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1 

An Overview of the Early Poems 

IN HIS INTRODUCTION TO The Collected Poems, Ted Hughes states that "the 
aim of the present complete edition ... is to bring Sylvia Plath's poetry 

together in one volume ... and to set everything in as true a chronological 
order as is possible, so that the whole progress and achievement of this 
unusual poet will become accessible to readers" (15; italics added).1 Mast 
reviewers and scholars have never questioned that order, assuming that it 
is largely or even wholly accurate. Comments such as the following are 
representative: "Chronologically arranged, her 224 adult poems make a 
kind of diary of artistic self-discovery ... " (Pollitt 69), and "[We] are at 
last given a thoroughly responsible presentation of the poems in chrono
logical order ... " (Pritchard 72). However, while the order of the poems 
written from 1960 onward is reliable, thanks to Plath's own careful and 
consistent dating of those manuscripts, that for the poems composed from 
1956 through 1959 is seriously flawed. Indeed, Hughes himself later in 
the lntroduction clearly states that, for the poems of this period, he makes 
"approximations of order" only, based either on his memory oron dates 
of submissions to magazines. Thus, he goes on to note, "the sequence of 
the groups of poems through this period is fairly certain. But I am rarely 
sure now which poem comes before which in any particular group" (16-
17; italics added). Still, despite this caveat, the order which he established 
has never been challenged, although even the most casual reading of these 
poems in conjunction with the letters and journals or, in same instances, 
with simply a general knowledge of Plath's life reveals some obvious 
errors and raises suspicions that others might exist. In fact, they do. Since 
a valid assessment of Plath's development as a poet and of the worth of 
her work as a whole is partially dependent on an accurate chronology, it 
seems to me imperative to point out and correct as many of these errors as 

1 References to these works will be abbreviated in the text as follows: The Bell ]ar as 
BJ; The Collected Poems as CP; Johnny Panic as JP; The Journals af Sylvia Plath as 
J; and Letters Home as LH. 
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possible and to begin to establish a more nearly definitive order of 
composition. 

This is no easy task, and embarking upon it gives one a certain amount 
of sympathy for the difficulties Hughes himself faced. There is simply no 
hard evidence at all for a number of these poems, so that placing them 
was and still is largely a matter of informed speculation. However, such 
evidence does exist for many, revealing numerous errors in Hughes's 
dating. The chronology of Plath's life in itself indicates some errors so 
blatant that they seem to be the results of mere carelessness or extremely 
poor memory; for example, "Southern Sunrise" appears early in the 1956 
section, implying a composition <late in the winter or early spring 
although it could not possibly have been written before July of that year 
when Plath and Hughes vacationed in Benidorm. References to com
position dates in journal entries, letters, and various unpublished sources 
bring to light other, less obvious mistakes. For example, three of the eight 
art poems composed <luring spring break in 1958, as indicated in both 
letters and journal entries for the week of March 20 that year, are inexpli
cably placed in the 1957 section, while "Landowners" is included in the 
1956 section despite Plath's reference in a journal entry for July 3, 1958 
to having just completed a poem on landowners (244), an error in dating 
of two years. Even had Hughes's memory failed him in such cases, both 
published letters and journal entries of this period clearly establish times 
of composition for many poems. 

Further, a number of unpublished sources located in the Plath 
Collections of the Lilly Library at Indiana University and of the Smith 
College Library Rare Book Room provide invaluable aid in placing 
others.2 For example, two tiny and unassuming datebooks in the Lilly 
Library's Collection clearly establish the exact dates of composition for 
thirty-six poems in 1956, drastically altering the established chronology 
for that year. The Cambridge Pocket Diary for 1955-6 (with entries 
beginning on October 1, 1955) and that for 1956-7 (with entries conclud
ing at the end of November 1956) contain Plath's handwritten records of 
the events of most days, typically following a set formula beginning with a 
(usually gloomy) characterization of the day as a whole, describing the 
main happenings, and often noting the specific dishes eaten at meals, 

2 All references in the text to the Plath Collections in these two libraries will be noted 
as Lilly Library or Smith College Library. 
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particularly dinner. Among the happenings, she frequently records the 
composition of poems by title or first line. Hughes must have overlooked 
these datebooks as a possible source for establishing the chronology, even 
though they were among the materials purchased from Plath's mother 
Aurelia Schober Plath by the Lilly Library in March 1977. Other sources 
helpful in dating poems composed during all four years include portions 
of letters and journal entries omitted from the published versions, 
unpublished material by Mrs. Plath and Hughes, and Plath's list of poem 
submissions to magazines for the fall of 1959. 

In addition, the Cambridge Manuscript, a collection of 43 poems 
which Plath submitted toward Part Two of the English Tripos in the late 
spring of 1957 (for contents, see Lane and Stevens 56-7), and the lists of 
poems read at recording sessions on April 18, 1958, June 13, 1958, and 
February 22, 1959 (see Tabor 138-41) are helpful in this enterprise in 
that they furnish dates by which time certain poems were completed. 

Using all the evidence currently available, both published and unpub
lished, I will propose a reordered chronology for each of the four years in 
question, indicating those dates which now appear to be definitive as well 
as those still in question. This more nearly accurate chronology will allow 
us to trace more effectively the course of her poetic development from 
1956 through 1959, to follow her often frustrating, sometimes desperate 
search for compelling subject matter, her struggle between the current 
dictates on the impersonality of the poet and her magnetic attraction to 
the subjective, her wide-ranging experimentation with various voices and 
techniques, her creation of a striking repertoire of images, metaphors, and 
symbols-in short, her methods, habits, and problems of composition. 
Further, it will corroborate the view that these poems and those of 1960-
63 are not two separate and distinctly different types of poetry hut rather 
a single continuous development that may well have been cut off from its 
true culmination by Plath's suicide at such a young age. It will, in certain 
cases, make possible more valid readings of individual poems by shedding 
light on the circumstances of their creation. In the past erroneous times of 
composition have on occasion caused misleading assumptions or conclu
sions. For example, assuming from the inaccurate composition date of 
1959 first attributed to "Moonrise" that Plath was pregnant when she 
wrote it, Kroll (42), Rosenblatt (74), and Bundtzen (194) all suggest that 
it concerns the speaker's responses to her pregnancy; in fact, however, it 
was written in late July 1958 and seems rather to reflect the spell of 
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artistic sterility from which she was suffering. More recently, Scigaj, 
assuming that the group of ten poems on art which he discusses "spans 
the first period of Plath's mature writing," argues that it is "very represen
tative of her early poetry" (223); however, his thesis is weakened in that it 
now appears that all of them, with the possible exception of one, were 
produced in 1958. Finally, and perhaps mast significant, it will aid us in 
judging with more assurance the worth of that body of her work which in 
the past has more often than not been denigrated and rather summarily 
dismissed as inferior and dull. While same of these poems do deserve such 
a designation, many are both complex and compelling, and a score or 
more can stand with the stunning late poems. 

In reviewing the fate of these poems at the hands of reviewers and 
critics since fifty of them (counting those in "Poem for a Birthday" 
individually) appeared in the British edition of The Colossus in 1960, one 
is immediately struck by the consistency of the judgments, reflected in 
many instances in the use of similar diction; despite the publication of the 
three later volumes (Ariel, Crossing the Water, and Winter Trees), the 
letters to her mother, the short fiction and prose, the collected poems, and 
the journals, critical opinion regarding the poems of 1956-9 has changed 
very little, whether based solely on those fifty in The Colossus, as was 
largely the case from 1960 to 1981, or on the complete body of one 
hundred twenty-seven in The Collected Poems, as has been the case since. 

The Colossus appeared in 1960 to mixed reviews. With the exception 
of a few writers like Dyson, who declared Plath "the most compelling 
feminine voice certainly, that we have heard for many a day" (37), most 
reviewers were either conservatively cordial (the meaning of "faint praise" 
is particularly well illustrated here) or mildly disapproving. There was no 
hysteria, either ecstatic or furious, from them. While praising her skill 
with poetic techniques, her cleverness, and her humor, they also pointed 
out that the poems are too controlled, distanced, and derivative, adjectives 
which echo through subsequent critical commentary. The assessments of 
Fuller and Myers are representative. Fuller noted her "controlled and 
rather ventriloquial voice," asserting that "too many poems have no other 
point than their own skill" (36), while Myers, after admitting that Plath is 
"impressive for control of form and tone, appropriateness of rhythmic 
variations ... , and vocabulary and observation which are often surpris
ing, and always accurate," wonders "what will happen if, in Miss Plath's 
second volume of poems, the emotional distance is shortened" (42-3), a 
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development which he clearly feels would be a desirable improvement. 
With the posthumous publication in 1965 of Ariel, containing forty of 

the one hundred nine poems written from 1960 to 1963, the somewhat 
tenuous worth of the early poems was further diminished, for the late 
poems were seen as immensely superior to their predecessors; according to 
Rosenthal, for example, "those extraordinary last poems ... all hut 
swamped the memory of the earlier book" ("Metamorphosis" 93). Re
viewers, many of whom seemed determined to match the dramatic 
intensity of the poetry itself, showered accolades upon it. Celebratory 
adjectives and metaphors were legion: Ariel was described as "an absolute 
achievement" (Morse 127), in which "everything isa diamond" (Tilling
hast 79); the poems were judged to be "noble" (Unsigned, "Poems" 62), 
"marvelous" (Unsigned, "Along" 60), "magnificent" (Brinnin 78). 

