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ABSTRACT

In this dissertation, | argue that
particularly during the 1950s and early 1960s ther ewas a
reification of beliefs and codes of conduct similar to the
nineteenth century “cult of domesticity,” which encouraged
women to subsume personal desires and aspirations in favor
of emphasis on family and home life. To rewrite these
scripts of domes ticity, Brooks and Plath revise, in their
poetry written during the 1950s and 1960s, the traditional
epic genre and invent a new subgenre —the domestic epic —that
expands the traditional epic to encapsulate a distinctly
feminine pattern of figurative warfare . In this way, they
destabilize patriarchal and societal structures and assert
the primacy of new visions of feminine growth and creative
expression. As a part of the structure of the domestic
epic, the two poets employ poetic and narrative strategies
suc h as encoded meanings within names, shifts in narrative
voice, the infusions of mythology, and conflations of birth
and death imagery to subvert and redefine traditional
definitions of domesticity.
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CHAPTER 1
| NTRODUCTI ON

The 1950s and 1960s saw t he ascendancy of two wonen
writers—Gnendol yn Brooks and Syl via Pl at h—who inscribed
their visions of donesticity and gender-rel ati ons on post-
Wrld War Il American literature. Certainly, the two
witers stand out as pivotal figures in twentieth century
Anerican literature, influencing the direction of nodern
poetry and fiction. Moreover, the work of the two authors
serves as a testanent to the enduring power of wonen
witers in articulating their visions. Both authors earned
the Pulitzer Prize for Poetry-Brooks in 1950 for Annie
Al l en and Pl ath posthunously in 1982 for The Col |l ected
Poens.

On the surface, the worlds in which these two wonen
authors lived seemvastly different. Brooks, born in 1917
between the Wrld Wars to working class parents, was an
African American worman in a time in which racial
segregation and prejudice were daily realities. A resident
of Chicago’s Sout hside, she and her famly struggl ed
constantly for financial stability and adequate |iving

conditions within the redlined Bronzeville district.



Sylvia Plath was born the daughter of an entonol ogi st and a
school teacher in 1932. As a white m ddle-class woman

comi ng of age in the 1950’s, Plath becane a graduate of
Smith College. She was therefore both privileged and
confined by privilege. Despite the relative confort of her
econom ¢ circunstances, she felt circunscribed by the
societal norns that specified marriage and not her hood as
the only acceptable outlets for a woman’s creative power.
Betty Friedan’s The Fem nine Mystique encapsul ates the
frustration and anger that wonen of the era felt as they
were forced to confine their aspirations.

Despite the overt differences in their backgrounds,
both wonen |ived and wote at a critical crossroads in
Anerican history, a tinme of flux and changing cultural and
social nornms. Wth Wrld Wars | and Il only recently past,
and the Korean and Vietnamconflicts on the horizon, wonen
found their roles in society changing. They had entered
the workforce during the era, while providing a nuch needed
source of labor. Soon they were forced to return to
donestic duties. The post-war decades of the fifties and
si xties brought on the Red Scare—a crazed fear of worl dw de
dom nation by Communism In reaction to these uncertain
ti mes, increasing enphasis was placed on naintaining the

sanctity of the home. Elaine Tyler May ternms this focus a



“containment ideology,” as a defense in the wake of

potential dangers of the Cold War and nuclear conflict (10

11). Women became mandated symbols of domesticity. The

former soldiers returning from war re placed women in

factories and offices. Brooks speaks of the effects of

World War Il in the changing dynamics of the domestic realm

for black women (“Why Negro Women Leave Home,” 1951):
Many a woman who had never worked before went to work
during the last war. She will never forget the good
taste of financial independence. For the first time,
perhaps, she was able to buy a pair of stockings
without anticipating her husband’s curses...without
risking a hysterical inquiry...She could buy their child
a new overco at without planning an elaborate strategic
plan, or undergoing the smoke and fire of a semi
revolution...She felt clean straight, tall, and as if
she were part of the world...Women who cannot obtain
such regard will increasingly prefer to live alone”
(qtd.in S chweik 116)

In a letter home from college in 1949, Plath also voices

fears of constriction: “I am afraid of getting married.

Spare me from the relentless cage of routine and rote. |

want to be free” ( LH 40). Brooks and Plath resist the

return to domestic ity and seek outlets for creative



expression to rewite authority and control in the post-war
wor | d.

During the 1950s, marriage and not her hood were
cornerstones of Anerican |life. The average age wonen
married was 20. 3, and enornous pressure was placed upon
wonen to center their life aspirations on raising famlies
( A Novel of the Fifties 1). Due to the huge inpetus to
marry and produce offspring during the decade, the national
popul ation rose by 18.5 percent (5). Magazi nes such as The
Ladies’ Home Journal counsel ed wonen on finding a husband
and mai ntai ning a household (4). The influence of the
conservative society affected pervasively the careers of
both poets who used their poetry to create conpl enentary
portraits of domesticity. It is these portraits of
donesticity that reveal the shifting definitions of wonen's
rol es. Brooks and Plath expand definitions of wonen’s roles
in society. To acconplish this transformation, they revise
the epic formto produce new cultural narratives.

| argue that conflicts and turnoil coal esce in each
poet’s work into a conprehensive pattern of war that | have
termed “donestic epic.” Such a formincorporates all areas
of donestic existence, including both household and
famlial ties. As defined by The Oxford English

Dicti onary , “donestic” nmeans “Of or belonging to the hone,



house, or household; pertaining to one’s place of residence

or family affairs; household, home, ‘family’.” Volumes by

Brooks and Plath provide a counter - narrative to the
conservative discourse of the e ra which, so similar to the
“cult of domesticity” in the nineteenth century, encouraged

women to sublimate personal desires in the favor of

domestic life, if one presumes a mutual exclusion. |

shall therefore explore domesticity within the context of

gendered history and an epic tradition.

During the Agrarian era, women took on tasks such as
weaving, cooking, and gathering food stuffs, while men
farmed or herded animals. Domesticity facilitated economic
production. Although the era was one in which men wielded
social and political authority, it was also what Ehrenreich
and English term “gynocentric” in that “the skills and work
of women (were) indispensable to survival” (7). Women
leveraged their performance of domestic duties to attain a
degree of ¢ reative autonomy(Cooperman 20 - 21).

With the advent of the Industrial Revolution, the
concepts of domesticity and women'’s roles changed. Society
moved away from the gynocentric model (Ehrenreich and
English 7), while the factory replaced the home as the

center of economic production. Men and women worked in

different places, on the one outside the home and the other



inside it. The public world of nmen was supposedly | ogi cal
and inpersonal, while the private world of wonen was, at

| east theoretically, a site of humani zation, enotion, and

i ntimacy (Cooperman 24).

In a capitalistic society, the public world took
precedence. Honme |life was a private, protected sphere.
Donestic wonen faced marginality and therefore
invisibility. And the public world depreciated their
traditional work. |In Cooperman’s words, “Assigned truths
of piety and virtue as their realm mddle class white
wonen becane angels in the house, adherents of the Cult of
True Womanhood. In order to act effectively in the world
Wi thout participating in its daily conmerce, they |earned
to mani pul ate deftly the noral tensions between the public
and private real ns, whose values were often directly
opposed” (25). Wiite m ddl e-class wonen thus provided an
enotional base for the famly, therefore engendering the
female wwth a degree of power in the famly.

For African Anerican wonen of the colonial period, the
donestic real mprovided fewer creative opportunities than
those for white mddle class wonen. Driven by the system
of slavery, black female | abor was forced, yielding profits
not for their famlies but for the slave owners. African

Anmeri can wonen perforned integral tasks such as naking



soap, extracting dye frombark, fixing neals, and spinning
wool (Jones 30). Yet, they operated at the behest of white
sl ave masters and m stresses. Jacqueline Jones, in Labor of
Love, Labor of Sorrow, contends that because slave wonen
were forced to performthe sane type of manual | abor as
men, there was a strict division of |abor based upon gender
enforced in the slave honmes and conmunities (13). The
private real mprovided an opportunity for African Americans
to control their lives in sone degree. Particularly for

bl ack wonen, not herhood provided a | evel of self-assertion.
To Jones, “Black wonen’s attention to the duties of

not her hood deprived whites of full control over them as
field | aborers, donmestic servants, and brood-sows” (13).
Since Bl ack wonen often had to conplete childcare and
famlial duties secretly, the donestic real mbecane a
strategy for the survival of the famly.

In the first half of the twentieth century,
discrimnation in hiring made donestic work as maids,
nurses, and cooks one of few avenues avail able for black
wonen seeki ng enpl oynment. The conditions were poor and
exploitive, while black donmestic workers were paid | ow
wages for long hours. Black wonen’s | abor was often
bartered on street corners, much |like the slave auctions of

the nineteenth century. Thus the donestic sphere, on one



level, represented a de - humanizing experience f or black
women who were often mistreated. But work done at the
black women’s home for loved ones instilled a sense of
dignity and purpose.
Although the domestic realm represented diverse

challenges for women of different races and classes, such
females sh ared a desire to define domesticity on their own
terms. They wanted autonomy to express themselves
creatively wi t hinand outside of the domestic realm.
Hence, the domestic epic became the perfect vehicle for
women poets such as Brooks and Plath who facil itated an
integration of private and public worlds. The epic, the
most elevated and esteemed of poetic forms, came to make
public what once was private. Through poetic devices such
as encoded meanings within names, shifts in narrative
voice, and a confla ted imagery of birth and death, Brooks
and Plath help modify —possibly even revolutionize —the
traditional form of the epic to create a new cultural
narrative of women.

Since ancient times, writers have employed the epic to
relay the cultural and historical memory of a people
through the tales of heroic deeds. In such poetic
narratives, men represent the destiny of a race or nation.

M.H. Abrams defines the traditional epic as “a long



narrative poemon a great and serious subject, related in

an elevated style, and centered on a heroic or quasi-

di vine figure on whose actions depends the fate of a tribe,

a nation, or the human race” (50). He includes five

characteristics of an epic in his definition:

1) The hero is a figure of great national or even cosmc

i nportance..2) The setting of the poemis anple in
scal e, and may be worl dwi de or even larger.3) The
action involves superhunman deeds in battle... 4) In

t hese great actions, the gods and ot her supernatural
bei ngs take an interest or an active part.5) An epic,
a cerenoni al perfornmance, takes place in a cerenonial
style which is deliberately distanced from ordi nary
speech. Style is therefore proportioned to the
grandeur and formality of the heroic subject and epic
architecture. (Abrans 51)

Epic typically centers on a nmal e poet, who, instigated

by a female muse, begins with an argunent or theme, with

the hero’s often asking the nuse a question. In

traditional epic form narrative is the vehicle used to

convey the action of the poem which often starts in medias

res,

the mddle of a crucial point of action (Abrams 52).



Abrams’s definition lays out the conventions of epic,
emphasizing the grand scale and scope of the form.

Epic has been considered a male dominated genre. Susan
Stanford Friedman argues that for muc h of the literary
history, women have felt an “anxiety of poetic genre” in
relation to employing the epic form. Contending that epic
tradition has often been seen as masculine —identified,
presenting actions within the public domain and in the
process inst illing western patriarchal values and norms,
Friedman asserts that “writing within the epic tradition
has been an extension of a culturally granted masculine
authority to generate philosophical, universal, cosmic and
heroic discourse” (205). She says that women have lacked
the cultural authority to enter the genre, as “the epic has
been the last bastion among poetic genres for women to
approach” (205).

Despite women'’s hesitancy to write within the literary
tradition of epic, some women poets have attempt ed the
form. Poets such as Elizabeth Barrett Browning and H.D., in
the respective masterpieces Aurora Lei gh (1857)and Hel en
in Egypt (1961), have revised the epic genre, inserting
women’s voices into the male - dominated structure. Aur or a

Lei gh, inthe Bi | dungsr oman tradition, chronicles the life

10



of the title character, a young female witer patterned
after the author, who refuses to subsunme her artistic
identity to the Victorian roles for wonen. Helen in Egypt,
HD's “epic of consciousness,” retells the story of Helen
of Troy fromHelen s perspective. Helen in Egypt, grounded
i n noderni st techniques, has a circular |ayered narrative
that focuses nore on the reflections of events than on the
events thenselves. (Friedman 217). Susan Friedman says
that these wonen aut hors conflated the novel and lyric
forms in order to derive their fem nized epics. She argues
that this hybridization of formrepresents “gender-specific
responses or genre” (206) that facilitate the entrance of
wonen witers into the epic tradition. Brooks and Plath
simlarly revise epic conventions to invent a new poetic
formallow ng the poets to respond to changing tines.

Wth the advent of the twentieth century, witers
such as Brooks and Plath found the newy envisioned
donestic epic as a vehicle for redefining wonen’s space
creatively. While several women witers provide usefu
nodel s for donestic epic, | did not choose to include al
of themin this study because of limts of space and tine.
| consciously selected two witers fromthe sane era in
order to capture wonen’s responses to a post-war world

characterized by sexismand racism H . D., a contenporary of

11



Brooks, spent a great deal of her tinme in exile in Europe,
and her vision may differ dramatically fromthose who
usually lived in the United States. Brooks and Plath seem
to make for a better sisterhood.

| was al so influenced by perspectives on an Anerican
epic tradition. Scholars such as Janes M|l er and M chael
Andre Bernstein have identified an American tradition of
epics in which witers have worked to expand boundari es of
epic. Mller, in his groundbreaking study, The American
Quest for a Supreme Fiction: Whitman’s Legacy in the
Personal Epic, wites that Wiitman’s “Song of Mysel f”
provi ded the foundation for twentieth century witers to
expand the definition of epic, making it uniquely
reflective of American cultural history. This new form of
epic was terned “personal epic. ” The hero thus becones
t he enbodi nent of his tinme and place”(35). Instead of
bei ng grounded in the past, the personal epic joins the
past and future, hence inplying the circular nature of
tinme. The personal epic, one that rejects old nyths of
culture and history, sets about redefining its own new

nyths, or “Suprenme Fictions,” to borrow Wall ace Stevens’s
term(Mller 34-36).
M chael Bernstein, in The Tale of the Tribe: Ezra

Pound and the Modern Verse Epic, | ocates the epic as a site

12



of change in ternms of cultural definition. Enphasizing
that the project of epic is to articulate comunal voi ces,
t he poet should work to express the cultural, nythic and

hi storical heritage of the reading audi ence. The study

al so di scusses the conflation of narrative, prose, and

hi storical records, in efforts to “give voice to historical
forces transcendi ng any single consciousness or nonent
“(272).

By | oosening the formand focusing on creating new
conduits through which to re-envision cultural and national
hi story, witers produce narratives that equally value the
i ndi vidual and the community as integral conponents of
donestic epic. Such studies as those of MIler and
Bernstein provide a gateway or |ens through which to view
wonen’ s | ong poetry. No | onger does the val uation of
experience have to be based upon an inflexible fidelity to
past paradi gns or conventions of literary history as nost
conservatively construed. Wth this framework in place,
writers such as Brooks and Pl ath expand the borders of
genre and realize the potential of donestic epic.

Critics have often associ ated the work Gaendol yn
Brooks with epic tradition. RB. Mller, in his
groundbreaking article “’ Define.the Wiirlwi nd ”: Gaendol yn

Brooks’s Epic Sign for a Ceneration” (1986), argues that

13



t hroughout the course of her literary career, Brooks strove
to wite the epic In the Mecca but failed (160). Brooks
advances toward a nmmj or achievenment in epic form
culmnating in the creation of Mecca. | too see Brooks’'s
oeuvre as a progression, but propose that rather than
failing to create a traditional epic (MIIler argues her
success), she helps wite a new subgenre—the donestic epic—
whi ch centers around the interests of wonen.

Ann Folwel | Stanford,® al so recogni zes the centrality
of gender in Brooks’s fornulation. She calls “The Annaid”
an epic with a difference and asserts that Brooks sustains
an analysis of femninity, romantic idealism and thwarted
i magi nation in the poem and highlights the intertextual
parallels to Virgil’s Aeneid (286). Recognizing the
social and political overtones of the work, Folwell asserts
that sexual politics help shape the work into a fem nine-
oriented epic (297-298). Tracey Walters? counteracting the
totalizing trend towards | abeling “The Anniad” as an epic
or nock epic, contends the work nore accurately can be

called “both and neither,” thus escaping sinple

1 An Epic with a Difference: Sexual Politics in Gaendolyn Brooks's “The
Annai d” (1995).

2 “Qnrendol yn Brooks’ “The Annai d” and the |ndeterm nacy of Genre”
(2001).

14



categorization (366). The indeterm nacy of genre in
Brooks’s work, according to her, should be appreciated
i nstead of being viewed as problematic (366). Wat is
not abl e about these critical perspectives is that they open
a portal for expansion of discussions of genre and the
potential for various interpretations of epic form
No studi es explore the possibilities of epic formin
Plath’s work. But since her death in 1963, sonme schol ars
have cone to identify affinities between her poetry and the
traditional form Ted Hughes remarked,
how faithfully her separate poens build into one |ong
poem She faced a task in herself, and her poetry is
the record of her progress in the task. The poens are
chapters in a nythol ogy where the plot, seen as a
whol e and in retrospect, is strong and clear-even if
the origins of it and the dramatis personae are at the
bottom eni gmatic (187).
Pet er Axelrod and Nan Dorsey recognize a unifying notif in
her poetry, and says “all of Plath’s poens, early and
| ate, conprise a single netapoeni (78). Though these
commentators do not use the word epic directly, the
observed characteristics suggest an epic. Beginning with
The Col ossus, Pl ath experinents with voice and di stance

whi | e exam ning i ssues of donesticity such as marri age,

15



pregnancy, and children throughout her oeuvre, finally,
culmnating in later poens such as those in Ariel. Wen
one exam nes the poens collected in Ariel in the order
Plath originally intended, a pattern energes that suggests
a cosmc battle for survival. “Mrning Song” cul m nates the
yoked i mages of birth and not herhood, and “Wntering” shows
a victory over adversity. The sequence follows the basic
structure of epic, which, according to MIller “portray|[s]
the narrator’s journey, the obstacles encountered, and the
final vision of victory” (Mller 160).

Brooks and Pl ath use encoded neani ngs w thin nanes,
shifts in narrative voice, revisions of traditions of
nyt hol ogi es, and conflations of birth and death imgery to
redefine definitions of donmesticity. The two witers reveal
the social structures that confine and limt female growh
and infuse a cultural critique into their works, exploring
the variety through which race, class, and gender achieve
femal e consci ousness.

I nherent within the donestic position are encoded
meani ngs within the etynol ogy of the names of the Brooks
poem “ Sadi e and Maud.” Enbedded within the nanmes is the
expression of the battle between the roles of woman as
artist/creator in contrast to nother, daughter, and wfe.

Maud, with its Germani c derivative neans “strong in battle”

16



or “battlenaid,® while Sadie, a Hebrew derivative of Sarah,
means “royalty” and “princess.” The nane al so represents
an inpetus towards donesticity and not herhood, as the
bi bli cal Sarah becane the forenother of the nation of
| srael. Thus, with the juxtaposition of the nanes Sadi e and
Maud, Brooks |ays the foundation for the domestic warfare
that cuts to the core of her work and of Plath’s. Plath’'s
title Ariel conceals an encrypted nessage of the *“double
bi nd” of wonmen—synbolized by Shakespeare’s fairy-slave —
caught between the creative inpetus of the artist and the
duties of the donmestic.

In the first two sections, | exam ne the poetic
oeuvre of Gmendol yn Brooks, |ooking at the najor works A
Street in Bronzeville (1945) and Annie Allen (1949) al ong
with The Bean Eaters (1960) and In the Mecca (1968). Her
wor ks exi st agai nst the backdrop of the social and
political wars of the time-¥Yorld War 11, Korea and Vi et nam
all affecting the Iives of her personae. Brooks uses
narrative shifts to highlight the tensions inherent in the
femal e position and presents a figurative battle of
survival. In addition, she revises the epic as exenplified

in Honer’'s Qdyssey and Virgil's The Aeneid, in order to

3 All references to name etynmologies are from Afred J. Kolatch’'s The
New Name Dictionary: Mdern English and Hebrew Names. New York:
Jonat han David Publishers, 1989.
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pl ace wonen in the forefront of a battle to defend their
hone as land and find victory in their quest for autononopus
sel ves. The idi om appears even through the encrypted namnes
of the characters.

| exam ne the early and transitional poetry of Plath,
whi | e di scussing how t he works progress towards a
redenptive victory within the donestic realm | focus on
The Col ossus (1960), Ariel (1965), Crossing the Water
(1971), Wnter Trees (1971), and The Col | ected Poens
(1981), including the infusion of G eek nythology, the
i mgery of birth and death, and the significance of nam ng.
Usi ng the new sequential order for the Ariel poens, as
suggested by Marjorie Perloff* | agree that there is a
hei ght ened sense of urgency and cunul ati ve power in the
original ordering that reveals Plath’s mani pul ati on of
sites of fem nine agency as opposed to victimzation. |
will look at the way the poetic oeuvre brings to light a
war imagery that reaches epic |levels. H storical novenents
such as the Cold War, the Red Scare of the nineteen fifties
and the post-war conservatismsituate her work in a tine of
transition and change.

| conclude by | ooking at the inplications of the

donestic epic for redefining traditional poetics. Wile the

18



i npetus of scholars of the late twentieth century was to
establish a wonen’s tradition that acknow edged the
creativity and aesthetic worth of wonen’s texts, the
twenty- first century noves toward expl oring new avenues to
resituate wonen’s literature within the franmework of
Anerican literature as a whole. Donestic epic provides a
new | ens through which to view the works of wonen witers
such as Brooks and Pl ath, who, though different, wite

simlarly an idiomof domesticity.

“ Marjorie Perloff’s “The Two Ariels: The (Re) Making of the Sylvia
Pl at h Canon” (1986).
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CHAPTER 2
WOVEN OF THE STREET AND THE HEARTH:
FEMALE DOVESTI C VI SI ON | N GAENDOLYN BROCK' S A STREET

I N BRONZEVI LLE AND ANNI E ALLEN

Wth the August 15, 1945 publication of A Street in
Bronzeville, one day after V-J Day narked the end of Wrld
War 11,1 Grendol yn Brooks issued the first battle cry of her
donesti c epi c—begi nning a netaphorical war that would
enconpass the majority of her literary oeuvre and revise
the epic genre. The forty-one poens in A Street in
Bronzeville, ranging fromballads and lyrics to sonnets,
coal esce to assert the primacy of a donestic aesthetic that
centers upon the journeys of fenal e heroi nes who conbat the
chal | enges of poverty, racism and sexi smwhile asserting
their identities both within and beyond the confines of the
donestic sphere. Epic dinensions are reached through the

scope of subject matter that Brooks deal s w t h—aonen

Al t hough the official celebration of the surrender of Japan to the

Al lies occurred on Septenber 2, 1945, news of the event was nade
avai | abl e August 14, 1945. For nore information about the publication
history of A Street in Bronzeville, see D. H Ml hanmi s Gaendol yn
Brooks: Poetry and the Heroic Voice (Lexington: UP of Kentucky,
1987) . 18.
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battling to articulate visions of self-growh—-as well as
through the cultural redefinition of wonen’s roles in
society. In particular in 1945, at the end of Wrld War |
and the begi nnings of a conservatism brought about by
changi ng Anerican cultural values, the donestic epic becane
an outlet for critiquing cultural values and systens that
stymed the growth of fermales, limting definitions of self
to the donestic sphere.

Significantly, with the domestic epic Brooks reclains
t he urban hone as a battlefield and uses the tabl eau of
wonen characters to script new visions of self-identity.
The battles of donestic epic are literally and figuratively
fought on the streets of Bronzeville, in the alleys,
si dewal ks, houses, and beauty parlors of this real life
Chi cago “bl ack belt” comrunity. As Brooks points out in
Report from Part One, the term “Bronzeville” originated
with the Chicago Defender as a reference to the black area
of Chicago (RPO 160). Bronzeville enconpassed about forty-
bl ocks in Chicago, from29'™" to 69'" Streets, and thirteen
bl ocks east and west from Cottage Grove to State Street?.
Because of racial redlining, Black Chicago was confined to

this one thin strip of land, and living conditions were

2 For nore information about the historical Bronzeville, refer to the

soci ol ogi cal study Black Metropolis: A Study of Negro Life in a
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extrenely inadequate to neet the needs of the grow ng bl ack
popul ati on, which from 1940 to 1950 grew from 277,731 to
492,265 (Kent 94). Despite the exponential growh, the
area that blacks were forced to live in was not expanded.
Wth such an overpopulation in the black district, even the
poorest quality apartnments were at a high premium and

bl acks were crammed into rundown, exorbitantly priced one-
room ki tchenette apartnents that provided little space or
confort. At | east nine major race riots erupted during
1945-1954, reflecting the frustrations of the tines (Kent
94).

Bronzeville represents a mcrocosm of the breadth of
life of black America, particularly for black wonen. In
this chapter | shall explore how Brooks’s poetic vision
encapsul ates the urban experience for black wonen.

