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To our mothers,


Sonia Calhoun


and in memory of


Teresa Humphreys


The clear vowels rise like balloons.


– Sylvia Plath, ‘Morning Song’





Ian Humphreys




A Celebration: Writing After Sylvia



After Sylvia pays tribute to one of the most important voices of twentieth-century English language poetry. It also celebrates beginnings. Published during Sylvia Plath’s birthday month, this anthology honours the 90th anniversary of her birth on October 27, 1932.


There are sixty pieces of new writing in After Sylvia, and the majority are commissions. Each featured poem and essay, in some way, takes inspiration from Plath, her work, her genius, and her vision.


We asked our poets and scholars to write towards one of five Plathian themes: Rebirth, Womanhood, Magic, Mothers & Fathers, and Nature. These themes are illuminated through five key chapters, each comprised of eleven poems and one essay. Sarah and I gave contributors free rein to interpret the Plathian themes however they wished. The result is a book of beauty, power, depth, and surprises.


Perhaps instinctively, many of the poems and essays touch on more than one of the themes we asked authors to explore. This blurring of boundaries feels true to life, and brings a sense of harmony to the anthology, as does a shared interest in broader Plathian themes, such as illness, childbirth, despair, patriarchy, joy and hope. Many of the poems echo Plath’s refusal to look away from uncomfortable truths, and in some pieces, her most admired stylistic traits are held up to the light, including her startling imagery, confessional narratives, and dark humour.


After Sylvia begins with Emily Berry’s ‘Last Poem’, which itself starts with these apposite words:


“We don’t forget / we don’t forget”


Today, Sylvia Plath is remembered and revered more than ever. Consider the book’s final poem by Nina Billard Sarmadi, who was ten years old when her contribution won the Young Poets Network’s Sylvia Plath challenge (Plath herself was eight when her first poem was published in the Boston Herald). Nina’s success underlines the importance of Sylvia Plath to younger readers and authors. In 2018, when the Poetry Society conducted a global survey to discover which poets young people most admired, Plath came out on top, above Shakespeare.


Three international poetry competitions, spearheaded by The Sylvia Plath Prize, helped to shape After Sylvia. Between them, they attracted thousands of submissions from all around the world, with over a dozen prize-winning and commended poems selected for publication. By bringing a competition element to the anthology, we hoped to discover some new and exciting voices, and indeed several of the successful entries were written by poets at the outset of their creative journey.


‘’Love set you going like a fat gold watch’’ is the opening line of ‘Morning Song’, and the very first words in Plath’s ground-breaking, posthumous collection Ariel. In no small way, love was the catalyst for this book. Plath holds a special place in the hearts and minds of countless readers and writers. Personally, I came to Plath in my teens through her novel, The Bell Jar. The book, and later Plath’s compelling poetry, revealed to me the potency of language, how a perfectly formed line can jolt your senses, make you look at the world and yourself differently.


Of course, words have the power to injure as well as inspire, and After Sylvia is more than just a love letter to Plath. For example, Degna Stone’s essay discusses with Plathian candour the problematic language and tropes in some of Plath’s work:


‘I choose to dip in and out of Plath’s poetry, avoiding the poems that exclude me … and enjoying the poems that give me hope, make me smile or remind me that poetry can rescue you from despair just in the nick of time.’


Therapeutic. Disturbing. Fearless. Dazzling. Plath’s writing means many things to so many people. In After Sylvia, Plath’s trademark daring and originality have emboldened some contributors to take risks with style, form, voice and subject matter, with each chapter lit by poems that are surprising in scope and ambition.


We hope you enjoy immersing yourself in After Sylvia, and are moved by its wealth of thought-provoking new beginnings. Although indebted to a great, inspiring voice from the past, the anthology looks steadfastly to the future, bearing witness to the power and complexity of Sylvia Plath’s thriving legacy.
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Sarah Corbett




An Exploration: Writing After Sylvia Plath


How do we write after Sylvia Plath? For me, and for many of the poets and scholars writing After Sylvia for this anthology, this is a question we will have asked ourselves at some point in our journey towards becoming a poet, a writer, a scholar; often the question doesn’t ever entirely go away. Many of the writers represented here have expressed a sense of honour on receiving a commission to write After Sylvia, but also the anxiety of responding adequately; how do we write back to this mighty poet?


