IMAGES OF TIIIE POET'S PERSONAE IN SYLVIA
PLATH'S THE COLOSSUS

A study of the images through which Sylvia Plath expresses
the theme of contlict between an inner sense of unease and a desi-
re for notmality — the struggle between the poet’s two selves, that
self which in ‘In Plaster” (Crossing the Water) she calls “white’ and
‘saint’, and the other sell which in the same poem she calls
‘hairy’—is, I feel; fundamental to an understanding of het poetic
output. The object of this paper, therefore, is to examine and ana-
lyse the relation of images with each other and with the duality
theme in some of the poems in The Colossus, with reference also
Lo larer maturer poems where the imagery is less tortuous and ohscu-
re and the above-mentioned conflict more directly, and incidental-
Iy more effectively expressed. The theme or the presence of ‘orher-
ness' in Plath’s poems has led Charles Newman to see her entire
body of work as a dialogue with an ‘Other’ ', Nancy Hunter Stei-
ner, Sylvia’s room-mate at Smith College, describing episodes of
their [ite ar college, also refers indircetly to this “otherness’ or other
persona in Plath when she comments on her difficuley in believing
that Sylvia, who was so cager to create the impression of the who-
lesome American girl, had ever felr a self-destrucrive impulse 2,
Pronf of the existence of this otherness is also evident from Plath's
letters to her mother and to her friends, in which several of her
comments of her work and life are important from the point of
view of this study, [t is also significant thar the subject of the the-
ses Tor her degree at Smith College is twin images in twa of Do-
stoevsloy’s novels, ie. in The Danble and in The Brothers Karana-
zou, and that she describes it as;

1 WCaridinr 4w the andy WEile: The Art ol Silvia Plath' in) The s b Byptoin Plagh:
A ppmmoazing, Unarces Newstan {ed ), Paber & Pabes, London £970. p. 25,

2. Nawcy Howrne Stever, A Claser Loow ¢t Anel, & nresory of Syfvig Plat®, Fa-
be: & Faber, London 1973, p. 18,
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... ahout the ego us symbalived in reflction (mirror and water], sha-
daws, rwing — dividing off and becoming an enemy, or omen of death,
or 4 warning conseience, or a means by which one denies the power of
death, (e.p. by creating the idea of the soltl as the deathless double of
the moreal body).

In ‘Ogean 1212W" she says:

A from a star | saw, coldly the separateness of everything, 1 felt
the wall of my skin, I am I That stone is & stone. My beauriful fusion
with the things of this wordd was over *

During her scholarship years at Cambridge, the struggle ber-
weett her two wselvess is evident both from her letters to her mo-
ther #s well as from her Camhbridge notes of February 1956

T wane to gat hack to my mere normal intermediate path where the
substide of the world is permuated by my being: eating foud, reading,
weriting, talking, shopping so all i goad i irsef, and not fust & beeric
activity to cover up the lear thar rnu*tl. face itself aned must dusl sl
toy dearh, gawing: A Life is pussing! °

Plath’s atternpts to suppress her unease was detrimental to
het early poetry: Alvarez comments that it The Colosius, her first
volume of pooms, she was wsing her art to keep the disturbance
out of which she made her verse at a distance, and that when the
efficiency in keeping back the violent unease thar made her write
failed, her world collapsed © Her best poetry was written just be-
fore her suicide, when her interior strugeles and terrors were fra-

3 Letter daped Qo 15, 1954; soc S Blavh: Letters Howe, Cirrspandence
1030-1953: welecred & odired with a commentary by Aunvr o Seosze Beaty, laber & Fa
beb, Tomdon, 19738 o, 126 (o fupure telerred Lo us Lettor)

4 Hcoan BRI A0 The Dicener Atz 23 L}ﬁj_ B AES, pemrinTed in SeLvia
PLATH, Todiny Pasne and the Hible of Dreass and other fimse tvgings with an incrodueting
by Trn Hueses, Fabet & lzber Led.. London, 1977 b 126

: o 5'£L1'LLP'.‘|TH ‘Fxcetpts from Nutl:htx:k& (Feh, 20, 1956, Mondey), in Jah-
wy Panie gud e Bible of Drearas, ap, ¢l pp. 216-17.

B A Avvapez, ‘Sylvia Plarh' in The Aw af Syleia Piath, op. cit, p. 38,
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med in the perfect poerical form she had been siriving so hard to
artive at since when she had staried writing her poems «very slowly
Thesaurus on her knees 7. Alvarer notes her determination to fa-
ge, through her poerry, her inward terrifying experiences, and to
be cverwhelmed by them *, But the ¢onfrontation with her other
submerged self, her sense of unease, the achievement of 4 style
that was «lo make poetry and death inseparables *, to her physi-
cal death, so that finﬂﬂ}-‘

The woman is perfecred

Her dead

Body wears the smile of accomplishment,
The illusion of a Greek necessity 19

An attempt will be made in this work to steer ds clear as is
possible of biographical data, but one must keep in mind that in
an analysis of Svlvia Plath’s poems, it is often ditficult to make
a clear cut distinction between the poet and the frersona or fierso-
nae in the poems. Ted Tuphes ssems to assert the indivisibility
of life and fiction when he savs that:

In her, as with perbaps few poets ever, the natuse, the poetic pe-
niuz and the active self, were the same, ... She had none of the usual

T
guards and remote controls to protect hersell {rom her own realicy .

The poems in ThHe Colossus were written in the first three vears

7 Tepllvsrrs, ‘Norcson the Chranological Order of Sylyis Plall's Pacms’, in
The A af Syl Platt, op. eff. n. 188

B, A ATwamTon 6 i, B R

9. Ao ATvARLE oD GG poAT

0. Sepia Tk, Feee' ih JArel Febep & Faher, London, $963.

11 Tro Hienes, 'Notes on the Chronologiea Drdes of Sylvis Pluth's Prems’,
in 1he Ar ol Sydche Daeh, ag. ot o TRE : :

M1 Rosemear i liss arvicle ‘Sgleia Plath and Confessional Poate’ alea comments
skl «5he chiose, 1 that i3 the word, what seems to me Lhe one lrernarive advatce posi-
o oo Lowrell s along the dangerors conl essional way, that of Trcrally committing her owrn
preciciments in the intorests of her et manl the one was o invalved in the ather that
fio Teturn was possibles, ap o . 71




298 BEFMARETTT BALEIN

of Plath's marriage (1956-59) and are not what Alvarez calls «the
real poemsy 2. Although in these early poems she has not vet laun-
ched on that profound analysis of her divided self which we find
in her later poems, the theme of duality is brought out even here
through certain recurring images, In the introduction to her de-
uree theses Plath says:

... By sceking to read the riddle of his soul in its myriad manifestations,
man is brought face to face with his own mysterious horror image, an
image which he confronts with mingled curiosity and fear. This simulta-
reous attraction and repulsion arises [rom the inherently ambivalent na-
ture of the Double, which may embody not only geod, creative charac
teristics but also destruetive ones .

This mirror image is of the utmost importance in most of
Plath's poems. lu the first three scanzas of ‘Lorelei’ ™, the poem
in which Hughes sees the first aceeprance of «the invitation of her
inner warlds™, the «mirror sheens of the river watet reflects a nor-
mal world — presumably an adequare setting to her normal or ra-
ther to her normality-aceepring self. Everything is as it should be:
a full moon, blue water, mists, fishermen sleeping. Yert the reflec-
tion of this narmal world or floating «shapess> manages to trouble
athe face]Of quiets. These ashapes» are later transformed into the

12 A, Arvapey, The Savage God: 2 Nawifw of Sufcide ©F the poems in Tae Colas
st Alvares savs; «The Cofosar was the culmiyation of her sporenticoship in the crafe al
powtrys. 68, £t 0. 40, whereas ol lier Jater posms he says: A combinelicn of forces. sofme
chosen delfherately, athers chosen Dor fel, Lad hrought her to the peint where she was
cble towrizt s frivr bier centre about the farces that really mived het: destmetive, wolat
e, demanding, a wor'd spart [rom evesything she had been traned toadnires, op. ¢l i,

14 Svevia Poavs, The Mage Mirar: A Stidy of the Doub(e in Tiwg of losoce-
el Mook, wieniblished thesis sithmireest e puedal fulfilment ol ehiz requiremmels of Shecdlal
Moneuts in Efglish, Smilh Collere, 1953, p. L