From the mid-sixties to the publication of The Collected Poems in 
1981, the late works continued to receive most of the attention and the 
glory, while the earlier ones were generally relegated to the role of appren
tice work, mere practice for what was to come. Employing again and 
again in a pejorative sense such terms as "exercises," "apprenticeship," 
"control," "academic," "imitative," and "formal," critics cited as flaws 
their excessive devotion to techniques, their derivative nature, their lack of 
significant emotional content, and their static, boring quality, the latter no 
doubt influenced by Plath's own derogatory 1962 comment that they, 
"quite privately, bore me" (Orr 170). Most often they were described as 
academic exercises done by a mode!, hut unexciting student with nothing 
of interest to say; they "read like advanced exercises" (Davison 81), have 
"the air of an exercise book" (Nims 53 ), are "picturesque, academic" 
(Lane 126). The careful, deliberate use of established techniques and 
forms, most borrowed from other poets, was often pointed out, either as 
their only virtue or, more often, as their worst failing: "Those early poems 
[are] all in a cage (and not even her own cage at that)" (Sexton 181); "It is 
a poetry of chosen words, of careful schemes and accumulated effects; its 
voice is unsteady, made up. It leans heavily on its models and sources" 
(McClatchy 21). The lack of emotional vitality was bemoaned, as 
indicated in Broe's charge that "the subjects of her [ early] poetic world 
remain bloodless, generalized, stall ed in their aesthetic perfection" ( 4 7). 

Their only value was seen to reside either in what they foretell of the 
more sensational content of the late poems or in the "technical training" 
they provided Plath on the way to those greater accomplishments. Broe 
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perceptively points out that, "After ... Ariel, critics shifted their focus to 
the macabre and grisly elements of The Colossus . ... Now described as a 
'breviary of estrangement,' [it] became a casebook for those seeking 
evidence of suicidal despair" (43). Rosenthal well represents this attitude: 
"The way in which many of her poems are haunted by images of cold 
terror, and the empathy involved in her poems about dead animals, are 
more striking now, and the theme of suicide is seen to be more pervasive 
than was at first evident .... I feel rebuked not to have sensed all these 
meanings in the first place, for now they seem to call out from nearly 
every poem" ("Metamorphosis" 95). 

Their value as apprenticeship was stressed by critics like Davison, who 
believed that the poems of Ariel "would never have come into being with
out the long, deliberate, technical training that had preceded them" (81). 
This view was echoed even by Nims and Smith, the two critics who 
explored the craftsmanship of the early works most fully and sympatheti
cally during this period hut who ultimately relegated them to inferior 
status. In an attempt to rescue them from total disrepute, Nims argued 
that they have value as a training ground, however rough and crude, for 
Ariel, but even so he felt compelled to admit that they are "drudgery," 
plodding, unimaginative practice: "without the drudgery of The Colossus, 
the triumph of Ariel is unthinkable" (46). While Smith ostensibly argued 
against this view, as Bundtzen notes, in fact she "concludes by supporting 
it,'' tuming from Plath's "finicky experiments with form to the real stuff 
in Ariel" (268, 160): "The manic and destructive imagination ... which 
breaks out in Ariel is still too much what Sexton calls 'technique' and too 
little 'life"' (124). 

Throughout the period from 1965 to 1981, then, the common critical 
opinion was that, while the early poetry has limited value in anticipating 
the content of or in serving as preparatory exercises for the late poetry, it 
is far inferior to it. Indeed, Rosenblatt asserted that "Plath's early work 
differs so greatly from her late poetry both in style and substance that 
they would a ppear to have been written by two different poets" ( 4 7). 

With a few notable exceptions, the long-awaited appearance in 1981 of 
The Collected Poems, which gathered for the first time the entire canon of 
both early and late poems as well as fifty examples of her juvenilia, and in 
1982 of The Journals, which contains material written largely during the 
time of the composition of the early works, did not touch off a 
revaluation of these poems or of their relationship to the late works. 
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Instead the views were largely the same and so, incredibly, were the words 
used to describe them: "the journals help us appreciate the protracted, 
hard-working apprenticeship that led to her final blazing utterance" 
(Clemons 77), and "The Collected Poems shows just how hard Plath 
worked to transform herself from a subdued, well-mannered student of 
Auden, Eliot, Ransom and Lowell into the effortlessly associative poet of 
the late work" (Pollitt 69). The charges of an absence of emotional 
content and a restrictive devotion to technique were still standard: "For 
all their skill, the [ early poems not included in The Colossus] strike me as 
devitalized, strangled by ... technical proficiency" (Pollitt 69); 
"Elaborations of the labor of poetry tend to be the rule before 1959, the 
la bor of apprenticing" (Plumly 14 ); "In some of the poems (nota bly the 
early ones), intelligence averts its eyes from feeling or overcontrols the 
feeling" (Vendler 126); "[The early poems] are verbally hut not 
emotionally compelling" (Brown 119). Aside from such direct comments, 
critics indicated their preference for the late poems in choosing to discuss 
them much more often than the earlier ones; for example, in Vendler's 
excellent review of The Collected Poems, all hut two of the poems she 
deals with specifically were written after 1959. 

Yet, despite the generally unfavorable assessment, a few critics in the 
eighties argued for a more positive view, suggesting that the early poems 
have many strengths that attest to a continuity in Plath's poetic develop
ment. Lerner asserted, for example, that the popular view of Plath's early 
work as "controlled, forma!, even superficial" and of the late work as 
making "true contact with her anxieties [and being thus] imbued with a 
new power" contains some truth, hut should not "be taken too rigidly." 
Even more radical was his claim that "it is not difficult to find poems in 
The Colossus that would seem at home in Ariel" (65-6). Pritchard 
expressed admiration for a good many of the early, overlooked poems 
and for their expert craftsmanship, going so far as to state heretically that 
an early work like "Point Shirley" is moving "not in spite of hut partly 
because of its 'rigid forma! structure' "; and he argued for the continuity 
of Plath's canon, suggesting that reading The Collected Poems "calls into 
question the received idea of the elever craftswoman producing beautifully 
shaped objects, almost too beautifully shaped, who suddenly achieved a 
'breakthrough' into ... the 'raw genius' of the later, Ariel poems" (74, 
72). Alexander admitted that he admired "other of Plath's achievements 
perhaps as much as I do the Ariel poems," citing "the fierce craftsmanship 
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and subtle understatement of numerous early poems" (21), while 
Bundtzen argued against taking "a handful" of the late poems as 
representative of "the full scope of Plath's imagination" and proposed 
that the early poems are valuable components of that imagination: "the 
journey to the final poems is as important as the destination" (160, 163). 
More recently, Scigaj has called for and begun a serious and objective 
consideration of "the merits of the early poetry," proposing that it has far 
greater complexity and value than it has been given credit for in previous 
criticism (221-3 ). While he somewhat exaggerates its optimistic tone, his 
point is well taken. 

This summary of the critical assessments of the 1956-9 poems <luring 
the years since fifty of them were published in The Colossus in 1960 
suggests that a careful, serious, and sustained look at them is long 
overdue. The more definitive chronological order proposed herein 
provides the necessary framework for such a study, allowing us with 
increased reliability to explore the merits and flaws of individual poems, 
to establish the complexity and worth of this body of her poetry as a 
whole, and to chart with greater accuracy the course of Plath's phenom-
_ially swift development; Aird's comment that "in the work of a poet 

who developed at the speed of Sylvia Plath months are significant" 
("Poem" 192) emphasizes the importance of exploring in more depth than 
heretofore the poems of this four-year period in a career which, after all, 
was extremely brief. 