Donestic epic becones a vehicle to relay the real life
chal l enges to survival. Faced with a “job ceiling” that
made donestic service one of the only enpl oynent options
available to them as well as racial redlining that made it
extrenely difficult for blacks to obtain adequate housing,
wonen fight a two- pronged battle for respect and equity in
the donestic realm They fight first to obtain and

mai ntain a hone of their own. Secondly, they fight for

Northern City (2 vols. New York: Harper and Row 1945; New York:
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respect and dignity in their own households as well as in
the ho useholds of the people for whom they work. Brooks
embeds her epic within European form, using encoded
meanings within names, the infusion of Greek mythology, as
well as shifts between subjective and objective voice to
establish a multidimensional dialogue between the self and
the “other” in a quest for a construction of female
identity.
A Street In Bronzevill eiscomposed of three different
sections: “A Street In Bronzeville,” a section of
individual portraits of residents of Bronzeville, and the
sonnets equence “Gay Chaps in a Bar.” The “A Street in
Bronzeville” section is comprised of vignettes that give a
snapshot of the daily lives of urban residents of different
races, classes, and ages. The individual portraits shed
light on the inner thoughts of sp ecific members of the
community. Of particular interest is the Hattie Scott
sequence because it examines the life of a domestic service
worker and explores how she navigates between the public
sphere of domestic labor and the private domestic sphere.
The centrality of the domestic sphere within A Street
i n Bronzevi |l | e is clear from its opening poem, “the old -

marrieds,” which reveals a marriage at an impasse, stunted

Harcourt, 1962) by St. Clair Drake and Horace R. Cayton.
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by a lack of communication. The poem both begi ns and ends
with the line: “But in the crowdi ng darkness not a word did
they say” (19)% intimating a distance between the coupl e
that belies the union inplicit inthe title “old-marrieds.”
Despite the piping of “pretty-coated birds,” “lovers in the
little side-streets,” and “norning stories clogged wth/
sweets” (19), the couple is stymed by “the crowding
darkness” (19) and cannot communi cate with one anot her.
They are renoved fromdaily |iving, unresponsive to the
sounds and sights that define one as human. In direct
contrast to the inmages of spring and renewal, as indicated
by “the tinme for loving” and the season of My, the couple
is blighted and silenced by stagnancy. A cold war of sorts
has caused a halt to meani ngful discourse between the two
peopl e. By begi nning a donestic epic with stagnancy

bet ween marri ed people, Brooks reveals the figurative
descent into hell as one of silence and |ack of
comuni cati on—a seething fury just bel ow the surface that
demands attention. The goal of the donestic epic is to
reconnect conversation and comuni cation in order to

facilitate understandi ng between nen and wonen.

S All primary text references to Brooks's work are from Bl acks. 7"
edition. (Chicago: Third World P, 1994). Page nunbers are referenced in
the text.
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In “kitchenette building” Brooks identifies the
kitchen as the defining space of the home. She uses the
kitchenette building as an enbl em of the econonic and
discrimnatory practices that forced | arge nunbers of
African Anericans to live in segregated nei ghborhoods in
cranped apartnents in Chicago’'s Southside. Just as the
bui l di ng cones to represent containnment for African
Anmericans, so too does the kitchen becone a synecdoche of
restriction for all wonen. The environnment shapes and
structures the actions of the residents of the structure,
constricting the dinensions of their lives. The speaker
uses the first person “we” to encapsul ate her position as
wel | as the position of the other residents of the
bui l di ng, “things,” not peopl e—enphasizing the dehumani zi ng
condi ti ons.

The real mof choice is a “Dreanf that is terned

“giddy,” while everyday concerns such as rent,’”
“"feeding a wife,” and “’satisfying a man” take precedence
over wi spy dreans. The kitchen cones to define the
donesti c boundaries of existence, just as the funes that
emanate fromit define their lives. Phrases such as “onion
funes,” “fried potatoes,” and “yesterday’s garbage ri pening
inthe hall” reveal the waste in determning the |ives of

residents. These snells fight with and stifle the dreans
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of life. Wth the closing lines, attention again focuses
upon the sole concerns of banal existence—+he | ukewarm
water’s representing the calls of basic survival.

As an exanpl e of one whose dreans have been greatly
restricted, “the nother” thinks about her |ife choices.
Appearing early in the Bronzeville volune, the free verse
is a dramatic nonol ogue that reinforces the centrality of
not herhood. Imediately striking is the irony in the term

“the nother,” because it is the very state of notherhood
that the speaker reacts strongly agai nst and, through
abortions, ends her pregnancies. Even though she had
aborted the lives of possible children, she still |ays
claimto the title “nother” as an enblem of the potency and
connection of regenerative life. The poemuses full rhyne
and is irregularly netered, with the first stanza rhym ng
five couplets and the second changing rhyne in the first
six lines and ending with a couplet. The nmeter is rolling
and unrelenting, relaying the distress of the speaker
(Mel ham 23). In the opening |ines of the poem the speaker
i mredi ately sets up a di chotony between nenory and
children: “Abortions will not let you forget. /You
remenber the children you got that you did not get”(21).

Distance is established in the first stanza of the poem as

t he second person “you” to objectify the connection between
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t he audi ence and t he speaker. Brooks enploys the second
person “you” to force the reader to becone personally
connected to the poemand to interject their perspective
into the scenario.

Wth the novenent to the second stanza of the poem
t he second person shifts to the first. As the speaker
contenplates her role in the death of her children, the
gui se of the objective is dropped to nore fully contenpl ate
the ram fications of her actions for her life and that of
the children “gotten but never got.” The speaker reviews
the dead on the battlefield of her life not as an objective
byst ander but as an active participant: “lI have heard in
the voices of the wind the voices of ny/ dimkilled
children” (21). The term“dimkilled” works to blur the
degree of accountability the nother feels about aborting
the fetuses, as diminplies a | esser degree of w ongdoi ng.

The repetition of the conditional “if” in the second
stanza rai ses the question as to whether she has truly
robbed her children of life or nmerely spared themfromthe
pains of the world. The verbs” sinned,” seized” “stole,”
and “ poisoned” insinuate that sone wongdoing is attached
to the nother’s actions. Yet, Brooks cleverly uses
enj anbnment to inply that the nother may have sone

justification for her actions. She consciously splits
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“del i berate” and “marriages” to the verbs “mar” and
“liberate.” And she reveals a counter script that inplies
that the nother did not mar their opportunities but rather
| i berated her children froma life circunscribed by
poverty, sexism and racism Thus, when the speaker

decl ares, “Believe that even in ny deliberateness | was not
de-/liberate,” she readily accepts responsibility for their
deat hs and acknow edges that she spared her children from
the problens of life that she has had to bear. Her actions
reveal a deep and abiding desire to spare her children

har dshi p, nmuch as Sethe in Toni Morison’s Bel oved desired
to save her children fromthe horrors of slavery.’
(Brooks’s version cane at | east a generation earlier.) In
the sane way that Sethe wi shes to spare her children, the
not her makes a consci ous decision to end the cycle of
poverty and deprivation for future generations. For this,
t he not her does not apol ogi ze.

In this poem the speaker, like Virgil’'s Aeneas,
psychologically visits the dead and finds a state of
redenption in which she reclains her connection to all of
her children. She ends this contenplative state with the

closing lines: “Believe ne, | loved you /AIl” (22) and

“In Toni Morrison’s Beloved (New York: Plume, 1987), Sethe, a runaway
sl ave fearing her pending capture, nmakes the conscious choice to kill
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gains cunul ative power with the last word “all,” as it
inplies that she has found a place of grace in her unborn
children’ s hearts.

The ball ad “Sadi e and Maud” encapsul ates duel i ng
aspects of donesticity. Enbedded within the nanes of Sadie
and Maud® appears the quintessential expression of the
battl e between the roles of wonan as artist/creator as
opposed to not her, daughter, and wife. Maud, wth its
Germani ¢ derivative, nmeans “strong in battle” or
“battlemaid,” while Sadie, a Hebrew derivative of Sarah,
nmeans princess. Sadie stands, just as the biblical Sarah
did, as the seed bearer of future generations. Mud, who
travels a different path, is isolated because of her
unconventional choice to go to college while remaining
unwed. Her battle and success are just as elenental to the
definition of woman as are Sadie’'s struggles. The relative
nmerits of both women’ s odysseys nust be consi dered and
appreci ated without privileging one over the other.

From the opening lines of the poem the dichotony

between artist/creator and honemaker/wife is clear: “Muud

her children in order to spare themfromthe horrors and indignities of
sl avery.

> All references to name meanings are from Alfred J Kolatch’s The New
Name Dictionary: Mdern English and Hebrew Nanes (New York: Jonathan
Davi d Publishers, 1989).
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went to college. / Sadie stayed at home”(32). The two
paths are placed in direct opposition to one another. Wth
the departure fromhone to coll ege, Maud begins an epic
journey that expands her know edge and defines her identity
outside of the roles of nother and daughter. *“Sadie stayed
at honme” suggests this sister’s close identification with
donesticity. Sadie’'s life is a “fine-tooth conb,” a synbol
of donestic utility with which she has scraped every drop
of life. Sadie lives |life to the fullest: “She didn't

| eave a tangle in./Her conb found every strand” (32). The
epic dinmensions of Sadie’'s |ife reverberate in the epithet
that she “was one of the livingest chits/In all the land.”
(32). Her journey of |life experiences has been recorded
for future generations, with “In all the | and” evoking the
aura of a fairy tale or a parable of life, inparting a

| esson for future generations. The unwed nother of two
daughters has relished every nonment of life and | eaves the
| egacy of scraping life froma fine-tooth conb to her
daught er s.

Maud, by naking the decision to attend coll ege and
remain unwed, “lIs a thin brown nouse,/She is living al
alone in this old house” (32). Like Qdysseus, the G eek
hero who, after many epic adventures, returns to his hone

as an interloper, she returns to find that herself a pariah
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in her own homeland —so lated, unrecognizable, and
discontented. The description as “a thin brown mouse” (32)
underscores her disconnection from the world around her,
emphasizing a nondescript appearance. But just as Odysseus
emerges from the Trojan War as a battle worn hero wh 0 hever
concedes defeat, so too does Maud persevere as a warrior
who survives the domestic battle. While on the surface it
appears that Sadie had selected the better path, as one of
the “livingest chits” of the land, it is Maud who is alive
at the end of the poem to guide Sadie’s heirs.

Some critics have failed to see the depth of domestic
epic warfare in the poem, focusing more on the supposed
failures of Maud and Sadie than on their successes. John
Grey says,” While at first reading Maud may appear as one
who has failed to live “naturally,” in fact neither woman
succeeds by any discernible social standards to establish
an identity” (50). In a similar vein, Beverly Guy -
Sheftall contends that Maud, like “the unnamed woman in
‘obituary for a living woman ," has followed society’s
rules, but life has lacked the vitality and fullness which
make one’s existence meaningful” (236). | see these
interpretations as oversimplified. | contend, on the
contrary, through the choices Sadie and Maud make we learn

avalu able lesson about ourselves and the roles of women.
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The stories of Maud and Sadie reveal that rather than
having the artistic and naternal |evels |abeled as nutually
excl usive of each other, in order to win the battle of
donestic epic, the two planes nust conpl enent each ot her.
The “ independent man” works with a subtle edge to
underscore the centrality of the domestic in defining the
relative positions of nales and fermal es. Though the title
purports to be about a man’s claimto autonony, it cautions
mal es agai nst becom ng fermal e-identified, trapped within
the confines of the limted fenal e space: “Now who coul d
take you off to tiny life/in one roomor in two roons or
three/ And cork you smartly, like the flask of w ne”(33).
At all costs, the independent nan nmust avoid (being
“corked”) donestic obligations. Wen read through the
prismof donestic epic warfare, the title itself—
“i ndependent man”—+nparts a nessage that for wonen,
i ndependence, by its very nature, is antithetical to their
limted existence. By structuring the poem around the idea
of mal e i ndependence threatened by fenmal e donesticati on,
Brooks strategically works to highlight constrictions
pl aced upon wonen whose spaces are akin to being caught
bet ween Scylla and Charybdi s—hard to navigate and full of
danger. Brooks ends with a note of irony, inplying that a

femal e should be grateful for any cursory, tenpora
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attention froma man: “A woman would be wise to think it
well/ 1If once a week you only rang the bell” (33). The
donestic epic challenge is to retain one’ s autonony.

In “obituary for a living lady,” we see a persona who,
having failed in her battle to define herself, |oses her
man and di scovers the “country of God” (33). W nen
according to donestic epic, should revel in being “decently
wld' (34). Wen the persona strays fromsuch a path, and
noves towards a stifling conservatism she |oses part of
her identity. Wile “the independent man” el udes capture
by wonmren with “tiny lives,” the persona of “obituary” fails
to adapt the codes of courtship to her specific
rel ationship, and is thus rejected by her suitor in favor a
worman who wears red and is nore anenable to his advances.
The di chotony between society’s dictuns of proper behavior
and human desire appears as female dignity: “She fell in
|l ove with a man who didn’t know that even if she woul dn’'t
| et himtouch her breasts, she was still worth his hours”
(34). A woman’s valuation and worth depend on her ability
to retain the attention of a man. Before the narrator
reached maturity, she experienced a freedomand |iberty
repressed as she grew ol der.

The “Hattie Scott” sequence holds a pivotal place in

the Bronzeville volune, negotiating a space between the
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conpeti ng demands of her job as a donestic day worker and
her personal |ife. In the tradition of Langston Hughes’s

“Weary Bl ues,” Brooks infuses the ballad with the nusi cal
rhythm capturing the bittersweet nelancholy that defines
Hattie's life through the rhyne schene of a b ¢ b. The
dual inpul ses of exploration and donesticity informthe
nane, for though Hattie neans “m stress of,” Scott neans
“wanderer.” Wiile donesticity informs so nmuch of her life,
she longs to relax in the setting sun. But her busy
routi ne prevents her fromtaking such a break.

As Hattie conpletes her donestic duties and
contenpl ates a rel ease fromwork, she conpares her position
to the star: “But the sun and ne’s the sane, could be:/Cap
the job, then to hell with” (51). Her life mmcs the
diurnal cycle of day and night, the rising and setting of
the sun signaling the beginning and end of the workday.
Ref usi ng her enployer’s denmand to conpl ete additi onal
chores, Hattie prioritizes her own donestic space. Wile
t he enpl oyer can define public donestic labor, it is Hattie
herself who will structure her own private life.

Hatti e i magi nes how she woul d conbat domestic abuse.
The opening lines give an i medi ate sense of the urgency to
the situation: “MOE BELLE JACKSON S husband/ Wi pped her

good | ast ni ght/A knock-down-drag-out fight”(55) Angered by
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t he viol ence of a neighbor, she rum nates on nethods of
retaliation and i magi nes new forns of donestic attack.
VWhile the critic Gary Smth argues that “’the battle ends
not on a note of personal triunph for Hattie, but rather
resignation and defeat” (44), | contend that her potenti al
retaliation is covert rather than overt. Hot grits, in

ot her words, are an ol d fashi oned weapon of attack for
African Anerican folk wonen to burn and scar their erring
mates. Thus, Hattie subconsciously arns her sister for the
battl e of domestic warfare.

In “Queen of the Blues,” Brooks alternates between the
third person and first person in the confessional song that
reveal s both Mane’s fam |y history and her thoughts. Brooks
conflates nusical and poetic formto replicate the twelve
bar pattern of the blues (Mel ham 37). Mane’s song i s one
of nel ancholy, pain, and eventual triunph. Brooks's use of
nmusi cal formand shifts in narrative voice serve to nmake
public Mane’s private battle to defend her donestic space.
Wthout a father or brother to weld patriarchal authority
over her, she energes into a fully blown blues career. By
inplication, it is freedomfromthese famlial roles that
allows Mane to grow and affirmher will. Mane's past
exploitation by a male suitor results in her working in

soneone el se’s kitchen for Iong hours and | ow pay. She
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| anments that she “Scrubbed hard in themwhite
folks' /Kitchens/ Till nmy knees was rusty” (58). “Kitchens,”
capitalized and set apart in its own stanzaic |ine,
enphasi zes the centrality of donestic space as a place of
contai nment that stymes her potential. Physically and
psychol ogically confined in other people’ s kitchens, Mane
finds an avenue of escape through her career as a bl ues
singer. As “Queen of the Blues,” she reclains her dignity,
endi ng the poem by asking, “Wiy don’t they tip/ Their hats
to a queen?”(59).
“The Gay Chaps in a Bar” sonnet sequence, based on
| etters Brooks received from bl ack sol diers, projects the
donestic battle on to a global stage. Brooks strikes a
paral |l el between fenal e donmestic warriors and nal e
soldiers. The sonnet “ny dreans, ny works, must wait till
after hell” encapsul ates the epic dilenmma wonen face in
reconciling the conpeting demands of creativity and
service. Ann Folwell Stanford asserts that the poetry
enpl oys donestic inmagery to describe the deferral of
dream that both war and racismentail. The poemis
especially interesting for its introduction of inmages
usual ly relegated to the traditionally fermal e sphere,
which is not a naturally female realm The poem t akes

synbol s that are markers of gender and exploits them
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to their fullest potential in what is a subversive

rel ocation of “dreanms and “works.” (“Dialectics of

Desire” 192)
Stanford correctly articul ates Brooks's poetic design,
recogni zing the infusion of inmages traditionally
categorized as femnine. | would add that what Brooks ains
to acconplish through the conflation of the donestic sphere
with the traditionally masculine realmof war is to
rei nvent wonen’ s experiences as human (MIler, Black
Anerican Literature and Humani sm 110).
Donesticity is the inferno that nust be redeened:

| hold ny honey and | store ny bread

Inlittle jars and cabinets of ny wll.

| label clearly, and each latch and lid

| bid, Be firmtill I return fromhell. (66)
Once nore the soldier’s act of storing nenories wthin a
donestic framework suggests restricted spaces that
characterize wonen’s lives. As with the other heroes from
classic epics, she anticipates a return to the self-hone,
a final haven fromwar. The hope of epic returnis a
fundamental convention that rebirths of cultural identity
that restore a sense of normalcy to life (Frye 318).
During an era swept by world war, the hope for return

encourages both the soldiers and the country enbroiled in

37



conflict. The speaker anticipates the journey’s end: “As |
can manage, renenber to go home” (66). The nenory that
links himto his homel and provi des a hope for epic victory.
Thus, war fails to destroy the essence of life—+ts sweet,
and sustai ni ng donesticity.

Even in the mdst of success in “The Progress,” a
conbi nati on of Shakespearean and Petrarchan sonnet forns,
the solider cannot relish victory conpletely. The portals
of change and t he unknown speak of a new world order:

For even if we conme out standing up

How shall we smle, congratul ate: and how

Settle in chairs? Listen, listen. The step
O iron feet again. And again wild (75)
In this nodern era, uncertainty will likely prevail. The

i npending threat of war, “the step/O iron feet,” wll
persist into a post-nodern age, while the poet’s nodern
spaci ng between “again” and “wild” in the closing |lines
inplies the chaotic unknown. Even there is a hope for a
rebirth.

Annie Allen (1949), the Pulitzer prize-w nning vol une,
ushers in a mature donestic epic in which Brooks focuses
upon the personal journey of a woman whose quest it is to
find and maintain a honme for herself. The vol une begi ns

with the “Menprial to Ed Bland,” a man who “wanted to see
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action” and live life to the fullest. Annie Alen who
wants to see global action of a vastly different sort mnust
continually pay the costs for her desire. In a nost

conpl enentary way, Ed Bl and defines the historical nonent
in which Annie Allen lives.

For this |l ong poem Brooks experinents with | anguage
and form relying on conplex synbolism esoteric diction,
and intricate devices. Wile the pedantic approach may
appeal to critics and scholars, the consequent obscurity
may prevent sone readers fromunderstanding fully the rich
context of the narrative. Don L. Lee (Haki Madhubuti)
argues that the book was witten for whites and the dense
textual content causes many African Anericans to shy away
fromthe text (RPO, Preface, 17). It is perhaps because of
this criticismthat Brooks’s post- 1960 work reflects a
sinpler, nore overtly political consciousness. Yet the
strain of donestic epic protest renains continuous
t hr oughout her oeuvre.

The encoded neaning wthin Annie Allen’s nane | ends
curul ati ve power to the donestic epic quest, with Annie
meani ng “grace” and Al |l en neaning “harnmony.” Annie
[“Grace”] Allen [“Harnony”] seeks to maintain personal
peace in the mdst of global war. As Ann Folwell Stanford

proposes, “Fem nized by both title and subject matter,
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Annie Allen foregrounds a resistance to male co - optation
and female passivity and offers a critique of sexual

politics focusing on the imbalance of power that frequently

characterizes rel ations between the sexes” (283). One must
rectify the imbalance in order for women to redefine

themselves.

Anni e Al | en includes three sections —Notes From the
Childhood, and the Girlhood,” “The Anniad,” and “The
Womanhood"all buffering Annie’s quest to assert her
autonomy. The first section begins with “the birth in a
narrow room which delimits the route of both a newborn
child and a woman before they reach full self -
actualization. The domestic epic requires a figurative
breaking of the social sack. Ann ie’s birth —“something
new/Blurred and stupendous” —marks the transcendence of a
new female warrior. “Bashful” intimates the submissive role
assigned to women in patriarchal society, while the “yellow
apron spilling cherries” situates the female as occupyin
the domestic role as bearer of food. The speaker predicts
Annie’s eventual awakening to discontent:

Now weeks and years will go before she thinks

“How pinchy is my room! How can | breathe!

| am not anything and | have got

Not anything to do!” —83)
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A period of idyllic childhood nonentarily suspends the
i npendi ng knowl edge of wonen’s constricted roles.

The poem “Maxie Al len” serves as a changi ng of the
guard in the donestic epic warfare, as Maxie represents the
old order’s facing the chall enges of a netaphorical war
t hat has spanned generations. Maxie Allen, who provides a
necessary link to the matrilineal heritage, nust now
i nstruct her daughter, a budding warrior, on the current
state of conflict. |In representing the traditional
conservati sm of post-War Anerica, she teaches her daughter
about the material properties of life:

For eye that |et her see so far

For throat enabling her eat

Her Quaker QGats and Creant of - Wheat ,

For tongue to tantrumfor the penny,

For ear to hear the haven’'t-any,

For armto toss, for |leg to chance,

For heart to hanker for romance. (84)

The things that Annie is taught to appreciate, such as her
sensory abilities, are, for the nost part, tenporal and
physi cal . The daughter Annie achieves a broader quality of
exi stence by introduci ng new techni ques or strategies of

warfare: “Sweet Anne tried to teach her nother / There was
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sonewhat of sonething other”(84). Annie recognizes a need
for a broader sphere of experience, with the “sonething
ot her” representing the endl ess possibilities for growh
and exploration. She longs for signs of romance and gothic
such as “veils and God,” “whistling ghosts,” and “fl eet
| ove” (84). Maxie, grounded firmy in the reality of daily
living, recognizes that her Iife as a wife and nother has a
stym ed potential. Annie has gateways of opportunity—
“lots of jacks and strawberry jant—that are unavail abl e
to the mature Maxie. Lanenting that she has to support a
husband who no | onger woos her, Maxie Allen works to break
the romantic idealismof Annie Allen, forcing the daughter
to consider the deeper ram fications of marriage and
donesti c exi stence.

Thr oughout Brooks’s donestic epic, as in “sunday
chi cken,” wonen and chi cken are |inked, as the chicken
signifies the angst and contai nment of the donestic sphere
that wonen’s position represents. Both the chicken and the
prot agoni st, of course on different semantic levels, find
t hensel ves awaiting the pleasure of a man. Wen the nan
fails to make an appearance for dinner, both the chicken
and the woman are in uncertain states. The inequity of
their situations, they who have highly val ued t hensel ves,

beconmes clear: “Elite anong the speckle-gray, wild white/On
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bl undering nosaic in the night/O |ovely baffle-brown. It
was not right” (87). A rage seethes beneath the surface,
whi ch the speaker masks with a wy note of irony: “You
could not hate the cannibal they wote/Of, with the nostri
bone-t hrust, who could dote/On broiled or roasted fell ow
thigh and throat”(87). The assertion “You could not hate”
serves to draw awareness to the very thing that it purports
to shy away from opening gates for hate to flood in. The
speaker continues her quasi-justification for the man’s
behavi or: “Nor hate the handsone tiger, call himdevil/To
man-f east, manifesting Sunday evil” (87). As in “man-
feast” and “mani fest,” the two words conbine to synbolize
man’s desire to expand patriarchal borders of control, nuch
in the sane way that western expansion, propelled by the
doctrine Manifest Destiny, expanded the white frontier in
part by disenfranchi sing Native Anericans.

Anni e’ s high sense of romanticismand idealismlingers
to the very end of the poem as she rum nates on the
qualities of a suitor. She sets the bar high for the man
who would win her affections. Wat is at stake for her is
a real human connection that necessitates conpatibility—
“gist and lacquer/Wth nelted opals for ny mlk,/Pearl |eaf

for nmy cracker”—and under st andi ng.
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“Throwi ng out the flowers” marks the end of her
romantic ideals about |ove and marriage. The romantici sm
that buffered her in early poens has now abandoned her, and
she is left with a reality in which the idealismof youth
has died. Wat is left is rotten food, and rotten flowers
seemto whi sper of the hopes and dreans that have
evaporated. |Images of rot and decay pervade the poem as
the “broccoli, yans and the bead-butterm | k/Are dead with
the hail in the hall, Al1”(91). The food narks the remants
of a battle lost. The phrase “before it was over and all”
speaks of the failed relationship with the paladin, a
relationship that had cone to envel ope every aspect of
Annie’'s |ife. Throwi ng out the flowers takes on the aura of
a death ritual, with the speaker’s comng to anticipate an
end to a marital union as a rel ease. Annie now can set

about the project of reestablishing an autononous self.

do not be afraid of no of fers the weapon of “no
in the battle of donestic epic. The speaker in “do not be

afraid of no” calls for active resistance agai nst

patriarchal dom nance. And wonmen who answer “yes” are akin
to the dead on the battlefields of donestic epic. Those
who bear the enblens of the war cannot articulate a
rallying battle cry to their conrades. The ideal heroine

takes the route of active resistance, preferring even



indecision to facile acquiescence: “It is brave to be

involved,/To be not fearful to be unresolved.” (91). Yet,

for Annie Allen, the process is a gradually real battle of

which she can only make the first step by imaging dissent:

"Her new wish was to smile/When answers took no airships,
walked a while” (93). It is only after her progression

through the “Anniad” and “The Womanhood,” that she can move
beyond a facile idealism. Claudia Tate argues that Annie’s

life “reflects a virtual absence of acts of conscious

volition and emotional complexity. In fact, her life seems

to be composed of her deliberate refusal both to act

decisively and to reveal her emotional responses” (141). |

assert, on the contrary, that Annie advances decisively

toward more self - confidence as she deve lops. Rather than
refusing to act, Annie only finds space to articulate the

vision of self after she has resolved her personal

conflicts within the domestic realm.

