Poetry 8
Fourth year-Second Semester

The 3rd lecture:                                                                                                                    د.حصة
The doctor commented on the presentation of the students:
Sylvia Plath was born in 1932. From 1950s on, she published her poetry. The most prominent feature about her poetry is tendency towards releasing women voice. It is the women voice which is referring to the age with what has started earlier as a movement with the female Victorian writers. It is referred as being feminism. It is feminist features of poetry which is written by women expressing women voice.
A student:   Sylvia Plath was an American poet, novelist and short story writer.
The doctor: she was writing in almost all genres of literature. Her life in her literature was controversial; it takes a lot of questions. People were discussing it from different angles. Some are with, some are against, some are examining her poetry against to her life, and some are saying that her life is completely into her poetry. She is a product of her literary age or she is the product of her own social background. Being American does not make that big difference in what she was writing. She is communicating female American voice to the literature of the world which is one of the main features of the second half of poetry after 1927.
The student: she was born in Boston. Her father was a professor of German and biology and her mother was a high school teacher. Sylvia Plath had a talent for words when she began speaking at a much earlier age than most children and was writing complete poems by the age of five.
The doctor: as we know females start speaking early and they have a competency in pronouncing certain words in a certain way. This has taken by some of her critics who is one of Sylvia Plath ‘s fans to describe it as an early genius that she has shown in her life. When she was only a child, she had a competency and a special way of speaking (an early ability to speak).
The student: In 1941 Sylvia's "Poem" was printed in the children's section of the Boston Herald. It was a short poem, "about what I see and hear on hot summer nights," but it was her first publication, at the age of eight. Otto Plath died on November 5, 1940, a week and a half after Plath's eighth birthday of complications following the amputation of a foot due to untreated diabetes.
The doctor: Some say that it is her tenth birthday. Her father was a diabetic. The other image of her father is being trapped in black shoe. ‘Daddy’ is speaking about being dead in life. (dead in life) is not the similar as that of ‘The Waste Land’.
The student: He had become ill shortly after a close friend died of lung cancer.
The doctor: This is to be come as part of the dilemma of the pain that she has difficulties/ problems >>(being in distress and having the experience of harsh side of life very early). We need to remember this because when it comes to her poetry, we will find her writing what we call confessional poetry (confessing and speaking about herself). We will find high level of subjectivity or individuality that is traced in her poetry and it will help us to understand part of her poetry which can be studied only from psychological angle of poetry. Almost all the studies written on Sylvia Plath have been done with adopting psychological analysis. The psychological nature of her poetry is been traced there to these years (the year when she lost her father, the year she was suffering the illness of her father, the early loss of a friend) and so many events in her life to be mentioned.
The student: She obtained a Fulbright scholarship to Newnham College, Cambridge. She married fellow poet Ted Hughes in 1956.
The doctor: she was educated and she has got a scholarship (Fulbright scholarship which is given only to the elite).
Sylvia Plath met Ted Hughes. The first contact between them was intellectual one. They met each other when they were both of them enjoying a Fulbright scholarship. There they had a chance to see each other intellectually.
The student: they lived together first in the United States and then England, having two children together: Frieda and Nicholas.
The doctor: they lived in the United States and there he encouraged her to publish more poetry and in fact, he published for her. 
They have two children. They have got married, lived for short time in America and then they move to England and they have got two children, a male and a female. 
A student: Sylvia and Ted Hughes settled for a while in an English country village in Devon, but less than two years after the birth of their first child the marriage broke apart.
The winter of 1962-63, one of the coldest in centuries, found Sylvia living in a small London flat, now with two children, ill with flu and low on money. The hardness of her life seemed to increase her need to write, and she often worked between four and eight in the morning, before the children woke, sometimes finishing a poem a day.

The doctor: Now she is a responsible mother and a housewife and this has never banned her from writing poetry. She was fulfilling and this is to be as part of her dilemma in a life/ in a country which is running very fast to the modern age/ to an age of keeping people busy all the time overwhelming their activity with day-to-day routine. So, she used to wake up early and write her poetry. She is busy-minded with her first vocation in life which is poetry. She was showing real responsibility as a housewife. I am concentrating on this because we will find her in some of her poetry that she is dealing with her own life as being a mother who is dreaming of being responsible mother fulfilling her responsibility and duties and at the same time never forget of being a poetess who is keeping the string with life through poetry.

