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buses, in the market. I tried and remembered the words and expressions
children used. I read a lot of children books and even learned them by
heart and told them to my neighbour's children. Everyone praised me
and I was proud of myself too. Some people from Russia told me that
Hebrew "pushed out” English from their memory, but I thought it can't
be true. Very soon I started to give private lessons and used my Hebrew
as often as possible, though my pupils were from Russia. And suddenly |
discovered that - without meaning it - when I am going to speak English
a Hebrew phrase "jumps out’ of me_ It embarassed me so, that I began to
control myself, but it became worser... I am really worried."

At the other end of the attitude continuum is A.K., who writes:

Roumanian-L1 septilingual: Attrition "is not a problem for me, because
my Hebrew knowledge is still very poor... It is my fault, of course. The
first problem is lack of time. I'm busy all day, so there is very little time
left for learning (at night I really can't acquire things); the other prob-
lem is — however funny it might sound - the knowledge of English. Usu-
ally I speak English everywhere because it's much easier for me to com-
municate this way, to express my thoughts, ideas, wishes. But even if my
knowledge of Hebrew grows I don't see any problem in acquiring it (with-
out clashes among the languages I know).”

Channel

The self-report data collected from both the essays and the questions following the
cloze and recall task experiment indicate that speech is more prone to involuntary
CS or CM than other channels. In the essays, mainly problems occuring in oral
communication are described. In answering the explicit question following the cloze
task experiment, only one Russian-L1 responded that Hebrew words had come to
mind while completing the cloze task. No nonnative English speakers reported that
English had come to mind while writing their recalls in Hebrew, or Hebrew while
writing their recalls in English. Only the native English speaker wrote®

English-L1 quadrilingual:
"Hebrew never once crossed my mind while writing
in English, except

if I had struggled with translating a Hebrew word,
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I recalled it (example: charismatic.)"

These findings coincide with Selinker's diary entry in a longitudinal study of of
multiple language acquisition (Selinker & Baumgartner-Cohen, 1995) "...this is an
entirely involuntary entering into my interlanguage German of elements from MY
interlanguage French. Note that all of this is ‘on-fine’ and is thus domain bound and
would not happen, I predict, in rehearsed speech or where there is time to edit, etc.”

Variance along the orality-literacy continuum

The feeling that "Hebrew is overtaking” English apparently comes from unsuccess-
ful word retrievals which occur mainly in conversation. The one report of written
CS occured in corresponding by E-mail and not on the transiation task in the experi-
ment. Thus, position along the orality-literacy continuum accounts for variance in
involuntary CS. Spontanity in spoken language may result in cross-lingual word
retrievals by drawing on multilingual resources, whereas the permenancy of writien
discourse may provide stability that restricts word retrievals to the target language
resources. Growing dominance in the SL and diminishing FL skills alike apparently
remain within the domain of interpersonal communication, whereas literacy skills
remain unaffected.

"Hebrish"

Many American-Israelis mix Hebrew and English in conversation. This special mix
has been coined "Hebrish" and has been found to serve pragmatic, textual and dis-
course functions. Speaking "Hebrish" among themselves seems to express a sense
of social unity felt by American-Israelis as opposed to how they feel when commu-
nicating with non-American Israelis. By speaking "Hebrish” they benefit from the
resources of both language systems. (Olshtain & Blum-Kulka, 1989)

The native English speaker in the group reports that her conversational Hebrew is
good and she does not mix languages. She also reports that she does not speak Eng-
lish with friends, apparently not mixing socially with English speakers. However,
she deliberately inserted a Hebrew word on an English test to fill a lexical gap. This
may be an indication that in the future, if M.H. begins to mix socially with Ameri-
can-Israelis, she, too, will take advantage of the rich resources of the double sysiem
of "Hebrish".
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Cognitive style

The experiment entailing cloze, bilingual recall and self-reporting was held in an
attempt to probe cognitive processing.

Word retrieval strategies

Assuming that involuntary CS is the outcome of a misdirected word search, I de-
cided to investigate cognitive trends on a structured word retrieval task. Thus, the
cloze and recall task experiment was held, miscues were analyzed and statistical
procedures applied.