14 Lorels or Loclet is e siame of a rock whieh tises seeeply on the rver Sase
af the Waine near 51 Goar, in the Rhinelaod, Germany, There are many fegends assecia
ted with the, L. Which possesses a wonderlol echo, According to one of these, & araiden
sits upon this roex cambing ber plorous hairand teeoting lishermen ta death by the swert-
ness of her song. Acvording Lo ssother, the rock is the hiding place of ihe Mikbelumgen
treusure. Elchendocft, Locken, Helne, stc., Lave nsod the lepend 1 stories, songs, slo

15, Tep Hueims, e et pe 00,
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more personal «theys and finally to «sistersy who, like the mytho-
logical sirens, have the role of calling seamen to rtheir death as

M a world more full and clear
5 2 e o Rl s e e e

This note of unease or threat had been introduced b}' the ve-
vy first line of the poem, <[t is no night to drown in»; the colon
indicares that what follows, a description of the normality of the
surroundings, must be interpreted as a teason against drowning.
This conflict between the two persosmge in the poem — the «l» above
and the «they» beneath the water — is explicit:

Here, in a well-stcered country,

Under a halanced tuler. Deranging by harmony
Beyond the mundane order,

Your voices lay siege...,

«sieges being particularly significant of the strategies employed by
the «l» apainst exposure to, presumably, an enemy,

The poem expresses indecision between choosing the qwell-
steered countrys of an orderly existence; and its double which is
«too weighty/For the whorled car’s listeningy. «Whotledys bears
5 phonic resemblance to ‘whore’ and ‘whored', implying the pre-
sence of corruprion in 4 world which is «well-steereds, The «I»
in the «well-steered countrys and the stheys «bevond the munda-
ne orders are two possible ways of being. The sirens («theyn) seem
to offer her «sure harbourages from a passive existence in a «well-
steered country», but the poet (¢Is), looking down ar the water,
although realizing that their perilous descanting «from the ledge/Al-
so nof hizh windowss can oaly lead 10 wreckage on the epitched
roofs of mightmares, chooses to be «ferr [ied]... down there» to
partake of a newly-discoversd peace.

The «theys reflected in the water in Lorelei’ give place Lo
a @shew in “The Burnt-Out Spa’, and the need is felt foran asserti-
ve denial («It is nor L It is not I»), on the part of the persona dea-
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ning over the bridge, of identitication with ber who is «.... gra-
cions and austere, [ Seated beneath the toneless waterls.

In “All the Dead Dears’ the world mitrored both 1n the «fish-
pond surfaces and in the «metcury-backed glass» is that of the dead,
Wie can draw a paralle] between the mirtored world in ‘Lorelei’,
with its «ice-hearted callings, and that of “All the Dead Dears’ i
which the dead «each hag hands to haul [herd ins. [t 15 notewor-
thy that in all the above mentioned poems, the beckoners are por-
trayed sympathetically. In ‘Flute Notes from a Reedy Pond', the
Fifth section of ‘Poem for a Birthday' the «I» which up to now
has onlv looked on, joins its beckoners («owr bowers) and expe-
Fences the peacefulniess which it had imagined existed on the other
side of the mirroring surface, This section, however, expresses only
an attenuarion or a numibing of the conflict of duality as clearly
seen by the choice of images describing the existing state of being:
wcoldniessy, eliquor of indolences, sforgetfulnesss, «nodding 1o sleep
like statuess, «not death but something safers.

"The theme of dualivy or of the double is expressed not only
through reflection or mirroring, but also through co-exisience or
AN artempt ar co-existenice between the smundane orders (see «mun:
danc orders in Torelet’) and a world of vision, fantasy or revela-
tion, the Lo worlds Fepresenting, of course, two modes of being,
This double vision of the world or of two possible ways of being
is represented in ‘The Ghost's Leavetaking’ by two kinds of jma-
ges: those used to describe «the mundane orders;

It LT ) N the ready-made creation
O chaies and buresus and sleep-twisted sheets,

and the images represeriting this mystery land, or other, yer still
not experienced, mode esistence (athe chilly no-man’s lands, «the
no-calour veids; absence of colours is also used to describe the un-
derwatet world in ‘Flute notes from a Reedy Pend’), which is also
described in infernal images («sulphurguss). The image of the si-
sters in ‘Lorelei’ which had been tnvsterious and alluring as well
s dangerous, 15 here substituted by that of the ghost, going
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Tnie the rocky gizzard of the earch,

But rowards 4 tegion where our thick atmosphere
Timinishes, and God knows what is there,

The poet or the persona in the poem catches these two words
at the point of their intersection, before the emundane orders ta-
kes over completely, when the boundaries separating them are still
hlurred; she calls this point

i jOINE Between two worlds and two entirely
Incompatible modes of tme. .

4 state similar to that in which Yakow Petroviteh in Dostoevski's
The Donble finds himself, and to wich Plath draws atcention in
her thesis:

. Yakow Petrovitch lies in hed in the state hetween the «real and ae-
Lwals and his «oonlused dreamss. Gradually the dirty, smoke-stained, dust-
covered furnishings of his Petershurg room become familiar. The day
sreets him with a chostle, sour grimace »'°,

In another poem, ‘The Eve Mote’, this stare of suspension
of being is described as being «fixed in a narentheses». This poem,
wtitten in the period in which Plath lived in Bogton with her hu-
shand (late summer 1958 — mid 1959) after what Ted Hughes
considers her first acceptance of her inner world ¥, opens with
the poet feeling «blameless as daylights and ends with her drea-
ming that she is Oedipus. The style, although narrative, is perso-
nal (the pronaun «I» is used chroughout) and accentuates the fee-
ling that the pain felt alter the splinter accident goes much beyond
the physical, The poet is now able to see the outer world only in
a «warped manner, as if reflected in a distorting mirrqr, The «bla-
meless as daylights self had been able to see

16, Sviviy Prav, The Magic Mirmre A Study uf thi Prafiliz tn Tiog of Donoes-
shv’s Woweds, op ot e 85

17, Tro Hucars, oo o, p. 190
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................. hotses, necks bent, manes blovwn,
Tails streaming against the green
Backdrop of sycamores

whereas now 2 maimed self-punishing Oedipal sell sees

Horses warped on the altering preen,
Outlandish as double-humped camels or unieorns,
(Crrazing av the marging of a had monochrome,

— ymonochromes again accentuating the absence of vivacity in
the description of one of the modes of being, and adding to the
[celing of its unreality, The result is an existence described as «Fi-
xed .. in this parentheses», The confrontation between the two
peronae, in this poem petsonilied by the sblamclessy self with its
porme] vision and the Oedipal self with its warped vision of things,
is evident, as is the desire [or a return to a former uncivided blame-
less self and vision of life,

What T want iy what T weas

A place. a rime gone out of mind.

In ‘Black Rook in Rainy Wearher’, Plath seems to express
resignation to and acceptance of the outer, realistic objective world
of «ldtchen table or chairs, but images referring to another world
ot vision still sulfuse the poem. Here, however, there is no oppo-
sition between the objective and subjective world («incompatible
mades of times), and therefore there is no tension between these
two as in ‘The Ghost's Leavetaking’ where one world slowly gi-
ves place to the other, Tn the latter poem ordinary things («chair
and bureans) possess a significance bevond the merely material («the
hieroglyphs of some godly atterances) however, this significance
is put aside by the o definite reassertion of the ohjeclive world
(ewadened heads ignores). In the former poem the solid imagery
ot objective reality s illuminated, even if sporadically, by a vision
from the other mode of being, and «the ambrosial revelarions of
"The Ghost's Leavetaking’ — which is there apprehended only at
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the «Joint between two worlds and two entitely/Incomparable mo-
des of time» — here becomes a «celestial burning now and then
taking «possession of the most obtuse objects». These moments
of vision, however, lack continuity (espasmodics, «now and then»,
«random descents) atd intensity («a certain minor lights). The «ce-
lestial burnings does not assume the propottions of 4 miracle or
revelation {«io set the sight on fires), but is considered only as
«a brief respite from fear/Of total neutralitys, the fear of «the crass
fate these doctors call health and happiness» '". In this poem this

fear seems to be allaved, but there still persists a sense of regret

for the lack of rotal vision, and in spite of the post’s desite to re-
concile the two worlds (to «patch together a content/Of sorts»),
in the last stanza she leads us to understand that this compromise
does not convince her:

