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	“Two Sisters of Persephone”

	
	by Sylvia Plath, 1956
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	Two girls there are: within the house
One sits; the other, without.
Daylong a duet of shade and light
Plays between these. 

In her dark wainscoted room
The first works problems on
A mathematical machine.
Dry ticks mark time 

As she calculates each sum.
At this barren enterprise
Rat-shrewd go her squint eyes,
Root-pale her meager frame. 

Bronzed as earth, the second lies,
Hearing ticks blown gold
Like pollen on bright air. Lulled
Near a bed of poppies, 

She sees how their red silk flare
Of petaled blood
Burns open to the sun's blade.
On that green altar 

Freely become sun's bride, the latter
Grows quick with seed.
Grass-couched in her labor's pride,
She bears a king. Turned bitter 

And sallow as any lemon,
The other, wry virgin to the last,
Goes graveward with flesh laid waste,
Worm-husbanded, yet no woman.


	“Spider”

	
	by Sylvia Plath, 1956
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	Anansi, black busybody of the folktales,

You scuttle out on impulse

Blunt in self-interest

As a sledge hammer, as a man’s bunched fist,

Yet of devils the cleverest

To get your carousals told:

You spun the cosmic web : you squint from center field.

Last summer I came upon your Spanish cousin,

Notable robber baron,

Behind a goatherd’s hut:

Near his small Stonehenge above the ants’ route,

One-third ant-size, a leggy spot,

He tripped an ant with a rope

Scarcely visible.  About and about the slope

Of his redoubt he ran his nimble filament,

Each time round winding that ant

Tighter to the cocoon

Already veiling the gray spool of stone

From which coils, caught ants waved legs in

Torpid warning, or lay still

And suffered their livelier fellows to struggle.

Then briskly scaled his altar tiered with tethered ants,

Nodding in a somnolence

Appalling to witness,

To the barbarous outlook, from there chose

His next martyr to the gross cause

Of concupiscence.  Once more

With black alacrity bound round his prisoner.

The ants—a file of comers, a file of goers—

Persevered on a set course

No scruple could disrupt,

Obeying orders of instinct till swept

Off-stage and infamously wrapped

Up by a spry black deus

Ex machina.  Nor did they seem deterred by this.
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	Thou ill-form'd offspring of my feeble brain,
Who after birth did'st by my side remain,
Till snatcht from thence by friends, less wise than true, 
Who thee abroad expos'd to public view,
Made thee in rags, halting to th' press to trudge, 
Where errors were not lessened (all may judge). 
At thy return my blushing was not small,
My rambling brat (in print) should mother call.
I cast thee by as one unfit for light, 
Thy Visage was so irksome in my sight, 
Yet being mine own, at length affection would 
Thy blemishes amend, if so I could. 
I wash'd thy face, but more defects I saw, 
And rubbing off a spot, still made a flaw. 
I stretcht thy joints to make thee even feet, 
Yet still thou run'st more hobbling than is meet. 
In better dress to trim thee was my mind, 
But nought save home-spun Cloth, i' th' house I find. 
In this array, 'mongst Vulgars mayst thou roam. 
In Critics' hands, beware thou dost not come, 
And take thy way where yet thou art not known. 
If for thy Father askt, say, thou hadst none;
And for thy Mother, she alas is poor, 
Which caus'd her thus to send thee out of door. 




	“Stillborn”

	
	by Sylvia Plath, 1960
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	These poems do not live: it's a sad diagnosis.

They grew their toes and fingers well enough,

Their little foreheads bulged with concentration.

If they missed out on walking about like people

It wasn't for any lack of mother-love.

O I cannot explain what happened to them!

They are proper in shape and number and every part.

They sit so nicely in the pickling fluid!

They smile and smile and smile at me.

And still the lungs won't fill and the heart won't start.

They are not pigs, they are not even fish,

Though they have a piggy and a fishy air --

It would be better if they were alive, and that's what they were.

But they are dead, and their mother near dead with distraction,

And they stupidly stare and do not speak of her.




	“Tulips”

	
	by Sylvia Plath, March 18, 1961
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	The tulips are too excitable, it is winter here. 

Look how white everything is, how quiet, how snowed-in 

I am learning peacefulness, lying by myself quietly 

As the light lies on these white walls, this bed, these hands. 

I am nobody; I have nothing to do with explosions. 

I have given my name and my day-clothes up to the nurses 

And my history to the anesthetist and my body to surgeons. 

They have propped my head between the pillow and the sheet-cuff 

Like an eye between two white lids that will not shut. 

Stupid pupil, it has to take everything in. 

The nurses pass and pass, they are no trouble, 

They pass the way gulls pass inland in their white caps, 

Doing things with their hands, one just the same as another, 

So it is impossible to tell how many there are. 

My body is a pebble to them, they tend it as water 

Tends to the pebbles it must run over, smoothing them gently. 

They bring me numbness in their bright needles, they bring me sleep. 

Now I have lost myself I am sick of baggage - 

My patent leather overnight case like a black pillbox, 

My husband and child smiling out of the family photo; 

Their smiles catch onto my skin, little smiling hooks. 

I have let things slip, a thirty-year-old cargo boat 

Stubbornly hanging on to my name and address. 

They have swabbed me clear of my loving associations. 

Scared and bare on the green plastic-pillowed trolley 

I watched my tea set, my bureaus of linen, my books 

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

I am a nun now, I have never been so pure. 

I didn't want any flowers, I only wanted 

To lie with my hands turned up and be utterly empty. 

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

The peacefulness is so big it dazes you, 

And it asks nothing, a name tag, a few trinkets. 

It is what the dead close on, finally; I imagine them 

Shutting their mouths on it, like a Communion tablet. 

The tulips are too red in the first place, they hurt me. 

Even through the gift paper I could hear them breathe 

Lightly, through their white swaddlings, like an awful baby. 

Their redness talks to my wound, it corresponds. 

They are subtle: they seem to float, though they weigh me down, 

Upsetting me with their sudden tongues and their color, 

A dozen red lead sinkers round my neck. 

Nobody watched me before, now I am watched. 

The tulips turn to me, and the window behind me 

Where once a day the light slowly widens and slowly thins, 

And I see myself, flat, ridiculous, a cut-paper shadow 

Between the eye of the sun and the eyes of the tulips, 

And I have no face, I have wanted to efface myself. 

The vivid tulips eat my oxygen. 

Before they came the air was calm enough, 

Coming and going, breath by breath, without any fuss. 

Then the tulips filled it up like a loud noise. 

Now the air snags and eddies round them the way a river 

Snags and eddies round a sunken rust-red engine. 

They concentrate my attention, that was happy 

Playing and resting without committing itself. 

The walls, also, seem to be warming themselves. 

The tulips should be behind bars like dangerous animals; 

They are opening like the mouth of some great African cat, 

And I am aware of my heart: it opens and closes 

Its bowl of red blooms out of sheer love of me. 

The water I taste is warm and salt, like the sea, 

And comes from a country far away as health. 
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