“The Anniad” serves as the pivot of Annie Allen,
revealing the heroine’s epic battle to reconfigure her
identity apart from her husband. It is steeped in epic
tradition, with Brooks employing conventions of epic
formula, such as the use of the Greek suffix —ad in the
title to represent descent from a period of time, a group,

or an epicinc elebration (Melham 61 - 62); the use of
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esoteric language ; as well as her decisions to begin the
poemw th an invocation and start the narrative in nedias
res. Brooks, opening the poemin nedias res, reinscribes
her epic fornula so effectively that the term donestic epic
is nore fitting than either traditional epic or a nock

epi c. Her task is not sinply to insert her voice with the
traditional strain of epic. The decades of the nineteen
forties and nineteen fifties, according to Andre Bernstein,
“speak to the tribe” of, in this case, wonen who battl ed
for survival under the weight of racial and gender
discrimnation. Donestic epic is a fitting term because it
encapsul ates wonen’s desire to define their independent
role as persons. Wnen clainmed the right to becone
warriors in a quest to defend their honmes as land and to
rewite cultural scripts that limted their denocratic
roles in the society. “The Anniad” thus serves as the

epi tonme of donestic epic.

Brooks originally titled the epic poemthe
“Hesteriad.” Hestia, a possible derivative of Hester,
refers to the G eek goddess of the hearth, a synbol of the
hone and the kitchen (Ml ham 56) D.H Mel ham says that
Brooks’s change in the title to “Annie Allen” distances
the work fromdonesticity: “Hearth-oriented she is not”

(56). Actually, Brooks underscores the centrality of the
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donestic epic quest by evoking resonances with Virgil’s
Aenei d, enphasizing a need to establish a new nation or
honmel and in the mdst of |oss and self-sacrifice. For
Anni e Allen, the new honeland i s an expansi ve space for
femal e creative growh and expression within the donestic
sphere. Just as Aeneas had to fight many excruciating
battles, to lose his great |ove Dido, to survive a journey
into hell, and to establish the foundations for a nation he
does not live to see flourish in order to fulfill his epic
destiny, so too does Annie Allen have to | ose her husband
Tan- Man, survive disillusionnment with the confining
restriction of socially scripted roles of womanhood, and
call for a reconciliation in race, class, and gender.

“The Anniad,” witten in Brooks s trademark version of
rhyme royal, is conposed of septets and contains forty
three stanzas (Mel ham 62). She alternates between rhyne
and hal f-rhyne and cl osing couplets to |l end a sense of
unity to her donmestic epic. In the epic tradition, Brooks
begi ns “The Anniad” with an invocation in which the reader
is asked to

Thi nk of sweet and chocol ate

Left to folly or fate,

Whom t he hi gher gods forgot,

Whom t he | ower gods berate.
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Physi cal and underfed

Fancyi ng on the featherbed

What was never and is not. (99)
Annie is presented to the reader as a confecti on—sweet and
delicate—at the nercy of the gods in whose hands her fate
rests. Romantic daydream ng occupies the ngjority of her
time. As B.J. Bolden points out, higher gods may refer to
the Euro Anerican society that fails to acknow edge a young
bl ack worman, while | ower gods represent the black community
t hat acknow edges her existence through criticism(97). The
line “What was never and is not” speaks of both the past
and the present that are stifled and constricted—w th
i magi nation being the only outlet for freedom of expression
for an African American worman. The |ine noreover reifies
awar eness that a vise now constricts the |evel of
possibilities to which Annie can attain within the donestic
realm In the opening stanzas of the epic poem it is the
pal adin who is descri bed as expansive and “ocean-eyed” (99).

The potential within Annie is dormant, only to be
awakened by the pal adin:

Think of ripe and ronpabout,

Al'l her harvest buttoned in,

Al'l her ornanents untri ed;

Waiting for the pal adin
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Who shall rub her secrets out

And behol d the hinted bride. (99)
Annie’'s creative abilities and talents are corked, as
opposed to the freedom experienced by “the i ndependent nman”
in the Bronzeville volune, who nust avoid connection to
wonen, and by extension, the donestic at all cost for the
sanctity of her existential self. Al of Annie’'s
frustrations are bottled within. 1In a |andscape that
socially and politically negates her position as a bl ack
wonman, she depl oys her inagination as a weapon to naintain
her sense of self- worth. In this way, she is able to
appreci ate her brown skin tone and African features.

Annie’s romantically idealized | over Tan Man enters
t he domai n subsequently and shifts her idealized nusings.
Just as in “the birth in a narrow room” Annie enters a new
world that will potentially circunscribe her Iife and her
freedom Under the spell of infatuation, Annie gives the
pal adin control over her life, and he pronptly “consunes
her where she falls/In her gilt humlity” (100).
I nfl uenced by fairytale traditions such as Snow Wite and
Ci nderella, she eagerly accepts her new secondary position,
believing it to be golden and solid, yet actually “gilt”
Wi th superficiality. Her romantic idealismleads her to

pl ace Tan Man on a pedestal:
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In the beam his track diffuses
Down her dusted dem -gl oom
Li ke a nun of crinson ruses

She advances.

Whi ch she nakes a chapel of. (101)

The realities of poverty and racismderail the
C nderella story. The “lower rooni signifies a state of
donmesticity and marri age that erodes her opportunities for
artistic growh. The socially scripted roles of wonen as
sacrificing self and personal desire in favor of honme and
famly comes to the forefront while the rebellious nature
of Annie Allen seemngly |ies dormant. An undercurrent of
subversi ve power goes al nost unacknow edged. \What Brooks
does here is raise the consci ousness of her readers,
possi bly reserved warriors of femal e self assertion. The
nore Anni e sl eepwal ks to the dangers of idealism the nore
that we as readers are aware of the inpending battle, for
both the witer and reader know the epic conventi ons,
t hough the persona does not. Such is the basis of
structural irony understood between the narrator and her
audi ence. Hortense Spillers recognizes the inpetus
indirectly: “W protest on Annie’s behalf. W want the

dreamto cone true, but Brooks does not concede, and that
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she does not confirmthe intent of the poem a parodic
portrayal of sexual pursuit and disaster” (226). Actually,
Brooks has a larger intent in that she reveals the forces
that | ead wonen, of necessity, figuratively to arm
thenselves in the battle for space and autonony.

Wien Tan Man, the husband, returns fromWrld VWar 1|1
he is a fornmer shadow of hinself. He projects his
frustration and i npotence on to Annie and views his
marriage as stifling. Like “the independent nman” fromA
Street in Bronzeville, he is “corked” within a narrow
space. After his years at war, Tan Man returns not as the
conquering hero but rather as a socially limted bl ack man
who receives his subm ssive wife as reward. Her
introspection seens to make her far |ess inpotent than he—
she is, on the contrary, the bard who exposes the irony of
nodern Troy—world war w thout any real rhyne or reason. Tan
Man di stances hinself from Annie: “wonders how /Wman fits
for reconpense./Not that woman?” (104). The enphatic “not”
in conjunction with “woman” enphasi zes the perception of
wonman as being i nadequate to fulfill the existential needs
of a man. Worman becones synonynous with the restrictions
and narrow confines of the donmestic sphere. Annie is thus

objectified, sonething to be bartered or exchanged as
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“reconpense” (104), such as noney or reward. In his
di sillusionnment, Tan Man turns to other wonen for confort.

After Tan Man’s betrayal, Annie sets off upon a quest
of her own for independent identity. First, she seeks
solace in nature, through all of the various seasons. Wile
readi ng the classics, she is bonbarded with i mages that
evoke the maternal:

Petal s at her breast and knee...

“Then incline to chil dren-dear!

Pull the halt the nmagnificence near

Sniff the perfunes, ribbonize

Gay bouquet nost satiny; (107)
In this instance, donesticity provides consol ati on during
times of turmoil and re-exam nation. Annie’'s sense of
angui sh and betrayal is akin to that of the mnythol ogical
Di do, queen of Carthage. After the fall of Troy, D do
offers respite to Aeneas, the future founder of Ronme. She
falls madly in love with him and the two enjoy a brief
period of domestic tranquility. Wen recalled to his epic
destiny by the gods, Aeneas |eaves the heartbroken Dido to
continue his journey. In her despair, Dido kills herself,
and the fire fromher funeral pyre is the last sight that
Aeneas sees as he | eaves Carthage. Yet, unlike D do, Annie

does not succunb to a sense of bitterness or despair.
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When a repentant Tan Man, who is ill and dying,
returns home, Annie forgives him She is no Dido, who,
having revisited Aeneas in purgatory, turns her back on
his apologies. Annie’'s romantic dreans had di ssi pated, and
“She remarks his [Tan Man] feathers off” (108), seeing him
as a flawed nortal as opposed to the idealized imortal, or
per haps only dem -god, of her earlier imaginings. Wth his
deat h cones her continued responsibility of raising her
chil dren. She “Washes coffee-cups and hair,/ Sweeps,
determ nes what to wear.” (109). Now she determ nes for
herself the duties of life. The epic thus ends with
Annie “Kissing in her kitchenette/ The m nuets of nmenory”
(109). She has begun the process of reconciliation wthin
her domestic space and recl ai ned her autonony.

As the final poemin the “Appendi x to The Anni ad:
Leaves from a Loose Leaf War Diary,” “the sonnet ball ad”
has a battle-weary Annie Allen recount the destruction
that war has brought to her life , including her visions of
an ideal marriage. The lanent: “OCh, nother, nother, where
i s happi ness?” serves to underscore the sense of |oss that
has resulted fromwar. Death becones a “coquettish”
courtesan “whose inpudent and strange/ Possessive arnms and
beauty (of a sort)/ Can nmake a hard man hesitate and

change” (109). Resonating with simlarities to the poem
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“’do not be afraid of no,”” "Annie Allen” presents Tan Man
as a beaten veteran enanored of death, and as the subject
of an African American femal e narrator who can determ ne
the fates of nen. The reversal of male and female polarity
serves to re-enpower the fem nine posture. Sone critics
have found the ending of “The Anniad” to express
resignation. Ceorge Kent says that Annie Allen has noved
fromromanticized youth “to the prosaic and disillusioning
realities provided by married life” (94). But Annie
experiences a rebirth of consciousness that invites her
into a world that bears little resenblance to the
“prosaic”: it is, on the contrary, gritty, bold, and
subversi ve.

“The Womanhood,” the final segnent of Annie Allen,
expresses a reawakening of maternal instincts. Herein the
bearing of children as a pivotal rite of passage for woman.
Mor eover as G adys Margaret WIlians asserts: “..in these
sonnets she [Brooks] sings with full throat, conmunicating
to the uninitiated the strains of survival upon a wonman, a
not her, confronted by hostile circunstances” (40).

Peopl e who have no children can be hard:
Attain a mail of ice and insol ence
Need not pause in the fire, and in no sense

Hesitate in the hurricane to guard (115)



Those wi thout children are outfitted wwth an arnor of ice
and insol ence that |ends safety but al so arrogance marked
by a | ack of genuine humlity and magnificence

Just as Virgil’s Aeneid spanned Heaven to hell, so too
does Annie Allen map the | andscape of human epic. Children
redefine the battlefield in which the individual operates,
shaping attitudes and behaviors. O the childless, the
speaker asserts:

And when wide world is bitten and bewarred

They perish purely, waving their spirits hence

Wthout a trace of grace, or of offense

To laugh or fail, diffident, wonder-starred. (115)
I ndi fference hardly substitutes for human bondi ng.
"Bitten” and “bewarred” by life s tunults, those w thout
children seem ngly escape the engagenent of existence. But
the very sane donesticity that inprisons wonen ironically
creates in thema profound sense of human suffering that
shoul d enpower themto | ead a nore peaceful world.

In the second poem of the sonnet quintet, “what shal

| give ny children? Who are poor,” the |egacy for one's
children cones to the forefront. Both material and
spiritual |egacies are at question here, as Brooks first

| ooks at the battle within the donestic sphere for children

who are poor. African Anerican children did not have equal
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access to education or econom c opportunities. As the
speaker asks in the opening octet:

What shall | give ny children? Who are poor

Who are adjudged the | eastw se of the | and,

Who are ny sweetest | epers, who demand

No vel vet and no vel vety vel our;

But who have begged ne for a brisk contour,

Crying that they are quasi-contraband

Because unfini shed, graven by hand

Less than angelic, admirable or sure. (116)
The terns “l epers” and *quasi-contraband” highlight the
position of poor children as pariahs or anonalies in the
| and of plenty. Significantly, the phrase “quasi-
cont raband” conjures up connections to warfare, with the
children serving as unwanted spoils of victory who denmand,
by their very existence, sustenance and support.

Frustrated by her inability to change the
ci rcunst ances of her children, the speaker opens the sestet
by lamenting: “M hand is stuffed with node, design
device./But | lack ny proper stone /And plentitude of plan
shall not suffice” (116). Like a fermale David who has no
“proper stone,” the speaker feels at a di sadvantage agai nst
the goliath-like problens of poverty and racism In this

section, the speaker decries the inability of plan to
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overcone the realities of inequities in gender, race, and
class relations. She is left with the know edge that
neither “plan,” “love,” or “grief” will be sufficient to
“ratify” or open doors of opportunity and better lives for
her chil dren.

Many critics see the fourth sonnet in the sequence,
“First Fight. Then Fiddle,” as a centrifugal pivot of the
volume. Specifically, B.J. Bolden contends that it is at
this point that “the nother rises from supi ne hel pl essness
to a commandi ng stance of woul d-be-warrior as a nodel of
survival for her children “(109). D. H Ml ham sees a
simlar significance in the poem arguing that “War has
noved from foreign battlegrounds to hone, to the self that
must shape the dignity of its destiny before creating other
beauty” (72). The opening lines of the poemcall for
warriors to: “First fight. Then fiddle,” with Brooks
enphasi zing the i mredi acy of war and its centrality in
defining life in ternms of turnoil. The speaker warns that
before artistic endeavors such as fiddling can be enjoyed,
one nust battle. Wnen nust fight socially scripted roles
that limt their creativity and envision a donestic
exi stence that incorporates and cel ebrates the connection
to self and famly. Only after this hard fought battle is

won can they then “play [the] violin with grace.” It is
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then that artistic voice can cone to the forefront and
flourish.

Brooks ends Annie Allen with a call for a new order in
race, gender, and class relations, asking: “Gant ne that I
am human, that | hurt,/That | cry” (139). |nvoking the
wi sdom of past generations, the narrator advocates a
nmutual estate,” that ushers in a new order of universa
acceptance. She serves finally as nodern oracle, nodern in
t he sense of transcendi ng boundaries of prescription and
limtation but oracle in the sense of prophetic vision. The
chasm bet ween the classic and the nodern neans that witers
in each ensuing generation nust rewite an epic vision that
resonates with the citizens of that specific tinme and
pl ace, but the poetic forns of the variable tinmes share a
simlar task to connect the past, present, and future
t hrough the universality of human experience: “And the
report is /What's old is wise” (140). In these epic timnes
we are asked to

Ri se

Let us conbine. There are no magic or elves

O tinely godnothers to guide us. W are |ost, mnust

Wzard a track though our own scream ng weed. (140)

No | onger deceived by romantic fantasies, Annie readily

admts that “There are no magics or elves/O tinely
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godmothers to guide us” (140). To achieve an epic return
and human community, people must work together to achieve a
peace at the journey’s end of “our own screaming weed”
(140).
In A Street in Bronzevilleand Annie Allen, Gwendolyn
Brooks skillfully lays the foundation for the domestic
epic, a new subgenre that reinscribes the traditional form
to reinvent a cultural narrative that moves domesticity to
the very center of public disc ourse. She retrieves the
figures of women from the margins of power. She
reconfigures the traditional paradigms of domesticity for
her turbulent times of the post —war era. With A Street in
Bronzeville in1945 and Annie Allen in 1949, Brooks
transformed  the landscape of American and female poetry.
Her revolutionary vision would eventually culminate in The

Bean Eaters and Mecca.
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CHAPTER 3
“OFFENSE, DEFENSE, AND RESPONSE”:
SUBVERSI VE STRATEAQ ES OF DOMESTI C EPI C I N BROOKS' S THE
BEAN EATERS AND | N THE MECCA

The Bean Eaters, published in 1960, marks a transition
point in the work of Gaendol yn Brooks, the donestic epic
warfare notif noving fromthe undercurrents to the surface,
buoyed by the tunultuous tines of the CGvil Ri ghts Myvenent
and the Korean and Vietnam Wars, as well as social ills
such as sexism racism and poverty. Encapsulated within
the title itself is the reference to Honeric epic
tradition, The Bean Eaters bearing parallels to the Lotus
Eaters, the inhabitants of the nythol ogical |and who
enjoyed |lives of indolence and idyllic contentnent, often
resulting in fatal apathy. The Lotus plant, with its drug-
i ke effects, was the enblemof the Iives of the residents
of the land. 1In the sane way, beans becone the synbol of
resi dents of Bronzeville.

Beans, both nourishing and hardy, yet bland, suggest
t he donmestic realmand the dual thrusts of both a
sustai ning power and an inertia that threaten to stifle the

hopes and dreans of Chicago. During difficult economc
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times such as the Depression a nd war time years, beans
became a staple of daily meals, sustaining the population

of the city and the country as whole. Yet, beans, with

their bland taste, suggest inertia in the lack of variety

and monotony that constant bean eating imply. Notably,

Broo ks come to wield beans as an emblem of implosive

potential power in her poetry, an art she mastered early as

she literally cooked inventive meals of beans for her

family as a means of nourishment in times of economic

difficulties (Kent 33).

The Bean Eat er s has more of an overtly social
consciousness or polemical overture in the poems, as
evidenced by its composition: one third of the thirty
poems in the volume are political in content (Melham 102).
Brooks’s remarks during a 1974 interview reveal this

perspective. After agreeing that being black is

- five

“political,” she added: “Of course, to be anything in this

world as it is ‘socially’ constructed is ‘political.’

Whites, too, and all other distinctions, operate

politically as to offense, defense, and res ponse —even when

they don’t know it (Melham 101).
In The Bean Eat er s women resort to strategies of
“offense, defense, and response” to establish existential

freedom. As a part of the socially conscious vision,
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Brooks nentions specific political events and contexts
t hroughout The Bean Eaters in order to raise soci al
consciousness. In addition, there is a shift in style, as
Brooks enploys nore irregularities in ternms of neter and
form noving to enploy nore lyrics and free verse in her
poetry (Mel ham 101). Particularly in terms of the donestic
epic notif, we see a flourishing as to the roles of wonen
as nothers and baroneters of the social and political
i npetus of the period. Brooks was criticized for noving
towards polemcs instead of |yricism as Ml ham notes,
“Along with specific issues of consciousness, gender in The
Bean Eaters also tenpers the heroic role. .But wonen
undergo a subtl e mnetanorphosis and heroic definition
t hroughout the books, with transition apparent here”(103).
In this chapter | shall inquire into the ways that
Br ooks enpl oys the donestic epic as a vehicle to restore
what Ehrenreich and English and refer to a “gynocentric”
nodel in which wonen’s work is indispensable to the
survival of the famly. Through personae such as Ms.
Smal s, the Bronzeville Wman in a Red Hat, the Egg Boiler,
and Mss Sallie, Brooks attributes dignity and honor to
wonen. In The Bean Eaters and In the Mecca Brooks shifts
the epic quest fromthat finding a hone to that of active

efforts to maintain the safety and confort of the hone.

62



Wnen, in their roles of wves, nothers, and creators of
donestic space, thus stand at the forefront of this
endeavor as defenders of their honmefront.

Br ooks begins the volune with an el egiac poemto her
father, “A dryness is upon the house/ M father |oved and
tended,” locating the donestic hone as central, |eaving the
| egacy of defending it and all that it represents as for
future generations. She fuses, in other words, the
processes of domestic nurturing and public comrenorati on.
Just as David Anderson “Translates to public Love/dd
private charity,” Brooks interweaves public protest with an
articulate vision of self-assertion.

Early in The Bean Eaters, she marks the begi nning the
of donestic warfare through odyssey of wonen who escape the
hell of male dom nation. In “The Explorer,” the first poem
of the volune, a nmale, westles with the magnitude of the
freedons of decision. But the persona “My Little ‘Bout Town
Grl” relishes the opportunity to explore and nove beyond
the donestic honme front. She has noved beyond the reach of
the patriarchal eye: “None shall secure her save the late
t he/ Detective fingers of the noon” (328).

“The Bean Eaters,” the title poem deals with a
couple, lulled not by forgetful ness or apathetic indul gence

| i ke the nythol ogical Lotus Eaters whom Gdysseus encounters
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on his epic adventures, but rather by nenories. The couple

appears as an “old yellow pair,” color enphasizing the
faded quality of their lives. But, despite the limted
activities of their lives, they are not defeated. Daily
chores sustain their life force: “they keep on putting on
their clothes/And putting things away.” Menory encapsul at es
their humanity: “Renenbering, with tw nkings and tw nges,
As they |l ean over the beans in their rented back room
that/is full of beads and receipts, and dolls and

cl ot hes/tobacco crunbs, vases and fringes” (330). Each of
these itens serves as an aspect of |life—a past battle of
donesti c existence fought and won. Beads represent jewelry;
recei pts mark past purchases of itens of sustenance; dolls
inply the presence of children, and clothes affirm human
presences past. Tobacco crunbs suggest a nal e presence,
whil e vases and fringes add a touch of femninity, hence
the desire to enbellish a hone, to make it uniquely one’s
own.

Unli ke Sadie, who “scraped life with a fine tooth
comb,” living life to its fullest, Od Mary feels, in the
poemtitled for her, the pull of travel, |ike a Penel ope
figure perpetually at hone. She laments: “It hurts to

know' | shall not go/ Cathedral -hunting in Spain/ Nor
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cherrying in Mchigan or Maine” (332). Now at the end of
her days, she acknow edges the m ssed opportunities.

“A Bronzeville Mther Loiters in Mssissippi Wile a
M ssi ssi ppi Mot her Burns Bacon” cul m nates Brooks vision of
donestic epic warfare in The Bean Eaters. Through the real
life story of Enmett Till! a fourteen year old boy |ynched
for supposedly wolf whistling at a white wonan in
M ssi ssi ppi in 1955, Brooks sketches a | andscape of
donestic conflict that pervades the entire work by
acconplishing an ironic tw st through the supposed white
victims point of view It is only through the course of
the poemthat the fairy tale speaker realizes that she is
engul fed in a donestic war that shapes her life. Mich as
the African Anerican Annie Allen uses romanti c daydreans to
sublimate | ongings for the creative opportunities of wonen,
so too does the white southern woman use romantic
i magi ni ngs to understand her nmacho husband who hel ps | ead
the lynching nob. The poem in fact, opens with the
M ssi ssi ppi worman’s i magi ning herself as heroine in a

ball ad that she does not understand the conventions of:

! The nurder of Emmett Till and subsequent acquittal of the accused
mur ders gal vani zed both the North and the South and served as a pivotal
marker if the burgeoning Gvil Rights Movenment. The case perhaps

af fected Brooks nost deeply as Till and his nother were residents of

t he Chicago area.
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“Herself: the mlk-white maid, the maid mld /of the
bal | ad” (333). Her rum nations distract her from
conpl eti ng chores such as cooking breakfast and tending to
the needs of her famly. Yet, the lapse in attention |eads
to her burning the bacon accidentall y—ausi ng m shaps
wi thout intention, just as she inadvertently causes the
death of the young Emmett Till. She hides the bacon in the
can just as the body of Till was hidden in the river.
Ironically, in this war, the villain that she needs
protection agai nst does not fit the traditional fairy tale
description: She is disturbed by the marring of the fairy
tale: "The fun was disturbed, then all but nullified when
the Dark Villain was a bl acki sh boy/of fourteen” (334).
Her imagi nary position as a dansel in distress is
threatened. As the M ssissippi Mther continues to rum nate
about past events, she al so begins to question the
| egitimacy of her “Fine Prince” husband who, despite his
status as a “grown up,” and the wi sdom accorded w th age,
decided to attack and kill the youth. Al nobst reluctantly,
she admts that there was sonething “Ridiculous in the
picture of the Fine Prince” *“rushing to hack down
(unhorsed)/That little foe” (335).
The boundaries of reality and fairy tal e becone

blurred and the M ssissippi Mther cannot clearly delineate
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her space: she questions who is the eneny and even the
justification of racial war: “So nuch had happened, she
coul d not renenber now what/that foe had done/ Agai nst her
or if anything had been done” (335). The donestic war of
exi stence that she had becone famliar wth is one of
weapons for survival such as cooking well, taking pride in
the “eggs and sour-/mlk biscuits[that]/Did well” (333-334)
and “her new qui nce preserves” (334), and maintaining her
appearance, the “beautiful wife” looking in the mrror
“Wth her conb and |ipstick” (335). Such inmages are no

| onger adequate as defense nechanisns to protect her
position as “mlk-white maid: “For sonetinmes she fancied he
| ooked at her as though/ Measuring her. As if he

consi dered, Had she been worth 1t?”(335). She feels she is
suddenly losing the battle to retain her position as the
representative of ideal white southern womanhood.

Her dilemma derives from her dual and irreconcilable
roles as both donestic and racial hero, for the forner
woul d insist that she chanpion the child rights and rites
of the black youth whose death she has unwittingly
provoked. But her racial role of the chivalric southern
white woman in distress forces her in another direction.