Another type of framework which is mandatory to consider in order to 
assure as much validity as possible to this reassessment of the early poems 
is the biographical, both Plath's personality and the events of her life 
<luring these years. While the former has been hotly debated and exten
sively analyzed for almost thirty years as psychologists, friends, and 
scholars have attempted to label and classify it in the hope of finally 
pinning clown its essential quality, it seems to me more important to 
acknowledge that she was an enormously complex and many-faceted 
person who simply defies categorization, the most notorious of which is 
surely Butscher's "bitch goddess" and the most recent of which is 
Stevenson's mean-spirited, unpleasant wife. The great variety of critical 
and biographical views of her, many of which are diametrically opposed, 
in itself suggests her complexity. In addition, those who knew her present 
widely differing portraits; as Roche points out, "Most of us who knew 
Sylvia knew a different Sylvia Plath" (89). To Levenson, a poet at 
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Cambridge, she "was almost a golden girl, gifted and poised, energetic, 
serious and intent" (124; see also LH 240). To Krook, her beloved teacher 
at Cambridge whose tribute to Plath is intensely moving, she was "a 
beautiful, sensitive mind, ardently enjoying the exhilarations of the life of 
the intellect"; this aspect of Plath she perceptively acknowledges as "a 
real, inextinguishable part of her, though not the whole of her" (60). To 
Alvarez, she appeared at first as a wife and mother, "briskly American: 
bright, clean, competent, like a young woman in a cookery advertise
ment," but later he saw her as a desperate, driven, and intensely talented 
poet (6, 14-33). To Dido Merwin, who describes her mainly in terms of 
her relationship to Hughes during the period from 1958 on, she was self
centered, petulant, often difficult, and sometimes vicious (322-4 7). To 
Sigmund, who knew her only during 1962-3, she was a close friend 
undergoing a traumatic experience (104-7). These portraits are represen
tative of the divergent views of those who knew her, most of whom felt 
sincere affection or admiration for her, despite her flaws. 

Several components seem especially significant in the makeup of her 
complex personality. Perhaps the dominant and controlling one, which 
can be seen as both her greatest asset and her greatest liability, was her 
desire to excel at every endeavor she undertook, and she undertook many: 
student, All-American girl, writer, wife, professor, mother, even bee
keeper and horseback rider. As a teenager, she reveals this trait: "You 
want to live as many lives as you can," she writes to Eddie Cohen (J 25), 
and in her diary she laments, "Never, never, never will I reach the perfec
tion I long for with all my soul" (LH 38). As Kopp suggests, "she was 
ambitious in many directions, and she rarely did anything without 
striving ... to excel" ( 62). Closely linked to this desire for excellence was 
her dedication to hard work as a means of achieving it. As a student, she 
earned straight A's and numerous academic honors, and later as a wife 
and mother she strove to excel in cooking, childcare, and other domestic 
skills; Sigmund tells us, for example, that she "painted brilliant little 
hearts and flowers on her sewing machine, a doll's cradle, and even the 
door sills" and "made delicious banana bread with whole flour" (101). 
But nowhere is this trait more significant than in her writing; as Vendler 
so succinctly puts it, "no poet has worked harder" (130). A third 
important element, whose pervasive influence is impossible to overrate, is 
her deep and constant unhappiness with herself, her situation, and other 
people. Her despair and depression, her sense of failure and personal 
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worthlessness, are the most striking aspects of The Journals: "I have been 
and am battling depression" (240); "Cried with the old stone-deep gloom 
with R.B. yesterday" (295). Often this unhappiness stemmed from her 
self-perceived failure to attain that excellence, that perfection that was her 
constant goal: "Not being perfect hurts .... [For] a quarter of a 
century ... [I have] lived under the shadow of fear ... that I would fall 
short of some abstract perfection" (178). 

Other significant traits are her anger and violence ("I have a violence in 
me that is hot as death-blood. I can kill myself or ... even kill another," J 
23 7-8 ), her jealousy and possessiveness, her sense of responsibility 
(which, among other things, often caused her to take various jobs to make 
money), and her humor, typically of a sardonic or wry nature. 

This view of Plath insists on her complexity, acknowledging both her 
strong and weak traits, neither glamorizing nor castigating her. In assess
ing her personality, I have kept in mind the letter written by Edmund 
Wilson to the estate of Edna St. Vincent Millay which Milford quotes as 
particularly applicable to Plath: "I don't think you ought to try-as 
people's families so often do-to suppress the tragic aspects [ of her life] 
because they might be painful or shocking .... Her poetry is not the work 
of a being for whom life could ever have been easy or gone along at a 
comfortable level. It will always give the lie to any too respectful bio
graphy ... hut it will also always be there to make the casualties of her life 
seem unimportant" (83). On the other hand, I have also considered the 
shock and horror of people like Sigmund who were appalled at accounts 
stressing Plath's negative traits to the exclusion of her positive, hut less 
sensational ones. Perhaps it is most realistic to grant her human, rather 
than subhuman or superhuman, status, acknowledging both her extra
ordinary gifts and sensitivities as a writer and her more ordinary merits 
and flaws as a human being. 

A knowledge of the circumstances of Plath's life from which the early 
poems arose is also necessary to a valid study, for it contributes to the 
establishment of more precise times of composition as well as to an under
standing of her poetic goals at various points and to interpretation of 
individual poems; as Ozick points out in speaking of Eliot's poetry, 
"Knowledge of the life interprets-decodes-the poems" (144).3 These 
were turbulent, chaotic, and exciting years, a time of tremendous changes 

3 See also Sanazaro 87 and Eder 304. 
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and monumental decisions, of searching for her identity. She made two 
transatlantic moves, living in England one and a half and the United 
States two and a half of these four years, with a return to England at the 
end of 1959. She made life-changing decisions: to marry, to take a 
teaching position at Smith, to leave the academic profession, to return to 
England as a permanent home. Her roles included those of student, wife, 
professor, full-time writer, part-time secretary, and finally mother-to-be. 
She was sorting out those she would take on and determining how they 
could be managed. Amidst the flux, however, her determination to be a 
writer, and a famous one, remained constant; her life, now as always, 
"was shaped by her ambition to be a writer" (Wagner-Martin 13). Her 
own perception of these years was that each was extraordinarily difficult: 
"All the change and furor of this past year in which I don't think l've ever 
really rested ... are melting into one" (July 1956, LH 300); "This has 
been in many ways the hardest drudging year of our lives" (June 1957, 
LH 363); "I sometimes wonder if I can live out the grim looming aspect of 
this year" (November 1957, LH 377); "I face no school-scheduled year, 
hut the hardest year where all choosing is mine" (June 1958, J 242). 
Always the present year was grim and demanding, while the next 
appeared ideal and desirable, hut never was when it arrived. Yet she 
enjoyed many successes. As a student at Cambridge, she excelled in her 
studies; as a teacher at Smith, she was reported to be brilliant; as a writer, 
she saw her poems and stories published in first-rate journals and came 
into contact with many of the important literary figures of the time
Robert Lowell, Marianne Moore, Adrienne Rich, Anne Sexton, and 
others. 

The poems that Plath wrote <luring these turbulent, unsettling, and 
unsettled years have a good deal more complexity, variety, and value than 
has generally been acknowledged; indeed, the best of them are equal to 
the best of the late poems, though they lack the latter's riveting subject 
matter and intensity. In this body of work Plath searches for her subjects, 
her voice, her imagery, and her style, experimenting widely and striving 
constantly to improve by overcoming her weaknesses and finding or 
developing her strengths. To this end, she works without flagging, though 
she constantly castigates herself for not working hard enough (see J 172, 
293). 

Perhaps the most striking revelation of the revised chronology is Plath's 
never-ending, often frustrating search for compelling hut "objective" 
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subject matter required by her conviction that the personal and subjective 
were not acceptable. Her letters and journals make it clear that she does 
not consider herself or her own experience appropriate as subject matter; 
such self-criticisms as "I can't get outside myself" (J 314), "My inability 
to lose myself in a character, a situation. Always myself, myself" (J 322), 
and "I shall perish if I can write about no one but myself" (J 327) are 
representative. While critics have suggested that she was simply unable to 
write about herself at this time, her own comments indicate that she 
consciously and deliberately tried to avoid doing so. The question to ask, 
of course, is why? I would suggest two explanations. 

First, Plath was clearly influenced by the current powerful dictum that 
the writer's works must be impersonal, that the writer must be detached 
and remote. Such literary giants as Eliot and Joyce, two of her greatest 
idols, had proclaimed: "[P]ersonal emotion, personal experience, is 
extended and completed in something impersonal" (Eliot, "Brief" 14 ), 
"The progress of an artist is a continual self-sacrifice, a continual 
extinction of personality" (Eliot, "Tradition" 7), and "The artist, like the 
God of the creation, remains within or behind or beyond or above his 
handiwork, invisible, refined out of existence, indifferent, paring his 
fingernails" (Joyce 215) . These beliefs were almost universally accepted; 
indeed, Plath breathed them in the very air of the 40s and 50s. In her 
essay "T.S. Eliot at 101," Ozick skillfully recreates this period, reminding 
us of the tremendous power of Eliot's critical views: "[His ideas] were 
dominant for decades, and in the reign of Eliot they were law" (124). 
None was more influential than the impersonality of the artist, which 
Ozick refers to as "a papal bull" (123), and no writer was any more 
influenced by it than Plath. It is, I think, impossible to underestimate the 
incredible, inescapable power of Eliot's doctrine in Plath's concepts of 
poetry and the poet at this point in her career. Further, the proponents of 
New Criticism, to whom she was also devoted, reinforced these views; 
Scigaj has noted that New Critical precepts are heavily underlined in her 
copies of Brooks and Warren's Understanding Poetry and of Brooks' The 
Well-Wrought Urn (227-30). 

