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 This will be a little different today since the room is empty except for me and you 

— me and you and the eye of the camera.  Something happened to the audio when we 

taped this last spring and so rather than try to have you read my lips, we decided to just 

do this concluding lecture again.  Talking about Anne Sexton and Sylvia Plath and Billy 

Collins.  We’ll do a little bit of review for the final. 

 Look at the headnote on Anne Sexton.  1928 to 1974.  She was 46 years old 

when she killed herself.  We’ll have two suicides today.  They mention the label 

confessional, confessional poetry.  We’ve talked about that a little bit.  There’s been a 

lot of work done on that and now they’re even talking about post-confessional poetry.  I 

imagine there could be such a thing as pre-confessional poetry if you took somebody 

like John Keats, “Darthling I listen and many a time I have been half in love with easeful 

death,” he would fit right in with Sylvia and Anne Sexton. 

 There’s a good quote from her, from Anne Sexton, when she said, “Poetry should 

be a shock to the senses.  It should also hurt.”  Some of her poetry is quite painful, 

painful to read and quite dark.  Born in 1928 in Newton, Massachusetts.  She was 28 

years old before she ever even tried to write a poem.  She saw a special on television 

with I. A. Richards talking about the sonnet and that got her interested.  Later in Boston 

she took poetry workshops with Robert Lowell — under Robert Lowell’s direction and 

one of her classmates was Sylvia Plath.  And after the meetings they would go out and 

drink martinis and talk about poetry — and death, of course, one of the things that they 

shared. 

 They said she was less influenced by Lowell — his important book, Life Studies, 
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which the one that contains “Skunk Hour” and the one sort of is the flagship of 

confessional poetry — but more by W. D. Snodgrass’s Heart’s Needle which is a book-

length — well, that’s the title poem, a long poem, about the loss of his daughter as the 

result of a divorce.  And she felt liberated by that and had permission to talk about 

things that perhaps she hadn’t talked about before. 

 She won a Pulitzer Prize for Live or Die.  A lot of her last books had to do with 

her debate about suicide with herself.  She also won an American Academy of Arts and 

Letters traveling fellowship, which is funny to me because she was scheduled to come 

to Arkansas when I was an undergraduate there.  And we were all ready for Anne 

Sexton to read, and this and that, and then she called to say that her psychiatrist had 

told her she shouldn’t travel in the South.  We tried to explain to her that Fayetteville, 

Arkansas, was not really the South, but at any rate she decided not to come. 

 Her parents died within three months of each other in 1959 and that’s what “The 

Truth the Dead Know” is about.  Of course, the truth that the dead know is nothing. 

  Gone, I say and walk from church, 

  refusing the stiff procession to the grave, 

  letting the dead ride alone in the hearse. 

  It is June.  I am tired of being brave. 

And she winds up saying, 

  And what of the dead?  They lie without shoes 

  in their stone boats.  They are more like stone 

  than the sea would be if it stopped.  They refuse 
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  to be blessed, throat, eye and knucklebone. 

The odd image that Sexton does sometimes.  “More like stone / than the sea would be if 

it stopped.”  Just imagine a freeze-frame of a wave and that would be like stone. 

 She used other sources for her poetry and inspiration for her poetry like 

paintings.  She has a whole series of poems about fairytales.  One of her best, I think, is 

the poem, “The Starry Night.”  I’m sure all of you are familiar with that painting by Van 

Gogh with all these circular stars and the cypherses and she begins it with a quote from 

his letter to his brother, Theo.  By the way, if you’ve never read those letters, you really 

ought to sometime.  Painters are not notoriously good writers, but Van Gogh’s 

correspondence with his brother is beautiful. 

 He said to his brother, “That does not keep me from having a terrible need of — 

shall I say the word — religion.  Then I go out at night to paint the stars.”  And she says 

— line 5 -- “Oh starry starry night!  This is how /  I want to die.”  After she’s described it. 

  Oh starry starry night!  This is how 

  I want to die: 

    * * * 

  into that rushing beast of the night, 

  sucked up by that great dragon, to split 

  from my life with no flag, 

  no belly, 

  no cry. 

 The poem on “Sylvia’s Death” — we need to look at that a little more closely.  For 
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Sylvia Plath, she says.  She dated this poem February 17th, 1963, a week after Sylvia 

died.  Sylvia was 30 and Sexton was 34 at the time.  And Sexton’s attitude is she’s 

jealous.  Line 15: 

  Thief!-- 

  how did you crawl into 

  crawl down alone 

  into the death I wanted so badly and for so long, 

    * * * 

  the death we said we both outgrew, 

  the one we wore on our skinny breasts; 

    * * * 

  the one we talked of so often each time 

  we downed three extra dry martinis in Boston, 

    * * * 

  the death that talked of analysts and cures, 

  the death that talked like brides with lots, 

    * * * 

  the death we drank to, 

  the motives and then the quiet dead? 

Both Plath and Sexton had suffered from depression.  Sylvia attempted suicide when 

she was 20 and underwent shock treatments following that.  Sexton was constantly in 

therapy.  I wish — well, I just will have a picture of Anne Sexton.  She was quite a 



ENG 351 Lecture 35 5 
 
beautiful woman.  In fact, she was a model for a time.  But talking about those 

conversations with Sylvia, one quote just sticks in my brain.  She said “We sucked on 

death.”  I personally don’t understand death poetry, the longing for death that shows up 

in so many poems.  I can understand it in Whitman.  I can understand it in Swinburn.  

But I’m a little lost dealing with this. 

 She parenthesizes this next verse. 

