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THE TWENTY-FIFTH POEM: TYPES AND PROCESSES OF INTERWOVEN BOOKS 



The Twenty-Fifth Poem 

When I sit down to write, I try not to worry too much about what kind of poem will come 

out of the session. My main concern is to create raw material. Later, I can turn the words that I 

put on the page into a poem—in a way, that sometimes is like watching a poem emerge like a 

find at an archaeological dig. I will occasionally try to write in a specific form or from a certain 

idea that I have. However, I am still learning different ways of making free-verse work, and I am 

still learning different forms and how to use them. I also have a variety of subjects that interest 

me, and I want to draw on all of them to learn how to better express various ideas. This is why 

there is such stylistic and topical variance in the collection that follows this preface, Fragments 

of Familiar Ground. It is, in some sense, a record of my recent development as a poet. However, 

in putting these disparate poems into a sequence, I have had to think carefully about what a book 

of poems should accomplish and the methods that poets use to craft a book that fills that goal. 

In her article "The Winnowing of Wildness: On First Book Contests and Style," poet 

Beth Ann Fennelly points out that "poets, it is felt, should have an identifiable style by the time 

they publish their first books" (53). As contests take over the publishing of first books, 

collections that project a single, consistent voice—or even better, a single consistent theme— 

have a better chance of catching the eye of a judge. Fennelly makes an interesting comparison 

between chefs, who have ten years to master their craft and another ten to develop a signature 

style, and poets, who have the amount of time that it takes to get their degree to master their craft 

and must develop their unique voice by the time they publish their first book. As a young poet, 

this presents me with a problem. Should I attempt to make the often lengthy contest process as 

quick and painless as possible by hurrying to develop a cohesive voice to meet the pressures of 

the poetry world, or should I resist those pressures for as long as possible to avoid "winnowing 



[my] style before it has fully developed" (Fennelly 54)? I believe that I should, as Fennelly 

advises, "learn to demand the time necessary for style to emerge naturally and fully" (54). 

Experimenting with various styles and forms will expand my knowledge and mastery of my 

craft, and through spending time mastering the craft of poetry, a true innate voice will arise 

naturally. 

One of the major pressures on young poets to narrow their diversity so quickly comes 

from the first book contest. When a young poet submits a book to a first book contest, the book 

goes through several rounds of readings. First, the contest host will hire other young poets, often 

grad students, to perform the first round of readings. Fennelly believes that "first books that can 

be grasped quickly by those doing the preliminary judging. . . are more likely to be passed on to 

the final judge," who is usually an established poet (54). This means that, in order to successfully 

begin their book publishing career with a first book contest, young poets often spend time that 

they could be using to explore their talent more fully on editing and re-editing their first book to 

create their own style within it until, as Eavan Boland points out in her article "Warning, 

Witness, Presence," that book "is not truly a first book at all. It is a second book. It may even 

have elements of a third in it" (55). Boland believes that losing the true first book is actually a 

problem, since the first book "says so much about the resources of a poetic moment" (55). First 

books in the past have often been windows into poets' development. Their wider range of poems 

and styles would show what ideas, themes, and prosodic tools with which poets have to work and 

from which poets have to develop a unique voice. Beyond simply the loss of truly mature voices 

that Fennelly warns against, Boland fears that the loss of this information about a young poetic 

movement has the potential to severely damage it. 



These pressures takes expression in what is sometimes called a "project book," which 

actually has a parallel in music. Most albums that a band releases are essentially the best ten to 

fourteen songs that they have written since the last album. This type of album is only unified by 

the band's resources: their musical style and their instruments. On the other hand, a concept 

album like The Wall, by Pink Floyd, has deeper themes and a narrative frame. The songs work 

together to explore loneliness and isolation. The final words of the album are "Isn't this where," 

and the first words of the album are "...we came in?" This implies that loneliness and alienation 

have a cyclical nature. Every song on the album works to illuminate concepts that no one song 

can contain by itself. Poets sometimes attempt to accomplish something similar. In fact, Joel 

Brouwer suggests some books that might fit the bill in his blog post "Boox": Installations, by Joe 

Bonomo; Centuries, by Joel Brouwer; Overlord, by Jorie Graham; Bellocq's Ophelia, by 

Natasha Trethewey; and many more. 

A project book can be incredibly difficult to write. In order to do it well, each poem has 

to support and develop the concept of the book. Young poets who attempt to write a project for 

the sake of winning a first book contest risk writing a book that feels gimmicky instead of well 

developed and full. Brouwer finds that "poets more and more these days conceive of writing 

projects and then write poems to fulfill these projects, as opposed to writing poems and later 

attempting to discern what projects, if any, the poems have made manifest." In writing a book-

length sequence, it is possible that I could run out of good ideas when I have about thirty pages 

of poems and spend the rest of the book-writing process in a slog to write uninspired poems that 

simply fill in the missing parts of the project. Sacrificing the quality of poems for the sake of a 

concept book is not a good thing. 



This does not simply mean that I should not worry about the way that I construct a 

collection, however. Robert Frost once said that in a book of twenty-four poems, the book itself 

is the twenty-fifth poem. The poems in any book should be ordered in a way that makes the 

sequence greater than the sum of its parts. In this type of book, every individual poem works in a 

way that is analogous to and yet completely different from the parts of a car engine. When every 

piece of a car engine is in place, the engine runs smoothly. In a similar way, when every piece of 

a well-crafted book is in place, the book does something that none of the poems do individually. 

However, unlike the pieces of a car engine, when the poems are taken out of sequence, they 

should still function on their own. In a concept book, it often seems that the poems are really just 

parts—that they would mean far less if they lacked the context of the sequence. Frost's notion of 

the twenty-fifth poem doesn't mean sacrificing the stand-alone nature or depth of meaning of 

individual poems. A good book of poems thought of this way is like an engine made up of other 

engines, for, as William Carlos Williams said, "a poem is a small (or large) machine made of 

words" (256). 

