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Once upon atime (about last Friday, as
A.A. Milne would remind us), little girls were
supposed to be made of “sugar and spice and
all thingsnice.” Once upon about the same
time, there were not supposed to be any kinds
of girlsbut little. Marge Piercy is among the
small group of major feminist poets who began
to change al that in the 1960s and 1970s. Her
poems were a direct challenge to the status
quo. They modeled female rage for a genera-
tion of women; they were necessary, historic.
The poemsin Early Grrrl (collected here from
four out-of-print books. The Twelve-Spoked
Wheel Flashing, Living in the Open, Hard
Loving, and Breaking Camp, with additional
youthful and other uncollected poems written
over four decades) are not subtle; they do not
wish to be. They are missionary, prophetic,
apostolic. They proclaim their politics, their
sexuality, and their anti-modernist, straightfor-
ward poetics bluntly, boldly, with Amazonian
full-frontal nudity.

Since a prophet hath no honor in her
own country, she must like
Cassandra repeat herself in the hope
that the people sheistrying to save
will hear her.

Laurel Blossom

At least, that’swhat | expected. Reading
Early Grrrl after | had composed the above
sentences for areview of What Big Girls Are
Made Of?, | discovered something quite
different: ayoung poet finding her voice
through early, sometimes rhymed and metered,
verse on the themes of nature, love, and death;
echoing ancestors like Emily Dickinson;
learning beside contemporaries like Sylvia
Plath, Margaret Atwood, and Erica Jong;
experimenting with the uses and misuses of her
language; discovering her gift for images,
beginning to indulge her weakness for explana-
tion. Politics, and especidly the
personal-is-political brand of feminist analysis,
enters the poems early, prophetically:

What | found among the cobblestones,
the bombed-out streets, the ghettoes
squashed like egg cartons, the spires and
apses and domes, was myself:
apast that led bleeding toward me
apresent in which | flourished in my
poverty
like aflowering weed out of asphalt
and the word, the word, the future word
was being formed in my blood.
In me was the poet | will be.
In me were the words heating,
hardening, the words
taking shape and growing,
ticking in my womb
like a bomb.

(“Grand Tour 1957")

Politics underlies most of the poemsin
Early Grrrl, but, except when sheis proselytiz-
ing (“For Inez Garcia’), there is arefreshing
lack of righteousness. Even in so directly
political a poem as“Smoke in thewind,” the
emotion is carried in the images:

Darknessis coming early
under wings of avast bomber
taking off. Lovers



are touching bellies.

A child draws picturesin the dirt.
An old man leads awater buffalo
down aroad no one

will ever see again.

Though, with the mention of the child, the
poem verges dangerously towards sentimental -
ity, pulling back at the last possible moment by
focusing on the disappearance of the road, and
leaving the peopl € s fate to the reader’ s judg-
ment and imagination.

One of the early poemsin What Are Big
Girls Made Of?, her thirteenth collection, is
called “ Song of the nudge.” It's a self-portrait.
Piercy isanudgenik still, just as

impolite
aswind that blows umbrellas wrong
side to and dead |eaves down.

| cannot stay out of crevices.

| cannot abstain from tipping

things over and stirring up dust.
(“Brother-less six: Unconversation”)

She proselytizes, asin “For two women
shot to death in Brookline, Massachusetts.”
She laments, in the title poem here asin the
poem from Early
Grrrl called “Exo-
dus,” that women
are constructed like
manufactured
products; she com-
pares our “retooled,
refitted and rede-
signed” bodiesto
sports sedans, satin
eels, scissors
blades, topiary
hedges, science
projects, “gardens to
be weeded,/ dogsto
be trained.” She
castigates us, “Why
should we punish
each other with

than being greedy or mean?’ She asks, “When
will awoman cease/ to be made of pain?’

Sometimes there is an element of conde-
scension in the tone of Piercy’ s anger, which
the title, What Are Big Girls Made Of?, unfor-
tunately reinforces. Also, her tendency to
summarize, to point to amoral, and to over-
simplify has gotten worse. In thissheisno
doubt doing her job as prophet: since a prophet
hath no honor in her own country, she must
like Cassandra repeat herself in the hope that
the people sheistrying to save will hear her.

But I’'m reminded of the brilliant and
famous quip with which Dorothy Parker
responded to the challenge of using the word
horticulture in a sentence: “You can lead a
horticulture but you can’t make her think.”
Perhaps | am that unreconstructed “ hor,”
perhaps another woman'’ s anger still makes me
uncomfortable; or maybe these preachy poems
don’'t work, or don’t work anymore.

| could be wrong. What Are Big Girls
Made Of? was nominated for a Pulitzer Prize
in 1998 and named one of the Most Notable
Books of the year by the American Library
Association.

It isnotorioudly difficult to write poems
with an agenda. Outrage
tends to push them towards
polemics. A reader’s
judgment must depend on
whether her emphasisfalls
on the agenda or the
poetry. If on the agenda,
the content of the poem
may persuade her that the
poetry works. If on the
poetry, the formal criteria
must take precedence.
Piercy’ s political poems
succeed, in my view, when
they are more narrative
than rhetorical, when she
allows the story to speak,
more or less, for itself.

