
  
    SYLVIA PLATH


    AMERICAN POET AND AUTHOR


    
      	Born in Boston, Massachusetts in 1932.


      	Died in Primrose Hill, London in 1963.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	The Colossus and Other Poems (1960), poetry collection


          	The Bell Jar (1963), novel

        

      

    


    Sylvia Plath was an American poet and author. Her two poetry collections and only novel—known for their raw and at times brutal honesty—are often seen as formative works in the confessional school of literature. Plath was brought up in Boston, Massachusetts. As a teenager she was the winner of a magazine fiction competition and recipient of a scholarship to attend the women’s liberal arts college, Smith College, where she majored in English. After a nervous breakdown and attempted suicide, she was committed into a psychiatric hospital where she underwent electroconvulsive therapy. After graduating from Smith College, Plath moved to the United Kingdom to study in Cambridge under a Fulbright scholarship, where she met the poet Ted Hughes (1930-1998), whom she married in 1956. The couple had two children before Plath’s suicide in 1963. Sylvia Plath’s writing often centres on her own experiences of alienation and depression, and the particular difficulties of 20th century women. Her works have sadly often been overshadowed by the speculation and mythology surrounding her marriage to Hughes and her death by suicide. Nonetheless, her writing remains amongst the most uncompromisingly honest and remarkable portrayals of motherhood and mental illness to date.

  


  
    ARIEL


    SYLVIA PLATH’S VIVID FINAL COLLECTION


    
      	Genre: poetry collection


      	Reference edition: Plath, S. (1965) Ariel. London: Faber and Faber.


      	1st edition: 1965


      	Themes: motherhood, depression, death, objects, womanhood

    


    Published two years after her death, Sylvia Plath’s final collection of poems was largely composed in the poet’s final winter before her suicide. The poems are popularly considered her finest works and won Plath a cult following after her death. Written during the one of the coldest winters that London had known, Plath wrote the collection stuck in the house with her two children because of the snow. Her husband, Ted Hughes, had left her earlier that year for another woman. The collection traverses themes of mental distress, depression, motherhood and illness with a near-brutal precision. Before publication, Hughes edited and rearranged the original selection Plath had made for the collection, reordering the poems and switching 12 poems for 12 written at a later date. The version we know is this posthumous edit.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    THE OVERARCHING STRUCTURE OF THE COLLECTION


    The collection’s first “bald cry” (p.11) is its opening “Morning Song”, a poem about the birth of a child. From this crisp beginning, the main thing that unifies each of the poems is the crispness of their language. As in the final poem, “Words”, Plath’s lexical choices are “Axes | After whose stroke the wood rings” (p.86). We move about various landscapes of at times indistinct symbolism, from themes of marriage (“The Applicant”), to suicide (“Lady Lazarus”), to horse riding (“Ariel”), to mental and physical illness (“Tulips”; “Fever 103”), to men (“Daddy”), to womanhood (“Edge”), to wounds (“Cut”; “Contusion”). We sometimes encounter clusters of poems on one theme, as with the theme of bees in the latter part of the collection (“The Bee Meeting”; “The Arrival of the Bee Box”; “Stings”; “Wintering”). The poems have a dense pithiness to them. Indeed, many of the poems are only around a page in length (with the notable exceptions of “Lady Lazarus”, “Berck-Plage” and “Daddy”). As the collection goes on, the poems seem to shorten, and we conclude with a string of five crisp poems of less than one page each. In his edit of the collection, Hughes removed “The Rabbit Catcher”, “Thalidomide”, “Barren Woman”, “A Secret”, “The Jailor”, “The Detective”, “Magi”, “The Other”, “Stopped Dead”, “The Courage of Shutting-Up”, “Purdah”, “Amnesiac”, and (in the 1965 UK edition) “Lesbos”. Some were dropped because of their brutal portrayals of people who would read them (for example of his uncle in “Stopped Dead” and of a couple who lived Cornwall in “Lesbos”). Some Hughes felt were not as strong as their replacement poems. In their place, Hughes added “Sheep in Fog”, “The Hanging Man”, “Little Fugue”, “Years”, “The Munich Mannequins”, “Totem”, “Paralytic”, “Balloons”, “Poppies in July”, “Kindness”, “Contunsion”, “Edge”, and “Words”.


