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Childhood is not from birth to a certain age and at a certain age
The child is grown, and puts away childish things.
Childhood is the kingdom where nobody dies.

Edna St. Vincent Millay, “Childhood is the Kingdom

Where Nobody Dies” (1564)

As long as we continue to read these books, we can be ever again young
and innocent, ever again older and wiser.
Perry Nodelman, “Pleasure and Genre: Speculation on the

Characteristics of Children’s Fictions” (6)



Introduction
In the work of Elizabeth Bishop, Sylvia Plath, Adrienne Rich, and Anne Sexton,
the image of a young girl reading regularly recurs. In most casesathiagairl is an
earlier version of the author herself. In Bishop’s oft-cited 1976 poem “In theriy/aiti

Room,” for example, a curious young “Elizabeth” pours over a 1918 issue of National

Geographiavhile waiting for her aunt, who is being treated in the next room by a
dentist! This process of reading introduces the pre-adolescent girl to the territdéness
femininity and her multivalent existence as faf...] anElizabeth [...] one ofthent

(The Complete Poenis0). Here, reading leads to both the girl's discovery of the

anxiety of gender and, paradoxically, her own inherent individuality. AdriennesRich’
reading girls experience a similarly ambivalent process of discovengr landmark
1971 essay “When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision,” for instance, Rich
describes the “peculiar confusion” girls experience when reading as theyatisihe

image of Woman in books written by men” (On Lies, Secrets, and SiB®)cdas the girl

becomes increasingly aware of the characterization of girls/wometiliket or Tess or
Salome” as both “a terror and a dream,” she also becomes increasingly athare of
difference (39). She is, in contrast, an “absorbed, drudging, puzzled, sometinreslinspi
creature, herself, who sits at a desk trying to put words together” (39). In botheof thes
instances, the reading girl becomes a fledgling example of Judithié&égtéresisting
rather than [...] assenting [feminist] reader” — a site of contestation betoesty’'s
texts, the girl's textuality, and the girl’s own desire to write and spealefseh (xxii)2

The reading girl, as such, marks the intersection of two important aretesarfyli

personal, and political inquiry in the work of Bishop, Plath, Rich, and Sexton: girlhood



and the texts girls read as they come of age and enter young womanhood. Influenced by
the cultural fixation on the child and the increasing popularity of Freudian disdourse
American culture, the rise of confessional poetry, and second-wave femiersst in

female socialization, Bishop, Plath, Rich, and Sexton pursued in their poetry and prose an
investigation of self and social formation that was simultaneously rooted frulkitie
exhumation of the personal past and the personalized exploration of dominant public
narratives of girlhood. Preceded in the American canon by such authors asMawisa
Alcott, Henry James, and Edith Wharton, each of whom wrote fictions about the
American girl that characterized her as a figure representativer society’s problems

and promise, Bishop, Plath, Rich, and Sexton helped to transform the way women in
particular write about coming of age, using their own past experiences, ingshwith

public ideology of “the Girl,” to transform their past selves into revisionaeiydf poetic

and political investigation.

In the chapters that follow, | examine Bishop’s, Plath’s, Rich’s, and Sexton’s
representations of childhood, adolescence, and womanhood in conjunction with their use
of forms, motifs, themes, plots, and symbols drawn from children’s literature and popular
girls’ fictions in order to illuminate further the strategies each autked to develop her
uniquely introspective poetiésDemonstrating how inextricably girls’ childhood and
adolescent experiences are intertwined with women'’s perceptions of thesn8adhhmp,

Plath, Rich, and Sexton develop personal histories which are constantly revisdaover t
course of their oeuvres and are deeply interwoven with the mythologies of the atlture
large. Inspired by patterns in American culture and literature, theirsesgegions of

themselves as children, adolescents, and women are recognizably shaped by the



constructs of the childhood fictions and the cultural fictions of girlhood that were
dominant in North America as they came of age, a period in American histomyisg

the years between 1911 and the 195@ss they sought to develop these representations
and bring their own tales to life, Bishop, Plath, Rich, and Sexton intertwined threads of
popular children’s stories, particularly those in which girls played staroileg, into their
highly autobiographical poetry and prose. In other words, children’s texts, marst oft
fairy tales, serve in their work as personal and cultural artifacts thajedtgdthe past

and help to make the newly created personal narrative resonate with readers.

Building upon trends in English and American literature and culture that had
developed throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and became amplified
during the twentieth century, Bishop, Plath, Rich, and Sexton regularly place the
gendered experience of childhood under the microscope. By the twentieth century in both
England and America, the child and, in turn, childhood had become prevalent sites of
“social construction” that, as Daniel Thomas Cook describes in his introduction to

Symbolic Childhoogdcould be “taken apart and reconstructed in a variety of ways for a

variety of purposes” (1). In English literary tradition, the images of thd ehill the
adolescent were regularly used to critique the society in which the autherofage

and to examine the patterns of social and psychological development within that societ
The child as social construction appeared throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, for example, in the work of such authors as Blake, Wordsworth, Dickens,
George Eliot, the Brontés, and Lewis Carroll, who each used the child, in his or her own
fashion, as a vehicle for “the subjective investigation of the self” and thedndivi

“protest against the Experience of society” (Coveney 32). As Peter Coagpleyns in



his study of the evolution of childhood as a social category, the child served in this
tradition “as a symbol of the artist’s dissatisfaction with the socibigiwwas in process

of such harsh development about him [or her...]. In childhood lay the perfect image of
insecurity and isolation, of fear and bewilderment, of vulnerability and potential
violation” (31). Into the twentieth century, in the work of writers like Jamese]oy
Virginia Woolf, and D.H. Lawrence, childhood and, in turn, adolescence were further
explored, with the child/adolescent increasingly represented as an “idgepeasistant
being” in disorienting conflict with the adult world (Dusinberre xxi).

In American literature and popular culture of the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, the child likewise took center stage, as is exemplified by such atdésendild
characters from American fictions as the March sisters, Huck Finn, dfedBva. The
American child was regularly used in literature and culture as an enfibtehe evolving
nation — its innocence and its problems. From the mid-nineteenth century on, the child
evolved into a public symbol in American society, “seized on as a vehicle for nostalgia
a symbol of the future’s promise, brought from the shadows as original sinner and put on
stage as original innocent, ministered to by educators, health professionals,
humanitarians, and politicians” (Griswold 24). The characters of Huck Finn dled Lit
Eva particularly demonstrate this pattern in nineteenth-century Amettegiure and
culture, also pointing to the gendered treatments of childhood that tended to stifle girls’
agency. As Huck Finn figures out how to negotiate between his own feelings for Jim and
the racism rampant in his society, Little Eva succumbs to death as ardimptien of

the social devastation wrought by slavery.



As Bishop, Plath, Rich, and Sexton came of age, the American child was
regularly in the public eye as an ambivalent symbol of the nation’s precariotg tabili
regenerate itself and reproduce a past that the American majoritydstarrecall as
glorious. In “Childhood as Spectacle,” Patricia Crain asserts that tHedmeegl visibility
of the American child during this period evolved from the child’s increasing associ
with the best of the past and the nation’s future potential. “Adult interpretations of
childhood,” Crain explains, “careened between nostalgia and futurity, betwagasraf
children as vessels of cultural memory and as emissaries of and from tle& o).

In American culture during the early- to mid-twentieth century, as tipee@sion and the

First and Second World Wars rocked the stability of the nation and threatened the nuclear
American family, American public discourse placed renewed emphasis dw ligeni

and the child emerged as an even more important signifier of the nation’s promise, its
image widely dispersed in popular magazines, children’s literature, nadli@k@vision

shows, comic strips, and filnfs.

The American girl, in particular, was in the process of becoming an es$pecial
important social construction that was obsessively dissected and reconstriheed i
public sphere. As is indicated by the likes of fairy-tale virgins and pringehses
coquettes and beset daughters of early English novels, Lewis Carroll's Biw#é’s
Jane Eyre, and Dickens’s female children and adolescents, the girl had Besugtdut
the preceding centuries on the other side of the Atlantic as a central figureian publ
discourse who represented the trials and tribulations of her society. In Ameirga du
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the girl often represented the nationfgbuddi

potentiality, tempered by its weakness, as is exemplified by Henry Japogsilar



character Daisy Miller. Daisy signifies America’s innocence in ocinflith Europe’s
experience, serving, at once, as an ambivalent characterization of bothdhis vatue
and its imminent demise. Unlike in James’s narrative of Daisy Miller, hoyenaest

American child heroines, in the vein of The Wide, Wide Werkllen Montgomery,

rose above the fray, usually via an advantageous marriage in true fairgstatnt In

his study of nationalistic narratives of American childhood in popular children’s
literature, for example, Jerry Griswold’s analysis demonstrateshthdemale child, on
whom the procreation of the country would eventually depend, came to stand as an
emblem for the optimism and persistent innocence of the country despite itstfévalil
7).

Demonstrating social patterns which operated on a grander scale in the public
domain, the American girl as a vehicle of nostalgia and as a symbol of prapeseadly
dominated the children’s fictions which were popular during the early- to neidtisth
century. In the children’s books regularly read in the American nursery and@ia
during the late-nineteenth and early- to mid-twentieth centuries, the @raratio
became indicative of America’s social future were most often victimizptiaoed girls
who were forced to rise above overwhelming odds, all the while maintaining their
innocence, passivity, and personal integrity in the face of violence and cfGiedywdld
4,7, 16) Such characters as the orphaned and isolated Dorothy Gale (who becomes lost
in the cruel world of Oz and must defeat the Wicked Witch of the West, an icon of
power-hungry, violently shrewish feminity), Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm (whmge st
depicts the transformation of the American girl into “the American icon of the-Chi

Woman”), and Pollyanna (whose sickeningly sunshiny story of being “glad,” 1@,



had become a series, with twelve titles by four authors, and had given birth to clubs, a
play, several films, and an entry in dictionaries”) resonated deeply with tleedam
public (Griswold 74, 215J. These girls’ main goal is to persist despite suffering.
Regularly transferred across the pond into the American playroom and, eventually, ont
the American screen, the Brothers Grimm’s and Hans Christian Anderaen'safes

and such fantasy stories as Lewis Carroll's Alice in Wondettexistered the pattern of

victimized, but resilient girlhood produced in America’s national childrerésditire
(Stone “Things Walt Disney Never Told Us” 43-44, Driscoll 198). Such Disney &bns

Snow White(1937), Cinderell§1950), and Sleeping Beauti©®59) “depicted clear-cut

gender roles that associated women with domesticity and men with action and power,”
amplifying standards of beauty and behavior popular at the time (Zipes Hapeily E
After 71).

The widespread American obsession with victimized, but resilient girlhood in this
era is perhaps best captured by the wild popularity of the iconographic chilthiskay S
Temple, whose phenomenal rise to fame indicates the increasing public fixation on the
female American child during the early- to mid-twentieth century. As radyggan to
usurp the role of printed fiction in American public fantasy, Temple became the lead
actress in over 40 films during the 1930s, films which, like Bright E3834) and Poor

Little Rich Girl (1936), capitalized on Temple’s persona to suggest that America could,

as before, pull itself up by its bootstraps (“Shirley Temple”). In such filremple
epitomized the precocious innocence, hope, and optimism that were imagined as the
terrain of American childhood and American identity, these characterssosating

with the nation’s public during the economic devastation of the Depression. Pregociousl



eroticized, her hair done up in perfect pin-curls, her body dolled up in either pinafore or
some outrageous adult getup (in each case her face polished by cosmetley), Shi
Temple represented “the positive apotheosis of childhood: precociously talented but un-
self-consciously childish, appropriately assertive and appropriatelyedéatdy self-

assured but not conceited, and, of course, healthy and pretty” (Olsbrir2®ple’s
saccharine image became the ideal for the female child in the collaotigecan
imagination, one which many young girls and their mothers attempted tatepliss

demonstrated by the reproduction of Temple’s image or that of a girl who resembled he

in such magazines as the Ladies’ Home JowandIMcCall's as well as the mass-
marketing campaigns and a whole gamut of material goods that went along wit
Temple’s films, the blond, blue-eyed, sweet-natured little girl, one precociawslie of
the power of her femininity, became and remained symbolic of American pscaynd
the nation’s ability to regenerate throughout the 1980s.

In their work, Bishop, Plath, Rich, and Sexton exploit and contest this cultural
obsession with the girl as a highly visible public figure, seeking to complicate the
dominant depiction of youthful American femininity as “sugar n’ spice and dwegyt
nice” (& la Pollyanna) or victimized and passive (&4 la Ellen Montgometgir hterest
in complicating girlhood was also sparked by the rising popularity in Ameridaunre of
Freudian psychoanalysis. As girls’ culture theorist Catherinedlrisxplains, the
Western girl’s visibility was enhanced by newly developing “discourseself and
social formation” which intersected “in the figure of the girl[, ... enabling toefigure
as an image of change, crisis, and personal and cultural tensions,” as well as a

paradoxically stable symbol of “proper femininity” (305, 59). As a dominant discourse of



self and social formation, Freudian psychology exacerbated the Ameaxiatiarf on

girls’ development. Because the American child was viewed as being inmpeaathe

nation’s future success, American public discourse became incredsiagtgd on the
administration of proper development for America’s children. The Ladies’ Home

Journal a popular woman’s magazine, serves as an excellent example of the heightening
fixation on children’s development through the lens of pop-psychology in American

culture. As issues of the Jourmalblished during the early- to mid-twentieth century

indicate, the American obsession with children’s development was partgcularl
influenced by popularized psychological theories, especially those derivedhizomotk
of Freud and his followers (Stephenson 16, Driscoll 59). Beginning in the 1940s, for
example, the magazine disseminated the monthly wisdom of the famed pedidricia
Benjamin Spock, who first brought Freudian psychoanalysis-via-pediatrics to the

American masses in his widely acclaimed book Baby and Child(Cé4#&). Each

month, Spock dispensed psychological and developmental advice in his regular feature
“Dr. Spock Talks to Mothers,” inspiring mothers and their daughters, who also devoured
the magazine, to take a closer look at themséfves.

Mixed with the rhetoric of popular culture, the rhetoric of psychoanalysis, which,
“Instead of narrating ego development, [... tended to represent the girl dsitract
femininity or fantasizing hysteria,” produced for girls, as well as the&n who were to
help socialize them, a model of development that left them regularly feelergménd
distraught (Driscoll 60). Tellingly, such a popularized application of psychologghwhi
often placed girls and their problems in adapting to adult feminine roles cegey st

invaded the pages of girls’ magazines and advice literature, with such |leesétring

10



girls suggestions regarding how to assume “proper” femininity (Schrum 16)adiice
sank into girls’ consciousnesses as they tried to name their problems by using the
Freudian terminology with which they were vaguely familiar, as is exeatpby the
painfully superficial engagement of psychoanalytic theories in thegsdeom girls’
diaries that Kelly Schrum publishes in her history of American girlst tvorthless and
tearful. My inferior complex is killing me. I've got to cry”; “I suppose thalfas partly
my detestable self-consciousness, and partly my disgusting Inferiority €dn(pb,
17)?

As the turn toward Freudian psychoanalysis led to a renewed and heightened
focus on the development of America’s children, it also led to a widespread turn
backward for adults. As Sarah Kate Stephenson explains in her dissertation on the
influence of childhood on Plath’s aesthetics, “the popularization of Freudian psychology
[... in the mid-twentieth century] contributed to the cultural fascination witldlebod as
people revisited their own childhoods in search of wellness” (16). People began to peer
into their pasts, trying to decipher how their adulthoods had been shaped by patterns tha
they had learned in childhood. As her work and her journal writing indicates, Plath, for
example, was intimately familiar with these popularized theories of pegibal
development and intensely interested in conceptions of the relationship between femal
childhood and women'’s perceptions of their selfhood. Like many girls and young
women of her generation, Plath became engaged with Freudian psychology in an attempt
to come to terms with her identity development in girlhood and young womanhood,
particularly during the 1953 summer in which she tried to commit suicide (her mother

remarked in an interview for Voices and Visidhat Freud’s Abnormal Psychologwas

11



the only book that Plath read when she returned from New York City up to the time of
her disappearance) (Peel 164). Throughout her life, Plath turned to Freud in order to
come to terms with aspects of her development that continued to plague her, particular
the death of her father and her hatred for her mother, finding, at the time, degietiat
resonated for her in Freud’s theories of human development. Despite the ptmblema
depiction of girlhood psychoanalysis produced for Plath, as well as her contemporaries,
psychoanalytic theories of childhood, those which described the process of gopwing

girl in particular, provided certain clues that she was looking for, clues thaebaeed

could lead her forwards in her search for health.

Bolstered by — and fueling — the culture’s obsession with childhood in general, the
turn to psychoanalysis led to a renewed interest in childhood among Americas,writer
both male and female. According to Peter Coveney, “The general influeRceuofian
analysis has been mainly to direct literary interest towards the igaest and
presentation of the child’s consciousness, towards an objective account of the child’s
emotions” (337). Concentrating on twentieth-century novels, Coveney argues that the
regular return to childhood in literature “suggests a literary reflectf Freud’s assertion
of the significance of the child’s development to the adult personality” (337). Summing
up his point, Coveney asserts that “the child was, if you like, a creative symboéla f
point of contact between the growing human consciousness and the ‘experience’ of an
alien world, about which [authors ...] could concentrate their disquiet, and, importantly,
their hope for human salvation” (339-40). Viewing the child as such a creative symbol,
Bishop, Plath, Rich, and Sexton participate in a literary movement, backed by beth mal

and female writers, that valued the return to childhood as a means of comingsto term

12



with one’s development and the development of one’s imagination. As Thomas
Travisano describes in his study of Elizabeth Bishop’s work alongside that oleer m
contemporaries Robert Lowell, Randall Jarrell, and John Berryman, “SigmundsFreud
radical and influential redefinition of childhood” as the twentieth century bduzpéd

to reopen childhood [...] as a field ripe for serious poetic re-exploration” (Midcentury
Quartet78, 79).

Perhaps the most important shift wrought by the psychoanalytic influence on
literature in relation to childhood was the turn towapkesonalinvestigation of the
childhood past, one rooted in the perspective of the subjective “I” who is in confrontation
with his/her society’s expectations. According to Travisano, the litevgyipration of
the subjective “I” which was inspired by psychoanalysis begins in the presenathegse
back through time, the author searching through

surviving artifacts, documentary records, lingering memory traces,
dreamlike recurrences, symptomatic behaviors, and verbal slippages — that
is, through tangible cultural markers and through the intangible and
unreliable but powerful messages of the unconscious — toward the elusive

junctures of the traumatic past. (Midcentury Quatdt

In his account of this aesthetics, Travisano echoes Freud in his descriptionrgf asiti
“day-dreaming” in his essay “Creative Writers and Day-Drearhimdyeatise popular

among authors. According to Freud, “A strong experience in the present awakens in the
creative writer a memory of earlier experience (usually belongihgstchildhood) from

which there now proceeds a wish which finds its fulfilment in the creative wWaBd&').

13



This work, Freud explains, “exhibits elements of the recent provoking occasion as well
of the old memory” (151).

For both Freud and Travisano, an exploration of old personal memory tied to
cultural memory leads to new discoveries, for the reader as well asitiwe egcause of
the writer’s reliance on both personal and cultural symbolism as a strategy f
demonstrating the link between “past losses and traumas” and “present diathays a

disorders” (Travisano Midcentury Quarte?). As Jacqueline Rose explains in her book

on the intersection of children’s literature and psychoanalytic theory, psychsianaly
resonates with authors and the reading public because it insists “that childhood is
something in which we continue to be implicated and which is never simply left behind.
Childhood persists — [...] It persists as something which we endlesslykrewour
attempt to build an image of our own history” (12). Importantly, the image of the
writer's own history often reflects, and distorts, the culture’s narrativekilohood that
he or she has inherited. As Robin Peel remarks in his study of the influence of cold war
politics on Sylvia Plath’s work, “Nothing operates in isolation. Fantasies magtez
an individual level, but they are always shaped by material forces” (164).

While both male and female writers were inspired by psychoanalysis to tetu
the past, gendered experience produced divergent representations of childhoodyprimaril
because the boys’ and the girls’ material worlds during the earigid-twentieth
centuries, as today, were inhabited by different cultural artifactsyehtfeultural mores,
and most importantly to this study, a different perspective on society’s dominant
narratives of childhood. The impulse in Bishop’s, Plath’s, Rich’s, and Sexton’s work to

look back at their past girlish selves goes hand in hand with a “new focus on the Girl”

14



among women writers as second-wave feminism began its surge, inspiring a newly
politicized interest in the lingering effects of girlhood on women'’s li&s{on xx).

As Ruth O. Saxton explains in her introduction to The Girl: Constructions of the

Girl in Contemporary Fiction by Womewomen writers by the early 1960s, the period

during which each of these authors began to produce some of their best work, began to
develop with increasing regularity representations of girlhood that soufgtitange [the
...] narrative scripts” that had previously served as structuring influencestfatbout
girls’ lives in an attempt to empower both girls and women (xx). Gina Hausknecht
explains this strategy in her essay “Self-Possession, Dolls, Beaile, Loss: Telling the
Girl's Own Story,” addressing writers who followed on the heels of Bishaph FRich,
and Sexton. Hausknecht asserts that authors who deal critically with girthticedri
work during the mid- to late-twentieth century pit against one another two types of
narratives: “the girls’ story” and “the Girl's own story,” the formepresenting a
dominant cultural narrative of girlhood and girls’ subsequent assumption of feminine
normativity and the latter signifying an individual girl’s resistance tejction of this
formative narrative. According to Hausknecht, the Girl's own story revealsrtbe gi
story to be “a bewildering script that a Girl cannot enact without the surrehlder own
self-image and self-imaginings” (22).

The obsessive retelling of girls’ stories, particularly those told fronGiHes
own perspective, fashions a “counternarrative that responds to corporately produced
cultural ideology and canonical authority about teen and pre-teen femininity” (22).
According to Hausknecht, the Girl’'s own story signifies a “struggle” agdiestiaster

narrative, with women “consciouslly] reworking the materials of the’ gittsy,

15



revealing the ideological machinery of that story, and [...] offer[ing] endisve critique
of it” (22). The most important aspect in Hausknecht’s essay to this study iséeioas
that such stories of girlhood are typically in conflict witteatthat represents the larger,
master narrative from which the Girl's own story at least partialliegi(34-35).

Hausknecht briefly points to Toni Morrison’s The Bluest EV@70), Angela Carter’s

The Bloody Chambef1979), and Kathy Acker’s Blood and Guts in High ScHa8i78)

as examples of this pattern, spending most of her time analyzing Jane CaAgsri’s
Own Story(1984). Tapping into the heightening popularity of the confessional vein in
American poetry, as well as the heightening feminist interest si gies in women'’s
lives, Bishop, Plath, Sexton, and Rich often engaged dominant narratives of girlhood
thus. In doing so, these authors address the central question that Lyn Mikel Bismsn r
in her essay on the risks and dangers of girls’ self-authorization. She asta,Wauld
it mean for a girl — against the stories read, chanted, or murmured to her — to choose to
tell the truth of her life aloud to another person at the very point when she is invited into
the larger cultural story of womanhood — that is, at early adolescenca®at]does
she risk in the telling?” (“Telling a Girl’'s Life” 72). In their work, 8iop, Plath, Rich,
and Sexton often seek to reenter this precise moment, giving voice to the truth of girls
lives in contrast to the stories they inherit.

As women writers tackled cultural narratives of girlhood, children’s books were
often used as starting points, as dominant stories that were then juxtaposed against a
specific girl’s story. In Bishop’s, Plath’s, Rich’s, and Sexton’s work, thiksWoman’s
own story is often positioned against girls’ stories drawn from Wonderlantdotieng-

Glass world, Never Land, fairy land — all of which would have been encountered by
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voracious young female readers and all of which would have held special relagance
these readers came of age. Incorporated into the adult female text,cattatties
individual woman'’s perspective, children’s literature serves to both inspire ated inc
critigue. When aligned with girls’ experiences and the effects of girlbaoglomen’s
lives, the stories act as points of origin. The girl’s earliest readic@es an important
site of political critique; like Alice’s keyhole, the texts girls have rdlmvawoman
writers to peer back into the past, into their own or their characters’ sottadiaad
their psychological disturbances. As Christina Bacchilega asserts gattdr fairy
tales, women writers can “view the fairy tale as a powerful discoungghywroduces
representations of gender [; ...] studying the mechanisms of such a production can
highlight the dynamic differences and complex interdependence between AMama
fairy tales and ‘women’ storyteller/writers and listeners/redd&fy. As Cathy Lynn
Preston further explains in her study of women’s appropriations of fairy thies
process of “breaking and blurring of boundaries problematizes traditionalizedshot
real and unreal, of authentic and unauthentic, of authority and lack of authority, and of
traditionalized hierarchies associated with the real, the authentic, anditbatative”
(199). What we are left with is a particularized vision of traditional pattémesentry of
the text into the female psyche and the proliferating revisions that entlyga®on the
page.

Telling the Girl's/lWoman’s own story requires the recycling of two formal
techniques, the reframing and the fragmentation of the source text. Reframing, as
Elizabeth Wanning Harries explains in her examination of contemporary worntersivr

appropriations of the fairy tale, involves the return to “complex formal modetshalaa
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formerly been the property of the eatignteuses‘elaborate framing techniques,
embedded stories, transformations of old tales and motifs into new constell§tiod)s”
A.S. Byatt’'s 1991 novel Possessiexemplifies the narrative strategy of reframing: the
novel contains within its frame as a romance various children’s storigstdigs,
feminist revisions of fairy tales, fairy-tale inspired poems, and riddlesf which

overlap and layer, the pieces gaining new meaning through their interconnectetiaess. T

practice of reframing, as Susan Sellers describes in Myth and FEdéynTContemporary

Women'’s Fiction “takes the view that stories play a formative part in creating who we

are since they present a medium through which we can organize, communicate and
remember our experiences, proffering ready-made schemata that equymdsr&stand
and evaluate our lives” (vii). The practice of reframing, then, requires the té&ion
of the frame from the writer's own perspective. As Linnea Hendrickson notes in her
study of various versions of the “Rapunzel” tale, “filling in the framework ofales tfor
ourselves [...] is exactly what perceptive readers and interpreters do myttafes.
[...A]uthors and artists have filled in and elaborated on the spare framework of the tale
supplying their own meanings and encouraging their readers to do the same” (212).
The practice of reframing, as Harries also describes, often resthis i
disintegration and rearrangement of the source texts’ very frame into fitsgme
Concentrating on fairy tales, Harries explains how contemporary womensghited
by “the problem of [representing] competing, even conflicting selves [...] woveof out
different material exigencies and discursive possibilities,” develope@visanary fairy
tale into a “fractured” form, one which splintered the traditional stories abeldded

those splinters in the new frame of the contemporary text (110). As Cathy LgstorPr
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describes it, “In postmodernity the ‘stuff’ of the fairy tale existeffmaminantly] as
fragments (princess, frog, slipper|),]” these fragments drawn from thelfmebrealm
that we might simply identify as cultural knowledge” and inserted randondy |
women'’s novels, short stories, and poems (210). Harries terms such appropriation
“transliteration a new technique that depends on isolating and reinterpreting specific
images from well-known fairy tales,” the writers rejecting oldtt@ans” and playing,
instead, “on our memory of salient images, often apparently peripheral details,
transforming them into new centers of meaning” (Harries 102, 136).

Using transliteration, writers, rather than simply retelling old stosesate
“central iconic moment[s in the stories that ...] readers will certainlgneber” (such as
Snow White’s biting of the apple or Sleeping Beauty's pricking of her finger)heamd t
“plac[e them] in a new context and rea[d them] in a new way” (Harries 162). As both
Harries and Preston demonstrate, fragmented fairy tales arailjaalyipowerful because
their iconic moments are so swiftly and easily recognizable to reatieralso grew up
on them. The mere mentioning of Cinderella’s slipper, for example, instantly dregdge
in the reader’s mind the princess’s entire story, bringing to the contempotaay te
wealth of meaning that the author can then draw upon as her story progresses toward a
new center of meaning. The same goes for Alice’s keyhole, the CheshiteeCat
Jabberwock, Dick and Jane, Guinevere and Lancelot, or Jack and Jill. Among twentieth-
century American women writers, folk and fairy tales have increasingly leeparhof
the language through which they attempt to encode revelations about their own or their
characters’ private experience, the tales’ forms, motifs, plots, and symtsgsal to

their blending of cultural narratives drawn from the public domain with either overt
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covert autobiography. The easily recognizable symbols drawn from the publicxdomai
illuminate the poet’s personal tale, allowing the reader to penetrat@athe @f the poem
with deeper and swifter insight.

Importantly, the revisionary strategy of fragmenting the childrepiy stften
leads to the insertion of its fragments into the individual girl’'s or woman’s mussess.
According to Harries, twentieth-century women writers’ major contmloutd the fairy-
tale tradition has been their joining of the stories to their own or their char aet-
narratives (101, 147). This insertion aligns the authors’ and characters’ individual
experiences with women'’s collective experiences of culture, demongthetw
pervasively the stories have settled into the female consciousness and, in tung draw
the reader into the authors’ personal narratives via a shared conduit. Thess wdstig
the children’s book can then be provocatively manipulated by the author in her attempt to
contemplate and revise her own or her characters’ childhood past and presemexperie
Thus, the insertion of the children’s book into the female mind also serves to point out

girls’ particularized, varied experiences of culture. In Toni Morrison'sHlhest Eye

for example, the Dick and Jane readers represent everything that Merggtsitan not,
and, the novel argues, should not, strive to achieve.

The primary goal in all of this is a reclamation or recuperation of gioi€’es and
energy and, in turn, women'’s creativity. For twentieth-century women writers
revisionary strategy of fragmenting the children’s story and insettingpithe individual
consciousness has served two purposes. First, it aligns authors’ individual experience
with women'’s collective experiences of culture, demonstrating how peehasne

stories have settled into the Western consciousness and, in turn, drawing theateader
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the authors’ personal narratives via a shared conduit. Second, these vestiges of the
children’s book can be manipulated by the author in her attempt to contemplate and
revise her own childhood past and her present experience. As Nancy Walkemwrites

The Disobedient Writer: Women and Narrative Traditifro the extent that a narrative

is referential to a prior narrative in its own construction, it calls attend its own
fictive and conditional character” (6). The fracturing of the children’s bdolwalfor a
continual rearranging of its’ shards which illustrates how such storiesbdvémited
girls’ opportunities and facilitated young female readers’ developmensanious artists.

The special contribution of writers like Bishop, Plath, Rich, and Sexton to the
revision of children’s texts can be viewed as the insertion of the femalenatiagi into
the children’s text and the insertion of the children’s text into the femalenatam, that
of both the child and the adult. The two, as can be expected, intersect at cross purposes,
the female mind becoming a textual battleground. In turn, the boundaries betwesy fanta
and reality blur. This practice also adds new dimension to the confessionali@aesthet
Telling the Girl's/lWoman’s own story makes both the contemporary text and the source
text elastic. The writer's “imagination [...] contributes to the taleebeg, tale-
embellishing, ‘mis-remembering,” updating, and idiosyncratic transforhoihigoth the
dominant narrative of the source text and the counter-narrative of theogmi@man’s
life (Beaumont and Carlson xiv). The reader is left with a sense of mushrooming
possibility and destabilizing narrative multiplicity.

Focusing on the ways in which Bishop, Plath, Rich, and Sexton represent girls
and the women they become participating with culture, this project is pyriveiired

by the goals and analytical methods of the burgeoning field of girls’ ctudees,
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which considers the historical, cultural, and literary significanceribfogpd while also
concentrating on girls’ creativity and their everyday experiencets’ Gulture studies as

a discipline resists, as Sherrie Inness notes in her introduction to Delingndnts

Debutantes: Twentieth-Century American Girls’ Cultutbs “relegat[ion of girls] to an

inferior place in American society [and, on a greater scale, Western Chltaaajse of
the strength of the cultural stereotype that girls and their culture gieliasd
insignificant, unworthy of close attention,” which has led to a lack of attention notoonl
girls but to girls’ themes within widely studied literature (1). Gidslture studies instead
argues for the importance of girls’ culture to the functionality of Westelture at large,
positing, like girls’ culture theorist Lynne Vallone, that studying thléuce created by
and for girls “is crucial to our understanding of femininity, women’s histody a
literature, and ideologies of domesticity, conduct, and class” (4).

Building upon the attention to youth culture among researchers at the Centre for
Contemporary Cultural Studies in Birmingham, England and the emphasis on feminine
development in feminist theory, girls’ culture studies evolved to focus on the
“intersections of [girls’] lived subjectivity with fields of power and cultams and
practices” (Driscoll 200). This focus, inspired by the conceptualization of theg@ass
and the active subject in the discipline of cultural studies, requires concentratarynot
on the ways in which girls are oppressed, impressed, and manipulated by the inofustries
high, popular, mass, and public cultures, but also on how girls actively manipulate those
cultures in order to produce their own cultural forms and their own lived identities.

Reliant on the metaphoric representation of the girl as crossroads, pravalent

such important theoretical texts as those produced by Catherine Driscollaiike}
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Brown and Carol Gilligan, the platform interests of girls’ culture studespacinctly

outlined by Anita Harris in All About the Girl: Culture, Power, and Identairg as

follows: (1) “the construction of girls identities at the intersections @fsclace, and
gender”; (2) “the relationship between popular cultures, material condamahgendered
identities”; (3) “the role of social institutions such as school and the mediapmsg
femininities”; and (4) “the places and voices young women utilize to expresseélves”
(xix). Recent scholarship in girls’ culture studies, inspired by third-viewenism,
particularly emphasizes the importance of recognizing the “complex andianoulis

nature of girls’ identities,” promoting a focus on the individual experienceslsfimgi
opposition to the overarching narrative of girlhood that conditions the experiencds of gi
in different cultures (xx). When applied to girls’ culture, feminist culturabty and

feminist poststructuralism demand that scholars study the ways in whichayideen
exposed on a daily basis to forms of social and cultural power, how they negotiate those
forms, and what they produce or express as a result. As Claudia Nelson and Lynne

Vallone describe in The Girl's Own: Cultural Histories of the Anglogkitan Girl,

1830-1915qirls’ culture studies must examine not only the “ways in which [the ga¥ w
imagined, presented, manufactured, and controlled,” but also how she “expressed her
independence” (2).

Girls have been and continue to be successively re-inscribed with a variety of
cultural meanings, a process which demonstrates girls’ significanice toundational
structures of Western culture, especially American culture sincathetwentieth
century. Girls’ culture scholars must therefore, as Driscoll argusspdnize the

specificity of girls and girl cultures as singular assemblagedatiae to historically and
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socially specific dominant cultural fields” (304). Working from the belief thals’
culture in its many forms has played and continues to play a vital role in shaping our
culture’s girls into women” and that girls have served as “ind[ices] of broad-ault
changes and continuities,” girls’ culture studies views the girl ascaneder of social
change and seeks to understand and to validate girls’ individual experience$,ass wel
the ways in which girls have shaped the very culture of which they have beed agewe
symbolic (Inness 2, Driscoll 3).

As a politically charged sign, “the Girl” has been regularly treaseal @oblem,
puzzle, or riddle, which can be viewed as both disabling and enabling for girls. Catherine
Driscoll notes that “the Girl” has been obsessively treated as a diléman@aust be
solved, which has led to the increased surveillance and supervision of girlsythereb
limiting their freedom: “The definition of the modern girl as a problem empbdshe
need for her guidance and for the guidance of those charged with responsibilteGver
(71). Marnina Gonick, pushing Driscoll’'s argument further, provocatively sugjtiestt
we further conceptualize what “the Girl” as problem signifies for both thalsoci
production of girls and girls’ lived experiences. “What are the relationshipsée
some of the very specific, material, discursive, and phantasmatic psaaticch produce
girls as beings with specificity?” she asks. “What are the contragliatal ambivalent
(dis)identifications that both interpellate and repel those who might live inatagary?”
(6). Gonick’s questions address the problem of girlhood from both the top-down
institutionalized image of girlhood and the bottom-up practice of girlhood, straksing
importance of both the culturally produced sign of “the Girl” and the practicggd®fn

their everyday (dis)identifications with that sign. Girls’ culture trsgsriiraw regularly
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upon this conception of “the Girl,” proposing that we view her as a “potentially
disruptive potentiality that questions and complicates assumptions regardinbjdet s

of feminism” (Eisenhauer 80). By viewing “the Girl” as a riddler, as afasliioned and
impressed social dilemma, we can thereby recognize her potential to cheropgalar
production of not only feminism, but also the feminine adolescent or the feminine
woman. By examining in greater detail what it means to “become” a “@irt3onick’s
terms), as revealed through Girls’ own stories, we can discover that ‘Subjec
boundaries and in particular gendered subjectivity are constantly open to régehera
(14). To discover such possibilities for regeneration, we can look to women'’s tegks whi
strive to resolve the riddle girlhood presents.

In recent years, the growing field of girls’ culture studies has encedii@gritical
re-examination of the importance of girlhood and children’s literature in waewmnigers’
work.?® Drawing upon the critical methods developed by scholars practicing in tHis fie
of study, | approach the work of Bishop, Plath, Sexton, and Rich through the following
lenses:

1. The writers’ girlhood reading, focusing on texts that were popular among child
and adolescent readers as these women came of age. | am particulasyadter

in how images, themes, and plots from this reading surface in their work

throughout their careers and are linked to each writer's dominant themes (in

Bishop, for example, the experiences of loss and death and questions of travel,

home, sexuality, and insanity).

2. When possible, the writers’ girlhood writing, particularly for girls’uors, as

well as the girls’ writing which they read either in childhood or adulthood, in
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comparison with the aesthetics of childhood and adult womanhood that they
developed over their careers. | look, for example, at Bishop’s writing for her all
girls’ high-school and college literary journals, as well as her istt@nel'he Diary

of Helena Morleyand Sylvia Plath’s fiction, poetry, and copy intended for

publication in such magazines_as Seventsa@hMademoiselld am particularly

interested in the similarities and differences between the writefg’patrayals

of childhood and adolescence in these forums and their adult portrayals of the

same, as well as between their writing and the girls’ writing thatreeed.

By tracing how forms, motifs, themes, plots, and symbols drawn from popular children’s
literature and girls’ fictions are manipulated by these writers thecourse of their

careers, particularly as they become intertwined with women'’s culturepge to further
illuminate our understanding of them as feminist authors and as historitaditedi

writers, as well as our awareness of how personal mythology becomesimgdnivith
cultural mythology in their work and the work of the writers that they influenced.

Such an approach is especially warranted by the overlapping of childremsdicti
and cultural fictions of girlhood and womanhood within popular culture in the United
States during the period in which Bishop, Plath, Sexton, and Rich came of age. In the
childhood and adolescent cultures that were popular during the early- to mid-twentiet
century, as in such cultures today, children’s literature and cultural nasrafigelhood
and womanhood regularly intersected, as is evidenced by Walt Disney’s wildlyapopul

“princess” films, such as Snow White and the Seven DwWa&87), the increasingly

gendered marketing of fairy tales and Lewis Carroll's Aboeks to young girls, and

advertisements and stories in such popular girls’ and women’s magazinesas&eve
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and the Ladies’ Home Journalhich encouraged young women, in the role of “Sleeping

Beauty,” to “wake up,” dress up, and find a suitable “Prince Charming” (“Sleeping
Beauty Wakes Up”). These narratives likewise productively overlap hoBis, Plath’s,
Sexton’s, and Rich’s work, making allusive and explicit appearances in the writers
earliest attempts at authorship, as well as in the work they produced mudh taéar
careers.

Each writer employed children’s stories in her own unique way to explore both
present and past; each writer considered the lingering influence that thwreset story
of the “American girl” had on her understanding of what it meant to be a woman. Even
Bishop, who spent her earliest years in Great Village, Nova Scotia, and whos
imagination regularly returned to the Canadian landscape, was heavily influerted by
narrative of American girlhood with which she came into contact when, as aabolyl
girl, she was removed from Canada and brought to New England by her paternal
grandparents. After the early 1950s, during which she settled in Brazil and began to

translate the Brazilian children’s classic The Diary of Helewal®¥, Bishop’s work

about childhood, despite sometimes being set in Canada, turned increasingly toward a
gendered representation of childhood which concentrated on American fictions of
girlhood and the forms of girls’ cultures popular in the United States during the 1910s
and 1920s. This change in her narrative strategy arguably allowed her to bringdo fr
stories which she had been trying to write for nearly twenty years. Tmooigh

dominantly and recognizably in the work of Plath and Sexton, the appropriation of
children’s fictions and cultural narratives of girlhood as disseminategrlsycultures

became an important aesthetic pillar in each of these writers’ oeuvres.
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My dissertation considers these authors’ work on a continuum, with Bishop
coming first, Plath second, Rich third, and Sexton last. Bishop’s earlier birthrand he
youthful awareness of a transnational identity distinctly shaped her visiba of t
childhood past, mainly because somewhat different narratives of childhood and girlhood
circulated in Canadian and American culture during her childhood and coming of age and
she, because of her international experience, was made acutely and abraglgfative
mechanisms of American girlhood at an early age. Her later expeneBcazil also
heightened her attention to the similarities and differences of girlhood@&xperacross
cultures. While Sexton, Rich, and Plath, born in the eastern United States in 1928, 1929,
and 1932 respectively, can be viewed as generally sharing a cultural irhizne, placed
Plath before the other two women due to her earlier untimely death, which obviously
halted her career at an earlier point than the others and, more importantly, produced a
ripple effect that then allowed Sexton and Rich to make further strides into theeldyitur
delving deeper into the past. While various critics have gestured toward the mopata
children’s literature and its relation to cultural narratives of girlhood andanbpood in
each of these authors’ work, there has not yet been an extensive study afithese a
intertwined appropriations of children’s literature and girls’ cultures dwecourse of
each of their careers, particularly in relation to the ways in which thesiderations of
children’s literature and girls’ cultures intersected with the aesshet childhood,
feminine adolescence, and adult womanhood that each author developed in order to
address what it meant to grow up, particularly to “grow up girl,” during anlg-€o mid-

twentieth century on American soil.
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In Chapter I, “The ‘interrupted story’: Children’s Literature and Hleth
Bishop’s Exploratory Aesthetics,I”look at Elizabeth Bishop’s representations of
childhood, early adolescence, and womanhood, concentrating on her use of the forms,
motifs, themes, plots, and symbols of the children’s and youth literature papiarth
American and Brazilian cultures during the early- to mid-twentieth cgmwrder to
illuminate further the strategies that she used to develop an encoded confessional
aesthetic that sought to make private experience public by making publiolsymb
private. Various critics have acknowledged the importance of childregratlire to
Bishop’s imagination, typically alluding to its influence on her work in books on other
subjects, footnotes, or short articles. Despite the interest in Bishop’s deeatopiman
aesthetics of childhood, there has been remarkably little investigationfafithe
importance of children’s literature to her aesthetics, especiallytédes and the

narratives of girlhood in the popular Brazilian book The Diary of ‘Helenadybdnd

Lewis Carroll's_Alicebooks together, which limits our full understanding of her narrative
and poetic strategies for remaking memory and making sense of the presentck e la
such a study also obscures Bishop’s participation in the tradition among womesa write
of engaging with children’s literature in order to claim artistic authamd to

demonstrate the influence of girls’ imaginative lives on adult women’siatgatSuch a
study is particularly important when we consider how children’s literasurgertwined

with Bishop’s increasingly feminist interest in what it means to be a gpéaally in her
prose, as well as what obstacles faced her as a woman seeking to coms vattear
authorship, her gendered identity, her sexual desire, and the painful experidmees of

past. Through my consideration of how children’s literature is vital to Bisheptbetics
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of childhood, | hope, above all, to provide further insight into her productive, provocative
intermingling of personal and cultural mythologies in her style of coded saf@lism.

In Chapter Il, “Sylvia Plath through the Looking-Glass,” | tackle how, from her
juvenilia on, Sylvia Plath regularly recycled and complicated the texts thaipaaked
her imagination in her girlhood in order to shape her literary self-imaginirglanglcue
from Susan van Dyne’s call for an investigation of Plath’s work which digs deeper into
“the multiple sites within culture that give shape and meaning to women’sengeas
story,” | trace Plath’s appropriations of children’s literature fromdagliest attempts at
writing through the last poems she wrote in 1963 in order to develop further our
understanding of the many layers in her ever-evolving narrative of selfhood (@6us
first on her juvenilia and early professional work, examining her use of mdtena
children’s books as she begins to consider the lost paradise of childhood, the constructs
of womanhood, and the difficult process of coming to voice as a female author. | then
turn to her more subtle, but provocative fragmentation of children’s literature aultite
female imagination starting in the mid-1950s, through which she explores quesgtions
identity, femininity, sexuality, psychological trauma, and both literaryfamulial
inheritance.

To conclude, | consider the powerful confluence of the rhythms, themes, and
patterns of children’s literature and the adult female voice in the dominantssamnal
and deeply autobiographical poetry and prose Plath wrote in the early 1960s, ardguing tha
some of her most compelling work from this period relies at least partlysfefféct on
her caustic and critical appropriation of children’s literature. Througheuthapter, |

concentrate on how the appropriation of children’s literature became an itadraf
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Plath’s confessional aesthetics as her career progressed. When Platfs¢he
children’s book, either in the beginning stages of her juvenilia or in her late poetry, it
typically serves her project in one of the following ways: (1) as a frantesfor
autobiographical poetry and prose, a sort of skeleton on which she could model her own
fictions of selfhood, or (2) as vestiges of the cultural past that could be collggtiaeio
in the imagination to produce a narrative of personal struggle that would be instantly
recognizable to an audience who had come of age under similar circumstancegyhThr
this process, Plath individualizes and particularizes the children’s storytad bar own
or her characters’ personal history.

In the final chapter, titled “Adrienne Rich’s and Anne Sexton’s ‘Unspeakable’
Fairy Tales,” | consider the work of Adrienne Rich and Anne Sexton together,remgmi
the ways in which both authors grappled with the challenges of writing a mryelat
narrative of the personal past. Incited by the feminist impulse to uncover teesotir
female subjugation and the psychoanalytic impulse to discover the sources cdrsdcial
psychological problems that surfaced later in life, Rich and Sexton both returhed to t
gendered experience of childhood and adolescence as a site of social andigusoarce
of creative inspiration. For these writers, as also for Bishop and Plath, girlhood
represented both the stifling of their innate creativity and the originaryesotitbeir
poetic power.

With a heightened awareness of the political and psychological implications of
girlhood, Rich and Sexton concentrated especially on critically re-reddirahiidren
they had been, as well as the children within, in relation to the societies and the

households in which they came of age, searching for clues to their own socialaadi
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identity development. While they delved back into their respective pasts, they
simultaneously remained committed to developing a female-orientecti@sth

“woman’s art shaped by the power-to-transform” in service of transformingrpasve
Claire Keyes explains in her study of the development of Rich’s poetry (7). The
transformation of the actual past into a chapter in the poet’s personal mytheltagye

an important part of this aesthetic, one which regularly involves a releemicarrative
strategies drawn from the public sphere that are then transformed as the plogisdeve
them into an individualized story of her life. As Rich and Sexton created their own
unique versions of this transformative aesthetic, both writers sought to position their
private experiences of girlhood and womanhood as interconnected political subject matt
within an ever-evolving self-narrative in their poetry and prose. With an eye to e poe
artistic development, these narratives concentrated especially on a tratsfmneading

of the texts the poets had read in childhood that had served as a shaping influence,
artistically and socially, on their adult imaginations. Through this, Rich extb®

attempt to transform both their lives and the texts that had shaped them amatists
effort to claim power in the public sphere.

In a 1958 journal entry, after outlining the plot of a story she wanted to write for
the children’s magazine Jack and dilld musing about her intended first novel Falcon
Yard, Sylvia Plath, then 26, directed herself to “open Alice’s door”:

Begin there: 10 years of childhood before the slick adolescent years &
then my diaries to work on: to reconstruct. [...] Recreate life lived: that is
renewed life. [...] Open Alice’s door, work & sweat to pry open gates &

speak out in words & worlds. (Unabridged Jourrggls)
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Faced with the locked doors of writer’s “paralysis,” Plath locates iceAliAdventures

in Wonderlanda favorite childhood classic that remained an influential text throughout
her life, a key which she believes will unlock her imagination — writing about her
experience growing up girl. Prying open Alice’s door had been, and would continue to
be, a vital source of artistic inspiration for not only Plath, but also her contemporaries
Bishop, Rich, and Sexton. Viewed together, the work of these authors demonstrates the
strategies that many twentieth-century woman authors used to writeelvesiout of the
Wonderland of “proper” femininity. Slipping through the keyhole into the Wonderlands
they produce, | explore in the pages that follow how these authors employ ckildren’
literature to come to terms with questions of identity, femininity, sexugbtychological

trauma, and both literary and familial inheritance. Now, let us turn the key.

! The operation on the female mouth runs simultasigowith the girl’s introduction to the female body
through text, an introduction which surprisesllétes, and horrifies the young female reader. €hes
parallel moments in the poem suggests a subtlBaeship between women’s vocal agency and thesgirl’
induction to femaleness through the masculine, ungtc perspective. See Elizabeth Bishop, The
Complete Poems: 1927-197¥ew York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1983): 199-6

2 The reading girl/woman has been a dominant synmbdkrary history, one which is often used to
censure girls’ and women'’s reading. As Janet Bagdains in “One of Those People Like Anne Sexton
or Sylvia Plath’: The Pathologized Woman Readédriierary and Popular Culture,” the “pathologized
woman reader” has often been represented as “a wamase reading practices are defined
symptomatically, which is to say, either as a sifher illness or as a potential cause of it. Her
construction, then, grows out of cultural anxiettescerning what she reads, how she reads, and what
effects her reading might produce. Throughoutditghistory, [...] such anxieties have often rendered
women ‘bad readers’ in dire need of protection ftbin corrupting influences of certain kinds ofriteire”
(240). See Janet Badia, “One of Those People Rikee Sexton or Sylvia Plath’: The Pathologized
Woman Reader in Literary and Popular Culture,” RegadVomen: Literary Figures and Cultural Icons
from the Victorian Age to the Presertls. Jennifer Phegley and Janet Badia (Torontuf; Téronto P,
2005): 236-254.

% The definition of children’s literature used inghlissertation derives from that employed by Ati€ai
History of Children’s Literaturea landmark text in the study of children’s liteng. According to this text,
children’s literature encompasses “the whole vastytof literature that children have adopted, comiyo
to share with their elders, but sometimes to mohipgb “the fairy and wonder tales, the nurserymigs
and songs, the dull books of etiquette and adnwn#ahd moral persuasion, the stories of schoolaying
field or far-flung adventure” (vii). In short, isianything “written for the especially young” oryéining that
the young have found captivating (vii). See Com#lieigs, Anne Thaxter Eaton, Elizabeth Nesbitt, and
Ruth Hill Viguers,_A Critical History of Children’kiterature(New York: Macmillan, 1953).

* The birth dates for the writers under consideratice as follows: Elizabeth Bishop, 1911; SylviatR)
1932; Adrienne Rich, 1929; and Anne Sexton, 1928h@&’s childhood and coming of age, therefore,
occurred between the mid-1910s and the 1930s, Whalia's, Rich’s, and Sexton’s childhood and coming
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of age occurred between the early 1930s and th@s19As | will discuss later, although Bishop spent
much of her childhood in Great Village, Nova Scpsiae was shuttled back and forth between the tnite
States and Canada and was susceptible to culamatives of North American girlhood that circulte
both above and below the border.

® For a full examination of the evolution of childibas a social category and the use of childhood by
authors as a means of examining socialization alidamation, see, respectively, Peter Coveneg Th
Image of Childhood: The Individual and Society,tady of the Theme in English LiteratufBaltimore:
Penguin, 1957) and Juliet Dusinberre, Alice toltlghthouse: Children’s Books and Radical Experirgent
in Art (New York: St. Martin’s, 1999). For an in-deptisalssion of the rise of adolescence, particularly
feminine adolescence, as a social category in Westeieties, see Catherine Driscoll, Girls: Fengni
Adolescence in Popular Culture and Cultural Théblgw York: Columbia UP, 2002).

® The increased American fixation on children durthig period is especially recognizable in mid-
twentieth-century cultural texts directed towar@imale audience. This pattern is exemplified byéssof
such women’s magazines as the Ladies’ Home Joutinatted toward women readers and their daughters
In issues of the Ladies’ Home Jourpablished during this period, the magazine conme¢gd as a main
theme on the development of the American childra@gdilarly uses the child’s image to persuasively
market material goods. In typical issues of therdal published during the late 1950s, for instancesethe
are numerous images of children throughout the cth@ge images aligned with food, beauty shots of
women, and numerous products for the woman or tieséhold — cosmetics, diapers, Coca-Cola, head-
ache medicine (the high visibility of children inch magazines is reproduced in Sylvia Plath’s nohe!
Bell Jarin the magazine Baby Talkwhich Esther Greenwood reads while in the gyragist's office: “I
leafed nervously through an issue of Baby Talke fat, bright faces of babies beamed up atpage after
page — bald babies, chocolate-colored babies, Eisesr-faced babies, babies rolling over for thstfir
time, babies reaching for rattles, babies eatieg first spoonful of solid food, babies doing té little
tricky things it takes to grow up, step by stepoian anxious and unsettling world”) (The Bell 22P).

For further information on the American fixation ohildhood and the American family during the early
to mid-twentieth century, see Karen Anderson, WatWomen: Sex Roles, Family Relations, and the
Status of Women during World War(Westport, Conn.: Greenwood, 1981) and William fehd@he
Paradox of Change: American Women in the Twen@ghtury(New York: Oxford UP, 1991).

’ Stories starring poor, neglected, often orphaméldren that were disseminated by other forms of
American popular culture, such as radio seriesfimd, likewise pointed nostalgically to the chigd’
innocence and his or her potentiality, again ligkihe child’s budding promise to America’s futuiRadio
shows and film shorts such as Little Orphan Ar{diawn from the comic strip of the same name)@od
Gang both of which began in the 1920s and became wjldpular during the 1930s, depended on the
image of the down-and-out, orphaned American clithd, thanks to his or her luck or pluck, could ré@ma
optimistic and rise above the fray. Such storieslddave particularly resonated with Plath and Bsh
with Plath losing her father just as she turnec yi@ars old and Bishop losing both her mother atteef

by the age of five.

8 In the 1939 silver-screen version of The Wizar@®ef the seventeen-year-old Judy Garland brought the
twelve-year-old Dorothy Gale to life in such a fashthat viewers were mesmerized by her adolescent
childishness, the New York Timesviewer calling her a “pert and fresh-faced miith the wonder-lit
eyes of a believer in fairy tales” (qtd. in Schr@#0). The popularity of Garland’s portrayal of Dtivy
Gale emphasizes the social obsession with thevhil pirouettes, as Griswold explains, “betweenténe
worlds of childhood and adulthood,” the girl “paisen the threshold of maturity” (74). For more
description of the cultural fascination with fenrieiadolescence on the American silver screen, st K
Schrum, Some Wore Bobby Sox: The Emergence of Tee@irls’ Culture, 1920-1948New York:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2004). Schrum examines gittgpegiences of fashion, commercial beauty culture,
music, and movies in order to demonstrate the drafiteenage girls’ culture in America, which she
claims was overlooked in order to establish a tiaaf masculine teenage culture that emergetian t
1950s.

® In her more popular films, Temple co-starred veitier Bill “Bojangles” Robinson, an African-
American actor, singer, and dancer, or anotheddttress, Jane Withers, who “won acclaim as a-dark
haired brat” (Schrum Some Wore Bobby Sai?). These pairings pitted White against Blacikh w
Bojangles heightening the effect of Temple’s wigitdish femininity, and the “Good” Girl against the
“Bad,” with Jane serving as “a foil for the swedtynd Shirley Temple,” once again endorsing Tengple’
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brand of “Goodship Lollipop” girlhood (both girlds® became teenaged film stars during the 194Qs, bu
Jane, once she “learn[ed] humility, accept[ed] gftiend, and receive[d] peer approval” onscreeraoge
the more popular of the two) (Schrum Some Wore Bdbdix142, 136). | have decided not to focus on
the question of the sexual overtones of Templeffopmances at this point, although they are celgtain
present. For a description of this motif in Templ&éims, see Geraldine Pauling, “The Psychohistdric
Significance of Shirley Temple Films: Images of 8exualized Female Child in Relation to Depression
Era Group Fantasy,” The Journal of Pyschohis8i3 (2003): 306-309.

9 Toni Morrison captures the importance of Tempieiage to cultural narratives of girlhood in her i
acclaimed first novel, The Bluest E{E970). Morrison focuses on Shirley Temple’s imdlgroughout the
novel, as seen through Pecola Breedlove's eyesdir to demonstrate the harmful effects of such
narratives on African American girls. White dolMary Jane candies, and mass-produced Shirley Temple
cups, all of which depict white girls as sugar pice and everything nice, make the black girl aseale, a
blankness — she is left completely out of the petimportantly, the novel’s narrator, Claudia,gsat
Shirley Temple, white dolls, and Mary Janes, nantntion white girls themselves, feeling a strong
impulse of violence when confronted with them. $eai Morrison, The Bluest EyéNew York: Pocket,
1970).

1 An example of such articles is the March 196Gk tiwhen Someone Close to a Child Dies,” in which
Spock details the different methods through whichagher should approach a son and a daughterthéer
death of someone the child had cared about. @ldeawing upon the Freudian model of female
development, Spock remarks that “[e]ver since eahiidhood,” during which girls experience such
developmental hurdles as toilet-training and sgplin maternal rivalry, the girl “learned to protéerself
from the painfulness of her feelings by drasticallppressing them or denying them” (23). The chitd
showed mourning, which Spock incongruously remé&Kmore apt to be a girl,” “loses her joy in her
usual pursuits, looks sad, and easily breaks @#cst (22). Spock’s column would continue into #1880s,
first in the_Ladies’ Home Journahd then in Redbook

12 As a teenager and a young woman, Sylvia Platiteutts of her engagement with Freud echo those of
her female compatriots, with Plath digging benehéhtypical Freudian narrative into her personality
admit that | am not strong enough, or rich enowglindependent enough, to live up in actuality % m
ideal standards,” Plath mused in September of 195du ask me, what are those ideal standards?” she
continues. “Good for you. The only escape (do Insbbreudian?) from the present set up [...] is the
exercise of a phase of life inviolate and sepdrata that of my future mate” (Unabridged Journad.
Here, Plath’s reference to Freud serves to clamifyer own mind how the ideals for life she estegmere
clearly different from those promoted by her cudtur

13 See, for example, Ruth O. Saxton, ed. The GirhdBuictions of Girlhood in Contemporary Fiction by
Women(New York: St. Martin’'s, 1998); Beverly Lyon Cladnd Margaret A. Higonnet, eds. Girls, Boys,
Books, Toys: Gender in Children’s Literature andt@he (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1999); Catherine
Driscoll Girls: Feminine Adolescence in Popular Qg and Cultural TheorfNew York: Columbia UP,
2002); and Anita Harris, ed. All about the Girl:I€we, Power, and IdentitfNew York: Routledge, 2004).
14 sarah Kate Stephenson, in her unpublished disisertd he Disquieting Muse: Childhood and the Work
of Sylvia Plath” (2001), notes that “Plath’s workthe production of children’s literature surfae¢s
precisely the time she began to think of herseH asrious poet, suggesting that her poetry intesseith a
prolonged meditation on childhood” (StephensorS)ephenson incorrectly asserts, however, thdirdte
reference Plath makes to writing for children isApril 23, 1959, when she references writing Thel Be
Book (24). Plath first referenced writing for childramdanuary 1958. The years 1958 and 1959, during
which Plath wrote for children, also mark Plathégular attempts to enter the adult prose marketingr
story after story that resonated with her inteireshildren’s literature.
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Chapter |
The “interrupted story”: Children’s Literature
and Elizabeth Bishop’s Exploratory Aesthetics
In a poem most likely written during the mid-1960s, Elizabeth Bishop returns to

the burdened but beloved landscape of Great Village, Nova Scotia, her place ohorigin i
her personal mythology, in order to reveal her desire for the woman to whom the poem
was given, Lilli Correia de Aradjo (Figure 1. This poem for Lilli, a Danish-born
woman who was briefly Bishop’s lover and who shared with her an “occasional nostalgia
for northern things,” relies on layering: the images are layered onto tlis;woe
northern worlds of the European-born Lilli and the American-born Bishop arednelde
into one; symbols drawn from Bishop’s personal mythology and fairy tales, which both
women valued as beloved stories from their northern pasts, overlap (Milliet°368}
layering of Bishop’s poem, one reliant on the women’s shared desire and their mutua
familiarity with the motifs of folk and fairy tales (Lilli often “rec[®” Hans Christian
Andersen to Bishop in Danish, which she enjoyed), resembles the layeinny fok
and fairy-tale tradition, particularly as these tales have been taken wertieth-

century women writers (Edgar Allan Poe and the Juke{B&¥P] 335n).

“In the history of folktale and fairy tale,” notes Karen Rowe in her essay on the
female voice in these genres, “women as storytellers have woven or spy@athgjr
speaking at one level to a total culture, but at another to a sisterhood of readerd who wi
understand the hidden language, the secret revelations of the tale” (“To Spin a Yarn” 57).
Among twentieth-century women writers, folk and fairy tales haveasingly become

part of the language through which they attempt to encode secret revelationtheaioout

36



own or their characters’ private experience, the tales’ forms, motifs, platssymbols
integral to their blending of cultural narratives drawn from the public domain tiligr e
overt or covert autobiography. While the “Dear, my compass” poem was not published
during Bishop’s lifetime, its secret revelations for a very limited ensk offer insight
into Bishop’s often subtly confessional poetics and her creative process. The poem
depends on the blending of fairy-tale motifs and symbols with symbols drawn from
Bishop’s personal mythology, the two levels of signification combusting in a form of
confessional poetics which makes the public private and the private public through a
strategic use of disguise and display.

lllustrated with hand-painted, watercolor images, this nostalgic and tegttig
manuscript begins, “Dear, my compass / still points north / to wooden houses / and blue
eyes, // fairy-tales where / flaxen-headed / younger sons / bring home tleé @%_8
140). Here, the longed-for northern world that serves as the speaker’s point of origin is a
land of mundane domesticity and fantasy stories, a far-off place which cortti@nes
familiar and the strange. But the speaker’'s compass also points south towanddae
for “Dear” one addressed as the poem begins, the recipient of the lines who, ifi,her “ta
blond, and Nordic-looking” appearance, represents both the northern past and the locus of
sexual desire to which the speaker, presumably Bishop herself, inevitably ritiliias (
368)1" On one level, the “Dear, my compass” poem provocatively conflates fairy tales,
specifically the Grimm Brothers’ tale of “The Golden Goose” and the rabgliements
on which it turns, with the sexual desire that the speaker feels for the womanedidress
This desire is conspicuously implied in the poem’s very first image of theqghall

compass pointing north, a sexual insinuation which is brought home in the poem'’s final
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lines, in which the speaker and her dear one bed down “early, but never / to keep warm”
(EAP 140). Bishop’s allusion to “The Golden Goose” in the poem’s second stanza (in
the lines “fairy-tales where / flaxen-headed / younger sons / bring horgedke”)
packs a great deal of meaning into a short clause, a clause to be unpacked by a knowing
reader, which Lilli, as a lover of fairy tales, would certainly have been hemdapplied
to the rest of the poem. In “The Golden Goose,” the youngest of three sons, unfortunately
named Dummling, is “despised, mocked, and sneered at on every occasion,” until he,
through the luck of being kind to an old man he meets in the forest, receives the gift of a
live goose made entirely of gold (Grimm Grimn322). In the “Dear, my compass”
poem, Bishop extends this motif of magical transformation, of mundane things
transformed into wealth, after this fairy-tale reference. As the poemmaestifor
example, crab-apples in this northern abode fantastically “ripen to rubi&B” {&0).
The gift of the goose in the Grimm tale eventually awards Dummling witmg i
daughter. Dummling marries the Princess and, “after the King's deathritanties
Kingdom and liv[es] for a long time contentedly with his wife” (Grimm Grire326).

Here, Bishop uses a story drawn from her girlhood reading to weigh, as Lloyd
Schwartz describes, “the world of her childhood against the life she chosesklf he
later” (86). Dummling’s story resonates with Bishop’s feelings of dgahent and
abandonment during this difficult period, in which her relationship with Lota de Macedo
Soares and her place in Brazil were growing increasingly fraught, gausirio seek
refuge at Lilli's. Through her allusion to the Grimm tale, in which the abusgd a
displaced boy acquires wealth, status, and the girl he desires, Bishopeeareatthern

fantasy world that is the inverse of the South American world the two women actually
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inhabit, in which their affair was problematic because of Bishop’s prior, deeper
commitment to Lota. The landscape of the poem, a home-away-from-home where
“Springs are backward,” becomes a haven in which the forbidden is allowed to become
familiar and the women can thrive contentedly in their mutual desire (BAR

But this poem, one which seems to commemorate lesbian desire, is also fraught
with the psychological trauma that was part of Bishop’s northern background, trauma
which rendered any positive return to the northern world difficult. Again usingitige fa
tale motif of magical transformation, Bishop disturbs the celebratory tone pbéme
when she imagines cranberries, a fruit often grown in the waters of Nova &wdtNew
England, transforming into “drops of blood,” the arresting image of the blood-drops
materializing alongside a reference to and the painted image of a swinwaingsee
Figure 1, EAP140)). In both folk and fairy tales and in Bishop’s personal mythology,
blood-drops and swans are important symbols linked to the maternal, the death of one’s
parents, and the abandonment of children. In fairy tales such as Grimm'&6bise-
Girl” and “Little Snow-White,” for example, drops of blood most often signify
matrilineal inheritance, as well as a “fall into female gender” (Gillsed Gubar
Madwoman520)*® The daughter in “The Goose-Girl,” for example, carries a white
handkerchief onto which her lost mother has “let three drops of blood fall” as proof of her
royal lineage and her identity (Grimm Grimn#85). Three drops of blood likewise fall
from Snow White’s mother’s finger onto the white surface of the snow (Grirp49%
Seeing these drops, the mother wishes for a child and is soon rewarded with a beautiful
daughter; she dies soon after the daughter’s birth, however. Like blood, the swan in

Grimm’s and Andersen’s collections is also linked to maturity and to parental death. T
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swan becomes primarily symbolic of desertion, loss, and triumph over severetgdversi
as in Andersen’s famous tale “The Ugly Duckling,” in which a mocked, abandoned,
physically abused, and thoroughly alienated “duckling” eventually discovessahe i
majestic swan.

