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The Holiday Card

Helen Decker

It is the holiday season in London; the year isQL9&wo poets, married to each other,
take sides when delivering a story to their friemdslew York. She takes the right side;
he occupies the left, and together they do what ith@rporated doing in their marriage
for the past four and a half years: writing sideshie.

As poets, they each need a space to writey began carving out individual writing
spots when they were on their honeymoon in Juri®56 in Benidorm, Spain. While
they were living in America in 1959, they shareshaall two room apartment at 9
Willow Street in Boston, Massachusetts, with twg bandows in a tiny room, where
they each had a writing spot. Ted Hughes wrote table he made from two planks, and
placed into the niche of one of the windows, anl¥i&yPlath wrote on her grandmother’s
desk, which had designs of ivy and grape burnedthre wood, in the other window. In
their small Chalcot Square apartment in Londory #aopted several plans to invent
individual writing areas. Their routine of living minimal spaces, because of the limits
of scraping by on poets’ salaries, schooled thefmding ways to accommodate their
individual writing needs while being in close quast

On the day in December 1960, when they wrheladay card to two of their friends
in New York City, they together create yet anotslgared room. The décor of their joint
effort, the card, is done in dark ink: she typestanright side of the card; he writes on
the left side. This Christmas card is a place wika¢h and Hughes together tell a tale,
describe a day, a daughter, and play with soundraagdes. It is made out of paper, and
Plath and Hughes are its foundation, its roof amnavalls.

After they finish their paper place, they oplea site to two special guests: Ann and
Leo Goodman, the recipients of the card. PlathHughes further ready the gazette by
decorating it with news of what they consider arnuder: an American Broadcast
Corporation telegram had arrived in the morningirasHughes to appear as Poet of the
Year. Then they both break into the magical wordéheir almost nine month old
daughter, Frieda. They also both compliment AnndBaan on her recent children’s

book,Let's Draw Animalswhich she had sent to them. Plath and Hughethélfoom by
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communicating in their side by side corresponderegsaling on each of their sides the
details inside the paper place. The holiday ocatd¢ch is now housed at the Mortimer
Rare Book Room at Smith College, in Northamptonsséahusetts, now allows other
visitors to enter from one rare room into anotlad experience the side by side tale.
Inventing physical space for a writer become®manding creative process in itself
when lack of money does not allow for an additicsegarate room. These two poets
began their marriage knowing that they would neetihid spaces to allow each of them
to write. On the honeymoon Plath and Hughes ceietyavhich was a two month visit to
Spain, one of the places they found to write on asa®oden table. A line carved into the
wood designated sides. Plath memorialized the taliier pieceMr. and Mrs. Hughes’
Writing Table(JSP, 259). On Hughes'’s side of the table, books wteewn about and his
papers were tossed around without order. Someegbdlges in his stacks had been saved
from when he had a job at a movie studio, and akisg notes for incoming scripts he
read. His favorite kin, the red leather Shakespbaok, held court on Hughes’s side.
Plath’s side was neatly piled with her books aretes of paper. Her confidante, the
Roget’s Thesaurypulsed on her side. The honeymoon table was bite dirst shared
writing places Plath and Hughes laid down with ttisbieets of paper, writing poems and

stories; creating scratch sheets.
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Paper was a totem for Plath and Hughes’sioelstip. They first met on a sheet of
paper. As a newcomer to England’s poetry scen®%6 1Plath had submitted her poems,
“Three Caryatids without a Portico,” and “EpitaphTihree Parts” t&€hequera
Cambridge University literary magazirend the poems were published. Hughes had

published his poems f&t. Botolph’s Revievanother circulation literary magazine. Plath

1 “The Sylvia and Ted Honeymoon Dining Room, BenitpBpain” by Bernadette Conroy. Photograph of
image by Gary Gullo.



Plath Profiles 20

had read and memorized Hughes'’s poems; Hugheshddlath’s poems. When she
met him at the publication party f&t. Botolph’s Reviewn February, 1956, the new and
hip poetry publication of which Hughes was onehef tontributors, held at Falcon’s
Yard, she yelled the lines she had memorized gbbesn into his ear, with music roaring
in the background. He apologized for the bad rev&wBotolph’seditors had written
about her work in the low-budget publicatiBroadsheetThe page, where they read
each other’s work before they met, was the redseyn spoke. Plath recognized Hughes’s
handsome statue from across the room, and he sawdfashion accessories, blond hair
and attractive face and physique, but it was tlge phat had set them up for this
conversation. By the time they moved into the diosbere she chomped down on his
cheek, and he ran off with the earrings he had gadrfilom her ears, they already knew
each other. The page, their original initial megtapot, would continue to be a place they
shared throughout their marriage.