Projects do have a draw beyond the pressures of a first book contest. Part of this draw 

might simply be to "see if I can do it," or, put another way, ambition. Writing a concept book can 

even be part of mastering the craft of poetry. What would happen if I decided to write two 

hundred sonnets, pick out the best fifty, and call it a book? Likely I would get pretty good at 

writing sonnets, which would also mean that I would have learned a lot about rhyming and meter 

and the way that a single form can encapsulate a variety of topics and emotions and how to allow 

the form to shape the language of the poem in an effective way. Or perhaps I want to write a 

bunch of poems about the Ogallala aquifer and water consumption, and I have enough to say 

about it to complete a book length manuscript. It would make sense to place these poems in a 



project hook; after all, they would all be poems based on the same concept. In this kind of book, 

the way that the poems work together to create meaning is often more obvious than in a 

traditional book of poems, but any book of poems worth its paper should create meaning through 

the order of the poems. 

The difference between the concept book and the traditional book of poems is more of a 

spectrum than a cut and dried distinction. On one end is the book in which every single poem 

leans on every other around a central concept: the project book. On the other hand, the traditional 

book accomplishes Frost's idea of the twenty-fifth poem. No poem needs the rest to have a 

fullness of meaning, yet the sequence creates something bigger than the individual poems. I will 

examine three books in this essay: Atsuro Riley's Romey's Order, Claudia Emerson's Late Wife, 

and Sylvia Plath's Ariel. Romey's Order consists of poems tightly wound around the single voice 

and dialect of the boy Romey in his specific situation and geography as a half-white, half-Asian 

boy growing up in the south along a river just after World War II. Every poem in this book 

revolves around that concept, making Romey's Order a prime example of a project book. Late 

Wife consists of a three-part narrative of grief with one consistent identity that flows through the 

book. But Emerson's poems are based in the weight of specific situations, and the situations and 

characters remain recognizable even when taken out of sequence. Her book seems more focused 

on the poems than on a project. Sylvia Plath, on the other hand, intentionally made the first word 

of Ariel "love" and the last word "spring," setting up a journey from the catastrophe that love 

turned out to be to a redefinition and rebirth of the self. The poems in between, however, 

function as well independently as they do in sequence. Of the three, Ariel is most in line with 

Frost's notion of the book as the twenty-fifth poem in that the sequence means something thanks 

to the order of the poems, but the poems don't need the sequence to work. Ariel is a particularly 



interesting case because there are two versions of the Ariel manuscript: Plath's version and Ted 

Hughes' version. In Hughes' version, the story that the poems trace is a very different one, 

ending in alienation and death. This case study illustrates the importance of the order of poems in 

a book. 

Romey's Order exists on the project book side of the continuum. The book's title stakes 

out the book's major premise: a boy named Romey tries to make sense of his world by creating 

orders for it. He does this using an intensely personal and unique language. In the book's 

introduction poem, "Flint-Chant," Romey finds an abandoned ditch-pipe. In order to fit inside it 

and explore it, he must hunch over. He catalogues things that have shapes similar to the one he is 

making: "like a cling-shrimp one day, a pill-bug, a bass-clef, a bison's eye" (Riley 3). The act of 

listing these words and what the ditch pipe does to the sound as he speaks seems to have a 

special effect on Romey. The words are like water: they move, take the form he gives them, and 

"runnel free" (3). He creates an interior order with his use of language. This ordering impulse 

lays the foundation for the rest of the book, which is itself an order of Romey's life and 

experiences in the form of an order of poems. That impulse takes different shapes throughout the 

book, but it is always there. "Strand" is an abecedarian poem. In "Map," Romey creates a 

geographic order of his father's life. In "Box," the objects in a box embody objects and 

experiences from Romey's life. The last poem, "Chord," uses a phrase from almost every other 

poem in the book, in a way ordering the entire book. 

Riley chooses to put the poems in a sequence based on ways of ordering other than a 

chronological sequence of events. Sometimes the poems are episodic; sometimes they are 

impressionistic. Yet the book offers plenty of conflict, from familial problems to racial tension, 

and the meta-tension between an un-orderable world and Romey's attempts to order it so that it 



makes sense. In poems like "Turn" and "Map," the reader sees Romey dealing with a father who 

seems to only exist behind a nearly impenetrable "fly-fog" that separates them (Riley 10). 

Specifically in "Map," Romey turns to the creation of an order of his father's activities in an 

attempt to make sense of both the activities and the man who seems so distant and alien to him. 

The inherent racial tensions of the post-war south make appearances in Romey's Order as well. 

In "Box," Romey's mother plants okra using rice paddy techniques. As a result, "dark groves 

rose like Vietnam bamboo" (23). When a man drives by to take a picture of the okra, Romey's 

mother hides her eyes. Instead of pride in her accomplishment, Romey's mother seems to feel 

the need to hide her ethnicity. And because the "BB-seeds" in the box stand for "the time when 

her okra-crops grew giant" (emphasis mine), it seems that despite the incredibly successful crop, 

the mother doesn't repeat the technique, likely to avoid drawing attention to herself again (23). 

In "Diorama," the order connects this anti-Japanese racism with the racism leveled at African-

Americans during the time period. At the fair, Romey instantly is made to feel different and 

alienated: "feather-white neighbor-women, eyeballing us like we're pigs' feet in ajar" (28). 

Beyond simple alienation, Romey encounters anti-Japanese sentiment when he sees one of the 

fair games called "Shoot the Gook Down" (29). Finally, at a tent that gathers a large crowd men, 

Romey witnesses his dad "iron-arming two black-chested boys toward the ring" to fight for the 

entertainment of the white southern men (29). In those two poems, Romey records—puts in 

order—the racism of which he can't quite make sense and which alienates him from even his 

father. 