While Plath made a number of tentative (and no doubt guilt-ridden) 
forays into the personal realm in the poetry of 1956-9, it was only after 
discovering the work of Lowell, Sexton, and Roethke in the late fifties 
that she began to free herself of that conviction, finding in these more 
contemporary poets an authorized literary "permission" to use her own 
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life as subject matter, and to use it more openly than had previously been 
acceptable: "l've been very excited by what I feel is the new breakthrough 
into very serious, very personal, emotional experience which I feel has 
been partly taboo . ... [The poems of Anne Sexton] are wonderfully 
craftsman-like poems and yet they have a kind of emotional and psycho
logical depth which I think is something perhaps quite new, quite 
exciting" (Orr 167-8; italics added). 

Second, she seemed to feel, at least most of the time, that her own 
experience was simply too limited and dull to be a valuable subject. A 
typical comment, although applied to subject matter fora short story, is, 
"No incident in my life seemed ready to stand up for even a 20-page 
story" (J 249). lronically, same of her very best poems, both early and 
late, have as their subjects what Plumly calls "the small moment, the 
domestic life" (20). 

It is, I would argue, this authorization of the right to use the personal 
in combination with the failure of her marriage in mid-1962, providing 
her with an experience and hence a subject more compelling (though less 
desirable) than any she might have imagined, that produced the stunning 
poems of her last five months. Although Hughes carefully avoids saying 
how or why, he perceptively comments that it "was only when she gave 
up that effort ro 'get outside' herself, and finally accepted the fact that her 
painful subjectivity was her real theme, and that the plunge into herself 
was her only real direction, and that poetic strategies were her only real 
means, that she suddenly found herself in full possession of her genius" 
(JP 5). Yet on the way to "full possession of her genius" (italics added) 
she wrote many fine poems in spite of her conviction that she should not 
be personal and her perception that her experience was mundane and 
uninteresting. 

Until the end of 1959, Plath strove almost exclusively for "that saving 
sense of objectivity" (LH 232) provided by subjects from the outside 
world. In March 1956, she writes of "bringing the larger, social world of 
other people inta my poems. I have been terribly limited hitherto, and my 
growing strong concepts of the universe have been excluded from my 
poetry" (LH 248). Again in July 1958, she says that she is "well on the 
way to writing about the real world, its animals, people, and scenery" 
(LH 400). And in September 1959, she expresses a desperate wish to 
"become a vehicle, a pure vehicle of others, the outer world" (J 317). As 
Hughes points out, "Many passages in [The Journals] show the 



28 THE JOURNEY TOW ARD ARIEL 

deliberate-almost frantic-effort with which she tried to extend her 
writing, to tum it toward the world and other people, to stretch it over 
more of outer reality, to forget herself in some exploration of outer 
reality" ("Journals" 156). Thus, in the early poems we witness a constant 
tension between her instinctive attraction to personal experience and her 
conviction that it should not be used; in many she manages to keep it out 
or at a distance, hut in others it simply forces its way in. The latter are 
often among the best of the early works. 

The letters, journals, and poems all record her constant, sometimes 
desperate search for these "externa!" subjects. In August 1957 she writes 
of "trying to find subjects for small bad poems" (J 170), in July 1958 of 
"opening up new subjects" (J 253), in October 1959 of "flit[ting] now 
from one subject to another: the farm? the Mayos? Spain? Paris?" (J 321). 
Hughes was a major source in that he introduced her to new "worlds," 
suggested reading material, and even assigned her topics. Although she 
said in a 1962 interview that "Nature ... birds, bees, spring, fall, all those 
subjects which are absolute gifts to the person who doesn't have any 
interior experience to write about" (Orr 167) was her earliest subject as a 
young poet, she wrote to her mother soon after meeting Hughes that he 
revealed to her "a world I never knew: all nature" (266), and from this 
point on "woods and animals and earth" (LH 265) become frequent 
subjects: an enormous sow, blue moles, a dead snake, crabs, a groundhog, 
mushrooms, rocks in Child's Park, the moors of Heptonstall, the shore at 
Winthrop, the grounds of Y addo. 

Early on, he also reawakened her childhood love of fairy tales, which 
combined with her ongoing fascination with myth as another major 
source of subject matter: "He tells me fairy stories, and stories of kings 
and green knights, and has made up a marvelous fable of his own about a 
little wizard named Snatchcraftington" (LH 274). Further, under his 
influence she read voraciously and widely in the hopes of finding suitable 
material: "Ted says ... [to] read not novels or poems only, hut books on 
folklore, fiddler crabs and meteorites-this is what the imagination thrives 
on" (LH 394). The sheer variety of what she read <luring these four years 
is amazing-from Carson's The Sea Around Us to Graves's The White 
Goddess, from Grimm's fairy tales to "Penguin books on Aztecs, the 
personality of animals, man and the vertebrates" (J 244 ). As late as Sept
ember 1959 at Yaddo, she advises herself, "Read for poem subjects" (J 
316). 
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Finally, he often gave her topics, not only <luring this time hut through
out most of their married life; for example, "Ella Mason" resulted from 
such an exercise in the spring of 1956 (LH 359), "Landowners" and 
"Incommunicado" in the summer of 1958 (J 244), "Poem fora Birthday" 
in October 1959, and "The Moon and the Yew Tree" in October of 1961 
(CP 291). In the Smith College Plath Collection are seven different lists of 
possible topics made out between 1959 and 1961; most are written on 
sheets of paper, hut one is on the back of an envelope addressed to 
Hughes at the Chalcot Square address and another on a piece of 
cardboard. 

Other externa! subjects on which she based her early poems came her 
way by chance or were deliberately sought out. In January 1958, for 
example, a request from ARTnews fora poem on art led her to subjects 
based on works by de Chirico, Rousseau, Klee, and later Baskin and 
Brueghel. And one of the reasons that she took a job at Massachusetts 
General Hospital in October 1958 was to find new sources of inspiration 
(J 263-5). 

Although she conscientiously sought externa!, thus objective subjects, 
elements of her own experience nevertheless serve as subject matter, either 
obviously or obliquely, in many early poems. Her own experience of being 
in love, with all the complexities of feeling entailed, is the basis of a host 
of 1956 poems. Her struggles as a writer are reflected in numerous works, 
perhaps most stunningly in "Moonrise," which presents the anguish of 
imaginative paralysis. Her own past, with its tangled relationships and 
nostalgic landscapes, provides another rich source of subject matter in 
such poems as "Dream with Clam-Diggers," "The Disquieting Muses," 
"Full Fathom Five," "Electra on Azalea Path," and "Point Shirley." In 
many instances she explores complex emotional or psychological states 
with honesty and bluntness, even though most are painful or anguished. 

Her subjects clearly are drawn from a wide variety of sources, both 
externa! and interna!, and cover an enormous range. The charges that her 
subject matter is excessively narrow are thus without foundation. A 
similar charge has been brought against her themes, along with the 
criticism that they are not universal. Rosenblatt, for example, after 
announcing the "!imitation of thematic concern" in Plath's work as a 
whole, argues that death is the theme of the early poems (23, 53), while 
Vendler asserts that her poetry does not speak to the human condition 
(130). And a few commentators have dismissed Plath's work as sick or 
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insane with no possible connection to average experience. However, her 
themes in the early poems (and in the late ones as well) are both 
enormously varied and intensely human, whether common experiences 
which happen to most of us or uncommon ones which happen to 
relatively few. Certainly one of the most original aspects of Plath's content 
is its presentation of unusual or rarely explored human states. Yet, 
because they are not common to many does not make them less human; 
further, as Vendler suggests, her "terse, diagnostic language authorizes the 
experience even to those of us who may not have had it" (135). 

Four themes in particular dominate the works of 1956-9: the 
individual's position in the world, the relationship of men and women, the 
role of art and the artist, and the question of decay, the passage of time, 
and death. 

The relationship of the individual to his/her world is the theme which 
appears most consistently. Typically a lone and vulnerable human being is 
pitted against a hostile universe which threatens to destroy him/her or the 
things he/she loves ( "Prospect," "Resolve," "Owl," "Point Shirley") or an 
indifferent universe which simply ignores and thereby negates his/her very 
existence ( "Departure," "Hardcastle Crags," "Mussel Hunter at Rock 
Harbor," "Suicide off Egg Rock"). 

