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From just a few years after the publication ofedrartists in many media have
produced a vast array of aesthetic responses twdHeof Sylvia Plath. Music, songs,
poetry, plays and short films based on Plath’siydedve been written, and continue to

be written, in great profusiohThis last decade has seen the response of neveliss

! The complete bibliography, and indeed the compsidy, of cultural representations of Plath’s #fed
work remain to be written. | will give just two three example of each genre here: for musicahgstif
Plath’s works, see Rorem, Burton, and Knussensdogs, see The Bangles, Adams, and Etheridge; for
poetry, see Ackerman, Hurdle, and Bowman; for plage Kyle, Goldemberg, and Anthony; for films, see
Svylvia, The Girl Who Would Be Gagdand_Lady LazarusThe longest bibliography of cultural
representations of Plath’s life and work, which emko claim to be complete, can be found in Hagstrd
54-6. For studies of the reception history of Pattork, see Badia, “The ‘Priestess’ and Her ‘Cult;
Badia, “Dissatisfied, Family-Hating Shrews;” Baaj ““No More Idols But Me;”” Banita, “The Same,
Identical Woman;” and Hagstrom.

2 Fay Weldon’s Down Among the Womein which two of the characters are based on RiathHughes,
was published in 1971. In addition to the five riewansidered here, three others have been publishe
the last decade in which Plath features as onleeo$itnulacra of postmodern hyper-reality. See Xohns
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the structure of Kate Moses’ novel, Winterjiigat makes the meaning of Plath’s life and

work to these novelists, and to the culture in \Whiwey write, most clear. The forty-one
chapters of her novel are named for the forty-avengs which Plath had intended to
collect in her Arielvolume. The fictional narrative of Plath’s life @ach chapter
corresponds in some way to the poem for which bapter is named. It is impossible to
read a novel with this structure without thinkiniglysses a text that Plath herself
studied in detail at Smith College, as her heaatlyotated copy of the book and her
correspondence with Gordon Lameyer siidMoses even refers to Homer in her novel,
describing the character of Ted Hughes when hesreldh’s Arielpoems for the first
time as “Homer’s soldier, mortally wounded, his ¢ché@wing like a poppy under the

weight of his helmet” (179). She quotes at lengtimf Ovid’'s_ Metamorphoses

interspersing a narrative of Plath attending IngBengman’s Through a Glass Darkty

1962 with Ovid’s account of the metamorphosis ocaétine into a spider, hanging from
her own thread as the speaker of Plath’s “StoppeatiDhangs over a cliffWhat the
structure of Moses’ novel says is that Plath’s warnkparticular her work as it is set in
the context of her life, has become one of ouredg’@ myths. As T.S. Eliot said of
Ulyssesit has become “a way of controlling, of orderinfigiving a shape and a
significance to...contemporary history” (177). Jadme=Rose has argued that Plath’s
life and work constitute a space in which literarificism articulates our culture’s
fantasies (11-28). As the expression of these $egacontinues unabated into the
twenty-first century, the concept of myth — not giynin the sense of a fictional or
sensational story, but in the sense of a storyhiosg terms communities construct their
identities — is necessary in order to understamdir@l products like this series of novels.
Anita Helle has argued that aesthetic representabd Plath’s life are cultural symptoms
of postmodernity — “they respond obliquely to thiaek on traditional biography and
open up a space for dialogue between canonicahancanonical readings” (646).

Annika Hagstrom adds, “Instead of revealing théhtabout Plath, it is my belief that

Fforde; Altschul. In September 2009, Joanne Reisdativel, Crossing Washington Squarewhich one

of the protagonists is a Sylvia Plath scholar, al#lo be published.

% Plath’s copy of Ulysseis held at the Mortimer Rare Book Room, Smith €gd. Her correspondence

with Gordon Lameyer is held at the Lilly Librarynersity of Indiana at Bloomington, Lameyer MSS.

* As Diane Middlebrook points out, Tennant’s novsbauses Ovid’s Metamorphoses as a structural devic
(46, 48).




Ferretter 280

they tell us something about ourselves — our celéurd our time — and about
contemporary methods of constructing meaning” (Bb)he postmodern iconosphere,
the story of Sylvia Plath’s life and work, as itedd and re-told in these novels, functions

like the myths Ovid collected in the Metamorphgsesa story in whose terms

contemporary readers and writers make sense oflives.