Romey's private dialect is the book's most distinctive aspect. Riley reverses the order of 

descriptive phrases. Instead of being curled up tight, Romey is "tight-curled" (3). Instead of 

being headed home, Romey is "home-headed" (10). Romey's father is "hammock-slung" instead 



of something more normal like lying in the hammock. Beyond simple reversal of phrases, Riley 

compacts descriptive phrases into wonderful hyphenated words. The short "crunch-steps" in 

"Turn" clearly and concisely relates the sound effect of crunching footsteps on the "oyster-shell 

zig-path" (9). Sometimes, the intensely personal nature of Romey's language is simply revealed 

by the pleasure evident in the way that he plays with language: "There was the trestle that carried 

the train that trusted the trestle that bridged the river that cooled the fish that fed the boy that 

watched the trestle that slow-cankered and -rusted and fell" (13). Riley plays here with 

alliteration in the context of a poem based on an order of letters—the quote is the "T" stanza in 

the abecedarian poem "Strand." He also plays with the rhythm of the phrase—filled with dactyls 

at first but slowing down immensely with the back-to-back stresses of "slow-cankered"— 

exhibiting Romey's peculiarly beautiful dialect. Perhaps one of the best examples of Romey's 

private language is "Rage-Lodge," reproduced here in its entirety: "Salts and sugars slow-crust 

(and sharp-gemify) along meat-string in science-glass./—My (craw-quartz) crystal cut-stone 

features fire" (32). The inventiveness of Romey's private language comes from the way Riley 

compacts phrases and descriptions and ideas into hyphenated words and the way he uses 

alliteration and assonance. In "Rage-Lodge," a made-up word like "gemify" (32) that conveys 

the idea of crystallization in a different way fits in perfectly. Riley is able to accomplish an 

incredible density of meaning thanks to Romey's personal dialect. 

However, a distinctively developed voice like Romey's poses a problem for a writer: 

what next? Thanks to the fact that the entire book is from Romey's perspective, the writing style 

becomes Romey's personal dialect, not Riley's distinctive style. It will be difficult for Riley to 

reuse this style without simply writing another book from Romey's perspective, since Romey's 

voice is a complete and finished thing in the book. The project is over, and Riley has to move on 



to something new. He might have to completely reinvent his style in order to write his second 

book. 

Claudia Emerson doesn't face this particular problem, since the voice of her book 

belongs to her, not a character that she created for it. Her Late Wife is the next step in the 

spectrum from project book to a book of poems: it contains elements of a traditional book of 

poems as well as elements of a concept book, for it has a focus on the poems that the focus on 

the project does not overwhelm. The project aspect of the book is a three-part narrative of grief 

with a consistent speaker. The first section of the book deals with the speaker's grief over a 

cheating husband and the subsequent divorce. The second section, titled "Breaking Down the 

House," deals with the death of the speaker's grandmother and the memories that surround the 

grandmother. In the final, titular section, the speaker recounts the grief of her new husband for 

his deceased wife. The narrative of the speaker's experience of these three different griefs, 

though not necessarily presented as a series of events leading to a conclusion, is the project of the 

book. Yet, as Pulitzer prize winning poet Henry Taylor says in his blurb for the back cover of the 

book, despite the fact that these poems "clearly fit into various points along the outline of a story, 

Emerson's poems transcend narrative." Emerson's poems, in other words, can stand alone. While 

the context of the book's narrative and the poems around any given poem help in the 

understanding of that poem, the individual poems are expressions of recognizable and relatable 

situations and experiences and work well out of context. In Romey's Order, the poems share 

characters, geography, the ordering impulse, and Romey's personal language. Context is 

everything. The book is really about Romey and the Romey-project more than it is about the 

individual poems. 

10 



Like Romey 's Order, Late Wife begins with an introductory poem. The scope of the poem 

shows one of the differences between the two books: while Romey's Order is constricted to 

Romey's specific and present experience, Late Wife casts a much larger net. In the first section of 

"Natural History Exhibits," the speaker recounts childhood experiences with women who would 

"kill any snake" (Emerson 1). They won't allow snakes to exist in their sphere of control. This is 

where the speaker of this poem comes from. In a strange contrast, the next section describes the 

snake exhibit of a city museum. Here, the snakes which the seemingly superstitious women— 

"rain, this will bring rain"—would kill are on scientific display, sectioned off into glass cases 

(1). Here, even the deadly snakes become harmless objects of curiosity, though the second 

section has a description of the killing method of the rat snake, a snake that kills by constriction. 

The third section shows a scene in which the speaker allows a snake in the silverware drawer to 

live. In this fourth section, the speaker understands why the women that she grew up around 

killed all the snakes they saw, as this snake becomes metaphorically tied to the things that 

slowly, by constriction, killed her marriage. A poem of this range and depth prepares the reader 

for the scope of a book that will variously include meditations on a memory, like "Pitching 

Horseshoes," thoughts about a subject outside of personal experience, like "The Audubon 

Collection," and a poem about a collection of instruments, even as it prepares the reader for a 

book through which a narrative winds. 

Even though her poems can function independent of the sequence in which they exist for 

the sake of the book, Emerson herself, in an interview in the Writer's Chronicle, recognizes one 

of the difficulties in writing poems for a project: 

It's a tricky business in doing sequence because I want [each poem], in some 

ways, to have a stand-alone quality and I don't mind if the meaning shifts a little 

11 



bit when you put it back in the sequence. There is a way in which I want all of 

them to be stone: I'm building this stone wall and I want every one to be a stone, 

but there's a point at which some of them become the chinking, some of them 

become the mortar, and those I 'm never as happy with because I think, "Oh, I've 

got to write this one so that these other two will fit better." (31-32) 

When the poems in a sequence converse as much as the poems in Late Wife do, there is a risk 

that some of the poems won't be nearly as strong in taken outside of the sequence. This is true of 

Romey's Order: "Skin" is a powerful poem inside the sequence, but stripped of the context of the 

other poems that build up Romey's language and geography, it doesn't carry the same weight. 

Part of the power of the poem comes from the conflicts in the relationships between Romey and 

the house, the father, and the mother that the preceding poems—"Picture," "Turn," "Strand," and 

"Object"—have constructed. In Late Wife, "Pitching Horseshoes," though it gains extra meaning 

from its context, is more self-contained than Riley's "Skin." 

