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Review: Sylvia Plath Day by Day Volume 2: 1955 - 1963 by Carl
Rollyson. University of Mississippi Press, 2024.

Tim Cook

Rare is the book that comes criticism-proof; rarer still the book that
recommends a method of reading itself. In his introduction to volume two of this
formidable re-telling of Plath’s life, Rollyson suggests his book “can be read in a minute
or an hour, by the bedside or propped up against another book [volume 1] or other
support during a meal” (4). While | hesitate to tell a prospective reader how to read
SPDBDv2, | agree with Rollyson’s inference that it is best not to attempt it in one go.
By their nature, reference books that deal with the minutiae of life can soon become
wearying and Rollyson’s “granular Plath” (p. 4) can feel like grit in the eye and in giving
equal priority to the literary and domestic, Rollyson risks alienating the reader through
the necessary mundanity of his book’s purpose. A quick dip into the text may leave
the reader unsatisfied, whereas a longer read renders Plath’s time in Cambridge a blur
of steak dinners, sinus complaints and “good love”, while her North Tawton days
rapidly develop into a clatter of ashcans, laundry orders and Nancy Axworthy, Plath’s
housekeeper. Life, viewed in such stark retrospect, becomes a kind of timetable, a
train ride with ten thousand stops, key dates left somehow as inevitable as the poems
they inspired. This is Plath’s life in concentrated form, condensing the rhythms of her
creative consciousness until they track like the beating of a heart. While Rollyson
succeeds supremely in his remit, this can make reading SPDBDvZ2 a rough journey.
So, how to find the best way forward?

Rollyson supplies the answer elsewhere in his Introduction, for he wishes to
show how Plath “particularises the culture of her time, what it was like for a young
woman making her way in the 1950s, and a mature woman entering the 1960s” (3).
This he does, though we should acknowledge Plath had advantages we witnessed in
volume one, not least the frequent financial backing of her mother Aurelia and her
literary benefactor, Olive Higgins Prouty — privileges Plath came to resent and rebel
against so dramatically. Even Plath herself admitted in a journal entry that she had
benefitted from “lucky breaks”. Rollyson shows hers was a way of intellectual life that

is slipping from living memory, making Plath an American exemplar of her time, similar
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to how her great hero, Virginia Woolf, stands in England for the earlier decades of the
twentieth century.

As the reader would expect, Rollyson marshals all available sources to produce
his guide: manuscripts, letters, calendars, biographies and Plath’s journal (my first,
and still favorite, encounter with Plath). Extracts from Ted Hughes’ letters and diary
make an effective counterpoint at various stages and open an intimate and
contemporary perspective on Plath’s world, and they remind us that Hughes also
endured black moods and difficult episodes (this technique also confirms how well
Plath organized both her and her husband’s home and professional life). No stone is
left unturned, though a few could have remained in place — I'm unconvinced the reader
needs to know each time Plath washed her hair or baked banana bread (many entries
affirm Plath’s formidable appetite for both creating and consuming food) and such
details may tire a casual reader. Thankfully, Rollyson does not leave us entirely to the
mercy of shopping expeditions and dinner party guests, as he provides a welcome
and insightful commentary alongside the daily entries, breaking up the brick-by-brick
nature of the text. The effect is like a friendly tutor leaning over the reader’s shoulder
to point out the consequences, or reasons behind, a particular event or decision,
especially helpful in providing background to Plath’s relationships with friends and
family.

This approach naturally assists the more casual reader — but what of the
serious Plathian student? They will see the familiar milestones pass by, certain
dreaded dates give their due, and by the first week of February 1963, they may feel
they are reading the notation of a famed chess match that has ended in the ultimate
checkmate, again. For the last few years of Plath’s life are better known than her
earliest years; much of the charm of volume one comes in Plath’s childhood pleasures,
the pages teeming with novels popular with junior readers of the 1940s, now gathering
dust in the attics of grandparents, along with fading copies of Calling All Girls! and
radio guides listing Mr & Mrs North and The Great Gildersleeve. There are fewer such
treats to discover in the vaults of volume two, with Plath’s casual reading and movie-
viewing circumscribed by studies, babies, and her burgeoning creative output. Rather
a shame if, like me, you enjoy collating Plath’s cultural consumption. Talking of novels,
anyone hoping for new details on the genesis of The Bell Jar will be disappointed, for
despite Rollyson’s assiduousness, the process of Plath’s classic novel remains

obscure, with only tentative dates given to the book’s composition. Rollyson, perhaps
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more than any of Plath’s biographers, is at the mercy of his subject and can only relate
whatever Plath left behind (and Hughes did not destroy).

And here lies the irony of SPDBDvZ2: such is the thoroughness of Rollyson’s
work that even Plathians will be left puzzled.?" Some entries, presumably from Plath’s
calendars, are so brief as to be meaningless, such as “EFGHIJ — crowd” (56) given for
November 21t /1955 (possibly relating to Plath’s involvement with Cambridge’s
Amateur Dramatics Club) while others beggar belief: did Plath really tune into BBC
Radio’s German lesson mere hours after learning of Hughes’ affair with Assia Weuvill,
as the entry for July 91,1962 suggests? The book’s format causes figures to pop in
and out of nowhere, as Aurelia Plath does in Devon (234) while Plath appears to write
a letter to her Elinor Freeman at ElImwood Road while living there herself (141).

Rollyson’s footnotes are copious, though as an Englishman, a couple caused
a wry smile, such as the explanation of Hovis (a brand of loaf ubiquitous here for
decades) and ‘sausage rusk’, a delicacy of which | have previously never heard. And
then there are the great mass of unidentified people, the orphans of the Plath life story,
who appear once and are never seen again, like fish rising to the pond surface for a
breadcrumb before sinking back to the depths. But perhaps | can solve one minor
mystery. An entry for December 18", 1955, when Plath visited London with John
Lythgoe, reads simply “Alan Patillo piano and cats”. Rollyson cannot further identify
this individual, but this could be Alan Patillo, then aged 26, who forged a notable career
in British television, winning an Emmy in 1979 for his editing work on ITC’s adaptation
of All Quiet on the Western Front. In fact, had Plath owned a television at North Tawton
and decided it could babysit little Frieda for half an hour, she might have seen Patillo’s
name in the credits of the 1962 children’s series Fireball XL5, of which Patillo directed
twelve episodes. We might even have learned more about the “piano and cats”. But
this one instance demonstrates the random quality of knowledge.

For as Lawrence Sterne proved almost three centuries ago with Tristam
Shandy, we can never fully know a life, no matter how well recorded. Every book can
have missing pages, and Ted Hughes saw to it that certain contentious parts of Plath’s

story would remain forever untold. As matters stand, the two volumes Rollyson has

21 Rollyson writes that Clarissa and Paul Roche visited Plath at Court Green in November 1962,
however Clarissa visited on her own w. just her newborn baby. This is clear both in Clark's Red
Comet and Harriet Rosenstein's interviews with the Roches.
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generously provided act as supplements to the wide field of Plath Studies. He has

provided the skeleton, but only Sylvia Plath herself can provide the flesh.



