2202242  Introduction to the Study of English Poetry

First semester, 2007

Assignment 2  (10 points)
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Read the following poem and answer the questions that follow.

From the Journals of the Frog Prince

In March I dreamed of mud,

sheets of mud over the ballroom chairs and table,

rainbow slicks of mud under the throne.

In April I saw mud of clouds and mud of sun.

Now in May I find excuses to linger in the kitchen

for wafts of silt and ale,

cinnamon and river bottom,

tender scallion and sour underlog.

At night I cannot sleep.

I am listening for the dribble of mud


climbing the stairs to our bedroom

as if a child in a wet bathing suit ran

up them in the dark.

Last night I said, “Face it, you’re bored.

How many times can you live over

with the same excitement

that moment when the princess leans

into the well, her face a petal

falling to the surface of the water

as you rise like a bubble to her lips,


the golden ball bursting from your mouth?”

Remember how she hurled you against the wall,

your body cracking open,

skin shriveling to the bone,

the green pod of your heart splitting in two,

and her face imprinted with every moment

of your transformation?

I no longer tremble.

Night after night I lie beside her.

“Why is your forehead so cool and damp?” she asks.

Her breasts are soft and dry as flour.

The hand that brushes my head is feverish.

At her touch I long for wet leaves,

the slap of water against rocks.

“What are you thinking of?” she asks.

How can I tell her

I am thinking of the green skin

shoved like wet pants behind the Directoire desk?

Or tell her I am mortgaged to the hilt

of my sword, to the leek-green tip of my soul?

Someday I will drag her by her hair

to the river—and what? Drown her?

Show her the green flame of my self rising at her feet?

But there’s no more violence in her

than in a fence or a gate.

“What are you thinking of?” she whispers.

I am staring into the garden.

I am watching the moon

wind its trail of golden slime around the oak,

over the stone basin of the fountain.

How can I tell her

I am thinking that transformations are not forever?


--Susan Mitchell (b. 1944)

1.  (4 points)  This poem is included in the collection Disenchantments: An Anthology of Modern Fairy Tale Poetry (1985).  How is Mitchell’s allusion to the well-known fairy tale a critique of that version?  What does her story and shift in focus from the princess to the prince say about the enchanting idea of love, physical appearance (“Beauty and the Beast” and Shrek also play with these themes), and ever after?  What disenchantments are there that make it belong in a collection of that name?

2.
(3 points)  Look up the word mortgage in a dictionary that gives etymological information such as the Oxford English Dictionary (CL ref 423 Oc98 1989).  Taking into consideration the meaning of the components that make up this word in the original French, do you think the prince is overstating his condition?

3.
(3 points)  We have seen dreams described in previous poems in connection to ideas of freedom and captivity.  Explain how the frog prince may be expressing similar wishes in this simile describing the princess: “But there’s no more violence in her / than in a fence or a gate.”  The image of the fence or gate seems passive enough (especially in contrast to the preceding aggressive imaginings of the prince, or is it merely understated passivity?).  How is comparing the princess to a fence or gate related to freedom or captivity?  How violent can she be?
4.
(2 bonus points)  The allusion to the fairy tale frog prince is an overt one.  Mitchell makes another, less explicit reference, to a previous retelling of the story.  What elements do you find in Mitchell’s “From the Journals” that connect it to a poem by Anne Sexton? 