These five novels respond to Plath’s life and wiarlifferent ways. Emma
Tennant's Sylvia and Teahd Kate Moses’ Winteringre imaginative re-narrations of
Plath’s life, both focusing most heavily on thet lesh months of her life. Each novel is,
in Tennant’s words, “based on fact,” but nevertbgla “work of the imagination”
(Author’s Note). Susan Fromberg Schaeffer's Poisdls its readers that it is fiction
alone, and the characters in the book do not Havedames or all the characteristics of
Plath’s family members, but it is clearly inspifeglthe story of the Hughes family. It
constitutes something like a fictional meditatigon this story. Grace Medlar’s The

Lost Papers of Sylvia Platthe most successful novel of the five, achiet®success

partly because it makes no attempt to re-tell RAdife story. Rather, it is entirely about
readers of Plath’s texts, and the meaning of thess in their lives. In Little Fugye
Robert Anderson attempts both modes. Interspersieeln an imaginative recreation of
Plath’s life story is the story of a fictional clater, called Robert like the author himself,
whose encounters with Plath’s work lead him to bee@ writer. As with Medlar’s

novel, it is the latter narrative in particularetstory of the effect of Plath’s texts in the

life of a fictional character, that succeeds asdit

Emma Tennant enjoys the process of literary mytgqagy. She has written

sequels to Jane Austen’s Emarad_Sense and Sensibilignd two sequels to Pride and

Prejudice She has written novels telling Adéle’s story frdame Eyrethe story of Emily
Bronté’s creation of Wuthering Heightsnd the story of Henry James’ creation of The

Aspern PapersShe has written feminist revisions_of Tess ofdhdrbervillesand_The

Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr. Hy@&andra Gilbert argues these works show that

Tennant’s “chief interest is in plot: not just wisathe sequel but what was the prequel

and what might be the seamy or scandalous subBletér Kemp, in the Sunday Times
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review of Sylvia and Tedlescribed them as “parasitic.” | see no reasqnmiirciple to
judge this genre of work negatively. Tennant freglyechooses to write in the margins
of the literary canon, and so it is no surprisé #ie should turn to the story of Sylvia
Plath. As her 1998 memoir Burnt Diarielsronicles, she was marginally involved in this
story herself, as she conducted an on-and-off &faer with Ted Hughes during the late
1970s. In the author’s note that prefaces the ndwerinant describes the marriage of
Plath and Hughes as “the twentieth century’s masiolus — and most tragic — love
affair.” The novel thus takes up a dialectical tielaship to the myth of Sylvia Plath’s life
and work. Finding it a story already of mythicabportions, Tennant retells it, thereby
perpetuating and developing its status as a corempmyth.

Sylvia and Tedas been strongly criticized by Plath scholarsed&aGilbert and
Tracy Brain describe it as mere sensationalisnr Bfain, “it fails as fiction; it fails as
information” (23) — and Diane Middlebrook argueatth is based on “a personal ethical
failure” (49). Both claims are true: the book degt®irredeemably into scandalous
sensationalism. Nevertheless, it does have someveosspects. By what criteria should
a novel based on the life of a historical persojudged? Perhaps this question ought to
be answered with a further question: what do wa ffTaim reading novels like Tennant’s
and Moses’ that we do not from reading the bestanehed biography of that person?
Setting aside for the time being the question efgbssibility of rigorously distinguishing
history from fiction, perhaps we can say this. Vhkie of these novels consists in what
they add to biographical narratives that claim ang entirely to describe real events. By
that criterion, Tennant’s novel is sometimes susftgslt contains factual errors, such as
describing Plath’s Wellesley address as “34 ElwStdet” (25), calling her Devon
village “North Taunton” (99), and giving her childbdd name for her grandfather as
“Gramper” (8). Nevertheless, there are passagg®ibook in which she portrays the
character of Sylvia Plath in ways that are entirglgginative but still biographically
plausible. For example, she describes the behaVite character of Sylvia at age two-
and-a-half, when her brother is born:

The child’s attention wanders now when she’s reatbg/. And the arrangements

she makes from odds and ends Grammy finds her emgéand jars — string,

buttons, paper clips, little fragments of wool frantong out-worn pullover — are
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straight and symmetrical, showing none of the floweventiveness of her earlier

“patterns.” It's time the child went home. (11)

There are also some aesthetically successful eguicthe novel. The first two
sections of the first chapter juxtapose the chitdisoof the characters of Sylvia Plath and
Assia Weuvill. The first section is entitled “Ap@l7, 1935,” when Plath’s brother is born;
the second “Berlin, 1935,” in which the characteAssia witnesses her uncle being
attacked and arrested by a Nazi mob. Tennant titistacts for aesthetic ends — in fact
the Gutmanns left Germany for Palestine in 1933 mRlath was just one year old, and
Wevill's biographers make no mention of her witnegsan attack on her uncle (Koren
and Negev 5-9). Nevertheless, the linked secticok well as fiction. In the first
sentence of the second section, before Assia’s mamen mentioned, both Sylvia and
Assia are referred to with the same words, “thkeldirl”:

Across the ocean the little girl [i.e. Sylvia] hasver even seen, in a country to

which her mother belongs and her father decidedgsdot, the little girl [i.e.