....................... miitacles occur
If you care o call these spasmodie
Tricks of radiance miracles ... oo

Plath’s use of the image of light, which recurs in most of the-
se ‘vision' poems, can be illustrated from her short story ‘Johnny
Panic and the Bible of Dreams’ . In this story inner conflict is
personitied in Johnny Panic who, says Sylvia Plath, is the emaker
of dreams». His «congregation» consists of those subject to this
inner conflict, who are identified by a «pure panic light» on their
faces. Here she expresses fear of the lack of that Fear, result of
inner struggle and source of the inner light of which dreams are
4 manifestation, even though it may lead to madness ot desath,
since Johnny Panic’s «love is the twenly-storey leap, the rape at
the throat, the knifc at the hearts *°, The descripition of the
slectra-shock treatment at the end of the short story is tranfor-
med and transfigured into the description of a heavenly vision,
and the electric charge of the electro-shock machine into that of

‘b Praun Tonnav Penie snd the Bible ol Bireams’, o it
. & Pracy, Tuboey Panic asd thie Bisle ol -Dieanys’, po e pi33

20, cop. eit, p. 3

]
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a divine revelation, The narrator opposes her inner light o the
material or exterior light. an oppesiton to be found also in ‘Poem
for a Birthday. In Tohnny Panic and the Bible of Dreams’ the in-
ner light prevails and the story ends on 4 note of hope {«He [John-
ny Panic] forgets not his owns) ¥,
Tn ‘Poem for 2 Birchday® the same double meaning applied

o light in the short story serves ro emphasize the presence of the
double persena: the one self which apprehends the inner light or
' is in search of its meaning. and the other self which apprehends
A only the exterior, material light, These two lights olten converge

! . and conflict in the reterences to the electro-shock charges which
B L are the source of her light imagery *%. Tt is in the description of
AR clectro-shock treatement thut the conllict between the two perso-
. nae and the ambiguity of the imagery reaches ity elimax.
it In “Witch Burning’, in the lines

i "1 = e
=i _.;;n'r_\,:m

=

My ankles brighten. Briphtness ascends my thighs
T am lost, T am lost, ia the robes of all this light.

«lights may refer both to the light of revelation and the material
lisht (eleciro-shock) which makes her lose her tnner vision. So too.
in ‘The Stones’, in the line

When T lelt out of the fight

\ falling out of the light may refer both to the loss of the inner light
) and to the loss of material light (near loss of life) following het
0| suicide attempt. 1o the same scetion ol the poem, «l see the light»
g may refer both to 4 return ta the edaylights and normality («sa-

meness on the wally) as well as to an apprehension of her inner
¥ vision. Tn «] see the lighty, the ambiguity is highly charged with
a note of irony sitice T see the light' is often used with reference
to revelation whereas the contexr stresses the surface meaning of

1 2. ap e, p, 39,

jlll i f 2:1 a-refetence o olesvrsoshock in listie iesagery 1 alsn svidienr i «Mowr they I"ELL
me-up like an slecmie bulks in “Wha', 'Pacm lor o Birthday’,
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material seeing as against the «I see by my own lights in ‘Dark
Ilouse’.

The cantrast between the material objective world and Plath’s
interior world is alse treated in ‘The Disquieting Muses’ *', in
which she is not visited by «whatever anpel may cheose (o {lages as
in ‘Black Rook in Ralny Weather', but by three ladies ewith heads
like darning egasw. These do not, s the shining rook had done,
offer only «d brief respite from fear [ Of total neurralitys but are
ever present and wstand their vigil in govens of stone, [ Paces blank
as the day 1 was borns, These three disquisting muses, who re-
semble the witches of fairy stories, accompany her through every-
day life, disrupting the etfect of the loving and placating care of
her mother and making her unable 1o float with her «on a oreen
balloon bright with a millien [ Flowers and bluebirds that never
were [ Never, never found anywheres. The muses in « gowns of
stones anchor the poet down to her inner world, a world seen
through their disguiering influence, preventing her from joining
the mundane material world of her mother which is deseribed he-
te in fantastic imapery; and is indeed fantastic to her in so lar as
she can never form part of it completely because of «the company
she keepss which makes her sheavs-tooteds and so unable to float.
Yet in a later poem ** she is able to ‘float’ but only through the
air in her wsoul-shifts, (hat is she is able te “foat’ not in her mo-
ther's sphere bur in her own, since she says thar, «if I'm alive now.
then 1 was dead» *.

George Stade says that ¢

Svlvia Plath's mother ... in the peems and in The Bell Jar, is asso-
ciured with the antithelical go-aetrer’s plaster saint of o self, that siifl,
driven and spinsterish achizver of poals set for her by other people.

24 & ¥ E

73, «These poems — ["The Disquieting Migses’, “Suekecharmer’, "The Ghost's Lea-
etaking'] — are ulrimately abeut e — [omer] — world, | aned i is not a wold ol fiste
I wisnal effecres. Trn HUGHES, mi. ¢, p. 185

24, 'Lave Lettar, Crovang e Waler po 4

73 Thid

2%, Grokcs Stann "Afrergord’, 1o Nancy Tiowree Syemern, & Claser Logi af
Ariels @ weewpory of Splise Pheb, London, 1954, p 33




MG REERATIITE FALSIN

The fanrastic quality of the mundane material world of dan-
cing and «piano lessonss is emphasized by the role allotted to the
mother in the poem: that of fairv-story teller who, by relating fai-
¥ stories, tries to shield her children from the harsh material rea-
lity of a hurricane ** but cannot protect them from the influence
of «wwitches» who continue to «stand their vigils in spite of the
fact that in her stories they get baked in gingerbread. At this point
T miust express disagreement with David Flolbrook ** who savs thar
these muses « are preventing her from becoming a woman and have
killed her creativitys, since it is the world of these witches, the
world of het interior drama, and not that of her mother, which
is the fount of Sylvia Plath’s creativity, and it is only when the
explores 1t completely that she writes her best poetry. The very
title of the poem testilics Lo the veracity of Slvarez’s statement
thar «What made her write [was] an underlving sense of violent
uneases =

Plath’s changing or alternating attitude towards these «disquie-
ting musess — the soutce of her inspitation becomes clear when
one compares the use she makes of the image of stone in these
early poems. In “The Disquiering Muses', where she iy still weigh-
ing the possibility or perhaps seeing the advantages of forming part
of her mother’s world, the image of stone is used to describe her
inner vision, in this poem personified by the «disgnisting musess
who in «gowns of stones are weighing her down, unabling her «to
floats. At the end of the poem a decision 1s taken not to «betruy
the company I keeps,

In ‘Hardeastle Crags’' the stone image is employed to deseri-
be the surrcundings. The town is «stone-built» and the air «igni-
tes its tinders. Nature is just as hard, «its pasture bordered by black
stone set { On black stones. This hard quality is transmitted also
to the softest smimals. The sheep drowse «stonewards and the birds
wear «granite ruffsy, Here, the problem of the double sell emer-

27 S account of rea? e bneidene th 5 Priuss, Ocepn 10120 ub, ol pas
27152, g weell g b "Puoint Shides, The Codusad,

21‘5 DA‘.’-‘ID Hornraeee, § Plath: Poctrp amed Bxavlenes, Lnwdony, 1976, Ch, Bop, 233
240 AL Arvanmg, Jebvis Plash™ an The Arsof Splvie Plagh ap. e, py 58
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ges 1n spite of the use of the personal pronoun «shes and the im-
personial tone of a narrative-descriptive technique. The persona in
the poem at first [orms part of this hard world, and when she ma-
kes a tentative effort to shake off the hardness in her and expose
her more vulnerable self,

All the night gave her, in return

Tor the palory gifl of her bulk and the bear
Ot her heart was the humped indilferent iron
e ailes L

The result is a retreat, presumably into hardness

................. ..belare the weight
Of stone and hills of stone could break
Her down to mere quarts in that stony lighe