The student: In these last poems it is as if some deeper, powerful self has grabbed control; death is given a cruel physical allure and psychic pain becomes almost tactile. 
The doctor: It was the end of her life which is an early end of her life. She died when she was only 31 years old. She was born in 1932 and died in 1963. So, it is short time.
Six years before that, she was face to face with death. She was busy-minded with the idea of death. She never shows this fear of death/of sense of approaching. She was speaking of death as surrounding her life/ being part of her life. Is it the early death of her father? Is it that she is thinking of death as being an outlet of the pains that start to accumulate and that is really standing as an obstacle against enjoying life and fulfilling her duty as a mother and getting her gift as a poet?!
The student: Sylvia and her husband spent first years together and then .......

The doctor: the six years were immediately after their marriage and before they moved to England. You should remember that she is American and he is British. We study her English as English poetry. And when they moved to England trouble started. 

The student: In June, Plath had had a car accident which she described as one of many suicide attempts. In July 1962 Plath discovered Hughes had been having an affair with Assia Wevill and in September the couple separated. 

The second confrontation with death was a car accident and she described this as being an attempt of suicide. It was another attempt of suicide. Was she letting herself careless to go to this experience of have a car accident? Anyway she looked at that accident as being a suicide. In 1961, she found out some affairs in her husband’s life with another female and in 1962, they divorced. These years were the crisis/ the disaster of her life. And in 1963, she decided to end her life and she committed suicide with gas. We cannot say that knowing about the affair is the only reason for her to commit suicide. The only reason is to get divorce. A normal woman discovering an affair would be the only reason to commit suicide. We have to keep in mind the issue of psychological approach to her poetry. We talked about the confessional poetry. Confessional poetry is a poetry that is can be approached only from a psychological angle. When it comes to confessional, she makes two things: 1-it is easy for you to choose the approach (critical approach to her poetry),2- she is releasing part of herself. So, knowing her husband’s affair should not be the only reason to commit suicide and it won’t be if she is a normal character. A kind of abnormality in her character was growing from age ten with the loss/death of her father accumulating to a short marriage life with Ted Hughes. And then she was looking to death. The people, who commit suicide to end their lives, mentally speaking, are abnormal at all. They are suffering from some psychological problems. This is on one hand. On the other hand, those who are ready to commit suicide are obsessed with the idea of ending their lives. And that is why a car accident suggests to her mind a suicide. So, she took it as a suicide. One the accident happened, the idea of death connected to choice of death that is suicide. This is not the case with a normal character. She must be suffering some abnormality. This is an issue of so many thesis and studies of her poetry adopting psychological approach to her literature. Confessional poetry in itself is a poetry that is written under the influence of some psychological tendencies. People with psychological tendencies tend to write confessional poetry (not the individuality or the subjectivity). When we describe what we are doing in this course, we are dealing with this issue of individuality or subjectivity. Even when we read Ted Hughes writing on animals, he was not objective but it was a kind of subjective approach because he was observing the world around him, allowing himself to contemplate on the world within and without. So, the ‘I’/ the self is there. 
Then we talked about Sylvia Plath and we will move to the asserting in the identity الهوية which is another individuality (not the individuality). National identity is part of the individual identity. So, all the poetry written in the second half of the 20th century can be examined through this issue of individuality/ subjectivity and identity. With Ted Hughes, it was observation and contemplation and with Sylvia Plath, it is confessional poetry. In both cases the ‘I’ is there.
A student: I will talk about some of the major themes of her poetry. The first one is death in her poetry.
(One common theme is the void left by her father's death. In "Full Fathom Five," she speaks of his death and burial, mourning that she is forever exiled).   

The doctor: Death is one of the major themes in her poetry. How is she dealing with the issue of death in her poetry? When it was started and it was developed from the death of her father to the death of her own body and developed into a real death in her life?
She started speaking of the death of her father (it is an early death in her life), then we have two kinds of death: a death of her own body as a lady with a barren women (it is not giving life/ it is barren/futile) and then it is a real death until it is part of her story that is to be narrated, not to be read 
-‘Ariel’ is one of her poetry collections in which we almost read all the outstanding poems that have her image as a poet in English literature. Numbers of her poems there are dealing very early with the issue of death. 
A student: (In "The Colossus," she tries in vain to put him back together again and make him speak. In "Daddy," she goes further in claiming that she wants to kill him herself.)

