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CHAPTER I 

"A DISTURBANCE IN MIRRORS" 

Sylvia Plath produced a multitude of documents, both 

prose and poetic, including essays, short stories, 

dramas, novels, and poems. However, it is her poetry, 

mainly that published in the Ariel collection, which has 

paid her admission into the canon of major Americcui 

writers. Not all of Plath's poetry deserves to occupy 

such a position. Although glimpses of Plath's individual 

style and her method of eliciting a response from the 

reader may be discerned in some of her poetry written 

before 1960, these early poems were more often lifeless 

exercises in technique, concentrated imitations of the 

voices of renowned poets such as Wallace Stevens, W.H. 

Auden, Dylan Thomas, and Emily Dickinson. While these 

juvenilia were important stepping-stones in her 

development as a mature writer, as a whole they do not 

sustain the unique voices, themes, structures, and 

symbols that identify her in the final creative outburst 

collected in Ariel. 

Critical of her own writing, Plath realized in 1958 

that she had not yet produced "great" poetry. However, 

Plath remained confident that eventually she would have 

the ability to do so. In her journal, she wrote: 



My identity is shaping, forming itself—I feel 
stories sprout, reading the collection of New 
Yorker stories—yes, I shall, in the fullness 
of time, be among them--the poetesses, the 
authoresses. (Journals 191) 

However, when that time came, Plath was convinced that 

the Ariel poems were among her best. On 16 October 1962, 

she wrote her mother, "I am a genius of a writer; I have 

it in me. I am writing the best poems of my life; they 

will make my name" (Letters 468). A collection including 

over forty poems written during the span from January 

1960 to Plath's death in February 1963, Ariel best 

reveals the individual method of shocking and 

manipulating the reader that she finally developed. 

Critics writing in the decade following Plath's 

death had difficulty emerging from the "bell jars" of 

distortion surrounding the event. Thus, the scholars and 

reviewers placed a spectacular but undue emphasis on 

Plath's suicide, confession, and feminism, a practice 

which actually dampened critical interest in Plath's 

poems so that little has been written on Plath's poetry 

since the flood of analyses and memoirs published in the 

1970's. Until now, unfortunately, there has been no 

sustained evaluation of how readers have responded to 

Plath's works. All emphasis has instead been placed on 

the author's relationship to her writings--in fact, in 



1977 Edward Butscher edited a collection which he 

accordingly titled Svlvia Plath: The Woman and the Work. 

The fundamental critical assumption voiced by 

Butscher in his critical biography, Svlvia Plath: Method 

and Madness, exemplifies how much of the critical writing 

has slanted in one direction: "To write about an artist's 

life is to write about his or her art" (xi). Lynda K. 

Bundtzen, a feminist critic, further limits this bio

graphical emphasis, claiming that "the single most 

important critical issue in dealing with Sylvia Plath's 

life and work is her suicide" (1). Judith Kroll, however, 

in 197 6 took a radically different view, contending that 

"the fact . . . that she killed herself is irrelevant to 

the consideration of the meaning of her work; as litera

ture, her poems would mean what they do even if she had 

not attempted suicide" (1). Nevertheless, while Kroll's 

Chapters in a Mythology draws the two pronounced aspects,, 

woman and work, together in an enlightening (though often 

too pat) analysis of the biographical relationship 

between Plath and her symbols, themes, and structures, 

her emphasis remains on the value of Plath's writings. 

While an analysis of the poet's life is crucial to 

understanding how the poems came to be written, the 

biographical information adds little to how the same 

poems are understood and dealt with today. An examination 



of how a reader responds to Plath's poetic opus is thus 

an essential step toward closing this gap in scholarly 

criticism. Plath herself recognized the importance of the 

reader at the early age of fourteen, when her grandmother 

accidentally smeared a pastel drawing Plath had just 

completed. In response, Plath wrote a poem, "I Thought 

That I Could Not Be Hurt," one of the first to reflect 

her chronic statement of victimization. Upon being told 

that her English teacher's colleague had commented after 

reading the poem, "Incredible that one so young could 

have experienced anything so devastating," Plath ex

plained to her mother, "Once a poem is made available to 

the public, the right of interpretation belongs to the 

reader" (Letters 34). This mature attitude concerning the 

reader dominated Plath's understanding of the place of 

her writings throughout her life. By 1958, Plath had 

refined this concept into a personal critical stance 

which gave her a means of judging the value of her own 

work: "the more interpretations a poem has, the better a 

poem it is" (Journals 20 9). Contemporary scholars, 

however, have ignored Plath's valid paradigm and its 

emphasis on the need for a reader to define a poem as 

such and to establish its value. Plath's literary theory 

anticipates the question of whether a poem can even be a 



poem without a reader. Perhaps this is why she spent so 

much time and effort defining the audience of her poems. 

Plath was acutely aware of different potential 

readers of her writing, rejecting some as unsuiteQDle and 

accepting others. For example, Plath wrote many of her 

Ariel poems while living in Devonshire, England, and the 

citizens of Devon became her source of poetic material, 

but she refused to consider them an appropriate audience 

for her works. In a letter to her brother, Plath elabo

rated on her unfavorable opinion of these neighbors: 

Warren, imagine yourself on an endless potato 
farm, forever deprived of your computers, 
friends, relatives and only potato people in 
sight. I am an intellectual at heart. (472-73) 

While the nearby citizens were summarily rejected as 

potential readers of Plath's poems, the distant readers 

of certain journals were tentatively accepted. One day, 

as she was planning a writing agenda in her journal, 

Plath decided on a possible audience: 

I'll leave off poems for a bit . . . and write 
a kitchen article (for The Atlantic's "Accent 
on Living"?), a Harper's Cambridge student life 
article . . . and suddenly attack my novel from 
the middle. (247) 

Plath even labeled poems by their audience, calling 

one poem "New Yorkerish" (Journals 299). Because of 

Plath's noticeable interest in an imagined audience--

literate, white, middle-class readers of The New Yorker, 



The Atlantic, Harper's, and other similar journals in 

which she originally published many of her Ariel 

poems--which shares her own interests, educational 

background, socio-economic level, and other demographic 

characteristics, her poems deserve, even demand, to be 

studied in that context. Of the periodicals that accepted 

her later poetry, none prompted a stronger sense of 

loyalty in Plath than The New Yorker, a journal she 

mentions numerous times in Letters Home. When The 

Observer reviewed the work of Plath's husband Ted Hughes, 

Plath eagerly noted that the writer had referred to her 

as Ted's wife "who is a New Yorker poet in her own right" 

(Letters 372). However, Plath revealed to her mother in 

March 1961 that nothing about the New Yorker gave her as 

much of a thrill as being contracted to write poems: 

Ted was able to bring me an exciting air letter 
from The New Yorker, offering me one of their 
coveted "first reading" contracts for the next 
year! This means I have to let them have the 
first reading of all my poems and only send 
poems elsewhere if they reject them. I had to 
laugh, as I send all my poems there first 
anyway. (Letters 411) 

This New Yorker contract gave Plath the security of 

a stable, identifiable audience for which she could 

write. However, Plath was not always so pleased to have 

such a specific audience. As she matured as a writer, she 

came to realize that writing for a particular audience 



was not always beneficial, but a hindering nuisance at 

times: "I write as if an eye were upon me. That is fatal" 

(Journals 317). Nevertheless, it is precisely this 

ambivalent attitude toward the audience--a recognized 

need for a particular audience on the one hand and an 

antagonism toward it on the other—which endows her later 

poetry with the essential and distinctive Plath voice. 

By imagining an audience so like herself, Plath 

establishes the reader as her alter ego, an opposing 

double. The literary motif of the double plays an impor

tant part in Plath's consideration of poetic audience. 

Plath had long been interested in the concept of doppel-

qanqer; her honors thesis at Smith College, "The Magic 

Mirror: A Study of the Double in Two of Dostoevsky's 

Novels," supports this notion. In her poetic audience, 

Plath identified a group of willing listeners to whom she 

could confess that she had been a victim and of whom she 

could expect to elicit a sympathetic response. 

But who really is the victim in Sylvia Plath's 

poetry? Plath works to convince her readers that she 

herself is the ultimate victim. Not content to create 

purely fictional characters to populate those poems which 

ostensibly reveal her victimized status, Plath turned to 

the people actually surrounding her--friends, family, and 

colleagues--for source material. This practice is not 
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unique to Plath as many writers resort to discussing the 

influences on their lives. Plath, however, is peculiar in 

her method of distorting, exaggerating, and rewriting her 

own reality and that of her acquaintances so that they 

are presented as oppressors and she as their victim. For 

example, in "Daddy," Plath implies that her father was as 

oppressive as a Nazi and that she was as victimized as a 

Jew. In the same poem, she suggests that her husband Ted 

Hughes enjoyed torturing her as much as her late father 

did (Ariel 49-51). 

The more one reads, however, the more one realizes 

that Plath, although attempting to portray herself as a 

victim, was really the victimizer of those intimate 

friends and family members on whom she imposed distorted 

semi-autobiographical personalities. Victimizing those 

she knew intimately was not enough; Plath's writing goes 

beyond victimization of her immediate relatives and 

friends to reach through the text and make the reader a 

victim as well. This is confessional poetry with a 

vengeance. 

Even more noteworthy than the fact that she 

victimizes readers is the method by which she does so. 

The characters in her Ariel poems almost always fit 

the revealing categories of oppressors and victims. For 

instance, a god abuses the persona in "The Hanging Man" 



(69), the speaker slices her thumb in "Cut" (13-14), and 

a man is held captive in "Paralytic" (77-78). Plath's 

interest in oppressors and victims of all kinds should 

warn the reader of her intent to victimize, but since the 

characters are rooted in the experiences of real people, 

this kind of confessional poetry seems safe, appealing to 

the voyeur in all readers and enhancing readers' false 

sense of security that their experience of the poem is 

imagined, and therefore removed from and unable to affect 

their mundane reality. As mere expressions of another's 

experience, confessional poetry seems as though it should 

be unable to hurt the readers who believe they will 

always be able to look objectively into another person's 

experience through the distancing lens of poetry. 

Objectivity, though, is impossible. The very act of 

reading and relating to characters demands an intimate 

involvement and even acceptance that alters our percep

tions of ourselves and of the world around us. The 

reader, whether aware of the danger or not, is drawn 

through a reading of poetry into the threatening terrain 

of Plath's life--including her psychological instability, 

negative outlook, and death wish—so that what the reader 

assumes is a distant text inevitably becomes an integral 

part of the reader's own self-text. 
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One way PXath encourages the reader to reinscribe or 

modify the self-text is by helping the reader relate to 

the persona through the first person "I" pronoun. When 

consistently confronted with this alien "I," the reader 

finds it increasingly difficult to distinguish between 

I/poet/speaker and I/reader. Georges Poulet claims that 

"Whenever I read, I mentally pronounce an Î, and yet the 

Î  which I pronounce is not myself" (56) , but over time, 

the distance between the two "I"'s dwindles, and the 

reader rewrites not one, but two texts—the self-text 

(the sum of a reader's internalized knowledge and life 

experiences as shaped by a variety of discourse communi

ties) as well as the alien text (the message and experi

ences proffered through a medium external to the reader 

and shaped initially by a writer). 

The reader's self-text is altered to identify with 

the persona so that, as Poulet puts it, there 

is the remarkable transformation wrought in me 
through the act of reading. Not only does it 
cause the physical objects around me to disap
pear, including the very book I am reading, but 
it replaces those external objects with a 
congeries of mental objects in close rapport 
with my own consciousness. (55) 

Thus, an imagined environment takes over the reader's 

concrete one, and the reader becomes "I the speaker" 

and/or "I the victim." For instance, in "The Hanging 

Man," the reader, identifying with the main character 
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neuned "I," undergoes to a degree the emotional trauma 

suffered by the victim who succumbs to shock treatments, 

blindness, and hanging. Often the gender of the persona 

remains ambiguous to further encourage all readers to 

share the speaker's role. "The Hanging Man" is no excep

tion. Although the title suggests that the one who hangs 

is a man, the title may also refer to the one who is 

forcing the persona to hang, which could be the persona 

herself, the reader, or the god (Ariel 69). 

As Plath skillfully uses the first person, she 

affects the reader's self-text through the poems in which 

she portrays herself as the victim of physical, psycho

logical, or social abuse. Although obvious victims of 

Plath's poetry include Plath's intimate circle of 

friends, parents, husband, and even children, the reader 

is also victimized--willingly so, because the reader, 

intrigued by the challenging complexity of the poems, is 

drawn into the realm of the poem and encouraged to con

form to the poem's demands that the reader accept a 

position inferior to that of a looming oppressor. 

In general, writers expect their readers to be able 

to predict meaning and understand a text. After all, that 

is the fundamental purpose for communicating. However, 

Plath finds another way to victimize the reader through 

taking advantage of the natural inefficiency of language. 
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While Plath, like most authors, wants her readers to 

understand the underlying message of a poem, she prefers 

to force them beyond simple cognitive understanding to 

experiential understanding. It is not enough to under

stand how a victim feels; Plath forces the reader to 

become a victim to know how a victim feels. Plath skill

fully achieves her objective by teasing the reader with 

red herrings that are not red herrings so that the reader 

feels inadequate in his or her ability to discern pat

terns or predict the plot with much accuracy. Plath's 

device is simple yet effective; she tantalizes her read

ers with information pointing in several possible direc

tions at once or pointing in one direction strongly that 

turns out to be away from the true destination. The 

reader has no choice but to guess at and predict meaning, 

but as soon as the reader has done so, Plath provides new 

information that seems to negate the previous informa

tion. In essence, Plath insists on subverting readers' 

tentative expectations and making readers struggle for 

meaning, thereby victimizing them by inhibiting their 

attempt to rise above her elite position of creative 

authority to control and direct the meaning of the text. 

One of the most obvious ways in which Plath sets up 

this subversion that depends on the inherent inefficiency 

of language is through her use of titles. In Ariel, the 
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title is usually the first part of a poem that a reader 

sees since it is listed in the Table of Contents, set 

adbove and apart from the poem, and printed in a larger 

typeface. As a result of this prominence, the reader 

perceives the title, decides what the title means, pre

dicts the topic or plot of the poem, and reads the poem, 

expecting the body of the poem to confirm the pattern of 

events that the reader had anticipated. Plath chooses 

titles that include words having a variety of meanings, 

but her consistent trick is to make the title relate to 

the poem in a way that the reader cannot anticipate. 

Plath also disrupts the reader's anticipations when 

she sets up symbols and hierarchies that have been valued 

and understood by Western civilization and revises them 

to suit her purpose so that her revision often undermines 

their original purposes. A self-imposed assignment writ

ten in her 1959 journal reveals that Plath consciously 

used this technique of reversing traditional values: "The 

abstract kills, the concrete saves (try inverting this 

thesis tomorrow)" (Journals 287). The reader, approaching 

the poetry with a traditional understanding of those 

symbols and accepting the hierarchies as such, can only 

with great difficulty leave Plath's poetry with those 

same symbols and hierarchies intact and unaltered. Plath 

forces the reader to notice the complexities and inherent 

A 
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contradictions within a given value system, which the 

reader at first may have taken for granted. Thus, the 

reader is made a victim, even if a willing one, by 

Plath's superior manipulative skill and understanding. 

The reader will notice, for instance, that many of 

Plath's poems deal with the hierarchy of creation over 

destruction. Whereas the traditional view remains that 

creation is the first and best activity while destruction 

is expected but to be avoided if possible, Plath siibverts 

this idea in order to show that creation of any kind is 

possible only after destruction has occurred. Birth is 

given only as a result of le petit mort, poems are 

written after pain sparks the creation ("Cut" 13-14), and 

beautiful colors are summoned by the bruising of skin 

("Contusion" 83) . 

When A. Alvarez asserted that "poetry of this order 

is murderous art," he was referring to the notion that 

writing the way Plath did was hazardous for the author, 

who did ultimately commit suicide (67). While Alvarez may 

be right in his assessment, a certain risk--not neces

sarily physical--is also present for those readers who 

submit to Plath's poetic victimization through vicarious 

first person experience, inability to discern patterns of 

meaning within a poem, and subversion of traditional 

values. 

J 



CHAPTER II 

HEALTH/ILLNESS: 

"LIMBS, IMAGES, SHRIEKS" 

Throughout Ariel, Plath victimizes readers by 

encouraging them to identify with characters who have 

been made victims in some way. Often, the characters seem 

to be victims of ill health. In fact, all 43 Ariel poems 

allude to or explicitly refer to some physical pain 

brought about either at the character's own hands, at the 

hands of another character, or at the whim of fate or 

nature. This pain is revealed in images of weeping, 

bleeding, decaying, and dying. The characters often 

suffer from either permanent handicaps or temporary 

onslaughts of material objects inflicting pain. For 

example, Plath often begins these poems with a descrip

tion of an event that most readers would think painful. 

The persona in "Poppies in July" puts her hands into 

fire; in "Morning Song," the baby's footsoles are 

"slapped"; and in "Contusion," a throbbing bruise is 

described. Several poem titles also point directly to a 

world of pain: "Cut," "Fever 103°," "Stings," "The Hang

ing Man," "Paralytic," "Contusion." These poems all 

involve differing degrees and kinds of pain, but Plath's 

poems emphasize the similarities between the effects of 

15 
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physical discomfort and societal discord. The reader is 

confronted with the troubling notion that just as 

sickness may undermine a body's ability to function, so 

may people--whether intentionally or otherwise—undermine 

others' attempts to remain productive and responsible 

members of society. 