  (In Boston 

  the dying 

  ride in cabs, 

  yes death again, 

  that ride home 

  with our boy.) 

Robert Lowell died in a taxicab in Boston in 1977.  Course she had no way of knowing 

that.  Line 41: 

  and I see now that we store him up 

  year after year, old suicides 

    * * * 

  and I know at the news of your death, 

  a terrible taste for it, like salt. 

    * * * 

  (And me, 

  me too. 
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  And now, Sylvia, 

  you again 

  with death again, 

  that ride home 

  with our boy.) 

And she winds up saying, 

  O tiny mother, 

  you too! 

  O funny duchess! 

  O blonde thing! 

 “Little Girl, My String Bean, My Lovely Woman” is addressing her daughter, 

Linda.  They had a fierce relationship, I guess you could call it.  In fact, in 1992, Diane 

Middlebrook — 1991 — published what is still the definitive biography of Anne Sexton.  

Sexton’s daughter, Linda, somehow gave her permission to use the psychiatrist’s notes 

from Sexton’s therapy sessions.  And there was quite a bit of controversy at the time 

about whether or not those things should be confidential even after death, but it gave 

quite a bit of insight into Anne Sexton. 

  My daughter, at eleven 

  (Almost twelve), is like a garden. 

    * * * 

  Oh Darling!  Born in that sweet birthday suit 

  and having owned it and known it for so long, 
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  now you must watch high noon enter-- 

Apparently, she’s thinking about her daughter’s entering puberty.  She says women are 

born twice.  There’s the first birth and then the birth into womanhood. 

 Judging also from the contents of this poem, she’s looking at photographs.  She’s 

not talking to the girl.  The girl is absent.  But she’s talking to her as she looks at 

photographs of her, as “this one under a blueberry sky.” 

  It’s not a strange place, this odd home 

  where your face sits in my hand 

  so full of distance, 

  so full of its immediate fever. 

    * * * 

  Oh, little girl, 

  my stringbean, 

  how do you grow? 

  You grow this way. 

  You are too many to eat. 

    * * * 

  I hear 

  as in a dream 

  the conversation of the old wives 

  speaking of womanhood 

  I remember that I heard nothing myself 
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  I was alone. 

  I waited like a target. 

 And then she foresees the future when there will be men in her daughter’s life.  

Line 50: 

  But before they enter 

  I will have said, 

  Your bones are lovely, 

  And before their strange hands 

  there was always this hand that formed. 

    * * * 

  Oh, darling, let your body in, 

  let it tie you in, 

  in comfort. 

  What I want to say, Linda, 

  is that women are born twice. 

And then what makes this poem memorable, a very brilliant section — ah, I don’t know 

what you call those things, those anatomical models that are made out of plastic and 

you can see all the arteries and the organs.  I remember in encyclopedias there’d be 

transparent pages.  Well, she envisions — well, here she is. 

  If I could have watched you grow [ now, before her birth] 

  as a magical mother might, 

  if I could have seen through my magical transparent belly, 
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  there would have been such ripening within: 

  your embryo, 

  the seed taking on its own, 

  life clapping the bedpost, 

  bones from the pond, 

  thumbs and two mysterious eyes, 

  the awfully human head, 

  the heart jumping like a puppy, 

  the important lungs, 

  the becoming-- 

  while it becomes! 

  As it does now, 

  a world of its own, 

  a delicate place. 

    * * * 

  I say hello 

  to such shakes and knockings and high jinks, 

  such music, such sprouts, 

  such dancing-mad-bears of music, 

  such necessary sugar, 

  such goings-on! 

So she’s welcoming her to womanhood.  And she winds up, 
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  What I want to say, Linda, 

  is that there is nothing in your body that lies. 

  All that is new is telling the truth. 

  I’m here, that somebody else, 

  an old tree in the background. 

    * * * 

  Darling, 

  stand still at your door, 

  sure of yourself, a white stone, a good stone-- 

  as exceptional as laughter 

  you will strike fire, 

  that new thing! 

 Now let’s look at Sylvia Plath.  One person referred to Sylvia Plath as the Marilyn 

Monroe of poetry because her life was so tragic and she did die of suicide — perhaps; 

we’ll talk about that — before her 31st birthday.  The note says that she transmutes the 

domestic and the ordinary into the hallucinatory, the utterly strange.  And I think that is a 

very acute perception of the way Sylvia Plath writes. 

 The day she killed herself, her novel, The Bell Jar, had just been published in 

England.  I wish that book had never been published.  I don’t think it’s a very good 

novel, but a lot of people rely on it for their understanding of Sylvia Plath.  The super 

achieving schoolgirl, the scholarship student at Smith College who graduated with 

honors, the Fulbright scholar.  She was in England on a Fulbright when she met her 
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husband, Ted Hughes.  It was part of a contest that she describes in The Bell Jar that 

she won to be a guest editor at Mademoiselle magazine.  As they say, Plath’s life has 

sometimes obscured the accomplishments of her art.  And that’s a shame. 

 We do have to mention the marriage to Ted Hughes because it is part of the 

myth.  Hughes died in 1998, right after publishing everything that remained of Sylvia’s 

that he had.  I think sometimes Hughes is unfairly criticized by fans of Sylvia Plath to 

demonize him, partially as a result of the fifty or so poems she wrote in the months right 

before her death.  She was writing 25 poems a day, and Ted Hughes and their 

relationship is the subject of many of those.  They married three months after they met 

in 1956, had two young children.  The marriage broke up in the summer of 1962.  There 

are various accounts of the reasons.  Apparently, Ted had been unfaithful.  In fact, to 

add tragedy to tragedy, the woman that the marriage broke up over later killed herself 

and the daughter that she had with Ted Hughes by carbon monoxide poisoning.  So he 

had his share of tragedy.  That’s a funny way to put it, that he had his share, but it’s the 

living that remain after suicides. 

