B - . . '
s v ® . ;@ ~
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o . .
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all. its implica®Nons, éincluding the concrete expérience .

o © N . . N .
L . ., N ‘ T
N - of the symbol)’, to\an object. rom this Qmare 1ece 'of
- 0 4 !
' A . ° . r: -“'D -
‘ / [ . ‘ ' v . - °
wicd it teccref a oy and tnen fragripnt s'of “the Boly, .and
' ’ i 14 ) . . . * R
se~ultanecaslt the vwholetioty. The ¢xperience intimates
. v - N N : . § -
) [ ' o . ’ g
transformatlon and Lransflquratlon but the vaisions fail
. - ”: 9 s . . T - £ [}
i 3 N <«
SN to bermore thin human: "I . .
N ) ' ' N ¢ "4\
. ‘\ , . ) 5 . = h.
) . True. There 1s * ’
. . ) a_beauty wul Jq.Su‘s. ‘ * N E J
, _xie ts_gheoen tro his bones like a chiink of beef. *°
. - A _ .
. The, redudticn 1s startding, Again the emphasis is
- . Y e . - .
: I‘:‘ * N N PO . N ' v
P cir images-of inmebility and v;‘hxeraux,lity. Within.this
’ ’ N < ¢ ,\
. context, ti. Jross becomes symbolic of Ly \t. and hst ‘r
: . T > Ny
4 - ¢ ' . \ “
’ not Chraist; tut Jefug..” She reduces .,.r? to his” rusanit Yy and
r . M ) o A . ‘ ' .
X mortality. I'he yuslifier "frocen” iruiically conhotates
‘l ' ) ' o = i \ E ' ‘ I '
jrresec ervation Wi durabality, but qualafrea by “chuarh ot
- N ‘ , v * . s .
-, ‘ N .
. 'Q‘kre(i'uceslt?.c init 1al 1mage . cf tne “‘i*"—"' ils :;c\nsm“
3 4 T ) R .. )
- - bgau.t‘}f( Lo <3rqto’;§.;’mc Iragrent. that recalls Uxuﬂ orm 1n[ul
. SO T , L.
Lo LN N ¢ S )
T ") b',.aon of FPianoas Bacon.? Tihe b i‘/ A0 I"‘Y‘S“"*“(( noats paers
"., ) . N ! o 4 \l‘
. e . o . K ‘ :
: : ;(, ual imige of the Loor u\:,n.l( amimal, prenervang an o death,
> Ty . ' .
N ) ‘ ' ‘ r ’ . "' Bt ,
“lite's scnseles sniss - the universal destiny.  Seston con-
. ¥ ' A :
~ ": S " v . M v
o . T cludes the stanza vatl ot mul vx s1on of desparr and aban-
L 4 R S ) ' : . ‘ :
. ' * * . <
' donrent ¢ ' / A ' N oo ., s
. ,y -
s e . - .
DN ' . .
\ ‘How daspe ratcly he '«mm:-r} Ju pufl his arms in. R
‘( L How desperately | toueh !x{% vertical uwi hor 1.«‘0?\(:\} aXuS
. © v ’ . \ .
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B Shé'.wishes to make contaogt with the spiratual |
i . ' . ¢ v . T . - \ .
“«dimension threough the senses. JHer despair 1s projected
. 4.1 . . . - ‘ : ) ?
©oonto the maje o Yle grqcx:‘;c‘;:ﬁ. Christ 18,again reideed
5 ¢ ) o .
L2 - - . M
R - - P ey J : ! -
to Jesud, fhe srall "I o "he” reinforves’ s homang by -
» . ! N N * ." ‘. )
. - ' - \ N .
-mension.  The poet's cross lies on the letPer - a “shadow, "

'

- . .~ ¢ a ’ i . - ot ¢
the verticdleaxis is un;lﬁ*e*h:x},‘lic. The analogy between the <
- . i . \ ( 3 - }
~ ,man . Jesus and th(z' proct ks drawm, with the intimation that .
. . . ! ~
: i) . . « . :
shcb 18 L‘T\li;lf;leui '8 the vorld Loeing an tlpe woqiv, unable to
- & - d\ 4
go,beyond 'it: , ) \ ) .
. . P ]
', - -
£ t I/ R - ’ , ‘ .
/ A att I can't [ " Need s not juite Delairef. .
o a . L) )
- C s L p L s .
This 1s the contral unifying statel oy of the j-oem
st !‘ . .a N . .
P : N . . f‘-) .
. - Lh)c s she 18 contessing.,  Thntsestanca ol 2Lemyces the .

a : — : , . :

-

’ » : i - i «
poet 's wvredicament, L she s cawaht in the dialectic of A

s . . . . R \ K . . - S . . x
faith and doubtr ot Bothat s qudlizaed b an oafr u}m‘: 1N by .
nd e N - . .

of s(u teriify

as, the nuran condat e

"

. Wit 3.\\5:: tite z:u‘l 10! Mnd
releasce or a transc ende and or Perience,
R * 4 ' ’ l §h
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ntal- vesaon

- ~
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- ¢4
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.. e 4 g c o Y,
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The sullsequent lines address Ruth again‘®(recapitulat ing )
| ) \ ’ : \" - f
| /the flirst: stanza),. but now there 1s an implicit new recog- '
} \ " v . h ' a . - . 4 R . -
« . . * 1 : ' 3 v ) <
1 nITIEn TnET Thdes per Lass1on d1:§t inct ' fror her triend’s>» ,
| ] Y o
} and Chraist’ (It 1s now her "cross'" as well)) In acoeept -
c TR
’ N ] ’ ¥ ’
| . "ing the of rering, she has shared the friend's burden, (the S 3
N f *
Lo . . o ‘ NI O .
burden.of doult perhaps). ‘Through 1t, she becomasd aswit: O F
. ' ' . . . .

*ness and pzrt'tl cipator 1inh suffering, the crucitixion, ti&

.
-

Py

. .

4

emulation’ of Christ implicait in stanra three that calmi-

LY

\ . nates in a:failed religious, experience. - The *package e "
b 4

. . B e ° )t
'
5, - «

string” is u reductive that links back to the “doj-mitten :

-
4 ¥

. cross" of the first stansa. 1t sustaindy tue Inagery of

t
- - o
. .

’

. - the body as meat, the ¥Yedy Leing hung  (she alludes to the

]
o oy 4
” g

. < . LY
. “hanging” Christ withan her), with 1ts evocstaon o the

' - .
‘. .

- B N - - -
- N N

i . »
N butcher sMop. However, the implication n line three wr | )
[N * * . . 6 - . ¢ IR
L J ! . . - 'y , \" 4 It K
this stanrsa 1s that the Cross boecomnes w talisran, tlag sealy
T 2 ' : - ) - g '

¥ Yl ‘j.lu:‘bond of triendship: "Ruath, 1 cherisdh the letter yea ’

. . . ' . . o “ . . L.
N ' wroge. " The gexperiensce of having Uworn/yoar o o8’ torLagg
v \ . | .
’ . b
nates am an wronic affarne: gn: ; : ‘ T~
1 n 2 : - ) ’ . I's N .
‘ ‘/ 1t tapped ne lightly o8 a clald's heart noabd ‘ - SR ¢

Lo tapping gesondhand, softly wait g to Le o, Wb
Ay . ‘ - e

. 4
3

" N [ o Y
his' aay Le the erporience ol r;ry«: alluded ta e
¢ \

. ,

the t1tle. AlthoughTthis 1's not ' myLtical eiporton e, tHa - o :
- ' ‘ . b Y - “ “ B . : N 4
" conngtation of birth and renewal are nevertheless o coleg

. bration of the carthly meanang S fove, Trhe allusien 1B o
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> ™~ 4 . o . . b)
. .o . o o b ’
4




/

)
‘

»

also to the "cross" of pregnancy withxphé suggestion of
original sin, and its redemption through the birth of

Christ. It taps "secondhand,* implying that she has

- . » . L . ) ‘.’.
‘'‘adopted' the symbol and withsthe allusion to a clock, t Co
“ N N * ~, > 5 »
that this love is within time. . . %

a
-

sjon" w

£

' '..x Stanza, five cenglﬁdes thq’poem and the confes
’ * , - ' @ } .
with an existeéntial self-affirmation in spit® of the irony. *
! . N -
is extend’ed

The imagery, connotative of birth and rgﬁewa-l,

. o.{a’\ ,
here in a finad statement of self-realization ahd reve-

Ny - .
"‘fation: - ’ ) o a .
< n e T R - f
.. My friend, my friend, I 'was born , v ° )
v doing reference work in g?n, and born : .
. .. confessing 1t. . . . ) L— { ! ) '
- . - Q":‘ * |:

»
b

Transgression is conceived of as a life-giving experience,’
 for it is in the-strudgle to articulate her sufferifg-that
Ly ¥ N . N
' , .o 0T ' ’ o L T N——.
sha. has experienced‘birth. The further suggestion; in the ‘
< . © "v ',~\S ‘,.

v . ¢ . .
context of the “subsequent liges, is that Heg\?gspory-and
. ‘ . . cooy
: N

‘ N ' ~ S «
destiny goalesce, transformedgthrough poet£§tj )
o . . T . [

v

B i
4

.. . This is what poems are: - |
- N " ' ' ]
s, oWl th mercy . N e p i L
oo for- the greedy, . o < : .
! they arg the tlongle!S wrangle] - > . |

the world's pottage, thg rat's star.

t . o .
Pootry is cxpressive og;the longing
. N Al

4

P

\' The seeming reduction implicit in “rat's s
s of hg‘strugg;e, the iropteattempts,
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%f "tongué's

¥

to ‘articulate, as implicit in the image

wrané}ei"-the longing and de®

ness.  Sexton™ poens, born

o

sure of-her longing, and become a s
i ' f

f

* \ N / < )
as implicit -in the image of “world:s pottage." The pottage

also alludes to her hunder

3
Y
-

A L
“manifest in her aﬁﬁlity to

ever, the allusiaon is also

°

sire, and the utter hopeless-

in confession,. imply the mea-

olace"and a sustenance

o

for the spirit, which is now

k)

articulate it in poetry.  How-

-~

to Sexton ‘putting her soul on.

™
for in spite of the dqual of

v

@

N

The final vigion
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. . SELF .IN 1958 ‘ S o
1 } ) k . " N . l
What 1s reality? - T ’

v

. T ar a Elastcr dolly 1 pese - M *
"

5 Liat o .out ooven without landfall or rightfall
n éoﬁw shellacked und qrining person,

eyes thaf open,®blue, ‘stecl, ang closec,

Am I approxirately an 1. }flg'nln transplane? 7

I have L, black angel, - S .

black-andel-sturfing tc comb, T

nylon legs, luminous arms

and somy advertised clcthes., -~

L4 o

I live i1n a doll's house . .
with four chairs, . -
a counterfetre tuble, a rlat roof

: ) " @
and a big rront Joor, N ,

Mgy have core tad such g smdll crosSroad. . e

There 1s an qren bed, - .o S
(m@\en‘lamcs,‘ lire takes a fm)
- cardbeard 1leor, o , .
Swindows trat rlash open on 'sozrzéuru=js Faty
and “Inttle more., . o -

L

-
-

Someone plays with me, . '

A@bldms me n the all-electric kfc«hen, . - ‘ i
Is this wihat Mrs| Rumbaver sandl,
“Someone privtends a'»'rt‘h T - - - .
I am walled in solid by their neoise --
or puts melupon thoir straight bLed,
They tnankf1 um ne! ' \

Therr warsth? ooty warmtd 18 notea rrend,

They pry my pouth for their cups of gin '

and thwir stale hiread, i ' - T "
" ) ; . ..
N " ' { K r," .
. 1
What 1s realaty, : e ‘ .
to thisesynthetyo doll 7 '
who should ssale, vho should 'shift gears, - .
N ? : : C
o should spring tho aoerd open an a wholesome Jdrsorder,
Lo have. no evidenge of ram or tears) o, '
¢! I Q\AN Cry, . . "
rootefl 1nto.the wall that' C S
» was cfce.my wother, g0 w0 oo ;
‘ , i - . : “
a1+ dould verember how i
1’ anmnd | I huel the tears, . .
A ‘ . . ) S
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‘ : : SELF IN 1958 : .
i . M . LI ‘e
| 4 ’ » . 4 .

| . This poem 1n four stanzas is a self-assessment that
’ wveals 3n contological situation which dramatirzes the poet' s
| ; ; .

’\ ©alienation from herself and the external world. Life 1is

- * conceived of as a game, the s€lf as a toy. Both the .

4 .

private and public worlds are i1mpersonal, destructive and -

ultimately predafory. The self feels manmipulated, assaulted, . .

) R - f - f
/‘ imprisoned. The pattern of ‘fragmented and synthetic body

' - ' -

. imagery actualizes this s¢nse of-violation. ' |

‘ ‘ At the center of the poem 1s the | e dichotany

- .

-

trans}qted into and expresscd within an nner and cuter . .
' . . » ' ( a

reality, evuated wit: the doiy mimd, bhooy soul drchotony.
' A}
Ve

. The cudter. pealaty 1s tle "synthetic doll.” The mner s
1 . * - 3

/

’ K . '
the "1, while 1t 1s thas d:Vxnon that ~ . =

encompasse

. s
iy

led'ds to

..
-
s

—

ren 4 oan abstraction frow reality, o
. . Y
- N
loizally allows the noet to ecsplare herselt
' ) ¢ !

N .

o also what para.

t [ )

. ‘ - X ‘
| and becomes th¢ source tor tjpe Rncw. , .
v

¢ a8

}1!'

f e

L
, - The pvrtxcular date ' of the titNe erplasices
/ [ ;E.\: » .

~ &

attempt 6 canturd and hold the reality I ersunt ent
! £z

-

yet -elusive experienzae,  This poom 18 crucial an Sexton's
. A
Yo, . -
e ‘ developrent as a poet since, on one level, the over-ail

~ ? .t

- concern and progression ot her work is the dawvning ot ‘ '
B I3 .
. . . -

- o

. L . .
conscrousness, the awakening to her existential situat jon,

oy . - . ) . l.m P x, “
& ‘ P s \ |
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R . L3
world 1s Lioth mocking and threatening but cjaally -abstractes
- ’ / N
and qvnttclxc; - )
. N 2
Q - ‘
/ upon Sune shollached and griinnaing porsanyg >
I . ‘ oo :
; . J / .
<, . H »
The poet 1s pevhaps liter dll ;(dou Cberore memirvor
. e’ A
Carne v B U ) N . b . .
(Sextonswas vncea mdicl) unl, he tage ot the extérnal
» . - « -
world 1s her own retlection, The wplication s that she
. 3 . .
) . . ‘ .
feels,as 11 she were beang played wath; that she as the
LY % - toa L4 .
[} , ’ .
source’ of amiasoment’ an her ‘,¢n.ﬂ) lance ot Tite: . .
N v N A . ., @« '- \ . ,
L > \ .
. ' M y - * N
. ¢ ’ . i

/
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I
which includes the experience of madnesSs. “Self in 1958"
documents a stage of develcpment over a peripd of - seven
. i ;: o
ceirs (Lyle-lwoll). Sutrocotarally, the poer rollews the
4
pattern ol quedtion tolloded by statwment , Lhe expersencoe
of being an object to subjectivity and consciousness, which
involves the expressiui of enotions., ©
’ - .
1 <
The porn begins with the question, "Whpt 1s real:icy?
’ B L . I
and the answer, 4t this point, 1s that. for Sexton, it 1S an
experience of lifelesiness: S .
1 N ~
. Yam oa plaster doll; & posce’ .
The image of the Lody as synthotic particular:.oes her selr-
estrangement and the sonse ™ non-being. @hv podr pert urma

withoat sepscory or emnot
3

with eyes.that cat

As a doll,

tonal togistering o
apeny withaout

.
]
she counter’rgitls
) '

vxperience: |\

»

) lanarall or nightrall
\ i

i .

1ite. The mage o the

extoernal
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o s - ' N
the metallic cohnotafgéns of "steel," 2vose a4 omanneguin

¢ ) .
continue the sugggstlons cf semetil

i evokes socmething demonic, while simultaneously, the allusion

1}
' »

X e, N . v

Y ’
~ . 0
o < N

eyes ,that open, blue, steel, and closec.
l v v .
The ﬁbvement\pﬂ the eyes opening and closany, qualafied by

a

A3

-
il

i)

-

-

which, as an analiogy to her body, has menacing :aslicatrons.

|

.
E]

L ' , -
[ o . . R “
This 1s a vision of self-destriction - she has no sense of

time 05 rlace, as suggested in "egres that cut cren with out
/ . co- t

»
t

landfall or night-fall."™ The loss of weorory 1s expanded

and alluded to agpan, later in the wecem. Jrour the verspec-

-

tive of the arti1sy, 1t s the mad vis.on. This 1s the
extremity of ex*arlence of -being divided. ’
'& . o C )
CAm I approxitely aw 1. Magn.m transplant? ¢
o -
[ ST
' ?‘. B nerirersest *

.. The body is alien ZIrom the sel tha:t perce.ves 1it,

Tre vegetable and synathetic connotat:ions in "tran

b
—
py

-~

LOLHL Tenaeing

anc horrific - the hompuncule, the perfect

»

Aniterieit buelnyg,

The implication is expanded in the nenlines:

.

I have hair, black angel,
bﬁdck—angel-stu“inq Lo Tomd,

. lon legs, luminous arms . .
and some auverhlséb [clotnes,
¢ . [ ]

The repetifion of “anyel,” gualificd by "black,"

’

18 to a manufactured product, @ magazine image. H8r appear-
N . ’ 0‘ A <

ance has been defined by the popular image of the American
e : .

r’
woman. “In the next stanza, the synthetically crutxcg‘laving
¢ ; ' . .
' r" - bt-
-’ ot {
t . ' . L.
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- /“\//7
. doll merges with the 1nage gff the suburban house-wifes - ’
’ -~ . .
° R .~ .1 lyvelin a doll's house- , . 4 \
with fo.t chaarse, "
% a ccunterferr taple, a flat roof oo
and a big front decer. ‘ .
- ) : : s > |
[ K . . ‘
. the "countertert” table nmakes the whote family ¢
. o B + 1
: - ! |
) setting suspect., The "table," i1n' evoking rood, offeringt
¥ . ¢ ¥ 'q R
Y _ e . .
. and comwmunion, 1n the context ot the whole sectting, alludes
M ¥
’ - S .
to the experience ot the absent tarily as false and unreal.,
- (In the 'final poem of the “"Live or Die"” ui:?o:\ulm", Sexton
.. , ,
. re-discovers the tumily.) The concrete 1rage 1s common- :
- ' . : .
- - AN
place, and her si-aatien, n spite of the c::-J‘rnorn nary
. " K -
- - implications, aulte ordinary: Miny have cuoie tQ such a
A W
small cross-road.” This cratical téu'mmq taoint . the poet .
sugaests, s experienced in the context of one's limitataons,
u‘. N . ! . . [ « .
one's necessity: . _—
2 ¥ . “
o . -~ . \ :
r . b M il N
~There s an aron bed, ; ]
' (ate endarges Blite takes a@m) | ] N
- - QD X < . . {
’, “ aocardpear ooricor, , N ! .
. | ] . . \ 4 » I .
‘ : Cowrnpdesss thie dlash, openTon someene,ss oty ’t’
v and little maore, , . / i 4
’ These Lines Jontaain o documented list })t’ SOEMNLORTS varrous .
o ' . . e s ™
Jexporiences ot oextremity and valtimcration, liie 1macge ot ' .
o " . ' ‘ ’ ! ‘ '
. .
the "ivYon bel” saggests a bate mstitutional setting - the .
“‘ ' ' * ' . L] ' : * ‘ ' ! N
- | prison, hosphtal casylum, and an the contest ot H;(‘:;t‘atc- R
! ..« bRt . . . b R
'3 Y B ! “ N /s . - . L
o ment i brackets ("litfe taken aam™), one Iu:mniw:g the tavget, .
, .w.. ‘ . v . o - ' . . . s '
the vt 11133,/& v sy tude, '1‘{:13 "hed,” in the context ot °
: - ' ' '\ ' v - - - @ ‘
\ H .
0 # - s . . .
¢ y N f- - O .
,f,vt“, .4' ."1’ o . !
, , . . .
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\ ' .
the self, suggests ajhorizomtal} position which is extended
i ' b
to suggest the rfall into sain ;'}Ad madness 1n $he subsequent
$
. } ‘
irmade ©f a2 “cardicard fleoer.”  4dn another sense, this last
e T - - [N

imagqe er-nhasises the nature ¢fF the setting - a playv-set for

-a doll. The external world takes on the restrictyve and

. : — \ . .
impersonal connotations of the .private world® Her vision ° ]

\ - o . .
1s circumscribed by "somecne's city" = another manufacturey

A
.
. i
.

another toy. - p
The 1mpersonality of people and human relatronships

are threatening. She experiences herself as a Lelpless

1 o -

s

victim, a plavthing. |

s .

Tt ’ ¢
Someona plays with me, .
plunts ne in rhe all-electric hitchen,

a

The rmodern, all-caiipped cenvironment of thé housewitf tales
P T

-

on the connotaticr:s of an nstrument of torture - an eles-

tric chair, a laporatory. The subscgquent roference to

. . "‘.'. 1 *
"Mrs, Rombauer,"” {"1s this \-:hin_ Mrs, Romblauer s,\u‘_i?'\

’
v

-~

- haa o
furtherparticnlarizes the experience ay insane, « The intiu- \
- A ‘ Y ” . Ay
sion, into the symthetic fLorld“that's being evored, o the |
s ' . s & »
h s )
name of a I'Jth&hl'.Wmsvwxfc erphasioes the Jogs or p
. ‘ - ' = 2
4\

sensé of reality and memcor®,  This wplicat con exponds the
. *

i .
i

initial qugstion of " Lhe poem (MWhat 1 adeal ity?2") . The

N " M

f »

/ ’ +
next.lines continue the pout's delhineat1on of unrcality and
: ph ;

. R ——
.

¥ » . AL |

artaficialivy: . ‘ N s "t i .
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. a ‘@Some'onc pretends with me -- s o
1 am walled ir solid. by their ‘fefse -- :

o or puts nc upon their straight bed.
"walled

»

J'Someone bcn(uncs a multiple
b ~

.
.

2
The sensc ol cunbtricition ;s/ exg;amig/x'xr. the

.

there 15 no escape,

in" 1mage,

"They." The reterengce 1s perhaps tow family settin {the
F § Ja
. x . .

- A4

'

“They" extending rfrom the "Someone” who may be the husbandy
) ‘ . . g} .
father), as implied 1n "house,” and ‘t)x&e—’m;,hen; where she
: -
. , . ’ { . «” -
experle}nccs“ chaos, cenfusien, 1sclation ard hopelessness. !

. © . ’
The final i1mage ovoked by the above lines L‘OCJPIL;UlALCS
’ 3

4

“therr strai1git bed." 1n

[
.

. Aersclf as a Jdoll that adorfls
N ]

- |

another sense, the mmference 18 more ominous, more se Le- |
B LR & ‘

|

|

cause 3t 1s not an explicit reference but o sugpjestion of
. N .
demonic experiraentation,  The emphasisshifts agasn fr{g*ja‘
. . 2 -
¥ o }(
X

[

e

- -
how she tecls teing used to her,own sense that she 1s more

. » \
I - .
. .

than ‘what she appears to bers .
. Thev thinx 1 an el .
! ‘ warimth s not o rrrend,

- 3 \ -~ . - e
Toro thoerr cuaps ot

Y Huran

A
, on the one, hand, and a violent act on L}:x\ ¢t her,

' ganeg

b

il

3
¥
. - fed like

3
B

‘livandeld,

-
Wy

v
,

.xt,}x'.' anid lld'lttl Loy

cquntertopt . They re presented withim'tie contoxy or g
: by . p .

Coeonstantly Leing played wit by s beina toree \
- 7oA N v

further wronse 1nplications,

i
stale bhorea s,
-y
- .

Baps aree oxloericheed fay
! !

. ) .

.
' '
. »

- i
1 'I'}‘t‘ .

-

- \

¥
o
A4 . .
and draink has . -

. 1 N ' .
G prasvner, CThe tmadgoery ot tood .
. a1 . . -

) {,
!

;

/

!
.
i
;

The - "gan® 1650ty

Leep her an

oy
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her doll's stuporxpnd in turn, she, like some worn-out .

<

X . - L] 51_ ~ .
. whore, becomes a cheap.source of entertainment. The 1mage -, P
. A f , .

cf herselZ-as a3 “roazi 1s 'therefore an allusion to commu-

1) . ¢

] [ N .

nicdticn _as viclation, and simuttaneously o reference to
P -
her poetry, with the implication that it 1s read-without

coucern, - . . . .

LN

s .

A

The last stanza reiterates the initial statement, < K
) " 7 ‘(" -«
confirming the experience of unredlity: - ',

What 1s reality Y Q'
- @tc this §ynahet1c onl ! X ‘ ‘ . ‘
" who should siile, who should shaft gears,s
should spring the doors open in a wholyseme!disorder,
and have ro evidende of ruin or fewrsy "

[ f

‘There seems 40 Lbe no resolutldq of what She recognirzes as

her neurotic predacament, apart’ frem the ambigucus note in -
N ‘ . L ’ AR ‘
"shoyld." She 1s aware ofr what she "should” Jdo - open the

—, q R N N

"doors, " an appropriate retaphor ror selz revelation, Bt

L N

- : . ‘ L
shegis def2ned s the loss and Yuurliun?)Jm can’'l eversome, i

/

.
-

. . v Sy
Further, there 1s the-anplication that the ¢ laving doll' cay
. ( )

’ . 4
. . . . .

nb longer function propdrly because the Lt ansrade Ler qb'

- L "

, ‘ o [
. . - Ton f . .
aware of her reality and the 1, domxnatL\lgq* the doll,
. . . » ) \

:

a
3l
'

-

, ! . ' . . . . i
image, (she "shoul.i Srerng, the doors opént) . cannot g red

AN ) . ad ' .
herself of L}‘ Thed"doll” 1s4a compley medhanisp? shipting R
t . e ..
: o7 / '
\ . 1 .
gears from one pole .0t the dhality to dnother,  The "Jdoll®

i
1 L}

. i‘ . . ‘v" .“

* . . 3 . . { ‘;‘ s L N . q . “ . M

18 in the "1 and WLEG- e sy TN . V' “ \ .

' h LN \ . . \ .
[] * N . " .




. b
2 . . o S ‘
r 'TT}:(:\&&D[H statement of the poem ig a confessiony”

6f )imitawion: o :

Y . \'5 < R , . . -

! . ore M . @ b
' Bat 1 would é:r*_.’, .
. ‘reoted ,into the wall ‘that . :
.. 0 was enee [y 7ot her, . *
; < .o bocould rovember how 3 e
. / ©oand ff T had uhe Leai‘,;;, . : '
’ . - "

¢

. . [y
The connotations of Yorgetting, of‘being imprisoned 1s

g | ~
counter-balanced. Ly he% wareness ., She 1s divided. The
¥

. S
physical, vishble world, 1s mechanical. Reality is split

. -

o " , . s, s
- the body/mind antathesis wi tz?ouvt. the synthes.s. The . -
[ i . . R N -
: ’ ' Ie, ’ o 1 . 4 ( - »
image, of the "wall" ewokes the arpbssabrlity of reaching |
. ! ' ~ ‘ " - v oz .
. ., 2. ' . : ! . .
the outsade gxsvx re starga three Jswhere sheo 1s "wadled 1n -
. ?

1
. . 0
w .

s

. : Lo “ . .

sol'dd by thei®noiwse). Tt onpressvs theiden of resis-

. . | . ' !
: \

N +

re o

ance, ot oo limitaing s.tuatien, Sad o tias lipitataion, the

. N . . . !
scoondary mplication ot protectaon. ' Thus the wall as an
4 " ~ " . ., " :
/ N .
tLow N N . ,
ambrguous viige,  Berda "roctod anto the wall,” linke: o
C , ‘ S - . ‘

.

»

g ;.v" -
the "magnin trans; lant” mm\;v' Or ‘%iiup..:ﬁx \‘\n% sSujests the

) .

dichotomy of the ortiticial @nd oraay
» : ‘

selr t‘:;J tha Tarios

.

o .

. -t
* ~ - DR \‘ .
Lo sy araen vhe

t o1 n G reluaade

and the. reil, matter (mothier) as opp

a f
\ 'S . ,

) #* N
dpll-imaye s anescapable, patt ]y becausd
\‘ . . . . ,‘) K
v’ O . . . .
e a waimh, where the “tears and tears® of the patoeraal world

N )

.

e .

a¥e not experignced, In tHe \h!\ll o

¢

Aeanwel v thore

L3

4

f
o« . .
.

[
15 the amplieation ‘et a perve

3

] . s
rae !Xf\n}‘l’g‘l'nsir‘l\\‘v ot he oody

‘, . hadd L] . ! R ll —’; ) ’
Howevern, the-doll/woman does rememhér ‘that shoe has toragottde,
| . N v . ; *
oo e R PR Lo ]
, . ‘l " ] -
4 , w ’ \ Y A ’ 0‘
! * . (A i g .
. . ® L [ o , . S .




‘w1th two children, two meteors

. what did you sia@d by,

~

- the one we talked of so-often each time :

-

«Q /]
h\\

<o _ © SYLVIA'S DEATH ‘
» {,‘- ° N N l ‘
) for Sylvia Plath
-~ [} - N S hd
0 sylvia, Sylvia, Co
witth asdead box of stones and, spoons

wandering loose in the tiny playroom,
with your mouth into the sheet, ‘ ) v
anto thée roofbeam, inte the dumb pravyer, : :

1 ’ . o "l'
(Sylvia, Sylvaa,
where did you go
after you wrote me
from Devonshire -
about raising potatoes’
and keeping bees?)

3

how did you crawl into,
. "y

~ Y, 1

crawl down alone - ..
into the death 1 wan{ed 50" badly and for S0 long,

-

the death we . said we both outgrew, | o S B
the one we wore, on our.skinny breasts, '

we downed three extra dry martinis in, Boston, . : .

the death that talked of analysts and curesj,
the death that talked like brides with plots,

the death we drank gb, S - ' ’
the motaves and then the quiet deed? |

A

(In Boston; ' .t Gy - -
the dying ¢ " 3
ride in cabs, ’ S .
yes dqath pgain, .
thaﬂ’rzde home : ¢ -~

thh our boy..) . .

] @

i .
- o .
N . o
» B L




i

to do his job, , , @

and since that time he waited -

O Sylvid, I remember the sleepy drummer
who beat on our eyes with an old stoary,

how we wanted to let him come G
like a sadist of ,a New York fairy . j

a necessity, a window in a wall or a crib, IR Bt

T

under our heart, our cupboard,

and I see now that we store him up. ,
year after year, old suicides . S ~

-

\ o
and I know at the news of your-death,

a terrible taste for it, like salt.

(And me,
me too. ™~

_And now, Sylvia, LT

ou again .
with death again, ‘é :

. N t‘ -
N
h .

.that ride home D - \

with outr boy.)

e
» >
(AT .

)

i

And I ‘say only Y '
thh my arms stretched out into that stone place,

‘u‘

" what is yo death

but an old elonglng, .

a mole that fell out !
of one of your poems?

(O friend,

while the modn's bad, ° L

and the king's gone, ¥ Gy
and the queen's at ther wit's end’ S
the bar fly@ought to singl) .

O Tiny mother, . ; .
you too. A, r ,
0 funny duchess! , R A
0 blonde thing! : R

L v

. o ' ... . - February 17, 1963
A‘ ) © ! \~ . .

i) N
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M - SYLWA'S DFATH

-

i

This elegare pgem 1y, the poet's formal culogy of

”
P . 7

_Sylvia Plath. It articulates her expression of Sylvia's
~ ’ 0

’

death. It reflects their past relationship 1n\kh¢ context

of death, suicide and madness. It i1s a celebration of” .

T

©

friendship and 1ronically o: death. Writini about her

’ d -~

experience of Sylvia's death, Sexton i1s 1invoking and -

reflecting her own relationship wWrth death: 1 -ghe past and

- o ¥ t '
e . 3
. the present, —— KB : '
e Y 2%’
> :, #‘
. 3
The poenr’ 18 structured as a series.o!f couvlets -
. : . )
& .

units of thouyht that guide and *control her cmotional res-

ponse to the death in staterments and queries that evoke,

»

question and celebrate Sylvia., Intertwined with these are -
S ; s -
AN

asides (enclosed in brackets), that are personal references,

o
’

stylistigally more informal, and that guestion and reveal

.
? +

P 8ylvia and simultuanecously Sexton-herself, /

. ~
.

N
N . . .
The first statement/question invokes Sylvia's
) . o

.presence, centers on her legacy, and concludes by question-

LAN

. . . N
Jing the qualaty of her dying. The i1nitral line is a recall
- -, ) N \

. , . . ) \\ N
of Sylvia, an attempt. to evoke her spirit anﬁ\ostablxsh

. . ~ .
. . \ . - i A \ 3
A 9
v "
N . f " - - . .

t
A . Ny
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+ N .
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communication: . ' ~

. 0 Sylwvia, Svlvaia,
- { @ .
with a dead box of stones and' spoons, -

. [

Tre second lire defrines $yl$¥; in the context of an 1mage
of permanence and necessity, which on the one hand suqgqgests

burial rites - the "dead box" of her coffin equipped with
\ :

~ .
- R Y

. "stones and spoons,*“.the cairn and food of her last memo-

- 1

ryal. On the cther hand, these 1images allude to Svlvia's P

- ° [N

. ! Yo o )
legacy in life - her ‘'burden ofgpec0551ty' and her 'hunger'
) . -

" that could not be satiated in life. There are further iim-

~ R . '
! plications to the images: Svlvia was born with the pro-

verbial silver spcon in her mouth - the gift of life and -
: .

<

the girt of poetry. The "stones" suggest permanence and ‘
g b Jg I ’

\ legacy ‘of life.
' , N
g \ The next couplet qualifies and particulariZes.
N Sylvia further: . .
) c . with two children, two metcors ' * .

wandering loose in the tany playroom,
. o . ) N b
The i1mage of "meteors" &uallfyinq "children" suggests that o :
\ 3 N
they are detached fragments frey an original mass and

o * ™dimension with which Sylvia 1s equated (m&tcr/mdttér).

The further implication ‘is that ker lcgacy/élso includes 7
, N - ! .
the fall and loss that-her death has caused: her children

0 ®!
. - »

are motheriéss. : . .




- . . ‘ .
‘ ~ 7 . -
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° _ N
The third couplet recapitulates Sylvia in life® -
. . 3 ' . B
- N ! . . .
trying to grasp’ beyond herself and simultancowsly turning
‘ ) - . . . -
in upcn Nerself: 0 . .
- . r ﬂ' »
with veur routh into the sheet,
N into the rouf%eum, into the dumb prayer,

lier death is wevoked ds a poetic act and her history is»

invoked, “the levels of her Heing as a' poet and as a woman.

° Y

- ' - . 1 {
The bedsheet 1s also the windipng sheet and ky the context ‘
. e : 1

2 Slg

of the wmplied childlike action - seeking gj ety, huddling

> . 1 . t o
* - 1t is @ copcoun. On another level, the sheet 1s équated
. ) - » ) o ’ tyoe :‘ '~
with death conceived of as a refuge. ‘Finally‘xLi%vokes .

v B —

“ i ) Lo ,
‘the dimension of madness with 1t$ suggestion-or a, fearful

»
2

“apparition, an image of terror. The meaning of “"your °
o \ [
Y X

-

i . R ; -
- ‘mouth .-. . “1nto the roucfbeam™ suggtsts, on the other hand,

an attempt to articulate (perhaps as. a Rrotest) an appedl.
R , -

o The "rocfbeam' 1s an arbiguous i1mage that suggests a source L

' '

’

v 4 . .
1 - “

- . N * . - -
- ., of light, support and moral sustenance, perhaps!allud;ng to

Wb
|

\ {
14 A “*Ml‘

i B
, the. cross or 'mierely tihe cerling of the room i1n which she
) S P s . ¢
_ N . -
& . e

extends this ambiguity., It anters

o

- died. The “dumd; prayer

. a mute, inarticulate, even a stupid act, amd 1t evokes a
9‘ \ 5 " .

sensc of abandonment, Jdespalr and the silence that answers

®

' — e . R ’, -
S %dvaiarts appeal, as well as Sexton's? ’
5 : @ N Y

The tfirst aside 1s%a juxtaposition, <carrying over ' .

. . v ’ - "
. -~ . - . 4
from the last couplet a note of-lament with -"Sylvia, Sylvya.”

¥
. ‘ - . Qv

N 2
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= D . *
* .
.

1

It_fhya flashback to their last communication (perhaps

¢ taken!from an actual letter), implying an affxrmatxonul :

’ N *
A " Q‘:‘,?h 315» & . ' e
. A { LI . ‘ :
. 2. .new b%g;nnlng Zcr Sylwvia, an earthly concern w§%n things
. - v . . N
RN Ca - : ™

-

L (N T
growing, with rertilaty. )

}
- where did you go
atter you wrote me
rom Devonshaire
about raising potatoes
& . —
. . -and keeping_ bees?)

i ' H

»

- The unanswered qugsgzon alludes to a dimension of being

s “"’\(K ur ) . -
beyond timeiand pldce, one that Sylvia may have entered.
- e - 2 : - T .

