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ABSTRACT

The thesls consists of slx chapters, Chapter I, the
Introduction, examines critlical approaches that have been
nade towards the poetry of Sylvia Plath and tries to show
their limitations, Chapter IT dlscusses the essentlally
allusive nature of the poetry and proposes a'different
method -- extensive analysis of the imagery -~ whereby a
greater understanding of what the poet is trying to commun-
icate may be obtained, Each of the next three chapters
examines, in a roughly chronologlcal way, a particular
group of recurring symbols and images, Attentlon is pald
to the body of as yet uncollected poetry and, where appro-
priate, the prose works are mentioned, Chapter VI, the
Conclﬁsion, summarises the implications of the analysis,
and providses an éxample of the insighﬁs that méy be made
inte the meaning of some of the apparently impenetrable
obscurities that face the reader of Plath'as poetry,
Inplicitly throughout, the view 1ls adhered to that the
poetry itself rather than the poet is of the greater

importance,
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To a Good-tlme glrl
From a fancy man

As evidence of some compulsgion, no more,

Waking, our Spring garden flourished, March's
Green tonpgues along our naked limbs inflamed
Us, Haloed by the roses' trellised arches
We were Summer's flery angels: now shamed
By Fall,

"My Sister, my Spouse"
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ABBREVIATIONS

Throughout the body of the text, an abbreviated
form is used to locate the source of poem»titles and
quotations taken from the four major published collections
of Sylvia Plath's poetry, The reference consists of the
underlined initlal(s) of the title of the volume followed
by.the page number, all contalined within parentheses,

The abbreviations are ag followss

A = Ariel, London: Faber and Faber, 1965,

.C = The Cologsus, London: Faber and Faber, 1972,

e

CW = Crossing the Water. London: Faber and Faber, 1971,

WP = Winter Trees, London: Faber and Faber, 1971,

For example, (A.,21) refers to page 21 of Ariel,.
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I
INTRODUCTORY: SOME CRITICAL APPROACHES TO

SYLVIA PLATH'S POETRY

Since her death, Sylvia Plath's literary remains
have become everyone's property. For some, she has

become the cause célebre of their theories of how the

states of literature, or of .psychology, or of women,

or even of society are progressing, For others, she

has been a prime target of attack, a symptom of the
slickness that seems to them to lie at the root of modern
-1ife, PShe has been the idol of several cults, She remains
central to any discussion of contemporary poetry,

Her centrality and contemporaneity make i@
difficult to view her from any broad perspective, and
make even a temporary and perfunctory estimation of her
literarf worth almost impossible, This study will
nevertheless attempt to show where to look in order
to discover her positive literary qualities which are, .
in the long run, the only things that can justify all
the atténtion. Whatever the cilrcumstances of her life,
wnatever her mental state, her writings alone remain
as 2 testament that literature was the most iﬁportant

aspect of her existence, in that 1t is her chosen medium



of expression for the part of her that she wanted to
survive, My approach to her poetry will concentrate
chilefly on its aesthetic implications as an art-form,

It will be a study of poetry as poetry, that 1s, as part of
a poetic tradition with Which it shares certain features,
More particularly, I shall be looking at her poetry as

a form of verbal communication that emnloys imagery

and symbollism and aims at a certaln universality of meaning,
In the past, Sylvia Plath's literary, aesthetic gualities
have been rather overlookgd and her poems read rather

as a concealed psychological or sociological casebook,

I do not choose to disagree with much of the valuable

work done in these filelds, nor shall I ignore in this

study the deliberately -planted psychological and socio-
logical references or allusions in the poetry, nor the

uses to which Sylvia Plath puts them, However, my

ultimate aim will be to correct an imbalance, and hopefully
to place the poetry (and to a certain extent ‘the prése)

on a more secure literary footing, The Justification

for my approach will, I hope, become more obvious as my
analysis progresses, Brilefly, though, I believe there is

a richnéss of meaning in Sylvia Plath's poetry, created
through her complex use of allusions and the constfuction
of a dense web of imagery and symbolism, thatfhas yet

remained undiscussed, I hope to enable the reader of



Plath to understand with a little more ease what the

poet is actually creating by an analysis of her imagery
that becomes, in the end, an examination of one poet's
assoclative processes and which becomes the synthesis

of an imaginative web, Moral judgements have alrezdy
been made about Sylvia Plath's work, judgements I believe
that should be reserved until the work is fully under-
stood, My implication is that Plath's work is often
obscure, but never impenetrable,

Initially, however, a brief survey of the
critical approaches already employed in the discussion
of Sylvia Plath's work is necessary, if only to demon-
strate the comparative neglect which the elements of her
unique poetic volce, cross-connected in a labrinthine
syntheslis, has Suffered. The following statements by
two of her more perceptive critics contain my theme and
will Dbe bo rne continously in mind during the course of
my dilscussion: 0
The timeless excellence of Sylvia Plath lies
in , . «the sense of language and of metaphor;
the throat-produced sounds of her po?try; the
physical rhythms that invigorate it,

. « Jner separate poems build up into one

long poem, ©She faced a task in herself and

her poetry 1is a record of her progress in the
task, Her poems are chapters in a mythology
where the plot, seen as a whole and in retrospect,

is strong and clear--even if the origins of it
and the dramatls personae are at bottom enigmatic,




Finally, there is-a statement of her own that unequivocally
reveals her commitment to poetry as a craft that is perfected
by practice and is able to transmute the most personal
experience into art as an experience universalized:

I think my poems immediately come out of the
sensuous and emotional experiences I have,

but I must say I cannot sympathize with these
cries from the heart that are informed by nothing
except a needle or a knife, or whatever it is, I
believe that one should be able to control

and manipulate experience, even the most
terrifying, like madness, being tortured, . .
with an informed and intelligent mind, I think
that personal experience is very important, but
certainly it shouldn't be a kind of shut-box
.and mirror-looking, narcissistic experience,

I believe it should be relevant,?

A-lot is known about Sylvia Plath, Without
yet any official blography or even any memolr longer than
fifty pages, it 1s possible to construct a fairly detalled
account of her 1life, and of her relationships to her
pérents, grandparents, brother, husband, children and
friends, There are several descriptions of her appearance,
andva few avallable photographs4 which are howevér,
,dmisleading" according to one account.5 Her childhood
until the age of eight, her father's death, and the
importanée of the sea to her as a symbol of a lost happiness,

is given to us by herself in "Ocean 1212-W", and corr-
7

oborated by such poems zs "On the Decline of Oracles"



The story is then taken up by Lols Ames, who deals with
the period between Plath's first poem at the age of eight

and a half in the Boston Sunday Herald, and her Junior

Year at Smith College.8 The Bell Jar (London: Faber

and Faber, 1966), Plath's only novel, tells of her
breakdown and attempted suicide in 1953 in a narrative
that 1s only thinly disguised autobiography, This is

made clear by Anne Sexton who, in her reminiscences of

her death-obsessed talks with Plath later in Boston, says:
"She told the story of her first suicide in sweet and

loving detall and her descriptlion in The Bell Jar is just

'meswwsUmL“9

Lols Ames' "Notes. ., ." remind us that memoir,
as long as it is "faifly accurate', need have no further
justification than the barely-argued one that writer
offers us, That is, the vague quest for a "truth" in
what has been transformed by others into a "legend"
by one who is a self-admitted "superficial' acquaintance
of the poet, during the brief period of time "we had seemed
to share."'0 In other words, not just the work of the
deceased, but also her "life" has become common property,
Nancy Hunter Steiner's memoir,11covering Plath's last
year at Smith College and her spell at the Harvard
Summer School (1954-55) reminds us further that the

publishers of Harper's Magazine are entitled to purvey




gossip about one of their contributors' 12 traumatic loss
of virginity, Steiner's justification is possibly that
she does not want to be confused with Joan Gilling

in The Bell Jar, who assists in the equivalent episode,

but "truth" has naturally more appeal to the prurient
than fiction,

Wendy Campbell13 is the present authority for the
Cambridge years and the meeting with Ted Hughes, and then
Anne Sexton gives g rather selrl-indulgent accounﬁ of
the death-talks in Boston of 1958-59.'% Ames gives the

outline to the sensltive area of the last years, although

A, Alvafez, in his prologue to The Savage God gives us

a description of the poet that is highly coloured by
hindsight, especially in the scene in the "drab, damp"
coroner's court after her death, with its very Plath-like
description of the corpée that only serves to strengthen
the myths "The coffin was at the end of a bare, draped
room, She lay stiffly, a ludicroﬁs ruff at her neck,
Only her face showed, It was grey and slightly transparent,
like wax°ﬁ15

It is this sort of myth-meking that is most
destructive to the ability of the reader to discern
what 1s true and valuvable in Sylvia Plath's poetry,
whatever she herself did to encourage the myth-- and she

did much,In the same way, Byron and Oscar Wilde, two
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other purveyors of very different personal myths whilé
they lived, have both suffered from critical underestimation,
when the immediacy of theif respectlive scandals dled
down, Despite the fundamental seriousness they shared
with Sylvia Plath in the creation of their art, thelr
work could not be seen unclouded by their biography,
Robert Lowell's description of the poet of Ariel can only
do her harm and her readers an injustice, whatever she
hérself did to prdmote this sort of charisma: "In these
poems, ., .Sylvia Plath becomes herself, becomes something
imaginary, newly, wildly and subtly created-- hardly
a person at all, or a woman, certainly not another
'poetess!, but one of those super-real, hypnotic, great
classical heroines."1

| Lowell hardly knew Plath personally., For him,
she was a barely-remembered face at his Boston University
poetry seminars, '’ For her, however, Lowell was with
Anne Sexton the prime mover of the new "breakthrough" in
American poetry that influenced her own move into "pecullar,
private‘and taboo subjects."j8 The myth is thus perpetuated
by a sort of mutual consent, but it must be seen through,
or at least laid aside, if the critical process is to be

19

brought to bear upon the work. Unfortunately, it 1s
often ﬁpon these personal impressions that much eriticism

has been based, Alvarez, the arch-myth-maker and mystifier



by his superimposition of memoir on criticism, has nevertheless
been very influential, In "Beyond All this Fiddle",go

he argues that Sylvia Plath is the ultimate figure in
“Extremist Art", a phenomenon which is a result of Lowell's
"extension of the Romantic Agony into modern, analytical

21 The artist has become, or turns into, a

terms,
psychic "Jew", alienated from, but courageously responde-
ing to a fragmented society by "internal confusion
transmuted into new kinds of artistic order {:which

becomeé} the only possible form of ooherence.“22 In

his "Epilogue" to his book Under Pressure, Alvarez puts

it more succinctly. "The modern artist seems more often
to create his sickness in his work, giving himself over
to it for the sake of the range and intensity of his
art, He cultivates not his own garden but his psychosis
or, at very leaét, his psychopathic tendencies."25

Cox and Jones, in "After the Tranquilized Fifties"
would more or less agree with this, "that in a deranged
world, a deranged response is the only possible reaction
of a sensitive mind."24 Alvarez's theory suggested
that the modern artist fights to keep his individualidty
against society's depersonalizing forces and its psyohoanalyiic
methods of formulating people, As a corroboration of

this, A. R, Jones in "Necessity and Freedom" speaks

of Lowell's example, followed most notably by Plath,



in making the dramatic monologue (as a lyric rather
than,as in Browning, a dramatic projection of a persona)
"the predominent poetic mode".25 This is a personal
confession that might be based upon Kafka's advice to
Oscar Pollak, "a book should serve as an axe for the
frozen sea within us."26 Alvarez, Cox and Jones would
all see Plath's poetry as the latest and most "extreme"
manifestation of a strain of Romanticism ( that Freud
noted as the confusion of eros and thanatos), wherein
"Jove 1s completed by death and can only be perfected
in death."27

Freud takes ﬁs naturally on to psychologically-
based studies of Sylvia Plath, David Holbrook, in three
éssays, has pointed out the inherent dangers in Plath's
poetry that threatened the poet herself and, potentially,
the reader also, In "The 200 Inch Distorting Mirror",
Holbrook calls Plath "a clear example of the schizoid
writer "who,"hollow at the core of her personality",
seeks a remeay for the Lainglan "ontological insecurity"
through her poetry, In "R, D. Laing and the Death

29
Circuit",  Holbrook shows how Plath's suicide attempt,

as described in The Bell Jar was a typically "schizoid"
action, and was motivated by hope for a rebirth, not
death-- an attempted regression to the womb, Moreover,

in her poetry, Plath seeks an even more deeply symbolic
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rebirth, taking the form of a demand upon the reader to
confirm her identity by, as it were, sharing her madness --
as the Laingian psychotherapist seeks an analogous

empathy with his patient, As critics, we may be involved
in“a.pgychotic detachment from reality" because of the
poem's sheer schizoid power, having the "insights which

. 30
in a neurotic are repressed and blocked", Alvarez's

diagnoslis of Plath as a neur'otic31 was therefore mistaken,
and Holbrook implies that the former critic's theory of her
art's "creative strength" as Plath's substitute for the
neurotic's "manic defence" is quite wrong on the psycho-

analytic count, Holbrook's latest judgement, in The

Penguin Guide to English Literature, is ambivalent

in the extreme: "Each such endorsement of pathological
morality mereiy éncourages both art and criticism to take
flight even farther from human dignity and reality-- and
even from the courage Sylvia Plath showed, in her anguished
explofation of her humamness, at best, when she was
being true to herself," The overwhelming question here
isy 1f Dbeing true to oneself results in a morally
unacceptable art when practised by the "schizoid" writer,
what éort of art should that writer aim at?

The answer, I believe, is that to'classify the
work of an artist gs "schizoid" or "psychopathological
tells the reader little about what the artist is trying

to create, but classifiss how he is trying to create
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it in a terminology not immediately relevant to what
the artist had in mind when he created 1t, To write
a good poem, the poet needs a‘strong grasp of the literary,
aesthetic rules that govern the art of poetry before
any coherent creation can take place, Go6od art is therefore
always more than masked confession, but Sylvia Plath's
has not been often treated.as guch, It is probably
partly the fact that she 1s contemporaneous with great
dévelopments in psychoanalysis, partly the availablity
of her life-history, that has made her vulnerable in this
way.,

| Moreover, there are separate moralitles governing
the artist and his art., "Schizoid" (and this has been
Laing's chief contribution to psychiatry) should no
loﬁger have moral overtones as the judgement of a personality,
any more than '"cancerous" should be a moral judgement of a
Llimb, Artists will, of course, continue to be diagnosed
psycholanalytically, and their work demonstrated to be
symptomatic of their mental "abnormalities" even though,
ironicaily, their work may be an attempt to resist
formulation in this way, In Sylvia Plath's case critics,
in pursuit of the personality, have neglected the art, whicﬂ
has often served as nothing more than proof positive of
a diseasad psyche, IT criticism still has as its business

to enhance a judiclous appreciation of the literary work,
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then it should primarily concern itself with that work's
positive aesthetic qualities, As for the morality
of a work, that is independent of either the morality
or ilmmorality of the artist, or his sanity or insanity,
and can only be judged by the work's relationship to its
tradition{an aesthetic consideration) or to its socio-
political milieu (always very dangerous, shifting ground
which involves the whole-controversial field of censor-
ship). The critic's role should be only analogous to the
psychotheravist's, who does not condemn his patient for
hig illness but seeks to diagnose 1t and build upon those
strengths that remailn,
Sylvia Plath saw her own poetic taste, and stated
it, quite lucidly, in this extract from "Context':
My poems do not turn eut-to be about Hireshims; but
about a child forming itsell Tfinger by finger
in the dark, They are not about the terrors
of mass extinction, but about the bleakness
of the moon over yew trees in a neighbourhood
graveyard, Not about the testaments of tortured
Algerians, but about the night thoughts of a
ired surgeon, . .surely the great use ol poetry
is its pleasure--not its influence as religious
or political propaganda, Certain poems and lines
of poetry seem as solid and mireaculous to me as
church altars or the coronations of queens
must seeﬂ to people who revere quite different
images.3
The poetry, then, is important as poetry, above all;

ag a particular art form involving intricately interrelating

words, images and rhythms, It has been said, that all
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poetry, indeed all art makes a political statement,
statement that was made>by the particular artist,

The power of Plath's poetry lies not only in the subtly
created organic structure of each poem (to provids an
integrated vehicle of verbal expression), but also

in the close unity of the whole opus, representing a
development as continuous, ravid, impressive and as
asruptly curtailed as that of Keats, As William F,
Claire has sald, "Her poems resist line extractions,
build steadily, word by word, image by image,”35 The
impact of her poems is cumulative, and often comprehension
of one image in one of them is aependent on its echo

in another,

I allow myself the adjective "obsessional -
to describe Plath's technique of often iﬁsistent repet-
ition of a number of words and images, which, by their
reverberation in different contexts, unify her work
and take on a remarkably rich and suggestive power,
"Obsessional", I realize, is a term that falls within
the province of the psychoanalyst, a province I have
generally chosen to avoid, However, it is the "manip-
ulative" characteristic of an obsession, the "ritual"
control (or overcontrol) evident in its application to

36 :
art as noted by Andrew Brink that relates 1t to my
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aim, and also to the statement of Plath's quoted on page 12,
The hardest personal fact to separate from the

poetry of Plath, 1f it 1s possible at all, is that she

was a woman, Female poets of distinction, even nowadays,

are not common-- only Sylvia Plath and Anne Sexton appear

37
in Alvarez's New Poetry anthology. Plath is the

most original, most distinctive female poet since Emily
Dickinson, and possibly also the only major female poet

in literature in English besides her. Criticism, a male=
dominated province, has perhaps attempted to compenéate for
its inability to locate her work within a 51early—defined
tradition by excessive concentration on the blographical
elements, informed with a curiosity the unusual always
breeds, There is a groping for analogles, (as in Tawell's
effusions about "super-resal, hypnotic, great class: za.
heroines" == q,v, n16)that becomesgs rather patronising,
Plath herself, by virtue of the fact that even in mythology,
women have a secondary role, is forced upon the limited
number of personae available to a woman, but distorts
them in‘totally original and disturbing ways, In doing
s0, she has mythologized herself, and become the model
for the Plathian imitator,. Harriet Rosenstein, in an
intelligent and perceptive essay, summarizes the achlevement
of Plath as a female poet: ", . .no other woman, at least

in the history of English verse, has had the audacity
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to mate the least "feminine" aspects of the female sensib-
ility -- the capacity for sheer brute anger, for example--
with the least 'poetic' aspects of the female experience--
striking diapers or menstrual blood."38

So then, while male critics like Cox and Jones

would make the obvious assumption that Ariel or The Bell

Jar is the result of the general fecling "that in a deranged
world, a deranged response 1s the only possible reaction

of the sensitive ming," Rosenstein wittily shifts the

focus to a female point of view, Thus, given the social
background of the 'fifties and the position of women in.those

years, "its [The Bell Jar's] world of elitist colleges

and slick women's magazines and genital fumbling and
familial pletles where everyone seems lobotomized already,
is hardly the place to 'get well enough' to want tO'retﬁrn
to.”40 :
~Recent criticism has seen a growth of antipathy
to Plath, because of what has been judged her deleterious
effect on English poetry, Largely, its liberating
effect(as Rosenstein showed, it glves expression to whole
neW'areas of female experience) has been ignored,
Alvarez's theory of Extremist poetry has éained general
currency but has taken on highly pejorative overtones

which he did not originally intend, Some views from a

recent critical anthology, British Poetry Since 1960:
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A Critical Survey41, serves to illustrate this point,

Peter Porter, the poet, tells in an interview that
"there's nothing in Plath and [Ted] Hughes that gives
anyone a chance to go anywhere,”42 despite the fact
that, like Ellot and Dylan Thomas by previous génerations,
these two poets are the.ones most highly imitated by would-
be poets. Anne Cluysenasar: 1s scarcely any less vague
in her discussion of the sources of Plath's poetic
ihspiration (though equally determined to link her with
her husband): "The poetry of the British 'sixties in its
most extreme representatives, Sylvia Plath and Ted Hughes,
shows the influence of a dual crisis: an émotional crisis
following the war and the revelatlions of psychology, and
an intellectual crisis dating back, probably, to the second
nalf of the nineteenth century,"

Another poet, Alan Brownjohn, offers support to
what may be construed as a view similar to Holbrook's,
only without the same psychological interest to justify
itself, "So most poetry., . .becomes literally uninteresting
to those critics who find it legitimate only when it deals
in images of extremity, whea 1t can be seen to represent
an ﬁnquestionable personal anguish (the Plath syndrome)."44
There is more than a hint of petulance in that final

phrase-- "the Plath syndrome'-- almost as 1f something

dishonest had been done by the poet to draw attention

¥t
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to herself and divert 1t from worthier causes-- a
conspiracy that even the critics participate in, Finally,
and more dangerously misleading, the quest for neatly
apposite analogies continues, Plath is called "a survivor
in the psychiatric sense" and a long allusion to Robert

Jay Lifton's Death in Life: The Surgivors of Hiroshima serves

to point an apparent parallel between those who lived
through the atomic devastation of the'Japanese city,
and Plath's persona as "Lady Lazarus" (A.,16), who
suffers from an equivalent trauma, 1t i1s claimed-- her
father's death,., The parallels are these:
. « .extreme vulnerability to danger, a
sense of being bound to the dead and of guilt at
having survived them , an attraction towards
a magochistic life-pattern, and a. liability
to suffer bodily complaints, End-of-the-world
imagery 1s frequent as is a tendency to assert
mastery over death (and assuage guilt) Dy repeating
the process of dying in an imaginary form ﬁ%
that 1ts outcome is a miraculous survival,

to show

]

This 1s an attempt, through 'diagnosis'
that a recognized pathological condition is embodied in
Plath's work, to render it thus more commonplace, It
encourages the reader to confront it as a psychiatrist
would a typical case; and moreover, there 1s even an
implicit mockery here, a tendency to point out the absurdity
of one individual's attempts to compare her mental
angulish with the physical suffering of hundreds of
thousands, It fails to take into account that a poem

like "Lady Lazarus" is a lyric, en individual's association

v
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of self with a community of suffering, Lyric poetry

is both an assertion of the uniqueness of all individualilty
(and as such, no one individual's agony, mental or physcial,
is lessened or helghtened mefelybbecause they suffered

alone or together with others), but also a movement

s
outwards, from the individual's experience towards
universal truth, "Hiroshima' is merely a symbol, not

just of the comrunity of suffering of which.the poet

feels herself a part, but also of man's seeminély hopeless
gelf-destructiveness, DBut 1T life were just a process

of negation without countér—forces, there would be no
subject for art, whose essence is conflict. Faced with
this hopelessness, Plath's poems are still able to offer
the most tenuous of hopes, "My poems do not tufn out

.to be about Hiroshima but about a child forming itself

34

finger by finger in ﬁhe dark'"(see n ), the Secrét
processes of creation continue desplte everything.
Finally I would like to cite a recent essay
(significantly by a distinguished female critic) that
offers the promise of a forthcoming revaluation of
Sylvia Plath's poetry, once the biographical elements
have diminished 1n importance as the lmmediacy of her
death fades, Barbara Hardy, in "The Poetry of Sylvia

Plath: Enlargement or Derangement?", sees Plath's poetry

basically as one of rejéction and non-affirmation of life,
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46 v
yet simultanecusly a poetry rooted in love, Far from being -
an expression of a “"private slckness", a powerful universal-
ising force is seen to be present in Plath's work, Death and
suffering, as symptoms of modern life, are ubiquitous, but
at the bage of all experlence is the possibility of a
togetherness at the very personal level, symbolised by the X
mother/baby relationship in “Nick and the Candlestick" (é.,L
40~41) == a strong elemental communion undetected by Hole
brgok. Nevertheless, Sylvia Plath's éreat achievement 1s v
her exploration of the community of suffering, of the pailn
thét is prevaient at all levels of exlstence, or, in
Barbara Hérdy's words, ", . Jhow to dwell in and on the
knives and needles of the personal 1life without shutting
off the knives and needles in Blafra, Vietnam, Dachau and

47
Hiroshima",
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METHODS

The full extent of the lesson Sylvia Plath learnt
from T,5,Eliot has by no means been fully comprenended
by the critics. Charles Newman cites "Lesbos" as

1
"Mademoiselle's very own Prufrock", but this is the limit

of the recognition that has been made of this poem's
extraordinary debt to Ellot, The lines

I should sit on a rock off Cornwall and comb my hair,
I should wear tiger pants, I should have an affair,
We should meet in another life, we should meet in air,

Me and you,
(WT.,34)

are more than just a parodic allusion to the hero of
"The Love Song of J,Alfred Prufrock"'s wistful fantasies.