 An important statement: 

For all her courting of excess, Plath is a remarkably controlled writer; her lucid 

stanzas, her clear diction, her dazzling alterations of sound are evidence of that 

control.  The imaginative intensity of her poems is her own, triumphant creation 

out of the difficult circumstances of her life. 

I haven’t even mentioned her father, Otto Plath, but he’ll figure importantly when we get 

to “Daddy.”  And this quote from Sylvia: “I believe that one should be able to control and 
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manipulate experiences, even the most terrifying.” Phillip Larkin was once criticized for 

writing so much negative, sad poetry, and he said, “The simple creation of a poem is an 

affirmative act in itself.”  I think it’s something we can apply to Sylvia Plath. 

 One of her more pleasant poems is “Morning Song.”  Now I’m making the 

generalities that I shouldn’t make.  I’ve brought you another poem that is not in your text 

to try to illustrate how Sylvia can write poems that aren’t about marriage and aren’t 

about death.  This one’s about a baby, crying in the morning. 

  Love set you going like a fat gold watch. 

That’s an interesting thing to call it, a morning song, which is a baby wailing.  It’s 

hungry. 

  The midwife slapped your footsoles, and your bald cry 

  Took its place among the elements. 

Line 10: 

  All night your moth-breath 

  Flickers among the flat pink roses.  I wake to listen: 

  A far sea moves in my ear. 

    * * * 

  One cry, and I stumble from bed, cow-heavy and floral 

  In my Victorian nightgown. 

I like that cow-heavy as she’s nursing. 

  Your mouth opens clean as a cat’s.   

I invite you to look in a cat’s mouth the next time you see one yawn.  It is clean like a 
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baby’s. 

  . . . The window square 

    * * * 

  Whitens and swallows its dull stars.  And now you try 

  Your handful of notes; 

  The clear vowels rise like balloons. 

 “Lady Lazarus” is her poem about her suicide attempts and the final successful 

one anticipated. 

  I have done it again. 

  One year in every ten 

  I manage it-- 

I’m not sure about that first suicide attempt that she claims to have undergone when she 

was at the age of 10, but when she was 20 and still in college she took a lot of sleeping 

pills.  She went under the house and took a bunch of pills.  They didn’t find her for, I 

think, two days.  It’s miraculous that she survived it.  Line 10: 

  Peel off the napkin 

  O my enemy. 

  Do I terrify?------- 

    * * * 

  The nose, the eye pits, the full set of teeth? 

  The sour breath 

  Will vanish in a day. 
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Think of a death’s face.  Line 20: 

  I am only thirty. 

  And like the cat I have nine times to die. 

    * * * 

  This is Number Three. 

And she envisions herself as put on display sort of like in a circus. 

  The peanut-crunching crowd 

  Shoves in to see 

    * * * 

  Them unwrap me hand and foot------ 

  The big strip tease. 

  Gentlemen, ladies 

    * * * 

  These are my hands 

  My knees. 

Notice this rhyme.  Sylvia Plath created a lot of what were called nons forms, verse 

forms that she designed for one poem and then would never use it again.  But she often 

used rhyme.  Line 35: 

  The first time it happened I was ten. 

  It was an accident. 

    * * * 

  The second time I meant 
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  To last it out and not come back at all. 

  I rocked shut 

    * * * 

  As a seashell, 

  They had to call and call 

  And pick the worms off me like sticky pearls. 

Apparently there were garden slugs and so forth on her when they found her.  And 

these words are unforgettable: 

  Dying 

  Is an art, like everything else. 

  I do it exceptionally well. 

    * * * 

  I do it so it feels like hell. 

  I do it so it feels real. 

  I guess you could say I’ve a call. 

 A. Alverez, A-l-v-e-r-e-z, a literary critic mainly known for his work on John Dunn 

and Latamir Navaka [phonetically spelled], knew Sylvia Plath, had attempted suicide 

himself, and he devotes the entire first fifth or so of his novel — not novel, his study of 

suicide which is called The Savage God to an account of Sylvia’s death.  And I like to 

believe that Alverez is correct.  

 She and Ted had separated.  She was living in London in a flat in an apartment 

complex that actually William Butler Yeats had lived there formerly.  She liked that idea.  
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And one morning — well, she did her writing in the morning while the children were still 

asleep — she turned on the stove in the kitchen and put her head in it and died.  The 

thing that Alverez points out is that she had carefully sealed off the children’s room.  It 

was winter and it was a cold winter in England, and they were freezing.  Their crying is 

what woke people — brought people to the apartment, because she’d opened their 

window.  She had an appointment to interview an au pair girl to help her out with the 

kids.  Right before she put her head in the oven was just a few minutes before the girl 

was to arrive.  What Sylvia didn’t realize would happen is the gas from her kitchen 

moved into the room -- the bedroom of the concierge next door and knocked him out.  

So he was unable to answer the door when the girl came for the interview. 

 Alverez’s theory is what Sylvia wanted to do is get as close as she could and 

then — and then not go over the edge, which is what happened when she was 20.  And 

he believes that this is what she was trying to do this time.  For instance, the note that 

she left had the name of her doctor and his phone number, so she wanted to be 

rescued.  But as she says, “Dying is an art.  I do it exceptionally well.”  She was a super 

achiever all her life and so this time she really did it right. 