This-reference becomes explicit in the final couplet of the

\

) ~—

first &uestlon/statenent:\
¥

\

il -
°
W

-
what did you stand by,
Just how di1d you -lie down into?

T Sexton is literally trying to conceive of what Sylvia did, -
1Y i l
‘ how she actually dred. The line implies thé difficulty she

I
e,
f

has articulating.emotions that emerge from contemplat ing

' Sylvia's literal suicide. The reference 1s existentially

@
a

. ambiguous - was the death an affirmation or an abdication?

The téerms "stand” and "lie down” allude to the existential

’

. %) . .
- choice -~ death as an affirmation gr a succumbing, Further,

.

the connotations of these i1mages suyyest the vertical and
L o
he horizontal which in alluding to the cross and i1ts" con-

notations qhgstions Sylvia's death in the context of a
g !

- .
N .

]

 d AN SRS .
trahscendental act. (WQﬁﬁsglvia a'stand-by!' in the scns




4
b

‘

\ N s 3 * ¥ N ) ’ .
of someone waiting ta be included on a passenger.list?)
‘ _ PR . .

No

SRR
HOWevér, the particulars of Sylvia‘'s suicide ("whe{ey%
] i

.

~

“what" and "hcw") must remain guestions.
their relationship and shared

With the sccond question, the emphaées shi1fts to
. N \

the more distant past and on
experience of death, This gonceptiocn 18

[

. .
o ° !
conception &nd
simultdneougly adolescent, romantic and a sick.preoccu-

' \’s“}f“ . »
. Cogy o ’ . .
patign. The reminiscence 1S xnltx?ted with an accusation,
f ‘ \ ..
suggesting that Sylvia has taken something that belonged to
both .ot them: - — K_- . '
- . (N . . 4 . Q‘
: . . : ) 1
. Thigf, -~ . : .
o . how did yow crawl into, . vy P
) " - . Y LI ' o ’14‘ v
1 t ¢ . AT
L . crawl dovm alone o LR
o into the Jdeuth I"wanted so badly and for sc gsng, :
A ' e
S e ? ! * . - . L] ' LY - o
: “v The emphasis shifts frem Sylvia to Sexton herself, whach .
- ” Tl - [
. controls the evoked emotion in the context ol the conno- -
‘ : , .o . SR
tations of "crawl" and theﬁxealxty of Sylv:ia 5‘%U’C3$QLFQEE;\
. head 1n an oven). Sylvia 1s on her knees like a relig:ous ’ :
. ! ' !
supplicant. In another sense, the image cravling sug- -
x . - bl : R b : ‘,.
gests somethind™ budden and debased, ‘aglluding perhaps.’
Lo Voo : . WL
ironically, to Sylvxa}& dgath as an act of degradation
. . 0 ’ L |
-t . . i‘r \ N s "\
towards the shared donception of death: - S :
i ) 5 - »
- the death we said we both:outgrew, .
*the one we wore on our skinny breasts,

They sharcd and were marked by this death, knowing 1ts
' B . . F’ o 3 )
, . .
e




-

-

- . . s' '.",
[P ) '1’.51‘ ,‘

, ¢

presence -in ‘the body. 1In another sense this 1s'an ironic -

i
- !

’

. Lo i

statement alluding to adolescence and yrowing pains.. Death
. M ' : r

was worn like a cross on a'chain. IiHowever, the focal »oint

' ‘ i
\

is on the presence of death and 1ts changing attributes

defined by the cirgumstances of their lives:
< , : .

~
t

the one we talked .of so often ecach time
. we d®$ned three extra dry maxriinis in Boston,
This referefice 'is to ahother later staye ¢ exrerience and
. . ’. R o , 5 '
in this context, the irony 1s more cutting and overt. It-
o ‘ .
pecomes mockery. The ‘allusion 1§ to drunken fantasy andg

t-. I

v

perverse ‘flirtatfons: o
the ‘death ﬁ%ét't‘aked of analysts_and cures, .
- the death tHabk talked like brides with, plets,

* -

"In the shared history of Sexton and Plath, death is con-
. ) ~ .
ceived of as an autonomous presence of overwhelming pcwer

and insidious compulson:' "the death that talked.". Death
* 5 \

-

’

1s an obstacle. Further, the line suyggests tne dimens:on

¥

of articulate confession to each other and .in poetry. 1in

Ve
b
A ST

a different sense, the implications of "talked" versus:

"acted" re-defines the ominous connotations of actu;?b‘mtxp-
. ¥ oo,
AR 4

% ¢

. 0 , ‘ 5 ’ N
ness and sulicide to a romantic fantasy, an expression of

longing. Death 1s also the ambiguous seducer:

* 5

the death we drank to,
the motives and then the guict decd?

LS

A
¥, [‘1 . ‘ . . ' .. L s
The last}’jine shiits again, in tongd and refercnce, back to

v

-~ N . ’ ‘ -—~\ -

o

‘

K
"
- F

.
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. LN o
, the actual death of Sylvia:- The "death we talked of" is

"

contrasted to Sylvia's “quiet deed"” and the “motives," -
- «imnlicit in the noer, are.rosited to others tran the ones »
. . . 1}! ~- *
she shared with Sexton. Ay - Coe
‘o Yoo ‘ N . s M
. The sccond aside, however, rdverts back to the
. ) . . s Y
b

shared experience of death in the concrete -image of “"our

bOy" bR

£ : S

. < L

© {In-Boston., ' - :

. \ )
) < thedying « , . .
. ‘ ‘ride in dabs, . v, . TR
) yes death again, " . ,L 2%
that.ride home ® :
. | with our hoy.) : . s T
- . ) — " e ! . , " ! .\
’ ‘ ) v . . oo 0 . . A :
Death, 1s expanded here to include the experience o ,-\
- ) “ . - . i) -
. . R .o A
the external world -{"Boston") as well as vhe private derain, |
. SR . .
B - -
("home") as a denial and nqgat:qp;of life. by contrast,
o "our hoy," the link, the cmbodiment pf death as ashireat
. — o) * ) . , L)
Ty . \ o , '
credtxén/pIO)cat:Ghﬁfakes on the vatality of the erctao
i P 4 ‘~::~ - . 1 . . .
and the orqiastirc "dnd.on uan archetypal level, suggosts
. L .
- 7 ¢ ’ 1;" - N
Jung's, faigure of the animis, s T . &
fw JThe' subsequent couplets;that mdke gy the girst
) )l/ ot ‘ h . A ' . '
statement degelop ‘the shared but changing conception?
|/ —.:_x R . . ‘
experience of death. The impllqat@on is that “"under ?our)
: . . \
hcarﬁ“ it has matured, ripened. (Perhaps, among other :
o N .
qhi?gs. through répeated suicide|attompts ) :
‘ j "~ 0 Sylvia, Iremember the slecpy drummer S

~/}M who beat on our eyes witih an §ld story, -
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.

\

P : ’ .o
. . Q i ,
The image suggests a languorous, secductive concept of death,

hypnotic and archetypdl. Death is the image of the Little

* ' ne ' a . L
' r - .
drummer boy that kent them awake and desiring: )
) how we wanted to let him come . .
.- laike o sadist or a New York fairy )
’ to do his job, . : '
‘ o a necessi&y, a window in a wall or'a crab,
¢ \ . .

Superficially, he is a cyn:cal joke. ‘The underlymng impli-

Q9

.

cation is sexual; death is a lover. The suggestion in-the
'\ . ,implicit ainvitation 1s perver$e; the 'lover' 1s a "sadist" ,

L3

or a "fairy" pnd includes the awareness that their flairta-

. tion with death 1s misochidtac and unnatural. However, the

v o
. ' I
invaitation 18 also seen as necessary becaudse 1t promises

-

e

through death o transcendénce, as. suqqestcd 1 thiedmage of
C. . . . SR
the "window 1in @ wall.® ‘The "crib™ evokcs motherhood and
‘ »‘ . . &
Jearh £11l1ng an emptiness, the possibility of ¥hieh sug- .
gqest s the erzpectancy of re-birth,  This 1s externtded 1n the

4
°

2. P
subsequent amage of feath as a farthiul lover who awaits:
. v

‘

. ‘and since -that time he waited
. . under our.heart, “our cuphoard,
< and T scc now that we %Lore‘P1m up
. vear after /car old suicides -

El

| ' f o~
The lover who is kept hidden and provided for «dn the heart™s”

store~house metamorphosizes into the foetus wairting-3o be

. on

born. They are seduced by death, ampregnated by death .

The image is horrific, cancerous but again there 18 the

i . ‘ \ ' ‘ Lot




-~ o

o

suggestiqn.df“rc—b}rth. / o

.

The possibilities of re<birth #re under-cut by the
‘ /

A g

¥ - 1h

. ' i

a.,

- further implications c¢f “"window g'n & wall." The i1mage .
. Sy

3 .t " o . , o
. A T : ) N
evokes expansion, but 1t also cvokes a solitary room, the .

. ' -

consequencés of failed romantic love, the last refuge of
madness and senrlity. The "fairy" lover could be a pro-

fessional decorator who has arranged the room. The flir- -

-

tation with death louwds to suicide, conceived of as a
. p -

sexual experience: ' “let him come." Death dces a "job"
< - ® o
and tojether with the mother/foetus implications, thas

M M » . — Y ° ‘
1mage sugyests the excremental vision of the body and 1its ’

. "t .
dying as waste. / k@§ \ )

. N : %yﬁ ?. R ’ *
The desire for death shared by Sexton and Plath was i

never actualized: “"how we wanted." As Lhe,fcetus/loygr
drows "under our heart," and .the women age, the conmitment .

is renewed. Anl "now" the longing "1s once pore aroused for

' - . v

Sexton with' thé news of Sylvia's death:

-
.

~.and 1 know at the news of your Jdeath,
. u\tcgrnblv taste for a1t, live salt.

a

A k]

The implicit 1mage 1n the couplet 1s of hudnger and thirst,
a recurrent 1mage 1n Sexton's poetrzg 1t dramatizes the

unfultrilled longing and desire that is sought 1n death.

‘ { )
The “taste” of death 1s like "salt," which s the elemental .

)

flavour of 1lite, of the sea, the earth, the body, Salt




% . -+ ~ - . . .
afflicts, salt preserves.

3 ~

The third aside extends the image of dJdeath as the

- %
seducer Dut ncw 1T s Zocused 1n the present and cn Sexton

(LI

-

- N . A - .
herself, and the two presences - Sylvia and death, having
Q *.

been invoked, mergye with each other:

(And me,
; me too. :
And now, Sylvia,
you again
with aeath again,
g that ride home
~with our boy.) ;

L2

Fhe "ride home" 1s actualized - 1t 1s the "rade home" to
L
death with the 1ronic implyeation that Sylvia has arrived

"home." She Has takern the "boy," yiven birth to the foetus,

\
|
|
|
|
|
1 —
; and actualized thre shared conception of their ‘parenthood. ' -
3 ' - 1 )
| ) .
|

This final section of the puem recapxtu;ates'and'

' e

dramatizes Sexton's 1nitial response to Sylvia's death, her

owWwn reaching out:

. ‘
> f

‘ . i
2 . And 1 say only ‘ - . e
with my arms stretchied out into that stone place,

- , ot
a - -

The 1mage evokes Sexton as the one who has becn ‘cheated, '

. .

o
7
-

the one who has been left behind still crucifxed to 1;16.

Z

i The thixd.and last question relates deathr Lo pletry.,
, Death has been one of Sylvia's crecations: . _
) ~ . C )
’ E] B . . . . " . ¢ @ #‘ ‘.“
, ¥hat 1s your 'death : o
but an’old belonging, ~ ’ .
! e a mole that fell out ‘ AN .
' of one of your poems?. : o
. - v o ) Ty e @ : ’ ‘
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The conception of her death as ,an "old helenging," 1s also
a celebration of her poetry,
" The fourL?\ and last aside acknowledges the frzgnd—'
- - L]
g , i, il 3 e
ship and articulates what Sylvia ha's left bLeband: .
' . / ) . '
- -~ {0 fraiend, . :
) while.the moon's bad, ‘ )
+ v N - N -
o -and the king's gone,
' - !’ 13 6
~ and the dueen's at her wit's end
the bar fly ought to sing!) e
The pattern of imagery evokes a world of .chaos - of madnest
v . ’ *

EY

and geath - a farry-tale world that becomes an ironic meta-
. . L}

'

phor for the experaience of breéakdown in hierarchy, structure
* ) s '

4
and meaning 1n the real world. Within this se:hn&s, Sexton

<

m

is the wr fly," agam the wartini drinker, 'Jdrunk’ on tho
visjion of death.' The 1mpllcatxo? 1s that given such a

condition ‘and apurehension of exi1stence, the self feels

e - . . (‘ .
reduced in lite, but the knowledge of death: (Sylvia‘s "ride’
:’ * » . hy .
2 A : i g - - . 4
home") bedomes the cause of gelebration, |
. JU— g )
- .. . ]

_- . O tany "muther,‘ :

' . fou LOao. . T u.‘
X J Q furiny duchess! v ‘
. . ~."\'.) Llonde tkaing! ¢ ;, J

X

r

. ..
‘ 4

<

The _poem ends with a celebration of E lvia 1h the- conte of
- . \ y nor

. . , > - . ’ 4 . \ ’

an image of'crealion reflect% back to her as d mother and
. T od

a poet. "O funny duchess!”vsuggests Sylvia's uniqueness,

nebility and 'style’ both as a woman and a poet. Sex£on '
. . 4 Y - ' v P

-

.

.
sy 3 .

is the "bar fly" who i'g‘ still crawl{fng, Plath is the "lglondq

'
' \ ~

&

»2
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' thingQ".the'angel and heﬁvghly body from which ‘the

. ' C,
L] - »

‘.
3

\ -
children, two meteors"

4

'

[

~

il

v

~

102

L

"two

are now separated. 'This last image

suggests.immortality, infim#ting Prath's strangeness and

.

ultimate vulnerability.
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£ , LIVE

Live or die, but don't poisph everything...

~ Q
R . f‘!’?:“ /
“ ) S EWN

Well, death'ss been here \)

for a long time --

it has a hell of a lot .

to do with hell 4
and suspicion-of the ey,

and the religious objects’

"’and how I mgurned them ' ° .°

M
i
's

N

" a sort of human statement, .

when they were made obscene -
- by my dwarf- heart s doodle,

The chief mgredlent ‘ )

is mutilation. . .

And mud, day after day,
mud like a ritual,

and ;the baby on the platter,
¢ooked but still human,

“céooked also with little maé;qots \

~sewr\ onto it maybe. by scmebody's mother;

the «damn bitch: - ' ‘ ' :

.

Even 80, S.. .
I kept right on going on,

lugging myself as if '
I were a sawed-dff body .o

° in' the trunk the steanmer trunk.

‘and even “though 1 dressed the }body .

This became a per jury- of- the soul.
It became an outright lie

it was still naked, still killed.
It was caught

in the first place at blrth . . \
like a fish.

But I played it, dressed it up,

..dressed it ‘up like somebody's doll.
Ia”"hoie aomethxng you play? ' ’ '
And all the time wanting to get ri.> of it?
And further, everyone yelling at you

to shut up.’ And no wonder!

Pcople don't. like to be told

that you're sick

Ty

AN s wp cat sy

e 4




~

and then be forced

to watch

you

come’

down with the hammer.

/

Today life opened inside me like an egg

and there inside

after considerable digging

I found the answer.

What a bargain, -
There was the sun,

her yolk moving feverishly,
tumbling her prize --

and you realize that she does this daily!

I'd known she was a purifier
but I hadn't thought -

she was solid,

hadn't known she was an answer.
God. It's a dream, °

lovers sprouting in the yard
like celery stalks

and better, /

& husband stralght as a redwood
two daughters, two sea urchlns
picking roses off my hackles.
If I'm on fire they dance- around 1t
and cook marshmallows

And if I'm ice

they simply skate on me. .
in little ballet costumes.

Here, .

all along, .

thinking I was a killer,

anointing myself daily

with my little poisons. ; .

‘But no.

I'm an empress.

I wear ar apron.

My typewrlter writes.

It didn't break the way it warned.
Even crazy, I'm as nice

as a chocolate bar.

Even with the witches' gymnastics
they trust my. incalculable city,.

~my corruptible bed.

e

ey ©
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0 dearest three, - '
I make a soft reply.
The witch cdmes on

arld you paint her pink.
I come with' kisses in my hood . a
and the sun, the smart one,

rolling in my arms.

So I say Live

and turn my shadow threa\times round

to feed our puppies as they come,

the eight Dalmations we didn't drown,
despite the warnings: The abort!. The déstroy.
Despite the pails of water that waited

to drown them, to pull them down like stones,
they came, each one headfirst,

blowing bubbles the color of cagaract—blue

-and fumbBling for the tiny tits.

Just last week, exght Dalmataions,: .

3/4 of a 1b., lincd up.like cord wood

each ' :

like a

birch tree. «

I promise to love more if they come, ',
becayse in spite of cruelty

and the stuffed railroad cars for the ovens,
1 am'not what I expected. Not an Eichmann.
The poison jus® didn't take.

So I won't hang around in my hospital shift,
repeating The Black Mass and all of 1t.

1 say Live, Live because of the sun,

the dream, the excitable gift.

Fad

February the last, 1966™

3
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This is the concluding poem of Live or Dic, It 1is

the po?m in which Sexton’resolves the dichotomy in a gra-

)

tuituous act of self-affirmation. It 1s a poem that 'arti-

culates the extent to which she has Been defined by death

¢ ’ \ f”’"

and dying. It 1s a poem éXpressive of‘crossr376; - the
either/or of existence: “Live or die, hui n't poison

‘everything..." : . W

, A ! R
Structurally very loose, the experience .of the N

poem focuses on time present in the light of the events

- of time past, and in that context it 1s a self-assessment.
Ny ‘ i »

In a series of interlinked statements that dramatize @he
~ % o ’ - v
dialectic of life and death,- the poet attempts -£o uproot

S A e
© A Q

herself from madness ané\death.

There 1s no strong:unified pattern of imagery

+in the potm. However, there are single images of great R ”

/ - e
! ;i i . .
impact that_have the power to cf?s;allxze the experience ﬁ, S

a
|}

she 1s articulating. The focal point is the violence pér-

v

petrated on the body? The destructian, corruption, pollu-
[ . ‘ o

.

tion of the flesh conveys the expericnce of death. These’

-are the thematic constructs that fuse the psychological

5 .
5 ) L]

and ghysibal dimension$ dramatizing her experience of ' ~

.‘ . * « |
dismemberment, madness and death.
2 . ' ‘ .

Ny

»
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The first stanza consists of an introductory state- “
) - o » .
4 * ) 5

ment about death as a presence, as.a fact. This is a

.

b g
”1‘ | } ) - , I -
f{ orelule to the whole ¢ the pcem, and it establishes the
e ﬁ . ) ] ‘"‘“}3 .~ B
¥ . .
=3 tone and stance of the poet towards herself:
. , » o \
i
) -
ﬂ v ‘Well, death's been here ~ .
N s cLt . . . !
R | for g long time --
\l ;}a( \ . . Voo

r( [ [ - - T,
fhe prosaic conversatignal tone maintains a balanqe between *

o PR v

Adetachment and i1nvolvement. The undercurrent of resignation .
) - ’ .

~ '

= u

son the one hand and of havin; reached the end on the other,
) . 2

> - f

\

’ .7 qualify thc'exgrem1Cy of the saitwation. A

: . e

I 1t has a hell of a lot N : e
to du with hell .. -

i and suspaicion of the eye ! )

and the religicvus objects . )

and How 1 mourned them .,

when they wer'e made obscene .

by my dwarf-heart's doodle.

!

) The connotgtions and as§QC1atzons&of the above 11magepl forn

;
1 . . !

o -

6 - [ S S B Loop
a network of spguestion that evoke a fragmentation

‘

‘ '
experience: "The chief. ingredient is mutilation.”
T self is divided - thie killer and the mourter. How

the emphasis 15 on time past: “werc mide" sujgesting that
AR

.

' . )
now there 1s a sense of convergence of theé selt and there-~
v
: ’ - : AN
fore a new awareness th“preqkdown s Lo }e unllerst cod
) within a reliqgious context and an ultimate concprn,  Eval,
3 - ' ' ’
3 - - . . AN
» guilt, judgement and condémnation, as evoked in the inage -+
2
“hell,” have Jefined the poet's experience ot herselt, ' |
¢ . @ ‘ot * . * |
4 4 N 4 L 1 {f
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2

- , 'The "religious objects" denotes an eztprnal spiribtal :

reality that she attempted to grasp as she guestioned ]

them, and that proved inadequate,™and that conscquently
i
% resulted 1n“suffering and madness. The composite 1mage,

-

"dwarf-heart's doodle," 1s connotative of diverse meanings.

On the one hand, denoting the center of her .pean;, 1t is

suggesting sickness and distortion, an act of regression.
- . St

On the other hand, "doodle" connotates tihic UnCGnRLstlcus
F N ‘
- ',
scratching against her mourning - & fefusal toc accept

) . :

.

death. The image may alsO be a‘renunciation of her own
’ “ R

poetry, that is a final confessdion 1in which her sam

includes her own articulation of that sin which she is <o

guestioning.

. The second half of the stanza actualizes the frag-

+

mentation expérienced.by the poet in a horrifaic image of
the sacrificed child:

+ And nud, day after day,
mud like a ritual,
and the baby on the platter,
. _ cooked but still human,
N . cooked also with little maggots,
sewn onto it ‘mayse by somebody's mother,
. the damn bitch! ' :

N

Death actuaiized in the obsessive vision defines the nature

W

,af the reality experienced religiously and ceremonially.-
( . v
m}ﬁ‘”s:ppimeval and cannibalistic, bare, .mere ?xistence as
L |
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Sﬁggested by the connotations of "mud.” The general

context gﬁ#uaes to the perversion of fertility and offer-

A

ing. 1t refers to the death of innocence. Motherhood

ftands convicted, (Thewpersonal referénce to her own
I

hother who contributed to her madness 1s clear and to her-
/ ‘ . S ;‘1

+self as ngthey.)- o L

The fragmentcd imagery of cooking denotes a recipe

and refers back to "The chief ingredient 1s mutllétion,“

, |
- . .

. . \ .
\qualifying madness as a,witches' doncOStlon. In another

Y
Y .

P

" .
sense the refetence is to thve mad housewife.

e at

v

I i
7, L . 3 [y - —_———
(0 ” D

o ”? {

(R y ! .
e : : ; .
ééﬁnza two particularizes ‘the @onsequence%'of mad-
Y _ AL -
ness by what happens to the body. The fragmentation of

o
b

reality 1s envisioned as a kind of |dying: , e

Even so, ( .
1 kept right on going on, o
. a sort ot human statement, 8
: lquing\myself as 1f . )
1 wergga sawed-off, body N ) »
. in the Lrnhk, the stecamer trunk.

“

i -~
T

Ahstracted from reality, the self feels violated. The body
: , v
becomes a burden' likened to the victim of a conjuring act.

It is the murdered body in a trunk, like a stow-away on a

journey, yet going nowhere. It became a pretence of life:

o

‘This bdcame a perjury of the soul.
1t became an outright lie
- and. even though I dressed the¢ body

bit was still naked, still killed., -
. ‘ " It was caught .
in the first place .at birth, ) ’

“*+like a fish,



poe

A

madwoman, that does' not want to hear or see:

T%é image of the body refers back to "the baby on the
51' B , ¥ . N ¥ ~

*
o

; . *
platter." She becomes the mcther, her body 1s the child.

The whole spectrum of life is reduced. The sense of%aliel

~ .
nation 1s extreme and inclusive of the first stage of {ite,
4 . .

of being embodied. Although the analogy between thelbody
N 5 h;

4
and the "fish" 1s not elaborated, being born is conno}

7 - * |
A

s N

~a —
. ¢

: i
tative of being netted, hooked, with the further 1mpli§-

A

cation of pain. The "I," on the other hand, 1s identified

"\\J

2!

with another autoqpmohs’though not clearly specified dimen-
' Y
4 : ;

sion of being: ‘ "

But I played it, dressed it ghw -
dressed it up like somebody's doll. .

Is-life something you play? e
And ait the time wanting to get rid of 1t?

The body of a “doll" (a recurrent image of Sexton's poems),
A} . ’
extends the split between inner experience and outer

feaIity. The analogy 1s between L&a\sclf and a child,

the body and the doll, life and a game. ' And within the

-
¥

coﬁtéxt, tHe child is perverse - the child wants to_knil

the dpil. This is self-accusation, and the realization *

thét in a sense she has becn.playinq with life,. ‘ ) 3
- The sense of alienation is projected to include

s
her experience of the external world that ostracizes the

a

S S e e s s s s e ra e e e




JAlthough the above images allude to a scene of madn

te

e 1t

”

\\ T
And further, everyone yelling at you
to shut up. And no wonderi ‘

. Pebple don't like to be told

"that you're sick * -

and then be forced N
to watch BN
5 R
come .
dqwn with ‘the hammer, ‘
y -

<

s

5

111

ey
Y]

a typical melodrama, the implication is more subtle. The

g

v

victim becomes the execcutioner, and the worll that judges

and rejects the mgdwoman~becomes a victim 1tself, becausc

\J \

. 1n its unwillingness.to get i1nvolved it flees from life.

The i1rony is overt; there:are no extenuating circumstances,

However, the emphasis s on her action of violence.

last sentence of the sStanza

n

The

1s broken down ‘1nto its compo-

.

7- ‘nent parts, emphasizing the drama of the arrested action,

[
A
b

and defining the act-of violence as final as well as ter-

minal. In being actualized, 1t becomes an act of exorcy

is affected. ;

present, from death to life, from confusién and loss of

‘Stanza three marks the

3 .

3

s

ot

N

transition from past ' to

self-control to recognition and clarity of commtment:

LY

Today life opened inside me 11§§ an eqg
and there inside
.after considerable digging &
1 found the answer.

°

\\
\

Sm.,

BN
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The metaphor of digging conveys, the extent of . '

\
her task, the quest in spite of the deniai. Although the
allusions are to the subterranean existence of the miner,

on the one hand, and to the treasuré‘hunt, on the other,

Sexton couches her experience in the ironic hypergzze of j i
‘ . /
the housewife who has been shopping: x\ Y o
What a bargain. o .
There was the sun, ! R

her yolk moving feverishly, , *
tumbling her prize --,

and you realize that she does this dally.
I1'd known she was a purifier

but I hadn't thought

she was solid, .

hadn't known she was.dn answer.

~

She as maintaining a balance between being face-

R ~ .. ¥
tious and serious about an experience of-rebirth. Hence .

it is ironically a find and simultaneously a gratuitous

L3

event. It is the expetienée of life at its most elemental,
from "mud"” and madness of stanza one to the egé and tb;
"sun.” The egg is the seed of generatioh, the m?ster;"anﬂ
irreducibility oé life she'had not truste;. The "sun" as

the archetypal symbol of the source of life denotes the

a
r

process of unity she is experiencing. It is the invisible .

- A

essence which nourishes the inborn fire in man. The sun is

equated with the womb; the imagery denotes the stages of

i

birth. The sun and the egg become onec and are mqtaphors

for- her own >cnse of being. It is a vision:
' . vod

.o




B

. . _»  Godil, It's a dreanm, <
loVﬁf% Sprouting in the yard \
c . llﬁq Telcery stalks .Y
a : ‘and better, i ~
s - a husband straight as a redwood, -
two Jaugnters, two sea urchins,
. picking roses off my hackles,.

»

©

°

.8he 1s 1lluminating, glvinq,\radlétlng life:

4

»

. be&oming one with the sun. -.It is a vision of procreation.

' )
.

Féx‘t‘iiity and 1ove redefine thd food 1magery of the fll‘S(
. ¢ : : . - . .
‘ part of the poem wirthin the family cogﬁéxt. The black
. ' . . ,
ritual 18 transformed intd a famxlycceleb%atxon: ‘
o . If I'm on fire they dance around 1t
- A and cbok marshmallows,
\ oo . And 17 1w oice o -
”. they simply skate on me
1in little Lallet costumes., :

wi
[
[

/

i

She illuminates them and they transform her. 'They affirm

-

her in her extremity. Anger and fear related to "hackles"

LY ~

ence her as alive and they transform her. She becomes
the source. They transform fear and anger' into love.

1 o

-

. Stanza four dramatizes the changed perspective as

\ r

an act of exorcism. It 1is an 1nstange of Sexton's selr-

dramatxzntx@n of her fragmentation in which she plays Xll

'

'
e

the parts: .

+

<

She 1s affirming life in jts most prosaic and extraordinary.

is part of the &:}e force of fire/ice. Her family experi- «
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. Here, - . ~ . .
. o all along, < 7
thinking I was a killer v,
. anointing myselr daily - - ; , ,
Co . with my little poisons. .
; j » B . . ‘. -
" L ' The act of "enointing myself" suggests a religious - .
. ‘ . -
; ceremony'bver which she, like T prxcst,'éresxdes daily. N
This act of destruction, perpétuating further destruction,
. alludes to anp inverted celehration cf the mass-- the Wlack
- 1 e
2
mass which she now rejects: \; .
- . f:‘"
BUt ﬁo‘., ? e ’ \
, ‘ I'm an empfess.
) ¢ I wear ar apron.
o ) . My typewriter urites. .
o /f - 1t didn't break the'way it warned, e
: Byen crazy, 1'm as nice X
. . as a ckwtgolate bar. :
-~ BN s '
Even with the witches' gymnastics
e e they trust{ my rncalculable city, -
’ my corruptakle nLed. o
»;;-*!_" : 2 .
e - The image of "empress'" sugdests she 1s now in
\3 e t . ’
.control of her madness. She has a distinct sense of her
- . .
own being, actualized in the mundane experience: "1 wear .
N .

A}

an apron." Also, sife is particularizing }evels of being,

the woﬁan, the wife and mother, and the aytist. The refer-

ence to the "typewriter" breaking alludes’ to the experience \\ “
. i : \

‘of external realaty as threatening, and 1t also refers back

“«

|
|
|
’ - . <
|
\
|
\
|

to "dwarf-heart"s doodle,” wirth the implication that her
N &

poetry is also now affirmed, The fairy-tale allusions

merge with the ordinary commonplace images: as a “chocolate
g : :
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. ) 4 . . ]:15’ N

o : . 7 > .
bar" she is substance and sustenance 'for hér ramily. And

¢ ~
- "‘4‘ -
L]

S P - . b '
.in spite of her transformations, the evil and darkgpess of

v [N
CAZ . et .
7 "

her mddness, she 15 the uneunlored domain. Tnezggchepype

I B kN

“ » , . . . . Vo v,
of the woman as "city" rexpahds. the image of. mother who

3

: 3 .
shelters and provides for her children. It also refers

N . v s -~
back to "empress" which yualiti1gd by "incalculable” define
her as an 1indefatigable source. Thp mmage of “"corruntible
. ) : ' .
/s
bed" acknowledges ‘her limitat:ons and the possibility of
. ' ° . a N .\
failure. In the generul context of the poer, the allu- RN
. s
sions to herself as witch 1ecall theswitch 1h Hansel and ‘.
N 5 . " . L
Gretel who deceives the children through scduction, yvet
here the pattiern 1s inverted. Evil 1s trapsicrmed into
' r -
qgood. .
The last s\ania 1s a summary affirmation, invccation,
’ ’
and celebration of her rfamily, and fert:lity. And love and
. o U ’
life are equated: R
. hké ) ’
* O dearest three, oo : . )
, I make a sott reply. .
The witch comes on |
and you paint her pink.
.- 1 come with kisses in my hood o s
. and the sun, the smart one, ’
rolling in my. arms., - ‘ )
. : O
The black ritual of madness and death becomes trans-
[ ~ - ' -
formed, She is no longer the ¥itch' in ‘'stanza one who eats
. . .
children: "somebody's mother, /the damn bitch!" Her . . '
>
PN
Y "", . .
5008 .
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A

3

"witches' gymnastlcs“ are now manlfestatlj?s of love-

o

y So T say Live
| and turn my shadéw thrée times roun
to feed our Dupples as they come, ,
the eight Dalmatians we didn't drown, .
despate the warnings; The abort! ” The destroy:. ‘
“ Despite the pails of water that waited )
to drown them, to pull them down«¥4ke stones,

<+

o~ v

- A
)

The raitual of rebirth is made explicit in #&r power
of trapsformation. Her “"shadow," the symbol of her madness,, .
* ' ‘ .
is integratéd and she is:.made whole, The incantation of
“three times” implies the action of unity upon duality,

hence synthesis. The colour symbolism feinforces the

transformation from death to life - black to pink. The

( . -

A
dogs are a metaphor for her own experience of destructxon

oy
) N ‘\r .

and death as'they are also symbolic of hér renewal: .
&® L : \
they came, each one headfirst, !
g blowing bubbles the color of cataract-blue
and fumbling for the tiny tits.
Just last weekM eight Dalmatians, BN
~3/4 of a 1lb., lined up’like cord wood ‘ ey
each ' ' -
like a - 2
birch tree. - R

.

' ‘J“.\; -
yo ‘ .
The imagery of birth reinforces in actual detail her own

-
el 5

kS
. sense of life, concluding with the suggestion of the inter-

-

relatedness of life; inclusive of life and'deaih as’ suggested

in.the connotations of "birch tree." 1In another sense, the ; -
} ‘ » .
implicatign is of taking root.

.
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. . The last half of the starnza recapitulates

5

e poem

in essence through'images that refer back to thé various

4

dimensions of ‘death and life that elucidate her experience:

~ - L ]
I promise to love more if they came, - ’
ecause in spite of crueltyi
and the stuffed railrocad cars for the ovens, 3
1 am not what 1 expected. Not an Eichmann.
The poison just didn‘'t take. '

1y

»

|

This is a vow of love, i1nspite of her perception of reality.

. that seems to deny 1it. She rejects the public symbol of
evil and in so doing she 18 rejecting herself as the

victim and the executioner. The personal ard the publi&

1)
‘

. "
experience fuse 1in the inmagery of the holocaust, as she. 4

- 1
renounces madness and death:'

So 1 won't hang around in my hospital shift,

repeating the Black Mass and all of at, -

I say _lLave, Live because of the sun, .
 the dream, the excitable gift, . /

The final lines conclude the poem with a classical a

affirmation: live because of life itself, the "excitable
' RS 4

A . gift." The gift of life-is axiomatic and finally unques-

~

-

tdonable. It is “"excitable,” continually vibrant with its

-

own power. The first line rejects in the implication of
;. *hang around," the purgatory of madness, the suspended

. {

waiting suggested in the image between being and non-being.
‘ § e

The affirmation: is within time. Further, the image con- = T
e .

‘ {
4 Fa . *

" nects hadnéss with the demonic, in the hovering bat-like

'
-

- Yy
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-
0

connotations of "hang around™ in association with "hospital

shift." This is made explicit with "Black Mass." The

- *

“"shift™ i§ literally the hospital gbwn and also ironically
R / ‘
implies that madness is passivity in opposition to the

" "excitable giaft," and also that madness, for Sekton, has

beenklike an occupation. Thé.implication, in terms of

~— ——

confession is that madness has been an indulgence, a notion
. - e
- A
which perhaps reflects on her vocation, define@ her as it

had defined her poety. The "sun" is an unaﬁblguous symbol

of life, its light in direct contrast to the connotations

of darkness implied by the images for madness and the .’

T

“Black Mass.” It 1s, as implied in the third stanza, the
- °
egg 0f all creation, with its traditional connotations of

L

re-birth. The "dream," while suggesting a reality other

than the material world, simultaneously implies continual ' -

possibility experienced and enpvisioned within the natural
» .

-

cycle, \

~ * ¢ 2
Vi :
T w ~ _
: X o f‘.\
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PART ONE

[

Chapter II . .
N ANALYSIS OF NINE POEMS BY SYLVIA PLATH : )

"Lady Lazarus" ‘ . N

\ ) ~ “Tulips” ' ’,
. ugli“u . . ' L.

) . "Two w of a cadaver Room" - . A
“Aftermath" ' ~
’ ’ +
, “"The Colossus” ’ ' _ *,
cr \ "The Hanging Man" B .
- 1‘ . M -
', i t "C!\ild"
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" LADY LAzgxﬁs

\
A
i ?
H

I have done it again.

-One year in every ten

I manage it --

A sort of walking miracle, my skin
Brlght as a Nazi lampshade, \
My right foot S Lo

My face a featureless, fine ’
Jew linen. '

Peel off the napkin
O my enemy.

Do I terrify? -- -
The nose, the eye pits, the'full set of teeth?
The sour breath

Will vanish in a day.

Soon, soon the flesh

The grave cave ate w111 be ~%

At home on me .

And I a smiling woman.

I am only thirty.

And like the cat I have nine tlmes to die,
\ {

This is Number fhree.

What a trash

To annihilate each decade.

~
What a lion filaments.