3

Both Eliot's device of bathetic juxtaposition and his
' 4
nightmarish urban settings are employed 1in the lines that

follow:
Meanwhile there's a stink of fat and baby crap.
I'm doped and thick from my last sleeping pill,

The smog of cooking, the smog of hell
Floats our heads, two venemous opposites, ,

'
lines that are a homage to, and a continuation of, a
tradition of allusiveness Eliot and Pound founded between
them, Sylvia Plath's use of allusions that are often

every bit as recondite in origin as parts of The Waste
Land have caused much,cften ludilcrous misrepresentation

of her poetic aims by critics who have falled to appreciate

that an allusion has been made, It is a situation that is

only just beginning to be remedied, Thus, Ingrid Melander

20
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has pointed out that "The Disquieting Muses" (C,,58-60)"
is not, as one critis has it, a poem referring to Greek
Mythology, but a precise allusion to a painting by a
founder of modern Surrealism, Georglo de Chirico? The
influence upon Plath of exponents of what may be termed
'paranoic painting'(e.g, the German Symbolist Arnéld
Bocklin) can be seen in her poem "On the Decline of
Oracles", which also bears an epigraph from de Chirico's

writings., ¥While Eliot's fragmented allusions to literary

works 1in The Waste Land represent cultural dissolution -
and incipient chaos, Plath chooses her often ﬁon-literary
references to evoke a sense of digquiet, paranoia and
threat. So, in "All the Dead Dears" (C,,28), the Cardinal's

7
nameless terror in Webster's Duchess of Malfli 1s fused

with an image of a drowned father-figure ~-- who reappears

in "Full Fathom Five" (C,,46-47) with further allusions to
8

The Tempest and The Waste Land ~- to represent death's

ever-present menace, The effectiveness of the image
depends on both the reader's awareness of the Jacobean
dramatists' style of versification and of the obsession
“with death found in Webster and his contemporaries, It
also depends on his familliarity with the symbolic arche-
type of the drowned fathers

How they grip us through "thin and thick,

These barnacle dead!l

This lady here's no kin

~ Of mine, yet kin she is: she'll suck
Blood and whistle my marrow clean
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To prove 1it., . .

And an image looms under the fishpond surface
Where the daft father went.down

With orange duck-feet winnowing his hair, , ,.
(C.,27-28)
The father is a loved one, one of "All the long gone
darlings" who,having declined into death and therefore
apparently lost to the living, nevertheless are able to
return to haunt thewm, as Hamlet was haunted by his
father's Ghost, The juxtéposition in "All the Dead Dears"
of Ariel's lyrical account of Duke Alonso's 'death' by
drowning and the Cardinal's "thing arm'd with-a rake" in
the fishpond suggests a bizarre duality in the poet's
response to the death of her loved ones -- a mingled
attraction and repulsion that will be seen to permeate
references to death in much of Plath's poetry,

There is a third allusion in the lines quoted
above that is much less obvidus, and possibly even sub-
conscious in origin, The phrase "winnowing his hair" puts
one in mind of Keats' lyrical personification of the
season, itself symbolic of a slow decine into death, in
his ode "To Autumn" -- "Who hath not seen thee oft amid
thy store,/Thy hair soft-lifted by the winnowing wind?gln
Plath, however, the autumnal colour "orange" becomes the

lurid tint of the duck's feet, Birds' feet have for Plath

a particular, personal horror, yet one that is communicable, -

as in that terrifying image in "Death & Co.", "The nude/

b
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10
Verdigris of the condor" (A,,38), In the following chapter

Plath}s use of colour and texture as a crucial part of
her poetic diction will be discussed. Provisionally,
however, 1t must be said that 1t is not only through the
allusion to a literary source but also through the intensely
personal reference that can nonetheless be given unilversal
significance that BSylvia Plath works with great effective-
néss. Her dictlon 1s compounded of words that often have
private associations at origin, but which, given appropriate v
context and carefully-judged repgtitién, take on a unique
suggestive power that enables the reader to share in their
pri#acy. Her literary forebears in this field are James
Joyce, who transformed mundane events or banal conversatlion
into the ‘epiphanies' that make up the episodes of Dubliners,
and T,5,Eliot, who uses images deriving‘from personal
memories to illuminate the most archetypal situatiohs, as
for instance the appearence of the ruffians and the water-
mill in "Journey of the Magi“%l

Sylvia Plath uses repetition, by reechoing hér
more personal images from poem to poem, to intensify the
evocative power of these images, The process 1s one of
contextual inter-association, The function of birds' feet
and their association with violent death is an exawmple of
this, It 1s only by examining groups of imagery in their
context that the obscure centre of Plath's meaning may

be attained, Hers 1s a poetry of such concentrated
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statement that the key to understanding one poem may lle
only in the recurrence of certain images 1in other contexts
in other poeme, The fallure to appreciate the inter-
relations between Plath's poems has led to as much
bewilderment and misunderstanding as the failure to note
her allusions to external sources, At the end of "Lady
Lazarus", the speaker foretells menacingly her vengeful
resurrection:

Out of the ash

I rise with my red hair
And I eat men like air.

(A.,19)
This appears to be an allusion to avsort of malevolent
phoenix emerging rrom the human ash of the concentration-
camp victims to avenge the sufferiﬁg she has experienced

in common with them, In the God of "Brasilia', however,

’
addressed as "You who eat/ People like light rays" (WT.,13)
a similar figure appears externalized as a symbol of the
dehumanizing forces at work within humanity itself. Lady
Lazarus ' similarity with this God adds more than a touch of
ampivalence to her self-portrayal as 'victim', Instead she
becomes, as a Nemesis-figure, the other half of a viclous’
circle of destruction, an embodliment of revenge terrible as
the original sin, and hgrdly a sympathetic figure,

The real origin of the common imagery»in these
two poems can perhaps be found in “Stings':

_ Now she 1is flying
More terrible than she ever was, red
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Scar in the sky, red comet
Over the engine that killed her--
The mausoleum, the wax house,

(A.,67)
Full comprehension of this imagery depends on the reader's
awareness of the allusion being méde to bee-lore, Most
readers of Platﬁ realise, through the stirong blographical
element in critical approaches to her work, that the 'bee-

poems' in Ariel and "The Swarm" in Winter Trees have a

personal significance in>that Sylvia Plath's father was
an expert on bees, Most readers wlll appreciate the ‘ |
assocliation, in the lines quoted above, of thé hive with
death through the pun “wax house", However, these lines'
main function is to express the merging of the (poetic)
self with a reincarnated but phantom (and therefore
invulnerable, having no tanglble existence) emobodiment of
vengeful destruction, similar to that which appears at the
end of "Lady Lazarus", The poem takes place in the insect-
world of the bees, but the poet, as queen-bee, forms the
linking agent with the human world whibh, it is implied,
is as devold of mercy and compassion as that of the insects,
Women's hatred of men, symptomatic of mankind's hope-
lessly self-destructive aggression, 1s symbolically.
sublimated in a description of the way real queen-bees
behave, ascending to a height over the hive where only

the strongest drone (or male bee) will be abie to mate

with her, ensuring the continued strength of the species,
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After this, all the male bees are driven out of the hive
and destroyed by the workers -- infertile females whose job
it is to feed the queen, and who appear in "Stings" as
"These women who only scurry,/ Whose news is the open
cherry, the open clover" (A;,66).

To see bee-imagery in the 'bee-poems' as merely

referring to Otto Plath, author of Bumblebees and their

Ways (New York, 1934) is to miss their universal significance
altogether. The personal experience (for presumably Sylvia
Plath's interest in and knowledge about Lees does derive
from her father) has been turned into something more than
Just confesslion or the outpourings of a private obsession
into a statement about man's relationship to man, but a
statement that can only be understood 1f the rather
abstruse allusions are appreciated, Pound and Eliot
demanded no 1esé of their readers; it 1is imperaiive
that Sylvia Plath be not dismissed as sick, immoral,
self-fixated or impossibly obscure, untll the poetry
itself has been closely studied as a form of Iiterary
expression, rather than for what it tells us about its
creator,

As a preliminary example of how I mean to approach
Sylvia Plath's imagery, and how I wish to demonstrate her
a2bility to create through it a poetry at once personal and
yet with an intense, almost physical power to communicate

universally, I will examine her use of the word 'hook',
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and show how its connotative effect increases as her
poems are considered chronologically, and her poetic
skills develop, 'Hook' first appears in "The Stones",

the last part of "Poem for a Birthday" in The Coloséus.

O0f this latter poem, Richard Howard, in his review of

the first edition of The Colossus for Poetry, spoke pro-

phetically, "The last poem in The Colossus, "The Stones",

is what I take to be a new departure, Here is more than the
Pythoness' expectancy as she broods over a broken land-

12 13
scape. . . I look forward to hearing more about that",

"The Stones", as befitting the last poem in the

book, forms a transition between The Colossus and Ariel,

The relevant quotation is as follows: "On Fridays the
little children come/ To trade their hooks for hands" (g,,88);
A 'hook' is inanimate, Its function is to catch and hold
(coats, for example) or to catch, hold and draw towards
oneself, often for the purpose of killing -- like a fish-hook,
It is metallic and sharp; 1t 1s dangerous and causes pain, |
It has been associated with a hand, especlally as a sub-
stitute for an amputated one, In "The Stones" the children,
in common with the speaker, are reinvested with human
charaoteristicsAthey lack in '"the city of spare parts",
However, -their spiritual desolation remains, and the poem
ends heavily ironically:

Ten fingers shape a bowl for shadowvs,

- My mendings 1tch, There is nothing to do,
I shall be good as new,
(C.,88)
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In "Blackberrying'" (CW,,24-25), the thorns of the
berries are "hooks", tiny hands that attempt to hinder the
poet's progréss toﬁards the nothingness of the sea, These
semi-animate hands are lanvested not just with purpose but
with love, This is symbolised by the''blood-red julces" of
the berries themselves: "I had not asked for such a blood
sisterhcod; they must love me," (CW,,24), Similarly, in
"The Munich Mannequins", "The blood flood is the flood of
love" (A.,74) -- the association is between the menstrual
cyclé and the "blood sisterhocod" it represents among

women, Returning to "The Stones", it is found here that
| love is personified as the "bald nurse", the agent that
keeps alive the pétients that need "mending"(C,,88). It 1is
only one step from this to "Tulips", a monoiogue spoken by
a patient who lies recovering in hospital: "And I am aware
of my heart: it opens and closes/ Its bowl of red blooms
out of sheer love for me," (A.,22),

In "The Surgeon at 2 a,m,", 'hooks' gain another
layer of meéning, They are the su%geon's implements, used

to hold the patient's organs in place during operations,

The tired surgeon experiences a sort of vision or hallucine-

ation, a distortion of the operation in hand: "The heart is
a red-bell-bloom, in distfess;? (CW, ,48)., 'Hooks'may also
be instuments of torture, able to produce a humiliating
pain that comes from exposed hanging -- the helpless-

ness of a carcass or of a caught fish, Thus, the prisoner

W
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in "The Jailor" 1is "Hung, starved, burned, hooked", while
R 15
"The Eavesdropper" 1is told by the poet, "I had you

hooked", only to discover the hated intruder is really a

disconcerting doppelganser, and that her victim, "Toad

stone} Sister bitch! Sweet neighbor!", is merely another
incarnation of herself, For these ejaculations , representing
the discovery that one is both terturer and victim (perhaps
the ultimate humiliation), form an allusion to Baudelaire's
famous outburst against his reader (also quoted by Eliot in

_ 16
The Waste Land,

'Hooks' are ubilquitous in the later poems, "The
Applicant® is asked whether he wears "A brace or a hook"
(A.,14), for the assumption is that he has something
missing, In "Tulips'", the 'hook' assumes clear emotional
connotations: "My husband and child smiling out of the
family photo;/ Their smiles catch onto my skin, little
smiling hooks," (A,,20). The symbol of human warmth, the
smile, is thus‘transformed by the speaker into a menacing
demand, an attempt by 1life to claw her back from her
descent inté oblivion into a real yorld of pain, sym=-
bolised by the tulips: "The tulips should be behind bars
like dangerous animals;/ They are opening like the mouth
of some great African cat, ., ." (A,,21). Here is an
intimation of what this study aims ultimately to reveal ==
the existence of a dense scheme of 1images and symbols

with death at their centre, that 8ylvia Plath elaborated
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as her poetic powers developed, While death represents

release and freedom for the patient in "Tulips":
« o o1 only wanted
To lie with my hands turned up and be utterly empty,
How free it i1s, you have no idea how free --
(A,,21)
life, on the other hand, is symbolised by caging or
imprisonment, and even by conventional symbols for death
itselfl -- the jaws of a wild beast, It is the desire to
escape the pain of existence that has caused the reversal
of symbols, Thus, in "Elm":
I am inhabited by a cry,
Nightly it flaps out
" Looking, with its hooks, for something to love,
(él ’26)
~The "hooks" here are analogous to the smiles in the
femily photograph in "Tulips", It is a craving for love
seen through a distorted perception,'that transforms it
into something destructive, a 'hook'., The "cry" in "Elm"

becomes one of the "wolf-headed fruit bats/ Hanging'from

their scorched hooks" in Zoo Keeper's Wife (CW.,58),

repelling by its appéarenée the love it seeké; For in
"Elm", "love is a shadow" (A,,25), something perpetually
dark; receding and unattéinable, that may be embodied by a
vanishing horselTOr clouds: "Are those the faces of love,
those pale irretrievables?" (4,,26).

"Elm" introduces another image central to Plath's
- poetry, the moon. The moon is closely identified with the

.
images of blood and menstruation, In "Elm" it becomes an
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object for the futile 'hooks'! of the love-craving speaker:

The moon alsgo is meréiless: 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,

- (4.,25-26)
The "moon" is the unfertilised ovum released during men-
struation, If "The blood flood is the flood of love" (A,,74),
then love itself is barren like the moon, "Diminished and
flat" like a woman after a miscarriage, In this way, the
conventionally life-affirming associations of the words
"plood'! and 'love'! disappear, and are replaced by a system
tentered around sterility and death,

It is the constant and painful demands life makes
that renders human contacts 'hook'-like, In "Berck-Plage',
"These children are after something, with hooks and cries,/
And my heart too small to bandage their terrible faults,"
(A,,31-32), The terrible craving for love results in a
kind of mutual laceratlon, In "Ariel", the "hooks" of the
"Nigger-eye/ Berries" (4,,36) are escaped only by a head-
long and sulcidal plunge towards death and freedom, Here
agalin conventional symbols are turned én their head, While
the "hooks" represent life's exigencles, they are "dark"
in colour, and the berries are "Black sweet blood mouth-
fuls,/ Shadows, . " (A,,36), epithets usually connected
with death, The promise of death, on the other hand, is

treated in apocalyptic terms, becoming a sort of culmin-~
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ation and then a transcendence of 1life's purpose:

And now I
Foam to wheat, a glitter of seas,
The child's cry

Melts in the wall,
And I
Am the arrow,

The dew that flies
Suicidal, . ..
(A.,36-37)

The imagery is echoed in The Bell Jar, on a more mundane

level but still expressive of human purpose and ambition:
What a man 1s 1s an arrow into the future
and what a woman is 1s the place the arrow
shoots off from,1l8
The last thing I wanted was infinite security
and to be the place an arrow shoots off from,
I wanted change and excltement and to shoot
off in all directions myself like the coloured
arrows from a Fourth of July rocket,19
In "Ariel", however, the positive, life-affirming "rocket"
has been distorted into a symbol of a flight towards self-
destruction, and suicide has been invested with the image's

positive qualities,

'Hook '-imagery permeates Winter Trees, In "Gigolo"

the 'hook' as smile is identified with sexual demand,and
has a dual function, For while the "Bright fish-hooks,
the smiles of women" (WT,,14) are used to attract the
gigolo's attention, it is the women who are ultimately
'hooked', victims of his ruthless, almost inhuman sexual
efficieﬁoy. In "The Courage of Shutting-Up", the tongue is

"that ‘antique billhook", an organ that in éttempting to
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communicate instead flagellates, As a 'hook', the tongue
demands attention, and its insistent noise makes 1t anothenj
painful symbol of 1life, The figure of the "surgeon", on the
other hand, ". , . does not speak,/ He has seen too much
death, his hands are full of it.," (WT.,20), He maintains a ‘
stolc calm, an almost Buddhist traﬁscendence of life, As a
priest of death, he is able to "put by" the tongue, and thus
remain unscathed by the 'hook'-like life it represents, His
achlevement is depicted as admirable, for the tongue
“. . . 15 a marvellous object--/ The things it has pierced
in its time," (WT,,20), For "The Mystic", "The air is a
mill of hooks" (WT,,26), a constant, unbearable series of
physiéal and mental stresses, like persistent insects from
which there 1s no relief, The only "remedy" to this intoler-
able situation is a passive recognition of the plind love
the organism diéplays in its determination to perpétuate
its existence: "The sun blooms, it is a geranium./ The
heart has not stopped." (WT.,,27).

Finally, 'hooks' lie at the root of how the world
‘itself is structured, in that they connote both pain and
compulsion, In that difficult poem "The Other”%ge poet asks

of her‘doppelganger,

Open your handbag, Wnat 1s that bad smell?
It is your knitting, busily

Hooking itself to itself, ., .

(wt, ,22)

and this grotesque image for 1ife's dogged, elaborate
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and unwelcome hablt of perpetuating itself has its counter-
part in "Three Women', as the Third Voice, remembering her
child's conception, assumes the persona of Leda, and sees.
the world embodied in the swan's eye: ", . . small, mean
and black,/ Every little word hooked to every little word,
and act to act," (wr, ,42), Here'is an inescapable -chain of
necessity that is barbed like a series of hooks, The First
Volice has been able to come to terms with the demands of
her newly—born son, nevertheless, Hils being becomés the
sustaining force enabling her to justify her own exlistence
to herself, although she realises that in her baby's eyes
she 1s nothing more than a purveyor of khe means of life,
The 'hook' here represents a mutual need: "One cry. It is
the hook I hang on,/ And I am a river of milk,"(WT,,648),
For the Third Volce, who must give up her child, there is
an imbalance of need, and the 'hooks' are thus able to wound:

She is crying, and she is furious,

Her cries are hooks that catch and grate like cats,

It is by these hooks she climbs to my notice,

(WL, ,47)
~ I did not choose the word 'hook' at random. In its

dual function of Wrawing-towards' and 'hurting' it makes
available a wealth of imaginative associations that give 1t
an important place in the web of Plath's imagery, I speak
of her imagery as a 'web' pecause, as I have briefly tried
to show, 1t is very closely-knit, Analysis of one part

involves the consideration of other, closely-connected
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parts, and in the centre lies the spider, death,sylvia Plath's
obseséive theme, to which all the parts are joined for the .
purpose of illuminating it, Indeed, 1t would be possible to
draw a web-like diagram showing how all her recurrent

images and symbols, through assoclative strands, are inex-
orably linked ﬁith death, As succeeding chapters will
conslder in turn major groups of images, these strands will

become more clearly defined,



III

CHROMATIC IMAGERY

This chapter will be concerned with Sylvia Plath's
use of colour in her imagery, This is a large subject, and
one that eludes clear definition, To give a specific colour
to an object 1ls to attribute to it one of the commonest of
ebithets, but also, depending on the context, to draw on
an almost limitless symbolic wealth of agsociation identi-
fied with that colour, To demonstrate the different uses of
colour made by two poets of known influence on Sylvia
Plath, it 1s only necessary to recall D,H,Lawrence's use
of blue to evoke profound, almost mystical emotional depths
in "Bavarian Gentians", or the symbollc variations made
on the same colour by Wallace Stevens in hils philosophical
masterplece "The Man with the Elue Guitar"%

In Sylvia Plath's poetry, the most important colours
(though 'shades' or 'tones' is a more exact description) are
'black; and 'white', often placed in Juxtaposition., In her
early work, both these shades often stand for a menace
whose achromatic hue serves to render it more terrifying.
Thus, in 'Complaint of the Crazed Queen"? the pursulng
giant, an embryonic 'colossus'-figure, has "Looks filerce
and black as rooks", with ZhiCh he gains mastery over the

"pale queen", In "Pursult", the panther is "The black

36
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marauder" that pursues the helpless maiden through a "hot
white noon", In "The Snowman on the Moor"? the colours
prove reversible, and the pursuing 'colossus' is an
"Austere, corpse-white/ Glant" in a whlte, snow-covered
léndscape that 1s given spatial definition only by "stiles
of black stone"”, These three poems enact similar, primal
dramas in which a woman is pursued and caught by an embodi-
ment of violent masculinity who then rapes her into sub-
mission, The protagonists and their backdrops are thus
arrayed in sultably primal tones, Furthermore, in Plath's
earliest poetry. the symbolic values invested in 'black'
and ‘'white' may be seen to be equally inausplcious, as

for example in “The Temper of Tlme"éwhere, in a landscape
drawn from nightmare, "white evil stars" serve only to
illuminéte "plack birds of omen',

The poems of The Colossus make much use of the

contrast between 'black' and 'white', "The Spinster", y
despairing at the "sloven" disorder of April, longs for

& Winter that is "Scrupulously austere in its order/ Of
white and black, , ." (C,,68), and sets about creating

an equivalent purity of definition in herself, which
renders her safe from "mere insurgent man" and the violence,
or love, he hopes to offer her, Already the colours have
become identlfied with a stark, life-denylng barrenness,
"The Man in Black" makes much use of the visual qualities

of thé contrast vetwsen the two colours, assembling a
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composltion as a painter might, The solitary and mysteri-
ous flgure of the title, who

e « o across those white

Stones, strode out in your dead

Black coat, black shoes, and your

Black hair, ., .,

(C.,5%)

becomes the mystical "fixed vortex" of the seascape, a
point harmonising the oppositions of black and white, sea,
sky and land, The triple‘repetition of the word 'black!
in the quotation abtove is an incantatory device Plath uses
with increasing frequency and subtlety &s her skills develop,
Increasingly, both "black'! and 'white' become closely
jdentified with death., In "Two Views of a Cadaver Room"
(C.,10), the corpses are "black as burnt turkey" around

which "white-smocked boys" cluster,

The poems in Crossing the Water concerned with

landscapes are permeated with an inhuman or dehumanising
darkness, as in the "Black/ Admonitory cliffs" of "Finis-
terre" (C¥W,,15), the "Black stone, black stone" of "Wuther-
ing Heights" (CW.,12), or the "Bléck lake, black boat, two
black, cut-paper people" of "Crossing the Water" itself
(c¥,,14). It is possible to draw a parallel between Sylvia
Plath and her husband here, Eoth share an idea of ‘'black-
ness' as symbolic of the terrifying, underlying emptiness
that the concrete, visible world serves onlyrto mask, One

is reminded of Ted Hughes' vision of "The Bull Moses":
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« o & sudden shut-eyed look
BaGKWde into the head,

T Blackness 1s depth

Beyond star,
All visible 'blackness' seems to provide an intimation of
this universal void, In stark contrast to it is the 'white-
" ness' of physical death, of "the faces of the drowned"
against the black cliffs in "Finisterre® (CW,,15).
“"Insomniac" (C¥.,21), this contrast is given a universal
context as the speaker descrlbes starlight, against "Blue-
black" night, as "A bonewhite light, like death, behind
all things! Things of colour, like the "red; purple, blue"
sleeping pills become "worn-out and silly", fanecifnl,
futile trivia compared to the primal interplay of 'black'
and 'white', B,

These two colours characterise the dual aspects of
death, the 'spider' central to Plath's web of inages, In
"Widow", the image of the ‘'spider' is 1tself used by Plath
to point the contrast between the 'blackness' of the
cosmic void and the ‘whiteness' of mortality -- of the 7
skin's death-pallor and of exposed bone;

Widow, The bitter spider sits

And sits in the centre of her loveless spokes.