In Bishop’s personal mythology, the swan and drops of blood are intertwined
symbols and signify similar themes, the two linked to Bishop’s recollections of her
mother, Gertrude, who was permanently institutionalized when Bishop was s)olga
In a 1952 review, for example, Bishop acknowledged the link between swans, blood, and
her mother as one of her earliest memories:

My own first ride on a swan boat occurred at the age of three and is
chiefly memorable for the fact that one of the live swans paddling around
us bit my mother’s finger when she offered it a peanut. | remember the
hole in the black kid glove and a drop of blood. (“What the Young Man
Said to the Psalmist” 282)
To Bishop, the swan’s bite and the blood it drew became symbolic of the disappearance
of her mother due to mental iliness, the loss of her childhood innocence, and her anxiety
over inheriting her mother’s disord@r.Her notebooks and manuscripts demonstrate
these unsettling childhood inferences, especially drafts of unpublished poems about
Gertrude such as “Swan-Boat Ride.1n “Swan-Boat Ride,” the “[u]ngracious,
terrifying bird” bites the mother, leaving only a “hole” and “blood,” in turn aagisi
“madness & death” to “descen[d]” upon both the mother and her child (BAP The
mother’s open wound and the drop of blood on her black glove are depicted as the

impetus for her spiral into madness.
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Furthermore, the “Swan-Boat Ride” draft ends abruptly with the image of an
“amniotic flood,” the writer drenched in memory (ER35). Bishop’s references to both
blood and amniotic fluid in the poem suggest her lingering anxiety over matrilineal
inheritance, the daughter bound symbiotically to both mental illness and feleatityi
through her early attachment to her mother’s body. The “Dear, my compass” poem
likewise brings these images together, Bishop’s return to the northerrveatialy
causing memories of her mother to surface. Her description of “drops of blood”
magically emerging from cranberries directly adjacent to swarddtfuag in] / icy
water” suggests the latent link between submerged childhood memories of the lost
mother and the poet’s present situation, the confused adult still immersed in the
disquieting fantasies of the past (EARO).

As Bishop’s mind descends into her northern childhood in the “Dear, my
compass” poem, memories of the lost mother startlingly, albeit subtly, enfexge, t
poem’s indirect allusions to Gertrude unsettling Bishop’s attempt to preserveiyn poe
her relationship with Lilli. Fantasy and reality, past and present blend, thmglaf
time captured by the mixing of verb tenses in the first lines of the final stahich
heighten the poem’s blending of nostalgia and erotics: “coldigsie’d/ go to bed,
dear” (EAP140, my italics). In this poem, the magic of the fairy-tale can work both
ways — crabapples can become jewels, but cranberries can also beconye terribl
frightening drops of blood which seem to materialize fantastically frordepéns of
nostalgia. The return to childhood fantasy, then, leads to both pleasurable sexsgl fanta
and to nightmarish illusion, the poem transmitting a dual reading through its

intermingling of personal and cultural myth, an intermingling which both cet=btiae
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lovers’ desire and, perhaps even unknowingly to the poem’s recipient, dooms it as
fleeting, fantastic. In this poem, Bishop blends past and present through allusions that
display sexual desire while also considering the submerged pain of childhood loss, her
references to the fantastic combining with her personal mythology to imbed more
meaning in the limited frame of the poem.

In one of her notebooks, Bishop wrote that “Art is never altogether pleasing
unless one can suspect it of ulterior motive [...] of a ‘secret confidence” (qtdlisn E
12)# From her juvenilia on, as in the “Dear, my compass” poem, Bishop’s work reveals
as it conceals, divulges as it disguises. As Jonathan Ellis remarks in his shady of
Bishop transforms life into art, she constructs “riddles throughout her workh8Wws s
how poems can be used to move between art and life, neither concealing nor revealing
the poet’s secrets or exhausting her meanings. The game of hide-and-see&atigver r
comes to an end” (16). Looking for secret confidences as a means of solving the riddles
in Bishop’s art, as | have done in my reading of the “Dear, my compass” poem, has been
a strikingly important component of criticism devoted to her writing, partigusdter
increasingly feminist readings of her work appeared in the 1990s which soughaito rec
Bishop as a feminist and lesbian author, as well as a confessional [etpite
Bishop’s stated distaste for confessional poetry, contemporary scholars haaa arg
convincingly that her work, particularly her later poetry and her autobiogirose,
belongs to this school, Bishop’s special contribution being a form of coded
confessionalism which disguises as it displays and which calls attention fctitrenéss
of memory?* In her study of Bishop’s poetics of loss, for example, Susan McCabe reads

Bishop’s_Questions of Travelbems as “delud[ing] the reader into the illusion of ‘pure’

42



confession; encoded, however, in them are the strategies always alrealiyng:
memory” (204). As McCabe'’s claim implies, for critics inclined to viewhBs as a
confessional poet, her obsessive contemplation of her childhood, particularly the
relevance of the childhood past to her adult present, places her most firmly in the
confessional tradition. In recent years, there has therefore been @hedbtfort
among Bishop’s critics to dig deeper into her mode of confessional poetics byttrying
decipher the menagerie of codes attached to Bishop’s childhood which resurface in
various contexts throughout her wark.

In this chapter, | build upon this vein in Bishop criticism, engaging primartly w
Thomas Travisano’s theorization of Bishop’s representations of childhood. Approaching
Bishop’s work through the lens of childhood studies, which relies heavily on cultural and
psychoanalytic theory, Travisano argues that Bishop, along with her contengorarie
Robert Lowell, Randall Jarrell, and John Berryman, created what he etrait

“postmodern aesthetics of childhood” (Midcentury Quad@t According to Travisano,

this aesthetics relies on the “groundwork” laid by “Sigmund Freud’s radidal a
influential redefinition of childhood in the early decades of the twentieth centunych
“helped to reopen childhood [...] as a field ripe for serious poetic re-exploration” (78,
79). In his description of this aesthetics, Travisano focuses on what he defames as
“exploratory aesthetic” and an “aesthetic of psychic origins,” both of whichndepe
their effectiveness on an exploration of the self which begins in the presentdhésrea
back through time, the author searching through “surviving artifacts, documentary
records, lingering memory traces, dreamlike recurrences, symptontadizidres, and

verbal slippages — that is, through tangible cultural markers and through tigelkilgta
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and unreliable but powerful messages of the unconscious — toward the elusive junctures

of the traumatic past” (Midcentury Quarte?).

For Travisano, echoing Freud in “Creative Writers and Day-Dreaming,” as
previously discussed, an exploration of old personal memory tied to cultural memory
leads to new discoveries, for the reader as well as the writer, becausevotetis
reliance on both personal and cultural symbolism as a strategy for demonsirating
between “past losses and traumas” and “present dismays and disordeicEr{tdry
Quartetl?). Travisano further explicates the use of the children’s book as a tool for
digging into memory in his essay “Of Dialectic and Divided Consciousir@sssections
Between Children’s Literature and Childhood Studies,” which examines the atii@nse
between children’s literature and adult representations of the childhood cons@ousnes
According to Travisano, the children’s text especially allows the adult teparaize
the thought processes of the child they had been. “Just as children who read Charlotte’'s

Webor Where the Wild Things Arean derive from these books an anticipatory intuition

of the way an adult perceives and thinks — and thereby cross, albeit partially and

vicariously, the divide separating adult from child consciousness,” he describes
so adults who continue to read children’s fiction attentively and
imaginatively are accepting an invitation to cross this same divide, but in
the other direction. In the process they reenter, if only partially and
vicariously, a mode of understanding that they once lived fully but that
they can now only recover imaginatively. (26)

While recognizing the affinities between Bishop’s poetry and that of Lowell

Jarrell, and Berryman, | would like to resituate Travisano’s theory of Bishpmgtics in
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a tradition of female authorship, concentrating particularly on women writers’

exploration of the lingering traces of children’s literature as a sfrédegemaking

memory and for considering the relationship between past and present. In doing so, |
build upon Peter Sanger’s investigation of the texts Bishop “absorbed as a child and drew
upon as an adult in her creative work,” my work digging deeper into Bishop’s use of the

fairy tale and Carroll's Alicdooks in relation to her confessional poetics and her writing

on female childhood and coming of age after her encounter with The Diary ohdHele
Morley’ (50). Bishop’s manipulation of children’s literature places her firmly in the
tradition among twentieth-century women writers of appropriating thesedsxt
“interpretative devices,’ stories to think with” (Harries 139). Though Biho
appropriation of them is not as explicitly feminist as that of writers likeeA®exton or
Angela Carter, for example, her work nonetheless draws upon the “incalcutdbly ri
storehouse of mysterious, luminous, riddlesome, and ever-potent images, [the] vast
Sargasso Sea of the imagination,” which children’s literature could offeegOathen
Wishing Was Having” 15).

For Bishop, children’s literature became, as for many other women vwithers
came of age in the early- and mid-twentieth century, powerfully linked tcoheeption
of her identity. As fairy-tale scholar Elizabeth Wanning Harries descifédieg tales and
fantasy stories have increasingly served as a system of significdticim nelped
twentieth-century women writers explore how their lives were not onelésstgry of
individual growth and development, but rather a tangle of stories,” the selves that
emerged in their writing “woven out of different material exigencies @aswisive

possibilities” (149). In Bishop’s work, children’s literature serves as a agoonto the
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childhood past, as well as a submerged web of stories deeply entangled withyher earl
identity, her creative processes, and her adult imagination. FurthermdrepBis
manipulations of fairy-tale and fantasy stories are, to use Cristina Bayhi

description of the postmodern fairy tale, “doubling and double: both affirmative and
guestioning,” the tales leading back to the formation of the psyche (22). As Bagechil
explains, “Postmodern revisions of traditional narratives do more than alter dungrea
of those narratives|; ... they also] exhibit an awareness of how the folktale, which
modern humans relegate to the nursery, almost vindictively patterns our unconscious”
(22). When Bishop draws upon stories recalled from the nursery, she uses them as
structuring frames for her art and as stories to think with, employing thaeig her
navigate her childhood and adult experiences and to represent the ways in which
children’s reading patterns the unconscious.

In this chapter, | look at Bishop’s representations of childhood, early adolescence
and womanhood, concentrating on her use of the forms, motifs, themes, plots, and
symbols of the children’s and youth literature popular in North American and Brazili
cultures during the early- to mid-twentieth century in order to illuminataduthe
strategies that she used to develop a coded confessional aesthetic rooted irthmaking
private public by making the public private. Various critics have acknowledged the
importance of children’s literature to Bishop’s imagination, typicallycatig to its
influence on her work in books on other subjects, footnotes, or short articles. Peter
Sanger has produced the most in-depth study of this influence in his essags‘toW
Be’: Elizabeth Bishop, the Burning Boy and Other Childish Marvels,” in whichdusre

such poems as “Sestina” and “Casabianca” in relation to Bishop’s childhood reading,
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especially the primers she encountered during her early education in Noxa Scot
Despite the interest in Bishop’s development of an aesthetics of childhood, theeehas b
remarkably little investigation of the full importance of children’s literatto Bishop’s
aesthetics, especially fairy tales and the narratives of girlhood in theap@&pakilian

youth book The Diary of ‘Helena Morlegnd Lewis Carroll’'s Alicdbooks together,

which limits our full understanding of her narrative and poetic strategiesrfaking
memory and making sense of the present. The lack of such a study also obscures
Bishop’s participation in the tradition among women writers of engaging Wildiren’s
literature in order to claim artistic authority and to demonstrate the in8usrmirls’
imaginative lives on adult women'’s creativity. Such a study is particuhaggrtant
when we consider how children’s literature is intertwined with Bishop’s asangly
feminist interest in what it means to be a girl, especially in her proselleaswhat
obstacles faced her as a woman seeking to come to terms with her authorship, her
gendered identity, her sexual desire, and the painful experiences of her past.

In the first section of this chapter, | focus on Bishop’s manipulations of féay, ta
particularly those of Hans Christian Andersen and the Brothers Grimm, in order t
demonstrate the wealth of imaginative material children’s literaiffieeed her,
particularly as a means of representing the symbiotic relationshipdé®past and
present. As the chapter progresses, | turn to Bishop’s increasinglygegnde
representation of childhood after her move to Brazil and her encounter with the popular

Brazilian “classic” The Diary of ‘Helena Morleya text written by a young girl during

her early adolescence in late-nineteenth-century Brazil that had a profousct on

Bishop’s adult female imagination (One AQA] 261). After her arrival in Brazil,
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Bishop concentrated more on developing a postmodern aesthetics of girlhood, drawing
narrative and poetic strategies from Dofa Alice’s diary, as wekkwass Carroll’'s_Alice
books to represent her own fall into gendered identity. Like her predecessors,
contemporaries, and successors, Bishop twists children’s texts and narrativie®ofig
to her own purposes, writing over the course of the twentieth century increasingly
confessional and autobiographical poetry and prose that dug deeper into the traumas of
girls’ and women'’s everyday lives. Bishop’s work demonstrates how closehenw's
childhood experiences are embedded in their adult lives and imaginations, in their
understanding of sexual desire and gender roles; of death, trauma, and loss; of pain and
pleasure and the power of language. Through my consideration of how children’s
literature is vital to Bishop’s postmodern aesthetics of childhood, | hope, abowee all, t
provide further insight into Bishop’s productive, provocative intermingling of personal
and cultural mythologies in her style of coded confessionalism.
09

“Open the book”: Bishop’s Re-visioning of Children’s Texts

In Bishop's references to her childhood reading, she refers to the material she
tried to read as a child as both physically and mentally staining. In “Over 2,000
lllustrations and a Complete Concordance,” for example, she describels tfargthe
illustrated Bible that she had read as a child “rub[bing] off the edges / of the pad

pollinat[ing] the fingertips” (The Complete Poef@®P] 58). Bishop demonstrates in this

poem that the act of childhood reading, rooted so deeply in the child’s reliance on the
visual and the tactile, pollinates (and perhaps pollutes) the adult imaginationagesjm

themes, and plots of the books she had read as a child, in this case the children’s Bible,
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inscribing both her “infant” and her adult perceptions of reality (59). In this poesg the
perceptions persist until the speaker’s confrontation with place calls farisioring of

the children’s text, a re-“open[ing of] the book” that requires both the speaker and the
reader to look back at old stories with fresh eyes (58). The long arc of Bishogs care
demonstrates an ongoing re-opening of children’s texts, a pattern which téeeals
coloring of Bishop’s imagination by the books she read as a child and the children’s
books that she read as an adult.

Though it hasn’t been the subject of a great deal of formal consideration, Bishop’s
lifelong affinity for children’s literature is well-documented. Theatgdion of Bishop’s
personal library by Mildred J. Nash, the student who helped her to reorganize it in the
1970s, suggests the central place that children’s literature held in Bishopi&archi
throughout her life. Nash notes that among the “best books” Bishop kept in her study “on
a multi-layered circular bookcase placed right next to her desk” (a sorecémeé
library close at hand which included “dictionaries, rhyming dictionaries, anth&e

Herbert”) was “an annotated edition of the Opies’ Nursery Rhyme 'B@uaversations

with Elizabeth BishopCEB] 137). Nash also describes that in Bishop’s bedroom, “the

inner sanctum of her library,” she kept “some of her best treasures,” includmg@sA

all of Beatrix Potter’s volumes,” along with her collection of biographiestnth she

had two volumes each for Lewis Carroll and Edward Lear, popular writerslafen’s

fantasy and nonsense books (137). Punctuating her recollection of the place of children’s
literature in Bishop’s innermost core of books, Nash describes Bishop’s adoratiear of

— “How she adored that man! She paused to leaf through his Nonsensediong of

his sad life” — her comment suggesting that Bishop treasured the relgtibeshieen the
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children’s writer’s art and his strategies for coping with life (137Rishop herself

observed the ongoing pleasure she derived from Beatrix Potter's books in & |Atiee
Stevenson in 1964: “For children — well, | still think Beatrix Potter wrote a fiogepr

style ...  admire Jemima Puddleduck, Tom Kitten, etc. very much, and have introduced
the series (along with New England Fish Chowder) to many Brazilians” gqtd. i

Travisano Midcentury Quartd3). Bishop’s remark suggests that, for her, Potter’s books

were emblems of her cultural past, the books so intertwined with her Northcameri
background that they represented, like New England Fish Chowder, an aspect of her
northern identity.

While there is much still to be said about the importance of the children’s Bible,
Lear’s nonsense poetry, nursery rhymes, and Potter’s prose to Bishop’s ez dtieli
focus in this chapter on the recognizable influence of fairy tales and faraasg,shs

well as her later reading of the children’s text The Diary of ‘Helendéyig on her

work. Fairy tales, in particular, stood out to Bishop as one of the primary influences that
had pollinated her imagination as a child. In a 1966 interview, she responded to questions
about the influence of her childhood reading — “What were some of your favorite books?
Were you ever deeply impressed by something you read in those days?” — with the
following answer: “I was crazy about fairy tales — Andersen, Grimm, and s€C&®B (

20). Brett Millier likewise notes in her biography that Bishop’s childhood redskggn

with a “fascination for hymns and fairy tales — Andersen and Grimm” (30). ToBjs

the stories written by Hans Christian Andersen and the Brothers Grimmdseeme

powerfully mirror the landscape of Great Village, as is evidenced by tbar;'Iny

compass” poem with which | began. Andersen, his work perhaps appearing more literar
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to the literary-minded Bishop, remained in particular “one of [her] favaiters (in

English, of course) all [her] life,” as she remarked in a 1964 letter to Btevenson

(EAP 335n). The literary fairy tale, its form, style, and content, recognizabhlgdeas

an early model for Bishop’s prose, a model to which she would regularly return. In 1936,
for example, when Bishop was doggedly trying to work out a prose style that sujted her
she wrote to Marianne Moore that, in her early story “The Baptism,” shetiwyag)“to
produce an effect like Hans Andersen” (B4). Her 1948 story “The Farmer’s Children”
also turns to the fairy tale for inspiration, this time drawing directly upon timenGtale
“Hansel and Gretel” for the story’s narrative frame. More indirectlgh&p conceived

of such sketches as “In Prison,” as she told Moore in 1938, as “fable’ ideas thateem[e
to obsess [her]” (OA8).

Though Bishop did not directly acknowledge the influence of Carroll’'s books on

her work, her direct allusions to Alice, as well as her more indirect use d§muiages,
characters, and language from Carroll’'s texts, mark the importance of histbdbg&s
aesthetics of childhood and, especially, of girlhood that she developed. Also important to
Bishop’s aesthetics of girlhood were books which focused specifically on girls’
experiences written by girls themselves. With Carroll’s Alice limgeon the shelves of
her mental archive, Bishop was aware of the work of such girl writeraiag Bshford,
Anne Frank, and “Helena Morley” (a pseudonym for Dofa Alice Brant), all of whom
wrote in the diary form, and Bishop viewed Brant’s work in particular, because of its
“authentic child-likeness, [...] classical sunlight and simplicity,” aseduisnodel for the
narratives of girlhood she was belatedly trying to produce beginning in the I3580s (

269, 326). After friends recommended Minha Vida de Mefond'My Life as a Little
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Girl,” or *Young Girl”) upon her first arrival in Brazil as a way to learn m@bout

Brazilian culture and to improve her Portuguese, Bishop became passionatdbdimves

the text, eventually undertaking the task of translating the book into English and getting
published in the United States and in England (Bishop “Introduction” vii). While she did
find the book inherently Brazilian, she also discovered that it led her in a cyaBbadn

back to her Nova Scotian past. As Bishop began to dig back into her gendered experience
of childhood, the diary and Carroll's Alidmoks came together, perhaps because the

young Alice’s diary shared, in many ways, Carroll’'s representation @lice’s

confusion and her resistance to traditional femininity. Throughout her carewspBis

would return to fairy tales, The Diary of ‘Helena Morleghd Lewis Carroll's Alice

books as a way to imagine childhood and to reenter traumatic memory, often pulling
these books from the shelves of her imagination as portals into the past. In her own work,
Bishop would both mimic and explode these prior frames.

Reviewing the re-release of Walter de la Mare’s Come Hither: A €mlteof

Rhymes and Poems for the Young of All AdesPoetryin 1958 (assessing the book the

“best anthology [she...] kn[ew] of”), Bishop considers de la Mare’s description of the
relationship between his boyhood reading and his writing, quoting a passage in which he
recounts the magical process of copying: “I had never sat in so enormous & $iienc
scratching of my pen its only tongue ... | chose what | liked best ... such asl cavag

the imagination; either into the past or into another mind, or into the all-but-forgatten;
times as if into another world” (“I Was But Just Awake” 51, de la Mare qtd. ind$ W

But Just Awake” 51). For de la Mare, the process of copying fostered hivityeati

often leading to an active engagement with the text, the young writer chaingfireg f
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word, then a rhyme, then a stanza (de la Mare xxx-xxxi). Eventually, it allowed him to
escape the prior text, letting him fall into repressed memory or a neatymed
landscape.
Explicating the relevance of the quotation to her, Bishop writes,
Since his vision of both time and poetry seems to be cyclical, he is
implying, | think, by the story of the copying, that simple repetition of
poetry, copying or memorizing, is a good way of learning to understand it,
possibly a good way of learning to write it. Isn’'t the best we can do, he
seems to be saying, in the way of originality, but a copying and recopying,
with some slight variations of our own? (“I Was But Just Awake” 52)
Here Bishop reads de la Mare’s conception of creative childhood readimyatiee
that leads to recurring revision, a cyclical return to previously encouneetsd fTwo
years prior, she had captured just this sort of cyclical return, demonsthaing t
intersection between childhood reading, literary tradition, and the writegswe
processes through her manipulation of the nursery rhyme “This Is the Hou3adkat
Built” in her tribute poem to Ezra Pound, “Visits to St. Elizabeths.” As Susan McCabe
cogently describes, in this poem, as in the nursery rhyme on which it builds, “Ebeaalg
of each stanza — all beginning with ‘This’ — adds one line with a different wordgendin
they gather force, alter yet retain previous morphemes, without the sense thidit
come to any sheltering end in this expanding topography” (204-5). The poem depicts,
through the interplay of the children’s poem and Bishop’s subject, the accumulation of
influence, particularly masculine influence (poetry as the modern house that Pdtnd bui

dramatizing the cannibalistic nature of the creative force as it enfeogeshe texts
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voraciously devoured as a young reader. In this poem, the poetic past, the childhood
past, and the writer’s present merge, showing how, as Bishop later wrote, “ae infini
number of things com[e] together, forgotten, or almost forgotten, books, last night’s
dream, experiences past and present — to make a poen8J0AIn Bishop’s work,
children’s books regularly come together with personal experiences both past amnl pres
to make poems and stories which look back at old texts with fresh eyes and pollinate

them with new meaning.

Twice-Told Tales

In her post-college notebook dated 1934-1937, Bishop marked the relationship
between children’s literature, especially the fairy tale, and poetry, obgehat the fairy
tale was an elastic form, a form which could be packed to the brim with meanieg whil
seeming simplistic and straightforward. “Sometimes a children’s bookiry ddie,” she
mused, “might be made to hold things that could only be put into poetry in three life
times” (EAP270n). Bishop’s comment implies that these tales could expand their frames
to allow the reader to enter their worlds, to put themselves in the fantasyrspabeas
Carroll’'s Alice, in a dream, passes through the drawing-room mirror. Bishapif us
fairy tales can be viewed as toying with this elasticity. Bishop commehésron the
techniques of both transfiguration and fusion, bringing classic tales into the goesent
expose the artifice of both the tales themselves and her memory and to d#€srea
perceptions of traditional codes in both the specific tale and the society in whgtbrghe
is newly set. In these revisions, Bishop typically resituates the férinta new setting,

duplicates its motifs or plot to a point, and then inverts the motifs or interrupts tbal typi
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trajectory of the story. If the typical plot of the fairy tale, az&deth Wanning Harries
describes, follows through the following stages — “stability, disruption, interventidn, a
stability regained” — Bishop regularly interrupts the classic tid¢ise point of
“disruption,” never permitting stability to return (10).

The open-endedness of Bishop’s aesthetics marks a turn from popular eighteenth-
and nineteenth-century versions of fairy tales that “optimisticallyeptigd] a harmony
of soul and reality brought about by magic or a fantastical element,” her wtekdns
reflecting trends in the postmodern fairy tale, in which the “end goal” ischagure but
openness, not recuperation but differentiation,” much as in her outward-spiralingrrevis
of “This is the House that Jack Built” in “Visits to St. Elizabeths” (ZipesyFBale as
Myth 140, “Recent Trends” 33). Bishop makes most explicit use of transfiguration,
however, in poems related to lesbian sexual desire, although she often left these poem
unpublished or excised, in published versions, the lines in which the fairy tale became
explicitly conflated with erotics. In these poems, Bishop radicallyaeges the tales’
traditional components to liberate sexual desire, her work going entirehsate grain
of the original stories. Bishop’s appropriation of the fairy tale also relies on
transliteration. In some of her more provocative work, Bishop melds symbols ansl motif
emblematic of her private experience to symbolism drawn from the fadyhat use of
children’s texts often submerged and fragmented as she considers the submerged
fragments of her identity.

In her study of postmodern revisions of fairy tales, Cristina Bacchilegdsasse
that their “magic” lies in the “problematiz[ing of] mimetic narrativgender identities,

and humanistic conceptualizations of the subject” (140). In Bishop’s work, thisymainl
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occurs through the intersection of fairy tales and her dramatization of the dnaligi
problems of knowledge, identity, traumatic loss, and repressed or unresolved feklings
isolation, confusion, anger, and grief” (Travisano 10). Above all, Bishop links the fairy
tale to what critics have often recognized as “the center of [herheade- “the loss of
home and the condition of displacement,” the quest for a home, a family, or a loved one
lost often leading into the bewildering spaces of Grimm'’s terrifying fer@sAndersen’s
frozen landscapes (Cooper 119)n these appropriations, Bishop emphasizes the
interrupted story, refusing to allow her protagonists to achieve the “happilyattger-
ending that often shores up the fairy-tale or fantasy story’s conclusion. Ex@egms
or fragments that are rather explicitly about sexual desire. In Bishpp sometimes
allows the “home,” the delight of the lover’s body, to be recovered either on ta@tdg
waking or within the subterranean tunneling of dreamvfdrilere, Bishop uses the
tales’ iconic elements to recreate a path into fantasy that is as atthgaas it is
terrifying.
The relationship between Bishop’s strategic revising of fairy taldshar
aesthetics is perhaps best summed up by her comments in her 1934 essay “Dimensions
for a Novel,” in which she writes, at the outset of her professional career,
The discovery, or invention, whichever it may be, of a new method of
doing something old is often made by defining the opposite of an old
method, or the opposite of the sum of several old methods and calling it
new. And the objective of this research, or discovery, is rather the new

method, the new tool, than the new thing. (95)
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In Bishop’s appropriation of the fairy tale, the classic configurations of thaleksl are
made new most often by an inversion of the motif or plot that is employed, this amversi
upsetting the original dynamics on which the tale or the subject being consieltsed r

In Bishop's early work, particularly in her prose, the children’s story oteres
as a preexisting structure on which she forms her poetry and prose. Bishopshesdrly
story “The Baptism,” published in 1938 and recognized as one of the best Ameridan sho
stories of that year, demonstrates her early strategies for agpirapthe fairy tale. “The
Baptism,” its simple title reflecting those of both Andersen and Grimrdsrasia North
American fairy tale, with Bishop striving for “an effect like Hans Arsé®” in order to
explore a young girl’s suppressed feelings of confusion, isolation, and@Ae34).
Rather than recognizably relying on a specific plot-line, Bishop employestanimotifs
drawn from Andersen’s tales in the story and melds them with the religious,athg s
early influences of the children’s Bible, hymns and sermons, and the faiip taér
childhood reading coming together. Combining the familiar and the strange, the stor
revolves around three orphaned and isolated sisters, echoing the regulamagpafara
both isolated orphans and sets of three siblings in both Andersen’s and Grimm’s
collections® As in fairy tales, in which the youngest child usually suffers most, the
youngest of the girls, Lucy, has not yet joined the church and suffersIgighter
attempt to accept religious faith.

Given the imagery that she uses to bring her story to life, Bishop seems to have
had Andersen’s tale “The Red Shoes” in mind as she sought to develop an effect like his.
In this story, Andersen focuses on a young girl’s struggle to enter the chutclyges

rooted initially in her inability to give up her attachment to red shoes, the shoes
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symbolizing the loss of her mother (the girl is given red shoes to wear to her’mother
funeral) and her desire for worldly possessions linked to vanity. The dtdshanent to

the shoes, which eventually compels her to dance “Over the fields and meadows, in the
rain and sunshine, by night and by day,” echoes the young Lucy’s wanderlust, aclesire f
travel suggested by her fascination with travel books, foreign places in tiwi#ds

Bible, and the tales of a female missionary who visits the parish (Lucy cansider

following in the older woman'’s footsteps after her visit) (Andersen 292; THedGsd

Prose[CP1] 160-61,163). “The Red Shoes” resonates most with Bishop’s tale, however,
in its depiction of spiritual visitation, as Bishop concentrates, like Andersen, on the
intrusion of the fantastic and the spiritual into the domestic space.

In “The Red Shoes,” after the girl, Karen, prays to God to help her join the
church, an “angel of God” appears in the girl's bedroom (Andersen 294). With a rose
branch, he “touche[s] the low ceiling of the room and it r[ises] high into thehair”
likewise causes the walls to expand, and the girl finds herself miraculeasédsn the
church she so desires to become a part of: “The church had come to the poor girl in the
little narrow chamber, or maybe she had come to the church” (294). In ‘Gptesi®d,”
Bishop employs this motif of spiritual visitation to consider the young gejpsessed
grief and her spiritual struggle, in turn problematizing Andersen’s tale aiuspir
revelation. In Bishop’s story, the fantastic and the spiritual enter both theobednd
the kitchen as the young girl, Lucy, tries to come to terms with her faith. fRespihe
spiritual visitation in “The Red Shoes,” Bishop depicts Lucy, like Karen, as\waisag
the spiritual in her bedroom. In this first visitation, Lucy hears a voick]ittg| right

over the head of her bed,” a voice which she interprets to be Christ’s. “Christ isdhere,”
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tells her sister, “he was here just now, in this room” (0#%, 166). Whereas in
Andersen’s tale the entrance of the religious into the domestic is whollivpotie
invasion of the girls’ narrow chamber by the evangelical in Bishop’s staligtisrbing,
more and more so as Lucy'’s visions grow stranger.

Bishop experiments with spiritual visitation to depict Lucy’s religious
development as both an evolution into the realm of the spiritual and a devolution into
madness; Lucy appears increasingly mad to her sisters, rather thasimglse
enlightened. Later in the story, for example, Lucy believes that sh&seksitting on
the kitchen stove. Here, Bishop links the spiritual and the magical with the domestic
appliance, with God becoming, through imagery which conflates cannibalism and
Catholicism, a meal: “God, God sat on the kitchen stove and glowed, burned, filling all
the kitchen with a delicious heat and a scent of grease and sweetness8 {&PrIn
this passage, Lucy is “more conscious of his body than his face. His beautifulgglowin
bulk was rayed like a sunflower” (167). Lucy’s imagination of God here echeeagit's
vision of God as sunshine in “The Red Shoes.” Andersen’s tale ends with Karen’s joyous
death after her baptism by sunlight: “The sunshine filled Karen’s heattstillswelled
with peace and happiness that it broke. Her soul flew on a sunbeam up to God”
(Andersen 294). In Bishop’s tale, however, God’s feet are imagined by kuisireg “in
hell” (actually, provocatively, in the belly of the stove, depicting the homeciedlgehe
kitchen, as a sort of hell on Earth) (CF&7). The image of the feet in hell also resonates
with Andersen’s tale, echoing the burning of Karen'’s first pair of shoes, whicimiae
symbolic of the Devil, in the family stove (Andersen 289). Bishop perhaps suggests,

through this allusion to God and the shoes that Karen wore to her mother’s funeral, a link
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between the orphaned Lucy’s grief and her religious struggle, a béttlehes self now
made all the more difficult because of the girl's lack of parental guida@oenbined,
Lucy’s overactive imagination and religious determination are fatal; theemoshe is
baptized, she, like the girl in “The Red Shoes,” succumbs to death.

By concentrating on Lucy’s imagination, Bishop depicts God as a lover in Lucy’s
eyes and Lucy, particularly since she is cast as the youngest ofdbétthwhom the
most dastardly and miraculous of things happen in fairy land, a la Cinderella), gima vir
offering herself sexually and psychologically up to God, much as fairy-tgeviare
offered up to princes or kings. In “The Baptism,” Bishop portrays God as a fantasy
offered up to young girls, the Bible, for Lucy, taking the place in her romantesfahte
that Grimm’s and Andersen’s stories of princes and kings typically held in the
imaginations of young girls. Here, however, Bishop refuses the role of aingkever
to God, stressing instead that Lucy’s life has been submerged in the dirtathaarthan
exalting the religiosity of her choice, a characterization of religiawefavhich is
backed by her depiction of the girls’ house throughout as a “sinking ship” being sucked
under the deadening snow (CH&3). The effect that Bishop produces in “The Baptism,”
influenced by the atmospheric effects of Andersen’s tales, is one that comatles
madness, and the surreal in the provincial domestic, much as Andersen had also done in
his work. In “The Baptism,” however, Bishop disrupts the original fairy tale to
contemplate the evolution of madness in relation to spiritual awakening, in turn
commenting on the psychological dimensions of religious fervor.

In Bishop’s work, such an inversion of the original story typically becomes the

key to her revision of the fairy tale, the moment of disruption becoming the resolution,
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the figures at the center of the action left mired in traumatic losstigsota, worst of all,
as for poor Lucy, actually dead with no redemption in sight. In the poem “For A.B.,” for
example, which she had written sometime in the 1940s for her beloved doctor Anny
Baumann, who served as her “psychological counselor as well as her phy&caog
captures the terror of the story interrupted (Costello 63). This poem marksnetoetu
childhood past and to fairy tales that was perhaps incited by Baumann’s psydaiologic
counseling as a means of getting back to the past sources of one’s present ptoblems
reads,

The pale child with silver hair

Sat on the sofa all afternoon

And in the softest Southern accent

Read Hans Christian Andersen,

And laughed half-scared and too high-pitched
Showing pallid little gums;
Cried because the Snow-Queen came,

Her temples hollowed with bad-dreams,

Wept for the interrupted story:
The woodsman'’s child who grew so weary,
The Princess dressed in white, the orphan,

The child who died and lay in the white coffin. (EAB)
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The brief poem relies on transliteration, as characters drawn from vaaious f
tales, such as the Snow Queen, Hansel and Gretel, Snow White, and the general figure of
the “orphan,” merge with the child protagonist’s private psychic drama as shd{$Rea
Hans Christian Andersen” “on the sofa all afternoon” (E&. In this poem, which
seems to recreate, like the later poem “First Death in Nova Scotia,”rikwy scene of
the 1914 funeral of Bishop’s young cousin, the child’s disturbed mental state iseanplif
by her reading and her truncated imagination of the fairy tale, in which shestte:s
ending which restores stability. The girl “We[eps] for the interrupted :stdiye
woodsman’s child who grew so weary, / The Princess dressed in white, the orphan, / The
child who dies and lay in the white coffin” (46). As she contemplates the dead child in
the coffin, the living child’s mind tries to make sense of the reality of deaitndnyining
it to be the equivalent of the arrival of Andersen’s Snow Queen, who usurps a young boy
from the land of the living, or Hansel and Gretel's abandonment in the forest by their
woodcutter father and their stepmother, where they become “so weary théghei
would carry them no longer” and they feel so hopeless that they think they wiyl surel
“die of hunger and weariness” (Grimm Grimn98). As this poem demonstrates,
Bishop’s mind, actually reusing language recalled from the tales, lingershevmoment
of disruption in the story, the point at which the characters’ lives are thrown iato utt
disarray.

In her 1948 story “The Farmer’s Children,” which, like “The Baptism,” was als
recognized as one of the best stories of that year, Bishop makes use afmitmet&e
“Hansel and Gretel,” disrupting it &s moment of disruption; through this, she

demonstrates, as in “For A.B.” and “The Baptism,” the dangerous blurringlaf/rand
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fantasies drawn from childhood reading in the child’s mind. In this story, Bishop again
writes a North American fairy tale, resituating “Hansel and Gratetither the
contemporary present or the very recent past. Bishop uses “Hansel and l6éxtétéd’
frame the tale and to characterize the child’s imagination, as the tdkvisriée of one

of the characters, Cato, who pretends that he is Hansel. As the comparison of the
openings of Bishop’s story and the original Grimm fairy tale below denatastmBishop
sets up her story’s dynamic in language straight out of the fairy taleptiges ®pening
echoing that of the Grimm tale (establishing the story’s setting and tdrajaas well as

Andersen’s typical opening of “Once upon a time”:

Bishop, “The Farmer’s Children”: Once, ona | Grimm, “Hansel and Gretel”:

large farm ten miles from the nearest town, livedldard by a great forest dwelt a poo

=

hardworking farmer with his wife, their three littlewoodcutter with his wife and his
girls, and his children by a former marriage. (CPrtwo children. (Grimm _Grimm’$86)

193)

The plot of Bishop’s story spins outward from here, following that of the Grimnupale
to the point of the children’s abandonment, with Bishop interrupting the story at its mos
dire point.

In “Hansel and Gretel,” two young children are abandoned at the insistent behest
of their father’s wife (intermittently referred to as both the childrerésher and step-
mother), who convinces their father, a wood-cutter, to leave them alone in the forest

(Grimm Grimm’s86-87)*! The children overhear the parents’ plan, and the parents,
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before leaving the children amongst the trees, promise to return, faiiimguelty, as
planned, to live up to their word. The industrious little boy Hansel figures out a way for
them to return safely the first time they are left, leaving a traillofenpebbles that shine
brightly under the light of the moon, “glitter[ing] like real silver penni&¥)( The
second time, however, Hansel is not so lucky, as he has to resort to using bread crumbs
rather than pebbles; the crumbs, as can be expected, are eaten up by the birds and the
children are lost in the forest, wandering until they come upon a house made of bread and
cakes that is inhabited by a wicked old witch who tricks the children into her home by
comforting and feeding them. The witch then imprisons Hansel to fatten him for her
plate, and forces Gretel to work for her. On the day that both children are to be eaten,
Gretel tricks the old witch to enter her own oven, locking her in its bed of flames. She
then frees Hansel, and the two return to their father's home loaded with the ‘qoegrl
jewels” that they have discovered in the witch’s abode (93). By the end ofehbadti
of the mother figures are dead, and the children are returned to supposed domestic blis
with their father, now rich enough to enjoy the spoils of family life.

In Bishop's story, two children, boys named Emerson and Cato, are emotionally
neglected and apparently resented by their stepmother, as are Hansel dndr@rate
sent nightly to guard the costly machines in the family’s barn becauséather has
taken to drinking in town with the man who was originally hired to guard them. The
barn, complete with its “weird and expensive machinery of jaws and teeth andratms
claws,” echoes the wicked witch’s cottage, Bishop’s description of theghregt
voracity of the tools rendering the barn an updated version of the witch’s death house

(CPr194). One of the boys, Cato, consciously imagines himself to be reenacting the
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fairy tale “Hansel and Gretel” each night before they are sent to theadrat each night,
as they walk, Cato creates a trail of objects, “drop[ping them] out of his pocitd atla
time, scarcely daring to look back,” much as Hansel “constantly throw[s] ohe of t
white-pebble-stones out of his pocket on the road” (Hansel, unlike Cato, looks back as
much as he can) (CRB6, Grimm Grimm’s87-88). Like Hansel, Cato imagines that
these objects will lead him safely home from the frightening space heéslftr enter.
Because he cannot find the pebbles from the story, though he “longed for the endless full
moon of the tale, and the pebbles that would have shone ‘like silver coins’ (here, Bishop
recycles language from the tale), he is forced to use scraps of paper, an#e¢hen, li
Hansel, on a night bitter with cold, crumbs (APR6). “Tonight’s the night for crumbs,”
Cato thinks, in turn suggesting that the story will be here interrupted — this is the night
that the boys will not make it back home. As the boys lie in the barn, the “saw teéth” a
“sharp little forks” of the machines seem poised to devour them; Cato nonethetass dre
hopefully of the crumbs “leading [the boys] straight back the way they had come,”
particularly since there “aren’t any birds” to devour the crumbs and obscusayhe
home, as in the original fairy tale (201, 202). His dream is proven futile, however, as the
boys’ father finds their frozen bodies locked together the next day upon his late retur
from the village after a night of drunken revelry.

According to some fairy-tale scholars, “Hansel and Gretel” resonaiies
children because of the survivorship fantasy it provides. As Jack Zipes notes, for
example, the tale reads for some as a “soothing, pacifying tale thatsamrclssues of
abuse and abandonment and provides hope that security and happiness can be found after

a traumatic episode” (Happily Ever Aft88). What is significant, he argues, “is not so
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much the representation of abandonment bujoly@usovercoming of abandonment and
reconciliation with the parents or abusers” (59). Bruno Bettelheim’s deeaoriti
“Hansel and Gretel” demonstrates such a reading, Bettelheim dgglutinale as
celebrating the children’s resourcefulness and their ability to get éheessout of a bad
situation. “To survive,” Bettelheim writes, “they must develop initiative aadize that
their only recourse lies in intelligent planning and acting” (162). As these ssifntdner
explain, “Hansel and Gretel” especially resounds, which suggests why it essanat
does with children, with children’s perception of their parents’, and all elderidor
matter, deceitfulness, trickery, and selfishness, and their own innocence and
dispossession at their guardians’ hands.

At the core of Bishop’s story is the true nature of the children’s abandonment in
the landscape she designs. Bishop concentrates on the parents’ selfishness: the
stepmother is absorbed in her own children and is annoyed and put out by her older
stepchildren; the father is absorbed in his own addiction and sacrifices his sons to his
disease. Rather than celebrating the children’s resourcefulness, aenigitied “Hansel
and Gretel,” she demonstrates in her tale-within-a-tale that Cataihobd game of
fantasizing himself into such texts is utterly useless and painfully unreeh as Lucy’s
fantasy life is also suspect in “The Baptism.” In “The Farmer’s Childtée,boy’s
active fantasy life is juxtaposed against the reality of the family’s dexgpdevotion to
the land and the machines that work it, Bishop using the fairy tale to critique Americ
industrialization and the effects that it had on the average North Americéy. fahe
also employs the tale to consider the effects of alcoholism, especiallggleetthat it

could cause in the parent. The children’s hunger in “Hansel and Gretel” is d&plae
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by the father’s thirst, the temptation of the witch’s cottage replaced ligrtipation of
drink, both of which are appealing but which come with terrible consequences. The boys
die because of the modernized, mechanized invasion of the landscape on which their
family thrivesand because of their father’s voracious desire for alcohol. Here, Bishop
interrupts her modern re-vision of Grimms’ fairy tale at its most ominous point,
emphasizing the very real danger these children have been forced to endure and the
futility of children’s use of fantasy as a strategy for coping withtgeal

As Bishop worked at developing anew the significance of the fairy tale tiorela
to American culture and her own personal mythology, she began to experiment with the
inclusion of various fragments of the children’s story in her work, particularly in her
poetry. In this work, such fairy tales as “Hansel and Gretel” and “The SnowQuee
regularly surface as easily recognizable remnants, these remnaiiig sysubolic of
childhood abandonment or isolation. As a survey of Bishop’s poetry suggests, “Hansel
and Gretel” resonated deeply with Bishop, its survivorship fantasy entangkebdewit
fantasy life. In Bishop’s poetry, “Hansel and Gretel” becomes closé¥gdito her
private psychic drama and to her consideration of how past trauma continues tgeeemer
in the present, emphasizing that this trauma is never joyously overcome, nailegcon
Allusions to “Hansel and Gretel” typically appear in Bishop’s poems in swdddgan to
the search for a childhood home that the speaker desires to get back to, this home
characteristically ambivalent. As Jonathan Ellis explains, throughout Bishawsepe
the home “appear|[s] at times as a refuge, at others as a restingaplhoecasionally as
an asylum or prison” (85). In “Hansel and Gretel,” as Bettelheim notes, the fome i

likewise ambivalent, this ambivalence represented through the juxtaposition of the
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witch’s cottage and the longed-for home. “The parental home ‘hard’ by efgrest and
the fateful house in the depths of the same wood,” Bettelheim describes, “are on an
unconscious level but the two aspects of the parental home: the gratifying one and the
frustrating one” (163). The prison-house as asylum in Bishop’s work draws upon the
Grimms’ depiction of the gratifying and frustrating home in “Hansel anteGre

As Susan Sellers relates in her study of women'’s revisions of myth antafair
citing Diane Purkiss, one strategy of revision is to make “what was negatadec
positive” (Sellers 27). Unable to locate the gratifying house of the past, Bishojheses
motif of the child’s prison/playhouse, and spins it positively — the child’s prison
becoming as inviting as it is frightening. As the inverse of the benevolent home, the
house in the depths of the wood in “Hansel and Gretel” resonates with the isolated
prison-like “crypto-dream-house[s]” which appear throughout Bishop’s oeuvré{@p
In the juvenilia poem “Once on a hill | met a man,” for example, the speaker iscentic
into a “tiny house” by a man who, like the witch in “Hansel and Gretel,” seems both
loving and appealing; soon locked away by the man, however, the speaker is left
accompanied only by the “shadow people” of fairy tales and nursery rhymeghtni
and princesses [...], / And people from the fabled moon” (BA®. In this poem,
Bishop uses fairy-tale motifs to comment on the marital home as a prison into which
women are enticed by handsome men weaving “words” like “magic smoke”; though the
speaker says every “witch-word” she knows, she cannot escape, and she eventually
refuses to leave her prison for fear of the man’s retribution (5, 6). In “The Séa and
Shore,” Bishop similarly describes Edwin Boomer’s isolated, prison-like rasiae

“child’s perfect playhouse,” one painfully separated from society but perfadtlyd as a
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“thinking cap” (CPrl171, 172). The isolated home in “Jeronimo’s House” is likewise
described as a precarious “fairy palace,” the inviting, tiny, prison-like hexgese taking
on dimensions drawn from the child’s imagination (&8.

In certain poems, Bishop links the “inscrutable house[s]” of her imagination and
her memory to Hansel and Gretel’s lost home and the witch’s cottage bya@ltadi
strings of gleaming pebbles or crumbs which resemble those left by Harfisel his
way home (CPL24). Through her imagination of these pathways, Bishop questions the
possibility of memory, since despite the path’s landmarks, she often can’'tigdbba
either the terrifyingr the gratifying house and is left wandering. In the poem “Sleeping
Standing Up,” for example, which was included in the 1946 volume North & South
Bishop uses “Hansel and Gretel” as a frame, this poem revolving around ther speake
“track[ing]” her memories throughout the night, the memories described metaplyoric
as the “crumbs or pebbles” placed by “clever children” “on the green fovest &8s a
guide back to “their door,” echoing Hansel's leaving of crumbs along the fayestfi a
path back to the family cottage (3@B). Bishop’s allusion to crumbs and pebbles, along
with the terrifying forest and clever children, near the poem’s middlelséeinsel and
Gretel” and asks the reader to return to the beginning of the poem and reconsstidt the
in the world that occurs during sleep.

In this poem, as in the draft fragments relating to lesbian desire | vallsdis
later, Hansel's pebbles and crumbs typically emerge in the forest-#kendcape. In the
original version of “Hansel and Gretel,” the children are abandoned by theirgatest
they succumb to sleep in the forest, thereby losing their bearings in the wbeg.are

then forced to wander by night, looking for the objects that Hansel has left on the fores
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floor, which, illuminated by the moon, should lead the pair home (Grimm Gril@&3’s
89). In Bishop’s poem, a thought-forest springs up when the speaker drops into sleep, the
thoughts that she had tried to avoid all day being transformed into a “forest ofehick-
trees” (CP30). The “pebbles or crumbs” in this landscape seem to be crumbs of
memory, wisps of the past attached to objects which must be strung together to order
recreate it. As Travisano describes, drawing upon Freud’s theories of-dha&m
“dreams represent an important imaginative means of penetrating the uogsmesw
exploring lost worlds, a means that [Bishop ...] would persistently exploit” (Tarawis
62). Bishop herself described the dream as a mirror that could be help up obliquely to
life, linking the dreamscape through this image directly to art. “Dreams, WbHS,
(some) glimpses of the always-more-successful surrealism ofdawelife,” she
described, “catch a peripheral vision of whatever it is one can never reallyldaed
but that seems enormously important” (gtd. in Goldensohn 129). In the “day-
dream”/work of art the writer creates, as Freud explained, the “readg-amal familiar
material” of fairy tales often provided a vehicle for coming to terms \ugptast and
present (“Creative Writers and Day-Dreaming” 152).

The crumbs and pebbles which emerge in the dreamscape of “Sleeping Standing
Up,” drawn from the fairy tale, become signposts to the centermost of the subasnsci
thoughts implanted among the thought-trees. The speaker tries to track taesagle
objects throughout the night, following them back to the place desired, which, given the
symbolism, can be read as the home lost by the abandoned child. The speaker does not
attain this destination, however, unlike the children in “Hansel and Gretel,” idtmB

IS sure to say, are able to find “their door / one night, at least30J.Anstead, she is left
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“steer[ing]” “stupidly [...] / until the night was past and / never found out where the
cottage was” — neither the longed-for home nor the frightening cottage of the(@R
30).

Importantly, the speaker is looking for the home while she also seems to be
driving into the interior; the speaker can be read as trying to get back to thye culitare
terror resides in order to deal with its threat once and for all. As manytdéargcholars
have shown, particularly those who draw upon psychoanalytic theory, children’s fear of
the frightening mother, the “Bad Mother,” rests at the heart of “Hansel atdl Gr
According to U.C. Knoepflamacher, for instance, the Grimms’ tale “cosfthgwitch
with the children’s bad mother and exculpates a husband who allows himself to be
dominated by his wife” — as Jack Zipes tellingly notes, both the stepmother amitctne
call the children “lazybones” when awakening them (Knoepflamacher 17X Zipe

Happily Ever After49). There is no “good,” redeeming mother in the tale, only the “Bad

Mother (the witch) who threatens and punishes”: the biological mother, dead, cannot
protect her offspring; the stepmother, very much alive, resents her stepeiddtaking
precious food; the witch’s maternal niceties are a sham designed to getidhen back

into her stomach (Griswold 34). Most of all, as Zipes cogently explains, “Theeshildr

are moved from the breakdown of order in a domestic situation, caused by a woman, to
another threatening domestic situation, in which the woman again representsab@forc

chaos and destruction” (Happily Ever Afts?).

Bishop saw herself as the survivor of just such an upheaval, her mother at the
heart of her nightmare. “My life has been darkened always by guihdsel think,

about my mother — somehow children get the idea it’s their fault — or 1 did. And | could
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do nothing about that, and she lived on for twenty years more and it has been a nightmare
to me always,” Bishop described late in life in a letter to a close friend ijgidlis 27).

Bishop captures this sense of early and ongoing disruption through her allusions to
“Hansel and Gretel” in the poem “A Short, Slow Life,” a poem which Alice Quinn notes
that “Bishop copied [in] innumerable drafts [...] in her notebooks over many years in

only slightly different versions” (EAB10n)>? In this poem, time personified, much like

the witch “as old as the hills” in “Hansel and Gretel,” descends on the poem’s speaker

who “live[s] in a pocket of Time” and is trying nonetheless to hide, like “white csimb

in the forest (Grimm Grimm’90, EAP103). The speaker successfully does so until Time
“made one of his gestures; / his nails scratched the shingled roof. / Roughly his hand
reached in, / and tumbled us out” (EABP3). Bishop’s characterization of Time, though
masculine, echoes that of the witch, who can be viewed as representing, as Jdan Goul
describes in her study of the fairy tale in relation to women’s developmentt ‘ithesf,
lurking in the forest, hiding inside life’s sweetness” (299). The poem callsiatteatthe
precarious stability of the child’s home because of ill-timed death or loss, thetamts
“tumbled” like change out of Time’s careless hands. As many Bishop scholars ha
noted, the lost mother rests at the heart of Bishop’s search for the revoked home, as
Gertrude Bishop, in her daughter’s personal mythology, is the source of upheaval that
caused confusion to set in so early in her daughter’s life. Both “A Short, Sloabiie
“Sleeping Standing Up” can be read, in this light, as poems which recreate badlkalphe
and a difficult journey, via nightmare, back to the mother, the gratifying and tmgtra

parent who has become nightmarish to her.
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Bishop would particularly capture the nightmare that remained in the wake of her
mother’s absence, as well as her ambivalent feelings about her mother theowsge of
imagery from Hans Christian Andersen’s tale “The Snow Queen,” the othetdia
which seems to have resonated most with her past. In Andersen’s story, the Seaw Que
symbolizes maturity and death, the loss of the loved one, and the loss of one’s memory,
motifs that Bishop would often revolve in her poetry and prose. A formidable figure, the
Snow Queen appears beautiful and enticing, but she is, in truth, terrifying, onlyiagpea
beautiful to a young boy, Kay, once he has been pierced by a splinter of the Devil’
Mirror (which makes everything evil appear good and everything good appkar evi
(Andersen 234-35). When he first sees her through the window, before the Devil’s
Mirror has pierced his eye, the Snow Queen seems “beautiful, but all made of ice: cold,
blindingly glittering ice,” and she is so terrifying that he leaps abrajativn from the
window and into bed (237). Andersen’s portrayal of the Snow Queen’s capture of Kay
reveals her to be an aestheticized representation of death, or death asalesiréddr
kiss was colder than ice,” Andersen writes. “It went right to his heart, whichlvesgly
half made of ice. He felt as though he were going to die, but it hurt only for a minute
then it was over. Now he seemed stronger and he no longer felt how cold the air was”
(239-240).

Taking the boy, whom the villagers indeed presume dead, back to her lair, the
Snow Queen renders him physically frozen and mentally devoid of sense, his appearance
and dumbness horrifying the little girl Gerda who comes to save him from the Snow
Queen’s clutches. By the time Gerda arrives, Kay is “blue — indeed, dtaokt— from

the cold; but he did not feel it, for the Snow Queen had kissed all feeling of coldness out
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of him, and his heart had almost turned into a lump of ice. He sat arranging and
rearranging the ice into patterns. He called this the Game of Reason” KBfyants to
“put the pieces of ice together in such a way that they formed a certain word, but he
cannot remember exactly what the word was”; the word he cannot remember is
“eternity,” his mind dulled by the Snow Queen (259). Bishop perhaps refers to Kay’s
arranging and rearranging of the ice in her early poem “The Imaduoeygrg,” which
comments on art and the search for home, in which she arranges and rearranges the
“facets” of the iceberg in her imagination as a symbol of eternal rest andleter
wandering (CR1). She also uses this motif in the Lucius drafts and “In the Village,” as,
in the Lucius Drafts, the young boy’s mother, who eventually goes mad, is cefworte
have liked arranging and rearranging buttons in different patterns, andlthan¢h the
Village” likewise arranges and rearranges objects in a futile attennpake sense of her
lost mother’s identity.

In the poem “For A.B.,” Bishop, imagining herself as akin to the “woodsman’s”
abandoned child, subtly links her mother to the Snow Queen, the figure who enters the
poem and interrupts the child’s ability to reach the happy ending. From its very firs
image, “For A.B.” blurs past and present, strangely interminglingyand age in the
odd tint of the “pale child[’s]” “silver hair,” the color silver suggesting that tHel¢ is
really the aging adult returning to her past (E#9). The real danger enters the poem
with the invasion of the Snow Queen. The Snow Queen’s appearance stops the fairy tale
in its tracks — the child in Bishop’s poem never gets to the happy ending because the
chilling presence of death in the female form has rendered it impossiblédi(tie silver

hair also suggests that she has begun to be frozen herself, tinged by the Snow Quee
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ice). Bishop’s references to Grimm'’s fairy tales as the poem pemEg@sid to the threat

of death now encroaching upon the child as the result of the Snow Queen’s invading
presence and the threat of the female: the “weary woodsman'’s child” afbuithes t
children abandoned by their parents in “Hansel and Gretel,” soon salivated akier by
witch; “the princess dressed in white” alludes to the Grimm tale “Litt@&White,” in
which a young girl eventually enters a state of living death at the handsjeéloers evil
stepmother. Bishop carefully winds these fairy-tale near-deaths back tg tflealugh

her references to “the orphan” and the painfully real “child who died and lay in ttee whi
coffin” (46).3* The orphaned child, while clearly a stock figure in Andersen’s and
Grimms’ tales, can be taken to represent the orphaned Bishop, and “the child who died
and lay in the white coffin” seems to be Bishop’s young cousin, Arthur, the death of
whom also becomes the center of her later poem “First Death in Nova Schea.” T
symbolism of the “Snow Queen,” closely intermingled with that of the abandoned
woodsman’s children in “Hansel and Gretel” and the very real orphan, pits tharerr
but lovely figure representative of madness and death against the orphanecediispla
and frightened child who fears both.

Through the lines “the Snow Queen came, / Her temples hollowed out by bad
dreams,” Bishop comments on the child’s inheritance of bad dreams through reading, but
the lines can also be read as linking the frightful female figure fromtiyto the
mentally ill mother figure in her personal mythology (EA®). Jonathan Ellis
recognizes the constant association of Gertrude Bishop with “icy surroundings” i
Bishop’s poetry and prose, which he claims is drawn perhaps from the photograph of

Bishop with her mother standing in deep snow and the family’s mythos of her mother as
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a gifted ice skater (29). Reading the poem “A Mother made of dress goods, tmtivhi
mother falls through the crust of the snow and disappears into the ice while the child
slides about in “shine and glare,” Ellis links this iciness to madness: “The mothe
disappears underneath the ice, a metaphor both for the madness that was about to engulf
her and for the past she was no longer able to forget” (BSAREllis 30). The

metaphoric link between ice, snow, death, madness, and the mother in Bishop’s work
also emerges from her early awareness of Andersen’s “The Snow Qunekeits

appealing, but terrifying title character. In “For A.B.,” Bishop linke fantasy of death
and madness in “The Snow Queen” to the very real encroachment of her mother’s
madness (the mother’s disappearance equaling death in the mind of the child),
mythologizing the biological mother as the disruptor of all plots that might leaatdow
the happy ending.

This connection between the Snow Queen and Gertrude Bishop is heightened in
the much later poem “First Death in Nova Scotia.” In this poem, Bishop again uses
imagery from “The Snow Queen” to portray the terrible influence of the mbthee,
who introduces the child to death. The mother is linked to the Snow Queen in the poem’s
initial image of her preparing Arthur for the funeral: “In the cold, cold parlog; / m
mother laid out Arthur” (CA25). After the mother’s hands touch the child, the poem
recalling the link between ice, snow, and death that first appears in “For A&.,” t
dominant color in the poem is white and the dead child appears frozen, his body left
unfinished by Jack Frost, now lying in a “coffin [... like] a little frosted cakeit is
watched over by a “red-eyed loon eye[ing] it from his white, frozen lakE"1&5). The

loon, a bird which connotes insanity, watches over the scene and symbolizes descending
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madness, and the mother who would eventually have her head hollowed out by bad
dreams is depicted, through Bishop’s association of the loon with “The Snow Queen,” as
taking the loon’s place at the center of the maddening lake. In Andersen’srstory,

Snow Queen sits in the middle of a frozen lake in her land, just as the loon sits in the
middle of a frozen lake in the poem. Andersen’s description of the Snow Queen and her
abode — “In the middle of that enormous snow hall was a frozen lake. [...] In the middle
of the lake was the throne of the Snow Queen. Here she sat when she was at home” —
correlates with Bishop’s description of the loon and his surroundings: “He kept his own
counsel / on his white frozen lake” (Andersen 259,12P). Bishop's allusions to the

royal family, who “invit[e] Arthur to be the smallest page at court,” fughiais motif, as

Kay is likewise offered a place at the Snow Queen’s court in her “emptyawnaistold

[...] palace” (CP126, Andersen 259). Andersen’s story is ultimately about death, but
ends positively with growing up, as Kay is eventually allowed to escape the Snow
Queen’s clutches and fall in love with Gerda, the young girl who eventually Isawveb
Bishop’s version, however, Arthur’s growing up is forever arrested by deathtoHigs
interrupted; he is never permitted to grow up, to regain his color, to miraculously come
back from the dead. The poem’s speaker’s life is likewise interrupted, thelsu

swept away by death’s terrible magic.

Throughout her oeuvre, Bishop would return to motifs from “The Snow Queen”
as symbols of encroaching death and madness. Imagery drawn from “The Snow Queen”
appears, for example, in both the juvenilia poem “Once on a hill | met a man” and the
mid-1970s poem “For Grandfather.” In each, Bishop depicts the speakersiledf

removal from society into either a death-like life or life-like death, tiseshe would also
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explore in the early sketches “The Sea and Its Shore” and “In Prison.” Though the
speaker is led astray in the earlier poem by a man, this man possesge$ thaisame
characteristics as the Snow Queen, his silvern color and “starry cloakilksg the
Snow Queen’s color and garments, which seem to be “made of millions of little sta
shaped snowflakes” (EAP, Andersen 237). The man’s promise to take the speaker to
the “Shadow-land” recalls the Snow Queen’s removal of the boy from his home to a land
of shadows and half-life (or half-death) (EAP The poem’s speaker is locked by this
man in a “foreign land,” like Kay, and left accompanied only by a constantly moving
“frieze / Of shadow people, shadow beasts,” the “frieze” freezing the expaat

echoing the nightmarish shadows which appear in “The Snow Queen"§E3PIn
Andersen’s story, Gerda, the girl who has determined to rescue Kaypsades wall [of

a foreign palace ...] strange shadows of horses with flying manes, dogscams fal
servants and hunters,” which are really “only dreams [...] come to fetch thair roy
masters” (Andersen 250).

The connections between “The Snow Queen” and “Once on a hill | met a man”
are solidified, and then broken, as the poem draws toward its close, as the speaker
imagines release from this prison in the form of a “you” “sing[ing] outdiee] [door,” an
aide much like the boy’s best friend Gerda, who saves him first by crying ménen
singing to him (EAFS). The speaker in Bishop’s poem, like Kay, does not remember the
saving singer because her mind, again like Kay’s, has been locked in a world of
nightmarish, senseless dreams. “Who are you out there with the wind?” the speaker
wonders. “Is yours a face that palely gleams / Among the throngs upon my?Walls|

(EAP 7). The speaker in Bishop’s poem, unlike Kay, refuses the return to her past life,
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choosing instead to stay with the man out of fear of what he might do. The poem ends, as
Marit J. McCarthur notes in her dissertation chapter on Bishop’s “Incarnatioms of t
‘Crypto-Dream-House,” “not with a happy return home to the family gettas in the
fairy tale [here, she refers to ‘Hansel and Gretel’], but with a hopeless, onsesss of
the futility and danger of escape” (17). This is even more poignant as the poiheof “T
Snow Queen” is for Gerda and Kay to grow up and into their adult roles, each moving out
of childhood by the story’s end. Bishop’s speaker can never leave the “tiny house” of
childhood, her present sealed forever in her past (AP

Echoing “Once on a hill | met a man,” the much later poem “For Grandfather”
depicts the poem’s speaker following her dead Grandfather into the frozen lanels of t
North Star, the two “trudging on splaying snowshoes / over the snow’s hara@nbyilli
curdled crust,” its “drifts” “endless,” the speaker growing ever caléspite the
Northern Lights that burn in the land of the Snow Queen also burning in the poem’s
Aurora Borealis (EAPL54, Andersen 259). As the speaker moves farther northward,
following the enticing, but ever-elusive loved one, she actually imaginedfherse
becoming the Snow Queen with the freezing kiss, inverting the metaphor of the man as
death devised in the poem above and, taking on the Snow Queen’s kiss, positioning
herself as the ruler of the land of the half-dead: “If | should overtake yowdass
cheek, / its silver stubble would feel like hoar-frost / and your old-fashionedjswal
moustache / be hung with icicles” (EAB4). There is danger here, however, as the
Grandfather is already dead, and the speaker’s yearning to return to him woulohresul
her demise. A sort of magical, but nefarious Pied Piper, the Grandfather-eduesree

and can never be recaptured, hovering, in death, only on the borders of the speaker’s
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northern imagination. By the poem’s end, such a demise has indeed occurred, the
speaker clearly succumbing, despite protests, to the seemingly pledsanto the
grandfather: “Grandfather, please stop! | haven’t been this cold in yeamsy' & an
image of death out of the fairy tale likewise appears in “The Farmbifdrén.” The
stepmother, after having sent the boys out with no gloves or blankets, imagines out of
“the pages of a lost schoolbook,” the pattern of a “snowflake,” this patternegisdyg
Kay in “The Snow Queen” before he succumbs to the Queen’s wiles, again linking the
maternal to the chill and presentiment of oncoming death 20®.

In Bishop’s work, in which the mother becomes a fantasy figure both beautiful
and terrifying, there is, nonetheless, a desire for the mother’s miracatous, the
orphan imagining herself as a displaced fairy princess, as in the ske&hSilivan
Downstairs,” in which the narrator and her friend “Barb’runt” are both “orphanssthat i
almost fairy princesses and living [with others ...] just temporarily”R2A2). As this
remark suggests, Bishop shows how fairy tales influence the child’gystsater dealing
with the pain of loss, as well as the hopelessness of such hopefulness, the chdd willi
herself into the text, in which things can miraculously reappear. In “In tiheg¥jl' for
example, the child’s burial of the mother’s ivory “stick” with a sharp point benkath t
“bleeding heart by the crab-apple tree” echoes a strategy of maezaeéry in the fairy
tale, Bishop alluding to such tales as the Grimms’ “Cinderella” @#}. In
“Cinderella,” when the daughter loses her mother, she buries a stick brokenHea®l-a
bush as a connection to her. Cinderella weeps over the branch three times a day, and it
eventually becomes a tree which is visited by a white bird, the bird, which is symbol

the mother, granting Cinderella’s wishes (Grimm Grim&?g). But in Bishop’s version,
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the child’s attempt to retain the mother or to have her magically return falshild
losing the stick and her mother as she loses everything else. What is burietbreles.
What could miraculously appear in Bishop’s use of the fairy tale was sexual
desire, as her most redemptive appropriations of the fairy tale are in rédakéstian
sexual fantasy. As Karen Rowe explains in “Feminism and Fairy Taléls,agd
women have often turned to the fairy tale when “[c]onfronted by the trauma of

blossoming sexuality” (240). As the volume Edgar Allan Poe and the JukshBaus,

Bishop would use fairy-tale imagery in poems and draft fragments which privebgat
explore hidden or forbidden sexual desire, especially between the 1920s and 1940s when
she was seeking to come to terms with her sexuality, to explore fantegigsder, as in

the poems | discussed previously, within the dreamscape. Though these drafts never
really reached fruition or the lines were cut out of published poems, they nosgthele
demonstrate an exploration of sexual fantasy that considers its relatiangiegpatterns

of the childhood imagination, an exploration taken up more explicitly and successfully b
later writers like Sylvia Plath and Anne Sexton, to whom | will later turtinés written

in her notebook below her 1929 poem “A Lovely Finish | Have Seen,” for example,
Bishop uses Hansel's pebbles to lead to the lover's mouth, a motif which again recurs in
the dreamscape. In this poem, Bishop employs imagery that she would later use in
“Sleeping Standing Up.” “I looked for the kiss all night,” she writes. “It shalhright

through the forest / (Those thoughts recumbent in the daytime stand up at night / and
make a forest). / Like the white crumbs or pebbles the foresters’ childréowddlhome

from the heart of the forest. // This morning | found it in my mouth” (2ABPn). Here,
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the home that is to be found is the mouth of the beloved, the lover’s kiss recovered only
after the return to consciousness following the wandering of sleep.