The peanuticrunching crowd s
Shoves in to see ; i.~-»-—~ww~«w:¢:g

Them unwrap me hand and foot --
The big strip tease.
Gentlemen, ladies

These are.my hands )
My knees. .- h

-t

I may be skin and bone,

1




e
..‘& "

"Por a word or a touch ;

: ‘\ .
Nevertheless, I am the same, identical woman. - o
The first time it hdppened I was ten.
It gﬁs an accident, :

The second time I meant ,
To last 1t/out and not come back at all.
1 rocked shut . T

As a seashell.
They had to call and call
And pick the worms off me like sticky.pearls,

Dying :
1s an art, like everything'else.
I do it exceptionally well, p

I do it so it feels like hell. -

1 do it so 1t feels real. : ’

I guess you could say I've a call, -
- It's -easy enough to do it in a cell,

It's easy enough to do it and stay put.

It's the theatrical '

Comeback in broad day « .
To the same place, the same face, the same brute
Amused shout:

A miracle.’ . ; : -
*Hat knocks me out. ! - {
There 'is a charge ) -
For the eyeing of my scars, there is a charge
For the hecaring of my- heart - R e
It really goes. , . ’

And there is a charge, a very large charge,, -

. Or a bit of blood

R Z\“i ) o - g
Or a -ppece’of my hair or my clqthes s - SN o
So, so, Herr Doktor. , C— s

So, Hery Enemy. ' : . E
- ' , L . ' ’

L4
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' I am your opus,
I am your valuable, -
The pure gold baby

,‘ That melts to a shriek.
I turn and burn. .

- Do not think I underestimate your great c

T
Vel
:

. You poke and stir.

A cake of soap,
A wedding raing,
< A gold filling.

Herr God, Herr Lucifer
Beware
Beware, -

Out of the ash
. I rise with my red hair
And I eat men like. air.

LS
-~
1
N
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Ash, ash -- . )

Flesh, bone, there is nothing there --

oncern.




LADY LAZARUS : :

-
- 3 -

4]

- . This poem dramatizes a very extrefe, personal

experience of suffering, suicide, death and resurrection.

.

o It is a statement about the self.rooted in history, time
and place, where the personal level reflects the twentieth
century historical extremity of destructicn. The se{? 1S

necessarily identified with the victim, within a process
I

- o

gt

. / . ’
- of gedugtrbn and degradat:on, with ;he censeguent 10ss of N

- . identity and human dignaity.

. . . '
.The setting is a shafting scenario: a theatre, an
) . ! . _

~ Vg

operat iftg room, a circus, whiqb:coalcs:e‘;nto a centra.

metaphor for the world. It is also a cosmic drama where

Lar '

: .V . ) !
the feminine and masculine forces are engaged in § cyclical

process of creation and destruction.
CAN -

The focus of the poem is on the woman whe in a

series of transformations like interchangeable masks, veils

- .
§

ahd ‘unveils herself.

« The poem Opedé‘with a matter-of-fact tone that 1is

ironic, It is a statement of a fait-accompli: ' ‘ ’

1 have done it again.
One vear in cvery ten

\\\\ \ ' I manage it --
- ¥ 1
‘ . . . ~ . -

~r

—_——
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.The emphas$is is.moft on the act, which is nameless, but on
— .~ -

its’fgggéitiveness, creating an ironic framework which
" allows for the sensc of det;chmcnt and thc‘mocklng tone
of the poem. Thié is also the creatioﬂqof the neéessary
distance between the woman who experiences extremity and
the poet who creates thé experience. '"Cne year in every
ten" aliudes to a cyclic re-enactment on anlimplled suicide,
and conseguent resurrection. "I manage it" suggesis a

- . ' L
deliberate a?tion,v1eyed ironically as an acconlishment,
and consistent With the theatrical setting. She as the
'stage—manager‘;of her own drama.
" A soft of walking miracle, my skin

" Bright as a Nazi lampshade,
. My rignt foot, -

« a

.
A paperweight, _
. My face a featureless, fine
Jéw linen. '

The juxtaposition of implied suicide attempts with

concrete images of the holocaust has the shocking impact

of a gruesome discovery. Hence "miracle" has horrific and
-

’

monstrous implications. The image of the resurrected body

suggests pain and torture, particularizing her experience

as a direct_analogy to the victims of Nazi atrocities.
She is reduced to weightless skin, kept down by the "paper-

weight" of her "right foot." The further implaication is
- - ‘ -
i

that like them she is the "featureless" victim. But “linen"

~




© . -

‘also connotes:a Vveil and by extension, an unveiling.’

- . N

Pecl off the napkin
O my cnemny. )

Do I terrify? -« : ’
R ‘ J" \
. A o s AT
The "linen" 1s equated with "napkin," the unvbsling

Lo Sravrsars pey 300
R

- . A '
1s macabre. The imagén'napxyn" implies samultancously a-
N o ’ .

[oh

[ ¢ ‘
. . M 3 . - "
bib and a shroud, fusing“on the one nand, l:ife and death,

and on the other, suggesting.that this inter-dependency

18 parasitic, cannibalistic, death feeding on life, and

life feeding on death. "O my enemy" implies an cxecutioner -
. . o : =

whose role 1s reversed, (he resurrects rather than kills),

- ”
4

and for whom she 1s unveiling a terrifying Vision of re-

~3

surrected life. The resurrected body is a sxull:

-

The nose, the eye pits, -the full set of tee-h?
The ‘sour breath o .
Will vanish in a day.

Soon, soon the flesh
The grave cave ate will be : . i .
At home on me . . : . "o

AndI a smiling woman,. )
1 am only thirty,. ) : ’
- And like the cat I have nine times to die.

The resurrection of thHe body is not in terms of a |
[}

'

re-birth, but rathér~a reversal of death and decay. The
t ' N . ' ) » .
first image of the skull becomes a cadaver in an ainitial

»

state of decay. In turn, the cadaver is invoked as gradu-

P ally regarnihg the “flesh"’that death has eaten and now

regurgitates. The image of "sour breath' suggests death's
b : K

’
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presence in the body, breathing as it had consumed the

body. The “flesh" that is of the grave is “At home" on

-

her, but now it will ¥anish to reveal the "smiliﬁg woman ., "

This is the secdond unveiling, and the third metamorphosis

C f
of the body: from objects, to skull, to woman. She con-

tinues to address the "enemy," matching ~his perverse
skills with he% own. ‘Her life emerges as a commitment to
death: "I have nine times to die, " The_commltmeﬁt begoméé
a‘triumph. < , . - .

This is Number Three..
What a trash - .
To annihilate each decade.

: . _
Each stage of her experience, each season and

cycle of womanhood (child, adolescent and adult), has been

o

defined by dying. Great energy, as suggested by the pun

~

on- "trash,” has been expended to obliterate each stage and

break the cycle}’ There have been three attempts_.to die

and three resurrections in the opening lines of the poem.

The image of "“trash," in the context of "annihilate," con-
cretizes her commftment to death and her exposure to life:

What a million filaments,
The peanut-crunching crowd
Shoves in to sece '

Tiem unwrap me hand and foot --
The big strip tease.
Gentlemen, ladies .

~ ¢




"the operating theatre of a hospital, makes of resurrection

126

These are my hands .
My knees. -
I may be skin and bone, |
Nevertheless, I am the same, identical woman.
The dramatization of resurrection as a spectacle
associated with a freak show and a circus, and within it,
3

a perverse act, which the ind'ifferenpt sadistic crowd has

come to watch. Further, resurrection in this stanza

' alludes to the popular myth of the 'big time' suicide,

e

dramatized here as the 'comeback' of the celebrity - the

"big strip tease." The winding sheet alluded to\in "unwrap" - i, -7

is also th;a veil of the strip‘per, and the hospital sheet in ¢
sgrgery. Metamprphosiné into a side-show barker, she
addresses the crowd as "Gentlemen, ladies," confe;rring

upen it a mock respectability. The reverberations of irony
are expanded in the image of the skeleton, persecute‘d exhi-
bited as evidence, simultaneously evoking the body .1ocked
into itself, " with t};e further suggest ion of a crawling
posturce. The imblication is of reduction and humiliation,
which becomes explicit with the next unveiling to reveal
the "same, identicz;l woman." The last lir;e of the stanza
is also an affir;rution of her identity, which may also i>e

on onc level self - deprecation, because she stands exposed.

As she addresscs the audicence, she is also addressing herself.

- aQ
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ey ‘ ,

--delineates the personal revelation of "her suicide attempts,

~each decade."), from-the first unwilled accdidental' experi-

The first time it happened I was ten. -
It wai;sn accident. ‘ x 4

-

Thevsécond time I meant ' ///

To last it out and not come back at all. . -
I rocked shut

-1
'

As a seashell. ‘ ' ‘ v
They had to call and call _
And pick the worms off me like sticky pearls.

-

1] & .
The revelation takes the form'of a confession; -and

at the same time, a medical case history. She expands and -/

.

alluded te in stanza eight ("What a trasﬂ/To annihilate

Y -

'

ence of death to the second deliberate act. Death 1S hefe \

B}
associated with elemental life. The, "seashell"” ;;\hﬁsymbol
of barth and rebarth suggésts that death 1s a return to the

primary life of the wormb. In coptrast, the resurrection

that she does not*will is defined in the context of decay. QP

She has alread? begun to metamorphose bem\st state to

. . B Rl
another, as impliecd by the equation of “worsts" with "pearls."”
. , B
¢ ‘ t . . o
(The "pearl® is 1mpl£ed by the "seashell," which is expli- |,
. H
citly invoked in the transformed image of "worms" like

.~ [y

"st}cky pearls.") ‘Further, she is‘brought back to life by.

1 .
an impersonal "Thcy" who make her the subject of their

will. (In the actual context of the suicide, the "They" . |
. i ‘ - |
are the doctors.) The implication is that she is not |

R * °
! »
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. allowed to die. SthLS the' Tailed suicide who now

-

addresses her audience:
"i, Dying = s

7 ¥Is an art, like everything else.

o I do 1t exceptionaldy well.

‘ I do 1t so 1t feels like hell. @
‘o a . 1 do it s0 1t teels real, .
) 1 guess you.could say I've a call.

N

////T> The woman makes a statement of fact about her com-
mitment to death, which the almost rflippant tone .renders
macabre. 1In keeping with the theatrical setting and stance,

these lipes mock1ngly recall;the canfessional soliloquy of

— “;
xu.-"

the tLBglC,hclenL She 1s like an actress talking absut
& ’

I', '

= a part she 1s plaving, the irony being that she 1s talking -’

about her own life and that thegse are also serious state-
o e ’ T ' .

ment s, “expressing motives for Suyéide
* . . “ ° .
) ] 1The;f1rst statement Jdefines dying as a vocation, .
\ . v : -
sﬁqqgst1ve of devotion and singleness of purpose on her
& 3 N, 0 .. . '
.. part toward suicidé, which 1s envisioned as a creative act.
R T : - ! *
' Because it is associated with a creative act, completion and

-

. '~ even fulfillment are suggested. " On -the oqhér hand, this

reflects back to the admissiopn that she has failed to .

I ”

A . . - ) . f\

e

complete the act, .and this is what makes her 3 devoﬁgem

~

-l- L3
The é@cond statement ("1 do 1t so it feels like hell \\\\ \\\
-] ; <
extends the motive, in terms of sufferlng and the world. - k
The ' reference to "hell" is’ suggested to be the condition ‘ 3

1 - - . -

~ t
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S

gf existence, and in‘the context of the poem; refers back’

to the condition of the world, manifested in the reﬁitqnces

to the wvictims of the Nazi holecaust, with whom, at thiS\

point,
#€nt. defines dying paradoxically as living.

experiemces becing alone.

she

makes a

S

willed 1dentification.

The third state-

In dying, she

all~§}evious implications abouF suicide and dying into a

higher,

S
gontext of the statement,

18

of

’

to her poetry as the prophecy of Jdeath.
?

.

this line is 1n ironic opposition to the "call and call"

more comprehensive motive,

tpersonal ‘necessity.

" of, stanza fourteen,

‘calling'

% 0

1s for death,

doctars and the world,

actress'’

"call" to éppéar ony stage,

"call" that end%E? play.

9

2

and suicide,

imprisonment,

Suicide and death are naLural conscqucnccé.

r

w7

'
.
~ t

-

"Dying/Is an art,

]

~

She 1s the prophet of death.

"

which brings her back to life.

implicit’ in the "call."”

.The implication ;s that' the commitment extends beyoﬁqg

In the

the allusion
And the "call"

Her

and by debth,ﬂfathcr than by the

k]

The allusion is also to the

as well as the curtain

The next stanza ‘extends the statcment about death

-~ w

given thc'ihplied condition of the world -

>

,It's easy enouqh to do it in a cell,
“1t's easy enough te do hb aﬁﬁ stay puL

-

5

+

-

©

which is .equated with hér own candition:

'

The phrasc

The 1‘. statement draws together

»

-

A




*

“easy enough" and its repetition, reduces the act to the
mundane ordinary task. ' Implied by "stay put" is the total
commitment to d%hth, and_pot responding to the womed or

appealing for help. The traditional emot:on af fear asso-
. , :

a

ciated.with suicide and death 1is transferred to the act of

d

13
+
x

resurrection:

‘It's the theatrical

Comeback 1n broad day : - .
To the samé¢ place, the same face, the §¥pe brute
Amused shout: o Tl ,
e . " .:"f‘ 2:

‘A miracle!l’ ' .

»

That knocks me out. . e

<« b

~ Resurrection 1s experienced as-a "theatrzcal" nelo-

drama. The "Comeback" alludes to the cul:t of the suicidal

\

celebrity making a live stage appearance. The phrase

* ® . . . ?
"broad.dayx" 1s in oppositioi to the “"cell of the previous
\ g

o

stanza, the secrecy and darkness associated with suicaide

\

and death. \put it is irodnic, since it is in the context of

the “theatric&l/cOmebackj‘whlch implies decept.on {she does.
not reaﬂ‘y want to come back dnd she 1s contemptuous of her

aydience) and secrecy, since she never cntirely reveals her-

3

self. The reference here is'also to the suicide's "Come-

v

. R
back” 1n the operatipng room, an experience she is famil:ar

with. 'The two references fuse in the "Amused shout" of the

Hl

. : T
. audience and the doctors. :Thetimplication irfMboth of these

2
[3
o « \
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. - mocking imaygyes i1s Lo the indifference of the world to

suffering, and further, to her own expgg}ence of bcfﬁg;

»
embodied again. She is the ironic and macabre "walking
miracle" of stanza two. The "knocks," implying blows,
define the resurrection as a violent act’, which relates )
back to the first part of the poem, where her resurrected
‘ body is an atrocity. It's not deathe-but life tyat reduces ,
1 - ) AJ_ :
A . er to a fréak, whose grotesque condition becomes an enter- L
LA 2 . .
- STa¥ning commodity:
Y . There 1s a charge .
. _ :
For the eyeing of my scars, there is a chare
For the hearing of my heart -- )
It really goes. - ) - R
And there is a charge, a very large charge
For a word or a touch .
. Or a bit of blood
. i - 4
Or a piece of my hair or my clothes. ‘
So, so, Herr Doktor, ’ ’ )
5o, Qerr Enemy .
.0 - ) . :
) The "miracle" is reduced to a circus peep-show and .
she is a relic exhibiting her scars. The parody of the
side-show barker, "It really goes,” implies.that she is a . .,
! , .
put-together being, a.grotesque toy, some shoddy merchan- v
dise. 1In relation to the crowd, the “charge” 1s the cheap
. thrill they will experience and the money they will have

to pay. The "charge" also implies ‘that - -they cannot .remain

- .
-




| . 132
. - f

indifferent, that they will 'pay' in being witnesses, and

tﬁen participants.

In the context of the "Qery large charge, " the
celebrity of the "Comeback" is ironically and in a dégraded
form,-linked to the cult worship of's;ints, which becomes
horrific when the ‘'blessings' ("word or a touch") a?e
suddenl§ reduced éo a "bit of blood." The implication is
that she is being pulled apart. The further implication is
that, as was suggested above, the price they have to pay is
in the;r transformation fro; idle, curious and passive spec-
tators (the "peSnut crunching crowd") to the implicated and
a;tive par;}cipahts in a drama of resurrectioﬁ conceived of
as murder. 1She is the sacrificial victim being torn to
shreds and stripped, the "piece of. . . haif; aﬁd the
"clothes" bgcoming horrible souvenirs.

In the next line, the focus shifts from the, crowd
éé “Herr Dd%tog,“ who suddenly metamorphoses from the vague,_
shadowy "enémy" of stanza four. The identification of ‘
"Herr Doktﬁr“ with  "Herr Bnemf,“ linked with tﬂg images
ok a frag@cnted body, defines him as the Nazi executioner
and the démonic magician who berforms and experiments with

/ i

the human body as an art: /

.



v I ap yonr opus,
T am your valuable,

Thg pure gold baby

That meltfs to a shriek.
T turn and burn.

. }
doctor who repuscitates her after her su1c1§e attempt, 'in a

A

; rod§ ot t}e 1ronic familiarity bet“ecn the victim apd the

-

? ecutlonwx She is his greatest artistic achicveme o
(' opus”) that 1mplies an aesthetic concern on his part,

, which 15 sustained by references to gold treasure The

»
various transformations the woman undergoes, the last being

q L
i - s
1

b , ‘

the 'pure gold baby" wh$ "melts to a shrick,” is what makes
[ R R T e

the performance of the doctér a magical act. In this con-

text-she is the "valuable” that draws the crowds. "Herr

Doktor" is finally symbolic of man and the destructive mas-
culine force. 1In this sense, the 'magic’' 1s implied erotic
transformation of the woman's body from a desired object to

the "shriek" of orgasm, suggesting that the experience of

e
w

Sexual consummation is a reéuctivc, painful, humiliggigg‘;
violation. The emphasis shifts from the doctor back to the

way she experiences the transformations. "I turn and burn”
4
systains the erotic implications, and further, sugygests .

- G B
Pl
-t —~G\* YN

that the fesurrectiop is the ultimate reduction. The

t ‘( (

.«

B
SN i

ey
iy ™Y



. Doktor ,"” there is nothing further than th

metnphéf pf burning, while 1t alludes to her intense experi-
cence of pa;h and guffering, cvokes t dissolution bf the
body 1n the cdoamcentration camps, fusing the pEgSoﬁal and

v -
Lthe phblfc, linking the final stage of resurrection to the

begxnninq'of the poem: The "great concern" which 1s clearly

L

demonie, 18 'an ironic reversal of the humanitarian doctor's

dedication to humanity. "Do -not think I underestimate!
. T

suggests her awarecness of the nature of hé¥ ¢énemy and has

i

ult:mate cencern, which he denies. Ironicaldy, for "lierr

btion ‘to

¢

oh jects. 2

\ b
Ash,§sh -

You poke and stir. ..
Flesh, bone, there is nothing there --
A ¢fake of soap,”. !
A wedding ring,”’

~ <+ AN yold filling.

"Herr God, Herr Lucifer

3
r o

jhése final stanzas re—inboka the doctor operat1n§
and experimenting ("poke")\onnthe live body, and reducing
it to 1ts valuables. (The erotic connetations are a;so'ﬁ
sustained.) QThc syggostion is again of thozponcentration'

) )
camp and the continuing immediacy of that experience in

Pl i

the world, since the doctor here becomes the embodiment of

v "

man, who 1s responsible, The "cakbt of soap," the “wedhing

. "‘

-

ring," and the. "gold filling" are the literal remains of

)



]

‘the victims wof the concentration camps and are linked to

the 'relics' of the ironic saint invoked in stanzas twenty- . }
one and twenty-two. The doeter becomes & supernatural
F 4 - ! e o . @
figure, but since the reference is ircnic ("Herr God,
: g 'S : ,
Herr Lucifer"), he 1s mere man who has usurpkd power.
Beware ! - —
Beware,

Oout of the ash. )
q I rise withh my red hayr
- And I eat-men like air.
LT ) "
The implication of these lines is that she finally

¥

arraives at the real resurrection, rather than: the grotesque

L0
- and ludicrous performance that has been. invoked. Since she ©

has'been reduced to nothing ("Ash, ashv), all that is left e

is the prophetic voige of her. poetry.” In this context,

the final stanza 1s an affirmation)of the poet as weman, \
. \ ) s

. rising from death like a phoenix: a killer too but in the

\
context of vengeance, the revenge of earth itsclf: "Beware/ .

Beware." On anoghcr level, she is Lilith, the terrible
earth mother who swallows her own children; and in that *
sense, this is the last unveilang. Ultimately, the whole

context of death feeding on life becomes re-defined as a

N ey

,’t.{,
. ]
erotic act (woman having risen like Venus), and as an embo-'t.

1

final consummation (she 1s the flare eating air), as an

Wiment of death to take life back into herself.

a9

s . e




. Sink out of sight, and the water wént over my head.
I am a nun now, I have never beef so pure.

TULIPS

The tuliés are too excitable, it is winter here.

Look how white everything is, how quiet, how snowed-in

I am learning peacefulness, lying by myself quietly

As the light lies on these white walls, this bed, these hands.
1 am nobody; I have nothing to do with explosions. )

I have given my name and my day-clothes up to the nurses

‘And my history to the anaesthetist and my body to surgeons.

They have propped my head between the pillow and the sheet-cuff
Like an eye between two white lids that will not shut.

Stupid pupil, it has to take everything in.

The nurses pass and pass, they are no trouble,

They pass the way gulls pass inland in their white caps,

Doing things with their hands, one just the same as another,

So it is impossible to tell how many there are,

My body is a pebble to them, they tend it as water
Tends to the pebbles it must run over, smoothing them gently.
They bring me numbness in their brlght needles,-they bring
. me sleep. )
Now I have lost mysgelf I am sick of baggage --
My patent leather overnight case like a black pillbox,
My husband and child smiling out of the family photo;
Their smiles catch onto my skin, little smiling hooks.

I have let things slip, a thirty-year-o0ld cargo boat
Stubbornly hanging on to my name and adgress.

They have swabbed me clear of my lovin assoc1atlons
Scared and bare on the green plasticﬁégllowed trolley
I watched my teaset, my bureaus of Yinen, my books

;
r'

I didn't want any flowers, 1 ouly wanted .

To lie with my hands turned up and, be utterly empty.
How free it is, you have no idea how free --

The peacefulness is so big 14 dazes you,

And it asks nothing, a namejtagf a few trinkets.

It is what the dead close on, figally: I imagine them
Shutting their mouths on iti likzgé/Communion tablet.
1

‘

. A
i 1
1
)
)

. \,..."\-a—:'*‘“‘
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The tulips are too red in the first place, they hurt me.

Even through the gift paper I could hear them breathe

Lightly, through their white swaddlings, like an awful baby. s

Their redness talks to my wound, it corresponds.

They are subtle: they seem to float, though*{hey weigh me
down,

Upsetting me with their sudden tongues and their colour,

A dorzen red lead sinkers round my neck.

¥

Nobody watcheldl me before, now 1 am watched.

The tulips turn to me,.and the window behind me

Where once a day the light slowly widens and slowly thans,
And T see myself, flat, ridiculous, a cut-paper shadow
Between the eye of the sun and the, eyes of the tulips,
And 1 have no face, 1 have wanted %o efface myself.

The vivid tulips eat my oxygen.

Before they came the air was calm enough, §
Ceming and going, breath by breath, without any fuss.
Then the tulips filled 1t up like a loud noise.

Now the air snags and eddies round them the way a river
Snags and eddies round a- sunken rust-red cngine.

They concentrate my attention, that was happy )
Playing and resting without committing itself. ;-

Q

The walls, also, seem to be warminy themselves. ¢

The tulips should be behind bars like dangerous animals;
They are opening like the mouth of some great African cat,
And I am aware of my heart: it opens and close ‘

Its bowl of red blooms out of sheer love of me.i\\

The water I taste is warm and salt, like the sea,

And comeg from a country far away as health. -




TULIPS

1 (R

-

o

The structure of the poem is based on fhe dynamics

Tar e

of correspondence between the central image - “tulips,“
and the experience of the "1,” - the patieﬁt, {poet), an
a hospital ward. \

The tulips are the focal point of the poem and the
patient. They are the "eye," like the universal eye of
the sun, that watches the patient's agony, reminding her
like other ;qucgs in the poem that to live is to be
"hooked" to association, to commitment in this world. The
tulips are the naxis that hold her to her 5fb§$. She has
no will to live, yet they focus on what 1s lost, what could
have ;een and what still 1s., They are the bell-shaped
flowers that bring on the storm, the experience of the void. 1
They'cofreSpond to tﬁe paéxent's body (its wounds and its 1

heart). They correspond to the life forces (gift of life

and gi1ft of pain). They are predatory and life giving.

The poem opens on a statement juxtaposing two

images: “tulips” and "winter," that invoke antithetical .

0

¢

associations.
The tulips are too excitable, it is winter here.
Look how white everything is, hqy quiet, how snowed-in
) i
On the most obvious level, the allusion is to nature:

e R
.3

“ R
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blossoming flowers anfd a dy?hg scason. Further, they

deriote opposite stages in the cycle of the year. These ‘

3 N

images epitomize the dialectic of life and death, ﬁation
and stasis, silcncg and noise. The "winter® particularizes
the setting, a hosﬁital where the "I"Q)s‘a patient, but the
focus of the poem and of the pa?icnt are Eﬁc "tulips."

They are introduced as "“excitable," :nvoking them as auto-

nomous and animate, whi~h 1s 1n direct contrast to the phy-
2 , . .

sical experience of the TI.

I am learnang peacefulness, lying by myself quiotiy .

As the light lies on these white walls, this bed, these hands.
I am nobody: I have nothing to do with explosions.

I have given ny name and my day-clothes up to the nurses

And my history to the anaesthetist and my body to surgeons,

"I am learning peacefulness,” "laying by myseclf guietly,”

"I am nobody," are statements in a sefuence that define the

[N

!
physical ang suggest the emotional state of the patient,

‘

[
which 1s passive, inert and disembodied. Further, the -

connotations of these images’aiign.the experience of the

)

patient\rith the setting - hér perceptions and experience of

the winter are one. She is "snowed-in," cut off, separated,

“

immobile. The general context gf the seotting of winter .

/ allgdes to death and so approériately, though paradoxically,
éhe patient gxpericnces herself as dead: "I am nobody."
In contrast, the "tulips" arc an "explosion” of colour and
substance. She is a non-entity: she has given up her {ormal

) ¢

4
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i3 the instrument of supra-natural perception. She is also

~ 149

- Q
®

tdent 1ty.  She is divested of her ‘appearance and her pasts

she has relinguished her body to the violation of the

suryeons.  Having suffered transformation and transmutation,
She lies in quietly, like the winter.

& v
They have propped my head betweén the pillow and the sheet-cuff
Like an eye between two white lids that will not shut.
Stupid papal, 1t has to take cverything in.
The nurses pass and pass, they are no trouble,
They pass the way gqulls pass .inland :n their white caps, .
Doing things with their hands, one just the same as another,®
“s0 1t s 1impossible to tell how many there are.

¢

The suggestion of fraqmentagion and disembodiment

A

. [}
is developed further. in stanza two. While defining her {0

L)

»,

“ " .
physical helplessnessysthe image of the "prepped”. . . head”
also alludes to her as a doll, although not lifeless. How-
ever, the symbolism of the single eyec expresses ambivalence

that alludes to both creative and destructive forces, of

a

which she becomes the embodiment. Further, the single eye

©

the passive observer in a state of total absorption, inert

as 1f she were nothing but a giant eye in-a state cf gesta-

+ »

tion. oOn another level, recording all experience, the eye
’ '

becomes an overly eager but dense student: “Stupid pupil,

it has to take everything in.” .

The *nurses are like seaqulls, rbtmote and silent.

They are of the sameness of seagulls, as if the same one

were infinitely multiplied. The image of the nurses as

“ . !
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-
r

A . . .
S agulls” naésxmq "inland” implies thear yemobteness and
S | !

. 1

-, reflects back on the patient, as 1f she|were lying on the
. . ® Gy i ’

seashore between ‘earth and water. .~ Thas emphbslzcs her

TS &N
/NJ s . 1
state ‘as an experience that 1s etherealjand &lcmcntal,
4

-
!

neither fully conscious nor unconsciousi ®

i
My body is a pebkle to them, they tend it Aas water
Tends tc the pebbles 1t must rYunm over, smoothing them gently.
They bring me«numbpess i1n their bright ﬁeedles, they bring
me sleep. ’

Stanza threc develogg\the image of the patient and

the nurses and theair relaﬁionship on an elemental level:

The "body 1s a pebble to them.” The 1mage of the stone

refers back to the pupil but an inverted metamorphosis is

S
- -

impliedr she hgs solidified like a fossil. She is a "peﬁble"

that "they tend as water.” The nurses 1in their silent acti-
. . ¢ ' s B &
[t :"“
vity are archetypally maternal, soothing and Jentle: "They

H
T

ing me nﬁmbnes; in their bright needles, Qhey bring me
sleep.” The allusion 1s clearly a death-wish - a return

+to the mother. Shé/seeks to be motionless ﬁnd void of

t .
'
1

feeling like the stone, a desirable state. ;
Now I have lost myself 1 am sick of baggage --
My patent leather oPernight case like a black pillbox, .
My husband and child smiling @ut of the family photo; '
- Their smiles «atch onto my skin, little #milxng hooks.

L

in contrast to this refuge, being conscious as a

1 IR )
woman and a mother %s experienced as a negation and a loss.

"
[
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As she relinquishes her identity, she rejects her
i\ possessions, which are a burden to ger. Life and love
are painful attachments. The photo is a symbol of her

separation; loneliness and love. She is painfully 1lured 4

by life. The baggage, the "overnight case," equated with
the "black pillbox" and the photo have simultaneously vic- z
timized and sustained her.

I have let things slip, a thirty-year-old cargo boat
Stubbornly hanging on to my name and address.

They have swabbed me clear of ry loving associations,
Scared and bare on the green plastie-pillowed trolley
I watched my teaset, my bureaus of linen, my boodks !
Sink out of sight, and the water went over my head.

I am a nun now, I have never been so pure.,

.

Stanza four makes the transition from ‘the patient‘s'

consciousness, centered on the "family photo" and the burden

“»

of her.attachments, to an existential re-assessment of her-,
self. The motif of the 5ourney and herself as a ship
adrift, expand§ the sea imagery.ﬁf stagzas two and three.

It is a return to the sea, connotative of dying. Gradually,
‘she feels ,afloat; the sea takes over an@ she drowns as she

loses consciousness and is wheeled in for the operation.

"I have let things slip" refers back to the previous stanza '

and emphasizes her lack of control while maiintaining an
appearance of identity, "“Stubbornly hanging onto my name
and address." However, the reference is double-edged, for

)

while she sces herself in terms of her past, "a thirty-year-’

<] 0
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E‘B‘t
nJ
old," it is also simultaneouSly defining her experien:s
R )
under the 1nf%uence of. the "brlght needles" of stanza \

»

\ four, awaltlng the operatlon.‘ In thlS lagoer sense, her

3 . é
body.is like a ship belng “swabbed," its cargo connotatlve ’

o
‘

of heaviness and possessions, pinpointing her physical
state. ‘on the "trolley," she experiences drifting into a
—_— % T )
kind of naked fear. Exposed, she feels dispossessed and o

- EN

victimizéd, and in spite of fear, she sees herself with a

sense of irony. , The mefgﬁhof of the shiy takes on differ-
‘ent connotations when her familiar worlidof‘En;sonal and

°

feminine belongings, "sink out of sight," and she loses

contact, with them.r She experiences total {hiersion, a

¥

+ drowning. o : o N .-

The last‘image of herself as a nun foguses all the

previous allusions to attachments and possessions, which |

4’
1

have been assoc1ated wlth the body and phy81cal reallty.

Now she nas nobody and nothing (which is emphasxzed ‘by the
pun on "nun"). She has entered a.differen; dimension of
experience, without objectsrand without forms: "I Whve

. & \

<. » .. '
.

never been so pure.f ) v . \

.

- -; Stanza fivé beglns the second hF1f of the poem,
M \
The empha51s is balanced between the patlont and the
' . .

( "tulips," whereas all previous stanzas but one cenﬁered on

5

¢

ﬁhe/woman/batiept. It is ' the direct reference back to + -

2 $ v '
‘r ' " A\ )
.
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-

stanza one and the "tulips" that reveals the structure of-
. @ A

' 1
the poem within time and space. The poem begins in a

N hospital room after the operation. It re-capitulates, in

the tirst hglf, the patient's experience just before the

<3

operatron and congludes, in the second half, with the

N

patient 's recovery.

1 didn'? Wornt any flowers, 1 only wanted °
. “Po 116 with my hands turned up and be utterly empty. .
> - Hew free 1t 1s, you have no r1dea hewi free -- ,
4 - The peacefulness 1S so big 1t -lazes vou,
eox " “and 1t asks nothing, a name ta7, a few ‘rinkets.

It 1s what the deat close on, finally:; 1 :ragine them
. . -»
- . ‘Shutting thei1r mouths on 1t, like a Communion- tablet,

%
)

* s— :
The first line evekes the presence of the external

.

'

»
@

world i1n terms of a gift and, by extensior, her family,

!

and within a {xder perspective, life., She 'then particu-

larizes her rejection of lrfe and her Jdesire for death.

. . ‘ >
1t is, 1in fact, an ‘evocation of herself as dead. Death is
equated with “"peacefulness,”

————— e )

. b,
and what she "imagine(s)" as ‘.
(€

-

’ A e
the final absolwtion. The reference 1s to extreme unction,

i

thye. point where death is received like a sacrament, which
2 . d ou

Y

haslthc implicatjon thgt death™s a'renewgl. Death 1s a

o

. sustenancé\for her. The £Yrther reference 1s to the pre- .
: |
. viously suaggested disen?cnhnmnt, which she experiénces now :
‘ v . 0 . » *
as a.release ipto_the spirit, which, for her, is equated with
. . ’ i,‘ ) L. i »
death, . : . \
[y o N ‘ N ’ « - ‘V'w
()-’ \@ ' . \
' . . ‘ . L] , — '
- 7
/ ! : . ' < [
. N - ' \\
, - o
oy . .
- ' AV - .
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The tulips are toe red in the first place, they hurt me.

Even through the gift paper I could hear them breathe

Lightly, through their whate swaddlings, like an awful baby,

Their redness talks to my wound, it corresponds. '

They are subtle: they "seem to float, though they weigh me
downy, . ‘ N n

Upsetting me with their sudden tongues and their colour,

A dozen red lead sinkers round my neck,

o

tanza six shifts emphasis from the self that experi-
ences peace to the "tulips.” They represent the life that

A . -~ -
she does not will, that draws her back to her attachments, -

LS

as a woman, wife and mother, and away from "peacefulness.”

¢

Their concentrated life is painful: They "are too red," -

they invoke life as the gift of pain. .,She experiences them

as new-born, raw life: "an awful baby." The “"tulips" are
shocking and demanding: "Their redness talks tic my wound,
it correspon:ds." They re-awaken her consciousness of her-

L

selfq making an urgent demand on her as a mother who experi-

v

QJ/ences love as an afflictign. 1t is a recognition that she

R

- .

does.not will. 'Yet the correspondence is unclear. = The '

tulips are evasive, mysterious, "subtle.” They focus atten-

“tion to this world; they invoke gravity and at the same
)

N

@

time "seem to §loat" weightless, reflecting her. She is

N
LY o

. ) N ¢ ’
" emerging from a state of non-involvement, and .the ‘awareness

\.) ‘ ~ . v
of the world is emotionally upsetting and physically, a dis-

‘ &~ . N ! ‘{ )
/)é fore vulnerable., The "rgd lead sinkers" are a metamorphused

2o "

‘turbance that causes pain. She is hyperScnsitin,@ﬁQ thé{§<§
) -7 *




e
M

-
N S

image of the "tulips;” sugyesting a leaden wreath that as

funerenl and 1ronically festive. The "sinkers"” alsc iden-

‘\‘ . I R )
: L}gy'hor with a caught fish, a linkK to the 1mage of being
“ <y

z

"hooked” 1n stanza four. This 1image of dr%?nlng refers
!
Q\\ back to stahza three and four in the contex{ of being alive
/ ‘ |
but overwhflmed by life. low the implications are cancre-

* tized an the imdge of the bottom, the experience of the

- \

K
T
s

vord., -
- L)

Nobedy watched me before, now 1 am vatched.
The tulips turn to me, and the windos behind rme )
“Where once a day the light slowly widens and slowly thans,
and I sce myself, flat, radiculous, a cut-vaper shadow

- Between the eye of the sun and the ecyes of the tulaps,
And I have no tface, I have wanted to ciface myself.
The vivid tulips eat my oxygen.

o .

Stanza seven extends the anthrcpomorphic conno-

tations of the "tulips." They

have an autonomy that is,
becominy threatening. 1In the first part of the poem, the

“tulips" were merely a prasence, now the "tulips turn® to

7
-

her.” But they are.also a reminder. They make her self-

conscious that she has no substance, she does not feel

¥
centered, she experiences life outside of herself. The
o

* 1mage of the centre, “"the eyes," refers back to the farst

stanza where she was the solc’ccntge of experience. Now

9 <

her attention is drawn'outside herself, but she has no

o I\ sensc of her human identity: she has "no face." The .

[
[}

"tulips" have absorbed her;%jht the same time, she is aware




Ry

of her own desire to become a nonfentity, "efface myself,

a reference to her personal suitidal histery. Qarad021-‘
cally, she 1s glso aware that as the tulips roruscitate

her,.they destroy her, teeding/ on her "oxygen." As she
—’ / -
grows more conscious, they betome more threatening and
- ‘ .\ . -

RS
cCarnivorQus.,

?