 She continues that metaphor of being exhibited: 

  For the eyeing of my scars, there is a charge 

  For the hearing of my heart------ 

  It really goes. 

Oh, the advertisements for children’s toys. 

  And there is a charge, a very large charge 
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  For a word or a touch 

  Or a bit of blood. 

As if there would be relics of Sylvia Plath like a saint’s. 

  So, so, Herr Doktor. 

  So, Herr Enemy. 

Her father had a Ph.D. in entomology.  He was a biologist.  He died when Sylvia was 

eight years old of complications of diabetes.  He did not treat it and gangrene infected 

his toe and later his legs, I understand, and she never forgave him for dying.  The fact 

that he was of German descent, although he was born in Poland, she uses that a lot.  

And she identifies Ted Hughes later with her father.  Herr Enemy is probably Ted. 

  I am your opus, 

  I am your valuable, 

  The pure gold baby 

    * * * 

  That melts to a shriek. 

  I turn and burn. 

  Do not think I underestimate your great concern. 

    * * * 

  Ash, ash----- 

  You poke and stir. 

  Flesh, bone, there is nothing there------ 

    * * * 
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  A cake of soap, 

  A wedding ring, 

  A gold filling. 

    * * * 

  Herr God, Herr Lucifer 

  Beware 

  Beware, 

    * * * 

  Out of the ash 

  I rise with my red hair 

  And I eat men like air. 

That reference to cakes of soap and wedding rings and gold fillings, of course, should 

recall The Holocaust which she identifies her father with in some other poems, 

particularly “Daddy.”  You should hear echoes of Coleridge there, too.  “Beware, 

beware, his flashing eyes, his floating hair.” 

 “Ariel” was the name of her horse that she rode in England.  That’s a beautiful 

poem. 

 But the one that you have to deal with is “Daddy.”  I have a funny feeling about 

this poem because way back when I was talking to a colleague and she said, “I’m going 

to spend the entire class period on ‘Daddy.’  We’re gonna talk about that poem for one 

hour.”  And I said, “Great.  I love that poem.  Can I sit in your class?”  And she said, “No, 

you can’t.”  I was kind of surprised because that’s a courtesy that colleagues usually 



ENG 351 Lecture 35 19 
 
extend to one another.  This was not at this school, by the way.  And she said, “No, this 

is my Women’s Lib class and I have run all of the men out.  I’ve intimidated them 

enough that they dropped.”  And she said, “It’s all women.”  I said, “I’ll sit in the back 

and I won’t say a word.”  She said, “No.  Just the very fact your testosterone is in the 

room will ruin our bonding.”  

 I thought, “I’m being discriminated against on account of my gender,” which had 

never happened to me before.  I think every man probably ought to go through that 

since women do it so often.  But I’d never tried to join the Girl Scouts or a sorority, or 

anything.  But I was resentful about that and I think I still am.  But, at any rate, “Daddy” 

is addressed to Otto Plath.  Kind of an exorcism of him.  

   “Daddy” 

  You do not do, you do not do 

  Any more, black shoe 

  In which I have lived like a foot 

  For thirty years, poor and white 

  Barely daring to breathe or Achoo. 

    * * * 

  Daddy, I have had to kill you. 

  You died before I had time------ 

  Marble-heavy, a bag full of God, 

  Ghastly statue with one grey toe 

  Big as a Frisco seal 
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    * * * 

  And a head in the freakish Atlantic 

  Where it pours bean green over blue 

  In the waters of beautiful Nauset. 

  I used to pray to recover you. 

  Ach, du. 

And then she moves into German.  Line 24.  Talking about the German language. 

  I never could talk to you. 

  The tongue stuck in my jaw. 

    * * * 

  It stuck in a barb wire snare. 

  Ich, ich, ich, ich, 

  I could hardly speak. 

  I thought every German was you. 

  And the language obscene 

    * * * 

  An engine, an engine 

  Chuffing me off like a Jew. 

  A Jew to Dachau, Auschwitz, Belsen. 

  I began to talk like a Jew. 

  I think I may well be a Jew. 

At any rate, she says: 
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  I have always been scared of you, 

  With your Luftwaffe, your gobbledygoo. 

  And your neat mustache 

  And your Aryan eye, bright blue, 

  Panzer-man, panzer-man, O You------ 

    * * * 

  Not God but a swastika 

  So black no sky could squeak through. 

  Every woman adores a Fascist, 

  The boot in the face, the brute 

  Brute heart of a brute like you. 

    * * * 

  You stand at the blackboard, daddy, 

  In the picture I have of you, 

I’ve seen that photograph and he is lecturing. 

  A cleft in your chin instead of your foot 

  But no less a devil for that, no not 

  And less the black man who 

    * * * 

  Bit my pretty red heart in two. 

And that could be both her father and Ted Hughes. 

  I was ten when they buried you. 
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  At twenty I tried to die 

  And get back, back, back to you. 

  I thought even the bones would do. 

    * * * 

  But they pulled me out of the sack, 

  And they stuck me together with glue. 

  And then I knew what to do. 

  I made a model of you, 

  A man in black with a Meinkampf look 

    * * * 

  And a love of the rack and the screw. 

  And I said I do, I do. 

And that’s the marriage to Ted Hughes. 

  So daddy, I’m finally through. 

  The black telephone’s off at the root, 

  The voices just can’t worm through. 

    * * * 

  If I’ve killed one man, I’ve killed two------ 

  The vampire who said he was you 

  And drank my blood for a year, 

  Seven years, if you want to know. 

  Daddy, you can lie back now. 



ENG 351 Lecture 35 23 
 
    * * * 

  There’s a stake in your fat black heart 

  And the villagers never liked you. 