Assia] is listening to a story before being pubéal. (15)

The story the little girl is listening to is thddaf Little Red Riding Hood, linking her
again to Plath, who also loved the Grimms’ faifgsaas a child. “The wolf dressed up as
dear old Granny” in the story picks up on the cbaof “Grammy” from the story of
Sylvia’s childhood. Assia is described as “the epgfi Dr. Gutman’s [sic] eye,” just as
Sylvia had watched her own father, a “kindly giahta man,” catching bumblebees in his
hands, “safe in the warm, male prison of her fagheands” (14). There could be no
justification for linking the characters of Syldath and Assia Wevill in this way in a
biographical narrative, but it is an effective iioectal device, opening the novel with the
suggestion that the rival women of the story irt femve more in common than their
rivalry would immediately suggest.

| have attempted to fill in one or two gaps in tiegative reviews of Tennant's
novel. Ultimately, though, the critics are rightetnovel’'s flaws are insurmountable.
Tennant’s imaginative re-creations of events whdegails are unknown to biographers
are often poorly researched. For example, wheehbeacter of Ted Hughes begins an
affair with the character of Assia Wevill, Tenngatrtrays Plath as fatalistic concerning

her husband’s coming infidelity:
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Fallen — Sylvia sees his dizzy descent, down tbepsspiral of the Tower of Love
— fallen, there’s no other word for the abjectestgtte saw him in this morning
when...he walked...down the hall to the long journeygdfrom her. She knows
the fall is fatal, this time. (117)
Plath never thought in this fatalistic manner, amdild certainly not have done so about
something that concerned her so closely as hempamage. She regarded fatalism as a
form of escapism, one of the many ways in whichpteeavoid facing up to the difficult
moral responsibility of creating one’s own life (#0als99-100; 435). To portray Plath
regarding the possibility of her husband’s begigran affair as a kind of destiny, which
she could do nothing about but watch unfold, isptynto portray a different character
than the one we know from her journals and letiérs.the final episodes of the novel
that have caused most offense. They are marreldeoyarration of very dramatic events
which almost certainly did not occur in reality.thee section entitled “February 8, 1963,”
Tennant has the character of Plath visiting Hugttdss apartment in Soho, meeting
Assia Weuvill there, and realizing that Assia isgmant. Tennant indicates that she is
departing from known biographical facts, as sheesrof the character of Ted Hughes,
“l was there in Fitzroy Road for a short time,” Wl say later” (144), which is the
statement that can be found in biographies (AlegaB@7; Stevenson 294; Feinstein
142; Middlebrook 209). She portrays events as fypoocturred differently, however. In
the novel, Hughes is delayed in leaving for FitzRnad by his discussion with Assia and
meets Plath in Soho, where Plath sees Assia alida®that she is pregnant. The novel
implies that it is this realization that prompts literoine’s death. There is no aesthetic
value to these dramatic events of the plot of Tatisamovel. When compared to the facts
as we know them from the biographies of Plath andHhés, they are merely
melodramatic. The aesthetic potential of a trueysgets lost in sensationalism. The same
is true of Tennant'’s creation of a fictional lovetho may be homosexual, for Plath, and

of her account of a sexual encounter between Hugiheésn under-age school-girl.

Winteringis Kate Moses'’ first novel, but it is the mostlstycally accomplished
of all five of the novels considered here. It hasfas widely praised by scholars as

Sylvia and Tedhas been condemned, for the meticulous reseahwbich it is based,
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for its self-consciousness of the constructed eabfibiographical fiction, and for its
detailed observations (Brain 23-4; Helle 645-6)&it). Moses has a gift for intricate
naturalistic observation that is often enhancedriwunderstated poetic imagery. Her
descriptions of Plath’s garden, for example, othef London streets and shops through
which she walks, or of the details of Plath’s hora&img, both in Devon and London, are
beautiful in their rich accretion of sensory detail