As a poet who once summarized her lifelong motto for 

her mother, "Every experience is grist for a novelist" 

(Letters 4 67), Plath was well acquainted with physical 

and mental illness. Before she ever wrote an Ariel poem, 

she had experienced chronic sinus problems, two attempted 

suicides, and several sessions of psychological counsel

ing, coupled occasionally with electroshock therapy. 

During the last few years of her life, when she composed 

the poems collected in Ariel, Plath continued to experi

ence a series of physically and mentally traumatic 

events. These events are discussed in great detail, even 

purposely dwelled upon, in her journals and in the let

ters written to her mother. In fact, from 1959 on, virtu

ally all of her journal entries and about one third of 

the letters include some candid and graphic discussion of 

her own physical state, detailing her physical appear

ance, the amount of sleep she was getting, the number and 

kind of drugs/vitamins she was taking, and the progress 

of her pregnancies and appendicitis. Her journals also 
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record her numerous violent dreams of pain and death and 

her observations of the dead and decaying animals she 

encountered. 

These publications reveal that Plath not only took 

careful note of her own illnesses, but she also paid 

inordinate attention to the illnesses of her immediate 

family, her relatives abroad, and the patients she became 

acquainted with during the times she spent in the hospi

tal as both patient, visitor, and employee. Even when she 

wrote about events or objects unrelated to illness, she 

employed metaphors of illness and death, using descrip

tions such as "beheaded cabbages" (Journals 325) and 

statements such as "Both of us [Ted and Sylvia] feel 

literally sick when we're not writing" (Letters 305). 

In hopes of pleasing editors of those journals in 

which she aimed to publish poems, Plath distinguished a 

pattern from her list of rejections and acceptances that 

was to affect her writing style and literary taste for 

the rest of her life. Her mother explained, "Sylvia 

discovered that her exuberant, joyous outbursts in both 

poetry and prose brought rejection slips, while the story 

or poem with pathetic twist was found more acceptable" 

(Letters 35). Her mother believes that once Plath 

understood this pattern, she began "an examination and 

analysis of the darker recesses of self" (Letters 36), 
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withr as readers would notice, a definite emphasis on 

pain or illness. 

Once her literary taste had developed and matured, 

Plath adopted this preference for tragedy. In February 

1960, she wrote, 

I find I am made much happier by tragedy, good 
tragedy, classic tragedy, in movies and on 
stage than by so-called "hilarious musicals 
and/or farces.". . . Tragedy . . . really 
purifies and liberates me. (Letters 367) 

Thus, she no longer dwelled on the tragic just to cater 

to the whims of the publishing audience, but because she 

had learned to appreciate it more as a means of focusing 

her art. This awareness shaped her perception of reality 

so that she noticed and wrote about the tragedies or 

problems in everyday life. 

Thus, Plath firmly held to a method of writing her 

mother had shared with her early in Plath's writing 

career. In August 1960, Plath reminded her mother of this 

notion, urging, "Make use of the old adage you taught me: 

'Get your hero/heroine up a tree; fling stones at 

him/her, then have him extricate himself.' People 'iden

tify' with people in trouble, people wrestling with 

problems!" (Letters 393). For much of her short life, 

Plath spent time identifying and using her own problems 

and those of others as a prime source of writing 

material. However, the problems she isolated as 
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significant were often cloaked in medical metaphors. Many 

of her characters and poetic situations are based on 

studied medical reality. Frances McCullough, editor of 

The Journals of Sylvia Plath, explains that in late 1958, 

Plath began working in a Boston mental hospital where she 

had access to the patients' records, "which she 

immediately recognized as a tremendous resource for her 

work" (262). Besides observing and using the medical 

problems of others, Plath dwelled on her own physical 

crises. Before her appendectomy in April 1961, she told 

her mother, 

I have started writing poems again and hope I 
can keep right on through my hospital period. 
I'm bringing a notebook in with me as you (and 
Ted) suggested to occupy myself by taking down 
impressions. (Letters 410) 

The resulting emphasis in the Ariel poems on 

situations involving physical trauma provokes many 

readers to claim that Plath's poetry is depressing. 

Plath, on the other hand, notes with some vexation that 

the graphic quality of her description could not compare 

with that of Faulkner. In her February 1959 journal 

entry, she comments: 

Have been reading Faulkner. At last. Sanctuary 
and beginning the collected stories and ex
cerpts. . . . Colors, humor and above all a 
fast plot: rape with corn cobs, sexual devia
tion, humans shot and burned alive, he gets it 
in. And where are my small incidents, the blood 
poured from the shoes? (Journals 296) 
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Plath succeeds more in helping the reader envision the 

"small incidents," the domestic drudgery of sinus head

aches and slipping vegetable knives and accidental 

bruises which build up to a fictional world of horror and 

devastation that startles readers and lends them a new, 

if more brutal, perspective on their own lives; as she 

proposes in her poem "Elm" (15-16), "These are the iso

late, slow faults / That kill, that kill, that kill" (41-

42). Plath paints the reader into a corner of terrible 

revelation that the faults are uncontrollable, acci

dental, and inherent even in what seems to be "safe" or 

"normal" life. Plath's poetry indicates that the faults 

will continue to grow and cause erosion no matter how 

much the reader might desire otherwise. 

Plath exploits the imagery of physical disease, 

using it to represent the state of a persona's victimi

zation as the antagonist undermines the persona's ability 

to cope constructively with life. The particular illness 

is not as significant as the antagonist's attitude toward 

the protagonist and the antagonist's ability to undermine 

the protagonist. If the reader is to relate to a 

character, he or she must first identify the protagonists 

and antagonists. 
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2.1 The Innocent Antagonist 

Some characters in the Ariel poems become 

antagonists by default. These characters may have had no 

desire to victimize the persona yet somehow ended up 

causing pain for him or her. Because of their natural 

impulse to identify with any characters who may be in a 

poem, readers are caught in the middle of this 

inadvertent conflict, unsure of which character is the 

protagonist and which is the antagonist. Many readers 

would prefer to side with the protagonist, yet until he 

or she learns which character is which, the reader must 

simply begin identifying--however temporarily--with at 

least some character. 

When there is more than one character in a poem, the 

reader may choose to identify with any of several 

possible characters. In "Tulips" (10-12), a dramatic 

monologue, the persona is the only speaker. Usually the 

reader would automatically identify with this speaking 

"I," but because the persona is so despairing, dissatis

fied, and sick, many readers would be repulsed, choosing 

instead to identify with other characters such as her 

well-wishers, family, and attendants. However, even the 

most innocent and well-intentioned of characters the 

reader could have chosen to identify with antagonizes the 

speaker. 
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David Shapiro rightly points out that "Tulips" is 

based on the symboliste theme "la vie est un hdpital" 

(53). According to Ted Hughes' chronology, "Tulips" was 

written on March 18, 1961, just nineteen days after 

Plath's appendix operation and ten days after her release 

from the hospital (Collected Poems 162, Letters 410-14). 

Tulips are the major symbol of the poem, working as an 

objective correlative for the undermined relationships 

between the characters in the poem and as a catalyst for 

the persona's desire to establish an identity or rela

tionship with self. Together, the readers and the persona 

struggle to determine a suitable identity, but the 

readers become victims regardless of which characters 

they choose to identify with. 

Like the reader, who must choose an appropriate 

character with whom to identify, the hospitalized persona 

wants to develop an identity appropriate for her needs 

and circumstances. The speaker knows that the "name and 

address" (23) she once clung to are not enough to consti

tute a meaningful identity. Therefore, although she knows 

her name and she has clothes, she takes a risk and gives 

them "up to nurses / And my history to the anaesthetist 

and my body to surgeons" (6-7) just as a reader must do 

imaginatively to enter the world of the poem. Other items 

that previously identified the speaker as a person 
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included her "baggage—" an overnight case, a photograph, 

"my tea-set, my bureaus of linen, my books" (26). Like 

the nun she claims to be after she is "swabbed . . . 

clear of my loving associations" (24), the persona has 

renounced her material and familial world in favor of the 

peace and freedom that she believes emptiness and loss of 

identity engender (2 9-32). 

Readers are also led to give up temporarily their 

own identities in favor of the new identity of the char

acter. Thus, readers lose at least in part their sense of 

themselves and their immediate physical environment. In 

short, as Poulet puts it, "I [the reader] am on loan to 

another, and this other thinks, feels, suffers, and acts 

within me" (57). However, when confronted with many 

possible identities with which to relate, how does the 

reader settle on an "I" that is acceptable ideologically 

and morally, that is, whose actions and thoughts best 

conform to the reader's own convictions? Actually, the 

reader may choose to identify with a character whose 

thoughts conflict with the reader's impulse. However, 

depending on the severity of the difference between the 

two identities, the reader may or may not be able to 

continue reading with the character as an "I." Wayne 

Booth agrees that a reader may choose to enter the fic

tional world without regard to moral convictions, but he 



24 

qualifies this stance by maintaining that "the implied 

author . . . is someone with whose beliefs on all 

subjects I must largely agree if I am to enjoy his work" 

(137, emphasis mine). In the same vein. Booth adds, 

"Regardless of my real beliefs and practices, I must 

subordinate my mind and heart to the book if I am to 

enjoy it to the full" (138) . The point is that one can 

enter into the worlds of fiction and poetry without 

regard for beliefs and convictions, but may grow 

increasingly uncomfortable with the accepted identity 

after prolonged exposure. 

From the beginning, the fictive situation in 
t 

"Tulips" seems compatible with any reader's convictions. 

The title of the poem suggests that the poem may concern 

the beauty of nature inherent in a bunch of tulips. Even 

when the reader learns in stanza one that the situation 

unexpectedly involves a hospitalized patient, the reader 

should not feel threatened: 

The tulips are too excitable, it is winter 
here. 

Look how white everything is, how quiet, how 
snowed-in. 

I am learning peacefulness, lying by myself 
quietly 

As the light lies on these white walls, this 
bed, these hands. 

I am nobody; I have nothing to do with explo
sions . 

I have given my name and my day-clothes up to 
the nurses 
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And my history to the anaesthetist and my body 
to surgeons. (1-7) 

Upon learning that a person has entered a hospital 

for medical treatment, many humans would pity that person 

and feel an impulse to comfort him or her in some way. 

Well-wishers may satisfy this impulse by visiting the 

patient, sending a card, or dropping off flowers. Well-

wishers, however, are not necessarily bound to complete 

those actions. Instead, like the readers who read of a 

sick character, they may satisfy their desire to comfort 

by simply imagining their positive actions towards the 

patient. 

Plath creates in "Tulips" a context for tragedy to 

the extent that the protagonist is presented as an inno

cent victim of an illness requiring her hospitalization. 

When Aristotle discussed the effects of tragedy on the 

responding audience, he claimed that the purpose of 

tragedy is to evoke pity and fear in the audience in 

order to stimulate â  purgation or catharsis of unhealthy 

emotions and thus to recover emotional health (11). 

Hence, Aristotle believed it was the duty of the writer 

to arouse fear and pity, necessary catalysts in the 

process of improving the reader's mental/physical health. 

From her published journals, it is evident that 

Plath approved of having what she called a "marvelous 
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cathartic blowup" (127). Plath, however, arouses the 

emotions of fear and pity in characters and readers 

alike, then scorns the means of acting on them. Through 

the context of the patient/hospital scenario, Plath 

evokes the well-wisher's private feelings of fear and 

pity. Readers are prompted to imagine (1) how a patient 

would regard them if they did not act on their benevolent 

impulse, and (2) how the patient would later treat them 

when readers found themselves in circumstances similar to 

the ones in which the patient currently is involved. For 

some humans, the fear of social retribution is of no 

consequence while for others who possess a heightened 

awareness of peer opinions the fear is a real problem to 

be recognized and dealt with. When the persona despises 

the tulips brought/thought by a pitying visitor or 

reader, the persona is actually accusing the visitor or 

reader of causing her pain in addition to that suffered 

as a result of the medical operation. Thus visitors or 

readers become innocent antagonists who could not have 

foreseen the negative effect of their charitable gift. 

The visitor never hears the persona's inner thoughts--"I 

didn't want any flowers" (29) and "The tulips are too red 

in the first place, they hurt me" (36;—and so is able to 

purge the unhealthy emotions aroused by a sense of pity. 

However, because the reader is privy to the persona's 
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innermost thoughts, the reader feels chastised, and is 

left paralyzed with no recourse, no action to pursue, no 

means of satisfying that positive impulse through a 

catharsis. Hence, by identifying with the well-wishers, 

the reader's objective of comforting the patient is 

undermined, and the reader is thus made a victim. 

Well-wishers in "Tulips" are not the only unwary 

antagonists with whom readers may find themselves identi

fying. Members of her family are also shown to antagonize 

the persona. Like the well-wishers, the family is unaware 

that the speaker feels the way she does. Their positive 

smiles are captured permanently in a photograph intended 

to cheer the beloved patient; instead the smiles have an 

unintended negative effect on the speaker. The reader who 

might identify with the family feels the sting of the 

speaker's desperate desires. Like her treatment of the 

well-wishers, the persona never accuses the family 

directly. Instead she blames her discomfort on the photo

graph of her family, grumbling that their smiles "catch 

onto .my skin, little smiling hooks" (21) that subvert her 

attempt to free herself. This complaint is set in the 

context of her quest for true identity. Part of her 

previous self-definition was in terms of her family--her 

husband and child. Her family is happy, smiling, and 

innocent. They are oblivious of her sense of being caught 
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in a trap, of carrying excess appendages to which at one 

point in her life she was not attached. Her identity is 

no longer self alone, but a^self appended to a husband 

and child. "Sick of baggage" (18), the speaker is ready 

to let it all go in favor of being able to "lie with my 

hands turned up and be utterly empty" (30). Throughout 

this poem, Plath implies a comparison of the physical 

operation in which the poet's appendix was excised and 

the mental operation in which the persona's familial 

appendages are removed, victims of the persona's insensi

tive decision. 

Instead of identifying with the victimized family, 

readers may choose to identify with medical professionals 

generally considered heroic in their ability to rescue 

patients from physical ailments. However, medical doctors 

often treat patients by concentrating on the physical 

problems without immediate consideration for mental 

health. Hence, readers who would identify with the 

medical personnel probably feel more interested in the 

persona's physical state than in her process of 

reidentification. The persona is not always aware that 

she is being victimized. In this case, the speaker 

believes her medical attendants encourage the development 

of her identity even as they care for her physical 

condition. However, the persona's attendants, working 
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hard to mend her body, unwittingly help undermine the 

persona's effort to establish what she considers to be a 

meaningful identity. They are the ones to whom she has 

relinquished her false identity, and by fixing her bed in 

a way that stimulates her imagination, they are the ones 

who give her a new identity, a new I/"eye" so that she 

accepts the label "stupid pupil" (9-11). Not a 

complimentary identity, but at least it is her own, and 

she makes the most of it. No longer content to simply 

ponder her problem, she becomes the I/"eye," which, in 

its gullibility, "takes everything in" (10), unable to 

distinguish one nurse from another (13-14). The nurses 

are indeed soothing, even as they victimize the "stupid" 

patient, but her comparison of the nurses to water that 

erodes stones in a stream (15-16) belies her assumption 

that the nurses "are no trouble" (11). The nurses appear 

to be helpful in that they bring the patient what she 

wants, the drug-induced numbness that gives her a feeling 

of peace. The nurses raise her expectations only to dash 

them, cause her to believe in an identity that is 

temporary and based solely on her position in bed, and 

condition her to escape into drugs and accept the 

paralysis of emptiness. However, the persona's new-found 

peace is empty because it is temporary, only serving to 

postpone the inevitable moment when she must face the 
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reality of a painful world. Readers who identify with the 

medical staff are made to feel lazy and thoughtless for 

having taken the easy way out by sedating the patient. 

Readers are thus victimized, tricked into assuming an 

antagonist's role. 

There is little indication that the persona ulti

mately has found the peace that an appropriate identity 

would afford her. The speaker believes her goal is a 

worthy one, but most readers are aware that it is, in 

fact, impossible to attain. Even when the speaker thinks 

she has reached it, her description of the reward—the 

taste of water "warm and salt, like the sea" (62)--

reveals its danger to the recipient. Salt water kills the 

drinker, and this water "comes from a country far away as 

health" (63), but health is impossible and the goal 

unachievable since upon birth we begin the road to death. 

The tulips are to the persona as Sylvia Plath's 

poems are to the reader--beautiful, but irritatingly 

intense. While Plath agrees that the problem of estab

lishing a true identity is a real one, she inspires no 

hope that the problem will be resolved. Instead, this 

poem leaves the reader with the troubling impression that 

the reward of life is in the striving for some ideal, an 

ideal which, if achieved, would eliminate the need to 

strive and kill the achiever's reason for existing. 
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However, the poem itself will not settle into one well-

phrased thesis; if it did, it would involve readers less, 

and Plath would not allow that. Thus, readers are left 

wondering whether the water is reward or punishment. Can 

humans reach this "country" (63), or, like health, is it 

impossible to attain/maintain? This problematic passage 

snatches the proffered peace and identity away from the 

reader. Even if she could, Plath refuses to solve this 

problem, but plunges her readers again into the struggle, 

in order to grant the more disturbing truth instead. If, 

as her poem suggests, the actions of struggling and the 

desires for peace are mutually exclusive, then readers 

are once again victims of Plath's incessant, though 

informative, manipulation. 