Four-and-a-half years later, Plath and Hughesposed their Christmas card to Ann
and Leo Goodman. Plath first met Ann Goodman, #em Davidow, at Smith College
in 1951. Davidow chose not to return to Smith affter first semester. In 1952, Plath
wrote letters to Davidow, which are part of thelection at The Mortimer Rare Book
Room, by then back at her home state in lllinod attending the University of Chicago.
Plath would address her friend@sar Davy the nickname invoking an intimate
connection. The two friends exchanged letters fehde, but did not meet again until
May of 1960. Ann Davidow was writing her childrefssok,Let’s Draw Animalsand
Leo Goodman, her future husband, was at Cambridgeetsity on a Guggenheim
Fellowship before becoming a visiting professoMaithematical Statistics at Columbia
University. Plath, Hughes, Davidow and Goodman laeildunion during the spring of
1960, which included a trip to Stonehenge. (LH,)38%e poets introduced their friends
to their new daughter, Frieda, during the visite Thlationship Plath and Davidow had
shared several years earlier was rekindled.

Several months after the friends had met fadace, Davidow and Goodman married.
Residing on the other side of the Atlantic, the Guoan’s received a Christmas card from
Plath and Hughes that invited them to enter thenjzes where Plath and Hughes were
doing their thing: writing side by side.
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The holiday card's cover was not designed laytPand Hughes; it is the work of
Shelia Perry. There are three kings, and the bsgintof Bethlehem is in the upper left
corner. The Magi, as tradition tells it, left thkingdoms and journeyed in search of the
new Messiah, born unto Bethlehem. They were cagrgontainers filled with
frankincense, myrrh and gold. Perry’s Magi apgedre garbed in sixties mod style.

The patterns on their attire are geometric shdpssolend into other shapes creating a
symmetry. The king on the left is wearing a blohdtsllow crown, and a lavender robe
stenciled with rust and orange leaf-like shapes.rblbe matches the crown of the king on
the right, whose robe matches the crown of the kimghe left. The leaf-like shapes on
the robe of the king on the left become squareraatngular forms on a blond gold robe
of the king on the right. The middle king wearselgwish gold robe, also, with a

triangle of orange in the area of his upper shaslded chin. The design on this robe is
done in muted brown black lines that appear agestriThe colors create a balanced
symmetry, which appears again inside the card &s pa@et chooses a two paragraph
structure for their writing.

Protruding from the robes of each king is i phwhite hands that plays against their
clothing, which is busy with patterns. Each kinlgand is holding an urn, which houses
the sacred ingredients. The kings on the sides tiangesimilar in height, while the king
in the middle’s vessel of offering is lower andd@n. Their journey is paused on the
front of the card, but when the paper door is ogehieighes sends them traveling again,
on a sacrilegious path, inside, on his side, aathRells why Hughes created his story on
her side.

When the card is opened, the pre-printed nges€ahristmas Greetings” is offset by
the thick, dark curves of Hughes’s hand, and tpedy sometimes underlined words of
Plath. Visually, Plath and Hughes create symmaeiside the card by each writing two
paragraphs. Hughes’s almost indecipherable harndgig sprawled on his side of the
card, similar to Plath’s description of his sidelod writing table in Benidorm, Spain.
Plath’s side, akin to her side of the marriagedaisl neat, with its typed words.

When the card is closed, the paragraphs resiugeposition of lying on top of each
other, or the left side folding into the right,\oce-versa—a type of coitus. When opened,

however, the words inside the symmetrical boundatadiver stories and moments,
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which the two poets share, living side by side, @tido their two friends who are living
in America.

Plath and Hughes left England in 1957 and ddgeAmerica. While living in
Massachusetts, Plath taught at her Alma Mater,I5@uilege and Hughes taught at the
University of Massachusetts during the spring seéened 1958. Teaching consumed
their time, so they both gave up their teachingtmrs and moved to Boston from
September 1958 through June 1959. They had origibath wanted to move to
America, Plath thinking England and its poets waad:” Britain is dead; théterary
and critical sterility and amorality which | long take Ted away from is permeating
everything (LH, 323). Hughes seemed ready to try somewhere He had canceled his
plans to go to Australia, and to teach in Spaigahee he had met and married Plath. He
developed what Plath called an “apparent willingrntesbook passage back to America
with me next June” (LH, 286).