  They are dancing and stamping on you. 

  They always knew it was you. 

  Daddy, daddy, you bastard, I’m through. 

It’s to be hoped that that was the end of that. 

 I don’t mean to keep defending Ted Hughes, but it keeps occurring to me that he 

did — he was a good keeper of Sylvia’s work and an editor.  He cooperated in the more 

or less official biography of Sylvia Plath.  Their marriage was intense because they were 

two highly intelligent, very intense people.  Ted Hughes, of course, was later Poet 

Laureate of England.  Both attractive people.  Ted Hughes was extraordinarily 

handsome, a lot of charisma, and apparently they fell in love instantly.  But two egos like 

that, two top talents like that, it had to be a rough — a rough marriage anyway. 

 The poem “Child” was written a month before she died. 

  Your clear eye is the one absolutely beautiful thing. 

  I want to fill it with color and ducks, 

  The zoo of the new 

Now, that doesn’t sound depressed. 

 At any rate, I have a poem from Sylvia Plath that she wrote in 1956 and it was 

published in her first collection, The Colossus.  She and Ted Hughes used to play with 

the  ouji board and pretend that they were communicating with her dead father, 
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Professor Otto, and there was some kind of entity that they named The Colossus that 

refused to give certain information.  That’s where she got her title.  But this poem is 

called “Black Rook in Rainy Weather” and I’d like to leave Sylvia with this kind of poem, 

a positive poem about writing, about inspiration.  Even though she’s talking about a 

crow in a tree on a very rainy day. 

  On the stiff twig up there 

  Hunches a wet black rook 

  Arranging and rearranging its feathers in the rain. 

  I do not expect a miracle 

  Or an accident 

* * * 

  To set the sight on fire  

I  In my eye, nor seek 

  Any more in the desultory weather some design, 

  But let spotted leaves fall as they fall 

  Without ceremony, or portent 

    * * * 

  Although, I admit, I desire, 

  Occasionally, some backtalk 

  From the mute sky 

She’s not trying to read meaning into nature, although she would like to have some 

meaning come to nature from her.  It’s kind of a Thomas Hardy feeling. 
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  Although, I admit, I desire, 

  Occasionally, some backtalk 

  From the mute sky, I cannott honestly complain; 

  A certain miner light may still 

  Lean incandescent 

    * * * 

  Out of kitchen table or chair 

  As if a celestial burning took 

  Possession of the most obtuse objects now and then 

  Thus hallowing an interval 

  Otherwise inconsequent 

Now she’s moved from that rook to the idea of radiance, of epiphany, of inspiration, 

where an ordinary object can take on its radiance, a celestial burning. 

  Thus hallowing an interval 

  Otherwise inconsequent 

    * * * 

  By bestowing largesse, honor, 

  One might say love.  At any rate, I now walk  

  Wary (for it could happen 

  Even in this dull, ruinous landscape); skeptical, 

  Ye politic; Ignorant 

    * * * 
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Of whatever angel may choose to flare 

Suddenly at my elbow.  I only know that a rook 

Ordering its black feathers can so shine 

As to seize my senses, haul 

  My eyelids up, and grant 

    * * * 

  A brief respite from fear 

  Of total neutrality.  With luck, 

Trekking stubborn through this season 

Of fatigue, I shall 

Patch together a content 

    * * * 

Of sorts.  Miracles occur, 

  If you care to call those spasmodic  

Tricks of radiance miracles.  The wait’s begun again, 

  The long wait for the angel, 

  For that rare, random descent. 

She takes the radiance probably from James Joyce and she takes the angel perhaps 

from Rilka who talked about sometimes the first line of a poem is the gift of an angel.  

But she even uses the word radiance.  It’s a beautiful, beautiful poem. 

 Well, we’ll end with Billy Collins whose reputation continues to grow.  Born in 

1941.  Billy Collins, as far as I know, never attempted suicide.  I doubt that he ever will.  
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For a time he was the Poet Laureate of the United States from 2001 to 2002, and he did 

a lot to barnstorm and popularize poetry.  Interviews on NPR and things like that.  But 

his poetry is about the daily, about the ordinary, and how the ordinary is special.  As the 

note says — they quote Yeats.  They say, “Collins loves ‘what vanishes’” —  Yeats said 

“Men love what vanishes” —  “the day in June, the good meal, even the memory of 

one’s own life.” 

 Quite a few books.  The Art of Drowning, 1995.  His first book was in 1977.  

Picnic, Lightning, 1998, is a terrific collection.  Picnic, comma, Lightning.  That’s the 

name of it.  He got the title of the poem from Nabokov’s Lolita.  If you remember, Lolita’s 

mother, Mrs. Hayes, was a widow and Humbert Humbert accounts for the absence of 

her husband, the death of her husband, in two lines — two words: Picnic, Lightning.  So 

anything can happen. 

 Collins was part of the Academy and he earned a Ph.D. at Riverside, University 

of California-Riverside, in the Romantic period, which I like to think about, since he 

wrote a poem called “Lions Composed” over 3,000 miles in a little homage to 

Wordsworth.  He’s also a big fan of jazz and blues which shows up in some of the 

poems.  Well, let’s look at the poems. 

 “Forgetfulness.”  This was published when he was 50 years old.  They told me 

that the first things to go are proper nouns, the names of things, and they’re right.  And 

so at age 50 you begin to have — I hate that phrase — senior moments, but this is what 

this poem is about. 