She nmust play the part of Trojan wonen, the violated
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daughters of Priamin the G eek legend. She is therefore
bot h heroi ne and whore, guardi an and betrayer:

The one thing in the world that she did know and knew

Wth terrifying clarity was that her conposition

Had di sintegrated. That, although the pattern

prevail ed,

The breaks were everywhere. That she coul d think

O no thread capable of the necessary

Sew wor k (335)

She has failed to wite the artistry of her existence.
To her chagrin, she discovers that the donestic duties that
define her role as wife and nother no | onger work, as she
can “Think/Of no thread capabl e of the necessary/ Sew worKk”
to secure her position and definition of self. She is
unabl e to secure her role as maternal protector. \Wen her
young son is harshly sl apped by her husband for throw ng
t he nol asses pitcher at his brother, she becones
overwhel ned by a sense of inpotence. She cannot speak, but
can only stare at her “baby-child.” And she thinks
i nadvertently of the blood that nust have covered the
young son of the Bronzeville Mdther. Her only thought is
of “a lengthening red, a red that had no end” (337).
Stifled by rage and frustration, she issues no overt

protest—fear is “tying her as with iron” (338). Despite
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her children’s whinpering, she “could not protect
thent (338). “Gripped in the claini of her husband’ s hands,
she is paralyzed by flashes of red of blood, "seeping,
spreadi ng darkly, thickly, slowy,/Over her white
shoul ders, her own shoul ders,/And over all of Earth and
Mars” (338). Mars, of course, is the brutal god of war.
Accountability and guilt wave over her. In her own way,
t he burdens woul d al nbst seemto equal the twelve | abors of
Hercul es or the great weight which the titan Atlas bore.
Menories of the courtroom scene rush to her mind, and she
cannot escape the inmage of the “Decapitated exclamation
points in that other Worman’s [Till’s nother’s] eyes” (339).
Psychol ogi cally she positions herself in silent
opposition to her husband, the fal se-Fine Prince, who has
caused death to one nother’s child and pain to her own: “a
hatred for himburst into glorious flower,/ And its perfune
encl asped them-big, / Bigger than all nmagnolias” (338).
The initial chivalry, so steeped in the Southern denial of
Evil, gives way to the nodern reality of race in Anmrerica.
“The Last Quatrain of the Ballad of Emmett Till”
conplenments the vision in a “Bronzeville Mther.” 1In
pieta-like style, the Bronzeville nother “kisses her killed
boy” (340), inplying anal ogues to the Virgin Mary cl asping

the body of the slain Messiah. Once nore the slain child
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points to the certainty of revolutionary change in the
worl d, “Chaos in windy grays/through a red prairie” (340).
Eerily, the references to the red roomthe nother sits in
and the red prairie reinforce the guilt that seeps over the
M ssi ssippi Mdther in the earlier poem It is indeed the
romantici zed bal | ad.
The poemtitled “Ms. Snall” reveals the conplexity of
the posture, with the nane itself suggesting a narrow
exi stence. But, as Mootry astutely points out, Ms.
Smal | ’s first nane Del phi ne underscores an innate w sdom
and shrewdness as a housewife. Small’s preoccupi ed behavi or
takes on the inportance of a Del phic priestess, who rather
than | ooking for noney as the insurance is, |ooks for
truth. (182). She says:
“I don’t know where nmy mind is this norning,”
Said Ms. Small, scorning
Apol ogi es! For there was so nuch
For which to apol ogize! Ch such
Mount ai n of things..(341)
Wil e the speaker in “The Whnanhood “ seens to plead for
a nmutual understandi ng anong races and genders in order to
better the comunity, Ms. Small stands firmin her
feelings of justification and the right to dignity in her

own honme. She is on her own metaphoric turf now resisting
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t he patronizing i nsurance man, who due to his position as
white nal e, assunes gender privilege. 1In fact, she
“scorn[s]” apologizing for her existential position as
bl ack and woman, |ocating the insurance man’s visit as a
mnor interruption in her fulfilling her donmestic duties as
wi fe and nother, quickly returning to six daughters and
four sons. Her “world s business” (341) occupies, as she
is engaged in the donestic chore of her naking an apple
pi e, the consummate synbol of Anerican identity. Just as
she makes an apple pie, through the nurture of her children
and husband, she hel ps grow future generations to fulfil
the prom se of the Anmerican dream

“I'n Jesse Mtchell’s Mother” portrays a conflict
bet ween a not her and daughter who represent different
generations of womanhood, but who share commobn issues and
challenges to their existential identity. The daughter
rebel s agai nst domestic chores and obligations, seeing them
as stifling and imting, while the nother takes refuge in
her Iight skin color as a sign of distinction. Although
their positions are linked by poverty and racism the two
wonen m stakenly enphasize the differences in their
relative positions. Jessie thinks of her pregnant nother,
swollen with another child, as: “a pleasant sort of fool

wi thout the least iron” (344). The nother, on the contrary,
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reflects upon her daughter’s potential threats to her
aut onony: “So straight! As if nothing could ever bend her
over” (344). But precisely the men who bend wonen wil |l
limt the daughter’s reach for growth and expansion. For a
brief nonment, the nother astutely recognizes their
simlarities, “Conparisons shattered her heart, ate at her
bul war ks” (344). Sonetinmes donestic generations are
apparently incapabl e of understanding that they stand on
t he same side of a sexual war

“The Lovers of the Poor” serves as a precursor for the
epic poemlIn the Mecca. Going to the tenenent building for
the |l adies of the Ladies’ Betternent League represents a
descent into hell. Yet, for the residents of Bronzeville,
it represents a honel and that nust be defended. Wen the
rich, white ladies try to patronize a “citizeness” of the
bui | di ng, “Who, arns akinbo, alnost fills a door” (349),
they are enveloped in the donestic reality of the
resident’s life, seeing “All tunbling children, quilts
dragged to the floor/And tortured thereover, potato
peel i ngs, soft-/Eyed kitten, hunched-up, haggard, to-be-
hurt” (351). Decimated with guilt and shane at this stark
realistic picture of the challenges of donestic existence
for one famly, they nove towards the door, encountering

t he netaphorical hell of t he puzzl ed weckage/ O the
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m ddl e passage, and urine and stal e shanes”(352). The

| adies rise out of the hell of the ghetto, |ooking not to

i mprove the lives of those in desperate need, but rather to
di spense their “loathe-love”(352) on sone |ess disturbing
area. Black wonen, like the “citizeness,” are left in the
hel | of poverty and deprivation to eke out a neans of
survival for thenselves and their children in a world

whi ch, (see “what shall | give ny children”) considers them
“l epers” in their own country, “quasi, contraband” whose
exi stence i s unacknow edged.

In “The Crazy Wman” the blues of |Iife have changed a
gay song to one of gray—dealing with the everyday
chal | enges of sexismand raci sm has nade her a battlemaid
whose warrior cry” (360)is a song that people do not
understand and dub crazy. And yet it is this gray song
t hat keeps the speaker sane, causing people to stare. The
song is her articulation of protest against a world that
woul d stifle the femal e voice.

“A Penitent Considers Another Com ng of Mary”
rei nforces the power of the nother. As Ml ham notes, the
poem “furthers the heroic conception of wonen, specifically
through the maternal role” (121). The poemis witten with
wartinme inpetus in mnd, wth Mary's granting clenency to

men as a natural expression of her forgiveness and naternal
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power. The word “ratify” is particularly inportant
because, through Mary’'s w el ding of the power to approve,
she is enpowered to bestow | egitimacy and fornmal sanction
to the world. The existential center is therefore shifted
fromthe male Messiah to the femal e not her who woul d
“forgive, as Mdthers nmay” (366). Mthers pronote change in
the world. The advent of a new world order woul d energe
fromfemal e agency.

“Bronzeville Wnman in a Red Hat” continues the
tradition established in poens such as “”The Queen of the
Blues” and in the novel Maud Martha by presenting a bl ack
woman forced, due to econom c circunstances, to serve in
the role as domestic worker. To the white woman enpl oyer
t hrough whose eyes nuch of the action appears, the black
woman seens an unl eashed and exotic power who represents
“The sem -assault of that extraordi nary bl ackness” (367).
The | anguage of warfare establishes the polarity between
the positions of the two wonen as the speaker |ends
di mension to the wonman by giving her the red hat, an enbl em
of rebellion and self-assertion in bleak circunstances.
| mpl yi ng the hardshi ps that have forced her to work in
anot her wonman’s kitchen, she has “eyes of heavy care”
(376). Despite a simlarity of gender, the white fenale

cannot identify with her plight. Just as in the “”at the
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bur ns coopers™ section of Maud Mart ha, the kitchen becomes
the synecdoche of the battle for existential identity for
women.
The white matron sees her son’s affection for the
black maid as a defection to another camp. Once the battle
lines are drawn, the w hite woman looks for strategies of
counterattack, and the child clings to the warmth and
concern of the Bronzeville Woman in a Red Hat. The white
mother is vanquished in a needless war, devastated by the
picture of “Child, big black woman, pretty kitchen towels.”
Once more the white woman can see her gendered ally as only
a threat and enemy. Unlike the Mississippi Mother, she
achieves no epiphany of commonality.

“Naomi” evinces greater exploration and self -
articulation for women. Like the biblical an alogue, the
persona, who is willing to move beyond the boundaries of
what is known and familiar, instinctively employs guerilla
strategies, recognizing, like the women in “the date” and
“Jessie Mitchell’s Mother,” that life’s meaning “is not
among the dish  es and brooms” (374). While parentheses are
usually employed to provide supplemental information, they
express the ironic understatement of Naomi’s existential
identity. The demeaning of the creative achievement and

contributions of women has almost lite rally become a side
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note to history. Brooks uses parentheses to understate the
i nportance of the information w thin brackets.

“Callie Ford” deconstructs romantic illusions. At
first, the speaker seens to advocate a follow ng of
traditional ideas of courtship and shaping her happi ness
around a whirlwi nd romance with a “man whose eyes are
brown” (375). Holding hands, touching, and shared ki sses
express traditional signs of courtship. Wile the fenale is
“very sweet” inplying conplacency and docility, the male is
sufficiently “clever” to be a thinker and | eader. The
social scripts collapse in a return to reality and everyday
i ving—the dawn, representative of a new phase of their
|ives together. Having to live up to their assigned sexual
roles | eads the wonman and man to “hate each other
forever”(375), the binary having destroyed the romantic
vision with which both they and the poem began.

Through the form of a Shakespearean sonnet, the
speaker in “The Egg Boiler” contenpl ates how boiling an egg
is “a heavy art”—enblematic of creative possibility wthin.
The juxtaposition is a startling and delightfully original
one: “You cone upon it as an artist should, / Wth rich-
eyed passion, and with straining heart.” (382). Hence the

cook is a creator deeply dedicated to her craft. Regarding
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the prescribed roles for wonen at the tinme and even now,
Brooks’s insight is revolutionary.

Egg boiling, figuratively speaking, is an art that
transcends gender binaries—Is your Enough and art for any
man” (382). Perhaps it is this deconstruction of gender
roles in the donestic sphere that has encouraged many
critics to identity the Egg Boiler as nale. Says WIIliam
Hansel : “The man cooking the egg is a poet of sorts—he cuts
his “poetry fromwood—+n that he brings passion and | ove
and skill to his task” (271). Even the white fenale
critic Mel ham argues that “The man presents a narrowy
utilitarian viewof life and art” (126). On the contrary,
Erl ene Stetson asserts about the poem: “It explores
counter-bourgeois values while it applauds the achi evenent
of the black honenaker.Boiling an egg is a sinple and yet
rich netaphor for the world that woman inhabit” (xx).

By suggesting that both nen and wonmen can cel ebrate
donestic tasks, Brooks reveals the power of the human
W thin presumably donestic drudgery. She |iberates the
role of cook into that of artist and thereby that of
donestic woman into that of creator, turning the
traditional sexual roles on their heads. That her
brilliance in doing so is so subtle nmakes the achi evenent

no less true. And she has been far nore gifted in nuances
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of the sort than even many of her best female critics have
yet to appreciate. Honage to creativity and art nust be
paid literally at hone and often in the kitchen.

In the Mecca represents a nonunent in Brooks’s
donestic epic —pulsing with the turmoils and conflicts of
the 1960s. Published in 1968, the epic marks a critical
stage in her artistic growh. She experienced a renewed
sense of racial consciousness, after her attendance at the
Second Annual Black Witer’'s Conference at Fisk University
in 1967. @l vani zed by the energy and comm t nent of
politically conscious witers at the conference, she becane
very sensitive to the urgency of the tinmes(Report from Part
One 167). Thus, not surprisingly as Mel ham notes, “In the
Mecca bears the spiritual inprint of the turbul ent sixties”
(156). The full blown Cvil R ghts Mowvenent, burgeoning
protests against the Vietnam War, and the Fem ni st Movenent
all coalesced in a vision of the era. Says the poet in her
inscription: “I was to be a Watchful Eye; a Tuned Ear; a
Super - Reporter” (Ml ham 157). She was therefore a griot
whose role was to preserve the tale of history.

Wth 807 lines, “In the Mecca” is Brooks’ |ongest
poem It is divided into fifty-six stanzas of varying
| engt hs. For her nost sustained epic endeavor, Brooks

enpl oys free verse as well as variations of slant, internal
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and random rhyne schenes. Brooks al so uses deviations from
standard capitalization to infuse nodernist techniques into
her vision, speaking of the birth of a new world order.

The Mecca buil ding serves as an enbl em of | ost
potential and disillusionnent in the nodern era. Oiginally
designed as “a splendid palace, a showpl ace of Chicago”
(404), the Mecca had deteriorated and becone an over -
crowded housing project. The |ong poem opens with what the
bui | di ng has becone: “a great gray hul k of brick topped by
an ungai nly snokestack, ancient and enornous, filling half
of the block north of Thirty-fourth Street between State
and Dearborn” juxtaposed with the grand vision of the
original glory of the building. A resident tellingly
confesses: “There cones a tinme when what has been can never
be again” (404). Wth a change in the world order has cone
a need for a redefinition of self and a new order.

Brooks’s innovations to epic formare that the reader
must translate the antiquity of quest into nodernity. And
the reader is actually the shared ego of the heroine: This
sense of change and di sruption is evident in the opening
lines: "Sit where the light corrupts your face/Mes Van der
Rohe retires fromgrace. / And the fair fables fall” (407).
Light fragnments the nythic tale of traditional Anmerican

val ues. Van der Rohe, the architect of the Illinois
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Institute of Technology, the very building facing the
Mecca, only serves to remind the reader of the way that the
slum betrays its aesthetic grandeur. His lessons and
ideals have dissipated. Space, nurture, and Nature
healthy requisites of domestic harmony —have all
disappeared. Mecca therefore failed to provide a home to
the people piled into its huge confines.

Mrs. Sallie Smith, protagonist and questing knight,
expresses the attributes of the heroic. Her quest
home—shows her life pursuit: to anchor her weary soul. The
narrator s juxtaposition of “home” with “Mecca” emphasizes
textual ironies. Clearly, the ideality and reality of home
conflict with each other. The “sick and influential”

stair represents her home as blighted. Mrs. Sallie appears

as “A fragmentary attar and arm ed coma./A fugitive attar

and a district hymn” (407). She is an oxymoron, an “armed
coma” (407). Laurel Smith writes: “The notions of
“fragment” and “fugitive” suggest something not fully
realized about this woman; the “coma” reflects a lack of
conscious ness or another definition, some outer ring beyond
the core” (118).

As Sallie ascends the stairs, one encounters women who
have used divergent strategies of survival. St. Julia,

whose name is Latin for “Jove’s descendant,” revises the
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239 psalm ” And | lie late/past the still pastures. And
nmeadows. He's [the Lord’s] the confort/and wi ne and
piccalilli for my soul./He hunts me up the coffee for ny
cup”(408). She uses food imagery to conjure up her
relationship to God, identifying the spiritual source of
her sustenance.

To Brooks, sustenance is physical and psychol ogi cal
food that sustains the body and soul. Just as beans serve
as an enblem of survival in The Bean Eaters, coffee, ham
hocks, yans, and even Doubl em nt gum connect the residents
of the Mecca to their identity as African Anericans. Wnen
al so use food as an outward display of the fulfillnment of
their duties as wives and nothers. Thus, the inpact of food
on the world of the wonen of the Mecca is nonunental.

| da, whose nane is a Germanic derivative of work and
| abor, as the poem subtly alludes, has led the life of a
donestic warrior. Her husband, Prophet WIlians, bears a
striking resenblance to Chaucer’s corrupt Summoner and
Par doner. Such pressures wear |da down: “she was a
skel eton./.a bone./.died in self-defense” (408). Her wifely
role seenms inportant, if for no other reason than this is
probably the first time in Brooks’s oeuvre that death
appears as a viable option for self-esteem and ironically,

sel f-preservation. The speaker achieves the authority of a
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G eek chorus: “(Kinswonen!/ Kinswonen!!)/lda died
al one” (408). In this instance, wonmen have becone a nation
and a peopl e who support each other in tinmes of war. Pat
H Il Collins, in Black Fem ni st Thought: Know edge,
Consci ousness, and the Politics of Enpowernent, enphasizes
t he i mportance of networks of wonen, describing the
processes of “nothering and ot her nothering” and the ethics
of caring in which wonen | ook after one another and share
childrearing duties, regardless of blood |ine
rel ations(189) as a pivot of the femal e conmunity
(sonmetines mnimalized by racial difference as we have
seen). It is this lack of nothering and “other-nothering,”
as well as an ethic of caring that contribute to Pepita s
tragic fate. None of the wonen in the Mecca can spare the
time to keep an eye out for Pepita. Because Ms. Sallie
does not have this support system she is forced to becone
a lone battlemaid, a single warrior wthout her battalion.
She is, in a way, the Geek arny without the strength of
t he sul king Achilles whose return to the fray nust take
pl ace to assure victory.

Ms. Sallie’'s ascent to her apartnent is marked by a
boy breaking glass, shattering the sanctity of the hone,

foreshadowi ng the discord that will await her.
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Ms. Sallie nakes it honme to her apartnent and her
children. lronically, it is here that we find the answer
to the rhetorical question in Annie Allen (1949), *“Wat
shall | give ny children who are poor?,” for the nother
returns with “hock of hanmt (420). The hearty neal also

i ncl udes yans and cornbread made with water

She puts the pieces to boil in white enanel, right

Already with water of many seasoni ng, as the back

O the cruel stove. And nustard nesnerized by

El dest daughter, the Undaunted (she who once

Pushed her thunbs in the eyes of a Thief), awaits

The cl ever hand. Six ruddy yans abi de, and

Cornbread made with water. (410)

Ms. Sallie is transformed into a conjurer in her kitchen,
fighting to make a nourishing neal for her famly with the
nost basic of materials. The | egacy of survival has passed
on to the el dest daughter, who fights everyday for
survival, “push[ing] her thunbs in the eyes of a Thief” in
order to protect her famly.

The kitchen becones an al batross around Ms. Sallie’s
neck, her “soft antagonist,” “headlong tax and note,” and
mani ac default”—+em nding her of the limted sphere in
whi ch she lives with small children: “’I want to decorate!”

But what is that? A ponade atop a sewage. An

83



of fense./First conmes correctness, then enbellishnent!’”
(410). To decorate, and by extension, to shape the world
in which she lives expresses her creative talent. But such
efforts frustrate her as they did Maud Martha in Brooks’s
world fifteen years earlier. Smith, who |acks the raw
materials to create her notherly art, fails at every turn
in her attenpts to nmake a stable hone. The wonmen nust
either stifle the donestic potential or deval ue those who
have it. Yvonne, who centers her world on providing
Doubl emi nt gum for her |over, cannot control the |arger
environment in which she lives. As a nmechanism of self
defense, the children dislike signs of hone prosperity:
t hey

Hat e sewn subur bs;

Hat e everythi ng conbed and strong; hate people who

Have balls, dolls, mttens and dimty frock and trains

And boxi ng gl oves, picture books, bonnets for Easter.

Lace handkerchi ef owners are enem es of Sm thkind.

(412)
Because the fruits of donestic desire exist far beyond
their reach, they are enemes of “Smthkind.” Hence the
two sides are two nations in conflict—+the Geeks and the

Tr oj ans.

84



Mel odie Mary feels enpathy for the roaches and the
grey rat that share a simlar fate with the human “trapped
in his privacy of pain” (412). The indifference of the
world to the plight of the rat and the roach mrrors the
i npervi ousness of the world that fails to deliver “frantic
bul | eti ns/when ot her inportances die” (412). The donestic
is devalued in favor of the global, just reflecting the
indifference that cuts |ike a knife.

Itenms of food such as chocol ate, ice cream cones, and
English muffins signify the inadequacies of Ms. Sallie’s
ki tchen and her econom c position. Yet in their place are
stapl es of African American cui sine—soul food—that succor
the enmbattl ed psyches of the Smith famly. Just as Ral ph
Ellison’s Invisible Man utters “Yam | anf to express
African Anerican identity, so too do the speaker’s greens,
ham hocks, and sweet potatoes becone enbl ens of identity
construction.

Ms. Sallie s frustration about what she is unable to
provide for her children is projected on the child of her
enpl oyer. She contenpl ates assumng the role of mstress
i nstead of the one of maid. She would cherish providing for
her children as does her white enployer. Pervasive irony
energes: “And | would be ny lady | ny |ady” (415), says

Sallie, whose nane is a derivative of the Hebrew Sarah
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princess. Her conditional desire of “I would be ny | ady”
advances to the ultimate self-affirmation of “I ny lady.”
As the ommiscient narrator says at the end of Mss Sallie’s
nonol ogue, “What is there to say but everything” (415),
speaki ng of the untapped potential of Mss Sallie’ s life.

Now Ms. Sallie discovers the di sappearance of her
daughter, Pepita fromthe famly epic. Inmediately, the
question of the girl’s fate cones to the forefront, the
capital letters (“WHERE PEPI TA BE’) serving to underscore
the seriousness of the situation wthin a narrative
i ntrusion:

our Worran with her terrible eye,

with iron and feathers in her feet,

with all her songs so | enon-sweet,

with lightning and a candle too (415)
The intrusion jolts the reader into a state of
consci ousness that denmands personal involvenent in the
poetic drama. The rhynme becones erratic and di scordant. No
| onger are the rhymng lines in pairs, but rather
i nterspersed throughout the stanzas. The speci ous
assertion, “I fear the end of peace,” actually rem nds the
reader of the |lack of peace since the enbarknment into the

worl d of Mecca.
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Nei ghbors deny seei ng Pepita but acknow edge
hi storical events of the sort. Geat Gam a long tine
veteran of donmestic warfare, renenbers the slave cabin in
whi ch she grew up: "The floor was dirt./And sonet hing
crawed on it. That is the thought stays in ny mnd ”
(417). The centrality of hone conmes to the forefront in her
vi sion of her cabin, as her description enphasizes the
terror and disconfort the cabin synbolized. The hone
provided little shelter and no sense of safety. Ever
constant was the creeping of an unknown pest that disturbed
t he peace.

Peace for Brooks is therefore a sign of the
psychol ogi cal and physical security of the hone. Brooks
uses capitalization and disruptions in rhyne schene to
express shifts in security and confort. Thr ough i magery,
Br ooks encapsul ates the intense enotional upheaval and
anxi ety produced by an uncertain environnment. Vivid
pi ctures of nmenacing insects are thus used to signify real
danger to the sanctity of the hone.

As a nmeans to fight back, the girls beconme expert

“poppers,” defenders of their only honme. To G eat-great
Gram sl avery neans the | ack of the hone. As with the
slave narrator Harriet Jacobs, Geat-great G amlanents the

| ack of a safe, confortable donestic realmin which to
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live. The quest for an autononous, secure hone extends
beyond a desire for material confort. As Claudia Tate
asserts in Donestic Allegories of Desire, when wonen
witers such as Jacobs “voiced their black and fenale
desire for self-authorized households for thenselves and
their children.they sinmultaneously gave voice to their
desire for an equitable society” (24). Thus, inportantly,
at stake with the hone is space for self-determ nation and
self articulation. It is for this reason that the hone
beconmes a powerful synbol of freedom

Boontsie De Broe, “a Lady/anpbng Last Ladies(418), is
enraptured by a world of “massive literatures, of
| ores,/transactions of old ocean; suffrages” (418) and has
little tinme for human interaction. As power and strength
are often tied to active participation within African
American fenmal e communi ties, Boontsie’ s distance | ocks her
into a position of limted power—she has no allies other
than nassive lores that |lock her into a past world that has
little connection to the difficulties of life that these
wonen face daily. Her distant pride and | earning seem
al nost irrel evant.

Aunt Dill arrives to provide confort for the famly,
who has gotten only assistance fromthe police in the

search for Pepita. Just as her nane inplies, Aunt Dill
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[ pi ckl e] bears a sourness of disposition that nullifies her
efforts to help. Recounting tales of slain victins of
crime , she offers no positive outcone for the dilema. A
parody of self sacrifice, she is “the kind of wonen you
peek at in passing and thank your God or Zodiac you/ My
never have to know’ (432). DIl has experienced a |life of
great tragedy herself, as all of her children were
stillbirths ( 432). Al she has to hold on to are objects
such as “bits of brass and marble,” “Franciscan china,” and
“crocheted dollies (432). She has her religion to sustain
her, but even it encourages her “never [to ]nmature,
[nor]to be lovely, lovely” (432). She bears her story of
sorrow, ironically, in her efforts to do Good, acting as a
scout who warns of inpending danger in battle. She is an
ol d soldier who would only fade away. She is a kind of
ancient mariner, a Janie Crawford Starks who returns from
the nmuck in Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937)
to speak the inperative truth of her tale. The story she
brings back fromthe front tells the nodern truth of Mecca
and therefore of the American slum Her pessim stic and
defeati st perspective is neverthel ess pivotal.

Hyena, on the contrary, acts as a scavenger of
European culture, preferring to dye her hair *“sun-gol d”

(408) than to keep it its natural color. As a nock
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Ci nderella, she prepares for an imaginary ball that
obfuscates the real dangers of the world in which she
lives. To her, Pepita is “a puny and putrid little child”
(423).