-
Before they came the air was ?gim*eﬁbuq@?b

Com:ﬁg and going, breath by breath, withoul any fuss.

"< Then the tulips filled it up like a’loud noisc. R

Now the air snags and eddies round them the way a river
Snags and ecddies round a sunken rust-réd engine. . ,
They concentrate myv attention, that was happy

Playing and resting without ccmmittxqg itself..

Stanza eight focuses on the "tulips" as the focal

1

point of the chanaging perception-of the patient. She 1s
x \
unwittingly drawn into acknowledging and articulating the

change: "Refore they came the air was calm enough.”
Balanced between life and dca\h, she felt at peace:
"Coming and going, breath. by b&eath, without any fuss."

There were no demands on her; qﬁg committed. The

change is dramatic, from silence and withdrawal, back to

the “"excitable" world: "Then the tulips filled it up like

. 4

a loud noise." 1Ironically invoking the arrival of a new

born, (expanding tHfe connotations of ‘the "awful baby"), the

"tulips," in spite of the threat, are the source of the

patient's re-awakening.- Théy Ere an embodiment of secnsual

being, a reference back to the "explosions" of stanza one.

.
. A

“rey
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But they are also as unrelated to her.as discarded metal.

. ‘.
“Now the air snags and eddies round them the way a river/
/ L

Snays and eddies round a sunken rust-red engine." This

L
statement epitomizes her sense of the change. The metaphor
< . B -
' ‘ ¥
is 0f navigation; the "tulips" are an obstacle in the un-

™~
conscious flow of her being. They ¢reate a whirlpool that
draws her back 1nto the void with which she equates life.

Ret @ning to congciousness 1S analogous to losing the free-’
A

dom and spontaneity of the innocence, implied by "Playing

and resting."

The walls, also, seem to be warrming themselves:

The tulips should be behind bars like daniterous animals;

They are opening like the mouth of some great African cat,
And I am aware of ry heart: 1t opens and closes L.
Its bowl of red bleoms out of sheer love of me. ,
The water 1 taste 1s warm and salt, l:Xe the sea, !
And comes from a country far away as health. .

The last stanza drarat:izes the revivaing of the
. ¢
patient’s CONSC10ouUsSnNgss by the "tulips” through the metaphor
e
.’:1\ . ’ \

NN , 4 '
of transfusibn. The "tu¥LE§L“9£QLEi§Q<q1Vlnq: they reflect

3

life and love. They are the gift of the patient's husband
and child. Hewever, it is precisely as the source of being

that the "tulips" are experienced by the patient as a

" devour ing pramordial force. Yet, as the embodiment of

cnerqy that i1s p imeval, the "tulips" also correspond to
ay

o ]
the patienl's art." on another level, the correspond-
L
* \

ence between tulips and her heart suggests that she,



' i
o
i
aj"im_
!
[
II— E
N
\\ .
\,

f
¥

149

>

like the tulips, is ‘cut off'. They are separated from

, f‘af “'x - :
N - / :
their roots, as with PImh. Infthis state, identification ¢
N ~, =~ - (*‘/
"4s made with both 1lifg and . death. However, her victimized

A ~
consciousness 1s foeugpd on death and violence. " 1t demands

r

a state of health to heal the split and accept life.

It 1s the very ambiguity of the "tulips" that

-

reflects her own ambiguous desire and longing, td\die and -
, -to love. The final image sugge§ts‘he-birth or self-renefal:
- . ‘{ . ,L

"The water 1 taste i$ warm and salt, like the sea,/And
comes from a'couﬁtry far away as health.” The image evokes

a

the swimmer who surfaces to a realization of her loss.
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t * '
For Ruth Fainlight
M

<

I know Lhé'bpttom, she says. I know 1t with my great tap root:
It is what you fear. '
1 do not fear 1t: I have been there.

Is it the seca you hear in me, . ’
I1ts dissatisfactions? \\\\\\
Or the voice of nothing, that was your madness? .

-

- Love 3,8 a shadow,
* - How you lic and cry after 1t '
Listen:, these Wre its hooves: it has gone off, like a horse.

3 oy

- All ntht‘t shali&gallop thus, ampetucusly,
Till your head is a stone, your pillow a little turf,
Echoing, echoing. :

Or shall I bring you the sound of poisons?
This is rain now, this big hush.
And this 15 the fruit of it: tin-white, like aigenic.
I have suffered the atrocity of sunsets. / e
Scorched to the root / v
My red filaments burn and stand, a.hand ofewires.

/

Now 1 break up in pireces that fly about’like clubs, -

h A wind of such violence
Will tolerate no bystanding: I must shriek. .
e The_moon, also, is merciless: she would drag me

N — )
- Cruelly, being barren,
-Her radiance scathes me. 0Or perhaps 1 have caught her.

-
-

I let her go. I let her qo/ .
Diminished and flat, as after radical surgery.
How your bad dreams possess7and endow me,

~e

/

. , Al

Joam 1nhabited by a cry., \\_4\__“““ T
»

Nightly 1t flaps out . \
Looking, with its hooks, for something to love.

-

o~
1




N . .
N ] Lot

I am terrified by this'dark thing * °
That sleeps in. me; - .
All day I feel its soft, feathery turnings;, its malignity.
) ® .
Clouds ‘pass and disperse. 4 B
Afre those the faces of love, %hose pale 1rretrievables?

Is it for suc¢h I agitate my heart? ;

I am incapable of more knowledge. .
What is this, thlS Tace

So murderous in 1ts strangle of branches? --

Its snaky acids kiss. o ‘

It petrifies the will. These are the isolate, slow faults
That kill, that kill, that kill.

-

Q \
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ELM

The tree is”the central metaphor that allows the
e 1

A . -
poet to explore dimensions of her own depth of experience.

. . .
i .

The poem focuscs‘on the tree, as the symbol of the life of

the vosmoé with wh;ch the poet identlflgs. She 1s like the )
tree, rooted in the carth k&L subjecw to forces that ambig- k\
uousiy' nourish and destroy her. Love and death are the
polarxtiés of her breing. Suffering and madness and the

consgquent fragmentation of self are translated into a

»

cosmic drama made articulate awd;o/v;sually, like a dream-

s

.scape of fantastic and elemental sequences. The poem can

. ~eel
-

thercfore be read as an exploration of being. T~

\\

{

.

I know the bottom; she says. 1 know 1t with my great tdp
rooit : o,

It 1s what vou fear.

1 do not fear it: I have been there.

*
’

The first stanza introduces the dual identity of
the poet - the "1" that 1dentifies herself naturally and

instincfually tﬁrndgh knowledge and experience’ of her own

source of being with the elm: "I know the bottom, she says."

The tmpersonal "you" 1s defined by fear and ignorance. The

diychotomy between the "1" and the “you" secems irreconcil-
»- 4
able. The "I" has penetrated to the farthest lamits of

her being and like the tree that taps its source of

. . . Q
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’

nourishment to grow, so the "I" journeys through darkness
into the unknown to*the center of her being to return
knowing. The mage- carries the suggestion of sexual con-
. : - ; . N

summation i1hsofar as the tree has phadlic. connotat:icas and
the earth i1s womb-like. ({This integration of masculine and
feminine principles is character:stic of Plath.)

Is 1t. the sea vou hear in ne, -

. ) ‘ ’
Its dissatisfactions? : '
Or cthe voice of nothing, that was your madness?
In stanza two the dichotomy between "I" and gyou,"
now phrased-as a question (a self questioning), suggests ’ -
E]

'a dialectic with the implaication of a possible dialogue of
self and the other and perhaps a synthesis. It alsc sug-
e ' .
gests an awareness on the part of "I" and her attempt to
articulate 'knewing', ané an attentiveness on the part of -

*you" listening. The image of the sea,refers back to "I" ;

S

i

hés

knowing the "bottom" --.of having been submerged and now
surfacing. This also alludes to the sexudd implications

. .
of stanza one, in the suggested consummation of the self -

2

with the other. e
The original connotation of "bottom" as the origin

and simultaneously the lowest and last dimension of being

i

is reiterated in the symbolism of the sea which qualifies

’

the experience of "I" as a death and a rebirth, However

S .
. Ry




the emphasis is on verbalizing the nature of being, the.

turbulence translated as the sound of the sea, "1ts dissa-

- !

tisfactions,” whach intimates a perretual loncing in the °
sense that. 1t reflects the breath of desire which is the
embodiment of being, concretized as the sea, the tree and

the woman. Further, the soun- of the word "dissatisfac-

t1ons,"/'part.icularly m the sibilants, evckes the literal

A
t

physical presence of the sea and simultaneously, the

~

rustling of the tree. The "1" is 1dentifred with the ele-
mental manifestations of life and longing because unlike

"you" she does not fear the voad, the experience of non-

being: "the Yicemof nothing, that was ycu® madness.”

Love 18 a shadow,

How you lie and cry atter 1t

Listen:  these are 1ts hooves: 1t has gone off,,
like a horse. /

Stanza three articulates the ambiguity of the ex-

o

treme and ultimite human passion - love, the symbol of

AR T

harmony and union, the goal towards which all things strave,
and paradoxically, the cause of intense suffering and mad-
ness: "Love is a shadow,/How you liec and cry after it.”
The emphasis on "you" is, 1n ope sense, passaive, and in
-

another, deceitful , strivaing in vain desteration o hold

A
o .

"fast to her own unfulfilled desire, unable to make the dis-

tinct:ion between reality and illusion. The "1" admonishes

: : .
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giving form to the reality of love, detining the ephe-

meral nature of love but emphasizing 1ts substantiality
»

o~
as suggested in the symbol of the horse, that is, instinc-
!
tual and of the body. In another sense, the setting recalls

1

‘I(i' - '
the passionate but shadowy world of the demon-lover, who in

departing, leaves a wailing creature behind.

4

All night 1 shall gallop thus, impetuously,
. T1ll your head 18 a stone, your pillow a little turf,

Echoing, echoang.
NS ‘

Stanza' four extends the dialogue and the image,

s

moking « rightmarish seguence where 1" fuses. the identity

o% the horse and the rider with the further implicatyion that
1

love is an unconscious instinciual force that must be# mas-

tered, the way a rider achieves mastery of his horse. The

.
¢ [

movement is ﬁjld and violent, paralleliny the implied meta-
morphosis of the "I." She is aggressive and unrestrained.
She takes on the power of the male and the lover. The
implied action 1s seMal, the symbolic connotationg ambi~ -
guousl; suggesting a reconciliation of the self and the
other - a re—integraf&on of the passive principle of one-
self by the active or the killing of the passive princ;ple;

-

"I shall gallop . . ./Till your head 1s a stone, your
4 : *

pillow a little turf." Lying down, lying aslecep and:dying

define "you" as the weaker self that must be stilled and




red

re-absorbed by the stronger. The "Echoing, echoing,"”

~

reiterates the implied. loss of love of the previous stanza,:

here particularizing "you" as the revecrberation of ™I."

Or shall I bring you the sound of poisons?
This 1S rain now, this\blg hush. . ‘ N
And this¥js the fruit of 1t: tin-white, like arsen:c. -

).' .

i a : -
Stanza {five opens with an alternat:ve grcposaition
R .

'suggesting the failure of union between "1 and “you,"
u J . y:

- + . . -
although the dialogue is still open. The *“sound cI pcisgns"”

implies a slow wmminent death, which is.sustained by the

lethal connotations of the chanying scdso§§f The “"rain"
' : i >
. .

as the fertilizing agent, here becomes tne harbinger of

"

destruction, an inversion which refers toa&ﬁ%&general con- 3
text of inversion. This reversal, underly.ng the noen,

‘ ¢ g "

becomes explicit‘in the followings stanzas.

o °

T have suffered the atrocity of sunsets. - .

Scorched to the root - o
My red filaments burn and stana, a hand of wires, -

Stanza six dramatizes the nature and extent of

* conscious suifering through the anthropomorphic vision of
< . - A-
the elm. The emphasis changes from “you” in the context

o

of madness and loss, to;"I" whose vulnerability 1s her con-

¢

ol ) i e . " . ”'
sciousness, It is the destruction wrought Ly life that

- -

sbecomes the focal point, now articulated in images of such

. ~ -
<

violence, that the images of suffering and death associated e

3
a ~

wath Y'you" pale by co@garison into mere self delusaions.
' Py

' )
-
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The allusion 1s to the gyclical intensity of exposurg to :

|
‘ . » \ v, f ‘ » - et -
| - life where beauty, llove andMlight are equated with thﬂOg%*

; -
o ‘ .

. v ' \ S :
) i pain and tgrture. . ike an clm exposed to the elementdy she
. ] " -
o . P\ o - 5
. ;i » experiences painful transforma roy filaments ' ' R

|
|
|
1
|

burh and stand, a hand. of wites.”. The image of the sun

¢
)

N is* predatory:”.the exppsed, fibres and nerves through the
- . ’ Y

< - . >

kY . - -
. - i k)

RN assocition ywrth Thand," evoke-gruesome:connotati§ns, sug- ’
. R ! M v, N . . ’ . \ v
-~ ~ 5 e ~ . + -
ges
]
&

the charred rem 11ns o‘ flesh and the thhercd stump K

[

N ‘ to- ' ‘ o
the' tree. Perhaps the wbst sLartllnq allu91qp 1n ths o :
. . ¢
- /
image is the metamorphosis from trec to hand®1in a ‘pleading
. - ) - -

q f

—~ (.?
;..4

(o]

»

-

t . . .
SN . and grasping gesture. = . ' :
. " s . ;' ) “ [ K
. . hwow I kreak up-in plc:os that fly abovt lxke Clubs.
. o~ © A wgnggo‘ such violence - : . '

f111 ld@ate no bystanding: I must shriek.

- . 0 P L

- o ’ -
I3 . 3

Stanza ‘seven develops the i1dentibty betweén the 1"

I

B ' h -2
[ .

Ay ° e )
R * . > . 1 L
and the .free. / he tret éeéxposed to the elemental forces of
' - . . v : ‘

., “nature thit destroy it, mirrors-the fyagmentation‘of*being ,

’ “ « . “ . ’
.

. .o € :
. experienced hy the woman making explicit her suffering in
f ) % , * ‘ . . ]
. : »time. 'Thi§'fs reLinforc?d'By‘the‘tpaﬁsxtlon from the past °
‘ . ‘ } p oL
- sufferinihxn{erréd 1n stanzy $ix, to the presenthuffertﬂg
. i ' ) P

5 o -

and bggakdown. Although the connot at ions of iraqmbntdtxon "

. and dismembermgnt fOCgs on the phfs;cal.and very visual . %g
a S \ y
' context ob the storm- ﬁossed tree, the emphasis is on what -

- B A
i .
.Y

- the woman percelves(a d. cxperxances (refleciing back to her

- \ .
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b

initial breadkdown. It is re-enacted in the tree's devas-
. a - %‘
. W

N . ! ! g .
tation.  She is the tree but she is also a being apart

that is'conécipuéuéf her suffering, The "wind" symboli-

'
| (; cally 6énotés the breath‘oftJife, which degined as violent
) and caus%n? violgncé evokes a nightmarish vision of life ; ,
N engendering the seed of_destrgé “éﬁ}' "I must shriek"” i;
~ a cl_imct;c‘*c?nclbsioyx that draws toget:ner: all the manifest
a7 “ N suffering intd the woman and the tree, sipultaneously giving
- . ' \ . . . Lo

it voiceT

3 . . -
The m:gn; a¥so, 'is merciless: .she would drag me

Cruelly, being barren. " ) % w2 RN .
‘Her rddiance scathes me. Or perHaps I have caught her. N
' . . . . w7 ~
v e . )
> Stanza eight expands on the extremlty'of the suffer- 6 °
' )
y ing "If,dramatiied in a setting that has the fluidity of .
e , . . ] N i

dream,’Whafé dgsire and painiare embodied. Like the tree, .
o ° . “ o - . ‘
" the woman is vulnerable to phe dual elemental forces that

vie over her. There is no respite in her suffering.

Exposed alike to the day and night - to the penetrating

- . . s
. - , N rays of the sun, symbolic of thre active masculine conscious, -

~ ‘principle,igmt dries up her very being. 'qu in stanza

~ . >

eight., }he iﬁage of her extremity is cxpanded to the "moon® .

” . ~ [

* . 4 that .has the power to dredge and also renew. The moon is

¢ . \ iy ' .
also a.symbol-of fertility and sterility. As the embodi-
N ] ) L] *
ment of. the paBsSQG unconscioys feminine principle, it - ,
‘ * ’ v 7, > . 4

(IR v o

4

s
+ 5

. ;eflects\in its phases ﬁho ﬁainful mctamogPhoses of . thd *.
. N ‘-:f' 4 .

‘ s . .
. C
S~ - ", . : -
‘
.
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. ) 0.

woman which_ektends the theme of dismemberment of thé
previous stanza. However, the éﬁpﬁasis isﬁén the ﬁ;on's r
mastery ovef'éhe‘woman. Silent and bSrren, giving né
"light of its th, bﬁe moén is yet radiant. The moon ancs,
but the woman wﬁhgsf the moon's fullness reflects the
.woman's stcrllity: She %eels blasged, withering. The
moon’ becomes a‘symeQ of a desired state of being linked
to the moon's periodic renewal and her .deathly power: ‘\\
towards which the Qombﬁ aspires. The forces of attraction

: .

and repulsion that define the dynamics between the earth

and the sky that connect the moon and the woman are finally

conceived of as an erltrace: "I have caught her."

‘ ) .
I let her go. 1 let her go

. - biminished and flat, as after radical surgery.
How your bad d;e(ﬁs possess and endoy ne.

Stanza nine elaboEates'oﬁ this phantasmagoric iden-
¥ . >
tity of woman and moon: ' the first line is in a sense an
» o9 '
affirmation of the woman's own identity, that though
. . . oy .
reflecting the phases of the méon, is neyertheless, auto-

N - -
N

nomous. The,context is reversed, the woman becomes stnonger,

L . N

the *moon teflecting her weakﬁes% and pain.. Yet the woman

T ©ot . Lo : .
is nevertheless subject to her own self-reflection drama-
- A >~
tized in the persona of “you." Thpuline, "How your bad
_ . ‘ - >
dreams possess and endow me," shifts the emphasis once
. ~ ¢ \ ’
again from the- coricentrated predicament .of the "I" to

A

A
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o

- 1nc1ude “you," that othef weaker self defined gy madness,
noW revealed in a new light. The roles seem reversed. It 1§

4
s 1f tre rocn has 1llurinated a new realization. “You*\3§

‘.

-

.now re-experienved as strohger, with the implicit sense of

. ", foreboding. The'word "possess®connotes a taking over, of

|

. . being enthralled, while "endow" sugjests beiny given, en-

9

larged, but def1ﬁ§s by “your bad dreams" stresses the d{?-

tinetron between “"you" and "I," although the init:al rela-

tionship seems tc have beccme i1nverted. But “you" staill

1
remains as abstract and alien as before, 1n spite of its .

c Jgrowina power. . .

I ari 1phabited by a cry..

Nightlv it flaps ‘cut _

hookindg, with: 1ts hooks, feg‘Fumcthng to love,

- Stanza ten makes the transition from the previous ‘
. stanza by particulariring the implicit new eXperience as-a
-
ke .

. ’ .. 'possessaon’: the “you" ererges rron the shadow ta be

0

/:'A

‘ ¢ v ! .
‘\; grven form as a creature trom the realms ot the might and
- - ' R ' . N '/_ 4
the magie of the roon. -“Like a giant carnivorous bird that
N »
has made- 1t s nest an th efﬁi it 18 a creature tﬁag eplte- .

mizes the Jdesperation gt the soul thit secks love., Love

-

is e\pezxon\td.a » predatory 1h‘}xo DJSIp\SOHSCS: M grows

MBSt

s
.
1 ' b

like a dtue:se an onQSolz and llku J hxx*’?ﬁ*ﬂqgt

..4-“' M

“
.

- g . " \*ha . ,
feeds. nn»ou&n‘. ngkc the ‘el muntal roxc 25 exte xrnl\}o 4 )
. T g '

"" v

N
onesclt (the sun, <w®\Q:E5L,;;n+—~%wvv‘ﬂrﬂﬁTFTfon1 . ) "

.
-

<

: . .. £
. T e 3
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B G S

The essence of selfhood is given the same predatory necessity

- that defined the external forces. ) )
I ém terrified by this dark thing T ° ' T
That sleerns 1n ne; Cotye

. All day I feel 1ts soft, feathery turnings, its malignity.

Stanza eleven 1s an extension of the antensely felt

£

experience of the previous stanza. The gccus is on fear
\ and the unknown 1n relation to "I" which is a reference
back to stanza one, where "1" conceives of herself as khow-
- ledgeable, beyona fear and importuned by the fear that

defines "you." This 15 a dramatic reversal because the
you" 1s experienced with:in but 15 frighteningly alien:

"this dark thing/That sleeps in me." This expericnce is e

3

N ’

asgociated with consciousness equated with day Lut the :
N LN

. nightmare is continuous: "All day I feel 1ts soft, fea-

N -

) therg\turnlngs, 1ts malignity.! _Because this imaye of in-

habditation is asscciated with love and the a%lusions to
! 580 \

e

the nest and the womb, 1t evokes a child, or more precisely
' 3 i Y.

%

» a monstrous conception that 1s deadly and “evil.

5

Clouds pass and disperse. ‘ . ,
Are. those faces of love, those pale irretrievables?
Is it-for such 1 agitate my heart?

¢ ‘_
¥
Stanza twelve shifts in movement, tone and emplasis

4
from the intensely felt experience dbf stanza eleven Lo an

observation of natural phenomena

3

which suggests a detach-
o’

.

'

"

ment intimating that the "I" has come full citcle in her

+
Cote .
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cxperience., This may be a new cycle, another dimension

) in the experience of "I.” The "clouds" are a metaphor Ty
\ rd v oa N
-
. thatireiterates tle statereont, gquestion and euperience jof

love. They are symbolic of what is ephemeral and temporal.

Love is within time. The refergnce is back to "Love 1s a B
53

shadow" of stanza three, with tlie further implicataion that

love is 1llusory and we are forever haunted by appearances,

The last line focuses'and Juestions the ultimate meaning '

N of love and life, . - .
1
“ » ?
1 am ncapable of more knowledge., .
- \ - A
ﬁ“””mT . What 1s this, this face

%

So aurddrous 1n 1ts strangle of, branches? --

~ b Stanr-a thirteen answers and concludes the gquestion- -

5

ing: "1 am xnc}pable o noye knowledge." This 15 a state-
> ment of having reached the limits, and 1t refers back to
the initi1al experience of "I" knowing “the bottony” 1in

. . stanza one., She has completed the tull cycle, the unending

N\ - . :
. . debate with herself, and 1t 1s an acknowldigenment of the
.\P helplessness ot the “1." A new distinction is EVQQesLad
. #
by "this face,” an apparition that refers back to®this
- <o N )
dark thing' of stansa” eleven, but 1ts mpfdereus intent is
H -~ T, 3
made now concrete,  As her own reflection,.at retfers hack
. . X , 3 A
to that "you" that has tinally overvhelmed her, ..
[ '
Its snaky acids Kiss, ‘ .
It petraities the will, These are the isolate, slow faults
9 - - Phat kill, that kill, that kill. . .
» ‘. o N '




Mgl O( ' r «
The last stanza is an allusion to the tree of

knowledge and the tree of death, denoting entanglement in

the world of phenomena. The final image of love suggests

bbtrqyal and poisons and is linked to the reference to

-

poisgned love in stanza five. ., Love is.a temptation with

s

the:fugther implication ghat its bitter consummation para-
lyzes and destroys selfhgod. Love and the quest for self-

kﬁowledge ends in relinquishment and bitter resignation.

- D

Desire turns to stone. The repetition and sound ‘effects

3

in the last line i ‘ ke tha; of a death knell.
. \"&" -
- v R
A ~ . . J A

‘ :%’;“&, . : r

/w\.‘ —""
M -
5

£
4!
-




. .In that rubble of skull plates and cld leather

» ) . 164

TWO VIEWS OF A CADAVER ROUM

IS

1 +
The day stbe misited the dissecting roem
They had four men laid out’, black as burnt_ turkey,

Alroady half nnqtrunq A- vainegary fume . >
Of the deatl vals clung to them: o , 1 2
The wihhite- smocked boys suaxg ced working. n

Thes head.vf his cadaver had caved an. ?5 )

And she could scarcely make out anything |

A sallow piece of string held it together,

N 5

In their lars the . spail-nosed babies rmoon and glow.

e hands her the cut-out heart like a cracked heirloom. .
2 . .

In Brueghel's panorama of sroke and slaughter

TWO pégylc only are blind to the carrieon army: o d

e, afloat '‘n the sea of her bhlue satin
Skirts, sings in the dlregtlgn

0f her bare shoulder, while she bonds
Finaering a leaflet of music, over hin,

-
e

Both of them denf to the :}ddle in the hands .
of the death's-head shadowinue tlerr song. )
These Flemish lovers flcurish: not for long. .
. r -
Yet desolation, stalledlin pai1nt, spares the little couhtry
Foolish, delicate, in the lower right hand corner. .
i )
L ) o' a




TWO VIEWS OF A CADAVER ROOM

‘ft T
Thi1s poem in two staqzas q;tlculatns two distinct

~ ~,
-

yet ana1090dq v151ons of rcallt} Bach centers on the

image of lovers and the omnipresence of death, -The first
stanza expleres the contemporary scene of carnage - the
dlsscctlng“répm. -This is the setting for @an 1roni¢’ rendez-

.

vous. The first vision 1s gruesome, lwpeﬂlonal, where

\: .

death 1s triumphant. Stanra two‘'is Brueghel's Flemish
~e ”

vision. que too the ultimate reality is death, yvet the

embrace of the lovers redeems the scene of violated putre-

fying flesh. 1In stanza one the images:of death overshadow
i’ Y Q}
. N . * ¥
life and even become inverted images of\kmth like the dead

embryos and the "cut-out heart." In stanza two life and

love "flourish” though they are circumscribed by death.
‘ :’ . -
The central _pattern of imagery of the first stanza

is of the body. The body dismembered, mutllated decaylng,

cut-up, examined, and exhibited. The tone and image of the

ﬁoﬁening line is matter-of-fact and commonplace. tiowever,

! . .
the® connotations "The day" and the impersonal "she"
Y

become ominous in the context: \

The day she visited t?% dissecting room .
They had four men laid out, black as burnt turkey,
Already’ half unstrung. A vinegary fume

Of the death vats clung to them; ;

The white-smoked boys started working.

"




-

<

T
. T

in anothcr,§bnso, “Fhe day" recalls the appoifted

\ € %
.

hour, the meeting with death. The dead bodies "laid out "
. - .

K

suggests a display organized for her benefit. The subse-

3 ‘. i ' f, . —d
quent analony with food=as startling. The 1mmediate asso-

1l
.

ciations are to cannibalisw and a butcher's shop, and fur=. .~ i
''''''' CTTT L~
ther to a banguet that has been spoilt. These aSSOCiafgogs
‘ > ‘ » \ .

are further developed i1n the following analogy cof the body
<

'
3

as nstrument. The body that 1s “half unstrung,” or out
) .

of tone and Yune. The reverberataions of these associations

( .
allude, perhaps, to some perverse carmival. The food ima-

gery s extended further through the 1mplicat analogy of |

-

the body as food being preserved and decay ing. ‘The cada-

’ o
4 - B
vers are like pfeserved pickles lefr ‘o season., Also death

1s actualized ih the connotations of charred bodies. 1In
H < 1 -
short, a hellish setting 1s evoked. .

‘

"The white-smocked boys,".lanked back to the image ‘ |

of "burnt turkey," become butchers: and cooks, and in the

M

context.of the allusion to preserved food, shop assistants,

On another level, the poet makes a distinction between the
’ ’ »

. ¢
cadavers as "men" and the living medical students as "boys,”

M .

e -

vhich suggests that they have taken over and are going .

. »
¢ »

about 1t as in a game. The image of "that rubbld of skull
plates and old leather” bears this out. Her confrontation

with death takes place in a background of bbys studying the

B : -
N v ) . “
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anatomy of death. ‘ j
‘/

With the following lines the tone shifts from the

general Setting to the particular circumstance - the visit:
The head of his cadaver had caved in,

And she could scarcely make out anything -

In that rubble of. skull plates and old leather,

A sallow piece of string held it together.

ie

"He" and "she" becomes the focal point, and in the

]

context the connotations are of fumbling, of being inept.
The final image is of triumphant death. She is blinded
and the whole thing is falling apart. o

s
In their jars the snail-nosed babies moon and glow.
He hands her the cut-out heart like a cracked heirloom.

Life is arrested and preserved. The half-developed

{
embryos are also on exhibit. Death is.ig the embryo and in

man. The conngtations of "moon and glow" make the "babics”
' 5
have a semblance of %;fe. In another sense the image is

both ordinary (a commonplace detail inﬂa“hospitalj and
) y

horrific (like‘séme sciencg fi¢tion test tépe-babies).
In another‘sense de;d babies in the context of

‘lovers’' undermines whatever cbnnotagions of fertility and

celebratigh the image evokes. The stanza ends with an

explicit parody of an offering of love. The gesture evoked

in "He hands her the cut-out heart" recalls the butcher

[ X

&

shop and simultancously evokes a sacrificial rite. The

qualifying image of the heart as "a cracked heirloom" makes

A

“%




b

o
A

o : o 168

-

of the'whole scene a mock testamonial of love. fle of fers
4

her what has been the treasure fotr generagrons which,
while {t recalls some barbaric ancient ritual, in the

. . £ .
contorb rary context, 1t 1mplies madness: - the act is per-

| .

formed literally.: There are no redecmina implications.

N -

St anza two describes Brueghel's vision of love

-
t

and death: , : v _
. | -

In Braethel’ s panorara of swexe an't slaughter

Two people only are blind to the carricn army:

Although as :n the previous stanca the presence of

death 1s irreducible, 1% 15 here overshadoy@& by }ife and .

'
. AR § v

love epitomized 1n the song and erbrace of the lovers:
me tie, atloat in the seca of fer blue satin
Sharts, sings an the divect 1cén ¢
0t ber bare shoulder, while she ‘tnds, ,
FingeYing a leaflet of music, over him, ,7
& .

- ) - -t

S ' ' s 5
. The wmage ot life as a hattlegrownd is superseded °,

- i

sby the lovers who are associated with elemental and aesthe-

.

tic l1te® And unlike the contemporary vision with its

connotations of sickness and cannibalism, the medieval
[ ] .

vision 1§ a‘tragxc allegory of the force of love: "Thesé:

v

Flemish lovers flourish: not for long." (1.20}. Also &

: signifigant d}q@;nctxon 1s being made between the natural,

‘pastoral setting of this stanza and the clxnlciébenclosed

” - . N « ~
cqntcmpcgﬂ?? scenc. In the first stanza death is manifest

in all stages of life. Death is everywhere and éveryth{pg.

»

o’

.;\‘
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The "white smocked boys” are as mueh a manifestation of -

/ -
(/ ‘\ / - ¢ ' [
¢ death aswmbe 1mpersonal "He" and "she.™ In Brueghel's
P A )

B -

#

world death 1is personified and therefore humanized on -an

. archetypal dimension, with the implications that 1t a1s
. - S .
N e

closely akin to love: “"death” 1s a musician:

-

N >
Both, of them jeaf to the fiddle an the hands
O the death ' grhead shadowina their song. ’
. :
'These 'lemish lovers flourish; itot tor long:
Death woes them, though they do not h 1ts song, and n1!r

v

! . ,
that, though momentary, is their traiurph! Although death

. “

is closely bound up with life, it is also associateddﬁfth
- - [

B A3

the seurce of life and its‘harmqpy’as substantiated by the

%
symbolism of music. Also, death, "shadowing their song,"
é

[y
.

1s asgociated wath passion in the gengral cohtext of man -

and the loverg. Ultimately death is a mysterious figure.
R N, wiA N -

‘In the last stanya.there is a general sense of the

’ temporality of life and death's inScrutability versus, the

P N
e

gruesome Qsanlndlcssﬁd§; of the first stanza. And again,
- . o :

%

s :

Noir of stanza twe,

<
i

i? desolatron, stal{edixn'paiht, spares-ghe '_ '
;<H‘littlﬁ oo R . vo ‘
Foollsh dels n the lower right hand- .
‘corner, T

A -~ *
B ' o

‘-

v
L

éounterhqﬂénves thc“hopulossng§s irplicit an the refrd&lxaf
~ 5 &

the first stanza and .its setting of a "Cadgver Rbomﬁ" Hé}e

“isomethiny of permanente Jis evoked - man in his simplicity,

-
.

“the little country," attains a peacefulness that knows no

o

4

o

v
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tragedy. tHowever, the poet makes it explicit that the, .
. oE pe o

-

‘

vision is conBaired. 1t is after all a paipting. N
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Barng -out webo 0 oyre Gy gy s se e My H{nuqht
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Moty Se bra gn o green cno ik
M

doves harbly a2 any Loasewnde 2 ofgh . :
Her .rimned apartments,® tafing s* ool v ' 3
cf whavred shoes, She sedlden 1y hc’vls“!ery: . .

-

..’\ Chreat od &4 L he p"_f'ro and the.rack ] - ' .
Tiforoxyd sucks her last tear amd turns ﬁay. : :
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The grentral~thergtye pattern 1n this poem 15 death

- -

and A uatfering. Thas L~ the wraanel that agttracts and

- ,

[ ) L ] ;
. feeX Yhe livand,  The setting 1s a burnt house, but the

a N ’

» . - N 1 >
o focul pérnto s vhe crowd that has ¢gatherel to watch:

N . - - - Ty
- . og fOT 't*llﬂ‘m*; alamgty' s raane! <

'y
. ; ) They lotter and (stdx'e- a5 1f che hoeuse -
R _ I‘\nh‘“-—x‘*uhw’_‘n' treirs, or as 17 they thought
. . Gemes seandal caght any oaetute oo
3 . » .
troM a smoke-chokoos closat 1nito Iight:
N PaR ) .. . ™
. ) . — A S )
- PR Althyugh the first stanca 1s based on the lztcr.zl
- v ?‘\’ - » - .
¢ A WL ¢ - ~ T e . v g £
i / s CsSription of 3 not uncorroen ococurrence atter a ‘lre,—'the;
. k1
[ K

»

=

./ o

' - : ey ‘ P IR . o
¥ ©oreverberaitions incoked by Tthe patterns{ ol imayery’ emphasi-

..

» N .
N : Sins Mhe reavtion of an amperscenal’ "They' ake the visreon
- 4 : - ) <,
. . ‘ A y i ~ N
' cor Surtedlastoe amd hantass. T Pladh Congures woa pablis
“. 3 . ‘. ‘. ) : e T %
- . ‘ which 18 both (spectral and very concrete, an keeping with
oo 4 . . .
/ g . . PN « . "l 5 3 e .t
the anenyrous ever-present jpublae of the m‘b‘nf tWent Tty
L4 > 1
. . . I y . RIS
ventury ., The tageless "They” suagaests a Jdual role, of wit-

3 \ ] [ ' 3 s

- o~ ness anmnd part x‘:ipn'm , bystm\dvrs 1y'fu tiyvaing with geother’s
v i . M

- . 1Ry
. A < -4
\\ { ‘r‘!“

o calamity.  The ho'rorat their "Compelleg” nrt\chuon to
P l a . -’ .o ‘¥ "./ X
v “valalmt‘yﬁ" “and the “"scandal” that a dxsaswr/mlgh‘t x*eyeal,-,'

LN . N '

s
. w
- -

“saandal” of some-

' . . . . . ) P4 \ . ; . .
thyny pravate made ,puhl}\: will not only §rve satisfacwion,
L] " *

N in. that 'Lahn‘r public \é-i/\m‘losurv tvolves somethany disgracderul,

. A

’ . N
g reintoreed by the ainterence that the
. » Fl . N

. . .
t - R . .
... butiadso that the "scandal® as s;wmothmq- s}wlotal, 1 A he
' . * T K ’ \ . ' - i ‘ [ ] s
. Yelouset )M v\'okzn'; G human body that has bheen "smoke-choked, "
\ . . [ . . ‘ !

’
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that Ymight any- minute ooze" from the closet like a dec
H ’ ) ' .

o pbsed corpse, like a secret crime, 'and that it takes a
.o : < . .

[

. . . Y e . : .
. "calamity" such as fire to'ijpose it to the “light" of Lt

public justice. However, the crowd is less g jury of
\'"- o / v SR ’
- impartial witnesses than a jury of vulturdus ghouls "who
\ loiter and stare" waiting, half merged 1n the;éu}tounding oo : )

dargpess,'to feed off the "scandal."