It ‘Hardeastle Crags’ she therefore makes an ellort to explo-
re a frail self she knows to exist, but expresses fear of its being
crushed by g hard world of which she has, by necessity, to form
part. In ‘The Disquieting Muses’, written later 7 there is an ine-
vitable acceptance of her unease which she now recognises as her
inspiring muse, but her reluctance ro accept it is evident from the
fact that the stone image with connotations of hardness and hea-
viness is used in this larter poem to describe her muses who alie-
nate her mother's world which she has regrettully come 1o regard
as inaccessible, This regret is absent from her later poems where
the suppression of her «othernesss 15 associared to a non-life or
petrified life. As regards The Colovsys this is especially evident in
‘Poem [ar a Birthday' In "The Stones’ parts of the body are com-
nared to stones or are made 1o assume a stony quality («the stones
of the bellys, «the headstanes, «stone eyes, «flint lips), building
up the image of «I became a still pebbles. The go-petter mother,

31 Hardesstle (zrans’| belongy ta the sroup of poems writeen betore the Hupghes's:

departure For che Umted Siuies; whetess of “The Disauieting Muscs' aind olber poems,
Ted tlaghes savs thal they sbelonp ro the ticse she was seachings in the Enplish facalty
al Smith Collége. Ten Hugwres, ap o, @, 189
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the destroyer of the inner lile or self, becomes «the mather of pe-
stelss: the landscape is @ equarry of silences» and the city is made
of «stones, taciturn and separates,

In ‘Whe' the lack of an inner self turns her into «a root, 2
stone, and owl pellets. In ‘Dark House' «All-Mouths, whom she
blames for her present condition, «lives in a stony holes, while
in ‘Macnad’, at the moment of revelation, «when iU thundereds
she tries «hiding under a flar stones or retreating into a state of
non-life, In “Witch Burning', to eseape the burning which obviously
stands fur shock treatment, in desperation she promises «to con-
strue the days | 1 coupled with dust in the shadow of a stoner
adusty, ashadows und «stones indicating infertility or the impos-
sibility of conception resulting from this coupling.

‘The connotation of the stone image with a state of non-life,
or racher ol non-spiriteal life, is made explicit in "Love Letter’:

Noat easy to stafe the change vou rriacle.
¥ I'm alive now, then 1 was cdead,
Though, like a store, unbothered by it
Staying pur according o habir

and in 'The Rival’
And your first wift is making stone out of eversthing s

T hier first poems, as we have seen, Plath tries w defend her-
self against the «violent uneases ** or «imminent volcanos 4
Hughes calls her inner creative, yet destructive world, by, to use
ITughes's own terms again, opposing to it «a prickly fastidious
defences **. In Twn Sivters of Persepbone Plath disparagingly de-

31, Crovine The Water, o g4,
S |
330 A Aovanmy, bt ops 54

34, Ten Hudgsrs, MNotes on che Chronelogieal Oxdér af Bulvls Plarh™s poetiss’ 0
The Are ot Swdvia Plath, o et p. 188,

35 Ton | {usHes, op. cit, b, 188,
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seribes her poetic activity through the arid image of someone work-
ing on «a mathematical machines and at 4 «barren enterprises. In
this poem Blath personifies her two selves or personge by the «two
sisters» of the rirle and the «two girlsy of the first line, splitting
in this way that projection of herself which we habitually find in
hey poems. In other poems she employs this device through the
use of the first person and second person singular {I - you); in this
poem instead the poet adopts the point of view of an outside ob-
server watching the personification of her twa sclves or personade.
In this poem she seems Lo express @ preference for the «balloons
world of her mother which is here, however, not deseribed in fan-
tastic terms but in carthy, sensuous inages of fruit-bearing vitali-
ty. The keatsian image ' of her being «lulled/near a bed ol pop-
piess, however, is signilicant in that it secms o hint that the post
cant anly enter this world by dulling her intellectual faculties. Ma-
rerial fercility can only be arvived at through intellecrual sterility
and through drowsing that «viclent unease» or inner conflict which
is the mainspring al her poetry, When she aceepts this wiolent unea-
se and faces it squarely and unequivocally, she finds herself beyond
the reach of this dulling effect, as she says in a later poem:

Wihere are vour oplates. vour nansedus capsules?
] Il 2

Ti I eould bleed or sleep!

Or your liquors seep to me in this glass capsule,
Dlling and stilling 77,

The figure of Persephone in “Two: Sisters of Persephone’ is
emblematic of her divided self, of her personge («Daylong a duet
of shade and light/Plays between theses): in the same way. that
Persephone or Proserpine was allowed 1o spend half the year with
her mother Demeter, goddess of the earth {(«lights, «bronzed as
carths), and the other hall of the year with her husband Pluto,
sod of the underworld, who had abducted her («shades, «dark wain-

36, SFr Kears's ‘Oce to a Nightinpale',
37, Poppresin July', Asel . 82
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scotted rooms), so too is Plath torn between the seductiveness of
her mother’s world and her calling as a poet,

The imagery which Plach uses to describe her mother’s waorld
in this poem scems to indicate that she is attracted to it since she
describes it as being carefree, instinctive and fruit-bearing:

..................... the lutter

Grows guick with seed

Grass couched in her labour’s pride,
She bears 8 King .o ar.

whereas elsewhere this mode of being is considered
The wax image of mysell, a doll’s body .

that is, artificial and 4 parody of the inner creative or anthentic
sell. However, in spite of the earthy quality of the imapery used
to describe the mother’s world, this conrinues to romain out of
the reach of the poet because of the excessively idyllic picture it
presents. On the other hand the imagery of aridity and barren-
ness used here o renresent the world of her poetic creativity {«us
she calculates each sum [ At this barren encerprises, <. wrv virgin
{ vvoe | Worm-husbanded and ver no womans) 15 that used elsewhete
ro describe her eplaster selly whose etidiness....... caltiness....... DA
Ligncey makes sold yellows or her inner self «feel like lving with
her own cotfing 2,

It is well to remember that “T'wo Sisters of Persephone’ was
written after the other poems in The Cofossws ™, and the appa-
rently negative attitude she adopts in this poem towards poetry
writing ot at least towards her concept of poetey wiiting so [ar
(the image of her working <problems on [ A mathematical machi-
news 1s very similar to that used by Hughes ra deseribe her way
of composing the early poems: «in that laboriouy inching wav as

. Wficel Burning in ‘Toem for @ Biclluley!, The Coloimng, p. &5,
59, o Dlaster’ Crossmg the Wiren 1 30
4. (L BTann, aj. gil, pl GG,
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if she were working out a marhematical problems) *' agrees with
the judgment she expressed on the poems contained in The Colassus:

[ can't read any of the poems aloud now. I didn't wrile them o

be read aloud, In fact they quite privarely bare me **.

Whut she is condemning here, therefore, is not her genuine
creativity, praduct of her sense of unease, but the mechanical poems
inspired by her mundane caleulating self.

The problem of the division of self or of the persosge of Syl-
via Plath is represented in “Moonrise’ through colour imagery. The
colour white predominates in the poem. and the fact that we are
told explicitly that it is not merely an objective correlative of «a
complexion of the minds, or of a state of mind or mede of being
indicates that the poet had had such a correlation in mind. A pa-
rellel is drawn between the wrhite colour of the berries and the ‘whi-
teness’ of the poet lwwhire stomachs). The calour white seems to
stand for apparent innocence, purity and ease:

Tl go vul and sit in white like they do,
Dioing pothing: o m.

A pidgeon rudders down, Ity fan-rails white.
Vocation enough... ..o leeriss

as well as for deah and corruption:

........................ a body of whiteness
Rots and smells of rot under its headstone

I smmell that whiteness heve 0

The allusion to whited sepulchres links further the objective
waotld to the state of mind or of being. At the end of the poem

21 T, Hugees, ap, o2, o 188,

47 Duoted by 8, Avvarrz, Dhe Supsre Godd A Stedy of Suiesde, o gt p 35,
Alvares oes on to sav that “She cedld vidy ‘prrite poems out loud' when she hud discore-
redd By e speakivg soice; Uar fs) her e postic identity.
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the betries aripens, mature and therelore become «purple and
bleed» — red heing the colour of «labours, «bruisess, «bloods *2,
therefore of that ¢viclent uneases, source ol her authentic poetic
voice, White or whiteness in the poem is the prevailing mode of
heing as can be seen not only from the title itself (moontise =
pale light of the noen), but also (ram the hipher incidence of whi-
te in relation to red. Whire is referred to 21 times (ewhites, 16;
awhitetiessn, 3: wwhitens, 2:) and red 7 [spurples, 1; «blseds, 1,
sripeny, -3 «reddens, 4), Both from the relarive incidence of these
rwo coloors and from the context in which these words are used
we are made to understand that the colour white refers to the ac-
tnal stare, whereas the colour red refers to a luck of a stare («no
labour reddenss) or to a futare potential state («may ripen yets),
We come across a similar use of the colour white in ‘In Plaster’ ¥,
onic of the most cxplicit poems dealing with Plath's persorge (o]
shall never set out of this! There are two of me now:sl, where white
is the colour of the gaints or saintly part of her which constricts
«old yellows or the «ugly and hairys side of her:

Living with her was like living with my own coftin.

