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Poetry List for Grade 11 English HL 2020 

 
1. Sonnet 130 (William Shakespeare) 

 
2. London 1802 (William Wordsworth) 

 
Poetry in Focus: 
 

3. Mid-term Break (Seamus Heaney) 
 

a. Comparative poem (1)- Out Out (Robert Frost) 
 

b. Additional Reading- Digging (Seamus Heaney) 
 

c. The Female Viewpoint- Poppies in October (Sylvia Plath) 
 

4. Eating Poetry (Mark Strand) 
 

5. Amagoduka at Glencoe Station (Mbuyiseni Oswald Mtshali) 
 

6. The Hug (Thorn Gunn) 
 

7. The Man (Seitlhamo Motsapi) 
 

8. Weather Eye (Isobel Dixon) 
 

9. Freetown (Ogaga Ifowodo) 
 

10. Tomorrow’s Daughters (Lebogang Mashile) 
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Understanding Seamus Heaney: His life and times 

 

 

 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
URL:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uwYXt4obLBY 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uwYXt4obLBY
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Poem 

 

MID-TERM BREAK by SEAMUS 

HEANEY 

I sat all morning in the college sick bay 

Counting bells knelling classes to a close. 

At two o'clock our neighbours drove me 

home. 

 

In the porch I met my father crying— 

He had always taken funerals in his 

stride— 

And Big Jim Evans saying it was a hard 

blow. 

 

The baby cooed and laughed and rocked 

the pram 

When I came in, and I was embarrassed 

By old men standing up to shake my hand 

 

And tell me they were 'sorry for my 

trouble'. 

Whispers informed strangers I was the 

eldest, 

Away at school, as my mother held my 

hand 

In hers and coughed out angry tearless 

sighs. 

At ten o'clock the ambulance arrived 

With the corpse, stanched and bandaged 

by the nurses. 

 

Next morning I went up into the room. 

Snowdrops 

And candles soothed the bedside; I saw 

him 

For the first time in six weeks. Paler now, 

 

Wearing a poppy bruise on his left temple, 

He lay in the four-foot box as in his cot. 

No gaudy scars, the bumper knocked him 

clear. 

 

A four-foot box, a foot for every year. 
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Mid-Term Break: Analysis and Breakdown 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

URL:https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vDGm1fLWKqQ 

 

Poem Breakdown, Analysis and Summary 

 

Poem Breakdown 
 
The subject of this poem is the death of Seamus Heaney’s younger brother, Christopher 
who was killed by a car at the age of four. It is a tremendously poignant poem and its 
emotional power derives in large measure form the fact that Heaney is very muted and 
understated with respect to his own emotional response. He chooses to focus more upon 
the reaction of his parents in order to convey the shocking impact of the death of their little 
boy. Usually, we must careful not to assume the “I” in a poem is, in fact, the poet. In this 
case, though, we may be sure that Mid-Term Break is purely and intensely. 
 

 

Analysis1 
 
This poem deals with the death of a young child, who is only 4 years old and how Heaney, 
as a child, reacts to this event. 
 In the opening stanza Heaney, as a child, is waiting in the sick bay at school to be taken 
home. There is a sense of boredom as he counts the bells waiting for classes to end. It 
is as if he doesn’t really understand what is going on and would rather be in class. 
 
The second stanza finds Heaney back at home, seeing his father crying, which is surprising 
as ‘he had always taken funerals in his stride’. 
 
‘The baby cooed and laughed’ shows the lack of understanding, it seems it is the adults 
who are most upset and the baby, innocent of all knowledge, reacts normally, life goes on. 
 Heaney, too, is embarrassed by the way ‘old men’ come to shake his hand and say they 
are ‘sorry for my trouble’ showing his lack of comprehension. 

 
1 https://revisionworld.com/gcse-revision/english/poetry-gcse/seamus-heaney/mid-term-break/analysis 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vDGm1fLWKqQ
https://revisionworld.com/gcse-revision/english/poetry-gcse/seamus-heaney/mid-term-break/analysis
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There is a sense of quiet throughout, with ‘whispers’ ‘tearless sighs’ as a reverence for 
the dead. At this point it is still unclear who has died. 
 
In the fifth stanza the corpse arrives in an ambulance. It all seems quite clinical and 
emotionless here with the line ‘stanched and bandaged by nurses’ reflecting Heaney’s 
lack of emotion or understanding as a boy. 
 