As Ms. Sallie continues in quest of her daughter, she
encounters Edi e Barrow, who speaks of her blighted
interracial love affair. The eneny is the white wonan her
| over will marry “cone falling of fall” (425). Edie, who
concedes the official battlefield, plans to resort to
guerilla warfare in which she will love in secret as “queen
of the sumer storm” Sallie also passes by prostitutes,
the three Maries who are filled with “vagueness and
surprise,” as well as “the linp | adies” (427). Thus the
wonen hint at their subversive struggle against racism
sexism and class, the various shapes through which
I njustice appears.

| nsane Sophi e becones a sign of the danger that

Lf

you

You scream you' re marked “insane”

But silence is a place in which to scream

Hush (428-429)

In the tradition of “The Crazy Wman” from Bronzeville

(1945), she becones a flag bearer for a femninely
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conceal ed rage. As a human shape of female articul ation,
Sophi e beconmes a martyr, an easy target for attack. Wth
such discrediting comes the |oss of potentially adorning
clothes, and a deeper level, even the possibility of
sexual | ove. Her nane neans wi sdom and her G eek
archetype was a nother who died of grief after her three
daughters were martyred.

[ Maid] Marian i nmerses herself in cooking. Wile

“Mary,” neans “ sea of bitterness,” "rebelliousness,” Ann
signifies grace. Marian, a natural oxynoron, hides an
anger that belies the outward cal mexpressed to her husband
and brother as well as to the greater world. Her cowardly
inertia of retreat rather than engagenent in the sexual
fray seens nearly insufferable.

Janmai can Edward has raped and nurdered Pepita, whose
corpse lies beneath his cot:

Beneat h his cot

Alittle woman lies in dust with roaches.

She never went to kindergarten

She never |earned that black is not bel oved

“l touch—she said once—petals of a rose.

A silky feeling through ne goes!” (433)

She was, in other words, a potential poet, a figurative

Gnendol yn Brooks who never happened. Pepita, “whose little
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stomach fought the world,” even in losing her battle for
life, |eaves a | egacy for those black wonen who remain.
She is an epic hero of a nbst unexpected and revol utionary
sort—so nmuch so as to redefine the very concept. Pepita is
the figurative source of which the | egends by Aunt Dl
nmust be told.

“After the Mecca,” a series of eight poens, serves as
a postscript to “In the Mecca.” It is the conduit of epic
return for the volume, bringing hope and regeneration after
t he apocal yptic vision of “In the Mecca.” Brooks
i ntersperses snapshots of the political, social, and
artistic climate of the 1960’s, including portraits of
| eading Civil Rights |eaders, gang life, and a neditation
on aesthetic value in her epilogue. The | ast poens in the
volunme, the First and Second “Sernons on the Warpland,”
serve to bridge the gap between a desol ate past and a
hopeful future, undergirded by a spiritual rebirth.

Ironically, it is the Wnter that brings newlife

after Pepita s nurder. The speaker in “To a Wnter
Squirrel” investigates the validity of the G eat Chain of
Being in which every living thing has its assigned role and
characteristics: “That is the way God made you” (437). The
poem echoes Countee Cullen’s “Yet do | marvel,” for just as

the earlier speaker questions why God made a blind nole to
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dig continually, according to the sanme poetics of irony
(437), the persona Merdice has natural talent that would
seemto perish in oblivion—=Mrdice/the bolted nonmad.”.

Mel ham astutely recogni zes enbedded neaning within
Merdice’s nanme, the French “mer” or sea coupled with

“di ce” or chance. (176). The observation is quite cute,

t hough Brooks has rarely, if ever, used the French | anguage
as a major elenent of her poetics.

The winter squirrel enjoys a greater freedomthan does
the fenmal e persona of the poem while the narrative “you”
signifies the distance between them The squirrel marks
the enblem of what it nmeans to roamfree. Her seem ngly
infinite limts of notion signify a natural freedom She is
nore responsive and inmaginatively sentient than the
repressed housew fe cannot usually be. As Ml ham notes,

Going out to the snow nmeans warnth; remaining in

chilly safety neans becom ng spiritually inert, like

the woman’ s posture at the stove. Yet alliteration
firms her inage; the nmountain and star netaphors hint
at departure. A winter squirrel, noreover, inplies
retrieval and—evoking the Pepita quatrai n—+he com ng

seasonal change to spring” (176)

Brooks ends In the Mecca with a vision of enpowernent and

encour agenent for foot soldiers in the battle of donestic
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epic. “The Sernon on the Warpland” (Warp Land/ Waste Land)
calls for nen and wonen to fight together. The epic of
wonen has becone the epic of the African American nation,
for insofar as the two both express a communal quest for
freedomand equity, they are ultimately the sanme. But the
continuing and conpl enentary variety of gender plays a
definite role in what the definition of freedom neans.
Finally, the narrator of the poet’s world energes to

conpl ete the assertion of the once magi cal but now nodern
self as Annie Allen declared nineteen years before.
Language enpowers change: “Say that the River turns, and
turn the river” (452). On the existential level, the
urgency calls to arns an African American nation, one

| argely defined by nmen, to achieve self-definition in

| anguage and therefore the power over the social constructs
t hat depend conti nuously on the power of articulation. Such
i nsi stence points equally to the role of the femal e poet,
and therefore African Anerican wonen, in crafting | anguage
and hence freedomthat energes fromit. Poetry neans
femal e agency, a spirit of humanity. Dependence on old
ways of |ife—+eligions, custons, tradition—s inpossible,
for these new uncertain tines have produced “the coll apse

of bestials, idols” (451).
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A new foundation, a new faith nust be established as
t he speaker tells her audience to “Build now your Church,
ny brother and sisters” (451-452), echoing in biblical
cadence the close of Margaret Wal ker in For My People
(1942). Love is the bridge that connects the readers to a
new worl d order—ene that facilitates an appreciation of
cultural identity. But the narrator is a nodern knight who
nmust cl eanse the world of both the patriarchal conventions
of epic and the representations of the knight hinmself as
mal e. Hence, Brooks rewites both contenporary sexuality
and epi c conventi on.

“The Second Sernon on the Warpland” serves as a
capstone of regeneration, “bloomng in the noise of the
whirlwi nd”(453). It is as if the troops of humanity are
called to arnor for the upcomng battle, for ultimately the
struggl e of wonen and bl acks encapsul ates that of the one
human race of which Joyce s Stephen Daedal us wote of. As
R Baxter MIler notes: “For her [Brooks’ s] generation, the
defining enblemis ultimately the whirlw nd, the coll apse
of self-confidence, the failure to transform social il
once nore into epic victory and to reclaimfromthe tine
before the Hol ocaust, and the | ater accusation of ‘reverse
discrimnation” in the United States, the heroic ...[bluesy]

wi |l of Black hope” (162). Notably, hope and belief in the
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power of the whirlwind are the sustaining elenents for
bl ack wonmen engaged within the domestic epic warfare. The
whi rl wi nd becones an enbryonic enbl em of the potential for
articulation of protest and expansi on of self.
Particularly within the turbulent era of the 1960’ s,
in the wake of World War Il and the Korean War, Brooks’s
whi rl wi nd takes on additional significance and staying
power as black wonen confront change and chall enges within
t he donestic sphere. Big Bessie stands as a living
testimony of survival, marching on despite the setbacks:
feet hurt |ike nobody’ s business,
But she stands—bi gl y—under the unruly scrutiny, stands

in the wild weed

In the wild weed

She is a citizen,

And is a nonent of highest quality; admrable (456)
The | ast words of Mecca acknow edge the difficulties of
survival and yet a continuation: “It is |onesone, yes.
For we are the |last of the |oud/ Nevertheless, |ive/ Conduct
your blooming in the noise and whip of the whirlw nd”

(456). So it is that black wonen articulate a newy
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exhortatory poetry that inspires new generations to define
their identities within a revol utionized reshaping of the

epi c.
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CHAPTER 4
RECOVERI NG PH LOVELA' S VO CE: DOMESTI C EPI C I N SYLVI A

PLATH S EARLY AND TRANSI TI ONAL PCEMS

Plath’s early and transitional poetry!, witten between
1956 and 1962 and prinmarily conpiled in The Col ossus,
Crossing Water, and Col | ected Poens, bears many strains of
donesti c epi c—speaki ng of the buddi ng poetic devel opnent of
Pl at h and her ever-expandi ng vision of the chall enges
facing wonen. Al though only a segnent of the criticismon
Plath’s poetry centers upon the early and transitional
poens, the work fromthis period provides a holistic vision
of her donestic epic. The early poens in Plath’s body of
wor k, infused wth a nodernist inpulse, speak of the
uncertainty and despair brought about by post World War
shifts in values and nornms. The transitional poens, in

contrast, nove toward the hope of renewal and the birth of

! Many scholars of Plath’s work categorize her poetry into three

chronol ogi cal groupings: early, transitional, and | ate poetry in order
to assess the technical devel opnent of Plath’'s style, which cul m nates
in Ariel. The early period spans from 1956-1959; the transitional from
1959-early 1962; and the late from 1962- 1963.
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a new world order in which wonen can articulate their
vi sions of creative expression.

Wth its enphasis on relationships with fathers,
husbands, and children, Plath’s work takes on an epic
quality in the consistency of poetic notifs. Not
surprisingly, Ted Hughes, her former husband and editor of
much of her posthunously published works, renmarked about
how faithfully her separate poens build into one | ong poem
In his words the, arguing that Plath’s poens are “chapters
in a nythology where the plot, seen as a whole and in
retrospect, is strong and clear-even if the origins of it
and the dramatis personae are at the bottom enigmatic”
(187).

Appl ying the donestic epic franework to Plath’s work
illumnates the origins and dranati s personae that Hughes
ternms “enigmatic.” The origins of the donestic epic sprang
fromthe social and political |andscape in which she
| ived, one that encouraged wonen to identify their
i ndi vidual selves with their roles as w ves and not hers,
often at the expense of creative outlets of expression.
Betty Friedan’s Fem nine Mystique provides a netaphor for
the dilemma, as it speaks of the climate of the post World
War era of the 1950s that produced a system wherein the

i deal enploynent for wonen was traditionally considered
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“occupation: housew fe” 2For wonen, the donmestic situation
becanme a psychol ogi cal battl eground as fenmal es worked to
negoti ate space for thenselves that would reconcile the

of ten dueling inpul ses towards notherhood and marri age as
wel|l as creative expression. Notably, the dramatis
personae in this donmestic context consist of the wonen
battl emaids, the “I” persona in many of her poens in which
wonen struggle to assert their independence in often
hostil e environments.

Sylvia Plath, born in 1932 to Aurelia Schober, a high
school teacher, and Qtto Plath, a professor of entonol ogy
at Boston University, cane of age in the era that seened to
hear ken back to the “nineteenth century cult of

donesticity,” which | ocated true womanhood as that of a
femal e constrained to home and hearth. Pl ath | earned
early on fromher nother’s exanple that often within the
domesti c context wonen’s career and creative endeavors
becone secondary to those of the males. As Schober reveals
in the Introduction to Letters Home, ” if | wanted a

peaceful home—and | did, | would sinply have to becone nore

subm ssive, although it was not in ny nature” (13). The

2 Betty Friedan’s | andmark The Feninine Mystique (New York: Norton,
1963), which worked to debunk conventional views that wonmen’s role in
society were linmted to that of nothers and wives, contributed to the
bur geoni ng feni ni st nmovenment of the 1960s.
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conflicting nessages of repressed fermale desire and
outward docility affected her daughter, who, constantly
presented wth nessages from magazi nes such as
Madenoi sel | e and Ladi es Hone Journal, presumably read
about “proper” behavior for white mddle class girls, whose
main pursuit should be to | ook pretty, unobtrusive, and
ready to catch a man. Not even her literary success |ed
her away fromwanting fulfill the traditional role. In
1955 her marriage to Ted Hughes encapsul ated t he sexual
conflict of the decade. She had aspired for a “creative
marriage” that would allow her to excel at cooking,
cl eaning and childrearing, and yet maintain her identity as
a poet. In her journal she wites:
| amlearning how to conprom se the wild dream i deal s
and the necessary realities w thout such scream ng
pain. M seventeen year-old radical self would
perhaps be horrified at this; but | am becom ng w ser,
| hope. | accept the idea of a creative marri age now
as | never did before; |I believe | could paint, wite,
and keep a honme and husband too. Anbitious, wot?

(Unabridged Journals 164).
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As she reached adul thood and assuned the role of wife
and not her, she found that achieving a “creative narriage”
was a nonunental task. There were no sinple fairy tale
resolutions to the dueling inpul ses of nother and wife, on
the one hand ,and of artist on the other. Despite early
hopes, Plath found instead that often her poetic
aspirations gave way to the needs of her famly and the
codes of conduct as apparently dictated by the society and
time. Hence, poetry becanme her way of nediating the sexual
conflict; donestic epic becane a rel ease valve for
negotiati ng a common ground.

Her strategies are remarkably simlar to the fornal
ones by Brooks. Through the conflation of birth and death
i mges, shifts in narrative voice, encoded nanes, and the
i nfusi on of nythology, Plath works to devel op a neti cul ous
poetic epic of wonen’s journey for self-expression and
freedomfrom societal restraints. In the early and
transitional poens, Plath begins the epic descent into a
psychol ogi cal hell, exam ning the paradoxes of wonen’s
posi tion. Bui | di ng upon the poens in The Col ossus and
Crossing the Waters, the epic vision reaches zenith
proportions in her opus Ariel as well as in Wnter Trees.

Many of Plath's early and transitional poens were

witten in 1956-61, a tine of uncertainty and change as
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Anmerica adjusted to post Wrld War Il life. Overtones of
Wrld War |1, the Cold War, and the Korean and Vi et nam Wars
rever berate throughout her poetry. Wthin nuch of the early
verse, the themes of death and darkness becone pervasive.
The Col ossus and Crossing the Water thus serve as inportant
benchmarks in Plath’s journey toward a revisionist fenale
aesthetics of self and of articulation of fem nist protest.
Since many of Plaths’s early and transitional poens
appeared during 1956-61, overtones of contenporary wars
rever berate throughout her poetry. The Col ossus and
Crossing the Water serve as inportant benchmarks in her
journey toward a revisionist fenmale aesthetics of self and
of her articulation of fem nist protest. In the essay
“Context” (1962), she identifies herself as a “political
poet " :
This issues of our tinme which preoccupy ne at the
nonent are the incal cul able genetic effects of fallout
and a docunentary article on the terrifying, mad,
omi present marriage of big business to the mlitary
in America—Juggernaut, The Warfare State,” by Fred J.
Cook in a recent Nation. Does this influence the kind
of poetry I wite? Yes, but in a sidelong fashion.

amnot gifted with the tongue of Jerem ah, though I
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may be sl eepl ess enough before ny vision of the

apocal ypse. (Wagner 212)
Though Pl ath does not claimto have the tongue of Jeremn ah,
the prophet of the A d Testanent who predicts the
destruction of Israel, she certainly expresses the vision
of Cassandra, the daughter of Priam whose prophesies about
the downfall of Troy go unheeded. Jerem ah and Cassandra
represent two literary strains of apocal yptic vision. The
Jeremad, in the tradition of the biblical histories of the
prophet, becanme a literary formin which witers expressed
their social and political protest, predicting doom and
societal collapse. In wnen's |iterature, Cassandra becane
an enblem for wonmen’s articulation of their frustration and
angst at wonen’s prescribed social roles. Witers such as
Fl orence Nightingal e evoked the nyth to enphasize the
dangers to wonen’s identity and autonony.

Following in this tradition, Plath integrates her
concerns about a mlitary state into her poetic vision.
She intuits that for wonen the costs of this warfare state
are many. Confined to the home as mandat ed synbol s of
donesticity, wonmen find their individuality and creative
freedomthreatened. And like the ill-fated Cassandra, they
fear that their voices will go unheard. | shall explore

how Pl at h enpl oys a poetics of sound to give voice to her
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prophetic, often apocal yptic vision of the femal e struggle
for survival. In this way, she subverts patriarcha
authority. Her vision, so tinged with death and darkness,
reveals the femal e anxiety of her post-war age.

Pl at h begi ns The Col ossus with “The Manor Garden,”
setting the paraneters for domestic existence, enphasizing
the centrality of the home and nature. Hell ironically
becones the ot herwi se adm rabl e process of childbirth :
“The fountains are dry and the roses are over/lncense of
death” (C3)3. Plath uses short, crisp sentences to highlight
the urgency of her vision. As Caroline Bernard King Hal
notes, “its [the poenmis] netaphors are narvel ously precise
and its knitting of inages affords a fine bal ance anong the
nother’s feelings of love, regret, and dread.”(52). Death
and birth imagery enphasize the poemis circularity and
t he speaker’ s anbi val ence about the inpending birth. The
child s life may well lead to difficulties, as the expected
not her observes:

You nove through the era of the fishes,

The smug centuries of the pig—

Head, toe and finger

3 All references to Plath’s poetry collection will be nmade to page
nunbers in the collections, which will be designated as follows: C for
poens in The Col ossus; CWfor those in Crossing the Water, and CP for
those in Collected Poens.
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Come clear of the shadow. History

Nouri shes these broken flutings (C3)

Prenmoni ti ons of potential dangers take shape as “hard
stars,” worns that “quit their usual habitations.” She
imagines all of the potential threats to the child s
future, including the force of history that “nourishes

t hese broken flutings.” The speaker’s tone is one of

di sillusionnent and fragnentation brought about by the
noderni st era. Wth war, death, and destruction as
constant rem nders of the changing tines, the speaker ends
the poemimagining “a difficult borning” (C4) for her

chil d.

The “Sow,” written in terza rima, in the tradition of
Dante’s epic Divine Conedy, further serves to reflect a
descent into the inferno. Critics have disagreed about a
readi ng of the poem Wile scholars such as GQuttenberg
(146), Rosenblatt(61) and Butscher (212) say that sow
enbodi es virulent and evil dinmensions of nature (Hargrove
107), | offer a revised reading in which the prize sow,
one entrapped and contai ned as an exotic object represents
t he dangers of fenale contai nment by patriarchal forces.
Wthin a scene rem niscent of Dante’s epic, a farner | eads
a couple through “a maze of barns to the lintel of the

sunk sty door”(C9) to marvel at the vision of a prize sow
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“impounded from public stare,/Prize ribbon and pig show”

(C9). Spared the common duties of other sows, the prize

pig is nicely uncommon . Instead the sow “lounged belly -
bedded on that black com - post,/Fat —rutted eyes/Dream -
filmed.” When the couple ruminates about the possible
dreams of the sow, it immediately identifies them as male -
oriented:

What a vision of ancient hoghood must

Thus wholly engross

The great granddam! —eur marvel blazoned a knight ( C10)
Apparently, the only acceptable dreams would be masculine
ones. Ironically, in fact, a boar that cuts down the
“knight” does so only thro ugh a physical strength of
another kind so that only an equal or greater power seems
to defeat power. A female victory by way of the boar
happens ina most unexpectedway ,thusd ismantling the
vestiges of male autonomy and control but not without
paradox . Nevertheless, the victory is a short - lived one,

as the farmer reasserts patriarchal authority by

interrupting reverie with a whistle and a slap of the

barre |. Significantly, the sow responds again with a
subversive counterattack, lifting herself and beginning to
feast
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O kitchen slops and, stomaching no constraint,
Proceeded to swil|
The seven troughed seas and every earthquaki ng con-
tinent.(Cl1)
The sow which receives its food fromthe kitchen suggests
a female thirst and hunger for expanded boundaries of
Ccreative expression. Such needs parallel Plath’s life, as
she both relished food netaphorically and physically that
coul d provide succor to the soul* (Wagner-Martin A Literary
Life 96).

Further working to destabilize patriarchal authority,
the speaker in the title poem “Col ossus” intimtes any
poetic reconstruction of the father figure would be a
futile one. The speaker prostrates herself in front of the
col ossus, proudly asserting that

| craw |ike an ant in nourning

Over the weedy acres of your brow

To nmend the i mense skull plates and cl ear

The bald, white tumuli of your eyes (C 20)
Lynda Bundtzen points out, this keen interest originates
because the daughter “is |ooking for an oracle, a father

who will be the ‘guarantor of all values’ and the absolute

* Linda Wagner-Martin, in Sylvia Plath: A Literary Life (New York: St.
Martin Press, 1999) reports that Plath was keenly interested in food
and was described as a “"good eater’” with a healthy appetite.
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measure of neaning in her life” (23). The speaker, although
recogni zing that the father is dead, and that she is using
the col ossus as a substitute for the body, |ooks to the

Col ossus to replicate the traditional patriarchal script,
configuring male and fenmale roles. Elizabeth Bronfen
contends further that “The col ossal stony figure she enters
into as though it were a wonb-tonb is a poetic rendition of
t he psychic representation of the absent father she has

i ncorporated in the course of nourning” (27-28).

Thus, when the speaker ends with the declaration “M
hours are married to shadow. / No longer do | listen for
the scrape of a keel / On the blank stones of the | anding”
(C 21), she noves towards a re-inscription of societal
nores and code for female behavior. Ironically, she is
enpowered in a way that she has never experienced, in that
t hrough her amal gamation with the col ossus, she has forever
reconstructed the patriarchal systemby first critiquing it
and then joining with it to formsonething new Thus her
fear of the patriarchal presence, “the scrape of a keel/(On
the bl ank stones in the | andi ng” evaporates, as she has, in
noderni st form created her own fornulation of the
col ossus, as the old one no |onger holds neaning. 1In the

process, she redefines the donestic space in which she
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lives by no | onger holding to stagnant patriarchal
patterns.

In “All the Dead Dears,” the speaker turns to her
matrilineal line for new fornulations of human bonds and
| i nks, as the speaker neditates upon a nuseum exhi bit
featuring the corpse of a 4'" century A D. woman whose ankl e
has been gnawed by a shrew and a nouse entonbed with her.

The macabre threesone of woman, shrew and nouse
present an intimate tableau of wonen’s place in society.
Wnen have appeared in western portraiture as both the
nouse and the shrew, that is as either quiet, unobtrusive
femal e behavior, often suggestive of spinsterhood,
submi ssive w fehood, or isolation fromhuman ties, while
the shrew is irascible and rebellious regarding the
traditional scripts of female docility. But the
conpl enmentary species are “conpanions” —thus, representing
t he dueling inpul ses between wonen of docile self-
ef facenment and of overt rebellion. The speaker denies her
affinity to the corpse and therefore to wonen—dual |l y
denyi ng her connection to victimzation:

This |l ady here’s no kin

O mne, yet kin she is: she' |l suck

Bl ood and whistle ny marrow cl ean

To prove it.
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Despite her efforts to distance herself from wonmanhood, she
cannot forever deny her link to a fenal e ancestor who has
suffered and exposed her Achilles heel. She nust accept
this connection of the dead and recogni ze that she w ||
share the sane fate eventually:

From t he nercury-backed gl ass

Mot her, grandnot her, greatgrandnot her

Reach hag hands to haul ne in (30)
Yet, just as the persona is connected to her fenale
ancestors through death, so too are they linked by a shared
donesticity. Everyday activities anchor those wonen who
live life to its fullest, as they connect through
“weddi ngs,/Childbirths or a fam |y barbecue” (30). Menory
serves as a link to keep “all the dead dears” alive and
well in the psyche of those who think about them

The story of Achilles, the greatest of Geek warriors,
recounts his inglorious defeat at the hands of the Trojan
Paris by an arrow to the heel. Achilles, who had pouted in
his tent because Aganemon had taken away his captive
mai den Briseis, and therefore declined to do battle,
returned to the conflict with vengeance after his friend
Patrocl us had been slain by Hector. Plath and Brooks
acconplish a female Achilles of a far nore revol utionary

sort in that this heroine turns the patriarchal tradition
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on its head by discarding fenmal e scripts of proper behavior
and fights to defend hone as well as her female conrades in
the battle for self -determ nation.

In particular, the nane Shirley (“bright clearing”)
of “Point Shirley” reinforces the consol ation of hone as a
beacon of hope for the speaker who returns to the seaside
honestead to nourn the passing of a grandnot her. Just as
the | egendary and cl assical QOdysseus returns hone to a
dead not her, so too does the persona of the Plath poem set
herself up as a shield bearer who returns to nmourn. The
sea plays powerfully in both of these narratives, as
Qdysseus’ s not her, despairing of her son’s return fromthe
Trojan War, neets her end by walking into the sea. The
poet closely identifies her grandnother with the sea and
fears that her legacy is threatened by the | appi ng waves.

The return is one of the forenost conventions of

cl assical epic. Odysseus’ nine challenges before his
return to his native Ithaca after the Trojan war are
rem ni scent of the twelve |abors of the ancient Geek hero
Her cul es, who was forced to conplete the |abors to atone
for the nurder of his famly. Plath’s nore nodernized and
fem ni zed reconsi deration of the nythic source achieves
potency by enphasizing the centrality of the donestic in

shapi ng concepts of honme and therefore leads to a fierce
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determnation to defend the honme at all costs. The
narrator of the poemtherefore feels conpelled to halt the
i nvasi on of the sea and nmintain her honel and.

As Har grove points out,

“The poemis conplex in its interweaving of three
related themes: first, it is atribute to the
grandnot her for her efforts to i npose order on chaos,
to keep the destructiveness of nature at bay, and to
provi de an environnent of security and warnth, al
comuni cat ed through carefully chosen donestic
details. (Hargrove 217)

The house encapsul ates both a sense of |ove and | oss:
In my grandnother’s sand yard. She is dead,
Whose | aundry snapped and froze here, who
Kept house agai nst

What sluttish, rutted sea could do.

* k% *

Twenty years out

O her hand, the house still hugs...

(C 25)
Poets keep nenory fromever really being endangered. Inch
by inch, the sea would eventually consune the point. The

speaker sees her grandnother’s honme slowy being consuned
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by the destructive forces of nature. Hone becones a
resonating synbol of peace and connection to nature.

“Mushroons” becone a netaphor for wonen of European
ancestry. As they gain power “Overnight, very/Witely,
di screetly/Very quietly” (C37), they assert dom nance and
control. Despite the deprivation of nurture, they thrive in
the face of the odds:

Y

Di et on water,

On crunbs of shadow

(C38)
How do the objects of the other’s consunption becone the
agents of their own consum ng?

