Barbara Kingsolver’s How to Fly, In Ten Thousand Easy Lessons                                                    
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Barbara Kingsolver’s How to Fly poetry collection is divided into seven parts—with the first part, very personal and poignant poems, including the title poem; part two, “Pellegrinaggio,” poems dealing with travel to Italy and family; part three, an elegiac series; part four, focusing on relationships the poet has with those she is close to; part five “Dancing with the Devil,” poems about the writing life and critics; part six, a meditation on living and the connectedness of all the material world; and the final part seven, “The Nature of Objects,” poems dealing with things of the external world as they relate to us. How to Fly is an exquisite collection, the poems gaged to please the poetry connoiseur as well as the novice.

As you read the How to Fly poems in part one, notice that all of these poems are “recipes”
for life, “how to” poems for living.  Determine which express the idea of “enduring,” of measuring one’s worth through the quality of one’s interaction and connection with others. Note “How to Get a Divorce,” “How to Have a Child,” and “How to Be Hopeful”; what do they tell us about how we get on with those closest to us as well as with ourselves?  What do the  “Pellegrinaggio” poems tell us about travel in Italy, about the speaker’s interaction with her mother-in-law Giovanna, and about the importance of home and roots?  What does “pellegrinaggio” mean? 

The elegiac poems of part three are highly personal and poignant tributes to those whom the speaker has loved but lost.  These poems also give us lovely Wordsworthian “spots of time” that are associated with these loved ones, while at the same time they have a universal quality about them.  What are all the complex emotions that you discern in “My Mother’s Last Forty Minutes”?  How is this poem also a “rite of passage” for the speaker, indeed for us all? As you read the “Walking Each Other Home” poems of part four, notice how different activities suggest such a range of emotions.  For example, what memory does pulling weeds in “By the Roots” call forth? What is the idea suggested about women in “Six Women Swimming Naked in the Oceans,” and what is the controling image the poet uses to imply this idea? Notice the clever construction of “Blow Me” where the reader can enjoy a poem within a poem in this touching tribute to mother and child.
“Dancing with the Devil” is a fiesty series of poems about writing, writers, and critics.  Who are the poet’s favorite writers? What is she saying about “patriarchy” in “Advice for the Female Poet”?  Notice the style of “Insomniac Villanelle,” a highly stylized poem which the poet uses as a tribute to great writers. How do style and meaning complement each other in this poem? What is “My Afternoon with The Postman” saying about making art and the critics? How do you think the poet feels about critics in general? What is the main idea of part six, “Where It Begins”?  How do the objects in “The Nature of Objects,” the final grouping of poems, relate to the idea of being human, our longings, our fears; and how does “The Hands of Trees” utilize personification to say somethng about ourselves?