Wintering stands out among cultural representations of fhats clear insight
that neither her life nor her work can be undemtooany way as progressing towards
her suicide. It is the only one of the novels alf@lath that does not narrate the event of
her death. The action ends on December 29, 1968et if it were not for a short
postscript listing the poems Plath wrote after thete and the date of her death, the
reader of Moses’ novel would not know that its lreechad died. This is because the
novel is committed to the value of the Anadlume as Plath herself conceived it, rather
than the different volume published under that nam965. Plath’s collection, as is
often pointed out, began with the word “Love” amitled with the word “Spring”
(Hughes 165). It begins with “Morning Song,” abtlug birth of a child, and ends with
her bee poems. The final poem is “Wintering,” egdivith its image of a woman in
winter, “her body a bulb in the cold and too dumlttink,” and her bees, who “taste the

spring” (Collected Poem®18). At first glance at least, the volume begiith new life,

and ends, after all the pain it explores, withlibpe of new lif€. This impression is

unavailable from the 1965 Arier the Collected PoemPBlath’s intended volume is now

easily accessible as Ariel: The Restored Editloyear before this edition was

published, however, Moses’ novel is based on a clederstanding of and commitment
to the volume that Plath intended to publish, wigslemphasis on the hope of new life
after the winter of emotional agony described sngiteat poems. Plath’s metaphor of
wintering, thus understood, is the fundamental ptetaof Moses’ novel. Moses
describes 23 Fitzroy Road, when Plath moved theri@ecember 10, 1962, as “a
wintering place, perhaps somewhat dormant ashitsalive to all she has planned” (7-
8). The penultimate chapter of the novel is seDenember 28, the day of the Holy
Innocents, which Moses describes as “a day foecatin on ungovernable violence, and

® See Bundtzen 196-200 for a different interpretatio
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hope springing forth regardless” (275). She dessrihe growth of faith in her heroine —
“not her faith in [her husband], not an exteriattfabut her faith, newborn and tender
still, in herself” (278). In the final chapter, “Wtering,” the character of Plath reflects in
her London house upon the honey she has storedm&murt Green, as “the tangible
promise of her return to springtime” (281). The te@imsnow, with the image of which the
novel ends, and which is for biographers no moaa thh contributing factor to Plath’s
death, is for Moses a “moment of truth” and “graieher heroine’s life (283). There is
nothing necessary or inevitable about Plath’s desttording to this novel; rather, it was
a tragic blow from without into a life that, althgiu caught in the depths of winter, was
always directed towards the coming spring.

Moses is a founder of Salon.com’s Mothers Who Khwebsite and has edited
two collections of essays on motherhood. Her odatiomship with Plath’s work was
cemented while she was pregnant and nursing (Mtisésijte”). Her novel emphasizes
that its heroine is a mother who thinks. It abowwith detailed imaginative accounts of
Plath’s interactions with her children in her ddifg, from diaper changing to feeding to
dressing to toilet training. Moses has a mothenagination, describing in realistic detail
Plath’s small children’s language, interactiondwier, with each other and with their
surroundings. The reader is always aware, as Hueref Plath’s biographies is not, that
most of Plath’s daily life is spent in the compariyher children. “She stops just inside
the door to untie her rain cap and stamp her bamothe mat. Frieda stamps, too” (100).
Moses’ heroine compares the writing of her Agekems, in the “Cut” chapter, to giving
birth to her children. Of her October 1962 poerhe,¢haracter of Plath thinks:

It was both — sex and birth. Sex — not the shaxpengence but the private one.

The pleading desperation, the sweaty fury, thedyriae full heat of surrender.

But it was birth most of all. (105)

She remembers the pain, the “thrill,” and “the amlye thing” of birth. “With Nick, the
midwife’s portable tank of gas had run out. Thee sfas pushing. This, too, was how
she felt the poems: the brutality, wave after walvie” (106). Moses dedicates the book
to her own children, her “roses,” in the words &tR's poem “Kindness,” and she
mentions in a long author’s note that “details ailyllife with babies and small children

were gleaned from my own family documents” (287pdds closely identifies her own
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experience as a mother and a writer with that afrPland this identification translates
into a powerful imaginative account of Plath’s gdile as both a mother and a poet.
There is a break in Moses’ flawless realism indhapter “Death and Co.,” when
she attempts a surrealistic dream narrative, irchviraumatic events and people in
Plath’s unconscious merge in and out of one anofres is done badly. Despite the
dream context, the narration of grotesque eveuat$) as Plath giving birth to a telephone
(a condensation of all those on which Plath hasived distressing calls throughout her
life), or bloody hybrid animals crawling across bathroom floor, fails in the midst of
the sensitive observations of people and eventshwdharacterize the book as a whole.
Perhaps the main aesthetic flaw, however, in ttiisrwvise well-crafted novel is its
Joycean structure. There is surely a novel to iggenrin which the story of a fictional
character is told in chapters each of which istlestiwith one of Plath’s Arighoems. But
little is produced by telling Plath’s own storytitis way® Each Arielpoem itself is
already rich in multiple meanings, so it is a dediag task in principle for a novelist to
open up another meaning by comparing the poemenotswn a chapter of which it is the
title. In practice, in the novel, this rarely happeFor example, in the chapter entitled
“Gulliver,” the character of Ted Hughes, sleepimgBerck-Plage is described as
“Swiftian in his repose” (192). “Even on his baak &éppears a man-mountain,” the
narrator says, linking him to Swift’'s Gulliver (1p3n Plath’s poem of this title, the
speaker bids a character “with no strings attachedimply “step off,” as he is able to
do, from the world of “spider-men” who would pimtidown with their “petty fetters”