Death 1s the dress she wears, her hat and collar,

The moth~face of her husband moonvwhite and 111,
Circles her like a prey she'd love to kill,

(cw, ,38)

Here,death's centzality to the human experience turns it
into a dark planet, a "shadow-thing" (CW,,39) in the robes

of mourning circled by & corpse-~white satellite, The shadow



40
of death runs like a chasm through the heart of 1life,
hindering humen contact and love, The lovers in "Event"
lie "back to back" in the moomlight, sundered by this
shadow;

Love cannot come here,
A black gap discloses itself,
On the opposite lip

A small white soul is waving, a small white maggot,
(CW.,43)

Only when morning comes do the lovers touch, but then
"like cripples", mentally mutilated by the knowledge of
the hopeless, now internalised darkness that separates
them, That 'whiteness', a quality referred to in twenty-

slx of the thirty~four poems in Crossing the Water, intensi-

fies rather than relleves the hopelessness of the surround-
ing darkness, may be seen in the landscape of "Sleep in
the Mo jave Desert" that is "white as a blind man's eye"
(CW,,47): in "Apprehensions" (CW.,57), the "white wall"
of day moves through the temporary coloratlons of grey
and red, becoming finally the "black wall" of night
towards which the "cold blanks" of death advance, no
escape having been offered,

The same pattern pervades the later roetry, In
"The ﬁight Dances” (A.,27-28), the "pink light" of the
c¢hild is an ephemeral beauty, impermanent a blessling as
snowflakes deacended from the "black amnesias of heaven",
The priest in "Berck-Plage"is a descendant of "Man in -

Black" (C.,54) as he stands before the sea, a dark



5

memento morl for the "white sea-crockery" of the lovers'

bodies in the dunes (A.,30-31), Only the tentative yellow
glow of the candle-flame briefly tinges the "Black bat
airs" enfolding the mother in "Nick and the Candlestick"
(A.,40-41) in her cavern where "Even the newts are white",
This dark cave symbollses the interior of her skull, with-
in which she is an exploratory "miner", The imagery works
on three levels here -- there is the mother and her child
sustained against the overwhelming darkness only by the
candlelight; there is the poet as "miner" descending into a
cave with flimsiest ©protection agzainst the threat of
entombment; and finally there is the poet plumbing the
depths of a depression caused by hostlle circumstance,

a mother who is sustained only by dlscovering in her baby
the potential for Christ-like salvation, while conventional
"piranha-religion" can only demand blood and death, The
structure of this highly condensed poetic statement is
based on the contrast between three different colour-

tones -- the surrounding, threatening 'black' of night,

the similarly threatening but internal 'white' of bone

that death reveals, and the 'blue-yellow' of the life-
affirming but precarious candle-flame, In this way the poem
taps the suggestive power of one of the most primitive
human situations, that of the mother and child (with all
the concomitant Biblical associations) protected from the

hostile universe by the fire 1ln their rudimentary Shelter,
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be 1t cave or "barn" (A.,41) in Bethlehem, A similar situ-
ation is found in "By Candlelight" (WT.,28-29), where it is
only the white pillar of the candle, held aloft by a brass
model of Atlas, that provides a brief respite from the
guffocating "sack of black" of the night sky, Atlas' myth-
ological burden, the world itself, has been metdphorically
assumed by the poet, labouring under the terrible weight
of knowledge man must bear in his full consciousnegs of
his situation,

"The Moon and the Yew Tree" (A.,47) presents an
even more complex symphony of tones, A poem of utter
despair, it expresses 1% by showing that 'black' and
'white', apparently extreme opposites, really imply the
same thing, the ever-presence of death, The moon is an
embodiment of this despair: "The moon is no door, It is a
face in its own right,/ White as a knuckle and terribly
upset,”" Silhouetted blackly against it is the yew tree,
traditional symbol of death, The clouds over the stars
are "blue and mystical", but, like the saints' images in the
church, bear a colour to show that they are merely trans-
ient and irrelevant, like the sleeping pills in "Insomniac"
(CW.,21); "The moon sees nothing of this, She is bald and
wild./ And the message of the yew tree is blackness.—-
blackness and silence,"

In "Dadady" (A.,54-56), personal relationships

prove also to be pervaded with the 'black'/ 'white' contrast,



43

In a sense the poem 1ls the consummation of the theme of
'pursuit' in the three early poems discussed at the beginn-
ing of this chapter, The figure of "Daddy" is a personifica-
tion of the unlversal darknecss that haunts the poet, He is
a "black shoe", a swastika "so black no sky could squeak
through", a "black man" at a blackboard who communicates
with his daughter via a "black telephone", Dead, he is
still able to pursue his "poor and white" victim in his
vampire-like reincarnation, Even when his alter-ego's
"fat black heart" is finally staked, "Daddy" will still
continue to haunt his daughter through his sado-masochlistic
grlp on her, and her only recourse is to embrace death
itself in the hope of rejoining him, The poem's final
"I'm through" implies that the next suicide-attempt wili
render all possibility of reassembly futile, unlike the
last time when "they stuck me together with glue",

In "The Bee Meeting" (A,,60-62) the speaker's
vulnerabllity is shown in her description of herself as

"pPillar of white in a blackout of knives", where 'white-

ness' in association with a candle-image similar to that
in "By Candlelight" (WT,,28) characterises mortality and
clothes death's imminent victims, "The man in black" re-
appears in "The Bee Meeting" as high priest of the sinister
ritual, and is attended by white virgins (the worker bees),

The ritual culminates in the magical transformation of

the "white hive" into a coffin, the "long white box in the
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grove", In "Wintering" (A.,68-69) the swarm of bees itself,
as "Black/ Mind against all that white, , , ", becomes in
its Winter room so dark it is as if the blackness wag
". . . bunched in there llke a bat" an embodiment of the
malevolent spirit of death, The 'whiteness' of the snow
serves not only to intensify the horror of the bees and
what they represent by means of a colour contrast, but
also in 1itself as a symbol for bleak coldness, the death
of the year, Similarly, in "The Swarm" (¥WT.,37-38) the
snow's "brilliant cutlery" forms a background for the
"black intractable mind" of the bees,

In the counterpoint of 'black' and 'white' in
"Little Fugue" one is reminded of Whistler's chromatic
'symphonies', analogous in that here another artist in
a different media from music composed colours in a quasi-
musical way, In this poem, the "black fingers" of the yew
are agaln silhouetted against a white backgrouad:

I like black statements, -

The featurelessness of that cloud, now!
Wnite as an eye all over,

(4.,71)
The 'white eye' is that of the blind pilanist, who mentally
visualises Beethoven's "Grosse Fuge" as contrasting "Rlack
yew, white cloud", full of Teutonic morbidity.hThe German
theme is developed through a reference to the poet's
father, whose death 1s seen as an assumption of blackness,

the symbolic yew tree claiming its own., The poem ends with
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the grotesque image, "The clouds are a marriage-dress, of
that pallor." (A.,72). The daughter has survived her
father, but retains her spiritual virginity and fidelity
to him, She sees in the clouds' whiteness an emblem of
this fidelity, but 1t is a "pallor" that also shows her
sickness, her vulnerability, and her mortality.

"Three Women" (WT,,40-52) makes much use of 'white-
ness' as a quality of sterility. The Second Volce, con-
fronted with a vislion of death as she contemplates the
trees of Winter, turns ". . .so white, suddenly" (WT,,41),
vhite as the sky that mirrors her lnner barrenness as it
", . .empties of its promise, like a cup," The Third
Voice remembers the conceptlion of her child as a vislt by
" a white, cold wing", an allusion both to the dove of the
Annuncilation and to Leda's swan -- but here the "cold
wing" is another intimatlon of death, the "black meaning"
in the swan's eye (WT.,41-42), In this poem as in others,
'‘plack' and 'white' carry equally baleful connotations,
Pain may come in either shade: the 'white clean chamber"
of the delivery room is "a place of shrieks" (WT,,44) for
theé Third Voice, while for the First Voice her labour
pains are "This ram of blackness", an image of sexual
horror intensified by its allusion to Iago's descriétion
of the Moor in Othello? It 1s as 1f the baby, in the pain
it causes to its mother at birth, exacts payment for the

pleasure she experienced at its conception, The Second
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Voice finds no relief from her own anguish at her sterility
even of the tentative sort represented by the candle-
light in "Nick and the Candlestick" or "By Candlelight",
poems to which thls speech of hers is comnected by echoed
imagery:

I hold my fingers up, ten white pilckets,

See, the darkness is leaking from the cracks,

I cannot contain 1t, I cannot contain my life,

(NI, ,46)
The remarkable unlty of imagery that binds together

Sylvia Plath's poetry 1s evident also in her prose works,

In The Bell Jar, Bsther, on her first visit to a 'psych-

iatrist, tries to explaln in symbollc terms the way her
insomnia is connected to her depression:

I saw the cdays of the year stretching ahead
like a serles of bright, white boxes, and
separating one box from another was sleep,
like @& Dblack shade, Only for me, the long
perspective of shades that set off one box
from the next had suddenly snapped up, and
I could see day after day glaring ahead of
me like a white, broad, infinltely desolate
avenue,9

If black offers relief to the inmsomnlac, it is the black
of a death-sleep, an all-encompassing darkness that lies
behind the coloured shows of the world, As Esther stands
on the beach, she wonders ", ., ,at what point in space
the silly, sham blue of the sky turned black".lo

Against this merciless interplay of 'black' and

'white'!, other colours gleam fitfully, Of these, 'red' is

the most important, &n early villanelle, "To Eva Descending
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the Stair", alresdy establishes it as the colour of blood,

of the heart, and of flowers like the rose that are intim-
ately connected to 'blood'-imasery: "Red the unravelled
rose sings in your hair:/ Blood springs eternal if the
heart be burning." 'Red' may also be a colour of threat,
as in the "ruddy" wax mannequins of the de Chirico noct-
urne "Main Street at Midnight".lied hair distinguishes a
Nemesis~like woman, and it is certain that Lady Lazarus'
hair really 1s red, the colour of blood, the emphatlc hue
of 1life itself, as she arises from the dead (A.,19). The
sister "The Amnesiac"lB"never dared to- touch" was also
red-haired, while the vengeful queen-bee in "Stings" bears
the same colour:

Now she 1is flying

More terrible than she ever was, red

Scar in the sky, red comet, . ..

, ' (A.,67)

Life and pain are two almost synonymous entitles in
much of Sylvia Plath's poetry, and 'red', the colour of
ghed blood, serves to knit the connection more closely,

"The Eye-mote" (C,,14-15) itself is a "red cinder" that
enables the poet to associate herself with Oedipus, that
most amonised of existences, In "Two Sisters of Persephone",
the sister whorembraces the popples

. « «88eg8 how thelr red silk flare

0f petalled blood

Eums open to sun's blade,

(C.,63)

Only then is she able, through her profound insight into
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life's pain,‘to glve 1ife in turn, and bear "a king", The
othef sister, "Root-pale" and "Sallow as any lemon" (G,,63-
64) through her bloodless complexion betrays her avoid-
ance of 1life and her subsequent barrenness, In "Who", the
first part of "Poem for a Birthday" (C,,80~81), the flowers
of the poet's childhood were "red mouths", and this half-
allusion to Julius Caesar's woundslgoreshadows the whole
geries of 'flower'/'blood'/'mouth'/'heart'/'wound' images
in Ariel, all linked by the colour red, So, in "Tulips",
the flowérs form a vivid contrast to the whiteness and
purity of the hospital sheets: "Thelr redness talks to my
wound, it corresponds"(A.,21), They are associated with the
blood and pain of lost virginity -- the eplsode of Esther's

15
defloration in The Zell Jar is brought to mind here -- but

the end of the poem brings a sudden reversal, For while
the patlent desires the white, nun-like withdrawal'from life
into oblivion, finally, "I am aware of my heart: it opens
and closes/ Its bowl of red blooms out of sheer love of
me," (A.,22), The tulips then are symbols of life's dogged
determination to perpetuate 1tself, a painful but un-
questioning love the heart displays to the organism it
sustains, The poen ends optimistically, with suggestlons
of a forthcoming .recovery.

In "Poppiez in October" (4,,29) the matchless
colour of the flowers is "a love gift", a cry of painful

joy from "these late mouths", in violent contrast to the
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dull, moribund season, In "Poppies in July" (A.,82) however,
the pain the flowers represent has now become unbearable;
the popples are "little hell-flames", “"Flickering like
that, wrinkly and clear red, like the skin of a mouth.," It
is a "mouth" that, when "bloodied", becomes a symbol for
the poet's craving for an oblivion that is erotic in its
promise of a relief from pain: "If my mouth could marry a
hurt like that!" In "Ariel”, the orgasmic consummation of
the lust for death, and the poet's transfiguratioﬁ into

Tne dew that flies

Suicicdal, at one with the drive

Into the red

Eye, the cauldron of morning,
(A.,37)

has the colour red, colour of extreme passion, desire and
danger appearing at the climax, the ultimate objective of
the speaker being a transcendence of the pain *‘red' synm-
bolises by melzing it in total embrace,

'Red' may provide a cleér visual contrast to the
interplay of 'black' and 'white' but often serves to
intensify the pessimistic view of the universe seen in
these menochromatic terms, So, in "Event" (CW.,43), the
only clearly-defined object standing out against the
*bpleck'/'white' aridity and impossibility of human contact
is the "pained, red wood" of the baby's face, who "opens
its mouth now, demanding," This redness seems to confirm

for the poet, undergoing a true 'dark night of the soul’,
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that fhis new being's 1life, for which she is responsible,
is nothing but a burden of pain, A simllar image occurs
in "Lesbos" (WI.,34), as the speaker describes her own
child as ", , .schizophrenic,/ Her face red and white, a
panic," When it is the colour of the earth itself, 'red'
seems to demonstrate the very fundamentality of pain to
exigstence, In "Brasilia" (WIL,,13), the mother's plea to
what she envisages aé a destructive Divinity to leave her
¢child unharmed is made from an earth that 1s itself the
colour of blood, testament to that Divinity's power, It is
the mud of "Getting There", "Thick, red and slipping, It is
Adam's side,/ This earth I rise from," (A,,44), Although in
Letter in Fovember" the speaker, in an elated mood, is
able to embrace lovingly the earth's "beautiful red" (A.,51)
in the same way that the fertile sister in "Two Sisters of
Persephone" (C,,63-64) embraced the poppies and beczme
richer for her knowledge of life's pain, in most of Plath's
later poetry it is a paln that becomes increasingly intol-
erable and from which an escape ls ever more urgently sought,
In "Stopped Dead" the Spanish landscape, "Red and yellow",
1s itself identified with an all-pervasive violence, mani-
fest particularly in the sexual sphere of human activity.
Here the terrain is, with its lurid coloration, ", , .two
passionate hot metals/ Writhing and sighing"” (WT.,24), The
'redness' has become not just the pain that characterises

mortal exlistence but the urge to destroy that that pain
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provokes, In "The Swarm", Napoleon's destructive urge turns
his army into "a red tatter" (WTL.,38), while at the other
human extreme the baby in "Balloons" pops his "guileless
and clear' plaything and then sits back to contemplate

"A red/ Shred in his little fist." (A.,81).

For Sylvia Plath, 'blue' is the colour identified
with both memory and oblivion, in the clarity of the sea
and the sky or the obscurity of mist and fog, The blue
sparks of electricity, especially those commected with
the psychotherapic technique of Electiro-Convulsive Therapy
(E,C.T,), serve to stand as a dividing line between what is
remembered and what is forgotten, So, life's obscure
origins are symbolised by the "blue mist" that enfolds
"The Manor Garden"(C,,9), while the malign figure of
"The Jailor"tgrks upon his prisoner by clouding her
memory: "The same placard of blue fog is wheeled Into
position, , .".

'Blue' may represent an obliviousness, even of
death itself, as much as an oblivion, Thus, the lovers ..
depicted in Brueghel's painting "The Triumph of Death",
described in the second part of "Two Views of a Cadaver
Room" (C,,10) are

e s« «blind to the carrion army:

He, afloat in the sea of her blue satin

Skirts, . ..

More often, however, 1t is the visual clarity of the blue-

ness of the sky and sea that is itself disturbing. The



52

very featurelessness of the "Sky and sea, horizon-hinged/
Tablets of blank blue., . ." (C.,57) threatens the sanity of
the "Hermit at Outermost House) and in "Mussel Hunter at
Rock Harbour", another poem of confrontation with the
elements, this image is developed through the "blue
mussels" which, being bivalvular, become a symbol for the
trap the spesker feels herself in:

o s oil éeémed

A sly world's hinges had swung

Shut against me,

(C.,71)

For the poet's Electra-persona in "The Colossus" (C,,20-
21), 1t is "A blue sky out of the Oresteia" that betokens
an archetypal memory linking all daughters who have lost
thelr fathers, and 'blue’ provides thus a sultable back=-
cloth for any tragic drama, In "Electra on Azalea Path“}7
a poem on a similar theme, 'blue' 1s the colour of the
Instrument of sulclde, the razor, which again provides the
linkage between daughter and fafher as the agent of a
hoped~-for reunion in death, As the colour of memory, 'blue'
is associated with things that stimulate the imagination,
and enable 1t to produce visions: often these things take
obséure forms, like the "blue water-mists" that herald the
appearence of the "Lorelei"(C,,22), or the "blue dissolve"
of the fog in "Winter Trees" (WT,,l1l) that creates a

medium wherein memories are able to coalesce, Moreover,

"plue' is the colour that for Sylvia Plath seems best able
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to stimulate the creative act itself.vAlvarez quotesg her
in an unpublished note for the B,B,C., in which she talks
of her poems written in 1962: ", ., ,they were all written
at abéut four in the morning -- that still, blue, almost

18
'
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eternal hour before the baby's cry, . .'

'Blue' is also the traditional colour assoclated
with the Virgin Mary. In "Heavy Women" (C¥W.,37) Plath
skilfully identifies her pregnant subjects, as they "step
among the archetypes", with Mary, by colouring thém with
light passed through the blue filter of memory: "Dusk hoods
them in Mary-blue." The First Voice in "Three Women" uses
an almost identical image as her labour pains begin: "Dusk
hoods me in blue now, like a Mary,/ O colour of distance
and forgetfulnessi" (¥WT,,43)., Like 'red' then, 'blue' has
two faces: 1t may console, the colour memory employs to
connect itself with gentle archetypal imeges -~ the
motherhood of Mary -- but more often, 1t may intensify
pain, In that bizarre poem "The Tour'this latter face may
be seen:

Morning Glory Fooll

The blue's a jewel,

It bolls for forty hours at a stretch,

0 I shouldn't dip my hankie in,. it hurts!
(cw. ,62)

Here the blue plant's hallucinogenlic properties make 1t
a potential source of pain as a stimulant of unwelcome

memories, "Bright blue" is also the colour of "Daddy"'s.
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Aryen eyevig.,SS), condemning the poet as "Jew", but, like
the "blue eye" of "Little Fugue" (A.,72) a product of a
distorted memory that evokés recurrent images of paranoia -
to an alarming degree, In "Ariel" the initial movements of
the horse seem to liberate the memory from its obsesslonal
pathss

Stasis in darkness,

Then the substanceless blue
Pour of tor and distances,

(A.,36)
but this only serves to create an illusion of a loss of
spatial and temporal relativity in order that the deadly
singularity of purpose may be put into effect; to create,
as 1t were, an easier climate for the organlsm to lose
its self-preservation instinect and destroy itself,

The short story "The Fifteen-Dollar Eagle“lgro—
vides what is perhaps the key link between the colour blue
and the theme of memory..The narrator, having fainted in
the tattooist's shop, now awakens to the sound of the
eleciric needle used to make the tattoos, “. . +the tiny
sound of a hee spitting blue fire."eglueness may be the
eoloul of the inmdelible patterns lefi by the needle on the
surface of the skin, or it may be that of the ineradicable
scars painful existence leaves on the memory; in the words
of "The Courage of Shutting-up", "Bastardies, usages,

desertions and doubleness, . , / Tattooing over and over

the same blue grievances," (WT.,20). Finally, it 1s the
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colour of the electric sparks the needle gives off, that
link 1t to the "blue volts" that assault "The Hanging
Man" (4.,70), emitted by the E,C,T, electrodes, those
inducers of oblivion, Further references to this in the
poetry are guarded and often couched in very obscure
imagery, but may be discerned in the "blue lightning" of
"The Other" (WT.,22), the blue sparks of "Lesbos" (WI.,35),
and in "Stings" where the speaker sees ", . .my strange-
ness evaporate,/ Blue dew from dangerous skin," (A,,66).

In the prose, however, the subject 1ls treated with far
less equivocation, "Johnny Panic and the Bibie of Dreams"2l
ends with a nightmare vision of electrocuticn that forms
a Titting culmination to this short story about Kafkaesque
persecution: "The air crackles with the blue-tongued,

22
lightning-haloed angels," The Bell Jar too is haunted by

images and instances of electrocution, from the reference
to the Rosenbergs on the flrst pagegzo Esther's descrip-

tion of her shock treatment and its effect on her memory

that forms what is perhaps the emdtional centre of the

24
novel,

If 'blue' 1s associated with death by electro-
cution, be it a real death or the figurative death of an
0ld self, wiped from the memory, then 'yellow' is the
colour of the being that death has not only marked for his
own, but is on the polnt of claiming. -~ the skin colour

25
immediately preceding 'white', George Stade has noted the
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distinctlon made in "In Plaster" as the patient, lying in
her hospital bed, states: "There are two of me now:/ This
absolutely white person and the old yellow one" (CW.,30).
The "white person" 1s the plaster, encasing the damaged

body, but the patlent sees 1t as a doppelganger, who by

1ts whiteness tells of her forthcoming death, 'Yellow-
ness' ig age and decay, the last shows of mortality, seen
in the sheep in "Wuthering Heights" who ", ., .stand about
in grandmotherly disguise,/ All wig curls and yellow
teeth," (CW.,11). Here is a witty variation on the story
of Little Red Riding Hood -- only the "black slots" of the
sheep's pupils reveal that they are death-wolves in
sheep's clothing, The doppeleanser theme is continued in

26
"Eavesdropper", where the inquisitive neighbour who is

the poem's subject becomes, in the paranoic vision of the
poet, "urinous", "toad-yellow", "Chink-yellow" or a "yellow/ -
Weasel", and the contrast between the two parts of what isg
finally revealed to be the same self in the final merging of
personae, is similar to that in "In Plaster":

But that yellow!

Godawfull

Your body one

Long nicotine-finger

On which I,

Yhite cigarette,

Burn, . ..27

Like 'blue' and 'red', 'yellow' has its more hope-
ful aspects, It is the "tentative" colour in "Candles"

(CHW.,41-42), an ephemeral, "mild light" that speaks of
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the mortality of what it illuminates, but, as in "Nick and
the Candlestick" (A,,%40-41),is able to “hearten" if only
because 1t affirms the presence of a new life, also a dim
light in the surrounding darkness yet invested with the
Christ-like hope of mankind that each baby bears with it
into the world, In Plath's poetry generally, however,
'yellowness' 1s baleful, as in the "yellow sullen smokes"
of the candles in "Fever ].03"l that choke like "Isadora's
scarves" (A.,58), or the torchlight in "Wintering":
"GChinese yellow on appalling objects -- / Black asininity,
ﬁecay." (A,,68), More specifically, the gorse in "The
Rabbit Catcher" (WT.,25) shows a "malignity" that perhaps
has its origins in the "yellow gaze" of the panther in
"Pursuit"Qgr in the gull's eye in "A Winter Ship" (C.,44)
vaé it embraces the scene of decay, desolation and despair
provided by a hostile nature. In "The Rabbit Catcher",
however, the "malignity" of the gorse is blended with the
ephemerality of a candle~flame in one complex 1lmage of pain-
and death-bearing nature that depends for its effective-
ness oﬁ the total connotative implicatlons of the colour
'yellowV:

'I tasted the malignity of the gorse,

Its black spikes,

The extreme unction of its yellow candle-flovers,

They had an efficlency, a great beauty,
And were extravagant, like torture,
(4.,25)

'Green' is Nature's colour, the colour of mother- .~
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hood and generation, In "Metaphors" the colour occurs in
the "bag of green apples" that when eaten by a woman
traditionally induce pregnancy, In "Aftermath" (c.,29)
"Mother" Medea wears a green smock, a latter-day goddess
of fertility transformed, By contrast wlth her ruined
house, into a traglc, embittered figure, In "Snakecharmer"
the plper, playing at god,

Pipes water green untll green waters waver, , .
And as his notes twine green, the green river

Shapes 1ts images., . ..

(C.,55)
29
He 1s a figure,derived from the palnter Henri Rousseau,
who is apparently able to engender the Serpent as God
engendered man, a highly fertile but imperfect Creator:
Out of this green nest
As out of Eden's navel twist the lines
Of snaky generations,
(¢.,55)

In "Heavy Women" (gﬁ.,Bf) the "green hill" is the stomach
of a preénant woman, another symbol of fertility, while
on the other hand, the "Widow"'s thoughts, sterile, bitter
and death-obsessed, are like dark trees, ", , ,shadows
about the.green landscape" (CW,,39), In "Purdah", the
woman-behind her veil has become a petrified mockery of
truly fertile greeﬁness; and the paln of generatlon, by
rights hers, has been assumed by the male, She descrlbes
herself as

Jade =-~
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Stone of the side,
The agonlzed

Side of green Adam, . .,
(WL,,17)

a precious stone rather than a living human, whose very
creation was dependeni, like Eve's, upon the exlstence of
her husband., Ultlmately, however, the woman delivers a
Lady Lazarus-like threat, that the "small Jewelled/ Doll"
wlll avenge her sterlility by becoming a murderous "lion~-
ess" (WT,,19).