New England left them tired of suburban metytalhey yearned for a lifestyle
different from the pretense of post-war 1950’sryithe facade that all was well and
happy. On August 2, 1958, Plath realized thEte great fault of America—this part of
it—is its air of pressure: expectancy of conformityhave my own dream, which is
mine & not the American dream(JSP, 411 and 412). Hughes, too, was ready velea
In Elaine Feinstein’s biographyed Hughesshe writes thdtby 11 January 1959 they
both decided that the only answer was to retuirigland to live. It was a movbkat Ted
had been determining for some time was what heateg@9). Plath was ready to live
once again amid the cold water baths and poor deetdth system. She writes in her
journal,”“ We decided to live in England. | really want thigd will be his best there. |
shall demand an icebox and a good dentist, butitoM@SP, 464). They were both
finished with America for the time being, and hatided to return to England and write.

Before they left the country, however, thegkt@ driving and camping tour of the
United States. They traveled from Massachuse@ntario, Wisconsin, Montana, San
Francisco, Los Angeles, New Orleans, Washington Br@d back to Boston. When they
returned to Massachusetts from their driving joyrileey took up residency at Yaddo,
the Writers Colony in Saratoga Springs, New YodafrSeptember 1Dto late

November. Plath was already pregnant with Frieda.
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When they made their move to London in ea8lgQ, they had left America, but
America had not forgotten them. In fact, ABC teteon had telegrammed Hughes the
morning the holiday card was written to the Goodsieend asked him to be appear as
Poet of the Year on a show they were broadcasfiing. ABC invitation had succeeded
in causing an angry response in both poets.

Their reactions are expressed on either ditleeacard: Hughes on the left, projecting
his cynical rage onto the three wise kings who appe the front of the card, and Plath
inhabiting the right side with her version of thers.

Hughes starts the discourse, though he doestlsout a greeting. He morphs the
three kings into imposters who have lost their vemd been consumed by greed. The
urns they are carrying have essentially been tréatedifferent items that wield a
different kind of power. Hughes’s wise guys are sextred travelers with meaningful
gifts, but con men searching for a happening, aesca score; they lose sight of what is
important. Their urns are purse strings. One caetacarried by the king on the left,
which may have transported the cargo of frankinegissnow filled with the high priced
commodity:petrol. The vessel on the right, perhaps once filled withirh, now houses
brandy The middle offering, originally, possibly gold, & stash ofocaine

These are Hughes’s substitutions. His eyestseagh the urns’s covering, and his
mood, in reaction to the offer ABC proposed in @ ning, changes the Christmas
pilgrimage from holiness to greed. His side of¢hed rants about the kings and their
insincerity. Plath’s reveals the story behind Hegjh distaste for the image on the front
of the holiday greeting. They share this tale bthheing fifteen lines in one paragraph
to tell it, balancing each side of the structurdnéWthe Goodman’s open the card and
read both halves, they will understand both sidekeostory.

In a December 1957 note written to Geaadd Joan Hughes, Ted Hughes’s brother
and sister-in-law, the subject of American telemissurfaces with Ted Hughes'’s hand.
He questions whether his brother’s children ardirgabooks, and then has a piece of
advice to offer his older brother: the inherent sagg is to keep the children away from
television. Hughes watches how the American pebpt®megasping automated--
audiences consumergho want to beshown amusedandfedbecause of their

relationship with the tube (LofTH, 114). When hensited to enter into this arena, three
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years later, he has a reaction which stems froraibigs on what American television
has to offer, and he does not want to be assocmthdt.

Hughes allows the Three Kings their goal: etverse unholy men are looking for the
Messiah. They do not expect much; they do notrgath, and he writes that this way of
going about doing something of this nature is Acwaariin its distasteful duplicity. He has
revealed a disdain for the American way, but #tib not clear why he is feeling such
loathing about America. Plath’s side is neededuoié@ate the tale of what they consider
to be a rude American request.

Traditionally, the wise men followed the ditiea of the bright North Star. The
compass for Hughes’s imposters is the mail; theyeanot in darkness, but by daylight
in the form of a telegram. Hughes breaks into amso& rhyme as he juxtaposes the word
mail with the wordhail: hail being the holy apostrophe, andil being the false
deliverance. Once again, the sacred is exchangetddansincere, and the smiles on the
wise guys’s faces are composed of those that atigiftom a public relations
department: fake ones.