(Collected Poem251). Moses connects her narrative to this matif the words,

“Another moment free of her, just another momeatifee-floating line in roman type in
a paragraph of italic type, which seems to reptetbenthoughts that Sylvia imagines Ted
having as she remembers watching him sleep. Thhedb@connections between the
poem and the chapter “Gulliver.” It is hard to kndwwever, what is produced by them.
We do not learn anything new about the poem, ndhdevents narrated in the chapter
gain a new dimension from their explicit connectiorthe poem, which is surely what
this structure could in principle do. There is siyn thematic link between the two.

Sometimes this link is done cleverly, as in theptba“Letter in November,” in which it

® See Gilbert for the criticisms that this structresults in “intellectual somersaults” and “stilti@logue.”
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is the_Arielvolume itself which constitutes Plath’s letteNovember. Sometimes, as in
the “Gulliver” chapter, it is rather forced. In eyecase, however, the narrative gains little
or nothing from its structural link to the poem.

Most of the reviews of Robert Anderson’s Littlegte were positive (Vidimos;
Marler; Behe; Demanski). Nevertheless, it is ttestesuccessful of the novels on Plath.
Like Moses’, it is Anderson’s first novel. It isltbfrom the points of view of four
characters, “Sylvia,” “Ted,” “Assia,” and “RobertZach chapter of the book is entitled
with the name of one of these characters. Robéneisictional writer of the entire book.
He has the same name as the author, and certasctdréstics in common with him. In
particular, he works as a cook in Times Squarelesgial hotels, which, in both the
“About the Author” section and the acknowledgemgAtsderson tells us was his own
experience “for many years.” These sections alskenteclear, however, that Robert is
not the same character as the author — he is s@isenfyears older, since he went to
college in the late 1960s, and, unlike the autivbig “came to New York City in 1985,”
is a New Yorker born and bred.

It is fairly simple to judge this novel. The sects about Sylvia Plath, Ted Hughes
and Assia Weuvill are, on the whole, written badlyd the sections about Robert are, on
the whole, written well. There are two problemshwilte sections of biographical fiction.
First, they seem to be based only on sketchy relseato the lives of Plath, Hughes and
Weuvill. Since this a work of fiction, close fidgfito biographical accounts of the
characters need not be a problem. But in pradttte,purpose is served by the novel's
frequent divergences from biographical fact. Faregle, Anderson writes, “Sylvia
seems to have left detailed instructions to pasteegarding the way in which she would
like to be unremittingly psychoanalyzed in the echamber of Ted’s conscience and
also in the dominion of Western literary studie8). (This is not true, and it is difficult to
see what Anderson achieves by saying it of higohetl character. It simply calls into
guestion his understanding of the person on whamdvel is based. In the same way,
we hear that the character of Sylvia “disdainedif@me friendship, for the most part”
(28), and felt a “letdown with motherhood” (42). &g, neither of these statements is

biographically true, and again | cannot see thgta@sthetic value is produced by their
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inclusion in the novel. Without a sense that thinauof biographical fiction has
understood all the available facts about the pelplerites about, the possibility that his
fiction will open up some new aesthetic knowledggaortraying characters based upon
them is lost. The discipline of biographical fictisurely requires that the novelist first
acquire all the facts a biographer would, #meh use them in a way that produces an
aesthetic effect unavailable from biography. Ingoag on to this second stage without
seeming adequately to have passed through theAmderson’s novel fails to achieve
the effects of which it is in principle capable.

The second problem with the sections of biogragiHiction in the novel is
related to this one. It is that the narrator mditée attempt to respect the dignity of the
persons involved in his narrative. Existentiallgrsficant events such as love, marriage,
birth, death, making a home, and raising childnenadl treated without the respect that,
from a humanist perspective at least, they desé&w&lichael Schaub put it in The

Washington Posin one of the few negative reviews the novel isesd Anderson has

“no affection” for his characters. This is partlfuenction of the narrator’s style. He has a
tough, world-weary, seen-it-all New Yorker’s voiesd allows no-one to demand
reverence from him, whether he discusses the Hoi¢418), September 1{316), or
even the '60s counter-culture which he himself badd dear (193). This is a successful
device of characterization. But when Robert turissatiention as a writer to the story of
Sylvia Plath, he lacks the emotional sensitivitgessary to do justice to that story. He
says, for example, in describing the beginningisfdork on Plath, “She seemed like a
whiner when | got down to researching her life”§28Robert has some of the ultra-
worldly hyper-education of a Salinger charactet,bs assumption of knowledge about
everything in advance fails to allow the emotioma&nces of the story of Plath’s life to
register. A potentially valuable character of baqgnical fiction disappears under a
torrent of wit and pre-judgment.