The relationship of men and women is a dominant theme in the earliest 
poems of this period, hut then largely disappears until it resurfaces with a 
vengeance in the late poems. Reflecting Plath's own experiences at this 
time, the relationships portrayed are those of new love for the most part. 
Some present intense studies of the overwhelming power of passion, 
defining it as both terrifying and appealing or suggesting how it can 
disturb one's life ("Pursuit," "Spinster"). Others capture the adoration of 
the beloved ("Ode for Ted") or the pain of separation ("Monologue at 3 
a.m.," "Street Song"). Surely among the most universal of human 
experiences are the feelings that one's beloved is unmatched, that no other 
couple has ever loved quite so well, or that betrayal may lurk in the 
future. Most striking about the portrayal of this well-worn theme is the 
female perspective; Plath often presents the woman's point of view, 
showing her responses to the varying ramifications of love. 

Plath is also concerned to define art and the role or experience of the 
artist in these early works. Among the most original are those which 
explore the condition of artistic sterility or paralysis, from which Plath 
herself frequently suffered. "Rhyme," for example, presents a fable of a 



AN OVERVIEW OF THE EARL Y POEMS 31 

goose which is killed because it refuses to lay its golden eggs, an allegory 
suggesting either that an unproductive artist should be destroyed or that 
he/she may wish, out of envy, to kill one who is productive, while 
"Moonrise" uses a surrealistic technique to describe how it feels to be 
imaginatively barren. More positively, "Sculptor" and "Snakecharmer" 
present the artist as creator, while "Yadwigha" defends artistic freedom. 

Finally, many poems contain variations on the theme of the passage of 
time, decay, and death. The first two are typically approached in a 
conventional manner, expressing sorrow or dismay at the changes 
wrought by time as in "Dream with Clam-Diggers," "Green Rock, 
Winthrop Bay," and "Point Shirley." However, the third is approached in 
a more varied manner. "November Graveyard" presents the concept of 
death as the absolute end, while "All the Dead Dears" adds an unusual 
and gruesome twist to the traditional view of the inevitability of death. 
Other poems seek to define its complex and contradictory nature and/or 
the ambivalent responses it evokes; "Lorelei," for example, suggests that 
it is terrifying hut also attractive as an escape from the misery of life, 
while "Medallion" describes both its beauty and ugliness as observed in a 
snake. Plath's exploration of suicide (as in "Full Fathom Five," "Lorelei," 
"Suicide off Egg Rock") introduces a subject and theme rarely touched 
prior to the mid-twentieth century. 

In the last of the early poems, those written at Y addo in the fall of 
1959, another theme comes to the forefront, although glimmers of it 
appear previously. The search for self, for one's true identity, which will 
be a major theme from this point on, is seen in the sequence "Poem fora 
Birthday." 

In addition to these major themes, minor themes evince great variety: 
the intellect versus the emotions, human solidarity in crises, the cruelty of 
bull-fighting, the commercialization of Christmas, the endurance of the 
pilgrims, the dullness of the modern world, the human attraction to 
disaster. Plath simply cannot justly be accused of narrowness of subject 
matter or theme. 

Reviewers and critics have also been consistently critical of the voice 
and tone of Plath's early work. Typical complaints focus on the absence 
of a "consistent" and/or "distinct personal" voice or lament that the voice 
is "controlled and rather ventriloquial" (Fuller 36), "unsteady, made up" 
(McClatchy 21). Others comment on "the distance imposed by the 
objective tone" (Ostriker 102) or "the narrow range of tone" (Vendler 
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130). Indeed, the adjectives "controlled," "distanced," and "narrow" 
appear in connection with voice and tone in most critical commentaries 
on the early poems. However, these complaints have only limited validity, 
for in a good number of poems a personal voice does speak, sometimes 
with such intensity and passion that it could hardly be called 
"controlled," and in the group as a whole a rather astounding range of 
tones can be heard, both from poem to poem and within single poems. 

First, it is true that the voice is not consistent, as Plath, in searching for 
her own voice, tries on many others, though her own breaks through on 
more occasions than has been acknowledged. Her journal entries and 
letters make clear that she wants to avoid the fragility and artificiality of a 
"brittle and glossy feminine" voice (LH 395) and to cultivate a strong, 
powerful voice: "a bigger, freer, tougher voice" (J 186), "a broad, wide 
voice [that] thunders and sings of joy, sorrow and ... terrible and exotic 
worlds" (J 211), a voice "strong and colored" (J 222). She works toward 
that goal in these four years with both successes and failures. 

A simple count of the number of first-person (both singular and plural) 
and third-person speakers reveals that there are seventy-three of the 
former and fifty-four of the latter. Of the seventy-three first-person 
speakers, fifty are singular and twenty-four are plural. These statistics 
indicate that Plath does, in fact, present a distinct personal voice in nearly 
one-third of the early poems, hut that in the other two-thirds she uses 
either first-person plural or third-person speakers to gain the distance 
which she saw as a requirement of poetry at this time. The personal voice 
is most compelling and effective in such poems as "Resolve," "The 
Disquieting Muses," "Lorelei," "Moonrise," "Point Shirley," "Electra on 
Azalea Path," "The Colossus," and "Poem fora Birthday," hut it is heard 
in less skilled poems as well and is intense as often as controlled: 

Appalled by secret want, I rush 

From such assault of radiance .... 

Nobody blinks a lid, gapes, 

Or cries that this raw flesh 

Reeks of the butcher's cleaver .... 

But no frown of mine 

Will betray the company I keep. 
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The day you died I went into the dirt .... 

Mother, keep out of my barnyard, 

I am becoming another. 

33 

The charge that her range of tone is narrow can be dismissed by simply 
listing the various tones that appear in just a handful of these 12 7 poems: 
bitterly accusatory ( "The Disquieting Muses" ), weary, dejected, and 
despairing ("Moonrise"), curious and inquisitive ("Mussel Hunter"), 
whimsical and playful ("Fiesta Melons," "Metaphors"), furious and self
castigating ("Monologue at 3 a.m."), celebratory ("Ode for Ted"). Even 
within certain poems the tone can shift several times, as in "Lorelei," 
"Full Fathom Five," and "Point Shirley." And wide variations in pace are 
evident as well (see Hardy 186); in "The Shrike," for example, the 
furious, breakneck speed reinforces the violence and agitation of the 
jealous bride, while in "Moonrise" the slow, hesitant pace mirrors the 
exhaustion and sterility of the artist/speaker unable to produce. These 
early poems simply cannot be labelled as having a single dominant tone. A 
case in point is Scigaj's suggestion that the optimistic spirit and the "joy of 
creation" expressed in Plath's meditative poems on art are representative 
of the early poetry as a whole (248-9); nothing could be farther from the 
truth as poems with a negative tone of some type (angry, bitter, depressed, 
discouraged, and so on) far outweigh those of a more positive nature. 

Finally, in these early poems, neither the speakers nor their points of 
view are overwhelmingly female. In fact, the majority are narrated from a 
neutral viewpoint; the sex of the speaker or the focal figure is either 
unspecified or unimportant. However, thirty of the first-person speakers 
are clearly female and present a feminine perspective or feminine 
cancerns. In the 1956 poems, they typically are concerned with some 
aspect of a love relationship as a rejected woman, a woman newly in love 
who adores the beloved, a woman contemplating the terror and 
excitement of sexual passion, among others. In subsequent early poems 
they focus more often on their-relationships with relatives (mother, father, 
husband, grandmother) and in the late 1959 series "Poem fora Birthday" 
on the search for self. Of those poems with third-person speakers, 
approximately fifteen present a female point of view, describing the 
feelings or experiences of a woman as lover, wife, spinster, daughter, old 
woman, and even mental patient. In only five poems is the viewpoint 
specifically male. 
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Thus, despite charges to the contrary, a real voice speaking in a wide 
variety of tones is heard in many of the early poems, whether presenting 
situations and states of mind which are common or uncommon. And 
while it is not consistently a distinctive female one, such a voice does 
appear in almost one-quarter of them. 

Amid all the criticism leveled at the early poems, Plath's use of imagery, 
comparisons, and symbolism has usually been singled out for high praise. 
These three typically are striking in their originality, their accuracy, their 
appropriateness, and/or their ability to make accessible and universal the 
experiences, emotions, or states of mind presented. Since they come both 
from Plath's reading and her life,4 some are traditional while others are 
functional. 

