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Sylvia Plath: The Playfulness of Time
Gail Crowther, Department of Sociology, Lancastanaristy

Galil, Berck-Plage (1998)

The following essay explores one area of my cumerk, namely the playfulness of
time in relation to Sylvia Plath and her readei@nlresearching how and why readers
identify with Plath and how this identification mtasts itself. In this piece, mostly
addressed directly to Plath and based entirely luatt Wrefer to as “secular
pilgrimage”, | explore the question: What it isttieacurs at that meeting point
between reader and writer that can affect suchneegal attraction between the two?
What role do time, place and space play in thistimg® And what happens when we
follow in someone else’s footsteps? By revisitimgl ae-visioning special places that
Plath visited, | want to explore how the pilgrintrojects Plath’s presence, while at
the same time projecting her own self back ontcstieme. In this sense the pilgrim, or
the reader, is not simply a blank page absorbiathPbut an active participant
wishing to impose her presence onto special sitdgassibly in some uncanny

working of time, attempt to experience or take jprathe authorial production.
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Berck-Plage

This is the sea, then, this great
abeyance.....

Behind the concrete bunkers
Two lovers unstick
themselves....

Sylvia Plath (1962)
Concrete Bunkers, Berck-Plage (1998)

It is summer 1998. The beach at Berck-Plagecétestfor miles. The almost-
white sand continues out of sight, away from trenpenade, away from the faded
elegance of the Beach Hotel balconies that howessith and infirm. People limp
along the sands in this French seaside resorttgpegate from sickness and ailments.
Wheel chairs and crutches, ice creams and banda@esthe balconies of the hotels
things are glittering. / Things, things --/Tubulsteel wheelchairs, aluminium
crutches. /Such salt-sweetn¢Bgrck-Plage lines 37-40, 1962). Ornate buildivwih
flourishes and pomp line the road across from éae the salt air good for the lungs.
There are many hauntings here. The ghosts of eiekychild walk these sands. The
hospital | found on the road behind the beach 8 deserted and empty. There are
more than footprints left here. There are taldsetdold and lives to be recaptured.
“The not quite disposed of has an illusory qualitiy continues to present itself when
it shouldn’t be able to according to all represgatel conventions.” (Hetherington
2001:24).

It was not a sickness of sorts that broughtorthis seaside town, but a poem.
| found the beach on the map, the familiar namewlkng the lines of her poetry by
heart. | had expected the beach to be hauntegiasitlby Sylvia Plath and certainly by
myself haunting Sylvia Plath, but as Edensor rigbkhims: “Hauntings rupture linear
temporality, inconveniently bringing forth energigaghich have supposedly been
extinguished and forgotten. Intruding into the presghosts repeat events and

effects, reinstating a cyclical temporality.” (42).
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The shock of the concrete bunkers! Did you wallehgrst like me now, and see the
jumble of bunkers? Did you really see lovers enmgggirom behind a hunk of
concrete? | stood in front of the highest one aad imy photograph taken, balancing,
banana skin in hand. | had not expected the burikdre there. Relics left over from
the war, no doubt. When you walked the beach, yeteworty years closer to the
war. Accounts of Paris a few years earlier desdtieebullet holes still visible in the
walls around the city. Perhaps some of the maimmetl sack you saw walking the
sands were also relics from the war. You recoileanf their illness with disgust,
choosing years later to merge your experience atkBelage with the death of your
neighbour from lung cancer. | see with your eyeslibinkers and crippled people. |
see | have made a pilgrimage to a text, not ydeell the poem and thus my self, my
current version of reality is controlled by a drifat time, by something physically
detached from me and yet temporally embedded. paees the place here is neutral —
it belongs to anyone who will put themselves irttdHere, the arrangement of lines
and circles on a page have led me to this Frenakide town. Barthes claims that
fantasies are like pocket novels, only better beeave can indulge in them anytime
and no one can see what we are reading. How cowylona know who saw me that
day, how could they even begin to imagine how Itgete? As | stood balancing on
the edge of a tumbled down bunker in the sandstimbouncing and dazzling, my
staring into the lens of a camera, what was it $ s@eing? Not the person taking the
photograph, but, through an uncanny unfurling wietj the beach as your poem, your
words. You flit between the bunkers but it is tb&ttthat turns me into a voyeur, a
textual tourist. My field of vision has been suspeth | wallow in a time that is not
my own, but that refuses to die, to disappear. Bhdsy fills the gap between then
and now, time shrinks to a grain of sand that | ewbund between my fingers,
playful, malleable and compliant. The arrangemdnin@s and circles! You said a
poem can travel the world and if it is really luckgn travel even further than a
lifetime. How prescient.
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Finisterre

Our Lady of the Shipwrecked is striding towards hlogizon,
Her marble skirts blown back in two pink wings.
A marble sailor kneels at her foot distractedly...

Our Lady of the Shipwrecked is three times lifeesiz
Her lips sweet with divinity.