Hughes connects the last part of his fifteea sentence with his third use of the
phraseas ever The final repetition of those two small wordg@duces the destination
of the three wise men. They have come to the stabére they think a sacred encounter
will take place. The men think, according to Hudbe®rsion, that the next person born
in the place the Magi have arrived at will write@ok, become famous, and bring his
parents into the large public domain: his mothédk va given respect because of him, and
his father will have repute. Hughes’s kings wileukesus, Mary, and Joseph for their own
gain.

Hughes, at this time in his life, had madedhgeision to refuse speaking engagements,
finding public life appalling (LH 403), Plath wrote her mother from Yorkshire on
December 24, 1960. The invitation Hughes had reckitom American television so
enraged him that he transferred his contempt tdithgs, embarking them on a most
unholy journey. On the other side of the cardiiP&nares Hughes’s response, and notes
that the ABC intruders did not take into considerathat they were entering the sacred
realm of Plath and Hugheas eveywork, is the line created from each of their three

word repetitions: Hughes repeats everthree times; Plath repeat®rk three times.
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Writing, as everwas their constantork, and they reflect its importance with their joint
construction of repetition.

In line 10 of Plath’s first paragraph, the kxyation of what happened the morning the
telegram arrived begins to surface. Plath indiggdilis their friends in on the injustice.
When Plath and Hughes returned to London, afterdiin America, they had made a
resolve: they were going to spend their time wgitih was a difficult commitment in that
they would have to depend on their writing for thecome. They once again lived in
tight quarters, and this time they shared the gfitbt their daughter, Frieda. The two
poets had made a resolution to live like hermitsl, spend their time in the sacred act of
writing. Their hermitage would be their private dliveg, allowing them the luxury of
solitude. The occupants knew each other well; these on the same page. The words
that roll out from the ink of Plath and Hughes mldiwn the shades of their tiny reverent
sanctuary, reestablishing their intimacy.

That was until three rollicking kings camerapwith their smiles andocaine which
they thought could lure one of the inhabitantsiotd the world of television fame. Plath
calls the ABC telegrarwicked and she wonders haweyknew the location of Hughes,
who was probably at The Beacon to celebrate thestas holiday with his family when
the interruption occurred. When the invitation\aed, it broke the spell that was cast
over the hermitage. Hughes'’s invitation becomessmnto his mother whose
disappointment about his refusing the slot as pb#te year becomes a topic in Plath’s
writing. The sound of Mrs. Hughes is onomatopogtiPlaths’s words: availing wall.
Plath’s poetic ear hears the wail, chants it toGoedman’s in New York, while Hughes
releases his anger onto the innocent kings.

On Hughes's side of the card, it is as tholgls not writing to his friends at all, but
is off on a riff without any indication about why Isees the kings as a team of go-getters.
Plath opens her side by greeting their friends,ianiting them into the hospitality suite.
She addresses the Goodman'’s, referring to therawasvo.Plath’'s manners are at the tip
of her ink as she immediately apologizes for thgylsilence that has elapsed between
correspondences. Each side of their card agaiectsfthe writing table they used on their
Spanish holiday. Hughes dives in, thrusts his pemthe inkwell, and writes. Plath lays

her fingers on the keys of her typewriter; she @dgsses, commas, dashes, parentheses,
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and underlining. She controls the form of her &ftdine paragraph with punctuation that
stops and starts. He spits out his fifteen-linegeaph in one sentence, using six commas
in all, and abandoning the last set of commasfsebhis phrases ever He also

abandons the final period at the end of the paphig@lath uses two periods in her last
line. She keeps him neat; he keeps her sloppy—nandig they share as they write side
by side.

Hughes uses his branding pen to show thathtlee kings are a sacrilegious lot of
charlatans. There is no spirituality in their urRkath types out in words the position that
Hughes and she share: they are non-believers. dinbgve a savior, however, like the
infant Jesus in the manger, who lives under tluaf. rTheir experience with what is
sacred froths in the angel of their daughter, FEriddghes. She tumbles through the
second paragraph of each of her parents, as tbkyifi gerunds and adverbs, presenting
her magic in a side by side view.