Results provide no support for the hypothesis that cognitive styles regarding word
retrieval strategies account for variance in perceived language loss or involuntary
CS. The Chi Square Test result is not statistically significant. Means reveal similar
distributions among subjects who complain of involuntary CS and/or loss of Eng-
lish and those who do not. In both groups, there is greater tendency to focus on local
rather than global context, and minimal personal schema interference.

These results do not necessarily contradict the initial assumption that CS is the end
product of cognitive processing involving word retrievals. The point is that the ex-
periment involves literacy skills, e.g. searching for context clues, whereas the self-
report data includes evidence of CS in conversation but not in the language of thought
on the written tasks. Perhaps an experiment involving text-free word retrievals would
reveal interactions between cognitive processing and CM or CS.

Speech is apparently more prone to CS than other channels of language production.
The more flexible nature of context in speech lends itself to greater variance in
cognitive processing. For some individuals, mental routes may be restricted to the
language in use. For others, boundaries between other languages may be less rigid,
so that a multilingual may have compound resources of "FL vocabulary” to be acti-
vated when the speaker is in "foreign language mode" (Cohen, 1995; Selinker &
Baumgartner-Cohen, 1995).

It should be noted that advanced high school level of English proficiency was a
prerequisite to acceptance to the retraining course. Thus, similarities in the subjects’
interlanguage structure may also account for non-significant differences in their
cognitive styles on the word retrieval tasks.
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Language of thought

A multilingual's choice of language of thought is relevant to the issue of involuntary
CS. The speaker may decide to use the target language to warm up or rehearse in
preparation for a subsequent effort, for functional language use, or to draw on mul-
tilingual resources, e.g. mnemonic devices (Cohen, 1995).

In the cloze and recall task experiment, English seemed not to have emerged while
writing Hebrew recalls, neither did Hebrew emerge while writing either the cloze or
the English recalls. This suggests that the target language served as the language of
thought in performing these tasks. On the other hand, the native speaker’s comment
that a word she had struggled in translating into Hebrew later came up in her English
recall shows that concentrated cognitive effort may result in an umbrella effect over-
riding conscious choice of language.

Implications
Several implications may be drawn from this investigation.

Variation in non-native speakers' level of proficiency in an interlanguage does not
necessarily correlate with variation in their feeling that they are losing control of this
language. On the other hand, use is of major importance in maintaining an
interfanguage. Where a new second interlanguage is in comeptition for dominance,
bastc interpersonal communication skills in a prior FL are potentially at risk.

In the case under study, both English and Hebrew are interlanguages in flux. At a
personal level, the subjects attach personal importance to both languages. On the
one hand, they consider good English to be a prerequisite to their profession as EFL
teachers. On the other hand, good Hebrew is a prerequisite to becoming absorbed in
Israeli society. Still the evidence reveals variation in the force and operational out-
comes of these emotions, as well as differences between objective and subjective
assessment of English attrition. It is of particular interest that those individuals who
exert vigorous effort in acquiring Hebrew and express pride in their achievements
are those who express great distress at their diminishing control of English.

It is also interesting that Hebrew (or in several cases German) emerges involuntarily
in English rather than the L1. This finding supports the view that multilinguals might
tend to separate between L1 and FL resources and "switch to FL mode” when ex-
pressing themselves in an interlanguage (Selinker & Baumgartner-Cohen, 1995;
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Cohen, 1995),

Do these findings imply that Hebrew might cease to emerge once proficiency and
dominance reach near-native levels? Or that merging would never have occured in
the first place had there been a balance in the minds of the speakers between the two
languages in terms of use and personal importance?

Further investigation is also needed to determine to what extent motivation and frus-
tration concerning two languages of personal importance are interdependent. Lon-
gitudinal studies could shed light on additional questions as well. How do some
multilinguals strike a balance between non-native languages? Among new immi-
grants, does control of English recur once Hebrew becomes more stable? Do vigor-
ous efforts to regain English proficiency put Hebrew dominance at risk?

Notes

1. In the current study the term code-switching (CS) and code-mixing (CM) are used inter-
changeably unless stated otherwise, e.g. in quotations from the research literature.