The poems that precede "Skin" expose some basic connections between Romey, his 

mother, his father, and their house that the individual poem does not contain. Romey associates 

his mother with the kitchen from her first appearance in "Picture" onwards. She is "boiling jelly. 

. . . apron-yellow. . . stove-coil coral; the quick silver blade-flash... ladle-splash" (7). She "will 

pressure-cook and scald and pan-scorch and frizzle" (8). Romey's father seems somewhat 

distant: he has to "[fish] through the fly-fog for my name" (10). Romey holds onto his father's 

words and objects that were close to him. He describes the look and smell of his dad's 

"fillingstation-shirt" (11), records what his father said about building his rabbit a hutch and 

raising mudworms, yet "one time I kerosened an ancient oak to lure him home" (12). All this 

paints a picture of a boy who desires a relationship with his father, but feels disconnected from 

12 



him. He treasures his father's words and artifacts, but still feels distant from the man. His 

mother's association with the kitchen and his sense of alienation from his father, essentially, the 

characterization that occurs within the previous poems, reveal the connection between the 

kitchen floor's and the mother's "tattoos" as well as show the pathos of Romey's comparison of 

his father's ink tattoos and his own bruise, cut, and scrape "tattoos." 

Like Riley's "Skin," Emerson's "Pitching Horseshoes" gains some extra meaning when 

placed in sequence. In the general sense, the location of the poem in the divorce section of the 

book sheds light on the events of the poem. That context explains the basic situation: the 

husband and wife have a difficult marriage, and it will end in divorce. In a more specific way, 

the poem that comes right before "Pitching Horseshoes," "Eight Ball," is in direct conversation 

with "Pitching Horseshoes." Both poems place the husband in the context of a game, either pool 

or horseshoes. In "Eight Ball," the husband "insisted on one more" game of pool even though the 

"I" character—in sequence, obviously the wife, out of sequence, a more generic "I"—was 

exhausted and probably ready to leave (13). Even worse, the husband unnecessarily prolongs the 

game by missing an "easy shot," which implies pity for the wife (13). However, it doesn't seem 

like the wife wants that pity; she just wants to leave. Instead of leaving, the two end up moving 

around what the husband had left the wife. The title of the poem implies the end of the game, but 

neither the end of the game nor the end of the marriage appears to be in sight by the end of the 

poem. With this context, the distance, or disconnect, between the husband and the wife in 

"Pitching Horseshoes" shows the two "keeping/what you had left me between us" (13). Also, as 

in the previous poem, the husband prolongs his game with himself past when it should have been 

over: after the sun goes down and "I knew//you couldn't see either," he is still playing (14). The 

two poems together describe the husband thinking of himself as in control of the situation—"you 

13 



paced/back and forth as if there were a decision/to make, and you were the one to make it" (14). 

"Pitching Horseshoes" gains those meanings from the way that Emerson arranged the poems in 

sequence to create that stone wall that she mentioned. 

However, "Pitching Horseshoes" can stand on its own two feet and retain its drama and 

power, for where Riley's "Skin" is very rooted in the characterizations and tensions of the 

preceding poems, Emerson's "Pitching Horseshoes" is rooted in the specific situation of the 

poem. There are enough clues in the poem to imply the strained marriage for a reader, and 

Emerson plays on the situation that she lays out to create strangeness and metaphor in the 

situation itself independent of the sequence. The game that the "you" character plays is a "game 

against yourself. Or night/falling. Or coming in the house" (14). The game is metaphorical for 

the way the husband postpones the inevitable, attempting to maintain the distance between him 

and his wife for as long as possible. And this postponement is something that he is very good at: 

"still/the dusk rang out, your aim that easy" (14). The game is a continuous thing, as is the 

distance between the husband and the wife. They are practiced at avoiding each other and their 

problems and they do it very well. These characters are recognizable, and the feeling of distance 

between two people is easy to relate to. Though placing the poem in sequence adds to the 

meaning and the reader's understanding, Emerson draws out the metaphor and tension inherent 

in the situation that she creates for the poem independent of the sequence. 

Focusing on the poems instead of the project means that my poems need that same stand-

alone quality. Especially as a young poet who is still developing his voice, my goal should 

simply be to write poems without worrying about a larger sequence. When I have enough poems 

that could work together to create that "twenty-fifth poem," then I can focus on crafting the book 

out of the poems. If I focus on writing a book, then I might lose sight of the fact that I simply 

14 



need to write good poems, whereas if I focus on writing good poems, I will have good material 

from which to craft a book. Later, when I am much more familiar with my own talent and voice, 

I might be able to do what Claudia Emerson does. When she has a small group of poems that 

could become a book, she will create a table of contents for the book, including poems that she 

has not yet written. The ability to create a book like that comes from the confidence of a well-

developed voice. 

In the process of crafting individual, stand-alone poems into a book, poets must make 

decisions about poems that work together, poems that influence each other, and even narrative 

arc. They must recognize the obsessions present in their own work, and figure out how to order 

the sequence make use of those obsessions. The controversy that surrounds Ted Hughes' revision 

of Sylvia Plath's Ariel manuscript highlights the importance of the order and composition of a 

poetic manuscript in both interpreting the book as a book of poetry and interpreting the poems in 

the book. Sylvia Plath, when she killed herself, had "a black spring binder on her desk, 

containing a manuscript of forty poems" (Hughes xi). In this manuscript, the first word is "love" 

and the last word is "spring." Plath had deliberately arranged the manuscript so that this would 

be the case (Hughes qtd. in Perloff 178). In the narrative implied by these two words, love leads 

to tragedy and pain, and the person who has been through that has to find spring within herself— 

to move through the pain into a rebirth. Biographically, this narrative traces Plath's discovery of 

Ted Hughes' infidelity and the personal destruction which it caused and ends in an imagined 

recovery. Some of the accusations leveled at Hughes revolve around his deleting poems that in 

Hughes words, are "personally aggressive" (qtd. in Perloff 178). The biggest change, however, is 

to the narrative of the book. In Hughes' version of the manuscript, instead of a true rebirth, the 
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false hope of rebirth leads to a downward spiral into quiet acceptance and the terrible perfection 

of death. 