2.2 The Incapable Antagonist 

Poetic characters are fictional representations of 

humans. However, an animal, object, or symbol in a poem 

occasionally will assume such prominence in the text that 

it rises to the status of "character." This personifica

tion of unlikely objects is one of Plath's favored 

techniques as she shows in such poems as "Elm," "The 

Rival," and "The Moon and the Yew Tree." "Paralytic" (77) 

is another such poem, interesting in that the personified 

object, an iron lung that is the persona's primary 
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antagonist, is incapable of vindictive emotions or 

intentional malice. 

The title of the poem, "Paralytic," gives no indica

tion that the iron lung will be such an important figure. 

Therefore, the reader's first response is to wonder about 

the human characters, asking who is active and who is 

paralyzed? who is healthy and who is sick? Even before 

reading on to learn the answers to these questions, the 

reader will probably jump to the plausible conclusion 

that the speaker is the paralytic, and his visitors, 

nurses, and family are the healthy, active individuals. 

The reader must take a mental step back from this 

idea after reading the first stark clause, "It happens" 

(1). In determining the antecedent for the short phrase, 

the reader might surmise that "it" refers to the physical 

condition of paralysis. However, the casual tone of the 

persona contrasts sharply with readers' commonly held 

belief that paralysis is a serious handicap. In fact, the 

sentence "It happens" implies that the occurrence of "it" 

is to be expected as a general though perhaps random fact 

of life. The offhand nature of the speaker's first remark 

is countered by the weariness inherent in his next 

comment: "Will it go on?" (1). The speaker recognizes the 

power of fate in controlling his life but also wishes for 

the problem called "it" to be resolved and done with. 
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At times, the persona believes he is dying, one 

means of resolving the situation he despises. "Dead egg, 

I lie" (17), the man describes himself. Because the 

speaker is a self-declared liar, the reader must wonder 

whether he really is a "Dead egg," an impotent man lying 

on a cold solitary bed. The persona may be lying to the 

reader and deluding himself through wishful thinking 

since, like the speaker, eggs are paralyzed but with the 

inherent potential for life. On the other hand, the 

persona could also be referring to the iron lung in the 

address, "Dead egg." An inanimate egg-shaped object, the 

iron lung nevertheless is able to undermine the paralyt

ic' s attempts to resolve his problem. While the paralytic 

asks with despair, "Will it go on?" the iron lung perpet

uates the speaker's life and problem as well. The speaker 

never seems to realize that using the iron lung is there

fore at odds with his hope of ending the problem. 

The persona seems to be paralyzed both physically 

and mentally by the iron lung that holds him and has made 

his mind "a rock" (2). The persona, however, believes 

that the only thing keeping him alive is the iron lung 

which will not let his body give up and die: 

It happens. Will it go on?--
My mind a rock. 
No fingers to grip, no tongue. 
My god the iron lung 
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That loves me, pumps 
My two 
Dust bags in and out. 
Will not 

Let me relapse 
While the day outside glides by like ticker 

tape. (1-10) 

From the word "relapse," the reader assumes that the 

persona was once dead, and the god/machine refuses to 

let him return to his prior state. However, by the 

end of the poem, the paralytic has determined a way to 

circumvent the personified antagonist's essential life-

support system: he rejects the outer "whole" world (19), 

and turns into himself where, like buddha and the 

magnolia, he loses his desire for the world, finds 

pleasurable satisfaction in himself, and "Asks nothing of 

life" (40). 

Thus, the paralytic finds the way out of his initial 

state of torment, and the reader soon notices that the 

patient is more alive and healthy than those humans 

closest to him. For him, the disease that keeps him 

paralyzed is paradoxically the disease that also keeps 

him alive. Because readers expect the patients to be sick 

and the visitors to be healthy, they are puzzled when the 

"soft anonymous / Talkers" (14-15) do not have soft 

breasts to match; instead, theirs are actually "starched, 

inaccessible" (16). In the same vein, the patient's wife 
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is a mere picture of a living person, not alive at all, 

but "dead and flat" (23) and wearing decadent animal 

skins from the 1920's, a time that was considered so 

lively that it even had its own identifying label of the 

"Roaring Twenties." However, the paralytic's wife is not 

roaring with robust life, and the paralytic's "flat" 

daughters are not either; instead, they "whisper" as one 

might to a dying man (2 6), unaware that they are the dead 

characters. 

Nevertheless, the persona, having severed his 

relationships with the rest of humanity, shows no concern 

about the moribund state of his wife and daughters. The 

"starched, inaccessible breast," (16), egg's shell (17), 

"cellophane" (31), and his paralysis are the metaphorical 

barriers separating him from the world. Plath teases 

readers with a fictional situation that promotes a tempt

ing solution to life's woes. Nevertheless, the notion of 

removing oneself as the speaker claims he has from the 

realm of the physical is not a possibility. Even if 

readers wanted to cloister themselves away from physical 

reality, they would be unable to do so. Because readers 

can neither escape nor deny the needs of their own physi

cal bodies, they can never duplicate the paralytic's 

ability to relinquish all "wants, desire[s]" (34) to the 

iron lung. 
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2.3 The Deliberate Antagonist 

None of the antagonists in "Tulips" amd "Paralytic" 

harbors malice toward the speakers. In "Tulips," the 

antagonists genuinely intend to benefit the persona but 

their actions are misunderstood and go awry. The antago

nist in "Paralytic," on the other hand, is inanimate and 

therefore incapable of having an innate intention or 

attitude other than that ascribed to it by the persona. 

Plath's poem "The Bee Meeting" (56-58), however, includes 

masked antagonists who, the speaker believes, clearly 

intend harm to her, a stranger seeking to develop rela

tionships within an established clique. Who becomes the 

victim in such social encounters? Johnny-come-lately can 

be perceived as either a hero or a threat. Peers deal 

with the new kid on the block in two main ways—he is the 

instant friend who has come to release his new peers from 

the doldrums of everyday life, or he is a threat to the 

leader of a social group who must reassert authority and 

establish a new chain of command. 

The reader of "The Bee Meeting" is also a stranger 

entering a preestablished environment and network of 

relationships. Unlike the protagonist who at least 

observes first-hand the unfolding drama, the reader must 

grasp at second-hand clues (including overt description, 

nuances of tone, and allusions to illness) while noting 
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the speaker's inevitable bias and attempting to account 

for it. As in most poems, the reader never has a^ clearly 

objective view of the situation, but instead, like the 

new stranger, feels somewhat in the dark. "The Bee 

Meeting" in particular magnifies this typical sensation 

in the reader because the protagonist herself has worries 

and uncertainties that color the event she witnesses. 

Thus, it is not surprising that the reader has difficulty 

interpreting the speaker's portrayal of the situation. 

While reading "The Bee Meeting," the reader readily 

detects the speaker's fear. The speaker continuously asks 

herself questions; in the poem there are twelve question 

marks. The poem begins with one query "Who are these 

people. . . ?" (1) and ends with a hysterical series, 

"Whose is that long white box in the grove, what have 

they accomplished, why am I cold?" (55). What is not so 

evident is the reason for her anxiety. Of course it is 

natural for a stranger meeting a group of long-term 

friends to wonder with some trepidation, "does nobody 

love me?" (6). It is also normal to feel vulnerable in 

such circumstances, especially since the villagers are 

obviously used to working with each other—they know how 

to dress, and they are competent at the village occupa

tion of handling bee hives. On the other hand, the 

speaker knows none of the customs; she has trouble enough 
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just identifying each masked person. The speaker is thus 

at a disadvantage throughout the poem. While the 

villagers are disguised and masked, she cannot determine 

their individual identities although she, not wearing the 

customary bee gear, is clearly visible to them. As a 

result, the persona feels ready for some sort of attack. 

Although these feelings are normal, the reader must 

nevertheless question the overstated imagery; the phrase 

"nude as a chicken neck" (6) does convey the appropriate 

sensation of vulnerability or exposure, but the phrasing 

seems just too strong for the mundane and even pleasant 

setting provided by this informal gathering of rural folk 

to welcome the stranger and inspect the bee hives. Simi

larly, the speaker's numerous references to surgical 

practices seem to be an exaggerated response. Nature 

appears vindictive to the speaker; she claims that the 

"gorse hurts [her] / With its . . . spiky armoury" (31-

32). The speaker struggles to see the "scarlet flowers" 

(20) , but to her they become images of "blood clots" on a 

string (19). The speaker's fear of nature, that is, of 

the gorse (31), the bees (9), and the hawthorn (25), 

seems to result from a psychological transference of her 

fear of the masked strangers. 

The speaker's overwhelming and, the reader suspects, 

irrational fear leads her to view nature as threatening 
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her with pain and death. The reader may attribute the 

speaker's fear to her feeling socially out of place, 
0 

ignorant, or inadequate. The villagers appear to be 

amiable and helpful to the persona to such a degree that 

readers may find it difficult to understand the speaker's 

dread and desire to camouflage herself and fade into the 

background: "If I stand very still, they will think I am 

cow parsley" (39). However, by the time the persona 

decides to assume this disguise, she is paralyzed 

already. Until she wonders, "Is it the hawthorn that 

smells so sick?" (24) (implying that hawthorn normally 

would have a healthy and desirable smell), she blames her 

fear on a vindictive Mother Nature. But when she realizes 

that she is being "etherized" (25) by the hawthorn, her 

attention turns to the intentions of the humans: 

Is it some operation that is taking place? 
It is the surgeon my neighbours are waiting 

for. 
This apparition in a green helmet. 
Shining gloves and white suit. 
Is it the butcher, the grocer, the postman, 

someone I know? 

I cannot run, I am rooted. . . . (26-31) 

I am exhausted, I am exhausted--
Pillar of white in a blackout of knives. 
I am the magician's girl who does not flinch. 
The villagers are untying their disguises, they 

are shaking hands. 
Whose is that long white box in the grove, what 

have they accomplished, why am I cold? 
(51-60) 
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The speaker perceives (or invents) a correspondence 

between the villagers' gathering to examine bees and a 

team of surgeons preparing to operate on a sick patient. 

The doctors/villagers are trying to "normalize" the 

patlent/stranger. She is not like them, but after the 

operation/bee meeting, she must succumb to the desires of 

the group if she is to appease its members. As the sur

geons/villagers in the poem get ready to operate on the 

speaker, she is paralyzed with fear. The speaker recog

nizes that escaping from the problem would not solve it: 

she "could not run without having to run forever" (33). 

Therefore, she bravely allows the victimization to take 

place, describing herself as a "magician's girl" (53). By 

assuming this identity of helper rather than partner, the 

speaker acknowledges her inferior position within the 

group of strangers. 

After the metaphorical operation, the speaker is 

still upset. Upon seeing the narrow box or coffin, the 

speaker realizes her plight: the operation was a success, 

she is not dead in the box, and she is one of them. The 

reader must assume that her post-surgery chill is not 

merely a side effect of the ether, but stems from her 

fear that unless she can continue to conform to the 

victimizing pressure of her peers, there will be another 

"operation" which, if she rebels, may lead back to social 
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death and the coffin. The point is clear—the efforts of 

those perceived as different or weak in the community 

will be undermined until they conform. If they choose not f' 

to conform, they may be ostracized. According to Plath, 

there can be no happy ending to the story of Johnny-come-

lately. 

This poem strikes close to many readers' unrealized 

fears. Inevitably, readers have found themselves to be 

the stranger before in similar situations. Meeting new 

groups of people is not an easy task for most adults. 

Plath puts these primordial fears into images that remind 

the reader of previous uncomfortable experiences with 

deliberate antagonists. However, this poem not only 

recalls painful memories, but produces a setting wherein 

the reader may again experience the fear of rejection and 

undergo an operation of assimilation. As the reader 

enters the persona's mind and accompanies her through the 

frightening process of alteration, the reader runs the 

risk of being changed as well. Because, as Booth argues, 

"the divorce between my ordinary self and the selves I am 

willing to become as I read is not complete" (138), 

through continued identification with the speaker, the 

separation of selves may diminish so that the reader 

begins to conform to the speaker. A similar operation of 

assimilation may thus takes place. 
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2.4 The External Antagonist 

An antagonist is not always a character or object 

clearly defined within the confines of a printed poem. 

Instead, a poem may hold clues to the identity of an 
f • 
K • 

antagonist who is implied but never explicitly defined in j| 

the poem. In such cases, the reader may attribute the 

character of the antagonist to an entity written into but 

actually outside of the poem--the writer herself. The 

author's agenda is so evident to readers of these poems 

that she assumes an identity unknown to the oblivious 

characters but clearly visible to discerning readers. 

Usually this kind of external antagonist is most notice

able in a satiric poem where the reader is provoked to 

see a familiar situation in a new and disturbing way. 

"The Applicant" (4-5) is an example of a satiric 

Ariel poem in which the reader confronts the poet as an 

external antagonist. The poet's implied identity stands 

out all the more clearly as she makes no effort to 

achieve verisimilitude in "The Applicant"; the three 

characters are deliberately made to act like puppets or 

robots controlled awkwardly by an external force for a 

specific purpose. Throughout the poem, the mechanical 

speaker is made to reveal his black-white, yes-no percep

tion of reality. He formulates an answer for every ques

tion, a solution for every problem, a prescription for 
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every ailment. The reader, on the other hand, is com

pelled not only to dispute his easy responses but to 

confront the fact that society has the same tendency to 

promote simple solutions to complex and often unsolvable 

problems. 

As usual, the reader's first task is to read the 

poem's title and predict the meaning of the poem based on 

what little information is provided. In this case, the 

reader must ask who the applicant is and what he is 

applying for. Although the reader learns that the action 

of the poem revolves around the applicant, the details of 

his personality are unknown. In fact, the reader must 

guess at his true circumstances and identity since they 

are not overtly expressed. For example, the applicant's 

male gender, an important aspect of human identity, 

remains ambiguous until the next to last line of the poem 

when the speaker addresses the applicant as "My boy" 

(39) . 

What may baffle the reader most is the applicant's 

lack of speech in the poem. Except for when he weeps from 

his inability to respond positively to the speaker's 

hurried questions, the applicant gives no response 

whatsoever. The title "applicant" indicates that the 

character is applying or asking for something, yet he 

utters not a word. Instead, the speaker, a clerk who 



44 

should be answering questions or filling the applicant's 

needs, is firing the questions. 

Throughout this poem, the poet, acting within the 

poem as external antagonist, satirizes the helping 

bureaucracy in both the public and private sector. In a 

welfare state, institutions are designed to meet people's 

needs, yet Plath reveals that while the original 

intentions may have been laudable, the results have been 

inappropriate. Frustrated and unhappy, the applicant 

cannot even put his needs into words. The public or 

private servant takes over the task by assuming he/she 

knows the applicant's needs better: 

First, are you our sort of a person? 
Do you wear 
A glass eye, false teeth or a crutch, 
A brace or a hook 
Rubber breasts or a rubber crotch. 

Stitches to show something's missing? No, no? 
Then 

How can we give you a thing? 
Stop crying. 
Open your hand. 
Empty? Empty. Here is a hand 

To fill it and willing 
To bring teacups and roll away headaches 

And do whatever you tell it. (1-13) 

Before the applicant receives any aid he must answer an 

endless questionnaire. Topping the list, of course, is 

the question to preclude all others--"are you our sort of 

person?" The external antagonist reminds readers that if 
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one does not fit the requisite mold, one is denied aid 

regardless of the intensity of one's need. 

The external antagonist compounds the irony by 

having the clerk act like a doctor who looks for an 

easily identifiable physical ailment, asks for the 

symptoms, diagnoses the problem, and supplies a remedy 

for the situation. Unfortunately, because this clerk 

perceives reality only in the simplest physical terms, he 

misses the applicant's deeper psychological and spiritual 

needs. When the clerk notices the applicant's empty hand 

his prescription is not what the reader would anticipate. 

His solution is immediate and inadequate; the clerk 

merely offers a hand "To fill it" (11). This solution 

seems inadequate to a reader since the applicant's hand 

may be filled physically, but the real problem of loneli

ness or spiritual emptiness could never be mitigated by a 

single hand. 

The second symptom identified by the clerk is the 

applicant's "stark naked" condition (19). Again the 

doctor offers a physical object, a suit, for him to take. 

While the applicant certainly needs clothing to cover his 

body, the physical condition of nakedness may be only a 

sign of the still unresolved self-consciousness or feel

ing of vulnerability that he has. The emptiness of the 

persona's head is the final symptom identified, and a 
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"living doll" (33) is prescribed to fill the void. She/it If 

can sew, cook, and talk, that is, she/it can take over P 

the applicant's need to think and act. As the applicamt 

depends increasingly on her/its abilities, she/it is 

guaranteed to grow in value (30-32) . The problem with 

this remedy is that it makes the applicant dependent on 

the servant thus compounding his problem. The applicant 

himself needs these basic abilities to ensure his social 

and physical well being. A better solution would be to 

offer him a companion who could teach him such survival 

skills so that he could grow in independence and self-

confidence . 