. ‘ No deaths, no orodigiéus'xnjur1es
\ Glut Lbese hunters af'ter an*old meat,
Blood- spoor of the austere tragealts ’

(L

N . 4

N - + (g

However, the crowd gather not to sce actual death or blood

]

2

' fy . ’ ’ o : ) L1
. They are "like a dramatic chorus, .who like Lracﬁan—dqu
: ) S .
¢ \
scent out .the "scandal®" like "old meat” which "emlamity"-

has ensnared. The “majnet" “of fire 1s like the “magnet”
R . . . o ) .l . . , :
of scandal and also blpod. The crowd re-enacts man's
. o ,-‘ 6 IQ' } * 0 ‘a'\
‘ancient ghastly blood-}ust. They a "hunt ex h*VWbo are .
. ] »
\ 4 r A
| “compelled"” without will, purgoge or direction, to witness ’
X
. ' . ". . 3 .
- tragedy, and to particppate in the sacrificial treqgie rite
of blood, as il ‘is in Lhe -"austere tragedies® of Greek . ‘\ i
e N
; o

: . - . . ]
: drama and Christian  myth. Further “austere tragedies"
- . ) T e i
evokes an archetypal damension chag}%gqgesns a universality =
. ' , " .
4 | > . .

and pe;manenée thqf qurlexgs "They" a8 the Léwpgr%l,'un—

‘
M s "“, s - -“ < ¥ . ,
| .o N (.l.unqmqvmmap c.ondxtxbn. . O Lo - .
; ! ‘ e ’ ’ . . \
| : L= 4LanLq two thc Lﬁmm\x focus shiftd from Lhe :\&* o
| A K B ’ . "
S 1 v+ crowd to’"calamxty 5" vxcL;m and the Qrchntypql allusxona
. o, ' " k " . A ‘ . :
b L * I s f . . .
¢ / " . . ‘ )
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‘are developed further in the context of the mythic terrible

\\vother, Meded. R = ‘ .

. The "“green smock" she wears and ‘the'way she moves through

the burnt-

visually

rooms and
‘woman's c
figure of
She is-é

the ﬁgust

allusion

fire to her own house, and now assésses the evidence of

the crime,

.

Mother Medea in a green smock

1
Maves humbly'as any houSewife through ‘ ©©
Her rulned apartments, taking stock '
Of charréd shoes, «4the sodden upholstery:

8, >

a

out ruins of the house, not only contrasts her .

.‘wr"" )
against the crowd and the "charred" setting of ' X
‘ ' . . ) v K
objects, but also heightens the effect of the '
.

Ve

omparissg tG/MMdiher Medea.ﬁ‘ Shegeﬁ%odies the
thé sufferiﬁg mother,‘alt%ouggqsimultaneo?sly l
siniéger force OQ,;enewa};,yéﬁ terrible, mother of ’
ere, tragedies" who kilfé her bwﬁ cgildren. ?he . “ ‘
cgeate§’tﬁq implicat}dﬁ fhagﬂthg : man‘has)set ,

. ’ , .

: A}

The connotations of “green" as the most ambi- e

\
P ', [

. s
guous colﬂur in tha spectmum would substanﬁlase hp Mouble . 8.
S < ‘ . @;:‘g? . “ »
image, -as would the'myth;c‘referbnce to kér as maquJan X
_ "‘ ' " R . . “) ,
and sorceress. That is, although shegis ¢ archetypal .
A \ e o .
?iqurc of desgruction png death,:she is in this contéxt an- .
. . { . < ,‘
iropic symbol of life.| - ' .
’ o ' \ ot .
' On anothexr level, “"Médea* becomds the projection .
" of the crowd,iwlw, watching tha drama ¢ 1 calamity, '
Voo
fantasizeo their blood-lust and dramatizg:und iously the -
.. . o .
v \ o woh - —
I wydi ' ) o,
\3. ! 1 R Oy
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events into‘& vision of horror,

Cheated of the py;e¥and the rack,
The crowd sucks her-last tear and tturns away.'

They are not given satigfaction. They withess only the
. . 1 ’ « ™ RS ‘ y s Y. -
v "Aftermath" of fLhe event. 'They are too late to "Glut"

~

, - “themselves on .images of actual torture and suffering which -
’ v - - N t '
preceed dejth in the ritual of shcrifice. Starved,, the

p/ “

¢

crowd feeds om its own fantasies. They are like the .
» & .’-
. "peanut cYunching\crowd" of "Lady lazarus," depfaved,
X . (. ) . * .
sensat don jhunt1hg, ghoulish humanity, Vho, having lost the
4

[ ;) . X 2, . ‘-| .
ey meaniﬁ%’e? "Blood-spoor of the austere tragedies," "turns-

2

{ o \
+ . away" pitilessly. s l L
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. .. ' THE CQLGSSUS' - - -

B -
- .

) ’ - . v,

- e *. 2 P ot
fﬂg%all never get vol nut together ent: Lclv, ’
Pieced, glued, and properly jointed

Mule-bray, pig-grunt and bawdy cagxles

" Proceced from your great lips.. st
It's worsc than a barnyard.
A / . B
.Perhaps you considérjyourself an aracle,’ .o
Mouthpiece of the dead, or of some god or other.
- Thirty years now 1 have laboured
Vv . To dredge the silt from jour throat .
"y * 1 am none the wiser. : S
H [ . v ; L !
“‘f_‘ Scaling little ladders with gluepotsézgd pails of-*vsol
' ?E‘ e I crawl like an® ant 1n mourning : -
o Over, the weedy acres ¢f youw brow oot ;
* .To mend the immense skull-plafes and clear \
- .The bald, antp tumuli of vour eves, .
\\ ‘
A blue Ky out of the Oreste:d . .
\ Arches above us. O father, all by vourself
You are pithy and histor:ical as the Reoman Forum.
1 open my lunch on a h:ll of black cypress.
Your fluted bones and acanthine hair are littered 5
. “
) In thely old anarchy tu the horizon-line. '
1t wogld take Wore than a lightning-stroke
To crgate such a ruin.
* Night!s, I sguat 1n the dornucopia )
0f your left car, dut ot Lhc\gind}, ‘ .
N [ ! : v o . . .
g f Counting the red stars and those of ‘plum-colour.
N The sun rises under the pallar of your tongue ) :
My hours are marriced to shadow. B
No longer do -I'listen tor thesscrape of a keeél
' On the blank stignes of the landing.
. . ) . : .
. . - . © ‘
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- . THE COLOSSUS

The title, suggest's the allusion to the Colossus of

[

¢

Rhodes, evoking the ancient mythic world of the gods. The

~

significance of myth is to be understood from the perspec-

tive of the contempofary experience of it. The poet is- -

H

3 -
the archeologist/excavator/restorer digging up and piecing

together the scatfered and buried reﬁalns on the site of

// a ruin. The setting évokes an actual landscape as well

: {
as a mythic scenario: the ruins of the ancient world in ¢

S “
' - Iy

A, contemporary landscape.
4

. i

|

v “«

The central thematic structure of the poem 1s frag-

»” ’ I H

.

- méntation and death, The central pattern of innqery’is
¢ - . [N

\
0

‘-

. of “the -Broken deadjxxbu The Colossus, the brékap statue,
[ .
, is symbolic of man, father, god and, in the general con-.

/

e ) . : -
text of the poem, .it 1s a metaphor for the world. The "I,*

e (I . . e
apart from being an archeoloQJSt, i$ 1nvokad as a daughter
-

v / o ‘
° [ 4 ) . L4
N and housewife,* ’
] . [ ,
' " A I 4 y o q
I shall pever get you put together entirely,
) Pieced, glued, and properly jointed, .
1e ‘ i Y
y Mule-bray, pilg-grunt and bawdy cackles . v
B : ’ Proceed from your great lips, - —
| . It's worse thah a barnyard, v )
f . '
. . , , . .
; The poemm begins with."I" ad, the restuvrer addressing
; . + \ . 'l. y .
1~ “you," the fragments of the statue sQe 1s ‘attempting to
f ] . o . ¢ - & ,‘
| ) ¢ ) ut together, af if.the statue werge animate, The Adiiress *
f\ . p Og h by . -

-

“ . - P 4

v . . .
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rl

iifalso a étatement of failure at this task. Further,
the statement expresses resignation and her inability to

grasp ('get") the whole. In mid-stanza,” the emphasis

shifts from the fragments of ruins to the fragments of

noise that }merge from them. The image "great lips" sug--

gests that one of the fragments is now a hollow shelter
I .
for beasts and their shepherds. On another level, the s N\
. .4
I.‘ ' - -
implication is that the found remains reveal no articulate

message to her. The'gruntxng of animals 1s a mockery of
her expectatxoﬁs.‘ Accordingly, the tone of the address
. \

becomes, " in turn, mocking, derisive. 1In this context, the )

physical fragments are sympfcmatxc of spiraitual reducblon,’
. -

~ .

for she 1s alsv the quester for a-former wholeness and
. A
harmony of which the broken pieces are the evidence. ' ..

Perhaps you consider yourself an oracle,

Mouthfjaece ot the dead, o1 ot some-god or other,
Thirty years nﬁﬁrT%K}Ve labourc#

To dredge the silt from ygﬁ;unhroat. ’ P
_ 1 am none the wiscer., o

N
’

Stanza two continues the address, now qualifying

. . .

”

- [

the cacophony of stanuza, one as an “oraele.? 4ho of f-handed

- l,l & Y . .

¢ . . f

reference 1n line two '@ mythic gods' {Orpheus and RDionysius

b)Y

1

as suggested by the implications of “Mout v ece™) link ’

death and deity with revelation ("orfc]y") to sugyes( that oo '
' ) o,
-

v ¢
the {ragments and Lhyxr 'sidience' denote the farled ritualy

* IS
3 : '

of rnsprrev&@nn of “the buried gods, T initial srn‘omvnl . 4

*
<+
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3\ . |
of failure is exténdedtnow to an' existential self-assess-
v . ,
ment : "Thirty yedrs now I have laboured." Having “laboured"

<

suggests that she has attemptéd to restore (give birthi and

uné@;th‘the meaning of the fragments, like the_ar&heoloqist

'who seems to pléce together the whqlels&mme @ef an ancient
civi;ization, including the message of its gods. But she

has failed: "I am none the wiser," This is the central
i3 \
unifying'statement of the poem. It particularizes the

1

N : ’ ' "
poet's awareness of her failure at a gargarituan task. The

allusion in "labour" is Qo$sibly to the tests and ordeals
4“\\' i s = N o toe » “
of the classical heroes. She 1s the dedicated archeologisdt y

in quest of the lost world. Further “dredde,” as connota- -

fl

tive of clearing the sediment from the bottom of the river

¥

"

or sea), and/)n thg context of "th suggests that her

E]

quest has been beyond time, beyond histgry. She has wunted

to awake the dead, to evoke the vgXce, to make the statue

‘ .
speak. Instead, the excavatred statue reveals only the-sedi-

jpent of time - death, The 4amige 1s of waste and silence:

(=

Jthe silt (blocks) your throat."” The world i1s a wastcland,
4

the littered fragments of "same god or other." The lusf

@
?ﬂl ! +

. N » / o
allusion of the stanza to herselt in the 1mplifd pun®on
! -

. \‘ » * . L * 5 .
npone"” suggests that the failed quest ‘has consumed: her “in
Lo ' \
khe'proce$sﬁ She has “"laboured," but qiven birth to ndthynq.

. : A

She-is diminished; she has lost her idenlity,

- . * .
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Scaling little ladders with gluepots and pails of lysol
1 crawl like an ant in mourn:ing -7 \
Oover the weedy acres of four brow \
. 'To mend the'immense skull-plates and clear .
. " ‘The bald, white tumulil of your eyes. -

~

in stanza three, the. extremity.of this experience

L’ , ° is actualized in an image of reduction: "I crawl like an
v '
The juxtaposition of her ant's sizg and ;.

ant in mourning."
. . .

¢

v 2

A ' . the excavated and still buried fragments of a dead god

. . .. .define

o

the poet's vision of seclf and.the world, although -~

. f

it is articulated with a sense of humour and Jdetachment,:

P

S
L

i

» She projects herself in the i1mage of the ilOUS:e‘w’lfC, dis-
. A

-

nfectYng and mending. The- image of the housewife/ant also

[

symbolices the labburlng and endurance of the human condition. '

« .
. ! .

The fraq;ncms of the landscape and the 'statue fuse as impli-

¥ '

. )
i -
cit.in the imagery of the broken Body and nature, to sug-

»

"gest that the world 1s the dismembered body of the god, and
o U
. ) she the mourner, The second half of the stanza develops
. " . ~ v ¢

- ¥ . B s . e
. the 1magery ot death, the "skull—y/ﬁtes“ and "white tumuli®.

’ \ Xt

-

‘defining on the one hand the L‘,rcht:oloqist cleaning and

. i Co . . Voo,
repairing the unearthed head ot the statue, and on the‘ﬁﬁher
\ N >

*hand, sujaest ing the literal landscape ot ruins, burial

) . ’ '

mounds and sopulchres, ' -

A blue sky out Qf the (restela .
Arches above 8. O rather, all by {fou‘solf
Yourtare patlly and nstorical as the Roman Forum, )
1 open my lx;\_cL\ on'a hill ot black cypress,
Z\'O\\li! tluted Dgs and acanthine hair areslittgged

24
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~

Stanzh four particularizes this landscag; as the
' “ ’ "
ancient mythic world with the further aflusions to tragedy

- the destruction, betrayal,’ﬁurder and revenge of <

LY

, family. The history of man is implicit. The sky (gods)
then as now 1s indifferent, remote and finally oppressiﬁe.

. Ti.e- mychic conptext of the "Orestia" becomes simultaneously
L IR g
“the -dramat ic setting for the personal memory of her .own

4

" father, whose fragmented memgry she absurdly tries to

. ' . . .
unify. There 1s an implicit contemptuous reduction in the

" image of the father from the dead buried god that she has

"t

attempted to unearth, to a powerful yet obsolete imaye of
a "Roman Forum."” The further implication 1s that he 1s

dead but obsessive, like a colossal ruin. ¢ father" conti-

} S

' . ' '
nues the address of the previousaftanZAS,‘but now suqgaest-.

S)

- Am

E)

ing a prayer, a supplication and perhaps a lamentation.

N . -1
In this context, she is the mourner like'Electra, connota-«

tive of the longing and desire for the -lost father, perfagrm-
\ - ’ )
'ing the rites of burial on the corpse of the buried un-

# b K

earthed father/god. There 15 a 'further Yironically grucsome *

éugqestlon in the image "I open my lunch.” The cating of
) ¢ - . -

.

. . - .
the corpse alludes to the ancient ritual of the dismembered
e 1Y : . - )

god. ) . : K
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. .8

’ " In their old anarchy to the horizon-line. ' >
"It would take more than a lightning-stroke
To create such a ruin, '

>
-7 ..HNights, I squat in the cornucopia
- Of your left ear, out of the wind,
P ' oL
Stanza five extends the 1magery of fragmentation C
& -
¢ B

and death denoting the world as a burial ground, implicit
and sustainedskg'the connotat:ons of "horizon-laine," -It

is also an extended reference to the-Medxterraneqn land-

0 . r @
scape as the cradle of the gods whose "flutel.bones" are .4 !

. - !

little more, now, than the 'pipes’',of the winds of change.
- -

Nature, the world, and the Colossus merge i1h an i1mage of

At

original chavs. The supernatural reference 1n "It would

v i

take more than a'lightntﬂg—s}roke/Tg create such a ruin,*®

is 1rontcally apocalyptic. The vasible ruins are manifes- !
- . / . ; 3 L . ] ‘ ‘
“tations of the invisible desian of creatrien. Death as

1 [ o
< l -

suggested to ge the groundwork of being. The archeologrgt
S ' o $
- N B . a ) <
catalogues the ruin; the woman 1s seduced hy the memory
t
of the fatherand the poet creates the visien and 1t 18 Qa -~
¢ . : \ K ‘ o .
. X s N ' :
vision of death, The last two links of the stanra drama- 8
i .

tize the vision, wvhile maintaming the metaphor of the frag- - ‘
+ .. . - * o v , . > / e -
mented "colossus" which the archeologist anhabats at night,

N ~e P !
* “~
nes,  The tragw®it s cave-like

N : .
keeping vigil over the b

\

failure sustainod by ¢ extonded -dimnishod fmage of -

% b Y
' .
A »

J] . L. N ' e

w . M .,' ,‘ » + . o . o
horself ot stanza three. At thd same t-ime, the connotat ions, - ¥ .

. . . LI .
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a) agpd "ear" are of birtH, but in this con-

N -4
}/ . ,
B ’ . ‘0

text, 1t is an inverted image of re-birth, not into life,

in "cornucopi

4
‘but out of ity "My hours are married to shadow." . -
Counting the red stars and those of Rdgum<colour. :
. The sun rises under the pillar of your tongue.
° AN

.death and birth. The vision is temporal.. She‘ié ﬁn time,

o

‘the fragmented "Colossus” concludeé‘)z an_xpvorted fﬁ‘hirth,' .

-»

’

My hours are married to shadow.
.No longer do-I listen for the scrape of a keel e
"On the blank stones of the landaing.,

o ’

' _ -

. - ! ‘ ' N
Stanza six develops the aﬁgiguous,connotations of .
» ' p o ‘

.
T, ~
: o
~
.

“"Counting." The inqqerj 1s predominantiy sensual, denoting

life, love, passion, and 1n their inverted sense, the loss .

. ..

£

which reflects back to the ffagments of "The Colossus,K™-

symbolic now cf the embodiment of the spirit, The refer- -

ence to "stars," suggesting destiny, re-inforce the 1mplied

nature of .the vision as death 1in life. This, 1n.the cortext
o

3 - - -
- -
] . * s

orf Eﬁé invoked dawn, implies that for her, the experience “of

) ' ) , ) : B
) : . | ‘
not into life, but death. She has pledged herselt to

’ . ,

"shadow, " ambiguously an afflvmdtaon“ﬁhd a denxul. The.
! |
. ( ‘
fxnal statement of Aho last two llneS»rG@qPLtulﬂtor the ’ W
e L4 o

g
—initjal jmag,e!of the failure, Lat’ Y/g ﬁnlurc\xb in time.
‘ ' H r‘ ’ .
The allusion to thi ahxp 1mﬁlxuv that h(x )uurnu?~hqp ended, .
) ’ . '
There isdfhe sanse that she has arrived, that she ¢an go no
\ ‘»- ot ¢
. : ‘ . . 4 N J X ’:"' ‘" A , I
further. The chnlcs-g#é?,"bgank," there i6 no water, Gon- ‘
N il . ‘J” ' ) .
. ' N \ .on . “
berscly, there s the fdmplicatiomn o{ a newbeqginning, a
3 . . . '
. * N IXY . "“”N\‘,_, . r. . ‘ ~

+ ' 3
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o ) L4 ) . Q
diffgzsz\Joyage and ‘a different dimension. In this sense,
7 p— ~ Y. , . [
Ces e S - h\\“ . N o °
g the final image of the “I" is abstracted, denoting the .
}‘, ’ ,.’ R v . ~ \ ¢ i * . ' )
e submission of the ar hedlogist to the broken®gtatue and - N

-

‘ Y

of e woman to theé reductive memory of the Patber.
» b ‘ ) ,

-

"The ‘Colossus” is also one of the statements Plath | ,

makeggabout herself as a poét., The figure of the.archeo-

+

¢

1ogist 1s, 1n part, metdpher for the poet. As a poet,

.

a

"she has attempted to re—ing&yfate,the message of the clasgical
' *

0
.

/ L ‘ - . . + .
N -~ world, now beCome, as she suggests ironigally in stanza two,.
, - the "drac&cﬂ"Jun?Mouthplece of the dead.” Her.assessment .
e L 4 \ )

“w ot [y N »

1

- . . . . - , . - . s v " f
of berself‘gs:d poet culminates in the last stanza, the ! ,
N ) : ‘ ' : ; ,

(4 \

mmage ot the sun rising “"under th’rpillar“ &¢ the Colossus!
¢ L3 . N -t
) “ v s . -

\ c toqgue, suggcstxng'lp 1ts tused %mplxcaixcns of re-barth

© .
-

and artaigulation, that she 1s ironically the oracle, whose ~

L B L] -

4 N - .
P »
new messachemvrgcs from qwzcgmcmqn to arasi the 0ld. . £ |
o , 2 9 .. |
& i . . . A § . . . § )
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N o M . i
~ 1] \\ \
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£ L J
LIERY . B I
: M :
THE HANGING MAN ; g
N o -
B : g oo .
M a . . -
By the rodts of my hair some god g'c‘)t'hold of ‘'me. .
1 sizzled\n his blue volts like a desert prophet,
< . i
The nights s apped’r. out of sight like a l_iza-rd's eyelid:
A world 41d white days in a shadeless socket. -
~— N '
. - N .’ \
~N ¢
A vulturous boredom pinned,me in ,this tree,
If he-were 1, he woulc{*do what I did.
\ R \ , 1}
9 -
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- j wTHEfHANGINq MAN N
\ oo _ J
\ o
. L The title evokes man in the context of suffering,

1

. " . torture, sacrifice and death. He is the victim. Among

~

its numerous all&qions are the Hanged Man of the tarot

£

pack, and Cchrist. The wounded, sacrificed dead body is

\ .
b’ 13 . - :
- invoked. The most significant connotation is of man sus-
~ . .)“ "’ - //
pended between heaven and earth. As a poetic statement,

[y

it is a vision of man, God and death.

3 T~

=~ S
N

By the roots of my Hair some god got hold of me. ™ )
I sizzled 1n h1s§bluq\VO1ts like a desert prophet

.

'S

1
The religious dimension of being ‘called’' 1s esta-

blished with the first line. The call is a violent abduc-

Lon T e

tion. {She is Seized by thé "roots," connotative of her

€
[aNRY

«1ife force, by "some" indefinite deity, some unknown god.

Accordingly, the suggestion 1s that she has been chosen,
R
i

.
’ »

. but it g% an unrevealed calling. She is acted upon by the

"whqlly other.' On a primitive level, the reference is to -

w ~ \ @

-
\ woman dragged by her haagr by the brutal male, to be raped.

~

"By the roots" implies that she has been uprooted,lwhich .
\

"~

is further developed in the context -of "hair." Hair 1s S
: the only image of the body in this stanza. It denotes the s

' head, and by extension, ‘the mind. At the same time, the -

N
! ~

inference 3s ‘of woman: her vitality, her brauty and her




* ) *

% . -

body. Aécordiné{y, "hair" fuses thé body reference to.the

woman and the mind to the poet. /ﬂf 1

-

. The second line of the stanza defines the 'call' .
- the experience of having been seized. The ﬁqst 1 mmedi-

“ate context is of the asylum. The analogy is;tq\the help- ;

)

less victim of shock théraﬁy. The implication of "sizzled"

is gruesome, alluding to the Lody being burnt. In‘the
. ;{‘

context of the asylum, she 1is being electﬁocuted, and by
“ extension, executed. The 'god' may here be a reflerence to

the unlimited power of the doctor (Sexton's almighty doc-’ Ce

tor, and "Hlerr Doctoy" in "Lady Lazarus"). Madness-and

vision are traditionally associated, but its contemporary

N & ”'

14 . .
clinical context is horrific. However, the inference of-

I

electric shock 15 also in the context of lightning, aad-as

such, ié is both a myth;c and traditional i1mage of 1llumi- .
. 14
nation. This is sustained by the analogy of her expgerience
to that of a “degert prof)hét."e The- "desert" 1s the only
. y
iﬁagé of actual settaing dcfining her v;éxon within theét;av’

&

dition of prophecy. Her experaence of the spirit i1s there-
fore suggested to be genuine, but it is of such violence T
that she is both torn from her "roots“ and consumed. The

inference is of the body. The mind becomes.a prophet in a

world equated with the desert, - AN
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The nights snapped out of sight like a lizard's eyelid:
A world of bald white -@ays in a shadeless socket.

A N : O
Stanza,two actualizes the consequences of the

i

revelaticn. Having been seized, she is now precipitated .

‘into a state where she is annihilatgd. She is’ disconnected

from ‘'all cycles. ' The image "snapped," in the context of

s ‘ (‘7}: £ ‘ !
"lizard's eyelidy” suggests ‘an instantaneocusness that ,
. e .

e

qualifies the vision as timeless and simultaneously in

time. The illuminataion'is blindinhg. She lives in a world

of unremitting days, the suggestion being that she sees
1 -

C N [ R .
the world in a glaring light, without protection - the

“shadeless socket." The unshutting eye refers back to
. ¥, !
5 W .
the consequences of shock therapy and alsqfté the eye of

consciousness, the unblinking eye of vxsxok. But "lizard's
; v

k]

‘eyelid" 72’;; image of reduction. It is what she focuses

{

on in vision.- And as a creature of the earth, the "lizard"

connotesééamouflage and survival. The implication is that

\ 14

she "is reduced by the vision, (this is also reiterated in

"Mystic"), unlike the desert prophet who is enlarged by

¥
his vision. The qualifier “"bald" also connotes blindness

! f
and 'death. (This is an image thHat Plath uses often within

a similar context.) ™~ Finally, the ambiguity of the vision
is unresolved: ‘"nights snapped out, of sight"” is simuita-
\ : ?

neously an implication of total illumination and total




«darkness (associdted with madness).
»

v LN

ol

suspended in“the void.

1}

A vultureus boredom pinned me

o

The final stanza defines the

Yoo

- ’ * )
tence and fate. Her body is devoured by the predatory
sameness of existence, with'the further implication in

“vulturous," of being already dead, a carcass. The bore-‘,'

]

* dom as "vulturous" also denotes

Hunger, perverse desire and waiting are the conditions of ¢

existence,.

hecause 1t is "vulturous" (a deserg-like existence).

Accordingly,

L]

life. The ramifications in the connotations of “pinhed" ;

. )l,' 4

. N ! 7 , ‘
are extensive, perhaps the most significaht being the im-

~
-

plicit reduction &f the crucifixion.

-

cation is that she is the 'Hanging Man" of the title, cL

If he were I, he would do what I did. oo o

@hé‘nature of survival.
Life is therefore meaningless and horrific

she is "pinned” not nailed to the tree, to

Further, the impli-

in this tree,.

condition, of her exis- ‘

°

5
~

A}
3

-

She 18 a meaningless

sacrificial victim, crucified to “boredom. " Through her

knowledge, she is crucified for a meanangless existence.

-

Life is equated with the vulture waiting to devour the |
. :

3
?

wounded 'suffering’' being.:

v )

Ultimately, her vision is off

sefl, ﬁéopled by the lizard and the‘vqlgure:

oy
does not include transcendence.
N £

ot

The

A

v

‘ :

Gpe world as the "de-

Y o . ) ’
. The vi§{on

« ',“ s ’

*he" of the’last line

q




"q fﬂwith the final implication that "I" chooses death as

K ” 190
. / S

alludes top the crucified Christ in the context-oﬁ*mortality.

’

~ - ) ~ . .
However, this is with the qualifying distjimction that "he"
. & . V{/’wr ‘ ‘ . '
is not “I,":suggestive that perhaps, "he" had a different )

vision. Further her vision is now made articulate within

. the context ‘of "I" and "me" - the polarities of her being. '

The "me" is defenceless, trappéﬁ, a victim. The "I" is ' .

. .

- angiogous to the god, the "he." The "I" reflects choice

N y

"

gaéainst a ligg that is a dying - suspended between earth -
” and, heaven, body and mind, life and death, which is her

crucifixion,. ‘ e e T T
i ~— .

tie

<
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CHILD

§

Your clear eyt is the one absolutely beautiful thing’

I want to fill it with colour and ducks,
" The zoo of the new ‘ : -

-~ . L
Whoseé names yoh meditate --
April snowdrop, Indian pipe,
th%le, )
Stalk without wrinkle,
Rool in which images |
_Should be grand and classical ¥ .~

-

L

 Not thas troublous .
Wringing of hands, this dark
Ceiling without a star,

‘¢ v




- é - . ‘ ' CHILD .° . : .

4

This 1s a ‘poem that celebrates. innocence and -

a .
o ot * . coov

peauty embodred i1n the child, within the context of the g -

. natural world of open spaces and things growing!« Simul- -
: taneously, ‘the world of experience is reflected by the
! ‘ . ", I4

[y
t ‘

‘mother's.presence and her contrasting experience -of limi- -

[«

tation and sdfferingt The child s symbolized by vision.

“

. His "eye," the reflection of all that is, 1s as limpad as .

a virgin podl: " The motth-‘oh the other hand, symbolléed
by *Wringing of hands," denotes the reality of suffering- - S

-

and sorrow. The structure of the poem 1s an 1nterweaving

‘ 1, LN ‘, . : '
of antithetical images and associations. It gonsists of
; ; . ~ I

two sentences. The pure world of the child is invaked in

¥ .

>

the opening statement. This is then qualified by the;«

-
¥y

el ®

-

mother's recognition of the dichotomy between innocence
, . S ‘

Posa=t LR Y

experience and actualized by what she wants to ofter: v
' ¥ . -’cog

Your clear eye is the one qbsolutoly«bcautxfu} ihxng

I want to fill 1t with colour and ducks .

* . The zoo of 'the new ' . ‘ ) ‘
a 5

¥

» This invocation to the child evokes a vision of

v

light and life, the garden rediscovered or never before " -

expe%ienced. The mother's desire is fo; the child's g
3 completeness of .life and vision. 'JQ her dfforjnq,‘she is)
/f ' : "
éaﬁthevcﬁild‘s teacher, Lhcggxogcttor and provider for thdéy
chz}d s first pevceptlonsf !

3. )l.y‘h,- . .

~
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g Whose nahes you.meditate --
. ' ' April snowdrop, Indian pipe, .

‘ Little-- ’
PR ¢ . ’ f )

A Tre oriluvs e rellects fie-werld zhe rother 1s offerang

. o

. - ' — <
. } dnd saimultancously?, 1L caproesses what he hamselfs 1s: :

v ' . 4
.

spring, flower, music. The vision is of flowers and the .

, { . .

$

<
"

child is the stem that upholds 1t

' ’ .

"

Stalk thhoht~wr1nkle,'J T

e - [

. . . t R .
. ) "['ool 1n vhich . images -~

o ~ Should hL¢ grand uang classical :

“ v
13

Unmarked by time, 'without the lifitation of age, the child -

. \"
Ly + ' —

15 like the stilllﬁqujn peol, and should be the mirror of

>

all time. What, is, before ti1me and simultancously thé dawn s
. ." , v ' - ;

of . time 13 evoked, in tle last two lines of the abgvey stanza.

u ’ - ) : -~
, What 18 ancient and.af yreat preportaons, of nob.le and

tivine consequence like the heroic faythic warld, 1s alluded

v "y ' . - ‘
2 to in the context and“conn&tatxgns‘of “classical.” Juxta-
b LRGERE § .

e . ..

" ‘ posed to the expahded vi%i&n of that world 1s the world of
Z .
¥

.

: <

- o
the mother: +

»

-
1

r N i
N L ' Not ‘thaé troublous . .
) wringing of hands, thas dark .

. Cerling without a star. - 5 A

‘. . N
iy . a

.

' The imagery of nature is now superseded by amages of edclo-
: | a oo
i . . . :
sure, restriction, suffering. @ "Trowwlous™: qualifies the
. j N ' e » ! . n .' [
“poo}" with the suggestion %hat its stillness has been dis-

. ,Eurled by thehrqfloctjqn of lthie hand"s gesture which -

. o . , 1

\ . £ . o
- . o . .
. .
a / o

3 . ¥ R .
> ' ° .
w - . o . \




obscures the vision - innocence marred by experience. [

3 o !

The ébsgnce of the star denotes death, suggesting enclosing

L4 . / .
. darkness., It also reflects back to the child's "“eye," now
) . closing. The imagery of light/life/white bocomes over °
M T
- shadowed by the associations of dprk/ﬁeath/black. o
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/
re &ir :1s w mill of hocrs —T'
ZLESIIINS WILACW answer, /
Glattering and drunk as £1 ms
Whose kK16s stinys unbcar.xblly

195

In the fetid wombs or Rlacdk air under pines in summer.

a

I remember
The dr_ac‘ smell of sun on wood cabms

¢

The stxrfness of salls the long salt winding sheets.

Once one has seern God, what 1s the remedy?
.Once one has been scized up §
; e .

. /
Without' a part left over, *
Not a foe, not-.a finger, and used,

>

Used Gtterly, in the sun's conflagrations, the stains

That lcngthen from ancient cuthedra,ls
What 1s the remcdly? T o ) .
: . e

' The pill of the Communion tablet,. ) .
The walking beside still water? Memory? ’
Or picking up the bright pieces
0f Thrist .anh the faces of rodents,
The tame flower-nibblers, the ones

<
whose hopes are so low they are L_omfort_ablm--
The huwspback an her small, washed &ULLGL;L
Under the spokes of the clematis., »
Is there no great love, only tenderness?

"Does Lthe sea

[y

Remember -the walker upon it?
Meaning lecaks from the melecules.

The chimneys of the city breathe, the window sweatd,

The children leap in their cots. .
- The. sun blooms, it 1s.a jeranium,

The heart has not _stop}ﬂed‘.
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MYSTIC 5 . '

a

8

This 15 a definitive poem of Sylvia Plath's, It
\ ‘s .

. ‘N o .
.1stac crnte vvisiinzry and.persconal. It articulates the

]

+ dialectic orf life und Jdeath, bLody and ﬁind, matter and

spirit that 1s at the roots ot her poetry. The visionary

~1,::saxper1enc:'e 1s of the simultaneity of life and death, timé
“ -

and timelessness, but in the personal apprehension of .

v

r
»

vision, Plath expe%iences herself consumed and dismembered:/

_o'Without a‘part -left over." It is the vision of God and

:

death simultanecusly and 1t becomes an affliction: "Onice
» ' N . %y :

one has seen God, whaf is the remedv?” The poem begins

>

“with a setting that defines the condition or the poet,

¥ ! [} v, . © s r.‘:, B
The gonscioysqess of the condition proceeds to a series of

.

- questions, which are resolved finally in a statement that
. N » N . . g ) . 1 . t" '
‘&ellneaggs the dialectic of the vision and climaxes in an

- » 3

ambiguous affirmation. ‘ . . ‘ LT
a K ' ‘r h : 1
The air is a mill of hooks --
-buestions wrthout answer,
Glittering and drunk as flies: ' o
Whose  kiss stings unbearably *° S

In the fetid womb§ of black air under pines in summer.

»

N v

In the first stanza, the mind of the poet, 15 invoked

o

EN
ES

bf &“grqphic metaphor,'ﬁhc first i1mage of the poem; The

stanza proceeds to buyild itself in a series of images that

- extend from this metaphysical conceit to.an actual setting.

‘ ) a2 . '.»x ) ‘ L
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.o . .
[ 2 o N A

“

The mind 1s in a state of "Questicons without answer," and

:
-

1t perceives this state 1n the elemental setting.of “air,"

R . .
iy -3 - b M 1, [T . e
morcrecyred s Ya i1l of reosks"twhiaich, 10 terrs of the
N L3 . . .
\}
» 1

- ' . -

tyepegrarhical ima 3¢ or the question mark, punctuate the
Y i/ -

:
b

a

.

. . .

-"air," as well as congprrxng a predatory and luring quality
] b k]

. E 2% .
" to it, The smage of a “plll,“ moreover, turns the implied
~ ’ ¢ ' .

PR
»
N

setting of, open space 1nside out to sujgest an enclosed -
w * . ‘

space, 1mplying a dialectic between the mind an® external

s

¢

~. . L]
r¢ality. The same 1mage alsc denotes a, machine-like

» -~

aspect to the "air" grihding out questions. This setting]!

symbolic for the mind's dileruna, becomes the literal set-

ting a the irpllcxt, vulnerabalaty*of the body., The "air"

. -

- N

i$ infested with "flies": (the suggestion thut the "air®

[y

is a "mill® manufacturing "Questions” may also e an allus

-
s

. A : . ’ i
Sion to the classical inférnal machine of “the gods, Lh%y”

-
»

 "flies” corresponding to the furies of classic myth', or

4 ¢

the minions of Becelzebub, "Lord of the Flies.'sy The "Ques-

4 .

‘tions™ havé~metnmorphoscd mto. "flies" who perdaistently and

" N ‘ -,

~"unbearably* sting hér, with the aed connotativn that,

-

1 1
: . R ) L .
they are "drunk! on her bhld In this scttaipyg, ®he -state
of ‘her mind has trapped thg body, which experiences itself

.

+ . S - .
heing victimized, Thas dualistic condition characterices
~ ! ‘ ’

the existential contingency of the'poet: shliv 1s tthe

-

[}
©questioncer who cannot resqive the nature of experience.

>

- .
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. : . The association of “Qooks" and "flies" that are
: - ' s

- "Glaittering," develops the metaphysical conceit at the
i S i

cezinnang of dhe zcer.  The unanswerable "Questions” lure ¢
[

2 N
s

she "Juestioner like a faish 1n a “mill* pond. They paralyse

5 2 ! 3 ! e R
> . ) ' - -

her,” their "hooks" ensnaring her body as do the stings of

)\ the’ “"flies,! the physical demons of the "air," who glut
: . \ ‘

themselves onvher blood §s they might on a- totally helpless

and passive quyﬁ ‘The conception of the (questioner as

- 5 !
. . being lured or seduced .s sustained by ‘the stinging "kiss" .
. -,
¢ . of fhe "flies." The 1mplfcation in the seduction 1s that
‘ ' 8

the questioner wants kﬁowledgb of the nature of feality,

3 4

.

aaﬁ,her “"Questions" sharpen an awareness of the hostility

a

a. v

¥ -~ . .
of her surroundings. % = ‘ : . . .

The shade of the pines 1s not a solac® from the o

. . 14 .
o "mill” of “Questjions" and the heat they generate, but a

. ¢ o

) stin¥king breeding qround‘for the "flies." The shadows of
¢ .