2. All quotes from subjects' papers have been copied with all original language errors and

spelling mistakes

3. Terms used throughout this paper to label quotes from multilinguals' self-rport data are adapted
from Cohen (1995). The purpose is to clarify speakers' level of multilingualism.

4, Underlining and line breaks appear as in the original.
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Appendix 1: The Questionnaire

The following questionnaire was used to collect data on subjects’ linguistic back-
ground and self-perceptions concerning their levels of proficiency and use of vari-
ous languages. This instrument reflects opinions expressed in the subjects’ essays
and in the research literature (Selinker, 1995; Cohen, 1986; Cohen, 1995).

A Questionnaire

This questionnaire addresses the issue of multiple language acquisition. Your re-
sponses will provide data for our tnvestigation of the link between language acquisi-
tion and language attrition. Thank you for your cooperation.
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Please fill in the tables below as follows:

1. List the languages you know (or knew in the past) in the order of acquisition.

2. Indicate your perception of the current level of your skills in each language
(high/low).

Gaby Shoshani

LANGUAGES

SPEAKING

READING WRITING

L1

L2

L3

L4

L5

L6

L7

L8

3. Indicate how you leamed/acquired each language.

FORMAL
INSTRUCTION
(Number of years, dates)

INFORMAL
INTERPERSONAL
VERBAL
COMMUNICATION
(Frequent or minimal?)

FORMAL

ACADEMIC
PURPOSES

(Spoken and/or written?)

L1

L2

L3

L5

L6

L7

L3
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4. How often do you use your L.1 in the following situation

s?

TNEVER | SELDOM | FREQUENTLY] USUALLY

At home with your...

husband/wife

children

parents

friends 1

. In the community...

shopping

on personal aftairs

| with government officials and the like

5. How often do you use English in the following situations?

NEVER | SELDOM

FREQUENTLY

USUALLY

| Al home with vour...

husband/wife

children

parents —

i friends

 In the community...

| shopping ’

on personal affairs

with government officials and the like K

6. How often do you use Hebrew in the following situations:

INEVER [ SELDOM

FREQUENTLY

USUALLY

At home with your...

husband/wife

—

children

parents

{riends

In the community...

shopping [

|
|
on personal affairs i
with govemment officials and the like i
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7. Circle the best answers (in reference to the present):

Which language do you normally use more? ENGLISH or HEBREW
Which language do you like more? ENGLISH or HEBREW
Which language do you spend more time studying? ENGLISH or HEBREW
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Appendix 2: The cloze passage

A Great Twentieth Century Musician

Toscanini was born in Italy in 1867 and died in the United States in 1957. He was
one of the greatest musicians of the twentieth century. His achievements were so
splendid that to this , over thirty-five years after his death, he is consid-
ered a model of "what every conductor should be".

Toscanini had musical talent, a charismatic personality and a phenomenal memory.

remembered every musical note by heart and considered technical mis-
takes moral sins; every note had to be perfect. When Toscanini was not :
he screamed. The musicians accepted his behavior with love. "It is good for his
blood pressure," they said. When he was too quiet for several days, they '
and when he screamed again, they were relieved. His charisma motivated musicians
to reach achievements they could never have reached without . Under his
direction, musicians produced music of the standard, giving them tre-
mendous self-confidence, pride and joy.

Arturo Toscanini's musical career began at the age of 19 and ended at the

of 87. Very little is known about his life because he kept his secrets to
himself; he did like people to write about him. we know that
he was the son of a poor tailor, and that he was sent to music school at the age of nine
where he did not have to pay for food, bed schooling. Toscanini's par-
ents never visited him at school. His mother said she didn’t have a suitable dress to
wear; but her clothes were good enough to wear to church, she used to
meet her son from time to time. he grew up, his parents did not come to
his wedding, and they never came to any of his concerts.