Although the structure of the poem clearly moves 

from diagnosed symptom to prescribed remedy, the clerk's 

tone is more like that of a cheap salesman trying to 

fast-talk the buyer into accepting unnecessary or 

inferior merchandise. This is the context that such 

scholars as Susan Bassnett (96) and Richard Allen '̂| | 

Blessing (68) have emphasized, most likely because Plath 

supplied corroborating clues outside of the poem when she 

introduced "The Applicant" before reading it on a BBC 

radio broadcast. Plath explained the situation thus: 

In this poem, . . . the speaker is an execu
tive, a sort of exacting supersalesman. He 
wants to be sure the applicant for his marvel
ous product really needs it and will treat it 
right. (Collected Poems 293) 

f 
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When the applicant reveals early on that he does not need 

anything offered by the speaker, the salesman searches 

more frantically for a need as yet unrecognized in the 

applicant so that he can reach his quota. He tries to 

convince the applicant to accept his suggestions by 

claiming "It is guaranteed" (15) and "It is waterproof, 

shatterproof, proof / Against fire and bombs through the 

roof" (23-24) . The speaker even tries to convince the 

applicant to take something obviously (to the reader) 

unsuitable: "How about this suit— / Black and stiff, but 

not a bad fit" (20-21). The salesman de-emphasizes the 

unappealing color and potential for discomfort in the 

suit, and instead bolsters the image of the product by 

detailing its strengths of durability and protection. He 

claims that the suit will protect against the elements 

and still be of use as the suit "they'll bury you in" 

(25). During his spiel, the salesman even throws in a 

little false apology, "Now your head, excuse me, is 

empty" (26), which gives him the opportunity to offer his 

best buy, a "living doll" (33). To apply the final 

pressure, the salesman says, "My boy, it's your last 

resort" (39). 

The person who is applying for help has social 

problems requiring the intervention of some kind of 

professional expert to help solve them. However, 
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throughout the poem, the speaker proves himself 

inadequate for the task by perceiving all problems and 

solutions in purely physical terms. The problem of incom

petence is serious, but it is only one aspect of the 

whole sick situation that the external antagonist forces 

the reader to notice. Far more frustrating to a reader, 

however, is the notion that those "experts" in the 

helping bureaucracy are far more adept at keeping 

patients than helping them. Without needy citizens, those 

who dispense society's tonic of welfare would themselves 

be unemployed. However, Greg Duncan, Martha Hill, and 

Saul Hoffman recently point out that even if the 

"experts" were motivated solely by a sense of altruism, 

the welfare system itself would victimize recipients 

since it (1) "alters the choices people face and 

encourages them to behave in ways that increase their 

likelihood of receipt" and (2) cultivates a kind of 

"culture" that encourages dependence and "discourag[es] 

self-sufficiency in both recipient parents and their 

children" (467). 

As always, Plath focuses on the victims, applicants 

who desperately require help yet who find the solutions 

and prescriptions proffered by those intended to help 

them to be superficial and even detrimental in meeting 

their needs. Thus, through this poem, the external 
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antagonist stimulates the reader to reassess the value 

and effects of the public service industry. The reader is 

pushed to recognize that he or she is also responsible 

for the way the government—"by the people, for the 

people"--treats those in critical need. The poet has 

shown that by accepting as normal the current helping 

bureaucracy, the reader perpetuates its dehumanizing 

influence. 

Many readers do not want to admit their responsi

bility, but Plath's insistent voice makes it increasingly 

difficult for them to ignore their part in promoting the 

sickness that undermines. However, as Susan Sontag so 

eloquently puts it in Illness as Metaphor, 

Everyone who is born holds dual citizenship, in 
the kingdom of the well and in the kingdom of 
the sick. Although we all prefer to use only 
the good passport, sooner or later each of us 
is obliged, at least for a spell, to identify 
ourselves as citizens of that other place. (1) 

It is precisely because readers would rather admit their 

citizenship only in the "kingdom of the well" that 

Plath's poetry is so hard to accept. As long as readers 

look myopically into only their own lives, they can 

convince themselves that they are free of disease, that 

they will never subvert others or be subverted by others. 

However, once they allow themselves to put on the alien 

identity found in Plath's sickness-ridden poetry, they 
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are forced to confront and acknowledge their own real 

fears of disease. 

Even those who accept their own illness may fear 

diseased others since sick people are generally assumed 

to be contagious. Those who fear disease maintain the 

belief that there is such a thing as the "kingdom of the 

well," and contacting sick characters will diminish their 

likelihood of reaching that "country far away as health" 

("Tulips" 12) . Sontag explains this paranoia: "Any dis

ease that is treated as a mystery and acutely enough 

feared will be felt to be morally, if not literally, 

contagious" (6). Readers fear for themselves to the 

extent that they feel repulsed when they read of the 

sickness of others, as though the disease could be spread 

through the pages. The disease is not contagious; in 

fact, it is an inherent fact of life. There will always 

be antagonists. Even those who mean well and have no 

malicious intentions at all will at times antagonize. 

Disease is already outside the pages of the poem, and 

reading will not alter that fact. 

Although readers may often choose to deny their 

victimized status, they cannot blame the poet for their 

predicament. Just as the well-wishers' tulips in "Tulips" 

are a despised but necessary irritant, so is Plath's 

poetry. Plath cuts and reshapes readers' traditional 
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notions until they resist, and then she makes them 

respond by sympathizing with her personae and looking at 

their own lives with vision and understanding. The poet 

makes readers subject to her will. 



CHAPTER III 

WORD/FLESH: 

"PURE AND CLEAN AS THE CRY OF A BABY" 

When St. John wrote, "In the beginning was the Word, 

and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was 

with God in the beginning" (John 1:1-2), he reiterated 

the ancient notion that the divine Word became Flesh in 

order to redeem humanity. Like John, artists and lin

guists have puzzled over the implications of that event 

in which the ideal deity became real flesh. Sylvia Plath 

also found the mystery a worthy subject for her poetry. 

However, Plath's poetry subverts the expectations of her 

idealized, primarily Judeo-Christian audience by dimin

ishing the awe-inspirational quality of the Christian 

word/flesh motif when she adapts it to common and mundane 

human experiences. When she does retain the traditional 

religious mythology associated with the word/flesh motif, 

Plath alters the understood stories to proffer something 

new. 

In her version of the struggle between word and 

flesh, Plath's persona often assumes the identity of god-

the-poet/mother, and her poems/children become embodi

ments of her ideal. Thus, the word/flesh theme is reduced 

from the lofty theory of how deity approaches humanity to 

52 
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a mere explanation for the phenomena of literary writing 

and childbearing. By comparing the power of the poetic 

word to that of the deified Word, Plath ascribes to 

poetry a power far beyond that traditionally attributed 

to it. In essence, words come from the author, but they 

have an independent power to affect the reader. 

Nevertheless, the real reader--as opposed to Plath's 

ideal reader--carries spiritual, emotional, and 

experiential baggage which in turn affects the words 

themselves. Because of Plath's interests at the time she 

wrote the Ariel poems, the words she directs to her 

ideal reader concern childbearing, Christianity, and 

communication. 

3.1 Childbearing 

Childbearing certainly plays a crucial part in 

Plath's consideration of the word/flesh duality. During 

the years in which the Ariel poems were composed, Plath 

was either pregnant or busy raising her two children. 

This experience affected not only the subject she wrote 

on but her process of writing as well. Ted Hughes, in his 

article "Sylvia Plath and Her Journals," appropriately 

discusses Plath's writing habits in terms of the birthing 

process. For example, Hughes suggests: 

Maybe her singularity derives from a feminine 
beeline instinct for the real priority, for 
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what truly matters—an instinct for nursing and 
repairing the damaged and threatened nucleus of 
the self and for starving every other aspect of 
her life in order to feed and strengthen that, 
and bring that to a safe delivery. (154) 

The activity of conceiving, carrying to term, and finally 

expelling a child from the womb is a strenuous task. 

Likewise, conceiving an idea, putting it into poetic 

form, revising the document, and sending it out for 

publication requires a tremendous effort. While the 

production of a human child is of course more important 

than production of a poem, the two processes are not 

mutually exclusive. Plath, in fact, acknowledges that the 

experience of bearing children acted as an essential 

catalyst for her poetry as it gave "impetus" to her 

writing (Letters 4 02), strengthened her voice, altered 

the content, and improved the quality. In another essay, 

"Notes on the Chronological Order of Sylvia Plath's 

Poems," Hughes reflects on this noticeable change: 

With the birth of her first child she received 
herself, and was able to turn to her advantage 
all the forces of a highly-disciplined, highly 
intellectual style of education which had, up 
to this point, worked mainly against her, but 
without which she could hardly have gone so 
coolly into the regions she now entered. The 
birth of her second child, in January of 1962, 
completed the preparation. (8 6) 

Plath corroborated this view of herself as an author 

who was enriched by her childbearing experience, writing 

on 12 March 1962: 
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I have the queerest feeling of having been 
reborn with Frieda—it's as if my real, rich, 
happy life only started just about then. I 
suppose it's a case of knowing what one wants. 
I never really knew before. . . .1 feel I'm 
just beginning at writing, too. (Letters 450) 

Plath's life may have been "happy" with Frieda, but 

her poems on childbearing suggest that after delivering a 

child, a woman's initial exuberance is eventually tem

pered with the recognition that the real is no longer 

ideal. While the imagined child was perfect, the actual 

child is unexpectedly impatient, demanding, selfish, and 

helpless. Plath clearly shows that adult parents, who may 

have hoped their offspring would remain untouched by the 

harshness and evil or corruption of the adult world, will 

learn the impossibility of this wish. 

One of her first poetic explorations of the topic of 

childbearing is "You're" (52), composed early in 1960 

during Plath's pregnancy with her first child Frieda. In 

this poem, Plath emphasizes the ideal nature of the 

fetus, still the unborn subject of its parent's dreams. 

However, even in this pre-birth state, the fetus is shown 

to be a distinctly individual entity, emotionally though 

not biologically separate from its mother. The fetus is 

thus lauded in its own language of unique metaphors not 

for its connection to the mother, but for its own suc

cesses . 
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By giving the poem the title "You're," Plath encour

ages the reader to accept at least initially the proxy 

role of "you." This poem is entirely composed of meta

phors and similes, images that give qualities of the 

character while not stating explicitly who the "you" is, 

partially because even the writer is uncertain of the 

character's identity. Until its flesh emerges from the 

womb, a baby can only be imagined. Hence, Plath plays a 

little game with readers in which they accept the label 

"you" identified in the title, apply the images to them

selves, and determine what kind of character the images 

fit. While reading the poem, readers are confronted with 

the differences between themselves and the ostensible 

owner of the name "you." 

The combination of clues in stanza one soon con

vinces readers that the "you" is the speaker's baby: 

Clownlike, happiest on your hands. 
Feet to the stars, and moon-skulled, 
Gilled like a fish. A common-sense 
Thumbs-down on the dodo's mode. 
Wrapped up in yourself like a spool. 
Trawling your dark as owls do. 
Mute as a turnip from the Fourth 
Of July to All Fools' Day, 
O high-riser, my little loaf. (1-9) 

In reading "You're," the reader is invited to imagine 

what it would have been like to be carefree and happy, to 

be unaware of the politics of living and working in 

corporate America where being "Wrapped up in yourself 
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like a spool" (5) is a luxury when everyone else is 

connected through phone systems, networked computers, and 

pagers. An adult strives to be a "high-riser" (9), but a 

fetus advances effortlessly through many stages of devel

opment . A fetus is content to relax by "trawling" or 

fishing (6) rather than to hasten toward a destination as 

an anxious adult might. Ultimately the reader is reminded 

that the fetus, which teaches an adult to settle down and 

enjoy life at a slower pace, represents the best exem

plary aspects of human beings. The poet maintains that 

babies are "Right, like a well-done sum. / A clean slate, 

with your own face on" (17-18). 

Because babies often are conceived in the imagina

tion before they are ever conceived in the womb, images 

are the best way to describe a newborn. A baby is word 

before it is flesh. But the cycle is ongoing: the word 

produces flesh which produces word, and so on. The oppos

ing forces, word and flesh, are inseparable as one gives 

rise to the other. Therefore, the image of the infant as 

a "clean slate" (18) is particularly appropriate. The 

tabula rasa concept is one in which a baby is perceived 

as pure potential, a blank tablet on which experience 

writes. As a slate, the baby is simultaneously an object 

of the flesh and an object on which words are to be 

inscribed. Thus, the baby is a potential poem, but each 
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poem is also a potential baby. Just as a baby takes nine 

months to grow and develop, so does this poem devote 

nine-line stanzas to developing a literary work. If the 

poem lives and breathes, it is alive, but like a baby, it 

may miscarry at any given point along the way. But how do 

we know when poems live and breathe? Plath's response 

when she was read Matthew Arnold's "Forsaken Merman" 

answers that question by defining poetry: 

I saw the gooseflesh on my skin. I did not know 
what made it. I was not cold. Had a ghost 
passed over? No, it was the poetry. A spark 
flew off Arnold and shook me, like a chill. I 
wanted to cry: I felt very odd. I had fallen 
into a new way of being happy. ("Ocean 1212-W" 
21) 

The possibility of poetic miscarriage, of being unable to 

make the reader respond, was one of Plath's particular 

concerns, for as Hughes notes, Plath's method of compos

ing made her poems especially vulnerable to such a 

demise. She treated each poem as an individual entity. 

If it did not work the way she thought it should, "she 

scrapped it entire. She rescued nothing of it. Every poem 

grew complete from its own root, in that laborious inch

ing way" ("Notes" 82) . Giving birth, whether to flesh or 

word, baby or poem, is a tentative and fragile process, 

but, as Plath repeatedly asserts, a worthwhile one. In a 

letter written just weeks after giving birth to Frieda, 

Plath expressed her appreciation for this process to her 
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mother: "I am itching to get writing again and feel I 

shall do much better now I have a baby" (383) . 

On 19 February 1961, a year after penning "You're" 

and two weeks after failing/miscarrying in her attempt to 

bring a second child into the realized flesh, Plath 

returned her attention to her daughter Frieda, her one 

successful attempt at making physical flesh of an ideal

ized word. The result is the poem "Morning Song" (1) in 

which a baby has moved from a protected environment of 

perfection—the womb of "Love" (1)—to an imperfect (or 

too perfect) mechanistic environment of indifference in 

which the "fat gold watch" (1) is the prime focus. In

stead of being simply an object of love, the baby is 

regarded as an object of use, a mechanical stopwatch, 

clicked on by a midwife's slapping and ticking with a 

"bald cry" (2). At first the parents are ecstatic at the 

birth, and their "voices echo, magnifying your arrival" 

(4) until they compare the child to another cold inhuman 

object, a "new statue" (4). Instead of feeling comfort

able with the human being who resulted from their joined 

effort, the parents feel as though they are in "a drafty 

museum" (5), a cold place of emotional distance where no 

intimacy, no touching, is allowed. Of course, babies 

should be warmly received, but the mother's expectations 

are dashed when she realizes that the flesh is not the 
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same as the ideal or imagined word. Faced with the par

ents' ambivalence, readers also "stand round blankly as 

walls" (6), not certain how to respond to the unexpected 

coldness of this birthing experience. 

However, the reader is not entirely without opinion. 

Because the baby came from the mother, the reader is 

convinced that the baby must share some physical traits 

with the parent. The persona flatly contradicts this 

assumption as she claims "I'm no more your mother / Than 

the cloud that distils a mirror to reflect its own slow / 

Effacement at the wind's hand" (7). Nevertheless, the 

reader may dispute the mother's statement since she is 

indeed like the cloud which rains and forms a pool to 

reflect itself even as it is dwindling away as a result 

of its outburst and of the natural processes of life. The 

mother is tired, changed by the birthing procedure which 

made her "cow-heavy" (13) , but the child is the produced 

mirror reflecting how the mother used to be. 

In "You're" the fetus, a potential poem, was very 

different from the mother. In contrast, by the end of 

"Morning Song," the baby has written her own poem in an 

early though not entirely successful effort to reflect 

her mother. Although the mother is a published veteran 

with words, the baby can only "try / [her] handful of 

notes" (16-17). To the mother, the result is a beautiful 
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image: "The clear vowels rise like balloons" (18). The 

flesh, produced by a word, has now authored a word as the 

natural process continues. 

Plath's experience 17 January 1962 of bearing a male 

child, Nicholas, helped further develop her maturing 

poetic voice. In "Nick and the Candlestick" (33-34), 

composed nine months after her son's birth, Plath adds 

complexity to the themes developed earlier with the birth 

of Frieda. Gone are the protection of the mother's womb 

and the disinterested atmosphere of the "museum." Taking 

their place is the maliciously evil and dangerous world 

of adult reality which prompts the mother-persona to 

worry about the well-being of her child. 

However, the title "Nick and the Candlestick" con

veys to the reader no sense of impending disaster but 

instead sounds more like a lighthearted and oft-chanted 

nursery rhyme: 

Jack be nimble. 
Jack be quick, 
Jack jump over 
The candle stick. (Annotated Mother Goose 194) 

Readers who understand the historical background of the 

verse will grasp the connection to the mother's worries. 

In a note, William and Ceil Baring-Gould explain the 

story behind this verse: 

For centuries, jumping over a candle has been 
both a sport and a way of telling fortunes in 
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England. A candlestick with a lighted candle in 
it was placed on the floor. The person who 
could jump over it without putting out the 
flame was assured of having good luck for a 
full year. (194) 

The candle is an important signal in both the well-known 

Mother Goose poem and "Nick and the Candlestick." The 

question the reader must ask is whether Nick's candle 

will indeed predict his good fortune. 

At first, readers may think not, since in Plath's 

poem the candle's light is described as blue, a gloomy 

and foreboding color. Other images in the first half of 

the poem reinforce this negative foreshadowing. The 

mother's death is implied in the first line when she says 

she is a "miner," a member of a profession whose coal 

workers often experience an early death caused by lung 

problems resulting from years of breathing dusty air. The 

mother/miner inhabits a cave, away from the warm light 

and life on the surface above them. The cave, an "earthen 

womb" (4), is a place of horror and fear. The stifling 

smell of bats envelopes the speaker and warns her of 

"cold homicides" (8), a reference to the possible death 

of the mother and/or her son. 