Anderson is very much at home, however, with tkites counter-culture in
which Robert, the narrator, lives and begins ta i@gvia Plath’s work. The narrative of
Robert’s life is by far the most successful parthaf book, and the most successful parts
of this narrative are Anderson’s accounts of th@euside of New York life, from the

1960s through to the present day. His detailed@widg observation of the people,
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places and events of New York counter-culture iikidont, at his best reminding the
reader of Thomas Pynchon or Michael Herr:
We dropped into the kitchen of Evalene “Missy” Aria she is still alive and
living in a motorized love-seat in a home in Lodsa who fed addicts oxtail
stew from twin kettles on the back of her stoverider to mitigate the judgement
upon the soul of her son Rafael, the drug-dealnegd>winner. (146)
Anderson keeps up these rich and detailed desmmgpat length, with the fluency of a
travel writer. It is when he is at home in the cmurculture, furthermore, that he
succeeds in being funny. For example, in his accoltine Stonewall riots, the gay bar
clients initially mistake the policemen, in theadued leather uniforms, for fellow
clients, since many of them are wearing similafitait
Upon sight of the policemen in their honcho welag, gay revelers, in their
accessorized leather suits, Harley signets, sequmdswastika tattoos...assumed
that their sister speakeasy, The Gaiety, had samtreinforcements to replenish
the Friday-night hothouse frolics. (206)
Indeed, Anderson writes, this is the reason théotmiof the Tactical Unit of the NYPD

was “abruptly discontinued” after that night.

| have said that departure from biographical &zt in principle be productive of
aesthetic value in a novel. This is the case irSEsomberg Schaeffer's Poisadrhis is
the only novel of the five whose characters dohawe the names of Sylvia Plath and her
family members. Indeed the novel claims not to &sell on real people or events,
although the relationships between the characterslearly those of Sylvia Plath’s
family. The action of the novel takes place inithenediate aftermath of the death of
Peter Grosvenor, a famous poet whose life andoakttips are loosely based on those of
Ted Hughes. Peter has made a will leaving hiseespatis third wife, and a wish list
asking her to divide that estate equally betweesdik his sister, who manages his
literary estate, and his two children from histfirgarriage to Evelyn Graves, a poet and
novelist who became a literary celebrity after theath. Partly because she has spent her
life in the shadow of her husband, who was repé&atedaithful to her, Meena, Peter’s
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widow, decides to disregard the wish list, and goesourt to have it revoked, causing
outrage in the rest of Peter’s family.

The novel is in effect a fictional meditation omnhan life which takes the
biographical facts available about Ted Hughes @@irat of departure. It is a meditation,
as its title suggests, on the theme of poison, wisi©iow Schaeffer sees human
relationships, with all but a very few fragile eptiens, to be characterized. In a dramatic
opening, in which Peter tells his children a stabput a giant who is under a curse,
which caused his wives to “breathe in gas” andttgsleep” (12), just as his own wives
have done, his daughter Sophie says, “Everyoneysayee poison to women. What do
they mean?” (13). Peter’s friends understand, Ifis Meena thinks, but their wives
“poison them against him” (30). His sister Sigsdchis business manager, who sees her
job to be protecting him against “those who apphedowith vials of poison” (32). After
Meena disregards the wish list, she is told thah$ois planning to write an
autobiography, that will “skewer” her. Its title‘iPoison,” at least until she can think of a
“more venomous name” (365-6). Meals (110), medi¢lr#6), and human relationships
of all kinds in the book are described in thesmrSchaeffer creates a fictional world in
which all that could be good, nourishing or sadgreduman life has turned to poison.

There is no answer in the novel as to why thieéscase. The book is not a
feminist critique of a man who behaves irresponsitwvards women. It is true that the
key to Peter’s character is weakness. In allowisghird wife to send his children from
his first marriage away to boarding school, whibk does only to be rid of them, he
thinks, “I am not a brave man. Giving in to herthis score was the decision of a
coward” (203). His sister Sigrid, who gives heelifp to protect him, also reflects, as she
thinks of his marriages to three women who wereriptetely inflexible” to him, that “he
is weak,” although this is “not something she wdrtteadmit, not even to herself” (203),
since she loves and admires him. Peter has alvweersthis way. In a letter from the time
of his first marriage, to the character based athPhe reflects that he is “too timid” to
say aloud the things that she says, although he tleem too (567). In part, then, the
system of human relationships portrayed in the hookapses because of the moral