Both versions of Ariel have a narrative frame into which the poems fit. However, the 

frame of each version is far less restrictive than the frames of Late Wife and Romey's Order. 

Whereas in both Late Wife and Romey's Order the characters are necessarily consistent 

throughout the book, Ariel's sequence does not require consistent characters. For example, in 

Plath's manuscript, the "he" character of "The Rabbit Catcher" and "The Jailor" are clearly the 

same character—Ted Hughes—when viewed with an eye to biography, but they do not need to 

be the same character for Plath's narrative to work. Plath's narrative is a general movement out 

of destruction and into rebirth, and each of these poems fit the theme of destruction. In each of 

Late Wife's sections, the characters are clearly the same from poem to poem, and the speaker is 

clearly the same as well. In Romey's Order, there is no way to read the book that does not 

involve consistent characters. Plath's Ariel makes no such requirements. It is enough that both 

poems are about being trapped. They fit into the overarching theme of rebirth and reinvention by 

demonstrating the traps that the speaker must overcome in order to complete the journey to 

spring. Because of the way that Plath constructed her poems into a book, each poem fulfills a 

function, but they make complete sense independently as well. 

In a sense, the narrative of Plath's divorce and imagined recovery of self in its aftermath 

ties the poems of Ariel into an order, as Marjorie Perloff so deftly points out in her article "The 

Two Ariels: The (Re)Making of the Sylvia Plath Canon." Perloff traces the story of betrayal 

through poems like "A Secret," in which the imagery of a nursery and the description of the 

"secret" directly implies the situation: Plath discovers her husband's infidelity in the midst of the 

recent birth of her second child, with the result that "the father has 'killed' the child even as the 
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mother has given it birth" (Perloff 189). Right after this discovery, "man and wife becomes jailer 

and jailed" in "The Jailor" (189). In this poem, "the nursery is now replaced by the graveyard, 

the sex act by the 'rape' of the sleeping pill" (189). Home life has been perverted into a prison 

from which the speaker must escape. The poem also makes the need for a redefinition of identity 

clear: "I am myself. That is not enough (Plath 23). Perloff claims that "the poet has no stable 

self, and the 'self that she projects is therefore not enough" (190). This is the first part of that 

narrative: the aftermath of the disaster of "love" has left Plath with a need to redefine herself in 

order to become stable again. The self that has been enough is no longer enough. The rebirth that 

the poet needs is expressed in the poem "Purdah." Perloff explains that "at the outset the 'I' is no 

more than a piece of jade, a 'Stone of the / Side of green Adam,'" belonging completely to the 

bridegroom (192). However, the poem ends with the speaker unleashing "the lioness. / The 

shriek in the bath. / The cloak of holes" (Plath 64). Perloff calls this "the move toward rebirth 

that finds its culmination in the Bee poems" at the end of the manuscript (192). 

After "Purdah," Plath's manuscript sinks into a despairing tone in "The Moon and the 

Yew Tree," and the following poems, as "the message of the yew tree is blackness—blackness 

and silence" (Plath 65). The narrative then winds up at "Daddy," which is as much about Ted 

Hughes, "The vampire who said he was you / And drank my blood for a year, / Seven years, if 

you want to know," as it is about the speaker's father (Plath 76). Daddy also highlights the 

speaker's recognition of her need for rebirth and redefinition of the self: "You do not do / Any 

more, black shoe / In which I have lived like a foot / for thirty years" (74). It is time to rebuild, to 

create a new self. Perloff points out that Daddy is at the tail end of the book, preceding '"Fever 

103°' and the metamorphosis of self that occurs in the Bee poems" (194). These Bee poems 

conclude the narrative of Plath's manuscript on a hopeful note in "Wintering": "The bees are 
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Hying. They taste the spring" (Plath 90). The bees, hopefully, will survive the winter to see the 

spring, and so will the speaker who has been through so much pain because of the destruction 

caused by "love." However, as Perloff, points out, Hughes "added eleven poems, all of which 

concern, not the possibilities of renewal, but, on the contrary, death" (195). This completely 

changes the narrative arc of the collection. In Hughes' version, the hope is false, and it is 

followed immediately by inevitable tragedy, alienation, and death. 

Some have argued that what Hughes did was simply to try to make the book that Plath 

left behind into a great book. Meghan O'Rourke, in her article "Ariel Redux," claims that 

Hughes "acted like a good film editor, cutting a labored opening sequence back, removing poems 

like 'Barren Woman,' which were more conventional... and dismantling some of the narrative 

scaffolding Plath thought she needed." Cutting out "Barren Woman" accomplishes something 

else as well, however. "Barren Woman" contains the imagery of the "empty" woman as a 

"museum without statues," where "marble lilies / Exhale their pallor like scent" (Plath 13). Plath 

imagines herself as the "mother of a white Nike" (13), a statue in her statue-less museum. Later 

in the sequence, in "The Other," the other woman is a "White Nike, / Streaming between my 

walls" (41). She is merely someone's statue, something marble and cold. And she is barren; she 

has a "womb of marble" (42). Because the speaker is a mother-figure, more than just a statue but 

a producer of life, she is able to have some victory over the other woman: "Navel cords, blue-red 

and lucent, // Shriek from my belly like arrows, and these I ride" (41). The speaker has weapons 

that the other does not have. Removing "Barren Woman" from the collection removes these 

connections. 

Hughes may have been attempting to make the book better, but he also destroyed some 

connections that Plath had carefully arranged, as O'Rourke admits: "Hughes' changes did 
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profoundly alter Plath's vision of the book." O'Rourke goes on to argue that "the final bee 

poems simply aren't as convincing as the late work that Hughes discovered on her desk." My 

purpose here is not to argue for one version or another, but to point out that this debate is an 

example of a larger idea: that the way that poets construct their books is actually very important. 

The Ariel controversy is a rare case in which we get to really examine "what it means to 

reconstruct a poetic sequence after the fact" (Perloff 178). The case is a study in arrangement and 

poem choice. Both versions have a narrative, but the narrative of each version is strikingly 

different. 