Again drawing upon “Hansel and Gretel,” Bishop provocatively spins the fairy
tale to encourage the miraculous discovery of sexuality, finding its expredshe edge
of waking. In this poem, the moment of awakening is positive, rather than ambivalent, a
in such published poems as “Insomnia” and “Roosters.” Bishop likewise used fairy-tale
imagery in a fragment from her notebooks written below the penultimate draft efra po
entitled “Late Air,” which was also published_in North & Sauth these lines, Bishop
imagines “tak[ing] a walk in a dream,” as she had in “Sleeping Standing Up,” a
meandering which progresses to her discovery of two lovers embraced, “likage /i 2
/ / out of Andersen, / lying here in the dark talking nonsense” @&8R). In the
space after the numeral “2,” the reader can read into the lines two words —€fchddr
“lovers” — rendering the children’s being lost in the forest, in this case,canvel
wandering away from society and its constraints. Though the lines seem tariadaliti
about unrequited love, they nonetheless celebrate the erotic, the fantasypandsca
permissive of sexual desire. The “Dear, my compass” poem with which | began most
explicitly, and I think successfully, moves back to the fairy tale in its ceregidn of
sexual fantasy, again depicting the landscape of the fairy tale astpeynaiéspite the
dangers of nostalgia, the playful exploration of sexual desire.

In the majority of Bishop’s uses of fairy tales, Bishop pits her own or her
characters’ real experiences against the magical world of Anderseniand.Gn her
versions, what is longed for is almost always never recovered, what is desiosd al

always lost. Her dispossessed and orphaned characters typically fakh¢alously
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discover, after many trials, their lost birth-right or the lost loved one, remgaini
dispossessed “fairy princesses” forever. Bishop’s use of fairy tgekarky relies on the
inverted motif or the story interrupted. Upending the original tales, she does ndt perm
her characters the luxury of finding what they are looking for, except in the poems
which she attempted to confront sexual desire. Then, Bishop allows the kiss to be
sometimes recovered, the experience of wandering to be exhilarating. Likevothen
writers of her generation and the generation which followed, Bishop traresfigod
transliterates fairy tales, fusing them with both the contemporary past modméfe

history. Through this, she highlights the fictiveness of her memory and the
simultaneously dangerous and liberating fictiveness of the tales, her methods
appropriation transforming the old into something both painfully and provocatively new.
Bishop would likewise turn back to the children’s text to make sense of the ng/sterie
her girlhood, opening the books of Helena Morley and Lewis Carrol to help her re-vision

her own past.

The Diary of Elizabeth Bishop, or Her Life as a Little Girl
In particular, there seemed to be much, much more to being a “little girl”
than | had realized: the prospect was beginning to depress me.
Elizabeth Bishop, “The Country Mouse” (CHg)

Shortly after settling in South America in the early 1950s, Bishop encountered the

Brazilian children’s book The Diary of ‘Helena Morle book that compelled her,
along with her Brazilian surroundings, to turn back to her own childhood past. Her arrival

in Brazil, as Bishop remarked, led her to “experience total recall about Nova,'Scot
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these recollections sparking a return to material from her girlhood that shedmad be
trying to work into prose since the early 1930s (294). In her early attempts to
examine childhood, Bishop had relied on the masculine perspective, as in the oft-
discussed Lucius drafts, which served as a precursor to such stories as “@weguibl
“In the Village.”™* Bishop’s early use of the masculine persona, though this gender
inversion did offer her a means of experimenting with tomboyism and masculine
freedom, as well as lesbian sexual identity and desire, also distanceahiéefractual
experience of girlhood, possibly the primary reason she left the Lucius diraft
fragments rather than developing them into a fully realized novel. In thesg draft
problems of female identity are not explicitly engaged, the masculinegioiigw
marking as off-limits a swath of Bishop’s childhood. The change to the fematmpers
which occurs after Bishop’s arrival in Brazil, arguably forced her toroabher
gendered experience of childhood and to reconsider her life as a young ginl, whic
motivated her finally to finish the drafts of autobiographical prose on which she had so
long labored.

In this section, | turn to a consideration of how children’s literature became
intertwined with a more gendered examination of childhood after Bishop’s move to

Brazil and her encounter with The Diary of ‘Helena Morléyrom the early 1950s on,

Bishop concentrated, especially in her prose, on developing an aesthgtrtisafd,
drawing narrative and poetic strategies from established girlgirfectn order to
represent accurately and truthfully her own early experiences asla Akishe sought to
develop this aesthetics, Dofa Alice’s diary and Lewis Carroll’s extyepaglular and

influential Alice books came together, providing Bishop with models on which she could
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frame her own girl’s story and tell it through a girl's eyes. In this@ed will use The

Diary of Helena Morleyand Lewis Carroll’'s Alicdbooks to provide insight into Bishop’s

developing aesthetics gfrlhood, focusing particularly on the stories “Gwendolyn” and
“The Country Mouse” and the poem “In the Waiting Room.” While Alice Brant’s diary
provided Bishop with a model of girls’ authorship, a model on whose aesthetics she could
draw to develop her own, Carroll’s Alit®oks became emblematic of displacement,
loss, and the girl’'s confusion when confronted with social rules, gender roles, and the
contradictory rigidity and fluidity of both identity and language. In her ap@t@n of
Carroll's Alice books, in particular, Bishop fuses Alice’s story with her own, using the
plot of Alice’s arrival in Wonderland and her journey through the looking-glass to frame
her own confusing arrival in America and her discovery of the Looking-Glasd afor
adolescent and adult femininity.

In a 1953 letter to Kit and llse Barker, Bishop reported that she was working on
“another book,” “a translation from Portuguese of a very charming journaéwbit a
young girl here about 50 years ago — authentic and terribly funny’2@A Bishop was

certain that the book, The Diary of ‘Helena Morlewas a “real literary ‘find,” and a

‘gem” — “a real, day-by-day diary, kept by a reg@ll” (OA 269, “Introduction” viii, my
italics). In her study of Bishop’s poetics of loss, Susan McCabe chazasttre diary as
“a testimony to the art of losing, the work of mourning,” arguing that the book tesona
as much as it did with Bishop because of the “eccentric survival” methods itdoffere
the face of death (15, 17). The book, however, resonated with Bishop in my view
primarily because of the sheer vitality and the gender of its younddgmaagonist.

Living in a provincial region much like the Nova Scotian world in which Bishop spent
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her early years, Helena is sprightly, wry, sardonic, selfish, vivacious, #iyd wi
throughout, and her book, as David Kalstone relates, “struck a vein [Bishop ...] was to
explore in her fiction” for some time — her “reawakened sense of the recup@avers

of childhood” (156).

This vein led back not just to childhood in general, but to Bishop’s reawakened
sense of her girlhood, her gendered experience of early childhood and her coming of age.
In her description of “Helena” and her voice, Bishop is very attentive to problems unique
to the experience of growing up girl: the girl’'s anxiety over her bodily appearéshe
worries about her height, her thinness, her freckles, and her appetite”yuhetesto live
up to feminine behavior (Helena is “unfair to her long-suffering sister,” tiyrée
“saucy,” “outspoken,” and mischievous); her vanity (“she thinks about clothesta grea
deal” and “s[its] up in bed studying her face, or what she could see of it bghheflia
candle, in a broken piece of looking-glass, all night long”) (“Introduction” xxwi;»i).

Even today, the diary is striking for its contemplation of the girl’s struggle t@ ¢com

terms with femininity, as well as for her directness of voice. A sort of Brazlice in
Wonderland, Helena is straightforward and speaks her mind, even when she is revealing
the ugly side of her nature by telling things exactly as she seesahdrshe is often

confused and angered by the tangle of rules which dictate her options as agdvéf,

she is often in a state of wonder about her femininity, desirous of becoming besdiful
attractive, albeit on her own terms. Overall, the book arguably intrigued Bishagsbeca

it was a story told by a “real girl,” the diary revealing to her thghiness of the girl’s

voice, making more viable the female child’s perspective as a perspectiveiiomshe

could work.
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The Diary of ‘Helena Morleyled Bishop ultimately back to the girl within, the

“buried core of [her ...] identity” (Hancock 3). The book deeply moved her because it
led her to realize, as Georges Bernanos wrote to Helena (in a letter indualpdotogue
to the book), “that the little girl that you were and the little universe in whichwste

will never die” (xxxvii). After her encounter with the diary, which Bishopesa

occurred during her “first” arrival in Brazil, she returned to the materitde Lucius

drafts (“Introduction” vii). This time, however, she told the stories from thesgidint of

view, directly engaging problems of female identity in order to flesh out thestorhe

short story “Gwendolyn,” published in The New Yorkerl953, demonstrates Bishop’s
turn toward narratives of girlhood in the early 1950s. The story considers whahg mea
to be a “little girl,” the narrator struggling to penetrate the mysteridemininity.

In this story, Gwendolyn Appletree, an eight-year-old girl who lives just outside
the Nova Scotian village, stands for “everything that the slightly epebut fascinating
words ‘little girl’ should mean” (CP216). The narrator imagines Gwendolyn “play[ing]
the role of beautiful heroine,” Bishop perhaps imagining such precursorsla€hztin

Uncle Tom’s CabinAs for Little Eva, this role proves fatal for Gwendolyn: it “gr[ows]

and gr[ows] until finally it had grown far beyond the slight but convincing talents she ha
for acting it” (217-18). The seven-year-old narrator is fascinated by, whom

she views to be the perfect “little girl” because of her “beautiful name her

appearance, the girl being small and doll-like, “blond, and pink and white, exactly like a
blossoming apple tree” (216). Gwendolyn is, unlike the narrator, despite their shared
invalidism, “delicate” because of her iliness, diabetes. The narrator, Hae@mgtold that

Gwendolyn was ill because she had “too much sugar,” views her particulartaasnen
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making her “more attractive, as if she would prove to be solid candy if you bit her, and
her pure-tinted complexion would taste exactly like the icing-sugarresggs or
birthday-candle holders” (216). Here, Bishop uncomfortably calls attention to the
connection between iliness and invalidism and girls’ attractiveness, indidzaingtte

girls become more beautiful, more socially perfect if their abilitieshampered by life-
threatening diseases. Through this, Bishop participates with the traditiorsoillgelss

in girls’ literature and the American tradition of representing the inguklittle girl as
symbolic of the innocence of the nation.

Stricken by her illness, Gwendolyn looks “prettier and more delicate than ever,”
her cheeks a “bright pink” (CR219). As Gwendolyn plays the role of sickly, delicate
“little girl,” she begins to become more and more doll-like, the brightenimiggpots on
her cheek akin to the exaggerated spots which were painted on porcelain and wax dolls at
the time. The danger, as Bishop writes in her sketch titled “True Confesssotigt the
girl and the doll might “change places” (EAB1). In “Gwendolyn,” the girl and the doll
do in fact change places; as Gwendolyn becomes more doll-like and eventualliyedies
doll, at least in the narrator’s imagination, takes over her identity. The slallcaltural
symbol of the socializing influences of little girlhood, represents the problem of
femininity at the heart of the story throughout. The story begins with thear&rat
discovery of a “girl doll” that had long ago been cherished by her Aunt, but was now
abandoned (CF213). The narrator finds the doll “thrilling,” a perfect “companion” to
her, a sickly and orphaned child, because the doll is a little worse for the wear, her
“personality” marked by her “weakened” joints, her limp “outstretched hand,har

weariness (214). “Gwendolyn” ends with the narrator doing something “reallydoad
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this doll — a short while after Gwendolyn’s funeral, she violates it. The littlargd her
young male cousin undress the doll and “examin[e] every stitch of her underclothes”
(226). Such fascination is important, since the little girl had formerly beem&tsd by
Gwendolyn’s underwear (220). The two then take turns at “operating’ on her $t6mac
violating the doll's body in an effort to understand her mystery, eventuaitygfail
because they are “too much in awe of her for that to be a success” (226). They then
decide to adorn her with flowers, and their play eventually turns to the two holding the
doll's funeral, with the doll, who had originally been nameless, usurping Gwendolyn’s
identity: “I don’t know which of us said it first, but one of us did, with wild joy — that it
was Gwendolyn’s funeral, and that the doll's real name, all this time, wasdsiya”
(226). The narrator’s grandparents return in time to discover what the pauldraeand
are reviled by the girls’ defilement of her aunt’s doll. The narrator ilasoniatized by

the adults’ response to the event, that she cannot “remember now what awful thing
happened to me” (226).

The narrator is expected to prize the doll, in little girl fashion, much as her aunt
had. But she instead, in true tomboyish fashion (accompanied by her male cousin, no
less), removes her prized clothing, imaginatively kills her off, and défdesvith dirt.
Miriam Formanek-Brunnel, in her study of dolls and American girlhood, notes the
prevalence of doll funerals in women’s memoirs and stories which look back on this
period in history, describing that the doll funeral both domesticated death in a form of
play and acted as an “expression of aggressive feelings and hostile fai8igsBoth
forms of expression are present at the close of “Gwendolyn,” as the childyemithlahe

doll in ways that show them reenacting death to deal with grief and agghgsgieating
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the female body the doll represents. As the defilement of the doll's body suggests,
Bishop, in “Gwendolyn,” represents femininity itself as a killing diseasesr@alyn,

being made of “sugar n’ spice and everything nice,” is literally killedugyaspoisoning.

The overt gendering of Gwendolyn is also linked to dirtiness and bodily functions, the
childish female body a grotesque. After being struck by Gwendolyn’s impeddorg

(the older girl tells the narrator that she is allowed to say her prayersd bebause she is
going to die), the narrator proceeds to pick up Gwendolyn’s clothing, and is struck by the
little girl's “very dirty” undergarments, a discovery which “shock[g8}é narrator

“deeply,” perhaps because it suggests that even the seemingly perialet bedy is
inherently dirty (CP220). This fascination with the girl’s dirtiness and her body’s secrets
is also linked to the girls’ shared sexual curiosity, as just before this episedeo lock
themselves in the privy in a game tinged with “rustic corruption” @2). The narrator
also imagines eating young Gwendolyn like candy. As one of Bishop’sffostiseat

writing from the girl’s perspective, this story is striking for its condetionaof the little

girl as a gothic horror, the female child locked, like many a fairyHefeine, in her

coffin, but this time “forever” (CP224).

As Bishop turned more explicitly to the story of the girl, Lewis Carrolbsies of
girlhood began to emerge from the depths of her imagination, perhaps because, as Judith
Little describes in her essay on Alice as a “female hero,” “Alice fesponds to the
Victorian ideal of womanhood with obvious ambiguity” (195). Taking up the problems of
female coming of age, Bishop looked to Carroll’s texts to provide a submergesidra
which she could embroider her own tales. Bishop had drawn upon motifs from Carroll

earlier in her career, as in the poem “Insomnia,” in which the narrator, liée, A
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“drop[s],” through the vehicle of the dream, “down the well / into [a...] world inverted”
(CP70). While there is a great deal to be said about Bishop’s allusions to Carroll
throughout her career, here | will focus on her use of motifs from Carrolte Bdioks in
“The Country Mouse” and “In the Waiting Room,” two examinations of a younggirl’
fall into gendered identity and language. In her study of how Alice’s fexpmes recur
[...] in action or metaphor in the fiction of twentieth-century women writers,tdudi
Little argues that “When a figure resembling Alice does reappeasidry always
includes an energetic critique of the social clichés which tend to pedestdéd fem
domesticity. It usually includes as well the female hero’s assertion ofcamyoof
freedom from patriarchal condescension and control” (195). When Bishop calls upon
Alice, she uses the children’s fiction to expose the problems of female idémgigyirl’'s
confused, ambiguous response to the ideals of womanhood that she is expected to inherit.
However, Bishop typically appropriates Carroll to remark the utter dislocatitne of
female self in the world, the terrible power of patriarchal condescensiocoatrol. In

her narratives of girlhood, Bishop uses Carroll's Abteries to demonstrate the girl’s
feelings of distress in relation to the patriarchal controls placed ondedeaitity and
female self-creation.

Before turning to Bishop’s use of Carroll in “The Country Mouse” and “In the
Waiting Room,” | would like to look briefly at her allusions to Alice in “Effoots
Affection” and “North Haven,” the writing she produced in tribute to Marianne Moore
and Robert Lowell. Though these texts do not deal with girls’ experiences, they do
capture the sense of linguistic ambiguity, particularly in relation toitgletitat Carroll’s

books represented for Bishop. In her memoir of Marianne Moore “Efforts of Affgtti
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for instance, Bishop ends with an allusion to Carroll's Alice to call attention to the

difficulty of using language to make “sense” of someone’s identitynd fi impossible

to draw conclusions or even to summarize,” she writes,
When | try to, | become foolishly bemused: | have a sort of subliminal
glimpse of the capital lettédd multiplying. | am turning the pages of an
illuminated manuscript and seeing that initial letter again and again:
Marianne’s monogram; mother; manners; morals; and | catch myself
murmuring, “Manners and morals; mannassnorals? Or is it moralas
manners?” Since, like Alice, “in a dreamy sort of way,” | can’t answer
either question, it doesn’t much matter which way | put gegmsgo be

making sense. (CA56)

Kathryn R. Kent argues that this “reference to Alice is from Through the hgdEiass
where the mirror, instead of mirroring and reflecting back Alice’s imageld her into
other fantastical spaces” (175). Bishop’s allusion does call up the multiphezti
images that occur in the space of the mirror, but it actually alludes diteddinguage

from Alice’s Adventures in Wonderlanah the chapter “Down the Rabbit-Hole,” in

which Alice falls into a new world through a dream and discovers identity’s difoge
lack of fixity. “[H]ere Alice began to get rather sleepy,” Carroll @sit “and went on
saying to herself, in a dreamy sort of way, ‘Do cats eat bats? Do catssfatibait
sometimes, ‘Do bats eat cats?’ for, you see, as she couldn’t answer eittiengiies
didn’t much matter which way she put it” (14).

Kent rightly notes that “th& multiplying [...] signif[ies] abundance, the many

identificatory possibilities that Moore offers Bishop” (178). Carroll's laage sums up
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the prismatic description of Moore that Bishop offers in the essay; she is, aaonce
contradiction of various selves — impractical and pragmatic, decorous and indecorous,
fragile and formidable, child-like and aged. Bishop’s positioning of herselfies i the
fantastic world that Moore inhabited demonstrates the world of new rules tHadhe
entered, the inverted “otherworldly” world of Moore’s life (which the youngsh&p
had the sensation of sinking into via a “diving bell”) (ARB7). But Bishop’s use of this
specific passage alludes particularly to the mutability and inaccurdaggifage, the
spontaneous production of linguistic associations that occur when a person tries to pin
down the meaning of someone or something — language itself refuses to remaiatstabl
the end of the memoir much as it does in both Wonderland and the Looking-Glass world
that Alice enters. Building on this representation, Bishop would again use d@nigoim
this passage, the language she quotes directly in “Efforts of Affection,” in her 1978
memorial poem of Robert Lowell in order to capture the divigation necessary in
recording identity and addressing the meaning of it in the face of deathist&ahds
haven’t shifted since last summer, / even if | like to pretend they have / Aginfia
dreamy sort of way a little north, a little south or sidewise” (@B8). Drifting “in a
dreamy sort of way” represents in both Carroll's books and Bishop’s allusions to them a
fall into consciousness, death, loss, and abrupt change prompting a new way of looking at
the old world and the recognition of both the power and unwieldiness of language.

In her use of Carroll in “Efforts of Affection” and “North Haven,” as wellia
“The Country Mouse” and “In the Waiting Room,” Bishop draws upon the two aspects of
his texts which have resonated most for both modern and postmodern women writers.

First, as Murray Knowles and Kristen Malmkjaer explain in their study of layegaad
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control in children’s literature, Carroll's work reflects “the essentisiability and
uncertainty of the language through which material ‘facts’ are reprintdd¢ch makes it
difficult to “maintain a clear distinction between fiction and reality” (2&8cond, as
Knowles and Malmkjaer also describe, this difficulty becomes linked to thetiedse
instability and uncertainty of identity; as Alice loses “linguistic colit she also loses
the ability and the confidence to “name herself’ (233). In both of Carroll’'s bduoks, t
dilemma for Alice is rooted in her lessening ability to articulate hettitye As Gilles

Deleuze explains in The Logic of Sensdice’s transformations “have one consequence:

the contesting of Alice’s personal identity and the loss of her proper nameasBhsf |

the proper name is the adventure which is repeated throughout all Alice’s adventures”
(3). In both Wonderland and the Looking-Glass world, the great question that Alice has
to answer is “Who am 1?” — a question that she is less and less able to ansvdendgnfi

as the books go on: “if 'm not the same, the next question is ‘Who in the world am 1?7’
Ah, thats the great puzzle!”; “ ‘Who argou?’ said the Caterpillar. [...] ‘I — I hardly

know, Sir, just at present — at least | knew winaswhen | got up this morning, but |

think I must have been changed several times since then” (Carroll 22, 49). As Catherine
Driscoll explains in her reading of Deleuze on Carroll in relation to gidscatture, the
“special relevance to girlhood” in Alice’s dilemma is that it is rooted ihc&s

transitions in body, power, and identity” (197). As her body begins to change, her identity
as a little girl swiftly begins to slip away; as she works to figure out haaritrol her

body, how to state who she is plainly, and how to figure out what other people or
creatures are saying, she becomes more and more deeply disoriented, tlue prospe

growing up a frightening one indeed.
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Drawing on Carroll’s preoccupation with both language and identity, Bishop
frames the representations of girlhood she produces in “The Country Mouse” and “In the
Waiting Room” on Alice’s journeys. In “The Country Mouse,” which relies maomly

Carroll’s second book Through the Looking-Glams orphaned girl is whisked away

from the stable, much-loved home of her maternal grandparents by her paterrialaones
new life in America. The story opens on a train, the disorienting journey echoaggsAl

hallucinatory train ride in the Looking-Glass world._In Through the Lookifag$sthe

train-ride symbolizes another leg in Alice’s journey toward becomingee her

Queenship, or womanhood, the end-point of the surreal chess-game she has been invited
to play. Like the frightening train which “scream(s]” “shrill[y]” ina@roll's book, the

“gritting, grinding, occasionally shrieking” train in Bishop’s story is beguihe girl, as

the train conductor in Through the Looking-Gl&sks Alice, “the wrong way,” further

and further away from home and, like Alice, deeper and deeper into a new and
increasingly strange world (Carroll 181, CE, Carroll 179). As in “Gwendolyn,”
Bishop’s subject in “The Country Mouse” is dominantly the girl’s disturbingodiscy of
what it means to be a proper “little girl.” As the narrator moves deeper instrémge
new world of her grandparents’ American home, she progressively losesiseeoevho
she had been in her previous one, and becomes increasingly conscious of the feminine,
American girl role that she is expected to perform. “There seemed to be nuoth, m
more to being a ‘little girl’ than | had realized,” the narrator muses, “[Hredprospect
was beginning to depress me” (CH).
The voice through which Bishop renders the child’s confusion in “The Country

Mouse” is akin to Carroll's questioning Alice, who is, like the narrator, uttenhfused
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and bewildered by the peculiar use of language in this foreign land. As thineoraes

into contact with gender codes in particular, her confused response mirrors thaetsf Ali
response to living in a world that is, as W.H. Auden wrote of the Looking Glass World,
“governed by laws to which she is unaccustomed” (9). In “The Country MouségBis
roots the child’s confusion in response to language in her Grandmother’s femining way o
speaking, echoing Alice’s disorienting conversations with the terrifyiggipdmotherly

Red and White Queens in Through the Looking-Gla3s the train journey, for

example, the narrator remarks,
| was beginning to enjoy myself a little, if only Grandma hadn’t had such
a confusing way of talking. It was almost as if we were playing house. She
would speak of “grandma” and “little girls” and “fathers” and “being
good” — things | had never before considered in the abstract, or rarely in
third person. (CP16)
Here, the girl recognizes and wonders at the multiple meanings of siogls (the
dominant form of word play in Carroll's books), meanings that she had never
contemplated before (despite her certain prior awareness of her positiaghseda
granddaughter, and girl). As Juliet Dusinberre describes in her examinakiow of
Carroll influenced writers like Virginia Woolf, Carroll “identif[iedhé linguistic centre
of a child’s subjection to the adult world” (166). As the passage above indicates, the
girl’s subjection to the adult world is rooted in learning new definitions of “fAtHétle
girls,” and “being good” — in other words, the definition of proper feminine behavior in

the eyes of the American patriarchy.
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The girl’s ultra-femme, “doll-like” Grandmother, like the aged Red and White

Queens in Through the Looking-Glassresponsible for teaching the little girl how to

behave (CP1i6). But while these lessons seem dreadful nonsense to Alice, they are
painfully real to the narrator in Bishop’s story. In this new world, she struggles to
decipher language that “baffle[s] her,” much of which is related to Amedomesticity
and femininity, such as her young, ultra-femme playmate’s use of the pamute-pie
order’ (CPr 22). In characteristic Carrollian inversion, the “three great truths'thieat
girl learns in the story are really lies: the lie of sentimental @lity (she lies
“deliberately and consciously” that her mother is dead in order to gain sympghthy)
“white lie” in the face of class differences (she tells a playmatel@iver class than her
that the servants are really a “family” so that the girl does not ask amyquestions);
and lastly, the lie of the self or selfhood (C3r32). Facing this last lie is a nightmare
that the narrator, unlike Alice, can’t wake up from.

In her essay on Bishop’s appropriation of Carroll in “The Country Mouse,” one of
the few essays which consider Bishop’s work and children’s literature, @gibiD
argues that, in “The Country Mouse,” “Bishop produces an aesthetic rendering of her
autobiography, and she finds her unified self in the exploration of past memories” (35).
Dayton claims that in response to the question “Who am 1?” the girl in Bishopydastor
able to come up with the somewhat satisfying answer, “You are you” (41). nEwe”
however, is anything but satisfying for the child. “You are you” is rathetenakénate,
nonsensical, and complicates the reading of the self as being situatednalexter
particulars — others looking upon the “I” will read the child as a “you,” therabgetling

out the girl’s ability to define herself. The important question here, unlike in Carroll
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Alice books, is “Who argou?” not “Who aml?” Coming tellingly from a voice that
seems to be disembodied from the child, this assertion reads like a prison sentence
handed down from above: “you areu, and you are going to lyauforever” (CPr33).
The child’s interior monologue, strangely coming primarily from the outside, sisgges
her epiphany that she will be defined by the new culture in which is now being forced to
live, the Looking-Glass world of American femininity, a point which is brought hgme b
the girl’s gazing into the mirror in hgrandfather’'sbedroom.

Seeing herself in the mirror, Bishop’s girl is afraid of the reformdlatege of
an American “little girl” that meets her in the mirror: “my ugly sedyess, my too long
hair, my gloomy and frightened expression” (29). The shame, disgrace, and aiasofluti
the self that the girl experiences when she sees herself in the mimoig &kiginia
Woolf’'s childhood memory of seeing a terrifying animal face appear oveshloglder in
“A Sketch of the Past,” depicts the girl’s sudden recognition of her fall intoegesca
disgrace (Woolf 69). Bishop’s use of the interior monologue, a motif Carroll useata gre
deal in the Alicebooks, especially demonstrates the productiveness that Kirstin Hotelling
has called attention to in reading Bishop as complicating the notion of autobipgraph
rather than “sticking to the facts.” “Rather than read Bishop as eithei@yrithical
(and feminist) or reticent (and not),” she writes, “we may fare bettexamining the
ways in which her writing both proffeend contests the possibility of an authentic,
‘autonomous’ subjectivity” (188). This ambivalence is captured by Bishop’s sguatti
her story in the frame of Alice’s fiction, which calls attention to theviectess of her
memories and is amplified by her revisionary treatment of Alice’s fall.nEneator’s

discovery that she is a feminine “you” strikes her as being “like coastiwugtdll, [...]
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only much worse, and it quickly smashed into a tree” &3r The narrator’s
imagination of coasting into a tree at the story’s end revises Aliceistalsomething
utterly appalling, suggesting the girl’s tendencies toward self-désinat the very
moment she learns of her identity.

In “In the Waiting Room,” Bishop would heighten the link between her narrative
of girlhood and Carroll's tales, portraying the fall into female genddrnisnpoem as even
more disorienting. Here, Bishop again takes up the question “Who am I?” and considers
that question in relation to gendered identity. The allusions to Alice hergare e

stronger, Bishop primarily relying on Carroll’s first book Alice’s Advensuire

Wonderland The narrator’s fall into un/consciousness begins with her reading the

National Geographiand her careful consideration of the words in relation to the

magazine’s photographs, echoing the beginning of Alice’s AdventGR$59). As

Carroll’'s book opens, Alice considers the “book her sister [... is] reading” and wonders
what the use of a book is without “pictures” (11). For the girl in the waiting roone thes
pictures are of the utmost importance, as they display patriarchal violehtieea
terribleness of femininity, girls’ and women’s bodies reshaped by the demiands
patriarchy. The women'’s “horrifying” breasts, as emblems of theimiaity, terrify her
most of all (CP159). As the girl contemplates the pictures, like Alice, the narrator falls
into a dream-like state. Suddenly recognizing that she is like her “foolish ahatfihds
herself “falling, falling” through space, much as Alice falls “down, down, dotha”

“well” of the rabbit hole (CRL60, Carroll 13). While Alice is falling, she sees “maps” on
the wall and begins to wonder about geography and what “latitude or longitude” she

might find herself in to stop the sensation of fear she has begun to feel, much as the girl
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in Bishop’s poem tries to keep her eyes glued to the National Geognapleichand to

stop the sensation of disorientation (Carroll 12, 13). Falling, like Alice, out of both
familiar space and time, the narrator becomes detached from her personaleeamgdt s
now in the third-person, and finds herself in a void of “cold, blue-black space,” beginning
to discover, again like Alice, that she has landed in a Wonderland, a new world of
strange, frightening, and indecipherable creatures and rulesg@P

As the narrator puzzles over this fall, her voice sounds much like Alice’s
precocious voice. While Alice thinksShe’sshe, and'm |, and — oh dear, how puzzling
it all is!”, the narrator similarly frets “Why should | be my aunt, / or mearojone? [...]/
How — | didn’t know any / word for it — how ‘unlikely’” (Carroll 23, CE61). The sheer
strangeness of the narrator’s voice in her own ears echoes Alice’s disoriecteth\vbe
“The Pool of Tears” chapter, theH!” of pain in the narrator’'s mouth akin to Alice’s
perception that her voice “sounds hoarse and strange” and that it issues the ansig w
(CP 160; Carroll 23). Finally, the waiting room itself recalls the hall in whicheMinds
herself after her fall down the rabbit hole, a sort of waiting room with mullipbes and
no apparent exit. The waiting room in Bishop’s poem, also a place with no apparent
escape, can be read as flooding, like Alice’s, because of the girl’s slisiree narrator
“slide[s] beneath a big black wave, / another, and another,” much as Alice fisdf her
nearly drowning after her hall of locked doors becomes dangerously flooded with her
own “pool of tears” (CRL61, Carroll 25).

When the nightmare of Wonderland gets to be too much for Alice, she can
destroy her dream world — she can wake up. Her awakening, in turn, always restores

order (Knowles and Malmkjaer 247). Though the girl in Bishop’s poem is snhapped back
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into reality much as Alice is sucked back through the looking-glass, she has didcave
nightmare she can never wake up from, her “temples hollowed by bad dreams”.forever
In both “The Country Mouse” and “In the Waiting Room,” as in “Gwendolyn,”
femininity becomes a nightmare that one can’'t wake up from, a nightmare that, once had,
can’t be forgotten. In Brazil, Bishop forced herself to look back at the past with
wondering, but critical eyes, the “day-dream” she created a mixture of bdibetating
Brazilian present and the longed-for Nova Scotian past. In the stories ateglcrelying
on narrative patterns drawn from past girls’ fictions, Bishop concentratég on t
disorienting experience of growing into feminine adolescence, the female body a
crossroads of self-discovery and social orientation.
0

Wonderlands

Art “copying from life” and life itself,

life and the memory of it so compressed

they’ve turned into each other.

Which is which?

Elizabeth Bishop, “Poem” (CIE77)

In the closing poem to Through the Looking-Gldsswis Carroll lingers over the

image of the child Alice in a boat gliding downstream, remarking wistftiill she

haunts me, phantomwise, / Alice moving under skies / Never seen by waking eyes [...]
Ever drifting down the stream - / Lingering in the golden gleam - / Wifeat is it but a
dream?” (Carroll 345). In her work on childhood and her work which examines her adult

consciousness, “life” and “dream,” “life and the memory of it” become corsgdes
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Bishop constantly returning to and using imagery from her personal mythology and the
cultural mythology of childhood in order to come to terms with the important thentes tha
haunt her work phantomwise — the loss of her parents, particularly her mother, and of
home, the pleasure and the pain of language, the trouble of asserting one’s identity,
particularly a female identity. As she writer in her poem “Poem,” thegrne

“compressed” to the point that one wonders “which is which?” Through her use of
children’s fictions, Bishop calls attention to the fictive practices nacg$s remake
memory, to get back to the source of one’s imagination. As Nancy Walker urifé i

Disobedient Writer: Women and Narrative Traditibho the extent that a narrative is

referential to a prior narrative in its own construction, it calls attentios tmw fictive

and conditional character” (6). Her narratives referential to prior textisoBisalls
attention to the ways in which her imagination was both conditioned and pollinated by
the “long-forgotten books” and “experiences past and present” that made hetiessif

childhood come alive.

'3 |n her annotations to Edgar Allan Poe and the-Raee Uncollected Poems, Drafts, and Fragments
Alice Quinn dates the poem thus using Bishop’isttMillier's biography, and Lloyd Schwartz’s egsa
“Annals of Poetry: Elizabeth Bishop and Brazil,” et appeared in The New Yorken September 30,
1991. In a letter to Robert Lowell written on Sapber 19, 1965 quoted by Quinn, Bishop describes he
and Lilli's shared nostalgia for “the North”; “I 58 the north very much occasionally — and Lilli &mcd
one long nostalgic conversation all about bulb {sabirch trees, hay-lofts, etc. — Apparentlyp‘in the
hay! is an old Danish expression for having a wild daiome. She also goes on abtnalls in a way that
reminds me of Auden” (Edgar Allan PEAP] 333n). In passages also cited by Quinn, Schvasszrribes
being shown this manuscript of the poem, along waitbther (also illustrated), by Lilli, and Brett INg&r
notes that the poem was “[a]mong the objects Editateft for Lilli[, ... the poem depicting their] canon
nostalgia; the different, yet reminiscent, chilltbé mountain air; and the painful compromisesrtlozie
involved; and the sheer joy of their intimacy. (LM,368)” (EAP334n). See EARA4O0 for the original
reproduction of the manuscript in question.

18 Such a practice of encoding her poetry, partityifaoetry written explicitly for a limited female
audience, was part of Bishop’s aesthetics froneleiest writing. In an early poem titled “| inttoce
Penelope Gwin,” written, like the much-later “Deary compass” poem, for the eyes of another “ginlyo
(the poem was unpublished until recently), Bishggia uses the layering of text and image, of peason
and cultural mythology, to get her point acrossosMikely written in the late 1920s when she wasipil
at the Walnut Hill Boarding School for girls andpapently sent to one of her classmates, the poem
playfully foretells the coded confessionalism tB&hop would later use to look more closely atghélic
and private identities of the female artist, theblan, and the girl. Alice Quinn notes that thempovas
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“[tlentatively dated ‘late 20s?’ by the Vassar avefi and that it was “most likely written at Walnill”
(244n). Quinn conjectures that “I introduce Pepel@win” is probably one of the “two or three cami
poems’ Bishop refers to in a letter dated Janudryl275, to her lifelong friend Frani Blough Museho
attended the same summer camp in adolescencarttelmarding school, and the same college.” In the
letter, Bishop describes having received the poainsg with several copies of The Blue Pelidflalnut
Hill's student magazine) published during 1928-1928m a Walnut Hill classmate, Judy Flynn, to whom
Bishop notes she had sent the poem when a teel@geanother note, Bishop was very interested in the
relationship between her writing and the visuad.drt a 1966 interview, for example, she notedhithk

I’'m more visual than most poets. Many years agoyad 1942 or 1943, somebody mentioned to me
something that Meyer Shapiro, the art critic, s#idut me: ‘She writes poems with a painter’s elyaas
very flattered. All my life I've been interested painting. Some of my relatives painted. [...] I'd éoto be
a painter” (Conversations with Elizabeth BisHQEB] 24). See Conversations with Elizabeth Bisheqb.
George Monteiro (Jackson: UP of Mississippi, 1996).

7 Jonathan Ellis aptly notes that “What is unussidhe uneasy balance Bishop strikes between ‘mystal
for northern things’ and desire for northern fleShe devotes five stanzas to haunting memoriew&N
Scotia and just one stanza to love in the preq85i. In my view, this balance is struck by therlolimg of
fantasy and reality through allusions to the fa@lg and to the personal past. See Jonathan Aitisnd
Memory in the Work of Elizabeth BishdBurlington: Ashgate, 2006).

18 See also Bruno Bettelheim, The Uses of Enchantriiéset Meaning and Importance of Fairy Ta(bew
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1991): 139-40, 232-35.

91n a 1978 interview with Elizabeth Spires, Bishepuld recount this story: “Il remember my mother
taking me for a ride on the swan boats in Bostoothdr was dressed all in black — widows were irs¢ho
days. [...] A swan came up and she fed it and ihéitfinger. Maybe she just told me this, but | &edid it
because she showed me her black kid glove and‘Saiel,” The finger was split. Well, | was thrill¢al
death!” (CEB126).

% Echoing this event, an animal’s bite in Bishopiggnilia short story “The Last Animal’results ireth
near death of a young boy’s father. The father, tdub provoked the animal into biting him, becomes
infected with blood poisoning and nearly dies. Thid, who had loved the animal, in turn loses his
innocence after realizing that the animal can bwdeous; he forgets to feed it because he is coeder
about his father, and the animal dies becauseedfdly’s neglect. See Bishop, “The Last Animal,’s¥ar
Review?25 (April 1934): 3-5, 18-19.

% Though these drafts are undated, Quinn notesttiere is general agreement (among scholars and the
Vassar archive) that both were written in the n®dds” (EAP347n). Quinn also lists the following
references to swans in Bishop’s archive: her “nevaé Wallace Fowlie’s ‘Pantomime: A Journal of
Rehearsals,” which was published in Pod@tryanuary 1952,” her interview with Spires, tegeral drafts
of “Swan-Boat Ride,” Bishop’s notebooks dated 19386, and the Key West notebooks from the 1940s
(EAP 346-47n). See also “A mother made of dress-go&s? 156-57.

#23uch an approach to explication was part of Bishmgmding, and arguably writing, practices from he
early girlhood. In the short essay “In AppreciatafrShelley’s Poems,” for example, written in 198fen
she was only sixteen, Bishop establishes the irapbtask of unearthing a poet’s private experiénce
order to understand his or her writing. “The beay to understand Shelley,” she wrote, “is to ragmhrt
of his biography and then read his poems that weiteen during the same period of his life” (11)etd,
Bishop points to the vital link between the writelife circumstances and his or her poetry. “Thiy oeal
way to understand poetry,” she further contendisdto*know the life and beliefs of the poet” (1Bishop
reiterated this belief many years later to oneesfdiudents, Wesley Wehr, telling him in 1966 thiters
should read exhaustiveguerythingabout an author before beginning an attempt t@rstand the work.

“I would suggest,” she told Wehr, “you read onetpeall of his poems, his letters, his biographies,
everythingbut the criticisms on him” (40). That she put this gestion into practice is evidenced by the
number of biographies in her personal library, bection so numerous that the student who organikzed
collection for her in the 1970s later describedd®having “biographies galore, a full shelf arfthd from
the ceiling almost to the floor” (CEB37). To Bishop, somewhat surprisingly given legutation as a
highly guarded and reticent poet, knowing as muchassible about the author’s life gave the retiter
tools to understand his or her subtleties, to ugrhis or her poems’ riddles. See Bishop, “In Amgeigon
of Shelley’s Poems,” Gettysburg Reviéwl (Winter 1992a): 11-12.
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% Bishop's status as a confessional poet has bewsrtius, especially given her expressed distaste
overtly confessional poetics in the public sph&ise famously claimed, for example, that she wished
confessional poets would “keep some of those thinglsemselves,” and she had, in her later yeidts, |
praise for this type of poetry, referring to it‘asnsense” and its tradition as the “oh-the-agofiit-o
school” (CEB76, 71). “Ihateconfessional poetry,” she told Wehr in 1966, “aodnany people seem to
be writing it these days. Besides, they seldom laamehing interesting to ‘confess’ anyway. Mosthey
write about a lot of things which | should thinkneebetter left unsaid” (CEB5S).

% Thomas Travisano, for example, applies Diane Millddok’s description of confessional aesthetics to
Bishop’s oeuvre, aptly noting that “Bishop meet&xceeds every one of the stated criteria by which
Middlebrook defines the ‘confessional poet.’ As ave seen, Bishop not only investigates ‘the pressu
on the family’ working ‘primarily through the mottidut also explores ‘disorders that follow fromege
emotional wounds received early in life”” (Travisa#l). The critical impulse to re-approach Bislasma
confessional poet has been augmented very redarttig public domain by the controversial publioati

of Edgar Allan Poe and the Juke-Baxvolume which collects fragments, drafts, andulnished poems.
Despite the controversy which surrounds this baotad€n Vendler has been a highly vocal critic of the
endeavor), Edgar Allan Parakes public material which provides scholars stadents with further
insight into Bishop’s menagerie of symbols, botblpuand private. This material, as the book’s gtck
rightly declares, “brings us into the poet’s laliorg, showing us the initial provocative imagest tmoved
Bishop to begin a poem, [or, for that matter aystar. further] illuminat[ing] the poet’s sources and
intentions.” The previously unpublished work conga in the volume provides further insight into
Bishop’s terminologies, her menagerie of symbolthay are wielded in the often more confessional
unpublished work and then recycled in the moreeeti poems that were eventually published.

% Contemporary scholars have been increasingly tedés Bishop’s ongoing investigation of childhood,
looking at her work primarily through the lenseshildhood studies, cultural theory, and psychogial
theory. See, for example, Lorrie Goldensohn, Tlegiphy of a Poetr{New York: Columbia UP, 1992);
Gary Fountain and Peter Brazeau, Remembering Eihdbishop: An Oral BiographfAmherst: U of
Massachusetts P, 1994); and Brett C. Millier, Heth Bishop: Life and the Memory of(Berkeley: U of
California P, 1993) for more biographical treatnsenit the importance of childhood to Bishop’s wdslee
also the chapter “Memory’s Eye” in Bonnie Costelidizabeth Bishop: Questions of MastéGambridge:
Harvard UP, 1991) 175-213; David Kalstone, BecongirRpet: Elizabeth Bishop with Marianne Moore
and Robert LowellEd. Robert Hemenway (New York: Farrar Straus Bird989); and Lloyd Schwartz
and Sybil P. Estess, eds. Elizabeth Bishop anddrtefAnn Arbor: U of Michigan P, 1983) for a
discussion of the importance of childhood to Bishdprmal aesthetics and creative processes. Iginal
see the following essays, which further illumingte relationship between Bishop’s work and the
representation of childhood: Gail H. Dayton’s “Eioeth Bishop: Child of Past, Child of Present ihéT
Country Mouse,” Barbara Page’s “Bishop as a Pé&hildhood Recollected,” and Thomas Travisano’s
“Elizabeth Bishop and the Origins of Childhood S&sq” all in ‘In Worcester, Massachussetts’: Essatys
Elizabeth Bishop from the 1997 Elizabeth Bishop fémnce at WRIEd. Laura Jehn Menides and Angela
G. Dorenkamp, WPI Studies (New York: Peter Lan@2935-41, 21-33, and 5-20; Andre Furlani,
“Elizabeth Bishop’s Stories of Childhood: Writiniget Disaster,” Critiqué3.2 (2002): 148-60; and Thomas
Travisano, “Emerging Genius: Elizabeth Bishop ahé Blue Penc;jl1927-1930,” The Gettysburg Review
5.1 (Winter 1992): 32-47.

% Bishop’s appreciation of Lear’s work was perhapmarily fueled by her identification with his seadu
experience and his strategies for working outélxjzerience in work that stems from the child’sasiAs
Jackie Wullschlager describes in her book on thgraiphies and creative production of prominent
children’s writers during the late nineteenth aadyetwentieth centuries, Lear’s “secret homoseityial
kept him at odds with society [... and] his love affaith a judge ending in disappointment and refetti
contributed to his fantasies for children aboutsmatched couples — the Owl and the Pussy Cat,tbk D
and the Kangaroo,” with these characters “livingpily ever after” (6). See Wullschlager, Inventing
Wonderlands: The Lives and Fantasies sof LewisdllaEdward Lear, J.M. Barrie, Kenneth Grahame,
and A.A. Milne(London: Methuen, 1995).

%" See also Susan McCabe, Elizabeth Bishop: Her doeftiLos(University Park: Pennsylvania State UP,
1994).

% Bishop’s use of the dreamscape here is reminisafefrteud’s conceptualization of dreamwork. In his
outline of psychoanalysis, he describes the quafithe dreamscape thus: “The evidence of the shaen
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by the unconscious id in the formation of dreamshbisndant and convincing. (1) Memory is far more
comprehensive in dreams than in waking life. Drelnrgg up recollections which the dreamer has
forgotten, which are inaccessible to him when renake. (b) Dreams make an unlimited use of lirtguis
symbols, the meaning of which is for the most paknown to the dreamer. [...] (c) Memory very often
reproduces in dreams impressions from the drearaarlg childhood of which we can definitely assest
only that they had been forgotten but that theylhexbme unconscious owing to repression. Thisais th
explanation of the help — usually indispensablé&erded to us by dreams when, in the course of the
analytic treatment of the neuroses, we attempedonstruct the early life of the dreamer” (49).e $eeud,
An Outline of Psychoanalysi3rans. James Strachey (New York: Norton, 1949).

29 As Helen Vendler remarks in her study of the iseetion between the domestic and the otherwortdly
Bishop’s work, there is a “vibration [...] between tivequencies — the domestic and the strange” (33).
she describes, “the fact that one’s house alwgiyscrutable, that nothing is more enigmatic tHanheart
of the domestic scene, offers Bishop one of harrreat subjects” (33). The domesticsispposedo be
familiar, Bishop’s work recognizes this, but Bisfepoetic powers are not put into makingritly familiar
— her energies are always devoted to the facthiealomestic is forever strange, forever out ofinea
forever a “fairy house” as in “Jeronimo’s House€eSvVendler, “Domestication, Domesticity, and the
Otherworldly,” Elizabeth Bishop and Her AEds. Lloyd Schwartz and Sybil P. Estess (Ann Arkbof
Michigan P, 1983): 32-48. Also, see Bruno Bettaethen sets of three siblings, which he reads as
representing the three parts of the human psybbesdo, the superego, and the id (102-103).

% Jonathan Ellis has called attention to the stopegsence as a magical object throughout Bishopt&.w
“In Bishop’s writing,” he notes, “domestic stoveeduently double as memory stores, recalling ti& pa
with a shuddering, violent immediacy” (94). He msféo the stoves in “The Baptism,” “Mrs. Sullivan
Downstairs,” and “Sestina,” as well as Bishop’spiaig of a stove which depicts the stove as bridked
a house with the word “Magic” stenciled on the r(88-94).

31 As Jack Zipes notes in his chapter on “The Ratipaigon of Abandonment and Abuse in Fairy Tales:
The Case of Hansel and Gretel”_in Happily Ever Affairy Tales, Children, and the Culture Industhe
version of the story with which most readers frd fate-nineteenth century until today are famihais
the 1857 final version of the tale which includedl bf Wilhelm’s stylistic and thematic changes2j4
One of those stylistic changes was to make the Herdin the tale into a “stepmother,” perhaps tsuage
the fearfulness of the children’s actual mother tivanto get rid of them; however, the Grimm tald st
refers to the “stepmother” as a “mother” at cerfaimts, blurring the line between the two. Seeegjp
Happily Ever After: Fairy Tales, Children, and tBalture IndustryNew York: Routledge, 1997).

32 According to Quinn, the draft in Edgar Allan Paelahe Juke-Bois one from “the mid- to late-fifties”
(EAP 310n).

%3 Many of the figures whose children’s fictions Bighadmired had also lost a parent early in lifiosa
which resurfaces in the obsessive return to chiddrhbat permeates their work. As Jackie Wullschiage
explains, such figures as Hans Christian AndersenEalward Lear “lost parents when they were very
young and then [...] created in their work wish-fliffient versions of childhood they had missed” (70).
Bishop can be viewed as likewise working throughgast in her work about childhood, although her
return to childhood tends to rehash the pain oldeses rather than to fulfill wishes that remained
unrealized.

3 Bishop had experimented with the masculine per#ofiest-person narration very early in her carasr
a writer, as exemplified by a short story she wrgldle at Walnut Hill in 1928 entitled “Picking
Mushrooms,” which considers a little boy who is @&sed with mushrooms and secretly endeavors to pick
them from the town common, the little boy appeatmge an early inversion of Bishop’s childhood,sel

as the Bay of Fundy appears in the story’s atmasph&he also experimented with the masculineopers

in the 1929 short story, “A Flight of Fancy,” in igh two young men, both literary, share a ballode r

that allows them to talk to one another more tuitithan they might down herd...] on earth.” As one

of the characters, an effeminate, fragile young maes, “we could talk better up an altitude orsay

voice seems to carry more readily in thin air” (2Ile hostess’s introduction of the two young merkes
one imagine the set-up between the two as almasbfta blind date. As she introduces the narratdne
other young man, she notes pushily, “I know yolikié him — he’s literary” (21). There are also eesals

of gender roles in the remarkable short story “Thamb” and the poem “Dead,” both of which examine
love relationships between an implicitly masculapeaker (the actual gender of the narrator in &ach
never explicitly revealed) and a longed-for fermaleer. In “Dead,” the female lover has been lostht®
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shades of Winter, implying either the coldness leetwthe longed-for woman and the speaker or hsr los
to death. In “The Thumb,” the gender reversal bae® central to the story’s meaning, since the ieabpli
masculine speaker becomes both repulsed and fasttibgp a beautiful, delicate, seemingly perfect
woman’s possession of a masculine, brutish thulimmas Travisano, who researched Bishop’s youthful
publications in the Walnut Hill Blue Penaihd the North Shore Country Day School’s litenaggazine,
notes that Bishop’s experimentations with genderevlyy no means the norm in other writing that
appeared in the texts and that these gender révarsawritten as both seemingly incidental and
calculated. For Travisano, the teenaged Bishopmaag been “paying conventional homage to a male
dominated literary scene,” while also imbeddinghia texts, through the use of first-person narmtio
psychological parallel between the narrator andh@isherself, with Travisano citing specifically thieort
story “The Thumb,” written for The Blue Penail 1930 when Bishop would have been nineteen.

% Formanek-Brunnel also notes that such rituals wemmuraged by parents, with girls exposed to such
narratives in short stories about dying dolls taaght girls how to play with their toys: “As the
ritualization of mourning increased during the @uof the century — all maintained within the feimén
sphere — [...] parents encouraged funeral ceremorgasinto properly sanctify the ‘bodies’ and protibet
‘souls’ of those poor deceased dolls” (23). Seerfamek-Brunnel, Miriam, Made to Play House: Dolls
and the Commercialization of American Girlhood, 83®30(New Haven: Yale UP, 1993).
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Chapter II
Sylvia Plath through the Looking-Glass

The self as revisable text is one of the central motifs in Sylvia Plath’&ar
Susan van Dyne argues in her recent essay on old and new directions in Plath biography
and criticism, “Plath’s habits of self-representation” in her letjetgnals, poetry, and
prose “suggest that she regarded her life as if it were a text she could myeetvate”
(5). “Self-consciously chosen and personally exploratory,” the “prolifegaiersonae”
which emerge in her personal and professional writing “represent her effortagme,
dismantle, and reconstruct her ongoing self-narrative into a script she eeuhdth”
(6).3° These persistent efforts at self-definition make for personae which are

recognizably cloaked in “many-colored fictions” (Plath Collected PJ&H] 25). In all

of her writing, Plath’s habits of self-representation demonstrate thavéeevolving
narrative of selfhood was inescapably intertextual and intentionally deeiytte
scripted self requiring the re-imagination of old scripts. The phoenix-sélaes t
continually take flight in her work regularly emerge from a pyre of pextst these texts
re-imagined and newly forged within the self-narrative she develops. As steeiwher
1959 poem “Electra on Azalea Path,” a poem deeply rooted in her personal experience, ‘I
borrow the stilts of an old tragedy” (QR.7)3

The self of “many-colored fictions” that continually unfolds in Plath’s wak ¢
be read as akin to a palimpsest, a paper self made up of prior, partially effased t
which are overlapped, but not erased, by new narrative2%LPAs a result, among the
critical practices which continue to offer new inlets into Plath’s oeuvre,raByae

contends in the essay cited above, is the continued excavation of how her “litetsary tex
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are illuminated by an enlarging network of other texts in which they are imtiedd).

While scholars have accounted in detail for a variety of Plath’s sources areha#s,

including the work of such authors as Shakespeare, Dickinson, Pound, Eliot, Woolf,
Joyce, Lowell, Sexton, and Roethke, as well as such popular texts as the Ladies’ H
Journaland the books of Olive Higgins Prouty, the books that Plath read avidly in
childhood have been largely overlooked despite their relevance to the development of her
poetics and her narrative strategiesAs in Bishop criticism, Plath critics tend to treat

the intertextuality of her work with children’s literature as an asiolecentrating mostly

on her appropriation of the nursery rhyme in the Av@ms, especially in “Daddy,” and
arguing that this marked a new direction in her poetics, one which emerged from her
motherhood, her reading to her children, and her husband Ted Hughes’s persistent advice
to write poetry with greater attention to the aurality of the finished préduthroughout

her oeuvre, however, the children’s book is recognizably one of the most reliable
resources to which Plath returned. From her juvenilia on, Plath regularlyecteyx
complicated the texts that had sparked her imagination in her girlhood in order to shape
her literary self-imaginings.

Taking cue from van Dyne’s call for an investigation of Plath’s work which digs
deeper into “the multiple sites within culture that give shape and meaning to women'’s
experiencasstory,” | look in this chapter at Sylvia Plath through the looking-glass,
tracing her appropriations of children’s literature from her earliestgtis at writing
through the last poems she wrote in 1963 in order to develop further our understanding of
the many layers in her ever-evolving narrative of selfhoodL&¥ocus first on her

juvenilia and early professional work, examining her use of forms, motifs, thphots
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and symbols from children’s books as she begins to consider the lost paradise of
childhood, the constructs of womanhood, and the difficult process of coming to voice as a
female author. |then turn to her more subtle, but provocative fragmentation oéwlsildr
literature in the adult female imagination starting in the mid-1950s, through winéc
explores questions of identity, femininity, sexuality, psychological traama both
literary and familial inheritance. To conclude, | consider the powerful cordduef the
rhythms, themes, and patterns of children’s literature and the adult feondan the
dominantly confessional and deeply autobiographical poetry and prose Plath wrote in the
early 1960s, arguing that some of her most compelling work from this period relies at
least partly for its effect on her caustic and critical appropriation afrefnils literaturé'*
Throughout the chapter, | concentrate on how the appropriation of children’s literature
became an integral part of Plath’s confessional aesthetics as terpragressed. When
Plath employs the children’s book, either in the beginning stages of her jueeniiiaer
late poetry, it typically serves her project in one of the following ways:s(&)feame for
her autobiographical poetry and prose, a sort of skeleton on which she could model her
own fictions of selfhood, or (2) as vestiges of the cultural past that could be dollage
together in her personae’s imaginations to produce a narrative of personakdinaggl
would be instantly recognizable to an audience who had come of age under similar
circumstance®’ Through this process, Plath individualizes and particularizes the
children’s story as part of her own or her characters’ personal history.

In her life and her work, Plath’s primary objective was to write herselbfout
Wonderland — out of the sugar n’ spice niceness of American girlhood, the make-belie

playhouse of conventional marriage, the Looking-Glass World of literary traditi her
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eyes, the only way to get herself out of Wonderland was to force herself, agairaemd ag
to reenter it. Throughout Plath’s career, the appropriation of childrenatliterserved

as one of the viable strategies to which she could return as she sought to “opean Alice’
door” into her childhood and adolescent past in order to write the story of the woman

whose face met her gaze in the mirror (Plath The Unabridged Journalsiaf gth

[UJ] 305).
o
Down the Rabbit Hole: Falling into Consciousness
Not to be sentimental, as | sound, but why the hell are we conditioned into
the smooth strawberry-and-cream Mother-Goose-world, Alice-in-
Wonderland fable, only to be broken on the wheel as we grow older and
become aware of ourselves as individuals with a dull responsibility in life?
Sylvia Plath, Journal Entry, Winter 1950 (88)
In 1950, when she was in her late teens and just beginning her college career,
Plath wondered in her journals if her literary aspirations had evolved from her aosorpt
in the children’s books she had adored as a girl, particularly the fantasy woylds the
created as she learned to dwell in her imagination. “Does my desire to wréeviused,
“come from a tendency toward introversion begun when | was small, brought up as | was
in the fairy-tale world of Mary Poppins and Winnie-the-Pooh?”34)1 In the Plath
home, as in many English and American households, the fantasy worlds in such
children’s books as those written by the Grimms, P.L. Travers, and A.A. Migreetg
providing a regular source of entertainment. As Plath’s mother describes in her

introduction to_Letters Homéner children adored being read to, and she obliged.

110



Concentrating on the poetry to which she introduced Sylvia and her younger brother,
Warren, Aurelia recounts the various texts with which she regularly amused them
including “the children’s favorite anthology ‘Sung Under the Silver Umbre{@book
targeted towards “young children” which contains poems written by such authors as
Edward Lear, Walter de la Mare, Christina Rossetti, and Sara TeasDale§gtiss’s

hilarious_Horton Hatches an Eg@nd Tolkien’s The HobbifLetters HomdLH] 19).

This reading incited Plath’s girlish creativity and lingered in her achagination. In a

November 1962 review of children’s books written for The New Statesimiaexample,

Plath, then 29, turns back to the books she loved as a child to recommend Horton Hatches

the Egg remarking the continued presence of Seuss’s poetic rhythms in her mind:
“Horton was hatching it in America when | was eight, and 22 years |t ,Have by
heart the trump couplet” (Horton trumpets throughout the book the following lines: “I
meant what | said and | said what | meant ... / An elephant’s faithful, one hundred per
cent!”) (Plath “Oregonian Original” 660, Seuss 16).

Though Plath’s mother does not include fairy tales or Lewis Carroll’s Alice
stories in the list of books that she remembers having read to her childrers Plath’
allusions to these books in her letters, journals, poetry, and prose demonstrate that they
had also been foundational to her imaginative world as a child. Plath often described he
childhood past as one characterized by the magic of the “fairy-tale veottithe wonder
of Carroll’'s topsy-turvy dreamscapes, with these stories residing indrapries
alongside her oft-acknowledged muse, the sea, as she described in a youthfalhetter
long-distance confidante Eddie Cohen @4). “If | tried to describe my personality,” she

explained, “I'd start to gush about living by the ocean half my life and being bropght
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on Alice in Wonderland and believing in magic for years and years” (qtd. in Connors 17)
Her understanding of the primacy of the children’s book in her imagination pérsiste
Much later, in a letter to her mother dated July 5, 1958, Plath reiterated how children’s
stories, in this case Grimm’s fairy tales, were deeply intertwinduhet sense of her
identity. “l have begun to review my German again by reading one by one the Grimm’s
Fairy Tales in that handsome book you gave me, which | just love,” she explains (LH
346). She then describes the relevance of these tales to her own life and personal
ancestry, a connection she had begun to realize afresh through the process tidtransla
“l suppose as one grows older one has a desire to learn all about one’s rootsafainily
country,” she continues. “I feel extremely moved by memories of my iAnsand
German background and also my ocean-childhood, which is probably the foundation of
all my consciousness” (LB46). Funneling her mind back to both her ancestral and her
childhood past, Grimm'’s fairy tales, especially after the late-1940s, woubthieegn
inlet for Plath into the foundation of her consciousness as she sought to “speak out words
& worlds” (UJ 305).

Encouraged by her mother to make the stories she read her own, Plath, in her
early drawing, painting, and writing, used the children’s books she loved as looms on
which she could weave her work. As Kathleen Connors describes in her recent book Eye

Rhymes: Sylvia Plath’s Art of the Visyd®tlath’s artwork and her juvenilia manuscripts,

which regularly combine visual art and text, “often recreate the colorfutlvedrl
children’s books that inspired her to become an artist and storyteller” (4). A goahport
of Plath’s extant juvenilia artwork, for example, draws on children’s storiesgteteto

young female protagonists for its subject, with Plath depicting nauglgyfrgim such
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Mother Goose rhymes as “Mary, Mary Quite Contrary” and “Little Missfstifand lost
little girls from such popular fairy tales as “Little Snow-White,”ttle Red Riding
Hood,” and Hans Christian Andersen’s “The Little Mermaid” (a tale whicmgawith
German fairy tales of the Lorelei, greatly incited her adolescgsti@imagination)
(Connors 10, 27; Figure 2). Like many other twentieth-century women witlath was
most likely drawn to these characters as a girl because, as Maoerhian describes in
her groundbreaking essay on female acculturation via the fairy talee {tjderlying
associational pattern of these stories links the figures of the victimizechgd the
interesting girl; it is always the interesting girl, the spedid| who is in trouble” (389-
90). For “The girl who wanted to be God,” who reveled in her difference from other
people, especially other girls, stories and rhymes focusing on such fenaletetsa
arguably resonated because the girls’ uniqueness, innocence, and freedom were under
assault (LH40)*® In these stories and poems, the special girl is often caught in a web
that places her in danger of losing either her life or her agency, be sadkixt Riding
Hood facing the jaws of the wolf, Little Miss Muffet confronted by the wilethef
spider, or the Little Mermaid having to give up her voice and, eventually, her life
Plath’s juvenilia artwork was accompanied by stories and poems which rdcreate
the landscapes and narrative patterns of popular children’s books. In early npasiuscr
decorated with shooting stars, castles, and the figures of young girls,iitjatis bver
the marvels of the fantasy and fairy-tale stories she adored, aswel wish to tap into
the magic contained therein. In such poems as “Fairy Wonders” (1943) and fihe Fa
Scarf” (1945), for example, Plath describes her desire to possess magiesd, poih

both poems written in the first-person and echoing the rhythmic patterns ofltherchi
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book. In “Fairy Wonders,” Plath imagines herself having “fairy” eyes, aaswings,
all of which give her the power to see things as others cannot; “The Faifyr8tzes
the young poet’s discovery of “a magic scarf from fairy land” which disarg as “fairy
things” do, at daybreak (“Fairy Wonders,” “The Fairy Scarf”). Her later 194impoe
“Steely-Blue Crags,” written when she was in her mid-teens, likewesettr tap into
mystical powers. The poem imagines a series of cliffs as the faltyebuirons of a
giant: “Oh, did some giant, long ago, / Then use you for his castle walls? / Bid fair
masons carve your heights / With lacy turrets — high art halls?” (qtd. in Cofjors
Here, a young Plath employs the fairy tale to consider the past and futuesmd§eape
that hides its knowledge from her inquisitive eyes, with the speaker a sosllgfcitutal
Jack looking to the beanstalk for erudite treasure, as is captured by the porainis ref
“Steely-blue cliffs, / Where do you hold / Learning and lore / Centuries old?” (qtd. i
Connors 44).

Plath also used the fairy-tale as a frame in her prose work from this perind, as i
her lengthy story “Stardust,” on which she worked from 1946 to 1947. As her remarks in
her adolescent diary make clear, Plath was already carefully wgitit@rconventions of
fairy tales as she attempted to make them her own. She notes, for exampie, that i
“Stardust,” which she describes as a “beautiful, long fairy tale,” she ceitfetf make
the happenings seem natural, or marvel on the impossibility of them” (gtd. in Connors
44). As in much of her later work, she chose, like such fairy-tale authors as Hans
Christian Andersen, the former and inserted the fairy tale into the mundane; in
“Stardust,” a fairy invades the everyday life of a young girl named Namsyfatiry

magically appearing on the girl’s pillow as she awakens and her story begins.
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As Plath entered her late teens and early twenties, the magical wordd of th
children’s book continued to color the mundane while serving as a narrative frame, this
world turning shades darker. For Plath, especially during her late adoledueinge

brought up on books like Alice in Wonderlaadd Grimm’s and Andersen’s fairy tales

began to seem significantly problematic. As she describes in a lengthyl jentnya
written shortly after she began her studies at Smith, growing up, espémiairls, was
in her view a “pathetic blighting of the beauty and reality of childhood,” otetiall
into reality after “being conditioned as a child to the lovely never-never lamagic, of
fairy queens and virginal maidens, of little princes and their rose bushes, ofrppoigna
bears and Eeyore-ish donkeys, of life personalized, as the pagans loved it, of the magi
wand” (UJ35). According to Plath, for the girl who must grow up to learn about “bread
and butter, marriage, sex, compatibility, war, economics, death and sel§’ bihalss
provided a perilous playground for the imagination — they sparked the girl’svitsgati
but they also created unrealistic expectations3®)J In the real world, as Plath soon
came to realize, there were no fairy godmothers and their magic wandsne® Pri
Charmings, no fairy queens, and no “happily-ever-afters.” Nonetheless, these stori
could not be completely eradicated from her memory, for they had proved vital to her
growth as an artist from a tender age. Furthermore, they also provided workable
structuring devices — the best way to counteract the influence of such stwisepsa
realized, was to turn them on their head, rearrange their pages, or use them to explore
girls’ actual experiences.

Taking the children’s book as their narrative frame or as an important element

their development, Plath’s stories from the late 1940s and her poems from the early
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1950s begin to revise the typical happy endings to be found in children’s books, which
often close with the protagonist’s successful entrance into adulthood, and depict
childhood as a Neverland forever lost to the girl once she comes of age. In her 1949
story “East Wind,” for example, Plath draws upon the motif of forceful changing winds
and the mysterious characterization of Mary Poppins in P.L. Travers’ populaeatsidr
books to shape her own stdfyPlath recycles the very title of the opening chapter in
Travers’ first book as the title of her tale and depicts her protagonist beied tssind,
like Travers’ nurse, by the whim of the night-wind, a trope she would recycle yetaw
later when writing her prize-winning story “Sunday at the Mintdfisl Travers’ story,
Mary Poppins arrives at and leaves the Banks household as the wind changes, the aloof,
enigmatic nanny thrown forcefully toward and away from the home; Plathistepsh
protagonist is likewise guided by the wind, with Plath darkening the wind’s ferte a
propels the woman away from the domestic space and almost to her death.