In the sixth stanza he goes up to the room full of flowers and candles ‘snowdrops’ a white 
flower representing purity, which is appropriate given the age of the dead boy. 
We are finally given a sense of identity here with ‘him’ mentioned. Heaney describes him 
as ‘paler now’ than when he last saw him, six weeks previously. 
 
The penultimate stanza describes him in more detail with a ‘poppy bruise on his left 
temple’ poppy a flower associated with the dead and the red colour accurately reflecting 
the colour of blood and a bruise. His bed is described using a simile ‘as in is cot’ to 
describe the bed like a child’s cot as it is so small and he is so young. 
It is likely that the boy is a young relative of Heaney’s, although this is not clarified. It could 
be a younger brother. We learn the cause of death is a road accident as ‘the bumper 
knocked him clear’. 
The final line emphasises how tragic the event is as the coffin is so small, showing the 
youth of the victim. The stanza is only one line and nine words long to place a clear 
emphasis on how tragic and shocking the event is. 
 
Summary2 
 
I spent the morning in the nurse’s office, counting the schoolbells as they announced the 
end of classes. At two in the afternoon, our neighbors picked me up and drove me back 
home. 
 
When I got home, I saw my father crying on the porch—even though he had usually been 
very composed at funerals. Big Jim Evans was there too, and he said it was an especially 
tough loss. 
 
The baby made little baby sounds and laughed and rocked back and forth in its carriage 
when I came into the house. I was embarrassed because the old men who'd come over to 
the house kept standing up to shake my hand. 
 
Those men said they were “sorry for my loss.” People whispered around me, saying that I 
was the oldest child in the family and had been away at boarding school. Meanwhile, my 
mother held my hand in hers. 
 
She wasn't crying, but let out rough sighs that sounded like coughing and were full of 
anger. At ten o’clock, the ambulance showed up with the body, wrapped in bandages by 
the nurses at the hospital. 
 
In the morning, I went up to the room where the body lay. There were snowdrop flowers 

 
2 https://www.litcharts.com/poetry/seamus-heaney/mid-term-break 

https://www.litcharts.com/poetry/seamus-heaney/mid-term-break
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and candles by the bed to make the scene more bearable. I looked at him for the first time 
in six weeks. He was paler now than he was the last time I'd seen him. 
 
He had a red bruise on the left side of his forehead. He lay in a four-foot long box, just as 
though he were lying in bed. He didn’t have any big, obvious scars. When the car’s bumper 
hit him, it knocked him out of the way of the wheels. 
 
His coffin was four feet long: one foot for each year that he lived. 
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Analysis and Summary 

Structure 

 

In stanza 5 there are instances of half rhyme (sigh/arrived) (corpse/nurses) however it is 

in the final two lines of this stanza that the poet uses the only full rhyme found in the 

poem. 

 

This helps bring closure to the poem and gives the ending a sense of finality, emphasising the 
theme of death. 
 

 
 

 

 

This poppy represents the poppy 

bruise on the boys lea temple. 

Heaney describes this poppy 

how it looks on his brothers 

temple. 

 

 

This small coffin represents the 

young boys age. “A four foot box 

a foot for every year”. 

 

This tells the readers the age of 

his brother. 
 

 

 

This shows the theme of the 

poem. “She cried out angry 

tearless sighs” . The mother is so 

upset she cant produce a tear. 
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Poetic Techniques: 

 

Poetic Techniques: Onomatopoeia, Alliteration, Simile, Metaphor, Repetion. 

 

• Repetion the word “foot” – emphasis on size. 

 

• Onomatopoeia “bells knelling” – the sound of funeral bells. – Knelling is how we 

describe a bell ringing for a funeral. 

 

• Alliteration “ a Four Foot” – emphases the small coffin. 

 

• Simile– “ He lay in the foot four box as in a cot” – creates vivid imagery of a child 

asleep. 

 

Themes of the Poem: 

 

• Childhood / Family– The poem involves the poet recalling an event from 
his own childhood. 
 

• It involves Heaney’s family and the tremendous loss his family deals with. 
 

• Death / Loss – The fact that the poem deals with the death of a child, 
encourages the reader and narrator to question the pointlessness of death. 
 

• Memory – Poem recalls an event from the past and this links it to other 
poems in the collection that involve looking back in order to see the present 
and future clearly. 

 
Tone of the poem: 
 

• The mood/tone of sorrow or sadness. 