Plath's reluctance to face squarely the contlict berween her two
personas in The Colosius can be further exemplilied by comparing
the ending of ‘la Plaster’ with that of "Moonrise’, [n the [ormer
she looks torward to the time when «the white person» would «pe-
righ with emptinesss; in "Moonrise’ | she still believes in the possi-
bility of fusion and svnthesis. In fact in ‘ln Plaster’ she savs:

T used 1o think we mughr male & go of it topether

Yet the impossibility of the co-existence or fusion of the two
personae is the theme of a poem as ‘Spinsier’, Suppression of ane
of the pernsae as a remedy to her problem of identity is the concha-

43, In "Twe Slsters of Persephone' the perals of the popples sre referred 2o is
‘petalled Slood! thus introducing & sute of 1messe inen othersise idyllic pictite:

A4 Crossang fhe Witer, oo 34,
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sion she already reaches in this poem, one of the earliest in The
Colossus . The perioa to he suppressed here, however, is not the
ane equivalent 1o the plaster saint but that equivalent to old yel-
low, the ugly, hairy uneasy self, source of her true poetic voice,
whose existence in this poem she seems to have just discovered
and, realising the dangets that accompany it, decides to «checles.
The «particular girls in this poem oscillates hetween two op-
posing modes of being, ending up by choosing the barren mode
ol being already sugpested by the title. Spring is the setting of the
poem, an apt setting for the awakening of awareness of hoth the
vivacity and the turmaoils of life. The physical serting allows Plath
to develop the theme in terms of nature imagery throughout.
The theme of the poem is developed 1n five movements, and
the imapery used in each movement corresponds to either one or
other of the two modes of being ar personae. In the first move-
ment the neattiesy and tidiness pertaining to the “plaster saint” 1o
“Tnn Plaster’ invest this eparticular girly and the physical setting
(«ceremonious April walle:, «suitors]. Then this subjective and ob-
jective tidincss breaks down, and the images of order give way to
images of disorder l«weremonious walke becomes «gait stray un-
evens: «suitors becomes «lovers; evervthing is 2 wiumults; «irre-
milar bahbles, «litters, «unbalances, «unevens, «slovens). Subse-
quently she rejects the troubling loxutiousness of «rank wilderness
of fern and [lowers, and expresses a desire, through the use of win-
try nature imagery, for a return to order and aceremonys, for the
orderly simplicity of a «black and whites setting and state of being:

How she longed for winter then!
Serupulously austere in its order

Of white and hlack

lee und rock, ecach sentiment berween border;
And heart’s frosty discipline

Exact as ¢ snowtlake

25 Wielteenm cires 1950; first published in Geming an Wsford Cambridgs wnbver-
sity magavine, in 1937, ser Latien; p. 32 o [he oppositon of o prickly lestidious defence
S tmminers ocane ts inane wiy o another an element in gl by carly poemis T
HuaREs o et g LS



[,

L

e

4 L=

e B | = e

S S ma
o a— —

SR i S————L g

RN E AEE MALETTRE RALZOR

In the next movement the rumult of the objective spring ser-
ting — representing exhuberant, creative, fruit-bearing life—breales
in upon the gitl’'s conscionsness again, and irs exuberance and the
menace it brings with it are sxpressed by such words as «burgeon-
ingy, «wulgar motley», «treasony, «hedlam springs. Finally there
is a definite retreat and {light from the objective world of spring
lushiousness and the subjecrive state of mind for which it stands
(«wshe withdrew neatlys), Spring weather and the corresponding
state ot mind or mode of being s called «mutinouss — because
it disruprs a tidy existence — much in the same way and for the
samne reason that T. S, Elot calls April the cruellest months where-
as wwinger kept us warmy **. The dangers of tacing the instinctive
side of life or her creative «unrulys persona are considered so insi-
dious (they may lead to madness: eunruly inough to pitch her tive
queenly wits/Into vulgar motley...... Bedlam springs) that a mere
retreat is not enough aml she has to «setfSuch a barricade of harh
and checks.

\When it was first published in Gemind, Harold Hobson saw
this as a poem an the theme of love:

The young ladies of Cambridge, it appears, know all about love,
(On my way from Liverpool Slreet, T read in the new university magazl-
nie, Gewsing, 4 poem “Spinster’ by Sylvia Plach, twelve times no less, He
re sharp-edeed, memorable, precise, is a starement ol the refusal of lave,
g firm, alurmed withdrawal of the skirts from the dangerous dews o

As this analysis has hopelully demonstrated, this isa superhi-
cial reading of the poem which does not take into account all the
allegorical implications, The poem is doubly allegoncal: winter's
austerity and spring’s unruliness stand {or chastity and love or pas-
sion respectively, and the barricade she sers against unruliness
stands for the defence of chastity; on another allegorical level the
theme of chastity versus love or passion stands for the conflicr bet-
ween Plath's oo modes of being or personae: her ‘plaster-saint selt’
and her creative ‘ugly hairy self’

46, T.5: Fimom, "The Bunal of die Dead' by The Wante Lamd [T, 1.3
A7, Hanow Hossos, The Sewday Tower, London, March 17, 1957,
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Tidiness is considered the characteristic of modern life in the
“Times are Tidy’. George Stade sees in this poem only one of the
persanue of Sylvia Plath: the “plaster saint’ the hard ambitious wo-
man; he quotes the middle stanza of the poem as proof of «how
well she learnt the lessons of her tidy times and how thoroughly
her rabid pragmatism applicd them» **. Stade here misses the who-
le point of the poem, for what is striking in this poem is its irony.
The first line of the poem, «lUnhicky the Hero Boras, is remini-
scent of heroic poetry, and is followed by «In this provinee of the
sLuck records, thus seiting a mock heroic tone, The hero, whe sym-
bolizes hazatd, has been defeated by histore which has brought
about our preseat age of mechanisation, an age in which no ec-
centricities or deviations from normality are accepted. In fact the
«last crone got burnt up/More than eight decades backs. The iro-
ay in the poem is also evident from the fact that the post tells
us that the supprassion of abnormality and the depersonalization
of life so that creativity is ne longer needed and «cooks go jobless»
has only had the banal result that

..... the children ate berter for it,
The cow milk’s eream an inch thick.

[ lere Plath is not, as Stade savs, stating that one should make
use of the tidy times to one’s advantage; she is deploring through
irony the cvents in history which has killed the possibility of, or
desire for being creatively different, so that «gccentricities, the
peril of being fon sperial, were reasoned and cooed [rom us like
sucked thumbss ** and «the rebel, the artist, the odd temains only
an embryor *° Here Plath is most probably comparing hersell, or
rather her credtive persona, to the last crone who «got burnt ups:
it her case, since the times are now tidy, this persona was not cli-
minated through desth by burning — as in the case of witches

AR Gl i e T

49, & Pravd, "Armeciea; Bmerica” 1o Jobsy Fasic and the Bible of Drepms, op,

(of s e P
50 Ihid, poA4

==



]

g [~ ——

o R

L

3iix BEAR AT R BT

it other times — but through rehabilitation and through being
«doomed to the crass fate theose doctors call health and
happinessy *'.