In "Three Women", the Second Voice, who has suffered
the miscarriage, ends the drama with an image of life's
dogged perslstence, and finds in it an affirmation that
to & certain extent alleviates her despailr: "The little
grasses/ Crack through stone, and‘they are green with
life," (WT.,52). In the Ariel poems, the greenness of
burgeoning Nature 1s not always so ausplclous a sign,
however, In "Medusa", that grotesque blend of phalllc
imagery (derived from the Gorgon's snake-hair) and petri-
fication (deriving from the property of her eyes), 'green-
ness' 1s at the centre of a vision of horror at sexuality,
of which the Gorgon herself is an embodiment:

I am sick to death of hot salt,

Green as eunuchs, your wishes

Hiss at my sins,

(A, ,46)
Only in "Letter in November" does 'green' invoke an image
of zentle, motherly care; in a poem where, almost unique~

1y in Ariel, the poet seems prepared to embrace the world's
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pain, being 1In a state of almost mystical elation:
There is a green in the air,

Soft, delectable,
It cushions me lovingly.

(A.,51)

'Grey',that uncertain tone between'black'and'white',
has nonetheless similar assoclations with death as those |
two opposed extremes, in thls case a specifically spirit-
ual death, a monochromatic aridity of the soul, "The Thin
People" are "Meagre of dimension as the grej people/ On a
movie screen" (C.,30), while the skin of the "Eavesdropper”
is mere "grey taliow"?oonce her yellow hue has been con-
sumed by fire and thus exhausted of all emotion, even her
characteristic malice, 'Greyness' pervades the mind of the
"Insomniac", that "little interiof of grey mirrors" (CW,,
21) caught in a perpetually self-defeating, draining
psychologlical bind: for an imagination suffused with 'grey'
allows shapes and forms to be envislioned only in half-
tones, but deprives them of colour and renders them life-
less and meaningless, Similarly, the mind of the "Widow"
is a "grey, spiritless room" (CW,,39) that rejects, in its
obsesslion with death, any illumination from without, For
"The Burgeon at 2 a,m," it is he; sunlike in his megalo-
manic hallucinations, who provides such illumination for
the "grey" faces of his patients (CW.,49). 'Grey' may
also be the colour of the sea or sky in dull weather, when

they seem to reflect the inner desolation of the watcher,
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as in "The Couriers" (A.,12) and in "Berck-Plage" (A.,33).
It méy also be that of Autumn fog, the '"thick grey death-
soup" that threatens the fragile, moribund tints of the
falling leaves in "Letter in November" (A,,52). Finally,
grey 1s the colour of ash, of the airborne remains of the
Jows who perished in the Nazl ovens, and thus the colour
symbolic of a humanity exhausted with self-destruction

and caught in a terrible fall-out of its own making, as in
"Mary's Song":

Grey birds obsess my heart,
Mouth-ash, ash of eye

They settle,
(WT,,39)

'Brovn', a colour often associated with decay, is
seldom used in this way by Sylvié Plath -- a single ex-
ample may be found in "Berck-Plage', as the old man's nurses
geem to be ", ., ,browning like bruised gardenias™ (A,,32)
but In fact serve asgs indlces of his own decay. Usually,
'‘brown' appears as a solld, reassuring colour that is
~nevertheless vulnerable to malevolent agenoies. In "The

Thin People", it is the universal 'greyness' and sterility
that makes the tree-trunks themselves "lose thelr good
browns" (C,,32)., Twice, the colour is used of the pheasant:
it is the hue of the "good shape" of the bird in "Pheasant"
(gﬂ.,lB), a shape equally reassuring for the First Voice |
in "Three Women", who associates the bird "érranging his

brown feathers" on a nearby hill with the slow, inevitable,
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in "Ariel" 'brown' i1s the colour of the one tangible

reality the poet is able to perceive -- the neck of her

. horse == but it is a reality that has become beyond her

grasp (A.,36).

'Pink', the colour traéltionally asgociated with
innocent health, is one Plath finds ripe for some blzarre
variations., The women in "Face-Lift" (C¥W.,17-18) emerges
from her operation "pink and smooth as a baby" bﬁt in
doing so has achleved the ultimate act of incest in being
"Mother to myself", a highly distasteful metaphor in the
context., Her attempt to cheat death i1s reduced to a gesture
of futility and absurdity, and she recognises that her life
is still remorselessly "leaking from the finger-vents",
Plath finds in the colour pink a bright artificiality and
superficiality, possibly deriving from the fact that it 1is |
the characteristic colour of plastic, itself man's imper-
manent, impoverished mockery of naturally created matter,
'Pink' then is identified wlth man's artifices, the first
victims of his destructive will, as 1ﬁ."The Swarm": "The
gilt and pilnk domes of Russia melt and float off/ In the
furnace of greed.," (WT.,37). Here "gilt" too is a mockery
by man of a natural phenomenon, in this case gold, In its
artificiality, 'pink' is the colour of the mannequins and
dummies that haunt much of Plath's earller poetry, man's

attempt to emulate a natural skin-tone, Thus, "The Surgeon
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at 2 a,m," (CW,,48-49), himself & mwock-deity, provides a
“elean, pink plastic 1limb" for his patlents, The "spare-
part" torso in "The Stones" (C,,86-88) is pink, as is the
nurse in "The Tour" (CW,,62), herself a dummy who can
"bring the dead to life", As Russla yields to.Napoleon
in "Stings" so the body succumbs to death in "The Night
Dances" (A,,27-28), as the superficial "pink light" of
human warmth peels off, like skin,.and gives way to "the
black amnesias of heaven,'" The same process may be detected
at the end of "Fever 103", taking the form of an ASsumption
of the "acetylene/ Virgin"-who is |

Attended_by roses,

By kisses, by cherubim,

By whatever these pink things mean,

Not you, nor him

Not him, nor him

(My selves dissolving, 0ld whore petticoats)--

To Paradise,

(A.,59)

Finally, "Balloons" (A.,80-81) 1s a clever microcosmic por-
trayal of man's propensity to destroy the artificlial, super-
ficial structures of his own making, as the baby, already
displaying instinctively destructive tendencies, pops the
"funny pink" world of the plastic balloon,

'Purple', a colour Plath often uses as a verb, is
a grim intensification of 'red' especlally when assoclated o
with bleeding or brulsing., In "Electra on Azalea Path"jihe

purple ses alludes to the 'wine-dark' one of Homer, but it -
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1s a darkness coloured with the blood of Iphigenia for
Plath's Electra~persona, In "Moonrise" (C,,66-67), the
berries that "purple/ And bleed" offer little relief from
the bleak whiteness that pervades this poem, The choice
ls between palnful life or the anaesthetlsed sterility of
death, Lastly, 'purple' ig identified with the regular
bruising that time and experience inflict on the body and
on the psyche, as in "A Birthday Present":
0 adding machine -~
Is it Impossible for you to let something go and
have it go whole?

Must you stamp each plece in purple,

Must you kill what you can?
: (é’ 349'50)

Sylvia Plath also uses 'silver' and 'gold' frequent-
1y as part of her symbolie colour scheme, These colours
have the advantage of having clearly- defined associa~
tions with a qualitative value and a texture, but have
an equal dlsadvantage in belng less open to manipulation
because of the very precilse connofations they bear, The
preciousness of gold is however invegted with powerful
irony in "Mary's Song" (WT,,39) where the cherished "golden
chil@" shares its hue with the interior of the ovens that
incinerated the Nazl victims in the concentration camps.;;‘
The implicatlon is that even gold cannot retain an
untarnished symbollic value in the face of the degrading

horrors of twentieth~-century life, 'Gold' then is as



65

double~faced as any of the previously-considered colours:
1t may represent the iruly priceless value of the baby in
"Morning Song" (A,,1l), a "fat gold watch" as yet unsullied
by experience, or the deceptive glitter of the wedding-
ring in "The Couriers" (A,,12), now a symbol of "Lies
and a grief," Both "The Applicant" (A,,14-15) and "Lady
Lazarus" heighten the ironic contrast between the esteem
that gold is held in and what it hés come to symbolise,
Thus, in the former poem "gold" means, in terms of the
sort of marriage the 'applicant’ desires, fifty years of.
mindless servitude from his spouse, In the latter poem
the "gold filling" that is all that remains of value for
the slaughterers of the concentration-camp Jew is a
horrifying symbol of man's greed and viclousness:

So, Herr Inenmy,

I am your opus,

I am your valuable,

The pure gold baby

That melts to a shriek,
(A.,18)

Finally, gold's old associations with 'value' and its new
ones with 'pain' are knit in "Fever 103" as the patient,
suffering from a fever that intensifies her sense of her
own fragility and mortality, speaks ironically of ", ., .my
gold beaten skin/ Infinitely delicate and infinitely expen-
sive." (A.,59).

-

'Silver' is the lcy tranquility of moonlight on v
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water, an atimosphere that stimulates a strong death-wish
for the poet of "Lorelei" (C,,22-23), or it isra colour
latent in the calm of air that nevertheless conceals
death's harbingers in "Watercolour of Grantchester Meadows"
(g,,37—38j. The origins of Plath's use of 'silver' in
imagery seem 1in part to lie in a personal eXpePience of
her own., Ferhaps the ilntolerable nolse of a real silver-
factory gave rise to similar images that appear in both
"Night shift" (C.,11-12) and "Blackberrying" (CW,,24-25),
At any rate, the intractability of the metal and its
ability to reflect clearly when polished are universally
comprehensible attributes that Plath fits neatly Into
her symbolic scheme, Thus, in "Insomniac", the final
vision of urban desolation caused by human incommunica-
bility is founded on silver's reflecting quality: "And
everywhere people, eyes mica-silver and blank/ Are riding
to work in rows, as 1f recently brainwashed," (C¥,,22),

'Silver' has a certain ruthlessness&gﬁat is seen
in the poem "Mirror", the utter truth in the reflection
of the image of oneself the silvery surface of the mirror

provides, "

. « ounmisted by love and dislike" (CW,,52).
This ruthlessness, combined with the innately silent
guality of the colour (deriving perhaps from its associla-
tion with moonlight) can be seen in "Gigolo", Here the

utterly egoistical gigolo's self-description shows, in its

movement from ‘'gold' to 'silver' imagery, the linkage
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between extreme Narcissistic self-esteem and total extra=~
spection:

The tatile of my

Gold jJoints, my way of turning

Bltches to ripples of silver

Rolls out a carpet, a hush,

(WI.,14)
In "Getting There" the train wheels are fixed in their
vath and rhythm by "The silver leash of the will -~/ Inex-
orable" (A.,43), but the "will" here is not that of their
human creators, but that of Time, of which their speed is
merely a function, Time's ruthlessness is seen in its
appearence, "silver-suited for the occasion” in "A Birth-
day Present'" (4.,48-50), where 1t propels the mortal
towards death, measuring out each painful step in the
progression, In doing so, it dehumanises in depriving its
victim of will, Thus "The Munich Mannequins", zombie-like,
are "Orange lollies on silver sticks,/ Intolerablé, without
mind," (MT.,74).

In her later poetry at least, Sylvia Plath rarely
uses colour for an effect which goes no further than
enhancing a speclfic description. ¥When she desires a
comparatively neutral result, she 1s likely to employ
a relatively unemotive shade like 'magenta'’ or 'plum', or,
if a complex descriptive effect be required, to use a
compound colour, like the "Greeny-blue-black brocades"
of the mackerel in "Ocean 1212-w”.3211 the colours that

have been discuseged —-- the achromatic tones or shades of
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'white', ‘'black' and 'grey', the three 'primaries' 'blue',
'red' and 'yellow', the 'secondaries' 'green', 'pink',
'browvn' and 'purple' and the 'textured' chromatic metals
'gold' and 'sllver' -- are an integral part of a dense web
of symbols the exlistence of which has been hinted at earlier,
To fully appreciate Plath's symbolic usage, be it-con~
cerned with images based on colour or on other objects

or ldeas discussed in later chapters, each individual

image and symbol must be consider=ad in the context of all
the poetry, and as belng part of a cumulative effect, Each
image, when broken down into its simplest uﬁits, illuminates
another image in another poem which has corresponding

units, even though the two images' precise symbolic or
emotive function may be different, Through analysis of her
imagery, Sylvia Plath's own associlative processes as a
creative artist may have some light shed on them, and the
often apparently impenetirable centre of her meaning attalned,
gucceeding chapters will aim to unravel more of the highly

complex web she wove,
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IMAGERY RELATING TO THE HUMAN BODY

This chapter will explore Sylvlia Plath's usage of
imagery deriving from specific parts of'the human body, As
will become clear, this system of imagery relates very closely
to the one based on colour discussed in the previous chapter;
for Plath makes much of the identification of, for instance,
the colour red with 'blood’, 'heart', '‘mouth' or ‘'tongue’,
the colour white with 'bone! or 'eye', the colour black with
'pupil! (of the eye), and the colour pink with 'skin' or
'flesh!, Adjectives like 'bare' and 'bald', closely assoclated
with the physical appearance of the body, will also be briefly
considered as an important part of Plath's densely-woven web
of images, Filnally, the aim of this chapter is also to demon-
 strate how central the theme of death is to all of Plath's
poetry,

The prominence of imagery of a chromatic nature
gives a strong visual element to Plath's work, It is perheps
hardly surprising, then, that the 'eye', with all its symbolic*”
assoclations as the most important sensory organ, has the
principal place among the parts of the body that this chapter

is concerned with, In Sylvia Plath's early poems, an 'eye'! often

69
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o

appears as a symbol of an external menacef/bears a colour
that reinforces that menace, and seems to dominate the

vision of she who 1s threatened -- all perhaps symptomatic

of the poet's own almost obsessive concern with the visual,
In "Dream with Clamdiggers"lthe sinister figures from the
dreamer's past emerge at the poem's climax, and ". , .advance,
flint eyes fixed on murder.f The eyes of cats appear in two
early poems of the same year, as a "yellow glare" of the real
animals in "Ella Mason and her Eleven Cats"% and as a "yellow
gaze" of the metaphorical 'panther' in "Pursuit", TFor she
who beholds them, the eyes of these cats comblne danger and
sexual‘excitement, and she becomes a quarry stalked by a
hunter whose eyes seem to reflect @er own weakness and help-
lessness, So, for the panther's vietim in the latter poem,
her own eyes become "snarled thickets"; uselegs for the
purpose of concealment and disclosing her bewllderment and
lack of self-posseésion in contrast with the clarity of the

panther's stare,

In other early poems, the poet who sees herself as
failure or victim expresses herself through images of personal
visual difficulty, often comparing the distortion or cloudi-
ness of her own vislon with the penetrating clarity of
others', in which she fzels herself formulated, So death, in
"Circus in Three Rings", proves impossible to venquish, dis-
appearing like a magiclan "in a smoke that sears my eyes"

when he seems within reach, In "On the Difficulty of Con-
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juring up a Dryad" the poet's "threadbare eye" remains un-
illuninated despite her attempts to employ 1t to impose a
transcendént = order on perceptible reality, The poem suggzests
that the chaos that characterises thils reality may only be
contemplated fruitfully with the "ecold vision" of sober
objectivity, but even then the eye 1s still a prey to the
malevolent agents of chaos, So, in "The Beggars"? the mendi-
cants cannot be formulated by the "cold eye" of nightfall --
that 1s, the apparent lucidity of vislon granted to the
observer when the colourful dazzle of day lg reduced to the
monochromatic clarity of definition of the world by moon-
light, Invulnerable to what, in their "suffering-toughened"
state, they consider the spurious charity of the virtuous,
the beggars "Baffle the dark, the pitying eye". Their indiff-
erence to plty, furthermore, renders them invulnerable even
to time itself, having achieved in their degradation a total
indestructibility of will,

One of the best poems in The Colossus, "The Eye-lMote"

(C,,14-15), 18 a further development of the themes in these
earlier poems, The poet, half-blinded by the speck in her
eye that turns the visible world into "A melding of shapes",
dreams that she is Oedipus{ Her seml~blindness moves fromn

a literal to a metaphorical level as she reallises thaﬁ
lucidity of vision will never be restored to her, neither as
a part of the purgation her Oedipal sufferings may provide,

nor through the solace others may offer her:. "Heither tears
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nor the easing flush/ Of eyebaths can unseat the speck", The
vain she has experienced 1s simply that of life itself, the
indelible scars of an irredeemable past: "A place, a time
gone out of mind",

If the poet's own eyes are acutely suffering victims
of a hostile visible reality, then the eyes belonging to
others about her, menacing or blankly indifferent, serve
only to intensify the threat she feels, The gigantic figure
of her father in "The Colossus" (C.,20-21), another Oedipal «
poem, has "bald white tumuli" for eyes, an allusion to the
way thét Greek statuvary typically lacks the deplction of a
cornea, but also an image suggesting the terrifying blank-
ness of response she Teels while at her diminutive, ant-
like task, This indifference can also be seen in the "eye-
less" "Mushrooms" (C,,34-35) in their slow but ginister,
remorseless progress, Thils poem exhibits not only para-
noie but also the poet's aliemation from Fature, whose pro-
geny seem to lack the sensory channels of communication that
ought to typify a living thing, agd appear alien and threat-
eniﬁg. The feeling of paranoia E;vintensified in "The Dis-
guieting Muses" (C.,58-60). Here, the de Chirico mannequins
are "Mouthless, eyeless, wlth stitched bald head", and have
the role of sinister ghosts the memory can never exorcise,
part of the bad dreams of childhood that persist into adult~

hood, As has Dbeen seen in "The Colossus", 'baldness' connotes

more than just halrlessness, It is descriptive of a blank
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featurelessness that provides no relief for the eye that
beholds it, The eye, discovering no external form upon
which to play and in turn stimulate the imagination, finds
indifference instead or, worse, a reflecting surface that
forces 1t back on itself, making 1t contemplate 1ts own
enptiness, In Sylvia Plath's web of images, 'bald' is very
closely comnected to 'blank!, 'white' and 'mirror’',

Many other poems develop these ideas, In "The Sculp-
tor", the artist's skill is seen as his ability to givé
form and tanglbllity to the primordial terror»men feel when
confronted with the black nothingness that lies behind the
artifices of both man and Nature -- to embody that most
elemental fear in his sculvnture;

Our bodies flicker

Toward extinctlion in those eyes

Which, without him, were beggared

0f place, time, and their bodies,

(C.,79)
"Poem for a Birthday" (C.,80-88) is full of 'eye'-imagery,
The pumpkins that "have no eyes" in "Who" (C.,80) are a
further example of the poet's alienation from Nature,“&emon—
strated in an image whose prototypes are ihe orange dummy-
heads in de Chirico's 'Metaphysical' painting "The Dis-
quieting Muses”? In "Flute Notes from a Reedy Pond" the on-~
coming Winter 1s seen in another image of indifference;
"Hourly the eye of the sky enlarges its blank/ Dominion"
(€.,85). In "witch-Burning" (C.,85-36) the dead have ab-

normally large eyes, that is, eyes that threaten to engulf
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the onlooker in a similar fate, while in the spare-part
city of "The Stones" (C,,86-88) de Chirico mannequins are
blended with 'blind' Greek statuary in the "one stone eye"
that the Jewel-master attempts to pry open, The imagery
connected with eyes that Plath useg is similar in aim to
that of many of the Symbolist and Surrealist palnters --
witness, for example, Odilon Redon's many depictions of
disembodied eyeballs ~- and, perhaps, in 1ts bizarre juxta-
positions, 1s an imagery that derives more directiy thah has
hitherto been supposed from those painters' obsessive,
paranole visions, |

"Insomniac" (C¥,,21-22) is a glimpse into a distor-
ted perception viewed from the outside rather than through
o Tirst-person pérsona. Here a reciprocal bklankness is seen
between the internal viewpoint of the insomnliac himself and
the external world of ‘others', The insomniac's eyes are
"bald slots", ever-open and vulnerable, able only to per-
ceive the "eyes mica-silver and blank" of the urban populace
that surround him, The implication is that the eyes, trad-
1tionally ‘'mirrors of the soul', serve in this case only to
reflect the hopeless lack of communication between people,

9

and become testaments of a massive, universal indifference,

"widow" (CW,,38-39) alludes both to Oedipus' self-mutilation
10

and Gloucester's fate in King Lear im a simile that might be

described as ‘'incestuous', The fires of self-martyrdom with

which the widow racks her soul are described as those "That
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will put her heart out like an only eye." The image is
Yincestuous' because, by means of a deliberate (but effect-
ive) Infringement of the rules that govern the use of fig-
urative language, two things -- 'heart' and ‘'eye' -- are
likened to each other that both come from the same group
of images, in thls case the group deriving from the human
body. The effect of this simile is to elevate the “eye’; or
the visual perception of reality, to a central, or ‘'heart'-
like place of importance in the hierarchy of pain £hat runsg
through all levels of exlstence for Plath, The allusion to
the culminating points in the tragedies of Gloucester and
Oedipus that lles at the centre of this simile serves to

lend added authority for this elevation of the 'eye', Lastly,

of the transitlonal poems of Crossing the Water, " rror!
(CW,,52) provides the most elaborate variations on the re-
flecting properties of the eye, The mirror itself is "The
eye of a little god", presenting an image perfectly true to
the reflected object as God made man in his own image, The
mirror disclalms cruelty, belng merely passive, but its very
passivity seems a terrifying indifference to those who,
looking into 1t, see death relentlessly steal upon them,.

Plath's later poetry, while often reinforcing already
established associative links, moves occasionally in a more
hopeful directlon while still emphasisling the centrality of
the eye and the visual world, In "Child", the infant is

addressed by the mother:
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Your clear eye 1s the one absolutely beautiful

thing, . ..
Stalk without wrinkle, T
Pool In which images
Should be grand and classical, , ..
(T, ,12)

Here, the hope 1s expressed that salvation may possibly be
found in the world of wvisual objects, The child, if allowed
to expsrience the appropriate visual stimull, could not
only avold developing the blank "eyeholes" of the "super-
people" in "Brasilia" (WT,,13), where the future of humanity
seems to demand a denial of all men's characteristically
human gqualitlies, but also avoid the misery that comes from
man's burden of knowledge, in hils awareness of the star=
less, unrelleved void underlying all things. In "The Courage
of Shutting-Up", however, self-destruction 1s offered as
the only relief from the eyes' malevolence, Here the incant-
atory, triple repetition that is a characterlgtic of the
style of the later poetry 1s used to emphasise the import-
ance of the sensory organs that form the theme of this poem's
culminating stanzas:

But how about the eyes, the eyes, the eyes?

Mirrors can kill and talk, they are terrible rooms

In which a torture goes on one can only watch,

(Wr. ,20)

Eyebeams are seen as "death rays" that kill themselves and
others, and only in death 1tself is their force spenf.