• The poem has a very sorrowful mood which is created by using a number of poetic 
techniques. "Mid Term Break" is about the death of his younger brother Christopher at 
which he was four years old when he was killed in a car accident. “ He lay in the foot four 
box as in a cot” 
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Questions: 

 

 
1. What time did the neighbours pick the boy up?  

2. When he arrived home what was the boy’s father doing?  

3. When was the last time the boy had seen his little brother?  

4. What two items where beside the bed?  

5. What age was his little brother when he died? 

6. Describe the structure of the poem—its meter, rhyme scheme, and layout. 
How do Heaney’s structural choices influence the overall effect of the 
poem? 

7. What event precipitated the scenes described in the poem? What clues in 
the poem build up to this revelation? What is the effect of this narrative 
structure? 

8. How is the title ironic, and how does this irony relate to the overall tone and 
style of the poem? Discuss how other details of the poem contribute to this 
tone and style. (Some examples to consider: the double meaning of “hard 
blow” in line 6, the baby’s cooing and laughing, and the speaker’s 
descriptions of his own mental state.) 

9. What does the “poppy bruise” (line 19) indicate (literally and figuratively), 
and why are there “no gaudy scars” (line 21)? What is the effect of the 
repetition of “four foot box” in lines 20 and 22 and the detail “a foot for every 
year” (line 22)? From Wikipedia: “Poppies have long been used as a 
symbol of sleep, peace, and death: Sleep because the opium extracted 
from them is a sedative, and death because of the common bloodred color 
of the red poppy in particular. In Greek and Roman myths, poppies were 
used as offerings to the dead.”  

10. Discuss the rhetorical effect of the symbolism used in the poem. Cite 
specific examples. 
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Comparative poem 

Mid-Term Break (Seamus Heaney) vs Out Out (Robert Frost) 

 

Mid-Term Break by Seamus Heaney 

I sat all morning in the college sick bay 
Counting bells knelling classes to a close. 
At two o'clock our neighbours drove me home. 
 
In the porch I met my father crying— 
He had always taken funerals in his stride— 
And Big Jim Evans saying it was a hard blow. 
 
The baby cooed and laughed and rocked the pram 
When I came in, and I was embarrassed 
By old men standing up to shake my hand 
 
And tell me they were 'sorry for my trouble'. 
Whispers informed strangers I was the eldest, 
Away at school, as my mother held my hand 
 
In hers and coughed out angry tearless sighs. 
At ten o'clock the ambulance arrived 
With the corpse, stanched and bandaged by the nurses. 
 
Next morning I went up into the room. Snowdrops 
And candles soothed the bedside; I saw him 
For the first time in six weeks. Paler now, 
 
Wearing a poppy bruise on his left temple, 
He lay in the four-foot box as in his cot. 
No gaudy scars, the bumper knocked him clear. 
 
A four-foot box, a foot for every year. 
 

Out Out by Robert Frost 

The buzz saw snarled and rattled in the yard 
And made dust and dropped stove-length sticks of wood, 
Sweet-scented stuff when the breeze drew across it. 
And from there those that lifted eyes could count 
Five mountain ranges one behind the other 
Under the sunset far into Vermont. 
And the saw snarled and rattled, snarled and rattled, 
As it ran light, or had to bear a load. 
And nothing happened: day was all but done. 
Call it a day, I wish they might have said 
To please the boy by giving him the half hour 
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That a boy counts so much when saved from work. 
His sister stood beside him in her apron 
To tell them ‘Supper.’ At the word, the saw, 
As if to prove saws knew what supper meant, 
Leaped out at the boy’s hand, or seemed to leap— 
He must have given the hand. However it was, 
Neither refused the meeting. But the hand! 
The boy’s first outcry was a rueful laugh, 
As he swung toward them holding up the hand 
Half in appeal, but half as if to keep 
The life from spilling. Then the boy saw all— 
Since he was old enough to know, big boy 
Doing a man’s work, though a child at heart— 
He saw all spoiled. ‘Don’t let him cut my hand off— 
The doctor, when he comes. Don’t let him, sister!’ 
So. But the hand was gone already. 
The doctor put him in the dark of ether. 
He lay and puffed his lips out with his breath. 
And then—the watcher at his pulse took fright. 
No one believed. They listened at his heart. 
Little—less—nothing!—and that ended it. 
No more to build on there. And they, since they 
Were not the one dead, turned to their affairs. 
 