The last poem in The Codossns, "Poem for a Birthday', gathers
in it most of the themes and images of the other poems in this
callection. The theme of the poct’s two perosae is central even
in this poem which, as has often been pointed out. is abour Plath’s
nervous brealeddown and her internment in a mental hospital *2,
as is her autobiogratical novel The Bell Jar. The poem deals with
a particular result of her violent uncase, with a tangible consequence
of the conflict caused by her dual persona thar 1s with her attemp-
ted suicide and subsequent hospitalization, rather than with the
duality Itsel and the inper conflict caused by it. The poem there-
tore has a violent subject, bur the violence has been externalized
through her suicide attempr, and largely exorcised, so that, asin
the novel, we ate not presented with a direct experience bul ra-
ther with the natration of a past experience, and in spite of the
subject matrer this poem lacks the force and horror contained ia
the later poems. A comparisen between two descriptions of
Howery exemplities this paint:

T osaicd: T st remember this, being small,
There were such enormous. Hlowers,

Purple and red mouths, duterly Tovely,

The hoops of blackberry stetms mude me ery ™,

(3 ey God, what am |
'J.ihat the_se late fint L}Ih Hh:j:ll[r| LTy e
Ih a forest of frost. in & dawn of cornflowers ¥,

‘Poem for a Birthday' gives the impression that the post is
not directly involved in the tragedy of loss of identity. Just asin

Il B Frawin, Tohnry Panie and (e Bible af Dreams' op o, p. ¥k

o 3d. T Humims, ap. o, po 1535 A, Avvarnz, oy gt po38; B Ao, S F.:'ﬁf.t'ﬂj.
I':.danl:urﬂ_'., 1375, o 3% D Harspoos, of, it po 24

33, "Whe' in Puem for-a Birthday', The Culossis, p. B1.
74 "Poppies in Qcluber!| Adel po 29,
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The Bell Jar everything that comes before the attempted suicide
seems to be leading to this climactic or cathartic act, so too in The
Colossus the latent unease in the poems seems to converge in ‘Poem
for 4 Birthday’. Both relate in retrospect such a catharsis and its
aftermath, giving the impression that they were written when

The bell jar hunyg, suspended, o few feetr sbove my head, I was open
3

tix the circulating air ™,

The tact that in The Colussus Plath has not vet resigned her-
self 1o the existenice of het dug! persenality attenuates the drama-
tic effect of the poems contained in this veolume, and of their ima-
sery, and even the peem which is mare specifically about her at-
tempted suicide lacks the tragic ineluctabilty of the later poems
where the inner conflict gives place to an acceptance of and resi-
gnation to her dual persona and the resultant rragic consequences.

Two, of course there are twos
Tt seems perfectly natural now

Somebody's done [ar ™.

I her thesis on the double in Dostoevshy, talking of Golya-
din she says:

The mystery of the second self becomes a menace; the inner duality
£7
becomes 4 dual to death ™.

As Alvarez points eut:

nows she swras bﬂ}fﬂ]_‘[d ﬂlﬂ'fﬂﬂ.ﬁ]’]' of HTINVEHIC In thﬂ‘ b-t:ginning Shf hﬁd CE.]-
led up these horrors partly in the hope of exorcising them, partly to de-
monstrate her omnipotence and imvulnerabilicy. Now she was shut in

55 %, Puate, The Belf far np. ¢, p. 237
56, ‘Death & Ca'. Axel pe 38

57- S Pram The Mavie Mizor o1 Sruche of the Plinbkle én tion of Destossk)’s Mo
sl wapcerts e HI
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with them and knew she was defenceless..... T think she must in the end
have accepred the logic of the life she had been leading and come to terms
with its terrible necessiries *°.

The title *Poem for & Birthday' expresses a desire for birth
or rebirth or for the discovery of identity. The title itself indica-
tes that at least at the start of the poem the poet feels hopeful
of making this discovery, in spite of the title "Whao' of the first
section, which suggests uncerrainty as to identity *°. "Who' descri-
bes the state of lack of identity. Eileen Aird sees the opening imy-
sery in the poein as referring to Plath's own pregnancy at the tl-
me of writing the poem *, but it is probably more correct to say
that the poet 15 alluding to a metaphorical pregnancy, that is 1o
her expectancy of a new identity. The guasi-inanimate stare she
tinds herselt in due 10 her loss of identity, 15 expressed by image-
vy of inanimate objects whose world she would share.

Let me sit in a flowerpot,
The spiders won't notice,
My heart is a stopped geranium.

I amn a root, a stone, an owl pellet &t

This state of suspension of being is objectified through her
surroundings («I am at home among the dead headss), vet even
in this state of death in life and in spite of her desire for complete
nullity she is still capable of feeling («if only the wind would leave
my lungs alonew). The way the image of the wind is used suggests
that she considers her very breath as something extraneous to her,

and that in spite of herself life goes on around and in her even

38, AL Alvamey The Sevaee God op ooty pee 37 52,

5% The miissiog question marh Rasled Hithriek w think thal Plalh has doehope
that the question may be amswered. .. 1las no hope of reflection and cherefore no sense
of Tarnis, T Llogesook, apl cit, @ 24

o0, B damn. Stk Blath Edinbaral, 199650035

Al Tnher thesesshe LiNE, #{;ﬁl:y:ﬂli.!:l'iill r.u!'.:'rnu.a'_"}' ideniliey bl witl logy forins
et-atiiomal ke and wishes tor oblhdon or deaths. 5. Bt op. sit, g 13,
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though seen in a distorted manner («they bloom upside downs).
The thwarting of her desire [or annulling herself and for putting
an end to her participation in life is similatly expressed in a later
poem, when some tulips introduced into her sick-room,

....coneentrate my attention, that was happy
v . ' . . . i G
Playing and resting without committing itself .

when all she wanted was
To lie with my hands turned up 4nd be uttery empey *,

The above mentioned stute of being often finds expression
through a deseription of a state of sleeplessness or dreamlessness
(wwithout dreams of any sorts). The absence of sleep and dreams
indicates the lack or suppression of an interior world, and hence
of personality and identity:

[Te lives without privacy in a lidless toem *,

The bleak desctiption of Plath’s mode of non-being 15 rent
by the ‘mouth’ image which on one semantic [evel is the visualiza-
tion ol a ery of pain, an eloguent expression of the silent horror
of her condition . ‘Mouth’ is also cavity, symbolizing a void to
be filled in, expectancy, In this sense it is also related to the other
image of «mummy’s stomachs , where «stomachs also stands for
cavity and mummy both for the deadened condition she is in as
well as for mother and for pregnancy .

N T FLE S P et

a3, 1B

b, Tosommas, Crasig e Warsr, 7. 21 Reforences o slzeplesinecs are frequont
in The Beff Jar. see oo Oh IT, g 135, Dreuns plav o ceatral sale in ahnmny Panic and
¢ Bible of Direams', rhe title being aleeddy sighificanr, and o1 “The Wishing Box', ano-
ther shart scorw in the same vislume, in which the heroine commits suicice fallwing a pe-
rind of dresmlessncss

63, see akno Poppiss in October’, Arel p. 20

G, Presmamer houd in the sense thar Sveves Traiu was pregndn: al the tme of
writhng the posen (Yaddow, 1499, soc Tegierm, po 3361 amd in the sense of expectancy
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These two meanings of the image suggest the presence of ho-
pe since a cry of pain is a reaction, and expectancy indicates the
possibility of a birth. On this semantic level ‘mouth’ as cavicy fs
the poet herself («] am all mouthy) who feels herself as a void wai-
ting to be filled in. On yet another semantic level *mouth’ as cavi-
tv is an image applied to her mother («Mothet, yor are the one
mouth [ I would be a tongue tos!, and symbolizes a desire to re-
et Lo the wombs, and therefore for self elfacement and {or com-
alete identitication with her mother [ the sue mouth | T woulid
he a tongne t0'). The only alternarive to annulment therefore is
4 return to the ‘plaster s’ sell, pertaining to-her mother’s world
which now, however, she considers foreign to her (amother of other-
nesse). The post expresses a desire to be devoured by this cavity,
toreturn to the womb and be reabsarbed by her mother’s world:
The imperative «eat mes denotes a paralysis, a continuation of her
passive role, while «shadow of doorwavs» suggests that ane rea-
son for this paralysis could be the overshadawing influence of her
mother and the world she represents. In the last two stanzas she
goes back to a past conception of her mother's world. Seen through
past memaories