In “East Wind,” Plath also toys with the motifs of lost youth and losing one’s
shadow, as does J.M. Barrie in his play Peter ®ah Plath representing the loss of
one’s shadow as symbolic of losing one’s yolitihroughout the story, an aging, tight-
lipped woman named Miss Minton follows a ragged, impish little boy through the night
streets, this “elfin creature” clearly representing, like Peter Pagytwen-up’s lost
freedom, agency, andie de vivrg(Plath “East Wind” 2). Miss Minton is nearly swept
to her death by the wind after impetuously following the boy to the riverside, andythe bo
along with Miss Minton’s feelings of possibility, suddenly disappears as tiecdies,
leaving only “a lifeless black shape” at her feet (6). As the story drawslése Miss

Minton returns to her room with this shape (which she soon discovers is her own hat) and
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weeps over her memories, which turn in her mind like the pages of an old book, now
filled with “gay, fantastic pictures, faded and blurred with age” (6). Whilesthes
pleasures to be had in reveries of the girlish past, Plath suggests througimipefatian
of the children’s book in this story that such reveries may be life-thregtezspecially
for the adult woman who has utterly lost touch with her past self.

Plath similarly used children’s books, most prominently Lewis CarroliseAh

Wonderlandand Through the Looking-Glag® construct her other tales of childhood

lost during the late 1940s. In these stories, as in “East Wind,” the children’s book is
intertwined in Plath’s imagination with the lost paradise of the childhood past) ghic
depicted as a source of gaiety and creativity that becomes off-limésooeccomes of
age?’ In “The Green Rock” (1948), for example, Plath explicitly links the fall into new
consciousness that occurs in Carroll's books to her vision of coming of age as a slow
process of drowning, the children’s book juxtaposed against the sea. In this story, two
siblings barely in their teens are depicted “traveling back to their childhadtth, Plath

using children’s literature to characterize the pair’s early imagamaves (“The Green
Rock” 1). As the siblings journey back to their childhood home by the sea, memories
revolve in their minds which are colored by Carroll's books. In their recaliecof their
childish attempt at digging to China, for instance, the siblings remember hopingd ta f
white rabbit hole” so that they “wouldn’t have to dig any more, and [...] could just fall ...
and fall ... and fall,” this wish alluding to the fall through the rabbit hole that oesurs

Alice in Wonderlandpens (2).

As her story progresses, Plath continues to concentrate on how the children’s play

is shaped by the children’s book, particularly the little girl’s, since shausef her
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sex, is able to take on the role of Alice: “It would be just like Alice in Wonderland, only
Susan would be Alice and he ... well, he would still be David” (3). For the pair,
however, the children’s book has lost its magic, like everything else in theslsafél

world to which they have returned — especially their former favorite place togptpgen
rock by the sea (8). Whereas the rock was once a natural Wonderland refashidmed by t
children’s imaginations into illusions inspired by their books, it has shrunk in tfesr e

and now lies dormant beneath the water: “Inward, inward rolled the waves until they
closed at last over the summit of the green rock. Only a thin line of foam rembhonex a
the spot where the rock lay, silent, dark, sleeping beneath the oncoming tide™ el
Green Rock,” as in “East Wind,” Plath depicts the childhood consciousness as dormant,
the past lazing silent, dark, and sleeping beneath the present.

In her 1949 story “The Dark River,” which also draws upon Carroll's books,
Plath’s depiction of childhood lost becomes increasingly gendered. The story otfens wi
an aging woman telling her life story to a younger girl, the woman’s beginning with
her contemplation of the memory/hallucination of a little girl daydreamimg river
bank while contemplating a “storybook” in her lap (Plath “The Dark River” 2). This
scene is reminiscent of the opening of Carroll's first Ataybook, in which Alice,
after considering the book her sister is reading, falls asleep on a river bgé fomdl
herself falling down a rabbit hole into a land that makes no sense to her (Carroll 11). As
the story progresses, Plath continues to rely upon Carroll’'s stories toHeartede. The
woman'’s subsequent visions of her past as a series of images seen through ghaess and t
dream-within-a-dream motif upon which the development of Plath’s story depends are

drawn directly from Carroll's books, which both lament the child Alice as a dream
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irretrievably lost to time. In Plath’s story, as in Carroll’s tales, tHeggportrayed as a
vision that “haunts” the adult “phantomwise” and that can only be seen on the inverse
side of the looking-glass (importantly, Alice leaves behind her girlhood and leaps over

the brook into womanhood and queenship as Through the Looking-d#ags to a

close) (Carroll 287). Her speech taking cue from the looking-glass motif iallGar

second book, the graying woman, now the little girl all grown up, describes that when she

tries to “recall [her ...] childhood,” she can see only “shapes moving before [her ...]

clear, as if seen through glass,” these shapes akin to “figures ima’ Rdath “The

Dark River” 1, 2). These dream figures replicate as the story moves forwaitteand t

woman recounts the various stages of her girlhood — and then they suddenly disappear.
In “The Dark River,” the Wonderland into which the girl has fallen is clearly

womanhood. As the story progresses, the woman describes how she struggledhagainst t

rules of romance and proper femininity as she came of age, her fall intoocsness

mirroring Alice’s passage through the mirror in Carroll's second book into a vinatiaist

the inverse of her present. The Looking-Glass World, as W.H. Auden aptly described,

represents “a completely determined world without choice” (9). As Plstitw'g

progresses, the adult woman is shown to be immersed in just such a land of determined

laws, her agency limited by her sex. Furthermore, “The Dark River,” liest‘®/ind,”

ends with the danger of the woman'’s suicide due to her submersion in past dreams; the

story’s closure enigmatically suggests the woman’s drowning of heigetlfie final

paragraph, both the girl in the woman’s memories and the woman herself vanish, with the

girl who had been listening to the woman’s story suddenly realizing that thennveasa

actually “part of the river, [...] the radiance in her eyes had only been the sunlight
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dancing on [its ...] surface” (7). The fall into consciousness, here, can be read as both
figuratively and literally deadly. By the end of “The Dark River,” the, gid Plath would
write in such later poems as “Mirror” (1961), is metaphorically “drowned” étbnie
woman'’s socialized exterior (CF74)%

Carroll’s Alice would remain a muse for Plath as she continued to consider the
girl’s growing awareness of patriarchal control and her own limited@gthroughout
the 1950s. In stories which draw upon Carroll's characterization of Alice, as sssegg
by Plath’s choice of her protagonists’ names (Alice and Alison, for instaPlegh would
return regularly to the dialectic conflict between lost innocence and knowjedged
that she had gleaned, early on, partly from the pages of Carroll’'s books. Her guvenili
story “Among the Bumblebees,” for example, written in 1952 for an English class th
she was taking at Smith, focuses on a young girl named Alice Denway whose
characterization clearly takes cue from both Carroll's portrayal ceAdnd Plath’s sense
of who she had been as a child. In this story, Plath’s Alice, like Carroll’s, selfas
interested as she is generous and is not unambiguously a good girl” (Dt&cdllice
Denway is shown, in fact, to be dizzyingly Janus-faced, simultaneously innocent and
calculating, put-upon and petulant. Furthermore, “Among the Bumblebees” concentrates
like Carroll's books, on the female child’s precarious relationship to masculimeriyt
which requires the girl to be calculating, coy, deceitful, and manipulative intorder
attain and retain her father’s affection. Though the story testifies toobe rélationship
between the girl and her father, it also contains, as do Carroll's talessingena
undercurrents which question the girl’s identification with patriarchy, asaséier

relationship to language and female identity.
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Such a horrid/good little girl would become a stock character in Plath’s prose.
Plath would recycle this protagonist in such later stories as “SweetanRithe Gutter-
Men” (1959), which focuses on a violent and angry four-year-old girl, this timedgham
Alison, and her socialization into patriarchal language and proper femininit§T aad
Shadow” (1959), which examines the invasion of the girl’'s imagination by the
nightmares of war and femininity. In conflict with the social world that dreynewly
discovering surrounds them, Plath’s little girls learn the rules of laegua@gorum, and
power in the real world, which seems to them inverted, and become, as a result,
increasingly introverted, learning that they had best live in the privatd wbthe mind.

In the late 1940s, Plath began to represent the fall into consciousness as downright
frightening by appropriating the language of children’s literature, ascim sarly poems
as “Metamorphoses of the Moon” and “Admonitions,” which depict the girl’s pesihas
comes of age through nightmarish symbolism drawn from the fairy tale. In these poems
the conflict between childhood innocence and adult intelligence takes center stage
mirroring the ever-present “dialectic confrontation [in children’sditiere] between the
claims of childhood and the opposing claims of adulthood” (Travisano “On Dialectic and
Divided Consciousness” 28). In “Metamorphoses of the Moon,” for instance, Plath
considers the subject’s peregrination between “innocence,” which she pasray
“fairy-tale,” and “intelligence,” which she depicts as “hang[ing¢lit®n its own rope”
(CP 308). Plath conveys the peril of this dilemma as rooted in the fantasy world of the
mind by introducing the fairy-tale figure of the wicked witch: “Either wag/choose, the
angry witch / will punish us for saying which is which; / in fatal equilibrium / wegois

on perilous poles that freeze us in / a cross of contradiction, racked between / The fact of
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doubt, the faith of dream” (CB08). Here, the malevolent witch forces the speaker to
remain in limbo between the false binary of fairy tale and fact, forevetabsq| like

Plath’s later protagonist Esther Greenwood, between oppositional choices which, in thi
case, are actually one in the same.

In “Admonitions,” another poem from this period, Plath again takes up this theme
and returns to the witch, who this time, like the evil stepmother who disguises herself
an old woman in “Little Snow-White,” inducts the girl into knowledge with a poisoned
apple: “never try to know more than you should. // The magic golden apples all look
good / although the wicked witch has poisoned one. / oh never try to knock on rotten
wood” (CP319). Symbolically, the witch’s apple, like the seemingly delicious fruit
poisoned by Snow White’s stepmother, as well as that of the Tree of Knowledge in the
Garden of Eden, regularly signifies the introduction of the girl to femininéoms
especially carnal knowledge and the knowledge of the feminine arts (Snow White, for
example, is enticed by the witch with props which appeal to her vanity and enusthe
domestic arts at the dwarfs’ cottage before she can reenter cigitiZatiAs Bruno
Bettelheim describes in his discussion of “Little Snow-White,” “eatingellgerotic)
part of the apple is the end of Snow White’s ‘innocence™ (213). In both “Admonitions”
and “Metamorphoses of the Moon,” the witch represents the girl’s fall from blagk. P
depicts the witch as an older, wiser, craftier woman who, like the Baba-Yifjefigure
in Grimm’s fairy tales, as in the tale “Frau Trude,” will punish the girl whestto learn,
to be, and to do too muéhThe girl, in turn, is left frustrated, this frustration captured by
Plath through her juxtaposition of and blurring of the lines between the facts of real

experience and the fairy tale on which she has been raised.
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As her juvenilia artwork and early stories and poems suggest, Plath’s
appropriation of the children’s book at this stage in her career particularly deatess
her growing preoccupation with the depiction of gender roles and romantic fantasy in
children’s texts, especially fairy tales which focus on the experi@idesnale children
and adolescent girls as they come of age. Her fascination with these a$fleetsiry
tale takes cue from the fascination with storybook romance in Americanecattlarge
during the 1930s through the 1950s, as is demonstrated by the widespread distribution of
condensed editions of Grimm’s fairy tales which focused primarily on femalactbes,
the popularity of Walt Disney’s fairy-tale films, and the appropriation ioy-fiale
romance by popular girls’ and women’s cultures. By the time Plath was born in 1932,
fairy tales had “become the predominant literary genre for middle-ctaglsen” and
were being put to “effective use” by the culture industry in service of karer

ideologies of gender, particularly “proper” femininity (Zipes Happi\eEAfter5, 6).

Popular collections of Grimm’s fairy tales distributed in the early- totmweahtieth
century by American publishing houses, for example, distilled the voluminoustales
Grimm’s original collections to focus on “a dozen docile heroines,” including Gatider
Sleeping Beauty, Snow White, the Goose Girl, the Princesses in “Rumghastiind
“The Frog Prince,” and the Girl Without Hands (Stone 43). During this period, “The
passivity of these heroines [was] magnified by the fact that theirsjane[ed] from
twenty percent in the original Grimm collection to as much as seventpédneent in
many [popular American] children’s books,” making the fairy tale a recaghjz

“female-oriented genre” (Stone 44).

123



The popularizing of Grimm’s passive fairy-tale heroines was exaeerbgt\Walt
Disney’s development of films during the mid-twentieth century which focused on
Grimm’s most popular heroines. Beginning with the screen adaptation of Snow White

and the Seven Dwarfs 1937, released when Plath was just five years old, these films

helped the fairy tale to settle even further into the American consciousrefsnasle-
oriented genre and intensified the popular depiction of women and girls by way of the
fairy tale as “malleable, decorative, and interchangeable” obM&sl(i-Walters 2). In
Disney’s adaptations of fairy tales for the screen, which are cleaabccupied with

girls’ experiences, “there were very few major plot changes” torigaal stories, which

promoted passivity and sacrifice on the part of young girls (Zipes Happity/Afes 71).

As a result, such Disney films as Snow Wh@anderella(1950), and Sleeping Beauty

(1959) “depicted clear-cut gender roles that associated women with dotpestccimen
with action and power,” and played upon standards of beauty and behavior popular at the
time to entice America’s girls into identifying even more closelyvairy-tale heroines

(Zipes_Happily Ever Aftei71). Snow White, for example, her story told in the 1930s, is

small, dark, and invariably child-like, reminiscent of Clara Bow; Cinderelinerging on

the screen in the early 1950s, is a tall, lithe blonde a la such gamines as th&yacm

Kelly. Manipulating how girls like Plath imagined the heroines about which they h

read, such films mainly “amplif[ied] the stereotype of good and bad women sedbgst

the children’s books based on the Grimms” and popularized heroines who were “not only
passive and pretty, but also unusually patient, obedient, industrious, and quiet” (Stone
44). The influence of Disney’s images on Plath in her girlhood is clearly denteddbsa

her junior-high painting of Snow White. In her version of the princess, Plath redyeles t
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same clothing, hair color, and body type that appear in Disney’s film, her denawe S
White basically a replica of Disney’s heroine (Figure 3).

As the popularity of Disney’s princess films suggests, fairy talesedaeply
imbedded in popular girls’ and women’s cultures in mid-twentieth-centurgrigmas
blueprints for success in the marriage market. Plath’s early appropriatiohnddren’s
literature were, in turn, particularly sparked by the widespread use of théafaiby
girls’ and women’s popular cultures to depict the trajectory of real womeas |With
the country emerging from the throes of the Depression and the two World Wars, the
fairy-tale heroine became more and more symbolic of the forlorn Ameriagn vir
waiting for a brave prince to save her, this girl's marriage the ideal/reappng to her
story. The popular girls’ and women'’s cultures to which the young Plath entroadips
albeit questioningly, subscribed explicitly demonstrate that Americandjitier
generation were bombarded with rhetoric which encouraged them to imagireathe
lives via the patterns provided in these stories. In mid-twentieth-centueyidanthe
fantasy of the princess appeared everywhere in cultural texts meant tbtagpes
(Stone 49). Women’s and girls’ magazines especially, both of which were readvidl
America’s teenaged girls, depicted women’s romantic lives via plots draectlgifrom
fairy-tale fantasy (Rowe 238). In the magazines that Plath read asidlgid and young
woman and in which she began her professional career as a writer, most notably

Seventeeand_Mademoiselldhe fairy tales of Snow White, Cinderella, and Sleeping

Beauty were regularly translated into fodder for adolescent fantasiels remscribed
the fairy-tale princess as the teenaged American virgin wistfullpgifar love and

asked the girl to emulate storybook romance as a viable diagram for her futur
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The very issues of the girls’ magazines on which Plath worked or in which she
published are heavily laden with fairy-tale rhetoric. In an advertisemeHtelen Harper
sweaters in the August 1953 College Edition of Mademoisellehich Plath worked as
a Guest Editor and in which her poem “Mad Girl’s Love Song” appeared, for example, a
contemporary teenaged girl is portrayed as a fairy-tale princess in nesdu# (Eigure
4). In this ad, a girl with blond hair reminiscent of the princess in Disnepde@2lla
which was released just a few years earlier, is pictured falling thrinegair. Sketched
in behind her, saving her from impending doom, is the outline of a young knight who,
like Cinderella’s Prince Charming, is dressed in a suit of armor and rideseal inorse.
The copy for the advertisement reads “Something wonderful happens when ya wear
Helen Harper Sweater,” implying that, by buying the sweater adedrtihe
contemporary girl could ensure her “happily-ever-after” destiny (57). akhis
especially telling, as the man is not real, but sketched — a false, flashdrgaia.

A similar advertisement published in the May 1951 issue of Seveintednch
Plath’s story “Den of Lions” appeared, this time for Singer Sewing Machikegjise
participates in such storybook rhetoric. “SLEEPING BEAUTY WAKES UP, AND
DREAMS COME TRUE,” the copy blares, the teenaged-girl in the ad daydrgami
tearily over her favorite magazine. Provoked by the magazine, the girl si¢zide
something about her situation and begins a “diet-and-stretching regime” recoeuby
her doctor, finally fulfilling her “personality’ project” by applyingfa “teen-age
dressmaking course” (Figure 5). After slimming down, learning to sew, andgnaki
herself the most bewitching outfit, the girl gets her Prince Charming di@wsan her

newfound jorgeous ability to “make‘'sugar ‘n’ spice’ things> This ad, representative
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of many others in such publications, reflects the blending of fairy taleseality in the
language of girls’ and women’s magazines, which Mary McCarthy smdidber send-up

of such texts, “Up the Ladder from Chate\Vogug” as “the rigorous language of the

factory in which new production goals are set yearly, which must not only be met but
exceeded. ‘Mirror, mirror on the wall ...?’ begs the reader. ‘You,” answers ttoe,eidi
you did your exercises, were the prettiest girl in the Republic™ (392).

As these advertisements indicate, fairy-tale fantasy was regusaatly/by such
cultural texts to explain girls’ real possibilities, resulting in a @aogs combustion of
myth and truth. Despite how “irrational [the ...] translation of fantasies intosidieal
real life may seem,” mid-twentieth-century American girls andng women were
nonetheless enticed to identify with “romantic myth” in their imaginations @ty to
reenact it, making for almost certain disillusionment once the girl egledfmiserably
in her bid for the princess role or settled into her suburban castle (Rowe 251). In her
early 1950s poem “Morning in the Hospital Solarium,” Plath captures such
disillusionment, concentrating on the dangerous influence of popularized fairy-ta
depictions of love on girls’ imaginations, as well as women’s subsequent disithesno.
Set in a mental ward, the poem portrays women as “petulant parakeets corkedgas in ca
/ of intricate spunglass routine” who “wait, fluttering, turning pages / of mags in
elegant ennui, / hoping for some incredible dark man / to assault the scene and make
some / gaudy miracle occur, to come / and like a burglar steal their faie$3-333).
Despite the women'’s fantasies, “at noon, anemic husbands visit ther33@}A.inking
the mental illness of the women in her poem to their dashed romantic expectatitns, Pla

foregrounds here the destabilizing destruction of the “gaudy miracle[s]” pzaaddy
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storybook romances made “real” as girls come of age. As “Morning in thetblospi
Solarium” indicates, the translation of fantasy into ideals for real lfigtiis — but
nonetheless enticing, especially for American girls who came of agedrethe 1930s
and 1950s.

Inspired by the persistent presence of the princess in the popular girls’ and
women'’s cultures which surrounded her, Plath considers and complicates the romantic
conventions passed on by these texts by examining the effects of theléaowy the
female imagination in poems and stories she wrote during the early 1950s. In such
stories as “Initiation” and “Platinum Summer,” as well as such poems adéf@ila,”
“Mad Girl's Love Song,” and “The Princess and the Goblins,” the tales of fantasy
heroines, especially Cinderella and Sleeping Beauty, serve as ndraties which
allow Plath to question the influence of storybook rhetoric on her own life. Plath’s
increasing attachment of the fairy tale to her autobiography during tinsl pgaces her
firmly among other twentieth-century women writers who turned to thetieyo help
them make sense of their own and their contemporaries’ socialization. Abeiliz
Wanning Harries demonstrates in her study of women writers and the fairy tal
twentieth-century women writers’ major contribution to the fairy-teddition was their
joining of the stories to their own or their characters’ self-narratives4239Taking cue
from the culture in which she came of age, Plath’s work from the early 1950s beqgi
link the children’s story to her investigation of her own and her characters’ identity
making her one of the first twentieth-century women writers to center hersem
appropriation of the fairy tale in particular on an “intense quest for self’ $Zigen

Dreams Come Tru#28-29). In this work, which intermittently links the fairy tale to the
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overtly confessional, Plath toys with readers’ expectations of the outcomieyetiale
heroines’ stories and examines the imperiled intersection of live lived amhlddened.
Though Plath often seems to subscribe exuberantly to the “princess” motif in her
early scrapbooks, letters, and journals (she boisterously describes hersais&amith
Cinderella” in her scrapbook from her New York Mademoisalisnmer, for instance),
her poetry and prose simultaneously conveys her anxiety about her status as a lowe
middle-class girl trying to work her way up the educational, social, and ecolextdar
(qtd. in Macpherson 265, The early 1950s poem “Cinderella,” for example, depicts a
contemporary girl as a Cinderella-like beggar-maid playacting teeofgdrincess,
clearly drawing upon Plath’s own anxieties about her presence at the upper-ctaddle-
soirees she attended as a Smith college student. In the poem, set in a “reablgiagst
palace hall,” a “prince” courts a girl wearing “scarlet heels"t(Péalored red shoes and
saw them as representative of her unique style)3@34, Connors 114). Heauvily reliant
on imagistic description, the poem concentrates on the unreality and fleetingtalits
of this world for the girl, with its “gilded couples all whirling in a tran¢€P 304). The
true dangers in Plath’s poem, as in the original fairy tale, are tfepelcarious
pretending to be a princess and the passage of time. The terrified “ghfigeearly
out of place amongst the gilded couples, suddenly realizes the dilemma dCE3@4).
Unlike Cinderella, who runs ashamed from the prince’s palace but is really egstinc
Plath’s imposter protagonist “clings to the prince,” her fear of losing haghenpainfully
pathetic by her clutch: “near twelve the strange girl all at once {-&titken halts,
pales, clings to the prince // As amid hectic music and cocktail talk / She Ineaesustic

ticking of the clock” (CP304). Through her inversion of the original tale here, Plath
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emphasizes the importance of youth and beauty in the girls’ world, both of which are
fleeting and which must be capitalized on in the nick of time in order for the girbto na
the right man. She also draws attention to the illusory nature of the fanydald for
the real girl, portraying it as a “spunglass” realm which, becauseibstly a figment of
the imagination, is easily broken. In a contemporary poem to “Cinderella,” “Sdmmnet:
Eva,” the girl's very “skull,” which houses the imagination, becomes a “cedck(]
clock” full of jargon-fantasies: “her loves and stratagems / Betrayed ia gaametry of
broken / Cogs and disks, inane mechanic whims, / And idle coils of jargorBqQ@P
Like Humpty Dumpty, this fantasy life, once broken, can’t be easily put back together
again: “Not men nor demigod could put together / the scraps of rusted reveriejrj...] / t
platitudes / [, ...] and fixed ideals” (C304).

Plath similarly draws upon the Cinderella motif to consider the anxieties of
adolescent female experience in her prize-winning story “Initiation,” whides$ a
young girl’s initiation into teenaged romantic competition. Published in Seamint
January of 1953, the story retells Plath’s own pledging of a sorority in high sdhabke
story, Plath employs the fairy tale to demonstrate the adolesdéntgirditioning to
romanticized, unrealistic expectations of middle-class, high-school lifeareBleer
protagonist, Millicent, has been asked to join the “Subdeb” club (this name drawn from

an advice column for teenaged girls in the Ladies’ Home JQuste is attracted to and

fascinated by the glamorous aura of the sorority girls and their popularyingly an
outcast, seduced by the allure of the older girls, Millicent imagines hassal
“disinherited princes[s]” a la Cinderella who, when she receives her bid, vaillyfibe

allowed to reclaim her rightful position in the school’s social hierarchy (Johsamyg P
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and the Bible of DreamgH 300). Millicent believes her initiation into the group will

allow her to “gather her velvet skirts, her silken train, or whatever distatigrincesses
wore in the story books, and come into her rightful kingdom30®. She soon learns,
however, what initiation and membership will really entail.

“Initiation” continues to relate Millicent’s growing disillusionment lvithe
sisterhood, with Plath developing the same sort of bitter enmity among her tekenage
characters as that which brews between females in the fairy-@iteotra At the
beginning of the initiation week, the ugly aspects of sisterhood begin toesmardjthe
older girls in the sorority are cast as jealous queens and sexual rivalsnikaiehis
assigned a Big Sister whose job it is to embarrass and humiliate the navensnd to
demonstrate her own status as a girl who rules the school. Millicent dravisalady
malevolent Big Sister who is notorious for making her initiates lives living héike
the jealous queens in fairy tales, who “habitually devise stratagemsrtbtretdneroine’s
progress,” Millicent’s Big Sister derives sadistic pleasure fromrorgéMillicent around
and from using the younger girl as a foil against whom she can make heeselfrore
sexually appealing (Rowe 241). At the same time, Millicent’s Big Sadser strives to
appear as “sugar-n’-spice” nice as possible, with Plath depicting her s tloé
teenaged sexual competitor who, as she described in her journal in 1950, “personifies the
word cute,” like “Cinderella and Wendy and Snow White” made real, all whilegvyin
desperately for male attention (B38). Disillusioned by what was supposed to be a fairy-
tale experience translated into real life, Plath’s heroine eventualtseher coronation

as a princess,” which would “labe[l] her conclusively as one of the flock”; gwmon
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being a modern-day Cinderella, she realizes the ridiculousness of ingalganself as
such (JFR307).

Plath’s later story “Platinum Summer,” written after her first isi@@ttempt,
takes a page from both “Initiation” and, apparently, her 1951 issue of Seventeen
returning to the intersection of reality and fantasy in such blaring copy &ettyging
Beauty advertisement discussed above. Told in a caustic, tough, and slangy voice that
foretells the voice in The Bell JdiPlatinum Summer” revolves around a young girl
named Lynn and her decision after reading a “fatal fashion article’eentBE A NEW
WOMAN!” to modify her appearance (“Platinum Summer” 5). Confronted by the
magazine’s mirror-mirror-on-the-wall rhetoric, Lynn flips through variowethods of
transforming herself, including new eye makeup and diets, and finally finds hatyide
so challenged by the “helpful” rhetoric of the feature that she decides to eéthgaom
about it: “IS YOUR HAIR DRAB? the caption had accused Lynn suggestively.ngalli
strand of her pageboy forward for inspection, she decided that brown was lyedirate
(5).>* Enticed by the article’s advice to bleach her hair for more sex appealdegides
to wake up her inner Sleeping Beauty by trying out this new hairstyle, acsewilsich
entices a young, handsome, and rich Prince Charming (heir to the fortunes of a movie
studio) to court her. Like a platinum-blonde Cinderella, Lynn is raised from theeiyudg
of her present, namely her summer job as a waitress at a seaside rebert, by t
effervescent, aristocratic prince, who takes her on excursions in his comvaniibhis
yacht. By the story’s end, however, Lynn is disillusioned by her Prince Chanwvtiog (

she learns, seduces a new “beggar-maid” every year) and stripped of héatosyas
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she is convinced by the stable, middle-class (and boring) boy whom she has liked all
along to return to her “natural” shade (14).

This inversion of the modern fairy tale is troubling for various reasons. First,
Plath draws attention to the taming of a powerful aspect of the girl's pétgeniaer
sexuality — by the toning-down of her hair, problematically calling atteria the vital
role that appearance plays in the girl's sense of her sexual identity. Secthadstasy
ends, the fairy-tale romance is reinstated at the same time it isygelsti®y returning to
her “merely brown-haired self,” Lynn gives up on the exciting romantic myghos
Cinderella while at the same time re-subscribing to a watered-downvefdhe fairy-
tale ending of the princess finding her Prince Charming (14).

Plath’s other work from this period which draws on the fairy tale likewise disrupts
or troubles the typical trajectory of the fairy-tale romance, in turn questitmenigintasy
it produces. Her 1953 villanelle “Mad Girl’s Love Song,” for instance, takes thedftor
“Sleeping Beauty” (or “Briar-Rose”) as its narrative frame. Thexpoeagines a girl
who causes the world to be arrested upon closing her eyes to sleep or blink, rg@sonatin
with the sleep motif in “Sleeping Beauty,” in which the young girl’s being psteep
results in the entire court being put to sleep with her (“Mad Girl's Love Sgb®). The
girl in Plath’s poem imagines “dream[ing] that you bewitched me into bed / Andnseing
moon-struck, kissed me quite insane,” again playing off of the girl’s sleep iepiSte
Beauty,” in which, in Charles Perrault’s version for example, the princesnsiaahe
approach of her Prince Charming as she lies on her bed (“Mad Girl's Love 3ag”
Perrault 693). Spring returns in Plath’s poem, as in “Sleeping Beauty,” but the boy tha

the girl has been dreaming of does not, unlike the prince in the original tales.ag/here
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the prince in the fairy tale awakens Sleeping Beauty as the flowers hliblora kiss,

their marriage “celebrated with all splendor,” Plath’s speaker lamentshtbahould

have chosen to admire something more reliable than a fantastic man whamsra fid

her imagination: “I should have loved a thunderbird instead; / At least when spring come
they roar back again. / | shut my eyes and all the world drops dead. / (I think | onade y
up inside my head)” (Grimm Grimm241, “Mad Girl's Love Song” 358). “Mad Girl's

Love Song,” like “Initiation” and “Platinum Summer,” disrupts the expecteddi@)e of

the fairy tale, leaving the girl disillusioned by both the possibility of meeaand her

own maddening imagination, which has been indelibly shaped by the romantic fantasies
upon which it has feasted.

Plath recycles this theme in the poem “The Princess and the Goblins,” leaving her
heroine at her source story’s most dire point to question the power of romance and
fantasy. In this poem, Plath revises George MacDonald’s popular fantasy book of the
same title, which is itself a revision of the “Sleeping Beauty” ¥aléccording to such
fairy-tale scholars as Bruno Bettelheim, “the central theme of aiores of ‘The
Sleeping Beauty’ is that, despite all attempts on the part of the parents tot pheve
child’s sexual awakening, it will take place nonetheless” (230). In the Grinersson
of “Briar-Rose,” for example, a princess is cursed by one of the communitys&e“W
Women” after her parents fail to invite the woman to the princess’s christ@imgm
Grimm’s 237). The woman curses the girl with death, declaring that “The King’s
daughter shall in her fifteenth year prick herself with a spindle and fall dovdi dea
(Grimm Grimm’s237). The princess is only saved from this death by the reversal of the

curse by another wise woman, who declares that the princess will sleep for orezlhundr
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years rather than die. At the end of this one-hundred years, the princess haslachieve
sexual maturity and is indeed awakened to sexual desire by a prince’Bkiss.
MacDonald’s version of the tale, the pricking of the princess’s finger isogiplinked

to the onset of womanhood and the girl’'s sexual awakening. After MacDonald’ssgrince
pricks her finger on an old brooch, despite all of her father’s efforts to protect &ée&s, sh
sent into the mines to retrieve her future husband from the goblins’ clutches, gu@ed by
silken thread woven by her magical grandmother. When the princess brings the boy to
meet her grandmother after she saves him, he refuses to thank her, as he eaheot se
woman and thinks the girl is teasing him. His affront is eventually assuaged, hoagever
he soon discovers the grandmother and her magical powers once he is called upon to save
the princess from the goblins. The book ends with the insinuation that the boy and the
princess will end up husband and wife.

In her version of the story, Plath reinterprets elements from both the “Sleeping
Beauty” tale and MacDonald’s book and blends them with other fairy tales, symilarl
foregrounding the girl's bleeding and sexual awakening. Her princes®aadsd with
the moon and blood, which together suggest the onset of menstruation and, in turn, the
girl's burgeoning sexuality (CB34). Plath’s princess is also depicted as having pricked
her finger, this time on an embroidery needle (symbolic of an outdated form of the
feminine arts), and she subsequently frees a boy held captive by goblinantjehath
home to be her chosen knight” (3B4). Plath’s poem ends, however, with the boy’s
refusal to “bow down” to the girl’s “godmother,” and the effects of that ré&fuesther
than with the promise of the pair’s betrothal (83%). The girl's godmother, indignant,

“vanishes in a labyrinth of hay,” an allusion to the tale “Rumplestiltskin,” vlepicts
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the young girl as a commodity, and the boy also disappears, leaving théeglyl albne
with her blighted imagination and no viable romantic prosp&c®lath’s version of

“Sleeping Beauty’/The Princess and the Gobilinthis poem indicts the obstinacy of the

boy in his realist masculinity, the questionable guidance of female traditidthe
fantasies of the girl, finally lamenting the discoloration of the ginfiagination by
outmoded romantic precepts. The poem ends by demonstrating the ultimate failure of
such tales as the girl comes of age: “O never again will the extravagamt &nit up a
gilded fable for the child / who weeps before the desolate tableau / of clécthabr

makes the royal blood run cold” (\3B85). In this poem, as in “Cinderella,” as the clock
ticks forward for Plath’s princess (and for the adolescent Plath hetkelfeal prospect

of marriage grows truly terrifying.

As Plath began to enter young womanhood and became increasingly angst-ridden
by the prospects of marriage and maternity, the terrifying aspectsyotfales that
concentrated on violence against girls and women began to captivate her imagination, a
pattern which would continue as her career progressed. As Joyce Caroldd3atdses
in her essay on fairy tales and the female literary imagination, magydbas capture
girls’ and women’s imaginations because they are “nightmares of senselelsg and
violence,” in which girls and women are the regular targets of assault, andtberef
provide a language for women’s conceptualization of their socialization (“‘InnOlde
Times™ 10). In the original versions of Grimm’s and Andersen’s fairy fdt@sexample,
girls have their hands, feet, and heads cut off and their tongues cut out, aredforced t
marry brutes and monsters, and are neglected and mistreated by their, pemsold

or traded for mere trifles to beasts and dangerous men. As for her conteaspandri
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her successors, the violence of the fairy tale provided a framework foisPlat
imagination of her early understanding of sexual experience. Plath’s earlydf#50s
“Bluebeard” clearly marks the turn in her imagination from the marvel diaihetale to
its more brutish, haunting legacy, with fairy land becoming the site of thiyitegri
funhouse of adult sexualify. The poem takes as its narrative frame the fairy-tale
“Bluebeard,” in which a curious young wife is forbidden to unlock one room in her
husband’s castle, while also hearkening back to Edna St. Vincent Millay’'s poem
“Bluebeard”; unable to control her curiosity, the girl opens the door and finds her
husband’s three previous wives hanging dead on the wall, the room rank with blood
(“Bluebeard,” coincidently, is also the fairy tale with which Angela Cdrégyins The

Bloody Chamberwith sex again being the instigator of the curiosity that almost killed

the cat).
Importantly, in this poem, as in her contemporary fairy-tale poem “Mad Girl’s

Love Song,” Plath critically wields the first person, explicitly airgy her vision with the
nightmarish visions of the fairy tale as seen through the eyes of itsifgirtimaracters.
Such a move, as Joyce Carole Oates argues, “counter[s the romance of takefaiith]
wit, audacity, skepticism, cynicism, [and ...] eloquently rendered rage” (25). The poem
in its entirety, reads thus:

| am sending back the key

that let me into bluebeard’s study;

because he would make love to me

| am sending back the key;

in his eye’s darkroom | can see
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my X-rayed heart, dissected body;

| am sending back the key

that let me into bluebeard’s study. (365)
Plath’s concentration in this poem on the desirous male gaze, a sort of pornographic
photographic chamber in which the man studies and dissects the young female body,
links marriage and sex to murder and sadism. The poem, in turn, excoriates the
romanticized depiction of marriage as a violent trap, much as such later poerhg as “T
Detective,” “The Jailer,” and “The Rabbit Catcher” also would. Furthesntbrough
her appropriation of a fairy tale that is explicitly violent as a framedoekamination of
supposed romantic fantasy, Plath primarily lays bare the girl's wamfi¢se marriage
bed, the still mysterious sexual act that takes place there, and the killadghét it
signifies in her imagination. Any resistance of the girl to this ritualptiem suggests, is
futile, a futility which Plath captures in her repetition of the lines “I antdisgnback the
key.” The reader’s awareness of the futility of the girl's resistan the source story for
Plath’s poem also contributes to the air of futility the poem generates in it$iole of
the speaker’s repeated desire to return to innocence. In the original taley tiselke
gives up the young bride’s guilt. Stained with blood after it is dropped in the room in
which Bluebeard’s dead wives are housed, it can never be cleaned and it cannot be
hidden (Grimm “Bluebeard” 737). Unlike in the source story, in which the girl is
miraculously saved from death by her brothers, Plath’s “Bluebeard” sadbasthere is
no possibility of miraculous escape from marriage and sexual desire, regafdiesv
much the girl would like to resist. Despite her repeated attempts to returryihieekgirl

in Plath’s poem remains subject to the man’s obsessive, invasive gaze.
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Like “Bluebeard,” Plath’s early poem “On Looking into the Eyes of a Demon
Lover” also plays on fairy-tale motifs to portray the male gaze agtdadning hall of
mirrors. In this poem, Plath imagines the man’s eyes as “mirrors [in Wiioh world

inverts” (another allusion to Carroll’s Through the Looking-Glasgss gaze violent,

injuring, and inflammatory to the women who find themselves reflected thBra2®).

Plath further depicts the danger of the man’s gaze by alluding to and invertfiagyhe

tale “The Frog Prince.” While in the original story a lovely girhgtorms a frog into a
prince with her kiss, in Plath’s poem “each lovely lady / who peers inside [the man’s
eyes] / takes on the body / of a toad” (88). Nonetheless, the girl seeks her image, like
Snow White’s evil stepmother, in the magic mirror of his eyes, which she dapicts
masculine and hellish (importantly, in Disney’s Snow WHite magic mirror possesses

a male voice and a masculine masked face ensconced in flames): “I sgugldga / in

the scorching glass, / for what fire could damage / a witch’s facd®?326). In Plath’s
poem, however, in a twist which seems to redeem the man, the demon lover’s gaze
liberates a certain kind of woman, a woman with a witch’s face: “So | starkditin t
furnace / where beauties char / but found radiant Venus / reflected ther@2¥LP By

its close, “On Looking into the Eyes of a Demon Lover” rejects the faieyviadin in

favor of the active, seductive, desiring witch, but the poem’s language comes too close t
the “Every woman adores a fascist” rhetoric of “Daddy” for any commlidetredemption

of love between the woman and her demon loverZ€®. A woman who loves a
Bluebeard is in danger regardless of how much she desires the man to whom she has

willed herself.
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As such poems as “Cinderella” and “Bluebeard” imply, Plath’s juvenilia and early
professional appropriations of children’s literature demonstrate herpastéonsend back
the key that had opened her literary imagination while simultaneously usirigp jhtat
unlock her creativity. The majority of Plath’s work from the late 1940s and early 1950s
that appropriates the children’s book contemplates the troublesome legacysthat thi
literature offers, particularly as she began to realize how deeply intesisnined with
her conception of her artistic identity and her attempts to claim authoatjeasale
writer. Plath’'s 1950s poem “A Sorcerer Bids Farewell to Seem” explocontemplates
this dilemma. Positioning herself in the poem’s title as a “Sorcerer,’sauliae magical
role drawn from the realm of fairy and fantasy tales, Plath playfully cerssiie legacy
of both children’s literature and poetic tradition for the female artist ligrtlst usurping
a “rigmarole of props” provided by both of Lewis Carroll's Aliceoks (CP324).

The poem begins, as Plath’s most famous Arseim “Daddy” ends, with the
speaker’s declaration of being “through” with the past: “I'm through withgrasd
looking-glass hotel / where adjectives play croquet with flamingo nouns; /nkethi
shall absent me for a while / from rhetoric of these rococo queens3Z@P Despite the
speaker’s declaration, the poem makes clear, as the closure of “Daddyisais@ies,
that the speaker is not at all through; she is instead inextricably bound to the texts on
which she has modeled her work. As the poem continues, characters and symbolic

emblems from both Alice in Wonderlaaehd_Through the Looking-Glagsoliferate: the

White Rabbit, the Gryphon, the Caterpillar's mushroom, the Mad Hatter, the Jabberwock,
the Cheshire Cat, the Walrus and the Carpenter, and, above all, Alice herself, whom the

poet singles out as “my muse,” albeit a muse she wants to “send [...] packing24¢:P
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Plath dramatizes through these allusions the impossible imperative of edb&ping
overwhelming influence of past texts as she attempts to simultaneously breélaodt
into “the grand looking-glass hotel” of literary tradition (324)>® Importantly, each of
the characters and symbols that surface as Plath’s poem moves forwardliglinke
Carroll's books to the two central dilemmas that plague the young Aliceadbability
of her identity and the inscrutability of language in the two nightmarish dvweaids
that she enters. The characters Plath references, for instance, retpdtabilize Alice’s
sense of who she is and her claim to language: the White Rabbit mistake®®idice
common servant; the Mad Hatter repeatedly attacks Alice’s statemeddeningly
using word play to disorient her thoroughly (Carroll 38, 75). As Carroll’'s books progress,
the real “guestion” obsessively becomes for Alice, as for Plath throughoudrkeer,c
“Who in the world am I? Ahthats the great puzzle!” (Carroll 22). The answer to this
guestion can only be puzzled out in words, but, to Alice’s dismay, her experiences in both
Wonderland and the Looking-Glass World leave her feeling “dreadfully puzaletiat a
linguistic loss — that is until she decides to rouse herself from her night(@anesll 75).
In “A Sorcerer Bids Farewell to Seem,” language and identity likevaserne
dreadfully intermingled for Plath, but she shows that there is no easy way to s&lfy her
like Alice, out of her nightmare. The poem in turn displays the speaker’s anxiety of
influence, rooting her dismay in her struggle against both the “rhetoric” of “rococo
gueens,” presumably represented in Plath’s eyes by such aged “poetic gogihasthe
Edith Sitwell and Marianne Moore, and the masculine giants of modernist poetics, whom
Plath links to the gigantic, monstrous “jabberwock [who] will not translate hisssong

and, in turn, the ridiculously erudite Humpty Dumpty, who does not hesitate to
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demonstrate his authority for Alice by translating the nonsense poem “Jabbgr{@ek
324, UJ360)>° The poem dramatizes, in turn, the younger poet’s struggle for mastery,
which Plath locates, through her appropriation of the children’s book, in her earliest
attempts at reading and writing.

For Plath’s speaker, the only viable option in her battle for artistic oriyinah
the surface, seems to be a turn away from the tired props of childhood fantasy and back to
her own reality via a turn toward the confession of truths and her own image in the
looking-glass. In other words, her only option is to tell things as she sees thetm®&t’s
to vanish like the Cheshire Cat / alone to that authentic island where / cabbages are
cabbages; kings: kings” (C324)%° And yet, even as she tries to escape Alice’s world,
she returns. Imagining herself as the Cheshire Cat, a master of disguispéangd
(showing a smile here, a tail there), the speaker’s final injunction to ferbel
realistically blunt is an allusion to the poem “The Walrus and the Carpentég in t

“Tweedledum and Tweedledee” chapter of Through the Looking-GIHsis rhyme, a

parodic spin on popular poetry in Carroll's time (as are all the poems in Caflatks
books), concentrates on death and trickery; the Walrus’s injunction to “talk of many
things: / Of shoes — and ships and sealing-wax — / Of cabbages — and kings” serves
merely as a diversionary tactic to keep the oysters he wants to eat @& weaair

impending doom (Carroll 194). By the end of the Walrus and the Carpenter’s tale, all of
the oyster dupes are dead, their shells the only remnant of their existence. Through
Plath’s allusion to “The Walrus and the Carpenter,” “A Sorcerer Bids Fdrenetem”
likewise ends with an ironic twist, one concentrated on surface and substance — Plath

declares her allegiance to her own vision through the very language shegsdryi
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discard. She wields the language of childhood fictions to imagine the artistioatl

she faces at present, much as she would in such later riddle poems as “Rhyme,” “Words
for a Nursery,” and “Metaphors.” The role of children’s literature in the pedmally
ambivalent: it represents the early stages of the poet’s apprenticeshi@lbotatfers a

viable alternative to the stifling Jabberwocky of poetic tradition as the pelet @

articulate her vision.

As “A Sorceror Bids Farewell to Seem” suggests, as Plath’s caagepsed, the
manipulation of children’s literature allowed her to investigate the raakainh of the
female imagination while providing her with a framework on which to build her
narratives of female experience. Increasingly influenced by Frehebsi¢s, Plath
would recurrently strive to reenter the cramped space of her submerged childhood as a
way of coming to voice, in turn melding children’s literature to her progregsivete
confessional and feminist poetics and provoking her readers’ consideration of both the
enabling and disabling powers of children’s fictions in girls’ and women’s. lives
Beginning in the mid-1950s, Plath explicitly aligned her own or her chasacte
autobiography with elements of children’s literature and began to splinter tteentsl
book like Hans Andersen’s Devil’'s Mirror, inserting its shards into her personae’s
imaginations to consider questions of identity, femininity, sexuality, psyclwalogi
trauma, and both literary and familial inheritance. As such, her work grovesgiegly
“symptomatic” and “strategic” over the mid- to late-1950s, to use Susan van Dyne’s
terminology in her discussion of the “dissonances and contradictions” in Plath’s self
narrative (6). Through her appropriations of children’s literature in this tege sf her

career, which roughly spanned the years 1955 to 1959, Plath would concentrate on the

143



“powerful shaping influence [of children’s literature] on her imaginationevhi
simultaneously calling attention to the subversive creative power built inthitdesa’s
book (van Dyne 6).
o

Fragmentation and Collage: Broken Identities and the “Humpty-Dumpty” Sef

From the mid-1950s forward, Plath’s appropriation of forms, motifs, themes,
plots, and symbols from children’s literature became ever more aligned withreengle
experience and fragmented and interwoven sporadically into the individual
consciousness, her work mirroring patterns in more-recognized postmodanistemi
appropriations of the children’s book, especially the fairy tale. In the secgedastaer
career, Plath’s return to children’s books in fragments knitted to her autobiography w
especially sparked by her investment in Freudian psychoanalysis afteedleddovn in
1953 and her simultaneous interest in breaking into the children’s literature amdtet
sought to become a professional artist. As Lynda K. Bundtzen describes in geressa
Plath and psychoanalysis, Plath, after her 1953 breakdown, “was encouraged by her
therapist, Dr. Ruth Beuscher, to explain herself to herself in Freudian ternts and t
fashion herself as a patient, an intellectual and artist by applying Freudiasther
psychoanalytic doctrines and therapies” 37pPlath’s journals and her professional
writing make clear that two of the constructs of Freudian psychology which deeply
resonated with her from the mid-1950s on were Freud’s injunction to “recognize the
connection between [one’s ...] neuroses and [his or her ...] childhood” and his
recognition of the possibility of a therapeutic return to childhood in one’s art (F@gud “

Beginning the Treatment” 136). Freud had written explicitly about authorgiverea
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return to childhood in his essay “Creative Writers and Day-Dreaming,” witthw®lath,
as an avid reader mining Freud’s theories in service of her writing, wouidntgtiave
been familiar.

In Freud’s formulation, the creative writer regularly moves from “some pragoki
association in the present” to “memor[ies] of earlier experience[s] (usebdnging to
his or her childhood) from which there now procee[d] a wish which finds its fulfillment
in the creative work” (“Creative Writers and Day-Dreaming” 148, 151). Snch a
imagination of literary creativity, with its emphasis on the relationshipdmtwpresent
dilemma and past trauma, offered Plath a means of using her personal historsge eme
artistically in the present, as is evidenced by such poems as “Electralea Rath” and
“Daddy.” Taking cue from Freud, as well as from an American culture tabé@ome
increasingly invested in children and the return to the childhood past thanks in part to his
theories, Plath set for herself early in her professional career thetmiojpatting
together [in her art] the complex mosaic of [her ...] childhood,” which required her to
“captur[e] feelings and experiences from the nebulous seething of mangank
them out into black-and-white on the typewriter” (L&B). “[U]nriddle the riddle,” she
encouraged herself in 1958. “[W]hy is every doll's shoelace a revelationy &igking-
box dream an annunciation? Because these are the sunk relics of my lost selves that
must weave, word-wise, into future fabrics” (837).

From this nebulous seething of memory, the sunken relics of children’s literature
regularly surfaced. As she worked on her complex mosaic, the children’s book offered
her a particularly viable treasure map, one which could lead back to the gin anithi

forward to a better understanding of the present. A journal entry from late 1958, a period
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during which Plath was again undergoing therapy with Dr. Beuscher, demes st
emergence of the children’s book as Plath forced her mind to descend into her childhood
in service of her art. Beginning from the simple question of how “To describe a
childhood incident by memory” (with Plath lamenting that she “ha[s] no memotyérof
own), Plath’s mind turns kaleidoscopically through a series of recollections agdsm

and finally settles on how “A Hans Andersen book cover opens its worlds3Q%&)J
According to Plath, Andersen’s work was so appealing to her and so imbedded in her
early memories because his worlds were as terrifying as theywearous; Andersen’s
texts, in Plath’s assessment, always placed “horror” and “terrouddsl, offal, shit,”
alongside “palaces of diamond” (1305). Moving back from Andersen to her own
childhood world, “A world hung in a Christmas ornament, washed gilt,” Plath encourages
herself to get beyond the gilt (and her guilt in confessing) in order to “vdieg’etlity

of her past (UJB05).

As Plath’s contemplation of her art here suggests, the children’s book and her
memories tend to seep into one another, the two combining on the page as she revolves
her childhood and her present in her imagination. Plath’s own past, in turn, becomes a
sort of textual, revisable Wonderland as it is translated into her poetry and psrse. H
subsequent self-direction in the journal entry to “open Alice’s door, work and sweat to
pry open gates & speak out words & worlds” further implies that her transfiomof
her early life into art was especially aided by the dismantling and regcinsh of
“ready-made and familiar material” derived from “the popular treasatese of myths,

legends, and fairy tales” (LBD5, Freud “Creative Writers and Day-Dreaming” 152, 153).
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The intersection of the children’s book and Plath’s psychoanalytic return to her
past during this period is exemplified by such poems as “Electra on AzaleaaRdth”
“The Beekeeper’'s Daughter,” both written in 1959. In “Electra on Azadéa Hor
example, Plath “borro[ws] the stilts” of the Freudian conceptualization of tic&r&le
complex and subtly interlaces them with the story of “Sleeping Beautygtyawhich
she would also use as a frame for her widely recognized fairy-tale poenbi3dugeting
Muses” (CP117). Perhaps inspired by Freud’s conjecture that fairy tales become for
some people “screen memories” which take “the place of memories of their own
childhood,” Plath retools Sleeping Beauty's story in “Electra on Azalea Ratohisider
the effects of her father’'s death on her coming of age and her subsequent fall into
consciousness (Freud “The Occurrence in Dreams of Material from Fdey'181).
Like the princess in “Sleeping Beauty,” Plath’s speaker is put, this tnieebevent of
her father’s death, into a near-death coma, a “wintering” which lasts, likeiticegs’s
sleep, for many years, as are all the others who surround her: “The day ybwerad
into the dirt / [...] Nobody died or withered on that stage” (1B). In Plath’s poem,
the father’s fatality is as fated as Sleeping Beauty’s sleep. Thisdtles upon Plath’s
speaker at her birth, much as Sleeping Beauty is cursed at her christ€hengyuth is,
one late October, at my birth-cry / A scorpion stung its head, an ill-staireg (CP
117). While the speaker sleeps, she dreams of her prince-like father, muctaak'$err
princess dreams of her prince: “Small as a doll in my dress of innocencedrédaging
your epic, image by image” (CPL6). But Plath finally inverts the typical trajectory of
the tale, in which the princess is awakened by the kiss of her lover, by having ithe g

her poem awaken of her own accord and find her dark prince in the grave, which she
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imagines as an inverted castle, a “cramped necropolis1{CP Here, Plath’'s female
speaker takes on the role of the prince, who wishes to assault the fortifications
surrounding his loved one; unlike the prince, however, who invades the castle and saves
Sleeping Beauty, Plath’s speaker is blocked off forever from her fathbeBydn
fence” of his grave’s fortifications (AR 7).

Psychoanalysis also blends with the fairy tale in the similarly themed {pidee
Beekeeper’'s Daughter,” which likewise examines the girl's Edash desire for her
father. In this poem, Plath considers the girl's unnatural desire for her'&libve in
terms of queenships and poisonous fruit, the motifs of competition between mother and
daughter and the poisonous pared apple drawn from the “Little Snow-White” tale: “Her
is a queenship no mother can contest — // A fruit that's death to taste: dark flesh, dark
parings” (CP118). Here, Plath’s speaker, enticed to accept a deathly fruit in her
competition against her mother, is linked to the princess Snow White, who nearly dies
after her stepmother, out of jealousy, offers her a poisoned apple. Such a turn toward the
fairy tale here makes sense, as the theme of incest which the poem rauolteash the
father becomes a “bridegroom,” is pervasive in various fairy taled{8F As Bruno
Bettelheim describes, “there are numerous examples [of popular tales...] n[thieic
princess’s] degradation [...] is the consequence of oedipal entanglement oafather
daughter” (Bettelheim 245). Furthermore, the fairy tale notoriously pitastgane
another different generations of women, with mothers often assuming the role ofifthe e
stepmother who, out of jealousy, denies her [daughter] an independent existence”
(Bettelheim 16). Revolving these themes, “The Beekeeper’'s Daughterlilendsany a

fairy tale, with the princess ascending over her competitive motherumadke role of
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Queen, in this case stepping alarmingly to the very space vacated by har-tothe
father’s side as his lover.

While Plath was delving into her early experience as a result of her
psychotherapy, she was also striving to break into the children’s literatuket.
Always with an eye fixed on the salability of her writing, Plath was in paptoreding to
the rising popularity of children’s literature in the marketplace as shéogedesuch

books as The Bed Boaknd The It-Doesn’t-Matter SUit Plath’s turn toward the

children’s book during this period also aligns with her conceptualization of heicartis
project as largely articulating childhood experience and writing from the&<chi

perspective. According to Peter Hunt in his introduction to Children’s Literatur

lllustrated History writing for children is especially attractive to authors becauséeitsof

them a way “to react to, to sublimate, [and] to repair their own childhoods” (xi).ediew
through this lens, Plath’s endeavors in children’s literature and in her padtpr@se
during this period can be read as dual efforts to both right and write the traumas of he
childhood past. Plath’s children’s books, for example, celebrate children’s imaginat
lives and their unique abilities, encouraging them to go beyond the ordinary by using the
power of their brains and to accept the gifts which make them different frons athe
society that is typically conformist. At the same time, however, she vpdsriexg,
particularly in her prose, the rocky landscape of her own childhood past, which was as
filled with nightmares as it was with wonder.

Paired with the stories written in a similar timeframe, Plath’s childreooks can
be viewed as exercises in a positive reclamation of childhood. In The BedfBook

example, which was written around the same time as her alarming contempfatie
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dark reaches of the girl’'s imagination in “Sweetie Pie and the Gutter’ Akxth
encourages children to imagine their regular-old bed as a “Jet-PropellethBedill

metamorphosize into anything they desire (Collected Children’s Stridspositive

foray into the child’s imaginative world which serves as a counterpoint to the digturbi
“Sweetie Pie and the Gutter Men” story, in which a little girl imagihesadventures of

her doll that she then terrorizes, The Bed Bngks along similar lines as those of Dr.

Seuss, which encourage children to develop imaginative lives that they keeprsetret f
adults, whom the children perceive will either not comprehend or try to put a stop to the

flights of their imaginatioff® The It-Doesn’t-Matter-Suitwritten during the period in

which Plath was delving into her childhood past through such stories as “The Shadow,”
becomes a story about taking an individual or unique gift, in this case a flamboyant suit
that no one else wants because it is different, and making it one’s own. In contrast to
“The Shadow,” in which a terrifying dreamscape settles on the girl prosidmuause of

her difference, The It-Doesn’t-Matter-Selebrates difference as a gift; when Max Nix,

Plath’s boy protagonist, receives the gift of this hand-me-down, mustacivyadlored
suit, he wears it with pride, and soon everyone else wants a suit like Max’s, which
rewards him with the best of everything. As the intertwined examples of ThBdéd

and “Sweetie Pie and the Gutter Men” and The It-Doesn’t-Mattera®dit The Shadow”

suggest, Plath’s work in the field of children’s literature at this time resemath the
work she was producing as she settled into her professional career a&s,ss@ming as
a counterpoint to her own past which celebrated the child’s creativity.

As she moved back and forth between writing books for children and writing

about childhood, Plath provocatively interlaced forms, motifs, plots, themes, and symbols
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from the books she had loved as a child into the poetry and prose in which she was
exploring the lingering effects of her past on her present. Plath’s work fropetinos]
engages many of the same themes that she had begun to explore in the late 1940s and
early 1950s — the loss of childhood innocence and the fall into consciousness, the
nightmare of girls’ and women’s experiences, and the difficult processmng to

voice. In this next stage of her career, however, Plath became increasingtgdnme
investigating the terrors of girls’ fantasy worlds and the woman’s goeseffhood in

the face of a severe identity crisis that left her picking up her own pieces. As she
“flought] to return to [her ...] early mind” during the mid to late 1950s, Plath repgated|
used children’s books to consider the failure of fantasy and the invasion of the girl’s
consciousness by the nightmares of the mid-twentieth century, her “mind agaimgeopli
itself with magics and monsters” (\307, 381). In such stories as “Superman and Paula
Brown’s New Snowsuit” and “The Wishing-Box,” for example, Plath examines, through
a sustained excavation of the female child’s imagination, the systematitodagion of

the young girl’s innocence and creativity, using subtle allusions to fé&yitaparticular

to represent the girl's conditioning. Written in the first person by women lookirigdra
their experience as girls, a trend which would continue throughout much of Pédin’s |
prose work, the stories consider girls’ introductions to the world’s “larger Wwanhk&

and employ the fairy tale to characterize the female imaginatiod58)J

In “Superman and Paula Brown’s New Snowsuit” (1955), for example, Plath

subtly uses the Disney film Snow White and the Seven Duwaifglict the creation of
the girl’s fantasy world by the stories disseminated to American ehilthrough popular

children’s literature and its appropriation by the American cinema. Bggosing Snow
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White against a nationalistic propaganda film designed to stir up hatred of the Japanese
(the same film Plath also draws upon in “The Thin People,” in which American
servicemen are shot and stamped upon by Japanese soldiers), Plath suggests that the
Disney film, as well as the fairy-tale books on which it relies, isalgom of

propaganda, promoting as it does feminine deference to masculine authoritytidtymes
and the early marriage of girls to romanticized Prince Charmings. Tog8tiew White

and the war picture, which jointly result in the protagonist’s “vomit[ing] up of the ca

and ice cream” she has imbibed (a scene which recurs in a different form irelTGe)B
suggest that the fantasy world created for girls during this period fedciém the

ideals of femininity which became re-entrenched in response to women’ssingrea
freedoms as a result of their efforts in the two World War@1 Chafe 184). In turn,
Plath conflates the fairy-tale world with the “real” world in which conventiondér is
unerringly restored via conservative nationalistic rhetoric in which good alhakrevi

always clearly delineated.

As Plath further suggests by interweaving the imaginative worlds of Sapean
icon of American childhood, and Snow Whiga icon of demure femininity, America
after the First World War reinforced gender conventions through an “emphakes on t
centrality of the male role of warrior and protector” and the deeper ehtnemt of the
woman in the domestic space as the keeper of the hearth (Anderson 75). While
Superman symbolizes American masculine authority, Snow White symbolizes the
domesticated female. In Plath’s story, the fictional figures of Supernthara
Americanized Snow White are shown to inhabit the same domestic, patriotic, and

rhetorical space as the soldiers in the war film who die for their countrgo&isng the
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distinct, but linked modes of fantasy in the stories of Superman and Snow g
in “Superman and Paula Brown’s New Snowsuit” enters a new state of conssgusne
“That was the year the war began,” the girl/woman recalls, “and thevoelal, and the
difference” (JP287). Recognizing her difference from Superman, as villain, and her
horrifying similarity to Snow White, as victim, the narrator turns inward, and her
imagination grows darker, now peopled with the more terrifying denizens ditiiedie
and reality combined: brutal victimizers, starving victims, and terrifyatg af cruelty.
Whereas before the narrator was so sure of her ability to shape realigrymagination
that she would lie in bed at night “making up dreams inside [her] head the way they
should go,” she loses entirely her ability to dream in heroics: “No matter how har
thought of Superman before | went to sleep, no crusading blue figure came roaring down
in heavenly anger to smash the yellow men who invaded my dreani284)PBy the
end of the story, as Plath would write in her later attempt to fictionalizeuthe s
material, “The Shadow,” the girl's “dream” world “los[es] its happy egtias the girl
recognizes “the hostile, brooding aura of nightmare”13P).

In the later story “The Wishing Box” (1956), Plath again examines the
girI's/woman’s dreamscape and the darkening of the girl’'s imaginatiortjrttesusing
the fairy tale to excoriate romanticized visions of masculinity that areaiély deflated
by experience and to consider the qualities and roots of female creafisity.
“Superman and Paula Brown’s New Snowsuit,” Plath first implies the destruction of
fairy-tale fantasy in “The Wishing Box” by intermingling the worlds of &upan and
the Princess in the woman'’s girlhood dreams. The story’s protagonist, Agnes, gescribe

to her husband a childhood dream about Superman, whom she imagines to be “handsome
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as a prince,” flying with her through the sky @F6). In this dream, Superman takes on

the traits of both superhero and Prince Charming, his characterization resuoidtitige
mingled worlds of Superman and Snow White in “Superman and Paula Brown’s New
Snowsuit.” As Agnes has aged, however, particularly after her marriage, saotsae
Superman have gone dim, and another dreamscape has grown in its place, one of “dark,
glowering landscapes peopled with ominous unrecognizable figures” (214). Alsdits
Bronfen points out in her astute assessment of the story, “The problem with Agnes’s
nocturnal fantasy world is not that it is empty, but that it is horrificallgdivith ‘dark,
glowering landscapes [...],” which she desperately seeks to repress upon waking up”
(103).

Importantly, as Bronfen also relates, Agnes’s new dream world enfeogeshe
“cracks that have begun to show on the surface of her domestic life” (103). Through
further allusions to the fairy tale, Plath asserts that Agnes’s curréilitinto dream is
rooted in her disillusionment with marriage, this disillusionment rooted in Hgr ear
romantic fantasies (Plath carefully implies that the narrator did noerfogicproblems
with dreaming until after her wedding night). Describing Agnes’s inabdifialt asleep
and dream, for example, Plath subtly inverts the Sleeping Beauty taleie$pgaw
[instead] an intolerable prospect of wakeful, visionless days and nights sigetchi
unbroken ahead of her, her mind condemned to perfect vacancy [...]. She might, Agnes
reflected sickly, live to be a hundred” (2B9). Agnes’s fear of living wide awake for a
hundred years is the opposite of Sleeping Beauty’s hundred years of sleep; while
Sleeping Beauty is rewarded with blissful sexual awakening as shewataehood,

Agnes is further cursed with consciousness as a product of her sexual maturity
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Furthermore, Plath posits that Agnes’s subsequent self-destructiorniaiypart

result of the dream-world created for girls, which insidiously thrivesrisskg@come

women. By the end of the story, Agnes, thoroughly anguished by her inability to drea

creatively, commits suicide. Returning home from work, her husband finds her corpse

arrayed, as Lorna Sage aptly notes, like “something out of a perveysal&ir(241):
[Harold] found Agnes lying on the sofa in the living room, dressed in her
favorite princess-style emerald taffeta evening gown, pale and lovaly as
blown lily, eyes shut, an empty pillbox and an overturned water tumbler
on the rug at her side. Her tranquil features were set in a slight, secret
smile of triumph, as if, in some far country unattainable to mortal men, she
were, at last, waltzing with the dark, red-caped prince of her early dreams.
(JP220)

Agnes’s suicide comes straight out of fairy-land; she assumes the rakewfage

Sleeping Beauty or Snow White (who chokes on a poisoned apple), this time “choked,

[and] smothered” by sleeping pills and left dancing toward death with the famest

who was merely a figment of her imagination 2IR8). The turn backward into

childhood fantasy through suicide here, with Agnes dreaming of Prince Charmimg eve

as she lies dead on the floor, must be perceived as ironic, since the visions of love that

such girlhood fantasies created are arguably what led to her illtateathce with her

husband in the first place.

While she indicts the influence of fairy-tale romance on girls in “ThehiNgs
Box,” Plath simultaneously redeems the qualities of the children’s book that gnts’

creativity. Plath suggests, through Agnes’s turn toward her childhood dreams, that this
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imaginative space could offer the female artist material. In the, gtignes fears that her
dreams reflect “unflatteringly upon her own powers of imagination” becaageseem
“prosaic” and “tedious” in comparison with the “royal baroque splendor of [her husband]
Harold's” (JP215). Yet, sheloeshave dreams, at least at the outset, though they are not
as flamboyant as her husband’s, whose dreams often rise to the level of the absurd and
nonsensical, the level of detail in them wittily rendered by Plath as outragebus a
bizarre. In Harold’s dream just before he finds Agnes’s dead body, for instancéy (whic
he has while “counterfeiting sleep” no less), he is “voyaging on a cercssihitev up a
luminous river where white elephants bulked and rambled across the crysizg sifirfa

the water in the shadow of Moorish turrets fabricated completely of mulécbigass”

(the sheer number of prepositional phrases in this sequence points to its over-the-top
nature) (JR219-220).

In contrast, some of Agnes’s dreams, particularly those she remendrersdr
childhood, though simplistic, are significantly detailed, and demonstrate not just an
imitation of fairy land, but an infatuation with the qualities of fantasy stdnetsAgnes
may have heard as a child through their intermingling of the magical and the mundane. In
her first recounted dream, for instance, Agnes remembers how she “dreamed of a
wishing-box land above the clouds where wishing boxes grew on trees, looking very
much like coffee grinders; you picked a box, turned the handle around nine times while
whispering this wish in this little hole in the side, and the wish came tru€1G8* In
the second dream she recounts, Agnes finds “three magic grass blades growag by t
mailbox near the end of [her] street: the grass blades shone like tinsel istan@&ri

ribbon, one red, one blue, one silver”; her description of the dream again demonstrates a
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heightened attention to detail and inventiveness in her early mirgil )P The final

dream becomes more imagistic and detailed, with Agnes standing in frofwiote:
shingled house in [a] snowsuit; knotty maple tree roots snaked across the hard, brown
ground; she was wearing red-and-white-striped wool mittens; andaatef as she held
out one cupped hand, it began to snow turquoise-blue sulfa gurB1§JPThis last

dream, drawn directly from Plath’s own memories of her childhood dreams, dertemstra
the girl’s artistic nature, with its interest in settings, colors, and wgtdsin Connors

41)% Tellingly, Agnes chooses to keep these dreams to herself, instead etettihg t
her husband about the romanticized Superman dream, which signifies that Agnes has
learned to keep her dream-world so under wraps that it has ultimately failexl tsea (
failure based on her learned conception of what constitutes “proper” dreafing).