To the question of whether a candle will predict 

Nick's good fortune, readers may revise their answer to a 

qualified yes after noticing a sudden change toward 

positive images: 



63 

The candle 

Gulps and recovers its small altitude. 

Its>yellows hearten. (20-22) 

As the candle's flame changes to a warmer, brighter 

color, the outlook for the mother and son appears less 

bleak. With the unexpected appearance of the child allud

ed to in the title of the poem—"O love, how did you get 

here? / O embryo" (23-24)--the mother's loneliness and 

"dead boredom" (5) is assuaged with the reality of a real 

companion in the flesh. The cave comes to life, and the 

mother/miner covers over its ugly desolation "with roses. 

/ With soft rugs" (32-33), feminine touches of beauty. 

Ultimately, the candle's prediction for the child's 

future is ambiguous. The poet will not say the world 

outside is not malicious. After all, the mother has not 

abandoned her dangerous profession and the cave walls are 

still dank, smelly, and rugged under all those decora

tions. The mother's only source of comfort is her knowl

edge that the world's problems are not the responsibility 

of her innocent child: "The pain / You wake to is not 

yours" (29-30), she tells her son. 

Many scholars, such as Jon Rosenblatt, also empha

size this kind of a domestic interpretation of the poem 

in which the mother/speaker has simply translated her 

baby's room and the objects therein into a "world of 
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cosmic oppression and hostility, of freezing cold and 

natural danger" (117). While the poem supports such a 

reading, the final allusion to the "baby in the barn" 

(42) would be confusing if the poem were simply domestic 

and only concerned with the poet's own baby Nicholas. The 

reader must also wonder why the author would suddenly 

switch from the setting of a cave to that of a barn. 

However, at first glance, Plath's own comments in a BBC 

radio broadcast about the poem reinforce this overly 

domestic reading of "Nick and the Candlestick": 

In this poem, . . .a mother nurses her baby son 
by candlelight and finds in him a beauty which, 
while it may not ward off the world's ill, does 
redeem her share of it. (Collected Poems 294) 

Nowhere in her reference to the poem does Plath explain 

that she and her son are the characters in the poem. The 

last line of the poem actually points to a different, 

though not exclusive, perspective on the poem. The moth

er' s final words to her child--

You are the one 
Solid the spaces lean on, envious. 

You are the baby in the barn. (41-43) 

--do not apply solely to the poet's own son who was not 

capable of assuming such responsibility for the world's 

redemption. As a result, the reader is given the task of 

discovering who else may be considered the character 

Nick, who is referred to by name in the title but never 
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in the body of the poem. Since Plath's son Nicholas 

Hughes was not born in a barn, readers might conclude 

that the allusion is to a more widely known Nick— 

St. Nicholas. Although St. Nicholas himself has no place 

in the poem, his legend points directly to Christmas, a 

holiday to celebrate the birth of Christ, the word made 

flesh, who indeed was born in a barn. 

That the mother/miner writes her son into the story 

of Christ emphasizes the similar nature of the process of 

word-becoming-flesh that both sons experienced. In each 

case, the conception of a son was a surprise to the 

mother: Mary conceived Jesus without having a physical 

relationship with a man, and the miner/mother wished for 

relief from her womb's "dead boredom" (5). This element 

of surprise points out a new aspect of the motif of word-

becoming- flesh in that the word may be planned, imagined, 

"looked for like mail" ("You're" 52) or it may be in

spired, utterly unprovoked and unsolicited. To both of 

these mothers, however, the child was a gift accepted 

with quick and sincere pleasure. 

Poetry may likewise be a beautiful surprise for both 

the poet and the reader. Although the poet must work hard 

to produce a poem that prompts the audience to read and 

respond, the writing may diverge unpredictably from the 

initial plan as a result of recent experiences or newly 
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recalled memories which influence the writer's perspec

tive. Similarly, when the reader peruses a poem, he or 

she may anticipate a pattern within the poem which may or 

may not be fulfilled. If the poem is well-written, the 

reader is more likely to see the anticipated patterns 

taking unexpected twists and turns. "Nick and the 

Candlestick" is one poem for which the reader, in 

conjunction with the writer and the text, must also work 

to understand and appreciate it. Elements from the 

expected story of Christ are present but presented in 

unpredictable ways that may astonish the reader. One 

major reason for the complexity and confusion in the poem 

is that Plath layers the theme of birth, death, and 

rebirth, condensing the three aspects of Christ's story 

into one event. The biblical account is that Christ was 

born in a barn, died on a cross, and revived in a cave. 

Plath also refers (as though contemporaneous) both to the 

time before Christ's birth in her allusion to the fallen 

angel(s)--"Let the stars / Plummet to their dark address" 

(35-36)--and to the time after Christ's resurrection in 

her allusion to the symbol of the early Christian church, 

"the fish, the fish--" (14), and its symbolic religious 

ritual of eating "meat" and drinking "blood" (17-19). In 

the poem, the speaker does not clarify the distinctions 

between stories, leaving the reader to confront and 
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experience the thought-provoking tangle of events, 

symbols, and allusions. 

While the first half of the poem emphasizes the 

negative atmosphere into which Nick/Christ was born, the 

second half builds toward a positive outcome. The tone of 

the poem becomes noticeably more positive once the can

dle, a part of some religious rituals, reasserts itself 

(21-22) and encourages the speaker, the reader, and the 

mother, who prays that evil be abolished: "Let the mer

curic / Atoms that cripple drip / Into the terrible well" 

(37-39). Finally, the poem culminates with the mother's 

beautiful statement of hope as she places full responsi

bility on her son: "You are the one / Solid the spaces 

lean on" (41-42). 

Readers should recognize that in fusing the charac

ters of Nick and Christ, Plath emphasizes both the magni

tude of Christ's gift to humanity in fulfilling this hope 

and the fragility and even capriciousness of the mother's 

wish when applied to her purely human son Nick. It is 

neither responsible nor fair for her to assign a superhu

man feat to a physically, spiritually, and intellectually 

helpless infant. Few mothers would intentionally mistreat 

their sons, but the mother, while believing that she will 

encourage her son by praising him, actually sets him up 

for an inevitable fall, thus victimizing her child. 
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3.2 Christianity 

In many of her Ariel poems, Plath exploits the 

Christian myth which gives depth to her examination of 

the ongoing struggle between word and flesh, ideal and 

real. The central question through all of her allusions 

to Christianity remains whether evil can be combated, if 

at all. Because Christianity's stories and teachings are 

recognized by Plath's New Yorker audience, readers, 

attempting to answer that question of evil, would notice 

any unusual or trivializing references to Christian 

images, concepts, and doctrines. Thus, Plath treats the 

svibject with a boldness that her audience would welcome. 

In these poems, the reader is asked to examine the Word-

made-Flesh in new ways that may seem to be revisions of 

the gospel rather than simple restatements of the Bibli

cal account. 

Plath presents various answers to the question of 

how to cope with evil. In "Nick and the Candlestick," all 

responsibility for the salvation of the world is placed 

on the baby who is both Nick, Plath's son referred to in 

the title, and Christ, alluded to through traditional 

Christian images. Christ, the Word, accepted the 

constraints of Flesh in order to combat Flesh. Nick, 

however, as a human child, has no power or authority to 

fulfill his mother's prophecy. Thus, readers of this poem 
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are left with a pattern confirmation on the first hand 

and an unsolvable mystery on the other. 

Another poem, "Mary's Song" (45), provides a differ

ent answer. Instead of fighting evil, characters are 

shown submitting to its whims. In addition, the world is 

portrayed not only attacking selected individuals as 

"Nick and the Candlestick" implies, but victimizing a 

whole nation as "Mary's Song" reveals. In marked counter

point to the ugly subject of evil in the world, the title 

"Mary's Song" sounds beautiful and comforting to those 

readers who associate the name of Mary with the mother of 

Jesus, who was "blessed . . . among women" (Luke 1:42) in 

her opportunity to bear and raise the Word-made-Flesh. 

Coupling the name of Mary with the idea of song, the 

reader might suppose this poem to be an example of the 

kind of song Mary may have sung to or about her son, , 

Jesus. Along these lines, one might anticipate a song of 

joy, praise, thanks, or even triumph, all of which are 

found in Mary's song called the "Magnificat" as recorded 

by St. Luke (1:46-55). 

However, as is usual in Plath's Ariel poetry, the 

first image in the poem contrasts sharply with the 

anticipated pattern: 

The Sunday lamb cracks in its fat. 
The fat 
Sacrifices its opacity. . . . (1-3) 
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The central image of the poem is this meat—the 

flesh—cooked for a typical middle-class Sunday dinner. 

"The Sunday lamb," of course, also refers to Christ whom 

St. John calls "the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin 

of the world" (John 1:29). Christ's sacrifice was fore

shadowed in Israel's celebration of the Passover feast, 

and his resurrection is celebrated by Christians on 

Easter Sunday. However, the very common quality of a 

Sunday dinner contradicts the special nature of Christ's 

personal sacrifice. Likewise, that the meat is cooking 

strips it of all personality and intention--the 

word-made-flesh as shown in this first poetic image 

appears inert, incapable of accomplishing its ideal task 

of saving the world. Most disturbing to the reader is the 

poet's portrayal of the sacrificial lamb's "crack[ing]" 

(1), utterly broken by the sins of the world. The 

description is normal and domestic, yet graphic and 

violent as well. The deified Flesh originally saved 

humans by granting spiritual sustenance; reduced to an 

inanimate object, the flesh as Plath describes it serves 

only to fortify and nurture humans physically. 

Ironically, in both cases--spiritual and physical--the 

lamb blesses those it could have cursed. The physical 

lamb has no choice, having been shorn of any power when 

it was slaughtered; on the other hand, the spiritual 



71 

lamb, having overcome death when it rose on the third 

day, has the power to wreak vengeance on those sinful 

humans who attempted to kill it. Readers will realize 

that this poem is not the beautiful unaggressive verse 

expected as they are asked to consider two opposing 

images alluded to in the first stanza of "Mary's Song" 

of Jesus as lamb—one omnipotent and one impotent. 

While she cooks the Sunday lamb, the persona 

observes that the fat of the meat "sacrifices its 

opacity" (3) and becomes 

A window, holy gold. 
The fire makes it precious. 
The same fire 

Melting the tallow heretics. 
Ousting the Jews. (4-8) 

In being heated, solid animal fat or lard naturally 

becomes translucent as it liquefies, but readers must ask 

how this fact is significant. How could the fat's clarity 

be nearly as important as the initial sacrifice of the 

lamb itself? The reader may conclude that this image does 

not trivialize, but instead enhances the symbol of Jesus' 

death by pointing beyond it. As the fat changes its 

physical state, so does Jesus--from the original state of 

Word into a new state of Flesh and finally back into the 

state of Word through his resurrection. Hence, the 

transformation of Christ (unlike the transformation of 
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the mere lamb animal) by fire is into something more 

beautiful and "precious" (5)—from solid to liquid, from 

"fat" (1) to "gold" (4), from Flesh to Word. While the 

Flesh was an opaque mirror held up to remind humans of 

who they are and of what spiritual perfection they are 

capable, the Word is a translucent "window" (4) , not 

giving all answers clearly, but at least providing a way 

for readers to cope with and understand some of the 

mysteries and unhappy events of life. 

By the third and fourth stanzas, the image of the 

sacrificial lamb unexpectedly broadens beyond the specif

ic person of Jesus to include the entire nation of Israel 

which was also melted, burned, purified, and made pre

cious by the holocaustic fire of Nazi persecution: 

The fire makes it precious. 
The same fire 

Melting the tallow heretics. 
Ousting the Jews. 
Their thick palls float 

Over the cicatrix of Poland, burnt-out 
Germany. 

They do not die. (5-12) 

Mary mourns both the death of her son, the "golden child 

the world will kill and eat" (21), and the torture of the 

Jews; however, phoenix-like, "Grey birds obsess [her] 

heart" (13), allowing a degree of hope. Nevertheless, 
readers should recognize that this hope is not 
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necessarily fulfilled since the remainder of the poem 

implies that victimization will continue in spite of the 

sacrifice of the Word-made-Flesh. The future is not as 

optimistic as the appearance of the grey birds may make 

it seem--the ashes from which the phoenix is said to rise 

fill the persona's mouth and assail her eyes. The poem 

does not detail Mary's discomfort, but readers, 

empathizing with the speaker, can well imagine the 

sensation of chewing gritty ashes and rubbing dry eyes. 

Thus, what seemed to be a positive phoenix image implies 

certain negative consequences in this poem. 

Ultimately, the Word-made-Flesh is killed when 

Christ submits, allowing evil to take control tempo

rarily. However, in submitting, the Lamb is made stronger 

as he conquers death, rising again from the Flesh into 

the state of the Word and being "emptied . . . into 

space" (17) . Despite this portrait of incomprehensible 

power, readers of Plath's poem are left with ashes in 

their mouths. There is no assurance that future 

holocausts will be avoided. The speaker even admits in 

present tense, "It is a heart, / This holocaust I walk 

in" (19-20) . The sacrifice of Christ is ongoing. The 

ovens do continue to glow, and readers, with Mary, are 

the ones who remain wandering around in the never-ending 

fire of hell on earth. 



74 

The personae in "Nick and the Candlestick" and 

"Mary's Song" viewed the mystery of Christianity with 

sympathy and hope, even in the face of past and impending 

tragedy. Both the miner/mother and Mary wish for the 

redemption of mankind and the protection of their own 

son. Each mother values her son for being word-made-

flesh; while Mary calls her son a "golden child" (21), 

the miner/mother places responsibility for the word's 

salvation on her child's shoulders. The persona in 

"Years" (72), however, approaches the question with a 

decidedly antagonistic stance, allowing readers a differ

ent perspective on how the message of Christ should be 

understood. Unlike these two previous personae, the 

speaker in "Years" does not seem to be a mother, but in 

spite of her lack of experience in bringing forth flesh 

from an imagined and planned word, the speaker seems to 

be aware of the opposing nature of word and flesh. 

However, in confronting God, the ultimate Word, the 

persona, as a representative of Flesh, shows her lack of 

understanding of what Word and Flesh actually stand for. 

Taunting God and boasting "I am not like you" (6), 

the persona in "Years" sets herself in opposition to God. 

She lists their different time frames, claiming that she 

prefers temporal "motion" (12) and change while he repre

sents timeless "Stasis" (16), the eternity that "bores" 
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her (9). Since Word is that which is imagined and Flesh 

is that which is active, the reader would expect God to 

be the one who thinks and imagines and the human speaker 

to be the one who acts. Contrary to this expectation, the 

speaker proffers only words, while God, to reinforce his 

word, performs the actions of sending "a Christus" and 

controlling him with a "God-bit" (21). 

Even as the speaker spurns God, she yearns to tran

scend her body to mimic what she abhors, a static being, 

removed from the activity of her flesh: 

What I love is. 
The piston in motion--

My soul dies before it. (11-13) 

The persona extols action, but the only action she under

takes is to allow her soul to die before "The piston in 

motion" (12)--an action that leads to the stasis she 

vehemently deplores. This poem thus brings the reader 

face to face with a paradoxical issue. Plath's audience 

has learned the societal taboo against suicide, yet one 

of the most respected figures, Christ, is shown cloaked 

in the imagery of a horse galloping in a "merciless 

churn" of hoofbeats (15), racing toward death, "dying to 

fly and be done with it" (22). The speaker overtly 

rejects God the father yet mimics Christ the Son and his 

steady, rapid progress. Is Plath making suicide legiti

mate by inscribing it within the story of Christ? The 
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only clue given the reader is the last line of the poem: 

"In blue distance the pistons hiss" (25), indicating (1) 

that Christ gallops madly onward toward his terminal 

destination, (2) that Christ rejects death and continues 

his active life of the Flesh, or (3) he goes through 

death and remains active in his eternal Word state. The 

third option is the one most closely allied with Chris

tian mythology, but because the poem does not culminate 

in one clear thought or argument, the final meaning 

remains open to the individual reader's literary under

standing and religious bias. 

"Years" is certainly not the only literary work 

which leaves its message open to the reader's interpreta

tion. In fact, language in all modes of discourse is more 

often ambiguous than not. However, Plath takes advantage 

of the peculiar opportunities afforded by such writing to 

force the reader to make some important decisions about 

emotional issues which may have been easy to avoid con

fronting any earlier. The reader, while inevitably 

altered by the text, is not the only one affected and 

coerced into taking a stand; through the reader's deci

sion-making process, the literary work is also altered 

uniquely by each reader so that it crystallizes into some 

specific shape for that reader. Thus, the poem becomes 

quite a different artifact for each individual reader. 
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3.3 Communication 

This entire process of writing a text and proffering 

it to a reader who will read, understand, and alter it in 

light of his or her own needs and experiences is an 

important means of communication. As a communicator, 

Plath was intensely interested in the way all humans 

communicate—artist to reader, parent to child, friend to 

friend. Through her poetry, Plath shows readers that the 

process of word-becoming-flesh is not restricted to the 

bearing of children or to the redemption of humanity by 

Christ, but is intrinsic to the communication of ideas as 

well. 

In "The Moon and the Yew Tree" (41) , the speaker 

subtly compares herself to Christ while she alludes to 

the problems of writing, of fleshing out an idealized 

word. The poem quickly draws the reader into its world as 

its title begins with a romantic image of the moon and 

ends with one that can be read orally as "you"/"yew." 

Thus, perceptive readers might find themselves subtly 

written into the poem so that they watch for and identify 

with the you/yew tree. 