T

SR Ty

e
g

I -I
' 1 saicd: T must rememsser this, being small.
.t{
g l this world appears awesame («enormons flowerss) but not ominous
‘! i '[mtter lovelys). In the state she is in at the moment, even this
.. 4 wview of 11-.=.=1 Mother's world is denied her:
: |

S

Nt they light me up like an elecrreic hulk

ifl & 'F ; : :
i | I'or weeks I can remember nothing at all.
ta
! l.’ The second section of the poem ‘Dark House', is also bailt
Ut 011 e . w 1700 ] [ 3
d ¥ e round cavity imugery, and continues with the deseription of the
] :'If condition of gestation. The dark house of the title is her dark sta-
r,{ [ I
e Al
| ST
J i| . 6:" I-d-i'-“—'i-ﬂ"l ot pourse iz refers T thie elecrre. shock Lreatmend she r::u:ll.ll:d tn:l,l
Al lowing her sulcide stromp in 1953 (Lester, p 1250 Note (bl the imagery 35 derived frar
1R 15 experionees [ar rereoved in e ate (i rhn othee, see nole |, p 72,
21
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te of mind or of being for the creation of which she assumes full
responisibility (<] made it myself»). The images here, however, re-
fer to underground cavities («cellarsy, «delvingsy, «Marrowy tun-
nels» etc.), so that, if we interpret the poem as representing a jour-
ney towards rebirth, this section would correspond to the descent
into the underworld or Hades, and to the inhabitants of this
world *, to the shadows that inhabit the underworld; here the poet
sees herself as one of them, In ‘Dark House’, as against in “Whe',
there is a decision to try te come out of this dark state of being
or underworld not by going back to her mother’s world, but hy
a personal search for an identity («I see by my lights) even though
the consequences of taking on a new identiry might be grotesgue:

Any day [ may litter puppies
Or mother & horse ®,

During this journey of sell discovery the peoet is tempted to
remain in the underworld which would therefore become a
tomb ™

It is warm and tolerahle
In the bowel of the root,
Here's a cuddly mother,

«All-mouaths refers us back to «l am all mouths, that is to the
void which in "Who' she wanted to {ill by reabsorbing (actually
by being absorbed by} her mother identity, In this section she bla-

68, Mention ot undergronnd crearores is 1o oe found alsoin ‘The Blue Mole", The
Crilesins, 2. 45

69, Several eriricy have noted the influence of Theodore Roethlee {15908-1963) in
this poem as o grher poems, A Awvargez, 'Sylvln Plath™, =0 ot oo 58: T Husnies, op,
c#t, o 192 EL Amn, ops oty B 34, Plach herself sdmitted o hisinfluence to Adn SrxTon,
"The Warfly Edaght o Slag’, The Art of Svhds Tlatk op ¢, p. 178

. Taisinoa cellar char Plath mgkes her suicide attempr (Ledders, p. 1251 Tn The
Bl Jar, belore heraltempred suicide, Ersther Griemwond tries sther less drastie wavs
of self-cfacement; 1 crawled between the mattress sndl the padded bodstead and let the
ryattress fall across aie like @ trombstome. T [ele dhark end sife uneer there, but the marcress
wiis not hesvy enough, It neaded abour a ton more weight 1o male me slecpic op, cit, p. 130,

11
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mes All-mouth for her present state («I1e’s to blames), and varies
her imagery so as to contrast All-mouth’s hardness and voracity
(«che lives in an old well [ A stony holes) with the softness of the
_ underground creatures (ssmall nostrils are breathing, / Little humble
‘ loves»!) which are mentioned with regard to her journey through
the underworld in search of an identity,

The third section of ‘Poem lora Birthday’, ‘Macpad’, opera-
tes on two thme levels expressed by the initial «onces and by the

N S N—. v rA—
- - -y -
i p———

j 2l L athis months of the third stanza, and by the use of the past and
LI (T the present tenses, 45 in the case of awasy and sarmnp. The past iy
Al linked with memorics of the poet’y childhood
!/ ‘r | Oinee T twas ordinary: sat by my father's bean tree ™
I 11 and symbolizes a state or mode of heing both normal and tanta-
, ! stic, similar to the ballovn woerld of her mother in “The Disquie-
‘ ting Muses'. The present is linked with the rejection of this world,
i with the desice of facing her other perona
il
i | O I am too big to go backward:
X
e e e G
i {F’ - Mothier, keep out my barnyard,
Rl I am becoming another.
174 )}_1 and with the despair at the impossibility of doing so. The desire
3 to [orger her despair is expressed in bacchic imagery {«feed me
15 thie berries of darky, «vars, ssleepdrunk, their limbs at oddss), and
Hi I by the wvery title "Maenad’: votary of Bacchus, also meaning
| 14 wineloving.
1% Plath eperates the passage from the chronological past, cot-
Hid (1 responding Lo one mode of being, to the chronologieal present cor-
LIBYY] responding to another, chiefly through the last line of the st
l--il \ stanza:
|
J \ 31';
I - a > » »
t l ' i Tl The dimape of the bean tiee s peobubly denved from che Eollotale Tack and
| 11 the Heanseall® iy which chereis a-plant.
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When it thundered I hid under a flar stone.

The preceding lines describe a normal («ordinary») and yet
faritastically idyllic existence, and the above line is an extension
of this description. But it alse introduces the idea of power and
might alteady be hinted at by the totemic image of the bean-tree,
The image of thunder, however, carries the meaning of thiy sec-
tion of the poem beyond the meaning of 4 power present in this
edenic existence, to that of both the exile from this sort of exi-
stence as well as to that of the transformation of this power into
inner light of revelation. This further extension of meaning, the
chronological passage and the semantic ambignity is expressed
through the connotative and associative richness of the last line.
The autcbiographical character of this poem allows for the line
to be read: "When my father was angry I used to be very frighte-
ned’; at the same time the imagery used (sthundereds and «hids),
with its mylhological and biblical assosiations, allow [or the rea-
ding: T was exiled from this edenic existence’. But exile [rom an
edenic existence and logs of innocence is equivalent to sin, and
therefore to that unease which is the source of dreams, imagina-
tion, inner Hght and therefore of peetic inspiration. In fact John-
ny Panic, persenification of vnease or inner light, is deseribed in
similar imagery:

1Tis beard is lightning, Lightning is in his ¢ye. His work charges
and illuminates the universe ™.

He i3 sudden as thunder.., He simply can’t resist melodrama. Me-
; - Lo
lodrama of the ﬂldest, most obyious wATIEEY =,

As can be seen a father figure is involved in all the interpre-
tations given, and the semantic extension and transformation in
these lines ig in fact expressed through the transformation of this
father figure, In the same way that according to psychoanalytic
theory the Ffather is interiorized into the super-ego, while the

72, Tohony Pamic dtl the Bible of Thteams’, i it p. 33,
75 B, o 28
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once omniscient and omnipotent father shiinks to human
dimensions ™, so too in this section the totemic «father’s bean
trees becames sthe old man shrunk to a dolls and «the bean lea-
ves.. .. dumb as handss, while the mighty «thunders of a power
external to the poer becomes her inner light,

The fourth section of ‘Poem for a Birthday’, "Ihe beast’, con-
tinues on the same two chronological levels. The beast, the «hey
of this section, could refer to the father in the first two stanzas
where the imagery is idyllic. Here the past rense is used and we
are reminded of the opening line of ‘Maenad’: «I way ordinary».
In the second patt of this section the imagety becomes that of de-
gradation and the tense changes to the present. The «hes thus de-
praded could refer to a present day revaluation of the poer’s father,
a5 well as to her husband («I've married a cupbeard of rubbishs)
where «marricds could here have lost its legal connotations und
could refer to living in a state of degradation following the reali-
zation in ‘Macnad’ that «0) 1 am too big to go backward:s™.
Tf the «hew in the two parts af this section are Interpreted as being
objectivizations of subjective states, they could refer to different
states of modes of heing aceributable respectively to an idyllic past
and a degraded present.

As we have seen, the ‘Lorelel’” mirror-water image, reintro-
duced in ‘Flute Notes from a Reedy Pond’, the [ifth section of
‘Poem for a Birthday' does not express a birth or rebirth of the
other gelf, not does it aller a solution to the problem of dualicy,
although the persona in the poem has accomplished the death by
water, in many poems seen as a means of putting an end to her
psychological misery. This section expresses only an attenuation
of the conflict, 2 mament of calm.