Referring to "the flow of brilliant, unforgettable images" as one of the 
real strengths of Plath's poetry, Hardwick points out that she has 
"extraordinary descriptive powers" based on "correctness and accuracy" 
in combination with emotional associations (113). Journal entries and 
letters confirm Plath's commitment to creating precise detail. In July 1958, 
she notes in a journal entry that the "artist's life nourishes itself on the 
particular, the concrete" (170), and in a letter written to Warren a month 
earlier she asks him to tel1 her if he finds "anything inaccurate about the 
crabs" in "Mussel Hunter at Rock Harbor" (LH 396). Appealing to all 
the senses, her images cover a wide range, with the majority in the early 
poems being domestic, natura!, or literary. The following examples, 
drawn from lesser known poems, illustrate the accuracy, complexity, and 
variety of her imagery: "Among orange-tile rooftops I and chimney pots I 
the fen fog slips, / gray as rats" ("Prospect"); "a milk-film blurs I the 
empty bottles on the windowsill" ("Resolve"); "the blue mussels I 
Clumped like bulbs at the grass-root / Margin of the tidal pools" 
("Mussel Hunter"); "the orange and fuchsia bonfire of azaleas" ("Child's 
Park Stones"); "On the road named for Tomas Ortunio, mica / Winks like 
money under the ringed toes of the chickens" ("The Net-Menders"). 

It is perhaps in her use of metaphor and simile that Plath is unsur
passed in the early as well as the late poems. Drawn from many sources, 
they are striking because of their originality and/or their appropriateness; 

4 Plath no doubt knew well Eliot's comments on a writer's sources of imagery and 
symbols; see The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism 78, 148 and the passage 
quoted in Matthiessen 56. 
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they tend to be right on target, as Nims pointed out early on ( 4 7) . 
Typically, the object in the comparison is quite ordinary ("burnt turkey," 
a melon, a grist mill); the brilliance (and often the shock) lies in its being 
used to describe something with which it has no apparent affinity until 
Plath links the two. Thus, four male corpses are "black as burnt turkey," 
a pregnant woman is a "melon strolling on two tendrils," and time is a 
grist mill grinding not grain but human gristle and cartilage "clown to its 
bony face." Domestic concerns, particularly food, often provide her with 
comparisons: the rising sun is like a watermelon, the veins on a head of 
cabbage are "white as porkfat," a speaker about to explode into her true 
identity is "tiny and inert as a rice grain." 

Equally arresting, and often difficult as well, is her tendency to employ 
numerous seemingly unrelated comparisons in a single poem, shifting 
quickly and abruptly from one to another in a dazzling display of 
versatility. In "Moonrise," for example, she moves through a variety of 
double-edged metaphors of imaginative fertility/sterility: ripening 
mulberries, decaying catalpa flowers, a sinking pigeon, ten white fingers, a 
rotting body, eggs and larvae, waterfalls thundering upward, Lucina the 
moon, and a white f emale sto mach. 

While a large proportion of Plath's symbols in the early poems are 
traditional, she often injects new, additional, or reversed meanings into 
the well-established ones. In other cases, she draws on her own experience 
to create original symbols that bear her distinctive stamp. However, 
whether traditional or original, her symbols typically bear multiple, often 
ambivalent meanings. These characteristics are evident in the four major 
groups of symbols found in the early works: landscapes, animals, objects, 
and colors. 

Although landsca pes are among the most traditional of symbols, 
Plath's use of rather obscure locales which convey unusual emotions or 
states of mind provides a fresh perspective. Like Eliot earlier,s she chooses 
settings from her own life-Cambridge and Heptonstall in England; 
Alicante and Benidorm in Spain; Winthrop, Rock Harbor, and North
ampton in Massachusetts; Yaddo in Saratoga Springs, New York-and 
establishes their meanings within the poems themselves. Thus, in "Hard
castle Crags" the desolate moorland setting represents the harsh indiffe
rence of nature toward the vulnerable and insignificant human being. 

5 See Hargrove on Eliot's symbolic use of landscape. 
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In making use of animals as symbols, Plath is again more creative than 
slavish to established patterns. While the panther as a symbol of passion 
in "Pursuit" is admittedly conventional, the rook as a symbol of 
significance, artistic or otherwise, in "Black Rook in Rainy Weather," the 
shrike as a symbol of the fury of a possessive mate in "The Shrike," the 
dead snake as a symbol of the beauty and ugliness of death in 
"Medallion," and the fiddler-crab as a symbol of the defiant individualist 
in "Mussel Hunter" illustrate her originality and complexity. 

The symbols of rock, moon, and water are trademarks of Plath's early 
as well as her late oeuvre. Rock typically represents the harshness of 
nature as in the black stones of "Hardcastle Crags" or the "scraggy rock 
spit" of "Departure"; however, it has positive connotations of perma
nence and stability in "Child's Park Stones" and "Sculptor." The moon, 
perhaps Plath's most well-known symbol, is usually ambivalent, 
conveying numerous contradictory meanings as in "Moonrise," where it 
is at once associated with fertility, childbirth, barrenness, death, harsh
ness, poetic inspiration, and poetic paralysis. Water, too, is ambivalent, 
representing both life and death and often appearing in connection with 
suicide as in "Full Fathom Five" and "Lorelei." Only occasionally does it 
have a single clearcut meaning as in "Snakecharmer," where it symbolizes 
life created by the artist. 

Finally, Plath makes extensive use of colors, particularly black and 
white, as symbols. Indeed, one or both of these appear in 68 of the 12 7 
early poems. Black's various meanings include death, despair, harshness, 
or indifference, always with sinister, menacing, or ominous overtones. In 
"Lorelei," the river is first described as "lapsing black beneath bland 
mirror-sheen," implying the speaker's negative view of death; however, at 
the end it has become a "flux of silver," suggesting that she now sees it as 
a peaceful escape from the pain of life. White also has negative 
connotations of sterility, isolation, or emptiness. The most striking 
example is "Moonrise," in which twenty-two references to white hammer 
home the theme of artistic sterility. Numerous other colors appear with 
great frequency, conveying a multitude of meanings. In "Southern 
Sunrise," a rare happy poem, pastels reflecting sweet fruits (lemon, 
mango, peach, and watermelon red) symbolize a delightful, almost Edenic 
world "colored" by love. In "Medallion," exotic colors which evoke 
jewelry (bronze, rose, vermilion, garnet, ochre) symbolize the beauty, 
hence the value, which the speaker sees in the dead snake. 
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Plath's craftsmanship in the early poems has been praised for its 
sophistication, justified as technical preparation for the later poems, or 
criticized for its restrictive, excessively controlled, and ultimately 
deadening effect. Even the essays of Nims and Smith which purport to 
analyze her "excellence at the craft of poetry" (Smith 124) in the early 
poetry give the impression that it is after all too methodical, careful, and 
self-conscious; indeed, Nims labels it "drudgery" redeemed only because 
without it "the triumph of Ariel is unthinkable" (46), a label which has 
stuck tenaciously. However, a close look at all the poems of the 1956-9 
period rather than at the limited number published in The Colossus on 
which many commentators based their judgments reveals that her 
technical virtuosity is more wide-ranging and inventive than has been 
acknowledged. 

It is clear from the poems themselves as well as her letters and journal 
entries that, as with her subjects and voice, Plath is searching for her style: 
"I need an opportunity ... to find my style" (LH 259); "I've been 
changing, I think much for the better, in my writing style" (LH 395). 
While she seems to need structure in her poetry as in her life to give her a 
sense of order ("The absence of a tightly reasoned and rhythmed logic 
bothers me," J 326), she constantly works toward a freer, more natural 
effect within the boundaries of form ("I find this form [syllabics] 
satisfactorily strict ... and yet it has the speaking illusion of freedom," LH 
396-7). Her dissatisfaction with her poems centers most often on their 
stylistic rigidity and artificiality ( "too fancy ... and rigid," J 244; "too 
forced and rhetorical," J201), a defect which she strives to correct while 
maintaining the advantages of form. Indeed, a definite progression toward 
the fine balance of form and freedom which she sought can be charted in 
the poems of these years. 

The diction of the early poems is indicative of her casting about for a 
style in that it covers an enormous range from the highly artificial and 
ornate to the colloquial and slangy, from "susurrus lyres and viols," 
"watery aspic, laureled by fins," and "aureate poetry / In tarnished 
modes" to "the empty bottles on the windowsill," "brickdust
complected," "double whammy," "your neck of the New York woods," 
and "Our foot's in the door." On occasion, they are inappropriately 
mixed within a single poem, evoking comments such as "Levels of diction, 
from the colloquial to the exalted, are inexcusably jumbled" (McClatchy 
23). However, in many instances Plath's word choices, even of the poetic 
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variety, are apt; a case in point is "Sow," in which her use of the vocabu
lary of knights and castles is organic to the text, conveying the fabulous 
world of the hoar imagined by the speakers. Other characteristics of her 
diction are her fondness for puns ("chaste," "chased"), for hyphenated 
compounds ( "kumquat-colored," "bland-mannered" ), and for the 
prefixes "a" and "un" ("agawp," "ungrieved"). As she moves from the 
1956 to the 1959 poems, her vocabulary becomes more natural as many 
of the archaic, ornate, and learned words drop away. 