Many of us will have precious ‘origin stories’ of how we first encountered her work. For some of us it was through an enlightened teacher, for others a surreptitious or even semi-magical encounter – copies of Ariel slipping from library shelves, or even stolen, as Tiffany Atkinson recounts in her powerful and haunting poem ‘Small flame for Sylvia’, “every poet-girl who ever knelt / in Blackwell’s on a dreary half-term afternoon.” Or sometimes the first encounter was entirely accidental, as happened to Gail Crowther one stormy afternoon in her school library. By chance she opened a volume of Plath and fell irretrievably into the opening lines of ‘Mirror’, “I am silver and exact.” One thing seems to be universal: once encountered, and fallen in love with, Plath’s writing never leaves us.


But it can leave us with a problem: it’s not easy to write after Sylvia. In the poems of Ariel – both the 1965 edition that made her famous, and the Restored Ariel, the manuscript Plath left on her desk when she died that famously ‘begins with love and ends with spring’, we encounter an artist so achieved, so arrived and complete, a vision so startling, beautiful, and terrifying, that it can leave us to ask how do we write after Sylvia? Let’s face it, she pretty much nailed it: Ariel is the work of perhaps one of the most important poetic geniuses of the twentieth century. But instead of silencing us, she helps us to find our voice, she gives us permission to speak powerfully from our centre, wherever that is; to take risks, take no prisoners, tell the bald truth as we see it, however uncomfortable it might be for us, or for our reader.


To become a poet we must break free of our influences, ‘find our voice,’ chart our own course into that unmappable territory. Sylvia Plath is one of those influences that we carry with us. I was introduced to two Sylvia Plath poems by an A Level English teacher – ‘Mushrooms’ and ‘Elm’ – and without knowing who had written them, experienced a hit of recognition – wordless, in the gut, an acknowledgement of power and, yes, darkness I could not ignore. She was the first female poet I read, and became very quickly the most important writer in my own poetic development. My mentor would write little ‘SP’ notes in the margins of my poems, pointing out where Plath’s influence was too strong, or where I’d ventriloquised whole lines. This intervention was essential – I had to find my own voice – but as I’ve got older, I’ve come to look upon these ‘SPs’ in the margins’ as marks of a guiding spirit.


The poets and scholars in this volume of newly commissioned poems and essays have found their voices after Sylvia, through Sylvia, in many cases because of Sylvia. But the work of each poet is distinct in its expression of a unique voice, a unique vision. Many of the poets represented here have been publishing for decades: poets such as Ruth Fainlight, Penelope Shuttle, Caroline Bird and Pascale Petit; others have made their name in more recent years, such as Mona Arshi, Emily Berry, Mary Jean Chan and Romalyn Ante; still others are emerging poets, yet to publish a full collection, such as Daniel Fraser, Julie Irigaray and Jennifer Lee Tsai. The range of essays comes to us from Plath biographer Heather Clark, Plath scholar Gail Crowther, Ledbury Emerging Critic Devina Shah, emerging scholar Dorka Tamás, and poet and critic Degna Stone. Each work responds to, explores, writes in the wake of, the influence of Sylvia Plath, a writer who in her brief life created a legacy for generations of writers to follow.
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Emily Berry




Last Poem


     We don’t forget           we don’t forget


  All night your stars             blaze on the hill


        Which is to say                all our lives


       Childhood shut fast       behind a door


      My mother, too              built a room that


   she would later                die in. She dug her


     own grave in the air           And in the small


       backyard there was               a stone lion


    a thicket of ivy          And in the house


      there were books             But the words


    that were there          were not omens


     of death, they are alive  And everything


        you wrote is alive              So tip the milk


      back into the jug           Take the blanket


       from the crack            under the door


     Come back, come back from the beyond


    where the moon             stays sad all night


  but doesn’t hurt                      it doesn’t hurt


       when the clock             runs backwards


        and, survivor               you are older


       than you could ever     have imagined


          and there’s still time          still time


        for you to write             your last poem


                     in praise of long life.


i.m. Paula Neuss & Sylvia Plath





Jacob Polley




The Expulsion


She was wearing the white of a clock face. She would not sit on a dusty bench, nor risk a pistachio ice cream, nor look at the clock itself, which was set high above her in the façade of the loggia. She had always forsaken archways and shade. The fierceness of her mind was the fierceness of the sunlit empty square. In the red dust, silver wrappers shrivelled. It could have been the morning after a burning alive, when the city had paid someone to sweep up and shovel the ash and bits of burnt bone into the river, but she would not look at the clock.


She could hear the counting of small coins several streets away. She hadn’t got the hang of the money. He’d told her over and over again that the big coins were worth less than the small and that the city owed its formal gardens and statuary to Renaissance bankers who lived on hillsides, high above the streets and the counting of small coins. But she was always counting. Anyone could see the numbers in her face, he’d told her. Go and stand in front of a masterpiece, he’d told her.
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