It is said that conductors love being seen but Toscanini was different. He disliked
public light. The halls he liked best were those where the orchestra was
under the stage and the conductor in, did his job, and left, without
being seen by the audience. Only during the rehearsals, when he was alone with his
musicians, was he able to open up and come to life. It is said that his
musicians knew how truly great Toscanini was because only they saw him in his
best moments—during the rehearsals. They claimed that his concerts were great but
his rehearsals were even

Toscanini spent most of his life in the United States. When the Fascists came into
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Appendix 3: The miscue analysis instrument

Table 6: Scales of the miscue analysis instrument

A -~ SEMANTIC NETWORK (meaning relations in the language system)

3 Accepted response (Matching the key)

2 Common semantic field (Associative relationship, e.g. co-hyponymn, subordinate,
superordinate of words in key)

1 Different semantic field. No associative relationship to words in key

0 Opted out: BLANK

B — SYNTACTIC ACCEPTABILITY (structure and morphology)

2 Acceptable structure and morphology in local context
1 Unacceptable structure, not cohesive, incorrect morpheme
0 Opted out: BLANK

C — SEMANTIC ACCEPTABILITY

3 Acceptable within global context

2 Acceptable only in immediate context

1 Lacking meaning, or unacceptable collocation
0 Opted out: BLANK

D — RETRIEVAL STRATEGIES

5 Focus on extra-textual information or personal schemata.

Context clues cannot be identified by coder. The subject’s personal schemata may have
supported or interfered with comprehension of the text.

4 Focus on thematic content. Although incorrect, response item seems congruent with general
thematic content of the text.

3 Focus on global semantic clues. The response item may be a topic/key word, a lexical
repetition, a summary word, or a logical connector. Context clues which could explain the
response item are observed by the coder beyond the phrase in which missing item 1s embed-
ded.

2 Focus on local semantic clues. Semantic clues are observed by the coder in the immediate
environment (up to and including phrase in which the missing item is embedded, or printed
just above or below the missing item).

1 Focus on syntax. The response item indicates focus on structure rather than meaning; it is
usually a function/grammar word.

(0 Opted out: BLANK
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L "All I Can See Is Woman, Woman and Womb'": —
Sylvia Plath’s "Morning Song"
Through the Eyes of Feminist Criticsm

Sylvia Plath's poem "Morning Song" takes an unsentimental and perhaps subver-
sive look at the process of childbirth and new motherhood. The woman in the poem,
the persona, does not take any credit for the birth of her child. She is an "envelope”
and a passive vessel, rather than an active participant in the process (Irigaray, "The
Politics of Difference” 119-120). Plath's poem conveys events in harsh, and some-
times hateful images, but reading the poem in terms of feminist criticism, Plath's
persona , ideas and imagery evolve in new directions.

Under the influence of Héléne Cixous and Elaine Showalter, it seems to me that a
paper written by a woman, read, hopefully, by many women, seen through the eyes
of Feminism, and dealing with a woman's poetry and the subject of women's issues,
is entitled to a special preface. How can a woman not be affected by Showalter's
admonition to "reinvent language" and step outside the "phallogocentric structure”
("Feminist Criticism in the Wilderness" 254) and how can such a clarion call to
freedom of expression not entice woman to embrace claims that style and syntax are
patriarchal dictates, and that, moreover, in some Feminist eye, the Deridian "I" is the
male-read positive—pole of a binary opposition whose female-read weak and nega-
tive—pole is empty? Well, then, Jacques Derrida's phallic "I" may be a male con-
struct, and writing may indeed have been an extension of phallic control, but by
appropriating the patriarchal I, dressing it in softer curves, perhaps even using a
different font, my paper might claim the empty pole as filled with an I of its own. In
addition, appropriating a style not corseted by norms emanating from the corridors
of male academia may allow me to remain true to myself, Cixous and her Anglo-
American counterparts. This paper will, then, relate to itself in the first person delib-
erately. After all, "woman must write herself", says Cixous, and what is more myself
than the first person? "Woman must put herself into the text" says Cixous, and again,
my reaction to this is that I can do no more than establish a discourse with my reader
on the level where there is no doubt that T am my own opinion (Cixous 875).