Plath's strong preference for strict stanza forms as a means of 
providing order and control has blinded many commentators to the 
amazing range of experimentation she exhibits within those boundaries. 
While mast acknowledge her use of numerous types of stanzas, they imply 
that she slavishly imitates established models. Plumly, Pollitt, and Scigaj 
seem doser to the truth, however, in suggesting that Plath often invents 
her own, sometimes complicated, forms or is inventive within set forms. 
According to Plumly, she "worked to invent forms rather than to fill 
them" ( 14 ); Pollitt argues that, with "very few exceptions, every poem has 
a shape of its own" (69) and Scigaj that her "early poetry typically reveals 
an accomplished artist whose supple-not rigid-formal dexterity houses 
richly textured content" (223). In this respect she is similar to Hardy, who 
also used strict and complicated forms of his own invention. In the little
known "The Snowman on the Moar," for instance, she employs the terza 
rima form with its interlocking rhyme scheme but "invents" a difficult 
pattern of alternating line lengths in which all odd-numbered stanzas 
contain long first and third lines and short second lines while all even
numbered stanzas contain the reverse. Further, in a substantial number of 
poems the stanza form, often in conjunction with meter and rhyme, is 
organic to the content, reflecting or reinforcing it in significant ways. To 
cite two examples, in "The Thin People" Plath uses the couplet, the 
"thinnest" stanza form, to convey structurally both the actual physical 
condition and the haunting ghostly quality of its starving figures; in 
"Lorelei" she employs the interlocking terza rima rhyme scheme that 
moves constantly forward, and she avoids strong stanzaic end-stops so 
that each stanza flows over inta the next, both of which suggest the 
inexorable movement of the speaker toward drowning. 

Nims's suggestion that Plath "had an obsession with rhyme, felt poetry 
had to have it" (52) is largely confirmed by an examination of the early 
poems, for the majority contain set rhyme schemes. Yet, as is the case 
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with stanza forms, she experiments widely within the framework of 
rhyme. First, she typically employs highly imperfect rhymes, often 
consisting only of similar final consonant sounds as in "drawn/thin," 
"enough/stiff," "color/wallpaper" ( "The Thin People" ); as Fuller notes, 
"she makes one see that full rhymes would not do for her" (36). Second, 
she tries her hand at an astounding variety of rhyme schemes from simple 
(abab) to more demanding (abcde, edcba; abcde in every stanza; or the 
interlocking pattern of terza rima) to extremely intricate and difficult (the 
sestina pattern). While she clearly prefers working with strict and some
times elaborate rhyme schemes, she also writes a number of early poems 
with substantial use of rhymes in no regular pattern as well as twenty
three with no rhyme at all. Since most of the latter were written in 1958 
and 1959, she seems to move toward greater freedom in matters of 
rhyme. 

Plath makes clear from the beginning of her career that the sound of 
her poetry is extremely important. The sound she works most diligently to 
achieve is that of conversation within the boundaries of form. As early as 
March 1956, she tells her mother, "if you will read ["Channel Crossing"] 
out loud (it's meant to be), you will, I hope, not be conscious of rhymes 
and end-stopped lines, hut of the conversational quality of the verse" (LH 
248 ). In attempting to attain this goal, she experiments with various 
meters, hut writes most often in irregular, often jarring rhythms. While an 
iambic heat can sometimes be heard, it simply reflects, I think, the basic 
iambic rhythm of spoken English and nota strict principle of versification. 
It does not have a regular or constant pattern in most poems, although 
both Nims and Smith argue that it does (55-6; 114-17). Opening The 
Collected Poems at random in the first 140 pages, one will be hard put to 
find consistent iambic meters. On pages 76-7, for example, are the lines 
"Day now, night now, at head, side, feet" and "Hammers hoisted, wheels 
turning"; and, while "Ouija" begins with a line of perfect iambic 
pentameter, the second breaks strikingly away in a preview of what is to 
come metrically in the remainder of the poem: "Rises to the glass from his 
black fathoms." Indeed, only a very few early poems maintain a regular 
iambic tetrameter or pentameter heat. 

The other major metrical approach that Plath uses is syllabics. While 
Nims indicates that she employs it for control and objectivity (55) and 
Smith fora sense of the speaker's drawing final breaths (117-20), she her
self explains to her brother in a letter of June 1958 that she uses it to 
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create the sound of a real voice speaking in conversational tones: "This is 
written in what's known as 'syllabic verse' .... I find this form satisfacto
rily strict (a pattern varying the number of syllables in each line can be set 
up ... ) and yet it hasa speaking illusion of freedom (which the measured 
stress doesn't have) as stresses vary freely" (LH 396). Furthermore, in 
some instances the syllabic pattern reinforces content; in "Departure" the 
11-9-7-5 pattern reflects the couple's leave-taking, and in "Full Fathom 
Five" the 7-9-5 pattern isa visual recreation of the motion of waves and 
tides. The reordered chronology reveals that she experiments extensively 
with this technique at several points, most noticeably in the summer of 
1958 when almost every poem is written in syllabics of varying degrees of 
difficulty. 

In addition to rhyme and meter, a multitude of sound values such as 
repetition, alliteration, consonance, assonance, onomatopoeia, and 
cynghanedd fills the poems, often working organically to echo meanings 
or add realism to settings and situations. In "Snakecharmer" the 
repetition of "pipes" with its quick "p" sound in combination with the 
staccato rhythm, abrupt syntactical units, and monosyllables creates the 
isolated, clear notes of his pipe: "He pipes. Pipes green. Pipes water." The 
sounds of the grist mill grinding human bone and gristle in "All the Dead 
Dears" are heard in the grating consonants of "r," "gr," and "er": 
"gross," "grinding," "crumb by crumb," "grist." Even in a seemingly 
simple line like "the cat unsheathes its claws" in "Resolve," the "s" 
sounds are sinister and frightening, suggesting the hissing, spitting sounds 
made by a hostile cat. While on occasion her experiments in sound are 
rather dreadful, as in "Alicante Lullaby" which begins, "In Alicante, they 
bowl the barrels / Bumblingly over the nubs of cobbles," in general they 
are among the most striking and successful of her technical devices in the 
early poems. 

In searching for her subjects, voice, imagery, and style, Plath looks for 
inspiration to many established and contemporary poets so that one of the 
consistent criticisms of her early work is its derivative nature. However, as 
Dyson perceptively remarks on two particular influences in his review of 
The Colossus, "It is true, hut not especially important, to notice that 
Sylvia Plath is influenced by Theodore Roethke and by Ted Hughes; what 
is more to the point is that on the evidence of these poems she has to be 
mentioned in the same breath with them" (36-7). Furthermore, it is not 
unusual for a young poet to manifest such influences, and the important 



AN OVER VIEW OF THE EARL Y POEMS 41 

thing is that, after learning a great deal from her artistic mentors, she 
ultimately abandons most of them one by one in her continuing quest for 
her own distinctive poetry. In tracing the various influences on the poems 
composed from 1956 through 1959, just such a pattern becomes evident, 
with the exception of Hughes, Eliot, and Yeats, who remain ongoing 
influences. In 1956 the number of influential figures is greatest, as might 
be expected, and includes (hut is not limited to) Eliot, Yeats, Stevens, 
Hopkins, Thomas, Auden, Ransom, and Hughes as well as Shakespeare, 
Donne, Racine, and the ancient Greek playwrights. In 1957 the number is 
drastically reduced, mainly because she did not write a great deal of 
poetry; while Yeats and Eliot are still heard, Stevens and Hughes seem the 
most prominent. The major influence on the 1958 poems is unquestion
ably Hughes, with the art works of de Chirico, Klee, Rousseau, and 
Baskin as important new sources of inspiration; yet echoes of Eliot, Y eats, 
Stevens, Frost, Shakespeare, and Greek and Roman mythology remain. 
1959 marks the appearance of several powerful new influences which 
point the way to significant developments in her work. Chief among these 
are Lowell, Sexton, and Roethke, all of whom cause her to move toward a 
more open, less logically structured style and to realize that her own 
intimate experiences are acceptable subject matter for poetry. 

While numerous influences appear in the poems of 1956-9, a substan
tial number are both distinctive and distinctively her own, a fact which 
has often been overlooked. A score or more are so impressive and 
arresting, both thematically and stylistically, that they deserve, I would 
suggest, to be labelled first-rate, among them "Resolve," "The Thin 
People," "All the Dead Dears," "Lorelei," "Moonrise," "The Manor 
Garden," "The Beekeeper's Daughter," and "Witch Burning." The range 
and variety of experimentation in subject, theme, voice, and style evident 
in these poems are striking-and typical of the early poetry as a whole. 
Another fifty or so, poems like "Departure," "Metaphors," "Snake
charmer," and "Child's Park Stones," have much to recommend them. As 
Pritchard points out, although poems like these may not be "genius," they 
are "assured performances, with a technical control wholly adequate to 
sustain the observant, grave, responsive presence that makes itself felt 
audibly over the carefully tracked course of stanza and whole poem" (75); 
in other words, they are works of some significance and value. Even those 
which are less skillful are important in tracing Plath's interests, goals, and 
experiments as she develops her own poetic identity. The reordered 
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chronology will allow us to reconsider the early poems in a more accurate 
framework, a process which will, I believe, lead toa realization that many 
have greater interest and merit than they have heretofore been accorded. 