As a young poet, these three books—four if both versions of Ariel count—create a useful 

spectrum. They by no means exhaust the possibilities for putting together books of poetry. But 

examining the way that these poets have constructed their manuscripts helps me build my own. I 

can learn how to make a book that is a twenty-fifth poem out of twenty-four independent poems. 

I am still developing a consistent and well-developed voice. Because I am continually 

experimenting with new styles, forms, and ideas, the chapbook of poetry that follows this preface 

consists of a variety of interests and curiosities. The poems deal with sound and silence, 

childhood, myth, and relationships, including romantic relationships and the relationship 

between a human and the world. The collection possesses no narrative or consistent characters, 

but it is arranged so as to draw out themes common in the poems poems. The order should play 

to the tune of the obsessions in the poems. Water imagery appears several times in the collection, 

from the second poem, "Saxophone Duet," to the final poem, "Unsent Letter." I am also 

fascinated by myths, and so Hercules makes his way into the collection alongside a poem that 

grew out of a fascination with tales surrounding blackbirds. In order to achieve Frost's ideal of 

the book as the twenty-fifth poem, poets have to recognize obsessions like these that are present 
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in ihe poems that they write and figure out how to make these obsessions work towards a 

common goal. 
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FRAGMENTS OF FAMILIAR GROUND 
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Tacitus 

I wake up in the middle of the night. 
There is no sound but the train whistle, 
which goes on and on, a lonely keening. 
I listen to it and the crickets stop to listen 
and the owl on my roof pauses in the hunt 
and listens and the feral cats fighting 
in the dumpster stop to listen as it sounds, 
clear and bright as a knife tapping a wine glass. 

Then the quiet. It lasts for years. 
I can't move. The world has ended 
in silence, the last word finally spoken, 
the performance over. Then 
the whole world takes a breath, 
and the usual night noises 
send me back to sleep. 

But when I wake up, 
despite the traffic, 
my alarm's insistent ringing, 
the dogs barking at each other, 
I still hear the silence after the whistle, 
which gives order to the cacophony. 
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Saxophone Duet 

Drops of water falling into a puddle 
come close, I think, to making sound 

seen. But even then, there is no picture 
for a saxophone duet in a deathly quiet 

concert hall. Nothing can show you that 
smoky-sweet, rough-smooth, syncopated 

wail. You should have been there! 
They played off of each other like water 

plays off of rocks in a mountain stream: 
it swirls and pools and jumps as gravity 

pulls it onward, splashing and bubbling, 
sometimes calm, sometimes slowly wearing 

away a red-rock canyon's walls, 
but always, always, toward the sea. 
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The Appeal of Sinking 

The time I snorkeled off the coast 
around the sunken statue of Jesus, 
I took a deep breath and dove 
down where the conch snails live. 
I looked up at the stone crown 
of thorns on the statue's head. 
All sound was far-away and slow. 
Small fish, accustomed to the spread hands, 
swam in between the fingers 
like children playing a game. 
The shells of the giant conches, 
rare in these waters, lay motionless 
in the sea-grass beneath me. 

I could have stayed there forever, 
settling into the sand at the bottom, 
watching tourists come to look at me 
who say, "How strange!" to each other, 
though all that comes out of their mouths 
is bubbles, and they soon go away. 

I would calcify. Coral would grow over me 
till what once had been my body 
became indistinguishable from the reef. 

But I surfaced. Later, I found out I had missed 
seeing a hammerhead shark 
drift around the edge of the reef. 
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An Early Picture 

In a refrigerator-box house 
a small boy plays a shiny toy guitar, 
looking towards his mother's camera— 
wide-open eyes and a lopsided grin. 

The plastic guitar twangs out of tune— 
the tuneless world spins— 
and he doesn't care. 
He delights in the noise. 
He has no need to resolve dissonances 
into passable harmonies. 

He crawled inside that corrugated shell— 
a thin and flimsy shelter— 
it will soon disintegrate 
with rain and sun 
or careless roughhousing. 
He has no need of something sturdier. 

He looks directly at the camera; 
He has not yet found a need to look away. 
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The Blackbird and the Sun 

Once I saw a blackbird - the biggest I 'd ever seen 
and shiny blue where the barely rising sun shone 

on its feathers - sitting on a picnic table by the spillway path. 
I got off my bike to look at it. It eyed my approach 

with its head cocked to the side, and shifted 
its weight from leg to leg like a scales balancing out. 

We stared at each other for a while, 
its glinting gaze darting around, wondering 

if my watch would come off of my wrist with a tug, 
or if I could possibly spare some corn, a crust 

of bread, an eyeball. We stood like this, 
no one else in sight on the path, 

water dark as Lethe on one side and a city 
on the other, but the sun kept rising, 

shattering the surface of the water with color: 
orange and gold, too bright to look at. 

The blackbird hopped backwards and took 
off with a loud "Cah-ah-aw!" I watched it 

disappear into the trees by the spillway, 
and stayed as the brightness grew. 

"Sunrise" makes a story from the fact 
of unimaginable distance and speed. The difference 

between the vacuum and the atmosphere refracting 
light into colors. We gather it all around us 

with two syllables: "sunrise." I wonder if the blackbird 
watches the sun come into view over the horizon 

and thinks to reach up and give it a tug, and take it 
for the shiniest bauble in its secret hoard. 
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Hercules' End 

The great demi-god burned himself in the end, 
and he welcomed the fire. The tongues of flame were cool 
and soothing compared to the torment his coat had given. 
The vengeful blood stuck and burned, applied 
by the hand of his loving wife, who only wished 
for his faithfulness. His friend stood by and started 
the consuming blaze - he knew you must fight fire with fire. 