In "The Applicant" (A,,14=15), in the tone of men-
acing gaietj:often found in the poems of Ariel, the terrible

indifference that pervades interpersonal relstionships == in
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thils case, that between husband and wife -- 1s expressed
through an extension of the lmagery deriving from dummies

that haunts the poems of The Colossus, The association of

'eye' with 'mirror' to emphasise that organ's properties of
reflection or internallisation rather than 1lts powers of
communication is seen when the applicant is told, "You
have an eye, 1ts an image”, the "it" being his wife, not

a person in her mindless servitude but a mere reflection
of her husband's desire,

The patient in “Tulips" (A,,20-22) describes her
head, betwsen the pillow and the sheet of her hospital bed,‘
as belng like "an eye between two white lids that will not
gshut", a simile that draws together the lmagery of "Insom-

niac" (and the insomnia-imagery of The Bell Jar) and the

Juxtaposition of 'black' and 'white' discussed in Chapter
II. Moreover, in that 1t llkens a head to an eye, the
simile 1s another ‘'incestuous' one of the sort already seen
in “Widow", It may also be noted that in "Tulips", ‘eye' and
'I' have become almost synonymous, as the"eye‘ of the
speaker, remaining obsesslively open, becomés the central
focus of the pain of experience, This pain is disembodied in
"Ariel" (A.,36-3T7) as “, . .the red/ Eye, the cauldron of
morning“; into which the poet makes her headlong, sulcidal
dash; héping thus to escape thls burning, cyclopean menace,
In "“Death & Co," (A.,38-39), the cornea-~less

) . 12
gubjects of the paintings of Wllllam Blake provide a proto-
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type for one of the two personifications of death described
in the poem, The ‘eyeless' partner is he who 1s overtly
destructive, the unsubtle, visible aspect of death that
stimulates the instinct of self-preservation, Death's

true subtlety may be seen in its employment of the power

of eyes to deceive, In "The Moon and the Yew Tree" (A,,47)
the "mlld eyes" of the saints’' efflgles are, ironically,
mere shows of ienderness‘to the afflicted soul, The terrible
truth lies in the face of the moon, no paintéd idol but
"pald and wild"“, having "the O-gape of complete despair",
The message of the eye ié death, It may be the threat of

the dead snake's eye in "Medallion" (C.,61-62) that arouses
the fear of death in the beholder, or it may be the "loneli=-
ness" innate in the "counterfeit" éobra's eye in "Totem"
(A.,76=TT7) -- a poemrwhose illusory exits '"Multiplied in
the eyes of the flies" all ultimately end at the same place ==~
that seems to confirm death's dominion over all things, As
ever, Sylvia Plath offers the choice between the "lonell-
ness" of eternal oblivion or the insupportable pain of the
world, temporary though it may be, The eye, the organ of

the cardinal sense, 1s as such most acutely able to per- Vﬁ'
ceive death's omnipresence, It thus becomes a focus of pain,
infliecting and recelving it with equal intensity, As a
mirror, the eye enables lts sustalning organism to visuvale
ise this pain and to give it greater immedilacy, but never to

support 1t, The unceasingly tortured prey to illusion, the
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eye seeks but finds no relief in other eyes, finding in them

only reflections of its own blankness, 1lndlfference or menace,
As the 'eye' 1s linked to 'black' and 'white', so

the 'mouth' is to 'red', although as the eye has 1ts pupil,

so the mouth has its interlor darkness, 'Mouth'-imagery '

receives 1its most complete development very late in Plath's

work, though two of lts chief functions may be seen in a

pelr of poems from The Colossus, "I Want, I Want" (C,,36)

and "Strumpet Song" (C.,51). In the former, the 'mouth' is
a symbol of need and demand (especlally when associated
with a baby) that is perhaps more passive than a 'hook',
but quite as exigent, In the latter, 1t 1s a symbol of
female sexuality that may be, as here, "mede to do violencey
on", or, as in "The Beekeeper's Déﬁghter“ (C.,75) can
become "A frult that's death to taste”, As 'death-fruit',
the 'mouth' becomes a part of a Lady Lazarus-like threat
to potentlial lovers born of one whose sexual desires are
exclusively Oedlpal in nature, One may perhaps detecti here
Plath's indebtedness to essential Freudian symbolism, v

- It is in “Who" (C,,80-81) that ‘'mouth'-imagery
recelves its first exbansion. The poem, written on the
occasion of the poet's birthday, speaks of October, month
of decay, as a "Mothér", to whom "I am all mouth", that is,
a dependent child. Later in the poem, the poet as 'consumer'

desires to be consumed in turn by this “Mother", to find

13 : v
rolief from the "othernegs" her birth made her heir to,
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The image of this “Mothér" as ", , .the one mouth/ I would
be & tongue to" derives from the poet's memory of the mouth-
like, "utterly lovely'" flowers of her childhood, Her identi-
ficatlon with these flowers 1s both sexual and emotional,
because the "Purple and red mouths", reminiscent of wounds,
imply a shared pain, She wishes to be reabsorbed into
these 'mouths', a yearning for death that is simultaneously ¥
a desire to return to the womb of her mother, The poem that
follows "Who" in the "Poem for a Birthday" sequence, "Dark
House" (g.,81u82), takes the form of a vision in utero, a
land of "All-mouth" who is at once the poet's own embryonic
child and the poet herself, imagining herself within the
warmth and securltiy of her owvam mother's womb, The last three
parts of the sequence reinforce thé assoclations between
'mother' and ‘'mouth', culminating in “The Stones" (C,,86-88)
vhere the 'mother/mouth' betrays the foetus that sucks at
“the raps of darkness" by delivering it into the "after-
hell" of the spare-part city, h '

The auto-erotlc potential of the mouth 1s disturb-
ingly reallsed in "Gigolo" (¥T.,l14-15), where, instead of
being used for lnterpersonal contact, 1t merely serves to
indicate the narclssistlic ecstacy of the glgolo, an ecstacy
the reader is invited to associate with blasphemy:

My mouth sags,

The mouth of Christ :

When my engine reaches the end of 1t

The gigolo's partner becomes & mirror to intensify his self-
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complecency, In "Childless Woman" (WT,,16), the quality of
‘redness links menstrual blood and the "mouths of corpses"
that haunt the speaker in her barrenneés. The "mouths" here
are to be assoclated with the womb, "corpse"-like in its
sterility. In "The Rabbit Catcher" (¥WI,,25), the speaker's
mouth is gagged by the wind ( a similar image appears in
"Finisterre" (CW,,15-16)) but there are strong undertones
of rape,~~- "It was a place of force" -- a theme full of
erotic fascination for Plath since the early poems "Pursuit"l4
and "Complaint of the Crazed Queen",'and one always closely
allied to death, In "Three VWomen" (WT,,40-52), the Second

voice seems obsessed with mouths, To explain her miscarriage,

she invents a doppelganger whose "mouth is red" and who is

“thé vampire of us all" (WT,,45) and who will "eat" men,
ilike Lady Lazarus), for having sexually abused her, She
describes her barrenness in imagery that fuses the moon,
rape, and a painful gynaecological operation:

I feel 1t enter me, cold, allen, llke an lnstrument,

And that mad, hard face at the end of it, that O-mouth

Open in lts gape of perpetual grieving,

(W, ,46)

Finally, free from the hospltal, she merges with her double
and becomes sexually avalilable again: a tentativé affirm-
ation is offered in her resolution to continue her exist~
ence despite her interior 'deformity': "I draw on the old
mouth./ The red mouth I put by with my identity"(WT.,48).

‘ In Ariel, much the same development takes place in
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few poems that celebrate unsullied infancy, 'mouth' becomes
assoclated with that'quality of innocence, like the baby's
mouth in "Morning Song" (A,,11) that opens "clean as a
cat's", Otherwise, there 1s an intensification of the neg=
ative coﬁnotations of the word, seen especially in the
'flower' poems, In "Tulips" (A,,20-22) the vivid blooms,
becoming quasi-animate and hostile in the distorted per-
ception of the patient, "eat my oxygmen": it is as if thelr
red colour 1s & result of having consumed the life~blood of
their victim, leaving her dead white and helpless to pre-
vent the tulips' complete assimilation of her body as they
open "like the mouth of some great African cat", “Poppies
in October" (A,,29) is a poem in a different mood, and here
the "late mouths" of the flowers do not consume but "ery
open“ in a painful but ecstatic act of defiance to the dylng
year; "Popples in July" (A.,82) returns to the mood of
"rylips®, Here the flowers are as mouths "just bloodled"
and as such reflect the now intolerable paln of existence
as well as the almost erotic craving for oblivion or
death as a release from that pain, as the speaker, address~
ing them as traditional symbols of oblivion, expresées the
wish, "If my mouth could marry & hurt like thatl”

The final image in "Berck-Plage" (A,,30-35) is that
of a "naked mouth" belonging to a corpsé,va mouth whose

still-red lips form the solitary contrast, with thelr lurld
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colouring, to the white flesh of the body and the black
apparel of the mourners, This mouth is no more than a "hole"
however, symbolic of the Impossibllity of resuscitation:

Six round black hats in the grass and a lozenge

of wood,

And a naked mouth, red and awkward,

For a2 minute the sky pours into the hole llke plasma,

There is no hope, it ls glven up.

‘ (A.,35)

The "naked" appearance of the mouth gives it associations
with'(female) sexual vulnerability and 1nexperienc§, rein=-
forced by the adjective "awkward", As a "hole" which is
"ped" it is also a'wound' that recelves the "plasma" of the
sky, but in vain, for this mouth is a product of Death who
employs it as a gign that all hope has departed and his
victory is complete, The image is the result of an apprehen-
sive but still overwhelmingly strong sensual craving for
death on the part of the poet that she superimposes upon
essentially neutral evidence of its leavings. In "Ariel"
(A,,36-37), the “Nigger-eye/ Berries" with their "Black
sweet blood mouthfuls" are surely an allusion to "Joy's
grape" 6f Keats' 'Ode on Meiancholy?%éln both poems, the
mouth's function is.to embrace the éenéual'taste of death 1
and ié a climactic sensory experience beyond anything a
more life-affirming force can provide (but see footnotelé).
In “"The Rival" (A,,53) is a similar ‘moon'/'mouth' image

to that quoted from “Three Women" on page 81, Here 1is a

wide~mouthed expression of total grief and despair, devold
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of the 'redness' that characterises the mouth in its erotic
and 'woundlike' roles, Finally, in “Paralytic" (4,,78-79)
17

& half-allusion to Arliel's song in The Tempest gives

another variation to lmagery based on the mouths of corpses:
the paralytic's wife is “dead and flat" in the photograph,
her mouth "full of pearls", and these teeth, in their white-
ness, become a symbol of the paralytic's inner deadness and
despalr, a revelation of his relationship to the visible
world, |

Three other parts of the body are very closely
connected to 'mouth' in Sylvia Plath's web of images;
'blood', ‘heart' and 'wound', All share the quality of
'redness' already noted in discussion of the 'flower' poems
in Ariel, In Piath's early poetry, the presence of two or
more words from this group within a single poem occurs
regularly, suggesting that the assoclative connections were
already present in embryo, 1f more subconsclously employed
than in later work, Thua, for example, the presence of
'heart', 'wound' and other basic 'red' symbols may be
noted in the 1955 poem "Cirecus in Three Rings", In The
Colossug a fully~consciéus pattern has begun to emerge,
"Night Shift" (C.,11) introduces the insistent heartbeat
that runs like a refrain throughout Plath's work -- the
triple pulsing beat of "I am I am I am” bj which the organ-
ism asserts its determihétion'to prolong 1ts existence.lgln

"All the Dead Dears" (C,,27-28) the dead are vamplre-like,
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determined to change living ‘red' to deathly 'white' in
order to prove the kinship of all mortals as subjects of
the tyrant Death, So, the poet feels the dead woman's
skeleton will ", , ,suek/ Blood and whistle my marrow
elean/ To prove it", while in "Ouija® (C,,52-53) the pale
"unborn" and "undone" are hungry for "the blood-heat that
would ruddle or reclain,

In "The Surgeon at 2 a,m," (CW,,48-49) the patient's
heart is "a red-bell-bloom" .and his blood a "éunset" and

here, as 1in other poems 1in Crossing the Watef, ma.y Ee seen

the seeds of the 'blood'/'flower' imagery in Ariel, As a
"sunset" or a bleeding to whiteness, the imagery is already
heavily»shadowed with assoclations with death ("Apprehen-
sions" (CW,,57) is another good example of this), The
heart's dogged, rhythmic beat 1s the only answer offered

in reply to the great, metaphysichdl- questions about the
nature of existence posed in "Mystic" (WE,,26-27): "The sun
blooms, 1t is a geranium?? The heart has not stopped." In
these two lines the complexity of the relatiénships bétween
the images (still linked by 'red') begins to reveal itself,
Here 1s a sunset (with its assocliations with death); "blooms"
with their links to red flowers (the geranium) and thus to
vegetative or involuntary growth that occurs despitevthe
mind's death-wlsh; and the whole coloured with blood and
moving to a rhythm for which both the sun and the heartbeat

provide symbols, "Mystic" is a rejection of a religion or
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philosophy based on the intellect as a sultable means of
explalning the purpose of existence, It finds a justifica-
tlon of life's paln in the mysterlous unity in which all
the quintessentlal phenomena of existence seem to harmon-
ise, In one way, all Plath's imagery 1s employed to explore
this unlty, and is an often almost obsessive drawing of
parallels and connectlons betiween the most elemental sym-~
bols language provides in order to weave a2 single web,

In the poems of Ariel the angulsh of exisience
rises to the forefront, but from'thé;reléntless’rhythm‘of
the heart in its mindless persistence, there arises the
promise of an ecstatic transcendence, While in "Getting
.There" (A, ,4%-44) the wounded men are "Pumped ahead by
these‘pistons, this blood, ., ." into ever-increasing agony
like a train "Insane for the destination,/ The bloodspot',
in "Ariel" (A,,36-37) there is a sensual delight and a
wilfulnesé in the poet's total abandonment to the drive
towards an inevitable destruction, It is a feeling most
clearly expressed in “Years", where the hoofbeats of the
horse Ariel are transformed into the heartbeats of one in
a partly sexual, partly spiritual climactic experience, one
that might be described in Freudian terms as an ultimate
fusion of Eros and Thanatos:

What I love 1is

The piston in motion ==

My soul dies before it,

And the hooves of the horses,
* Their merciless churn, - (A, ,73)
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“Daddy" (4,,54~56) represents a return to the

vampirewfigures of The Colossus, although here the character-

istic colour of the pufsuing demon 1is black rather than
white, Eros and Thanatos are still very closely linked, for
the "black man who/ Bit my pretty red heart in two" was
clearly performing a kind of rape that seeks the cémplete
emotional enslavement of the victim, a defloration that
slew her independence, This macabre poem has been much
analysed for its psychological implications (especially
those relating to sado-masochistic dependency) and pralsed
for the originality of 1ts mode of expression, having a
tone of manic galety and the form of a gruesome nursery-
rhyme, The fundamental key to its success as a work of art, .
however, lies in Plath's refinement of her imagery down to
elementals, She marries & visually preclise serles of 1lmages
(thap have the archetypal impact of one of the more horrific
Germanic falry~tales) to a wonderfully apposite poetic
vehicle,

Other parts of the body are used as ﬁhe bagis for
imagery by Plath, if less consistently, 'Bone' and 'skull',
with their traditlonal symbolic assoclations with death,
_have a centrai place in this area of her web of imagery,
Thelr colour is 'white'!, the colour of physical death'and
bloodlessnsss (see Chapter III), In "The Colossus" (C,,20-
21), the "{mmense skullwplatés" and the "fluted bones" of

the monstrous figure of the dead father are more than Just
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the lnevitable testament of death's legacy, They are part

of the Graeco~Roman allusion in the poem, a range that
includes Electra, Agamemnon, the Roman Forum, the Colossus
of Rhodes and "fluted" Greek columns, The whole provides a
picture of the irretrievable physical destruction of the
past and also reveals the threat to the present that such

memories of greatness represent, For the decline of past

might is a perpetual memento mori to the beholder, Bones
provide a similar reminder of the fragility of huménity's
grip on life in “Two Views of a Cadaver Room" (C.,10), in
“All the Dead Dears" (C,,27-28), and in "Point Shirley"
(¢c.,24-25), where they have become the obsessive play--
things of the sea, Sylvia Plath's affinltlies for the Eliza-
bethan and Jacobean dramatists have already been hinted at
in Chapter I, as they were revealed in the style of part of
“All the Dead Dears", In the more Gothic of the poems of

The Colossus, skulls or bones as the conventional apparatus

for dramatic treatment of death appear frequently as
testaments to this affinity, Hence, in "The Ghost's Leave-
taking" (C,,39-~40), man is portrayed as a "dreaming skull",
while in “Full Fathom Five" (C,,46-47) skulls form the low-
est 1ayeern the sea—bedé a metaphor for the deepest part
of the unconscious mind, '

“Moonrise" elucidates the comnections between 'bone',

‘white'! and death; the moon, as Lucina its goddess, pro-

ﬁiding the necessary linkage:
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e « sbony mother, labouring
Among the socketed whlte stars, your face
Of candour pares white flesh to the white bone,

(C.,07)
In later poetry, however, the more excessive Gothlicisms
connected with 'bone'-imagery are dropped and new colnages
made, Thus, Nature in "Wuthering Heights' (C¥.,11-12) seems
to demand an absorption, a sacrifice of indlvidual exist-
ence in order to come torterms with the elemental forces
at work in the landscape, Here on the Brontes' moor the
death~urge is strong, and the very roots of the heather
seem "to invite/ Me to whiten my bones among them”, As the
sheeps:' eyes on the moor seem entrances into a univefsal
darkneés, so the world of the "“Insomniac" (CW,,21) 1s filled
with "A bonewhite light, like death, behind all things" --
& symptom of sleeplessness being a distorted perspective
that here transforms the darkness of true oblivion into
its chromatic opposite, the terrifying whiteness of phys-
ical death and of exposed bone that offers no solace to the
mortal bpeholder,

In "Sheep in Fog" (A.,13) the speaker's bones have
become an organ able to brovide profound insight (as in the
idiom 'to feel something in one's bones'), but what is felt
is an intimation of death, Tt is as if the “stillness" of
the bones reflect the larger deadness of the vold, Ironic-
ally, however, in "A Birthday Present" (A,,48«50), the poet

would welcome a gift of bones, For her, their whiteness
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would be precious like a "pearl button" because of their
innaté quality of peace in a death alréady achleved, On the.
other hand the knife, as a potential sulclde weapon, offers
only the terrible challenge of pain, In Plath's later '
poetry, ‘'bone' seems to lose 1ts potency for the poet as a
symbol for death, She seems to find bone too static, too
tanglible a presence to invoke the combination of horror

and urgent desirability that the ldea of death has become
for her -- for death becomes increasingly the chief inspir-
ation behlind her poems and the kinetle force running through
them, Thus, the “durable whiteness" of "Electra on Azalea
Path"egs the blankness behind the mind itself rather than
the ﬁrosaic remains of the body that are transient as:the
snow that covers the landscape, In "Daddy", "the bones don't
do" (A,,55), for they lack emotional contént: the daughter
finds it necessary to construct a “model" in order to give
her desire meaning, Finally, the statilc ﬁranquility of the
dead woman in "Edge" (A.,85) is reflected in the face of

the moon, who, devoid of ner characteristically agonised

. expression, now merely ", , .stares from her hood of bone,/
She is used to this sort of thing", 'Bone', the traditional
symbol of death, has been turned By Plath into an almost
comforting image of dearly-achieved restfulness, freé from
the worst pain, that inflicted in the course of life,

The tongue first makes its appeargnce in "The

Colossus" (C.,20-21) in an image more grotesque than it may
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geem at first sight, In the last stanza the tiny figure of
the daughter, crawling over the face of-the dead glant,
watches as "The sun rises under the pilllar of your tongue",
'"Tongue' would normally be linked by the colour red to the
'plood'/'heart'/‘'mouth' group of images, Here héwever the
éolossus' tongueAis white, assoclated with the Greek ruins
through the word “pillar", and is the tongue of a dead man,
that the rising sun, staining 1t red, can only glve the
illusion of 1ife, The very lifelessﬁess of this tonéue,

(for the tongue is one of the most mobile and life-asserting
of organs in the living) suggests that all hope must be
abandoned, that the daughter's self-ordained task of rehab-
1litation is futile, Another deag}tongue of significgﬁ?e is
that of the snake in "Medallion" which 1is an "arrow" (C.,6L) ,
once full of deadly motlon and purpose, but now betraylng its
recent demlse in its "rose" colour, a faded form of red,

The living tongue may also be an active agent of
death, In "The Burnt-Out Spa" (C,,77-78) the wreck of the old
builldings (pefsonified as the corpse of an "old beast") is
belng assimilated by natural forces, embodied in the "little
weeds" that ", , ,insinuate/ Soft suede tongues between his
bones", Here the contrast is made between both texture and
relative movement, between the soft, sinister progression
of the living grass and the inertia of the 'dead' building's

skeleton, In "Maenad" (here closely alllied to "mouth '~

imagery) the ﬁongue isdseen as an agent of the omnivérous
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geason, for the poet views the month of her birthday as one
that seems to involve a desire (concomitant with the aut- '
umnal waning of Nature) to surrender to the inevitable
processes of decline, be reabsorbed wlithin the earth, and
awailt, in the 'womb' of this 'Mother', a possible rebirth:

This month is fit for little,

The dead ripen in the grapeleaves,

A red tongue is among us,

(¢.,83)

In "wWiteh Burning", the "red tongues" (¢,,86) are those of
flaﬁe, which, beafing the colour of life and pain, will
"teach the truth" to the witch on the pyre, The imagery is
reversed, however, in "Leaving Early" (CW,,33-34) as the
poet's corpse-persona finds his tongue wooden and helpless
to avoid being "swamped by flowers" =-- the funeral-offerings
that will gain their nourishment at the expense of his body,

Plath offers a great variation of texture in her
imagery based on the tongue, The organ may be wooden, stone-
like or rigid in death, or when living may be “suede" or
even "chenille" as in "Eavesdropper"ggnd an organ obscene
in both appearence and purpose, for the poem's subject
sports a ‘“little whore tongue", In "The Courage of Shutting-
up" (ﬂg,,20-2l) the tongue is described as a dangerous
instrﬂmﬁﬁ@,au "antique billhook" that grapples attention to
itself, heedless of the pain it causes and "purple" with

1ndignation.'1t is also an active element of the mind‘s

self«laceratihg potential, inoperative only in death, In
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"Tulips" the flowers are "sudden tongues" (A,,21) that
unsettle the 'white' peace of the patienf with their lurid
redness, a colour related to both the pain of. fire and the
impositlion of a loud noise upon silence, As an unwelcome
clamour, ‘'tongues' appear in "“The Moon and the Yew Tree"
(A,,47) as the church-bells that "startle the sky" --
unwelcome to the poet because they gseem to make a crass and
futile attempt to find affirmation in what is to her patently
utter negation, In "Daddy" also the tongue when producing
sounds proves dangerously‘refractory:

I never could talk to you,
The tongue stuck in my Jaw,

It stuck in a barb wire snare,
Ich, ich, ich, ich,

I could hardly speak,
(A, ,54)

The tongue thus becomes the agent of the self-destructive
forces in the self ("Ich") which betray their sustaining
organism, The association of the image with 'self' and
'body' renders the "tongues" of the hell-flames inadequate
to eradicate the sins of the sufferer in "Fever 103" (A,,58-
59) ~= a greater, non-corporeal "acetylene" heat 1s‘required
before the final transfiguration may take place and the
purged sinner be elevated to "Paradise",

The final series of images based on the human body
to be considered will be that concerned with ‘flesh', 'skin'
and ‘scar', “"Moonrise" (C,,66-67) shows that for Pléth, the

characteristic colour associated with 'flesh' is 'wnite', and



94

it is a sort of papery substance, Upon it is written time's
painful message, the "blotch, dint, scar/ Struck by each
dour year" of "Strumpet Song" (C,,51). In "Parliament Hill
Flelds" (CW,,l9-20) the baleful 1ight of the moon is like
"the skin seaming a scar', a white, thin light that causes
the bltter happiness of the New Year's Day to evaporate, It
is as 1f the angle of the méonlight allows barely-~hidden
traumas to rise to the surface of the mind as illuminated
scar-tissue, For the "Widow", her dead husband's letters
used to be a sustaining shiéld of love, giving warmth
. o olike & live skin,/ But it is she who is paper ﬁow,
varmed by no-one" (CW,,38), Her dead, white skin is cold
and vulnerable, éssociatihg her with the "immortal blenk-
ness between the stars", This dead skin peels, but for
Plath the layers underneath are of no: more hopeful. a colour,
Thus, the peeling skin of the patient in "In Plaster" (cu.,
30-32) 1is a metaphor for the death-wish expressed by.the
Other Self in that poem, the one who wishes to be "absolutely
white", In "Amnesiac"?6however, the "0ld Happenings" that
“"Peel from his skin" are the memories that made up the
amnesiac'’s former personality, without which he has nothing
to stop his decline towards a 'white', 'blank' death,

In "Lady Lazarus" (é,,16—19)-is_the culmination
of this particular group‘of images, The speaker, (her name
alludes to both leprosy and resurrection), unites all the

tribulations of the flesh in her sufferings: she describes
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herself as merely “skin and bone", an idlom representing
the fragllity of mankind's existénce. She calls her revival
after her falled sulcide attempts "A sort of walking miracle,
my skin/ Bright as a Nazi lampshadé?, a grisly image that
refers to the lampshades the Nazis made from the skins of
concentration-camp Jews -~ in both cases the skin has a deathly
whiteness that is the only visible trace of the pain that
caused the colour, It is like the skin of Lazarus' corpse,
decayed by his disease and by death, before hils resurrec-
tion?7leprous-white “"flesh/ The grave cave ate", But Lady
Lazarus will not accept her pain meekly, nor go happlly
into white oblivion: "There is a charge/ For the eyeing of
my scars"”, This "iarge charge" is her own vengeful resurr-
ection as Nemesis, no longer ﬂampered by the lineaments of
mortality: “Flesh, bone, there is nothing there, ., . ",
nothing but the remains of the annihilated Jews (soap, gold
fillings), symbols of a transcended horror and pain as well
as the worthlessness in which man holds the life of others,
Throughouf Ariel there 1s a close correlation
between the 'flesh'/'skin' group of images and the colour
white, with all its previously-discussed connotations, The
wound in “Cut" (A,,23-24), as the red blood forsakes 1it,
becomes a>symﬁol of a confrontation with death as the thumb
turns "Dead white", a physical reflection of the “papery

feeling" that indicates death's tightening hold on an organ-

ism, In "The Night Dances® (é;,27w28) the child's breath

-
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forms a defence against the "black amneslas of heaven",
smelling of lilies -~ whose actual “flesh" (petals), how-
ever, _

e o ebears no relation,
Cold folds of ego, the calla,

And the tiger, embellishing ltself--
Spots, and a spread of hot petals,
(A.,27)

Manifestations of real human warmth, it ls implied, are all
quite ephemeral and, ‘skinlike', peel off into the void, In
“Getting There® there is & craving for death as a trans-
cendence or release already seen in such poems as "Lady
Lazarus” and "Ariel®, In this poem the need is a.physical
one, a desire‘for the gort of 'purity'! previously eipressed
in "The Eye-Mote" (C,,l4-15), a purlty that only death seems
ab;e to provide:ﬂ -

And I, stepping from this skin
Of old bandages, boredoms, old faces

Step to you from the black ecar of Lethe,
Pure as a baby,
(A.,24)

The image here is derived from the fact that a snake is
able to slough off its skin, but the replacement or renewal
of merely superficial surfaces acts as a symbol for a much
more profound transmutatlion,

Across the surface of the skin, a scar forms a
vlisible and ineradicable reminder of the pain that inflicted
it, ‘'Scar'-imagery has probably a very personal significance

for Syivia Plath, Nancy Hunter Steiner recounts that her
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unsuccessful sulclde attempt at the age of twenty had left
Plath with a "deep brown scar Jutting across one cheekbone”.28
It is perhapsﬁthis scar that is reflected in the blade of

the knife, that potential instrument of sulcide, in "A
Birthday Present", by way of & macabre annunciation:‘“ls

this the elect one, the one with black eye-plts and a

scar?" (A.,48).