Key words: Feminism; Sylvia Plath; mise-en-abyme, motherhood
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My paper encompasses "woman watching woman watching woman watching
woman" (Tenenholtz 26): a dizzy notion bordering on rrﬁse-an-abyme. The mir-
rored images of mothers and daughters embedded in Sylvia Plath's poem "Morning
Song" (Ariel 1), also convey an endless chain of observing, being observed and
playing a role. Pamela J. Annas writes that Sylvia Plath was a poet of transition
between post-war American conservatism and Feminism. During this time of retreat
into traditional values, women especially were experiencing "a time of kinder and
kuche if not kirche" so that those women who "expected to have a career", were
also expected to be successful wives and mothers (Annas 11).

"Morning Song" looks at womanhood and motherhoed both as a construct of the
male world and as the experience of a new mother. The poem expresses the "tension
and stresses of the success ethic and the role expectation conflict faced by any woman”
who is creative and determined to be both—as in Plath’s case—poet and mother (Annas
11). However, from the line, "love set you going like a fat gold watch" ("Morning
Song" 1. 1), it seems that Plath does not really believe her persona can do this. Her
baby, ticking like a gold watch, suggests that the child is to be her retirement present.
She is being sent home with a gold watch, thanking her for her service, but retiring
her to rock a carriage and look after a child rather than remain part of the creative
world of poetry. The ticking-baby is perceived as a threat to its mother whose days
as a member of the big world, so to speak, are numbered. Once the baby goes off,
the persona will have to transform herself, and aithough she says that "love" made
her pregnant, this is ironic. Love, in the poem, is more a situation of entrapment.
Love is hardly a case of soft, gentle and/or passionate communion between a man
and a woman, but rather a mechanical act, and one demeaned by the notion of being
wound up. The physical excitement is on the surface, but the feelings do not pen-
etrate. What does penetrate—the semen—is seen as a threat. The persona senses the
fetus as a foreign body inside her—a bomb-the beginning of the end. How unlike
Cixous' images of a woman flowing with words and milk are Plath’s opening lines
(Cixous 881). Annas, in her analysis of the Ariel poems, also takes the dark view
and discusses them in terms of the alienation and the sense of entrapment which are
"inside" the personae and according to Annas, inside Plath by inference (Annas 53).

If the persona in "Morning Song" feels threatened by the infant before it is born, the
birth itself deepens her sense of alienation and marginalization. The woman seems
virtually absent. One moment she is pregnant and the next a midwife is hitting the
baby, "the midwife slapped your footsoles, and your bald cry/ took its place among
the elements" (11. 2-3). The baby's arrival, then, is associated with profound negative
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changes for its mother. Now that she has acceded to motherhood as part of the social
norm for woman, she has given up control over her body. She seems to see no other
choices but to play out her role as wife and mother. No wonder, says Joanne S. Frye,
that women cannot "perceive femaleness and autonomy." It is the woman's "selt"
which finds legitimization only "in relationship with marriage and/or motherhood."
To Frye it is obvious that such a perception must result in the "demise of selt” (Frye
3):

Plath's new mother feels this. She sees herself as suddenly a thing that is hardly there
at all. Even the midwife ignores her and the retirement image of the gold watch (1)
underscores the persona's erasure. She is being pushed aside. Her "sending off present”
into a different world, far from the realm of productivity and vitality, is a gold watch
in the form of a baby. This bleak perception of motherhood makes one think about
the persona's readiness to be a mother on the one hand, and her sense of loss on the
other. Before pregnancy and motherhood the persona may have felt almost gender-
less, defined by her cerebral contribution, mental agility and character rather than
her sex. Once she gives birth, she becomes a woman "inscribed in the symbolic
order, a woman bound by her corporeality” (Kirby 237). This is true, for Plath makes
fun of the persona's body swollen with milk, stumbling out of bed to nurse her squall-
ing infant—"I stumble from bed, cow-heavy and floral/ in my Victorian nightgown"
(11. 13-14). Frye says that no matter what else a woman has to offer, she is eventually
"defined through [her] sexuality and its attendant roles—wife, mother, sex partner”
(Frye 168).