The concept of dreaming in “The Wishing Box,” as various critics have pointed
out, can be viewed as a masked consideration of masculine and feminine poetics. The
woman'’s dreams in the story, for example, point to the turn in Plath’s aesthetits whi
occurs in the late 1950s and early 1960s, which entailed, for instance, a turn away from
barogue adjectives and poetic forms toward primary colors (such as red, wite, a
black), slang, and short lines. The subjects of the woman’s dreams, which recount her
fear of falling or the imagination of her mother’s death, for examplectdfie subjects
of Plath’s poems which date to the late 1950s and beyorll&)P As Plath revealingly
wrote in her 1962 essay “Context,” in which she commented on her subjects, “My poems
do not turn out to be about Hiroshima, but about a child forming itself finger by finger in
the dark. They are not about the terrors of mass extinction, but about the bleakness of the

moon over a yew tree in a neighboring graveyard”65P In this light, Plath’s
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attentiveness to the childhood dreamscape and to the possibility to be found therein
positions the childhood mind as a keeper of the creative imagination in this form of
feminine poetics, which she would later explicitly posit in “The Ghost's Le&ire”

(1958). In this poem, childhood, represented by the nursery rhyme and the sounds of
children’s books, is imagined as the guardian of the creative mind: “Go, [...] ghost of us,
/ And ghost of our dream’s children / [...] / To the cloud-cuckoo land of color wheels //
And pristine alphabets and cows that moo / And moo as they jump over moons as new /
As that crisp cusp towards which you voyage now. / [...] O keeper / of the profdne gra
the dreaming skull” (CP1). “The Wishing Box” points finally in two directions: it
imagines the stifling of the woman’s imagination through received childhoociesita

that promote domestic romance, and it simultaneously suggests the possibdity f
renewed ability to “dream” that lies in a form of complex simplicityt teaooted in the

girl’'s early imaginative abilities, these abilities fostered by thikeleen’s book.

Like “Superman and Paula Brown’s New Snowsuit” and “The Wishing Box,”
such poems from this period as “Battle-Scene,” “Incommunicado,” and “The Death of
Myth-Making,” all written in 1958 when Plath was “ravenously devouring a thousand
page anthology of magnificent folk & fairy tales of all nations, [her] mindragai
repeopling itself with magics and monsters,” likewise examine the uétifaéitire of
fabled fantasies drawn from childhood (B81). Like such earlier poems as
“Admonitions,” “Battle-Scene,” for example, contemplates the inteimettetween the
“fables” “children sing” and what “sage grownups know,” while “Incommunicado”
depicts the speaker’s encounter with a groundhog who views her as dangeradus: “Suc

meetings never occur in marchen / Where love-met groundhogs love one in return, /
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Where straight talk is the rule, whether warm or hostile, / Which no gruff animal
misinterprets” (CR85, 100)>” But the poem from this period which most successfully
pits the failure of childhood fantasy against nightmare and brings the children’saok a
frame to Plath’s confessional aesthetics is the 1957 poem “The Disquieting,Muse
Plath’s most recognized appropriation of the fairy tale. “The Disquietingelst
exhibits Plath’s increasingly contested relationship to her girlhood readislye
developed her own form of confessional poetics. Resisting the happy endings of the
infantilizing, idealizing childhood tales on which she had been raised, which promoted
“the strawberry-and-cream Mother-Goose-world, Alice-in-Wonderlabtef” “The
Disquieting Muses” at the same time relies on their terrifying icapigr — Plath uses
the horror of the fairy tale, as she had used the “rigmarole of props” from Garvall
Sorcerer Bids Farewell to Seem,” to bring her poem to fruitiomr38)LP324).
Responding to Giorgio de Chirico’s surrealist painting “The Disquieting MuB&gh’s
poem takes as its frame the fairy tale “Sleeping Beauty,” also knowrrias-A®se,”
pitting high modernist art against the apparent simplicity of a book pulled from the
children’s library in order to give artistic shape to her early persortarynf8

As she had in “Electra on Azalea Path” and “The Beekeeper's Daudgblatty’
blends her own childhood in this poem with the fairy tale, drawing heavily upon the two
most widely known versions of the “Sleeping Beauty” tale, those of Charles Parrdul
the Brothers Grimm, in order to explore again the intersection betweendideand life
dreamed. Variants on the same theme, these two tales describe the fate efsa ytirac
suffers because of her parents’ actions and the unstoppable onset of womanhood. In

Perrault’s version, for example, the princess’s parents fail to invite dijjtidenothers”
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living in their realm to their daughter’s christening (689). The uninvited godmother, a
old hermetic woman, arrives nonetheless and bestows on the baby the gift of death, a
curse which is reduced by the final godmother, who proclaims that instead afttiging
girl, after pricking her finger on a spindle, “will fall into a deep slumber thihtast one
hundred years,” only to be awakened by a “king’s son” (689). Despite all of hergdarent
attempts to protect her, the princess cannot avoid her fate. The remainder ef the tal
follows the prescribed pattern of the godmothers’ spells before devolving ineod tal
monstrous femininity censured, with Perrault wallowing in the cannibakstdencies of
the princess’s ogress of a mother-in-fwThe Grimm tale follows essentially the same
pattern, minus Perrault’s ending; however, in their version “Little BriageRRdhe

slighted older woman is one of thirteen “Wise Women” who is left uninvited to the
baptism because there is not a place for her at the King's table (@3TmThis wise
woman also curses the girl with death, and her curse is also reversed. Thought differe
both stories center on the fatedness of the princess’s birth into female yeaqdhlter
“death” into marriage.

In “The Disquieting Muses,” Plath melds motifs from both Perrault’s and the
Grimms’ versions to specific events in her speaker’s (and her own) past. The poem
begins with the speaker’s lamentation of her mother’s failure to invite alr 6&bets”
to her christening, which has resulted in the haunting of her crib by the teynige
women of fairy land: “Mother, mother, what illbred aunt / or what disfigured and
unsightly / Cousin did you so unwisely keep / unasked to my christening, that she / sent
these ladies in her stead” (GR). As the poem progresses, contemplating the stories the

speaker’s mother told her in the nursery, the speaker considers her “giftd)"alipic
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directly with the feminine arts bestowed on the princess by her godmothersaulie
“Sleeping Beauty.” In Perrault’s tale, the princess is given the follogiitg in order,

by her godmothers — beauty, admirable grace, and the abilities to “dancestieyf

to “sing like a nightingale,” and to “play every instrument in the most exquisitener,”
followed by death and then a miraculous return to life (689). The narrativeadrgjet
Plath’s poem follows much the same pattern, with a final twist. As the speakelecsns
her childhood, for example, she enumerates her gifts in dancing, singing, and fflaying
piano: “When on tiptoe the schoolgirls dance, / Blinking flashlights like fireflAasd
singing the glowworm song, | could / Not lift a foot in the twinkle-dress / Batye
footed, stood aside [...]. Mother, you sent me to piano lessons / And praised my
arabesques and trills” (CF5). Unlike Sleeping Beauty, however, the speaker, attended
by her “dismal-headed godmothers,” dances and sings miserably and plays the piano
“wooden([ly] in spite of scales / And the hours of practicing, my ear / Tone-ddafes,
unteachable” (CR5). Her failures in these arts mark her as a failure in “proper”
femininity, the aunts’ training leading her down another path. Plath’s ovamncelon

the fairy tale to shape the story of her personal history in “The DisquietirsgVl
suggests, as do “Electra on Azalea Plath” and “The Beekeeper’s Daudtdeny’ t

Plath’s imagination, the children’s book served as a patterning mechanidra for t
development of memory. Furthermore, Plath returns in “The Disquieting Muses” to the
beloved children’s story when confronted with poetic or artistic tradition, adsshbam

in her earlier poem “A Sorcerer Bids Farewell to Seem,” as well as ptleens from this
period, such as “Rhyme” (1956), in which Plath imagines her mind as a goose lthat wil

lay golden eggs but which has stopped producing (she then kills the metaphorical goose
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As “The Disquieting Muses” draws to a close, Plath completely eradittete
happy ending of her source story, leaving the tale interrupted. The finatréhaathe
speaker receives in the poem is not a miraculous return to life, but a dark obse$sion wi
death. The poem attests that, for Plath, what her girlhood reading and the infiience
her modernist muses together lead her to consider overwhelmingly, repstittasgite
(or perhaps because of) the efforts of her overprotective mother, is morbiditgif the
bestowed upon her by the godmothers/wise women who haunt her crib, whom Plath
herself described in a radio interview as representing various “simiegeot women”
drawn from literary fables and myth (@76n). Concentrating on the legacy of female
tradition, Plath’'s emphasis in the poem is on the mother’'s ambivalent role as a pdrent a
a model. The mother figure becomes a dual agent; as she reads to her daughter such
frightening tales as Perrault’s “Sleeping Beauty” and the Grimmgargrose,” a
typically positive motherly act, she encourages her daughter to imaginentegynistic
violence and to place her faith nonetheless in the happy ending that will supposedly
redeem it all. The poem argues, in contrast, that the happy ending is shesy, fanta
green balloon bright with a million / Flowers and bluebirds that never were / Never,
never, found anywhere” (CFo).

Deflating the happy ending, Plath instead contemplates the blank realjtythat
her view, her speaker must face. The imagery of the final stanza thealisaveyard, the
women, like tombstones, “stand[ing] their vigil in gowns of stone, / their faces blank
since the day | was born,” much like the waiting gravemarker7@®PThe imagery of
the “setting sun” which causes the stone-women to cast “their shadows losigd£xtis

motif. As the smiling woman who remains at the end of the poem implies, however, this
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is a death in life. While the princess in Perrault’s tale, for example, mersarprisingly
“radiant” in her death-like sleep, Plath’s woman also smiles, and she isdé&dewoid of
agency, living trance-like inside the frightening dreams in her head (P&82443).

When the soap bubble balloon of “flowers and bluebirds” evaporates (this motif perhaps

drawn from the children’s classic The Wizard of, @dizarre, hallucinatory, and

frightening book in its own right), the girl is left with the residue of the fales
frightening elements which linger in the imagination and which may, perhaps betause
their terrifying tenor, incite her creativity.

Again alluding to the frightening aspects of the fairy tale, Plath would captare thi
change in her perception and the birth of her unique vision in her 1959 poem “The Eye-
Mote” by aligning the darkening of her perspective with the piercing oféybey the
splintered Devil's Mirror in Hans Christian Andersen’s fairy tale “The SQween.” In
the original tale, this shard makes everything evil appear good and evegbithg
appear evil (Andersen 234-35). The shard that pierces the speaker’s eye in “The Eye
Mote” is a new version of the “fairy gifts” Plath had long ago imagined, onehwhi
accounts this time for the mutilation of her innocence and, in turn, any romanticized
vision of the childhood past. In “The Eye-Mote,” Plath’s speaker’s eye isgiemuch
as Kay’s eye is pierced in “The Snow Queen,” while she stands mundanely waitctiing
appreciating the natural world: “the splinter flew in and stuck my eye, / iMgattark.
Then | was seeing / A melding of shapes in a hot rain: Horses warped on thg alter
green” (CP109). Despite all the speaker’s efforts, as in “The Snow Queen,” this shard
cannot be removed and forever colors her perception: “Neither tears nor thefleasin

Of eyebaths can unseat the speck: / It sticks” 109.
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Importantly, in Andersen’s tale, the Devil’'s Mirror invades the eye when one
comes of age. The piercing of the eye symbolizes the onset of adolescence for
Andersen’s Kay and his beloved, Gerda, who are betrothed by the end of the tale. Plat
speaker, once her eye is pierced, can only long for lost innocence as sks thaliz
world’s true colors: “What | want back is what | was / Before the bed, btferkenife, /
Before the brooch-pin and the salve / Fixed me in this parenthesiZ0@PDrawing
upon the fairy tale here, Plath depicts the darkness of her vision as a blighting of
childhood perception, which results primarily from the onset of adult femininity. ghhou
Plath’s speaker laments her newfound powers, the ability to see the inverse of
appearances by virtue of the inverting mirror affords her the ability to segs thiresh,
to recognize, perhaps, that what is deemed “good” by society may in teabtyjl.

While the splinter warps the speaker’s particularized vision, it shifts herigighth a
way that it allows for originality and greater clarity of perception.

As “The Eye-Mote” implies through its references to the bed and the brooch-pin
(perhaps an allusion to the brooch-pin which pierces the princess’s hand in George

MacDonald’s The Princess and the Gohlinswvhich the piercing of the girl’s finger

leads to her sexual awakening), the experiences of marriage and adaltdssire
proved especially ambivalent material for Plath’s imagination during e $h her
career. In other of Plath’s work which draws on the children’s book from this period,
marriage, along with its attendant process of sexual discovery, becomasocasiel
nightmare. Written mostly after Plath had met Ted Hughes, this work mines, as
“Bluebeard” had several years before, the ominous symbolism of the faignth

Carroll’'s Alice books to consider romance and sexual fantasy. These stories and poems
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portray marriage and sex as brutal and depict girls and women as sadomiasochist
sometimes pleasurably so. In this poetry and prose, Plath primarily coribel@rays in
which the girls’ fantasies, often structured by the tales they loved eadplontheir
expectations for marriage, which take on new proportions as they come of age.

In such poems as “The Queen’s Complaint” and “Snowman on the Moor,” Plath
imagines the assault of women by gigantic, monstrous men whom the woman either
desires or is terrified of. In “The Queen’s Complaint” (1956), for instanct) Bleates
a fairy-tale poem which imagines a Queen whose lands have been assaulteribty a “g
with “hands like derricks, / looks fierce and black as rooks” 28P Naturally
murderous, the giant “us[es] her gentle doves with manners rude” and “slay{s] / he
antelope who had meant him naught but good” before seducing and abandoning her (CP
28-29). The Queen, however, rather than rejoicing at his disappearance, mourns his loss:
“So she is come to this rare pass / Whereby she treks in blood through sun and squall /
And sings you thus: / ‘How sad, alas, it is / To see my people shrunk so small, sb small’
(CP29). Despite, or perhaps because of, the giant’'s heavy-handed seduction, Plath’s
Queen is troublingly able to find sexual fulfillment and unable, thereafter, ttte'se
This poem, which employs symbolism that Plath often used in relation to Ted Hughes
(rooks, blackness, cruelty toward animals, and giganticness, for exampleheutesyt
tale to relate the process of sexual discovery that she was undergoing asashe be
involved with Hughes, a process which left her, as her journals attest, both athted a
confused. “The Queen’s Complaint” also considers the consequences of the woman’s
romantic visions — in loving a misogynistic, destructive man, the woman is left

perpetually wounded, her body bloodied and her mind forever altered.
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Plath’s 1957 fairy-tale poem “Snowman on the Moor,” which ends with the
following moral injunction, “The girl bent homeward, brimful of gentle talk / And mild
obeying,” again focuses on the confrontation between a woman and a giant figure, but
this time the giant terrifies her into returning to her inadequate husband. In thegpoem
“grisly-thewed, / Austere, corpse-white // Giant,” who has “ladies’ slteakells” (the
heads of princesses given the words they whisper) “dangling from [his ...]stptkged
belt,” accosts a woman on the moor after a fight with her husband, scaring her so badly
that she flees homeward (GB). For the giant’s characterization, the poem does not rely
on one specific fairy tale, but employs elements from a variety of stangsas “Jack
and the Beanstalk” (with its murderous giant) and “The Robber Bridegroom,”
“Bluebeard,” and “Fitcher’s Bird” (with their female skeletons ancakéed girls), as
well as general fairy-tale emblems of castles and “kings’ sons'’5@3By the poem’s
end, the speaker has been so frightened by the exceedingly masculine gigaliteiyos
called up from her imagination as she wanders the moor “nurs[ing] her ragelighat s
terrorized into behaving, much as many fairy-tale maidens are ted-amipegiving up
their freedom and, sometimes, their lives 5. While the woman realizes the
impossibility of bending the fairy tale to her whim, having her Prince Charoaing
riding out for love of her, she also realizes the lesson that many a faipyeaknts to the
girl — being too bold is a perilous thing. The woman’s husband and the giant become
muddled, and patriarchy, in turn, takes on the proportions of the fearsome giant. Through
this, Plath emphasizes just what girls learn when they read such statdbety should

submit themselves to the overbearing masculinity the tales celebrate.
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In addition to such fairy-tale figures as queens, princesses, princes, asd giant
Plath also turned to the sadistic figure of the witch during this period to corseder t
effects of sexual desire and internalized anger on the girl and young womaranity*
Fair’ (1956), for example, the witch at once represents vanity and lust, the wanan us
her shrewdness to get girls to “wi[ll] all to the black king” and become “sateife”

(CP 33). At the heart of the witch’s wiles is the Magic Mirror, which “waylayspsem
girls” from good behavior by seducing them with their own sexuality: “Agaimgirvi
prayer / this sorceress sets mirrors enough / To distract beauty’s th(DBI&3). For
their lapses in judgment, fooled by the mirror, and their resultant sexosgtessions,
the girls are punished eternally: “Housed in earth, those million brides shrigkSaume
burn short, some long, / Staked in pride’s coven” 83R The poem finally indicts the
witch, who represents sexual agency and desire, as a spinner of stratagemnfscatie
the girl on her own body and its impulses.

The witch is not always a negative figure for Plath, however. The witch, like the
giant, is also sometimes redeemed as a powerful figure, in this case ondieftiPlath
identifies. Her identification with the victimized, subversively powerful vt fairy
tale and myth begins in earnest at this stage in her career, as her sgeakedrsthe
pyre like persecuted witches in such poems as “Poem for a Birthday” (in theh“Wi
Burning” section, Plath imagines the speaker ascending to a “bed of fir&ljhering
Heights” (“The horizons ringed me like faggots”), “Dialogue Over a®Bpard” (“I
would rather be staked for a witch, kindled and curdled”), and what she intended as her
first novel, Falcon Yardof which there remains only fragments, including the extant

chapter now referred to as “Stone Boy with Dolphin” (G35, 167, 280n). The heroine
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of “Stone Boy,” Dody Ventura, is consumed by her desire to be subversive and her
unfulfilled sexual desire, both of which combust to entice her to identify with such
figures as “witches on the rack, [...] Joan of Arc crackling at the stake, [...] anousy
ladies flaring like torches in the rending metal of Riviera roadsters,.[dritelda
enlightened, burning behind the bars of her madnessI&2P For Dody, as for many of
Plath’s speakers (especially, as we will soon see, in the early 1960s)jtbemotting,
intelligent witch offers possibilities.

The witch is also not the only figure drawn from children’s books in “Stone Boy”
through which Plath explores Dody’s developing sexuality. Dody relishes thefrole
persecuted witch, but she also enjoys playing Cinderella, Sleeping BRas&/Red, and
Alice in Wonderland. “Stone Boy,” the only full extant chapter of Falcon Yahdch

she had at first considered titling The Girl in the Mirtam allusion to Carroll’'s Through

the Looking-Glask exemplifies Plath’s interweaving of the children’s book and the adult

female imagination during this period, juxtaposing sexual awakening against abundant
imagery drawn from fairy tales and fantasy stories which deal witaléeooming-of-age
(UJ 290). As her story progresses, Dody knits together, sometimes consciously and
sometimes subconsciously, the pieces of other girls’ stories as shes ¢remabwn, in

turn demonstrating a consciousness that is indelibly shaped by her culileg’slh

“Stone Boy,” Plath braids together threads from children’s stories, edpé&aatoll’s

Alice books and Grimm'’s fairy tales, to produce the tale of a sadomasochistic girl who
relishes the roles of both victim and victimiZ&rThrough her appropriation of these

stories and her intermingling of them in the girl’s imagination, Plath exeshow Dody
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walks “Over the river and into the woods,” out of the fantasies of girlhood and into the
shadowy territory of adult sexual fantasy and desirel QIR.

Discussing the “Stone Boy” chapter in her journals, Plath had tellinglyidedcr
Dody as a “Cinderella in her ring of flames, mail-clad in her unassautégblgwho]
meets a man who with a kiss breaks her statue, [...] and changes forever the rhythm of
her ways” (UJ313). As Plath’s heroine was based partially on herself, this chapter was
to be based upon a formative experience in her life: her meeting of Ted HugheStat the

Botolph’s ReviewParty in early 1956 while she was studying abroad in Cambfidge.

the chapter, Dody is portrayed as a fairly naive American girl fogaigir herself in a
foreign land. Displaced and alienated, she dotes from the window of her attic room on
the statue of a dolphin-carrying cupid in her college’s garden, which appebreredo
represent romantic love and Dody’s quest for the ideal mate, as well asgigtyif
Curious about sex and willing “something bloody” to happen, Dody invents herself as a
modern-day little girl lost wandering in the Wonderland of adult sexual d@§lde3?2).
Dressed in accents of red (red coat, red headband, red belt, red shoes, “ARplétart
nail-polish), Dody, as both vamp and Little-Red-Riding-Hood ingénue, desiresaattry
men like Alice, in Lewis Carroll’s children’s stories, samples ediblésimgting to

figure out which man will make her the right size — and which men might devour her.
She encounters men who salivate over her like wolves and leer at her withit€loas”
grins, men who leave her feeling misshaped and oversized like Alice in Wonderland
when her body suddenly “mammoth[s]” (1B2, 190, 189). Confronted with a “dandy
little package of a man,” for example, Dody imagines, in language stmigbt Alice in

Wonderland“Her limbs beg[inning] to mammoth, arm up the chimney, leg through the
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window. All because of those revolting little cakes. So she grew, crowding the rddm” (J
189) (Figure 6)3

Dody finally encounters a man, Leonard, whom she both desires and dreads.
Asking him to help her break her stone-boy statue, which transforms as the chapter
progresses from a stone angel into a revolting gargoyle, Dody violently biteartdeon
leaving on his cheek a set of teeth marks which resemble “a ring of bloodied toises,”
language drawn from the child’s rhyme @®3). Having angered Leonard because of
her aggressiveness, Dody, now picturing herself as a victimized Alice in ieomdler
resorts to having sex with a boy who is completely detestable to her. Adter t
encounter, she pricks her finger on a splinter from the stair-rail in Queen’s il
the virginal white snow while running in red-hot shoes, shoulders her way through a
rough thicket of briars, and then imagines herself as a forlorn Rapunzel, locked &r a tow
with only her books. Back in her attic room, contemplating how to fuse the fragments of
the identities she has imaginatively, and actually, performed, Dody leked fnam the
window frame over the garden and considers her situation, her world “stained, deep-
grained with all the words and acts of all the Dodys from birth cry on2QBy. The
chapter ends with the sun “bloom[ing] virginal,” and Dody “sle[eping] the sledpeof t
drowned” (JP204).

As this brief summary of the chapter suggests, Dody’s quest for sexual awgakeni
takes place on the borders of fantasy land. Filled with allusions to children’s books, the
chapter primarily contemplates the contours of Dody’s sexual and romanttisiés.
Throughout the “Stone Boy” chapter, Dody harbors masochistic fantasies from shieic

seems to derive pleasure that involve her, like many a fairy-tale victing twtured
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and humiliated. Identifying with women who suffer violent deaths or imprisonment
because of their assumed madness and social transgressions, Dody wallmaticalha

in her imagination of herself as a persecuted woman whose body is violated, punctured,
caged, and burned (I82). She relishes the idea of bearing pain, at one point conflating
sexual intercourse with crucifixion by subtly equating the piercing of her leamneetal
spikes with the breaking of her hymen (J#6). Disturbingly, Dody’s masochistic sexual
fantasies are particularly intermingled with imagery drawn fromis€arroll’s Alice

stories and Grimm'’s fairy tales, foregrounding an unsettling link betweidhsexuality

and the education girls receive in the subjects of the female body and sexeal desir
through such primers.

For example, Dody, donning red-accented accessories for her evening out and
revolving the line “over the river and into the woods” in her mind, figures herself on the
one hand as a Little Red Riding Hood who is fated to be desired and devoured by men
(JP190). Throughout the chapter, Plath often positions Dody a Red-Riding-Hood virgin
and depicts men as wolves or wolf-like creatdfefor instance, Dody revolves lines
from the “Little Red Riding Hood” tale as she imagines herself confronteddspective
dates: “Grinning at her from far, from farther away, he recededr the river and into
the woodsHis Cheshire-cat grin hung luminous. Couldn’t hear a word in his canary-
feathered heaven” (JF90, my italics). Plath also references “Little Red Riding Hood” as
Dody is surrounded at the gates to “Queens’ by boys who appear to be wolvesdtaying
the moon: “The five boys surrounded Dody. They had no features at all, only pale,
translucent moons for face shapes, so she would never know them again. And her face,

too, felt to be a featureless moon [...] ‘My, you smell nice.” ‘That perfume.’ ‘May
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kiss you™ (JP195). As the boys disappear, shooed off by her date, Dody imagines them
“Sheep-counting sleepward” (IP6). Furthermore, in the violently passionate encounter
between Dody and Leonard which follows, Leonard is portrayed as playing thewolf i
man’s clothing to Dody’s Little Red Riding Hood (As an aside, it is interesbimgte
that Plath and Hughes went to a New Year’'s Eve costume party in 1958, the same year
she worked on this chapter, as Little Red Riding Hood and the Big Bad WoHbad)J
Leonard strips off Dody’s red hairband and bends his head to her body as if “to his last
supper” (JPL92). Up to this point, and after, when confronted with other young men,
who all seem to be effeminate and diminutive, Dody concentrates on her largerichme a
intense intellect (to render Dody’s frustration at always being too big, tad fithe
men who desire her, Plath draws upon Carroll's use of edibles that cause the gyrl’s bod
to “mammoth”), but when she encounters Leonard, Dody, now diminutive, revels in his
aggressiveness and his magnetic powed 81. In this encounter, Plath characterizes
Dody as a girl who wants to be overpowered and devoured and Leonard as a man who is
aggressive, ferocious.

Figuring Dody as a naive girl led astray by a man who is hungry like the analf
of “the biggest seducers in Cambridge” @B%), Plath underscores the misguidedness of
Dody’s belief that she can take care of herself, as well as thénéactte is turned on by
a man who seems both brutal and sadistic, demonstrating that this desire has heen lear
at least partially in the imaginative worlds that the girl inhabits whadimg. Later in
the chapter, after Dody has sex with another young man, Hamish, an event which is
thoroughly uneventful (their encounter is confined to the brief space between

parentheses), Dody again calls up fairy-tale imagery to imagine freess®t assaulted
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woman, seeming to heighten, in her view, the excitement of an act that, with Hamish, has
been totally unexciting, a performance in which she plays the passive raeostis

dead girl, her hair, which she imagines growing rapidly like Rapunzelisjrengy with

the threads of the carpet on which she liesIIPR198).

In this scene and the following passages, Plath demonstrates Dody’s masochist
reliance on fiction to refurbish her reality by heightening her use oftfaie imagery.
Following her encounter with Hamish, for example, Dody puts on red-hot shoes warmed
by the fire, linking herself to the jealous queen who must dance to her death for her
transgressions in the Grimm fairy tale “Little Snow-White.” She also slibKyg herself
to Sleeping Beauty, her finger pricked by a splinter as she runs her hand aldag the s
rail while descending from Hamish’s room in Queens’ Court, relishing the hpetithie
splinter causes as symbolic of her sexual awakening. Plath also disquietinfiltes in
this section Alicamagery with the anxious humiliation and alienation from her body that
Dody experiences in her sexual awakening, demonstrating that Dody is)ynwags,
still a little girl at heart, one trained by the social strictures sisadceived as a white,
middle-class American girl. As she lies with Hamish, she asks him, like @eaitd,
to scold her, calling herself a “bitch” and a “slut,” and imagines hersé@hes “after
eating the mushroom, with her head on its serpent neck above the leaves of the treetops
A pigeon flew up, scolding, Serpents, serpents. How to keep the eggs safe?® (198).

Here, Plath draws directly upon Alice’s Adventures in Wonderlamaihich the girl’s

neck at one point stretches so far from her body that her head seems to separate fr
shoulders (see Figure 7 for such transformations). Taking on new qualitiegebe’ pi

protection of its eggs in Carroll’s story, which it imagines Alice as endiuagés

173



conflated here with Dody’s girlish terror at becoming pregnant. The separatioeehet
the girl’s head and her body, juxtaposed against pregnancy, clearly datemtte
separation that Dody imagines between her intellect and her body’s sexuainsinas
well as her learned lack of control over her body as sexual victim.

Portraying Dody as a masochist by interweaving into the chapter symbolism
drawn from girls’ reading, Plath subtly accentuates the ways in which hendisroi
sexual fantasies have been shaped by the narratives she read as a child, imvathech fe
bodies are constantly assaulted, particularly due to brutal masculineatesihat
female jealousy, or are experienced as a site of utter confusion and dislocaiton, a
Carroll’s Alice texts, in which the girl’s body alarmingly metamorphosizes. Plath also
examines through this Dody’s learned need to embellish her reality withttloé fgily-
tale romance. Dody refuses to play only the role of victim, however. She has also clea
understudied the role of sadist, deriving pleasure from exploiting others or cthesimg
pain, a tendency which again becomes provocatively conflated with fargdlfantasy
imagery in the chapter. When she employs the traditional stories to explors Bexlye
of herself as victim, Plath usually follows the expected trajectory of thativas.
However, when Plath explores Dody'’s sadistic side, she tends to invert the tales, to
rearrange the narratives in alarming ways. Through this, Plath shows [Bagiogation
of girls’ stories to write the trajectory of her desires according, imied at least, to her
own rules. Plath draws, for instance, upon Carroll's descriptions of Alice’s curious
voraciousness, in which Alice often tests out various edibles just to see whaipwédhha
to demonstrate Dody’s ravenous desire to experiment sexually with diffeegntwhom

she describes as “dandy little package[s],” until she can find the one whoatalh her
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physically and intellectually (JP89). When Dody encounters Leonard, she literally tries

to taste him, a sinister appropriation of Alice’s oral curiosity. Learnirigeohard’s
obligations to his date in the next room and yearning to claim him for herself, Dody
viciously bites him, a bite which reverberates in Plath’s writing abourtagid (as in

“The Shadow” and The Bell JafWaiting, sighting the whiteness of his cheek with its
verdigris stain, moving by her mouth. Teeth gouged. And held. Salt, warm salt, laving the
tastebuds of her tongue. Teeth dug to meet. An ache started far off at their bone root
Mark that, mark that” (JR92).

In addition to radically revising Alice’s orality here, Plath also invkttite Red
Riding Hood's story to demonstrate Dody’s desire to distinguish herself fr@eotpse-
like girls against whom she sees herself competing. Whereas in the Grantheal
totally naive Little Red Riding Hood is swallowed up by the wolf, in “Stone Boy*yDod
attempts to voraciously swallow up Leonard. Importantly, the natural order faiye
tale is herein reversetle bleeds, not her, the inverse of what would normally happen
when a female is initiated into sex. In Dody’s sadistic fantasizing ofyesihe has
performed a wildly transgressive act, one that, in her mind at least, sltatento the
raw world of adult sexuality on her own terms.

The role of sadist, however, has its limits for a girl, especially when tleat rol
derives from Wonderland. Plath, again through the use of fantasy imagery, detesnstra
Dody'’s sadistic act to be falsely liberating. Through Plath’s emphasiedwhiteness”
of Leonard’s “cheek,” and given the other fairy-tale symbolism in this ehdptonard’s
flesh is subtly linked to the “cheeks” of the poisonous apple eaten by Snow White and the

Wicked Queen in the Grimm tale, although Snow White eats the poisoned “red cheek,”
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while the Wicked Queen bites from the white (the word “cheek” is used in the Grimm
tale to describe the two sides of the apple)l@P, Grimm 255). Dody’s biting of
Leonard’s white cheek can be viewed as signifying that she has begun to trangform
the malicious older woman of fairy tales through her initiation into adult sexsiaéde

and, more importantly, sexual jealousy, as the conflict between girls andwiosiech
stories pivots on the waxing and waning of female desirability and the godareny of
womanhood. Plath describes this process in “Stone Boy” as “the game of queening,”
which is further symbolized by her contrasting characterization of DodyRaxse Red
figure and Dody’s competitor, Adele, as a modern-day Snow White; while the dominant
color attached to Dody is red, Adele, her sexual competitor, is relate@s$o Viliginity,

and “white-blondness, all pure” (IB1, 193). Tellingly, as Plath describes, “at the game
of queening, Adele [always] won: adorably, all innocent surprise181B.

Furthermore, Leonard is angered by Dody’s refusal to passively allowohim
devour her. He shakes free of her and disappears through a door that seems to
fantastically pop up from the floor (as tends to occur in the topsy-turvy world of both the
Alice books and “Stone Boy,” in which spaces regularly shapeshift). More tegiifyin
in biting Leonard and in his refusal of her aggressiveness, Dody’s mouth has, in the
mirror which she calls for and then gazes into, vanished: “She leaned to theeand a
worn, known face with vacant brown eyes and a seamed brown scar on the left cheek
came swimming at her through the mist. There was no mouth on the face: the mouth
place was the same sallow color as the rest of the skin, defining its shapadly
botched piece of sculpture defines its shape”l@®’° In this, Plath implies that

because Dody has tasted true sexual desire, she will no longer be abledogpssak.
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She, in biting this flesh, is portrayed as having made, like Eve and Snow White before
her, a fatal mistake, after which she must paint her mouth back on withrth&emme
cosmetic tool — red lipstick — in that most dangerous fairy-tale symbol, thie Magor
(JP193). As Dody leaves Falcon Yard, she imagines her experience becoming a story
passed down orally from generation to generation, told as a cautionary reobgl ta
mothers to their children: “her act [...] would mark her tomorrow like the browned scar
on her cheek among all the colleges and all the town. Mothers would stop in Market Hill,
pointing to their children: ‘There’s the girl who bit the boy. He died the day’afié&r
194).

Importantly, Plath’s interweaving of different fairy tales strengghas the story
draws toward its close, with Plath fixating on the splinter in the girl’'s fingdrits
symbolic penetration of her body as Dody grows ever more confused about her agency
after her sexual encounters with both Leonard and Hamish. In “Stone Bap,” Pla
carefully and painstakingly collages popular fairy-tale and fantasy imageran
arrangement that places women'’s sexuality and the imaginative prooctt=asle
fantasy, and more importantly, how such fantasies are formed, under scrutiny. Her
heroine emerges as a young woman who assumes and delights in the roles of both victi
and victimizer — realizing fantasies that she is shown to have learnedtkesgirlitvhile
devouring stories of assaulted, innocent girls and wicked queens. Dody Venturayher ver
name implying an adventurous “Dodo,” in turn becomes symbolic of the perilous naiveté
of and the resultant fragmentation wrought by the girl's ongoing reinvention offtarse
both passive virgin and violently passionate femme fatale — but she also seems to

represent the invigorating power to be found in reprising both of those roles. In the end,
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Plath demonstrates in this “kernel chapter” that life is, like the faieyitself, a story that
can be continuously retold from the threads of the fictions that have been offéred (U
312). She “keepls] the story on the tongues, changing, switching its colors” — leirt ther
lies the poisoned apple, offering up its red and white halves: good girl, horrid girl;
assaulted innocent, wicked queen; choice, fatd @. As Dody tellingly muses just
before she crosses the threshold into the party that will change the coursefef her li
“Life is a tree with many limbs. Choosing this limb, I crawl out for my bunclppfes.
[...] Such as | choose. Or do | choose?” 187).

At the root of Plath’s appropriation of children’s literature during this stager
career are the conceptualization of the girl's identity crisis and hantta
consciousness, both of which Plath considers through the image of the cracked, seamed,
and recomposed self. In “Venus in the Seventh,” another incomplete draft of a chapte
from the Falcon Yardovel, Plath actually describes this broken self through the figure
of Carroll's Humpty Dumpty; unlike Humpty Dumpty, however, this girl, once broken,
can actually be put back together again: “she sat, warm in herself, somehowkput bac
together by this return, like humpty dumpty; all the king’s men didn’t do it: but some
strange principle of growth, knitting the cracked pieces” (68). Accordingtb,Rhe
girl’'s broken persona primarily results from the role of chameleon that sfftemsforced
to play. As Plath again writes in “Venus in the Seventh,” also using imagery from
children’s literature, the girl recreates her identity over and over agaiit thes
circumstances:

She was a golden goose, or the quick of her was, laying eggs day after

day: eggs of her selves. Which broke, opened, letting out parti-colored
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chickens on the world. Everybody wanted a different color chicken, to
keep with an Easter ribbon around its neck. Nobody wanted the whole
goose, with its disturbing potential for laying innumerable and startlingly
different eggs. (64)
While Plath portrays this “parti-colored” self as partially debilitatsige also recognizes
its “disturbing potential.” In her work from this period, the constant process of self
revision, which treats the self as story, becomes provocatively freeingctineerd
attempt to break her identity down and then knit it back together as a neweaghatis
voice to the competing and conflicting selves that Plath herself experienoadnglher
to begin to come to terms with her past and present. In this, her work mirrors what
Elizabeth Wanning Harries has describethasontrolling metaphor of contemporary
women’s autobiographical writing which draws upon the fairy tale: tloken mirror,
the mirror that does not pretend to reflect subjectivities or lives as unifie@st{a7).

In the next stage of her career, Plath’s work would emerge into thevaioe, a
voice dominantly spoken by a woman narrator who assumes a wide range of parti-
colored roles: Earth Mother, “Barren Woman,” snared rabbit, “God’s lioness,” “pure
acetylene / Virgin,” harem-girl, “negress,” holocaust victim, “livahgjl,” and “Lady
Lazarus,” to name a few (CB7, 239, 232, 226, 221, 244). As in the early stages of
Plath’s career, this work partially evolves from a continued investigatidredégacy of
children’s texts and a continued transformation of children’s stories intoiatanaw
versions that call into question the girl’s experience of childhood and adolescence, as
well as the adult female perspective which emerges when Sleeping Behugwakens.

o0
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Sleeping Beauty Awake
What keyhole have we slipped through, what door has shut?
Sylvia Plath, “The Babysitters” (CFP75)

In the second of two poems about the crossroads between girlhood and
womanhood Plath wrote in 1961 near the end of October, her always productive birthday
month, the poet considers how the girl she had been had been locked away in the past.
“The Babysitters” begins with two girls rowing to “Children’s Istf” a space that
alludes to both the past habitus of the girls’ world and the destination of materisty, as
suggested by the poem’s reference to babysitting, a popular pastime focame
teenaged girls during the 1940s and 1950s, and its connection to mothering, which young
wives were then expected to do once wed {Z#, Formanek-Brunell “Truculent and
Tractable” 61). The poem continues to consider the girls’ early resistatioar future
roles and their subsequent process of going into hiding. When the pair gets to Children’s
Island, which has come in the adult woman’s mind to symbolize both girls’ lost pasts,
they find it “deserted - / A gallery of creaking porches and still interiocbtopped and
awful as a photograph of somebody laughing, / But ten years dead7&)P

Here, Plath returns to the theme of the drowned or lost little girl, again using the
threads of girls’ reading, the children’s book melding with the girlslaaxperiences to
depict the process of girls going underground as they come of age. The woman, narrator
now ten years removed from her adolescent past, and presumably one of the ten years
dead, laments the loss of her girlish self and the possibility containechthgrailuding

to the story of Alice in Wonderland'What keyhole have we slipped through?” the

speaker wonders. “What door has shut?” (@B). This keyhole and door are Alice’s
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keyhole and door, which, locked, block her entry into the garden of the Queen of Hearts
after she falls down the rabbit hole into Wonderland (Figure 8). Unlike Alice, who
eventually bobs about in a pool of her own tears and escapes the flood she has created by
floating into Wonderland and, after other adventures, into the Queen’s garden, these two
cannot escape; they remain forever floating in the locked-off space ofahe. i3n the
speaker’s mind, they become “two cork dolls,” a phrase which suggests, given the doll
symbolism in Plath’s work, that the girls have been corked inside their adult skeéies, t
past selves forever encapsulated and deadenefi7®)P Importantly, in “The

Babysitters,” which Plath had originally considered titling “The Madorirtheo
Refrigerators,” Plath’s emphasis is placed primarily on the plight of the warha has

utterly lost touch with her girlish past and the girl she had been, whose expéhnience
woman now sees as freer, more rebelli@us.

In the other of this pair of poems, written just six days earlier, Plath agas to
imagery from children’s books to reiterate the drowning process of coming afsaay
female. In “Mirror,” which plays on the fairy tale “Little Snow-Whit®lath’'s speaker is
the Magic Mirror itself, an object that is “not cruel, only truthful” and which pesss in
turn, the judgmental properties of the Queen’s mirror in the talel73R In “Mirror,”

Plath demonstrates the importance of the mirror’s reflection, which nwvely back the
woman'’s external appearance, to her sense of her identity: “A woman bends over me, /
Searching my reaches for what she really is” (CB). Importantly, in this poem, the
female figure contemplated is no longer the Snow White heroine, but the aging Queen,
who, in the fairy tale, agitatedly queries the mirror daily about the stahesx of

appearance. “Mirror, mirror on the wall, who's the fairest of them all?”amedsly
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repeats. Fearful of growing older, losing her attractiveness, and, in turn, henplace
society, the Wicked Queen in “Little Snow-White” is strikingly akin to Pa#peaker,

who also obsessively watches the mirror and is likewise terrified of \wadirgls

reflected therein — a drowned former self and the onset of death: “In me she hasdirow
a young girl, and in me an old woman / Rises toward her day after day, likéketerri
fish” (CP 174).

In this poem, the mirror takes on the proportions of a dangerous, murderous
apparatus and the woman those of a self-destructive, self-conscious fgmisritiath
would later write in “The Courage of Shutting Up,” again using the motif of th@mir
with magical properties, the mirror’s reflection, if permitted by the wgman take on a
life of its own, escaping the space of the object and torturously invading thengoma
perception: “Mirrors can kill and talk, they are terrible rooms / In which ar®goes on
one can only watch” (CR10). Furthermore, the woman herself takes on the proportions
of self-destructive murderess. Whereas the Wicked Queen in “Snow Whiteptstem
murder the younger, virginal stepdaughter whom she takes to be her nemesis (she
actually wishes to cannibalize the girl, hoping to eat the girl’s lung anditiveder to
add to her strength), Plath’s woman has murdered and cannibalized a part of herself,
which she has buried beneath her externalized appearance, now represented by the
surface of the mirror (Grimm _Grimm250). As in her earlier poetry and prose, Plath
returns to the fairy tale here to depict the horrors of femininity, this taneentrating on
the life-taking properties of reflections and the externalization of wonseiffisood.

As these two poems demonstrate, Plath continued to draw upon children’s

literature as she developed the career-defining poetry and prose sheusiragetce
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early 1960s, with her attention oscillating between the plight of the girl anaigine of

early womanhood. In Plath’s appropriations of children’s literature in this fisge sif

her brief career, spanning the years 1960 to 1963, the woman’s consciousness becomes a
hall of torturous mirrors, the foundations of which are laid in early childhood. These
mirrors eventually sever the woman from any romanticized recollectidhe plast and

reflect a Sleeping Beauty painfully awake. Tellingly, in this work, the éhehSleeping
Beauty's transformative rest is transformed into a never-ending wakesfylas in the

earlier story “The Wishing Box” (which specifically juxtaposed the psstze100 years

of rest with the woman’s imagined 100 years of unending consciousness). Pressing
forward with her project of recreating the childhood past, examining the gsialitie
conventional womanhood, and seeing the world through the child’s eyes, now sparked by
her own euphoric and disquieting experience of maternity and the subsequent demise of
her marriage to Ted Hughes, Plath continued to find within the pages of children’s books
rhythms, themes, and patterns which helped her to persist in her excavation of the
relationship between her personal past and her present experience, resulting in the
elegantly caustic body of poems that would make her name.

In the_Arielpoems especially, Plath reclaims the imaginative power to be found in
the children’s book for the adult female, who was not typically encouraged toralow
selfish, destructive flights of fancy to run rampant. In this work, Plath makes\vinethe
imaginative landscape of popular children’s books, in which “fancy [often] run[s] free
without equivocation or apology” and readers discover that “the limited physical and
linguistic world constructed by adults is not the only possible one” (Lurie 94). The

irreverence of her poetry from this stage in her career, as well asiggdric vitality,”
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suggests the form of imaginative play encouraged by Plath’s favoriteestig writers,
such as Dr. Seuss, P.L. Travers, and Lewis Carroll (Lurie 94). In their boolss, Se
Travers, and Carroll create worlds in which their protagonists discover gmatiae
space apart from reality which allows them to test their individuality esatigity and
rebel against the norms of their society, which keep girls, in particular, in chetk. Suc
formulations of children’s literature offered post-modern women authors like Rlath a
especially viable model. As Beverly Lyon Clark illustrates in her gegmn of the
resonance of children’s literature in women’s writing, “Women’s and children’s
literatures share a content (enclosure and entrapment) and a languatger(a#ss and
deceit),” and both tend to respond “to repression by finding alternative ways of
describing reality, ways that are often non-linear and contradictory” &e6ording to
Clark, both genres also reflect “the ‘real’ yet also rev[eal] thatréad is a fiction we
construct” and are “double-voiced, simultaneously conforming and rebelbhg” (
Claiming such imaginative power in her poetry, which concentrates on the adalk fem
imagination in conflict with the society in which the woman is forced to operate,fla
work from this period continually demonstrates the revisionary interplay betwee
women'’s writing and children’s literature that is currently mainly gacoed in the later
work of her contemporaries and successors.

The intermingling of children’s literature and the poetry and prose Platk wrot
between 1961 and early 1963 was clearly influenced by the attentiveness ginagwgas
to children’s books as she read to her children and as she worked as a reviewer of

children’s books for The New Statesmahs Sarah Kate Stephenson notes in her

dissertation on Plath and childhood, Plath was “both reading and thinking about a wide
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array of children’s literature at precisely the time she was expeng her most prolific,

and according to many readers, most successful period of poetic creafivity” (

Between October of 1961, the month in which both “Mirror” and “The Babysittens® we
written, and November of 1962, Plath reviewed 25 books out of the 50 that she received
from which to choose, and her reviews, many of which were written in October of both
years, point to the qualities of children’s books which excited her imagination. During
this period, as Stephenson remarks, Plath was interested in children’s books devoted to
realism and a detailed concentration on the ordinary (57-58). In her November 10, 1961
review of The Generdly Janet Charters, for example, Plath describes her admiration for
the story because it is “simply told, with an eye for the small, specitl ded a

luminous awareness of the world of smells and colours and recurring rhymesé(abe
Jodpur’s Conversion” 696). The description that Plath provides of the successful
children’s book here resonates with the poetry she would produce over the next year,
during which the majority of the most recognized Apekms were written. In these

poems, Plath pays consistent attention to small specific details, as Welsasells,

colors, and sounds in the child’s world, as in such poems as “Lesbos,” which was written
on October 18, 1962, when Plath probably would have been working on or contemplating

her reviews for The New Statesmalm “Lesbos,” Plath describes both a little girl's and a

woman'’s rage against the “Hollywood” domestic world in which they find thenselve
filled with the smells of cooking potatoes and babies’ excrement, as wie# gsdlished
lozenges of the orange linoleum” (2R8). Her attentiveness to the child’s perceptions
brings the poem to life from the floor up, inverting the typical examination of such a

scene in, say, the Ladies’ Home Journal
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Plath’s reviews also demonstrate that she valued books which dealt with exotic
locations and the fantastic, as well as what she described as “a goodPédile” (
“Oblongs” 724). Plath was especially drawn to books akin to the fairy tale, in which a

moral is achieved with “finality,” as in the book The Three Robb&2d). In this book,

which Plath reviewed favorably, three evil men are turned good by the advigglof a
who “tam[es ... the] tyrants” by teaching them the right way to behave, evgntuall
“convert[ing] the three mountain-hatted highwaymen into collectors of lost, unhappy, or

abandoned children” ( “Oblongs” 724). The book The Emperor’'s Oblong Pandaich

Plath also favorably reviewed, also runs along these lines, told as a modeamdtajld
and ending with a moral that rejects conformity. Plath’s reviews demtantited she
was also looking back to the books she had loved as a child during this period. In her

November 1962 review, for example, she recommends Dr. Seuss’s Horton Hatches the

Eggas a wildly creative, memorable text that she continued to revolve in henatag

(Plath “Oregonian Original” 660). Plath’s reference to Seuss here suggestk

between the poetry she was producing at the time and the books that she had loved as a
child, particularly Seuss’s. Plath’s poetry from this period, especiallygoems that

hearken back to childhood as “Daddy,” “Medusa,” and “Lady Lazarus,” reflecathe s
swooping attentiveness to end rhyme and internal rhyme that Seuss generates in hi
books, as well as his breaking of expected poetic rhythms (in both Seuss’s and Plath’s
cases, iambic pentameter and the long-used form of the nursery rhyme) to produce a
more conversational tone. Plath would also use, like Seuss, nonsense words, such as

“gobledygoo” and “Achoo” in “Daddy,” as a practice of facetious, opportunisyming
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that mirrors the creative processes of children to entice her reademstify iéh the
child’s perspective (CR23, 222).

Responding to the children’s books in which she found herself immersed and
hearkening back to the books she adored from her childhood past, Plath’s poetry and
prose from the early 1960s makes the appropriation of the children’s book an integral part
of her confessional poetics. The rhythms, patterns, and motifs of the children’s book are
used as strategies for working the female voice out of the conformity of repressi
into a creative space that allows for the rebellious resistance oy redlich Plath
clearly revises into a terrible Hollywood fiction. The energetic, destrutantasy life
detailed in such poems as “Daddy,” “Kindness,” and “The Tour,” for example, can be
read as largely taking cue from such children’s books as P.L. TraversyS9dapins
books, which Ted Hughes once described Plath as adoring, and those of Dr. Seuss, the
first of which was published when Plath was five years old. Both Travers’'s amsisSeus
books, as a norm, allow children to “vicariously giv[e] full scope to their destructive
impulses without guilt or consequences” and encourage the “conceal[ment] of one’s
fantasy life from parents” (Lurie 93-94, 92). Plath had previously suggested jughthis
of concealment in her earlier fairy-tale poem “The Disquieting Musesyhich the
speaker, now an adult woman, enjoys the secrecy of her disturbed and disturbiyg fantas
life: “this is the kingdom you bore me to, / Mother, mother. But no frown of mine / Will
betray the company | keep” (GB). Such poems as “Daddy” can be read as a similar
exercise, an artistic adventure in internalized fantasy which finatiwsalthe poet to

explore openly in the public sphere the nightmarish fantasies that she has hadwmred f
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early childhood without tangible consequences other than the freedom of expression
earned by the poet.

Double-voiced and double-edged, Plath’s late work enters into a dialogue with the
children’s book which makes the language of children’s literature part of the woman’s
vocabulary as she expresses the frustration, anger, and confusion that evolved out of her

childhood and adolescent experience. As Gilbert and Gubar argue in No Man’s Land

Plath’s late style relies on creating a double-layered quality withipdetry which calls
attention to her artistic defiance and originality. “Behind the apparemfyech defiantly
irregular lines of the ‘real’ text,” they assert, “we sense the rhythankaid of ghost

text” (291). While the ghost text represents a mastery of poetic form, thedotext
represents a willful breaking or “shredding” of that prosody. As Gilbert afhiG

briefly suggest, the shredding of children’s literature is often readilyrapipia Plath’s

late style. Without the ghost text of the nursery rhyme, for example, the poedyDa
would not have the same ferocious power. Her most recognizable appropriation of the
children’s book in her late career, “Daddy” marks Plath’s turn to the children’s book,
which she uses with “sardonic control,” as a controlled appropriation of establishiesd for

linked to childhood in service of her theme (Gilbert and Gubar No Man’s 2@y

In “Daddy,” Plath’s imagination, without equivocation or apology, runs rampant
with murderous impulse over the personal and social significance of her longattesxd f
and patriarchy in general, using the children’s book as a ghost text and ndraatiee
The poem, as numerous critics have pointed out, recognizably relies heavyefibedt
on Plath’s appropriation of the Old Mother Goose rhyme “There Was an Old Woman

Who Lived in a Shoe.” “Daddy” opens with an inversion of the “shoe” — “do” rhyme of
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the Mother Goose text, which begins with the lines “There was an old woman who lived

in a shoe; / She had so many children, she didn’t know what to do” (The Annotated

Mother Goose35). Plath’s opening lines read thus, “You do not do, you do not do / Any
more, black shoe / In which | have lived like a foot” (E22). As Sarah Kate
Stephenson argues in her discussion of the nursery rhyme and “Daddy,” “the nursery
rhyme proves crucial [to the poem] because it immediately places us iitideoiv
childhood, a world that depends on the aural imagination, on the rhythm and sound,
rather than the sense, of language” (84). From the poem’s opening lines, readers
immediately recognize the latent rhythm and sound of the original nurseng rlag well
as its subject, which encourages them to assume, like the poet, the child’'s perspect
the poem’s first line, which repeats the phrase “You do not do” twice, Plath begins to
contort the sound of the original poem. The end rhyme of “There Was an Old Woman
Who Lived in a Shoe” is transformed here from a sing-song verse reminiécent
childhood innocence into an accusatory harangue which places the father squarely unde
the daughter’s thumb. As “Daddy” continues, the very form of the original rigyme
twisted into an expression of the writer's newly claimed power; the poem’s fhguie
builds into an aggressive chant that crescendos in the final stanza.

The sense of the rhyme, as used by Plath, is just as important as its sound,
however, as Plath alludes in her poem'’s first stanza to the nursery rhymschipidg
how her speaker has been confined for the majority of her life in a shoe. The original
Mother Goose rhyme describes a woman who, now living in a shoe, is so beset by the
demands of maternity that she has become violent and cruel and has transferrgdrher an

at paternity onto her children: “There was an old woman who lived in a shoe; / She had
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so many children, she didn’t know what to do, / She gave them some broth, without any

bread; / She whipped them all soundly and sent them to bed” (The Annotated Mother

Goose85). By the end of Plath’s poem, the speaker has likewise become violent and
cruel because of the demands of twentieth-century patriarchy, which the péatioeral
has come to represent in effigy. Rather than bedding down within the shoe she has made
her home, Plath’s speaker seeks to call it quits with the black boot that has been her
prison, severing herself from her role as yet another extremity ofther'tawill and
power. Displacing the old woman'’s violence toward her children back onto paternity,
Plath’s speaker imagines the deaths of her father and his “model,” who are bo¢nadur
and censured like the brutally masculine villains of folk and fairy tales:réfa stake
in your fat black heart / And the villagers never liked you. / They are dancing and
stamping on you. / They alwalieewit was you. / Daddy, daddy, you bastard, I'm
through” (CP224). Importantly, in these final lines, the “-ou” rhyme with which both
“Daddy” and “There Was an Old Woman Who Lived in a Shoe” open reaches its greatest
intensity, pinpointing the paternal “you” as the source of the daughter’s.anger

Plath would likewise wield the broken patterns of children’s literature in such
powerful poems as “Gulliver” and “Kindness,” which also begin from the framueeof t
nursery rhyme or the classic children’s tale and explode that frame to peduce
confessional dynamic that is rooted in Freud’s conception of authors’ peregrination
between past and present in their creative work. In “Gulliver,” for examplé, retarns

to Jonathan Swift’s children’s classic Gulliver's Travielsonsider, yet again, the

colossal patriarch, mirroring a pattern which she had begun much earlier in soch poe

as “The Colossus.” In “The Colossus,” Plath depicts the father as a crackgdyHum
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Dumpty-like figure who speaks, as does Carroll's egg-man, unintelligible ghlserd
who, despite all of the speaker’s work “Scaling little ladders with glgegoud pails of
Lysol,” can never be put back together (CB). Again depicting the colossal body of
the father figure in contrast to the Lilliputian smallness of the child thrdlug lens of
the children’s book, Plath seeks this time to dismember the father’s body into #edcrac
pieces that she had before labored to put back together. She imagines the body in parts, a
“toe” and a “toe,” an “eye” here, a “lip” there ((I51). In so doing, Plath at once
disintegrates the power of the paternal and then reconfigures it everydéicting
paternity finally as “an abyss” (CE51). In turn, her disintegration of the “Gulliver”-
father, like the Crivelli paintings she references, positions suffering shifteng, tricky
realm of theromp l'oeil — each body part, seemingly sequestered, signifies nonetheless
some element that still holds natural sway over its surroundings. The paternarGull
despite the girl's destructive attempts, forever influences his Lilliputzaughter.

In “Kindness,” which opens with lines straight out of the children’s book, Plath
considers the persistence of the female traditions of sentimentality andtiddynies
relation to her form of poetics. The poem’s syrupy first lines set up a form fpoéme
which immediately disintegrates by the end of the first stanza into altimatton of the
legacy of sentimentality and domesticity: “Kindness glides about my housené D
Kindness, she is so nice! / The blue and red jewels of her rings smoke / In the windows,
the mirrors / Are filling with smiles” (CR69). By the poem'’s third line, the formal
safety of the first couplet is eradicated, leaving behind an intransigent, e\agive
nonetheless invasive residue. In the presence of the ominous Magic Mirror, which once

again smokes and takes on a life of its own, the speaker finds herself in a funhouse of
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“sugar,” which she pits against the “blood jet” of her “poetry” @39, 270). This

“sugar,” perhaps a reference to the children’s poem that depicts femaladesiprof
“sugar n’ spice and everything nice,” is a controlling substance; as a “ngcisish’ it

“can cure everything,” make everything alright by “Sweetly pickinghgpptieces” (CP
269). In contrast, the explosive power of the bloodletting that poetry liquidates strives
obliterate the controlling forces of Dame Kindness, whose ordering maetie

symbolized by the highly stylized first two lines of the poem. Juxtaposed adedriste
verse of the final lines, which read “The blood jet is poetry, / There is no stopping it. /
You hand me two children, two roses,” these opening lines generate the poem’s force,
which is to disintegrate the form from which the poet, by instinct and influencesbeqgi
and to cleanse its residue (@P0). Plath had previously used a similar strategy with less
effect in her poem “The Tour,” which opens with the lines, “O maiden aunt, you have
come to call. / Do step into the hall!” and proceeds to criticize the aunt’'s rosimeéser
gossipy intent, in turn obliterating her invasive power g3R).

Similarly taking the children’s story as one of its frames, Plath’s grouakiinge
novel The Bell Jaalso strives to eradicate the myths learned in the children’s book and
its adaptations while wielding, like such poems as “Mad Girl’'s Love Song” and
“Cinderella” years before, the frames and forms found therein. In the noatdl téins
the experience of “This Smith Cinderella” upside down (qtd. in Macpherson 20). To
frame her tale, Plath inverts the expected trajectory of the Cinddglaas a possible
pattern for the girl's life. Whereas in the fairy tale, Cinderella mawes the drudgery
of her past to the possibilities of the future, in Plath’s novel, the girl begins at the

pinnacle of her experience, her time in the previously idealized space of New Ygrk Cit
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and moves backward into the prison of her past. Like a reversed Cinderella, she is
expected to move back to her perch by the suburban hearth. Plath’s use of the fairy tale
as a frame for her novel of mid-twentieth-century adolescence metkss, since girls of
Plath’s generation, like the passive heroines of fairy tales so popular ané¢héad

“their freedom severely restricted at a time in life when heroes]wiecovering full
independence and increased power” (Stone 47). At this stage in her life, Esther
Greenwood, despite all of her successes, is expected to await passivelgdesr P
Charming and to assume, like Cinderella, the roles of wife and mother. As the
overarching symbol of the novel, the very motif of the bell jar can be read as entnblema
of the glass coffins that encapsulate females in such fairy tales ths Sniow-White” or
“The Glass Coffin,” in which girls, as they enter adolescence, are enscasmobjects to

be admired and controlled.

As The Bell Japrogresses, Plath collages into her story, as she had in her first
attempt at a novel Falcon Yanearious references to children’s literature which depict
the interrelation between the girl's socialization in childhood and adoleseewicher
difficulty at entering adulthood on her own terms. Plath emphasizes, for example,
Esther’s regression and her fall from possibility as the cause of heresaitethpt by

subtly referring to Carroll’s Alice in Wonderlarad Esther slips into her self-induced

coma. The suicide attempt of Esther, an Alice-like figure lost in a worldltest not
makes sense to her, echoes Alice’s fall down the rabbit hole. Here Plath usisCarr
text, as she had in such earlier stories as “The Dark River” and “The Grelei teoc
depict the girl's/woman’s attempt to fall into the childhood past and her subsequent

discovery that a return to childhood is impossible. Much as Alice plummets into
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Wonderland through the rabbit hole, finding herself falling into a “very deep,” dark

“well” that strips from her the layers of her social identity, Plath defisther

“plummeting down past the zigzaggers, the students, the experts, through yeaaafter

of doubleness and smiles and compromises, into my own past. People and trees receded
on either hand like the dark sides of a tunnel as | hurtled on to the still, bright point at the

end of it, the pebble at the bottom of the well” (Carroll 12, The Be[l[R&i] 97).”°

Esther’s attempt to regress, however, is upended by her forced reawakenifadl, The
finally, ends with Esther’s abrupt shift back into consciousness and a return to the
Looking-Glass world she has tried to escape. The first object Estheeiswgnen she
awakens is, tellingly, a mirror.

As she had in such earlier poems as “Mad Girl's Love Song” and “The Princess
and the Goblins,” Plath employs at this critical moment in the novel the motif of
reconstructive sleep drawn from such fairy tales as “Sleeping Beauty’renBrincess

and the Goblinso depict the transformative qualities of Esther’s suicide attempt. As

Bruno Bettelheim explains in his discussion of female sleep in the fairy tale,
Many fairy-tale heroes, at a crucial point in their development, fall into a
deep sleep or are reborn. Each reawakening or rebirth symbolizes the
reaching of a higher stage of maturity and understanding. It is one of the
fairy tale’s ways to simulate the wish for higher meaning in life: deepe
consciousness, more self-knowledge, and greater maturity. The long
period of inactivity before reawakening makes the hearer realize — without
consciously verbalizing it — that this rebirth requires a time of rest and

concentration in both sexes. (24%)
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Symbolic of adolescent transformation, the sleep that occurs at the mid-paiohof s
fairy tales usually leads to a successful reawakening of the heroine toehier sotiety
by the end of the tales. As Esther awakens from her self-induced coma, hower, sh
transformed, in her society’s perspective, for the “worse” rather thamdppily-ever-
after” better; as Buddy Willard tells Esther near the end of the novebritler who
you’ll marry now, Esther” (TB241). Through the eradication of the marriage plot, Plath
utterly destabilizes the typical trajectory of the fairy-tale rooeamade real, which
always ends with the girl’s marriage, producing instead what Tracy,Biiéing Plath’s
use of such novels as Villetfehich also use the fairy tale as a frame), as an “anti-fairy
stor[y]” (164).

The shaping power of this frame is central to the novel’s effect. Like tyetdde
and the Victorian novels and mid-twentieth-century girls’ fictions which dne@n such

tales as frames, The Bell Jasounds from its opening strains with the dominant

narrative of the marriage plot. This plot reigns supreme in the popular cultuteeha
protagonist Esther Greenwood encounters everywhere: in the station-wagortstand w
picket fenced houses of the American suburbs which replicate, block by block, the
idealized American family; the Yale Junior Prom and the dating rituals agirteer
college campus; the fashion world of New York City and the girls’ and women'’s
magazines it created, which promoted the romance of the American familyhithheug
images and fictions that they produced. Esther and her fellow Guest Editors, one of
whom eventually becomes a “cover girl” for American marriage in the paEges
magazines like those for which the girls work, her face “smiling out of thoQe'sRwife

wears B.H. Wragge’ ads,” are regularly dosed with the marriage plot whilevinvérk

195



City, a space which Esther had imagined would offer a reprieve from sutErs{@aBJ

6). They are taken to the premier of a Technicolor “romance” replete with the dfama
the American football field, girls as “clotheshorse[s],” and the Homecomamg® in

which “the nice girl [... who looks like ‘June Allyson’] end[s] up with the nice football
hero and the sexy girl [... who looks like ‘Elizabeth Taylor’] end[s] up with nobody”
(TBJ42). They are introduced to boys with “all-American bone structures” as potential
mates (TBR). The events designed to spark the girls’ interest invariably focus on
clothes, the home, or romance, each of which funnels into the saga of conventional
marriage dominant in America at the time.

Esther, however, refuses this pattern, dumping her slated Prince Charming and
deciding to set out on her own. As she emphatically states at the novel’s end,’t'| wasn
getting married” (TB244). (Nonetheless, the novel suggests the power of “Once upon a
time” by the allusions to Esther’'s marriage and child). Through this lerb;liae of
blood imagery to bring her character’s self-discovery to fruition canduka® a
reclamation of the blood symbolism in the typical fairy-tale fantasy»afadewakening.

In the fairy tale, blood regularly serves as a symbol of girls’ maturatientbeir sexual
awakening; in women’s appropriations of the fairy tale, female blood, in tutlarbg
serves as a symbol of rebirth. As Jennifer Waelti-Walters hasmwintteer study of
women'’s appropriations of the fairy tale, female blood, as symbol, often sidoifies
women writers “maturity, sexual initiation, pleasure and birth of new (88). While |

agree that Esther’'s hemorrhage after her initiation into sex can be viswetlamother
assault on Esther (one wonders what more “weird luck” she can have), her hemorrhage

can also be read as a symbolic birth of the self out of Esther’s reclamatientaidy as
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her own through her willful sexual act (@23). The body’s negative connotations can
be read as being erased by the outpouring of Esther’s blood after she edimiiat
sexual experience, the blood writing a new story for Esther that, because of her
deflowering, eradicates the possibility of the typical “happily-evEraending.