) Every recurrent image Sylvia Plath uses has mult-
lple reverberations. For the sake of conclseness, some of
these must be 1lgnored, It 1s necessary to point out, how=-
ever, that images based on other parts of the humen anatomy
have as integral.if not as central a part in Plath's web as
the ones discussed 1in detall, By way of a brief example,
when the poet, speaking through thé patient in “Tulips"
says, "And I have no face, I have wanted to efface myself"
(A.,21), the master-image is still that of the de Chirico
dummy, the associated adjectives still 'bald' and 'blank'’
despite the fact that in "face', a different, less commonly-
employed bodlly image appears.-Moreover, death 1s as implicit
in this 'face'-image as it is in, for example, the "hands" of
the patient in the same poem, white as the hospltal walls*--
hands that have become "dead stringencies" for the horse-
woman of "Ariel® (ﬁ.,Bé), )

Similariy, a brief survey of adjectlives derived from

bodily phenomena reveals that they too demonstrate an

equivalent integration within Plath's web of images, The
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epithets 'bald' and 'blank' have already been discussed, A
trio 6f adjectlves have much in common with them and with
each other: ‘bare', 'naked' and 'nude', The bare feet of

the dead woman in "Edge" (A.,85) speak of her as having
arrived at death aé at %hé end of a jJjourney, an objective
attained, Again, in "Tulips", the speaker relates: "They
have swabbed me clear of mylloving assocliations,/ Scared
and bare on the green plastic-pillowed trolley” (A,,20),
Here, "clear" and "bare" are both identified with the white-
ness of death, in that both imply an object devoid of diste
inguishing features or emotions, Both the subject of "The
Applicant" (A.,14-15) and his doll-wife are "naked" at the
start (she is "naked as paper”, which is both 'white' and
‘thin'), but both are ultimately to be clothed in death's
black apparel, The victim in "lhe Bee Meeting" is "nude as

a chicken neck" (A,,60), plucked of mortal plumage in pre-
paration for death, Here death has taken the lover's role,
and the body 1s stripped not for sexual encounter but for
sacrifice, Plath makes little distinction between ‘naked’
and 'nude' of the sort made by Robert Graves?gfor to her the
body divested of clothing becomes in.any- context simply

more demonstrative of human vulnerability to the one implac-
able adversary, death, The "White/ Godiva" of "Ariel” (A.,36-
37) implies that 1t were better, then, to meet death as if one
were greeting a lover, énd to be responsible for one's own

unclothing and motion towards it, rather than let 1t steal
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upon one unawares,

| Some of Plath's adjectival oppositions are also
highly significant; of which perhaps 'fat' agalinst ‘thin'
or 'flat' is the most notable, "The Thin People" (C,,350-32)
are those who destroy llfe by making ii a8 insubstantlal and
attenuated as themselves -- agents of lovelessness and
death who haunt bad dreams, On the other hand, the baby in
"Morning Song" has in his rotundity a2 testament to the
forces of life and optimism: "Love set you going 1ike a
fat gold watch® (A,,11), 'Flatness' is a quality that
typifies barrehness, ag opposed to the fullness of preg-
nancy and motherhood. This may be seen in "Elm" (A,,25-26)
vhere the moon, a symbol Plath often uses for unproductive
womanhood because of 1ts white, blank appearance and lts
assoclation with the virgin goddess Artemis (or Diana or
Lucina)?gs aggociated with the rhythmically released ova of
the meﬁstrual cycle, betokening infertility: "I let her go,
I lLet her go/ Diminished and.flat, as after radical surgery,"
(A.,26).

-~

This chapter has been concerned witﬁ imagery and
symbolisﬁ relating directly or indirectly to the human
body, which 1s 1In itself a suitable source for the very
basic, one might say archetypal, physical procesées at the
root of Plath's poetry, It has been said that a woman 1is
more directly aware of her physical processes and thelr

accompanying pain -- in puberty, menstruation, defloration,
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childblrth,menopause and so on, On the other hand, a poet
1likse Emily Dickinson used a wholly different, far more
cerebral approach to the expression of anguish, What 1=a
more, the so-called Confessional school of poetry was, as
Sylvia Plath herself recognised, founded by a man:
I've been very excited by what I feel is the new
breakthrough that came with, say, Robert Lowell's
Life Studies, this intense breakthrough into very

personal, emotional experience which I feel has
been partly taboo, , ,.51

Probably the prominence of imagery relating to the body is
partly the result of female body-consclousness, partly the
agsoclation of physical pain with mental suffering (for the
sake of creating more intense analogles), and partly the

centrality of death as a thematlc obsesslon -<- the fascina-

tlon Plath found in both bodily rand mental dislntegration,



IMAGERY RELATING TO 'OTHERS'

The aim of this final chapter is to consider Sylvia
Plath's ugse of imagery derived not from her own sense-percep=
tion nor from the human body but from external beings and
their symbolic functions, These lmages fall into several
groups, each of which is as closely linked in her assocla~
tive web as are, for example, the parts of the body discussed
in the previous chapter, The first group contains images
derived from family relatlionships, The poet hersgelf often
switches personze, and may appear as elther 'daughter',
'wife' or 'mother‘', Analysis will be made not only of these
female roles but also of thelr male counterparts, 'father',
‘gpsba;d' and 'babyf (or 'child'), The second group contains
imagegwderived from some 6thér female roles, especially
'nurge', ‘nun’' and 'virgin', while the third group concerns
what may be termed religioﬁs imagery, with 1ts alluslons to
‘God', ‘Cpr;gpf'and ‘Mary', Aside from these keﬁ words,
othefs élosely‘conneéted with them will also be discussed

briefly, and close attention paid to the links with imeges

considered in earlier chapters, in order that a more com-

10l
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plete analysis of the complex structure of Sylvia Plath's
imagery may be made,.

Death 18 the poet's central theme, and her dead
father 1s the most important death-evoking image of the
sort pertalning to the subjlect of this chapter, This obsess-
ive figure appears throughout Plath's work, from the colossus-
figure of her first volume to "Daddy" in Ariel, In "The
Colossus" (C,,20-21) the father's monstruous filgure embodies
the forcés of ilrretrievabvle destruction the poet sees at
work within herself, and the nolse emitted by the colossus
represents ine emotlional havoc the still-potent memory of
her father creates in the daughter. The daughter casts her-
thing from the wreck which, despite 1ts state of advanced
decay, seems to hold the key to a nameless wisdom, The
endeavour is clearly in vain, and the speaker's mood becomes
one of disillusionment: "Perhaps you consider yourself an
oracle,/ Mouthpiece of the dead, or of some god or other",
Deaspite her bitter resallsation she ls unable to abandon
the image, for her "hours are married to shadow"% a fatal
alliance that is a result of her loss of hope, For this
'marriage' is an lrrevocable commitment to death, the only
means by which her father may be reached and the promise
attained that his image seems Eo hold, The same theme recurs

2

in "On the Decline of Oracles", Here the promise is con-

cealed in the sound of the "ahbiguous sea" the daughter once
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death, Thé impression it left on her was, however, indelible:

But I, I keep the volces he

Set in my ear, and in my eye

The sight of those blue, unseen waves 3

For which the ghost of Bocklin grieves, . ..
As Iin "The Colossus", the oracular promise has now declined
into nothing but an intimatlon of the speaker's own death,
The future holds only the visitation of the "Three barely-
known men", prototypes perhaps of "Death & Co." (A.,38).

This paternal ghost reappeérs as the "daft father®
of "All the Dead Dears" (C,,27-28), one of the "barnacle
dead"” whose grip will never be released on the living even
when the latter join them and ", ., .lie/ Deadlocked with
" them, taking root as cradles rock", The 'father''s dual
attributes of horror and unattainébility are miniled in the

allusion to The Duchess of Malfl and The Tempest (here the

‘father'is the counterpart of the 'drowned' Alonso), In

"Full Fathom Five" (C,,46-47) the reference to the latter
playSis taken up and developed, In thls poem the ‘father is
both the drowned king and Poseldon the sea-god, whose
'davghter® is "exiled" on dry land, The sea (as was explained
in ‘'Ocean 1212;W‘? is tor Plath & symbol of a lost childe
hooé happiness, an 1lneradicable memory of something no

longer possible to experience, The poem ends with a sul=
cldal wish to rejloin the father:

Your shelled bed I remember,
" Father, this thick air is murderous.
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I vould breathe water,

Here, life's air has become the hostile element, death the
welcoming one (by drowning), 'The Beekeeper's daughter"
(g;,75) continues the grim alliance of marriage and death
as the poet transforms herself lnto a queen-bee who “marries
the winter of your year", that is, joins herself in death
to a bridegroom synonyméus with her father, This is the
earliiest of Plath's poems in which the father appears as

e sadistic figure, to whom the daughter offers a passive,
even masochistic response: "My heart under your foot,

gslster of a stone”, _

In “For a Fatherless Son" (WI.,33) Plath has altered
her persona‘from ‘daughter’ to 'mother', but the emphasis
remains the same, The mother speaks to her child from the
bitterness of her own experience of fatherlessness, that
has given her an Inner sterility which is a manifestation
of death in 1its cruellest form, the progeny of indifference:

You will be aware of an absence, presently,

Groving beside you like a tree,

A death-tree, colour gone, an Australian gum~tree --

Balding, gelded by lightning -- an illusion,

And a sky like a pig's backside, an utter lack of

attention.
In a sense, the "Jeath tree" is a product of death's appar-
ently limitless capacity to mock the living by chromatie
distortion and by a show of virility in decay, "Balding"

end "gelded" are adjectives which also suggest the feature=

lessness of an indifferent universe and show an expansion
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of Imagery deriving from de Chirico dummies,

The closeness of gymbolic value between 'father!
and 'God', an associatlon originating no doubt in trad-
itional Biblical imagery, is much employed by Plath to
ﬁeighten the emotlional impact of paternal loss, The omni-
present void that Lies behind all things in "Sheep in Fog"
(A.,13) seems to imply a similar spiritual oﬁe to the poeﬁ,
“e o o& heaven/ Starless and fatherless, a dark wéter“.
ihe featurelessness of the terrain here seems to speaﬁ to
the poet of an utter hopelessness and a loss of her faith in
the bellef that death will reunite her with her father, seen
here as a godlike embodiment of paternal love, "Electra on .
Azalea Path"7un1tes all the themes already mentioﬁed, except
that by an allusive twist characteristic of Plath, the
- daughter-Electra becomes a suffering Christ-figur; in a
world that is as if her father ", , ,had never existed, as if
I éame/ God-fathered into the world from my mother's belly",
Her angulsh is a direct result of her fatherlessness -- and
here once again Agamemnon becomes, briefly, Alonso "face
down in the sea" ~~ and the final stanza of the poem reveals
that Electra isyalready dead by her own hand, hoping thereby
to fulfil her unconsummated passion:

0 pardon the one who knocks for pardon at'

Your gate, father =-- your hound=-bitch, daughter,

friend, .
It was my love that did us both to death,

The last line is a tardy confession of the guilt-element in
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the daughter-father relationship. It is the 53;;t arising
from the incestuous passion the daughter concelves for her
dead father, a passion that in its unattalnability becomes
a death~wish that seems to be at least partly the result~of
the Teeling of responsibillty the daughter feels for causing
her father's death,

This sentiment finds fuller expression in the poems
of Ariel. In "“Daddy" (A,,54-56) and "Little Fugue' (A,,71-
T72) the fathef, refiecting the cruelty the déughtér feels
he.inflicts on her by his inaccessibility, becomes in her
eyes & sadlstle Nazl, enablling her to take on the persona
of both the suffering concentration-camp Jew and hls ancestor,
Ghrist.sThe "death tree" of "For a Fatherless Son" is now
the yew of "Little Fugue" : ‘ '

A yew hedge of ofders,

Gothic and barbarous, pure German,

PDead men cry from 1t.
In “Daddy" the image is developed even more violently, The
father's voice is now "a barb wire snare,/ Ich, ich, ich,
ioch", In both poems, death 1s everywhere: in."Little Fugue"
the—poet ereates a surrogate to suffer for her ("The yew '
my Christ") but her denial of gullt and her claims of sur-
vival hoth deliberately ring hellow, The meaning to her of
4ime present, of her own existence, and even of that of her
child are as nothing to the white marriage-gown the clouds
represent to her, symbollsing the troth she has plighted

9
to death, "Daddy" presents the incarnation of death as
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sadlst, fascist and rapist, a Nazl who proves even Christ to
be a masochist == 1f the poet 1z a "Jew" and it is true .
that "Every woman adores a Fascist", The staking of Dracula-
DaddyQS heart at the end of the poém rings as false as the
denial of gullt in "Little Fugue", for it is certain that
the damage he has done to his victim 1s irreparable -- he
has bitten her "pretty red heart in two", The phrase "I'm
through" at the end of the poem refers éitheh to a resolve
to commlit suicide or, as in the case of "Electra on Azalea
Path", an already completed self-murder performed in order
to free her from the remorseless spectre of her father,

The role of 'mother' in Plath's work 1s more complex
than tﬁat of 'father’, and not so clearly defined, From the
earliest poems, the mother's child-bearing role makes her a
natural vietim of the pain of existence and vulnerable to
those who inflict it, So, in "The Death of Myth—Making"%O
the "muddling devil" of superstition "Scared mothers to
miscarry", that is, before those other prototypes of "Death
& Co,.", "Reason" and "Commonsense" turned their hands to
estabiishing a different kind of inner deadness, In "After-
math" (C.,29) the latter-day "Mother Medea" is another-
victim as her mythical archetype's tragedy is acted out
by her in the burnt-out dwelling., In "All the Dead Deérs"
(¢.,27-28), however, the 'mother' becomes yet another of
the "barnacle dead " who iimpet themselves to the living

and "Reach hag hands to haul me in". The theme here 1s
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expressed in away that foreshadows the intermingling of
1mageé of blrth and death in the.later ﬁoems, in which the
figure of the mother plays a central role, While here the
ghosts of the dead "take root as cradles rcck", so in a

more personal poem, "The Disquieting Muses" (Q.,58-60),.
which 1s addressed to the poet's mother, the de Chirico
dummies likewlse seem to haunt the child's crib from earliest
infancy, It is}a poem of deep resentment for the mother for
having given birth tormented by such spgctreé, a resent-

ment that overcomes the false stolclsm at the end:

And this is the kingdom you bore me to,

Mother, mother, But no frown of mine

Will betray the company I keep,

The mother, having given shape to yhat has become merely a
terrible awareness of life's agony and the ublquity of
death, turns into an object of loathing,

This hatred manifests 1ltself in various ways, In
"Moonrise" (C.,66-67) the mother ls ldéntified with the
1eprouswméon, of which even the father (as an incarnation
of a benevolent but defunct god) has becomeia victim, Her
white colouring is highly ironie, Instead of wearing the
green of fertility (also made ironic use of in "Aftermath")
she 18 clothed in the whlte not only of virginity,.but also
of dieease and death, Nature herself becomes "cold-biooded
mother" in "Frog Autumn" (C,,70) who, instead of allowing
her suﬁjects to reflectkher foison with a well;fed appear-

gnce, causes them to "thin/ Lamentably", In the varlous
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parts of “Pcen for a Birthday" (C,,80-88), as has been men-
tioned in the previous chaptef, the 'mother'! becomes assoce -
lated with a 'mouth', which represents at once an alle
;;ﬁsuming Qegth (1n;the year's remorseless progression
towards winter) and the wqmb; Birth and death are united

in this imagery: the corpée in "Dark House" (C.,81=82) views
death as a maternal figure in what is a bizarre variation
upon the theme of 'Mother Earth':

It 1s warm and tolerable

In the bowel of the root,

Here's a cuddly mother,

A similar image may be seen in the death-wish poem "I Am
Vertical" (CW,,26) where the speaker's desire to be "horizon-
tal' is a result of her allenatlon from Mother Earth, a
feeiing made more intense in comparison to a tree "sucking
up, . .motherly love", in close harmony with Nature,

For Plath, eiternalised”'mothgrs' may be elther
utterly hostile or unquestioningly welcoﬁing, depending
upon whether they are forcing a child out into 1life, or
embracing it with death, More variations occur when the
poet adopts the persona of a real or figuratlive mother
herself, The speaker in'"Fgcgliftf (cwW,,17-18), having
uﬁdergone the operation feferred io in the title, becomes
a figurative "Mother to myself" in her complexlon's 'rein-
ecarnation’, Héwever, there 1s a deliberate ambivalence in
her reawakening "swaddled in gauze" as if, in her self=-

deluding flight from death's tighténing grlip on her body,
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she has merely exchanged one shroud for another, In "Still-
born"- (CW,,35) the poet as poet is similarly a 'mother'!, &
yet égain one who engenders a sort of death, desplte ;
"mother~love", in her feelings of creative faillure, It is
& death that rebounds on the 'mother' herself:

These poems do not live, it's a sad dlagnosis, , ,

¢« o JUhey are dead, and thelr mother near dead with ¢

distraction,
And they stupldly stare, and do not speak of her,

The poems In Crossing the Water introduce the
figuﬁes of tﬁggf and 'ngyggf, who are closely assoclated to
the child-bearing mother, but offer her neither spiritual
nor medical aid, The moon, as a ‘'white virgin', unifies
this group of imagery, The mother, as "nurse" to her child,
finds in the “nun-souled" "Candles" (CW,,41-42) a 1light that
softens that emitted by the "bald moon", They provide little
lasting comfort for her, however, in her knowledge thet she
nurses her infant as a prey for death, In "Small Hours", the
poet's spiritual desolation is expressed in a cluster of
sinllar images, She desecribes her creative powers as being
like a fountaln, "Nun-hearted and blind", Even her imagin-
etion is only "Mother of a white Nikelind several bald-eyed
Apollos" (gﬂ.,ié) -=- white, dead-souled impersonationg of
life.afe 1ts sole progeny, Instead of giving birth to live
‘offepring’'. .

. ; +the dead injure me with atteﬁtions, and nothing

can happen,
~The moon lays & hand on my forehead,
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Blank-faced and mum asg a nurse,
. (CW, ,46)
The poet as 'mother' 1s capable of begetting only statuary,
that &ockery of 1ife which is coloured white like her bale-
ful ministering angels the moon (as virgin goddess), the nun
and the nurse, The hatred of the external 'mother' has develw
oped into the self-hatred expressed by adopting the 'mother’
as a poetlc persona,

| In her later poetry, Plath interreiates this area
of her web of images more closely, In “Amnesiac"l%he subject
of the poem 1is brought his obiivion'by "nurses the size of
worms" and he rejects human relationships for that oblivion:

) sister, mother, wife,
Sweet Lethe is my Llife,
I am never, never, never coming homel

The amnesglac's nurses, transformed into white angels of
death, ", , .rilse on elther side of him like stars," "“Three
Women' (WT.,40-52), set in a maternity ward, is Sylvia
P;gygigvmost comprehensive examination of motherhood, in
its ﬁortrayal of three dirferent women as they glve birth,
The moon, a reflector of light, becomes for each of the
women a mirror in which thelr emotional states are revealed
to them, The First Voice, for whom parturition 1s a semi-
mysticél experience, finds no menace in the moon: "“The
moon's concern is more personal:/ She pa;sses and repasses,

luminous ag a nurse”, The Third Voice, an unmarried mother,

cannot find in it the same regssurance, &8s she knows she
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wlll have to give up the chid to continue her education: her -
monologue centres on the pain of labour, that colours all she
sees: "The night lights are flat red moons, They are dull
with biood“. The Second Volce has a mlscarrlage, and her
monologue ﬁortrays the mogp“ggwa,malevolentmforce, one
which 1s a reflection of her own self-destructive will,
seen manifest in her barrenness:

It 1s she that drags the biood»black gea around

Month after month, with its voices of failure,

I am helpless as the gsea at the end of her stiring,
I am restless, Restless and useless, I, too, create

" ecorpses,
| (WD, ,46)
As.“mother of death" in the aftermath of her miscarriage,
the Second Voicé becomes "white", the moon's colour, and
even assocliates herself directly with the moon 1tself,
calling herself "flat and virginal" as she feels herself
deathly and incapable of lgsue,

In Ariel the poet retains her 'mgther'-pefsona
which is usually placed in relatlion to a baby or small
-child. Images of 'birth' and 'death' remain as 1néeparably 7
linked as in the earlier poetry, In "Morning Song" (A,,1l1),
the mother sees in her child an intimation of her own
death, for 1t seems to her a symbol of & new generation
that 1s rising to replace hers: '

I'm no more your mother -

Than the cloud that dlistlls a mirror to reflect its

own slow

Effacement at the wind's hand,

In "Tulips" (A.,20-22) the patient has replaced the chlld-
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bearing mother as central victim~-figure, In the ‘white’
hospital, and wishing to slip into the 'white' oblivion
represented by the hypnotlc movements of the nurses that
“pass and pass, they are no trouble', the patient finds she
nas become “a nun now, I have never been so pure", Only life
1tsel£v of which the violent redness of the tulips is a
symbol, 1is a threat to this sterile peace,

In many of Flath's poems it is the child rather
than the mothex' vho 1s the central focus, In the early
poen “Wreath for a Bridél“lzhe child is a potent emblem of
the igrpes of renewg;rand hope, a figuratlve warrlior whose
purp0sn is to "slay spawn of dragon's teeth" -~ the agents
of pess imism destruction, death and the thfeatening void,
However, the "incense of death" that hangs over the birth-

process in'"Tﬁe Manor Garden" (C,,9) seems to pervade the

poems in The Colossus, In “Two VleWS of a Gadaver Room“

(c,,;o) the babies are deaa ones, pickled in jars where

they "moon and glow , reflecting the lunar aura of death,
Ini"I~Want, I Want"ﬂ(g.,Bé) the monstrouss ”béby god" screams
in bérbetual and insatiable demand, while the earth 1tself
in the role of 'mother' is left barren, The poem‘is given

a freskish twis£ in the last stanze where the babj ls ass~
ociated with the Christ-chlld whose demands upon manklnd,

it is implied, were equally destructive and who was destroyed
by his Father, the "inveterate patriarch" (perhaps the

jealous_God of the 0ld Testament), who used men as his agents,
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The complete self~centredness of the newly-born child
becomes destructive to the mother and intolerable to the
father, and here the Blblical events are related to this
archetypal pattern%4The implacabllity of the baby 1s
closely linked to Nature's intractable progresslion towards
death, as seen in the last line of "Metaphors" (C,,41), The
pregnant woman has "Boarded the train there'sﬁno getting
off", and 'traln‘-iﬁagery here and in later poems like
"Geiting There" ié,,43)»represents this remofseless drive
iowards death,

The crles of a baby reflect both the pain of its
mother in bearing it and the paln of existence generally,
as oppésed to the silence, peace and security of the womb,
For the mother in "Event" (CW,,43) the cries intensify her
own feeling of 1nadequacy in fulfilling her baby's demands,
in her 1inability to glive the amount of love required to
1ift the inner darkness: ‘ |

| The child in the white crib revolves and slghs,

Opening its mouth now, demanding,

His little face 1s carved in palned, red wood,

In later poems, such as “Child" (WT,,12), the infant offers
an eye like the unsullied "Mirror" of "Brasilia" (WT,,13)
that reflects an innocence perpetually threatened by the
outside world, A fraill strand of optimism runs through this
type of imagery, but one so fraglle it seems almost insub~
stantial, For the speaker in "Mystic" (WT,,27) the children

that "leap in their cots" pro%ide one of the few images
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that satlisfy her need to know why life must continue, while
in the nocturne of mother and baby in "By Candlelight"“ (WT,,
28-29) the child, 1lluminated by the soft glow, provides
another image of tentative affirmation in contrast to the
surrounding darkness, In "Lesbos" (WI,,34~36), however, the
chlldren merely serve to increase the poem's mood of hysterila
and madness, The child on the floor becomes, for the speaker,
Little unstrung puppet, kicking to disappear -

¥hy she 1s schizophrenic
Her face red and white, a panie,

. o>
while the infant, in the inanity of his smile, becomes an
object of hatred, a reflection of the contemptible father in
the eyes of the manic mother, In a similar way, the newly-
born babies in "Three Women" reflect in thelr appeamnce
and behaviour the attitudes of their mothers to them, The
First Volce transforms what appears to be an inausplicious
delivery Into a symbol for her faith in untrammeled  innocence:
“I have never seen a thing so clear" (WT.,46), On the other
ﬁand, the cries of the Third Voice's baby seem llke a reproach
to the mother who must abandon her: o

And from the open mouth issue sharp cries

Scratching at my sleep like arrows,

Scratching at my sleep, and entering my side,

(11'.13.,47)

As Tigurative 'bables', the blooms in "Tulips? (A.,
20~22) seem to reproach the pétient with their insistent
embodiment of the life-principle (seen in thelr red colour).

