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    Sylvia Plath was an American poet and author. Her poetry collections and only novel, The Bell Jar—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. Like Esther Greenwood, the protagonist of The Bell Jar, as a teenager Plath 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 to 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. 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 mental illness to date.

  


  
    THE BELL JAR


    A DEPICTION OF MENTAL BREAKDOWN IN 1950S AMERICA


    
      	Genre: confessional novel


      	Reference edition: Plath, S. (1990) The Bell Jar. London; Boston: Faber and Faber


      	1st edition: 1963


      	Themes: depression, institutions, suicide, relationships, misogyny, confessional literature

    


    Blurring the line between novel and autobiography, The Bell Jar traces Esther Greenwood’s experience of alienation, depression and eventual breakdown through her internship at a New York magazine, her return home and her ultimate hospitalisation. The novel was first published under the pseudonym Victoria Lucas. Through this fiercely private lens, the novel succeeds in offering a sharp critique of the misogynistic and repressive social politics of the 1950s, raising questions about career, marriage, sex, mental health institutions, and success.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    AN INTERNSHIP IN NEW YORK


    The novel opens with our narrator, Esther Greenwood, expressing her anxiety about the death of the Rosenbergs, a couple executed by electrocution for spying for the Soviet Union. Her thoughts wander around this particular anxiety and others as we gauge her situation. She is in New York on a prize internship at a magazine, where she is staying with the 11 other prize girls in a women’s-only hotel. She speaks of the emptiness she feels sleepwalking between glamorous New York publishing parties. We learn of two friends among the girls: Doreen, a funny, rebellious girl who has taken a particular interest in Esther’s sharpness, and Betsy, a sweet girl who Esther suspects is trying to save her in some way. However, when a night out with Doreen takes them to a strange man’s apartment and ends with Doreen vomiting in Esther’s room, Esther resolves to shift her loyalties towards Betsy and her more innocent friends.


    At a luncheon for Ladies’ Day, Esther recalls a conversation with her boss at the magazine, Jay Cee, about her future. Jay Cee has taken an interest in Esther, but worries that she is not taking full advantage of the opportunities that the prize has afforded her. After the luncheon, Esther and Betsy both come down with a serious bout of food poisoning, which we hear goes on to afflict all of the girls. In the blear of recovery, she agrees to go on a date with Constantin, a man who works for the UN. She recalls her first dates with Buddy Willard, and how she gradually lost interest after she learnt of his affair with a waitress, which she considered to be hugely hypocritical. However, she did not end things as she had planned because at exactly this point Buddy had come down with TB. She recalls a visit to the TB sanatorium, where Buddy had proposed to her. Returning to the present moment, Esther hopes that the date with Constantin will end with sex, which she expects will change her in fundamental ways. Instead, however, she falls asleep on his bed before going home.


    The rest of the placement goes by. Esther’s thoughts and recollections become increasingly fleeting, and we feel her growing indifference to events. She describes a trip to another party with Doreen, where she ends up being almost raped by a nasty misogynist called Marco.


    HOME AGAIN


    Esther returns home, where she immediately learns that she did not make it onto the writing course that she was expecting to fill her summer. She turns down her friend’s suggestion of taking a different course, and in order to survive summer in the suburbs decides to write a novel. However, over the course of the following weeks she falls into a deep depression. Plans are slowly abandoned as she finds it increasingly difficult to write, sleep, eat, or read.


    Having not washed for three weeks or slept for seven days, she is taken to Doctor Gordon. The doctor, however, does not offer the diagnosis or ‘fix’ that she and her mother expect. At her second visit, Doctor Gordon suggests electric shock therapy. Her first electrotherapy treatment at Walton is traumatic, and her mother agrees that she does not need to return and that she can now pull herself together. However, following the treatment, we hear of a string of failed suicide attempts: at home with a razor, on a trip to her hometown, an attempt to drown when out swimming with her friend Jody and her boyfriend, a failed hanging, and finally an overdose of sleeping pills. At the last of these she blacks out, waking in a hospital to darkness, which she assumes to be blindness. She recovers her vision and is soon moved from hospital to a psychiatric ward.


    THE PSYCHIATRIC WARD


    Esther’s impression of the psychiatric ward is filled with a disinterested disdain. She tells of cackling patients and silent wars with the man who brings the food. She is soon moved to a private hospital, paid for by her college sponsor, Mrs Guinea, who has taken a renewed interest in her case, having reportedly spent time at a psychiatric hospital herself. The new hospital, Caplan, is a lot more pleasant. She is given her own room and more freedom, and she slowly begins to trust her new psychiatrist, Doctor Nolan. She meets a friendly patient, Valerie, and observes as the silent Miss Nolan arrives and is taken away to Wymark, the hospital for more serious cases.


    An old friend, Joan, arrives at Caplan. She explains her own suicide attempts, and how she read of Esther’s stay at Caplan and resolved to join her. Esther is grateful for Doctor Nolan’s subsequent ban on visitors. She soon moves over to Belsize, where she feels sure she is no longer at risk of enduring electrotherapy. However, much to her distress and accusations of betrayal by Doctor Nolan, she is soon taken for shock treatment. She blacks out as Doctor Nolan predicts, and the treatment passes without the trauma of Walton.