"black air under pines :n summer" are equated with "rfetid

B . .

s, * wombs," suggesting that the "air" ns poisoned Ly the mind,
4 ‘e, .

" . 4
o The image further connotes that the body 1s the foctus

- .

-~

trapped irfvthe compost of whlr," that the sedpetion by th

N . B
¥

. stinging "kiss" of the "flies” is also into life, éThc

literalyand symholic sﬁttmng of the forest suggestss the

archetype of Eve 1n tlle paradise that bhecomes poisonecd,

A
e

The split betwéen the mind and the bLody in the condept of

)

o

[ 3
y
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the orxqinal‘Fall isTimplicit, The questioner, like_ Eve,

' . ’ . A

. T is tempfea and stucgq I»y knowledge, which poisons hcr .

1 . I
. esserncial raTure &5 weran, wnich 1s Jdefined by the womb,
. . [N,

-
o

In this context, the victimization of the body .and the
. A

[
§ Ter - N
p & . .

~
e ="

qﬁﬁbgb implies that lhgyﬁuggt)oncr,'inhabitpd by the "Ques-
b ' o

a0, !

Jtions" she cannot resclve, 1s both the victim and the

! - \
L _wvictimizey. Ultimately, the stanza is dealing with the

. fundamental yuestions of life and death, meaning and

4 meaninglessness. - The poet focuses on once of the elements

s . ° °

of creation,; the "air," which draws together three related '

. ]

§
: f/” ;%plicatxogs: the spirit, traditionally assocrated with
¥

A 1

' air, the inspirataional .breath’ of poetry, .and the conti-
. !]
. {)
: nuous’, vertiginous mrovement- of life’and death, ‘invoked by~

: \
the implication of revolvingmotion i1n the 1mage of “mill."”

> Further, the elements of “air* and water are joihed in'this

, ; ., image-which could be a- wind or water kull. Farth -is invoked
£ - N

1in fhe “teti1d wombs" of the forest setting and, as the.poem .
M

- -

N <Q
_ progresses, fire is suggested by the repeated references to

the heat of the "éunf". The elemeigs coalesce 1n the ¢cross,
; , |

invoked by the suggestion’ of the windmill, which togethér |

with the “spokes of the clematis” in the fitth stanca,

i
~ impiies the wheel of the«world and corresponds to the con-

N f
7

‘suming rays of the sun, : : o~

'~ - 3

g
£
b 48
!
s
N
-
noed




: : \\ 200

I remember 9 ' ' Y

The dead smell of sun on wood cabins, Q

The stiffness of sails, the long salt winding sheets.
Once one ras been God, what is the remedy?

Crice cne 1zs Lcen serzed up ’

Stanza two draws on all the connotations rof the
b

previou$ one, centerxng’them on the "I." This is the N :

only time a direct personal reference is made in The poem,

implying that the poet 1s meditating on .the relationship
between her personal experience ("I remember") and the
mystical experience that she 1s articulating. Memory,

isolated by the poet, recalls static images suggestive of

. ‘ n
.. death, that are nevetrtheless sensually concrete. The "air"

14

of stanza: one, implied by the sense of suffocating heat of -

Yy ~
-
~.

line two in this stanza and the stillness of -line three,-

-
[

_ smells of death, Without wind, the "sails"” lose thexr'

purpose and become death shrouds, with the further impli-

cation 1n the gualifier "salt,” that they cannot retain

their original use. The perception of memory 1s centered
in time and external reality, but what 1s remembered has-

; , al
no life. The vision resembles the 'wasteland,' where

only a "dead smell" and "stiffness" remain. The eclements,

by their implicit reference in these images, are unregener-

)

N ative. The world in memory 1s reduced to a state of

| [
LY

rigor mortis, which the "sun" eternally and persistentiy ’

burns up. ot : . . o




Y

.

. statement of the mystic, with its consequent ultimate ques-

[y - o

The experience of memory corresponds to the expe-

03 ~

rience in stanza one, of the mind and the world as a

-

"fetid womb." The dilemma :implicit in this stanza and ®

A

extended in stanza two is made explicit in the fundamenta
’ N\

'

tion of despair: "Once one has seen God, what 1S the

remedy?" The vision’ of God 1s so vast that there :s no

~
possihility of human fulfillment, and thke insights of the

vision bring only*an intense awareness of pain and death,

By the repetition of syntax, this 1s stressed in the last

b

line of the stanza, fhat seeing "God" is being "selzed up." oot

. < - 5 - ' .
The search foy '"remedy” thcfbﬁgre, 1s ultimate, like-the

vision; It is the result of the mystic experiencing God .
' g B .

and reality as a seizure, as being. unwilled and forced in.

extremity. This experience refers back to the “m1ll of

~

hooks" that defines the experience of the first stanza.,

y

The mystical experience 1§ sten as a victimisation, ars .
. . 4 ¢

.

"recurrent theme of Plath's, . which she re-iterates in "The: ° |

Hanging Man.” Here, in "Mystic,” there 1s .4 double victi-,

mization. She 1s prey to the vision itself and to the | :

‘ ~

absence of a remedy to the pain 1t brings., Charactuerastic T

of Plath 18 the ielinquishiﬂg of hope 1n the race of the

fundamental quesiion: why does man suffer? ‘ o

¥

-




. . . . J
Without a part left over,
Not a toe, not a finger, and used, d )
Used utterly, 1in°the sun's conflagrations, the stains
That lengthen from ancient cathedrals

wnat 18 the reredy?

+

~ v
\ex -

The tiard stansa descraibes with growing and pain-
| ful precision, the suffeling initiated by the vistcn. .
| \ :
| - .
| ' Being "seized up" has paralysed the mystic's mind and body,

y . . f
| — possessed, violated and consumed them. The body, 1ip extre-

Lo
ut .
» ¥ [

mity, is reduced to nothing, "Without a part léft over, " b

¢ -

e

The vision has “used" the body of the mystic “utterly,"

o
implying also that the will, or persorjal volition, has

been - manipulated and "used" too. The “sun‘s.qbnflagr3-~“
- ' ?
N % 2 B

9

tions" is an image that invokes the destructive force of

< ~

i

the vision 1n which the human dimension 1s comsumed. The

suggestion 1s of the total annihilation of a sacrificial

i
[N

w,

fire.. Like the “fetid wombs" of the first stanva, .the

~ /

LI
2%

- f
, ot ¥ L »
*"shadows cast by the sun afe not a refuge. They also ‘i .o

. A\ ~ 'y - ‘
inflict pain. FPurtkermore, the “ancient cathedrals,'in °

v

the context ofr their “"stains/That lengthen,” are reduced ’

to being sun-dials of destruction, rather than symbols of

k2
-

. t .
the synthesis of the ecstatic and the_everyday experience,
1 . P
L3

the spirit and the bady, the micro and macrocosm. The

-

L2 <

. image, also implies the "stain"'of blemish of time and
2 ) . ' , o .
, mortality that are the conseqguence of original sin and.

guilt, Finally, the “cathedrals" themselves are being




;. . e

I *
‘ - v = » . t

by i3
consumed by the eternal "conflagrations" of the sun, The

vision is of affliction; the question persists. - d
‘ oy 0L o 4
A
The pill crf Cohmunlon tablet, ;
.
The walking Iw e dell waterY  Memory? . ‘ ‘
g or’ picking up the br sght preces s . _
3 0f christ in the faces of rodents, . . ’ . .
The tame flower-nibllers, the oncs A EO '
H “ > . <
t ’ ‘: 4 i *'oh N’ '
y ., -The various possibrliytyes left to man are inferred. %,
1 v " ”
‘: . 4 ° ’ . o a * :
but fejected i1n stanza four.  These emergk from What Plath . . :
. ‘ C ‘ Lo ) . .
;e e knows and what 18 knorn to the wor}d .This re-assessment - ,
' | ’ ) . . .
. ofralternatives alludes Lo’ A\he personas and paradoxical
dilemmas of her other poems. . . )
& -
. : o |
Firsy, the "pill"” of.the-sacrament implies’ the ina-: )
' N . i J‘
dequacy of orthodox Chrastianity. ;The flesh of .Christ, .., |
1 . : 1
. symbolized 1in the host, has been rendered meaningleps and: [ |
s . . P4 “ R
The . :

reduced to an escape, a sleep, an addictive sedative.

- ’ Aﬁ"

sacred is made profane., The 3ecoqd'1;ne of the stpnza
implies the retreat into the contemplativip life, But as is
implicit an the first stanza, contemplation leads to the

7 ‘ . . . . .
irrasolvable questrons. (For pPlath, contemplatiPon results

A

. .

in madness, that in the experience of disembodijpent .takes

1

'n“ Iln A. " )

. v

. b , i
the form of a split described 1n "Tulips,” and

“ . . t s o
The "walking beSide still water" also implies,the yomantic
AN N /
withdrawal into nature related to the Fpntomplanxve-life,
o é’\ 1( - A ' *
. . . . & . \ 1\ ’ N - . .
which in the first stanza, is experienced as suffocating

w1

4 - '

Sl ‘




.fragmenfs of the god are in the image of "bright pieces"

superficially attracted tc the beauties of nature. Thus

204
.-

w

and imprisoning. "Memory" top is rZJeqted. It i1s a cumwse,

as stanza two suggests. The alldsion in the next poscd
alterrative 1s tc the imminence of spirit in the fragmented

L
4

"pleces” oI a disrerbered geold, (Thier't heme of the dismem-
3

bered god with the poet 1n the persona of the restorer, is
. - \
B ‘ \

explored ;h Plath's "The Colossus.") Furtherhore, the

b

H

.llnked to and equated with the "Glittering” eternal quﬁs—

IR

® t

tions. The "rodents" are suggestive of the orthodox who

continue to feed on the fragments of the god incarnate in
R

the "pill of the Communion tablet.” In this alternative;

) /
the poet is iropically invoked in the posture of ~suppli-
‘ ; .

cant, a 'cosmic rag—plckcrﬁ who 1n a self depreciating
o]

H
& wy *
implication is on the same level as the "rodents.,"
‘ ' . N
In the next line, the imaae of the "rodents," 1s’

developed into the "tame flower—nlbblcfs," those who

resign/themselves and their i1deals, content to fedd on a

¢

comfortable subsistence level. The suggestion in this

F

reductive image- is also of the romantic acsthete, who is

«
3

the alternate -“cures' of the church, nature, and the com-

forts.of home are inter-related in ‘these images. ‘They are

\

the “pili” and "bright pieces" that can no longer nourish

3

the spirit,




‘ %x‘m . - ) .
ﬁ%ose hopes are so low they are comfortable --
The humpback 1n her small, washed cottage
Under the spokes of the clematus,

Is there no great love, only tenderness?

e

- - - .
o 02 S BRI S

» -

The 1plication ot “the "humpback" of stanra five

is associated with the “rodents" and the “tame flower-

nibblers" 1n the implied posture of the one who stoops to
3 - .

[

fecover the “bright plQSQS“ in thear "faces.”. The sugges-
tion 1s also that this figure is the poeg,'sustained by
the Yink between the “smail“ washed cottage" of retreat
and the "woo& cabins" of the poct's memory in stanza two.
Tﬁé~"h;mpback“.1s the one who forsake§ the limited, “com-
fortable” existence and takes on the burden of attempting,
in “treakish’' 1solation from the world, to put the frag-
ments back‘togethef. The “"spokes of Lhe.clemaﬁig,“ t he
;atural setting tor the hermit, invoke the turning wheel
of the world,’lmkinq the irmg:e’of the "mull of hooks" in

"~

the first stanza. The "humpback"” becomes a concretized

\j

image of the mystic. She 1s also the reduced and actual
AV

self "under" the "spokes."” The image, also sugbestive of

being 'pinned,’' reflects back to the "stains" of the

"ancient cathedrals" and the prescence of the mystic “under

o

pines in sunmer.” The associdtions between the “pines,"

the "wood cabing” of stanza two and the "clemdtis™ anclude

the cross, the fuel for the consumption of "the sun's

- .#‘ e i . -
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%$
coﬁflagrations.“ It is from the "humpbagk" that the poem's
) . .

o L
é

next question comes. If there was "greakt love," she could

wreel 2o the cbhsric self, wvhich

& ¢

-
~ranscen

P M
-~a reavsloairn

(SN
Wl

.
‘7

would be a miracle. The last questién, which leads into

‘

/
the final stanza, refers to Christ's walk upon the water.

L3

The implication is that the mirgcle is forgotten in time,

and the "implied question asks whether 1t has been forgotten

in eternity. Further, the orthodox pronouncement of the
miracle of the Second coming 1s rejécted. The {inal ques-
tion is rhetorical. Like all the oé?ers, it cannot he

answered.

«

A

Remember the walker upon it?/ A
Meaning leaks from the molecules. ) '
The #hinneys of the city breathe, the window sweats,
The children leap in their cots.

The sun blooms, 1t 1s a ygeranium.

The heart has not stopped.

.
/
/4‘

/ﬁature, ritual, Christ, comfort and “"tenderness”

/

/ : .
are pil judged to be inadgquatc modes of knowledge and

experience. The clements have no answer.. They are’divorced

[ -

R . . iy '
from human history and concern. God, as the symbol embra-

-’

cing all, is not beéyond man's capacity to apprelfend but
vision is rendered meaningless because instead of fulfill-
' v

1ing the mystlc, 1t separates hdr irrevocably from the

normal and inflicts pain upon her bgdy and mind., "Meaning”




L

Y

o
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\
\ .
cannot be divulged from the normal meaning of life, nor

from one's attempts to seek it. “
Reduced, without alternatives, what is left is
the base common denominator of‘existence, the molecular
nature of the‘cosmos. It is the "Meaning” that the "mole-
cule;" léaﬁ\that leaés to the final statement, - couched in
a cluster of images that associate to create a s§tting-
that is at once actual and symbolic. The implic;tion of
the heated air of the city, a hot interior, excited,
demanding éhildren, evok; a woéié awakening to a new day.
Further, the haiku-like equation betweer the sun and the
flower denotes an explicit imaée of birtgl The sun destroys
and it giQes life. It is invoked as the dnivegsal symbol,
particulariéed %P this setting. 'Howe‘gr, it 1§ tﬂe para-
dé* éf the fusioh which defines the horror and beauty
implied. Thé delicate momentary quality of the flower is

inferred on the sun and the "sun's conflagrations" are

conferred on the flower. The flower, like the sun, becomes‘

3

a\symbdl of pain‘and death, as well as birth, !

The paradox is sustained by "The heaft," again a
universal symbol and particularized iﬁ'the setting. Like
the molecules, it "leaks," gives life to the body, which
must‘ultimatcly be sacrificed to its “cdﬁflagrations."

, #H
The "heart" is rooted to the body, as the body is rooted

©




to time. Yet the "heart" 1is the only thing left, the only

certainty, the only point of reference. It 1s from the :

point-of-view of the "heart"” that the meaning 1s percecived.

‘\\

N

The morning smoke of the’rcity's 'breath,’ the B&i}s of

moisture on the window,

7

the "children” 1n their "cots;]"

/

the drops 6f blood implied by the beating "heart,” tHe

.

cluster of petals on the "geranium,” all retlect and embo-

L

dy the "molecules,” and refer back to the revolving "mill

‘of’hooks”

of the pden's enitial statement. They are all

kept in motion by the sun's "conflagrations” which will

finally destroy thém. Thé state is mystical, of direct

apprehension through the senses, sugyested by the impli-

cation of the geranium that can be grasped and understood

like the "dead smell of sun on wood caﬁxns.“ The final :

k4

.aaffirpaticn, the "remedy" that encompasses tﬁf acknowledge-

ment that there is none,

is .paradoxically and with all

embracing irony, an affirmation of the "mill ¢f hooks"

itself, within the womb, the body, the mind, the world.

The "mill .of hooks" is finally cquated with the "heart,"

‘e

the symbol of the human and cosmic spirat, which "has not

stopped."

[N
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| PART TWO G4 .
) . N .
\ Chapter 1 Py ' | :
'\)\N*"‘ \.\ ° A“P
\§ CCNTRASTS AND COMPARISONS s -7
~ : e N ' -

PPN v’
~ s

o B
. * . . )
. b . ’

A -
The shared oxperience of extremity, ot madness,

B
t

suicide and death emerges as the culminating statement
¢ ' . ’

that defines the poetry of Anne Séxton and Syléla Plath
on a comparative basis. Both poets focus on the body .and

its victimization as the given con®htion of existence. -
- ]

And bgth'speak of the nfind's struggle to transcend the
limitations and affirm iigg through death. For both thas

is synoﬁymous‘wrth the creation of poetry. The experaience .

-

of death, and the ways of dyln%,ﬁecome thé source of in-

G

J . N £y ‘ “ ’
spiration and the subject of their poeétry. These poems
were selected as definitive statements o&f the poets’

vision of the self and.déath, the world and death, and,

C. ..
death in the scheme pf things. .

)

The following section is a criticgl c¢ cntary of s
the previous: exegesis, drawing out the-popts' bdsic dis- - \\
) - \

tinctions in methodology and their uniqueness, as poets, -

4 -

The discussion will center on tlieir characteristidé use of

L

imagery, personal reference and poctic concept. °

Sexton's characteristic distinction is her use

[

s

of,a‘nafrqtive structure of statement, repetition, variation.

B - kY
R Co w .
.
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L . -

< ’l ‘: i
It "has the informality of a personal diary.- As in most

of her poetfy the impact of the vision 1s on the asso-

ci1atiens and reerbernations of 1solated strong images and

v
.

i
symbols that hive the power to 1llustrate her statements
and evoke the fragmented experience she 1s articulatiing.

. Ry
4 .
4 -

Her 1mages change or expand irf meaning through accumulated
p :

&

. . : . s
associations, suggestions and allusions. 1In "KE 6-8018,"

for example, the telephone is itself; 1t 1s alsbé a woman,

Ly

,,

and it becomes a lover and if,zdol.

. .' ] tg F
Whatevel” the subject, Sexton is usually the center

»

Y

of reference to whom the event, experience or vision 1s

TN
N

.

happening. Her poems are largely'récords ot Her changing

.

i
§

stages

L

.7 esperience. A chrenology 1s rigorously notated,
v

\ .
\

“x .

s

“Author's MA\te" To Live or Die, Sexton states that

’
o :

“In the

o they (the poers) read like a-fever chart for a bad

. i
1]

case of melancholy.” - (It 1s worth noting that she takes

- .

"this imige for her chronology from the.cexperience-of the

.sick ward.) An example of thys notatcd‘cﬁronolojy S

] { N '

Tt

: _ S R .
**» »Self In 1938" which draws togyether the experience of

1 ’ . .

-8

.

geven years.. Sexton's choice of imagéry 1s predominantly

t
defined by her personal history. The inpner reality is
4 .

L\ . .. o X
externalized, regorded and explored’imaginatavely. Her

poetry reflects the sontemporary American milieu, parti--

cularly its conventional' mundane aspects, such as, awaiting

) L3

’

cva®

PR, RN
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? f»
a telephone cally, drinking martinis~riding in cabsgs,

putting on clothes. A A
‘ i ! \ - N T ) .
In Sextcn's ®foems the autobiographical aspects are

"
L i

< =]
exrlicit:, personal images, references, letters, belongings,®
~ 9

. incidents. She even uses her own name. Sexton's choice of

+

- > object and’symbol is related to her ‘being‘ a confessional

-

poet. When she was beginning to write these poems, pcople ©

told her, "You can't write this way. It's too personal;

= Re
, _ . . 1
Ait's confessional:; you can't write this Anne, Cees et

o

- ) In Plath's poetry, the autobiographical detail

-

also alludes to her personal histqry gs woman - daughter,

wife, motherg_ but the'pgrsona'l réfergnce is oniy-,,the qer-
v.“ ' . )

. @_ minal point for the poem, The persgnal detail is minimal,
” ’ '

. "~ «usually cepfined to a statement or/line such as, "I am .

fa s
, only t:hirti?’, " ("Lady Lazarus") or, I was ten when they

AR e .
< . -

~ “‘ 13
3 . buried yogx./At twenty I med%o dile.” ("Daddy" - sce

-

Appendix 4.) Sometimes the referenke to sthe private ex-
’ . w? 3
| . ' perience 1s containg¢d 1n a4 concentrpted 1image: "My husband
L and child smiling out of the .f‘am{.ly'photo." ("Tulips"y .
’ .
|
|

- Yo EOLTW

The personal scheme may be the s‘ource of inspiration for ‘-, .
) - ":,..u‘. ’ (N‘
"a poem but/ the figures of her personal history, including ¥
o 4 . & ‘ ’

4

»
. .

herself are transforme'd.- I’;n "’;Daddy." (Ap;');endix 4) her T suw

k3

o

} ;éh &"'3 " ’ '\h-:\.';?‘
o 1 . ’ ! ¥ e
i ., Patricia Marx, ‘{Inter\//iew with A;‘féc ‘Sexton, " Hudson Review,
' s 18 (1965-196C), 567. . :

Q-



*
Ly,

i

. actual father becomes a mythological character,

Unlike Sexton who 1s always the focal point in her

roetr:r, Ilatl creztes o world where she 1s only one center

-
;

e ¢ of consciousness.  In Sexton's poetry the world as reflec-

ted. In Plath's poetry the world 1s both reflected and

transformed. Plyth's search 1is beyond herself, It .is

within the organic and elericntal forces - the dynamigs
. . 4 . - o

“

e of the cosmos, reflected in her use of nhgural/elemextaf ;
‘ o . ®
. . 1imagery.. It is the essence of what is external to hip o

4

that she attempts to grasp and make manifest, though it i

i . is often a haunting, predatory world. As she lies in a

hospital bea, the tulips “eat (her) oxyvgen." . ("Tulips").. #

)

' - Plath creates an image which becomes the poem, as shie

N y -
becomes the image. This 1s a’'complex grquesspof intpgra-
¥
. ! o
ticn. Her images are concentrated within a compact struc-

‘ ture, used 1n such 3 manner that they intuw lock in gean- . '
ings' in both dyréctions simultaneously, wnwirds to reveal
1

) 3
a deeply personal experience, agid &utwards to evoke his- ’

, torical connotations: "By the roots of my hair some glds

o

rh

got hold of\mc./l sizzled in his blue volts like a desdért
prophet.” ("The Hanging Mah"). 1In her usc of holocaudlt
imagery, the implacations are at the same time, persona

. historical and universal! . "My fade a featureless, fine, ’ s

Jew linen." (“Lady Lazarus"),
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Perhaps the most remarkable characteristic of

' Plath's use of imagery 1s the explicit metamorﬁhosis of

3

~he image.. For instance, in "Elm"“: "I am inhabited by a
cry/Nightly 1t £laps out/Loogiqg with iés,hooks for some-
thing to love." The method is like a.visual and'verbal
fission: "My red filaments burn and stand, a hand of

wires." The initial image alludes to a Burnt, broken body

‘*

which metamorphoses into a hand with exposed nerves, This

- I

image-in turn invokes a third - thé;gesture of the flesh-
Aess hand - pleading, grabbing, graspiné. This composite

)
image has many implications; the mest horrific would seem

p
to allude to the barbed wire images of concentration camps.

.....
S
\\
N
\\

In a:general sense, Plath's use of imagery 1s tra-

.

ditional yet unlque.; She evokes a mythic and archetypai

dimension that she transforms intoc a world that 15 at

- .
. once real and phantasmagorical, beautiful and grotesque.

& V/ .
Sexton, on the other hand, withdraws into private

symbdiism and ekpcrience, with the possibile exgeptaion of
_ iy
the use of Christian ritual (such as prayer), and fairy-

/

tale allusions. Although her references beyond the per-

[y

sonal scheme are ledrned, they are not significant in

themselves, but rather the means of evoking and invoking

a larger scenario for .the drama of the self; for example,
ey oA ;o »
“I am?not what I expected. Not an Eichmann./The poison .

St -




8
-

just didn't tékcx"‘ ("Live®) In the context of the poém
3
é .

the analogy ‘seems excessive,

Sexton's choice of object and symbol is related to
123

i .
the confessional mode, such as the telephone in "KE 6-8018,"

. \
and the allusion, to the sacrament of confession in "For

the Year of the Insane." But aéain,~ﬁer use of imagery

. P ' N 7 l
is primarily reflective of her own experience including g

>

her childhood world of fairty-tale and nursery rhymes and

the contemporary world view. The nightmare of childhood ’ -

\_. +
and the references to fairy-tales are often linked and

“

become a metaphor for madness as in “Live" :

Even crazy, I'm as nice

as a chocolate bar. .
.+ Even with the witches' gymnastics
*~™, they trust my incalculable city, .

my corruptible beds . . : )

i

Al

’
)
3
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_ Chapter II ' .

THE BODY AS VICTIM -
J ' »
I, Tme graiicicral Mcdern Visaon
’ +
Both Scexton and PPlath are twentie @ h century pooets,

and their world view 1s within the traditional modern

vision of alienation, breakdown and fragrentation. iow- ’

ever, they are writing lonq after the initial statements

of this vision have.,bevn made, and 'thus the conditions of

the contemporary vision are assumed in their poetry. . The
. . ' B * N ' . ‘

schizophrenic or ‘'gone' world, the wasteland, 1s their

a

landécape; dying and Jdeath 1s their central experience.- ..

The omnipresence of corruption, decay, vioclence and murder
- 7 - v

in the external world 1s the shared conception of both

Alicnated and raced with a world that is unapproach-
. 4
! > 4
, .

able  and irreconcilable, they ‘turn pnward, focusing ‘on

poets.,

s

their personal Dbreakdown which involves the alienation of °°

v ’ F Y

body from mind. Thus the body becomes a focal point in

[

thear poetxy, reflcctan both the privatg, dnd universal _

breakdowns Thc central cxperlence of the b&szqs v#ﬂ
tf)

tlmlzation. This underlines’ the twentieth century’sta

R

ment about reality, that the human condition is alienated,

o

‘i “
sigk, victimized in a meanindless world. The-act of seek-

.
-

a solution produces the self-consciousness

\

ing a 'cure,
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which itself draws focus on the only certainty of existence,

the body. It 1s the only concrete manifestation of exist-

—

1

ence;bccaﬁse 1c reflects the condition ef cxjstenée directly.
Indeed 1t 1is thé condition, which exposes the fragmented
person, the wounded soul, and the broken spirit. The
selected rocms become a representative vision of the death
of the body, death i1nto the body, and by extension the

death of the world.

.

2. The private Experjence

Sexton and Plath have an analoyous background of

extremrty, suicide attempts, madness and death. Both arti-

culate this experience 1in their poetry, Both speak from

.

the pe;spectlve of woman living in the twentieth century,

and both use similar patto;ns of 1mages to dramatize an-i . '-:

re-create the personal incidents, memories and dreams i1nto
) &

a public statement. Their body imagery reflgcts their

operations and breakdowns, the experience of hospitals and

wards, and simultaneously the contemporary'denlal of phy-

A§ical and psychic wholéhess, and the transcendent dimension ¢

éf being. 1Instead, the banal, mad, mechanized, 1ndifferent

modern world is in evidence. Accordinily,

pattern of imagery in their poetry has at 1its core the

dismemberment of the body. 1In thc&g attempt to articulate

this situation, they can be placed within the confessional

®



-

genre; however, they are not limited to it. 1In fact, for

Sexton and toc a greater extent for Plath, a central theme v -

‘

G
.nd concern is the possibility of the czpangion of vision

¢

of their personal situation, gaiven the conditions and the
i

}
complex network of ambiguities that ‘this entaill. .

N

3. The Integration of bublic and Private Experience

For boLh'Sextén and Plath the experienga of exter-
ﬂhl;rcalxty 1S inéggreted-into private qxperience.\ Images

of éxternal feality.also.functlon as i1mages of inner

reaf1ty, as inner and outer fuse. The body image defines

the nature of reality publicly and prlvatély as in Plath‘g .
"Two Vi ews of a Cadaver Room,“ where the éetgphor for the

world 1s a dissecting room and the mctgphor for the praivate
experience and rclationshlbs-is the "cu£ﬁou£ heart." The
images for the world and the pravate experience are also

-
rot

interchangeable, In Sexton's. "Ghosts," the image of man
L

9 i

is lifeless, sterile, and menacing. The externgl world

k-1
.

e\ -

is decad and decayed. The “"yhosts" of this decayﬁpecome
’ - Y . Y .

H

private images that haunt the poet's psyche, and also

s
*

retlect her own decay. In the second stanra of thg poem, - ‘

”

the vision of the external world is ccmpletelvy interna-

lized into the image of a ghost who "thumps barefooleurch-

ing/above my bed." The reality -of the external world in E

}




a . / b

Scexton's “Thg/pperntion" abstracts into a nightmarish,
/" 1

/ghcstf&, private imagery: "I hear limbs falling/and sece
vellow eyes flick in the rain." This integration of the
public and private cxperience can be discussed under four

general categories: the public archetype of victimization,

the experience as woman, the experience of objects, and
/

{. A} ’

N

"(a) The Public Archetype of Victimization

~the experience of cnclosure.

The fusion of the private and the public takes
place in their poetry through the use of ce;pgin public
. ) 5

twentieth century archetypes of the victim. The most ob-

£l
’

vious of these is the.Jew. Not the mythical wandering
"Jev, but the faceless vjctiﬁ of the concentration camps
\and ovens of the éecond—wérld War. He i§ the arcﬁetypc of
absolute redaction. He is tﬁe victim that ‘is stripped of
identity, history, personal possessiong, and ultimately of
life. The Jew as the symbol of the holocaust continués to
haunt the Western consciousness as their poetry atteéts.' ; -
Concomitant with this is the impact of the urban environ- /
ment, the 'dead city’ which has bred a sccond archetype

of victi&ization that manlfestsescaéism, lapse of m;mory,
consciousness and emotion: the addict.

The archetype of the Jew and the addict\>kse for’

4
Sextén and even more so for Plath in a third fundamental
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twentieth céfitury victim archetype, the patient, with its

corollary the doctor. It is in the setting of the insti-
tution, the hospital, the asylum - the context of the

personal breakdown - that this fusion takes place. The

hospital becomes the concgntrétion camp. The doctor

becomes the Nazi-Iike scientist performing demonic experi-
o '

ments. However, the institution i1s also a crucible, a

place where through the experience of Fxtremity of suffer-
ing, there is the "ambiguous possibility of transcending

the breakdown, croséing over from the twentieth century

condition of victimization into an-affirmation of being.

4+

This is the implicit resolution in Sexton's "For the Year . -
N N
. \,
of the Insane" and Plath's "Tg}ips.” ﬁastly, the arche-~

type that encompasses these twentieth century persodal

1

and public symbols is that of the sacrificial victim. -

(This is discussed further under the headings of "The
204 ' ' : N
Institutional Victim," and "The Sacrificial Vietim." . '\

(b) The Experience as Woman

,,.L
A

Both Sexton and Plath-recreate in their poetry
the degradation of the archetypes and traditional roles
-

of woman, specifically the mother, wife, and lover, into
the stercotypes of the housewife, the advertising image

.

of woman, the exhibitionist., Sexton sees herself as a

/ *plaster doll" in "Self in 1958," Plath,as'a strip-tease




S\, ‘ 2
artist in “lLady LAazarus." Romantic love tdo is reduced
and even absent in "Two Views of 5 Cadaver Room; and
"KE 6-8018." The image of woman is debased to something
mechanical, an object.

Although there are poems of Sexton's and Plath's
in Qﬁich £he fami}y‘is”present, the self, although defined
by the traditional'archetypes‘of woman, 1S also separate
from it, rootless. {Rootlessness, or destruction of roots
is an image that appears frequently in their work.) This
simultaneous identification with and separation %rom the
traditional sense of womanhood leads to the experxggﬁe of
unreality, ("what is reality?" - "Self In 1958"), and
ermtails a tension that is one of the érimary éauseg of
personal breakdown.

Sexton attempts to re-connect herself toc the arche-
types and find her roots: "if I could remember" ("Seif In
1958"). She co‘tinually evokes the Madonna (mother) arche-
type (“kE 6-8018," "For the Year*bf the Insane," "SElf in
1958"), at the same time expressing its loss and the gésire
to regain its meaning and significancc, to once more be

,"rooted into the wall.”" ("Self In 1958"). This ﬁnvolvés
the acceptance of limitation, the "fears and tegrs" ("Self

, In 1958") of being the Mater'Doldrosa, rooted to matter.
» I

The moth for Sexton is also a protector, 'a refuge, while

Ty
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.

. "
At the same time she is sean as a vicetdm and victimizer.
~ .

The desire tovreturn to the mother arc%gtype 1s actualized

c
RANEN

by Sexton's references to her real mother. 1In “The Uper-

ation,", for example, she re-lives the physical suffering -

il
. 4

that led to heyMother's death. |

a

5
Flath on the other.hand, 1n a Nietssche-like leap,

)

of the 1ragination, concaivcs of a, 'Zarathustran’ super-
‘:f«‘* , -
IS -

_womin who transcends the traditional archetypes, a new

. .
voman whoe 1s born from the ashes of the mother, wife,

lover archetype, conceived of as completely dead in "Lady
Lazarus™: "Out of the ash/I risc with'ﬁy‘rcd MRir.” She

creates her 'Lady 2arathrdsgra‘ ironically and ambiguously.

However, Plath's conception of & new and liberated woman,

has become to a:limited extent, the unambiguous political
| ) J/ : ' "
s manifesio of various women's movements.

While Sexton evokes the mother, Plath is obsessed’
with the father figure, who only marginally reflects her

actual father and represents the male principle from "ferr

¥
»

God" to "Herr Lucifer” ("Lady Lazarus"). The implication
< in “Daddy"” (Appendix 4) and “The Colossus" is also the

breakdown of the father-daughter and husband-wifé'reiati@n~

- - . ships. Allusions to this breakdown re-occur throughout

3

Plath's poetry. ‘“"Herr Doktor" of "Lady Lazarus" is ironi- ’

'cally a protective figure, since his “treatment" consists
S )

v . >, - .

-
N R LY .
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N ’ ‘ . s,

~

of huA&liati%n and torture. Plath's super-woman is a
A -

-

o
. projection of §2Lsibility beyond gocod and evil, beyond
v

history and without family. It must- incorpérate the male

’ J
mérinciple: “Beware/Beware. .. . I eat men like air." Plath

-
’

attempts to accept the rootlessness. For Sexton the tran-

scendent dimension is accessible ouly thooujhwher identis

fication with the traditional archetypes of woman. The

"

alternative 1s madness. ) J
Given the condition of the experience of rootless-

ness, the family for both poets, beco a threat. rlath's

4

family's smiles are "hooks" in "Tulips,” and Sexton's.
- ) -

1{.'

\/ . " 1 L 1] .
fanmily becomes a depersonalized ominous "someone"” and a -
} -
- L
"They" in "Seélf In 1958."% ler fam:ly violates her, subdues

her, feeds her with "gin/and their stale. bread." Accord- .
- - . ’ . ' : ’
ingly, the image of woman that is most predominant in -

their poetry is that of the victim. She is vulnerable,
j

and victimized by the world, by loye and family, and

finally by her own destiny, as Sexton recognizes in "Self \

L Y
Yo -

In 1958;" “But I would cry,/rooted into' the wall that/was

once my mother.” (Also reiterated in "0Old Dwarf Heart" .

.
-

(Appendix 1): “moﬁﬁer; father, i'm made 1c£,") However,
it igkPlath that articulates, in "Daddy" (Appendix 4),
- Wwith'ironic poignancy the reduction and degradation of

woman: "Every woman adores a Fascist,/The foot in the °

5
‘ .
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o

-face, tHe brute/Brute hecart of a brute like you."

.
N c3

(c) The Experience of Objects B

The objects of their immediate experience as L

-
1

women dre uscd frequently as material by both poets. They

reveal the nature of their breakdown as women in a poekic .
~ . N F] '

. ’ : . . N .
scenario of familiar objects and settings: the kKitchen,
the mirror, the telephone, the radio, pills, alcohol,

r

photos, paintings, a darning cgg, napkins. These become ,

a catalogue of images that also rerlect the public break-

P

down. Some of these objects are traditionally associated

: §
with woman; "my teaset, my burcaus of linen," ("Tulips"), ‘
» \-t-;ﬂ
o ’ o3
- 7 . and-along with other belongings,” they become the clicheés . Ve

of cultural obsession, the paraphernalia of the housewife..

Plath, in,"Tulips," ironically rcfers to them as "my

loving associations,” implying that perversely they become

‘animate, replacing human contaét.. The belongings are also
e é .

a form gf addiction as implicit in Plath's metaphorical.

'equation oflher “black’ leather bag" with a "paill box," in

[

“Pulips." . o o iy

' The, kitchen is an important setting, the . domain ~r .

.of the suburban housewife. It is explicitiy present 'in

I L. a .

Plath's "Cut" (Appendix 3) where the domestic situation .
dflcooking becomes the scene of self multilation, ("what

a thrill/My thumb inst'ead of an onion") and also evokes
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the history of America and -the world, "Someone plays

with me," states Sexton in “Self \i‘x;\.1958," “plant,sbme in

the all-electric kitchen." The woman becomes aitoy to

"external forces. The modern aspect of the kitchen sug-

) gests the mechanized sick world, the clinic and the labor-

.

~atory. Further, "the ‘»‘-electrig:—kitchen“ implies the

/ breakdov{l of §he experience of the natural elements as a . ~
. \ : )
source of pow{r.