"Lady Lazarus" (4,,16-19), moreover, turns herself into a
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", « .DPure gold baby/ That melts to a shriek", an image
Both of reproof for the forces of destruction for which
she was 'mothered' (forces personified in the "Doktor" of
the concentration camp), and at the same time an evocaiion
of what seems to her to be tﬁe ultimate pain, that suffered
by the child thrust into the world after so long in the
peaceful, silent womb, It ls the same birth-cry that in
“"Ariel" (A,,34=306) "melts in the wall" and provides the
impulse towards death as an escape from the paigful memorlies
it summons up., But while the baby's c¢ry can provide the
intolerable sense of anguish that induces the death-impulse
in the hearer, the image of the dead baby, in its very
silence, 1s of equal horror, The bables in "Edge" (4,,85)
are each & "white serpent" (an allusion both to Cleopatra's
asp and to Eve's seducer), while in "Death & Co," (A,,38-39)
one of Death's partnership tries to pérsuade the‘poet to
sulcide by pointing out

o o ohoW sweetl

The bables look in thelr hospital

Icebox, , .. :
In "A Birthday Present" (A,,48-50) the imagery comes full
circle, The speaker views the knife, an objlect that seems
an incitement to suliclde, as a thing that would prompt a
cry "Pure and clean as the cry of a baby". In this image
death 1s glven the attributes of a hbpefﬁl éimplicity as
natural as birth, and becomes the more tempting for 1t,

Only occasionally in Ariel does this Joy in death's potential
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transfer itself to a delight in one of life's phenomena,
"You're" (A.,57) is one of these exceptions, as the mother
rejolices 1In hér Infant and ends with a celebration of
natural innocence: "Right, like a well-done sum,/ A clean
slate, with your own face on",

The relaiionship of 'husband' and 'wife' is central
to a smaller group of images based on the idea of ‘marriage’,
Only in the early poetry, such as in the lyrical desires
of the fishermen’s wives in "The Netmenders“lgr in the
rather brusque but sincere epithalamion “Wreath for a
Bridal"%éis the marital state the source of any positive
value, In "The Colossus" (C,,20-21), however, the speaker
is "married to shadow",_ar irrevocably pledged to the death
her father seems to demand of her, In "All the Dead Dears"
(c,,27-28), weddings, like funerals and child-births, are
merely one of the means through which the dead lmpose their
presence on the living, In "The Beast", the poet's marriage-
' parpner 1s death, personified as a bridegroom:

I've married a cupboard of rubbish.

I bed in a fish puddle, 17
Down here the sky 1is always falling,

| (C.,84)
The first of the "Two Slisters of Persephone” (g.,63-64) is
like her mythological prototype, wedded to death and "worm-
husbanded”, Déath, 1t seems, ls the only true husband for
Plath's wémen, one whde never breaks his bond, and with whom

marriage involves a llteral abandonment of the body's 'single'
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state in its union with the earth,

Mindlessness characterises the relations between
husband and wife in many of Plath's poems, Thus, the jeweller
in "On Deck" is creating ‘

A A perfectly faceted wife to walt

On him hand and foot, quiet as & diamond,

Moony balloons tied by a string

To thelr owners' wrists, the light dreams float, ., ..

: (CW, ,56)
This female subservience ls expressed by a further extension

of the 'mannequin'/‘'dummy' imagery of The Colossus, In it,

the wife is seen as not just the propefty, but also the
creation of the husband, It is an attitude ruthlessly

satirised 1n "The Appljcant" (A,,14-15), in which the wife,

e “living doll" is referred to as an "it"

, more humanoid

than humans )
It works, there 1s nothing wrong with it, ., .,
My boy, it's your last resort,
Will you marry 1t, marry it, marry 1it?
This mindlessness 1s not the wife's sole province, It 1s
shown equally by the husband in “Eavesdropper“% who, as one
of the "cow-people', returns home each eveniné to.the
'9wifey".and the "blg blue eye" of the television,
Marriage»always seems to involve a closing-in of
death, as an invasion of elther the inner spirit ér the
éorporeal gelf, So, the "Zoo-Keeper's VWife" (gﬂ;,§8~59)
finds symbols of death in all her husband's animal~charges,

and is rendered insomniac by the horror of it, A similar

process 1s undergone by Agnes Higgins in that other soulless
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marriage described in "The Wishing Box", The woman in “In

Plaster" (OW,,30-32) speaks of her relationship with her

doppelgénger, the "new absolutely whilte person" as "a kind

of marriage, being so close", It is obvious, though, that
ghe 1s mistaken when she believes that she can tripmph over
this spectre who is, in its whilteness, a harbinger of her
own death, Whiteness haunts the marriage of the visited
friend in “Lesbos" (WT,,34-36) in images of impotence and
frustratioﬁ, for 6edipa1 longings torment other minds than
the poet's own: "You say your husband 1s just no good to
you,/ His Jew-Mama guards his sweet sex like a pearl”, Only
In utter extremity, like that of the Second Voice in "“Three
Women" (WT,,40-52), is any solace to be found in the |
marriégénfelationship, Here 1t is in an unspoken "tender-
ness" that she finds in her husband's silent companionship,
rather than in any spoken communication,

The 'ring', symbol of matrimony, is made much use
of as an image with a capacity to embrace multiple meanings
in the later poetry, In "Event" (CW,,43), for instance,
it represents the vicious circle of non-communication, the
"groove of old faults", that characterises the poet's
felationship with herﬂhusband. “Winter Trees" (ﬂg;,ll) is
e sustained conceit upon the word 'ring'. Firstly, the
'ring' 1s a symbol of the passage of time, in the rings
that tree-trunks accumulate each year, These "rings" Dbecome

"& series of weddings", a complex succession of memories,
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which, desplte the neutralising effect of time, offer no
solace to the present: they’are "The shadows of ringdoves
chanting, but easing nothing", The circlet of marriage is
1dentified with the circles of hell, The 'ring' that sym-
‘bolises the poet's relationship with her husband in "The
Rabbit Catcher" (WT,,25) 1s associated with the 'ring' that
trips a rabbit;trap, for both seem to be murderous snares
imposesible to escape from, Here the 'ring' is also a zero
or cipher, "a vacancy" which is yet able to constrict to
deéth. Being gold, a 'ring' can show deceptive value, but
1ts true quality is the nothingness it symbolises; hence the
image in “The Couriers” -- "A ring of gold with the sun iﬁ
1t?/ Lies, Lies and a grief" (A,,12),

The remainder of this chapter will be concerned

with Sylvia Plath's use of religious motifs in her poetry., -

Some mention of this has already been made, in, for instance,
the discussion of the Christ~imagery in "I Want, I Want” on
Pp.113-114 above, or of the associatlon of the 'father'-
figure with God on p,105 above, A poem like “Nick and the
Candlestick” (A,,40) provides a good example of how Plath

uses religlous alluslons to universalise a particular sit-

vation by drawing on itsua?ghepypal qualities, often ;g@gnt.
Here in this tableau of mother and child, is a re-deplction,
with countless devotional paintings as models, of the

Madonna and Child by candlellght, In the "blue" llght (this

T207 _ : : A
1s Mary's colour) of the imaginary cave, the agents of
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conventional religlon appear rapacious and incapable of
providing any spiritual consolatlon,; Christ, Whose symbol
was the fish for the early Christians, has now bééome both
coid and “ﬁiranha“-like. Neverthelessa, the cgndle's uncertain
light offers (an albeit equally uncertain) possibility of
faith, a situation found at the end of the poem. "Love" is
not to be dlscovered in the deeds of a benevolent‘God,‘but in
the mgpgerfghild relationship, an interpgrgppglwgggfégp
perhaps the least frail of all human feelings, The child
vho in sleep remembers 1itg “crossed position" instinctively
returns -to the attitude of the foetus In the wombd; but the
allusion is also to Christ, whose suffering also connects
humens by His assumption of this archetypally symbolie
pogggggﬂggwpgin, Thus, despite modern man's powers of self-
destruction (seen in the pollution-imagery of the penultimate
stanza), the child sustains his mother in her agonles of
doubt, with the promise he embodies_of an alternative to
the path of suicide: -

Let the mercuriec - -

Atoms that cripple drip

Into the terrible well,

You are the one

S0lid the spaces lean on, envious,

You are the baby in the barn,

(A.,41)

There is as much a statement about Christ here as there 1s

about baby Nick, Both babies "in the barn", exposed and

vulnerable, nonetheless form a "Solid" that glves form and
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definition to what would otherwlse be a chaotlc void, This
solidity is a tangible, human quality, and if Nick sustains
his mother's falth, then Christ sustained that of His
followers by that same solidlity -- His appeal was through
His human qualities, This péem as much as any shows Sylvia
Plath's mature power, in the controlled allusiveness of the
imagery, 1n the assured use of interplay between the specific
and the archetypal to achleve a universallsatlon of state-
ment, and most of all in the emotional force of her utterance,
that here lies in the contrast of ;ight(gnd,dark,4in images
relating directly to the senses, and in the depths of feeling
that are plumbed with utter sincerity,

Religlious and mythological 1lmagery plays a large
part in Plath's earliest avallable work, In "Doomsday"alGod
is destructive, throwing a spanner in His own works: "God's
monkey-wrench has blasted all machines”, but this image has
an element of artificlality and seems to be for the most
part a result of the exlgencles of the form of the vlillanelle,
In another #illanelle, "Mad Girl's Lovesong“2§eaven and
Hell are seen to be simply creations of man's visual
Imagination: »

God topples from the sky, hell's fires fade:

Exlt seraphim and Satan's men:.

I shut my eyes and all the world drops dead,
If there is a God for Plath at this stage of her development,
He must be elther the "drunken" one of "Circus in Three

23 N )
Rings" (who 1s responsible for the manifest chaocs in the
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world), or the "madman" of "On the Decline of Oracles", In

" Faun" (g.,i8) a deliberate reversal of the usual sequence
of apotheosis is made, Here man becomes & god not by divest-
iture of his human, mortal trappings but through his assump-
tion of an animal-form, including the “goat-horns" conven-
tilonally associated with the Devil and other attributes
symbolic of satyr-llke sensuality, In a more serlous poem,
"Ouija® (C,,52-53), God appears as an obsolete and rather
sordid-phenomenon, a flgure reduced to making.“doddering“
appeam.nces at seances: ‘

The o0ld god, too, writes aureate poetry

In tarnished modes, maundering among the wastes,

Fair chronicler of every foul declension,
In "Hermlt at Outermost House" (C.,57) the anchorite resists
even the power of the "Hard" primitive gods in hils cell by
the shore, affirming the superiority of man's will over
the divine even in the gtate of utmost deprivation, If, as
in the beginning of "Snakecharmer" (C,,55-56), ". . .the
gods began one world, and man anoiher", then man 1s more
secure in his than the gods in thelrs: so, the house=bound
children in the hurricane in "The Disquleting Muses" (C.,58-
60) shout, "'Thor 1s angry swe don't care!'", If God is a

potent force in The Colossus, then 1t 1s as an irresponsibly

destructive one, It 1s a force often seen in a microcosm,
in the death's head of the Columbus crab in "Mussel Hunter
at Rock Harbour" (C,,T7l=74), or in the “golgotha at the tip

of a reed" in "Flute Notes from a Reedy"and" (C.,,84-85),
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In Crossing the Water also, God or gods appear in

numerous dlsgulses, The sleeping-pills of the "Insomnlac"
(cw,,21) are ", , ,worn-out and silly, like classical godé",
an alluslion to the fact that a god becomes defunct, despite
his apparently elevated status, when he no longer serves

men and answers thelr prayers, That man has become truly hié
own god may be seen in “Facelift" (CW,,17-18) where the
surgeons performing the operatioh are “Jovian” in their
ostensible ability to create life anew; The iﬁdicrous, "three
times life size" figure of "Our Lady of the Shipwrecked" in

- “"Finisterre" (gﬁ.,15—16) is4patently deaf to the prayeré of
the Breton peasantry, Her indifference to thelr fate cannot
be excused by her trance-llke distraction caused by the fact
that she ", , ,is 1in love with the beautiful formlessness. of
the gea', for this, it is made clear, is only a projection

of the poet-observer's feelings, The grotesque gtatue is

in fact a now redundant product of man's need for reassur-
ance, and for the poet serves only to point the contrast
between man's ugly and ultimately futile systematisation of
the world and Nature's "beautiful formlessness', Religion,
then, is a product of man's lack of self-confidence: Heaven,
however, is a product of his greed, It is the sensual paradise
of "“final surfeit® in “"Blue Moles" (Q.,50-51), or the 'Heaven'
of the flies on the frult-laden bush in fBlaékbgryying“ (cw.,,
24-25), h o o

"Heavy Women" provides the first really controlled
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use Plath makes of religlous lmagery, T@gmgregnant women
are ldentlfied with Mary for they are, llke her, bearing
within them what is already marked out for destructlion =--
a death hereée irdnically personified by a sinister band of
magl that have much in common with "Death & Co." (A.,38-39):.
Dusk hoods them in Mary-blue o
While far off, the axle of winter

Grinds round, bearing down the straw,
The star, the wise grey men,

(cw.,37)
This deathly greyness appears also in "Widow“, where the
woman's fear of the life-force is shown in a passage that
takes its imagery from the Annunciation, as the widow's
dead husband vislits her in the form of a dove:
His soul may beat and be beating at her dull sense
Like blue Mary's angel, dovelike against a pane

Blinded to all but the grey, spilritless room
It looks in on, and must go on looking in on,

(CW,.,39)
For the widow, “The volce of God is full of draughtiness",
but the blankness he announces merely ensures that she
remains emotionally closed up, hermetically sealed off from
any human contact in her emblttered solitude, In "Magi"
(CW,,40), the sinister figures that emerge at the end of
"Heavy Women" reappear as de Chirico dummies, "papery25
godfolk" whombring no consolatory pronouncements, They, "the
abstracis", are contrasted with genulne love and warmth,'for
“Love the mother of milk, no theory" is the reality that
sustains the helpless child in the éradle. Like "Nick and

the Candlestick" (A,,40-41) this poem 1is a profession of
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faith in a love that is human rather than divine in origin,
In “"Love Letter" this human love 1s shown to have the cap-
acity to delfy the reclplent, or at least turn her into

a truly convinclng angel:

Now I resemble a sort of god

Floating through the alr in my soul-shift

Pure as a pane of ice, It's a gift,

- (CW.,45)

While the surgeons in "Face Lift" were merely "Jovian
in their quasi-divine creative skill, the subject of "The _
Sufgeon at 2 a,m," (CW,,48-49) is a fully-fledged secular
god in the operating theatre where the "white light" 1is
"hygenlc as heaven", He identifies himself with nothing
less than the sun itself, central to hlis own universe, and
believes himself to have attalned the peak of man's aspira-
tion.in this centrality, The price to pay for this substi-
tufion of the human for the dlvine is the almost insupport-
able responsibility for one's own salvation, or in Plath's
terminology the "Apprehensions" (CW,,57) that derive from a
destruction of bellief in an Almighty protector, In thils
poem, heévenris seen to be unattainable -- “Angéls swim in
it, and the stars, in indifference also" -~ and the flimsi-
-ness of human purchase on the earth appélls the poet, More;
over, there ls an added fear, origlnating in precedent, of
what may occur when man sets himself up as a god, ?A terror/
0f belng wheeled off under crosses and a rain of pietas“.

"Mystic" (WT.,26-27) is & sustained attempt to work

-
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out how one may continue living, and where it may yet be
possible to progress to, once "one has seen God", that 1s,
when one has taken the burden of one's suffériné upon one-
self, and every man is his own Christ, Conventional faith
has to be rejected in the face of massive indifference --
"Does the sea/ Remember the walker upon 1t?" -- and in the
same way other "remedies" man has used to console himself
in his isolation are listed and laid aside:

The pill of the Communion tablet,

The walkling beslde still water? Memory?

Or picking up the bright pleces

Of Christ in the faces of rodents,

The tame flower-nibblers, the cnes

Whose hopes are so low they are comfortable, ., ..
“pill" has connotations of something inducing numbness or
ﬁarcosis, while humility links Christ and the rodents, but
excludes man, for whom 1t 1s an alien virtue, The only resort
1s to revert to the secular world and to the small falth it
1s possible to find in life's dogged will to continue, To
search for a God in the external universe l1ls to find only

indifference and an issueless death, as in "Lyonesse":

The Lyoniang had always thought
Heaven would be something else, , .,

It never occurred that they had been forgot,
That the blg God
Had lazily closed one eye and let them slip, , .

They did not see him smlle,
Turn, like an animal,

In his cage of ether, his cage of stars,
He'd had so many warsl
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The whlte gape of his mind was the real Tabula Rasa,
(WL, ,30)

“Mary's Song" (¥WT,,39) is a warning by a latter-day mother
“to her child; an admonition of(the immense suffering the
growing beling will have to undergo, now that each man's
redemption must be bought by himself, Christ is alluded to
in both the cooking "lamb", cracking in its fat, and the

Jew cremated in the éonceﬁtration camp, The mother is raised
to the level of an archetypal figure, "Mary", who warng her
fChrist'—child of‘the terrifyingly destructive forces at
vork In the world: "O golden child the world will kill and
eat", These forces are personified by Plath in “Lady Lazarus"
Lg.;16-19) as "Herr God, Herr Lucifer”, both equal culprits ‘
as justifiers of men's monstreud: cruélty to man,

The Ariel poems sustaln the attack upon conventional
religious figures and concepts, In "The Night Dances" (A,,27-
28) heaven succeeeds in destroying humen warmth by éﬁveloping
1t in its "black amnesias" , while in "Getting There" (4,,43-
44) the train's wheels show an insatisble hunger for dest-
ruction, "Fixed to their arc like gods", In dMedusa? (A., 45~
46) the same destructive forces are now pérsonifiednas
"stooges" of Medusa the Gorgon ( a literal 'death's-head')
and they are “Riding the rip tide to the nearest point of
departure/ Dragging their Jesus hair", The poem is one of
violent revulsion from death, which ﬁhe'poet feels to be
working like a disease in her own organism -, The intensity of

the revulsion is demonstrated in a violent outburst in which
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religious symbols are placed iIn macabre jJuxtaposition with
ones relating to death:

Who do you think you are?

A Communion wafer? Blubbery Mary?

I shall take no bite of your body,

Bottle in which I live,

Ghastly Vatlican, ‘
"The Moon and the Yew Tree" (A,,47) provides an extension
of the imagery deriving from the effigy of "Our Lady" in
“Finisterre" (CW,,15-16), In the later poem the saints'
flgurines are slightly ludicrous Iin appearance and complete-
1y 1neffectﬁal against the menace symbolised by the moon,
The representation of Mary is "sweet', the saints are
deplcted with "delicate feet" and are "stiff with holiness",
but both are helpless in the face of the “"blackness and
sllence" of the moon silhouetting the yew tree, “Daddy"
(A.,54-56) is "a bag full of God" but 1t is & God who 1is
. . a2 swastika/ So black no sky could squeak through®,
The girl in "The Arrival of the Bee Box" (A,,63-64) 1ron-
ically ends with the promise that she will be “sweet God"
and set the bees free, despite the fact that the swarm is
"Black on black", a dangerous "box of maniacs", Man, in
édopting God's fole, has His power but not His control, and
turns ﬁhis power into a self~-destructive urge, a barely-
understood force unleashed upon the owner, Thlis 1is clearly
seen in "The Hanging Man" (4,,70), where the force takes the

form of electric shock treatment administered by a god to a
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human victim and becomes a symbolliec instilment of a nameless
wlsdom by an inconceivablg power into an incomprehending
prophet, The result ia a “vulturous boredom", a profound
ennul that is the only poésible,reaction of a human in
full confrontation with eternity, In "Years" tﬁé gpeaker
asserts human superiority over immortal, divine figures in
that mortals are at least able to avoild this everlasting
boredom:

0 God, I am not llke you

In your vacuous black,
Stars stuck all over, bright stupid confetti,

(A.,73)
In this poem God appears as elther a “"great stasis" (és
opposed to the poet's, and humanity's, beloved dynamism) or,
in His Incarnation as Christ, as a self-destructive force
of even less sympathetle characteristics:
‘ Is 1t a tiger this year, this roar at the door?
Is 1t a Christus,
The awful

God=bit in him

Dying to fly and be done with it?
’ (é.;’ 973)

For Plath, in the end, a man's true god 1s whatever

loves him unconditionally and sustains him through the

world's pain and doubt, In "Mystic" (WT.,26-27) it was

simply the persistence bf natural fhyﬁhms that kept death at

bay. In "Paralytic" (A.,78—79) 1t is something even more

specific-
My god the iron lung



131

That loves me, pumps
My two

Dust bags in and out,
Will not

Let me relapse, .