    Esther’s romantic and sexual encounters do not come to a stop in the ward. Much to her horror, after suggesting a relationship with Buddy, Joan in fact expresses a romantic interest in Esther. Esther harshly rejects the girl. Shortly after, Joan leaves Belsize. Esther goes to be fitted with a diaphragm, as a means of ensuring her sexual freedom. That evening, she goes on a date with maths professor, Irwin, and has sex, as is her design. However, she finds herself haemorrhaging blood, and has Irwin take her to the flat Joan is sharing with Nurse Kennedy. Joan takes her to the emergency room, where she is treated.


    Back at Belsize, Esther prepares to leave the asylum and return to college. As she makes her arrangements, she receives the news that Joan has escaped Belsize, where she had been forced to return, and hanged herself. Doctor Nolan assures Esther that this is not her fault; likewise, she assures Buddy that the two girls’ madness is nothing to do with their involvement with him. As she makes her preparations to leave (she is visited by Buddy, says her goodbyes to Valerie and attends Joan’s funeral), Esther wonders when the bell jar of mental illness will fall on her again. The novel ends as Esther enters the room of her final interview with the doctors to confirm her departure before she leaves the hospital.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    ESTHER GREENWOOD


    Esther Greenwood is our protagonist and first-person narrator. She is 19years old and “skinny as a boy and barely rippled” (p.8). Her mother is a shorthand teacher, and we know that after the death of her father the family are left in a financially precarious situation. Esther’s self-identity is coloured hugely by both her reliance on and ability to procure scholarships. She imagines people might summarise her story thus: “A girl lives in some out-of-the-way town for nineteen years, so poor she can’t afford a magazine, and then she gets a scholarship to college and wins a prize here and a prize there and ends up steering New York like her own private car” (p.2). Yet, Esther’s opposition to external impressions and judgements like this is one of the main foundations upon which her sense of identity is forged. She is a defiant character and her anger at and rejection of the opinions of Jay Cee, Doreen, Betsy, Buddy, Mrs. Willard, her mother, her doctors, and the men she dates constitute much of the novel.


    However, these thoughts are rarely voiced, which contributes to the gap between how others view her and how she views herself. Indeed, throughout the novel there is an increasing anxiety about this distance. This feeling that there is a fracture between how she really is and how she ought to be is also the basis of her declining mental health. She is painfully aware that “I was supposed to be having the time of my life” (ibid.), yet instead feels “like a numb trolley-bus” (p.3). The ambitions that maternal figures like Jay Cee have for her only increase her sense of alienation from the world around her. When feigning interest in her future to Jay Cee, the “words fell with a hollow flatness” (p.33). This sense of disassociation is the root of her suicide attempts and eventual committal to psychiatric hospital. Nor does this feeling of alienation dissolve with her recovery, and at the end of the novel Esther wonders whether “someday […] the bell jar, with its stifling distortions, wouldn’t descend again” (p.254).


    The conflict between the internal and external worlds is also felt in her attitude towards sex. Again, the rejection of different societal models is key to how she figures out her own position. Yet her dismissal of Doreen’s, Buddy’s, Mrs. Willard’s and Joan’s sexual models do not quite crystallise into a personal model of sexuality. She wonders whether sex will change her fundamentally, and “some spectacular change would come over me the day I crossed the boundary line” (p.85). Yet we do not feel a sense of conclusion when she does finally have sex at the end of the novel. Her identity remains unresolved.


    DOREEN


    Doreen is the rebellious fellow intern at the magazine who takes a shine to Esther. Doreen takes great pleasure in not doing things by the rules, frequently skipping the scheduled events and encouraging Esther to pay less heed to her deadlines. There is a hard edge about Doreen, with “a mouth set in a sort of perpetual sneer” (p.5), yet with it a quick-witted and critical intelligence that Esther is drawn to. Esther remarks that “[s]he made me feel I was that much sharper than the others” (ibid.), and it is only Doreen who offers Esther the possibility of real connection in New York. She explains how “[e]verything she said was like a secret voice speaking straight out of my own bones.” (p.7)


    Doreen also represents the kind of sexual freedom to which Esther on some level aspires. She is very physically attractive, and draws a number of men around her in the novel. Esther feels conflicted between Doreen’s total lack of anxiety surrounding sex and the chastity admired by characters like Mrs Willard. She wonders, “why I couldn’t go the whole way doing what I should any more”, and then even more so “why I couldn’t go the whole way doing what I shouldn’t, the way Doreen did” (p.31). However, the unruliness that Doreen represents for Esther is frightening. After a particularly wild night, Esther gives up on close friendship and confidence with Doreen. She decides that she “would watch her and listen to what she said, but deep down I would have nothing at all to do with her” (p.24).


    BUDDY WILLARD


    Buddy Willard is Esther’s would-be fiancé. He comes across as a fairly pathetic character, shown up for his misogyny and double


    

    JOAN GILLING
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