Readers may notice that this poem looks heavy on the 

page. Unlike most of her later Ariel poems, "The Moon and 

the Yew Tree" is comprised of four ponderous stanzas of 

seven long lines each. This appearance of the poem is 
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enough to instill in the reader the speaker's sense of 

being overwhelmed. The persona in the poem believes that 

because she has been given too much responsibility, she 

has been treated like "God" (3) . While on one hand the 

reader may laugh at what seems a minor nuisance--the puny 

"grasses unload[ing] their griefs" (3)--on the other 

hand, the cumulative effect of such small demands might 

indeed prove overpowering and even paralyzing to the 

speaker (5). The speaker feels nonetheless the responsi

bility of this position weighing heavily on her so that 

her mind evokes images in black and blue colors symbolic 

of depression. 

The speaker describes the mental setting as "cold 

and planetary" (1) congruent with the light of the moon. 

When the speaker flatly states, "The moon is no door" 

(8) , the reader guesses that she must have expected or 

wanted it to be a port of entry or exit, a means of 

leaving one place in favor of another. This desire for 

the moon to be a passageway would not be anticipated by 

readers, who have probably hitherto viewed the moon as a 

solid object rather than as a means to an end. Readers 

must therefore wonder why the speaker wishes for such a 

means. 

The answer to this question has already been given 

in the first stanza: 
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Fumy, spiritous mists inhabit this place 
Separated from my house by a row of headstones. 
I simply cannot see where there is to get to. 
(5-7) 

Unfortunately for the poet/God, the moon cannot guide her 

through the fog and past the eerie "row of headstones" 

(6), an appropriate image for writer's block. In fact, 

the moon's light is an illusion, capaJble of illuminating 

nothing since the moon itself produces no light. The 

impenetrable mental wall obstructs the persona's percep

tive abilities so that she loses all sense of perspective 

and purpose: What is the goal of writing? Who is the 

reader? What is the poet's mission? 

Like the deified Word-made-Flesh, the poet/persona 

has "fallen" (22) from a position of great power and 

leisure to one of restricted vision and motion. In com

paring herself to Christ, the speaker wishes her mother 

were gentle like Mary, but instead her mother is oppo

site, a "bald and wild" moon object. However, the speak

er cannot delude herself, so she depersonalizes her 

origin and casts aside her self-imposed high title. She 

is not God; her mother is not Mary. As an untamed poet 

who flies in the face of social conformity, she realizes 

that her yew tree, a symbol of eternity and the tangible 

counterpart to Jesus' cross, brings a message of "black

ness and silence" as it points to the coldly indifferent 



80 

mother moon. This message is so subtle it emerges practi

cally unheard and unseen, unlike the regularly tolled 

(12-14) gospel of "light" and "life" (John 1:4) that is 

Christ's resurrection. 

Plath comments on the poem's message in "A Compari

son (Essay 1962)," explaining how the poem went in a 

direction contrary to what she had planned because the 

yew tree, known traditionally for its submission and 

ability to bend as needed, took over: 

I did, once, put a yew tree in [a poem]. And 
that yew tree began, with astounding egotism, 
to manage and order the whole affair. It was 
not a yew tree by a church on a road past a 
house in a town where a certain woman 
lived . . . and so on, as it might have been in 
a novel. Oh, no. It stood squarely in the 
middle of my poem, manipulating its dark 
shades, the voices in the churchyard, the 
clouds, the birds, the tender melancholy with 
which I contemplated it--everything! I couldn't 
subdue it. And, in the end, my poem was a poem 
about a yew tree. That yew tree was just too 
proud to be a passing black mark in a novel. 
(62-63) 

Thus, by the end of poem, the author's idealized word has 

taken control and assumed a realized textual life of its 

own that can affect the reader. Nevertheless, Plath's 

ironic disclaimer is not enough to mitigate the author's 

responsibility for the poem's effect on the reader. In 

the end, the reader rejects the early affiliation with 

the you/yew tree when, as Bundtzen complains, he or she 

is left without answers to the basic questions of the 



81 

poem—"Why is she stuck here? What are the causes for her 

despair? What do the moon and yew tree represent for 

her?" (203). Bundtzen does explain that part of the 

meaning of the poem comes about as a result of "Plath's 

deft transference of these feelings to her reader" (203). 

But which feelings does Bundtzen mean by "these"? 

Throughout the poem, the reader recognizes the speaker's 

profound regret for a lost faith or emotion. The persona 

wants desperately to "believe in tenderness— / The face 

of the effigy, gentled by candles, / Bending, on me in 

particular, its mild eyes" (19-21). Regardless how great 

her desire is, she has somehow lost that spiritual capac

ity . The question remains whether the poem allows the 

reader to continue to perceive religious icons as spirit

ually necessary and beautiful or, as the persona does, as 

frigidly "blue" (24) and useless, "Their hands and faces 

stiff with holiness" (26). "The Moon and the Yew Tree" 

ends on a despairing note since either way Plath has 

victimized her readers; she yearns for but is unable to 

proffer or validate a traditional message of faith, a 

message she recognizes as valuable but which has been 

removed from her grasp. 

While the speaker in "The Moon and the Yew Tree" 

expresses the difficulty of breaking through communica

tion barriers—particularly those existing within both 
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the writer's and the reader's minds—other Ariel poems 

clearly demonstrate that this achievement is possible. 

Plath's "Getting There" (36-38) goes beyond stating that 

communication is possible to analyzing the process by 

which it is made possible. The tedious structure of the 

poem—line after line with only one stanza break before a 

final couplet-^--is long and drawn out with the end not 

readily in sight. This ponderous structure helps the 

reader to accept and understand the legitimacy of the 

speaker's question, "How far is it?" which is childishly 

repeated four times. However, when entering into the 

world of the poem, the reader becomes less interested in 

distance (two pages to the poem's end) and more inter

ested in the speaker's goal, that is, where "there" is. 

The persona, like the gods, knows who she is and where 

she is going, but she arrogantly insinuates that unlike 

the gods, she also knows where she has been. Knowing her 

destination is not enough, however. Blocked by mud (21), 

heaps of maimed and chopped flesh (24-30), death rituals 

(47-48), and the fire of "thunder and guns" (50-51), the 

speaker has tremendous difficulty rising from 

•'• Another version of "Getting There" which was 
published in 1981 in The Collected Poems shows a stanza 
break after line 33, reinforcing the reiterated next line 
"How far is it?" Thus, this version is structured as two 
33-line stanzas with one concluding couplet. 
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the earth on(to) which all humankind, beginning with 

Adam, has fallen (36). 

By the ninth line, the reader learns the speaker's 

current whereabouts--the vastness and strangeness of 

Russia—but not the speaker's destination. Thus, the 

final goal of this communication remains undefined for 

the reader. Later, as if in answer to the reader's query, 

the speaker comments deprecatingly, "All the gods know is 

destinations" (17). The speaker thus elevates herself 

above "the gods" by implying that destinations are not 

important to her since she has more important matters on 

her mind. Readers, who have been wondering about 

destinations, may be pleased to find themselves on an 

equal footing with "the gods," but that attitude may 

alter as they realize the magnitude of the persona's 

insult; in business terms, they have been accused of 

considering only the bottom line. 

The speaker might counter the persona's veiled 

accusation by asking what else there is to consider. 

Perhaps the speaker finds her own identity and the object 

to be taken "there" more important than the destination. 

The speaker satisfies some of the reader's curiosity when 

she identifies herself at last: "I am a letter in this 

slot" (18), a word in human flesh, a piece of corre

spondence—but the reader persists in the original line 
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of questioning, asking sent to whom? to which "name, two 

eyes" (19)? Eventually, unfettered from the bondage of 

sin/skin and death, the persona reaches her goal which 

the reader is told is "you" (66) . In the end, the reader 

still is not told who the "you" is to whom the persona 

finally presents herself since the persona is more inter

ested in the process of "getting there" than in the 

product of the process, that is, the goal or destination. 

Having been transported by Lethe to a place where the 

speaker is word, the speaker retains no memory of the 

flesh that entangled her, but steps forth in a new kind 

of life, "Pure as a baby" (68). 

"Getting There" closely parallels the purposeful yet 

often confusing process of writing. The persona 

exaggerates the effort involved in writing as she points 

out the monumental struggle and inherent importance of 

getting the message out when she compares the situation 

to fighting: 

The gigantic gorilla interiors 
Of the wheels move, they appal m e — 
The terrible brains 
Of Krupp, black muzzles 
Revolving, the sound 
Punching out Absence! like cannon. 
It is Russia I have to get across, it is some 

war or other. (3-9) 

The writer shows the power of the word when she explains 

her fear of it. The brain's production is big, loud. 
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sudden, and mobilized for possibly fatal action. The 

composing process is frightening in its importance and 

its cdDility to take over (as the image of the Yew tree 

did earlier) and lead to unexpected places. However, once 

the word/message is "there, " the writer can shed the con

straints of the flesh, purge the memory of all discom

forts involved in meeting the deadline, and present the 

finished and timeless product to the reader. 

The fact that Plath is an author already proves her 

need for and appreciation of words, but the poem "Words" 

(85) further clarifies why words are respected by her and 

should not be taken lightly by others. Through a barrage 

of images, Plath reveals how words can assume a power 

that is not only great and frightening, but independent 

of their user as well. The "I" of the poem describes 

words in a series of material comparisons—to axes (1-2) , 

galloping horses (5, 17), dripping sap (6-7), streaming 

water (8-9), and road-side pebbles (15). At first glance, 

the similes strike the reader as inappropriate or frivo

lous. However, by comparing an abstract concept to tangi

ble objects, the speaker impresses on the reader that 

once uttered, words take on a material life, a fleshly 

existence separate from their speaker, responsible unto 

themselves only. Words are therefore perceived not only 

as a medium of communications, but as power incarnate and 
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independent of their author. Words do not just fade into 

thin air, but, like a tool that is dropped, maintain 

their substance and purpose. By calling words "riderless" 

horses (16), the speaker points out that words have no 

master. Jon Rosenblatt rightly explains that these horses 

are "dry and depersonalized: the poet's self and her 

language have been separated from each other" (139) . The 

power of the word comes from its capacity to endure and 

provoke readers and listeners forever. 

The reader, left wordless throughout the poem, is 

made to feel acted upon rather than as one who acts. In 

fact, the readers are passive, neither controlling nor 

discarding words, but simply "encounter[ing]" them (15), 

as by accident. Words, on the other hand, are depicted 

almost as a divine presence, "fixed stars [that] govern a 

life" (19-20). In this poem, neither readers nor writers 

have control; the words themselves have it. However, 

words allow for a multitude of conflicting interpreta

tions. For example, while I perceive this poem as an 

allegory of the act of writing, David Holbrook reads it 

as a reenactment of Plath's father's love and death 

(149) . Susan Bassnett sees the work as an epitaph to 

Plath's death (144), and Anna Brawer reads "Words" as a 

statement of the struggle all women writers must deal 

with when using a language that is not their own (cited 
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in Bassnett 151) . As we can see from the varied critical 

interpretations of this one short poem, words will 

endure, but that is no guarantee that their meaning will 

be steU^le. 

Communication is a tentative process. Once words 

leave the communicator's imagination, there is no 

recalling them. They will assume whatever shape their 

reader/listener deems appropriate. Even in the best of 

circumstances, communication is a tricky process. One 

slip of the tongue, an imprecise phrasing, a casual 

omission, and a friendship may be severed. Plath explores 

the intricacies of such verbal manipulations, particu

larly within the context of the parent-child relation

ship, in "Medusa" (39-40). 

Medusa, an island-dweller, was one of three mytho

logical Gorgons, winged female creatures covered with 

gold scales and hair comprised of snakes. By naming her 

poem "Medusa," Plath encourages her readers to expect a 

poem about Medusa, whose glance could turn the men who 

sought to kill her into stone. Readers might have antici

pated a poem that possibly praised Medusa as a female 

figure of immense horror-inducing power, presented her 

from the perspective of Medusa herself, or embellished 

the classical story of Medusa's situation. The poem seems 

to reinforce this idea that Medusa is the main character 
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of the poem since the setting is a "landspit" (1), and 

there are overt references to the character's "unnerving 

head" (4), "Jesus hair" (11), and "eely tentacle" (40). 

However, the reader must wonder whether the Medusa char

acter refers beyond Medusa the mythological creature to 

another more contemporary character. 

From the beginning of the poem, the speaker has 

alluded through her descriptive imagery to the problems 

inherent in communication: 

Off that landspit of stony mouth-plugs. 
Eyes rolled by white sticks. 
Ears cupping the sea's incoherences. 

You house your unnerving head. . . . (1-4) 

When a mouth is plugged (1), one cannot transmit words 

orally. When the eyes are blinded (2), one cannot see to 

interpret body language. When others mumble "incoher

ences" (3), one cannot receive and decode the message. On 

the other hand, the speaker marvels that the least likely 

method of communication can be the most reliable: 
Did I escape, I wonder? 
My mind winds to you 
Old barnacled umbilicus, Atlantic cable. 
Keeping itself, it seems in a state of miracu

lous repair. (12-15) 

The speaker notes with amazement that the "Atlantic 

cable" for telephones is able to maintain itself and 

provide a means of communication in spite of the para

sitic "barnacle[s]" which (ab)use it for their own needs. 
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However, before there can be communication—whether 

easy, difficult, or impossible—there must be a reason to 

communicate and a person to communicate with. Thus, the 

reader wonders what the situation is and who the persona 

addresses in "Medusa." One clue is the word "umbilicus," 

referring to the connection between a mother and her 

dependent child. In this image, the offspring is shown to 

be intimately connected to the mother via the connecting 

telephone cable. From this word, the reader may realize 

that the persona is putting herself in the place of the 

daughter, and her mother becomes the Medusa. 

Unlike the mythological Medusa, the mother cares 

for the one with whom she communicates. In fact, the 

mother has means of communication that extend beyond 

the much used "Atlantic cable" (14); mother-Medusa acts 

on primal instinct or woman's intuition, flying to the 

rescue even when her daughter has not called her. The 

persona describes her mother as "Fat and red, a placenta" 

(25) which, like the original Gorgon, turns traitorous 

"kicking lovers" (26)—the most recent reason for 

communication--into stone. While mother-Medusa is able to 

avenge her daughter by stopping the husband's adulterous 

affair, the persona, feeling even more humiliated and 

"overexposed" (31), turns on her mother-Medusa, 

challenging. 
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Who do you think you are? 
A Communion wafer? Blubbery Mary? 

I shall take no bite of your body. (31-34) 

Flesh cannot survive alone. Instead, it must have 

its natural complement, word. When mother-Medusa tres

passes the boundary, the flesh-word unity, by ignoring 

the need for a word and by responding only to her own 

fleshly instincts, she breaks the trust of her daughter 

and aspires to God-like qualities. Because the mother 

acted without her daughter's word, the daughter, rather 

than risk "overexpos[ure]" (30) again, severs the umbili

cal cable of relationship between the two, rejecting the 

mother's flesh and declaring "There is nothing between 

us" (41). Despite her honorable intentions, mother-Medusa 

succeeds in turning not only the daughter's husband and 

lover into stone, but the daughter she loves as well. 

Like mother-Medusa, the fictional listener in this 

poetic communication, the reader also feels cut off, not 

knowing the rest of the story. Can severed relationships 

be mended? Was the daughter right to eliminate the possi

bility of exchanging words? Was the mother right to 

volunteer as savior? The poem ends on a note of action, 

but it is a nihilistic action that leaves readers para

lyzed with no hope of reuniting this mother-daughter 

relationship and with confusion about the ethics of 

handling their own relationships. Again, there are no 
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answers here, only unending questions about how a parent 

should treat or communicate with his or her child, the 

word made flesh.2 

Plath developed an interest in spiritual matters and 

various kinds of religions, especially after her marriage 

with English poet Ted Hughes began disintegrating, as 

alluded to in "Medusa." In fact, after their separation, 

Plath was so consumed with her need to sense God's 

presence in her life that she told Hughes ̂ several times 

that she had actually "seen God" (cited in Blessing 62) . 

Thus, she experienced a culmination in her own life of 

the divine word/flesh duality. However, as we have seen, 

Plath did not confine her written obsession with the 

word/flesh motif to topics regarding deity. As the proud 

mother of two, Plath gave her children her greatest gift 

by granting them a second birth within the immortal 

confines of poetry while inscribing them within the 

divine word/flesh story of Christ. In doing so, Plath 

compares the development of her children with that of 

Christ, so that all are placed on the equal plane of 

having been imagined as word, born into flesh, and 

2For further discussion, see Sister Bernetta Quinn's 
"Medusan Imagery in Sylvia Plath," Svlvia Plath: New 
Views on the Poetry, 97-115, in which she examines 
allusions to Aurelia aulita or moon jellyfish, Plath's 
mother Aurelia Plath, and the lunar Muse. 
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finally immortalized as word. Plath admits in her journal 

entry for December 1958 that for her. 

Writing is a religious act: it is an ordering, 
a reforming, a relearning and reloving of 
people and the world as they are and as they 
might be. A shaping which does not pass away 
like a day of typing or a day of teaching. The 
writing lasts: it goes about on its own in the 
world. (272) 

Hughes, knowing Plath and her poetry intimately, 

understands well how the word/flesh motif became the 

crucible in which three ingredients from her personal 

life--childbearing, Christianity, communication--boiled 

and reacted together to force her to write and to affect 

the way she wrote. In discussing Plath's need to write, 

Hughes captures this crucible effect, as he reflects: 

There was something about her reminiscent of 
what one reads of Islamic fanatic lovers of 
God--a craving to strip away everything from 
some ultimate intensity, some communion with 
spirit, or with reality, or simply with inten
sity itself. She showed something violent in 
this, something very primitive, perhaps very 
female, a readiness, even a need, to sacrifice 
everything to the new birth. (Journals, xi) 
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. 4 CHAPTER IV 

OTHER/SELF: 

"YOU INSERT YOURSELF 

BETWEEN MYSELF AND MYSELF" 

In Ariel, Plath manifests a concern with how people 

relate to one another. Often she writes about the ten

sions which inevitably arise from a relationship, even a 

positive one, between two people. However, rarely do the 

"I" and "You" in Plath's poems exhibit a united camarad

erie. Instead, the two are more often enemies or rivals. 