The paraphernalia of the kitchen also appears in

their poetry. In "The Colossus" Plath envisions herself
UL 8 ¢ ,; ' ! ' ’ -
as a reduce,d miniscule figure climbing up the broken

‘statue of a delty with "glue pots and p 1ls of lysol."

Here she parodies the lmage of the house 1fe, making it
/

2>

absurd. At the same time she implies that whatever else

she if' ‘she is still determined by the image of the house- °

. J -t ’ &S
- . wife, even unconsciously. The obsession with cleansing

is a symptom of bhe breakdown related to guilt and is

lmked t@ the setting of the sanitary institution, The

‘.
[

24 -.—kitchen is also a metaphor For the world where the body:
s e -
i;r;ftzn conceived of as meat and fobd. Food is an -

, N . N
expression of the American coﬁsmning".culturc, its insati-
able hunger, the'pervelr;ted imaée\ ’of which is cann‘ibalism.

e

The devouring mouth, explicitly or as an allusion, is

> . M
- N Al
I u L
:
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s recurrent in Pl&&h's poetry. Sexton [requently refers to

“ heyx *“hunger” ‘and in "Live," uses the metaphor of ,cooking

5% v . '
{a . .
‘to express, among other things, _the process of Yeeakdgwn:
~ - , . : . - .
"the chief®1ngyredient/1s mutilation.” In ¥YThe Addict,”

catyhy gnd drxnklng arce linked to suicide and death,
o ‘;,,. R .

)

Aalated to the images of food are pills which jare

-

CquatRS
FARES

™, . T
"mother., They are the socially acceptable modern

-, -

with various kindg of substitutes such as cardies,

&

alcchol

. |

sacramdnts® which dissolve all problems, and are used to

transfonm, or egfape reality: "“The pi1lls are a mother,

|’
1
but bettler, /e cry color and as good as sour balls. ("bhe o
. )

Addict")|. "1 have taken a pi1ll to kill," states Plathrln ‘

- 4

“CuL (\ppcnde 3) “"the thin/papery feelxng It-1s { /}- \\
. [

interest inq to note that jn Plath's poetry refrains of,

‘ »”
i

the Qb{d 'prll’ abound: 111, kill, will, mill, still,

thrill. {Pi1lls are seen as the housewife's necessity, ¢
. N . ! }

R \ . \, o
i \ slow enjoyakle poison, and much more serious and drasbjc, .

\ oo \\

|
the immedhacy 'of wanting to commit suicide: "I am becom- .

) -

| ing something of a chemical mixture." ("The Addict"),.

Al$0»1n »The Addict,“ pi1lls correspond ironically with 1 .

>

.' o 1 .
the houscewite's obsession wath the body and keeping it | o
[ . -

fit: "I‘h on a,dlet from death.

f

. L f !

- | Another form of addiction ig the telephone which
. . b

!

' ’
o
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life/death situation, the consciousness of which is ok

is.the object that most strongly expresses breakdown,

dependency and disembodiment, the lack of identity and -
the exploration of identity: "The black telephone’'s off

at the root,/the voices just can't wbrm through,"

5 O
; \ N

("Daddy" - Appendix 4). "I have inhabited you, number
by number/I have pushed you in and out like a needle."

("KE 6-8018"). In this poem Sexton "dial(s).lhe wound Ever

and over." Here, the telephone is identified with the

body, and in relation to it, with masochism and self des-
'S
truction. She can communicate with herself only through

pain. ° -

Mundaﬁe objects are compared to the'body with,
horrific connotations. Things reflect the body, become
extensions éf the body which makes the bod; a thigg. The
cencept of the body as obje;t is rooted in the duality of

matter/spirit, body/mind, inner/outer and fihally tﬁe‘

expréssed in their poetry as aliepation and fragmentaty
lea?ing to madness and thus deaté. In Sexton's "Self In
1958" the metaphor she uses for heréelf o§er a period of
seven years is a doll. In “The Operation," Sexton'‘s
stomach is "laced up like a football."” ‘fhg "cut-out heart:

of "Two Views of a Cadaver Room" is an. "heirloom.” In .

.
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/ Plath's "Iady Lazarus," skin is "bright as a Nazi lamp-

sﬂadc,” a foot is equated with a "paperweight."

The mirror 1s also an object that appears often

-

as a significant metaphor, In "Self In 1958" Sexton is
reflecting on reality as she is reflecting on the reflected
imagc of her body. Thc‘question‘of reality and body is
one, Fgagmented_reality equals the fragmented body. 1In

Plath's "Child," the mirror of the child's eye is made to

L]

reflect the- "wringing hands" of the woman's reality. e
(d) The Experience of Enclosure »
The body is a victim of its immediate env1ronmént‘¢

and to objects in that environmentf’ Rooms, and houses,

cages and prisons, . trunks, washbowls, are some of the

* . 3o AT . Biaats
recurrent images tHRat are the body, that englose and
“f .

E4 . -

restraict it. Moreover, neurotic identification with en-

closure is made to the extent that the body is not only

a ¢

a victim like a prisoner, but in turn, and often simulta-

neou$ly, its own prison: "I am locked in the wrong house."

("For €ﬁé§£gar of the Insane"). "You ¢do not do, you do

not do/hny’ﬁore, black shoe/In which I.have lived like a a

[

foot{For thirty years." ("Daddy" - Appendix 4).

Sexton is an urban poet, hence the sense of overt

.

enflosure is far more intense in her poetry than in Plath's,

\ .
1 .
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The image of 'a window, sometimes spatially abstracted, is

L3
L

recurrent. It suggests expansion (entry) beyond the limi-
,tatiohs impdSed by the context of the poem, and simulta-

neously a contraépidn of the given reality by invoking the
. ‘ )
closed-in, claustrophobic room. OCne is conscious gf being
. : 7
in enclosed settings, enclosed situations. The effect is

of a room within a room in the sense that tlhe body, as i

¢ .-
> i
stated previously, is conceived of as an imade of enclosure.
. ¥ ' *
éTthgeader looks in on a scene, whereas in Plath's poetry

:Z%; tends to look in and'odi. Even when she is literally
within an enclosed space, as i; the hospital room of
quligs," she is ;lso ig.the external world: "I see myself,
flat, ridiculous, a cﬁtipaper shadow/Between the‘eyé of the
sun and the eyes of the tulips.;

For both poets, the world itself can become an
enclosure, as for example, the “dark/Ceiling without a
star" of Plath's "Child,"™ or, "The rat's star" of Sexton's
"With Mercy for the Greedy." The roof forrpiaéh is the
sky, for Sexton it is more éften the CE{ling: The ques- -
tion seems to pose itself: with Sexton, what am I doing

?‘
within this body, while Plath would seem to ask, what am I

-

doing in this world.




4. Institutional Victimization
/ )
‘The pred¢gminant setting og/dﬁ enclosed place in

their poetry, which defines their qﬁtuation, and becomes =~ ——
a metaphg¢r for Lhe world, is the hospital or mental asy-

lum, n Sexton's “Ghosis," the hospital/asylum 1s evoked

and man, woman, and child are t%e pat%cnts/vicéims: in

"For the Year of the Insane,"” SexXton herself is the mad

PR g
Al

patient in an asylum. Plath in “Mystic" asks the despair-
\
and in %

u

ing patient's question: "what is

emedy?,

"The Hanging Man," prophecy and ‘allude to clinical
g ) .

. electric shock.
; Poems like "The Operation," "For the Year of the
‘kif'qﬂ* Insane," “Tulips,” "Lady Lazarus,"” and "Daddy" (Appendix 4),

are all-o% in part a dramatization of‘personal breakdown
and their attempts to come to terms with their sicknes; -
mainly to seek a cure, The principle setting in these
poems, in which this i; staged, is the hospital, or mental
asylum.' In these public institutions, their personal

/- experience or victimization is intensified as their poems
make explicit. They become the archetype of the hospi-
talized patient, the public casualty, linking themselves
directly or indirecgly to the historical victim like the

Jew. The helplessness of their situation, is made con-

crete in the institutional setting, which concentrates the




scenario of wictimization on themselves. Their poetry

" emerges in this context as a statement about woman and her

necessity and on those moments in whach she is:stripped

bare.

F

Both poets characterize the hospital as a metaphor
for the world, an institution implicated in the course of

universal victimization, a nightmarish sanctuary of the
)] .

-

sick in a modern .hell. The hospital is a scheduled rea-

-

lity of torture and experimentation,”of pseudo-piracles

and macabre cure. The dissecting room, the operating

theatre, the wards, the white offices and walls, the

"green people” ("The Operation"), "My nurses, those starchy

ghosts, " ("Qhe Operation"), suggest a sterile, spectral
. . .

landscape which is capable of either starkly isolating the
personal experience, as it does for Sextén and Plath, or™
completely smothering it. The hospital operatés by routin;,/
impersoﬁal decision and indifference; "I smile at the
nurse/who smiles for the morning shift." ("The Operqtion").
It ig-a world of "science\and pitfalls” ("The Operati?n"),

. of mechanized and chemical props: “"the bed- that runs/on
power" ("The Operatien”) and "bright needles" ("Tulips");:

“I rest on their néééles," ("The Operation"). Nage tags,

fever charts, operating lights, needles, knives, a nurse's

flashlight, the "oily rape" ("The Operation") of a surgeon's

[



glove, both furnish and sugygcest a scene of viclation,
- i
threat §Ld regimented butchery. Most of'all, it 1is the {

}
centre of reduction:

All that was special, all that was rare
1§ common here, T
("The Operation") .

" Al

In Sexton's "Flee on Your Donkey" (a companion poenm to

"The Operation"), @ scenario of hospitalization in a mental,

asylum, shows that the first act of a pat:ient is to relin-
guish personal identity:

. I signed myself in where a stranger
puts the inked-in X's

\In’"Tulipj}" after ‘'surgery, Plath describes a similar pr&l b

cess: -~ : h
. . < . .
I have given my name and ry day-clothes up to the nurses
And my history to the anaesthetist and my body to the
surgeons.

The experience of reduction, from orne stage to the
'
next, is epitomized in the expericence of the body,’and in
its physical-state of helplessness: "My body is a pebble

-

\]
to then,"” ("TuliéZSTx It lies horizonftally, inert on
tfolley;land hospital beds, stretched out on exam¥qation.
and operating tables, tied down into stirrups and harness.
It is from this explicit recurring aimage in thei; poéi:y,

o§ the body physically reduced to being flat on the bed,

that much of the imagery to express their victimization and

3
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breakdown occurs. The body-is stripped, shaved, probed,

cut up, sewn up, electriéally shocbed, chemically numbed.

¥
. . X .8
It is made dependent on the external, real:ty, which vic-
) %,

°

. , . D
timizes it. The self-consciousness of this produces the
feeling of humiliation, degradataion, fear ®nd loneliness

of the tormented patient as a victim. In their poetry

L

this is often expressed with a sense of irony.and seclf-

-

mockery. -
<

-

Tﬁere arce various forms in which the body 1s per-
ceived 1in beé, in hospital. The most explicit pattern ais
that of the body as an object. It is a functional mecha-
nism. It can be repaired, patched up and made to endurg.
In Sexton's "“The Operation," the body is "humpty-dumpt§"
that becomes "laced up like a football/%or~;pe game." In

Plath's "Daddy," (Appendix 4) there is a similar image:.

“But they pulled me out of the sack,/And they stuck me;}»

ot

&

together with glue.""

q Related to the body's objectification is the pat-
tern of the body as meat. "Fact: the body is dumb, the‘
body is meat." ("The Operation"). In "Tulips," Piagh by-
inference sees herself as meat;

°

The tulip$ should be behind bars like dangerous animals;

They are opening like the mouth of some great African cat,

° .

T
v
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This pattern of imagery is cxtended to include a perva-

sive view of the body as coocked food. In Plath's “Twe
Views of a Cadaver Réom," the body in Lhu,dlsscctiﬂg room

is dismcmbereé, mutilated, examined and exhib:ted as‘a {
daily routine: "They had four men laid out, Dblack as-nﬂfnt

turkey /Alreadv half unstrung. The scene suggests a

’ E .r)

by . N T
the”’'medical students become butchers .

<

- ghastly banquet

s
-

and cooks, and the cadavers, "burnt turkey." ™any of

the;} images, particularly for Plath, are asgociated wit

the Nazi atrocities, the mutilations and murders of the
Jews, which increase the horrific and haunting guality of

the imagery. Plath,mocking her ”Comebagﬁ" =0 the world
1‘7“
~after an operation, or suicide atte‘pt, sees herself as

‘< . : : A sort of walking mlraglb my Skin
Bright as a Nazi lampshade

My right foot

A paperweight, Vd \ -

.My face a fcatureicss fine

Jew lifen, e ‘ Vs
T - ("Lady Lazarus") ’

3

N

The .body as meat, cooked food, and as a grotesgue ornament, (

underlines the recurrent themes of cannibalism and butchery

- 3

becamlng an indictment of the denial of tne\snlr* . more

A 1

particularly, modern man's unconscious bestiality, his

barkaric indifference to suffering.

3 E.P. Hearsey, "The Gross Eating Game," Thesis)
“on . Wwilliams University, 1969.

- Y

3
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There is also the pattern of the dead body, the

absent body, the literal vorpse. This is evoked in "Two

L)

Views of a Cadaver Room" where the “cut-out'ﬁpart
‘ -«
A J

'll a

‘relic of a dissected cadaver, is presented as a gift of

dead meat which simultaneously becomes a érotcsque parody

of a Valentine heart, and as banal. In "Tulips,"
e

o e

the

" hospital room is like a mausoleym. 11 which Plath's body

seems to be entombed. She has completely résigned herself

-t
to the institution: "I am nobody.”" She wants, "To lie

.

with my hands turned up and be utterly empty,"” but is un-

wittingly and hauntingly drawn back to life by the tulips.

The image of the dead body obviously implies a

\\

that is“oouched in imagery suggestive of a regressed in-

fantile{statei\\ln "The Operation,J the hospital bed for

Sexton, who has just experienced surgery, is an "a Lluminum

crib,"” denoting the infantile helplessness and dependency

'

most extreme instance of regression and the exper
death, Plath refcrs to herself in surgical operat
b w? N +

"opus" of the ddctor's "great concern," as 1f she

~>

'\?f her body to external reality. 1n "Lady Lazarus," the

ience of

' ~
'

ion as an

was an
P

inal reduction. However, it also indicates a resurrection

-t

T

abstract masﬁerpiece conceived in an operdting theatre.

There is the further implication of a horrific birth as

-

By

{4
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v

she experiences herself melting down "to a shriek." With
the institutional experience, the process of regression,

together with the cxpérience of regaining consciousness

or being resurrected, leads to an ironic realization about
. L4

the nature of actual birth: "Fact: death too is in the.

-

7
eqg." ("The operation”). Life beqins with death. Birth
' i

e

.is the farst ‘victimization. From this initial experience,

1

“the process of living is'synonymous with death and dying,

which, however, leads paradoxically to the experience and
4 .

. R
1 . . L » : . -
awarencess of life. .In this realization, the_mind attemgts
oL . y,

to escape the conditien of the victimized body. ' This

‘results in-a rift of mind and body that i1s a further vic-

-

timizatien. ¢ N

Ultimately, the great difference in Plath and

o
!
'

¥
Sexton's visions of the body can be /summed up in two con-

¢

stitutive images. Sexton’s "I will struggle: like a

_surgeon." ("KE 6-B018") is a statement of compitment. She

will 'cure' herself. Whether she speaks .of bperations or

: . D
of madness the 'cure’' 1is conceived of in physical terms,

1

In "For the Year of the Insane," her appealfto Mary is as

"tender physician." Her 1ma§ery of the body as victim and

A

Ny i ’ : . . .
“the body as object are closely interwoven. She conceives

s “
of the body as a prison or at best a house, but. she is
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3 . i
always locked in it. ‘Evgn when the body has given up,

*

"Only my hands are alive," re body's paralysis

-4

7/
{(denoting tt

-

S5

°

-

he body: | hlt\llcé, curled
. $ " }‘ i
- /like-a dog on ‘the carpet." ("For\the Ygar ot! the Insane").
[ ) b -1 |
Her commitment to find a cure is appropriately in terms

fn madness), she is still in

and the way it vic-
»

N o

of the bodvy. 1n spite of its weaknes:

timizes her, "she vs willing to heal the rift, and "like a

v

) \ . ‘
.surgeon,” cure-herself. In this sense, the boldy for her, 2

-
-

is also a strength.

1

\

Plaéh, on the other hand, has a more complex con-

cept and experience of the body. Although she shares

with Sexton in the experience of body as victim - the

broken body, the cut-up body, the decaying wasted bod?fh
and the dead body - the mind's power to project itself and
¢ '
embody what it contemplates is a characteristic unique to

her. This is her great poetic gift, and her affliction.

e

Plath does not “struggle" like Sexton. She gites
|

up her known identity and resigns her "body to (the)
N |

wsurgeons." ~She knows no "remedy" (”Mystic"j. She has

A} " . :
; relinguished the body because she knows she;has to. She
L) J

has been defineé\ﬁy a concern that is beyonh the body,

-

yet paradoxically it is also -of the body. The mmost she
Q0 * ’

can do is affirm the body, but her affirmation distills
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. e . ~ ®
. ¢

»

all the paradoxes of being and non-being and the suffering .

) . these entail to the essential ausA_er\e\s'tatehuept: "The
heart- has not stopped." ("Mystic").
‘ Y
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o Chapter 111

THE CONCEPT OF SELF ; PERSONA

l
f . ‘ .
l. The Actual Self .o e s
¢ ' u,‘r A
‘ i The .self .revealed :1n Sexton's ang Plath s poetry
L
R : X
\N’a solf L}au c<por1enceg\4éath an- dylﬁg on a physical,
R LY Ix

¢ 'FQVChOlOdlkﬁl and qp1r1tual level., In Sexto#'s poetry 1t
is al self that is divided heatween the mind and the body,
- . o k"( ) ’
both cauth in determjnxsms The body :s meat /object, and

vl . .

1n‘?‘0u91nd "there 1s a‘'thin alley <alled death/and 1
—

- -

Jthrowgh it as/throuah Qater.” The mind struggles to
;;« A T
heal {the rift¥ The mind gi1ves birth to the poet who,

> .

move

_searching into the past of ‘the woman (merories, events,
N &
externalizes her experience into poetry.
- '.- [ ]
1
In PlaLh 8 poetr} the body is a burden to the sélf,

\\

year old cargo boat." (Tulips”). Accordingly,

N -
: a
simultidneously creates. This vs a recurrent experience in
4

2

. ) - ‘ ! Fo [
g&r poetry, best Jillustrated in "Elm," whege"the nature of

the self is explored, in respect to the divorce between . \\

- e
koY

the mind and body, throuoh a tétal r1ienvarfyicaticon with 2
il -

trec. The'l{ﬁiga%ions of the\body (dealt with in the pre-

7 .

vious é%q;ion),.become stepping stones- for the mind's Co
i I . - : j
A \ - ¥ ! . \ 3 )
r .
: "
d (\h ;}Q -
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journey into itself. This is thg world' of bothvmadhess
and vision, which is hauntgng as well as beautiful.

From the‘perspéct}ve of the autobloéraphical seclf,
the woman in Sexton's poetry is graﬁhally bcing‘rcvcalcd
in her liﬁitations, her personal history ("The Operation")

.her'gadness ("KE 6-8018"), her suicide ("The Addict"), he;
st}uggle Qith doubt/faith ("With Mercy For The Greed?"),
and in her affirmation of sélf, love and life, as woman,
wife, mother and poet ("Live").

In Plath's poetry the woman is veiled, ana in the
unveiling she becomes more elusive. Behind eagﬁ‘veil/

’

mask is another. The spectrum is vast, (a thesis in it-

self). However,  in the unveiling what is revealed are the

-

fragments of a complex, sensitive, infinitely distressed

human being whose visjion is a burden.

2. The Persona/Self

LS

The creation of persona from the actual self in-

[N

i3

volves an act of consciousness that is also a(grthh and

an expansion of the self. The persona functions as a drae/v

-

. i .
matic veHicle that creates distance between the gubjective
emotional involvement in experience aﬁd 1ts objective )
..articulation. The self finds voice throdgh the creation

i E
of persona. Using the technique of the persona is‘analogous“‘




AN

to looking at the self from the outside in. The éersona
is a protective mask. The persona is equivalent to the
changing faces of the self, including caricétd&e, parody,
and irony, in looking at'thehself. The persona is a medi-
anr between the actual self and the world.

There are esSentially three categories of personae: -

The Created Persona, The Confessional Persona, and The
-
-

Poetic Persona. The Created Persona includes the Tough,
Freak, Victim, Patient, Depersonalized, Classical/Mythic/

1

Archetypal persona.

3. The Created Persona h

-

This is the means through which the nature and ¢

dimensions of the self are explored, .as well as being a o
‘ . ’

way of creating a self; oflgiving 'being' to oneself. 1In ‘ v

Sexton's poetry the persona pb)ectifies the revelation of o

{
A AN

. . . ' ©
personal experience. The persona is an 'acting out' of
) . .t
fantasy and necessity.
T sk

. In Plath's poetry, persona is a complex Protean v

figure. It i3 a metamorphosis of "persona both revealing ¢
- - S . :

. N E—— -, R 1. . a

and creating the sclf from a composite image of personae,vs
‘v..: [ , " cl e s

LT W
'.;:.“P"}': F)

T -

It includes the masculine principle which she pféjécts and
createé into a character and often incarnates, For example}'

"fjerr Doktor” in *"Lady Lazarus"” is one of her personae, -




W . 241

A.variation of this is illustrated in "Elm" where she inte-
+
grates the male lover into her metamorphosing identifi-
.4 ’ e .

cation with the tree. . . {
" (a) The Tough Persona

This 'is the ‘'hardboiled,' knowledgeable, experienced
een through it all before' persona, the Urban sophisti-
. N LN

cate. [t 1is a protective posg. Bepihd Lheiﬁ§Sk is Fhe ' e
vulnerable womin, who often regresses to beigg a child.
F;r B;tg\poefs;(this 1s the persona dedicated to éeath: e
"I'm an expert on making the t;ipf‘("The Addict"”).; "I have
done it again." ("Lady Lazarus"). Death is a fac Ehat ig

' - ). -

taken for granted; it does not even haye tp be stated.

‘ ' The tough persona is one of the masks that Sexton
uses to burlesque the enigmas ‘of emotion. She's the
tough "bar fly" in "Sylvials Death." HThié ;s her central
persona in "The Addict": "I make arréngements for a pint-
sized journey,/I;m the queen of this condition." Every-
thing is Eandied with a cool detachmént: the emotions are
masked. The commitment to death is totél‘ The addict is
also the brgde, the dlover andlthe dutiful daughter, each
representing another ﬁersona. But thase are all submerged
under the drugged cpnsc}ousness of the addict,

The persona of the tough is not as prominent in

Sexton's other poems as in "The Addiét,” hut it is always

o
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s
there in tpne, bechind the self-mockery. It is always

there. putting up a front as in "The Opération": “"Time

—— ~
T ot

now to pack‘this humpty-dumpty/back the frxghteﬁed wdy she
came.," This is the persona of the stiff upper lip.%that
endures and shows no pain, who 1is so good at playing the

role, that she can be mocking: "Théy say 1'm better./I

lounge 1in frills or, picturesque,/I wear bunny pink slip-

pers in the hall." ("The Cperation“). The tough persona »°

-

is the counterbal$nce of the victim/patient which is 1its

other fgce. i
‘Tfhe tough ﬁersona in "Lady Lazarus" 1is the 'queen’
of iné;qgggé;‘ It fs}the,‘stripper‘ exh;bitihg her wounds,
i ! .
and the garker calling "Gentlemen, ladies.” The touéh

¢

perscna exposes horror and pain, but veils the emotions, Y,
This is the persona that says: "Dying/Is an art, like

everything else./I do it exceptionally well.,"
. : v

{b) The Freak Peysona . N Y
This is the fool, the madwoman, physically and
spirituai%y crippled. The freak is the pe;sona that is
disconnected from the self, from man, from society, and
from the world, Definég ﬁy iméqes of reduction she 1is the,
madwoman, 'In“Sexton‘s "KE 6-8018" she is the "drawer of

blood, " and thg “white dog/who doubles back, not knowing

\
38

his name."” In Plath's "Lady Lazarus" she 1s the cadaverous
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but tsmil&ng woman," "A sort of walking miracle.” She is
the monstrous incarnation of "Herr Doktor," the symbol of
man, father/qgod - ﬁhe demonic principle that rules the

world. The freak 1s the "ant" (hodseﬁife) in- the ear of

the Colossus in Plath's "The Colossus," and the "humpback" .

¢ '

housewife in "Mystic." -

. \ .
In "Live," recapitulating her various personae,
g

o

Sexton alludes to her "dwarf-heart's doodle," a direct ref-

erence to "01ld Dwarf Heart," (Appendix 1) a poem which

best exemplifies her freak persona. In that poem she is

the haggish, reptilian, monstrous composite image of decay

|

and death "breathing in loops like a green hen"; "Like an

imbecile she was born old.*

- .y
]

In Sexton's "The Operation" it is life itself that

reduces one to a- freak. This is reiterated in "Self‘lnn

1958": "Life enlargés, life takes aim." "
In Plath’s "Elm" the freak is a figure of despair

and unéatiagle desire: "I am inhabited by a cry./Nightly

it flaps odt/Looking with its hooks, for something to love."

This is a horrific inference of the soul as a predatory-

"bird, a cosmic 'hooker.' This is the freak persona that “:

ll \
embodies disease, insanity’and sugfering. It is the per-

sona conceived from the violence perpetrated on the human

being which simultaneously reflects its own violence ‘and




destruction.
\

{c) The Depersonalized Persona

'
. . A

<«

Rc%ated to the conception of victimization dis-

‘4

, cussed previéusly: this persona reflects the contemporary

nobody or everybody, the 'faceless' persona. In Plath's
. ‘ \
"Two Views of a Cadaver Room," "she' is the young woﬁgh

S

and the lover, both gictim and witness of the contemporary
scene of slaughter. In Sexton's "Self In 1958," tﬂis is
the persona imposed by society, and the conditioning pro-

cess of advertisement - the magazine image: "1 pose/

i -
[ . i

. . 1 have hair . . . black-angel-stuffihg to comb,/
nylen legs, luminous arms/and some advertised clothes,"
This is also the persona that is created S? the mind alie-
nated from the body, the disembodied voice‘of Plath's

~ © "Elm," and "Tulips“: "I am nobody"; "ridiculous . . . cut-
paper shadow." This is the persona of the I/me dichbtomy
where the mind divorced from éhe body is also an ob]egt
and an abstraction: the telephone, in "KE 6-8018," is an
insect "sly beetle," that finally becom;s death itself,
“Black lady."” In Sexton's “The Operation," the deperson-
~élizqq(pexsqna, "The soul that swam the furious water/sinks

b

now in flies and the brain)flops," is the one who articu-

lates the experience beyond the body.
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Linked to the disembodied/impersonal persona is

the phantasmagorical persona that is used Ylke dissolving

A
§ Y
H

) .
maskp 4n film. This is the persona™that is divaded, cor
. A 4

i
v

mad It is the persona that inhabits the personal urcawm/

nightmare which, as in Plath's "Elm," becomeg a cosmic

Al .
dreamscapg. The persona here undergoes a seguence of

g

retamorphosis: the woman is the c¢ree, and takes on tne

ower of the male and the lcover:; she becomes a horse and
{

simultg&gously tbe rider. This persona explores the
forces of destruct;on~imminent in herself and external to
her. This is the persona that projects the:3¢lf.to the
farthest reaches 6f béing and returns back: "I am iﬂcapa~

ble of more knowledge." ("Elm"). Similarly, in Sexton's
© - * . J -

"For The Year of The Insane," this is the persona that
projects beyond the inert body, hovers betwecen vision and

madness and returns knowing: "I am in my own mind./I am

locked in the wrong house." .
(d) The ’Classicgl/Mythic/and/or Archetypal Persona
. This is a'peréona more predomimant in the poetry
of ?igth. A pérsoﬁé of great dimensions, 1its function is
l;nked to the prophetic voice of the poet. Medca,
Cassandra, Venus, Lilith are some of the mythic beings

that the poet invokes and embodies, re-creating myth-in

-the contemporary context. Like the sequence of personae

L ' ‘ r




in "p;d§/;;;arusﬁ“ these personae inhabit a world as

large as the one they refleét, more significant than the
1
contemporary vision acknowledges, and more destructive.
L They clamour for the oldest prophecy - the vengeance £

earth itself:

Herr God, Herr Lucifer )
L ) Beware . k
Beware, ;

Out of the ash .
I rise with my red hair
And I eat men like air. s

(”La§§ Lazarus")
Similar personae appéar‘in "The Aftermath, ""The Colossus,"”

and "Disquieting Muses" (Appendix 2).

Linked to this persona is Plath's persona of the

s

- ‘ —
scholar, the quester, and the questioner. 1In "The Colossus™ .-

she returns to the land of myth as the\ércheologist pPicking
*  up the fragments. And in "Mystic" she is the questioning

cosmic‘fa@:picker. Sexton on the other hand does not make

- use of this persona. Instead, she draws on the witch of

| fairy-tales and nursery rhymes. This is the persona where-

@

; by she externalizes her fantasy) -her destructiveness and

‘ ,

| her madness: 5

|

» Even with the witches' gymnastics
they trust my incalrulable city,
my corruptible bed.
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4., The Confessional Persona

.

This 1s the reflective autobiographical perscna,

the recorder of personal events, that kecps a diary, a

calendar of confessions. The gonfessional porsodﬁ cxplores

=

and exposes the self and the various selves. It can be

identified with the voice of the poet revealing and cbjde-
' "

tifying the experience of-the self. .
r
LT

oo
-y

. Sexton is exollc1t1y a conféssional poet: "I
£ " ,N .
héve this great. need somehow to AEEU that time of ny llfc

J

that feeling. I want to 1mprlson 1&_}n a poem, to Kcep

!o
‘\/ "} . X -

it7” "It's almost in a way llke keeping a scrapbook to make
c“) - 'ﬁ . -

~l.s
> &

life mean sonlething as it goes by, to rescue.it from

.

L 3 .
chaos - to make "now" last." Her personal experience 1is

not only the ground work and source of inspiration for a

o~
.

poem, as it is with Plath, but also and almost always the
subject of the poem. 1n "Self In 1958, " which marks a

. - i3 ) s

" stage (7 years) in her experience of herself, she is con- -

fessing, févealing{ questioning and coming to terms with,

the sense of her own unreality. The confessional persona
!

~

‘

"hag a cathartic, therapeuti% function. "Live" is Sexton's

. final confession in Live Or Die. Here shb recapituthes
and fuses the discordant sereéiby rcnouncibg the destruc-
' !

tive demonic projections anJ by including thewdestructivc

3Patr1c1a Marx, p. §63

o
L)

|
o,

L

N e



aspects into an all encompassing "I": "So I say Live/

and torn my shadow three times round/. . . I say Live,

Live because of the sun,/thcdrecam, the cexcitable gift."

. ) ’ N
In contrast, Plath's confessional persona 1s ‘%'

y -
limited. The personal detail is re-created and rot re-
the poetic self. This statement is explicitly def:initive
in the following line from ner poem, "Kindness": "The

) [N

blood jet is poetry,/There is no stopping it." With Plath

the confessional persona is a disembodied voice, inter-

jecting, commepting: "I am only thirty." (’Lady Lazarus");

N

o " ,
"I was ten when they buried you,At twenty 1 rgfed to die."
. RN -

- . <"
("Daddy" - Appendix 4). The confessional persSona speaks
i “~

- -

o -

Foa

through veils. The woman reveals herself from tirme to

J

<

time but the self remains elusive,

In Sexton the confessional persona s the most

predominant, encompassing other personae. On one level
her poems are a confession of her limitations and her ~
search for transcendence. The confessional persona talks

.about her guilt, her loss of innocence, ainspiration and

meaning. She con%esses,to madness - the innocence and the
H

o ]

guilt., In "With Mercy For The Greedy," she is the peni-

tent: "I detest my sins and I try to believe/in The Cross.”

1

e




She 1s also the confessor:

2
o

"I was born/doing reference

- . . - . \ v
work in sin." This poem is literally a confession struc-

i
tured as a lett&r. 1t is also a confession of_ her poetry

e

as confession. It is significant in this respe;?rthat

tre con;titutive.symbol of her poetry 1s the heart as
gollectorj"cupboard" ("Sylvia's Decath"), storing away the
wounds and the sins. ‘Faimally, she is the ﬁediatgr and must

absolve herself alghough the absolution includes an element -

of self-mockery which suggests her inability to forgive her-

3
- - 8 A

self completely. -
\ -
I'm an erpress, N T
1 wear an apron. 2
. My typewriter wiites. . .
LS
-y

- “ ("Li\le")

2 Through the confessional persona the world revealed in

LY

'sexton's -poems is threatening, mad and faithless, It re-
duces one to an object, and there is no other point of
reference but the self. But knowing the. self involves

knowing one's ggots, kngwing one's(personal_history, one's
- . ‘:”’ < )
family. The woman turns back qﬁ‘her childhood searching

Y

>

for her .origins and this, what she discovers, is the basis

b .

o

for her confession,.

{(a) The Child ‘Per
v [ 4

® This personp is a child. The projection into the.

-
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o —

o

. pain of existence,

© 250

be an affirmation of innocence and beauty as in Plath's

© o I

Child"; or a regressive antl neurotic act ds in_Sexton's

«

"The Addict.” But regression 1s also a healing process

~ £

whereby the Wwoman tries to transcend the présent situation

’

by reachind intQ‘childhood and there attempting te recap-

« s * ~

ture herself, Hence it issboth an escape, stllllng\thc

e

"Now I'm boerrowed./Now I'm numb," 1

("The Addict”), and a desire and need, a return to the

N *

mystery of the mother and the fascination with t'he father.

A pattern of relationships and a vision of the family

In Sexton what is revealed of her ’

3 - -

first family, her mother and father, becomes 1nte§ral in - .,

*

emerges from the poems.

. : R N
. K
her affirmation of her second figlly, her husbandg’ and
¢ s oo '
"gi\l(‘." ] . s v
. L

a 4 -
Plath's childhood persona is the 1ronjcaliy duta-

daughters,

K [ 4 ! .9
ful daughter keeping up the memory of the father, as-dn

1
'

"The Colossus," and "Daddy" (Appendix 4). With theﬁg -

poems, the child becomes Electra tryihg to recapture the

- ~
~
3

power of the father. She wants to éﬁ?ody the father, - :

-..signified by her identification with the insect in the .

3]

ea?vof the Co#ossus, or marry the faiher, and ki1l him, -

“0
as in "éaddy" (Appendlx 4).. As the Chlld persona, she is ’
»the-ill-treatcd, abandoned, orphaned child dop!xved of£1 e
N .o N : .
5 = ° " :3 N\
v i N
r ) c AN -
S !A4___i;;_________________:j------IlIlIl-llill
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. .
A ~ “

. \ . . .ot
love and_knoblcdgc thxough‘thq death of the fathef 1 TQF
. . , - .

1 - . faﬁgsr is the'destructive sadistic man/god who ¥Bit my . ' |
. . .

- . R .
. e €

- pretty red heart in-two." (”d%ddy“ - ﬁppcndix 45.: But

o \
A ¢ this ;;,&%e drama of the adult woman not the child.’ \
: S _ \

¢
7

5. The Poetical .Peérsona ) )
’ 7 ' , . : . o ) ' ,
“ o © This 1s .the articblating voice, the crea®yve self, - -

~ - -~
,

that defines*the pérsqna, and conversely the voice becomes

. - - . ‘ . .

articulate through defining the pérgona. The poetrc per- .
$ . ° .

. o - . - * .
- sona transforms the mind's .storchouse of the body's experi-

\ - . . s 2 - . P

~ ence into a poem_throughy/moulding, projecting an creating

verse persdnae that act out the ‘
A .

- N

_ drama bfillfe'and dea For instance,,1in Plath's "Lady

[ 4

y B . A
"Lazaru7ﬁ the "I" 1s not at first i1dentifjable., The "I" -
.o - v . .

' . ~ .

A .
metamorphqgss into a succéssion of personae from a Jew, a

. ) s o \ ! K

. . R 4 . B . o ..
. cadaver, 'a freak,-a stripper, ‘a-barker, behind whose magks
;L s o s . ’,Y%Sw N - »

is "the same, Ydentical woman.f" Th:is is thk actual self,
N e ) . <o . -~ “ . N A

: . . bﬁich is only one aspect of the "I." Accordingly, the "I" ' ’
..’{ ) ‘ ¢ ;// - , .
- %+ 1is the poetic voice oy persona. Sdmetifes it is a voicé, N
¢ 1 o N N ”

- o Y
\

o sometimes it is efbodied. In “The Aftermath" and "Tw%%;-
’ i R 7‘(

2 - —

Views of a Cadaver Room" the “I". creates the poem without e

o begoming anfactcr in the degma. * The "she" of theglattcr‘ /
| - | * : . )
‘f ' . ! '\ AN
)

o . - 'poem,showevey, 18 a created persona, (the depersonalized,

*
- N .