Is love so tinder-dry? So dangerous? 
Or maybe love's a seed at first, and soon a tree 
ripe with fruit. Yet blight creeps quick 
in sap or blood, until the core burns black 
as greed. So Hercules preferred the flame 
and chopped the tree apart to build a pyre. 
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Ecclesiastes 

the breaking that builds 
or the building that breaks 

the embrace that pushes away 

the push that is an embrace 
listen - sometimes silence 

speaks louder 

there is a time to release 
what you could have kept 

and a time to cling 

sometimes it's hard to tell peace from war 
like mourning and dancing 

there is time 
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New York, 2008 

We walked across from the river. 
Headlights searched the bridge, 

streetlamps gilded your hair, 
your eyes watched for fireflies. 

You called it a perfect place 
and made a grass circlet for your head. 

When you peeked through 
a piece of tree-bark shaped like a mask, 

how did you see me? 
You closed your eyes, 

let me walk you up and down 
the steps, and I let you do the same. 

Though we left at the gloaming, 
leaving did not end the spell. 

Firefly lamps were bright in memory. 
When you closed your eyes 

you could see them, 
but I ran your foot against the steps, 

and you ran me off the path. 
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The Blue Note 

A 
Robert Johnson goes to the crossroads 
at midnight with his guitar. 
He is searching for that blue note. 

A 
A mysterious stranger 
took his guitar and tuned it -
then gave it back. 

B 
Metal on a metal string, 
sliding, scratching between the frets, 
a rough voice hits a semitone. 
That is the blue note. 

A 
Robert Johnson leaves the crossroads 
when the sun throws fire in the sky. 
He is a little lighter. 

A 
The sun-warped guitar wails 
knobbly fingers wail 
broken vocal chords wail. 
Round about the third, 
the blue note wails. 

B 
An earth voice rises from the delta. 
Presley heard it. He ripped it off. 
He could tell you: 
that blue note slides 
between the cracks. 

A 
Hellhounds 
haunted Robert Johnson. 
Till the day he died, 
he dodged bullets 
and strychnine laced whiskey. 
All for that blue note. 
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A 
In Memphis the jook bands played 
jugs and washboards and pie tin banjoes. 
In Chicago bluesmen plugged in 
electrified guitars. 
All for that blue note. 

B 
I sit on the front porch 
trying to find it. 
But it's elusive -
it slips between the cracks. 
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Bedtime in the Windy City 

Nights, the trees were loud with wind, 
but where the boy stood was calm. 

The noise passed overhead 
until the wind remembered him. 

It rushed him, tousling his hair 
with large, calloused hands 

unsure, rough, caring in their way. 
The hands spoke more than the mouth. 

Then the mother would carry the boy to bed, 
and the boy would lay in the dark 

listening to the wind's bluster: 
swaying branches, late night news, 

loud complaints about the foreman, 
the crane that broke down in the construction yard. 
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Locke and Hobbes Meet in Paradise 

What, or who, is responsible 
for this pain and hunger, 
this child and his crying, 
his mother's hopeless eyes 

the imprisonment of this young girl 
in red light bars, 
the corruption of the leaders 
who we trust or don't trust, 
violence of man against man, 
or against wife, 

the sickness that rots the leukocytes of this black child 
the health of my rich white neighbor, 
and the greed and hatred that feasts on our blood 
like poison: 
in short: 
what is 
the trouble 
with the world? 

My dear sir, you are. 
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The Courthouse Ghosts 

Lunchtime Questions 
Did someone die in the pecan tree 
right above us? Did he dangle 
from the branch? And did 
someone eat lunch 
at the hanging? 

A Pecan Tree on Hanging 
Sun or rain. A jerk on one of my thicker 
branches. It never really 
bothered me. 

Questions of Judgement 
Can you still see hanged men 
if you look closely, like ghost images 
in a grainy old sepia photograph? 
Did the dead men walk 
down the courthouse steps 
before climbing the scaffolding 
to the noose? 

The Courthouse on People 
I remember lives ending 
in the trees in every season. 
Summer was my favorite: 
the crowds were bigger then. 

Questions During Dessert 
Did pecans fall when the body 
hit the end of the rope and jerked? 
Did someone crack the shells 
beneath their shoes and eat the nut 
just like we're doing now? 
Or did they look up at the body 
swinging like an overripe pecan? 

You on Pecans 
But aren't these pecans tasty! 
So earthy sweet. 
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Such Things as Roots 

Above all else I wanted to be free, 
and not to trap my thoughts right here again. 
But in this place my sins have taken root. 

I lift a pen to cut away that root. 
I 've heard there is no verse that's truly free, 
but all, resisting something, comes again. 

So after winter, spring, and fall again, 
and where a seed has died there grows a root. 
A paradox - to die is to be free. 

Above all else I wanted to be free. 
To feel the push of something new again, 
and leave behind the staleness of my root. 
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Paper Dragons 

I wrote you a letter once 
then I folded it into 
a paper dragon. 

I held it in my palm 
and blew on it 
very gently. 

Its wings started 
beating against the air, 
a heart's soft 

rhythm. It left 
my hand and took 
to the sky. 

It flew over 
green and brown 
yards, blue 

pools, and shingled 
rooftops. The wind 
caressed it. 

The sun warmed the dragon. 
At night the stars 
guided its course. 

It flew until 
it found you. 
You unfolded it, 

and read the words, 
but not the words 
I put there. 

You put your 
own words in the dragon 
and folded it back up. 

It flew on 
over the gulf 
where a storm 
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took it in 
and blew it about 
and soaked it 

until the paper 
disintegrated. But the dragon 
didn't need the paper 

by then. It flapped 
its wings against 
the gale 

and rode back 
to me. It landed 
on my head 

and breathed fire 
in my ears until I said, 
That's not what I meant, 

That's not it at all. 
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Something Blue 

I walked around the restored chapel 
and I looked at the floor plan 

on the castle ruins brochure. 

Sure enough, the supports 
stood—stone pillars— 

right where it said they would be: 

four columns and the flying 
buttresses in between. 

The brochure told how the mason 

who restored the castle 
used fragments of the original 

and searched for the same kind 

of stone in a quarry fifty miles away. 
I brushed my hand over the pillars, 

felt the patchwork rock 

held together by three iron rods 
that ran from the foundation 

to the roof, and I thought, 

"I have shored up these fragments 
against my ruins." 