The doctor: she speaks of death as someone who has to be killed and who is to kill it? It is this young lady herself.
The student: The second theme is Victimization.
The doctor: victimization came from being a victim. This is the term is used to describe superiority/ patriarchal authorityالسلطة الأبوية . So, females at that time were dealing with the issue of being a victim of male. In late 1950s and early 60s بدأت الحركة النسوية تُعرف . So, in poetry and in literature in general, female writers and some of male writers were writing about being a victim/ victimized by male.
The student: (Plath felt like a victim to the men in her life, including her father, her husband, and the great male-dominated literary world.)
The doctor: she has been victimized by two men in her life, first by her father and we will discuss this in details we it comes to ‘Daddy’. She is a victim of her father, how come? This caused the question made this poem a real controversial poem. >>> (is she hating her father? Or Is she hating what happened to her father?). All this can be examined through reading her ‘Daddy’. So, for the first time, she was a victim of her father and for the second time, she was a victim by Ted Hughes himself. In both cases, she is a victim of the society.
The student: Her poetry can often be understood as response to these feelings of victimization, and many of the poems with a male figure can be interpreted as referring to any or all of these male forces in her life.
The doctor: All this to speak of the nature of poetry written at that time that is dealing with the society at that time written from the late 40s to the early years of the 1960s and even the issue of poetry extends to the middle of the 70s speaking of the patriarchal authority (this is a reference to the authority of the church which is ruled and controlled by men in charge of the church itself). (So, whether it is a father, a husband or the whole society which is a patriarchal).
The student: another theme is the self. (Plath has often been grouped into the confessional movement of poetry.)
 The doctor: whenever it comes to the theme of being victimized or even death, black and grey are the two colors that are everywhere in her poetry. We find it almost in her poetry whether mentioned clearly or coloring her own words. The blackness or greyness is there everywhere in her poetry.

The student: (She wrote of her own life, her own thoughts, her own worries. And Plath was always endeavoring to know herself better through her writing. Also, her exploration of herself can also be understood as an exploration of the idea of the self , as it stands opposed to society as a whole and to other people,

The doctor: We are talking about some biographical aspects in her poetry. Autobiographical means finding parts of her own life story into her poetry.
   
The student: the last theme is motherhood. (Motherhood is a major theme in Plath's work.)  

The doctor: so, we have said death, victimization and motherhood and feminine touch.

The student:  (She was profoundly ambivalent about this prescribed role for women, writing in "Metaphors" about how she felt insignificant as a pregnant woman, a mere "means" to an end. Also, in "Child," she delights in her child's perception)

The doctor: in the metaphor, she is speaking of a pregnant woman. In the poem that we will take today ‘Barren Woman, she is speaking of herself as futile woman/ barren woman. So, the idea is death with real pregnancy or with the absence of ovulation. In both cases, she goes into these details in her poetry and that is why that cannot be written by a male. It is really showing all the feminist features in her poetry.

A student: I will start with the general characteristics of her poetry. (Sylvia Plath is renowned as one of the most powerful American poets of the postwar period. Her acclaimed poetry and prose are characterized by intense self-consciousness, accusatory despair, and disquieting expressions of futility and frustration.)
The doctor: she is aware of herself that she cannot write without a reference to herself/ the actual situation in her life. But whether she liked it or not, she was writing starting from her own inner self either speaking of her pain or speaking about her pain. Even directly or indirectly, she is touching upon parts or issues of her life.    
Frustration is very early, a frustration because she did not enjoy the presence of a normal father and enjoy a normal life with him/ a frustration of a young girl who loves someone and who is unable to have children and to give birth to him. She is a barren woman. She mentioned this in one of writings: how come Ted Hughes would marry to a lady who won’t be able to give him child. She felt this sense of guilt towards him being the responsible of not having children because she is the one (the female) who is responsible for that. 

The student: (A complicated literary personality whose biography is nearly impossible to disentangle from her writing, Plath is frequently regarded as a confessional poet, though her deeply personal lamentations often achieve universality through mythic allusion and archetypal symbolism.)