By 1963, in what is slated as her last poem “Edge,” Plath puts the “Sleeping
Beauty” motif completely to bed, stripping it of its romantic connotations, unhessst
the lover to be courted is death. In “Edge,” Plath returns to the motif of the female
“perfected,” which she had picked up early on from such tales as “Sleeping Baadty”
“Little Snow-White,” in which a seemingly-dead woman lies eitheramteson her bed,
awaiting her lover’s kiss, or ensconced in a glass coffin as an object to be adrhieed. T
“perfected” female of “Edge” is literally dead, her body lying in stateeh as Snow
White sleeps beneath the glass case of her observatory coffin: “The wopesfected. /
Her dead // Body wears the smile of accomplishment’ZZP®. At the end of her
journey, having reached the “edge” of female maturity, this woman is finishetplete
and, as Plath warned in “Death & Co.,” clearly “done for” @38). In “Edge,” Plath
speculates that a female’s transformation into perfected femininityesgbat she
stiffen into a tableau, perish into a staged display that no longer requires sitenassof
the living woman, the image and the real woman parting ways: “We have comeiso far
is over” (CP272). For Plath, becoming the “girl idea” or the “perfected” woman requires
journeying toward and assuming a socially authorized set of values and algultural
produced image, dying, figuratively or literally, and then being placed in acalsevfUJ

135).
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The culprit in many of Plath’s late poems, as well as in The BelisJdre full
discovery and disclosure of the nightmare lurking beneath the “sugary” rhaftamid-
twentieth-century idealizations of marriage. As early as 1953, Plath haddvover the
disintegration of the fairy tale of marriage. Writing in her journals, she @epilce
institution realized as an easily deflated dream: “we will both [evdw}ued two ugly,
vain, selfish, hedonistic, dissatisfied people, and the wine, and colored lights, and heated
intelligent conversations will all be a fairy-tale inspired pipe dream, andttke bpple
of love will translate itself into discarded feces” (LB1). By 1962, especially in the
October poems, the “fairy-tale inspired pipe dream” of marriage has detoeatadglin
its place the “muck funnel” through which the speaker hears of her husband’s ieBdelit
and the exposition of Prince Charming as a Beast Groom/Bluebeard figure wimlssiow
true form (CP203). Such poems as “The Zookeeper’'s Wife,” “The Rabbit Catcher,” “The
Detective,” and “The Jailer,” for example, hearken back to Plath’s earlggsional
poem “Bluebeard” to depict the husband figure as a brutal torturer, often drakeng, |
“Bluebeard,” directly on fairy-tale motifs or the frames of childsdliterature for their
effect. In “The Zookeeper’'s Wife,” for instance, which seems to draw upon Mary
Poppins’ fantastical nighttime visit to the zoo with the Banks children, in whigtrste
talking serpents and caged adults being fed by the zoo animals, the speakesmagi
herself as caged, an animal-human being fed on fish. Debased, she picturessharself a
home for mutilated little mermaids, which she, as a mermaid herself, caresbhler
“belly a silk stocking / Where the heads and tails of my sisters decomZizé5s4).

The womb, here, is depicted as the filmy lingerie that covers women'’s legd)itbr tive
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mermaid trades her tail, and becomes, in turn, a site of regeneration as well as
decompositiorf*

Like “The Zookeeper’'s Wife,” “The Detective” plays upon the childrehéssic,
in this case the Sherlock Holmes stories beloved by children. As Plath’s podopdeve
the wife’s murder and disappearance becomes the crime that is under ineestigete
Jailer” also depicts the man as vain, selfish, and violent, recycling the mdtiks lohg
fall, Sleeping Beauty's restorative sleep, and the “variety” of deatiikabile to fairy-tale
heroines that Plath had afore considered: the woman in “The Jailer” experiemges bei
“Hung, starved, burned, hooked” (2R7). Rather than redeeming the Beast Groom from
his animalistic form, as she had done in_the Falcon Weafis and such early poems as
“The Queen’s Complaint,” Plath traces in these poems the devolution of the male which
occurs when he is afforded the reigns of conventional marriage. While the wonmen lear
to play the role of victim, the man learns to assume that of brutal victimizer — and both
become mere redactions of their former human possibility.

As Plath turns toward the contemplation of her status as an adult woman, now
thirty, twice a mother and nearly divorced, she turns primarily to the figurbs §ueen
and the Witch to redeem her present experience and to find a way of birthing hetgpast i
a more powerful, active present. In this work, she identifies more dominantly whth bot
the plight and the power of the figures of the Queen and the Witch, building upon her
identification with these symbols of female agency in the 1950s. The Witch/Quesn fig
that emerges in Plath’s late poetry, as in the “Mirror” poem discussed abpuaejadly
inspired by the roles such women play in children’s literature, particutaffyry tales.

As Gilbert and Gubar describe in their discussion of the Queen/Witch in Madwoman in
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the Attic, the Queen figure in children’s literature is “a plotter, a plot-maker, arssha
witch, an artist, an impersonator, a woman of almost infinite creative emattyy,wily,
and self-absorbed” (38-39). Moreover, as Judith Kroll describes in her studyloaRdat
the myth of the White Goddess, “The witch or hag is a single aspect of a mosévec
traditional moon-goddess whose full symbolism includes the cycle of birth, lifidy, dea
and rebirth; and the female functions of menstruation, and fertility and barrenndss. A
she is symbolic of poetic inspiration” (39). Plath’s oft-celebrated poetiessthe Bee
Sequence can be read as partially inspired by the characterization ehwoand the
narrative trajectory of the fairy tale, which often pits innocent virgins aghiesviles of
the older Queen or Witch. In these poems, Plath returns to the theme of female
competition which she had revolved in such prose pieces as “Initiation” and “Stone Boy
with Dolphin,” this time depicting a battle between an old Queen and “the new vyigins
Dream[ing] of a duel they will win inevitably,” as she writes in the firsmpaof the
series “The Bee Meeting” (CP12). As in her earlier poem “The Beekeeper’'s Daughter,”
Plath blends in this sequence the hierarchy of the hive with the hierarchydbfair
stories, in which young and old women battle for primacy.

The Bee Sequence begins with a confrontation between a speaker portrayed as a
virgin in white and the folk figures of a small village who represent nggyiehildbirth,
and death (“the rector, the midwife, [and] the sexton”) &ZP). This virgin figure, like
many fairy-tale virgins, is passive: she “[is] led,” she “cannot run,” and[sjeooted”
to the spot of her transformation (QR1). Pitted against the “clever” queen, the virgins
of the hive, as the virginal speaker looks on, are smoked out — for now, the queen, hiding

in her hive, thrives on, while the virginal speaker imagines a sort of sacnifideich she
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is a “Pillar of white in a blackout of knives” (CP2). By the third poem in the series, the
Queen has become Plath’s primary subject. In “Stings,” she depicts thketagency of
the Queen against the virgins’ and the wives’ lack of agency, with the speigning
herself as sharing in the virgins’/wives’ containment. Standing in “a eoluwhwinged,
unmiraculous women,” the speaker wants to claim the queen’s activity, howe\seterri
as her own: “I / Have a self to recover, a queen. / Is she dead, is she sle@pingPs).
By the poem’s end, the Queen takes to a witch-like flight that the speakaatedeas a
death-flight: “Now she is flying / More terrible than she ever was, redr/iB8c¢he sky,
red comet / Over the engine that killed her - / The mausoleum, the wax housEl'JCP
By the final poem of the sequence, “Wintering,” Plath eradicates themogsof men to
produce a female colony in which the women thrive, eventually bursting forth from the
frame of the hive in a flight that upends the typical enmity fostered among feimalhe
tales that serve as a resource: “The bees are all women, / Maids and ttoydbhady. /
They have got rid of the men” (CH.8). In this series of poems, Plath heightens and then
obliterates the female competition generated by stories of virgins and questiaaly
producing a sort of female utopia that promises of further liberation. The sleép mot
which Plath employs throughout her work recurs here as a resource of positive
transformation, one that will lead to a powerful re-awakening to female ygadc
creativity.

In Plath’s late work, the children’s book is a productive, albeit ambivalent
resource. The poetry and prose she wrote during the early 1960s both celebrates and
abhors the powerful influence of the children’s book, depicting it as a site on which the

imagination can thrive and a place where girls are misled and guided to wkpéctan
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never be achieved, which results ultimately in their disillusionment and disdusst
Plath attempts to twist its “rigmarole of props” to her advantage, shessta\create a
series of confessional texts which demonstrate her singularity whiletgmaausly
depicting her experience as representative. At the core of her lateags/the
particularization of her culture’s tales, in this case an individualization eéxite which
employs their most recognizable themes, forms, and plots as a means of conring to te
with her past, present, and future. As a model, the content and language of the children’s
book equips Plath in her late career with a vocabulary for articulating hatemqeg this
vocabulary drawing her reader into the world of her text and asking them toimxtge
powerful shaping influence of the children’s book in their earliest experiehcesture.
0
The Magic Mirror
As Plath worked at her self-narrative, her creative processes often leaitkeob

“where [...] the [girl's] listening beg]ins],” back to “Once upon a timé (“Shadow

Girl” 2). Trying to write herself out of Wonderland, Plath employed the cimldigook,

as both frame and collaged fragment, as a mirror that she could hold up to her own
experience, making it an integral strategy within her confessional pdeticeentering

the childhood past and reflecting the past’s influence on her present. The mirror of
children’s literature, which often frames Plath’s personal history, sesvadkay that she

used to reenter her own psyche and understand the ways in which she had internalized the
constructs of her society from the pages of the children’s books she had adored She als
regularly contemplates how she had been, nonetheless, excited imaginatithelgdo

very same worlds. Scoring the self she produces with the lines of the chilirborsf
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she inherited, Plath illuminates how intertwined the past and the present arala fem
experience, how deeply women'’s sense of their identities are rooted in the gtati

were told to them as girls, and how pervasively the self can be viewed as a tpnstant
revisable story. As the women writers who followed her took up some of the sgategie
of her confessional poetics, the children’s book emerged as an even more dominant
symbol of women'’s socialization, one that had to be contemplated with an even more
critical eye. In the work of Adrienne Rich and Anne Sexton, for example, parycua

Sexton’s Transformationshe children’s book becomes even more suspect, provocative,

and ultimately freeing, allowing the woman writer to return artisidalithe effects of

her childhood past on her present.

% Such scholars as Steven Gould Axelrod and Pamélanas have also discussed the textual self in
Plath’s poetry and prose. Axelrod, for examplguas that Plath “conceived of the self as itsalhifting
world of words” and that her “texts portray the lamsubject as inherently linguistic: one speaker
describes herself as a ‘letter in this slot’ (248), another feels composed of ‘panic in capétérs’ (JP
152), [...] and yet others feel ‘papery’ or ‘erase(®). Along similar lines, Annas asserts that “®ap
often stands for the self-image of the poet ingbst-Colossugpoems” and that “The paper self is therefore
part of Plath’s portrait of a depersonalized sggiatbureaucracy, a paper world” (179). Annas éssleat
such a “papery world is a sterile world,” but in migw the inscribability of the surface can also be
imagined in a positive light: for the writer, thaper self offers the opportunity of rewriting tredfsof
reinscribing the identity — the paper self, blawkjts to be written upon and transformed into a new
narrative which offers, if nothing else, linguistieedom. See Axelrod, Sylvia Plath: The Wound #ned
Cure of WordgBaltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1990) and Annas g Belf in the World: The Social
Context of Sylvia Plath’s Late Poems,” Women’s $tad (1980): 171-83.

3" The appropriation of found myths in service of ‘srat appealed to Plath in various forms throughou
her career. Christina Britzolakis demonstratdseinrecent essay “Conversation Amongst the Rufos,”
example, that Plath was drawn to T.S. Eliot's cqiaalization of the appropriation of past structuier
producing art in the present. “In her 1957 revidWloe Stones of Tropy C.A. Trypanis,” Britzolakis
explains, “Plath begins by quoting T.S. Eliot’s faus 1923 review of Ulyssed$n using the myth, in
manipulating a continuous parallel between conteampety and antiquity, Mr. Joyce is pursuing a rodth
which others might pursue after him ... It is simplyway of controlling, of ordering, of giving a shaged
a significance to the immense panorama of futditg anarchy which is contemporary history™
(Britzolakis 172). As another example, Judith Kd#imonstrates in her early study of Plath’s poietry
Chapters in a Mythology: The Poetry of Sylvia Plitat Plath regularly used ancient mythology ineord
to give shape and significance to her contempagryin this book, Kroll considers Plath’s poets/“aot
primarily literal and confessional. It is, rathére articulation of a mythic system [which rel@sthe past]
and which integrates all aspects of her work, abal which autobiographical or confessional detaiks
shaped and absorbed, greatly qualifying how suemehts ought to be viewed” (2). Plath’s use of
children’s literature can be viewed in a similghli, as she absorbs autobiographical or confeddietails
into the children’s text, which becomes a sort@hotic ground bass for some of her poetry and prose
See Britzolakis, “Conversation Amongst the Ruiisye Rhymes: Sylvia Plath’s Art of the Visu&ld.
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Kathleen Connors and Sally Bayley (Oxford: OxforR,12007): 167-82 and Kroll, Chapters in a
Mythology: The Poetry of Sylvia PlafiNew York: Harper & Row, 1976).

¥ See, for example, Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubaapter “In Yeats's House: The Death and
Resurrection of Sylvia Plath” from the third volumENo Man’s Land: The Place of the Woman Writer in
the Twentieth Century, Volume 3, Letters from thierff (New Haven: Yale UP, 1988); Al Strangeways,
Sylvia Plath: The Shaping of Shadoigwisburg: Bucknell UP, 1998); Judith Kroll, Chas in a
Mythology: The Poetry of Sylvia PlafiNew York: Harper & Row, 1976); and Jacqueline &oghe
Haunting of Sylvia PlatfiCambridge: Havard UP, 1991).

39 Kathleen Connors, in her recent book Eye RhymglsisSPlath’s Art of the Visualargues, for instance,
that Plath, in her late style, “Adopt[ed] Hughelgisg-term advice to write poems meant to be redd ou
loud [and ...] used the chanting rhythms, rhymes,laagy word play of children’s literature in some of
her more important poetry. Two of Plath’s mostusefitial works, ‘Daddy’ and ‘Lady Lazarus,’ reflect
some of the heavy rhyming, repetition, and simatahbic pentameter rhythms found in the books of Dr.
Seuss, one of Plath’s favorite childhood authot89). Connors’s work in this essay on the whole als
demonstrates the long-lasting influence of chilthditerature on Plath’s visual and written artrfrdner
earliest attempts at writing, though this is nat fmerpose in the essay. Gilbert and Gubar, in Nmsl
Land likewise attribute Plath’s use of children’s tekirgely to her late career (289-91). See Connors
“Living Color: The Interactive Arts of Sylvia PlathEye Rhymes: Sylvia Plath’s Art of the Visy&ld.
Kathleen Connors and Sally Bayley (Oxford: OxforR,12007): 4-144 and Gilbert and Gubar, “In Yeats'’s
House: The Death and Resurrection of Sylvia Pldtle,’Man’s Land

“0The only other long study of this subject in Platlork is Sarah Kate Stephenson’s unpublished
dissertation “The Disquieting Muse: Childhood ahd Work of Sylvia Plath,” which concentrates
primarily on the importance of childhood to Plathtetry. Viewing childhood as “integral to Plath’s
poetics,” Stephenson uses “psychoanalytic feminiasé lens through which to examine Plath’s ugbef
semiotic, the child’s perspective, and childreitarature as she seeks to come to terms with harpast
and her experience of maternity (1, i). In thigdgtu build upon Stephenson’s work, concentratimg i
greater detail on the evolution of Plath’s apprafion of children’s literature over the course ef bareer,
as well as on Plath’s interest in the social amitexdual significance of the children’s book, peutarly
with regard to her increasingly confessional andifiést poetics. See Stephenson, “The Disquietingé
Childhood and the Work of Sylvia Plath,” Unpd. Diéd of Virginia, 2001).

“1 For the division of the stages in Plath’s carébgve relied on Steven Gould Axelrod’s descriptidithe
trajectory of her work in “The Poetry of Sylvia id The Cambridge Companion to Sylvia Plafu. Jo
Gill (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2006): 73-89. Axdldivides Plath’s career into three stages, which
covers her juvenilia and early professional wokle period after her marriage to Ted Hughes and her
residence in America, and, finally, the post-Colsssork Plath produced while living in England, which
includes the Ariepoetry and Plath’s novel The Bell Jar

“2In my theorization of Plath’s work here, | havikda cue from Thomas Travisano, a childhood studies
scholar, and feminist fairy-tale critic Elizabetrahing Harries, as well as Sarah Kate Stephenson’s
discussion of Plath’s poetics of childhood in hissdrtation on Plath and childhood. Stephensonesrg
that Plath’s “poems work like collages, summonipgoits and pieces of childhood (e.g. setting, fgur
images, cadences) and juxtaposing them in powesdyk” (Stephenson 194). Concentrating more on the
found narratives of the children’s books that appe#lath’s work, | argue that Plath, like Bishdgp,
interested in the fairy-tale interrupted, rootedyvauch in an upheaval of the plot, as such easbnms as
“Bluebeard” and “The Princess and the Goblins” dastiate. While | disagree with Stephenson thahPlat
is uninterested in reshaping the narratives thatgipropriates, | agree that Plath’s use of thg fale
“follows the pattern of subconscious thought, whiprecisely where she locates her recovery of
childhood,” in her most provocative uses of theyféale, as in the draft fragment from Falcon Y&tbne
Boy with Dolphin” (195). Importantly, several ofdéh’s critics have commented on the collaged rmatdir
her work in other contexts. Robin Peel, for exammphs argued that Plath also systematically and
painstakingly uses a collage method to critique Aca@ popular, political, and consumer culture: &0n
purpose of these case studies is to demonstratermibhat be described as the systematic and painstak
‘collage’ method used by Plath. Arguing that poésrgonstructed from the available discourses tsano
attempt to reduce art to simple ‘borrowing’: thegess demonstrated here of revising, disguising,
reshaping, discarding, and creating a verbal celigl then dismantling it, is informed, and noteyoed
by the available discourses. These discoursesshenware absorbed, internalized, and buried in the
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subconscious. The politics of poem and novel &es elements whose place and importance in theaart
be assessed by a close observation of the protesmposition” (121). See Peel, Writing Back: Sglvi
Plath and Cold War Politigdadison: Fairleigh Dickinson UP, 2002).

“3 Plath’s very desire to be “The girl who wanted&God” is perhaps drawn from the Grimm fairy tale
“The Fisherman and His Wife,” in which a woman coamds her husband to ask her wishes of an
enchanted fish that he had caught and releasediftadke sea. After moving through the wishes of
becoming King, Emperor, and Pope, the woman thénher husband that she “wish[es] to be like unto
God” (Grimm_Grimm’s111). For this last wish, the woman is punishedl rurned to her earlier, poor
status. After the man tells the fish that she “wdatbe like unto God,” the Flounder replies, “ ‘@ader,
and you will find her back again in the pig-styarid there they are still living to this day” (Grimii 2).
Incidentally, Plath’s oft-referenced predecessaghiia Woolf, whose novels Plath felt made her own
possible, uses this very story in her novel Tolfiglthousein conjunction with Mrs. Ramsay. As Mrs.
Ramsay reads “The Fisherman and His Wife” to har she considers the process of growing older, her
status as a parent, and the fleeting nature aflebdd (54-62). See Virginia Woolf, To the Lighthe@§San
Diego: Harvest, 1981).

“**Ted Hughes described Plath’s enormous affinityMary Poppins in a letter he wrote to the publisbfer
a series of Poppins books that he had receivedvaderie Lawson writes in the Preface to her boak
Poppins, She Wrote: The Life of P.L. Traveéi&/hen the poet Ted Hughes was sent a collectidviaoy
Poppins books, he wrote in a note of thanks tth#isher, Collins: ‘I'm sorry my wife, Sylvia Plat
could not see these because Mary Poppins wasithiggéadmother of her childhood. She spoke of her a
great deal” (1). See Lawson, Mary Poppins, Sheté/rbhe Life of P.L. Traver@New York: Simon and
Schuster, 2006).

5 “Sunday at the Mintons” won first prize in the P98hort-story contest held by Seventesagazine.

“ As Peter Coveney describes in his book tracingleéhelopment of the image of childhood, Peter Ban
primarily related to one’s nostalgia for “the legbrld of [...] childhood” (256). See Coveney, The Ireag
of Childhood: The Individual and Society, a Studyle Theme in English Literatu{@altimore: Penguin,
1957).

7 As girls’ culture scholars Lynn Mikel Brown and ©aGilligan describe, such a burial motif resouitds
women writers’ work about girls, as well as girdi€scriptions of their own experience. For Browd an
Gilligan, girls’ “going underground” results from“developmental process [which] goes hand in haitd w
evidence of a loss of voice, a struggle to autleooiztake seriously their own experience — totistetheir
own voices in conversation and respond to thelirfge and thoughts — increased confusion, sometimes
defensiveness, as well as evidence for the replkaceai real with inauthentic or idealized relatibips”
(6). With this conceptualization of girls’ exparees in mind, Alice’s fall down the rabbit-hole dam
viewed as emblematic for many girls of the proadssubjection that they undergo as they come of age
which makes subterranean much of their agencyradididuality. See Brown and Gilligan, Meeting hét
Crossroads: Women’s Psychology and Girls’ Develaprf@ambridge, Mass.: Harvard UP, 1991).

“8 This theme of drowning in the mirror also appéarsuch poems as “Lorelei,” in which Plath descsibe
the troubled waters into which her speaker gaz@srasrderous mirror; “The massive castle turrets /
Doubling themselves in a glass / All stiliness. Yeise shapes float // Up toward me, troublingfélee /
Of quiet. From the nadir / They rise” (). Plath would also use this motif, which cortcates on the
life-taking properties of the mirror, in her unpigbled short story “The Invisible Man,” in which am
eventually cannot see his physical body excegtencontours of the mirror; the “looking-glass wérd
the mirror becomes the story’s central metaphat,tha world of the mirror becomes more real torttas
than his body: “In that tranquil looking-glass wdrht least, all seemed in order, his visibilitgfutable”
(“The Invisible Man” 9).

“9 As Bruno Bettelheim describes in his discussiothef“Little Snow-White” tale, “Snow White lives a
peaceful existence for a while, and under the quidaf the dwarfs she grows from a child helplesseal
with the difficulties of the world into a girl whiearns to work well, and to enjoy it. This is wita¢ dwarfs
request of her for living with them: she can remaith them and lack nothing if ‘you will take capéour
household, cook, make the beds, wash, sew andakwitwill keep everything clean and in good order.’
Snow White becomes a good housekeeper, as isftraarny a young girl who, with her mother away,
takes good care of her father, the house, and lesesiblings” (208). While | object to Bettelheim’s
promotion of this trajectory of the girl’s life &&r “successful” entry into the “working world," i
assessment of Snow White’s stay with the Dwarfettogless captures the crux of the tale’s morabless
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(Bettelheim 208). See Bettelheim, The Uses of Enthant: The Meaning and Importance of Fairy Tales
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1991).

*In “Frau Trude,” a young curious girl is transfachinto wood for a witch’s fire after she has besn
curious about the goings-on in the witch’s calfee Grimm Grimm’208-9.

*1 In a spin on this Cinderella rhetoric which wasacly disquieting for Plath, as is indicated by her
treatment of the photograph in The Bell, Rlath herself was depicted as just such a prineemiddle-
class girl whose dreams were coming true, in tfE8Mademoisell®n which she worked as Guest Editor.
Alongside the magazine’s “Memo from the Guest Edlitehe appears among the other glamorous gamines
whose middle-class fortunes had supposedly beesftnaned along with their hair, clothes, and
(hopefully) marital prospects. Dressed in a faeegning gown, smile plastered on, the solidly neddl
class Plath is shown “hold[ing] a pre-dinner coiifaith several handsome young men on the roof ef th
ritzy St. Regis Hotel. See Mademoisell@53.

2 plath’s use of such rhetoric to produce magazieess can be seen in the “Party for a Princes&aspr
which she imagined for the Vogirix de Paris contest which she had entered id.188 Kathleen
Connors describes in “Living Color: The Interactifes of Sylvia Plath,” “Drafts Plath made for the
contest’s fashion essay, titled ‘Party for a Présgesuggest a children’s fashion presentationguain
literary theme ‘to hold the display together.” Diagyon favorite books from her own childhood, skedi
humorous quotes from The Wind in the Willgwdong with savvy fashion journalism gained froar h
experience with Mademoisell&hese notes propose storybook settings for speagats such as a birthday
or tea, as well as outfits” (Connors 72). To thegamne’s editors, Plath also described her prafessi
aspirations in symbolism drawn from the fairy t&l&e Princess on the Glass Hill,” in which a youngn
must figure out how to traverse the slippery swefecorder to attain the golden apples held byungo
princess, sitting atop the hill, as symbols of faor. As Connors describes, Plath “talked of th& Be
Paris as ‘the golden apple on top of the glasdrhtte fairytale. | like riding up glass hills, lgrthe golden
apple crowning the whole venture gives it the rsitlispice™ (gtd. in Connors 72).

>3 Plath often concentrated on the transformativeguayone’s appearance, as she wrote in a gushing
letter to her mother on March 3, 1953hedress is hanging up in my window in all its silveflory, and
there is a definite rosy cast to the skirt (ne bt just my attitude!). Today | had my too-long haimmed
just right for a smooth pageboy, and | got, for $52the most classic pair of silver closed pumpgvith
my rhinestone earrings and necklace, | should likeka silver princess — or feel like one, anywayust
hope | get to be a Junior Phi Bete this year [...}41(105). Such a concentration persisted, despitér’Blat
attempts to break from the mirror. That Plath bdugto the belief that changing the body could équa
transforming the self throughout her life, evenutjio she regularly questioned such a belief in betry
and prose, is perhaps most painfully demonstragdteb letters home in the months just before hiidweL
On November 7, 1962, she wrote again to her mathker transformation as a result of her reformatat
of her appearance: “I had my fringe cut just belarame up to London in the most fashionable style
high on top, curling down around the ears — and k®plong coronet in back. It looks fabulous and th
cut, shampoo and set was only $1.50. From the frlmak to have short hair, and from the back, eooet
... Ted didn’t even recognize me at the train statMg!morale is so much improved — | did it on your
cheque. Men stare at me in the street now; | laly v.. fashionable. Now | shall get a Christmas dfess
myself with the rest of the money” (479). Over ttext few months, she references again and again her
new hairstyle and clothes and the confidence theyige her: “| feel like a new woman in [my new
clothes] and go each week to have my hair shampanédet [...]. My new independence delights me!”;
“I spent the rest of Mrs. Prouty’s clothes moneyg &el and look like a million. [...] | haven't hadnaw
wardrobe for over seven years, and its done worfdersy morale”; “It is amazing how much my new
hairdo and new clothes have done for my rathetesteat morale” (LHA80, 491, 492). Plath’s attempt to
reformulate her appearance in order to gain sombls@ce of control over her situation mirrors thens
trend in the girls’ and women'’s magazines Platlllgviead as a teenager and young woman.

** As Aurelia Plath remarks in her commentary onérstHome Plath had dyed her hair when she moved
to Cambridge after her suicide attempt, the sundnang which Aurelia notes Plath tried out a nedesi
of her personality (138).

> MacDonald himself calls attention to the revisignpractice he was undertaking in writing his book,
specifically referencing the “Sleeping Beauty” tdateDh, Mr. Editor! | know the story you are going to
tell: it's The Sleeping Beauty; only you're spingitoo, and making it longer. [...] | think | have neaid
quite plain that this is not that lovely story dfelSleeping Beauty. It is quite a new one, | asgaug and |
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will try to tell it as prettily as | cati (11). See MacDonald, The Princess and the GalfNew York:
Harper Collins, 2004).

*% In “Rumplestiltskin,” a young girl’s father sentler to a king because he has bragged to the kirdgtte
girl can spin straw into gold. The girl is terrifidy her plight in the face of her father’s liedgromises to
give the strange, magical little man who appearsxchange fohis spinning the straw into gold, her
firstborn child. The girl is eventually marriedttee King, due to her demonstrated magical propedfe
producing wealth, and the strange man returnsaiondhis debt. He is only outwitted by the miracidou
discovery of his name by one of the Queen’s unaigsli See Grimm Grimm’364-267.

" As Plath’s early journals demonstrate, the faafg was often conflated with sexual experienceein h
imagination. In an early passage in which she dpangreat deal of time considering the legachef t
fairy tale and the children’s book, Plath emphasihe failure of children’s reading, particularading
devoted to girls’ experiences, to prepare girls‘feal” adult sexuality, especially sexual desise a
experienced by the growing girl. In the passaagiey fand becomes strangely conflated with the tgank
of adolescent and adult sexuality. As the pasdagelops, Plath imagines herself as one of theité
maidens” of fairy land who have a great deal dficlifty comprehending or figuring out what to dothwi
their developing “sex organs” and their likewisedmoning desire. She describes herself, as st age
learning of the “real” meaning of “fairy” (i.e. “lmosexual) in the adult sexual/social realm, thétyeaf
boys wanting to rape her if she fails to go “faribegh or if she gets them too excited, and theéatiwe
of being loved and petted.” Further on, in the sgournal entry, Plath equates the American womiiim w
“a sex machine with rounded breasts and a conveaaning in the vagina, [...] a painted doll who
shouldn’t have a thought in her pretty head othantcooking [her husband ...] a steak dinner and
comforting him in bed after a hard 9-5 day at airmubusiness job” (U36).

%8 |n his brief discussion of this poem in his ovewiof Plath’s “juvenilia” in his essay for the Caridge
Companionto Plath, Steven Gould Axelrod also calls attentimthe inescapability of textuality that this
poem recounts. “In ostensibly seeking to escaxteaéty,” Axelrod describes, Plath “alludes to ashof
prior texts, including Shakespeare’s Hamledwis Carroll’s_Alice in Wonderlandind Wallace Stevens’s
‘The Emperor of Ice Cream’ (with its resonant ifgassible imperative ‘Let be be finale of seem’)”
(“Poetry of Sylvia Plath” 75).

%9 Plath had called attention to the relationshipveen Sitwell's and Carroll's worlds in her mind lgan
her career. As Kathleen Connors describes in$sayecited above, Plath, in a college essay orefiiw
1953, “likened Sitwell's ‘acute and vivid obsenaats’ to that of a ‘terribly clever and technicadlgiroit
child’ who awakens in ‘a very personal and intimatanderland’ — a child that sounds very much like t
young Sylvia Plath. She went on to describe theragide of this ‘bucolic world’ where the ‘storydio
animals turn harsh and grunting and all is miredvhat Sitwell called ‘heavy brutish greedy darlgiés
(Connors 74). Through allusions to Carroll's clutess and landscapes, Plath considers the ungettlin
quality that she found in Sitwell's work, which léala greater consideration of how consciousness
develops.

% The poem “Two Lovers and a Beachcomber by the Beaf can be read as a similar attempt to excise
the influence of childhood fantasy. In this poetatt? contemplates the imagination, especially #ileife
of the imagination. The adult mind cannot playtes¢hild’s had; it cannot create, for example,datit
imaginings of “mermaid hair” in the sea, an allusto Andersen’s “The Little Mermaid.” The poem ends
with the speaker’s realization that childhood dpilitiy cannot persist through an allusion to Mother
Goose’s “The Man in the Moon”; “No little man livéisthe exacting moon / And that is that, is thet,
that” (CP327). Plath’s turn from fantasy toward the “ReabS with “The imagination / Shut[ting] down
its fabled summer house,” is akin to Plath’s injimt to turn toward an island where the real isuvisaal,
with no fabled adornments added in (€%7).

®1 plath’s application of Freudian psychology to &eperience mirrors a similar trend in the largdture,
as | discuss in the introduction to the dissertati®he popularization of Freud’s theories in papwulture
directed toward girls and women, as Catherine Dlissserts in her study of girls, characterizetsgas
well as women who could not easily assume “propmiifinity,” as “deviant subject[s]” who had to be
regularly surveilled and ministered to (59-60).&s work and her journal writing indicates, Platasw
intimately familiar with these popularized theor@gsychological development and intensely intees
in conceptions of the “deviant” female child. Likeny girls and young women of her generationhPlat
became engaged with Freudian psychology in an attemtome to terms with her own identity
development in girlhood and young womanhood, palaity during the 1953 summer in which she tried to
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commit suicide (her mother remarked in an interviem\oices and Visionthat Freud’s Abnormal
Psychologywas the only book that Plath read when she retuino@ad New York City up to the time of her
disappearance) and between 1957 and 1958 aftéiashesturned to America with Ted Hughes (Peel 164).
In both of these periods, Plath turned to Freuorder to come to terms with aspects of her devedayim
that continued to plague her, particularly the dedther father and her hatred for her mother thFtaund,
at the time, a great deal that resonated in Frebd@ries of human development, even though, asgcRod
Mihalia notes, she “gradually lost faith in the pganalytic methods of recovering the integritytaf self
by conjuring up from the unconscious repressed miesiof traumas, unresolved conflicts, forbidden
desires and unacceptable emotions” (327). “Readd® ‘Mourning and Melancholia’ this morning after
Ted left for the library,” Plath remarked in Deceanli958, for instance, a period during which she wa
working closely with her psychologist Dr. Ruth Behsr and discussing at length her feelings toward h
mother. “An almost exact description of my feefirand reasons for suicide: a transferred murderous
impulse from my mother onto myself: the ‘vampiregtaphor Freud uses, ‘draining the ego’: that is
exactly the feeling | have” (Ud47). For Plath during the mid-1950s, heavilyueficed by the American
popular culture in which she was embroiled, FreraVigded certain answers that she was looking for,
answers that she believed could help her in heckdar health.

%2 As Peter Hunt describes in his history of childsditerature, the 1950s and 1960s were a “goldgt a
for children’s literature publishing in the Unit&dates and in England (195, 242, 256). See Hunt, ed
Children’s Literature: An lllustrated Histo{Dxford: Oxford UP, 1995). Furthermore, Plath’shand,
Ted Hughes, was just as interested in enteringhiidren’s market as Plath during this period, tihe
working diligently to publish a children’s text.t Around the same time, Hughes, who powerfullychdie
his wife’s work in progress, particularly duringetkarly years of their marriage, was working oryftéle
stories for publication. Plath notes in a Janudry1®58 journal entry that Hughes was working an hi
“Yorkshire tales: a new fortgack and Jillbought his fairy-tale ‘Billy Hook and the Threesenirs™ (UJ
313). This story, eventually published in Jack ditidas Ted Hughes’s, nonetheless lists Plath (as i&ylv
Hughes”) as the story’s author in one of its maripss; which suggests that the two had collaborated
the project. In the story, Billy Hook, a youngrfeer, wants a wife, but has no time to look for.one
Finally, he finds a wife in a lady from the “Landwer-the-Hill” who had been stealing his milk. Hgees
to go to her land with her, and discovers thatislkeeQueen and he is now a King (“Billy Hook and th
Three Souvenirs,” Emory manuscripts). The tale rea®the typical story of the woman finding henBei
Charming, with the man finding a Queen and assuittiagole of King. As his literary career progess
after Plath’s death, Hughes continued to writecfdtdren and is well-known as a producer of chitdse
literature both at home and abroad.

83 Seuss'’s first book And to Think | Saw It on MulbeBtreet published in 1937 when Plath would have
been five years old, celebrates an inner, secratiaginative life. As Alison Lurie describes in hegsay
on Dr. Seuss, the hero of the story, Marco, “isnedrby his father the start of the book to ‘stdjnig

such outlandish tales’ about what he sees on tlyehae from school. Yet the very next day Marco’s
imagination turn a horse and wagon, by graduakstgigto a full-blown parade with elephants, geaffa
brass band, and a plane showering confetti — altgp@d by Seuss with immense verve and enthusiasm”
(93). When Marco is “quizzed by his father aboutitvhe has seen,” “His reply is evasive: ‘Nothirlg,’
said, growing red as a beet, ‘But a plain horsevaagon on Mulberry Street™ (93). See Lurie, “Des
Comes Back,” Boys and Girls Forever: Children’ssSlas from Cinderella to Harry Pott@tew York:
Penguin, 2003): 91-104.

% The imagery of the sealed box, as well as thisshptacement on trees, foretells the image of ifpérée
in The Bell Jarwhich offers up choices like wishes.

% This dream in “The Wishing Box” is recycled frortath’s 1947 diary. In the diary, Plath writes, “tas
night mother and | talked for ever so long befaiérfg asleep. | did have a nice dream. [...] We cagd
the slender masts and the rigging of the sloojpisueby the weathered old board house. Then thevsan
behind a dark cloud, and Margot remarked softhis fiaining!” Sure enough, we held out our hands, o
which mittens appeared and we could see some egthérops which were — odd as it may seem —
turquoise-blue sulfa-gum! Then as the pellets begauile up around us, the scene faded into a rhiaze,
and soon | completely woke up” (gtd. in Connors.&Hese “Technicolor” dreams recur in several of
Plath’s works, from “The Shadow” and “Superman &adila Brown’'s New Snowsduit” to “The Wishing
Box” and_The Bell Jarand were indicative of the “infinitely more creaf’ space of childhood (JP15).

As Plath described in her journal in April of 1958ese dreams were important to her sense of bative
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potential: “I am attaining, with my return of hdak the stubborn breakthrough of spring, the fiestl
deep-rooted peace & joy | have known since earilglobod, when | dreamt complete Technicolor stories
and fairy tales” (UB66).

% plath’s short story “Johnny Panic and the Bibl®ofams” demonstrates a similar obsession with the
“proper” contours of dreaming, to the point of ingég. Here, the smile of the Cheshire Cat represthd
“malicious” mutability of the dreamscape: “Whatewgeam | unearth, by work, taxing work, and even by
a kind of prayer, | am sure to find a thumbprinthie corner, a malicious detail to the right oftegena
bodiless midair Cheshire cat grin, which showsvthele work to be gotten up by the genius of Johnny
Panic, and him alone. He’s sly, he’s subtle, hetdden as thunder, but he gives himself away oy to
often” (JP160).

%" The term “mérchen” here is a direct referencéofairy tale, as the term is typically used terab
Grimm'’s fairy tales, which were often published anthe title Kinder- und Hausemérchen (Childremd a
Household Tales) 1812-181Bipes_Sticks and Stond91). Plath also refers to Chaucer’s Canterbury
Talesin the poem, as her poem is an intertext withfofidorish “The Squire’s Tale,” which details a Iggr
ability to converse with a falcon.

% Concentrating on the influence of de Chirico, Gtimia Britzolakis argues in her study of spectacié
the family romance in Plath’s poetry that the &gisiork “prompted [Plath] to reflect upon her
relationship to a modernism in the process of baistitutionalized, tapping into her longstandirapcern
with questions of ‘influence,’ or inheritance, ba#xtual and psychic” (169). Plath’'s poems resjmptb
modernist art regularly intermingle high art anthei the fairy or folk tale or popular mythologior
examples, see “Virgin in a Tree,” in which Platspends to a painting by Klee, and “Black Pine Tiree
Orange Light,” a poem contemplating the paintingePTreeby Gregorio Prestopino, in which Plath
references the “Cinderella” fairy tale as one &f itthages that comes to mind in her poetic Rorsctesth
(Connors “Visual Art in the Life of Sylvia Plath”7]. See Connors, “Visual Art in the Life of Sylvia
Plath,” The Unraveling Archive: Essays on SylviatRIEd. Anita Helle (Ann Arbor: U of Michigan P,
2007).

% plath notoriously describes her mother as devgurithe companion poem to “Daddy,” “Medusa,” in
which the mother is described as being in dangesgobiosis with her daughter. Plath had earlier
considered this perilously close relationship injbernals in terms of the “Little Red Riding HooftHiry
tale, with her mother taking on the form of the Bigd Wolf and herself the role of “Red Riding Hood
(and | had used the image of the wolf): the imafgth® eating mother, or grandmother: all mouthd(qn
Macpherson 78).

O Importantly, as Jackie Wullschlager points ouném study of children’s books popular in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, “Chiltkdrooks, and stories in which children have enmaity
and spiritually significant roles, [...] emerged frahe Victorian cult of childhood and innocence, avete
directly influenced by cultural reticence about sexl desire,” with sexual repression and expression
clearly recognizable and sometimes dominant undesct(25). See Wullschlager, Inventing
Wonderlands: The Lives and Fantasies of Lewis dlaffdward Lear, J.M. Barrie, Kenneth Grahame, and
A.A. Milne (London: Methuen, 1995).

"L See Plath’s journal entry for February 26, 1966yhich she describes her first encounter with Hasgh
in great detail (U210-14).

"2 The statue is a facsimile of Andrea del VerrocshiButto with Dolphin” in the Palazzo Vecchio in
Florence. Seattp://www.wga.hu/frames-e.html?/html/v/verocchilgtur/pdolphin.htmifor an image of
the sculpture.

3 Compare the following excerpts from Plath’s naaet! Carroll’s Book: Excerpt from “Stone Boy with
Dolphin”: “Dody lifted her glass and the drink rosp to meet her mouth. The ceilings wavered and the
walls buckled. Windows melted, belling inward. [...p&y looked down at Brian, who looked up at her,
dark-haired, impeccable, a dandy little package wfan. Her limbs began to mammoth, arm up the
chimney, leg through the window. All because ofsthoevolting little cakes. So she grew, crowdirgy th
room” (JP189); Excerpt from Lewis Carroll's Alice’s Advems in WonderlandThere was no label on
it this time with the words “DRINK ME,” but neveritess she uncorked it and put it to her lips. ‘bkn
somethingnteresting is sure to happen,” she said to hieffisell She went on growing and growing, and
very soon had to kneel on the floor: in anotheruterthere was not even room for this [...]. Still stent
on growing, and, as a last resource, she put aneat of the window, and one foot up the chimneyl a
said to herself, “Now | can do no more, whatevergems. Whatvill become of me?” (Carroll 39-40).
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" As Bruno Bettelheim notes, the heroine’s experenicheing “reborn” in this fairy tale also argugbl
influenced Plath’s attachment to the tale. “Liffed Riding Hood lost her childish innocence as she
encountered the dangers residing in herself anditiniel,” he explains, “and exchanged for it wisdtmat
only the ‘twice born’ can possess; those who ndf oraster an existential crisis, but also become
conscious that it was their own nature which prigid¢hem into it. Little Red Riding Hood’s childish
innocence dies as the wolf reveals itself as sadhsavallows her. When she is cut out of the wdigdly,
she is reborn to a higher plane of existence;imggtositively to both her parents, no longer dd;tshe
returns to life as a young maiden” (183).

> Compare the following excerpts from Plath’s noaet! Carroll's book: Excerpt from “Stone Boy with
Dolphin”: “Hamish’s mouth moved against her neakd @he felt now again how unnaturally long her neck
was, so that her head nodded far from her bodwg, long stem, like the picture of Alice after eatthg
mushroom, with her head on its serpent neck ablwvéetives of the treetops. A pigeon flew up, sooidi
Serpents, serpents. How to keep the eggs safe?al lasitch,” Dody heard her voice announce fromajut
the doll-box of her chest, and she listened tewdtndering what absurd thing it would say next.ii a
slut,” it said with no conviction” (JB98); Excerpt from Lewis Carroll's Alice’s Adven®s in
Wonderland “As there seemed to be no chance of getting aed$i up to her head, she tried to get her
head down téthem and was delighted to find that her neck woulddbeasily in any direction, like a
serpent. She had just succeeded in curving it dograceful zigzag, and was going to dive in amdeg t
leaves, which she found to be nothing but the tdfke trees under which she had been wanderingnwh
a sharp hiss made her draw back in a hurry: a lgiggon had flown into her face, and was beating he
violently with its wings. ‘Serpent!’ screamed thigg&on. [...] ‘But I'm nota serpent | tell you! said Alice,
I'ma—I'ma—"‘Welll Whatare you?’ said the Pigeon. ‘I can see you're tfyminvent something! ‘1 —
I'm a little girl,” said Alice rather doubtfully,ashe remembered the number of changes she had gone
through, that day. ‘A likely story indeed!’ (Cart&7). Here, Plath taps the “Distrust of sensuatity
letting go, [that] is a powerful undercurrentAtice, [... as well as] the other side of the idealizatidhe
prim, untouchable little girl” (Wullschlager 49).

®Here, Plath may be referencing Christina Rosseftiity-tale inspired poem “Goblin Market,” in whia
girl, after eating of the goblins’ fruit, is leftith “sunk eyes and faded mouth” (line 288). SesdRtti,
“Goblin Market,” The Norton Anthology of Literatutey Women: The Tradition in Engliskds. Sandra
M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar (New York: Norton, 19&86-99.

" See Plath’s short story “Sweetie Pie and the GMen” for an example of the doll symbolism in Piat
work. In this story, a four-year-old girl is vislietoward both her doll and her younger sister, @ach of
the female characters in the story is at some piggmned to a doll or figurine.

8 An allusion to Amy Lowell’s poem “Madonna of thedhing Flowers,” in which Lowell describes
looking for and being unable to find anything maices of a woman until she enters the garden (Norto
Anthology of Literature by Womeh298). See Amy Lowell, “Madonna of the Eveningwéos,” The
Norton Anthology of Literature by Women: The Traaiit in English Eds. Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan
Gubar (New York: Norton, 1985): 1298-99.

" Plath’s novel also shares with Carroll's booksdhalistic portrayal of the central character aatmnal
being lost in a world that is mad and as an aleshadlightly off-kilter figure herself. As Jackie
Waullschlager describes, “Alice is the prim Victariahild lost in the madhouse, incongruously tryiog
maintain her sang-froid in the violent Duchesstsikn or the Mad Hatter’s tea-party. But she is,dlke
Carroll in life, someone who does not fit in: adbnfigure who goes through the books never quite
connecting with anyone, sticking to her own patiff and virtuous as the Carroll Alice Liddell degied
walking upright as a poker” (48). See Wullschlageventing Wonderlands

8 Rightly, many feminist authors have detracted f®ettelheim’s assertions. In this instance, for
example, Bettelheim fails to acknowledge the fulport of the girl’'s growth as always rooted in salxu
knowledge, and is rarely rooted in full autonomytfte female. She is always attached to a malegkaesn
she comes into maturity, and learns that the figpdifithe perfect mate is supposed to lead to gergis
fulfillment throughout the rest of her life, whichclearly an unrealistic expectation for a womasving
within twentieth-century society, particularly dugithe turbulent period experienced by these veiter
81 plath often contemplates the plight of the mermaitdthe poem “Maudlin” (1956), for example, she
plays upon Hans Christian Andersen’s tale “Thdé.iiermaid” to depict the painful process of grogvin
into womanhood: “at the price of pin-stitched skFish-tailed girls purchase each white leg” (€B. In
an April 1958 journal entry, she likewise considktieis process, this time concentrating on wometever
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and the subject of pain: “Do animals in heat bldeel, pain? Or is that sedentary blue-stockingdieka
have come so far from the beast-state that they paysby hurt, as the little mermaid had to pay mbke
traded her fish-tail for a girl's white legs?” (1372).
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Chapter IlI
Adrienne Rich’s and Anne Sexton’s “Unspeakable” Fairy Tales
What drives my poetry, always, is the need to see revealed what isn’t
necessarily apparent or obvious — to uncover “lies, secrets, and silences.”
Adrienne Rich, “Interview with Rachel Spence”

(Arts of the PossiblgArts] 140)

It doesn’t matter who my father was; it matters wihenhembehe was.
There was a queen. There was a king. There were three princesses. That's
the whole story. | swear it on my wallet. | swear it on my radio.

Anne Sexton, “All God’s Children Need Radios”

(No Evil Star32)

Though Adrienne Rich and Anne Sexton were raised in markedly different
environments and came to writing under vastly different circumstances, both turned
throughout their careers to their respective experiences growing upgigd by the
second-wave feminist impulse to uncover the sources of female subjugation and the
psychoanalytic impulse to discover the sources of social and psychologicahgs dbé
surfaced in adulthood, Rich and Sexton both returned repeatedly to their gendered
experience of childhood and adolescence as a site of social critique and a source of
creative inspiration. With a heightened awareness of the political and psycablogic
implications of girlhood, Rich and Sexton concentrated especially on critieatgading
the children they had been, as well as the children within, in relation to the households
and the societies in which they came of age, searching for clues to tiséir and

identity development.
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For these writers, both of whom “insist[t] on the usefulness and absolute
relevance of [...] personal experience” to their poetry, girlhood representedboth t
stifling of their innate creativity and the originary source of their poeticep@Lazarre
294). As a means of coming to terms with the significance of this resourbeariric
Sexton argue in their work for a return to the childhood past and to memory that refuses
to sugarcoat that past in a film of nostalgia or to silence what seems unsgémyits,
or taboo. In fact, Rich and Sexton each made unrelenting revelation a cornerstoire of the
careers. As Rich retrospectively explained regarding her poetics in a 199inter
describing the “lies, secrets, and silences” that surrounded “gender anlityweasiahe
came of age and entered young womanhood, “What drives my poetry, always)asdhe
to see revealed what isn’t necessarily apparent or obvious — to uncoveetrets sand
silences.’ [...] | wrote from the need to make open and visible what was obscure and
unspeakable” (Art440).

As numerous girls’ culture theorists and developmental psychologists have
recognized, the female “developmental process goes hand in hand with evidence of a loss
of voice, a struggle to authorize or take seriously [girls’] own experiefi¢8igjwn and
Gilligan 3). The “edge of adolescence,” in particular, has been documentedas a ti
when females “lose their vitality, their resilience, their immunityeprdssion, their
sense of themselves, and their character®{@esponding to this pattern of silence and
silencing, Rich’s and Sexton’s representations of girlhood demonstrate their
unambiguous commitment to representing both the positive and negative aspects of
female childhood and adolescence — the “truth” about girlhood. \&hatbiguous as

their work is considered together, however, is what it means to tell the “truth.”

213



Rich’s and Sexton’s attempts to authorize their childhood and adolescent
experiences provide insight into the distinct strategies each author used as sh®sought
develop her own uniquely introspective poetics. Their representations of girlhood, while
divergent in many ways, illustrate the similar challenges they facedrasnwriting in
the mid-twentieth century who sought to speak honestly from their own personal
experience and to make that experience somehow representative ofidgrawath of
female experience, whether of the stifled wife and mother, the madwomansétejiole
growing up in the patriarchal household, the ostracized witch. Their work especiall
demonstrates the particular obstacles the female writer confronts whengwarthin
the confessional mode, due to the learned behaviors surrounding both female authorship
(baring the female soul in the public eye was viewed as bordering on the tyagical
sentimental or the grotesque) and decorous, proper femininity (as Rich explains in
“Women and Honor: Some Notes on Lying,” “Honesty in women has not been
considered important. We have been depicted as generically whimsical, deselfid,

vacillating. And we have been rewarded for lying”) (On Lies, SecretsSeeace[LSS]

186)% How much should she reveal? Does it matter that others may be harmed by such
revelations? How far is too far (a question that is often raised in response to Anne
Sexton’s work)? Bishop and Plath had begun to grapple with such questions in their
work, but Rich and Sexton were in many ways forced, as a result of heated debates i
public sphere surrounding their work in relation to feminist politics and confessional
poetics, to confront such issues head on.

These authors’ decisions to reveal private experience in the public domain must

always be viewed as a political choice, one motivated by a revaluation oflunalivi
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experience in American culture that was an “effect of new social fokees
psychotherapy” (Nelson 22). As Deborah Nelson describes in her essay “Psabiny Hi
and Politics,” “Writing autobiographically was [...] not simply an individualtlaetsc
choice” for these authors; it was a “political” decision that demonstratednfish to
represent a particular group; the desire to bring into public view previously hidden or
ignored experience; the aim to see new experiences as universal; andhpetatte
unmask universality as a fiction for a particular subject, white and ma&g”Efen for
Sexton, whose work was viewed as being intensely personal, the engagement with
material drawn from private life often served in some fashion to raiseduderss
consciousness about her experience as a woman or the female experienceaanAme
and Western culture. In choosing to write from their own perspectives, Ricleatmh S
both called for a revaluation of the female perspective and feminine poetics. To do so,
Rich and, even more so, Sexton often put the “most secret, violent, damaging and
disruptive elements of private life on display,” making the trend toward autobiggraph
American life work in favor of each of their poetic agendas (23).

For the confessional poet’s work to resonate, such revelations cannot exist in
isolation. The work must reveal the poet’s insight in such a manner that theaaader
relate to the author’s confession. To make the remembered past they congteict in t
poetry resonate with readers, Rich and Sexton often relied on narrativgissratawn
from the public sphere. As Sexton critic Jo Gill describes in her receutilisped book

Anne Sexton’s Confessional Poetiegich seeks to reformulate the critical vision of

Sexton’s confessionalism, “the confession is [always] at heart aimey@aiconstruction,

one of many made-up ‘stories™ (33). Both Rich and Sexton strategicallyqmesittheir
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private experiences of girlhood and womanhood as recognizably political subjeat ma

by interweaving into their ever-evolving self-narratives dominant neesaind stories
drawn from the public sphere. The personal narratives that emerge in Rich’s and
Sexton’s work, as a result, call attention to the role dominant cultural narratyes pl

the construction of women’s social and identity development. These authors’ conscious,
and perhaps, at times, subconscious, reliance on social narratives to shape their
increasingly politicized personal narratives provocatively demonstreieSPersonal
memory,” however committed one is to the individual perspective, “is thieostoyths

both individual and collective,” a fact which is both freeing for and freezing to tls€sarti
imagination (George 27).

While both authors engage in the practice of intertwining the personal poetic
narrative with dominant narratives of girlhood and adult femininity, each responds
differently to the endeavor, producing distinct investigations into femalecswiiye
Sexton, for instance, seems to delight in the storytelling strategiesaghaeatably part
of the confessional aesthetic, coming across as much more willing tahievdétails of
both the source text and the personal past for effect. As she tellingly expldias in t
sketch “All God’s Children Need Radios,” highlighting the fictional quality of her
memories and memoirs via a reference to the fairy-tale genre, “i’'doegtter who my
father was; it matters whaémembehe was. There was a queen. There was a king.
There were three princesses. That's the whole story. | swear it on ihey. Wsivear it on
my radio” (No Evil Star32). Rich, on other hand, seems to resist fictionalization of the
personal narrative as dangerous (recall her statement on women'’s clzatamieas

“generically whimsical, deceitful, subtle, vacillating”), pushing for & tkat is as true to
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her lived experience as possible and that transforms the damaging asgeets of
dominant narrative. In other words, while Rich, on the surface of things, remains
“committed to joining ‘subjective experience’ with ‘objective research,haser

landmark book Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Insti{ddio),

Sexton revels in the transformative power to be claimed by willfully rengrthe
personal past in order to highlight the most relevant aspects dfat while striving,
like Rich, to diminish the power of the dominant narrative, a practice that is mgst ful

realized in the 1971 volume Transformatighazarre 293§>

Furthermore, the personal narrative that each poet constructs possessesta disti
divergent tone, which again highlights the differing responses of each poet to the
challenges at hand. In Rich’s work, the personal narrative reads likeieapolit
autobiography, its tone serious, its images socially violent, its introspectitailyor
honest. In Sexton's work, the personal narrative reads more like a hip, stylized,
contemporary fairy tale, its tone playfully caustic, its images humoramhpclastic, its
introspection willfully (dis)honest. In either case, however, both poetsmetasoted to
examining girlhood as a crossroads, considering the intersection of their gind
womanly experience with “fields of power and cultural forms and practi€saQll
202). Both demonstrate the importance of girls/women telling their own stoaestag
the dominant narratives of their society. Both force readers to question doroiciaht s
and literary narratives regarding the girl's role in American andtéve culture, asking
them to re-approach the childhood past and girls’ fictions with a newly cetyeal

Together, primarily because of their different narrative methods, tloek also points to
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the ambiguity of confessionalism and the multiplicity of confessional truttinfpus to
guestion whether such truth is truly accessible (and why we usually want it to be)

| do not desire to pass judgments here regarding which method is morally or
ethically more desirable, or more effective. What | do want to show is that thg et
evolves out of Rich’s and Sexton’s attempts to represent the past, which deraonstrat
strikingly different responses to the challenges each of them facedewnggh similar
guestions that have been the subject of much debate in the criticism of mid- to late-
twentieth century American poetry. This chapter builds, first of all, upon waditi
criticism of Rich’s and Sexton’s work that seeks to understand their poetic
development?® It also builds upon recent criticism that strives to re-imagine the
confessional and autobiographical aspects of these authors’ work and to qbestion t
conventional application, in readings of their poetry, of such terms as “tuttignaicity,
[and] subjectivity,” terms which have dominated criticism of confessionatypigbd the
present (Gill 4). Iinitially examine Rich’s emphasis on the importanteuth” to her
reactive poetics and the ongoing struggle in her work between the pull of theatiag
and the commitment to realism. Turning to Sexton, | consider how her work, which has
often been described &® honest, as goino far, is actually “characterized by self-
conscious strategies of distortion,” building on the recent work undertaken by Jo Gill i

Anne Sexton’s Confessional Poet{ill 4).*’

To narrow further this chapter’s focus and to provide a greater unifying subject
concentrate primarily on Rich’s and Sexton’s appropriations of fairy talesrand, i
Sexton’s case, nursery rhymes in poems written between the beginnings céitbers

in the 1950s and the mid-1970s. This time period marks a distinct, shared period in each
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author’s struggle to achieve a poetics that would speak to and for their personal
experience. Second, these texts act as shared frames for and frabatdl@sit out the
authors’ personal narratives, providing Rich and Sexton, at that time, a comommal
on which their life stories could be woven and their social critiques constructed. By
concentrating primarily on how themes drawn from children’s texts amvimien into
each author’s confessional poetics during this period, | hope to demonstrateilhgore f
how these authors confronted similar challenges at a specific point inyliége cultural
history and how, together, they helped to provoke among women writers who followed in
their footsteps a deeper examination of the relevance of feminine childhood and
adolescence to women'’s lives and the adult female imagination.
0
“Shedding the innocence”: From

Objective Secrecy to Subjective Honesty in Adrienne Rich

[The tale] takes place between the two: between the realm of the given,

that which is changeable by human activity, and the realm of the fated,

that which lies outside human control: between realism and poetry.

Adrienne Rich, “Jane Eyre: The Temptations of a Motherless
Woman” (LSS90)
Between Realism and Poetry
Raised in her father’s “castle of air,” Adrienne Rich struggled partigulath

the residue of her early experience as a special daughter who had beenytéeght b
father to imitate texts written by men and who, in her eyes, had been accepted as

“token” woman poet within a circle of predominantly male artists as at (¢xgtry and
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Prose102)# Capturing Rich’s predicament as an obedient daughter poet in the
beginning stages of her career, W.H. Auden famously personified her eaklyasvakin

to a well-behaved schoolgirl in his foreword to her first volume of poems A Change of
World (1951), which had won her the Yale Younger Poet Award. “[P]Joems are
analogous to persons,” Auden opines. “The poems a reader will encounter in this book
are neatly and modestly dressed, speak quietly but do not mumble, respeat¢nei et
are not cowed by them, add not tell fibs (278-79, my italics).

Despite Auden’s praise, Rich believed that she was indeed telling fibs in much of
her early poetry, which tends to mask Rich’s individual female perspective in the
universal, heterosexual, objective pose of an asexual, disembodied poet. Rich’s early
efforts, in short, are remarkalilppersonal, especially given the tenor of her later work.
In these poems, the narrative perspective is typically ungendered, or masnditiee
issues dealt with are not recognizably issues particular to femaleesqeern the poem,

“Storm Warnings,” for example, which leads off A Change of WdHe speaking “I” is

not clearly male or female, and the subject at hand is dealt with at angtk,lehrough

the language of time and the weather (Collected Early PffeBf3 3). This is not to say

that “Storm Warnings” is an unsuccessful poem. Ultimately, however, Rich wefukkr
to maintain the narrative distance that characterizes this eanty;, éffming from such
veiled treatments of themes like change, passion, anger, and rage and linking them
directly to her distinct perspective.

As her career progressed, Rich refused to continue to tell the fibs that she felt s
was required to tell in order to gain ground among her fellow, mostly male, poets. She

began, instead, to view the poem as “an instrument for embodied experience,” striving to
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produce a new, female-oriented poetry in which “secrets are laid open and,weshe

long silent, find their voice” (What is Found ThéWhaf 13, Diehl 91). In “Blood,

Bread, and Poetry: The Location of the Poet” (1984), Rich explicitly explains this
progression in her work:
To write directly and overtly as a woman, out of a woman'’s body and
experience, to take women'’s existence seriously as theme and source for
art, was something | had been hungering to do, needing to do, all my
writing life. It placed me face to face with both terror and anger [...]. But

it [also] released tremendous energy. (Blood, Bread, and HB&R]

182)

As Craig Werner notes in his overview of Rich’s career, Rich’s considerati
her childhood was deeply rooted in her increasing awareness of women’s expasiance
serious theme, particularly once she began to “test her perceptions agaamsbidpeous
personal experiences which had motivated her political development” (3). Riclk's wor
that engages her childhood past or children’s literature, particularly duridi9®@s and
1970s, tends to demonstrate this “political focus,” concentrating, at the groomaf zer
girlhood, on “the historical origins and contemporary operations of patriarchal tulture
(3). Rich’s examinations of childhood from this period primarily consider how the
historical origins and contemporary operations of patriarchal culturetepmrdemale
development and identity at both the personal and cultural level. She endeavors, for
example, to examine her own girlish writing and reading practices in ahteffor
understand, as Alice Templeton describes in her examination of the motivations behind

Rich’s feminist poetics, how “ways of writing and reading have gendecepolitical
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effects [... and how] feminist ways of writing and reading can overturn oppression by
providing creative ways of participating in culture” (2). As she explored msces, Rich
remained keenly aware that, as she notes in “Power and Danger: Works of a Common
Woman,” “No true political poetry can be written with propaganda as an aim, to persuade
others ‘out there’ of some atrocity or injustice” (L3%1). As she goes on to explain,
only the individual perspective can truly illuminate the issues at hancpd@sy; it can
only come from the poet’s need to identify her relationship to atrocities andadejusie
sources of her pain, fear, and anger, the meaning of her resistance” (251).

As Rich’s feminist poetics developed throughout her career, her representatti
childhood and adolescence increasingly demonstrate the ongoing strugglerbttes
pull of nostalgia and a political commitment to honesty. Her work incregsing|
emphasizes the need to become “consciously historical” (BBI. As she later
explained in her 1983 essay “Resisting Amnesia: History and Personal LidR')S R
work tends to strive to assert that “Nostalgia is the imagination’s susfa, leaving
depression and emptiness in its wake” (145). Instead of succumbing to the rush of
fantasy, she asserts, writers must go beyond merely “Breaking [thedesitelling [their
old] tales” by “describ[ing their ...] journeys as accurately as possititgying] for
memory and connectedness against amnesia and nostalgia” (145). Rich ackreowledge
that the nostalgic pull of an innocent “dream of childhood” is strong and “beguil[ing]”

(The Fact of a Doorframigaci 194)2° In response to this, she tries, and encourages

others to try, to resist this pull and demystify the portrayal of childhood as aftime

innocence?
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To shed the caul of presumed innocence and resist amnesia, Rich suggests that the
writer “begin with the individual consciousness” and inquire into one central question:
“How did we come to be where we are and not elsewhere?” 14S¥y For Rich, this
inquiry often leads to the critical investigation of her girlhood past and of the aadial
personal narratives that served as the constructs of her perception of her peeswital |
Her consciously historical essay “Split at the Root: An Essay on Jewishtyti€1282)
speaks to this impulse. Confronted with the task of speaking accurately aboutseeofse
herself as part-Jewish, Rich endeavors to “go back and touch the pulse of that girl of
sixteen, growing up in SO many ways so precocious and ignorant,” as well as hés father
ongoing refusal to identify himself or his daughters as Jewish, in order to begin t
understand how her split identity was formed (BBI). The essay demonstrates Rich’s
discomfort at revealing damaging aspects of the family past asrisfes 0 speak
truthfully about her development, as well as her recognition that she must do so, to some
extent, in order to be truthful. The struggle to be honest is captured in the essay’s
opening, as she considers the danger of breaking silences: “For about fifteegsrhinut
have been sitting chin in hand in front of the typewriter, staring out at the snowg Tayin
be honest with myself, trying to figure out why writing this seems to be so dasgan
act, filled with fear and shame, and why it seems so necessary”{B8BP*

The lengthy 1983 poem Sourdesictions in a similar manner. In SourcBsch
examines her early life as an “eldest daughter raised as a son [...] taught takoid r
and writing sacred,” as well as the narrative sources that developed her paatic vis

(Poetry and Pros&04). Focusing on the girl as a prisoner in her father’s house, Sources

concentrates on the native power within and the disempowerment of Rich’s giftish se
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“the child backed silent against the wall / trying to keep her eyes dry;ghtyauin

panic”; “the faithful drudging child / the child at the oaken desk / [... who] grew up in a
house / with talk of books” (108). Here, Rich admits to the important role her father
played in her artistic development while simultaneously forcing hersedttognize the
damage that influence had done. Soyrassa result, treats the truth of the past with
complexity, refusing to simplify the father into a mere culprit or victeniz

Resisting nostalgia, guilt, and shame, all of which corrupt or stall ¢rndysis,
Rich’s representations of girlhood throughout her career, to use her catiaild in
“When We Dead Awaken,” are reallg-presentationsf girlhood; they strive to show
the experience of feminine childhood and adolescence in a critical, consciouslig#list
light. As she strives to re-present girlhood and to link girlhood experience witlaltitte
female consciousness, one of Rich’s primary goals is to tell her own kind ¢f tiéde
word having special resonance in her poetics. Rich uses the word “tale,” for éastanc
such important poems as “Juvenilia,” “Necessities of Life,” and “The d¢fect
Doorframe,” all of which rely on fairy-tale imagery, to characteter poetic vision and
the project of second-wave feminism.

In her 1973 essay on Jane Eyaanovel that she notes she read obsessively during
her girlhood (and returned to repeatedly in her twenties, thirties, and fortiels), Ri
explains the significance of the word “tale” to her view of the goals ofrismi (LSS
89). Arguing that Jane Eyre a “tale,” not a novel, she writes,

The concern of the tale is not with social mores, though social mores may
occur among the risks and challenges encountered by the protagonist.

Neither is it an anatomy of the psyche, the fated chemistry of cosmic
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forces. It takes place between the two: between the realm of the given, that
which is changeable by human activity, and the realm of the fated, that
which lies outside human control: between realism and poetry. The world
of the tale is above all a ‘vale of soul-making,” and when a novelist finds
herself writing a tale, it is likely to be because she is moved by that
vibration of experience which underlies the social and political, though it
constantly feeds both of these. (90)
According to Rich, the primary function of Bronté’s “tale,” which itselfvdsaipon the
fairy tales of “Cinderella” and “Bluebeard,” is to trace the vibration ofdke experience;
written from the girl's and the young woman’s perspective, the book explores “how a
woman comes to maturity in the world of the writer’s youth,” concentrating on the
interplay between the individual psyche and the society in which the girtexdfto
move (Leavis qtd. in Rich LSS0). Depicting the struggle between the girl and her
society, Bronté concentrates on the carapaces that Jane must shed asashe vies f
selfhood; as she matures, Jane must strive to break free of the limitingeokexiety
assigns to her — orphan, governess, jilted lover — in pursuit of a life that is maatongf
her.