Hughes makes room for Plath in his secondgpaph by writing that he is making
room They were familiar with leaving room, skilled@aeating space for each other, and
sometimes did this when sending correspondencamdyf and friends. When Hughes
wrote letters to his brother, Gerald, and sistdaim Joan, (letters housed at The Lilly
Library at Indiana University), while they wereitrg in Australia, Plath and he would
divide the page they were writing the letter om I@s side of the paper, he explained
daily activities: Plath preparing huge cakes, the of them editing each other’s writing,
or Plath being his best critic. On April 3, 196 page he shared with Plath when
writing to his Australian family, included a diflemt type of news: they announced the
birth of their daughter, Frieda Rebecca Hughes, arhiwed on April 1 at 5:45 a.m. This
letter introduces Frieda to her uncle and aunt lvsal thousands of miles away. Almost
nine months later, they write about Frieda agaithenDecember holiday card,
acquainting the Goodman'’s with Frieda’s activisesen months after the New York
couple had met Frieda face to face in London.

Plath and Hughes create two visions of Frié@aning her in their side by side
portrait. On the left side, Frieda comes into vigith Hughes’s use of six adverbs and an
adjective. Hughes strings the words along, relgpsytiables for a count of four, five,

four, four, four, four; unstressed, stressed sigigbusing the wordsndescribably,
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unearthinglyandcollapsivelyto describe their daughter; then he casts hettih@met of a
three syllable adjectivdzeautiful His word endings, which are a mix of assonamck a
consonance with the sounds invoked in the suifigly, rock his daughter, in rhythm,
across his side of the page.

Frieda is active in the seven verbs Plath tsegscribe her. Shessandingand
sitting andlaughing She is an onomatopoetic wonder as sloédks her tongue and
bangs the tins used for baking pies. Plath refgkatassonance sound of the laign
times in her paragraph, which starts with the nafrteer daughter, Feda: the initiale
sound. She stops people on theeatwith her big blue eyes. She has the smile of a
cherub and abeks that are pink. In the morning, sheds her parents, ssgening them.
The endings of Plath’s seven verbs create anotioenipent sound in her paragraph: the
two syllable constructions end in the unstresegdPlath’s repetition of the sounds of -
ing and e rhyme with Hughes’s sound dhgly. They share their daughter with the
Goodman’s in images and in a syncopation of sound.

Ann Goodman has an ear for rhyme. Her childrbook,Let's Draw Animals1960,
mixed pictures of animals with rhyming words; itsvarecent addition to the book
collection at Chalcot Square. Hughes complimentsd&an on her writing, telling her
that the book is excellent, and that her rnymesahve and just right for the drawings she
has added to the text. He includes this compli@her in his second paragraph of the
1960 holiday card. Plath honors Goodman’s writmghie second line of her first
paragraph written on the right side of the cardae Sffers her friend the highest praise by
writing that Goodman’s book rivals the rhyming dnén’s author, Edward Lear. Plath
informs her college friend that Hughes and shetedch Frieda the sound sequences in
Let’'s Draw Animalsas soon as she is abldigp them. They are in accord when they
commend Goodman on her writing from the place edt¢hem holds on each side of the
December card.

Plath and Hughes were sensitive to the sowadds conjured. When they address
Goodman’s work, they focus on poetic structure.iRéygan be an easy sound, but it has
its levels of sophistication. The trained ear caarlthyme in all of its forms: off rhyme,
slant rhyme, consonance rhyme. Plath and Hughes welt versed in the genres of

poetry. They each had written their own childrdm®ks. Hughes'’s bookleet My
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Folks was published just in time for Frieda’s firsttbatay, April 1961. Plath’8ed Book
was written on May 2, 1959, after she procrastohatgout it for six months. The praise
of Goodman'’s rhymes thus sprung from a learnedrenment. Their joint use of the
word rhyme brews with a knowledge that they botfrstas readers and writers of
poetry.

The Christmas season is a time of speciabgifhg, and the Goodman's must have
felt that they received the most special of gifitshieir morning mail when the Christmas
card arrived to their 96th Street apartment in Newk City. In closing her paragraph,
Plath asks the Goodman’s to become Frieda’s godizatdughes and she had discussed
this, and were in harmony on the decision. Shgestg that the Goodman’s have even
been approved by the stars, astrology being appéne Plath/Hughes household, and
that they received the astrological stamp of apgron their invited roles.

Thewe of Hughes’ side of the card is repeated withwieen Plath’s side, joining
them as thevein a partnership. The couple creates a corridbichvleads to where Plath
and Hughes symbolically sit, side by side, reveglimages of their lives, dipping and
dropping their ink into word sounds.

Paper, the place where they each have roamit®, is their own unique intimate
construction, and it sets them up them side by-s@@osition they created at the

beginning of their marriage. To enter their plamgen the card.
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