The doctor: her personality is invisible. We may not see her personality but we can see her life. Her autobiography is always here. It is very difficult her character. There are a lot of images/ ambiguity that is really overshadowing Sylvia Plath herself/ her real personality. How come her poetry is autobiography? Searching into her life, underlining certain issues in her life, and approaching her from a psychological angle enable people to read her poetry from personal perspective.
(personal lamentation) >> lamenting and crying over herself {self-pity}. 

The student: (Viewed as a cathartic response to her divided personae as an artist, mother, and wife, Plath's vivid and often shocking verse reveals the psychological torment associated with feelings of alienation, inadequacy, and abandonment).

The doctor: we find this theme ‘alienation’ very early in the 20th century and now it is back again with someone who has this deep self-pity, accusation and lamentation. She feels that all the surrounding society is against her. She cannot cope with all the changes that are going around her. She was harshly suffering from alienation. It is self-alienation/ to keep a distance from the world around her.
The student: (Her semi-autobiographic novel The Bell Jar (1963) and highly charged verse in The Colossus (1960) and Ariel (1965) won widespread critical appreciation and continue to attract scholarly analysis.)
The doctor: ‘The Bell Jar’ is attracting. Even those who are reading her poetry, when they read ‘The Bell Jar’, they find a lot of her life there. It is an autobiographical work. Some books say that it is semi-autobiographic novel. There we trace the details of her life. 

The student: (Five months before her suicide, Plath composed the bulk of the poems in Ariel, her most famous volume of poetry, which contains "Lady Lazarus" and "Daddy," her best known and most anthologized poems).

The doctor: It is only few months before her death that has been and published.
(Anthologized) >> It entered in the literary anthology it is taken seriously in part of the production of the age. There is always a selection of these poems included in literary anthology.
The student:  (The posthumous publication of her poetry in The Collected Poems (1981) was awarded a Pulitzer Prize in 1982. Since her tragic death, Plath has inspired a generation of women writers and feminist critics as a leading voice against female subordination and passivity in modern society. A poet of remarkable force and ability, Plath exerted an indelible influence on American literature as a self-possessed visionary and casualty of her art.)
The doctor:   it was published in 1981 after her death.
She has a voice. This voice made her a remarkable literary force that has influenced, not only some of the individual writers, but it is a universal literary influence on the movement so-called feminism.      


Barren Woman
By Sylvia Plath
Empty, I echo to the least footfall,
Museum without statues, grand with pillars, porticoes, rotundas.
In my courtyard a fountain leaps and sinks back into itself,
Nun-hearted and blind to the world. Marble lilies
Exhale their pallor like scent.
I imagine myself with a great public,
Mother of a white Nike and several bald-eyed Apollos.
Instead, the dead injure me with attentions, and nothing can happen.
The moon lays a hand on my forehead,
Blank-faced and mum as a nurse.


The speaker is a female. What is this female saying? How do you feel about her words? This is a theme by feminist writers.>> It is describing her state. It is not her inner state as it is the physical part of her. In feminist writers, we find ladies speaking about their body and the activity role of their body and creativity that is enhanced and achieved only by their physical body. So, it is inner feeling, but inner feeling concerning the productivity of their body.
From the title ‘Barren Woman’, we have the first word in the poem ‘Barren’ which means futile/ not giving birth/ infertile. Also we have the word ‘empty’= barrenness/ the inability to give.
She starts to compare herself to a lot of places and cases/ situations.

A student: (The speaker, the "barren woman" of the poem, describes her state as empty. She likens herself to a deserted space, a "museum without statues," at its center a fountain which, rather than issuing life, recycles its water, which "sinks back into itself." She imagines herself as a mother, but recognizes that "nothing can happen." The only one who pays attention is the moon, silently but ineffectually trying to soothe her.
Plath uses the imagery of classical architecture to present a woman who sees herself as cut off from nature because of her infertility. She is like a building, an object constructed by culture from chill stone, where only marble lilies resemble living things. Even her imagination is circumscribed by her barrenness, for imagining motherhood is reduced to imagining an audience and the creation of "a white Nike and several bald-eyed Apollos": her only possible children are statues.)
The doctor:
This is not a paraphrasing. This is an analysis. Let us go to the lines, since it is short, line by line. 