Betty Friedan's protest against the notion of woman knowing "fulfillment only at the
moment of giving birth to a child" is born out here (Friedan 55). Plath's persona
appears in shock. She watches the baby being slapped and hears its "bald cry", but
there is no sense of accomplishment. The husband is odiously absent. Moreover, the
midwife, another woman, is acting as the emissary of a patriarchal world, drugging
the mother so that she may forget the pain of childbirth, and thus be willing to repeat
It .

In The Bell Jar, Esther Greenwood is appalled at what Buddy tells her about child-
birth: the woman is numb as a result of drugs and thus "cut off from her own labor."
The ritual of birth is paradoxically controlled by men (Plath 53). Mary Ellman elabo-
rates by writing that women are kept out of sight like "mummies"” while doctors
come out of the delivery room "upright, calm, flecked with blood" to let the family
know that a child has been born (Ellman 79). Indeed, Plath's persona has no recol-
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lection of the birth and there is no transition from pregnancy to defivery justas there
was no transition from love to pregnancy. The baby has been bom, and the old
persona is no more. She has exploded, as it were. In place of the woman of the
market place, the career, the office, there is now only a2 mother-- a caregiver.

Raman Selden defines feminism as having an attitude toward society as a "conflict
model”. He explains that feminism perceives women as in the position of a social
class, exploited by patriarchy at economic, political, and ideological levels (Selden
136). Keeping this in mind we see that Plath takes an image from the market place
like that of the gold watch and turns it into a weapon against the conventions of
motherhood. Plath's persona will not pretend to be happy in her new role, nor wiil
she cooperate with the patriarchal hierarchy in perpetuating the myth of motherhood
if this is not what she feels.

Selden and Barbara Brothers seem to agree on a definition of womanhood as a sepa-
rate social class. For Brothers, this includes the idea of language, something Cixous
and Luce Irigaray also discuss. Brothers writes that "women, married or unmarried”
have been confined not only within men's rooms, but even more restrictively within
"man's prison house of language.” Therefore, women must "reinterpret what is natu-
ral” if they are to "escape from the powerful clutches of the patriarchy” (Brothers
196). Plath's apostrophe to her infant searches for this "natural” Janguage and she
makes an honest attempt to communicate her feelings to her infant, The semiotics
of poetry, the unspoken, as well as the infant's marginal sounds and fragments, are
very much part of the feminine realm.

If I take Irigaray at her word, Plath's persona experiences the process of birth as a
harsh intrusion into her most private realm-namely her body (Irigaray 102). And
what of Irigaray’s other notion, that the woman is rewarded as it were with a child,
and that in giving up her own desire to its needs she can "give free reign" to her need
for touching with the child? Irigaray says that "maternity supplants the deficiencies
of repressed female sexuality" (Irigaray 102), yet Plath's persona does not feel im-
mediately maternal . Unlike Irigaray's notion of maternity as an escape from sexual-
ity into motherhood, the baby in "Morning Song" is associated with drastic, nega-
tive changes for the mother. The homophones of morning/mourning hint that this
persona feels mourning and loss and Luce Irigaray and her notion of motherhood
and birth as joyous events are deconstructed. Pregnancy and birth in "Meoming Song"
are described as sterile processes, and the oxymoron of sterility and childbirth emerges
from the harsh light of the delivery room. The woman has lost her body and has
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motherhood and children are choices imposed by this world. Now she faces the
mirror image of herself. The child's nakedness reflects her own, and the comparison
is prophetic. The new mother foresees a repetition of a process she does not believe
in, and she does not know how to create a world for this child which will be differ-
ent. This mirror-image is the pivot on which the poem turns. Motherhood is a never-
ending chain without readiness, maturity and acceptance. It is a chain of rejection as
described by Plath. The persona's anger is clear. She directs it at the patriarchal
system which cuts short her own individuation. But there is anger at the child too.
The baby has moved the process forward. The cloud looking in the mirror is being
effaced by the wind, and the mother, once a child herself, is being replaced by the
baby. This is the inexorable process (1l. 7-9).