She does not hear what the sailor or the peasaayisg —
She is in love with the beautiful formlessnesshef $ea.

Sylvia Plath (1961)

Our Lady of the Shipwrecked.
Finisterre (1998)

Pointe du Raz, the westerly point where Francegutsnto the Atlantic. Curving
around the finger of the headland is The Bay ofdbad, so called because of all the
bodies of ship wrecked sailors that washed up ersktiores, ships smashed against
the rocks on foggy, stormy nights when not evenligighouse could be seen or
heard. The bay, the headland, is looked over laygelmarble statue. Our Lady of the
Shipwrecked. Kneeling at her feet pleading forlifiésis a sailor. A small infant
appears to be reaching down to him. Up close tid bhas white, balled eyes and
appears unseeing. Our Lady is paying no attentidhg sailor but has her head
cocked slightly on one side as if listening to strmg entirely different. Her gaze
misses the sailor completely. She looks over hisigler at the sea, foaming. And
there they are. Still there, captured in that pkoen now as | sit here writing years
later. The sailor pleads through the day and nahtyeathers and she perpetually

refuses to hear him.
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You came here and wrote that Our Lady was tochnmulove with the sea. You
wrote, “The mists are part of the ancient paraptadia -/Souls, rolled in the doom-
noise of the sea.” (Finisterre, lines 13-14, 196Aken you were here, there was a
simple postcard stall, its flapping sides anchoneth conches. Peasants sold you
crepes and trinkets. The cliffs were edged witlvdls. How times change. The Fee-
paying cars park near a slick tourist centre wittops and restaurants. The crepes
now are served on wooden tables beneath shady Uashrine whole vista of
shopfronts on a curve, like the Bay behind. Theeecauntless postcard stands, too
many to see and overpriced Breton jumpers in bhdewahite stripes. “The past is
where things fall apart, because they are transiéhe ghosts of this past rear up in
the ruin” (Edensor 2001:43). Where are your peasamw with their windblown
stalls and conch shells? Out on the headland, whdyes runs the short distance
from the visitor centre to the cliffs, my fantasy cee what you saw. Stripy tent sides
flapping, trinkets being sold that are too brigimdashiny to come from the Bay of the
Dead “But from another place, tropical and blu@Ve have never been to”.
(Finisterre, lines 34-35, 1961). Yet in the rubbfell this change, the one
immoveable object. Our Lady stands looking at #eeand the sailor pleads with her,
but she does not listen, she has never listenedL@uy’s eyes are still fixed on the
same spot that she was looking at when you lookkdrawhen | looked at her forty
years later. The infant reaches out, one leg dagglli imagine you looking, then
writing. Writing Finisterre. The poem like a snapskhat led me here. My future was
as vivid there and then as your past is for meyaill lacked was hindsight and time. |
constantly miss you like this. An age, an era diggal, and even when | travel back,

you have already gone.
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Cleggan, Connemara, Ireland

The Old Forge, Cleggan Sylvia’s bedroom, Sept 1962
Gail's bedroom, Oct 2003

The Living Area,
The OId Forge, Cleggan

It was here that you came with only five mondffisto live. You stayed for five
days, your holiday cut short by a cruel series\args and you returned to Devon
alone. You sat one night around the table by then@mara marble fireplace with a
ouija board and three other poets. You grew boned went to bed early. Your bed,
made from Spanish walnut. Of course | came as aedrsaw The Old Forge was for
rent. | had never stayed in the same place as goluaind | wondered how it would
feel to sleep in the room you slept in and eattaildin the room where you ate and
talked. How odd then, that almost immediately tiveas nothing of you there. No
trace, no ghost rearinffom the past. For a moment | doubted myself —Iggat the
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wrong place? How could you be so absent? You, wheslalways connected to in
some way or another, why could I not feel you hétegd read a detailed account of

your stay written by your host. And then it dawonadne.

| had read nothing that you had written.

Your journals from this time were destroyed. W@ have been silenced, | feel
nothing. When | cannot hear your voice, you arésible, as if you had never existed
at all. Other people cannot conjure you up for me ather people cannot conjure up
how places looked for you. And so you are trulyddsauffed out and unreachable.
Time is no longer playful, but a slamming door. fEhis no way through, no way
back. My voyeuristic tourism was empty becausellrtwhing to be voyeuristic
about. My textual tourism hit an empty page. I6Irbt know your thoughts, how can
| know anything at all about this place, about ydufe year is simply 2003 and | am
staying in a modernised old forge by the sea ifahd. It is remote and there is a
pier, the same pier you walked along, the samewéeboth sailed from to Inishboffin
and drank beer in Day’s Hotel. | cannot slip betwdiene. | remain frozen in the
present. Your resounding silence gags me. | cargauth you and | am left with a
second rate visit to Yate’s Tower, the beech tngédole Park where poets carved
their initials into the trunk. | am left alone withy solitary thoughts and experiences.
How can anything mean anything at all if it is mformed by other things, by other

people?

There is no haunting in these ruins. Just an antmriaa silence.
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