T4, T Svarenmn C1ARE, Cheoom be Seremente’ detty Frend, Roma, 1967, . 98,

75, 4Vhe persona realizes that she is borh rormencing and tormented and cie only
escape feom such o condiihity 3 to lve throweh the exorelsivaf o fod only ‘the devil can
el the devll out', The protagonist has foally sccepted thas the condition of her iflness
i one b which she 15 bath the witch and the wax dall, the persemater snd the pessecnrads,
E: .ﬂmn, (eri r.‘ff.! a6,
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In "Witch Burning” which reminds s of «The last erone got
burnt ups of “The Times are Tidy’, thete is 2 conflicr between an
«Ls and a «Theys; the «I» recognizes itsell in the witch, and the
«theys in the act of burning the witch:

T climiby to 4 bed of tire,
They are piling the drv sticks.
They ure tuening the burners up, ring after ring.

In spite of this apparent exteriorization of the contlict (I-they)
and its exorcism, the contlict is still an interior one between her
W0 Derioide)

T inhabit the wax image of myself
I am intintate with a haivy spiric

This act of exarcism of the ‘hairy selt’, the apparent agenty
of which are the «theys of this section, can only be effective in
so lar as one of her persosnge allies itsell with the atheys [or ¢only
rhe devil can eat the devil outs. The section ends on an ambiguous
note which does not specify, the ourcome of this act of exorcism:

My ankles brighten. Brightniess ascends my thighs,
I am lost, T am last, in the robes of all this light.

We are left in doubt a5 1o whether this brightness and light
liberates the poet from her uneasy, ‘hairy spirit’ and restores her
to her «wax images and «doll's body» sell, or a5 to whether it re-
presents the prevalence of her interior light and «hairy spirits over
the «doll's body» self (i.e. over the «l» allied with the «theys). This
ambiguity in the light and burning imagery used is further sup-
ported by the ambiguity of the phrase «the red tongues teach the
truths which echoes a similar phrase in “Maenad'; «a red tonguce
in among us». In the {irst phrase guoted, the tongue image is as-
sociated with the tongues of flame of the witch-burning, while in
hoth phrases it has also the biblical assaciations of revelation,
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In “The Stones’ ™ the ambiguity in “Witch Burning” gives way
Lo the irony ol a rehirth («foetusy, «sucks), that is only & reruen
to the «doll’s bodws sclf.

The ample use of body imagery in "Poem [or a Birtheay® rea-
ches paroxystic levels in the last section of the poem. Tndouhre-
dly the fact that in *Poem for a Birthday’ the posr makes use ol
images connected with the expericnces resulting from het suicide
attempt contributes to the choice of such imagery, but it seems
reasonable to suppose that this utilization of body imagery is pur-
pasely resorted to so as to bring out the state of suspended anima-
tion which is the mode of being this poem describes,

In all the other sections of the poem, except in the very last,
the body imagery 15 both particular and highly symbolic, whereas
in the last section “The Stones', most of the parts of the body men-
tioned are berell of this symbaolic value, and assume quite simple
the global meaning that the poet is now being, almosr lirerally,
put together again.

A closer examination of the use of this body imagery will il-
lustrate the point much more clearly. In the first {ive sections of
the poem, we find the following body images used:

mouth, &: stomach; tongue, 4. heart(=dl;
Byatly, 2- hidly; haneled]s bowel;
idogthead; [styitace; BIIL; eve 2;
hairly).

In the last section, ‘The Stones’, the body images used are:

stomach; bielly: head{stone); mowthibolel 2;
[ierey; eve, 2; Al L

torse; hearts; lgesi; AT TS

limls: hand: Hngers.

I the first section the images connected with cavicy predo-
minale, whereas in the last section theve is a closer adherenice to
the literal meaning of the words listed above: in the last section

T Ted Thogles tells us thutt eshe dismnssed everything priot o 'The Stoncs” s
Juvenilia, prodneed in the days befire she became herselfs, T Huumees, en o, po 199
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that 15, mest of these words are more of & list of anatomical parts
of the body. Itis reasonable to conclude, therefore, that whereas
in the first six sections the function of body imagety is thar of
expressing the throes inherent in the search for a spiritual identi-
ty, in the last section the images represent the construction of a
merely physical identity, and represent the abandonment of the
poet’s of being able ro «inhabits anything more than «the was image
of myself, a doll’s body» ™.

The title of the whole pnem therefore, ‘Poem for a Birthday!,
is justified in that the poet does indeed describe a rebirth, but on-
ly a physical rebirth; that is all the poet’s travail results only in
survival from her suicide attempr. Her efforts to discover some-
thing more than a merely physical identity have not yet been
successful— het «wax images has been recuperared.

In spite of the use of the first person singular throughout the
last section, the division in Plath’s personality is equally brought
out, This section is more narrative in stvle and the division bet-
ween the narrator — ‘I and the narrated’ ]’ — more evident. The
poet adopts the detached tone of an ironic observer, looking on
the salvaging opsration which is putting her together again.

Her dismembered physical selt is separate from her spiritual
narrator-observer self, and this process of material rebirth is de-
scribed in terms of 2 mechanical reassembling of parts by «work-
mens, while the observed T’ lies passively «on an anvils subjected
ta what she had sa much feared in ‘Night Shift’ ' a process of
mechanization of the self. There, she had felt the need to objecti-
fy this fear and camouflage «the beating of 4 heary ™ under the
clang of a facrory at work. In «The Stones» the process is comple-
te and she has resigned herself to it; one part of her “Presigns it-
self to this process while the other part looks on with detached
Lrony.

The title of the poem, ‘Poem [or a Birthday’, and the refe-
rence to the month of October, suggests that Plath wrote it with

77, “Witch Burning', in Poem for & Birthday.
T8 The Calosss, pe 1L
79, b
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her own birthday in mind *, and this serves to stress and enrich
the associations with birth and rebirth. The poetn develops the
idea of rebirth on two different levels: the material and the spiri-
rual. The poet is ‘reborn’ or brought back to lite in the last sec-
tion of the poem, and so the material birth or rebirth doey tuke
place. The spiritual rebirth, on the other hand, remains in the sta-
te of gestation, and the «fostuss who esucked at the paps of darl-
ness» is born to an «afrerhelly, and therefore is born into spiritual
death, There is therefore the physically cored ‘17 which seeks the
light or is born, and the ‘T’ which «falls out of the light» inta the
«stamach of indifferences, Viewed {rom the point of view of spi-
titual rebirch, the title is ironical. In the last two lines of the poein
there is a final ironical twist in that the affirmarion ot 4 successhal
physical rebirth implies an unsuccessful spiritual rebirth.

.......................... there is noching to do.
I shall be as good as new.

The penultimate line is ironically ambiguous, since it may both
mean that the job of putting the poet rogether apain has been com-
pleted, as well as resiened acceprance of the completed work re-
sulting in her ‘plaster-saint’ self, and therelore acceptance of a death
in life. The irony further stengthened by the final mock-herolc thy-
me, and by the ambiguity of the final statement. «l shall be as
good 48 news may mean ‘I shall behave as well as T did befare my
suicide attempt’, that is ‘return to my prumu:s plaster-saint self’;
it can also mean ‘I shall be a5 pood as new’, that is whole and hﬂal
thy in body and mind but berefr of imagination and dreams.

The theme of this paper can be summed up 1n Yeats’ watds:
«Out of the strugule with ourselves we make poetrys. 1 have tried
to conduct a close textual analysis of the images associated with
the theme of Plath's dual personality and her search for a definite
idenitity in those poems in The Cofossus pertinent to the theme,
while referring also 1o later poems and other works indispensable

20, Eylvia was-horn on Oeteber 27, 1932, Letien, p. 12
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to a clearer understanding of the imagery whenever the need tor
turther clarification demanded it. My aim has been that of por-
traying and explaining the complexities of a poet who, even in the
early poems, considered not her best, shows signs of genius and
of that leve ol perfection which, alas, she was to employ cven in
dying.

Dying is-an art, like everything else

I do it exceprionally well #

One is left mouraing the end of a struggle for «the strenght
to claim the right to be unhappy topether with the joy of creative

atfirmarions *.

BrrnaoETTE FArzon

21, & Prarwy op. e, p. 224
A2, Latters, op cit, o 224
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