    “LADY LAZARUS”


    The title of this poem refers to the biblical account of Jesus’s resurrection of Lazarus. In the poem, the speaker describes a series of attempted suicides: “I have done it again. | One year in every ten | I manage it” (p.16). Closely knitted to Plath’s own biography and the chronology of her own suicide attempts, the poem goes through each attempt: “The first time it happened I was ten” (p.17), relating to a swimming accident Plath had aged ten; “The second time I meant | To last it out and not come back at all” (ibid.), nodding to a 1953 overdose with sleeping pills; and the closing lines, “Out of the ash | I rise with my red hair | And I eat men like air” (p.19), arguably pointing to her impending suicide in 1963.


    In the poem, this act of suicide is intricately tied to a sort of grotesque and objectified womanhood. She describes the return from the brink as “The big strip tease” of the “same, identical woman” (p.17), a “Comeback in broad day | To the same place, the same face, the same brute” (p.18), such that “I am your valuable, | The pure gold baby” (ibid.). The speaker becomes object, picked at for value by “Herr Doktor[…] Herr enemy” (ibid.). “Herr Doktor” ties in with a horrifying strain of Holocaust imagery that runs through the poem. The speaker draws parallels between herself and the persecuted Jewish people, aligning herself with something scoured for goods, searching for “A cake of soap, | A wedding ring, | A gold filling” (ibid.). Similarly, “Bright as a Nazi lampshade” (p.16) points towards how the Nazis were rumoured to use Jewish skin for lampshades. Yet, unlike the Jewish people massacred by the Nazis, in this poem it is from this masochistic strain of mortifying imagery that the vampiric woman who “eat[s] men like air” (p.19) gains her strength.


    “ARIEL”


    The literal reading of this poem is as a description of riding a horse. Indeed, Ariel is the name of a horse Plath rode when living with her husband in Devon in 1961. The poem is written in short, spiky stanzas, intensely describing the power held in each aspect to the ride, from its anticipation, “Stasis in darkness” (p.36), as it picks up speed, until “I | Am the arrow | The dew that flies | Suicidal” (p.37). As the poem goes on, the image of the horse and the speaker’s own image become increasingly entwined: “God’s lioness | How one we grow” (p.36). The physical power of the steed, “The brown arc | Of the neck I cannot catch” (p.36) becomes entangled in her own physicality as it “Hauls me through the air— | Thighs, hair” (ibid.), which in turn draws strength to her metaphorical power, driving “into the red | Eye, the cauldron of morning” (p.37).


    “DADDY”


    “Daddy” is an address to the speaker’s father, and a rebuff of the dominance of the figure of the father in her life. The poem begins with a rejection of the reverence in which she has held her father: “You do not do, you do not do | Any more, black shoe | In which I have lived like a foot” (p.54). The descriptive details of the poem line up with biographical details from Plath’s own life: her German father—“I thought every German was you” (p.54)—“died before I had time” to “kill you” (ibid.) when Plath was only eight from an untreated foot infection caused by diabetes—“Ghastly statue with one grey toe” (ibid.).


    The speaker goes on to explore this German link, extrapolating an affiliation between her father and the Nazis, “Chuffing me off like a Jew” (p.55). She uses this affiliation to universalise the masochism in her paternal relationship: “Every woman adores a Fascist” (ibid.). Then, more specifically, she ties the sadistic father to her husband: “I made a model of you, | A man in black with a Meinkampf look” (p.56). This “vampire” who “drank my blood for a year, | Seven years, if you want to know” (ibid.) likewise is linked biographically—to Plath’s husband Ted Hughes, to whom she was married for seven years. The decisive “So daddy, I’m finally through” (ibid.) therefore relates to the collapse not only of her veneration of her father, but also of her husband, and all the societal “Fascist[s]” in her life: “The black telephone’s off at the root” (ibid.). It is to all of these that the speaker breaks ties and reverence for with the concluding, “Daddy, daddy, you bastard, I’m through” (ibid.).