Even in poems such as "Lesbos" (30-32) , in which the 

tone appears to be positive and jovial, the persona's 

mask often slips to reveal underlying hatred and scorn. 

"Lesbos" is one poem in which the "I" speaker appears to 

address "You" as a friend, but as the poem continues, the 

reader realizes the situation has been misrepresented. 

The speaker admits that she is a "pathological liar" (7). 

She orally addresses the listener with the endearing 

terms "love" (7) and "jewel" (52) but actually considers 

her a "vase of acid" (71). Instead of recognizing friend

ship, the speaker perceives her relationship with another 

as inimical, "two venomous opposites" (36) . 

Although the characters within a poem may turn 

against each other, the reader is not forced to follow 
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suit by viewing each character as a personal enemy. 

Instead, a variety of options are open to the reader, who 

may love, pity, envy, hate, or feel any other of the mainy 

possible emotions concerning a character. Regardless, 

however, of the reader's emotional reaction to a charac

ter, Plath attempts, through a particular rhetorical 

device, to prompt the reader to identify with a character 

and his or her experiences expressed in the poem. The 

device Plath employs to encourage the process of identi

fication is her studied use of personal pronouns. To 

actually identify with a character and experience the 

poem personally, the reader must be able to assume either 

the "I" or "You" pronoun found in the Ariel poems. 

Because the pronoun "I" is customarily taken to represent 

the writer's persona, the reader generally accepts the 

"You" pronoun of the addressee. 

The Ariel collection consists almost entirely of 

dramatic monologues, poems in which a known "I" addresses 

a silently listening "You." Richard Matovich's concord

ance to The Collected Poems of Svlvia Plath reveals that 

Plath used the pronoun "I" 988 times, making it the 

seventh most frequent word used in her poetry, and she 

used the pronoun "you" 393 times, making it the fifteenth 

most frequent word (595). Plath's emphasis on this sty

listic framework may be traced as far back as her Smith 
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College years when Plath the poet and person had sought 

to define herself in terms of an Other. While at Smith 

College, Plath mused: 

And thou, there has always furthermore in 
addition inescapably and forever got to be 
a Thou. Otherwise there is no i because i 
am what other people interpret me as being 
and am nothing if there were no people [sic]. 
(Like the sound of the hack-neyed tree falling 
axed by old saws in the proverbial forest.) 
(Journals 73-74) 

Later while at Cambridge Plath once again documented her 

habit: 

Mother wrote today with a good letter of 
maxims; skeptical as always at first, I read 
what struck home: 'If you compare yourself 
with others, you may become vain or bitter--for 
always there will be greater and lesser persons 
than yourself.' (Journals 115) 

Fortunately, Plath did not take her mother's advice—at 

least in her composition of poetry—but continued to 

examine the experiences of self in light of an Other. 

Plath is not alone in her fascination with the 

relationship between I and Other. Martin Buber, a Jewish 

mystic, has also concentrated on this concept in his 

volume I and Thou. According to Buber, this need to 

consider self in terms of others is a natural instinct; 

in fact, it is what makes one human (34). Throughout her 

poems, Plath acts on this instinct when she examines her 

own relationships with others. Poems Plath wrote for 

Ariel assume a fundamental tension in relationships 
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between characters. Perhaps this tension is written into 

the poems as a result of Plath's rage against her husband 

and parents, a rage which fueled much of her poetry and 

allowed her to postulate that an Other is most often an 

opponent or enemy rather than a helpful or friendly 

counterpart. 

An opposing Other is not necessarily another human 

external to the Self; in fact, an Other may be a part of 

the Self warring internally. However, as Carl Jung, an 

acknowledged influence on Plath, points out, when one is 

at war with oneself, it is easier and perhaps even 

inevitable for one to be at war with others since much of 

one's rage directed toward Others external to the Self 

actually stems from a reluctance to accept the internal 

faults of Self: 

All that is insignificant, paltry, and cowardly 
in us cowers and shrinks from this acceptance 
[of instinct and ego]—and there is an excel
lent pretext for this: we discover that the 
'other' in us is indeed 'another,' a real man, 
who actually thinks, does, feels, and desires 
all the things that are despicable and odious. 
In this way we can seize hold of the bogey and 
declare war on him to our satisfaction. (Jung 
7:35) 

In many places in her journals, Plath manifests a respect 

for Jung's writings on psychology. Nevertheless, Plath 

rebels against this particular Jungian principle, denying 

that the Other she opposes is herself. To escape the 
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responsibility of her own darker thoughts and desires, 

Plath often distills her feelings in the format of poetry 

and redirects them against or attributes them to her 

friends, family, and, ultimately, the reader, who 

receives Plath's furious accusations by accepting the 

role of "You." Plath's frustration with herself and with 

others is also often aimed toward such extremes as God, 

who controls the universe, and inanimate objects, which 

have no control over a human's fate. Thus, the Ariel 

poems which deal with Plath's exploration of the tenuous 

relationship between I and Other may be categorized 

according to the three "spheres" identified by 

Buber--spiritual, human, and natural (101) . 

4.1 "I" and Supernatural "Thou" 

As a reader might expect, Plath did not allow her 

initial perception of the spiritual sphere to stagnate, 

but instead refined it throughout her short life. Reared 

Unitarian by a mother who for years taught Sunday School, 

Plath developed an early respect for God as a powerful 

supernatural Other. During high school, she was exposed 

to literary works challenging this view. In one instance, 

she and a friend wrote Professor Erwin Edman of Columbia 

University, objecting to the assertions he had made in an 

article depicting "a negative image of modern man as a 
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frail creature lost in a limitless universe" (Butscher 

Method 36). However, Plath's traditional view of God as 

controller of the cosmos did not remain static. After 

becoming enthusiastically involved in the occult use of a 

ouija board, Plath's concept of God shifted. This change 

is reflected in her writings as her later poems analyze 

her relationship with the "wholly Other" (Buber 79) in 

ways that are less than reverent. For instance, God is 

accused of being a "great Stasis" (16) of "vacuous black" 

(7) in "Years" (72) and a mere "adding machine" (44) in 

"A Birthday Present" (42-44), while Christ is portrayed 

as an aborted hare in "Totem" (75-7 6). 

In "The Hanging Man" (69), Plath contemplates 

a possible relationship between I/human and Thou/God. In 

this poem, Plath imagines how a god might treat a human 

if they were to meet face to face. When readers first 

confront this poem, they must wonder who or what "The 

Hanging Man" referred to in the title is. They may guess 

that it is a punished criminal or Le Rendu, the figure on 

one of the Tarot cards. They may even realize that 

Leonard Baskin, Plath's close friend, painted a portrait 

titled "Hanging Man." Once readers enter into the poetic 

world, they will find the description still ambiguous: 

By the roots of my hair some god got hold of 

me. 
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I aizzled in his blue volts like a desert 
prophet. 

The nights snapped out of sight like a lizard's 
eyelid: 

A world of bald white days in a shadeless 
socket. 

A vulturous boredom pinned me in this tree. 
If he were I, he would do what I did. (69) 

Within the poem itself, there is no mention of "The 

Hanging Man," a name which could refer equally well to 

both the persona and to the persona's Other since the 

"god" hangs or executes the persona, and the persona is 

the one who is suspended in a tree. 

A secondary problem readers must confront is who 

this "god" is. By "god," does Plath mean her psychia

trist, a powerful figure who had the authority to force 

Plath to undergo electroshock therapy to alleviate 

depression? The image of the god's inflicting "blue 

volts" of electricity rather than the expected "blue 

bolts" of lightning reinforces the idea of a mechanically 

induced current sparked by the god-like analyst. Or does 

Plath mean God, the being who controls the universe and 

who allowed His own son to experience death by hanging 

from a cross? Plath's complex poems often support 

multiple interpretations, so it is no surprise that such 

is the case in "The Hanging Man." Nevertheless, one 

obstacle to the easy acceptance of this notion is the 
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unexplained question of why Plath used the diminutive "g" 

in "god" if the poem were to be read as a reinterpreta-

tion of the events of Calvary. Elsewhere in her Ariel 

poems ("Lady Lazarus," "Poppies in October," "Medusa," 

and "The Moon and the Yew Tree, " to name a few) Plath 

uses the capital "G" to ascribe singularity and 

omnipotence to the person of "God." Thus the reader must 

wonder at her reluctance to do so here. 

One might ascribe this difference in style to a 

change in Plath's perception of the supernatural Other. 

The tension between the human and the "god" is palpable 

in this poem; the "god" torments the human on a whim, 

simply to alleviate his "vulturous boredom" (5). "The 

Hanging Man," which was composed 27 June 1960 (Collected 

Poems 142) , is an early poem. In fact, it is the only 

poem written before 1961 that is included in Ariel. 

After 1961, as her life became increasingly crisis-

filled, Plath found the Holy Other to be a source of 

solace rather than the imposing and arbitrary presence 

described in "The Hanging Man." In her late poems, while 

she examines ironically the sacraments and religious 

rituals and even pokes fun at God, she maintains that 

capital "G" to signify a basic need or respect for the 

supernatural Other. 
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Actually, even with Plath's personally documented 

change of perception, the poem itself remains compli

cated. Plath deliberately layers allusions to history, 

art, religion, folklore, and her own personal experiences 

to create a literary work which, not surprisingly, leaves 

the reader, like the character in the poem, hanging. 

Ultimately, Plath is the "god" with the rhetorical power 

to manipulate her readers. By writing in the first 

person, Plath prompts the reader to assume the uncomfort

able identity of the victimized speaker, to become the 

victim. Hence, readers not only observe the speaker's 

electrocution, but experience imaginatively the sensation 

of being zapped by the "god." The reader could easily 

feel disturbed when reading this poem that is itself 

short and pointed, intense as a lightning bolt. This poem 

is Plath's message to the reader just as the "blue volts" 

represent a message from the god to the "prophet" (2) . 

The god, the persona, and the reader are not the 

only characters who may be called "The Hanging Man." At 

the end of the poem, the reader is distanced from the "I" 

pronoun when the persona states, "If he were I, he would 

do what I did" (6). Because the reader cannot read the 

fictional persona's mind, the reader cannot know the 

antecedent to the phrase "what I did." The only action 

the reader knows for certain that the victim performed 
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was accepting or accommodating herself to the god's 

wishes. But why would this god, in taking the speaker's 

advice to "do what I did, " want or need to adapt as the 

speaker did, and what would the god adapt to? On the 

other hand, if readers understand that one identity for 

the speaker/"Hanging Man" might be the author, as is 

typical in confessional poems, they may deduce that her 

unspecified action was her chronic attempt, eventually 

successful, to commit suicide and thereby elude the god. 

If the god had followed her example of committing 

suicide, he would have broken his sadistic cycle, 

abolishing his "vulturous boredom" (5) and eliminating 

the need to torture and victimize. 

However, because the reader does not actually know 

what the speaker's action was, the reader is forced to 

emerge from the speaker's personal pronoun "I" and step 

out of the world of the poem. Thus, the reader is left 

hanging at the end of the poem, a bewildered Other. In 

the sense that the reader is left to finish the poem by 

supplying a possible antecedent for the troublesome 

phrase "what I did," the reader becomes an author or god, 

inflicting on the poem the interpretation desired. Hence, 

the author becomes the victim, having relinquished con

trol of the meaning of the poem (assuming the author 

possessed that power to begin with). However, in the 
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sense that the author set up the situation so that the 

reader would supply that crucial bit of information, the 

author still manifests fundamental control. The curious 

dearth of critical discussion of "The Hanging Man" may 

support the notion that readers remain uncomforted:>le with 

having too much power to dictate meaning. Thus, the 

confessing author "I" continuously reasserts herself over 

the reading "Other." 

4.2 "I" and Human "You" 

Plath's portrayal of the I-Thou relationship between 

God and humans horrifies the reader no more than her 

depiction of the I-You relationship between people. Her 

rage is subtly controlled but relentless, especially with 

regard to members of her family. Plath bitterly confronts 

the pain aroused by memories of her mother in "Medusa" 

(39-40), her husband in "The Applicant" (28-29), and her 

children in "Lesbos" (30-32). However, Plath's familial 

wrath is best documented in the exorcising poem, "Daddy" 

(49-51), of which she said in a reading for the BBC: 

Here is a poem spoken by a girl with an Electra 
complex. Her father died while she thought he 
was God. Her case is complicated by the fact 
that her father was also a Nazi and her mother 
very possibly part Jewish. In the daughter the 
two strains marry and paralyse each other—she 
has to act out the awful little allegory once 
over before she is free of it. (Collected Poems 
293) 
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Sylvia Plath's rage at members of her family, 

particularly her father who died as a result of a 

neglected wound when Plath was eight (Butscher Method 3), 

spurred Plath to write many poems in which she exter

nalizes her experience with an opposing but intimately 

familiar Other. "Daddy" (49-51) is one such poem. The 

poem shocks the reader with its light-hearted and casual 

tone juxtaposed with harsh and violent images. The 

familiar term "Daddy," a child's trusting name for 

father, prompts the reader to expect a fun, light-hearted 

poem. In fact, Sylvia Plath encouraged this perception as 

she told A. Alvarez that the piece was "light verse" 

(66). The first stanza also carries this illusion of 

gaiety and humor: 

You do not do, you do not do 
Any more, black shoe 
In which I have lived like a foot 
For thirty years, poor and white. 
Barely daring to breathe or Achoo. 

The repetition in the first line "You do not do, you do 

not do" reminds the reader of a toddler's wordplay, while 

the stanza as a whole prompts the reader to recall the 

following Mother Goose nursery rhyme: 

There was an old woman who lived in a shoe. 
She had so many children she didn't know what 

to do. 
She gave them some broth without any bread; 
She whipped them all soundly and put them to 

bed. 
(Baring-Gould 85) 
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As in "Daddy, " the tone of the nursery rhyme is 

light and the rhythm jolly, but the images are grotesque. 

Plath deliberately places her persona on a parallel plane 

with the children of the "old woman." Both the children 

and the persona have an abusive parent and live in suffo

cating quarters, but unlike the children in the nursery 

rhyme who are unheard and unseen, the persona in "Daddy" 

openly rebels against her oppressive parent. 

After noticing the childish nursery-rhyme tone and 

rhythm in "Daddy," the reader, who expects simple, cute 

images to complement the sound, is therefore startled 

when confronted with an onslaught of stark anguish and 

horror. The second stanza of "Daddy" shocks the reader 

who has been prepared to expect humor and lightness: 

Daddy, I have had to kill you. 
You died before I had time--
Marble-heavy, a bag full of God, 
Ghastly statue with one grey toe 
Big as a Frisco seal. . . . 

It is the first line, "Daddy, I have had to kill you" 

(6), that brings the reader up short. The reader began to 

read the poem under false assumptions that the poem would 

be positive and uplifting. Even during the poem, there 

are still hints of an almost shrill gaiety—the use of 

the "oo" sounds in over half of the eighty lines; "do" 

(1), "shoe" (2), "foot" (3), and "Achoo" (5) are examples 

of end-rhymes from the first stanza. Also the child-like 
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repetition of sounds, words, and phrases makes the poem 

sound less serious than it is. Examples of such repeti

tion follows: 

You do not do, you do not do (1) 
Of wars, wars, wars (18) 
Ich, ich, ich, ich (27) 
And my Taroc pack and my Taroc pack (39) 
But no less a devil for that, no not 

Any less the black man (49-50) 

Although the syntax indicates that the poem is 

written from a child's perspective, the images of the 

poem result from the experiences of a speaker with a far 

more sophisticated outlook. These images involve specific 

and grotesque descriptions of a tongue in barbed wire 

(26) , a boot in the face (49) , the biting of a heart in 

two (56), emblems of torture--a rack and screw (66)--, 

and a blood-sucking vampire (72).. The persona summons 

ghastly images of her father in an effort to exorcise 

them and attain her freedom from the haunting memories. 

Her final words, "I'm through," convey her belief that 

she has succeeded in putting old ghosts to rest. 

But is she really through? The speaker may think she 

is finished performing the ritual of exorcism, but actu

ally she has made the situation more complicated by 

involving an innocent person—the reader--in the circum

stances of her life and death. While the reader is taken 

aback by the disparity between tone and images, the real 
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disturbance arises from the reader's inevitable, and in 

this case distasteful, identification with the second 

person pronoun in the epithet, "you bastard" (80). 

Because readers have no foreknowledge of the circum

stances leading to the speaker's rejection of her father, 

they cannot participate in the speaker's role by antici

pating or predicting the speaker's actions. However, 

readers are able to receive the speaker's accusations 

because the person listening to the speaker has not 

responded within the confines of the written poem. Thus, 

the reaction has been left open to the reader's whim. 

Nevertheless, readers remain uneasy at their unwilling 

involvement in what appears to be a domestic squabble. 

Plath's squabbles are not left only to a familiar 

Other—the father, in this case—as reading strangers are 

even drawn into the unceasing tension between I and You. 