Itisfor thisreason

scorn/ asif to have a
fat ass/ were worse

Cover detail used with permission

that | tend to prefer the
political poemsin Early



Grrrl to those in What Are Big Girls
Made Of? They seem fresher, perhaps because
the issues were new when the poems were
written, perhaps because they are generously
interspersed with poems on other themes,
perhaps because they are more imagistic, more
personal, and in many cases, funnier. Take
“Between the end and the acceptance of the
end,” which begins, “ She has him like walk-
ing/ pneumoniad’; take “ Ask me for anything
else,” which begins, “Patience is dun-colored”;
or take “Make mefed it,” which ends, “I fear
nothing like this silence/ filled with the satis-
fied nibbling of myriad teeth/ of thelittle
appetites.”

Early Grrrl isnot barren of Piercy’s more
declamatory verse, however (see “The token
woman™), nor is What Are Big Girls Made Of?
devoid of political poemsthat work. “A little
monument,” for instance, tells the story of a
favorite childhood cat who was poisoned by
the boy next door when the Piercys sold their
house to a black doctor. Similarly, “A day in
thelife,” which begins with an ellipsis that
immediately gets our attention:

Sheiswakened at four am.
Of course she does not
pick up...

and goes on to describe the
minute-by-minute, brutal daily experience of an
abortion clinic receptionist, who, even when she
comes home, comes hometo aboyfriend whoiis,
“she cantell, getting tired/ of her tears.”

Next morning
sherises and day falls

on her like atruckload
of wet cement. Thisis
atrue story, thisis
what | know of virtue,
thisiswhat | know

of goodnessin our time.

Piercy gives us her characteristic envoi,
but it does not overwhelm the story; in the
poem’s only simile, day, which is supposed to
rise like every other ordinary, working stiff,
fallsinstead on top of the poor receptionist,

knocking her down (again), hardening
even asit lands. The power of the image
allows the rhetorical ending to work.

The political poemsin What Are Big
Girls Made Of? are al grouped together, to
their detriment, in one (the second) section of
the book; other sections include love poems,
nature or environmental poems, rich family
poems, and a troubled opening sequence
called “ The Brother-less Poems,” in which
Piercy chronicles her ambivalent relationship
with amuch older, now deceased half-brother.
Despite later estrangement, she acknowledges
his powerful influence on her devel opment:

Thus we grew out of the same mother

but never spoke redl wordssince | turned
twelve.

Y et you built into my psyche that
space

for aman not of ice and thumbtacks,

aman who could think with his body,

aman who could laugh from the soles

of hisfeet, aman who could touch

skin simply as sun does.

You gave me alicense

for the right of the body to joy.

If Piercy’ s political poems showcase
the strength of her aggression, her personal
poems prove the equal strength of arich
tenderness, humor, and vulnerability. One of
my favoritesis“Belly good” (from What Are
Big Girls Made Of?), alovely and loving
appreciation of womanhood:

Even when | have been at my thinnest,

you have never abandoned me but

curled

round as a sleeping cat under my skirt.

When | spread out, so do you. You like

to eat, drink, and bang on another

belly.

Piercy’ sinsstence on the physicdl, her
open presence to theworld, is one of her mgjor
strengths as a poet. She draws deftly on smile
and metaphor. Night “soakd itsdyeinto the
edges of day,” “the night’ s creek/ rushes over our
shining bones,” “The night is our fur./ We curl
ingdeit licking.” Breasts“shimmer” or gleam



“absurd aslemons.” Lightning “burns the snow.”
Leavesshine“bright asjellies” A ripepeachis
“luck made round.” Tropes like these dot the
landscapes of her poems, and sometimes, asin
“Moonburn,” aseries of unrelated images may
congtitute the poem itself. Occasiondly, she will
draw out a metaphor into a concelt, wittily
forging two disparate images together; but more
often she likes to set up an object asakind of ill
life, turning it to revea different images and new
meanings, asin the poems “ Ancient wood” or
“Transfixed on the bank,” which exploresthe
mystery of rivers, blending Einstein’ s theory of
relativity with Heraclitus. Like John Donne or
Albert Goldbarth, Piercy often uses science,
especialy astronomy, as an analogue for her
persona world: in* A warm place becomesa
cold place” she sees adeteriorating relationship
interms of black holes and red giants; in
“Syzygy” she associates her “precarious balance”
with the moon’ s occasiona straight alignment
with the earth and sun; in “The level” the smul-
taneous appearance of the sun and moon in the
sky prompts this comparison:

But now they hang, two bright
balls teasing us to balance

the halves of our brain, need

and will, gut and intellect,

you and mein an instant’s grace—

She finds that balance in the variety of
poems included in What Are Big Girls Made
Of?, and she definesit clearly in the final
poem, “The art of blessing the day.” After
blessing creation in the form of rain, sunshine,
trees, lilies, bees, cardinals, peaches, the flanks
of cows, and garden tomatoes, she says:

Thisisablessing for apolitical victory:
Although | shall not forget that things
work in increments and epicycles and
some time [sic]

leaps that half the time fall back down,
let’ s not relinquish dancing while the
music

fitsinto our hips and bounces our heels.
We must never forget, pleasureisasred as
pain.

And being Marge Piercy, she says, of course:

Bless whatever you can
with eyes and hands and tongue. If you
can't blessit, get ready to make it new.

Laurd Blossomisa poet and founder of the esteemed
writing residency The Writers Community, a program
of the YMLA National Writer’sVoice. Sheiscurrently
working on a book-length poem, one section of which
has been published in Deadsnake Apotheosis.