  The name of the author is the first to go 
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  followed obediently by the title, the plot, 

  the heartbreaking conclusion, the entire novel 

  which suddenly becomes one you have never read, never even heard of, 

  as if, one by one, the memories you used to harbor 

  decided to retire to the southern hemisphere of the brain, 

  to a little fishing village where there are no phones. 

I don’t know.  I don’t mind anticipating that if it comes that way.  I have a stack of books 

that I would like to reread and it would be nice to read them as if I’d never read them 

before.  “This is interesting, this little white boy running away on a raft with a runaway 

slave.  I wonder what’s gonna happen?”  But you don’t get to do that very often. 

  Long ago you kissed the names of the nine Muses goodbye, 

And he names all this useless knowledge that we have that we can’t recall.  I can’t 

watch “Jeopardy” anymore because I used to be so good at it.  Now it just bothers me 

that I can’t recall it. 

  and watched the quadratic equation pack its bag, 

  and even now as you memorize the order of the planets, 

That would be re-memorizing them. 

  something else is slipping away, a state flower perhaps, 

  the address of an uncle, the capital of Paraguay. 

If we had a classroom full of people here, at this point I would ask you what’s the capital 

of Paraguay, but we don’t and so I won’t, and so you can look it up. 

  Whatever it is you are struggling to remember 
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  it is not poised on the tip of your tongue, 

Have you ever had that when you’re trying to remember something and when people 

say “It’s on the tip of my tongue” you actually feel it in your mouth?  You’re ready to say 

it.  I was driving down National a couple of years ago and I suddenly blurted out 

“Strolder Martin.”  And my wife really wondered what that was all about, but I’d been 

trying to think of who the — who the man was in “Cool Hand Luke.” 

  not even lurking in some obscure corner of your spleen. 

    * * * 

  It has floated away down a dark mythological river 

  whose name begins with an L as far as you can recall, 

Okay.  What’s the river?  Lethe?  The river of forgetfulness in Hell. 

  well on your way to oblivion where you will join those 

  who have even forgotten how to swim and how to ride a bicycle. 

You may recall that piece of wisdom that once you learn to ride a bicycle, it’s something 

you never forget and it’s always applied to other things. 

  No wonder you rise in the middle of the night 

  to look up the date of a famous battle in a book on war. 

  No wonder the moon in the window seems to have drifted 

  out of a love poem that you used to know by heart. 

And he winds up with a rather wistful note.  Using second person is kind of a dangerous 

trick in poetry.  I find it’s a pretty good lesson for those of you who write poetry to 

sometimes take a first person poem and change that “I” to “you” and see how it works.  
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And it can work the other way around, too.  But I think he gets away with it.  But most of 

his poetry is first person. 

 “Osso Buco,” of course, is a wonderful Italian dish and you just can’t think about 

the fact that it’s made from the bones of veal.  If you know much about how veal is 

produced, then you don’t really want to eat veal.  But if you keep that out of your head, 

then it’s okay.  Course the osso buco is made out of the vertebrae of a young calf.  They 

piece the bones and the marrow is what gives it its flavor. 

  I love the sound of the bone against the plate 

  and the fortress-like look of it 

  lying before me in a moat of risotto, 

  the meat soft as the leg of an angel 

  who has lived a purely airborne existence. 

Of course, veal cattle are not — are never out of the confinement. 

  And best of all, the secret marrow, 

  the invaded privacy of the animal 

  prized out with a knife and swallowed down 

  with cold, exhilarating wine. 

    * * * 

  I am swaying now in the hour after dinner, 

  a citizen tilted back on his chair, 

  a creature with a full stomach-- 

  something you don’t hear much about in poetry, 
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  that sanctuary of hunger and deprivation. 

 Carolyn Keiser wrote a great poem about how she couldn’t write poetry anymore 

— addressing her psychiatrist — because she’d remarried and she was happy.  What 

can I write about if I’m happy?  Well, Billy Collins says you have a good meal, you can 

write about that.  Line 21: 

  and the sound of my wife’s laughter 

  on the telephone in the next room, 

  the woman who cooked the savory osso buco, 

  who pointed to show the butcher the ones she wanted. 

  She who talks to her faraway friend 

  while I linger here at the table 

  with a hot, companionable cup of tea, 

  feeling like one of the friendly natives, 

  a reliable guide, maybe even the chief’s favorite son. 

And then the poem takes a very strange twist.  The man who is satisfied and full 

visualizes this: 

  Somewhere, a man is crawling up a rocky hillside 

  on bleeding knees and palms, an Irish penitent 

  carrying the stone of the world in his stomach; 

  and elsewhere people of all nations stare 

  at one another across a long, empty table. 

All of us have had parents who have said that there are children starving in China or 
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India, or something like that, which always was meaningless to us because that didn’t 

— you couldn’t get this to them. 

  But here, the candles give off their warm glow, 

  the same light that Shakespeare and Isaac Walton wrote by, 

  the light that lit and shadowed the faces of history. 

  Only now it plays on the blue plates, 

  the crumpled napkins, the crossed knife and fork. 

    * * * 

  In a while, one of us will go up to bed 

  and the other one will follow. 

  Then we will slip below the surface of the night 

  into miles of water, drifting down and down 

  to the dark, soundless bottom 

  until the weight of dreams pulls us lower still, 

  below the shale and layered rock, 

  beneath the strata of hunger and pleasure, 

  into the broken bones of the earth itself, 

  into the marrow of the only place we know. 