We shal | by norning

I nherit the earth:

Qur foot’s in door. (C38)
Li ke the nmeek, the nushroons work to “Inherit the earth”—
attaining a just reward for all of the tinme in the shadows.
As wth the nost | eading wonen in the world of Gaendol yn
Brooks and Margaret Wal ker, those in Plath advance toward a
defining nmonment of artistic assertion.

The “Disquieting Mises” associ ate heroic wonen nore
Wi th death than with poetic inspiration. |In this sense,

nore than even Brooks, Plath seens to wite tragic epic
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W thout spiritual redenption and triunph. Like Anne All en,

t he speaker discovers that romantic daydreans distort the

guest for sel fhood.

Mbt her, who nade to order stories
O Mxie Blackshort the heroic bear
Mot her, whose witches al ways, always

Got baked into gingerbread (C58)

The not her’s encouragenent of traditional womanly arts

enphasi zes the promnent role the patriarchal hierarchy

Wi |

have in shapi ng her daughter’s existence.
Mot her, you sent me to piano | essons

And praised ny arabesques and trills

Al t hough each teacher found ny touch
Qddl y wooden in spite of scales

And the hours of practicing, ny ear

Tone- deaf and yes, unteachabl e

| learned, | |leaned, | |earned el sewhere,
From nmuses unhired by you, dear

Mot her (C59)

The speaker’s lack of proficiency in these “womanly arts”

reinforces the strain of donestic epic warfare in which she

strikes her own path of self definition, as she puts it, “I

| eaned, | learned, | |earned el sewhere”—+ndicating that she
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learned  other skills and talents from the “disquieting
muses” - who challenge patriarchy

These muses facili tate the forging of her own unique
character and allow the speaker tosurviv e ina patriarchal
—centered society. She becomes suited up for the battle at
hand —ene that moves beyond the idyllic fairy tale world
created by her mother. And she comes to realize that the
disquieting muses ring a truer reality for women, one that
necessitates that they step outside of traditional
boundaries and ideas of womanhood to establish their own
space (C60). The speaker’s battle for autonomy will not be
denied.

“Spinster” shows a safety net that allows woman to
preserve a sense of self and security while cautioning

again a rejection of life that must continue to be so

actively explored . With the advent of man comes change and
potential chaos . The rank wilderness delimits female space,
uncultivated and unrestrained. The girl who chooses to
“withdraw neatly” from life to protect her self from male
disorder ,

She judged petals in disarray,

The whole season, sloven.

How she longed for winter then! —
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Scrupul ously austere in its order

ko

A treason not to be borne (C67)

Wth the word “treason” she enphasizes a betrayal to her
sense of self-a self that as wfe and nother would ecli pse
her own needs as an individual. Spring appears as
“bedlam” an insanity in which life and fecundity threaten
to strangle the persona of the poem Rather than
succunbing to this tenptation, she w thdraws neatl|ly—hus
concedi ng her relinquishnment of spring and all that it
synbol i zes—+ife, mating, and therefore reproduction. Just
as with the “Sisters of Persephone,” spinsterhood enbodi es
as an escape fromspring and |ife, hence, a stagnant w nter
movenent .

In Ovid, the story of Persephone tells of the daughter
of Zeus and Deneter, the goddess of the earth, who is
abduct ed by Hades, clained as his bride, and taken to the
Underworl d. As the distraught nother Deneter searches for
her daughter, the earth is |left desolate. Zeus intervenes
and demands the return of Persephone, but before Hades w |
rel ease her, he asks her to eat a ponegranate seed, the
food of the dead. Because of the consunption of the fruit,
Per sephone is forced to spend one third of her year in the

Underworl d. During her absence, winter prevails, but her
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return to earth marks the beginning of Spring. Persephone,
both the goddess of death and the fertility, becones the
personification of the life and the renewal of Spring.
Thus, by not participating in spring the femal e persona
rejects life.

The Spinster, in a simlar vein, takes a defensive
stance to maintain the safety of her isolation. Her
fortified home is so “weaponed” that no man can tri unph
over the “barricade of barb.” In the choice of whether to
accept mal e domi nance or to reject |ove, the Spinster
favors the latter, while failing to think her way out of
t he apparent contradiction that dom nance coul d never
really be | ove anyway and that there nust at |east be
possi bl e theoretically a nore inaginative and creative
choice. The rejection of dom nance, in other words, has
becone an unnecessary rejection of |ove and therefore of
human meani ng. The Spinster ultinmately makes the
under st andabl e decision to fight to maintain her hone front
w thout the threat of mal e dom nance, but she may have
i nadvertently forfeited too much delight of existence
itself.

The sane ironic comentary on spinsterhood occurs in
“Ella Mason and Her El even Cats,” another poemin which the

seem ngly eccentric or “addled” Ella nmakes a better choice
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than do those naive girls who rush to the altar. Itis
certainly the second group that relinquishes all autonomy
in favor of domestic tradition ) She is the “Sphinx -

queen” (CP 54) who speaks riddles and who understands the

far - reaching ramifications of marriage. Shifts in
narrative voice from the third person omniscient viewpoint
to that of the plural first person (We) confirm the female
complicity in her pubic ridicule

The speaker reports surreptitious visits to the home
of the social outcast. Much like Brooks’s Crazy Sophie
from In the Mecca, Miss Ella (Germanic derivative: Other )

is isolated from the rest of the town because of her

unmarried state. It is only after the speaker has grown
to adulthood that she can appreciate such iconoclastic
behavior
But now turned kinder with times, we mark Miss Mason
Blinking, green - eyed and solitary

At girls who marry —
( CP54)

Whenthe speaker grasps at an answer for Miss Ella’s

unmarried state , a sense of tension erupts in the last

lines . Miss Ella’s flaw is apparently vanity, as the young
women of the town have learned . But those in the town have
misread the textual meaning, for there is a significant
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di stinction between Narcissismand self-Iove. For
narci ssi sm neans vanity or |ove for one’s physical body |,
but self-love which takes on a spiritual rather than
physi cal quality nmeans a concern for one’s happi ness.

In Plath's transitional poetry, witten between 1959-
1962, she shows how marriage is a doubl e-edged sword,
of fering both | ove and support as well as potenti al
conflict and m sconmuni cation. These poens deal with
rel ati onshi ps between nen and wonen are nore sangui he and
| ess antagonistic than the later poens of Plath (Hall 47).
Despite the tensions caused by gendered scripts of proper
roles for nen and wonen, the hope for discourse or
comuni cati on sonehow al ways remai ns bel ow the surface in
the early and transitional poens. Accordingly,
“Conversation Anong the Ruins,” |ike Brooks “ ol d-
marrieds,” reinforces the necessity of comunication in
marriage. In contrast, gendered disruption surfaces in *
Ode to Ted”:

From under crunch of ny nman’s boot

Green oat-spouts jut;

he names a | apwing starts rabbits in a rout

| egging it nost ninble

to sprigged hedge of branble,

stal ks red fox, shrewd stoat. (CP 29)

120



Hence, the male disrupter stunts the green life of wonman.

H s Adam|i ke, original nan power shines through his

ability to nane,” “rout, and to stalk” in the forest.
The persona Ted creates his space and nasters his donmain.
Al'l the surrounding aninmals, fauna and flora bend to his
will and anticipate his pleasure:

Ri ngdoves roost well within his wood,

Shirr songs to suit which nood

He saunters in; how but nost gl ad.

Coul d be this adam s wonman

Wien all earth his words do summon

(CP 29)
There is a transition in the last lines of the last stanza
in which attention shifts to the fenale Eve-like figure—
self described as “this adans’s woman”—who as hel pmate,
exhorts that “all earth do summons /leaps to | aud such
man’s bl ood” (30). Notably, it is the woman who takes a
secondary, vicarious role in supporting the creative
enpower ment of the man instead of focusing on herself. But
hers is ironically the poetic power to wite his mastery of
nature and forminto public nmenory.

The poens of Crossing the Water, witten between 1959

and early 1962, serve as transition in Plath’ s vision of

donestic epic, providing a wellspring nmonment of joy and an
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el asticity of content and formthat allow the donestic
epic to emerge. Herein the speaker breaks free fromthe
donestic hell that informed Colossus . During the decisive
transitional stage of her career, Plath becane pregnant and
subsequently found outlets to cel ebrate notherhood. It Is
not at all surprising that the inpul se of donestic epic in
her poetry flourishes. Wat seens undeniable is that such
domestic duties often interfered wth the creative nonents
to wite new poetry. (Hall 67). Yet she did nanage to
wite a nunber of poens during this period, nany of them
dealing with pregnancy and not her hood.

“Heavy Wonen,” which cel ebrates the power and beauty

of expectant notherhood, contrasts sharply with the earlier

tone in Colossus’s “Manor Garden.” As Marjorie Perloff
acknow edges in “On the Road to Ariel: The ‘ Transi tional
Poetry’ of Sylvia Plath,” “pregnancy is usually regarded as

a tenporary suspension of anxiety, for carrying a child
gives the poet a sense of being, of having weight, of
i nhabiting her own body” (96). In “Heavy Wnen,” a sense
of self-possession and conpl acency becones apparent for an
expect ant not her

I rrefutable, beautifully smug

As Venus, pedestal ed on a half-shel

Shawl ed in blond hair and the salt
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Scrimof a sea breeze (CWY9)

VWhile the wonen battle calmy to bring newlife into the
worl d, they evince smles, relishing their power of
fecundity, bloomng in simle |ike a flower about to bud
“tinty petals.” Wthin their bodies they carry the new
life. And it is this power of giving life that reincarnates
and re-enpowers life itself:

They step anong the archetypes.

Dusk hoods themin Mary-blue

Wiile far off, the axle of wi nter

Ginds round, bearing down with the straw,

The star, the wise gray nen. (CW9)

So these wonen, |like the Virgin Mary, the invoke divine the
power of divine providence as the bearers of babes who
woul d redefine the world.

Mot her hood al so cones to the forefront in other poens
in the Crossing the Water such as “Metaphors” and “Dark
House.” *“Metaphors” uses hunor to descri be pregnancy
“the delicate condition.” Herein the femal e speaker
subsunes her position as a wonan within a separate identity
in favor of enphasizing her role as a “a neans, a stage”(CW
43)—a catalyst in producing newlife.

"Dark House” draws a nice anal ogy between the

pregnancy and the donestic icon enbedded in the phrase “I
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must make nore maps” (CW50). They are guides or keys to
her identity as a wonan with legitinmate clains of
sel f hood. Voracious consunption becones a netaphor for the
hunger for repressed creative outlets that provide self-
fulfillment for the femal e persona. Bl am ng her stagnant
position on a naneless male figure who “lives in an old
well,/A stoney hole. He’'s to blane. /He's a fat sort”
(50), she lanments the restrictions of her life.
Met aphorically “fat” with freedomand choice, the nmale
potentially has nore access to ports of creativity and
di scovery. The sense of contai nnent takes shape as the
wonb that has becone the prismof how she projects her
identity. Finally, a sense of irony surfaces in the poem as
the fenmal e persona covertly conments when the speaker, so
far renoved froma real sense of containnment and
restriction, feels inprisoned in the “dark house” of her
socially scripted self as nother and wife.

In “Stillborn,” the failed creative energy becones an
anal ogue to abortive childbirth. The speaker |anents:

These poens do not live: it’s a sad di agnosis.

They grew their toes and fingers well enough,

Their little foreheads bul ged with concentration.

If they m ssed out on wal ki ng about |i ke people

It wasn’t for any |ack of nother—ove.
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(CW 20)
The speaker identifies her role of artist so closely with
not her hood, that she uses her poetic to declare “nother
| ove,” a netonyny for poetry itself. “But they [the
children] are dead, and their nother near dead with
distraction,/And they stupidly stare, and do not speak of
her” (CW 20).

Chil dren are netaphors of poens because both are the
products of female creation. Both enmerge from
i npregnation, whether it be a biological expression or an
i dea that reaches fruition. Both are expressions of female
fecundity and both require nurture and care. Creativity is
a formof birth in that it is a process of devel opnent,
full of labor, love, and sacrifice. And Plath, like
Grendol yn Brooks in “The Modther,” rem nds us of the power
of notherhood as the transmtter of life. This power is
nevert hel ess paradoxi cal because it expresses while
limting the nother’s personal freedom and autonony.

The ” Wdow' presents a persistent danger of a wife's
having lived only vicariously through her husband. It is as
if without the male, the fenale fails to exist. Death
consunes the wi dow who deteriorates into “the dress she
wears, her hat and collar,” and the figure of the male

patriarch still lingering in her psyche, “the noth face of
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her husband, moonwhite and ill” (22). Acutely aware of the
stultifying force her dead husband had upon her life, the
wi dow comes to recognize that in order to enbrace life she
nmust discard the debilitating i mage of his nenory. Yet
the nmenory lingers like a bird that “Blinded to all but the
grey, spiritless roonf ...l ooks in on, and nmust go on | ooking
in” (CW23). Like Poe’s “The Raven,” the imge of the
husband as a bird’ s beating agai nst the pane enphasi zes the
haunting effect the force may have on her life. But it is
preci sely the boundary between the w dow and her nenory
t hat sustains her own survival

“Last Words” speaks of hope of renewal and
rei ncarnation (cw40). The skill of preserving food becones
a nmetaphor for the speaker’s ability to renmenber and
reconnect to life. As enblens of herself to be left behind
in the coffin, she thinks of her “cooper cooking pots” and
“rouge pots”—synbols of her scripted womanly skills of
culinary arts and self beautification through nmakeup. She
ends the poemw th an ironic note:

They will roll nme up in bandages, they will store ny

heart

Under nmy feet in a neat parcel

| shall hardly know nyself. It will be dark,
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And the shine of these small things sweeter than the

face of Ishtar. (CW40)

Predicting that she will be remenbered for the synbols of
donesticity as opposed to her individuality, she imgines
that her heart will be a forgotten afterthought “under
[her] feet in a neat parcel. ” Wthin the poetic
construction of death, she holds fast to the hope of a
reincarnation into a newlife, the “face of Ishtar,”
Egypti an goddess of fertility and war. It is the divine
“Lady of Battle” who places her within the tradition of
wonen in order to fight continually for self-preservation
and enpowernent. Thus the “last words” trace the psychic
hi story of wonen who experience epic journeys of self-
definition. They energe battle-tested but whole.

“Two Sisters of Persephone,” along with Plath’s *“The
Spi nster” and Brooks’s “Sadie and Maud,” reveals the
tensi ons of wonen. The two sisters take opposite paths in
life, the one |ogical and mathematical, the other
romantically idealistic. The one who remains cloistered
Wi thin the house m sses out on the vitality of life and
experience. Her “Dry ticks” mark her neasure of tine as a
mat hemati cal machine; as a “barren enterprise” this

unmarried sister has deprived herself of marriage and
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therefore love, to the degree that the two are ever really
synonynmous. As with Persephone in hell, her epic quest
seens to die when her fecundity di m nishes, *“GCoes
graveward with flesh laid waste” (CW32). Wthout either
husband or children, she is “Wrm husbanded,”—+tied to an

i mge of decay and deconposition as a final epithet to her
exi stence.

But the sister that enbraces life, “sitting on the
outside,” “Bronzed as earth,” “decides to “becone the sun’s
bride” (CW32) and therefore gives birth to “a king.”
Hence, life begets life. Both Sadie and the sun-seeded
nother relish the joy of a life marked neverthel ess by
femal e paradox and contradiction.

“Fire” beconmes the spark of rebellion against
mat ri noni al bondage and an outl et of repression towards
freedom In “The Shrike,” Plath uses the inmagery of a
| arge brown or gray bird, just as she does later in “Lady
Lazarus,” to express the power and agony in a fenale
post ur e:

When ni ght cones bl ack

Such royal dreans beckon this man

As lift him apart

Fromhis earth-wife’'s side

To wi ng, sl eep-feathered
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The singular air (CP 42)
The royal earth man plays to the “earth-wife”—ying the
female to nortality as opposed to heavenly potential.
Plath mmcs the pattern of the preying bird as if it were
a ferale wife left behind while the nale mate soars into a
wi der worl d.

Wi | e she, envious bride,

Cannot follow after, but lies

Wth her blank brown eyes starved w de,

Twi sting curses in the tangl ed sheet

(CP 42)

Presumably, the wife’s desire for reaching for greater
things is just as potent as his. The “starved eyes” and
“mangl ed sheets” speak of unfulfilled dreans and desires.

Plath, with a sense of gothic romance, interweaves
into “The Snowran on the Mor” her flair for inmaging
donestic conflict: "Stalemated their armes stood, with
tottering banner”(CP 58). Upset over a heated argunent,
t he woman confessor escapes the house, her ears stil
“ringing with bruit of insults and dishonors.” And she
throws down the gauntlet for himto pick up: “’ Cone find
ne’ —her last taunt“(CP 58). The sitting male is left
finally to guard “ his grimbattlenent,” while the fenale

seeks confort in nature.
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As Annette Kol dony points out in Lay of the Land,
nature is often femninely identified and | ocated as a site
of conquest for nales, nman’s relationship with nature
duplicating the patriarchal dom nance exerted in donestic
life. In this matrix, nature is viewed as maternal and
nurturing, with enphasis on the cycles of reproduction,
whi | e sexual nman exists as a conqueror and authorial figure
(4). Thus nature becones fem nized while wonen are | ocked
into a one-dinmensional relationship with nature that
enphasi zes fermal e reproduction and nurturing. In Plath it
is the woman who breaks with the traditional depiction of
the female as Nature to achieve a liberation of the female
psyche. Thus, as Rachel Stein argues, wonen fight to “shift
the ground” or re-inscribe new relationships with nature
that potentially enpower them (4).

In “The Snowman” wonen are established as clever and
m stresses of word play—puni shed by the mal e patriarchy,
“sheaved “but not silenced as they triunph through their
very ability to tell their stories. Unlike Scheherazade,
the narrator of Arabian N ghts, whose life is spared
because of her skill with words and storytelling, the wonen
on the snowman’s belt have been killed for their wt and
verbal acunmen. Rather, they share a fate simlar to that

of Philonela fromOvid s Metanorphoses, whose tongue is cut
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out to prevent her fromtelling of the atrocities and rape
comm tted agai nst her by her brother-in-law. Al though she
is seemngly silenced by his cruel act, Philonela finds a
means to subvert mal e dom nati on—by weavi ng i mages of her
story with her loom and thus is able to communi cate her
story to her sister Procene, and, by extension, pass her
story of suffering and the eventual triunph down to future
generations of wonen. Wth this warning, the woman is
able to circunvent the attack of the snowran and nount an
uni ntentional counterattack (59).

The girl whose tale is told has |earned the | esson
fromthe | adies who bore witness to the fate of wonen,
t hose who did not enploy subtle tactics of subversion; thus
the femal e uses “brinful of gentle talk/And m|d obeying”
(59 )to maneuver and negoti ate successful passage on the
donmestic quest. Critics such as Nancy Hargrove argue that
in the” Snowman on the Mors “the femal e persona returns
honme defeated and subm ssive” (106). | contend, on the
contrary, that the only apparent vanqui shing of the female
is superficial, a deceptive shield of neekness. Eventually
the female, who has inadvertently established her val ue,
has no need for docility except for a conplenentary
strategy of donestic engagenent. Thus Plath designs in her

poetry a doubl e inversion of power structures in which many
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snoke screens actually disguise fenmal e enpowernent. In her
wor |l d, the apparent continuance of patriarchy as an
established order is only an ill usion.

In the transitional poens of 1956-1962, Plath builds
the foundation for a donestic epic that incorporates a
descent into a netaphorical hell of femal e containnent, in
order to deconstruct and subsequently reconstruct the
scripted constructions of a fenale self and sel ves. She
explores, with revealing power and often startling
originality, the tension between the life's call of nother
and wife and the self - conpelled to create poetry. By the
end of the period, she incorporates birth inagery to
enpower her wonman warrior, reconfiguring a newy femnized
space wthin society and for the expanded inmagi nings of
self. One al nost m ght be reading the advance in the
literary world of Gmendol yn Brooks fromthe end of Annie
Allen (1949) to In the Mecca (1968), for this is finally
the two wonen’s shared vision of liberation. Plath's
reaffirmati on of womanhood, in other words, energes ful

bloomin Ariel and Wnter Trees.
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CHAPTER 5
BEE- COM NG QUEENS: REBI RTH AND REGENERATI ON I N PLATH S
LATE POEMS

Wil e The Col ossus and Crossing the Water begin the
donestic epic journey to self -autonony, it is in Ariel and
Wnter Trees that wonen fully stage counter-attacks and
energe fromthe psychol ogical hell of a stagnant,
ci rcunscri bed donestic sphere. During the course of this
donestic epic battle, Plath delineates the confines of
patri archal bonds, enphasizing the pervasive power of male
dom nated social and political structures in shaping
wonen’s |lives. She returns again and again to the authori al
father figure as a synbol of power that nust be subverted
for female survival. She also critiques the social bonds
of marriage that tie wonen to their roles as w ves and
not hers to the exclusion of other creative outlets of
expression. Yet, through the course of the later poetry,
Plath’s femal e persona secures hone space as a figurative
Queen Bee who subverts and reverses patriarchal dom nance
that characterizes nmuch of human society.

Beyond the exciting and contrasting voices within her

poetics, | shall inquire into her paradox of fecundity and
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childbirth as a way of exam ning her skillful strategies
for presenting subtle shifts within a patriarchal structure
of power and eventually even the inversion of the structure
itself. It is against this backdrop that she ultimtely
wites the figurative death and subsequently rebirth of
wonen.

The |l ater period of Sylvia Plath’s poetic journey
represents a departure fromthe conventional fornms and
t echni ques she espoused in the earlier poens. No |onger is
t he enmphasi s upon conpl ex, sonetinmes stilted, diction or
strict meter and stanza forns such as the intricate terza
rima form Rather, Plath strips her poetry to the bone,
usi ng sparse diction, stark inages or death and rebirth,
and abrupt shifts in voice to protest the stagnancy of
wonen’ s position in the 1950s and early 1960s. Her poetry
becones both a public and a private expression of the
tumul tuous era in which she lived. During this period,
Plath gave birth to her son Nicholas in 1962, saw the
di sintegration of her marriage to Ted Hughes, and
tragically commtted suicide in February 1963. From a
| arger social context, war continued to be a reality for
American life, as aftershocks of Wrld War 11, the Korean
and Vietnamconflicts, as well as the burgeoni ng novenent

wonen’s and Civil Rights shaped public consci ousness.
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In this conflict driven era, Plath re-envisioned epic
formto both reflect and create a cultural history that
narrated the plight of women within an oftentines confining
patriarchal society. She successfully inverts epic
tradition and nakes the donestic sphere, which had
traditionally been considered the private domain, public
and gl obal in inportance. Thus, wonen becone heroines in
the epic quest, as they battle to reconcile their
tripartite roles as nothers, w ves, and creative beings who
want careers and opportunities for poetic expression.
Plath’s later poens fit into the epic tradition as they
depi ct the experiences of fenmal e persona whose fates often
represent the |arger destiny of wonen and humanki nd as a
whole. Plath reveals the dilemuas and frustrations
experienced by many wonen of the era, particularly white,

m ddl e cl ass wonen. Yet her epic vision is sonetines

probl emati ¢ because the specific journey and destination of
her epic warfare are sonetinmes uncl ear. Per haps because
opportunities for exploration of the potential that life

of fers have been circunscribed, the real destination is a
freedomthat allows wonmen opportunity to explore what they
want . What is clear is that the battle for freedomis one

of paranount i nportance.
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Significantly, the thenme of notherhood reappears
t hroughout Plath’s poetry as a marker of donestic tension.
The neditations of notherhood culmnate in the poetic play
Three Wonen (1962), “a kind of triple dramatic nonol ogue,
offering in tinme sequence the experiences of three wonen
before, during, and after mscarriage or childbirth” (Hal
105). The play, which exam nes the role of notherhood in
defining or shaping a woman’s identity and her position
wi thin the donestic | andscape, provides an inportant segue
in the framework of donestic epic in that, as Ted Hughes
asserts, the poemacts as “a bridge between the Col ossus
and Ariel, both in the change of style fromthe first half
to the last and in that it was witten to be read al oud”
(Hager 102). The verse dranm, set in a maternity ward,
centers on three diverse wonen: a nmarried housew fe, a
married secretary, and an unmarried young wonman. Al t hough
told fromthe first person point of view throughout, the
“I” persona is constantly changing. The shifts in voice in
the verse are inportant as they reveal distinctions and
variations in the life experiences of wonmen and present
three different battlemaids of donmesticity for review
Three Wonen, witten as a BBC radi o broadcast, also follows
epic tradition as it is a verse poemwitten specifically

to be read aloud. Oality is an inportant part of epic
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traditions as epics were originally interwoven into oral
hi stories as a neans of transmtting cultural val ues and
traditions. Plath applies this maximto donestic epic as
she utilizes the radio broadcast to dissem nate information
about wonen’'s choi ces about notherhood and its role in
shaping femal e identity.

As N col a Shaughnessy points out, “Staging three
voi ces which further divide and nultiply the nore one reads
or listens, Three Wonen reshapes the raw material of
mat er nal experience as an (at |east) triple-tongued
di scourse, ranging between Self, O her and sonmewhere in
bet ween, evadi ng the autobi ographical binary of truth
versus fiction while remaining true to that experience”
(249). Thus, through enploying three distinct
perspectives, Plath works to add di nension and nmultiple
perspectives of notherhood, noving beyond her personal
experience to explore the multiplicity of experiences and
attitudes of wonen about childbearing. Plath enploys epic
convention through the use of these three voices that
resonate with i ssues and concerns that are of universal
interest to wonen. She consciously chooses not to nane the
t hree wonen, instead dubbing themas "Voices,” in order to
enphasi ze that these wonen are the voices of many who

conprise part of her listening audience. The nyriad of
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stances though which these wonen take on not her hood,
careers, and selfhood reflect their varied positions.

