Trying to Talk With a Man By Adrienne Rich

Communication

The title suggests that this is a key issue, and the rest of the poem bears this out. And of course the communication is seen in the context of a relationship, so most of what is said here can be said when discussing the theme of relationship also. 

The first overt reference to communication is “the language of love-letters” – suggesting a time when the relationship and the communication within it was in a healthy state. However this is immediately followed by a reference to the “language … of suicide notes”, which conveys a darker side to the relationship, a rather different use of language. There is a reference to “silence” in line 19 – on the surface it’s the silence of “the ghost town” in the desert, but as “it came with us” it’s also the silence between the couple. It seems an uncomfortable silence, one they try to “blot … out” by a lot of talk (“everything we were saying until now”). The title and the latter part of the poem suggest this talking merely avoids the main issue, that on the man’s part in particular it’s small talk about matters on the surface (“You mention … the equipment”), while she wants to talk about the deep stuff (“I feel an underground river”). Even together they talk of public issues – “we talk of people caring for each other/in emergencies”, but what’s absent is their caring for each other in their personal relationship emergency. In fact he seems in something of a panic, looking at her “like an emergency” – as she, rather that the deterioration of the relationship was the problem. He continues “talking of the danger/as if it were not ourselves”, in other words avoiding the personal issues, leading to her frustration at “Trying to talk with a man”. 

Symbolism
Use of symbolism:  Trying to Talk With a Man uses the bomb symbolism to deal with a relationship, which suggests that the trouble must be severe. Literally, “testing bombs” is going on, but their relationship is also being tested, though she thinks the man doesn’t realise this – “as if we were testing anything but ourselves”. Nature imagery/symbolism is used – the action takes place in a desert, a “locus” or place often used to suggest dryness and desolation, which seems to describe the state of the relationship, but it’s a desert they “meant to change the face of”, suggesting that improving the relationship was part of the reason for going out there in the first place – the desert is often used for retreat purposes – getting away from it all to renew oneself, leaving behind the distractions (“LP collections, films ….”). Nature imagery is particularly strong in the second verse: the “underground river” she feels is suggestive of deep emotion, and the way it is “forcing its way” to the surface suggests an insight (“an acute angle of understanding”) trying to break through. The “deformed cliffs” and the “condemned scenery” could stand for the state of the relationship.  These descriptions convey the possibility of severe destruction. 

Relationship:
Once again we get a relationship dissected – this is one of the more troubled ones. There is hope of an insight (5), but the future might not involve the man – “more helpless/with you than without you”. Here, while they  “meant to change”, it doesn’t seem to be working out that way, because he doesn’t seem to relate to her efforts to confront the problems. They are “up against it”, but she just sees “EXIT” in his attitude (exit from the relationship for him or her?). 

Theme of Power:

The power issue arises, but ambiguously: “Your dry heat feels like power” – is this about oppression - her feeling stifled? The destructiveness of the heat and power of a nuclear bomb might be similar, on a bigger scale of course. Considering the overall thrust of the poem it’s hardly emotional warmth, unless of a stifling overprotective kind. 

Tone

Tone-wise this is bleak – “deformed cliffs”, “condemned scenery”, “I feel more helpless”, “you look at me like an emergency”. The most pleasant part of it is when she’s referring to what they’ve left behind (3rd verse – “Jewish cookies … afternoons on the riverbank”), but even this is soured by the “suicide notes”, and perhaps the naivety of “pretending to be children”. 