Some old, some new, and some borrowed, 

clustered around a cord of three strands. 
Breakfast, a kiss, your 

black dress, that song we keep 

hearing on the radio, the last cookie 
that's always yours, the model boat 

we found in the antique shop. 
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Modern Antaeus 

We lift ourselves above the earth. We sit 
Above hard concrete; rubber tires attached 
To metal frames. The earthen ring beneath -
The veinous rivers and cavernous hearts, 
The wheat field's golden hair, the dark forest's 
Intimacies, the grassy ground's soft skin -
Is far away. And we are never thrown; 
Our Herculean strength enough to lift 
Us high above that ring. We glory in 
Our elevation. 

Fruit arrives from far 
Away, transported in crates on airplanes, 
Then lifted conveniently to hand height 
In supermarket bins. Our water waits 
In towers to be drawn to a faucet 
Six stories high in an apartment room. 
Our voices wing through satellites and wires 
That we have strung above the empty fields. 

And yet we keep on lifting, for we are 
Both Hercules and Antaeus: we thrive 
And wither till we must make peace between the two. 
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Kudzu 

They didn't know about kudzu 
when they moved into the house. 

They learned quickly enough, though. 
Now they could tell you 

it is called "the vine that ate 
the South" because of how wildly 

fast it grows here, and how it can 
tear a building apart, ruining 

the foundation and cracking the bricks. 
They could tell you about hours 

spent clipping back the vine in their backyard 
knowing that it might take 

ten or more years to kill it. But 
it is worth it to save the house. 

Kudzu, they could tell you, never stops trying 
to take over. And so, 

even in weeks when she was angry 
about the dishes or he wanted her 

and she was too tired or she wanted him 
to stay at home tonight, or when 

he couldn't understand why the way 
he said something hurt her or maybe 

he just didn't say "I love you" enough, 
even when he was sleeping on the couch, 

they would go together into the backyard 
and clip back the kudzu. Piece 

by piece and day by day. The same 
patches of ground again. 
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Bringing Down the House 

You told me 
that the ceiling 

was slowly descending, 

I didn't believe you. 
Said it couldn't be true. 

I went outside, but the house 

looked normal from the yard. 
I thought: imagination. 

Your mind playing tricks. 

You disagreed. 
Said our rooms 

were slowly getting smaller. 

The next day 
the ceiling did seem lower, 

though the house looked the same 

from outside. 
I wrote down the distance 

from the floor to the ceiling. 

In a week the ceiling 
had fallen a foot and a half. 

We didn't tell the neighbors. 

I tried to stop 
the descent by propping up 

plywood boards. 

You looked at me 
and shook your head. 

You were right, of course. 

It didn't help at all. 
When we couldn't walk 

in the house, 

we moved into the attic. 
I thought: we can live 

like this. We'll be alright. 
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Weary as the Dirt 

Thou hast been called, O sleep! the friend of woe; 
But 'tis the happy who have called thee so. 

This is no time for sleep: the harvest work 
Demands what strength we have and more. The fields 
Lie ripe, and sunny sweat now stings our eyes. 
We work. And the working is our waiting. 
We swing our sickles. Weary as the dirt 
That bore the seeds, we watch the sun: it hangs 
Unmoving in the sky. 

When will it fall? 
There is time enough for breathing easy 
When the horizon takes the sun, and night 
Sends us across the darkened fields to sleep. 
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Digging for Ghosts 

The marble hand in the glass case 
is beautiful, fingers extended as if in welcome, 
intact even though the body that belonged 
to it is long since dust. 

Surely the archaeologist didn't 
go out and sleep on a hard cot 
at night and work in the sun all day 
to bring a little piece of ancient stone 
to this well-lit glass case. 
He didn't carefully dig for and dust off 
oddly shaped rocks in the hope that 
someone would come here, 
glance at his find and read the placard. 
He didn't search for artifacts 
because he thought that he might be in a show 
on the Discovery Channel. He didn't 
go to school for years, learning history 
and how to handle artifacts 
that might disintegrate with a tap 
so that visitors to this museum 
could look at an ancient piece 
of well-carved rock. 

No, when he was at the dig site 
working frantically to uncover history 
before the builders came and put 
a high rise there, he was near 
our ghosts, ghosts that he didn't know 
were there until the contractor found 
an ancient spearhead when he broke ground, 
ghosts who whisper quietly as 
the archaeologist gingerly packs a broken 
stone hand to send it off for further study, 
careful not to touch it with his bare skin. 
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The Price of Repair 

Is a broken vase worth 
putting back together? 

The lines and glue mar the value, 
and there's always that piece 

that you just couldn't find. 
You can remember, though, 

the sick feeling in the pit 
of your stomach as the vase slid— 

it took months— 

from your hands and shattered 
and the empty feeling— 

lasted for years— 

as you surveyed the pieces 
on the kitchen floor, in the driveway, 

and in the bed. You break it, 
you buy it. 

There are no exceptions. 
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Unsent Letter 

Yes, there are places 
to return to, where 

falling snow hushes 
our fears as it collects 

on pine branches 
and the roof, or 

clear water flows cold 
from a dark hollow 

in the mountain rocks, 
and our two-hour-long hike 

was not wasted. 
There's a place 

where you and I walk. 
The sea looks bleakly 

gray, and shivering gulls 
re-voice our wind-blown 

complaints. Another, 
where my car breaks down 

by the highway. I sit quiet 
for a time before I call you, 

watching the carlights blur 
to form a white and red river. 

Yes, there are places 
to return to, but 
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how will we 
find them again? 

The current sweeps by. 
The places it carries 

tumble and roll for 
years, bumping up 

against each other, 
wearing off the rough 

and unpleasant edges, 
sometimes forgotten for a while 

in some calm hollow, 
but picked up again 

by a spring flood 
and whirled along 

until they shine smoothly 
and we pick one out 

and rub it between our fingers 
as if it was really 

a place that we had once been. 
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