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Favourite Poem

You’re
Sylvia Plath
Clownlike, happiest on your hands
Feet to the stars, and moon-skulled,
Gilled like a fish. A common-sense
Thumbs-down on the dodo’s mode.
Wrapped up in yourself like a spool,
Trawling your dark as owls do.
Mute as a turnip from the Fourth
Of July to All Fools’ Day,
O high-riser, my little loaf.
Vague as fog and looked for like mail.
Farther off than Australia.
Bent-backed Atlas, our travelled prawn.
Snug as a bud and at home
Like a sprat in a pickle jug.
A creel of eels, all ripples.
Jumpy as a Mexican bean.
Right, like a well-done sum.
A clean slate, with your own face on.

Sylvia Plath would have been 90 this year – so this poem seems an appropriate way to end the year.
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Favourite Poem cont.

When it was my turn to present a choice of
published poems at Waveney Poets last spring,
for a number of reasons I chose the theme of
pregnancy and childbirth. You will I am sure
agree that poems on these subjects are pretty
scarce before the mid Twentieth Century.
Among the gems that came to light was this one
by Sylvia Plath.
Initially I was drawn to the bright and jaunty
rhythm, which carries a strand of uncertainty
too. The tone has a flavour of nursery rhyme
about it, fitting the subject. This was followed
by the delicious sounds:

Snug as a bud and at home
Like a sprat in a pickle jug.
A creel of eels, all ripples.

The poem is rich with assonance and internal
rhymes. In the second stanza the line endings
prawn/home/bean/sum/on all work towards a
sense of the conclusion of the pregnancy.
There is such an interesting range of images to
represent this unborn baby, and turnip, loaf,
prawn, sprat, bean make for a down to earth
vocabulary.
I love the subtle description of the nine months
of the baby’s gestation from the Fourth / Of July to
All Fools’ Day, I love the poet’s sheer joy in her
pregnancy and her anticipation of the birth of a
new individual. Most of all I love the way she
makes the space for her baby to be their own
person – A clean slate, with your own face on.
For 1960, the year it was written, this poem was
certainly breaking new ground.

Elizabeth Bracken