Empty, I echo to the least footfall,

Empty is the first description that she has given to herself. The body is like a drama, like a painting. It is only the physical part of it. It is the bones and flesh. We are not finding the heart; we find feelings of self-pity and this is clear from referring to the moon which is trying to calm her down or to satisfy her emotions in putting his hand on her forehead trying to put her into peaceful state of mind because of the suffering and pain that she is having.
Her mother released short story about this event. >>> In a visit to her mother, she won’t be able to say that she is barren or futile and she was won’t be able to have babies and this was in the first period of her life to the extent that she was dealing with the issue of whether to let Ted Hughes keeping marrying a lady who won’t be able to give him a child. This was a period of her time. He doctor says she will not be able to have children. Then after few years, she managed to have two children. This was a real experience in her life. It is a moment that she has passed through and gave her the wariness of a lady who might not have children. So, this is part of her real life.
With the word ‘empty’, we may let ourselves imagine (an empty place/ a deserted space/ an empty palace which is well-designed and nothing there). When we say footfall, we are walkers going to that place. It is useless; no one cares about it. It is not giving anything to anyone. 

 Museum without statues, grand with pillars, porticoes, rotundas.  

All are buildings with tomb, with pillars made of marble. So, they are well-designed, architecturally speaking, but they are empty. If it is a museum, not statue there, so no people would go there.

In my courtyard a fountain leaps and sinks back into itself,

It is like a fountain (water) that is flowing very high and falling to itself. It is not to satisfy the thirst of others but it is only to satisfy its own thirst. The fountain pushed up very highly and then it is coming to rain or to shower itself.  She is speaking of process of possibility of having pregnancy every month. It comes and goes. This moment comes and goes every month without creativity.

Nun-hearted and blind to the world.

Nun is a sister. Nuns are church ladies who are in service of a churchyard and they should get rid of all their desires (love and a desire for child). They are not productive. They have chosen not to be productive/ not to give birth. They have devoted themselves to others without having anything to create this intimacy with a special human being.     
(Nun-hearted) >>> is to give love but not to receive any/ it is to be under the control, not to go beyond what has been designed by the church. They have no desires. They are well-designed to serve, but not to be served and well-designed to give care and attention to others. They are having very little care to the world around them. And the care here is not love and protection; it is care as for desires and love of children.

I imagine myself with a great public,
Mother of a white Nike and several bald-eyed Apollos.

She has her own dreams of having a baby/ a child.
Nike is a god of victory. So, she is white Nike. She is dreaming of a child like a god. This expresses give desire for child. Do you think that she is thinking of protecting herself since being of being victimized and suffering the patriarchal authority? Do not you think that having child in her life may give her protection, control her life away from the control of the society and give her sense of safety away from others? That is why she is speaking of a white little god. 
She says I imagine myself with a white Nike and several bald-eyed Apollos, with these two images of a child. Appolo is a little white butterfly, applying bald-eye to this butterfly which adds to it innocence of look.
She believed her dream to have a large number of children and then the real shock was that she was not able to have child until later on (several bald-eyed Apollos) .     

Instead, the dead injure me with attentions, and nothing can happen.

(Instead) = instead of her dreaming. Every menstruation that is passed in a month and nothing happen day after day and month after month. It is a dead part in her body that is giving no birth for child.

The moon lays a hand on my forehead,
The moon is satisfying her/ soothing her feelings. The reference in the moon is a reference to the women of the moon. Every month, we can enjoy a complete moon in the sky and with the end of the month, it falls down. This is what happens of the womb of women. Every month, there is a full womb developing with ovulation and then with the end of it is dry. It is not like to have a baby.
So, he the images to the moon that is the cycle of man life and she is counting once at least that is falling down with this dry womb. 

Blank-faced and mum as a nurse.

It has nothing to say for her/ to satisfy her. It is as a nurse trying to calm down her.

Write the following question:

-Our next poem will be ‘Digging’, try to write a short comment on the poem ‘Barren women’ after reading ‘Daddy’.
 
In our poem ‘Barren Women’, we have a woman dreaming of having a child and in the other poem ‘Daddy’, we have a child losing her father. This is the key, so go and write whatever you think.         
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