Plath juxtaposes biological and aesthetic creation. In her view, one comes at the
expense of the other. In Annas' words, giving birth stands in the way of "rebirth of
the self" (Annas 93). Annas refers to Plath's dilemma as a "tension between stasis
and movement, isolation and engagement, and the preoccupations with a resolution
of these tensions through rebirth" (Annas 97). At this point the persona feels both
orphaned and barren, yet paradoxically, now that she has disengaged herself from
the role cast upon her by cultural dictates, she is free to experience motherhood in a
novel way.

Throughout the poem, Plath's persona remains in a process of change. She may be
effaced by the wind, or looking in the mirror see emptiness, but she may also tran-
scend the images of a reductive mother and look inward. In spite of the persona'’s
perceived humiliations of pregnancy and birth, she may still find a way of living
inside herself and inside the world. She may forge a new sense of wholeness. It
seems that such a transformation takes place on a symbolic level between the first
and final stanzas of the poem. From being a statue by day, the woman comes alive at
night. Like a sleeping Gargoyle, mythically awakened, it is the call of her infant
daughter that transforms her, "All night your moth-breath/ flickers among the flat
pink roses. I wake to listen" (1. 10-11). She is silent by day, awkward and cynical
but alive at night, and by morning she has become nurturing, "One cry and I stumble
from bed" (1. 13).

Although Annas does not specifically relate to "Morning Song", she does speak of
the Ariel poetry in terms of movement from symbolic death to rebirth of the per-
sona, even if this rebirth can come only after an essential part of the self has faded
away (Annas 98). "Morning Song", while far from a poem of rejoicing, does show
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how eventually communication between mother and child does take place.

I get the strong feeling that as long as the persona feels she is being observed, she is
either cynical or angry, but when she is alone with her little girl, she can allow
herself to feel. Annas lists the poem among those dealing with "pregnancy and mater-
nity and which focus on the self's reaction to the fact of childbirth rather than on the
relationship between mother and child", but I disagree. In the fourth stanza the per-
sona is lying awake, silently, listening for the infant. Her baby's breathing moves
her. She admits this although the emotions are distant and motivated more by obli-
gation than love. She is moved by the child's "moth breath” and feels "a far sea
mov|ing] in [her] ear" (1l. 10-12). The image is amniotic and extremely feminine,
and the silent mother shows a concern beyond her willingness to provide food and
shelter. The baby is so fragile, "your breath flickers..." (1. 11), she tells her daughter.
The child is ethereal, moth-like, and the persona is moved by her child’s eloquent
helplessness. "One cry" and the woman is up to feed the baby. I could imagine her
husband turning over and looking at his wife's awkward sleep-laden movements, for
again the persona is self-deprecating, "...I stumble from bed, cow-heavy and floral/
in my Victorian night gown" (Il. 13-14). The allusions to her swollen body create a
caricature of a woman's body. Gone is the sexy nightdress, replaced by a floral,
flowing, long and awkward night gown, which is designed for breastfeeding, but not
for love. She is trapped inside it, and trips over it. However, the next moment she is
outside her husband's aura and in the baby's orbit, and her language changes. The
light changes. The sounds change. Communion can take place here. The metaphors
emphasize this change in mood, "Your mouth opens clean as a cat’s. The window
square/whitens and swallows its dull stars" (11. 15-16).

The baby was an inanimate object, a gold watch, and later she was denoted by the
metonymy of her footsoles, the lowest part of the body and thus only barely human.
Later, when she first comes home, she is a statue. Like her mother, she comes alive
at night. The child breathes at night-she is a moth. She also cries. Her mouth is
clean. And while it is true that these images are closely connected to the animal
world, there is a progression from moth to feline. Comparing her child to a cat may
indicate that the persona hopes her daughter may have some of the cat's characteris-
tics. A cat is independent and does not grow loyal to any master. A cat is far from
being a man's best friend and considering that the words female and feline are near
homophones, we may assume that the persona wishes her daughter to be true to
herself rather than to a master.
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Coming back to the poem's title, "Morning Song", we may ask who does the singing
here. The question in answered in the final stanza: it is the child. She is not mute and
inanimate. She sings. And she sings in the morning. At the break of dawn the infant
tries her "handful of notes" and her "clear vowels rise like balloons" (1I. 16-18).
Notwithstanding their ambivalence, the lines still state that the child has a voice.
The baby sings in the morning—the persona addresses her child in the apostrophe of
the final lines, and Plath writes the poem. This is another moment of vertigo and
o . ¢