The paralytic thus becomes a symbol of man's utter helplesgs-
ness in the face of the responsibility he has galned in
having attained his own godhead, Nevertheless, Plath offers
the reader a clue to the whereabouts of the seeds of a new
faith to replace the now defunct one in paternalistic,
authoritarian intangibilities, The new falth must.spring
from the human viscera, and be rooted 1n love of an inter-
personal sort, For Plath, its potentlalities seemed limited
as a candle flickering against the vastness of night has
power to 1llumine or console, Yet while the individual
heart lovingly and unquestibningly continues to sustain

its organism, desplte the overwhelmlng odds to the contrary

there is a glimmer of hope,



CONCLUSION

The purpose of thils study has been, in essence,
interpretative, Through an analysis of the sorts of images
8ylvia Plath uses, and the way she uses them, a guide to
her associative processes may be provided, The reasons why
she used certain images and symbols, and what connotations
these had for her are, to a certain extent, made evident,

A study of this sort is valuable because, as was stated in
Chapter I, past critical approaches to Plath have more
“often than not been made through non-literary disciplines,

A result of this has been the comparative neglect of what
the poetry itself, often difficult to comprehend at first
reading, actually seems to be saying, Many of the apparent
obscurities to be found in the works have been dismlssed as
belng personal allusions, and have been left for biographers,
working alongside psychologlsts, to elucidate,

That specific personal experiences may lie behind
the creation of much of Plath's poetry ls not in dispute:
such things have always provided the stimulus towards the
lyric utterance, However, to see Plath's work as naked con-
fegsion, with the persona of the poet and Sylvia Plath belng

132
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synonymous, and to see the problems the poems present merely
the result of their containing private references as yet
unavallable to the general reading public, is serlously to
pelittle her achievement, As this study has trlied to show,
the images Plath uses 1in oné poem are dependent for thelr
full effect upon their context within her poetry as a whole,
The function of like images in separate poems 1is remarkably
consistent, and similar lmages and symbols recur with almost
obsessive regularity throughout her work, To understand her
'difficult' poems, one turns to those that are easier to
follow and seeks analogous images, The body of Plath's work
hag wlthin 1t the keys to all the difficulties the indiv-
1duwal poem may pose,

"The Other" (ﬂg,,22-23) is one of Plath's most
1aLfficult’ poems,ﬁa'fact tacitly attested to by critics
who have without exception avoided 1t, presumably belng
unwllling to compromise themselves with an interpretation,
In fact, the poem 1s a superb example of the concentrated
power of Plath's imagery in expressing the self-defeating
complexities-of a disturbed mind, In the brief analysis of
the poem that follows, references are given to the fuller
tred%ment of the elements of the imagery to be found in the
body of this thesis,

The poem's title i1s the first clue towards reaching

an understanding of what it is trying to convey, "Other"
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suggests the presence of a doppelganger, a familiar figure
in Pléth (a,v. pp, 29, 33, 56, 8l and 119 above), In this |
poem this figure begins as a literal 'gphéy,wgman!A(hence
the title), that 1s, a sexual rival, The "You" in line 1
refers to the speaker's husband who, by his tardiness and
his attempt to remové the Ilncriminating evidence of embraces,
betrays his infldelity, By the end of the poem the other
woman, the external sourée of the speaker's feeling of
alienation, hasvbécome,internalised, causing a sundered
personality in which the betrayed vicilm and the cause of
her angulsh coexist within the same psyche, The conflict
thus aroused creates a strong self-destructive urge, This
mental state is evoked by a visual and tactile image based
upon the idea ofrgwg;rror‘(q.v. pp., 65-67, T4-T6 above)
before whicﬁ“;he speaker stands, Her self-laceration 1s
an attempt to bridge the gulf between the two selves:
Qoldrglass, how you insert yourself

Between myself and myself,
I scratch 1like a cat,

The poem moves consistently on two levels, The “cat" is the
wronged woman, trying to mutilate her rival in the trad-

itionel feminine manner, but ironically scarring only her-

self, The blood's “dark fruit" (q.v. pp, 83-86 above) bears

the tempting savour of death,‘and the speaker's experience
of thls taste breeds her secret smlle at the end of the poem,

the smile of one who i1s Death's intimate, even his lover,



135

The gdulteries that motlivate this foreplay with sulcide are
“sulphurous", coloured with the yellow brimstone of an
earthly Heli. It is a hue that marks the dreamer-victim
for an inevitable and 1mmihent death (q.,v. p. 57 above),
Theft is thé keynote of the central part of the

poen, The husband's mistress seems to confess everything
eagerly, Her smile 1s a "meathook" (4.7. PP 27-35 above),
a graphic image for the aggressivé projection of sexuality
that seems to grapple her lover's "parts" to her, Ironic=-
ally, the speaker casts herself in the role of "White Nike" --
the statue of the Winged Victofy -- an image which contains
within in simultaneously the ideas of fecundity and sterility,
victory and defeat, The veiled allusion to milk in line 2
suggeéts that the speaker is elither pregnant or lactating
(this is one aspect of 'white')., As a plece of statuary,
however, she 1s barren and heiplessly immobile, a "womb of
marble"” 1it by a “moon~-glow"; in ﬁhis case whiteness aug-
ments the sense of aridity and desolation (4,V. PP, 36-46
above), Plath malntains the tension in the'poem brilliantly
by allowing the speaker and her rival to merge only grad-
ually into one, o

| The references to pregnancy suggest the realistic,
even banal background to the triangular situatién. The arrowWs
like "navel-cords” that symbolise the speaker's life-giving

powers are aimed instead at impelling her towérds death (q,v,
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Pp. 31-32), Only wlth the line "I have your head upon my
wall' does the metamorphosis of two human rivals into a
singie internalised conflict beglin, The ”sﬁolen horses"
(a.v. p. 86 above) continue the theft theme and are thus
éymbols of illicit,’élimactic sexuality, aé 15 the rapid
breathing that on another level 1s the physically expressed
angulsh of the woman before the mirrbr; |

Out of its context, namely, the whole body of Plath's
work, “The Other" remains almost impenetrable, In it, it
may be understood to be an example of Plath's highest
poetle achievement, a style that is highly allusive and
uses images as a sort of shorthand, Far fromrbeing deliber-
ately or per#ersely obscure, Plath“coﬁstructs her poems from
elements never completely detached from a vast and complex
web of images, It is the reader's duty to reconstruct this

web for himself,
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A, Sexton
ep, cit,, p. 17

10

"The Barfly Ought to Sing , in C, Newman, ed,

All words and phrases in quotation marks up to here in
this paragraph are from L.,Ames, op, cit,, p, 155,

11
N, H, Stelner, op, clt,
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12

Harper s Magazine published several poems of Plath's,
Including "Doomsday", “To Eva Descendling the Stair", "Go~
Get the Goodly Squab® (all in 1954); "Mushrooms" (1360);
"You're" (1961); "Sleep in the Mojave Desert!, "Private
Ground" and "Leaving Early" (all in 1962), Q.v E, Hom=-
berger, * A Chronological Checklist of the Periodical
Publications of Sylvia Plath". (Exeter, 1970).

13
W, Campbell, "Remembering Sylvia" in C, Newman, ed,,
op. cit., pp. 182-186,

14 _
A. Sexton, op, ecit,, pp. 174-181,

15 ‘

A, Alvarez, The Savage God. (Harmondsworth 1971+) p. 56,
For the "hindsight"*l mention, compare Alvarez's description
here with Plath's portrait of the dead woman in "Edge" (4.,
85), & poem which, significantly, is quoted by Alvarez: on
p. 51 of The Savage god,

16
S5, Plath, Ariel (New York, 1966) contains this Intro-
duction by Robert ert Lowell,

17

" Descriptions of Sylvia Plath by acqualintances writing
after her death tend to speak of her asgs a sort of visiting
delty who briefly illuminated thelr lives and then vas
suddenly gone, Here are a selection: ", ., .intense, skilled,
perceptive, strange, blonde, lovely, Sylvia" (Sexton, OD.
cit,, b. 177), " . W.She wa s charming to look at, Tall and
slender and delicate wristed, she had pale honey hair, fine,
thlek and long, and beautiful dark brown eyes, And her skin
was pale gold and waxy, the same even colour, ., ,Sylvia's
quality, her personal style of belng, her vitality, are
summed up in an image of the Winged Victory. . .she strides,
her robes fly out, beautiful and huge" (Campbell 0p. cit,,
p. 182); "She was ‘a tall, spindly girl with waste-length
sandy halr, which she usually wore in a bun, and that curious,
advertisement-trained transatlantic air of anxious pleasant-
ness" (Alvarez, “Sylvia Plath", in ¢, Newman, ed,, op, cit,,
P. 56); “Her photographs are misleading. Sylvia was a

remarkably attractive young woman, She was impressively

tall, almost statuesque, . ,her yellow hair, which had been
lightened several shades from its natural light brown, was
shoulder length and had been trained to dip with a precise
and provocative flourish over her left eyebrow, , .except
for the penetrating lntelllgence and the extraordinary
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poetle talent she could have been an airline stewardess or
the ingenuous heroine of a B-movie" (N, H, Steiner, op,
eit., pp. 40-41),

Note the eagerness with whioh these writers trans-
form Plath Into a visuval object either of mythical pro-
portions -- Campbell's “Winged Victory" is probably another
example of "hindsight" ' (q,v. n 15) based on images of Nike
in "The Small Hours" (CW,,46) and "The Other" (WT,,22) ---
or of insultingly sterectyplcal ones, like air hostesses or
movie starlets, Few serious writers can have been treated
in this way, not even Lowell's "poetesses" (q.,v, n 16) who
are by definition not to be taken seriously, It appears
that Sylvia Plath may have acted out the grandiose roles
that her friends cast her in, What is dangerous to the
regder of her works l1ls the extent to which descriptions
of the sort quoted above (widely differing as they are,
even with reference to physieal details) have been allowed
to influence ecritical apprailsal of those works, Alvarez,
as the author of both memoir and criticism, is by far the
worst culprit of this sort in, for example his description
of the last months of Plath's 1ife in The Savage God, in
which the poet appears clothed in her own characterlstic
eplthets: *, . her pale and gaunt flgure, . .2 curiously
desolate, rapt air, like a priestess emptied out by the
rites of her cult, . Jher halr gave off a strong smell,
sharp as an animal's" (p, 46).

20
A, Alvarez, "Beyond All This Fiddle", in Beyond All This
Fiddles Essays 1955—1967 (London, 1968), PPa 3-21

21

Ibid., p. 17,

22

Ibid., p. 21,
23

A, Alvarez, Under Pressure (Baltimore, 1965), p. 185,
24 | ' ‘

C. B, Cox and A, R, Jones, "After the Tranquilized
Fiftiesf, Critical Quarterly, VI (1964),.108,

e5
A, R, Jones, "Necessity and Freedom: the Poetry of
Robert Lowell, Sylvia Plath and Anne Sexton“ Critical

guarterlz vii (1965), 14, -
26 |

Quoted ibid,, p. 14,
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27
Quoted ibid,, p. 23,

28
D, Holbrook, “The 200 inch Distorting Mirror", New
Societz XII (1968), 57.

29
D, Holbrook, "R, D, Laing and the Death Circuit®,
Encounter, XXI (1968), 35=45, )

30

D. Holbrook, “The 200 inch Distorting Mirror", 58,
31
Alvarez, “Sylvia Plath", p, 66,
32 .
D, Holbrook, *“Sylvia Plath, Pathologlcal Morality and
the Avant-Gardeé, in The Penguln CGulde to English Literature
Yol, VII, ed. B., Ford {Harmondsworth, 1973), pv. 433-449,
This essay 1s a new inclusion in the revised edition of the
final volume of The Penguin Guide, It replaces one on Dylan
Thomas in the earlier edition and may therefore be taken as
an editorial endorsement of Plath's importance as a literary
figure, with the implicatlon, however, that her slgnificance
is due to the psychologilcal interest of her work,

33
Ibid., p. 448,

34 ‘
S, Plath, "Context", London Magazine, No, 1 (Feb,, 1962),
45-46, An extract is quoted by C, Newman, "Candor is the Only
Wile“, in Newman, ed., op, cit., pp. 33, 320,

35

W. F, Claire, “That Rare, Random Descent: the Poetry
and Pathos of Sylvia Plath', "Antioch Review, XXVI (1966),
557. _ - .

36 -

A, Brink, “On the Psychological Sources of the Creative
Imagination”, Queen's Quarterly, LXXXT (1974), 1-19, This
essay 1s an.linteresting justification.of the use of psycho-
enalytic techniques in literary criticism, It is implled.
that the imagination (and thus creative ability) relates
to a weakness in the personality's ego-structure that is a
result of certain experiences in infancy, and that this

imbalance is compensated for, in the case of creative artists,
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by the art itself that they produce, If art is an attempt
to define ego-conflict that has roots deep in the psyche,
then Holbrook's scruples at artlsts of abnormal psyche are
rether undermined, for the art could not exist without the
weakness, Though I would agree with Brink's final statement
that ", ., .for the sake of the humanities, for the sake of
preserving their credibllity in a living way, we must intro-
duce the maker into discussion of his art" (p, 19), in
Sylvia Plath's case the art has been ignored while the per-
sonallty scrutinised and even morally condemned by some
eritics,

37 ,
A, Alvarez, ed,, The New Poetry (Harmondsworth, 1966),
38 | '
Rosensteln, op, cit., p. 44,
39
Cox and Jones, op, c¢it,, p. 108,
40 |
Rosenstein, op, cit., p. 48,
41 ‘

, M, Schmidt and G. Lindop, eds,, Britlsh Poetry Since
1060: a Critical Survey (South Hincksey, Oxford, 1972},

42

"A Poet in the 'Sixties: Vices and Virtues", a recorded
conversation with Peter Porter, 1ln Schmidt and Lindep, eds,,

op, cit., p, 243,

43 ‘ '
A, Cluysenaar, “Post-Culture: Pre-Culture”, in Schmidt
dnd Lindop, eds., op, cit., p. 216,

4
s A, Brownjohn, “A View of English Poetry in the Early
- 'Seventies", in Schmidt and Lindop, eds,, op. cit,, p. 243,

45 ,
A, Cluysenesar, op, cit., p, 219,

46

B, Hardy, "The Poetry of Sylvia Plath: Enlargement or
- Derangement”, 1n The Survival of Poetry: a Contemporary
Survey, ed, M, Dodsworth (London, 1970), p., 104,

47

Ibid,, p. 171,
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1I

1
C. Newman, “Candor is the Only Wile" in C, Newman, ed,,
9_'9:__0.1-..-5 D. 44 -

2 ,
The speaker in "Lesbos" imagines herself as one of
Prufrock's mermaids, Q.v, T, 8, Eliot, "The Love Song of
J. Alfred Prufrock", in The Complete Poems and Plays of
T, S, Eliot (London 1969), pp., 13-17,

3 .
Compare the lines quoted above from “Lesbos" and these
from "Prufrock®:
. Shall I part my halr behind? Do I dare to eat a peach?

I shall wear white flannel trousers and walk upon the

beach,

I have heard the mermaids singing, each to each,
(11, 122-124)

L
Compare the lines from "Lesbos" quoted below with the
episode wlth the "famlliar compound ghost” in "Little
Gidding" II, to be found in Eliot's Complete Poems and
Plays, DP. 140-142

As noted by I, Melander, The Poetry of Sylvia Plaths
a_Study of Themes (Stockholm 1972), pp. 18-20. A reproduction
of this painting may be found in I, Far, de Chirico (New
York, 1968),

6
Poetry, XCIV (1959), 368,
- | , .
Q.v. J, Webster, The Duchess of Malfi, Vv, v, 5=T7:
- When I looke into the Fish-ponds 1n my Garden:
Me thinkes I see a thing, arm'd with a Rake
Thet seemes to strlke at me,
8

Q.v. W, Shakespeare, The Tempest, II, i1, 397. Also,
T. S. Eliot, The Waste Land I, 47~ EB JII. 125, III, 191~
192, 257,
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o _
J, Keats, "To Autumn", stanza II, line 2,
10 ' L ) .

Q.V, Alvarez, The Savage God, p., 47 for discussion of
thls motif, .

1l
T, S, Eliot, "The Journey of the Magi'", 11, 23-28, in
The Complete Poems and Plays, p. 103,

12

Howard's allusion is to the eplgraph of Eliot's Waste
Land, ibid,, p. 59, "The Stones" (C,,86-88) describes a
waste land peopled by de Chirico dummies that are the
'disquleting muses' that preside over much of The Colossusg
aﬁd a§e forebears of later poems like "The Applicant” (A,,
14-15), .

13
R, Howard, “Review of The Colossus", Poetry, CI (1963),
412-413, This is a review of the New York, 1962 edition,

14
Encounter, XXI (1963), 51.
15
" Poetry, CII (1963), 298,
16

T. 8, Eliot, The Waste Land, I. 76, In his note on this
line, Eliot draws attention to Baudelaire's Preface to Les
Fleurs du Mal, :

17 '

The association of 'horse'-imagery and love is clarified
in the third stanza of "Years" (A,,73),
18 " o

8. Plath, The Bell Jar (London, 1966), p. T4,

19
Ibid,, p. 87,

20 ,
Q.v. Conclusion to this thesis,
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II1

1
D, H, Lawrence, The Ship of Death and Other Poems

(London 1941), pp, 66-67, Q.v., also M, Dodsworth, "Intro-
duction: the Survival of Poetry"”, in h. Dodsworth ed., OD.
Cit., ppﬂ 32"33. - .

2

W, Stevens, The Palm at the ¥nd of the Mind, ed, H,

Stevens (New Iork 1971)? Pp. 133-149, Q,v, also C, Newman,
“Candor is the Only wile", p, 53,

3
T, L, 8., MMMDXVIII (1969}, 855,

\ A .
Atlantic Monthly, XCIC (1957), 65,

] \ o
Poetry, XC (1957), 229-231,

; :
The Nation, CLXXXI (1957), 119,

7 ' .
T, Hughes, Lupercal (New York, 1960), p, 37.

o i

W, Shakespeare, Othello, I, i. 88-89: "Even now, now,
very now, an old black rem/ Is tupping your wnhite ewe',

S. Plath, The Bell Jar, p, 135,

10

Ibid., p., 166, In "The Wishing Box" (Atlantic Monthly,
CCXIV (1964), pp., 86-89), an early short story, Plath des-
cribes the 1ncipient insommia of Agnes, her heroine, in
similar terms: “The curtains of sleep, of refreshing,
forgetful darkness dividing each day from the day before it
and the day after it, were 1lifted for Agnes eternally,
irrevocably", Her only escape is death through suicide,

11

Harper's Magazine, CCIX (1954), 63
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12

The Spectator, COCII (1959), 227,
13 -

The New Yorker, XXXIX (1963), 29,

14
W, Shakespeare, Julius Caesar, III, i, 259-261:
Over thy wounds now do 1 prophesy
(Which, like dumb mouths, do ope their ruby lips
To beg the volce and utterance of my tongue), . .

15 :
S, Plath, The Bell Jar, pp., 239-246,

16
Encounter, XXI (1963), 51,

17

Hudson Review, XIII (1960), 414-415,

18
Quoted by A, Alvarez, The Savage God, p, 37. C.f. "The

bl?e hour before sunup" in “Sleep in the Mo jave Desert" (CW,,
47 - - -

19

Sewanee Review, LXVIITI (1960), 602-618,
20 ’ ' '

Ibid,, p. 611,
21

A short story collected in The Naked 1: Fictions for the
Seventies, eds, F, R, Karl and L, Hamalian (London, 1971},
Pp. 251=-264, :

22

Ibid., p. 264,

235
8. Plath, The Bell Jar, p, 1,

24
Ibid., pp. 151-152,

a5
G, Stade, "Introduction", in N, H, Steiner, op, cit,,
PP, 5"100 - - .
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26
Poetry, CII (1963), 296-298,
27 B
Ibid,, 296-297,
28 4
QvVe n,
29
I, Melander, op, cit., p. 21,
30
Poetry, CII (1963), 297,
31 17
Q.vl n L 4
32

A short reminiscence of the poet's childhood to be
found in C, Newman, ed,, op, cit,, pp.266-272,
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v

1l
Poetry, LXXXIX (1957), 232-233,
» _
: Poetry, XC (1957), 233-234,
5 . _
Atlantic Monthly, XCIC (1957), 65.
A . _
Atlantic Monthly, XCVI (1955), 68,
c . )
Poetry, XC (1957), 235-236,

&
~ Critical Quarterly, II (1960), 156,

T 5
Q.v., Chapter II, n , -

8

Allusions to Rousseau, de Chirico, Blake, Bocklin and
Redon suggest that the influence upon Plath of certain
~palinters may be more profound than is at first obvious,
Plath was an accomplisghed artist herself, to which the
pen drawings reproduced in Newman, ed,, op, cit., pp, 280-
282 tegtify, There 1s, as is suggested in this thesis, a
strong visual element in Plath's use of imagery. There
gseems to be adequate material for a study by a discerning
art sritic, perhaps entitled "Sylvia Plath and the Visual
Arts”, .

9

Eyelessness as an image for indifference, and the reverse
of this, multitudinous eyes as an image for paranola, occur
so often in the poetry of Plath's middle period as to become
the central, obsessional images in Crossing the Water, Note
particularly five almost consecutive poems in that volume
where one image or the other may be founds; “Magi" (CW,,40);
"Event" (CW,,43); "Love Letter" QCW.,44); "Small Hours" (cw,,
46); “Sleep in the. Mojave Desert" (CW,,47). .

10

C.f., Sophocles, Oedipus the King, lines 1245 ff; Shake-
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speare, King Lear, III, vii, 26 ff,

11, 9 & 10
Q.v, Chapter III, n .

12 8
Q.ve n above,

13

Q.v, "Ocean 1212-W" in Newman, ed,, op, cit., p. 269,
"The Awful Birthday of Otherness" is a subtitle heading
Charles Newman's own rutlonale of the theme in his essay
“Candor is the Only Wile" in ibid,, pp. 21-23,
14 3

"Q.V. 11 above,

15
7, L, 8,, No, 3518 (1969), 855,

16

J, Keats, "Ode on Melancholy", stanza iii line 8, Of
course, the poets differ in their descriptions of what
happens after the respective frults have been savoured,
Keats provides a resolution in life to what, for Plath,
can only culmlnate in death,

17

The lines "Mouth full of pearls® and "The still waters/
Wrap my lips" suggest Ariel's song "Full fathom five' in
The Tempest, Q.v. Chapter II, n 8,

18 3
Q.V. n &above,

19
C.f. S, Plath, The Bell Jar, p, 167, Also, "Sulclde off
Egg Rock" (C.,33), .

20
Cof. "Who'" -~ "My heart is a stopped geranium" (C.,80).
Also, "Leaving Early® (CW,,33). . - _

21

As In, for example, the end of T, S, Eliot's "The Love
Song of J, Alfred Prufrock", Q.v, Chapter II, n2 & 3,

22 ’

Hudson Review, XIII (1960), 414-415,
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23
The extremely rapld motlon of a live snake's tongue 1is
evoked in "snakecharmer" (C.,55-56),

24

Q.V. Chapter II, p. 32,
25 '

Poetry, CII (1963), 96-98,
26 '

New Yorker, XXXIX (1963), 29,
27

st, John, %i, 1 ff, Q,v, also T, 3, Eliot, “The Love
Song of J, Alfred Prufrock',lines 94-95, ]

28

N. H, Steiner, A Closer lLook at Ariel, p, 45,

29
Q.v., R, Graves, “The Naked and the Nude" in Collected
Poems (London, 1965), p, 242, _ _ ,

30

-

Plath's symbols are not 'pure' -- one thing standing for
another -= but have a cloud of associations relating them to
thelir context in the larger web of images, The moon 1is one
of the only two symbols commonly used by Plath that is
examined in any detaill by a eritic (the other 1s the sea --
4.V, Edward Lucle Smith's essay in Newman, ed., op. cit.,
PP. 91~99), Eileen Aird, in her book Sylvia Plath (Edin-
burgh, 1973) speaks in her final chapter of what she con-
siders “perhaps the central symbol® of Plath's work and
goes on to make an interesting but.not very profound study
of 'moon'=imagery in the poetry, Aird's sensitivity to
allusion 1s limited ~~ she totally misses the point of "The
Disquieting Muses" (C,,58~60) by falling to note de Chirico's
influence on the poem, She does however make the initial
proviso that Plath's images become “concentrated allusions
to assoclilations and references beyond the immediate range of
the individual poem, However, to analyse in detall the
symbolism and imagery would be a major study in ltself" E,
Aird, Sylvia Plath, p, 101, .
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1

Q.v.e P. 106,
2

Poetry, XCIV (1959), 368,
3

The reference 1is to the sinister Symbolist painting
"The Isle of the Dead" by Arnold Bocklin, Q,v, Chapter IV,
n 8, . ,

4 7 &8
Q.vV. Chapter II,n .
. v
Q.v, Chapter II, pp. 21-22,
C, Newman, ed,, op., cit,, pp. 266-272,
. _
Hudson Review, XIII (1960), 414-415,
g _ .
Q.v, below, pp, 127 fTf,
9
Q.v. below, pp, 118-120,
10
Poetry, XCVI (1959), 370,
11 ' ’

Q.Vv., Conclusion for elucidation of this image, Also see
Chapter I, n 17,

12

New Yorker, XXXIX (1963), 29,

13
Poetry, LXXIX (1957), 231,

14
Q.v, below, pp, 120-122,



15

New Yorker, XXXIX (1963), 29,

16 13
QOvO n L]

17 ,
Presumably the sky is falling to a "marriage with the
mire" of "Ouija" (C,,52-53), .

18

Poetry, CII (1963), 96-98,
19 . _

Atlantic Monthly, CCXIV (1964), 86-89,
20 | '

Blue was the traditional colour of the Virgin Mary's
robe in artistic depictions, It signified modesty,

21
Harper's Magazine, GCVIII (1954), 29,

22

151

In Lois Ames, "A Biographical Note" appended to S, Flath,

The Bell Jar (New York, 1971), p., 285,-
23

Atlantic Monthly, CXCVI (1955), 68,

24 2
Qeve 1,

25 ’ .

'Paper! or 'papery' is a common epithet of Plath's and
is tangential to 1lmages based on 'black!, 'white' and ‘'ski
The word connotes two-dimensionality, artificiality, frag-
1lity and vulnerability,

n',
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