 

Questions: 

1.  
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Analysis of Out Out by Robert Frost 

 

 

Poetry Reading 

 

URL: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yQBdxu9t-
zs 

 

Poem Analysis and Summary 
 

 

URL: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2OpldG7QGL0 

 

 

 

Written Summary and Analysis of Out Out by Robert Frost 

Summary 

A young man is cutting firewood with a buzz saw in New England. Near the end of the day, the 
boy’s sister announces that it is time for dinner and, out of excitement, the boy accidentally cuts 
his hand with the saw. He begs his sister not to allow the doctor to amputate the hand but 
inwardly realizes that he has already lost too much blood to survive. The boy dies while under 
anesthesia, and everyone goes back to work. 

Analysis 

Frost uses the method of personification to great effect in this poem. The buzz saw, though 
technically an inanimate object, is described as a cognizant being, aggressively snarling and 
rattling as it does its work. When the sister makes the dinner announcement, the saw 
demonstrates that it has a mind of its own by “leaping” out of the boy’s hand in its excitement. 
Frost refuses to lay blame for the injury on the boy, who is still a “child at heart.” 

In addition to blaming the saw, Frost blames the adults at the scene for not intervening and 
telling the boy to “call it a day” before the accident occurred. Had the boy received an early 
excuse from the workday, he would have avoided cutting off his hand and would have been 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yQBdxu9t-zs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yQBdxu9t-zs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2OpldG7QGL0
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saved from death. Moreover, a mere half-hour break from his job would have allowed the boy 
to regain part of his childhood, if only for a moment. 

Frost’s emphasis on the boy’s passivity and innocence in this situation is particularly significant 
in the context of the time period. After moving to England with his family, Frost was forced to 
return to America because of the onset of World War I in 1915, an event that would destroy the 
lives of many innocent young boys. With that in mind, this poem can be read as a critique of the 
world events that forced boys to leave their childhoods behind and ultimately be destroyed by 
circumstances beyond their control. 

After the boy’s hand is nearly severed, he is still enough of an adult to realize that he has lost 
too much blood to survive. He attempts to “keep the life from spilling” from his hand, but even 
that is only an attempt, since nothing can be done. Above all, though, the boy hopes to 
maintain his physical dignity in his death, rather than die with a missing hand. Again, Frost 
channels the horrors already occurring on the battlefields in Europe, where death from enemy 
shells was automatically devoid of dignity. 

By the end of the poem, the narrator no longer has anything to say about the tragedy of the 
boy’s death. While the first twenty-six lines contain elegant metaphors and descriptions of the 
scene, the final eight lines are detached and unemotional. The narrator’s “So” and “No more to 
build on there” reveal that even the narrator is unable to find any explanation for why such a 
young boy had to die. 

In the last line of the poem, the narrator enters a state of complete detachment, almost as if 
indifference is the only way to cope with the boy’s death. Just as soldiers on the battlefield must 
ignore the bodies around them and continue to fight, the people of this New England town have 
nothing to do but move on with their lives. 
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Additional Reading 

 

Digging by Seamus Heaney 
 

Between my finger and my thumb    
The squat pen rests; snug as a gun. 
 
Under my window, a clean rasping sound    
When the spade sinks into gravelly ground:    
My father, digging. I look down 
 
Till his straining rump among the flowerbeds    
Bends low, comes up twenty years away    
Stooping in rhythm through potato drills    
Where he was digging. 
 
The coarse boot nestled on the lug, the shaft    
Against the inside knee was levered firmly. 
He rooted out tall tops, buried the bright edge deep 
To scatter new potatoes that we picked, 
Loving their cool hardness in our hands. 
 
By God, the old man could handle a spade.    
Just like his old man. 
 
My grandfather cut more turf in a day 
Than any other man on Toner’s bog. 
Once I carried him milk in a bottle 
Corked sloppily with paper. He straightened up 
To drink it, then fell to right away 
Nicking and slicing neatly, heaving sods 
Over his shoulder, going down and down 
For the good turf. Digging. 
 
The cold smell of potato mould, the squelch and slap 
Of soggy peat, the curt cuts of an edge 
Through living roots awaken in my head. 
But I’ve no spade to follow men like them. 
 
Between my finger and my thumb 
The squat pen rests. 
I’ll dig with it. 
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Video Analysis and Summary of Digging: 

 

 

 
URL: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-EXIFeePLIY 

 
 

Questions: 

1. What is the point of all the details about the poet’s father at work in stanzas 
two through five?  

2. What is the point of the details about the grandfather in stanza six.  

3. Explain stanza seven; where are we in time?  

4. Consider the opening and closing lines that relate to the poet. Who is he, 
what is his relationship, besides kinship, to the men he describes and the 
work they perform?  