mise-en-abyme. Is this baby's song a promise of poetry? Is it perhaps the song of the
lark who also sings at dawn and is sometimes seen as the harbinger of death? On a
more subversive level the baby's morning song may even be the crowing of a rooster.
This would mean that this baby girl is announcing the dawning of a new day and has
usurped the rooster's—male-role. She can raise her voice, and in fact, it rises to the
heavens like a sacrifice, which is being accepted.

No matter how hard I try, I cannot get beyond the ambiguity of the final lines. They
are a mixture of optimism and ending. If the sounds rise in sacrifice, there may be
hope for the child. If her song moves off like a balloon on the wind, she is part of the
effacement of the poem. However, I am also struck by the fact that Plath gives this
baby a language all of her own. There is some kind of semiotic communication here.
The pre-language communication of sounds and crying and breathing softly in the
dark are uniquely part of the communication between mother and child. The mother
may say her baby is a statue, but this proves to be not the case. The progressive
metonym from being inanimate to becoming a creature capable of a language that
the persona finds beautiful, speaks for itself.

Mother and child have come together at dawn. The persona observes the child and
listens to her singing, "... and now you try/ your handful of notes;/ the clear vowels
rise like balloons" (1l. 16-18). In Jewish thought this moment is called 7on - com-
passion. At the moment of dawn we may ask whether it is possible to have both
motherhood and poetry, "two forms of generativity to be congruent rather than con-
tradictory" and whether they may be reciprocal and "self-confirming" (Johnson 198).
We may believe for one short moment — as the persona seems to — that there is such
a chance for this child.

Unfortunately, most feminist critics believe the opposite. Alicia Ostriker writes that
woman must break the bond between herself and her mother and that the child too
causes a rupture in the creative process. Ostriker writes that "she (the aspiring poet)
can never become autonomous unless this bond is broken—and when it is, she wants
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to recover it" (Ostriker 179). In most general terms this is the essence of the poem

"Morning Song" because it too oscillates between the persona's need to be her own
erson, and her innate maternal feelings.

p g

It is difficult to say that this is an optimistic poem, especially in view of Plath's own
life. Nevertheless, I feel the poem exhibits a certain strength which comes from that
deep well of womanhood and which transcends societal expectations of women.
"Moming Song" does not hide the persona's despair at her new status, and nowhere
does she gloss over her feelings. This is the poem's strength and its claim to ecriture
feminine -- feminine writing-- for its subject matter is so wholly in the female realm
that it is difficult to imagine its emotions emanating from a male pen. In Cixous'
words, Plath has succeeded in liberating the "New Woman from the Old by coming
to know her", and if Plath does not succeed in having her persona love herself, as
Cixous demands she must, at least she has shot one of those arrows Cixous claims
will give women writers strength (Cixous 878).
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Notes
1. The title of this paper is inspired by the poem "Walking with My Mother" (Tenenholtz 26).
2. considering the richness of this poem, I felt it had to be quoted in full.

Morning Song

Love set you going like a fat gold watch,

The midwife slapped your footsoles, and your bald cry
Took its place among the elements

Our voices echo, magnifying your arrival. New statue.
In a drafty museum, your nakedness
Shadows our safety. We stand round blankly as walls.

I'm no more your mother
Than the cloud that distils a mirror to reflect its own slow
Effacement at the wind's hand.

All night your moth-breath
Flickers among the flat pink roses. I wake to listen:
A far sea moves in my ear.

One cry, and 1 stumble from bed, cow-heavy and floral
In my Victorian nightgown.
Your mouth opens clean as a cat's. the window square

Whitens and swallows its dull stars. And now you try
Your handful of notes;
The clear vowels rise like balloons.

3. This is an old German expression denoting that the woman has no place outside the home
and implies that the woman's realm is narrow and clearly defined by patriarchal dictates of
childbirth, motherhood and marriage.

The words mean children, kitchen and church.
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