The First Voice, a character in the poem closely
connects her identity with notherhood and sees herself as a
catalyst for nature in the reproduction process. O her
i npendi ng | abor, she declares “I amready,” (CP 176) with a
pri de and conpl acency rem ni scent of “Heavy Wnen.” Wth
the birth of her child, she subsunes all of her personal
desires and pins her hopes and dreans on her son. As she
| ooks at her son in her hospital room she utters:

Can not hi ngness be so prodigal ?

Here is nmy son

H s wide eye is that general, flat blue.

He is turning to me like a little, blind, bright

pl ant .

One cry. It is the hook | hang on.

And | ama river of mlKk.

| ama warmhill (CP 183)

As this quotation clearly reveals, the woman of the First
Voi ce defines herself through her role as nother and
projects her identity into that of her child. Her only
hope is for the best for himand that he will “love me as |
| ove hint (186). Plath reveals the interdependent

rel ati onshi p between nother and child as a sign of the epic
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dilemma of identity formation of wonen. \Wile wonen define
their identities, in part, through the prism of notherhood,
t hey must not subsune their identity as a separate,
aut ononous sel f.

In contrast, the Second Voi ce defines herself through
her ability, or rather inability, to bear children.
Mul tiple m scarriages have made her feel “restless and
usel ess” (184). Expressing her despondency at |osing a
child, she bitterly asserts:

This is a disease | carry hone, this is a death.

Again, this is a death. 1Is it the air,

The particles of destruction |I suck up? Am1| a pul se

That wanes and wanes, facing the cold angel? (CP 177)
The prospect of childbirth has becone one fraught with
frustration and despair. Death casts a constant shadow
over her life and dins her prospects of happi ness. Wile
the Second Voice, a married wonan worki ng as a secretary,
has managed to achi eve a bal ance between her role as wfe
and professional, she feels inadequate because she is
unabl e to have children. She uses death to define donestic
space that |acks fecundity and Iife. The epic challenge,
just as it is for the First Voice, is to reclaima self

that is independent of children.
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The Third Voice, a young and unmarried fenal e,
experiences an unpl anned pregnancy. Having expressed a
bitterness about the ramfications of pregnancy and
children, she has contenplated an abortion: “I should have
murdered this, that nmurdered ne” (180). Mot herhood
represents desire, but notherhood is al so deadeni ng and
limting. This is a paradox of her existence. Simlar
to Brooks’s “the nother,” the Third Voi ce sees having
children as a sacrifice of selfhood, ironically echoing the
dil emma of the other two voices:

| am so vul nerabl e suddenly

| am a wound wal ki ng out of the hospital

| ama wound they are letting go.

| leave ny heath behind. | |eave sonmeone

Who woul d adhere to nme: | undo her fingers |ike

bandages: | go (184)

Chil dbirth and i npendi ng not herhood have caused the Third
Voice to feel injured and constricted, |ike a wounded
animal in a cage, ready to strike out at a society that
woul d restrict her opportunities for career and creativity.
It is for those reasons that she decides to give the child
up for adoption. Unlike the First and Second Voi ces, the
Third Voi ce consciously rejects notherhood as a neans of

self-definition. As a single woman, she is renoved from
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patriarchal bonds that inextricably tie wonen to their
roles as wives and nothers. Thus, it is this character
that | ooks toward the future unencunbered by patriarchal -
scri pted conventions of wonen’s behavior. She has the
freedomto make consci ous choices about her future wth a
| evel of autonony denied the other voices.

Three Wnen ends with a sense of |longing and regret as
Plath has the Second Voice provide a final insight about
not herhood and identity. The occurrence is significant
because it is the Second Voi ce who cannot bear children and
must di scover anot her avenue of self-definition. Upon
returning home fromthe hospital, the Second Voice finds
little solace in returning to the donestic duties of her
life. She spends her tinme nending a silk slip and
stitching | ace, common donestic chores. But she has
troubl e defining herself outside of the role of unfulfilled
not herhood. Disconfited and de-centered by her numerous
m scarri ages, she admts” | find nyself again. | amno
shadow Though there is a shadow starting fromny feet.
ama wfe” (CP 187). lronically, in this matrix, the
wonman identifies the husband as a replacenent for the
children she is unable to have.

Al'l around her the city is bustling with vitality and

fecundity, yet she feels disconnected fromlife, as “The
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city waits and aches. The little grasses/ Crack through
stone, and they are green with life” (187). Synbolically,
al t hough the Second Voice tries to isolate herself from
life and the opportunities for growh, she cannot escape
the process. Just as the grasses seep in between the
cracks in the stone, so too will new life erode her
barriers of isolation and provide an outlet for involvenent
and growth. In her owmm words, “l recover” (187), thus
opening the floodgates of the future. In the end, she finds
that she will have to continue the battle for selfhood and
life without admtting defeat. Yet the victory is limted
because the bonds of patriarchy still tie her to the
authorial figure of her husband.

The tripartite fenmale voices in Three Wnen form a
sort of counterpoint, acconpanying each other’s voi ces and
providing nultiple perspectives on not herhood and sel f-
identity. Wiile traditionally these issues had been
relegated to the private donestic sphere, Plath works,
through the radio verse play, to bring themto center
stage. She infuses her donestic epic with a didactic
qual ity designed to spur her audience to re-exan ne
concepts of wonen’s stances of notherhood and sel f hood.
Three Whnen thus serves as a bridge to Ariel by beginning a

di al ogue about issues central to her l|ater poetry.
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Plath’s defining epic vis ion in Ari el opens with
“Morning Song,” with the imagery pointing to the
centrality of motherhood in defining domestic space.
Following epic tradition, the poem begins in medias res, in
the middle of the action, as a mother is awakened by her
child’s cry . Like Brooks’s “birth in a narrow room,”

“Morning Song” begins with an awakening of consciousness

to :
Love set you going like a fat gold watch.
The midwife slapped your footsoles, and your bald cry
Took its place among the elements. (1)

The miracle of n ew life seems beyond the ken of the speaker

as she marvels at the new child, an intrinsic part of

nature that the mother asserts that she cannot take credit

for it: “I'm no more your mother / Than the cloud that

distills a mirror to reflect its own slow / Effacement at
the wind’s hand.” Her response to motherhood is complex

and multi - layered. Marjorie Perloff argues that “the

poem turns the aubade convention inside out: the speaker’s
dawn is not one of love or joy but one of dimly felt

anxiety = —motherho od both frightens and fascinates her”
(117). She contends further that the poem employs a type

of animism in which people become associated with things,

and this phenomena is highlighted through the mother’s
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di ssociation fromthe child. But in her estimate, “ the
persi stent second person address, the close bond

est abl i shed between the and the “you,” inplicate the
nother in the child s drama. If her infant is nerely a
mechani cal thing, the poem suggests, it is ultimtely
because she is one also” (117). | woul d argue that rather
t han di sconnect herself fromthe child in a negative way,

t he not her does not take credit for the new |life because
the mracle of giving life is such that she feels as if she
has played an infinitesinmal role in conparison to that of
the mracle of nature.

The not her’s acute awareness of the child's
activities reinforces her connection to the child. It is
as if the child beconmes the wheel upon which the speaker’s
life revolves. As she listens to her child s “noth-breath,”
the cry activates her: “I stunble from bed, cow heavy and

floral/In ny Victorian nightgown”(1). The adjectives “cow
heavy” and “floral” situate the speaker within the donestic
realm wth the description “cow heavy” enphasizing the

mat er nal nourishnment, and “floral,” connecting flowers to
femninity . The allusion to “Victorian” refers to the
strict codes of conduct rem niscent of an era that greatly
stifled wonen’s roles in society, relegating themto the

roles of wife and nother. “Victorian nightgown” becones an
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enbl em of the suppressed desires of growmh and freedom t hat
wonen hid beneath primlayers of conpliance and subm ssi on.
Situating this poemwthin epic tradition, | argue that
“Morni ng Song” serves as an invocation for the epic
chronicle of Ariel. The poemtherefore sets the stage for
exploration into uncharted waters of angui sh, despair, and
hope that characterize the femal e persona’ s position.

“Sheep in Fog” enphasizes the sense of |ack of
identity the speaker feels, without a conpass as to the
future direction of her life: “People or stars
Regard nme sadly, | disappoint theni (3). Wth a hint of
forebodi ng, the speaker noves into an abyss akin to
crossing the Styx, the nythological river leading to the
underwor | d The train, the color of “rust,” acts a ferry
through the psychological hell: “They threaten/ To let ne
t hrough a heaven/ Starl ess and fatherless, a dark water”(3).
Goi ng towards the physical and psychol ogi cal unknown
di sorients the speaker, who |ocates this unknown territory
as “dark water” in which reality and truth are nurky,
nut abl e states. This “dark water” thus becones an enbl em
for the donestic epic quest.

“ The Applicant” deals with irony infused in the
woman’ s objectified position within the donestic sphere.

Rem ni scent of Betty Friedan’s coi ned phrase “occupati on:
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housew fe” (41), marriage and notherhood take on the title
of enploynment for women wthin a constricted donestic
real m Through “The Applicant” Plath depicts a m crocosm
of the attitudes towards marri age and gender relations in
the 1950s, and thus provides a cultural marker nuch in |ine
with epic convention. Plath reads the stifling
artificiality marriage and the objectification of wonen as
eerie markers of the tine. Panela Annas’s reading of the
poem provides a thoughtful analysis of the connection
bet ween the donestic sphere and a capitalist working
envi ronnent :
That job seeking is the central nmetaphor in “The
Applicant” suggests a cl ose connection between the
capitalist econom c system the patriarchal famly
structure, and the general depersonalization of human
relations. Sonehow all interaction between peopl e,
and especially that between nmen and wonen, given the
hi story of the use of wonen as itens of barter, seens
here to be conditioned by the ideology of a
bureaucrati zed market place. (131)
| extend this argunent to say that Plath enploys irony and
repetition to assess the stagnancy and bureaucrati zati on of
the marriage process. This overlay of capitalistic systens

results in a sense of irony infused in the poem while
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repetition effectively serves to enphasize the stagnancy of
the marriage process. Interestingly, the poem begins with
a role reversal in which the femal e speaker interviews a
man for the position of husband:

First, are you our sort of a person?

Do you wear

A gl ass eye, false teeth or a crutch,

A brace or a hook,

Rubber breasts or a rubber crotch (5)
In this matri x, the woman has the power of appraising the
mal e, much in the sane way as wonen have been traditionally
judged. Wth physical characteristics comng to the
forefront as the primary prismthrough which nen are
j udged, the ending punch of whether nen have” rubber
breasts” or a rubber crotch adds to a staged counterattack
agai nst patriarchal systens of power. Wth this ironic
tw st, wonen are enpowered as critical gazers who can
i nvest or divest neaning through val uations, nuch as nen
do; thus they becone just as connected to the
objectification process as nen. As Annas contends, “.Plath
sees herself and her inmaged personae as not nerely caught
in—victinms of+this situation, but in sonme sense cul pable as
well. In “The Applicant,” the poet speaks directly to the

reader, addressed as “you” throughout. W too are
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inplicated, for we too are potential “applicants”(131).
Thus, we are all drawn into this conplex system of
depersonal i zati on.

In the second stanza, there is a shift in power nmarked
by wonmen’ s depersonalization into the pronoun: “WII you
marry it?”(5), hence de-centering the context and
di stanci ng the speaker fromthe accused gender. The
speaker applies next a public relations style pitch to
finagle a commtnment of marriage fromthe male, thereby
legitim zing the femal e mani pul at or:

But in twenty-five years she’'ll be silver,

In fifty, gold.

A living doll, everywhere you | ook.

It can sew, it can cook

It can talk, talk, talk.

It works, there is nothing wong with it.

You have a hole, it’s poultice.

You have eye, it’s an inage.

My boy, it’s your |ast resort.

WIIl you marry it, marry it, marry it.(5)
Her | ast question of “WII| you marry it, marry it, marry
it” takes on a note of frenzy, enphasizing the centrality

of marriage in defining wonen. Plath, with the vein of
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donestic epic warfare in the background, undercuts the
sanctity and paranmount inportance of marriage as a

l egitim zing agent. Through strategies of sardonic attack,
she exposes the unfair prismthrough which wonen are

vi ewed.

“Lady Lazarus,” Plath’s continued attack on the
patriarchy, evokes war and Hol ocaust inage to structure
wonen’ s place and the conflicts and chall enges she faces.
The title itself, “Lady Lazarus,” renders the fenal e
ironically as the self-resurrected head of the househol d.
In contrast, the nane “Lazarus” calls to mnd two biblical
precedents. First there is the Lazarus resurrected by
Jesus Christ fromdeath. A second biblical precedent is the
one of the beggar Lazarus at the gate of the inpervious
rich man who refuses to give aid to hint. Wile Lazarus
reaps heavenly rewards after his arduous life, the rich man
must atone for his sins in hell, as he has ignored the
needs of the poor. In this reading, the poemsinmers with
sone overtures of revenge for wongs, of redenption and of
triunph over adversity. As Caroline Barnard King Hal

notes, “Beneath the defiant cadences of the poem then, is

both a plea for help and a dami ng indictnment of the

5> Caroline King Barnard Hal |l discusses possible precedents for the title
“Lady Lazarus” in her book Sylvia Plath, Revised that illumnate
mul tiple readings of the text (109).
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unwi | I'ing hel per” (109). Thus, wonen stand as Lazarus
figures, soliciting support and succor in their attenpts
mai nt ai n aut ononobus creative identities while holding a
charge against a patriarchal systemthe stym es wonen’s
ability to sustain such freedom *“Lady Lazarus” thus
predicts a new world order in which they will share the
spoils of life that have been denied them

“Lady Lazarus” expresses the interwoven thenes of
death and rebirth. The integral, circular nature of life
appears as, “l have done it again / One year in every ten /
| manage it” (A 6). Suicide attenpts becone orchestrated
events geared towards focusing attention upon the plight of
wonen. War and Hol ocaust imagery cone to the forefront
with references to “a Nazi |anpshade” and “Jew | inen”(6)
| i nki ng the speaker to a cultural history of terrible
victim zation. The speaker seeks to enpower herself
t hrough control of the cycle: “Peel of the napkin/ O ny
eneny/Do | terrify?”(A 6). Just as the resurrected Lazarus
casts off the grave clothes to reenter life, so, too, does

the speaker in order to sinulate the cycle once nore:

“Dying/ Is an art, like everything else./ | do it
exceptionally well” (A 6). This cycle, though an
enpowering one, “feels like hell” (8). A parallel between

physi cal and psychol ogi cal death readily appears:
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It’'s easy enough to do it in a cell
It’s easy enough to do it and stay put.

lt'’s the theatrica

Conmeback in broad day

To the sane place, the sanme face, the same brute (A 8)
Mor eover, she demands atonenent for her suffering: “And
there is a charge, a very |large charge/For a word or a
touch/ O a bit of blood” (A 8) Evoking a sense of social
consciousness to evil, she identifies her antagoni sts-her
doctor or nenbers of the patriarchy who try to cure—her as
“Herr Eneny.” Her identity and life signify the
patriarchy that works to stifle and contain them thus she
demands that the patriarchy admt its role in both her
destruction and her resurrection. Calling to mnd the gas
chanbers that decimated human life, following a failed
suicide attenpt, she declares to the inmagi ned “Herr Doktor”
and “Herr Eneny”:

Ash, ash—

You poke and stir.

Fl esh, bone, there is nothing there—

A cake of soap

A weddi ng ring,
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A gold filling.( A9)

These itens, “cake of soap,” “a wedding ring,” and “a gold
filling,” so donestic in origin, becone personal
attributions of her as fenal e defined by the markers of
donestic life. Wth the |ast stanzas of the poem she ends
with a reincarnation:

Herr God Herr Lucifer

Bewar e

Bewar e.

Qut of the ash

| rise with my red hair

And eat nen like air.(A 9)
Both God and Lucifer are constructed as figures that nust
“Bewar e” of Lady Lazarus, thus inplying that rather than
bei ng dependent upon religious or socially scripted roles
of behavior, the femal e speaker will be autononous, even
chal I engi ng the oppositional figures of God and Lucifer.
Li ke the nyt hol ogi cal phoeni x, wonen energe strong and
triunphant —aow able to conbat nen and patriarchy. |In fact,
with the closing description “eat men like air” that the
speaker attacks patriarchy defiantly, |ike an agent of

vengeance.
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“Fever 103 °” continues along the sane vein as

“Lady Lazarus in seeking rebirth and redenption after
psychol ogi cal hell. The poet asks as to the neaning of
purity, “Wiat does it nean?” Even Hell cannot bestow the
meani ng of purity, as evidenced by the inpotent guard dog
Cer berus “Who wheezes at the gate/lncapable /O |icking
clean” (61). The speaker declares defiantly, “Does not ny
heat astound you. And ny light” (62). No |onger bounded
by earthly restriction, she specul ates:

| think I am goi ng up,

| think | may rise—

The beads of hot netal fly, and I, |ove, |

Am a pure acetyl ene

Virgin (A 63)
Patri archal confines no | onger bind her, and she attains a
purity of self not marred by outside scripted roles.
Earthly associations are severed as she is taken within the

sphere of heaven, and she triunphantly declares “(M selves
di ssol ving, old whore petticoats)—+To paradise” (63). The
patriarchal - scripted donmestic roles of nother, wife, and
daughter are stripped clear and she is no | onger wei ghted

by them but rather has reached a paradi se of self-

enpower ment and existential freedomthat fulfills the
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donestic epic quest, through discarding socially scripted
rol es of selves.

In contrast, as the femal e speaker of “Tulips”
contenplates the difficulties of locating a self in the
face of psychol ogical flux. The tulips in her hospital room

beconme enbl enms of the quandary that the persona faces.

As Marjorie Perloff points out, “the anguish of the “1” is
i nextricably bounded up with the personality with which she
endows a bunch of flowers” (118) . The woman goes on to
di stance herself fromthe defining world: “Now I have | ost
nyself | am sick of baggage” (10). She then tries to use
the objects around her to stabilize her identity through
that of her famly: “My husband and child smling out of
the fam |y photo;/Their smles catch onto ny skin, like
little smling hooks” (10). Famlial relationships are
debilitati ng—+i ke wei ghts that anchor the speaker. She
| ament s:

| watched ny tea-set, ny bureaus of l|inen, ny books

Sink out of sight, and the water went over ny head.

| ama nun, | have never been so pure (A 11)
No | onger defining herself through her synbol s of
donesticity or famly, she feels reborn as a nun who is

pure because she, the speaker, no |longer has earthly

connections with children and famly. Triunph for the
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speaker is total disconnection wthout female
identification with flowers or hands. Her desire is “To
lie with ny hands turned up and utterly enmpty” (A 11).
Hands, often tied to daily donestic tasks, such as cl eaning
, cooking, and sew ng, becone |iberated in enptiness:

How free it is, you have no idea how free—

The peacefulness is so big it dazes you,

And it asks nothing, a nane tag, a few trinkets,

It is what the dead close on, finally; | imgine them
Shutting their nmouths on it, |ike Comrunion tablet.(A
11)

Ironically, the inmage of the comrunion tablet, a synbol of
regeneration and the prom se of resurrection, is used to
encapsul ate the rel ease of death. Thus, the conmunion
tabl et becones an inverted synbol, transposed so that death
becones the means for rebirth and new existential life.

Tulips are reborn and cone to signify new |ife—the
“redness” of the tulips, showng that the life inpetus
proves too nuch for the speaker who cries:

Their redness talks to nmy wound, it corresponds

They are subtle: they seemto float, though they weigh

me down,

Upsetting me with their sudden tongues and their

col our,
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A dozen red | ead sinker round nmy neck. (A 11)
Donesti c epic becones defacenment, “And | have no face,
have wanted to efface nyself” (A 11). The tulips rem nd the
persona of the pull of |life, becom ng an al batross wei ghi ng
her down to nortality. They al so draw her back into the
vortex of existence—"“The vivid tulips eat ny oxygen.”
Again we have an inverted netaphor. As tulips consune
carbon nonoxi de and produce oxygen, they |end physical
life to the speaker. Then flowers prolong her life and
push death further away.

The poem “Ariel” facilitates creative self -expression
and communi on with nature, encapsul ating the cul ture-making
i npetus of the volune itself. As Caroline King Bernard
Hal | asserts, “the title poemof the volune Ariel is a
conpendi um of the poetry; init we find the sense of
present oppression and despair, the belief in release from
t hat oppression, and the notion of unrelentingly,
uncontrol |l ably speedi ng ahead t hrough an anti pathetic
| andscape toward a goal at once destructive and ecstatic,
an end and a beginning” (111). Alvarez, who recognizes this
fusi on and “substancel essness” in Plath’s poetry, argues
that fusion of forces leads to a culmnation or unl eashing
of force and violence. He contends that nost of her late

poem are “about the unleashing of power, about tapping the
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roots of her own inner violence “(62). Wile Al varez does
not see this unleashing as original or unique, | contend
that the conventions of donestic epic are an effective
nmeans to harness such psychol ogi cal power. The speaker and
the horse fuse together as one inage in order to stage an
attack on societal norns:

God’ s |ioness,

How one we grow,

Pivot of heels and knees (29)

The reference to “CGod’s |ioness” suggests the Hebrew
etynology of the word. As Hall points out, “In the Bible
it is a designation given by Isaiah to the city of
Jerusalem a city that is presently the object of God' s
wrath and condemmed too tribulation but which is prom sed
deliverance in the apocal ypse”(114). Thus, Ariel also
stands as a bel eaguered entity, blighted by powerful forces
that threaten its existence, and yet prom sed a reprieve
and safe haven after its epoch of tribulation.

The vigorous ride on the horses serves as a catal yst
for anim st reaction that results in an anal gamati on of
rider, horse, and nature—a transformation that she exults
in, exclaimng “How one we grow’ (29). Like a nythol ogi cal
D ana, the speaker gleans strength for her natural

surroundi ngs, becom ng a potent instrunent:
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And |

Am t he arrow,

The dew that flies
Suicidal, at one with the drive

Into the red

Eye, the caul dron of norning (30)
In last lines, there is unification of self and a marker of
a new day. As Ariel and the rider nove toward what Hal
ternms the “clinmactic Eye,” they reach for heaven and
achieve a rel ease of tension and pressure that have
accurul ated during the course of the poem This visionis
one of apocal ypse (Hall 117-118). Yet, the epic world
order is problematized by the polarities of race—as Plath
accords privilege to the “1” persona as a “Wite/ Godiva,”
using nythology to situate the white fermal e as the royal
object of all male desire. In contrast, she refers to the
col oni zed Ariel of Shakespeare’s Tenpest, as one whose nane
resonates with donmesticity , as fairy-slave, as “N gger-
eye” and “Black.” Perhaps the poet wites these epithets as
links in solidarity anong the oppressed, but the historical
rupture between races is too jagged and worn to presune

that a liberal arrogance can bridge it. Her glib
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observation is only ironically a m sunderstood atrocity of
hi story. Her polarizing donmestic space reasserts
mast er/sl ave binaries and threaten the new world order
anticipated at the poenis end.

“Lesbos” chronicles donestic epic warfare through
its two fermal e voi ces serving as counterpoints. Though
Mar garet Di ckie argues that many readers may perhaps
experience a detachnent from “Lesbos” because it begins
wi th “the announcenent of an enotion unattached to a
person” (171), | would argue that Plath uses this
detachnment to show the speaker’s hostility towards the
stifling environnment of the kitchen. The “hiss of the
pot at oes” strikes |ike a snake—qui ckly and venonously,
serving as the bite of the kitchen that infects wonen. Her
| ament that the kitchen is “all Hollywod, w ndow ess” is
doubl e-edged in that it synbolizes the kitchen as a
restrictive sphere without light. Thus domesticity becones
a script that wonen seek to subvert and overthrow The
speaker, so acutely aware that the battle of donestic epic
is one that is passed down through the matrilineal |ine,
recogni zes the frustration her daughter wll encounter:
“And ny child—+ook at her, face down on the floor” (33).
The nother, caught in a hell of “ stink of fat and baby

crap. / The snog of cooking, the snog of hell” (34),
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under stands the nonunental task. Such a circunscribed
sphere, “w ndowl ess” and devoid of opportunity for
creativity, spurs wonmen to rebel and attack, even if it is
agai nst each other. The visitor |ashes out at the young
girl in an attenpt to separate herself fromthe confining
restrictions. The nother of the girl places the scene

wi thin the context of social history.

You say can’t stand her,

The bastard s a girl

You who have bl own your tubes |ike a bad radio

Cl ear of voices and history, the staticky

Noi se of the new (33)

Here, the nother indicts the female visitor for a
hypocritical stance, as the visitor who “blown her tubes,”
or conpleted the tubal l|igation process, has distanced
hersel f permanently from having children.

As a respite fromthe narrowreality of her daughter’s
projected future life, the speaker images a world in which
wonen have the freedomto devel op freely“(34). Encapsul at ed
in this phrase—=W should neet in another |ife; we should
neet in air,/Me and you”—+s the hope for a new order, much
as that expressed in poem XV at the end of Brooks’s Annie

Allen, for here, too, the speaker <calls for people of
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races, genders, and social classes to “Rise./.Let us
conbi ne” (Bl acks 140).

Significantly, the visitor in “Lesbos” assunes the
role of speaker in the next stanza, describing her own
donestic hell and the reality of despair:

Now | amsilent, hate

Up to my neck

Thi ck, thick

| do not speak

| am packing the hard potatoes |ike good cl ot hes,

| am packi ng the babi es(35)

The donestic real mwei ghs heavily upon the visitor,
instilling a deep hate for donestic markers such as “hard
pot at oes” and “babi es” that conme to represent stagnancy and
entrapnent. The shift in perspective serves to reveal a
counter-narrative of the donmestic realm As Dickie points
out, “The *hate/Up to nmy neck’ ainms righteously at the
woman vi sited who herself hates every aspect of

donesticity. And it is clear, the visitor is also
subnerged in the hatred inside that househol d” (173).