5. Consider the poem in cultural, more specifically postcolonial terms, how is 
this indicative of a postcolonial situation? 

 

 

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-EXIFeePLIY
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The Female viewpoint 

Poppies in October by Sylvia Plath 

 

The Video Reading of Poppies in October by 
Sylvia Plath 

 

 
URL: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fthuqMaPe0Y 

 

The Video Analysis and Summary of 
Poppies in October by Sylvia Plath 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
URL: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aFNBQN_MlwI 

 

 

Poem 

Poppies in October by Sylvia Plath 
 
Even the sun-clouds this morning cannot manage such skirts. 
Nor the woman in the ambulance 
Whose red heart blooms through her coat so astoundingly — 
 
A gift, a love gift 
Utterly unasked for 
By a sky 
 
Palely and flamily 
Igniting its carbon monoxides, by eyes 
Dulled to a halt under bowlers. 
 
O my God, what am I 
That these late mouths should cry open 
In a forest of frost, in a dawn of cornflowers. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fthuqMaPe0Y
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aFNBQN_MlwI
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Summary and Analysis of the poem 

Poppies in October by Sylvia Plath 

Poppies in October by Sylvia Plath is a poem where the meaning can easily be 
lost in the description, but at its core, it seems to be about the contrast between 
life and death. Essentially, this work shows Plath’s lessening interest in life and 
her continued interest with death, with death getting lasting attention and focus. 
This creates a sad atmosphere to the poem that the reader can react to since 
value is forgotten and despair overcomes, as if the reader wishes to have seen 
these negative things beforehand to prevent Plath from having to endure them. As 
the reader cannot undo her despair, the sad atmosphere and melancholy 
message remain. 
  

Poppies in October Analysis 
 

First Stanza 

The confusion that will be prevalent throughout this work begins in this first 
stanza. For one thing, the reader must infer that the “skirts” being addressed are 
not actual “skirts,” but the petals of the “Poppies” that are the poem’s namesake. 
Should a reader think about the structure of “Poppies,” this description would 
almost make sense as the petals do have a rim-like appearance. However, the 
description is only comparable rather than perfect because these flowers’ petals 
extend upward toward the “sky,” unlike typical “skirts.” This is an indication that 
Plath was feeling as if life was upside down at this point in her life, like she could 
not get her grounding and felt as though things were without proper direction. 
This is noted as well in the confusing concept of “the woman in the ambulance” 
who seems to come out of nowhere, and “[w]hose red heart blooms through her 
coat” is such an unusual concept that additional thought should be given to it. 
Clearly, a “heart” cannot “bloom” in this manner, so the meaning must become 
something less literal. It is possible that the “heart bloom[ing]” indicates blood 
spilling “through her coat” to become very apparent to an observer. If such is the 
case, this “woman” has been wounded in some way, and she is bleeding from an 
undescribed incident. 

It is important to note at this point that this poem is said to have been written 
somewhat near the time that Plath committed suicide. With this in mind, it is 
possible that she was experiencing an interest in moving beyond this life while she 
was writing this poem, which would give reason to her sudden shift in addressing 
what could be a fatal wound to a strange “woman” when she had previously been 
discussing flowers, as if death was capable of stealing her focus in an instant. 
This fascination with death is prevalent as well in the choice of flowers for the 
poem as “Poppies” are connected to ideas of slumber, like an eternal sleep. From 
these two concepts, the reader can infer that the bizarre approach within the 
poem is to showcase an interest in passing, which explains why she felt so off-
balance as to label petals extended upward as “skirts.” 
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Second Stanza 

The interest in the afterlife continues in this stanza as no matter if “sun-clouds” or 
the wound that caused the blood are being labeled “a love gift,” the label is still 
quite morbid. After all, “sun-clouds” indicate that “clouds” are blocking the “sun,” 
and this hints diminishing light. This “love,” in that scenario, would be present in 
something that was silencing brightness, like the darkness is appealing or even 
beckoning. Only with a hint of darkness, in this estimation, is “love” at its best 
state. 

If Plath meant the wound that caused the blood was this “love gift,” the situation 
becomes even stranger. Perhaps this means that the wound was delivered by 
someone who was said to “love” the person, like an act of familial or marital 
abuse. Whether or not this notion is true, labeling it “[a] gift” is bizarre since it 
shows that toeing this line between life and death was an intriguing enough 
concept to Plath to be seen as a positive “gift.” 