And this poem that starts out about an Italian dish turns into a poem about the 

subconscious, and in some ways love.  Notice how the wife figures in this.  He hears 

her voice on the telephone.  She’s the one who cooked this meal.  One of them will go 

to bed first and the other will follow, and then they will sink into these dreams. 
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 You ever think about that?  I like — one thing about Billy Collins is these off 

center insights that he has.  They’re eating by candlelight.  Now the candles are still lit 

and he’s alone at the table, but he thinks that this is the same light that Shakespeare 

and Walton wrote by.  Which gives me the impression that he’s pushed his plate aside 

and has a notebook right there with him. 

 Oh, when there’s a power outage and you have to light a lantern or light candles, 

next time you do that you should think about the fact that that’s what your ancestors not 

very far back — the kind of light that they dealt with all the time.  I remember a power 

failure and I was trying to read by — I wasn’t trying to read, but it was by candlelight.  I 

was trying to do something.  And a horse went by in front of the house.  I heard a horse 

go by.  And I thought, “Good night.  This could be the 19th century.”  And then I thought 

again, “This could be the first century.  I could be in Palestine and a Roman soldier is 

riding by.”  Something to think about, but it’s the kind of insight that Collins has. 

 “Tuesday, June 4, 1991" is a tremendous title.  What’s special about Tuesday, 

June 4, 1991?  Nothing but the fact that he wrote this poem.  It’s just an ordinary day.  

When he gets up, his wife has already left the house to take her botany final and the 

painter is arriving to pain the porch.  Line 5: 

  It is early June, a breezy and sun-riddled Tuesday 

  that would quickly be forgotten were it not for my 

  writing these few things down as I sit here empty-headed 

  at the typewriter with a cup of coffee, light and sweet. 

I suppose it seems odd sometimes that poets compose on typewriters or even odder 
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that poets compose on word processors and computers.  I commented on that one time 

and somebody said, “Well, why don’t you get a quill, you know, if you think this is too 

technical?”  But he does.  He composes on the typewriter.  But he’s empty-headed.  

And if you’ve ever looked at a blank page and wanted for inspiration, well, do what 

Collins does.  Write about what’s around you. 

  I feel like the secretary to the morning whose only 

  responsibility is to take down its bright, airy dictation 

  until it’s time to go to lunch with the other girls, 

  all of us ordering the cottage cheese with half a pear. 

 In other words, inspiration — line 15: 

  When there is a silence they sit still as I do, waiting 

  and listening, 

like stenographers in a courtroom. 

  . . . fingers resting lightly on the keys. 

    * * * 

  This is also what Samuel Pepys did, jotting down in 

  private ciphers minor events that would have otherwise 

  slipped into the dark amnesiac waters of the Thames. 

  His vigilance finally paid off when London caught fire 

Pepys, the great diarist and the great London fire of 1660.  We know a lot about it from 

his private diaries.  He would use a shorthand of French and made-up language to 

conceal some of his activities. 
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 The painter comes in for some coffee and he likes this record that he’s playing. 

  . . . and I figure I will 

  make him a tape when he goes back to his brushes and pails. 

I figure.  That colloquial American language.  Billy Collins is a descendant of William 

Carlos Williams in that regard.  American subjects, ordinary ideas.  A lot of his later 

poetry, I should mention, is set from his travels and I don’t think it’s quite as strong as 

the other. 

  Under the music I can hear the rush of cars and trucks 

  on the highway and every so often the new kitten, Felix, 

  hops into my lap and watches my fingers drumming out 

  a running record of this particular June Tuesday 

     * * * 

  as it unrolls before my eyes, a long intricate carpet 

  that I am walking on slowly with my head bowed 

  knowing that it is leading me to the quiet shrine 

  of the afternoon and the melancholy candles of evening. 

Kind of that tone begins to shift.  His head is bowed as he looks at the carpet as he 

paces away from his typewriter.  But you also bow your head in reverence.  It’s a quiet 

shrine of this ordinary house on this ordinary day and the melancholy candles of 

evening that will come. 

  If I look up, I see out the window the white stars 

  of clematis climbing a ladder of strings, a woodpile, 
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  a stack of faded bricks, a small green garden of herbs, 

  things you would expect to find outside a window. 

It’s like a genre painting.  It’s like a Vermeer, like a Dutch landscape. 

  all written down now and placed in the setting 

  of a stanza as unalterably as they are seated 

  in their chairs in the ontological rooms of the world. 

  Yes, this is the kind of job I could succeed in, 

Being the secretary, to experience, to the morning.  By the way, he says “stanzas.”  

Collins is a formal poet, often rhyming, often with stanza forms — in this case, mostly 

four-line stanzas. 

 You can also in nearly all of Billy Collins’s work find an iambic pentameter or at 

least a pentameter, not necessarily iambic, line running through each of the lines.  

They’re all approximately five beats.  He compares the honeysuckle to bright pink 

asterisks. 

  and the piano at the other end of this room with 

  its small vase of faded flowers and its empty bench. 

Another off-center insight.  I don’t know what else to call them.  Most of us would look at 

the piano with its bench, but it’s an empty bench.  No one is sitting there.  No one is 

playing there.  But people have and people will, and he’s aware of it.  And he realizes 

that he’s found his vocation and says, 

  tomorrow I will begin my chronicling earlier, at dawn. 

And what happens at dawn? 
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  a time when hangmen and farmers are up and doing, 

  when men holding pistols stand in a field back to back. 

  It is the time the ancients imagined in robes, as Eos 

  or Aurora, who would leave her sleeping husband in bed, 

     * * * 

  not to take her botany final, but to pull the sun, 

  her brother, over the horizon’s brilliant rim, 

Now, that’s what poetry is typically about. 

  But tomorrow, dawn will come the way I picture her, 

Not like the ancients. 

  barefoot and disheveled, standing outside my window 

  in one of the fragile cotton dresses of the poor. 