    “TULIPS”


    “Tulips” recounts a hospital stay and the delivery of a bunch of red “vivid tulips” (p.21) to the speaker’s bedside. The arrival of the tulips is immediately identified as upsetting the calm of the patient’s stay: “The tulips are too excitable” (p.20). However, the “peacefulness” (ibid.) of the speaker’s original state soon reveals itself to entail a disconcerting loss of identity: “I am nobody; […] I have given my name and my day-clothes up to the nurses | And my history to the anaesthetist and my body to the surgeons” (ibid.). This loss of identity is something that we learn that the speaker was trying to cultivate, admitting that “I have let things slip”, watching as “the water went over my head” until she reached a state where “I am a nun now, I have never been so pure” (ibid.).


    Yet, this longed-for loss of identity—the desire to “lie with my hands turned up and be utterly empty” (p.21)—is upset by the arrival of the tulips. Here we become increasingly aware of the speaker’s mental illness and her inability to cope as she is terrorised by the presence of the tulips. She writes that “they hurt me […] Upsetting me with their sudden tongues and their colour” which “talks to my wound, it corresponds” (ibid.). They also act as horrible spectators (“Nobody watched me before, now I am watched”, ibid.), forcing her to face the unbearable fact of her existence, to “see myself, flat, ridiculous” (ibid.). This self-perception reminds the speaker, most importantly, of her illness. They make her “aware of my heart” and of “The water I taste” which “comes from a country as far away as health” (p.22).

  


  
    CONTEXT


    PLATH AT HOME


    The collection was written during the winter of 1962-63, one of the coldest winters that London had known. Plath wrote these poems while stuck in the house with her two children, sick with the flu, and unable to leave due to the snow. Her husband, Ted Hughes, had left her earlier that year for another woman, and Plath was undergoing the process of a legal separation. The winter was one of acute financial difficulty. She wrote mostly between four and eight in the morning, before the children were awake. Plath had an ongoing struggle with mental illness throughout her life and this winter with its hardships was particularly difficult. Many of the poems grapple with living with mental illness (particularly “Tulips” and “A Birthday Present”) and suicide (in “Lady Lazarus”, “Death & Co.” and “The Hanging Man”). Indeed, it was after this winter, and the writing of the collection, that she took her own life.


    LITERARY CONTEXT


    The poems in this collection mark a distinct shift in Plath’s poetry towards the confessional tradition of literature. The term “confessional” as a genre in literature, and in particular poetry, was first used in 1959 by M. L. Rosenthal of Robert Lowell, describing writing that went “beyond customary bounds of reticence or personal embarrassment” (p.154). In “Ariel”, Plath writes about her mental state with chilling candour. In “Tulips”, we hear how “I have let things slip, a thirty-year-old cargo boat | Stubbornly hanging on to my name and address” (p.20). Similarly, the collection denigrates members of her family (her dead father in “Daddy” and her mother in “Medusa”) in a way that goes well beyond the “customary bounds of reticence”.


    It is widely held that this final, posthumous collection marks a strong shift in Plath’s writing, and this shift is arguably towards the confessional. Indeed, nodding towards this shift, the confessional poet Robert Lowell (1944-1977) writes of the collection that, in Ariel, Plath “becomes herself, becomes something imaginary, newly, wildly and subtly created—hardly a person at all” (“Foreword” to Ariel). A few years before the collection’s composition, in 1959, Plath had studied under Lowell in Boston, along with Anne Sexton (poet, 1928-1974), who would like Plath go on to be seen as a key player in confessional poetry. In 1963, Plath would remark of Lowell’s effect on literary currents in America that "the shift in tone is already history" (Plath, The Spoken Word).
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