The word “tale” seems an odd choice when applied to Rich’s personal history,
since it calls attention to the fictiveness of such an endeavor. Writing he'tades,”
however, Rich strives to examine the interplay between self and societi, ig/hic
captured in the intersection of social fantasy and personal reality. Asuwee oe
develops, she increasingly positions her girl/woman speakers betweealthefr¢éhe

“given” and the realm of the “fated,” both often represented by allusions totgxisr
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The highly autobiographical poem “Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law” (1963) akempl
this process. In this poem, Rich explores the risks and challenges encountered by the
girl/woman protagonist by placing her speaker amid representations ofrigyndnawn
from the texts her girlish self had encountered and/or texts that produickact
frozen into forms” (Facl58). The poem rejects, for example, such statements as
Diderot’s “You all die at fifteen,” and creates a “Nervy, gloweridgughter who “grows
another way,” rejecting the Sleeping Beauty/Miss Havisham act of ditiem(FaceO,
17)%

As “Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law” suggests, the primary way to break the
magic spell of femininity, according to Rich, is to engage in a “radicéleetof
literature,” one that, as she explains in her oft-cited essay “When WeAdezken”
(which itself relies on the metaphor of Sleeping Beauty), “take[s] thk fivet of all as a
clue to how we live, [...] how we have been led to imagine ourselves, how our language
has trapped as well as liberated us, [...] and how we can begin to see and name — and
therefore live — afresh” (LSS5). The construction of a feminist history/story requires the
transformation of old forms into usable material through a process of re-visienary
reading and re-writing, a process which relies on the writer's perpersgective.
Importantly, Rich’s critical and creative work in her “tales” hones in on thedlifies
“the girl or woman who tries to write” faces when she is confronted with thengisif
femininity that are promoted in the texts she has immersed herself in durirgrhative
years (LSS39).

Investigating feminist ways of writing and reading, Rich uses both subtle and

direct allusions to children’s literature and other books which were popular amnisng g
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at the time she came of age in an effort to characterize the feminist sig envisions

and to comment on the importance of her childhood and adolescent experience to the
quality of her woman’s art. As she writes in “When We Dead Awaken,” the re-vision of
those texts which had shaped girls’ understanding of themselves and of literttere
books a girl goes to “looking fdrer way of being in the world” — was necessary to the
success of the feminist project (LS9). In other words, the examination of how the

girls’ world and the world of the text intersect could provide new insights intaléem
creativity — and the stifling thereof.

As Rich further explains, the texts girls read in childhood and adolescence and
then later return to as “guides, maps, [and] possibilities” are both inspiringpahsing
because of the binary representations of girlhood/womanhood typically ptesente
literature:

[T]he girl or woman who tries to write [...] goes to poetry or fiction

looking forherway of being in the world, since she too has been putting
words and images together; she is looking eagerly for guides, maps,
possibilities; and over and over in the ‘words’ masculine persuasive force’
of literature she comes up against something that negates everything she is
about: she meets the image of Woman in books written by men. She finds
a terror and a dream, she finds a beautiful pale face, she finds La Belle
Dame Sans Merci, she finds Juliet or Tess or Salome, but precisely what
she does not find is that absorbed, drudging, puzzled, sometimes inspired

creature, herself, who sits at a desk trying to put words together3@)SS
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Juxtaposing the young female writer against famous girls fromdnigierature (the
thirteen-year-old Juliet and the teenaged Tess), Rich concentrates on ¢inevgiman
writer’'s discovery that what inspires female creativity alsoestift what serves as a map
is also a trap — mainly because the female writer cannot find a trueergates of
herselfin what she reads. She finds, instead, a series of frozen forms that categorize
women into the icy polarity of terror versus dream, angel versus witch, monster versus
virgin.>*

The task, for Rich, is to write in herself, to draft a female ending. As sheswrit
the poem “The Novel,” this requires the awareness that “beyond the ending” of any tex
one reads lies one’s “own, unwritten life” (F&dt6). Though she has often been accused
of essentializing women’s experiences, her work actually concentrately lneethe
particularity of the individual perspectiVéAs she re-presents girlhood, Rich critically
confronts the patterns of girlhood and feminine coming of age in the books, poems, and
stories that helped to inspire her creativity and tries to writewewersion of the
“tales.” This involves a particularizing of the stories upon which she draws, with R
scrutinizing the patterns of the narrative alongside the pattern of her ewn lif

Rich’s appropriations of children’s literature, especially the faig; & a means
of characterizing girls’ imaginations and the lingering presencelbbgd in women’s
lives exemplifies this pattern in her work. Using, like Elizabeth Bishop andaSylath,
the fairy tale as both frame and fragment, Rich develops the genre into one ohthe ma
doorframes through which she can explore the intersection of personal and cultural
history. Rich’s work in this vein contributes to the trend in contemporary women’s

writing of using the fairy tale as a dominant narrative that is juxtaposeasagaspecific
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girl's or woman'’s story. In her re-presentations of girlhood and its effeicts t&ds to
employ the fairy tale to explore various themes: the quality of her own poetig,\tise
power of the girl’'s imagination, the perils of heterosexual desire, the cdighoeen
reality and fantasy, and the importance of truth-seeking. Using the fl@irgsta critical
lens, Rich seeks to author and thus legitimate her own experience of growimgfegori
a variety of different perspectives, seeking to understand anew her earigresper all
the “disconnected angles” from which she views herself and is viewed, assviled
sources of her identity (BBFO6).

Despite the critical interest in Rich’s sources and the ongoing attematé¢atie
development of her poetics over the long, and ongoing, arc of her career, as exemplified
by the book-length studies of her work by such scholars as Claire Keyes ead Al
Templeton, the importance of girlhood, girls’ writing and reading practiceshartdles
girls most often read, especially fairy tales, to Rich’s poetics has noalggenary
subject of critical investigatiofr. While critics do focus their attention on her
examination of “daughters-in-law,” they also tend to move swiftly througlr athéerial
related to girlhood in her work, overshadowing her attention to girlhood’s ambivatence i
favor of a feminist paradigm of re-awakening that sees girlhood maialy as
impediment. Rich’s struggle to assume the mantel of feminist poet is in faliti@dnby
her interest in the power of girls’ imaginations, girls’ consumption of andaasess to
the ideologies that they are constantly forced to accept, and the ongoing continuity
between the adult female consciousness and that of the girl the writer had beater G
attention to the predominance of these subjects in Rich’s work enhances our

understanding of her strategies for engaging the reader in the persornalenbea
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poetry develops and for making that narrative socially and politicallyseptative. A
reading of her appropriations of fairy tales in particular, concentratingwrshe
reframes, manipulates, and otherwise redevelops the stories, provides newntusidpiat
tenor of her feminist poetics and the development of contemporary feminist peetry, a
well as Rich’s influence on her successors’ work.
The Evolution of Rich’s “Tale”

Many of Rich’s early poems that engage girlhood and children’s textsvailign
the patterning of Rich’s career as a growth from an apprenticeship to magdaivard
an identification with female tradition, concentrating on the stifling of tHes gi
imagination through an identification with masculine symbols. The 1955 poem “Bears,
for example, depicts a bewildering loss of creative power as girls conge,olvhich is
again likened to the play of the speaker’s childish imagination through an allogien t
fairy-tale realm. In “Bears,” Rich laments the disappearance fiemadult dream life of
the “fairy” bears that had haunted her childhood fantasies: “Wonderful bears tked wa
my room all night, / Where are you gone, your sleek and fairy fur / Your eyestveil
imperious light?” (CEFF3). These “fairy” bears suggest the bear figure in such fairy tales
as the Grimm tale “Snow-White and Rose-Red.” In this tale, an enchanted bear who is
granted entry into the home of two young girls transforms into a suitor, regyahdin
girls’ kindness with the gift of marriage (the bear/prince eventuallyiesatine Snow-
White sister; Rose-Red marries his brother) (Grimm 671). Importantly, #nesoat first
terrifying to the girls. When his “broad, black head [pokes] within the door,” Rose-Red
screams and Snow-White hides (666). Soon, however, “the bear came every eivening a

the same time, laid himself down by the hearth, and let the children amuse tlesmsel
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with him as much as they liked” (666). As this suggests, the Grimm’s bear sgnifie
overwhelmingly masculine presence and its invasion of the feminine spacd| as w
girls’ fear of masculine sexual desire; the masculine threat is elgrdamesticated into
the marriageable, human male body by the end of the tale. As Bruno Betteleas, a
the tale, like many other “animal-groom stories[,] conveyls] that it islgnthe female
who needs to change her attitude about sex from rejecting to embracingusebasa
long as sex appears to her as ugly and animal-like, it remains animalisicmale; i.e.
he is not disenchanted” (286).

In Rich’s poem, the bear’s sexual power in “Snow-White and Rose-Red” is
transformed into male authorial power. In her critical work, Rich desdniesearly in
her career, she often represented her active, questioning self in masculs)eaten
“Bears” or her more recognized poems “Orion” and “The Knight.” As she iespdd
“Orion” in “When We Dead Awaken,” “The poem ‘Orion,’ [...] is a poem of
reconnection with a part of myself | had felt | was losing — the active plenche
energetic imagination, the *half-brother’ whom | projected, as | had foyyears, into
the constellation Orion” (LS$75). Rich’s bears, however, signify the woman'’s lost
daring as a result of the girl’s attempt to identify with the masculine pergpe'When
did | lose you?” the speaker laments. “[W]hose have you become? / Why daahdait
wait and never hear / Your thick nocturnal pacing in my room? / My bears, who keeps
you now, in pride and fear?” (CER3). As in the fairy tale, the girl in Rich’s poem
welcomes the bear into her home, into her very bedroom, but Rich’s girl/woman speaker
equates her bears with creative inspiration. Her bears signify the poweat®e cr

mentally, not to procreate physically. The ascension into womanhood has, as in the

231



original tale, eradicated the bears’ enchantment, but the woman in Richsl&dtevith

no prince, just memory. Rich uses this transformation of the bear’s symbolism, linking
to the masculine force of poetry that Claire Keyes describes in Riatysneak, to

explore women'’s loss of creative energy. Tellingly, the girl's idexatifon with

masculinity, the fairy tale twisted to represent masculine traditiontsaauhilure.

While the bear in the fairy tale transforms into a suitor who is supposed to hdfill t

girl's life, the bears in Rich’s poem disappear. She is left with only lack. Tdre’be
disappearance marks a crisis in the development of the girl’s authority into an adult
female vision. Like Aunt Jennifer’s tigers, these bears ultimatehgsept the stifling of
female art.

In another of her early poems “Itinerary” (1951), Rich demonstratesithesfaf
prior texts for her imagination as “guides, maps, [and] possibilities.” The pereesas
a good example of Rich’s early, distanced treatment of the female pargpastRich
notes in the interview cited above, her early work wrestled “encodedly” with goe st
gender and sexuality, much as Bishop had done in the majority of her poetr§3@yts
In “Itinerary,” Rich tackles the failure of “guidebooks” and “maps” to repretee
“coast” accurately (CEB5). Resonating with Rich’s later treatment of classic texts as
faulty maps and guidebooks in “When We Dead Awaken” or “Diving into the Wreck,”
“Itinerary” asserts that guides written by some higher, common authceifillad with
“deception”; the poem concentrates, in contrast, on the importance of the individual
perspective: “All maps are fiction, / All travelers come to separatgiérs” (35). While
the guidebooks represent the coast as a “barren,” “naked,” “sharp,” and “unkind” space

Rich contrarily records what she observes through allusions to the magilds wfor
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fairy tale and myth that root the power of the imagination in a girlish revieling
“enchantment”:

But | have seen

Such denizens of enchantment print these sands

As seldom prowl the margins of old charts:

Stallions of verd antique and wild brown children

And tails of mermaids glittering through the sea! (35)
Rich’s positioning of herself as an individual who can see the beauty in the beastly
through references to enchantment and mermaids depicts her vision of the casastline
akin to an illustration out of a book of fairy tales (I particularly imagine Hdmsttan
Anderson’s “The Little Mermaid,” his lovely sea-maidens basking in the svasesoon
as they come of age; importantly, Rich celebrates the tails, and p&diaps of the
mermaids at the end of her poem, the very thing the Little Mermaid must give up, along
with her tongue/voice, in her attempt for human, heterosexual marriage).

Here, Rich uses the fairy-tale figure of the mermaid, along with her pesorof

“wild brown children,” to suggest the peculiar power of her imagination, which can,
inspired by early enchantments, transform spaces that appear bland and unienfiressi
the naked eye into spaces full of possibility. Through its references to old books and
fictions, the poem seems to serve as an early allegory in Rich’s oeuune fer t
visioning of old texts, rooting the poet’s power of re-vision in the spirited, almost
childlike play of the imagination, which takes place in the “margins of old ch@%$’

Through this, Rich makes both the landscape and the old text the “property of [her]
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mind,” with the speaker entering a new territory that she has been told isrit wort
exploring (35). The poem subtly suggests, through its allusions to childhood and the
feminine mermaid, that the borders of female experience, the frontier ofribkefself,
are the “barren” coast up for remapping.

One of the few early poems in Rich’s oeuvre written from the female perspective
“The Snow Queen” (1955), points toward Rich’s endeavors in her later work. In this
poem, Rich uses Andersen’s fairy tale of the same title as a framelttwbigh she
examines her own experience of heterosexual desire, linking the fairgsddeth Bishop
and Plath had done, to the confessional impulse. In Andersen’s story, the Snow Queen
primarily symbolizes maturity and death; nonetheless, she appears beautiduéyes of
a young boy, Kay, who has been pierced by a splinter of the Devil's Mirror (which,
again, makes everything evil appear good and everything good appear eg#)y$an
234-35). In her poem, Rich portrays herself in the Snow Queen’s clutches, using the
story’s motifs to take on what she would later describe in “Compulsory Hetesdgx
and Lesbian Existence” as “the ideology of heterosexual romance,” whickaméd at
[girls...] from childhood out of fairy tales, television, films,” and various other cultura
texts (BBP46). The poem explores how the ideology of heterosexual romance, like the
Devil's Mirror, distorts girls’ expectations, the mythos of love piercintsgeyes like
the “chip of mirror” that turns the “world ugly” in the fairy tale (CEP1). In Rich’s
poem, the romantic vision makes marriage appear desirable; the girl eyediszivers,
however, that marriage represents the death of her former self.

Rich imagines her young female speaker as enraged by her sudden realization of

the lie of love: “Under my lids a splinter sharp as his / Has made me wiskiggulead
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/ Whose image digs the needle deeper still” (111). The problem for the spehiatisise
has discovered faults in what she had formerly idealized: “To love a human fate wa
discover / The cracks of paint and varnish on the brow; / Soon to distrust all impulses of
the flesh” (111). Disillusioned, the girl discovers a new fantasy life, a mause
imagination that replaces the former idealizing function. The girl is, in t@amsformed
from a former “Juliet or Jessica” into a “cron[e],” the jealous, enragedh Wgare who
wreaks all havoc in fairy land, as in the tale “Little Snow-White” (111). The Snow
Queen’s splinter comes to symbolize, as it pierces Rich’s poem, rage, leatgeat — and
power.

Whereas the girl thought she was realizing her dreams, dreams wroulgat by
fairy tale genre itself, she has now found herself in a nightmare right out 8htive
Queen’s dominions, where she is imprisoned, stifled, frozen solid. The poem, like the
fairy tale on which it relies, seems to want to end on a redemptive note. The speaker
despite all, still seems able to see something desirable in the love olrjgau®l
belonged simplicities of light / To mend distraction, teach the air / To shindatds
find their way again” (111). But, in the end, the image of perfect love, of “happily-ever-
after,” is completely destroyed:

Yet here the Snow Queen’s prodigious will
Commands me, and your face has lost its power,
Dissolving to its opposite like the rest.

Under my ribs a diamond splinter now

Sticks, and has taken root; | know

Only this frozen spear that drives me through. (112)
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While the almost invisible Devil's Mirror only pierces Kay's eye, Rich’'saer is

impaled through the center of her body by the “frozen spear” of disillusionment, which
taints all of her perception. While before she saw likeness, now she only sees
“opposite[s]”; there is no viable connection left between the lover and the loved within
the confines of heterosexual romantés in the much later poem “The Fact of a
Doorframe,” “The Snow Queen” also uses the fairy tale to demonstrateditaeluality

of Rich’s vision, which is obtained through suffering and through an oppositional vision.
Disillusioned, the speaker no longer sees like everyone else.

In her book The Aesthetics of Pow@laire Keyes discusses “The Snow Queen”

in relation to Rich’s 1975 essay “The Kingdom of the Fathers,” arguing that theip@em
“poetic realization” of Rich’s later insight that “the idea of power hasmiost women,

been inextricably linked with maleness, or the use of force, most often with both” (41).
Keyes’s assessment of the poem, concentrating on the subject of “feeadieity,”

implies that the speaker views the final assumption of the creative fohtmlkesand

forceful” (43). Though the source tale is certainly written by a man, Hansti@n

Anderson, the Snow Queen is, after all, female, and her power of insight (thegreez
spear of her gaze which also woundingly pierces Orion in Rich’s poem of that name:
“when | look you back // it's with a starlike eye / shooting its cold and egetlisgear”)

is afemalegaze (CER284). The Snow Queen’s eyes are the most piercing things of all in
the original tale; they are the real threat to masculinity, as they emtig@ting boy,

Kay, into his doom: “[The Snow Queen’s] eyes shone like two bright stars, but there w
no rest or peace in them” (Grimm and Andersen 616). Keyes also does not consider the

importance of heterosexual romance to the poem in depth, which obscures the critique of
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the ideology of heterosexual desire that is at its center. The subjechtd poem here
again relies on the source tale, because the most terrible influence of the Blavar is
if it pierces the heart (“Some people even got a bit of the glass into thds, lzear that
was terrible for the heart became like a lump of ice”) and the ultimateqfdime fairy
tale is to move the two main characters, Kay and Gerttamarriage and adulthood
(Grimm and Andersen 614). According to Rich, the failure of the ideology of
heterosexual desire ultimately freezes the female heart, turnimgthan cold and
enraging her.

As her career progresses, Rich increasingly engages the fainy telation to
girls’ reading and writing practices. She typically begins her degmrgof her girlhood
reading within the confines of her father’s library and the traditional poation,
foregrounding the reading and writing practices through which she found a pamtityof e
into poetry (LSSB3). “It was first the poetry of others, [... of male poets,] listened to and
read in childhood, that let me know the doorframe was there for me, that such a

possibility existed,” she explains in her foreword to The Fact of a Doorftaantxv).

But Rich is also careful to root her access to the doorframe of poetry in henass&of
other influences that she encountered as a precocious child, listening hungrily to the
voices around her. “[T]here were [also] the rhythms and everyday sayingsyamesr

and narration” that round out the child’s world, she describes, “songs sung atrthe livi
room piano, my parents’ Southern tonalities, African American talk, speeches on the
radio during World War 1I” (Fackv). Echoing Elizabeth Bishop’s comments on the
lingering, subconscious, and unrecognized presence of Lewis Carroll'sbhalés in her

work, Rich muses, “You can absorb all this and still not know what, literally, to make of
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it. Whatever | have come to make of it | owe to these early, certainlyggadl
beginnings and to my later awakening to the power and responsibilities of art® (xv).

In her 1976 essay “It Is the Lesbian in Us,”” Rich links these “rhythms of
everyday sayings and rhymes and narration” to the “first songs” and “@ir&sstshe
heard in childhood, songs and stories sung most often in the female voice. Describing the
influences that helped to shape her voice, she describes how her mother and her African
American caregiver “sang [her her] first songs, told [her her] fiostest, became [her]
first knowledge of tenderness, passion, and, finally, rejection” AF2%. Initially, Rich
thinks of these women and their stories as “injur[ing],” whereas her fatibegsy is
viewed as a “source and site” of “power” (199, 200). But, as Rich soon recognizes, there
is a problem for the female writer in the pages of books written by the likes afdPlut
Havelock Ellis, Ovid, and Emerson, since they tend to overshadow or distort female
experience. She remarks, for instance, that “on the subject of woman-to-woman
relationships, in Emily Dickinson’s words: ‘My Classics veiled their f&¢@90). Here,
Rich concentrates on the importance of women’s relationships: what the woman write
must get back to, by turning back to the voices of women, is “a primary intensityebetwe
women,” which she can only rediscover through a truthful representation of women’s
everyday sayings, rhymes, and narrations (200). Rich’s use, in the essay, of the
emphasized worduhspeakableto characterize her pained and pleasurable relationship
with the two women who were the formative influences in her life further prrite
lingering importance of first songs and first stories as inlets into thaléeconsciousness

in general (200). The use aifrispeakablehere echoes the “Unspeakable fairy tales” that
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surface in her 1960 poem “Juvenilia,” which considers the connection between the
female voice, the fairy tale, and Rich’s feminist poetics.

In “Juvenilia,” Rich examines her early creative life in an attempt & dlow
her own unique vision began to develop in childhood. Here, as in other poems and essays,
Rich'’s recollection of her youthful authority begins with the girl who “had |ehtoeead
and write in [her] father’s library,” “the dutiful daughter [... who] speak][s] anfjac
almostas nicely as Daddy wants her to” (L38, BBP79, my italics). Concentrating on
the perils of girls’ learning to read and write under the eagle eyes ofatiears,
“Juvenilia” opens with the speaker, a child, stationed “under duress” at the iiekita
oaken desk” in her father’s library, this girl deceitfully doodling beneatlopipeessive
weight of his books_(CER56). According to Rich’s explanation of her literary
apprenticeship elsewhere, the walls of this library would have been lined with books
written mostly by dead men: “Blake, Keats, Longfellow, Robert Louis &tore
Swinburne, Oscar Wilde, the King James version of the Bible” (&gctn this case,
Henrik Ibsen becomes the object of the young girl’s focus. Training her hatotieda
over by her personal father and the fathers of literary tradition, the yprriigst copies
the titles of her father’s Ibsen volumes — “A DOLLS HOUSE LITTLE EXFOIWHEN
WE DEAD AWAKEN” — and then turns to the act of writing, nay “copyl[ing,]” “for
aunts, for admiring friends, for [her father] above all to read, / [... her] praised and
sedulous lines” (CER56)®

The lesson takes, almost. As “Juvenilia” reveals, the girl’s first acatbbrship,
while sedulous, are also seditious. Suppressed by her daunting, but nonetheless vital

apprenticeship to her father's books are the as-yet untold tales the tyrivasais to tell:

239



Unspeakable fairy tales ebb like blood through my head
as | dip the pen and for aunts, for admiring friends,
for you above all to read,

copy my praised and sedulous lines.

Behind the two of us, thirsty spines

Quiver in semi-shadow, huge leaves uncurl and thicken. (GG
Rich roots the girl's imaginative resistance here in the fairy tajenee often ensconced
in the children’s library that focuses heavily on girls’ coming of age andhbedfore
possesses a dual symbolism for the young female writer: at one level, it gudde
suffering, victimization, and pain; at another, deception, living by one’s wits, and

subversive power. As Elizabeth Wanning Harries explains in Twice Upon a Time:

Women Writers and the History of the Fairy Tdlee tales speak to the “power certain

patterns and roles continue to have,” while also containing “symbolic resonarices tha
work against or contradict the dominant models” (134). Furthermore, unlike the books at
the girl’s back, which Rich describes elsewhere as overshadowing otidgstemale
experience, the fairy tale is a genre that, despite being dominated Iy malst
collectors and presenting questionable images of femininity, often “calls to mind a
guintessential female sensibility: they are ‘old wives’ tales,” ‘MotBoose tales,” as
Joyce Carol Oates describes in her essay on women'’s attraction to thelé&irgdition
(Rich LSS200, Oates “In Olden Times’™ 248).

Drawing upon this symbolism, Rich uses the fairy tale in “Juvenilia”’ to reptes

the girl’s unique, and stifled, vision. Inspired by stories told in the nursery, baswvel
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those contained within the confines of her father’s library, the girl's own uratigsl, ther
intellectual life blood, pulse through her imagination as she produces strained lines
copied from her father’s texts (L99). During this creative process, the traditions of
canonical masculine literature and the fairy tale intermingle to prodommreent of
magical transformation. As the girl’'s mind turns inward and her hand turns outmyimi
her imagination makes her father's books come alive, their pages unfurlingdike Ja
beanstalk: “Behind the two of us, thirsty spines / quiver in semi-shadow, huge leaves
uncurl and thicken” (CER56). In the poem’s final image, a moment of enchantment that
brings the fairy-tale forest into the father’s study, the girl has manageadiven the

books by applying her own vision to theirs, her imagination adding female flesh to the
masculine skeletons of the texts. With its emphasis on the girl's mentahdfaer

ability to imaginatively revive the literature of the masculine past, “Jia&hnks the

fairy tale to the power brewing within the girl's pen. Rich depicts thesgirlagination

as harboring the creative force that waits to re-awaken the deadrylthsbgipresages,

will speak what has formerly been unspeakable.

In her 1962 poem “Necessities of Life,” Rich uses the fairy-taledigfithe
cronish female storyteller to represent her speaker’s realizatiomafdeuthority.
Importantly, the shift that occurs between “Bears” and “Necessitiegedfit a change
of identification from male symbols within the fairy-tale realm to fensgiabols.
“Necessities of Life” points toward Rich’s recognition that her “adopt[afrd male
persona in her poems” was a “strateg[y] that denied her womanhood” (Keyes 2). In
“Necessities of Life,” the symbols are female; the speaker is retmmd Little Red

Riding Hood figure (who, after being “wolfed to shreds,” has learned “to maksg¢Her
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unappetizing”) into a representative of female authority drawn in part frerohildren’s
text, the elderly woman who spins her stories by the fireside RDBR
A story of rebirth, “Necessities of Life” ends with the images of chiraney
chuffing out smoke and “old women knitting, breathless / to tell their tales” QDB
Here, Rich identifies with the female storyteller representativepokéic tradition
wrought by the common people and the everyday female voice and claims ownership of

it. As Donald Haase describes in his introduction to Fairy Tales and Femiriisen

female voice in the fairy tale had initially been conceived as a histonaa@ — not that
of the individual informant — and recognition of that collective female voice was an
opportunity to reassert women'’s ownership of the genre” (14-15). The art oeBtogyt
signified by the veiled allusion to Red Riding Hood and the Grimm’s aged female
storyteller, suggests an act of self-definition that is central to the pognbyaproxy, to
the writer’'s career. As Charles Alteri explains in his essayf-Féeflection as Action,” in
Rich’s work “self-consciousness becomes the dramatic vehicle for selitidef (343).
The tales Rich’s old women have to tell in “Necessities of Life'tlaee tales, not the
“biographies” that “swallo[w]” up girls like the Big Bad Wolf, the storidother
people’s lives that the girl is expected to try to live out (2BP). In “Necessities of
Life,” the reborn girl, like the girl cut from the wolf's belly, gains a&séo her own life
and vision®®

In her later poem “The Fact of a Doorframe” (1974), which can be read as a
companion poem to “Juvenilia,” Rich foregrounds a specific text symbolic of firgstor
the Grimm fairy tale “The Goose-Girl,” as she strives to articulatevision of personal

poetic authority. “The Fact of a Doorframe” can be read as one of Rich’sativam
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poetic statements on the meaning, material, and metaphor of her work. In it, as in
“Juvenilia,” Rich uses the fairy tale to illuminate her poetic vision. The poemdegjh
the image of a doorframe as a common concrete object that, like the father’s books in
“Juvenilia,” takes on transformative properties. When infused with the writertayit
becomes a space in which personal “suffering” can be converted into power:

The Fact of a Doorframe

means there is something to hold

onto with both hands

while slowly thrusting my head against the wood

and taking it away

one of the oldest motions of suffering

as Makeba sings

a courage-song for the warriors

music is suffering made powerful[.] (F&l31)
Capitalizing on the first stanza’s striking metaphor, the physical propeftiee poem
immediately evoke the frame of a door, its title resting above the linesdikga and the
short verses taking the shape of a rectangle. Through this, the poem itsdbisted as
the material doorway through which the reader can enter and begin to understand Rich’s
work. For Rich, however, the ddoameis the important thing, not its function as a place
of ingress or egress, and the doorframe is the frame of the poem.

To extend her metaphor of the poem as doorframe, Rich invokes in the second

stanza one of the Grimm’s most recognized tales about a long-suffering,f&nhine

Goose-Girl.” “The Goose-Girl” tells the story of a young princess wi® flam her
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royal position because she loses a handkerchief that is marked with her snioltiedf,

which is meant to serve as proof of her lineage as she travels to her betrathedt W

her mother’s blood to protect her, the princess is swindled by her cunning waitidg

who steals the princess’s clothes and usurps her role as bride after recpgviign the
princess’s handkerchief falls into the river, that “since the princess hatdas$itaps of

blood, she had become weak and powerless” (Grimm Grim@83% While the waiting-

maid rises to the level of princess, the true princess falls to the station &Gobd he
waiting-maid, however, is afraid that the princess’s horse, Falada, which gesstes

power of human speech, will tell all, and she asks for the horse to be beheaded (408). The
true princess, hearing what is to happen, asks that Falada’s severed hebati g riad

a great dark-looking gateway in the town, through which morning and evening she had to
pass with the geese” (408, see Figure 9). Miraculously, Falada, though deadihetains
ability to speak. Each morning and evening, as the rightful princess passes theough t
gateway, the horse’s head calls out, “Alas, young Queen, how ill you fatkis/ your

mother knew, / Her heart would break in two” (408). The king, eventually overhearing

the speech of Falada, discovers that the princess is really the Goose-Ging &d s

restored to her rightful position as bride. The deceitful waiting-maid, in turn, is put t

death for her transgressiof?s.

Noting the backward turn in her imagination, Rich includes, in the second stanza
of her poem, the most relevant aspects of the Grimm tale for her metaphor: the Goose-
Girl herself, Falada’s gateway, Falada’s bloodied head, and thesgféémvhich it
speaks. She writes,

| think of the story
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of the goose-girl who passed through the high gate

where the head of her favorite mare

was nailed to the arch

and in a human voice

If she could see thee now, thy mother’s heart would break

said the head

of Falada][.] (Faci31)
In the tale, Falada’s gateway symbolizes treachery, punishment, sjedarkness — and
irrepressible truth-telling. Falada’s voice is censured because the horssdl ¢the truth,
but it speaks despite the violence that has been done to it. In Rich’s poem, Falada’s
gateway is used to represent the poem itself, a physical space in whichrireache
punishment, silencing and darkness can be transcended and transmuted into f8hguage.
The horse’s head, for Rich, signifies the speech act, the ongoing power of the human
voice to sing under the blade of violent injustice. Rich seems to identify here with both
the Goose-Girl and Falada, with the victimized young girl who must passagaiagain
through the gruesome gateway and hear her suffering retold and the victimizethhors
retains the vocal power to tell it. The subtext of the ambivalence of mategaalylin
“The Goose-Girl” is also present in Rich’s poem, with Rich positioning the mather a
both a compassionate and a censorious presence. In the context of the poem, the mother’s
heart may be breaking in sympathy for her daughter’s suffering and ureerisher
truth-telling.

The final stanza of “The Fact of a Doorframe” capitalizes on the reader

recognition of the fairy tale as symbolic of our earliest, most mundane conssigusne
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Rich moves from the fairy tale into common language made into art, the vernacular
twisted into song:

Now, again, poetry,

violent, arcane, common,

hewn of the commonest living substance

into archway, portal, frame

| grasp for you, your bloodstained splinters, your ancient and stubborn

poise

— as the earth trembles —

burning out from the grain[.] (Fad1)
According to this last stanza, the architecture of Rich’s doorframe, her peétrgwn”
of substances “violent, arcane, [... and] common,” substances like the oft-toldafairy t
As “The Fact of a Doorframe” draws to its close, Rich’s allusion to the comamyrtdle
resonates, reminding us, as Jeanne Marie Beaumont and Claudia Carlson note in their

introduction to The Poets’ Grimnan anthology of contemporary poems inspired by

Grimm’s fairy tales, that poetry has “common roots” with fairy talesbse both share
“concision and communal energy derived from an oral tradition” (xi). For Rich, the blood
and guts of the common idiom and the oral tradition, here symbolized by the fairy tale,
are necessary to her poetry’s succéssnportantly, she roots this revelation in a

familiar story recalled from her youth. As in “Juvenilia,” the fairy taléThe Fact of a
Doorframe” is used to mark Rich’s distinct, but shared vision, pointing to the ongoing
presence of the first stories that she, along with many women like her, emedweddy

in her life as a still vital part of her imagination and her art. Rich writessue ending to
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“The Goose-Girl,” positioning herself as the girl forever stuck in the dooefyrémnever
holding onto the bloody space that signifies the worst of her suffering so that she can be
constantly reminded of the impetus to create.

“The Fact of a Doorframe,” then, is a frame for and is framed by the &y t
with the fairy tale serving as an allegory for the tenor and the themeshid Boetry.
Rich exploits the easily recognizable iconography of a popular fairyatédée which
focuses primarily on girls’ and women'’s experiences, to give shape to lier\psien.
Using the children’s text to represent her consciousness, Rich draws themtabter
poem through a shared conduit, seeking to validate the importance of her own and her
readers’ early imaginative processes to the discovery of a distinct pisatit. Relying
on the reader’s swift recognition of the import of the tale, Rich metaphgrrepliesents
self-articulation in poetry as an act of storytelling, with the girl or woahor telling a
new tale that relates the specific vibrations of her lived experience. FoategRich
transforms the source tale by linking its fantasy world directly to her iexygerof
reality, which she describes as an important component of the transforfeatinest
impulse. She would use a similar process in such poems as “Power” or “I Am inrDange
— Sir —,”” both of which rely on well-known cultural figures or events that are then re-
examined from the individual perspective. As she explains in “When We Dead Awaken,”
“to write poetry or fiction, or even to think well, is not to fantasize or to put fasstasie
paper. For a poem to coalesce, for a character or an action to take shapestteebe ha
an imaginative transformation of reality which is in no way passive” @3SBoth
“Juvenilia” and “The Fact of a Doorframe” mark the reclamation of children$zes,

of public fantasy, as a tool for the active re-visioning of female experienc
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Toward a “Politics of Location”

In Rich’s poems that allude to fairy tales from the 1950s into the mid-1970s, the
primary goal is some form of remembrance, of reminding, as the poem/poet moves
toward the future. The allusions typically surface alongside refeseéagraps, guides,
and charts, both real and imagined, that carry a dual legacy: they point down roads that
lead to stifling socialization and to the re-discovery of selfhood. The faéryfta
instance, stands for the girl’'s/woman’s ability to rewrite the portrayabofien from her
own perspective, as in “Juvenilia,” but it also represents the warping and inflagtifz
girl’'s imaginations, as in “When We Dead Awaken.” “The Snow Queen” besirespt
this duality. At one level, the poem indicts the fairy tale as a sugéeectantasy that
eventually turns girls venomous. At another, the underbelly of the fairy taléotraesl
represents the individualizing function of the poet’s vision. Once disillusioned, ki gir
able to see things for what they are, a power that Rich represents tssgésarh being
pierced by the Devil’'s Mirror, which renders, as in Plath’s work, the vision of theepie
unique from that of the masses.

Rich’s allusions to children’s texts reveal an ongoing tension in her work — there
is always a desire to get back to her sources, and there is always aoddssteay them.
She seeks to rid them of their power as she simultaneously venerates thertte3tsisoa
the power of the first songs and first stories that girls encounter. Suchaalpsoduce
misshapen, distorted visions, but they also foster girls’ desire to create, enmgptliem
to see how their lives have been manipulated by dominant discourses and how they can
critique that process. Children’s fantasies, then, become a tool that helps thdigrite

deeper into her own vision and dismantle the “castles in the air” that are the gerceiv
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constructs of patriarchal fantasy in feminist ideology (Poetry and Bfg§e To do so,

the writer must remain true to her own vision while transforming the import obthees
text. In order to remain true to herself, according to Rich, the poet must teeadfwre

to a “politics of location” (BBF210). “I write from absolute inner necessity,” she
explains, “responding to my location in time and place, trying to find a language@qua
that” (141). In doing so, the writer must consistently refuse “absolute conclusiots”
pursue a desire for “struggle” (BBFL1). For Rich, “the [resultant] possibilities of truth
equal the possibilities of life” (194).

Rich was not unaware, however, that, for women, this was a perilous endeavor.
Gesturing toward the problems that plagued writers like Plath and Sextbmded that
“Women have often felt insane when cleaving to the truth of our experience. Oer futur
depends on the sanity of each of us, and we have a profound stake, beyond the personal,
in the project of describing our reality as candidly and fully as we can to each othe
(LSS 190). As she goes on to explain, “When a woman tells the truth she is creating the
possibility for more truth around her” (191). In Anne Sexton’s work, this struggle takes
on new parameters, as Sexton willfully blurs the boundaries between fantasliyd
in order to multiply the possibilities of truth in women'’s texts.

o
“What voyage this, little girl?”: Anne Sexton’s Stylized Self-Portraits
What voyage this, little girl?
This coming out of prison?

Anne Sexton, “Briar Rose (Sleeping Beauty),” Transformations

(112)
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“Princess Anne” and “[M]iddle-aged witch”

Anne Sexton’s work exemplifies at an even deeper level how first songs and first
stories can shape women'’s creativity and their understanding of their individua
identities. While Rich’s work often employs the fairy tale to subtly sugbedirtk
between the girl's and the woman’s consciousness, Sexton blatantly empldysncil
tales in her work as maps that designate the landmarks in her life. What efr@rges
Sexton’s oeuvre as a result is an even more pronounced continuity between thedjirl’s
the woman'’s experience. Criticism related to Sexton’s use of childraratlire often

deals primarily with her easily recognizable use of fairy tal@gamsformationsbut her

imagination of her life and art was actually continually shaped by therpsin
children’s stories throughout her caré&rSexton’s work, from its earliest manifestations
to her late poems, is marked by her appropriation of children’s texts as bothafidme
fragment. As a result, a complex web of allusions and constantly retoldrtedeges
from the pages of her oeuvre, the private life and the public text intertwined irghbly hi
mythologized story.

With her poems often a form of stylized self-portrait, Sexton tended to rely
heavily on stories that had already been circulated heavily in the public spihecalt
and then create her own personal hist8tyOn the page, Sexton’s personal mythology
and symbols drawn from popular children’s literature, especially nurseryeghgnd
fairy tales, regularly comingle, making it difficult to separatedtiolod fantasy from
reality and calling into question the nature of poetic, and psychoanalytic, sionfe&s
Diane Wood Middlebrook describes in the opening pages of her biography on the poet,

members of Sexton’s family often “challenge[d] the truthfulness of the diama
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narratives into which Sexton distilled her feelings about the past,” claimihgeha
poems were more fictitious concoctions than true confessions rooted in (@gality
Sexton'’s sisters especially complained that “she was just as much an ijasraor
adult] as she had been when she was a child” (Gray Sexton 35). But Sexton herself
claimed this fictionalizing of actual experience as an important compohbat poetics,
one which was necessary in order for her to get at the truth and the roots of her
experience and make that experience representative. “[P]oetic truth is estardy
autobiographical,” she asserts in “The Art of Poetry: Anne Sexton.” “It is tnathgbes
beyond the immediate self, another life. | don’t adhere to literal factsedinhe; | make
them up as needed” (22%

As she endeavors toward poetic truths that would resonate with her readers,
Sexton particularly looks to children’s stories for metaphors, images, themiigagep|
and characters that would help her to express her perceived victimization apbbte ex
the difficulties she experienced in her attempt to assert a viable, compleie feiamtity.
The trajectory of the dramatic narrative she constructs tends to foreground|adyti
her sense of her own confused identity, tracing a pattern of oscillation, ardastsiggle
between the persona of passive “Princess Anne” and that of the domineeddtg*mi

aged witch” (Self-Portrai?214, Transformation$). As Cynthia A. Miller describes in her

essay on Sexton’s poem “Briar Rose (Sleeping Beauty),” which concludes

TransformationsSexton constantly “was pulled between the desire to remain in the

secure childlike role of princess and the need to become an adult person,” dikddiiee

aged witch persona (298).
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This failure, or refusal, to transcend past experience may be viewed aal the re
tragedy of Sexton’s work; the constant pendulum swing between the two polar opposites
of passive child and active woman can be read as a refusal to grow up and move out of a
pattern of regression. On the other hand, rather than being viewed as a flaw insSexton’
work, this oscillation in her personal mythology, this refusal to position the“lyric
exclusively in one role or another, can also be read as part of her poetry’s susckss. A
Gill remarks in her recently published study of Sexton’s confessional aesthet
Sexton stakes her claim to an idiosyncratic confessional poetics — a poetics
which is paradoxically both profoundly knowing and deeply uncertain. It
is this paradox — this desire to embrace the either/or, to inhabit the liminal
space between inside and out, subject and other — that is Sexton’s
persistent inspiration and concern. (6)

The simultaneous polarization and intermingling of princess and witch, victim and

victimizer, in Sexton’s work exemplifies this pattern of paradox in her oeuvreglbhasy

her rejection of pat explanations of female development. Furthermore, her wak stri

to proliferate the personalities available to women beyond this simple hilemantling

the typical characterization of the female as virgin or witch. She strivaastance, to

complicate the typical characterization of the witch, making her an ambivVigiere that

has real motivations, desires, and insecurities.

Seeking to refashion her own life and to reshape society’s perception of female
roles, Sexton often melded her personal history with the cultural texts thed serher
source material, many of which were pulled from the shelves of the nurseary libr

From her earliest attempts at writing and explaining her life stoxtpB8®ften portrayed
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herself as a figure out of fairy land, searching for a means of copih@wi@ughterhood

she remembered, as her daughter Linda Gray Sexton later explainednfasedired

with incidents of emotional pain” (15). Born in 1928 to Ralph and Mary Gray Staples

Harvey, parents who were both imposing and emotionally unavailable, Sexton entered a

family whose daily habits left her feeling, in her own memory at leasttesb#nd alone

(Middlebrook 7). As Sexton explains in a brief synopsis of her life and careemwritte

around 1965, this perceived isolation led to her immersion in books, through which she

learned of the possibility of self-transformation via fantasy:
| was the third and last daughter. As a young child | was locked in my
room until the age of five [a veiled reference to Rapunzel in her towerl].
After that, at school, | did not understand the people who were my size or
even the larger ones. At home, or away from it, people seemed out of
reach. Thus | hid in fairy tales and read them daily like a prayerbook. Any
book was closer than a person. [...] | think | would have preferred to exist
only in a fairy tale where people could change reality the way an actor
changes his costume. (“Résumé” 2)

As this passage suggests, the tenor of Sexton’s childhood fantasies was mdakgd by

tales, which symbolized in her mind the “power, magic power” to transform th@sklf

in Middlebrook 409).

As Sexton began her career in poetry after her first severe breakdown in 1956,
when she was in her late twenties, these childhood fantasies became dedplned

with the strategies Sexton used to make sense of her childhood and adolescence and her
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voyage toward selfhood. As Diane Wood Middlebrook describes, Sexton often described

her life story in terms of fairy-tale patterns:
What she said often evoked the plot of “Snow White.” The queen in her
story was her impressive mother, the daughter of a writer. The poisoned
apple was society’s pressure on Anne to lead a conventional life in the
suburbs of Boston, caring for her two daughters and helping her husband
advance in his career. The poison took: she became sick, attempted
suicide. The magical transformation came in treatment by a psychiatrist
who, something like the prince in the fairy tale, stumbled onto a remedy
that woke her into a new life as a poet. (3)

As Middlebrook’s swift description of the “plot” of Sexton’s typical portrayahef life

suggests, Sexton’s characterization of her experience evolved largely freemtthen

which she had sharpened her imaginative teeth and which, in turn, became deeply

intertwined with her sense of her own creativity. This pattern is suggestektonS

response to a question concerning her childhood fantasies in a September 1961 session

with her therapist; when asked to characterize her early imaginatiy&dikton replied,

“I didn’t think anything; | read fairy tales” (gtd. in Middlebrook 409).

According to Maxine Kumin, Sexton’s best friend, editor, and sounding board,
Sexton saw the children’s book, especially fairy tales, as a foundational commohent t
subconsciousness and to the collective unconscious of her society and therefore a
founding text in the personal and social history that she was trying to design:

Above all else, she was attracted to the fairy tales of Andersen and

Grimm, which her beloved Nana had read to her when she was a child.

254



They were for her, perhaps, what Bible stories and Greek myths have been
for other writers. At the same time that she was being entertained and
drawn into closer contact with a kind of collective unconscious, she was
searching the fairy tales for psychological parallels. (xxviii)

The parallels between fairy tales and Sexton’s own life would become ekplici

Transformationsin which “fathers and mothers save or thwart or damn or damage or

love or devour their mythic offspring in both literal and surrogate capac{Besrge

37). The patterns in the original tales and in Sexton’s poetic revisions echosepte

the ambivalence she perceived in her own familial past and present, peopled lfy hersel
and her mother, father, sisters, daughters, and husband. The tales helped her to make
sense, for example, of the competition present between herself and the other women in
her family, as well as her father as a simultaneously protective ancethnggtigure in

her girlhood and her adult life.

Importantly, when Sexton links the fairy tale to her past and her family drama, she
concentrates on the shaping power of her own imagination. As she describes in “All
God’s Children Need Radios” in a passage dated “Jan. 1, 1972, 12:30 A.M.” (a date
which suggests new beginnings and new goals, falling shortly after the publicathen of

fairy-tale volume Transformatiohsher imagination is portrayed as the driving force in

the stories’ application to her family history. “It doesn’t matter who ntyefaivas,” she
asserts. “[l]t matters whoréemembehe was. There was a queen. There was a king.
There were three princesses. That's the whole story” (No EviB&)aAs this passage
indicates, the act of remembering often led her to a willful reinterpretafithe fairytale

and of the personal past, with Sexton positioning herself in the role of princess or as the
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youngest of the typical set of three siblings in fairy taf€sThis passage suggests how
the boundaries between fantasy and reality blur in Sexton’s work — the tale becomes
personal history and personal history becomes a tale.
This blurring of fantasy and reality ultimately led Sexton, even more th#ém Pla
to see herself as a changeable character in a story that could be told ldndd®&he
would write in an overview of her career, “I think | would have preferred to exigtonl
a fairy tale where people could change reality the way an actor chasgestume”
(“Résumé” 2). She portrayed herself, for example, as a puzzled Princesttsibend,
concentrating on the role she wanted to both play and escape, as she describes in a 1963
letter to Kayo she wrote while traveling in Florence:
| want to become more than PRINCESS ANNE (much as | want to be her)
...  want to become a woman who lives side by side with Kayo. Not a
princess, not a queen, but a friend who fell in love with you. Yes, I'm your
princess and want to have you say it ... also your dearest friend, your
companion, your mistress, your mother. I'm me. (Self-Por2/bd)
This quote exemplifies the constant oscillation between passive girl (@t tbpe
desired and treasured) and active woman (a companion, friend, lover, and sexudl partne
in Sexton’s created persona, as well as her sense of the impossibilitggpeberything
at once despite her desire to do so — the problem with the “me” she wants to be is that she
knew she couldn’t have it all at ont&.
In the story she creates of her coming to voice, Sexton tends to portray lerself a
a Sleeping Beauty who was just waiting to be reawakened when poetry, like th&sprince

kiss, roused her from her madness. In her 1961 essay on Robert Lowell, “Classroom at
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Boston University,” for example, she describes the classroom in which he teathes a
bleak spot, as if it had been forgotten for years, like the spinning room in Sleeping
Beauty’s castle,” the very room in which Sleeping Beauty pricks hgeffiand is forced
into sleep(No Evil Star3). In the essay, Sexton reverses this pattern, relating the room to
her awakening as a poet and positioning Lowell as the lover/teacher who helped to
inspire her work. Furthermore, as Middlebrook remarks in relation to Sexton’s 1960
poem “Elegy in the Classroom,” “Lowell, reigning monarch of the kingdom of mad
poets, had inadvertently supplied [Sexton] with an opportunity to cast him in a cameo
role: Great Poet as Frog Prince” (110). As this allusion suggests, Sextotidgihzes
and sexualizes her relationship to Lowell, enhancing her portrayal of Lasneellearful,
but necessary influence in her development through her allusion to the Grimm tale.
The blending of life and story is captured in “Elegy in the Classroom,” which

spins the Grimm fairy tale “The Frog-Prince” to portray Lowell af laotlevourer of
princes and an insane, sexually grotesque frog, the tale used to make sense of the
madness on display in the classroom:

In the thin classroom, where your face

was noble and your words were all things,

| find this boily creature in your place;

find you disarranged, squatting on the window sill,
irrefutably placed up there,
like a hunk of some big frog

watching us through the V
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of your woolen legs.

Even so, | must admire your skill.
You are so gracefully insane.
We fidget in our plain chairs

and pretend to catalogue

our facts for your burly sorcery

or ignore your fat blind eyes

or the prince you ate yesterday

who was wise, wise, wise. (PoeBR)*®
In the original Grimm tale to which the poem alludes, which focuses on the sexual
awakening of a young girl to a partner who is initially repulsive to her, a ygidrigses
her most treasured plaything, a small golden ball, in a well. The ball is/eetiy a
“big, ugly” frog, who promises to return the ball to the girl if she promisémve me
and let me be your companion and play-fellow, and sit by you at your little tableatand e
off your little golden plate, and drink out of your little cup, and sleep in your little bed”
(Grimm 17, 18). The girl promises what the frog requests, but soon tries to renege on thi
promise because she is repulsed by the frog, a sexual undercurrent in thedals whi
captured in Sexton’s reference to the “V / of [Lowell's] woolen legs,” whichdes
attention on the masculine genitalia, as well as the madness on display @9ems
Despite her repulsion, the girl’s father forces her to allow the frog to eathfeo plate

and sleep in her room, as she has promised. When the frog enters her bed, the girl
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becomes so agitated by him that she throws him against the wall, after wihiebdmees
a “king’'s son with kind and beautiful eyes” who explains that he had been “bewitched by
a wicked witch” (Grimm 20).

Cast in the role of a Frog-Prince forever locked in a frog’s body, Lowell is
portrayed in Sexton’s poem as both the repulsive sexual partner, who is forced upon the
unsuspecting girl (in this case, Sexton as pupil), and an attractivelyoosfdevourer of
the old image of the masculine poet (by eating the prince, Lowell is positiobethas
the representative of poetic tradition and a rebel against it). He representgsalt,
both magic and mayhem. The back story of the fairy tale illuminates Lewelé in
Sexton’s personal mythology as a figure who is at once repellent and vitadlgsaeg to
her development. In this fictionalization of experience, Sexton strives to deadica
Lowell's influence while simultaneously mythologizing it.

Sexton also often narrated her daughters’ childhood as a new fairy tale in which
she took on the role of dangerous “bad” mother. Linda Gray Sexton, for instance,
recounts her experience of being a character in her mother’s fairg tadghathrilling
and disorienting, portraying Sexton as a domineering figure akin to the witch-persona

that emerges in Transformation€oncentrating on her mother’s gift for weaving a tale,

Linda recalled how her mother “told the story of my childhood quite richly, asvéné a
fairy tale about different people, people we didn’t know and would never meet, people
who had gone through a difficult time but who were living happily ever after nb8y” (

As Linda’s memoir of her mother Searching for Mercy Streetals, Linda’s memories

are riddled with allusions to fairy tales, demonstrating the shaping infltleegdad on

her life as her early memories were shaped into a tale via her mother’s voice.
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Relating her mother’s difficult relationship with Kayo Sexton’s mother, &ifior
example, Linda uses imagery drawn from “Little Snow-White” to describe@erience
when her mother refused to eat meat because it repulsed her, but then asked for the blood
juices leftover from cooking the meat, which Billie had been saving for the ahildre

It seems to me this slice of cold red bread with the fat congealed along the
edges is a sacrifice we all make to appease a tempestuous God. Mother
forks it up greedily. | remember Grimm'’s fairy tale, Snow White, where
the queen eats the heart of the boar and licks her fingers with pleasure,
believing that the raw red muscle belongs to her step-daughter. (50)
In another instance, describing a letter her mother wrote to her in October 1B@Rtary
allegorize the latent threat present in the letter, Linda captures enei in which she
found herself cast: “From now on, in her mind, | would play the role of Snow White to
her Queen, Rapunzel to her Mother Gothel. The letter implied that my desire te escap
from childhood, to dissolve the bonds of companionship that had once united us, might
well spell death [for Sexton]” (142).

According to Linda, “Every child is engaged by a story in which she plays one of
the main characters — even if cast as the villain rather than the heroine, theestairy
recalls pain rather than happiness. Remembering such a story is also wagthér
validating experience, a literal picking at the scab so a clean scarodgn(14). For
Sexton, creating life into a story can be viewed in this light — life begpmBstory in
which the protagonist is both victimized and victorious. This effort became alcentra
component of her aesthetics, a tendency which was partially rooted in the refiance

psychotherapy on established myths, as is evidenced by the evolution of the Oedipus and
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Electra Complex, for example. As Middlebrook writes in her biography of Sexton,
“psychotherapy,” which led Sexton back to writing as an adult, “constructed a bridge
between the girl's creativity and the woman’s commitment to a vocation i(Barfrhat
this bridge had to be constructed indicates the quandary of girlhood, particularly
adolescent girlhood, in Sexton’s work; it implies both the widened gulf betweemdirl
woman and the tenuous cord connecting the woman’s creativity to her childhood
experience.

Concentrating on the process and problems of self-articulation for girls and
women, Sexton’s early poems tend to “closely follow the psychoanalytic model. They
move in concern from the present or near past, from the trappings of madness (its
hospitals, inmates, doctors, pills) to the more distant past in which the madness grew”
(Juhasz 118). Within this model, anything that could be associated with the childhood
past becomes fair game for Sexton’s poetics. As Middlebrook explains, “Serturas
good deal of her adult life [in both her life and her work] pursuing associations that led
back into childhood, particularly to her years as the ‘baby’ in an affluent extende
family” (3). Sexton clearly viewed traces of children’s books as an importduntle that
could lead back into the unconscious, which she viewed as essential to her poetic
endeavors. “Poetry, after all, milks the unconscious,” she explains. “The unconscious
there to feed it little images, little symbols, the answers, the insightsa not of” (No
Evil Star85). These allusions to children’s literature add to the tonality of Sexton’s
work, cultivating the voice of the “child-woman” — the adult female self with éges
[constantly] circling into childhood” as she looks for the impetus of her currentimenta

illness and her current social problems (Poé&g, 100).
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The Evolution of Sexton’s “Tale”

In the books preceding Transformatipparticularly To Bedlam and Part Way

Back (1960), All My Pretty One$1962), and Live or Di€1966), allusions to children’s

books act as artifacts that dredge up or frame memory; they provide scrafiaraf ¢

history that Sexton can weave into her own story to lend it shape and make her
experience resonate with her readers. Most of these allusions, which appear in
fragmented form, apply to the problems of developing a viable female selfhood. In her
early career, Sexton would use the children’s book much as Plath, Bishop, and Rich had
done before her, as a cultural and personal artifact that signifies thectitarof public

and private experience. Sexton’s allusions to children’s books in these textslprima
inquire into the childhood past and the familial relationships that were foundational to her
identity. She also uses the children’s book to examine her own and her daughters’
girlhood and daughterhood, through which she begins a critique of girls’ and women’s
roles in American society and tries to come to terms with her own questionable and
invasive treatment of her children, as well as her own questionable treagnaecii&d.

The initial poem in Sexton’s first volume of poetry To Bedlam and Part Way

Back(1960), entitled “You, Doctor Martin,” foregrounds the lingering, and often
maddening, effects of girlhood experience on the adult woman’s psyche as kiepatra
of Sexton’s poetic vision. The poem, which roots both madness and creativity in
childhood, sets the tenor for the remainder of the volume, and arguably for Sexton’s
career, as she repeatedly engages the perils of and the power to be found to tryi
articulate a female selfhood from the ground up. “You Doctor Martin,” set in tima “gr

public institution” Glenside Hospital, uses imagery from childhood in order to describe

262



madness, the worlds of the schoolroom and the asylum overlapping (Gray Sexton 16).
The asylum’s inmates “chew in rows, our plates / scratch and whine like chralk // i
school. There are no knives for cutting your throat” (Po8m3he poem’s speaker
views herself as the largest child in a bevy of overgrown children, seemingdeo pr
herself on her “achievement”:
What large children we are
here. All over | grow most tall
in the best ward. Your business is people,
you call at the madhouse, an oracular
eye in our nest. Out in the hall
the intercom pages you. You twist in the pull
of the foxy children who fall (4).

Sexton’s melding of “madhouse,” playhouse, and schoolhouse, representing in
edifice the institutions of psychology, play, and education, suggests that the evolution of
madness is rooted in the psychological education of children, especiallysdf3yirThe
arresting image of the cut throat in the cafeteria, for example, sagljeshmates
institutionally silenced voices. Furthermore, Sexton uses the metaphor of the neadhous
as dollhouse, into which the doctor can peer like a child playing with pseudo-people, to
amplify the fact that the inmates of the asylum “have all become his children, inhom
can only leave by extricating himself from their desperate and clesp”graand that
the doctor, himself, is something of a child (George 27).

The importance of children’s texts to Sexton’s vision of the childhood past is

marked in the poem by her allusions to nursery rhymes and fairy tales to ehaeatie
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voice she is trying to create. Here, for instance, she refers to the ntmgag/dack and

Jill” (“Jack and Jill went up the hill / to fetch a pail of water; / Jack fell nloand broke

his crown, / And Jill came tumbling after. // Up Jack got and home did trot / As fast as he
could caper / Went to bed to mend his head / With vinegar and brown paper”) to
represent the Doctor’s precarious efforts to heal madness. In Sexton’s poémeathd”
madness of the inmates’ (the “foxy children who fall”) — their broken and menddsl skul
—is likened to Jack’s broken crown: “The breaking crowns are new / that Jack wore”

(Mother Goosel9, Poem$). By depicting the crown as in a constant state of breakage,

Sexton calls attention to her sense of the nature of madness, which she portrays as i
constant state of cyclical flux, only seemingly controlled. She also positioselfrees a
“‘queen,” a woman who “Once [...] was beautiful,” but who is now “[her]self” (4). Here
Sexton subtly links her poetic self to the wicked stepmother/Queen in théafaifyittle
Snow-White,” who mourns the loss of her former beauty in the mirror, but recognizes a
new, perhaps more powerful, because critical, identity.

Another early example of Sexton’s use of children’s literature to pursue the
connections between past and present is the 1960 poem “The Division of Parts.” This
poem considers the puzzling pieces of identity the poet perceives that she heedinheri
from her mother, Mary Gray. Examining the quality of her inheritance, Sexten use
images from the popular Mother Goose rhyme “Sing a Song of Sixpence” to etkigore
complex of feelings she experiences when she receives her mothemstivdimail. The
somewhat nonsensical nursery rhyme “Sing a Song of Sixpence” concemaatgson
the king/father’s obsession with his familial wealth, the mother’s reéirg in the

pampered life of the wealthy, and the revenge of the birds:
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Sing a song of sixpence,
A pocket full of rye;
Four-and-twenty blackbirds

Baked in a pie!

When the pie was opened
The birds began to sing;
Was not that a dainty dish

To set before a king?

The king was in his counting-house,
Counting out his money;
The queen was in the parlor,

Eating bread and honey.

The maid was in the garden,

Hanging out the clothes;

When down came a blackbird

And snapped off her nose. (Mother Go62¢
The rhyme suggests a desire for revenge on the part of the blackbirds, ststkest the
maid at the end of the poem, an undercurrent which suggests a relationship between the
poem and Sexton’s “grief, devastation, and [sense of] betrayal” after hershdesth

(Gray Sexton 32).
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Speaking back to her dead mother in particular, Sexton writes,

| am one third

of your daughters

counting my bounty

or | am a queen alone

in the parlor still,

eating bread and honey.

It is Good Friday.

Black birds peck at my windowsill. (Poem?)
Here, the daughter crosses genders to take the place of the king in thé drygnea
who sits “in his counting-house / Counting out his money,” as well as that of the queen,
who sits in her “parlor, / Eating bread and honey” (Mother G48sd4). Through this,
Sexton demonstrates how the child ascends, sometimes unwillingly, into the world the
parents have created, recreating their selfish acts. According tnSafter her mother’s
death on March 10, 1959, a few short years after her own initial breakdown, she viewed
herself as taking her mother’s place, as usurping her things, a feelnh§exhrby her
mother’s stature as fellow writer in the family. As she explained in a guéese
interview, “l am the queen alone in the parlor still,” means | have inheritédeslé
material goods,” the material goods representing the legacy —dhedife stands to
inherit, which indeed proved anxiety-producing (No Evil $@). The use of the nursery
rhyme captures the speaker’s childlike position in relation to parental aytlasrivell as
the daughter’s wary assumption of this authority, which means the end of innobence, t

end of dependency?
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The girl's wariness is captured by the portentous black birds that closetiza,
which return as the poem progresses. Later in the poem, for instance, Sextgn writes
“Black birds pick / at my window glass / and Easter will take its ragged soeh{f43).
In the original nursery rhyme, the black birds are baked into a pie to be eatenkimgth
from which they fly, singing, and then “pe[ck] off [the maid’s] nose” as she hangs
laundry in the garden, the moment in the source text that Sexton earmarked as tlie nurser

rhyme’s most “ominous symbol” (Mother Goos®, No Evil Stas9). Trailing Sexton,

who has lived vicariously in the role of maid, the black birds in “The Division o$ Part
rising from the dead like Christ, seem to represent the lost mother, whosecpresin
the poem is also ominous. As the maid loses a body part to the birds’ beaks after they
have been resurrected from the dead, the speaker is likewise in danger of losing an
incorporated part of herself, in this case, the mother who has stabilized anddtiterble
existence. The mother becomes the ominous black bird “flapping back,” an omen from
the grave reminding the daughter of the loss that threatens her corpdreal an
psychological safety (Poem$).

Other allusions to children’s literature within the poem compound the image of
the mother as a protective, but threatening figure. The mother, for exampleraggubr
as a “Sweet witch” who is the speaker’s “worried guide” (44). She is also liokbd t
lost mother in the fairy tale “Little Snow-White.” Sexton depicts Maryy@s shedding
three teardrops, which are magically transformed into “three stoned] SJtfpd from
[her] glittering eyes,” the three stones subtly seeming to representéedtughters
(44). In the fairy tale, Snow White’s mother lets three drops of blood fall on the babw t

transform metaphorically into the Queen’s daughter (importantly, the moment Snow
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White is born, the mother dies) (Grimm and Anderson 70). With the disappearance of
the mother, the adult speaker is left to “fumble [her] lost childhood / for a mother”
(Poems44). By the end of the poem, the mother, a “brave ghost,” is resurrected like
Christ to make the speaker her “inheritor” (46). As Paul A. Lacey notes insaig ‘@he
Sacrament of Confession,” “two kinds of inheritance are at issue: the effitdig the
dead mother [...] and the complex of attitudes, emotions, doubts, and guilts with which
children must also come to terms as their heritage” (102). Pivoting on the problem of
inheritance, blending religious and fairy-tale imagery, “The Division dfsPatrives
both to curse the mother and to bring her back, much as Plath’s fairy-tale inspired poem
“The Disquieting Muses” both indicts and recognizes the mother’s influence omlithe g
imagination. The poem, as Jahan Ramazani describes in his in-depth study of the modern
elegy, reads as a piece that offers “not so much solace as fracturdd speéso much
answers as memorable puzzlings” (ix). The poem demonstrates “the moral doubts,
metaphysical skepticisms, and emotional tangles that beset the moderereepefr
mourning and of self-conscious efforts to render it” (x).

Sexton would return to this rhyme in her 1966 volume Live oniDtee poem
“Cripples and Other Stories,” which is written in a verse pattern that 38gasg a
Song of Sixpence,” which Sexton described as a “ballad-like nursery-rhigene-|
technique” (qtd. in Gill 32). Compared to the rhythmic pattern of the nursery rhyme —
“Sing a song of sixpence, / a pocket full of rye, / Four-and-twenty blackbirds / raked i
pie” — the pattern and rhyme scheme of “Cripples and Other Stories” ebloes t
children’s poem: “My doctor, the comedian, / | called you every time / and yoade

laugh yourself / when | wrote this silly rhyme ...” (Mother God2 Poemd60). As
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Diana Hume George notes, “the tonal complexities of this ‘nursery rhyme’ sugges
[Sexton’s] knowledge of the difficulties as well as of the dynamics inddlvethe

poem’s subject matter. As George further explains, “there is somethimgadly

prurient in the very process Sexton describes: a grown woman first put in trainiag pant
by her doctor, then kept in a crib, and finally, in the regressive evolution of both the
method and the poem, being reborn — all in the cadences of ‘This Little Piggy’” (36).
Describing her current existence as a “child-woman,” she positions hesselierpetual
daughter and writes of her struggle to be reborn into adulthood, emphasizing her position
as rehearsed victim in a scampering verse that suggests sexual vigldtioolastation,

the father and the analyst transposed into one figure: “Father, I'm thrtdyat | lie

here in your crib. / I'm getting born again, Adam, / as you prod me with your ril@ (Th

Complete Poemg?oem$ 163). In this poem, Sexton again considers the legacy that she

stands to inherit from her parents in relation to her parent-child relationship with her
therapist, using the nursery rhyme to amplify and ridicule the voice of tliewebrhan.

The allusion to the nursery rhyme in “Cripples and Other Stories” is muah mor
sinister than that in “The Division of Parts,” as Sexton takes a much more caugtic
approach toward the problem of inheritance, the poem marking a shift in her voice
toward a more critical examination of associations. Portraying the houseleoldvas
and the characters themselves as hives, a twist on the source rhyme'sesfeve
“honey” and to “money,” she writes, “My father’s cells clicked each night hirda
making money. / And as for my cells, they brooded, / little queens on honey” (162). Here,

Sexton also plays on the themes of incest and oedipal desire that are widddyexrm
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various versions of fairy tales. As Bruno Bettelheim describes, using “@ltedeas an
example,
In stories which are diffused all over Europe, Africa, and Asial, ...]
Cinderella flees from a father who wants to marry her. In another group of
widely distributed tales, she is exiled by her father because she does not
love him as much as he requires, although she loves him well enough. So
there are many examples of the ‘Cinderella’ theme in which her
degradation — often without any (step)mother and (step)sisters being part
of the story — is the consequence of oedipal entanglement of father and
daughter. (245)
In Sexton’s poem, the daughter is positioned alongside the father in the queen’s place
(the queen bee’s place), which resonates with the poem’s closure, as the apteker
end of the poem is re-positioned as a daughter to her father-analyst. Thekehild-li
phrasing of the poem contributes to the speaker’s presentation of hersetflagal lin
thrall to the psychoanalytic model and, lastingly, to her parents. While the conclusion
seems to point toward rebirth, Sexton shows that both family and psychologicabtraditi
serve to subdue her, to keep her in the position of pliant and pliable daughter.
Sexton’s allusions to children’s literature in her early career edjyeekamine
how mothers and daughters are uncomfortable extensions of one another. As the daughter
struggles for her own identity, the mother, Sexton shows, struggles to come tavitrms
how bound up her sense of herself is with her daughter’s existence. In the poem “The
Double Image,” for instance, Sexton considers the link between her mental dhebs

her relationships with her mother and her daughter. Again alluding to the faiftdée
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Snow-White,” Sexton portrays mother and daughter as mirror images, desdrdiing t
girls, in staring at their mothers, stare into themselves. “And this waavkeotthe
mirror,” Sexton explains, “that double woman who stares / at herself’ las were
petrified in time, locked in time like the Queen (41). In these poems, Sextototries
capture, first of all, the love she felt for her mother despite their diffieldtionship,
love which Linda Gray Sexton described as “painful for her to acknowledge besause it
loss was even more painful” (6). On the flip side, Sexton also grapples with hesremoti
toward her daughters, the defining moment of whose childhood was the appearance of
Sexton’s mental illness and her subsequent disappearance from their livsthehi
children perceived as abandonment. As Linda explains, “this rupture in the fabric of our
family [Linda’s removal from her mother] was the event that defined mghatod, just
as her responsibility for casting me out was the event that defined her mothediod” (
In “The Double Image,” each female is an extension of the other and, asti& Srbw-
White” (in which the daughter is cast out by the evil stepmother), the rbecmmes a
troublesome space, a space which petrifies women into cyclical opposition and
separation. Importantly, the girl here is portrayed as eventually becomih@gge, the
“Bad Mother” she reviled!® As the mother ages in “The Double Image,” the daughter
gets stronger; the daughter’s coming of age sucks out her mother’sdie @pposite
her daughter’s image, the mother’s “cheeks wil[t] like a dry orchid” (40).