  She will look in at me with her thin arms extended, 

  offering a handful of birdsong and a small cup of light. 

 Again, the beginning with the ordinary, daily experience and daily details, and 

winding up with practically a vision and one of hope.  Tomorrow will be more inspiration. 

 This title, “I Chop Some Parsley While Listening to Art Blakey’s Version of ‘Three 

Blind Mice’.”  I don’t know if he’s gonna cook this dish or if he’s the chef and he’s 

helping his wife in the kitchen.  But when you’re chopping parsley it’s a mindless activity 

and so you start thinking about things.  And he’s listening to this jazz tune, “The Three 

Blind Mice,” and he starts wondering about the mice.  This is the way the mind works. 

  And I start wondering how they came to be blind. 
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Did you ever think about that? 

  If it was congenital, they could be brothers and sisters, 

  and I think of the poor mother 

  brooding over her sightless young triplets. 

     * * * 

  Or was it a common accident, all three caught 

  in a searing explosion, a fireworks perhaps? 

  If not, 

  if each came to his or her blindness separately, 

     * * * 

  how did they ever manage to find one another? 

These three blind mice. 

  And how, in their tiny darkness, 

  could they possibly have run after a farmer’s wife 

  or anyone else’s wife for that matter? 

  Not to mention why. 

     * * * 

  Just so she could cut off their tails 

  with a carving knife, is the cynic’s answer, 

  but the thought of them without eyes 

  and now without tails to trail through the moist gras 

     * * * 
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  or slip around the corner of a baseboard 

  has the cynic who always lounges within me 

  up off his couch and at the window 

  trying to hide the rising softness that he feels. 

     * * * 

  By now I am on to dicing an onion 

  which might account for the wet stinging 

  in my own eyes, though Freddie Hubbard’s 

  mournful trumpet on “Blue Moon,” 

     * * * 

  which happens to be the next cut, 

  cannot be said to be making matters any better. 

So he has tears in his eyes.  Where’d they come from?  Slicing an onion, contemplating 

the tragedy of the three little blind mice?  Or is it like Tennyson’s Idle Tears, “I know not 

what they mean; they just came out of the essential sadness of life.”  And it’s hope. 

 “The Night House,” another work of imagination and set in a place we all can 

know.  But this time he gets a little more radical with his imagination. 

  Every day the body works in the fields of the world 

But, line 5: 

  and every night the body curls around itself 

  and listens for the soft bells of sleep. 

    * * * 
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  But the heart is restless and rises 

  from the body in the middle of the night, 

  leaves the trapezoidal bedroom 

  with its thick, pictureless walls 

  to sit by herself at the kitchen table 

  and heat some milk in a pan. 

I like the fact that the heart as he imagines it is feminine. 

  And the mind gets up too, puts on a robe 

  and goes downstairs, lights a cigarette, 

  and opens a book on engineering. 

  Even the conscience awakens 

  and roams from room to room in the dark, 

  darting away from every mirror like a strange fish. 

And that’s what the conscience would do.  Those moments in the night when the 

conscience comes to call. 

  And the soul is up on the roof 

  in her nightdress, straddling the ridge, 

  singing a song about the wildness of the sea 

  until the first rip of pink appears in the sky. 

  Then, they all will return to the sleeping body 

  the way a flock of birds settles back into a tree. 

If you’ve ever seen that.  
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  Which is why the body--that house of voices-- 

  sometimes puts down its metal tongs, its needle, or its pen 

  to stare into the distance. 

     * * * 

  to listen to all its names being called 

  before bending again to its labor. 

That’s during the day when you’re working.  Sometimes the body recalls the wanderings 

of the heart and the soul and the conscience all made during the night.  I’m glad we had 

Billy Collins.  I like to read Billy Collins and I look forward to every new work he brings 

out. 

 I need to mention what’s going to be on the final and there is a — quite a bit of 

material since the last test.  Certainly you should look at Tennessee Williams, Flannery 

O’Connor, Arthur Miller, Roth and Malamud.  I don’t think I’m putting anything on the 

test from Roethke or Bishop or Hayden or Jarrell, but there may be something on there 

from John Berryman.  Of course, when we talked about Plath and Sexton, I didn’t even 

mention Berryman who’s another one of the so-called confessional poets. 

 Prose writers, John Updike and Raymond Carver.  There will be a line or two on 

there from Robert Lowell who is such a significant poet of the 20th century and probably 

Allen Ginsberg.  We have these two very different poets who are connected with each 

other nevertheless.  I don’t believe I put Wright or Levine on there.  There will probably 

be something from Sylvia Plath or Anne Sexton, but not both.  But I think you can 

prepare pretty easily for them.  If you’re writing about Plath, you might want to mention 
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Sexton.  And if you’re writing about Sexton, you might want to mention Plath because of 

the things that they have in common.  As for Billy Collins, I don’t want to take this 

academic exercise and put Billy Collins in it so there won’t be any questions on Billy 

Collins.  So what we spent the last 10 minutes doing is just for your own good and not 

for any kind of academic achievement. 

 I’m glad I got to address this audience that’s not here because I’m always aware 

that you’re there.  Sometimes too much aware that you’re there when I don’t have my 

ordinary students to look at.  You won’t have the familiar backs of heads to look at in 

this tape.  When I see these tapes myself, I notice things — people scratching their ears 

and nibbling their pencils.  Thank goodness, so far no one has put his or her head down 

on the desk and gone to sleep.  But it’s been an interesting experience and I’ve enjoyed 

it, and I’ll see you all when your test is given. 

  

 

   