’ vt -

D ] persona), iddntifiable vith the experience of the actual o
. ‘ ‘ . [ \ ¢ ’ \

L L . . ' ]

- . . " 2 ' - ] - ; » - /
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| - . £ “
L} v *
self of the yoet, and nct necessarily the autobiographical

U sel{.. !

o ' " Sexton's poeti persong,\ on)the‘’other hand, can be

' . 2
onfessiynal persona, For example,

»I A \ [
:rsona 1s distinct from the con-

identified wath the ¢
A} ’ )
in "Ghosts," the poctic

~ +
fo‘“ss‘i onal persona in the sense that the personal experitnce
. R . ®
1% the triager for the vision,
. \ A

T (& : :

ey

. ) Y , ¥ o,
a The composite of persdnac - as ine"Lady Ldzarus

-

e

4 . . . R .
}, fron€ the ‘cadaver to the, propletic/mythic/archetypal per-
. . : ] .

® - % s, ’
sgna 1s the poetic pérson'n,i., And it-is also the self (as
' L ’ . ,.0 Y p '
distipct grom the actual self) t',_hptvfm.;aes the various '
‘ . - : N B N o

, personae/masks, In Sexton's "lave" the poetac persona
T < ) i ' i b »
gathers unto itself the diverse personae of Sexton's other .
RS ° - ' s . C
poems - the tough, thé victim, the suicide, the witch -

a

these masks,of her actual self - the woman, mother and

\ ”

wife, .
what Sexton ¥ dcovers through her personae. is who

A4

* ‘ q o .
‘{}31‘ actual sg¥f "is. .Plath on the other hand knows through
S

: .
her poetic-self that her.actual self - the autobiographical
. b s ) »

woman 1S only onc of the aspects of the self. In other .

words, ;.'h‘at she discovers, is a greaﬁér self. Piath’s

poegxc. pef:son; is‘ b;:yond Lhc l{e}t:pr::;'ié"nc:e of the actual self.
In_:‘My:st,i\c:"-thi&lj\{xtapositi‘én ié clear, ’Tiug poatic
persona is -u'nwitti‘::gly ‘tlg rﬁxﬁtxtc', whéreas, the actual selfs

6%




P

N :

L)Y 253

. '
of the woman is identified with the persona of the "hum?;
bac%“ ho#sewife, llence her poetic persona 1is sihulia;
néoaily a gift\;nd an affliction. A girft én the ;ense .
that her creative powers are limitless;-they transcé;dw::

the liTitations of life intc the kingdom of the dead.

A
This is 'why tjﬁzlxmmic\bprsona says, "Dying/Is an art,"”
A " e I SO &

\ .
P 4

.” M ' - . LV
‘Lady Lacgarus. Each incarnation into a persona is’'an
incarnation into death, for none can ¢ncsuwpass the self.

- . ‘. ¢
Plath's muses confirm her terrible commitment to death,
’ \

This notion cf her deathly inspiratiom is best formulated
in her poem "Disquiet'ing Muses" (Appendix 2):

D3 now, night now, at head, side, feet,
They stand their vigil in gowns of stone,
Faces blank as the day I wos horn,

Theéir shadows lcng in the setting ®un
That never briyhtens or goes :Jdown.

And this is the kingdom ycu.bore me ‘to,
Mother, mother- - Bu} no frown of mine
Will betray the company I keep.

Linked to Plath's poetic pcr50na is the préphetic
N - s
persona, exemplified in such poems as, "Lady Lazarus,"

"The Hanging Man," and "Mystiqg." Her 'call' is poectry -and
Che lang q . y

-

hef)poetry is prophecy. She is the prophet 6f death, and

“death is her "call" ("Lady Lazprus"), She is conscious
’ ‘ ) ' .
of her call as is impljtit in her creatign of the mythic/

b

- Pl
archetypes of the prophet: ﬂpgwa;F/Bewareﬁ)m; of the ash/

1 rise with my red hair/And 1 eat , men like air." (Sexton,
s \ . , . ‘

LS .
! t

-

—
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L

in "Sylvia's Death," acknowleddes Plath's‘'call’'.)

. ' Q9
b The prophecy in her poetry is personal and public.: ‘

Possibiy she prophesied her own death, the deafh of waman
("the boot in the face"), and the death of the world. The
[N o

_ { image of woman in her épetrQ is defined by death and so is

her vision of the world. :

Al

' In Sexton s poetry, on the other harigd, the poetlcal

ke

!
persona "is the confé551ona1 persona who is conséﬁous of

confessing the expeﬁlence of the actual self and writing
'

the poem., Pccordlnély, th; poétical persona explores
/ through the confessional persona the”dlmeﬁslons of the
actual self - the secrets and the wounqs. The poétic per-
. sona seeks to transcend b?{ond the limitations of the
° ’
’ ;, actual self, the knowﬁ self. The poetic act is a mercy:

This is what poems are:, ' S
with mercy

. for the greedy,

™ they are the tongue's wrangle,
. the world's pottage, the rat's star.

("With Mercy For The Ggeedy")

Soexton's image of her muse is a mouse and a nyrse. She
n : >

speaks' of her poetry as "a kind of rebirth."4 ’
‘> ~ . ‘ f
t\_J s 7

\\ ‘ ¢ Py ) (\

Patricia Marx, p.56l. . - , . . .

’ o _— { s "

i .
L ! *
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Chapter 1V
THE SACRIFICIAL VICTIM

, *

' For both poets, the condition of the body is that

of the victim. The mind be:ceives the condition and

attempts to eécépe or transcend it, Escape is a turning
4
inwards, to memory, to pose the'question, where did it all

. _‘::" - e 4
~begin? However, the return ledds'tc both madness and

'suicide, {which are paradokﬁcally ways of experiencing life;

(self-dedgtruction is an attempt at self-creation). For it

-

is in these situations of extremity that transcendence is,
A

"y experienced.. The mind in detaching itself from the body

¥

By

becomes the observer of the body. At this point in the
poets' experieqpqv and their articulation of it, the iwage
-~ of "the body as victim metamorphoses through need and crea-
tlve imagination into an image that expresses the abovgﬁ
condition, and is analogous to ghe pagan, mythic, moder;ﬁ

- and Christian archetypes of the sacrificial victim.

I

she victim has been discussed previously_as a \

W

figure within necessity. The figure of tpe sacrificial

viEtim, however, implies the possibility of redemption and

the transcendence of determinism, . The purpose of sacrifice,

-

as a ritual act of death, is to re-affirm life, to synthe- <

¢

size the opposites of life and death, body and rind,




¥

(

spirit and matter. ' Through the figure of the sacrificial

victim, the meaninglessness that Sexton and Plath envision

in the image of the victimized body, 1s given meaning.
Within the western context Christ on the cross 1s the

-

archetype of the sacrificial victim. The cross and cruci-

Ay

fixion are the central metaphors in their poetry which are

! v 1y
woven into a netjwork of méanings. The sacrificial victim
ke R ‘
ar@hetype is reveated in three ways: the pagan ritual

L

sacrifice which emphasizes pity and terror, the Christian

crucifixion which manifests grace and symbolizes resurrec- ’

"+ tion, éﬁdﬁih;\wédcrn reduction of the archetype to a
*“\.—42 \ N

wanton sacrifice. ) ,
. . N
Both in madness and suicidal acts, Sexton and Plath

.

return to the experience of actual birth in an attempt to

.wrestle meaning from their victimized condition.  Birth

itsqﬂf is seen as a sacrificial event. It is the first

4
victamization:; "It (the body) was caught/in the first

place at.bs¥ftH, /1li1ke a fish." ("Live"). From this initial

experience, the process of livingis envisioned as‘Synony—

mous with being sacrificed. For Sextom, the cmphasis of

sacrifice is on the body's limitations‘and=}%s mortalaty.

.

The body is "caught,“ inferring it is netted or hooked,-
N - ]

\ , i .
and further, that it is to be caten by life. The implication




o

‘to be more.than the symbol of Human suffering;she is unable
»> .

“ Insane,!” sha appeals again to Chraist, but through a media-

w .
-~ - .

PERTS

.of being killed and eaten, invokes the essence of LKagan

o

‘ j .
sagrifice, that death and life, hcaven and earth are inter- -

dependent. on a Cchristian level, the "fish",is equated N

with Loth the soul and Christ. The context in which Sexton

deals with it is 1n terms of suffocation, pain and death.
4 -

In "The Operation,” she experiences the life of the soul

: \
promentarily, “The soul that swam the furious water," but A\\

~
- 3

1n an anaesthetized state. As soon as she regains con- ;

-

sciousness, the soul "flops like a docked fish,"” again ' :

A Y

re-i1terating the vision of incarnation as a sacrifice in

A\

the context of suffocation. In spite of these experiences,
she continues to centemplate the possibility of the incar-
. ’ ¢ 1
nate spirit, in an attempt to synthesize the body/mind
4 K ‘

duality. In "With Mercy For The Greedy," “"Jesus" fails e
) -

v T !
despite her desperate need, to grasp his divinity. The

K]
-

metamdrphosis from the sensual image of Christ that she
invokes to the “"chunk of beef" reflects her "vision of the

duality of the'body’s heauty and leeJ\and its fra}lty and

horror. This is her ‘crucifixion. In "For The Year 0Of The

tor - Mary. illere she reaches the limits of her madness,

"the domain of ‘silence,/the kingdom of the crarcy and the

sleeper.” dyain, she is caught in her own vision. Unable
Y
\\\
'°;§\A o
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7
¢ N
.-

to resolve the duality, the distance between her need-find

. — %

LI

what actually becomes manifest, she sces herself as T
AR

v v

"locked in the wrong house." She articulates her position

]

€

in an image of the sacrificial victim that is unredemptave:

3

1
"I have been cut in two.” This is madness. But the mad-

ness, ironically and paradoxically, centains grace. She

n
-

1s the sacrificial victim of her Kfn vision.

] v
In contrast to these despairing visions of trans-

: . :
cending the body, in "KE 6-8018" and "Thefddict,™ Sexto
. “ { |
escapes the dilemma, aware that she is escaping and mocking
herself. The escape 1s couched within an ironic framework
of the sacramental, and she takeg a masochistic pleasure™ "~

in this mockery of self and her lown attempts to grasp the

transcendent. She evades the demands of her vision which

.
[} - . . . &

involve the suffering of the material world and the snare

of dhalit{ in a mock death, which is sleep: “Now 1'm

_ borrowed./Now I'm numb." ("The Addict®). But there is a

price. The grace of awareness that she receives in the

LN

despairing vision is sacrificed on the mock ™altar" of the

ki

"hlack %ramcnt.'.“ ("The I\dd'ict") . She is relinguishing

©

choice and reduced to passivity, she heccres synthetic:

N
"I'm becoming sdh§thing of a chemical/mixture." .("The Addict").

Since everything is false, the evasion cannot last. 1In the

[




N ) @ . -
body's victimization as well as the conceptaicen that incars 1

-
"

awareness of this is A further crucifixion. f

t

o

v

‘In "Live," she acknowledges the evasion and that

she has been the perpetrator of the despair that led to

-nt?

madness and suicide. Througnh the acknowledgement, she no
J ' ’ I

longer carries the -burden of —indecTsion.  She has chosen.

—~— ' .
She embraces life and the world, despite iestruction and

. \ oo ’ »
mortality, diler Cision is of procreation., 1t 1% an affir- ) |

i

matiop and —elebration of the natural, elemental and the

familys the "sun"yn her womb, her husband a "redwood,”
k4
L 1 -1

her daughtcrs,‘”scﬁ urchins.” She reconciles 1n terms of
simple things: "Just last weeck, eight Dalmations,/3/4 of

a 1b., lined up like cord wood/each/like a/birch tree./I

? M . . .
promise to love more if they come.” This is the grace of

the common routine.” Sexton realizes :n “"Live" her limi-

A
tations. Knowing 1t 1s a certain intellectual realizataion,

3

. * >
that life 1s experienced reality, the coternal now: "There

was the sun,/. . . tumbling her prize --/and ygu realize

that she does this daily!/. . ; hadn' tfiggown she was an

answer." She learns to live in life as life lives in her.
- <

L
: Plath shares with Sexton the experience of the

®

nation is the initial sacrifice. One of the scttings for : '
"The Disquieting Muses” (Appendix. 2), recalls a ritual '

sacrifice, the éuggestion being that she is the sacrificial

¢ .
\ N ¢
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b
victim in the cradle té those dollish, devilish "ladies®

which shadow her life: "Nodding by night around my bed,/

" Mouthless, eveless, with stitched bald head." But uplike |

A4

Sexton who struygles to transcend the body and-thus experi-

ences being sacrificed, Plath's crucafixion is conseguent

on the tension between the finmite selfiand the experience |
: -~ i S

of the self as having possabilitles.’tliat extend beyond the

finite. This expanded self is directly related to her

¢

poetic/prophetiq persona, Involved in, the creation of her

poetry is the experience of beiné disembodied. 1In the
/ ~

state of heing disembodied, usual}y when hexr body is inert
and prone, she creates the world sﬁc contemplates, which
) : . ~ :

.

she also inhabits. The drcdms?igé in "The Colossus," for

example, evokes the ruins of an ancient, clSssica} world, )
Y

The figure of tg‘g.,shattered‘ C"p'lossus becomes a %vorld in

ifself within this léndscapc whigh she enLers: “Nights,

- .. |

I squat in the cornucopia/Of your lefthear, &t of the

wind." This world she creates and inhabits also inhabits

her: "I am terrified by this dark thing/that sleep$ in

!

me; /All day I feel its soft, £eatheryturniﬁgs, its mali-

gnity." ("Elm"). This is the horrific.vision that alludes.
to an expérience of being possessed by a demonic spirit(

A

with the further implication that she’ 1s giving birth to
Y \

it. This reflects back to the way she conceives of being ’




-

-

.4 - . .
‘and ea~h incarpnation is into death. The repeated exper:i-

261

o
born in “The Disquieting Muses." (Appendix 2). She is
. w ,
fated Lo experience death as synonymeus W1§%'life, also

in the gense that she is killed over and over in her ima-

. > &
gination. She is the killer of herself, destroying her-

self to find herself. Each murder leads to a resurrection,

~ Y
-

cnce of dying and being resurrected is parodied‘'in "Lady

Lazarus": " 'A miracle!'/That knoc¥s me out. #.The whole

poem 18 ahbcut the inversion of sacrifice. She is not

being killed, she is being resurrected: however, she is -

M 3

being killed 1n being resurrected.  Her resurrection has
no meaning. Her body is a relic on exhibit for the

. .
“peanut crunching crowd,»xd{%&&i;as an “"opus"” for science,.
~ v ' ’ '

. ’

e R - . -
The significance of ghe sacrififcial victim 1s being reduced
» \

~ N . v

« o
A

to an entertainfient and an experiment.

Plath shares with Sexton the experience of the

h ° )

2£Vldeﬁ self, of madness. She-too-turns inwards, (this

state of breakdown ié fully explored 1in "Eim”), but unlﬁke

v

’

Sext:6n she also turns outward, scarching for meaning in

« +

~ R . -~
- man and in the world., But therc she experiences the samp

L3

division, the same madness. She tonceives of herself, man

LY -4 -

and the world as the scattered'biecos f "some god or

other" (“The C_olossm@) , whiclghe att

pts to put together.

' . . ” . A -
She also searches for meaning in history, myth and agche

. _ 3

<&
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. vision 1is explored in someﬁdepth in Elleen Xird's “Sylvia

.o

’ ‘ *
type, s/but again there 1s'division and fragmentation

.

<

regépctod by the" broken piéées of the Colossus. The

N -

-

-

‘experience 0f the self juxtaposed with the experience of

t

the possibility of expansion, through the imagingtion, in

going outward to the world leads to an cdxistential aware-

ness of her limitation: "I am ngcapable of nmore, knowledge. “-

ok

("rlrm") . Tha#further impl:ication is that throughout her

L]

life she has attempted to Syntheggre the division of her
/ . € 'i‘q-

. ¢ LS ,
body and mind, and the body of the fworld and the sparit

-

that 1s irmament in it, but she fails: "Thirty years now
, . 4
1 have labcured/& . . I am none the wiser." The only evi-
- N s . 3 .‘.-

dence of meaning 1s in the broken pieces. The world

reflects her and she reflects~he world. (Mirror imagery
> V4

is central to the poetry of Plath. This a'spect of her

’
N

P <
ol

5 - .

Plath" )
s N - <
Ult%masﬂiy the question for Plath 1s what 'is the

n“'nn

gignificangle éf her sacrifice: Sexton is consumed on the

of her need for God: "Need is not quite belief.™
. K

. -

(“With Mercy For The Greedy") . Consequently she accepts

the.limitations of her vision, whiqp entails a choice: |
o

¢ . \ ° t
"I won't Bang around in my hospital shift,/repea%ing the:
e A . .

Black Mass and all of it " ("Live")), The choice involves

"

[ 4 . R
Eileen Aird, Sylvia Plath (Edinburgh: oOliver & Boyd,1973), *
- , pp.loe;)ll. ‘ )
L . ' V.
h .. -
K.} : ’

v
24

i

-
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a sacrifice, which is that she must.relinguish the hope of
? 4 s o
+* ’ -
the pOSSlblllty df*fulfilling this npeed, .through the ex- .

LN

the magonna figure

perience of the symbol of the Cross,
. .

and the ratual of communlon The “religious cbjects," she

’

&

s
s

refers to In "“Live" are just that, nd longer 1‘"ec‘ately Ta
3} 1 > ! .

relevant to h#r. She no longer .mourns' tiem, Concomix

PO
o
with this 1s her crossing over into health. Acgbrd;nqu

P - 0 . v -
the need to believe diminishes in her aifirmation of lami-

tation - and ¥s replaced by what 55 most 1i mmdlatc to neéer -
: AW

her vision of procreation Wiach is' made concrete in ner |

oa

«
‘ Ny »

experience of her famid, - . . o C
- R : : J SR

Plath, through her poetry and the dsspmbediment #*

v

3
’ ¥

~

1
o

{ .
se}f that lxves in the world, that has "pinned me in\ghis

L2}

v ,
. . ? . .
“tree." ("The Hanging M£n%). .This poem states her irgni
%"hxn 4

) ] - R . e \ . .
cruc;flxion. She 1s crucified in her bocdy - without any

N [
f
» , i

'

» 5"‘

;hes. The condition of he% exxstence is "a wvu lyurous bore-?
° 1 ‘ } ‘ ' L% ‘
dom, " Belng emhodxed 1s an, xperlence of oe*ng cuvour d,’

.~

N . ' . - ’ ~ ‘ . _
.+which is a death and Zrom which,she resurrects hersels

. v g v
-

through the imagination. 1In_this scnse she has'transcepded
a1 ’ N : j ’ .
the Body. However, what she enters,. in the experidnee of |
) T , = '
) . { . ’ . ‘ - s
? 3
\ -, * o i '
- . . ‘ 7 . K
P , . 2 ; A |

that it entails ﬁexperleneés th? extreritaes of hersedf, . .~

- & ! I‘ -
on one hand the expandel self, and on the other, the gctual.

urpose or meaning exceptxtha - "some god" ras got hold of )
P g

4y

¥




- R ) , f . ‘
1ed,. 15 horrifdg.. This state 1s cupfegsed
[ ..

be;ﬁg disernb

. ‘ i
v \ - -

. » .
B . .« . , N .
* in "Mystic” ad berfhy "unbearable." She ig ugcd utterly.
e . ' ' » ’
These ® :u'tages of sedlf, the world and her vision of Gad .
‘ ~ . . . ~'
¢ 1
: coalesce. Ih:r vision of God is a visign of death. It 1s
. il S .
. s . Lo . @
a savage God, not because lixe tac Romantic vis:ions of +
\ \ . -_ "N - e -
‘delty, 1t takes into account deﬁ&.uct;vc feryes, bup be-
’ L - - € B Lr < hE R
cause the demands 1t makes are more than she o bear with-
N [l \ '
N t . . . +
".in her limitations. One-of Plathi's personae 1s the wrophet,
a c . . ‘ e B
. ,

wn

/- and indeed in several poem
%
B . M

. - \ N - ©

‘voice. Like .the-prophets of tne Cld Testament, one of
. B : v « ¥ ‘ / -
C e N % . . . . o .
he’r‘;if‘phec guestaions ‘ns why me?' Lake Li& prophets ‘she

. 1
o . R >

%
>

15 '‘talled’ and the ca.s.,‘L entails becoming ere than sihe

. "
- . . a

“
can be: "I sizz%ed anchis blue v[)l,ts like a deseri vrophet.®
R : ”\ . . « t ~e
A\ . . N 5 .
Tis 1s the condition within the rel:

: T t1 ? b Gaous -context.  But in e
Y . - » . ) 4~ .
-~ spite of it,:she continues to s‘canch, attcunting to synthe-
. v N - « T .o

3 . . ‘s

. ¢ - > : . - I .
. size the visionary pOthC/})f(?lCtlc sel: qnd\tl‘;ﬁ,act\ml ‘
o - ‘ N i«"

- ' o

.

N % ~

‘ i
/ everj\.aj scl; c ord‘nglumﬂ(hxst“c‘ she asks "(nce one
: >
o

[

ha% seen Gé:i, what i's the remedy?/unce one has been seized

|

up/wWithout aw ;an“ loft over, /ot a Luo ot fingur L. Lt
. .
. . ' . . 1 . ’

s

L. ‘ ; . . {
« The path of ortnodoxy the contc‘mplqtu'e.lxzc, ,‘L‘}Au SOSNLC
: . * R * .

L T X . ¢ e ey
. « ' ! » . .
r‘é—pzcxer,( the aesthete, huer cosmic Sul - al,l .u:e Son-

[} by
“ ., - ‘ A o
sumed by tha-visidn. K Her fiMite self asks, "Is thcere no X

:.,‘ . .
C e . R

yreat love, onl) g,ondcrncf*'*'” This®ig the mont funda-

ot 3 ’ M » B
mcntal of the “qm. tions without answer.® Platn's response,
. * \ N . - .
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if notﬁ:"hn»r&ger,;‘~is that '?meaning leaks from the».molec:uleé,"
B ' - * N ¥
suggesting t.y.\at medning 1s present in the world, but.only'

1n fi‘SAg_ment’s ‘and t}(\,o_\impl{ed vision of the "Mystic" is a \
. . . 3 .

T fz:aqx’ne’nt., She returns Lc;;} the world, specifically a land-‘ «
- .o o : S
scape ;Y\Lhe city, and a rocm within it. Thgd¢final state-

. . . i '
Tent is an atfirmation of life: “The children legp in ~ + = °
‘\t_'r}v.*ir rots./Tﬁ?} sun‘blobms", 1t is a Gerahium./Tbc heart “

M - * ‘ ' ]
rt which 1s equated with the - -,
, - 8 - ) .

N -

.

has, not stopped." The hea

geranium which is i1dentified with the sun also L:e[lect’.s.
_ . . e “ '." ) . )
the intinite. The beating of the heart is the bleeding of * .
the heart. The heart bleeds because the viston of the -,
' e * . S, ’ 2" JI‘ . ;-'
infirdte that the finite cannot bear still beats within
. ) » "¢ 2 * v N > » * \ )
her. -The unanswdrab;e qugstions, the "mill of hooks":
. - YL . ' e I .
. remains. She -is the sacrificial vgctiff to.life, to God, SN

to God within life, but sy accepts and afi;rn;s the ‘)‘,-

& -

“¥condition, the vision. / . . - - - .
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: SUMMARY, AND CONCLUSION

»

. *7he design of Qeath in the poetry rof Anne Sexton

and Sylvia Plath is in the overall pattern of image; theme
. ’ X Yo

and vision. Both poets wéave a design of death, giving

&, L o .

it shape throqyﬁ-thjgr‘poetry which is simultanegusly an
e -~ N . b ‘ :

unravellng of the pugpose and meaninévof life. The design

ot N . '

has ‘at its core the inter- relationship of life and deéth
) &5 .. s
This correspondence 1s the,undeﬁ1y1qg dynamics of their
- ‘ : e ;
poetry. ) S \

The selected poétry of Anne Sexton daliheates the
experlence Of death of ttre self, axp through it the‘con-
Y \ ' |

temporary v151on of* death in thk world 1s r fleLted The

.

world.igs portrayed devoid of meahﬂng,,l:teal and spectral;

. ' pd . . N ’
T _therd i§ nothing and no one byt the self. In this sense
G o ,

L X .
Sexton ” carrw; on the tradition of modern confesmona}. \1-...
- ' B i .

poetry" whxch h.s at its basis tPe ConVlCtan tka Yohe can

.

no longex mike a universal statewenegjzgj can, only speak
ar s ‘

o

aor oneselfd, Speak{ng for the self entalls a confession K

‘

yof the self. Throujjhathe confession of death she recoy-

A\ ]
. 3
\' .

nizes the dialegtic|of life and |death. The recognition
' | ‘ .
. ol t .
leads her to affarm the experjence of death as necessaTy .

Similarly a;fhoughfthe poems..are con®erned with the ex-

pressjon*qt the denial of her:belng;_thdé~load hei ‘to |

13
<
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affirm her realdty through the re-creation of herself in

p®etry. It is'in_"lee," her final affirmation through

death of self, family, ahd nature that she makes the state-

4

ment: "My typewriter writes."” All in all, Sexton is the \

- 14 -
¢t

poet of persconal experménce who achieves makirg public a

- .

) ‘-“ ’ ‘\ - R P . . .
chronology‘pf private struggle with existence into a state-

ment of renewal. Although her poetic vision is circumscribed

by her personal experience, that is both her strength and her - ‘

. 7

weakness, for ultimately her affirmation of self is as wtman
. D A ’ e B
and poet. \> v : ‘ . ¥{

— '~ plath's yision of death is of the holocaust. The
atrogities committed by the Nazis are not, in her poetry,

just symbols of a’'past’egvent but an immediqte and universal

PR T . .
Y [+

'ﬁ'p&periénce;of therdestruction wrought by man. The under-
‘ R ’ ‘ - .. . o

. lying principle that .rules, the world is demonic and cons{s-
tently identified with man. Life itself is a devouring -

)

Vi he,

eprinci, *a, exemplgffﬁd by-thé elements as forces beyond the

o

h . . :
control of man. From-the perspective of the contemporary ,

- ' . A
materialistic view of/-reqlity, her vision is horrific and

L

A .. .
"unredeeridng, Plath hekself ih this sensczis\?ppallcd by

L 4
Ty

her «ows -vision. ,Nevertheless, she is willing to affairm
., r . , )
that she 1s paxt of “that vision and the condition of, horror
“? . < e, N - '\ °
3 N ‘ " ""- ’ ' . . Lo 3 . R
it manifests, aFfom-a,rel1glous persp&ktxvqﬂ'she wills the

Agkperience of death, taking on the’suffering and the guilt, |,
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+ - " ~. R . '
and by doing so has a vision of Qcatp beyond the

13 ¢ N ‘ e
body and the world. " In "Mystic," she recapitulates the LI
U ) . R , .
vision of death expressed in her other pocmse in LeXms Cf
- . [ -
. : . ' R A -~ o
the reXative, social, historical destraziiun cr evil., Sie

o . . - 4
¢ . - Vs . .
submits to this vision and takes LQO il$ extreniil, )
' : - ‘ *
¢ ’ I *

- .
LWL AS The

where the visaon of death 1s transcendental.

——
L]
.

source and fate of

-~ .

all things®~ -And,” thiis ultirate

- . : %

X B e . . — - i
of death~T8 also revealed as q yusion of life, Tiis sin-
. H L]
Y ! . i i T
thesis of death and life bLecowes™hynonymous wilh Ulile aﬂ%o—~‘& :
* -~ -

lute and her vaision of God,  The world 1€ ‘
t 1

] *~
s . o . v\,
an the paeces of ¢pd that rarifest his fragmenzied cmtanence.
. . i

Accoriiingly, Plath's vision while encompassing tihe nodern .~

. ) < l . . L s .
vision of peetry, belongs nmore 1o traditional rel.cicus ’
pactry. This 1s why Lex poetry, uil:ixe Sexton's, .as a

. . R N ' e

H
personial soense of uryency and uversal
; o ) | | R
her hand, unlike Sexton, she succunbs as a Lol
. | ‘,

WOLGN

Loadganaticn.
A

.

vision of death and the cosmi& rcafh of

. \ N - L
Her great Voetic gi1ft 1s her undoiny

2.

v

. and death 18 consistent with her vision o! Jdeath.
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. my dreams are of snarling strangers.

¢OLD DWARF HEART /

)
All too true. 1 have Hever been at home in
All my decav has taken place upgn a child.

"Henderson the Réln King,“by Saul Bellow

Tnge.
life.

when I lie down to love,
old dwarf heart shakes her head.
Like an 1mbec1le she was born old,
Her eyes wobble as thirty-one thlck folds
of skin open to glare at me on my fllckeigng bed.
She knows the decay we're made of\
. . A N
When hurt “she is abrupt. .
Now'she is solid, like fat, ,
breathing in loops like a green hen
in the dust. But 1f I dream of loving, then
She dreams that
strange,

\

strange, and corrupt. 2

Good God, the things she knows

And worse, the sores she holds '

in her hands, gathered in like a nest
from an abandoned field. At her best

she is all red muscle, humming ih and'out,
by time, Where I go, she goes.

cajoled

1 R .

Oh now I lay me down te love,

how awkwardly her arms undo,

how patiently 1 untangle her wrists
like knots. 0ld ornament, old naked fist,
even 1f I put on seventy voats 1 could not
mother, father, I'm made of. \~

cover you .

¢

S , ~ APPENDIX 1.

-

. . .
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. unasked/t& my ¢hristening, ?that she . o

- 3 -

‘ "APPENDIX 2.

*

THE ‘DISQUIETING MUSES ' .

Mother, mother, vhat 1 I'¥red aunt o »
Or what dlsflgurcd and unsightly
Cousin did you so unwisely keep ! ‘

Sent these ladies in her stead
JNith beads like darniny-¢ggys to nod
And nod and nod at foofgsand--head
And at the left side of'mQJ:rlb?‘

Mother, who made to order storics
0f Mixi Blackshort the heroic bear,
Mother, whose witches always, always
Got baked into gingerbread, I wonder "
Whether you saw ther, whether you said : .
words to rld me of those threg ladies ‘
Nodding by haght around my bea -t
Mouthless, eyeless w1th stxtched bald head.

<

RN

In the hurricane, whcn father's tweglie
Study windows bellied an ’
Like bubbles about to breax, you fed .
My brother and me cookies and ovaltine

and helped the two of us to choir: ) T
'‘Thor is angry: boam boom boom!

Thor 1s angry: we don't care!

But .those ladies broke the panes. ¢
When, on £iploe the schoolgirls Jdanced,
Blinkina flaalrlights like fireflies e .
And singing the,glowworm dong. 1 could ~ )

‘Not. 1ift a foot in the twinkle=-dress

But, heavy-footed, stood aside v
in the shadow vast by my dismal-headed
Godmothers, and you cried and cried: C .
nd the shadow stretched, the lights went out

Mothér, you sent me to piano lessons

And praised my. arabesgues and trills . ° ‘
Although each teacher fgund my touch . }j '
0ddly wooden in spite of scales . '
and the houxs of pract 1 #ng, myr ear - |
Tonc-deaf and yes, unteachable, . '

"1 learned, I learned, I learnecd eclsewhere, .
 From muses unhired by yot, dear mother. | o




/ o

I

[
o L P 7 m e
ﬂrén/»,.,,./-ﬂn/./.,.ﬁ/. sra i e

oke one daV td see you, mother;,

o Flpating above me in bluest air

' Onia green balloon bright with a million
N

vy, Fliwers and bluebirds that never were

Never, never,r~found anywhere.

, . But the little planet bobbed away

Like a soap-bubble as you «#lled:
) : . And I faced my travelling coampanions.
- R L

.
‘s

Day now, night: now, at head, side, feet,
They stand their vigil in gowns of stone,
‘'Fages blank as theuday I was born, :

. » . ‘Their shadows long in the setting sun
[ ) >
That never brightens or goef dgyn.
And this is the kingdom you bore

. Mother, tother. But 'no frown of mine
§~.a ’ % Wi1ll bettay-the campany .I keep.

A sesere rata e ratatatatat s S
2

Ae to,

Come here.
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N . Q

. . b T
" For Susan 0'Neill Roe L .
"- + . ’

What a thrill --, -, s .-
My thumb® xnstead of dn’ onlon. !
The top quite gone

Exdept for a sort ofsa hinge i : N

;

-0

)

kin,

r

¢

~

'

» s [

A' flap.like a hat; 2 L -
Dead white. IR ) i

8

Then that red pldsh. ' .'

) tle pllgrlm 4o T
ﬁhe-lndlan s axed your scalp. s
Your turkey wattle ) : - ..

Gifpet rells . -~ i D e , Aty

Straxght from the henrt ‘ P

1 step on_it, . hxfhf

" Clutching my bottle oo

of Six,xk fizz. A S

A belbbratlon thlS is.
out of a giy ‘ : . |
A million soldiers run, - .. ‘ o |
Redcqats, every one. . ' h N L
N ’ 1
Whose s;de are thLy on? . .
0 my , T oo
gompggulu5° 1 am 111 ' " e |
I.havett§§qn a pall to kill - Yo
v ' * A . «
"Tnhe thin c, R AN
Papery feeling.
Saboteur, » P )
. Kamikaze man -- ' R “ ‘ . <.
The stain on your o . ' : f
- Gauze Ku Klux Klan , ,
rorm—, :
é -
g

B

Babushka
" Daxkens.and: tarnishes and mmen



The balled. -
. Pulp of your heart
"~ « Confronts 1ts small
~Mill of silence

.

How. you jump --
Trepapned veteran,
Dirty girl, .
Thumb 'stump.
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DADDY,

7 a : \
You do not do, yolu do riot do } LT
Any more, black_ shee - a
~In which 1 Fave lived like a foot
For thirty years, poor and white,
Barely daring to breathe or Achoo.

Dadd\ I have had to kill vyouy. \

F 2You dled before. T hadbtlme -

Marble-heavy, a bag full of God, -
Ghastly statue 'wath one greé toe

.. ¥.Big as a Frisco seal . [
. "And a heau 1n the freaklsh Atlantlc

Where it pours bean green® over Rlue
In the waters 'off beautiful Nauset.
I.uséd to prayato rgsover you.

Ach du ~

In the’ German tongue, in the POll?h town
Scraped flat by, the roller

\ )
Of wars, Wars, wars .’ .
But the name of the town is common.
My Polack friend

J‘.’

Says there are a dozen or two.
So Inever could tell where you,
Put your foot, youxr ' root, / .
I never. could talk to you. /| B -
The tongue stuck in my japy. °
It stuck in a barb wire snare.
Ich, ich, ich, ich, 8

. I could hardly speak. T i
T thought ev ry Gcr n was you,.

» And the language ob cene \ ’

5’ ~ "

"An englne“ an engine - £ s /o
huffing me off like a Jew. . % I
A Jew to Dachau, ‘Auschwitz, Belsen. - )

began to talk like a Jew, *
I think I may‘<éll be a Jew

‘ B RO
o
3 . .-
- s .
, ¢ M
.




ol The -snows of the Tyrol,

W Any less the black man who - | L

o R - .
‘Lhe clear.beer Qf Vienna
: Are hot very pure or true.. o,
/ ‘ With my gypsy ancestress and my\w#ird luck'
And. my Taroc pack dnd my Taroc pack . ,
1 may be a hit of a Jew. Ry Co ‘ . ( :
“ ’ '
-, 1 havé always been scared-of you,. ' . .
With your Luftwaffe, your gobbludyqoo
And your neat moustachc .
And your Aryan eve, brlqht blue.
Pan 5‘ panzeg -man, O You -- v

Not MXibuL£15w1sLﬂa ' l \ . ”
So black no sky could squeak’ through . R
Every woman adores a Fascist; '
The boot 1in the face, the brute
Brute heart of a brute lake»yqu . . SRR
- N M L

. /You stdnd at the- blackboard }addy, -, ' P,

In Lhe pictureé I -have of you,, s

A cleft in your chin 1nstead,of your foot

But no less a devil .for that, no not

. - ‘ .
m— . N .
' .

_Bit my pretty red heart in two 2

I was ten when they buried you.

At twenty I tried to die . '‘ '’
+  'And get back, back, ,back to you.

I thought even the ‘bones would .do. .

t Y * +

But thev pulled me out of the sack, . .

And they ‘stuck me together with glue. &
’  And then' I knew what to-do, C o
" I made a model of you, C T S \
)A man in black with a Melnkampf look -
And a, love of the: xack and ‘the screw.
And 1 sard I do, I do.” - ' % ’
So daddy, I'm finally throuqh .
The black telephone's off at the rbot
Tha voxqps just can't worm through

} , | “\ :

ao. ' . N .
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. P . XS

If I've killéd ‘one man, I've killed two --
.“The vampize-who said he was you o
: "« And drank my.blobd for a “ear '

- o 4 : Seven years, 1f you want to know. .' " )

, 2 Daddy, yo®U can'lie ba\ck now.. o
' ; ' | 4 K - ‘ - ’

T T There's a stake in your  fat black heart

PR "> . _Andithe villagers never liked you. =
They, are dancing and stamping on you, ~

. ' " They always knew it was .you. , *
D) e~ 2
Lo ’ / v Daddy daddy you @x{ard I'm thr\gxg_h
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