Moreover, the narrative strategies of this poemare
designed to explain this reaction and the rejection of this
hat ed and hateful woman” (173). Shifting the “1” personae

fromnother to visitor also provides a panoram c vision of
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different responses of wonen within their individual epic
journeys. The visitor, bitter with the contai nnent
synbol i zed by the domestic sphere, castigates her fenale
counterpart as a: “Sad hag. ‘Every wonan’s a whore. | can’t
comuni cate’ " (35). The lack of communi cation prevents a
coalition that would allow the wonmen to stage unified
battl es agai nst societal constriction. By locating “every
woman [as] a whore,” the speaker |ocks all wonen, as well
as herself, into a fixed rather than fluid battle of the
sexes. For a nonent, she holds up the fal se hope of epic
return: “lI say | may be back/You know what lies are for”
(36). Alnost imrediately she again dashes hope of a common
ground anong diverse wonen : “Even in your Zen heaven we
shan’t nmeet” (36). It will be left for other battl enaids
of donesticity to wal k through a shared portal of
opportunity.

In “Getting There,” Plath interweaves el egiac form and
epic, the poenis serving as a sustained | anment for the
figurative death of wonen in donestic epic warfare. The
means of transit to the existential destination is on a
trai n—an enbl em for nodern society-one increasingly shaped
by technol ogi cal advances and wars.

The terrible brains

O Kropp, black nuzzles
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Revol vi ng, the sound
Punchi ng out Absence! |ike cannon.
It is Russia | have to get across, it is some war or

ot her. (41)
The speaker uses imges of war to situate the context of
the social climate in which she |ives. Kropp evokes
t houghts of the death canps that Jews were transported to
during World War Il and speaks of Plath’ s anxi ety about her
German and Austrian heritage and imagined |inks to the Nazi
regine. As she reveals during a BBC interview, her
“concern with concentration canps and so on i s uniquely
intense” (Hall 88). This intensity translates into her
preoccupation with war and her protest against
victim zati on.

Russi a evokes inages of the Cold War and the
proliferation of conflicts in such as the Korean War and
Vi et nam War sout heast Asia. |In 1962, the year in which the
poem was conposed, war was ever-present. Such an
at nosphere of war and destruction has left the identity of
t he speaker wounded. The route of epic journey is therefore
littered with soldiers who have fallen al ong the waysi de,
as synbolized by “The tent of unending cries—+A hospital
of dolls (41) who are nortally injured. Reaching the

destination is a Hercul ean task, “The place | amgetting
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to, why are there these obstacles— (42). The rhetorical
guestion rings with a critique of a world order that nakes
sel f-assertion self such a nonunental task for fenales.
War is the enbl em of the donestic condition:

The body of this wonman,

Charred skirts and deat hmask

Mourned by religious figures, by garlanded children.

And now detonati ons—

Thunder and guns. (42)

The survivor (Antigone, Trojan wonen) are those who renain
to bury the dead.

The femal e persona in the poem nuch as in the epic
tradition of Priamand Antigone, decides to bury and honor
the dead, despite the threat to personal safety. In
classic Greek tradition, the burial of the dead is an
inportant ritual marking the position and inportance of an
individual in the society. Traditionally the epic hero is
nmour ned for nine days during which tinme nourners bring wood
for a funeral pyre as a sign of respect and honor. On the
tenth day the body is burned, and on the el eventh the bones
are wapped in royal coverings and then placed in an urn.
As a part of the burial ritual, funeral oil and earth may

al so be sprinkled over the body as well. During the
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mourning period, the great deeds and triumphs of the slain
hero are publicly lauded. “In Getting There,” the persona
emulates this ritual of mourning,

| shall bury the wounded like pupas,

| shall count and bury the dead.

Let their souls writhe in a dew,

Incense in my track. (42 - 43)
By burying “the w ounded like pupas,” the cocoon - like stage
of intermediary development before full maturation, the
persona witnesses the snuffing out of life and promise of
the women. Their souls are forced to “writhe in a dew” -—
deprived of the opportunities for creativity and expression
that are encapsulated in the epic journey of “getting
there” —to the final destination of freedom of self -
empowerment. In the end, speaker comes to locate “getting
there” as a progression towards oblivion, as

The carriages rock, they a re cradles

And |, stepping from this skin

Of old bandages, boredoms, old faces

Step to you from the black car of Lethe,
Pure as a baby. (43)
Lethe, the river of hell that brings forgetfulness to those

who drink of its water, becomes a panacea for the
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restrictions placed upon wonen. Through this oblivion, the
persona reaches a new state of freedomthat allows her to
shed “ol d bandages, boredons, old faces” and energe “pure
as a baby”—+ecapturing the potential and possibilities of
new | ife. To achieve a figurative paradi se of wonanhood
means the forgetting of one’s past hell. And sonetines
forgetful ness is paradoxically good.

“Mary’s Song” acts as link to maternal identity,
unvei ling the nother’s agony as she foretells the fate of
her child—Jesus Christ. Like one of the “Heavy Wnen” from
Crossing the Water, the Virgin Mary becones a pivotal
synbol representing maternal power. Though she descri bes
the sacrifice of Christ for the world, it is her story, her
own song that she sings. |nages of donesticity such as
food and inplenents serve as enblens of sacrifice and
murder. “Lanb” becomes a doubl e- edged noun, signifying both
the religious reference to sacrificed aninals as well as
neat that is cooked for human consunpti on. | magery of the
Hol ocaust recalls the horror of war and nmass nurder with a
bi bl i cal anal ogue:

The sane fire

Melting the tall ow heretics,

Qusting the Jews.
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Their thick palls float

Over the cicatrix of Pol and, burnt-out

Ger many. (52)

The geographi cal references to Poland and Germany provide a
hi stori cal backdrop of catastrophe and war, culmnating in
the mass nmurder of a people placed in “ovens[that] gl owed
| i ke heavens, incandescent” (52). Both the genocide and
the crucifixion changed the course of world history. To
Plath, the conplenmentary events of revelation altered the
| andscape of the world in which we live. The startling
j uxtaposition sets the nother up as the grieving survivor.
The poem ends on a note anticipating destruction of the
“gol den chil d”—synbolic of peace and new hope. The
reference to the sacrifice of a golden child in the future
may al so seen as anticipating future war conflicts in south
east Asia. Mary, serving as a type of oracle, speaks of a
pessi m stic nodern worl d.

“Daddy,” advances from a nedi ation on the father as
al ready commenced in “The Col ossus,” to the speaker’s
awar eness that the patriarchal figure no |onger holds the
power of definition over her: “You do not do, you do not

do/ Anynore” (56), enploying an inversion of the marriage
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vow to negate filial bond. No |onger does she “pray to
recover” the father (56) and no | onger does she need to
admt, “lI have always been scared of you..Every wonman adores
a Fascist / The boot in the face, the brute/Brute heart of
a brute like you” (57). She enphasizes that the sane
shoul d apply to m sogyni sts. The speaker, transferring the
authority of the father to the husband, fornms a new vow,
“And | said | do, | do,” (58),gathering her arsenal of
def ense:

If 1"ve killed one man, 1’ve killed two—

The vanpire who said he was you

And drank ny bl ood for a year,

Seven years, if you want to know.

Daddy, you can |lie back now. (A 58)
Standi ng as a specter of the father—the husband who assunes
power continues to fill the shoes of the proverbial father.
But a communal indictnent of the vanpire father, the figure
of denonic Evil, recurs:

There’s a stake in your fat black heart

And the villagers never |iked you.

They are dancing and stanping on you.

They al ways knew it was you.

Daddy, daddy, you bastard, |I’mthrough (A 69)
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These words evoke a sense of gothic, enphasizing the gl oom
and nel ancholy of the speaker’s position. “Daddy” becones
a vanpire of sorts, representing nenace and terror that are
ended only by the “stake in your fat black heart.” Plath
infuses ritualistic evil in the villagers, who “are dancing
and stanping” on the father, spurred by a nob nentality

t hat encourages cruelty. Conscious of the author’s own
German and Austrian heritage, the speaker is particularly
sensitive o the horrors perpetuated by the Nazi regine.
Thus, “Daddy” serves as a synbol of a potential evil in the
nodern world. Eradication of such evil nust precede the
full energence of wonen as val uabl e and significant selves.
“Daddy, Daddy, you bastard, |’mthrough” expresses a
catharsis in which the narrator can finally detach her
identity fromthat of the father and cl eanse herself of the
evil tradition of male patriarchy.

What ever the enphasis on patriarchy, The Bee seguence
of poens provides a nice change fromthe volune Ariel.
Plath’s original order of the verses ended wth the bee
sequence, projecting a culmnation of the domestic epic
quest. Marjorie Perloff, in “The Two Ariels: The (Re)
Maki ng of the Sylvia Plath Canon,” argues that Ted Hughes
presented Plath’ s poens in a different order fromthat

pl anned by Plath in order to suppress aggressive poens that
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reflect her anger and sense of betrayal regarding hi s
infidelity. Hughes consciously chose to end the vol une on
a note of despair, in other words, in order to substantiate
Plath’s presuned instability of mnd and enotion (311, 314).
Perl of f says that the poet’s original order of Ariel
actually ends on a note of vindication: “Plath’s
arrangenment enphasi zes not death but struggle and revenge,
the outrage that follows the recognition that the bel oved
is also the betrayer” (330). Linda Wagner-Martin asserts
that “the book plunged through her[Plath] nore anguished
and vituperative poens to end the enotionally positive bee
sequence.Wth her arrangenent, she was telling a story of
her Iife as artist and married woman, and the dissol ution
of that life” but ending with “ a healthy rebirth” (quoted
in Hall 130). In light of this new nodel of sequenti al
order for Ariel, a heightened appreciation of Plath’s
oeuvre comes to the forefront, one that recognizes Plath’ s
poetic display of the range of fem nine agency.

By ending wwth the bee sequence, Plath works towards
encapsul ating the domestic epic vision of Ariel with a
continuity. Just as “Love” begins the volume, “Spring” ends
it (Van Dyne 156). Van Dyne argues that the poens have a
cathartic effect, contending that “the bee poens | ook

backward to the unfini shed enoptional busi ness of chil dhood
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and her relationship to her father as nuch as they
optimstically claima certain future” (156).

Pl ath uses the bee sequence of poens to assert the
pri macy of wonmen and to re-envision a social order that
suppl ants patriarchy with matriarchy, though actually a
worl d wi thout sexual dom nance woul d probably be nore
theoretically equitable, for the inversion of a hierarchy
of sexual dom nance may only reverse an evil order rather
than truly dismantle it. The Queen Bee becones an enbl em of
femal e power as she structures the world in which she
lives. In a bee colony, the Queen Bee serves as the nother,
perpetuating the species by |aying the eggs of the col ony.
She is the | argest bee and the center of the col ony,
directing the daily activity of the worker bees. She is
isolated fromthe other bees because her donestic role as
not her and governor prevents her fromleaving the confines
of the colony. The Queen Bee, while endowed w th great
power and position in colony, is also confined. Plath
identifies wonmen as simlarly limted within donestic
space. Donestic epic takes shape as a design to advance
beyond t he boundari es.

The villagers in “The Bee Meeting” engage in the
ritual of the bee hive. The nmain occupation is hunting the

gueen—the enbl em of femal e enpowernent. The queen has |ived
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a hard fought |life and struggles for survival: “She is very
clever./She is old, old, old, she nust |live another year,
and she knows it” (65-66) . As Sandra G| bert clains,
t hrough i mages such as the queen bee, as well as the
acetylene virgin, and a nurderess of other poens in the
Ariel volune, Plath works to create a threatening self that
coul d be successful in the domestic sphere as well as the
creative arena (210). Her poetic self- defense through
reaf firmati on becane a nost effective posture to establish
the primacy of her vision. The epic battle is one of
attaining the security of hone, the beehive. Wth the
passage of tine, other battlemids wait in anticipation of
their opportunity to ascend the throne:

While in their fingerjoint cells the new virgins

Dream of a duel they wll win inevitably,

A curtain of wax dividing themfromthe bride flight,

The upflight of the nurderess into a heaven that | oves

her .

The villagers are noving the virgins, there will be no

killing.

The ol d queen does not show herself, is she so

ungrateful ? (66)

Van Dyne asserts:
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In telling the story of the queen bee, Plath sought to
gi ve shape to her experience as a wonan and a poet.
Their correspondence to outward events, the psychic
dreamwork of the poens in which enptions and roles
are rearranged, and the poet’s conscious choices for
the final text of these poens all indicate Plath’s
violent need to appropriate the queen’s story in order

to believe in sustaining fiction for her own.” (156)

It is through the donestic epic that Plath finally

formul ates a “sustaining fiction of her own,” one that

provi des her with freedomto re-script her owmn role in the
world in which she lives. As the bees participated in daily
life activities and flourished in their fenmal e- dom nated
society, Plath wites a new social order in which wonen's
potency inforns the continuation of society.

In “The Arrival of the Bee Box,” the femal e persona as
col oni zer asserts a total power of life and death over the
bees. Here Plath reveals that absolute power corrupts
conpletely. In subtle allusion to Shakespeare’s The
Tenpest, taking on the role of Prospero, the master of
fairy slave Ariel, her speaker asks, “So why should they
turn on ne? /Tonorrow | will be sweet God, | will set them
free”(68). Qbviously, within the conpl ex power

rel ati onshi ps of a patriarchal system a subjected party
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can be stymed if under the control of a capricious,
i npervious authority figure. Power relations are thus set
up as conpl ex.

In “Stings” the husband and wife work as a unit to
retrieve honey fromthe hive. The beehi ve beconmes “teacup,”
an enbl em of donesticity. The queen bee appears battle
weary and worn:

..she is old,

Her wings torn shaw's, her |ong body

Rubbed of its plush—

Poor and bare and unqueenly and even shaneful. (69)
Because of her duties of nursing the young, she has |ost
her regal quality. The speaker imediately identifies
with her:

| stand in a colum

O wi nged, unm racul ous wonen,

Honey- dr udger s

| am no drudge

Though for years | have eaten dust

And dried plates with ny dense hair. (69)

She enphasizes the potentially debilitating effects of the
donmestic work upon wonen. As Pl ath said about her position
as a housewife in England:“.if | wanted to keep on being a

triple-threat woman; wife, witer & teacher...l can’t be a
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drudge, the way housew ves are forced to be here”( Newran
166). For her, the word “drudge” conjures up thoughts of
deval uati on and degradation. Although the speaker is
engaged in donestic chores, she refuses to be defined by
the tasks. The epic quest for survival drives her:

They thought death was worth it, but I

Have a self to recover, a queen

| s she dead, is she sl eeping?

Wher e has she been,

Wth her lion-red body, her wings of glass? (A 71)

“Recover” |l eads to healing and redi scovery. The poens

conclude with an apocal yptic vision that the gueen bee

.ls flying

More terrible than she ever was, red

Scar in the sky, red conet

Over the engine that killed her—

The mausol eum the wax house” (71)
The house becones a tonb—the killer that robs and drains
the life and energy out of the queen bee and therefore the
females trapped in limted roles in the world.

In “The Swarm” the transfer of the bees to another
hi ve becones a battle royal —eonparable to Waterl oo.
Napol eon sets into relief the di spossessed bees that

maintain dignity even in the face of defeat. As in the
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case of the Native Americans who wal ked the Trail of
Tears in 1838, the bees are driven by the financial and
soci al needs of the patriarchal controllers. They are thus
noved “Into a new nausol eum An ivory pal ace, a crotch pine”
(A73). It is anewtonb, a newlimting structure.
“Crotch” hints at the invasive effects of dom nation, as

t he noun serves as a phallic synbol. Hence, the queen
bee’s new “crotch pine” still exists within phallic space.
By stinging the novers, they neverthel ess extract sone
revenge for the invasion of their space.

“Wntering” serves as the culmnation of the bee
sequence. Wthout nmales, a new social order can evolve in
which the femal e creative vision becones the prinmary one.
The donestic sphere, now a space defined by wonen, is one
in which wonen can enploy their creativity and their
survival skills. The speaker ends the poem by questi oning
whet her the wonen bees will be able to survive the |ong
W nter:

WIIl the hive survive, will the gl adiol as

Succeed in banking their fires

To enter another year?

VWhat will they taste of, the Christms roses?

The bees are flying. They taste the spring. (76)
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The nonentary doubt as to the ability of the fenmale bees to
negoti ate their surroundi ng evaporates as the speaker cones
to appreciate the continual progression. Through their
flight, the bees reaffirmthe call of survival. The
“spring” at the end beckons both the fermal e bees and wonen
to maintain faith in the regenerative cycle of life. It is
this hope for the future that fuels the poetic oeuvre of
Pl at h and gal vani zes the next generation of femal e queens.
Wth Plath’s final epic vision in Ariel, the epic
return of the bees enbl ematizes the apex of donestic epic.
Femal es have thus established the primacy of their visions
of autonony and inverted the social hierarchy, centering
the new world order solely around females. To invert the
hi erarchi es of gender and aristocracy, however, neans
inevitably to leave themso firmly in place w thout any
redress of social class and by inplication race.
Neverthel ess, the lasting power of Plath is that her poetic
devices of vivid imagery and sparse, yet explosive | anguage
hei ght en consci ousness of the need for newy re-scripted,
enpowered roles for wonmen. Thus, Plath and Brooks’s
visions for a new social order in which wonen transcend
prescription and limtation coal esce and formthe

f oundati ons of donestic epic.
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CHAPTER 6

CONCLUSI ON

Gnendol yn Brooks and Sylvia Plath re-envision the
confl ati on between the epic genre and the donestic sphere
and create a new subgenre—the donestic epic. Taking up the
gauntlet left by wonen poets such as Elizabeth Barrett
Browning and H. D., who used the epic as a springboard for
femal e creativity, they revised the epic form a tradition
that has been often associated wth patriarchal privilege.
Al t hough the two poets came fromdifferent socio-econonic
and racial backgrounds, their very simlar questions about
the donestic space and the inpact of the assignnent of
sexual space, particular as it shapes wonen’s |lives,
perneate the work of both authors. Especially during a tine
of shifts in cultural paradignms in post World War |1
Anmerica, a need for newinterpretations of fenmale history
and textuality arose. Brooks and Plath used their verse to
produce poetic narratives that noved donesticity as a
concern to the very center of aesthetic and intell ectual

life.
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The decision to pair Brooks and Plath energed froma
desire to explore the way that femal e poets fromdifferent
racial and social classes responded to the
ul traconservati smof the 1950s and the nore revol utionary
one of the 1960s, diverse tines eventually rife with
bur geoni ng protest against discrimnation by race and
gender. Throughout the volunme | argue that donesticity
serves as a useful barometer of these turbulent tines, as
social enblens in thought and form But | have al nost
never allowed this other val uable dinmension to obscure the
ultimate beauty and power of their literary art. Brooks and
Plath, both in their personal |ives and poetry, present
contrasting pictures of donesticity of black working class
and white m ddl e class wonen. Yet, the seem ngly divergent
poetics intersect, resulting in a holistic vision about
the role of donesticity in shaping individual and Anerican
consci ousness.

Bot h Brooks and Plath married aspiring poets. Brooks
wed the amateur poet Henry Blakely in 1939, and Plath the
future English poet |aureate Ted Hughes in 1956. Efforts to
reconcile the witing of poetry with the patriarchy of
donesticity proved challenging for the wonen. Brooks
reports that she would wite while “scrubbing, sweeping,

washi ng, ironing, cooking: dropping the nop, broom soap,
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iron, or carrot grater to wite a line, or word” (Kent 64).
Pl ath awakes early in the nornings to wite, when she can
take respite fromdaily donestic chores. She warns
herself: “if | want to keep on being a triple-threat wonman:
wfe, witer, & teacher, | can’t be a drudge, the way
housewi ves are forced to be.” (Ares 166). Brooks and Plath
received varying levels of support for their creativity
fromtheir husbands. When it becane financially infeasible
for both of themto pursue poetry full-tine, Henry Bl akely
relinqui shed his career in favor of Brooks’s needs as an
artist. Wen the conpeting needs of the two poets in the
Pl at h and Hughes househol d cl ashed, however, it was Plath
who sacrificed her poetic aspirations to support her
husband Ted Hughes, often serving as his typist and agent.
Brooks’s and Plath’s responses to donesticity reflect
the varying histories and contexts that have a | asting
i mpact on their lives. To Brooks, a working class African
Ameri can wonman, donesticity could be separated into the two
di stinct categories of personal work at home and | abor in
ot her wonen’s homes. Financial circunstances and limted
j ob opportunities often forced African Anerican wonmen to
wor k as cooks, maids, and nanni es el sewhere. Brooks, unlike
many bl ack wonen in her community, did not usually, except

in her early years, work outside of the honme as a donestic.
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Al t hough deened “strange” because of her |ack of outside
enpl oynment, she felt great pride because of it (Kent 93).
Spurred by financial necessity, her few short stints as a
donmestic worker inspired her wwth a sense of rage and
protest against the discrimnatory practices in hiring that
hel ped | abel black wonmen for such positions. A consequent
rage appears in poens such as “Bronzeville Wnan in a Red
Hat,” the Hattie Scott vignettes, and “Queen of the Blues.”

Plath, a white mddle class woman, faced pressures to
conformto prescribed definitions of proper wonen’s roles
that privileged marriage and not herhood over personal
aspirations. Betty Friedan’'s The Fem ni ne Mystique
captures the sense of entrapnent, calling the donestic
sphere a “confortable concentration canp,” that facilitated
wonen’s isolation and repression within the social and
political realm On the surface, she seens to conformto
this identity, mastering household tasks and cultivating a
mask of subm ssiveness. Yet, in her poens such as “Lady
Lazarus, "Daddy,” and “The Applicant” she rages agai nst the
constrictions of the donestic realm

Bot h Brooks and Plath share a commobn protest agai nst

restrictive definitions of wonen’s roles. They enploy the
donmestic epic to encapsulate a distinctly fem nine pattern

of netaphoric warfare that destabilizes patriarchal
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structures and asserts the primacy of new visions of
fem ni ne expression. Brooks and Plath enpl oy poetic
strategi es such as encoded neani ngs within nanes, shifts in
narrative voice, infusions of nythol ogies, and confl ati ons
of birth and death inagery to redefine the traditiona
definitions of donesticity. Such strategies, according to
Susan Friedman, are “self-authorizing,” in that they
encourage wonen to enter a poetic discourse traditionally
consi dered one of male privilege. Consequently, wonen
insert their voices as legitinmate participants in epic

di al ogue (18).

By proposing the term“donestic epic,” | do not
underm ne the historical authenticity of the traditional
form Rather, each woman in each new area nust free
hersel f froma sexual anxiety of influence. Rather than
weaken the epic tradition, artistic revisions strengthen
and ennoble it, re-humanize it, (MIller, Humanism 1-7)as
revisions to epic “depend for their ultimte effect on our
awar eness of the epic norns they undo and redo” (Friedman
16). Certainly, a synbiosis devel ops between the
traditional source and the individual remaking of it—
tradition and individual talent as Eliot would say. As
social revisions of the finest order, the two poets becone

exceedingly skilled in the conventions of traditional epic
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that they subvert. Brooks’s Mss Sallie, Pepita, and “The

Crazy Wnman,” as well as Plath's personae in “Lady
Lazarus” and “Cetting There,” owe a great debt to classic
predecessors and |i ke Penel ope, Di do, and Anti gone.

| situate the donestic epic within the tradition of
t he personal epics, such as Walt Whitman's “Song of Mysel f”
and Wrdsworth’s The Prelude. As with personal epic,
donestic epic neither nmeter nor structure is especially
limting, in part, because MIton | oosened the form
somewhat by writing Paradise Lost in blank verse during the
seventeenth century. Brooks and Plath experinented with
various stanzaic forns and structures |ike the ball ad,
lyric, and sonnet, as well as with various rhynme schenes
such as terza rima and rhynme royal early on. Wen the poets
devel oped their donestic epics In the Mecca and Ariel, they
relied upon free formto express their epic visions,
relishing the autonony and creative possibilities of the
form Donestic epic conflates the subjective “1”
traditionally associated with personal epic with a nmulti-
voi ced sensibility in order to shape a cultural narrative
t hat speaks simultaneously of the individual and of the
communal experience of wonen. The interplay between

subj ective and objective voices highlights donestic
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tensi ons as wonen reconcile the conpeting demands of their
roles as wives, nothers, and artists.

VWhile the lyric formmay encapsul ate the enoti onal
intensity and subjectivity in sonme poetry by Brooks and
Plath, even the lyric does not integrate the nmultiplicity
of voices that represent wonen’ s experiences—both
subj ective and objective—+n the sane way that epic does.
Eventually, a multi-voiced sensibility nakes their private
poetry becone public, helping transformfenale roles in the
wor | d.

The conpul sion to exam ne donestic epic takes root
firmy in diverse texts such Al exander Pope’s Rape of the
Lock, Paule Marshall’s Brown Grl, Brownstones, and Ton
Morrison’s Bel oved. Building upon the pioneering insights
by such critics as MIller, Bernstein, and Friedman, | plan
to continue testing the literary properties through which
epi ¢ beconmes a formto express public and private identity.

Donestic epic becones therefore a refreshing way to
inquire into the formal conventions of gendered and
cultural selves. | hope to initiate an intertextual and
interracial nmethod that would allow for varying degree of
difference that would celebrate both simlarities and
differences in experience. | would also extend this project

to incorporate wonen witers fromdifferent historica
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periods, races, and econom c social classes, such as Ann
Bradstreet, Em |y Dickinson, H D., Margaret Wl ker, and
Toni Morrison, to nane a few, to test the elasticity and
reach of the donestic epic form

As Audre Lorde points out in “Age, Race, Cass, and

Sex: Wbhnen Redefining Difference,” in order for wonen “to
maxi m ze their creative energy, differences in experiences
must be acknow edged and reclai ned” (631). An

acknow edgnent of difference, it seens, is a first step
toward real understanding of each other. As wonen of
different races and cl asses, Brooks and Pl ath chal |l enge

fal se nyths of wonmanhood, for wonen nust explore the ful
real mof possibility to shape their own destinies. The
capstone achi evenents of Brooks and Plath are nmulti-faceted

her oes (once “heroines”) who reclaimthe epic selves of

WwWonen warriors.
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