Building on the imagery of the queen/daughter relationship from the fairy tale,
Sexton also examines the evolution of her madness within “The Double Image” by
portraying the evil voices in her mind as little “green witches” which rélcalWicked

Witch who is destroyed by water in L. Frank Baum’s The Wizard och@rthe hugely
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popular film that followed. “Ugly angels spoke to me,” she writes. “The blaiegdrd

them say, was mine. They tattled / like green witches in my head, letting/deaknlike

a broken faucet, / as if doom had flooded my belly and your bassinet” (36). These
witches, again like Plath’s Disquieting Muses, resound throughout the poem: they “take
away [the speaker’s] guilty soul”; they cackle that it's too late to liik laer mother;

they claim that it is “too late to be forgiven” (36, 37). Through this, Sexton depicts
herself as the mad witch to her mother’s controlling witch. The poem ends with the

ascension of Sexton’s daughter, Joy (akin to Dorothy Gale’s defeat of thedW¥\dtch

in The Wizard of O, suggesting the speaker’s doom. Just as her mother made her to
define herself, Sexton remarks that she made Joy to find herself: “I| made yodirteef
(42). While this revelation seems celebratory, it also suggests that Sedtmmisd to
follow in her mother’s footsteps. She will wilt as her daughter blossoms.

Published in 1962, Sexton’s poem “The Fortress,” which concentrates, like “The
Double Image,” on the mother-daughter relationship, returns to imagery frothe “Li
Snow-White” to explore the forces that bind mother-daughter. Here, the daughéssks ¢
is likened to the cheek of a poisoned apple, her mole depicted as “a spot of danger /
where a bewitched worm ate its way through our soul / in search of beauty” (6&)gPlay
off of the importance of beauty and the apple to “Little Snow-White,” this velilesian
to the fairy tale calls to the reader’s attention the persistence gietition and rivalry;
despite motherly love, the social pattern of female competition threatengrtuydie
mother-daughter relationship if it continues unchecked. Importantly, the ddsghtde
is “inherited / from [the mother’s] right cheek,” again suggesting the motidedaughter

as mirror images who are threatened with mutual demise. However, “ThesBdrt
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concentrated entirely on the speaker’s relationship with her own daughter, ends on a more
redemptive note, foregrounding the power and resilience of maternal love: ‘isprom
you love. Time will not take away that” (68). Whereas time destroyed tgoredhip
between Snow White and her stepmother, between Sexton and her mother, the speaker in
this poem tries for change, infusing time’s power into mutual love rather than forced
competition.

While she identified most often with the best child/virgin role in her early poems,
since she was often trying to come to terms with her position as a daugtten ®ould
also use children’s literature early in her career to portray herseiiagent, powerful

woman, pointing toward the voice she assumes in Transformatibies Kind,”

published in To Bedlam and Partway Baekemplifies Sexton’s early, bold

identification with the witch figure, the troublemaker in fairy land and childretdries
who is typically cast as evil, venomous, and jealous. As she later would in

TransformationsSexton represents the witch in “Her Kind” as “misunderstood” and

powerful; once identified with, the witch empowers the poet’s active principle
(resonating with the witch as a symbol of madness in “The Double Image”) (R&@ms

The speaker, also playing off of the symbolism of the witch in Sexton’s New Englan
milieu, becomes a witch among suburbanites, embracing her anger and her venom. “I
have gone out, a possessed witch,” the speaker declares, “haunting the black aiat brave
night; / dreaming evil, I have done my hitch / over the plain houses light by lighely
thing, twelve-fingered, out of mind. / A woman like that is not a woman, quite. / | have
been her kind” (Poens5). The parallels here between Plath’s “Witch Burning” and

“Her Kind” are marked: “Both offer defiant articulations of female postibjectivity
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and both open with the witch/woman writer literally and figuratively hovering on the
margins of society and determining to transcend the quotidian” (Gill 25).

But, most importantly to this study, “In both poems the persona of the witch is
profoundly ambivalent, signifying latent power and the role of the marginalized,
oppressed victim” (Gill 26). As Middlebrook also explains in “Poet of Weird
Abundance,” “the witch-persona in Sexton’s poetry is the voice Sexton inventdd to te
the story of her changing relationship to a severe, incurable, but apparentynaseic
malady,” in a sense trying to normalize that madness through her cuthe®sc (73).

In TransformationsSexton would twist the witch’s perspective into an even more

penetrating vision, the children’s book moving from fragment to dominant frame as
Sexton continued her investigation of the perils of female experience andifyhala
world [... as] one of masculine and feminine principles meeting and conflictiegrge
34).

While in her early career Sexton uses children’s stories similarlystwoBj Plath,
and Rich, imbedding fragments from the stories into the body of her poems in order to
plumb greater depths in her psyche or using the tales sporadically as frahe¥dook

Transformationshe embarks on a new course, making the children’s story a frame

through which she engages, in an entire volume, in a more distinct form of social critique,
especially with regard to girls’ and women'’s positions in patriarchal and papltare

and women'’s failure or inability to truly grow up. Sexton’s work in this volume
epitomizes the act of looking back that coincides with the feminist movement, which
brought into new focus those texts that were the building blocks of the femaleswriter

creativity — the children’s books that proved to be some of the most seminal, lasting, and
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sometimes ominous of influencEs. As Vernon Young explains in his contemporary
review of the book, “Anne Sexton is outgetthe Brothers Grimm, armed with
illuminations supplied by Freud but as much by the wised-up modern’s experience of
having been victimized by grandmother and recaptured by the pragmati2&Xx” (

When asked what got her interested in doing the poems, Sexton replied that she
had been discussing her current state of poetic stagnancy following her ariieicy
Streetand her year in New York on the phone with Maxine Kumin when the subject of
Snow White came up in the course of conversation. When Kumin remarked that she
didn’t remember the tale, Sexton asked her daughter, Linda, to read “Little\@hie/-
to Kumin on the phone. Upon hearing the story, as Sexton described it, “little sparks”
went off in her imagination and she began entertaining the possibility of writing poems
about the tales that she could then turn into a book (No Evill8&r The project soon
captivated her imagination. Importantly, Sexton’s writing of the poems wagdray
her daughter’s reading patterns, which resonates with the dominance dftgnikss in
the volume. Describing Linda’s role in the book’s generation, Sexton explained that
Linda “obsessionally read tales” from the Modern Library Edition of Grisnamd
Andersen’s fairy tales that began with an introduction by W.H. Auden, which Sexton
herself used as a source text when she wrote the poems (No Exil&tdiddlebrook
333)12 According to Linda, her mother asked her to recommend tales from the book that
she found interesting. “One day Mother came into the kitchen and found me reading my
Grimm’s fairy tale book that I'd had since 1961,” she explained. “She asked me which
stories | liked, and wrote the titles down on a napkin” (gtd. in Middlebrook*333).

Aligning her own love of reading with her daughter’s, Sexton similarly de=scthe
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importance of her daughter’'s recommendations to her method: “Well, what ihjgyrea
was was to read — sometimes my daughter would suggest ‘read this or tiag, dnet

[...] and if | got, as | was reading it, some unconscious message that | had sorwething
say, what | had fun with were the prefatory things,” the prologues to the poams
contemporize the tales and that point to the reason for their longevity (No EViUS)a
Sexton’s book, then, points to somewhat of a collaborative effort between mother and
daughter as the volume developed. After the book was written, Sexton “thanked Linda
for sparking the ‘magic in the head’ that produced” the book (Middlebrook 333).

In Sexton’s letters, Transformatiorssdiscussed more than any other book.

Writing to friends, publishers, and editors, she felt compelled to describe agairaand ag
what she was doing, which suggests that she was nervous about how the project would be
received and felt the need to defend the importance of her work in the volume to her

friends and, eventually, to the reading public. In her defenses of Transform&emien

concentrates on the fact that, in her view, “None of [the stories] are childremés St
pointing to the fact that the original “tales had a lot to say about human behawoar, if y
looked at them with a twisted mind” (No Evil Ste44, Middlebrook 336). Sexton
primarily concentrates on the humor of her poems, the “terror, deformity, nsadnes
torture” in both her new versions and the old tales, and the poems’ confessional/un-
confessional nature (Self-Portr862). Primarily, Sexton saw her work in the volume as
echoing that of the “black humorists,” her “modern” retellings at once “funny and
horrifying”; “They are a kind of dark, dark laughter,” she mused (367, 365). For Sexton,
this was a break from her previous style, in which “humor was not a very prominent

feature,” and she wanted people to see this other side of her, one which she adamitted w
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“not in every case the lighter side” (367, 362). According to Sexton, the poems she
developed were, like the Grimm’s tales, “grim,” and demonstrated the shared eoivers
her earlier poetry and the tales she was currently tackling. Describtngthar other
work, “terror, deformity, madness, and torture were [her] bag,” Sexton rematkkeha
“little universe of Grimm is not that far away” (367). Thus, Sexton depicts

Transformationss both a departure from and a continuation of her previous work.

As readers had come to expect her confessional engagement with such themes,
Sexton deliberated about whether or not the poems were confessional, wavering on the
point. She remarked, for instance, in a 1970 letter to Stanley Kunitz that the poems didn’t
seem confessional to her: “It strikes me as funny that you say it is neglsamrfession

to be confessional. | don’t see Transformatiassonfessional but perhaps it is indeed”

(372). Her resistance of the term here seems slightly disingenuous, sincershdécsbe
primarily responding to the label of confessional poet, also writing, “At oreItimated
being called confessional and denied it, mea culpa. Now | say that I'omihe
confessional poet” (Self-Portréd72). As Sexton remarked in other letters, however, she
clearly saw the poems’ confessional nature and marked this to be an importanhpart of
motives in the book. She wrote, for instance, to Kurt Vonnegut, Jr. that the volume was
indeed highly personal: “I think they end up being as wholly personal as my most
intimate poems, in a different language, a different rhythm, but coming styafayedl|
their story sound, from as deep a place” (367).

These poems provide insight into the significance of various tales and their
dominant symbols in Sexton’s spinning of her personal identity throughout her career. As

Cynthia A. Miller succinctly notes, “In Transformatigr&exton revisits the fairy tale and
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recreates the story to confront problems in her own life” (290). Transformations

typically viewed “as a transitional volume, nascently macabre, that suaoeeds
‘universalizing’ the personal focus (by implication a limitation?) ofdbefessional
mode” (Leventen 137). Still working partially in the confessional vein, the poems als
seek to particularize the stories from the poet’s point of view, with Sexton coricentra

on her childhood experience of the tales and their themes. Stanley Kunitz's remarks on

Transformationg€apture Sexton’s individualization of the tales in the volume,
concentrating on how the tales became part of her unique vision. Working from the
image of the mouth open wide in the volume’s first poem, he writes, “You have
swallowed the tales alive and carried them in the belly of your imaginatidryountvere
ready to disgorge them like a whole brotherhood of bug-eyed Jonahs” (qtd. in Self-
Portrait373).

Having swallowed the tales whole in childhood, Sexton constructs a book from
the adult female perspective that is deconstructive and reconstructivendie fmet
making the source tales her own, much as Rich had done with such tales as “The Snow
Queen” and “The Goose-Girl.” As Caroline King Barnard Hall explains ichapter on

Transformationsthese poems are “Grimm fairy tales recalled, recast, and reshaped by

Sexton; the poet’s personal stamp is evidenced in the very selection of the tales t
‘transform,’ in the prologues that she provides for each poem-tale, and in the breezy
offhand comments and observations interspersed throughout each poem” (98). The
volume’s first poem, “The Gold Key,” foregrounds this project. In “The Gold Key,”

Sexton sets up the very same frame for her book as that of the Modern Library Edition of

Grimm’s and Andersen’s fairy tales that she used as her source. The edit®extioat
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used contains, as a foreword, a passage/story that acts as an introduction tpttee text
passage telling of a young boy who is forced to go out in the snow and discovers both a
small golden key and a little box. The story ends on a note of enticement, tempting the
reader to enter the book: “now we must wait until he has quite unlocked it and opened the
lid, and then we shall learn what wonderful things were lying in that box” (“Foreword,”

Tales of Grimm and Andersgn

Sexton takes the very same passage as the frame for her book, tempting her
readers into the volume, but she immediately inserts herself into the text inalicontr
position — as the speaker, a new Mother Goose taking over the role of authoritizgdrom
Grimms and reclaiming it for women, fberself “The speaker in this case,” she

declares, “is a middle-aged witch, me - / tangled on my two great armdatenin a

book / and my mouth wide, / ready to tell you a story or two” (Transformatipns

Sexton then proceeds to relate essentially the same story that opens the volume of
Grimm’s and Andersen’s tales, with a twist. In Sexton’s transformation of tdueivi

Library source passage, the unlocked box metamorphosizd®irtook; the lifted lid

“opens this book of odd tales / which transform the Brothers Grimm” (2). Theorarat

goal in this book of odd tales? To make it her own, to make it her female characters’ own.
As Sexton explained when asked in an interview about her strategies when writing

Transformationsshe strove to reclaim the female perspective: “if you could do Snow

White, Anne, after Disney and all that, and make it something that’'s yours, and Snow
White’s, and the Queen’s and the cast, then you've got it licked” (No Evill8&r The
witch figure at the book’s center speaks in the voice of the aged femaleltoryt

weaving, at one level, new versions of the stories for new generations of girls and
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women'** At another, Sexton is speaking mainly to perpetual children, to adults of her

same age: “The middle-aged witch is speaking to her own generatiare, At fifty-six
do you remember?’ The witch tells children’s stories to adults she knowsllare sti
internally young” (George 112).

Sexton’s work in “The Gold Key” demonstrates the quality of the project as a
whole, which she once described, in provocative language, as a “rape” of the “odd fable
(Self-Portrait367). This “rape” required the old texts to become very “modern,”
“contemporary” (365, 362). As Suzanne Juhasz explains, Sexton’s re-visions “begin with
present-day examples of situations in which the tales are archetyyktien
demonstrate how those archetypes are still relevant (128). Taking thalaiag ta

dominating frame rather than as a fragment, Transformaties on the re-visioning of

several tales: “The Gold Key,” “Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs,” “The White
Snake,” “Rumpelstiltskin,” “The Little Peasant,” “Godfather Death,” pRiazel,” “Iron
Hans,” “Cinderella,” “One-Eye, Two-Eyes, Three-Eyes,” “The Wohddvlusician,”

“Red Riding Hood,” “The Maiden Without Hands,” “The Twelve Dancing Princesses,”
“The Frog Prince,” “Hansel and Gretel,” and “Briar Rose (SleepirapBg.” These re-
visions take on a variety of themes: “love, loss, madness, the nature of the father-
daughter compact, and death — the Death Baby we carry with us from the moment of
birth” (Kumin xxix). However, as Maxine Kumin remarks in her introduction to Sexton’s

Complete PoemsThematically, Anne’s concern in Transformatiomas a logical

extension of the material she dealt with in the confessional genre, but this timze wit
society-mocking overlay. Her attention focuses on women cast in a \vafriatiive

roles: the dutiful princess daughter, the wicked witch, the stepmother” (xviii).
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Sexton is especially interested in how the tales serve as archetypalexaim
girls’ roles within the social sphere, and how girls’ coming of age proves tcéstmius
for the middle-aged women who give birth to them under the archetypal models.
Tellingly, of the tales mentioned above, ten focus predominantly on female coming of
age and mother-daughter/father-daughter relationships. Sexton’s revistbhasefales
concentrate especially on the battle between virgin and witch — the evil witefrifying
cannibal who is portrayed as a “sacrifice,” a lesbian, a walking corpg®aking, but
her subject is most often the virgin girl, a “dumb bunny” who is ascending to take he
place (Ostriker 271). Furthermore, for the most part, “Sexton’s [characterain silent,
passive, powerless victims frozen in — and fated to act out — the prescribedddesiad r
which her sources cast them” (Leventen 140). Only the narrator, who assumes the
personal energy of the poet, possesses the power to achieve some kind ofedfitical s
realization and social critique.

The poem “Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs,” the first real transformation in
the book following the frame-poem “The Gold Key,” exemplifies this impulse pbleen
takes on, and therefore foregrounds for the book as a whole, the issues of female
competition, the girl as commodity and victim, and the problem of heterosexual desire
The poem opens the volume with an emphasis on girlhood and represents the pitfalls of
girlhood for the woman writer. Sexton’s prefatory remarks in the poem tanedrthe
image of the virgin girl as a site of social construction and critique. Steswr

No matter what life you lead
the virgin is a lovely number:

cheeks as fragile as cigarette paper,
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arms and legs made of Limoges,
lips like Vin Du Rhoéne,

rolling her china-blue eyes

open and shut.

Open to say,

Good Day Mama,

and shut for the thrust

of the unicorn.

She is unsoiled.

She is white as bonefish. (Transformati@js

As Vernon Young describes, “Obviously these prefaces (and afterwordsinajera
means of ‘transforming’ the fairy tales into a modern psychological idamhere
Sexton can, in her familiar voice, reflect upon the universal import of the tetrpidisy,
fear, and wonder encapsulated in these stories” (259). Here, Sexton emphasizgsthe
as a luxury commodity, made of marketable goods that are often enjoyeadeoy m
connoisseurs (cigarettes, fine collectibles, wine). Snow White is also hiptay doll
baby out of the nursery, her eyes rolling open for Mama in the morning and closed to
sexual desire at night, symbolized by the phallic symbol of the unicorn’s horn. Throug
this contemporizing of the fairy-tale virgin, which reconstructs her as arhadg of
twentieth-century marketable goods, Sexton foregrounds the virgin as a salsslde
and resold over time.

Turning to the tale, Sexton immediately refocuses the reader's@ttentthe

virgin — “Once there was a lovely virgin / called Snow White” — and the theme of the
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virgin as keepsake or tchotchke desired by men runs throughout (3). The dwarfs, for
instance, view Snow White as a stroke of luck, referring to her as “it".&ljeod omen,
/ they said, and will bring us luck” (6). The necrophilic prince who eventually falls i
love with her image wants to take her home and ensconce her in his castle: “Tise dwar
took pity upon him / and gave him the glass Snow White — / its doll's eyes shut forever —
/ to keep in his far-off castle” (9). Sexton’s references to Snow White’seresil
contribute to her prefatory portrayal of the virgin, further depicting the gahatem
bought and sold in the marketplace. The first time she is brought back to life, she is “as
full of life as soda pop” (7). The second, she “open[s] her eyes as wide as Orphdn Annie
(8). In the end, reawakened for the third time, her transformation into adult doll is
complete: “Snow White held court, / rolling her china-blue eyes open and shut” (9).
Unlike in the prefaces, where Sexton can be direct, she relies in the story sact@ns
tone and the use of simile, as Vernon Young also aptly notes. The use of similes’permit
the poet to provide a host of suggestive modern parallels for the characters and action of
the fairy tale [...]. In such instances, Sexton not only modernizes the story without
distorting its original shape, but she also introdubesidethe simple, single tone, of the
folk-based Grimm original, a complex, knowing, worldly tone” (Young 259).

Speaking in the voice of the witch-woman storyteller and playing off of Snow
White as a “virgin”/ “dumb bunny,” Sexton forces the reader to reconsider the mofive
the Wicked Queen in relation to the virginal stepdaughter. In her transformatiton Sex
emphasizes, as in the original tale and such earlier poems as “The DivisiotsbaR@&
“The Double Image,” the cycle of female competition by depicting thee@as a former

Snow White. In Sexton’s version of the tale, Snow White is right on the verge of
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adolescence and the Stepmother is a former beauty withering into old abeasribe
mother in “The Double Image”: she is “a beauty in her own right, / though eaten, of
course, by age, / [who will] hear of no beauty surpassing her own” (3). Not surprisingly
the Stepmother is a slave to the mirror, which she consults, as in the original stery, onc
daily, “something like the weather forecast” (5). Swelled by poisonous prid@uien
becomes enraged when Snow White surpasses her in beauty, according torthé exter
authority of the mirror. Newly desirable, Snow White as the commodified bdautif
virgin has more market value; Sexton calls attention to this by adding intdehat@us
male animals, such as wolves (resonating with the tale “Little Red Rttbng”) and
shakes (symbolizing in Freudian iconography the phallus), that salivate over Sntav Whi
as she wanders in the woods: “At each turn there were twenty doorways fkact at
stood a hungry wolf, / his tongue lolling out like a worm” (6). The Queen, in order to take
on some of this power, decides to eat her stepdaughter, but she is tricked by the hunte
who refuses to kill and dismember Snow White (5). When the Stepmother discovers
where Snow White is, exactly as in the original tale, she tries to kill hentbfivarious
feminine wiles that would be attractive to young girls as symbols of the onset of
womanhood — laces for her bodice, a comb for her hair — that are actually killing
mechanisms: the comb, for instance, is really “a curved eight-inch scorjoiThge
final object offered is the apple, the symbol of carnal knowledge, passed along from
mother to daughtéer®

The tale transformed becomes a story of vanity punished and vanity renewed
through Sexton’s depiction of Snow White as a future Wicked Stepmother. Amplifying

the themes in the original tale, Sexton emphasizes at the end of her version thengpntinui
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cycle of female destruction, of women’s cultivated hatred of their dauglpiermise and
desirability. As the poem closes, Snow White is portrayed as a new incarofthe
hated Stepmother — while Snow White holds court, she “sometimes refer[s] to toer mir
/ as women do” (9). No longer a girl, she has ascended to the Queen’s place and, it is
suggested, will soon succumb to the Queen’s jealousy. Once Snow White has a daughter,
we expect her to be just as bad as the former Wicked Queen, despite her expérence
emphasize this, Sexton forces the reader to linger over the Queen’s horrendous death,
which is really a mere afterthought in the original version:

The wicked queen was invited to the wedding feast

and when she arrived there were

red-hot shoes,

in the manner of red-hot roller skates,

clamped upon her feet.

First your toes will smoke

and then your heels will turn black

and you will fry upward like a frog,

she was told.

And so she danced until she was dead,

a subterranean figure,

her tongue flicking in and out

like a gas jet. (9)
Here, Sexton seems to identify (and seems to want her audience to idenfiftfjewit

plight of the Wicked Queen, which is suggested at the beginning of the poem by her
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statement that “Beauty is a simple passion, / but, oh my friends, in the end / you will
dance the fire dance in iron shoes” (5). Through this, Sexton also emphasizdgohe gir
be, like the commodities from which she is constructed, disposable. Once her shelf life
runs out, she will be discarded like the Wicked Queen, sacrificed to old age.

These themes are echoed in the other poems in the volume. In “Rapunzel,” for
instance, the daughter figure must pay for her mother’s treachery and {{egire®ther
steals rampion from Mother Gothel’'s garden and must therefore pay with ta@phier
daughter). The “Aunt” figure who assumes Rapunzel’s care shuts her in a tokeer at
age of twelve, isolating her from society and presumably from the sexuasdesimen.

This, however, is for a purpose other than that of Snow White’s stepmother, although the
result is the same. The woman in the poem addresses the young girl as a dasited se
object, feeding on, through sexual play, the sexual possibility of the youngéhgijil:

me, / my young dear, hold me. / Put your pale arms around my neck. / Let me hold your
heart like a flower / lest it bloom and collapse” (38). The older woman’s touch is

invasive, even as it reveres the young girl’s beauty and energy. “Giyeunaether

lips / all puffy with their art,” the older women needles, “and | will give you kfgein

return” (38). In the end, the older woman is again the one destroyed, Sexton’s poem
affording a terrible, transient power to the younger girl: “As for Motheh@&ot her

heart shrank to the size of a pin, / never again to say: Hold me, my young dear, / hold me,
/ and only as she dreamed of the yellow hair / did moonlight sift into her mouth” (42).

This choice is somewhat puzzling, given Sexton’s identification as the volume
opens with the older woman/witch figure. Her censure of the adult female througgout t

text seems to counteract the celebration of the power of the witch woman'’s voice
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However, Sexton’s caustic treatment of the adult female points to themegitiethe
girl in cultural rhetoric as the emblem of pliant, pliable, and desirable fenyinis
Catherine Driscoll explains, “Girls, young women, and feminine adolesceneshighly
visible in twentieth-century Western cultures — mostly as a markeroéture and
malleable identity, and as a publicly preeminent image of desirability"§2xton’s
treatment of girlhood thus, in one of the few moments in the volume that values girls’
power, also seems to point to the girl’'s actual resiliency, her energy apdviner of
curious discovery.

“Cinderella” similarly plucks the strings of female competition. The poem,
concentrating on the marriage plot as an example of the story of the Americam Drea
depicts the girls within the marriage market as vultures, Cinderella’sstenss
suppressing her and actually cutting off pieces of themselves in ord&inctiad
prince’s hand. The two sisters, censured for their transgressions, aret&fabliheir
eyes are pecked out by a “white dove” (56). Through this, Sexton portrays female
jealousy as mutilating. Furthermore, Cinderella, like Snow White, assumesriheffa
doll woman, ensconced in the curio cabinet of marriage:

Cinderella and the prince

lived, they say, happily ever after,

like two dolls in a museum case

never bothered by diapers or dust,
never arguing over the timing of an egg,
never telling the same story twice,

never getting a middle-aged spread,
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their darling smiles pasted on for eternity.
Regular Bobbsey Twins. (57)

Again alluding to girls’ cultures (the Bobbsey Twins, baby dolls) popular at thestime
came of age, Sexton shows that the true possibilities of marriage are deadtresthley
and the girl cannot go on living. The fairy tale, according to Sexton, negates the
challenges and joys of marriage.

The other poems in the volume which retell girls’ stories deploy the driglea
to provide a more critical depiction of girls’ lives in the distant past and thencpatary
present, pointing to a disturbing continuity in girls’ positions throughout Western history
through the seemingly innocuous vehicle of the fairy tale. “Rumplestiltdie,*Snow
White,” portrays the girl as a commodity traded by her father to a Kidgruhe false
premise that she can spin straw into gold. If she can’t make good on her fathersepromi
she will die. “The Maiden Without Hands,” playing off of the father’s cutting off of the
girl's hands in the original tale, foregrounds the patriarchal need to cfgmpéde agency
in order to feel powerful: “Lady bring me your wooden leg / so | may stand on my ow
two pink pig feet” (81). “The Frog Prince,” playing on incest themes and sexual
undercurrents in versions of the original tales, depicts the assault of fergaiawlry
male desire: “Frog is my father’s genitals”; “Mr. Poison / is at my’ l{@4). Each of
these re-tellings position the girl as an unwilling victim to her cultuteiy ®f itself,
which positions her, in the end, as a woman struggling to escape from her childhood and
unwilling to face her older self. The final poem in the book, “Briar Rose (Sleeping
Beauty),” capitalizes on these threads in the volume. Sleeping Beauty, turned asomni

is stuck in a constant replaying of the past, with “Daddy” at its center. Ipdbis,
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Sexton uses simile to strengthen the sexualized content in the original taiesipgr
the father as predator. Beauty’s primary fear is that, if she fétlspagain, she may
reawaken to advanced age and near death: “I must not dream / for when | do | see the
table set / and a faltering crone at my place, / her eyes burnt by tegdras she eats
betrayal like a slice of meat” (111). Sleeping Beauty fears that shgoeit become the
outcast, retributive wise woman who punished her parents by punishing her. Parglyzed b
this fear, she is forced to live as a “trance girl” who is the property adtgptihey can do
whatever they want with her (111). Forever a little girl, living in her drieeuth, Beauty
lives the nightmare of passive, victimized, beset femininity.

“Briar Rose (Sleeping Beauty)” exemplifies the blending of persoesmltitat
occurs throughout the volume. As Cynthia Miller describes, “The persona workslthroug
her private experiences by referring to herself in the third person in tlogpeoby
transferring her experiences to Briar Rose in the fairy tale, and bkiisgp@gpenly in the
lyric ‘I' in the final section” (295). This amalgamation is dependent on an estedli
fluidity of time, in which the present is continually bedded down with the past. diagor
to Miller, “Time, for the girl, is not only a diachronic experience of moving
chronologically backward, but also a synchronic experience of turning inward” @91)
she further describes, “First, the persona journeys into her past, regoesisdéthood,
and, through memory, predicts her future. Next, the persona travels into the tinsslessne
of the fairy tale. The persona then navigates from the fairy tale to the tpaesketwells
on her current and past life” (295). The girl's ultimate fear is of slippirggthe crone’s

position, of succumbing to the role of society’s outcast, but the crone and the girl, in the
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volume, are always one in the same. The middle-aged witch is merely the virgin
embittered by experience.

As Suzanne Juhasz argues in Naked and Fiery Forms: Modern American Poetry

by Women, A New TraditionTransformationgan be viewed as a pivotal book in

Sexton’s career. Writing the poems led her to recognize further how to “bridg[ghp
between the present of adult experience, the potential madness underlyingytayeve
and the past of childhood, dream, and archetype,” building further on efforts she had
begun in her earliest work (127). In these poems, inspired in part by her own relptionshi
with her daughter, whose reading patterns seem to have led her to look moresat storie
that deal dominantly with the experience of young girls, Sexton partictiadgs the

divide between girls and women and the continuity between girlhood and womanhood.
The representations of girlhood that emerge both celebrate and denigraiademi
adolescence. Sexton argues, finally, that the energy of girlhood must be tapiedsw
negative aspects — victimization, masochism, and passivity — must be eradisatbd. A
would later write in the 1976 poem “The Lost Lie,” “it is only the child in me bugsti

out / and | keep plotting how to kill her” (Poe33). Above all, Transformatioradtests

to the continuity of girls’ experiences over time, critiquing the ongoing dssfagitls’
minds and bodies as a dominant thread in women’s subjectification and patterns of self-

destruction. The poems, as Carol Leventen describes in “Transforim&itamcings,”

concentrate particularly on developing a “bleak, devastating vision of womens roles
and demonstrating the “unequivocally destructive impact on women of patriarchral cont
of the socialization process” (136). But they also speak to the double-bind of the female

who has tried to exist in both roles; the poems allow Sexton, to some extent, to
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“understand and accept the extent to which she is indeed caught in Juhasz’s classic
double bind,” that of identification with either “silent and silenced women or with the
articulate women who helps us to understand the reasons for their silencingitédreve
146).

Sexton did not leave the children’s book behind with Transformatimvgever.

Her interest in children’s books as a keyhole into the past/present continued asdrer ca
moved forward out of the book. In the books that followed, she blends the fragmentary
use of the fairy tale with the fairy tale as framing device, identifgwen more closely

with the terrifying witch figure, while also continuing to depict the ongoingggie

between child and adult (Poe®%1). As Sexton captures in “The Hex,” published in the

1972 volume The Book of Follya woman could be “Thirteen for [her] whole life, / just

the masks keep changing” (Bo2k). Continuing to wage the battle between Princess
Anne and the middle-aged witch, Sexton would continue to use allusions to children’s
tales throughout the remainder of her career as a means of social crisguedily her

work on the Transformationslume. Through her allusions to children’s literature,

Sexton, then entering her mid-forties, particularly concentrates on thgingronset of

old age and the strengthening threat of death. In the poem “The Red Shoes,” for instance,
Sexton blends Andersen'’s fairy tale of the same name with the image of-ihet hoes

drawn from “Little Snow-White” that she had often referenced in the past. In the poem

the speaker ties on red shoes that have been passed down from generation to generation:
“They are not mine. / They are my mother’s. / Her mother’s before. / Handed down like

an heirloom / but hidden like shameful letters” (316). Here, Sexton emphasizes, as she

had throughout Transformatigrthe continuity of girls’ experiences over time, the
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terrible function of girlhood as tracing a cyclical pattern. As falgs are handed down
from generation to generation, so are many of the basic constructs of womesn'’s role
Despite the change heralded by the feminist movement in the early 1960s, thibee is st
persistent sense in Sexton’s work that it was going to take a greaf déaltoto change
old mores.

Her later poem “The Witch's Life,” published in The Awful Rowing Toward God

(1975), looks with troubled eyes at the danger of assuming the witch’s mantel. The poem
begins in childhood, with Sexton contemplating whether the old woman that she and her
friends had feared is a witch. “When | was a child,” she muses, “there was aonséhw

in our neighborhood / whom we called The Witch. / All day she peered from her second
story window / from behind the wrinkled curtains / and sometimes she would open the
window / and yell: Get out of my life!” (423). Now questioning the true power of the

witch, Sexton wonders if she is transforming into one: “I think of her sometimes now /
and wonder if I am becoming her” (423). Importantly, Sexton portrays the reclusive
woman in this poem as a symbol of subdued power, a symbol of shrunken womanhood, a
former Rapunzel/new Mother Gothel: “It is the witch’s life, / climbing thenprdial

climb, / a dream within a dream, / then sitting here / holding a basket of fire” (424). The
story Sexton creates through her allusion to the witch here is quite differerthtom

which she creates in her earlier poems “Her Kind” or “The Gold Key.” Hberelates a
story of stifled, repressed potential, the speaker now assuming the positiothef M

Gothel, “climbing the primordial climb” up the hair of Rapunzel into her doom (423).

“The Witch’s Life” is one of reclusiveness, stifled potential, and oncominiguidi®n,
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the woman contained in the tower room, the self-imposed prison that she herself has
created.
The Children’s Text as Confessional Portal
In Anne Sexton’s work, the children’s book becomes a confessional portal, a lens
for examining women'’s individual and common experiences. What Sexton examines,
above all, is the problem of being a girl who has to transform into a woman — theestrugg
of evolving through the process of feminine adolescence. As she describes in the poem
“Hurry Up Please It's Time,” “The trouble with being a woman, Skeezix, /irgse
little girl in the first place” (385). In the end, Sexton portrays herselfgad/aoman
“both saved and lost, / tumbling downward like Humpty Dumpty / off the alphabet” and
getting back up again, dusting herself off and tackling the tale anew (430)esTiltas
an amalgamation of fractured fairy tales, which come together in thecabszexton’s
life story.
©
“I am the Story”: Writing and Revising Experience

In speaking of lies, we come inevitably to the subject of the truth. There is

nothing simple or easy about this idea. There is no “the truth,” “a truth” —

truth is not one thing, or even a system. It is an increasing complexity.

Adrienne Rich, “Women and Honor: Some Notes on
Lying” (LSS 187)
Influenced by and influencing the efforts of second-wave feminism, Rich and

Sexton often tapped the children’s book as a cultural and personal artifact to demonstra

the intersection of public and private experience. With heightened politicalesoti
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Rich’s and Sexton’s work especially exemplifies the productive and provocative
intersection between children’s literature and women'’s writing followhegonset of the
women’s movement in the early 1960s, an intersection which would prove especially
productive in women'’s writing from the 1970s into the present. Whereas Elizabeth
Bishop and Sylvia Plath largely take up girls’ texts to make sense of thein@sptior
to 1963, Rich and Sexton increasingly engage in an investigation of childrentsiteéera
that, while personal, strives to be more political and representative, commagitking
more energy on the dangerous roles that girls are encouraged to assume initige entic
pages of the children’s book and pointing to new directions in contemporary women’s
writing. Sexton’s work, in particular, exemplifies the struggle that suchmgaroduces
within the female psyche, as her work plays out an ongoing battle between virgin
princess and wicked queen within the singular body of the young and middle-agesl femal
reader. While Rich is extremely conscious of adhering to the “facts” as raymdssible
in order to preserve some semblance of realism and decorum, Sexton doesn’t mind
twisting the details in order to get at her version of the “truth,” as she belietesich
dramatization adds to the resultant power of the text to speak to her audience and to speak
for her. As various “true” stories spin out from their work, the definitions of poetic
“truth,” the ability of the confessional poem to represent the “truth” of expes,
rapidly multiply, the intermingling of life and story both exhilarating ancspgeating.
Reworking the building block texts of many girls’ imaginative lives, Riath a
Sexton are most interested in the ways in which girls’ reading and wrétteyps pattern
adult female creativity — for better and for worse. Rich particuladklés, through her

allusions to children’s texts and girls’ reading, the pull of nostalgia and therdarige
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girls’ socialization, endeavoring to create a “consciously historicadititnent of girlhood

from the girl's and the woman’s own perspective (BBPF). Sexton, on the other hand,

is much more caustic and penetrative in her use of the children’s book as a tool, pointing
toward the even more critical work of writers like Angela Carter, who cdeiplestool

the children’s text in service of a narrative of female empowerment. Wheriéas like
Sexton and Rich often stick to the primary narrative pattern offered, requsanty those
patterns to illuminate their own lives in order to demonstrateideenpowering nature of
such stories for women, Carter and other contemporary women writers, inclugang Ol
Broumas, Margaret Atwood, and Jeannette Winterson, would utterly transform the stori
into new forms with new characters and thoroughly reformed plotlines.

The intersection of girls’ reading, children’s literature, and the adulle
consciousness in Rich’s and Sexton’s work exemplifies the feminist attemygt to us
personal experience as a platform for raising political consciousness tarthiof
radical critique, recalled, “old” texts had to be strategically retold ttmmfemale
perspective — from the writer’'s own perspective — in order for the author todand tr
creative freedom and artistic expression. Rich’s and Sexton’s sucocessettd
Winterson, whose work demonstrates the still ongoing influence of Rich’s cad-for r
vision, sums up this paradigm in the introductory chapter to her 2000_novel The
Powerbookwhich traces a woman’s ongoing, overlapping, and riotously inventive
reinvention of herself through old stories made new in an online forum. The girl/woman
narrator reminds herself as the novel opens that she must “tell [her]salbagdaagain”
that “there is always a new beginning, a different end. | can change thd storthe

story’ (5, my italics).
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8 n their study of girls’ voices and their relatimwomen’s development on behalf of the Harvamjdt
for Women'’s Development and Girls’ Psychology, Mikel Brown and Carol Gilligan emphasize the
strength and clarity of young girls’ voices and fwaver of voice that is lost as girls reach adaese,
which results in women'’s inability to articulatesthselves accurately and the development of “inautithe
or idealized” relationships (6). The writers id§nthis as occurring at the dangerous “crossroads”
adolescence: “While connection and responsiveiogistiips are central to women’s psychological
development and to women’s ways of knowing, [...] @mihg observations suggest that adolescent and
adult women are silenced in relationships rathan ttisk open conflict and disagreement that mightIto
isolation and violence” (3). Brown and Gilligan, eveupport a methodology of relational psychology,
propose that womemustexamine closely young girls’ voices and the chaggenor of adolescent voices
in order to come to terms with their own lack ofygo and authenticity. They speak of adolescetd g5
both going underground and developing an “undengdia constellation of secret networks by means of
which they share information, an act of creativenowunication that not only demonstrates girls’ ifigi

to be authentic publicly, but that also speak&irtability to form resistive and effective meassito

thwart authority when it invades their private vast Though this study was conducted much later tia
period during which the authors under consideratiere came of age, its findings still speak todssihnat
have plagued girls throughout the twentieth centuiny illuminates Rich’s and Sexton’s interest i th
girl's voice. See Brown and Gilligan, Meeting a¢ tBrossroads: Women's Pyschology and Girls'
Developmen{Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard UP, 1991).

8 Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar address thess isstedation to both nineteenth-century and
contemporary women authors in the second chapteh@Madwoman in the Attj¢Infection in the
Sentence: The Woman Writer and the Anxiety of Amgh.” Gilbert and Gubar demonstrate that women
who attempt the pen have historically struggledhaih “anxiety of authorship,” an anxiety built fro
complex and only barely conscious fears of thataritly which seems to the female artist to be by
definition inappropriate to her sex” (51). As Gitband Gubar note, this produces a particular et o
challenges for the female writer, since she musit“étruggle against the effects of a socializatidich
makes conflict with the will of her (male) precurs@eem inexpressibly absurd, futile, or even in ése
case of the Queen in ‘Little Snow-White,” self-anifating. [...] In order to define herself as an autbbe
must redefine the terms of her socialization” (49e problems of female authorship in relation to
feminine socialization can be viewed in the critigsponse to confessional poetry as practiceddayen.
As Linda Wagner-Martin notes in Sylvia Plath: Theti€al Heritage “Because confessional poets were
said to write about the extremes of human behawiany of them having experienced mental breakdown,
and because several of these poets were wometertheconfessional’ became pejorative. It signalesl
end of control, the opposite of craft. The usehefterm fed into a current of resistance that sedavhen
the Lowell foreword to Arielvas published: that of women readers and critios @bjected to the
somewhat patronizing tone of the established maée praising Plath by setting her apart from other
women writers” (12). See Gilbert and Gubar, The tMahan in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the
Nineteenth-Century Literary Imaginatio® ed. (New Haven: Yale UP, 2000) and Linda W. Wageer,
Sylvia Plath: The Critical Heritagg.ondon and New York: Routledge, 1988).

8 See, for instance, James Dickey’s review of All Rhetty Onesin Anne Sexton: Telling the Tal&d.
Steven E. Colburn (Ann Arbor: U of Michigan P, 1988 Louis Simpson’s review of Live or Diavhich
refers to the poem “Menstruation at 40” as “thawtthat broke this camel’s back” (qtd. in Salviaan
Grumet 36).

% In her review of Of Woman Bordane Lazarre notes how Rich'’s strategic apprtmabler material was
likely to be received: “The first responses [to waonis attempts to reveal the truth of their experégwill

be fear, anger, and resistance. And | believe theséhe reasons, in part, for the very mixed récep

being given Adrienne Rich’s compelling and compasaie new book, Of Woman Born: Motherhood as
Experience and Institutioft am thinking particularly of Helen Vendler's akdancine Gray’s reviews in
the New York Review of Bookand the New York Timgdo be [largely] a response to” Rich’s blending of
objective research and personal experience (2@®)J8ne Lazarre, “Adrienne Rich Comes to Terms with
‘The Woman in the Mirror,” Reading Adrienne RidReviews and Re-Visiond951-81 Ed. Jane Roberta
Cooper (Ann Arbor: U of Michigan P, 1984): 293-299.

8 See, for instance, the following books: Claire EgyThe Aesthetics of Power: The Poetry of Adrienne
Rich (Athens: U of Georgia P, 1986); Cheri Colby Larlyd&drienne Rich: The Moment of Change
(Westport: Preager, 2004); Alice Templeton, Thedbmeand the Dialogue: Adrienne Rich’s Feminist
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Poetics(Knoxville: U of Tennessee P, 1994); Liz Yorke,rfhne Rich: Passion, Politics, and the Body
(London: Sage, 1997); Diana Hume George, OedipusgAnhe Poetry of Anne Sextddrbana: U of
lllinois P, 1987); Jo Gill, Anne Sexton’s Confegsa Poetic{Gainesville: UP of Florida, 2007); Caroline
King Barnard Hall, Anne SextafBoston: G.K. Hall, 1989); and Diane Wood Middlebk, Anne Sexton:
A Biography(New York: Vintage, 1992).

87 Gill seeks to reexamine Sexton’s “confessionaltppas actually “undermin[ing] conventional
expectations of agency, reliability, and transpay&ii4). In her book, Gill relies heavily on Foudafor

her reformulation of “confession.” She explainstttteor Foucault, confession is not a means of esging
the irrepressible truth of prior lived experienbat a ritualized ‘technique ... for producing truth'J. It is
not the product of free self-expression, but rathereffect of an ordered regime by which the ke{jins

to conceive of itself as individual, responsiblelpable, and therefore confessional” (17). Accogdim

Gill, this assessment provides insight into Sex@dnbmplex and sophisticated poetics” becauseiiitpdo
the writing of the poem itself as a sort of styfizgual for getting at the meaning of the author’s
experience.

8 For Rich’s explanation of tokenism in relationhter career and her coming of age, see, for instdmere
1981 essay “Disobedience and Women'’s Studies” BlBoglad, and Poetry: Selected Prose 1979-1985
(Norton: New York, 1986): 76-84. See also suchnm®as “Juvenilia,” Sourceand “Snapshots of a
Daughter-in-Law.” For an explanation of masculinfiiences on Rich’s early work and career, seer€lai
Keyes, The Aesthetics of PoweBee also Cheri Colby Langdell, Adrienne Riche Moment of Change
Langdell discusses, for example, the importandricii’'s father and her male mentors to her earlgear
“until she graduated from college, [Rich] wrote pfor her father, who challenged, provoked, cajo&at
sometimes complimented her, but whose opinion meattgreatly to her. It was of great importancetoot
‘displease’ him. Gradually ‘other men — writersatbers’ assumed the role of mentor in her life agtv
there was ‘the Man, who was ... a literary mastABRP170). Though her first mentor was her terrifying
tyrannical father, the next mentors were male paetsprofessors, some mild, some condescending som
brilliant” (12).

8 As she notes elsewhere, she viewed amnesia asil¢hee of the unconscious” (L387).

% Concentrating on the complacency of privilegedteviiomen in her 1983 poem “Virginia 1906,” for
instance, Rich queries how these women, how sheelfiecan “stop dreaming the dream / of protection,
asking “how does she follow her own wildness / sliegl the innocence, the childish power? / How does
she keep from dreaming the old dreams?” (The HeatDworframeFac{ 196). While at first glance these
lines seem to promote a turn from girlhood, Rictualty promotes a critical re-investigation of {hast

that helps the writer/reader get back to the “wiild” who had, like Gretel, “lost her way” and Iz prey
to an older, omnivorous femininity (195). Furthems, examining the girl as a culprit in her own d&m
Rich refuses to accept girlhood as merely a stadetmhood, “as if the victim dare not be intgiint”
(195). “Knowing us as | do,” she writes, “I cringdien she saysBut | was not culpablé,l was the

victim, the girl, the youngest, / the susceptibie’¢195). As “Virginia 1906” exemplifies, Rich’s imyse
throughout her oeuvre is often to follow the giihsiate wildness, to force the victim to be intgint, and
to shed the paralyzing shroud of presumed innocence

I The poem “Innocence: 1945, written in 1993, atsptures Rich'’s resistance of the desire to fictiae
or sugarcoat the past. In the poem, Rich usesithge of Hans Christian Andersen’s Snow Queen to
characterize the borderline between nostalgiatiddicood innocence and the reality of practiced
ignorance: the early obliviousness of Jewish-Anarichildren to the “extreme measures” being taken
against European Jews during World War |l (F#2). Positioning herself as Kay, the boyish pgotast

in the tale, Rich recognizes at once the childremiscence, her reference to the Snow Queen’s wiles
exemplifying their “freedom” from knowledge (in tlogiginal tale, Kay is extremely unaware of his
surroundings when in the Snow Queen'’s lair): “Wd Hane nothing while some / extreme measures were
taken. We drifted. In the / Snow Queen’s hugédiam had dreamed / of the whole world and a nai p
of skates” (262). Depicting America’s landscapéhas‘Snow Queen’s huge ballroom,” into which Kay is
led and in which he lingers near death, Rich pgstteer childhood self through the lens of the féatg as
ignorantly innocent, recognizing the adult’s deémmethis near-death state of innocence to peasidt
suggesting the American tendency to gloss oveottiist fact. The fairy tale, here, serves as a jrtiat

is swiftly recognizable as representative of citdperceptions. The Devil’'s Mirror that pierces foem,
which in the fairy tale makes everything good apped and everything evil appear good, is guilbab
her innocence: “The beauty of it was the guilt.értered us, quickchnapps/ forked tongue of ice. The
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guilt / made us feel innocent again” (261-262).&Jeuilt is just as dangerous as nostalgia, a tonic
making the adult feel better about his/her lackradwledge. Through this, Rich explores the triarafle
guilt, innocence, and ignorance as a Bermuda Tléaingvhich historical consciousness becomes lost.
While the speaker longs for the freedom of innoeetich points to the danger of this desire, caraig)
the sweet pull of nostalgia as a freezing force.

%2 Rich likewise captures this endeavor in her 1966np “Halfway,” a poem she notes she wrote about her
grandmother, but which she later realized was radkded to herself (LS$73). “A young girl, thought
sleeping, is certified dead,” she writes, recalling story of Sleeping Beauty. “To sit by the fsdo
become another woman [...] / My days lie open, listgngrandmother” (CER33).

% Rich’s contemporaries Gilbert and Gubar likewisetrwomen’s anxiety of authorship in the books that
on the one hand, spark the girl's imagination amdthe other, leave behind a questionable legatihe
Madwoman in the Atticwhich, like “When We Dead Awaken,” also pickedampevolving trends in
women’s writing and functioned as a kind of martidefor feminist critics and female authors durihg t
contemporary period, Gilbert and Gubar echo Rielssessment of the problematic importance of girls’
early exposure to literature, alluding repeatedIgtiildren’s stories, especially the fairy talethie chapter
that opens their book, for instance, they explidilaw on a well-recognized story symbolic of didarly
reading — the Grimm tale “Little Snow-White” — fitustrate their assessment of the struggle for fema
authority. According to Gilbert and Gubar, thd gircornered into “silence” by stories like “LitISnow-
White,” which pit the “angel-woman” against the “nster-woman” (the terror/dream binary Rich had
previously described) (36). Through such textsytargue, the girl learns to imagine herself asitiaage
invented and defined by the magic looking glasthefmale-authored text, or as a silent dancer ooha
woes” (here, they allude to Snow White’s step-motieng forced to dance to her death in “red-hoesh
at the end of the tale) (43, Grimm 258). Accordin@silbert and Gubar, the woman writer must disrup
such depictions by splintering the magic lookingsgl— the “story.” Akin to the undercurrent of fratng
and fragmentation in Rich’s essay, the image ofQQbeen’s exploding looking-glass, spilling out
empowered women and entrapped girls, helped td pmirard a new future and place children’s texts
under the microscope.

% See, for example, Hester Eisenstein Contemporamyirkist Though{Boston: G.K. Hall, 1983); Terry
Lovell “Feminisms of the Second Wave” The Blackw@timpanion to Social Theo(Blackwell, 2000);
and Liz Yorke, Adrienne Rich: Passion, Politicsd &ine Body(London: Sage, 1997). In my view, Alice
Templeton captures Rich’s endeavor to positionploetry as representative of the individual and the
collective: “Rich’s poetry since Diving into the W8k (1973) provides an extensive example of feminist
aesthetic practice where readers can analyze hdwvhay this practice has to be sustained. Her poetry
continually enacts this negotiation between théipaar individual's experience and a generalizesion
of women’s oppression and survival” (139).

% See Keyes, Templeton, Langdell.

% This theme recurs in Rich’s poem “A Marriage ie Sixties,” which likewise comments on
disillusionment after marriage.

9" Oates also echoes Rich’s assessment of earlgirdfas in her article on the importance of Lewis@hr
to her aesthetics. Oates explains that there ar@timnary influences in a writer’s life: 1) “thotleat came
so early in childhood, they seem to soak into ey ynarrow of our bones and to condition our
interpretation of the universe thereafter” andi)se that come later when the writer is more awhthe
strategies and emotions of art (13). See Oatést'IFoves: From ‘Jabberwocky’ to ‘After Apple-
Picking™ The Faith of a Writer: Life, Craft, AftNew York: Plume, 2003): 13-22.

% As | described in Chapter |, Bishop describedrtiagical process of copying in de la Mare’s work as
leading to new discoveries, new forms, and new iingan Rich similarly considers the process of ¢ogy
here, concentrating on how it helps her to devlkempown vision. See Bishop, “| Was But Just Awake,”
Rev. of Come Hither: A Collection of Rhymes and idedor the Young of All AgesPoetry93 (October
1958): 50-54. Furthermore, copying is a regulanth in Rich’s work. See the poems “Valediction
Forbidding Mourning” and Sources examples of this strain in Rich’s work.

% Another poem written at about the same time, “Waif,” follows a similar pattern, portraying the
woman by the fireside as a symbol of girls’ comiagroice, this time against the image of a girl as
Sleeping Beauty (“A young girl, thought sleepirgcertified dead”): “To sit by the fire is to becem
another woman, / red hair charring to grey, / gress grappling with the printed page” (233).
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190 According to Bruno Bettelheim, “The Goose-Girl'phasizes the difficulties one encounters on life’s
voyage: coming into sexual maturity, gaining indegence and self-realization” (140). Bettelheim’s
assessment of the theme of self-realization ressmaith Rich’s poem, in that she also seems to
concentrate on the importance of self-realizatodriassert[ing] herself,” to her poetry (Bettelheis0).
See Bruno Bettelheim The Uses of Enchantment: Téerlihg and Importance of Fairy Tal@d&ew York:
Knopf, 1977).

191 Falada’s dark gateway can be related to the irapoet of darkness and struggle in the female aésthet
of power Keyes describes Rich as developing. Adogrtb Keyes, “Women’s ‘uncertain’ power remains
in the other realm — of dark instead of light, bbice instead of control, of the unconscious” (7).

192 The importance of the fairy tale here links upasious critics’ reading of Rich’s political poetag
being rooted in the tenor of everyday experien&ge.Cheri Langdell explains in Adrienne Rich: The
Moment of Changefor example, Rich “says she has tried to heacthatry’s public voice and to record
in her poetry and prose what is real in our culturd politics” (1). In “The Fact of a Doorframe,idR

uses the fairy tale to illustrate this endeavor.

103 gee, for example, the essays on Transformatimhsded in_Anne Sexton: Telling the T&knn Arbor:

U of Michigan P, 1988); Alicia Ostriker, “That StorAnne Sexton and Her Transformations,” Sexton:
Selected CriticisnfUrbana: U of lllinois P, 1988): 251-273; Carolikang Barnard Hall's chapter on
Transformationsn Anne Sextor{Boston: Twayne, 1989): 92-112; and Carol Leventéransformatiors
Silencings,” Critical Essays on Anne Sex{@&woston:; G.K. Hall, 1989): 136-48.

19410 Oedipus Anne: The Poetry of Anne Sextfum instance, Diana Hume George notes how Sexsed
the stories and theories of “Oedipus, Sophocle=ydFrto provide structure for the personal stogt the
wanted to tell. Sexton also uses the Bible extehgiwv order to provide shape for her personalatares,

a pattern that Jo Gill discusses in Anne Sextowwsf€ssional Poetics

195 As Sexton similarly remarks in the same interviéMany of my poems are true, line by line, alterimg
few facts to get the story at its heart” (“The AftPoetry” 22).

1% the popular fairy tale “Cinderella,” for insi@a there is a set of three stepsisters who aceddnto
competition with one another. This pattern is regtied in numerous other fairy tales, such as “Tolkl&h
Goose,” “One-Eye, Two-Eyes, and Three-Eyes,” anediBy and the Beast.”

197 As her husband is cast in the role of prince, @eriso regularly portrays her beloved, but frigitigly
mad aunt, Nana Dingley, as a replica of “all theoked women / in The Brothers GrirfiufiPoems73). In
Sexton’s story of her life, Nana was often chandotel as akin to the woman in the woods in “Haasel
Gretel,” who seems welcoming and loving, but whallyewants to devour the children she has takem int
her home, or the elderly enchantress in “Rapunzéid keeps her younger charge locked in a towegyawa
from civilization and sexual experience.

198 This poem describes a class in which Lowell haaresl particularly crazed and agitated, hospitadizin
himself directly after the session ended. See KathiSpivack, “Poets and Friends,” Anne Sextoniricell
the Tale Ed. Steven E. Colburn (Ann Arbor: U of Michigan1®88): 28-29.

199 gsexton likewise treated this theme in the secareipin_ To Bedlam and Part Way BatKind Sir:
These Woods,” depicts the speaker as being ldkeimoods like Hansel and Gretel, separated fromeho
and family and left in danger. “It was a trick,’etipeaker explains, “to turn around once and knowv y
were lost; / knowing the crow’s horn was cryinghe dark, / knowing that supper would never corat, t
the coast’s / cry of doom from that far away beib¥p's bell / said/our nursemaid is gori€Poems4). As
these lines suggest, being lost in the woods mhgkend of innocence, the discovery of the evilrtgdn
the woods, which Sexton reveals, by the end optren, is really the speaker herself: “i searcthase
woods and find nothing worse / than myself, caumgttveen the grapes and the thorns” (PoBgns

19 sexton’s depiction of the juxtaposed images oftrapand daughter here is echoed in the illustradtion
her later poem “Snow White,” which is included imafisformationsin the image, mother and daughter
gaze into two mirrors held opposite to one anottigiy images mirroring the two portraits hung ogife
one another in “The Double Image.”

11 The movement of contemporary women writers’ imagans into the childhood past actually marks a
turn farther back to the literary foremothers whosgamation became an important part of the women’
movement in the 1960s and 1970s. The movemenbrgiin some respects the revisions and versions of
fairy-tales and fantasy literature produced by t@aath-century women writers. Writers such as @hes
Rossetti, who was a widely respected poet, wrodrpahat was rooted in the fairy-tale, fantasy lvaf
children’s literature, such as Goblin Mark&862), while also writing books for children suah Speaking

299



Likenesse$1874), which is itself a re-vision of Lewis Cdlt®earlier Alicebooks. See Nina Auerbach,
Forbidden Journeys: Fairy Tales and Fantasies biphkian Women WritergéChicago: U of Chicago P,
1993).

12 gsexton notes in an interview that she worked #ighModern Library edition of Grimm'’s fairy tales
when working on Transformatiorslo Evil Star144). Middlebrook further describes the editiorer
biography of Sexton, noting that Linda Gray dessithe book as having an introduction by W.H. Ayden
with which the Modern Library edition of Grimm’s di\ndersen’s Fairy Taldsegins (333).

13 inda described the appeal of Grimm’s for her thttow often had | read and reread those fairystale
loved their dark, clever humor, the onionskin-thages, the fat binding falling apart from beingassl
loved” (147).

114 Transformation®egins with the illustration of an eye. This ep® be read as symbolizing a penetrative
tool — a means of looking outward toward society amwvard toward the self, the eye to the “I.” Tlesnd
image in the text is the eye now peering througbyole, signifying curiosity, exploring the hidden
secret, the unexplored terrain. Sexton’s allusioart aged Alice (now 56), Carroll's inquisitivelgirho is
famous for looking through the keyhole into thebidden Queen’s garden, implies that Sexton is aityil
peering into the Woman'’s garden, and not at alhgjkvhat she sees.

15The poem echoes Mary Daly’s assertion in Gyn/Eqpl@he Metaethics of Radical Feminishat

“The child who is fed tales such 8sow Whités not told that the tale itself is a poisonouplapand the
Wicked Queen (her mother/teacher), having herssthldrugged by the same deadly diet throughout her
lifetime ..., is unaware of her venomous part in th&iprchal plot” (44). See Daly, Gyn/Ecology: The
Metaethics of Radical Feminis(Beacon, 1990).
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Conclusion
[A]s they exploded out of the Queen’s looking glass, the old silent dancatbf de
became a dance of triumph, a dance into speech, a dance of authority.

Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, The Madwoman in the(Adfjc

Following in the footsteps of Bishop, Plath, Rich, and Sexton, the number of women
writers explicitly and radically appropriating children’s liten& has proliferated wildly since the
early 1960s. In the works these writers produce, the gloves, so to speak, come l&ffBistibp
used the children’s book in her work as a somewhat nostalgic means oimgfrendisrupted
childhood experience and Plath, Rich, and Sexton began to put children’s literaturantthase
critical examinations of their coming of age and their experiences of womantmoen writers
whose best-known work emerges in the early 1960s or later have delighte@asiimgly overt
acts of violence against the building-block texts that helped to shapertdative vision. The
children’s book, in contemporary women’s writing, becomes a splintered magie.rts frame
is thoroughly fractured, split, and twisted into a new genre. The roles womeffered in these
new versions are more powerful, socially and sexually, despite the ongoinglcatidiphysical
violence to which they are subjected. As a result, the children’s bookuweesitio be transformed
by women writers into an interpretative device with ferocious tramsftve power.

Importantly, much of the writing produced by contemporary women which deconstructs
the children’s book emerges around the 1971 publication of Adrienne Rich’s landseyk es
“When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision,” which “functioned as a kindasfifesto for
both female writers and feminist critics” and became representatihhe dominant creative
impulses in women'’s literature at that time (Gilbert and Gubar Nd®@5). As this coincidence
suggests, Bishop’s, Plath’s, Rich’s, and Sexton’s work began to give s@oceaiready brewing
movement in women’s writing that began in earnest in the mid- to late-IB&gis work, in
some cases unintentionally, focused feminist energies on iconockassion, calling for more

women to undertake, as Rich wrote in her essay, “Re-vision — the act of |bakikgof seeing
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with fresh eyes, of entertaining an old text from a new criticattine” (LSS 35). “We need to
know the writing of the past, and know it differently than we have ever knowihé,&xplains,
“not to pass on a tradition but to break its hold over us” (35). For Rich’s anchSexto
contemporaries and successors, the undercurrent of rupture in their afdokeaking a magic
spell; of walking on thin ice in danger of cracking; of women’s fragmentedracitired writing;
of disrupted and deconstructed traditions — is the key, the vital metapiymia’Carter’s
comment on her own obsessive return to old texts in her oft-quoted essay “NtélserFront
Line” points to the lingering resonance of the tenor of Bishop’s, Bla®ith’s, and Sexton’s
work for writers who followed in their footsteps. “l am all for puttingvneine in old bottles,”
Carter avows, “especially if the pressure from the new wine make#dtbettdes explode” (24).
Following on the work of Bishop, Plath, Rich, and Sexton, a striking number of novels,
short stories, and poems produced by women beginning in the 1960s return to the’shildre
library and girls’ reading as sites of political exploration, usintdotm’'s books to perform a
remapping of girls’ and women'’s imaginative lives and their soeitadia. Writers such as
Angela Carter, Toni Morrison, Kathy Acker, Margaret Atwood, Olga Broudeannette
Winterson, and Joyce Carol Oates, inspired by and inspiring this new nmvierm&men’s
writing, began to approach the children’s book with fresh eyes, melting it doworgmabfit
into new forms. While women writers in the nineteenth century and tlye ®amid-twentieth
century had certainly engaged with children’s literature and reitise@dn extent, the
appropriations of children’s literature that emerge in the wake dbBis, Plath’s, Rich’s, and
Sexton’s work in this field are more provocative, radical, sensodltearifying than anything
that had preceded them. They deal at a heightened level, overtly amitlgxplith abuse against
women and girls, both psychological and physical; girls’ sexual experieage-and incest, lust
and desire; pornography; the allure of Godfather Death and the impulse towatd; Snsanity
and crazed sanity; girls’ and women'’s hatred of other females. One giimsjtee Carter’'s

Bloody Chamber lets us know we are in a whole new world.
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Furthermore, tapping into a vein already opened by Plath and Sexton, many of these
writers began to undertake theductionof children’s books and/or youth literature as a serious
component of their literary endeavors, writing re-visionary books forrelnildnd adolescents
coming of age in the late-twentieth and early-twenty-first century atteampt to change how
both boys and girls are led to imagine themselves. Drawn to the child’s sadbikescent vision,
these writers make the creation of a new children’s and youth literatother priority, one
which provided a different outlet for creative expression and a mou ket into the pipeline
for real political change, into girls’ lives. The provocative, often marsial adolescent novels
that Joyce Carol Oates has written of late, which are mainly toldtfrergirl's daring, but
victimized perspective, exemplify this endeavor. In recent years, Qeadesritten “young adult”

novels targeted primarily toward adolescent girls, including Big Mauad Ugly Gir] published

in 2002, and Freaky Green Eygsiblished in 2003. Both of these novels, like the fiction and

poetry addressed above, speak primarily to how the Girl's own story can ndioadl 1sot have
to match up against the girls’ stories that females inherit.
In these books, as in her earlier studies of adolescent angst and coffbiere Are

You Going, Where Have You Been?” (1970), Wonderlgliy 1), and Foxfire: Confessions of a

Girl Gang(1993), Oates primarily considers the “psychological tactics icdals use to avoid
reality,” as well as those that they use to create a new realityhanie empowering rather than
destructive (Nortor2276). These books depend on the creation of an atmosphere that relies on
Oates’s vision of the undercurrent in children’s literature that apfzetie child’s and the
adolescent’s mind. Commenting on her own love of Lewis Carroll's Adlamks, books which

she describes as having “soak[ed] into the very marrow of [her] bones drdiidition[ed her]
interpretation of the universe thereafter,” Oates remarksubhtisoks are filled with a world in

which injustice and death thrive (“First Loves” 17). Oates’s girBig Mouth and Ugly Girbnd

Freaky Green Eyesan be viewed as new forms of the Alice figure, girls who are “sthang

assured, rather reckless” and who should be “admired [for their ...] cytimsthe face of dark
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forces (14, 15). Unlike the girls in “Where Are You Going, Where Have You Besm?
Wonderlandwho are respectively murdered and destroyed by cultural forces, lthe girese
novels try to meet injustice head on and to rise above it, starting newnliwdsch they have
only themselves to answer to.

The reframings and fragmentations of children’s stories that enligewdrk of writers
like Carter and Oates serve to exemplify and change the legacy oflthrerckibook, to
recuperate its usable parts and to burn off the residue that decaystaogsdeThey also often
raise more questions about girls’ and women'’s relationships than theyratenappropriations
are always antithetical, doubled, Janus-faced. For Carter, Morrison,, AckkAtwood, as for
Bishop, Plath, Rich, and Sexton, the children’s book is both a source of narratilerfrared a
source of oppression, a way out of and into madness. In each case, as in Bishibfss Rth'’s,
and Sexton’s work, the chosen books serve as a paradigm that needs to temrewddminant
narrative that must collapse into fragments and be mocked up into a new fracheritoor

empower the female voice and perspective. Beginning witty@Iga Broumas, and The

Powerbookby Jeannette Winterson, demonstrate this attempt, the authorsdquatrer, rather
than victimization, in texts popular with children, making the textualgirhan, in whose mind
and on whose body stories reproduce and are reproduced, a figure of possitdityhaat
punishment. These writers often strive to produce a more redemptive vision ehisom
experiences, using tales drawn from the children’s library to recogrizevpiée also validating

pleasure.
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