weakness of the man at the center of them.
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This is only a part of the story, however. Tharenworld of this six-hundred
page novel is most reminiscent of that of SamuekB#, in its sheer meaninglessness
and cruelty. Meena overhears Peter, whilst heve aalking about her in a way that
makes her angry, but she reflects that, “in trBgter rarely did speak of her, not out of
loyalty, oh, no, but out of boredom, out of dis§4B1). Their marriage is one in which
there is simply no love — just need and desire eeh4’s part, and boredom and disgust
on Peter’s. Peter’s friend Penelope, loosely basedido Merwin, is dying of cancer at
the time of the book’s narration. She reflects uffandeath of her husband, “In the end,
he had done her a favor by dying,” since the |dvy tshared was always doomed to sour
during the process of marriage. When the tragioeeotillness or death befell either one
of them, Penelope reflects, “there would not bg eitough, not enough sympathy
between them, only irritation covered over by wifeks or husbandliness” (176). In the
world of this novel, people simply are not goodaming enough to respond to or fulfill
the needs of others. Other people are just nothwbe feelings one has for them.
Schaeffer raises this pessimism to the level oetaphysics:

Years spent together, and the two who spend thgathter coming more and

more to resemble two potatoes, because in factateyotatoes, and why should

they aspire to anything else? (167)
People in this novel are no more than mindlesssctdanatter, cursed (poisoned) by their
hopeless desire for love and fulfilment. Peneleyiésoon reflect that the love that leads
to marriage is no more than a “disease.” Peteewat letter to his brother in the days of
his first marriage, in which he suggests the twthem start an avocado farm in England.
He concludes, “Avocados. Surely they are no maregltfiesome things in this world than
wives” (568). Human life is neither sacred nor lgyéor Schaeffer. As Peter tells his
brother that Evelyn, his first wife, is pregnarng, ieflects with grim sarcasm, “You can
imagine how happy | was to hear that” (563). Themven a passage in which Evelyn’s
spirit, after her body has died in her gas oveitects, “It was a mistake to have come in
the first place, to this jigsaw world where no amibof pushing and pressing would let
her fit in” (213). Life itself is the curse, in hnovel, poisoned at the source, a cause for

neither joy nor celebration.
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The most recent novel on Sylvia Plath is Gracelat&iThe Lost Papers of

Sylvia Plath which was published in June 2009. It is, in mgwi the best of the five. It
is perhaps the truest novel about Plath, becausakées no assumption that a realistic
narrative of her life can be told. Rather, it isity about reading her texts; indeed it is
about being lost in the plethora of readings ofteets to which the words “Sylvia
Plath,” to those who did not know her personallimately refer. The book is about a
Midwestern college administrator, Diane Richmondek-described “aging hippie” who
has a belief in, and considerable knowledge ofpttwilt. She advises Sandra Kohl, a
student who is writing a thesis on Sylvia Plath am believes she has seen her ghost.
The two of them develop several increasingly compliagrams, akin to horoscopes
(indeed the final chart contains Plath’s horoscpitet map out the structures of Plath’s
life, her poetry, and criticism of her work. Diatakes the diagrams her student has
drawn and combines them into a three-dimensionadala:
First | doubled them up, like layers of a cake,eal-cake, the wheels of her life
that also encompassed her afterlife in Ariélcreated a House of Yeats for the
cake to sit on, a platter of literary mentors, addier astrological birth chart in
the middle, upon which her life events chart sgiped by the critical circle. (75)
The resemblance of this structure to “the eighkedovheel of the Buddhist path” leads
her to reflect that “the two-year space betweethRIghysical death and rebirth via
Ariel could indeed be hdaardo realm,” the “corridor occupied by the disembodsgdtit
before rebirth into a new life” (75). Diane thintket she will be able to use this mandala
as a “torma,” a Buddhist food-offering that cangali@ the kind of spirits by which she
and Sandra seem to be plagued, spirits that “bedheeople when they got close to the
Truth” (98). The plot climaxes in an occult fantaas Diane takes these charts to an
eccentric collector who has offered to sell the fepers of Sylvia Plath in his possession

— including her last letters and portions of DoubBigosurethe lost sequel to The Bell

Jar— to the university, provided that the right persan be found to read them with him,
since he believes that Plath is “a power sourg@rtal to some ancient stage” (33).
Medlar’s style is literary and learned, full oftdiéed references to religion,

mythology, science and the occult, as well astépdiure and cinema. At the same time,
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it is down-to-earth and slangy, full of wit, lingtiic play and a Shakespearean love of
dirty jokes. She can fill long paragraphs with etiod:

By chance it was Candlemas eve, the harbinger wff ltlee Celtic pagan holiday

Imbolc — meaningn the belly of the mother...It came a half-moon cycle before

Lupercalia, the festival connected to the sacre® cd the she-wolf...where the

legend of Saint Valentine originated. Candlemas alss the day of Saint Brigid,

she of the sacred oak, a fire goddess who breétheadto the dead mouth of

winter. (105)

She is fluent on subjects from Julian of Norwiclgt@antum physics. A line like this
perhaps exemplifies the mixture of learning aneMerence that characterizes Medlar’s
prose at its best: “For high-end mysticism and aémelancholy in lovely quatrains, |
suggested she read the love poems of the sixth Dataa” (10-11). The slangy tone
which informs the novel is sometimes overdone imgarison to the learned language,
but this is Medlar’s style and it works well. Tosrgian example of her combination of
both registers, Diane describes the project obducing her student to the occultist
collector as “a distraction from the new state afta aloneness and its general state of
blah” (35).

One of the ways in which this novel representshRigost faithfully is in its mix
of the supernatural beliefs and events which gotteerplot with a love of the details of
bodily, earthly life. The story of spirits, ghostsd goddesses is brilliantly punctuated
with descriptive accounts of the seasons of the ygaugh which the story passes.
Medlar describes the autumn foliage (15) and thieg@® scenery of the story (64) in
loving realistic detail, as she does Diane’s regalaals in the campus pub. Especially
effective are her accounts of the meals Diane ctmkelebrate Thanksgiving, Christmas
and Valentine’s Day. At Thanksgiving, for example:

| barely had time to locate lingonberries for myBi@an créme...l tempered

them with raspberry Chambord and threw tangerinds@rand Marnier in with

the cranberries for our little gathering...Out of essity | made pumpkin pie and
lime jello with apricots stuffed with cream cheasel walnuts..., the 50s dish

Mother made only on Thanksgiving. (75-6).



Ferretter 294

There is even a page which gives in full the reégreDiane’s Saint Valentine’s Day
Rose Cake (197-8). The novel's combination of dcspirituality and cooking, described
in the loving detail of the practitioner of bothsris reminiscent of nothing more than
Plath’s own journals and letters. Medlar links #hdgscourses in the concept of the
“wheel-cake,” by which Diane describes the Platmdadas at the center of the novel's
plot. The rose also features both as an ingredieDiane’s Valentine’s Day cake and as
the name, with its mystical significance, of the#ictdacqueline Rose in the mandala.
Medlar’s novel is the most openly feminist of fhee. Diane describes herself as
one of the baby-boom generation, for whom thefaashing funny about second-wave
feminists losing ground to the Me-generation” (38)e is what her Plath student calls a
“real feminist,” “from way back.” She mocks the pidications of early critics of Plath as
a suicidal poet, speaking of the introduction teeAby “Robert the Real Poet Lowell,”
and commenting, “Real poets are real obscure” @\1Alvarez fares no better as “old
Double A battery” (63): Diane comments on his jueégtnof Ariel “Poetry of this order
is a murderous artygawmwwnn)” (61). In a similar way, Diane narrates the ed¢den
collector’'s sympathy with Ted Hughes over againgtid Plath simply as, “Martinson

went on about lover boy” (182).

In his recent introduction to the study of mytlawrence Coupe points out that
some of our most powerful contemporary myths haraecfrom the women’s movement
(175). None is more powerful than that of SylviatRl Quite apart from any intention of
her own, her life and work have acquired a sigaiiime transcending biographical fact as
the basis of one of the stories in whose terms npaoeyle come to understand the
meaning of their own lives. As Borges puts it, is teflection on the difference between
his lived life and his public reception as a writ&hat is good [in what the writer
‘Borges’ has written] belongs to no one, not ex@him, but rather to the language and
to tradition” (246). These five novels are partlod process of telling and re-telling that
constitutes the life of a myth. It is always possito criticize such myths in the name of
reason. Sometimes, one wants to do so with thesdsion particular at the points where
they betray inadequate research or cross thertime imaginative re-creation into

sensationalism. It is also possible, however, waholars such as Mircea Eliade or Paul
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Ricoeur, to reason that myth is an essential gdrtiman society. As Ricoeur puts it,
“Modern man can neither get rid of myth nor takatitts face value” (485). In that case,
these novels can be understood, at least in paatmore positive light, as by Georgiana
Banita, when she describes images of Plath in dpelpr media as “an embalming, an
homage, and a gift” (“The Same, Identical Womah7). What these five novels make
clear is that the myth of Sylvia Plath, for goodlbris very much a living one in the first
decade of the twentieth-first century. Whether iogés’ loving detail, in Schaeffer’s
grim nihilism, or in Medlar's postmodern fantadiaese novels bear witness to the
continued process in contemporary culture of makigrgse of our lives in terms of the
story of the life and work of Sylvia Plath.
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