4.3 "I" and Object "It" 

Specifically human concerns about such topics as 

fertility may be found even in Plath's poems about 

objects. A reader might expect Plath's poems in which 

she establishes a relationship between the persona "I" 

and an opposing "It" to deal with less personal topics. 

However, such is not the case. Even when she is con

fronting a part of nature of no emotional consequence or 
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apparent relationship to her, such as a dead mole on a 

path or a beach in Normandy, Plath uses characteristics 

of the object "It" to express or illustrate a part of the 

experience of being a human "I." For instance, Plath 

insisted that "Elm" (15), written in April 1962, was 

merely a poetic exercise using the giant wych-elm that 

shaded her house in Devon (Collected Poems 292). However, 

the poem she composed is more significant to human 

interests than that. Jon Rosenblatt underscores this 

notion that "Elm" is not simply a poem about a tree: 

The "I" in Plath's work is always on the way 
toward a new state of being; the poet's task is 
to externalize the self without mediation in 
the objects and processes of the outer world. 
In such poems as "Elm," for example, the mind 
merges with the object it contemplates, ex
pressing all internal perceptions in the lan
guage of the external world of objects. (144) 

In "Elm" Plath establishes through the structure of 

dramatic monologue a set of oppositions between I and It, 

Moon and Elm, reader and poet. Instead of providing a 

poetic description of an elm (as the simple title "Elm" 

suggests), Plath animates the tree, allowing a human 

personality to speak through the elm. Elm is a female 

character who experiences maternal jealousies with robust 

vigor. Not one to stay calm and wait for a time of suf

fering to pass quietly, Elm rails loudly against the 

elements that haunt her and 
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. . .break[s] up in pieces that fly about like 
clubs. 

A wind of such violence 
Will tolerate no bystanding: I must shriek. 
(19-21) 

Thus, Elm, a staunch tree of flailing branches, repre

sents a strong and outspoken woman who confronts problems 

head on. 

Elm, a stoic, begins the poem by boasting of her 

experience and knowledge of "the bottom" (1) attained 

through her "great tap root" (1) . She makes no effort to 

mollify her listener or tone down her boast, especially 

when she points to the reader and asserts bluntly, "It 

[the bottom] is what you fear" (2) , implying the antithe

sis that she courageously fears nothing. From the begin

ning, the reader is placed in a position inferior to that 

of Elm, a character of great self-confidence. No reader 

likes to be reminded of his or her hximan frailties. In 

particular, humans try to conceal their fears from the 

notice of others. However, Elm does not allow any avenue 

of escape for the reader. Elm's attitude might be tolera

ble to the reader as long as the reader knew that Elm 

herself had something to fear. However, Elm forestalls 

any such hope by claiming to "know the bottom" or the 

worst of the situation (1). 

Elm may have convinced herself that she has 

conquered all her fears, but readers should notice 



110 

that she does have an extraordinary preoccupation with 

the moon: 

The moon, also, is merciless: she would drag me 
Cruelly, being barren. 
Her radiance scathes me. Or perhaps I have 

caught her. 

I let her go. I let her go 
Diminished and flat, as after radical surgery. 

(22-26) 

Elm seems uncertain, even hesitant, about her relation

ship to the moon: Has the moon burned her? Or is the moon 

caught by her? Even if she has caught the moon, should 

she keep the moon? If she lets the moon go, should the 

moon go whole? Elm's anxiety is finally apparent to the 

reader. However, Elm fears more than just the moon her

self; Elm's fear is also directed toward the moon's 

barren condition, a seemingly depraved physical state 

which makes the moon act "cruelly" (23) . Elm allows the 

rival Other to escape, yet the moon does not leave 

altogether, as she retains a powerful influence over Elm: 

. . .your bad dreams possess and endow me. 

I am inhabited by a cry. 
Nightly it flaps out 
Looking, with its hooks, for something to love. 
(27-30) 

Nevertheless, Elm may secretly worry that her creativity 

will dry up if the moon and her barrenness, the sterile 

condition Elm fears, abandon Elm who is stimulated by the 

tension. While tension may foster productivity, it is 
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never comfortable to live with. In contrast to Elm's 

earlier assertion that she does not fear the "bottom," 

Elm now admits that she is "terrified by this dark 

thing / That sleeps in me" (31-32). 

Ultimately, Elm admits both defeat and victory when 

she remarks, "I am incapable of more knowledge" (37) . A 

reader could contend that Elm really does know every

thing. However, if she knew it all, why would she remain 

"terrified" (31) since terror results from ignorance? A 

reader might also propose that she is simply too tired 

and depressed to acquire more knowledge, or that she has 

been so saturated with knowledge that she cannot absorb 

any more? Either way. Elm has admitted that she is bound 

by limitations in her mental and physical capacity. That 

is why she allows the "cry" to inhabit her; evil though 

it may be, it grants her the irrational understanding, 

the voice to assert the final truth that goes beyond 

knowledge: "These are the isolate, slow faults / That 

kill, that kill, that kill" (41-2). 

These "faults" described by Plath do multiply, 

burdening not only the characters, but readers as well. 

However, while characters are locked into their contexts, 

readers may alter theirs by putting down the text and 

severing the relationship with the poet's created world. 

The reading Other is neither forced to select and read 
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the poet's work nor to continue the reading experience. 

As Buber says. 

The Thou meets me through grace—it is not 
found by seeking. But my speaking of the pri
mary word to it is an act of my being, is 
indeed the act of my being. (11) 

To maintain their identity, poets must write. On the 

other hand, readers, who have access to an almost infi

nite library of inviting texts, maintain their identities 

without regard to which author they choose to read. It is 

a tribute to Plath's work, however, that readers have 

continued to value it since the year Ariel was published. 

Plath is able to retain the interest and loyalty of her 

readers even as her poetry victimizes them. 

However, the identities of the reader and writer are 

not fixed and stable. Instead, as Buber explains, each 

influences the other: "Relation is mutual. My Thou 

affects me, as I affect it. We are moulded by our pupils 

and built up by our works" (15-16) . When the audience is 

reading poetry, it is affected by that poetry, but the 

audience is free at all times to decide to continue the 

reading process or not. On the other hand, unless writers 

are composing only as therapy to satisfy inner turmoil or 

to record a "spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings" 

(Wordsworth 173), they must create poetry acceptable to 

readers in order to ensure that their works are 
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published. The poet writes to stimulate and inspire, to 

collect payment, to create an immortal composition—none 

of which would transpire without the all-important Other, 

a willing euid adapting audience. Plath, in particular, 

was quite aware of her audience and made a concerted 

effort to write poems expressly for it. At times she 

described a poem in terms of its audience, calling one a 

"New Yorker" poem, for example. Still, her relationship 

with the reader, while recognized as necessary and privi

leged, remained combative. 

In "Lady Lazarus" (6-9) , another angle of this 

relationship between poet and reader is depicted through 

the relationship of the persona with the Others confront

ing her. Lady Lazarus has the amazing ability to rise 

from death while her life and self-destructive activities 

are open to the scrutiny of the public, the middle-class 

"peanut-crunching crowd" (26). On a BBC radio broadcast, 

Plath introduced Lady Lazarus as 

a woman who has the great and terrible gift of 
being reborn. The only trouble is, she has to 
die first. She is the Phoenix, the libertarian 
spirit, what you will. She is also just a good, 
plain, very resourceful woman. (Collected Poems 
294) 

If the readers and characters, however, were given their 

chance to define Lady Lazarus, the adjectives chosen 

would be far removed from "good" and "plain." Droves of 
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characters push their way in to see the eccentric woman's 

act (27) , not because Lady Lazarus is admirable in any 

way, but simply because images of the horrible and gro

tesque lure voyeurs seeking a cheap thrill. At least, 

this is what the group of people seems to be doing. 

However, since the poem is told from the perspective 

of Lady Lazarus, the reader can never be entirely sure 

whether the crowds really are engrossed in this spectacle 

or whether they are mere passersby making commonplace 

noises and turning their heads absentmindedly. Lady 

Lazarus may be so paranoid and self-conscious that she 

simply imagines that she holds their complete attention. 

Whereas Lady Lazarus carefully presents herself as a 

normal, calm, "smiling woman" (19) planning her next 

show, she portrays the crowd as abnormally focused on 

her: "shov[ing]" to catch a glimpse of her (27), 

"call[ing]" to restore her consciousness (41), and 

"shout[ing]" to commend her supernatural feat (54-5). 

While readers may be cynical of the persona's account of 

the event, readers have no way of knowing whether their 

cynicism is called for. Lady Lazarus may or may not be 

telling the truth about spectators' reactions to her. 

Ultimately, readers must decide arbitrarily whether to 

trust the persona, for there is nothing within the poem 

that settles this question. 
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Nevertheless, like the gawking "peanut-crunching 

crowd" (26) as perceived and described by Lady Lazarus, 

readers of Plath's poetry also find themselves acting 

like voyeurs as they read eODout the speaker's personal 

struggles. While the persona assesses the reaction of the 

audience within the poetic situation, readers act out 

those Seime reactions, wondering whether Lady Lazarus 

really will be able to rise again from the dead, closely 

examining her physical appearance, and marveling at the 

miracle of her eventual triumph over death. In this poem, 

Plath writes from her own experiences with illness and 

death, but proffers little hope to the reader. Because 

Lady Lazarus has risen from the dead so many times 

before, the audience which observes Lady Lazarus from 

within the poem is confident that she will rise from her 

grave, even though they always claim that it is "A mira

cle!" (54-5). On the other hand, readers looking into the 

world of Plath's poetry realize that, now dead, Plath 

will remain in her grave. 

The mortal poet realized that her work was incom

plete and worthless without the response of cooperative 

readers who could turn the text into art of enduring 

value. The immortal speaker's attitude is somewhat dif

ferent, however, as she treats her audience with sarcasm 

and scorn, pretending to provide "Herr Enemy" with the 
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raw materials — "a piece of my hair or my clothes" 

(64)—from which to create a work of art: 

I am your opus, 
I am your valuable. 
The pure gold baby 

That melts to a shriek. (67-70) 

Paradoxically, the persona's life and livelihood as what 

Franz Kafka calls a "Hunger-Artist" (emphasis mine, 80-

90) come as a result of her "big strip tease" (29) act, 

an occupation which causes her to weaken through repeated 

exposure to a public audience which—she claims—thrives 

on viewing, touching, and taking parts of her body, 

blood, hair, and clothes. However, after this gradual 

weakening and a final degradation when she is cremated by 

"Herr Doktor . . . Herr Enemy," Lady Lazarus rises in a 

final triumph like the phoenix from the ashes and goes on 

living, "eat[ing] men like air" (84). Just as the per

sona' s body was made new as a result of the torturous 

alterations made by her audience, so the author's text is 

completed when readers respond to it. Nevertheless, 

although the poem or literary work may undergo changes 

perpetrated by the audience, the text--that is, the 

foundational printed version—still remains. The writer 

always has the last word. 

Although the writer's task of composing the text is 

completed long before a reader ever sees it, the reader's 
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job of interpreting and responding to a text is never 

done. If the text has the potential of becoming a work of 

art, there will always be always one more angle of 

approach to a text, one more symbol that was not previ

ously understood, one more image that escaped notice 

earlier, one more character to assess, and so on. Thus, 

the collective reader is enticed to put forth a much 

greater and more sustained effort than a single author 

would dream of, yet the writer in that his or her text 

remains unchanged, has the final say. 

As a result, the reader can never feel entirely 

secure or comfortable in his or her response to a poem, 

for although the text does not change, the response may 

and in many cases probably should change. Jung's notes on 

how a therapist interacts with his or her client sheds 

some light on how a reader interacts with the poet in 

question: 

For since the analytical work must inevitably 
lead sooner or later to a fundamental discus
sion between 'I' and 'You' and 'You' and 'I' on 
a plane stripped of all human pretenses, it is 
very likely, indeed it is almost certain, that 
not only the patient but the doctor as well 
will find the situation 'getting under his 
skin.' (Jung 12:5-6) 

The I-Thou tension between a patient and therapist is 

similar to that between writer and reader. Neither the 

responsible therapist nor the interested reader would 
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abandon the counseling session or poem. The therapist is 

paid well for doing his or her job, and the reader also 

garners a reward through participating in vicarious 

experiences. However, while the psychoanalyst must hear 

depressing tales of woe, the reader simultaneously lives 

through those tales and rejects, or accepts if appropri

ate, the accusations intended for a different "you." 

Thus, the results of cultivating a relationship with the 

patient/writer can be hazardous or at least irritating or 

frustrating for the therapist/reader who can never offer 

a definitive word. 



CHAPTER V 

"THE SECRET IS OUT" 

Sylvia Plath's poetic voice matured immeasurably 

from the time of her first creative work, a poem pub

lished in the Boston Sunday Herald when she was eight: 

Hear the crickets chirping 
In the dewy grass. 
Bright little fireflies 

Twinkle as they pass. (Butscher, Method 14) 

Through her early and dedicated efforts at imitating such 

idolized poets as Wallace Stevens, Dylan Thomas, Emily 

Dickinson, Gerard Manley Hopkins, and W.B. Yeats, Plath 

developed a fine sense of poetic technique and an under

standing of the inner workings--structural as well as 

thematic--of a poem. However, in Ariel Plath at last went 

beyond the techniques and skills learned from these 

writers to attain a new crest of identity and self-confi

dence. Robert Lowell explains how this transformation 

altered Plath's way of writing: 
In these poems written in the last months of 
her life, and often rushed out at the rate of 
two or three a day, Sylvia Plath becomes her
self, becomes something imaginary, newly, 
wildly and subtly created. . . . (vii) 

A major part of her new voice involves an interest 

in victims--her Ariel poems are full of them. She not 

only uses victims as subject matter, but frequently 

creates new victims out of the readers of her poetry. 
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As I have shown throughout this thesis, readers are 

victimized on a temporary basis when thwarted from 

performing such essential reading tasks as predicting 

meaning accurately and when made to identify with 

antagonistic or distasteful characters in a poem. 

Readers are also victimized on a long-term basis, 

that is, for a longer duration than that required to read 

and understand a poem. The dedicated reader of Ariel is 

thus made Plath's victim even after having put the volume 

down and emerged from the world of the poem. Plath accom

plishes this feat by emphasizing the darker and more 

primitive side of human nature. Readers are like all 

humans who succumb occasionally to the overt desires of a 

primitive Id. Nevertheless, many humans try to ignore, 

escape, or deny the existence of their own Id. Readers 

may wish to believe that it is only Plath's characters 

such as Elm who are "inhabited by a cry" (16) , yet at 

some point (the reading of Ariel is one of those points) 

adults should confront and deal with their own internal 

malignity. 

It is one thing to acknowledge one's own primitive 

nature and quite another to realize that all humans are 

similar in this regard. Plath's poems bombard the reader 

with poetic evidence to support the assertion that all 

humans have a darker side. For example, in "Tulips" the 
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speaker does not tell the well-wisher that she hates the 

tulips, but the reader is conveniently allowed to see 

clearly into the speaker's negative thoughts. Plath 

continues to show the reader that the polished exterior 

words and actions of fellow humans probably mask the 

cruder interior feelings and desires. All humans are 

"inhabited by a cry," but not all humans let their inner 

owl fly around as obviously as Plath's persona in "Elm" 

seems to. Long-term exposure to the Ariel poems enables 

readers to understand the potential of hypocrisy and to 

begin suspecting people's motives and sincerity. Now, 

when in real life the patient in the hospital reaches for 

the flowers extended as a gesture of sympathy and says 

"Oh, how beautiful!" Plath's readers are prompted to 

wonder whether he or she actually thinks "What a waste of 

money!" or "I'd rather have something else." or "What 

hidden agenda are you trying to fulfill by bringing these 

flowers?" 

But is this process of victimization that Plath puts 

readers through all bad? Is Plath an ogre for making 

readers face a reality of life--that speakers may well 

say one thing and mean another? Many readers are already 

aware of the ease with which some speakers act hypocriti

cally. For them, Plath's poetry merely reinforces and 

confirms what was already suspected. For those innocents 
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who have hitherto succeeded in denying or ignoring the 

dark side of humans, is Plath not to be commended for 

granting them a degree of sophistication in their out

look? Those who trust blindly and completely in idolized 

heroic figures (Jimmy Swaggart, Jim and Tammy Bakker, 

James Watt, Ronald Reagan, and Pete Rose, to name a few 

modern American examples) may be devastated by that 

individual's inevitable crash. Plath warns the reader of 

the possibility and even the likelihood that this event 

will happen. 

Fortunately, Plath is not the only one responsible 

for the meaning in a poem. Susan Bassnett reminds read

ers : 

the 1 that is Sylvia Plath writing dissolves 
into the 1 of each of us reading, and we bring 
our own subjective responses to those lines. 
The poem, once written, is rewritten in every 
reading and the notion of a single definitive 
reading becomes the absurdity it is. The power 
of her writing, combined with the power of the 
reader's rewriting cannot fail to transform. 
(7) 

Regardless of the joint nature of this responsibility 

that readers and authors share together, Plath's poetry 

is not always easy for readers to understand, respond to, 

and accept, yet it pays rich dividends for those who make 

the effort. While some readers may put down the volume in 

frustration, Plath remained more interested in those who 

found permanent value her poetry: 
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I am not worried that poems reach relatively 
few people. As it is, they go surprisingly 
far—among strangers, around the world, even. 
Farther than the words of a class room teacher 
or the prescriptions of a doctor; if they are 
very lucky, farther than a lifetime. ("Context" 
65) 
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