This “love gift” aspect can also be a hint that the aforementioned “woman in the 
ambulance” is actually pregnant. In this scenario, the “love gift” is in the form of a 
child, and this idea could be connected to notions of her “heart” surfacing through 
that child. This, too, would explain the “heart bloom[ing]” from the previous stanza, 
as if the child is an extension of her “love” and “heart,” and she “blooms” as the 
baby does. This is only a theory, though, and given that little of the rest of the 
poem might line up with it, the safest method of explanation remains life versus 
death. 

Additionally, this “gift” is “[u]tterly unasked for,” which blends a negative feel with 
the concept of a positive “gift.” “Utterly,” as it happens, comes with the connotation 
of consumption, as if a person is drowning in the depths of the scenario. Even the 
beginning sound of the word reflects this concept, as though the person were 
actually groaning in disgust over the situation. That this adjective is linked to 
something as pleasant in concept as “[a] gift” lets the reader know that there are 
layers of feeling here, that Plath was not fully committed to either concept being 
better. To live or die, essentially, came with pros and cons to her, and she had yet 
to decipher which was the path she wanted to take. Still, her choice remained 
looming over her, like “a sky” she could not escape. 

Third Stanza 

This stanza seems to build on the “sky” concepts in that the earlier noted “sun-
clouds” would be aspects that could represent this stanza’s adjectives of “[p]alely 
and flamily,” with the “clouds” being “[p]ale” and the “sun” being like “flam[e].” This 
combination is lively enough to “[i]gnit[e]” its elements, but the choice seems to be 
made to “[d]ull” that brightness with “bowlers.” This reads like a description of a 
person keeping their “eyes” from the “sun” by utilizing a “bowler” hat, but the 
deeper meaning of choosing to dim light can be employed to blend with the earlier 
mentioned theme of toeing the line of life and death. Just as a person can lower 
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their head and allow a “bowler” to block light, Plath was choosing to shift focus 
from the light of life just enough to dim the brightness that came from it. 

It is interesting that this “[i]gniting” is noted as “[d]ull[ing]” things “to a halt,” which 
indicates a full stop rather than just a dimmer existence. Perhaps this is an 
indication that the fixation with death was growing stronger for Plath—that it was 
not just there, but escalating to bring her “to a halt” in regard to any wishes she 
had to continue living. 

Fourth Stanza 

Plath returns to the floral concept by referring to the “late mouths” that “cry open,” 
like flowers whose petals are lively and vibrant. These particular flowers blossom 
“in a dawn of cornflowers,” and “[i]n a forest of frosts.” What this indicates is that 
her world had grown cold, and a different flower of fascination had sprung up to 
catch her interest. This could be another clue that her interest in the division of life 
and death had begun leaning toward a more pressing interest in death itself, 
which is supported in the notion of how soon after penning this poem she 
committed suicide. 

The shift into this new mentality is filled with despair, which is noted in her “cry” to 
“God” in the first line of the stanza that is followed by the question of “what am I.” 
These are indications that she was losing balance and a sense of value in her life. 
It made no sense to her that the flowers would blossom in her presence, as 
though she did not deserve such luxuries. Even the act of this “bloom[ing]” is 
tainted with the criticism that the blossoming is “late,” as well as the description of 
the blossoming being that the flowers “cry open.” This, essentially, sounds like a 
lament for their continued existence, as if it is time for the “cornflowers” to surface 
to change the setting. 

Overall, this poem reflects the mentality of a person who has lost a sense of value 
with their being—someone who yearns for the “sun” to “set” on their existence to 
make way for the “dawn” of something different. At its core, then, this poem can 
be seen as a hint of Plath’s future suicide, given her interest in death and its 
contrast to life. This is a hushed concept in the poem—reflecting the taboo of the 
fascination with death—in that though the title indicates that “Poppies in 
October” are the main subject, neither the flower nor the month are mentioned by 
name. Essentially, this pull toward death was real for Plath, but it remained 
internal, and these ideas drive the poem. 
  

About Sylvia Plath 

Sylvia Plath was born in Massachusetts in 1932 and was plagued with 
depression. In fact, she attempted suicide at the age of 19, and she later ended 
her life in 1963. Before this end, though, she attended Cambridge University and 
married Ted Hughes, though the marriage ended in divorce. 