2 

The Poems of 1956 

19 5 6 WAS AN INTENSE YEAR FOR PLATH, exciting, turbulent, and 
filled wi th changes, dilemmas, and life-altering decisions; 

chief among these was her marriage to the man who would be a 
tremendous influence on her life and her work as well as on the fate of the 
latter after her suicide. From January through March she was anguishing 
over her deteriorating relationship with Richard Sassoon, then in Paris, 
and, after February 25 when she first encountered Hughes, both exulting 
in and struggling with her attraction to him. During the spring the two 
had an idyllic and ecstatic courtship, with Cambridge and its surrounding 
countryside as a "lovely green Eden" (LH 289). From their wedding day in 
London on June 16 until the end of September, they had a long 
honeymoon vacation, living in Spain from July 7 to August 20, then 
spending a week in Paris, and finally visiting Hughes's parents in West 
Yorkshire in September. Her dream of combining a career as a writer with 
marriage to a perfect mate had come true, it seemed, and her long inner 
conflict about whether one would exclude the other was resolved. But the 
marriage was not entirely ideal from the beginning. While fulfilling in 
many ways, it posed numerous problems, the most enduring of which was 
money. Their relationship was complex and difficult, for it was not easy 
for two extremely talented, ambitious, sensitive, and moody personalities 
to live together in such constant contact (see Axelrod 187-97). Plath 
herself comments later on "the famed and fatal jealousy of professionals" 
(J 259) and even admits, "I must be ghastly to live with" (J 252). Perhaps 
the truly astonishing thing is that they stayed together as long as they did. 

The months of October, November, and December saw many 
upheavals and changes in their plans. Plath returned alone to Cambridge 
on October 1 to pursue her studies; however, finding their separation 
unbearable, the two revealed their secret marriage to the university 
authorities on October 31, Hughes took a flat at 55 Eltisley Avenue on 
November 1, and Plath joined him in mid-November (Stevenson 98), 
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although she retained her room at Whitstead House until December 1. 
They spent the Christmas holidays in West Yorkshire (CP 275)• 

In addition ro Plath's letters and journals, the two Cambridge Pocket 
Diaries and the Cambridge Manuscript provide information that grearly 
contributes ro the establishment of a more nearly accurate chronology for 
the poems written in 1956. The Pocket Diary for 1955-6, containing 
entries that begin on October 1, 1955 with Plath's arrival in Cambridge 
and end in early October 1956, and the Pocket Diary for 1956-7, with 
entries for October and November 1956, give precise dates of composition 
for thirty-six poems, five of which have not survived. Both belong ro the 
Plath Collection of Indiana University's Lilly Library. The Cambridge 
Manuscript contains 43 poems composed prior ro the late spring of 1957 
when Plath submitted this collection in partial fulfillment of the English 
Tripos (for contents, see Lane and Stevens 56-7); while eleven appear ro 
have been written before 1956, twenty-eight seem the products of that 
year and four of the early months of 1957. 

Plath's changing poetic aims <luring the year can be traced in her letters 
and, less often, in her journal entries. In early February she stresses her 
goal of producing "polished wit and neat forms" (LH 238) based on her 
own experience (LH 243), bur by the end of the month she wants to 
temper her formal element, particularly "rhymes and end-stopped lines" 
(LH 249), so that she can "make something tight and riding over the limits 
of sweet sestinas and sonnets" (J 108) and her verse will have a "more 
conversational quality" (LH 249); in addition, she intends ro shift her 
subject matter from the private and personal ro the "larger, social world of 
other people" (LH 248) as she consciously and doggedly searches for "my 
style, my voice" (LH 259). From April on, her relationship with Hughes 
intensely influences her subjects, tone, and style. He introduces her ro the 
new worlds of nature ("woods and animals and earth," LH 265), of 
astrology and the occult (LH 272), and of fairy and folk tales (LH 274) as 
well as ro vocabularies associated with them (LH 266, 272). And their 
intense courtship propels her back to the personal "love lyric" (LH 248) 
which she had planned ro abandon in favor of more social concerns. Her 
poetic voice appears ro her ro be "taking shape, coming strong" (LH 274): 
"I shall be one of the few women poets in the world who is fully a 
rejoicing woman, nota bitter or frustrated or warped man-imitator, which 
ruins most of them in the end. I am a woman and glad of it, and my songs 
will be of fertility of the earth and the people in it" (LH 291). Throughout 
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the summer and fall she maintains these goals: "My poems ... I want to be 
the strongest female paean yet for the creative forces of nature, the joy of 
being a loved and loving woman; that is my song" (LH 316). While she 
desires her style to be musical and to employ forma! elements ("all song, 
but also logic in music," LH 322), she now strives for the realism and 
accuracy of detail which she sees in Hughes's work: "[His] vision is really 
photographic, while mine is inclined to be an impressionist blur, which I 
am gradually clarifying by exercise and practice" (LH 303 ). 

The reordered chronology in conjunction with her remarks in letters 
and journal entries allows us to chart more accurately the course of her 
poetic development <luring the year. First, her subject matter shifts exten
sively. While the earliest surviving poem ("Winter Landscape, with 
Rooks") concerns a failed love affair apparently inspired by her disinte
grating relationship with Richard Sassoon, she then produces two medita
tive poems with more universal subjects ("Tale of a Tub" and "Channel 
Crossing"). However, her resolve to focus on the "larger, social world" 
(LH 248) is shattered by the entrance of Hughes into her life, for the 
poems which she writes from two days after their first meeting through the 
end of May are concerned exclusively with love and passion, often 
employing excessively romantic diction and ornate forms and, though 
highly personal in origin, typically distanced by such devices as third
person speakers, characters from myth or fairy tale, and pastoral settings. 
In the poems of the summer, perhaps under Hughes's influence, she inter
sperses more varied subjects (the impossibility of recapturing the innocence 
of youth in "Dream with Clam-Diggers," the transience of youth and 
beauty in "Tinker Jack and the Tidy Wives," the paranoia of a mental 
patient in "Miss Drake Proceeds to Supper") with that of love and passion 
("Crystal Gazer," "The Shrike," "Epitaph for Fire and Flower"). She 
continues this practice throughout the fall, producing meditative poems 
often reflecting the influence of Stevens both in style and subject 
(particularly the role of the imagination) such as "November Graveyard," 
"Black Rook in Rainy Weather," and "Soliloquy of the Solipsist" along 
with a combination of highly personal and intense poems ("Monologue at 
3 a.m.," "Street Song") and more distanced ones ("Spinster," "Vanity 
Fair") on various aspects of love. "Resolve," however, stands out in its 
departure both in subject matter and style from other poems written in the 
autumn; it treats the highly personal subject of depression and fear with
out any distancing devices as the very believable first-person voice of a 
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student describes in weary tones, ordinary diction, and an irregular, bare 
form her own interna! struggle. 

The major theme in these poems is clearly the love relationship of men 
and women, particularly in the framework of courtship and early 
marriage. Ironically most present love in a negative light. Some portray it 
as overwhelmingly sexual, bestial, violent, or destructive; others focus on 
the emotional pain caused by the ending of a love affair or by the separa
tion of lovers; still others describe the conflict between the intellectual and 
the sexual, career and marriage. In many cases the situation itself is 
common (two lovers walking in the country, a lover anguishing over the 
departure of the beloved at a train station), but the intensity of the central 
character (usually a woman) is not. Typically, the woman is portrayed as 
subservient, adoring, or passive, as a victim or prey, as a sexual object for 
the male's pleasure or violence. Other recurrent themes are the hostility or 
violence of the world toward a vulnerable human being and the role of the 
poet and poetry or the interaction of imagination and reality. 

Plath's extensive experiments with technical aspects in 195 6 have rarely 
received sustained critical attention but rather have typically been 
summarily dismissed after brief castigation for their excessive and/or 
obtrusive use. However, the sheer variety and range of her technical 
virtuosity are impressive in themselves as she attempts numerous poetic 
styles and modes within this single year. While in many cases her 
experiments are simply tests of her skills, in others they are organic to the 
content and tone. 

Plath was intensely concerned to choose accurate and effective words, 
as her painstaking use of her Thesaurus has firmly established; indeed, she 
notes in a journal entry for February 19, 1956 that she would "rather live 
with [a thesaurus] on a desert isle than a bible, as I have so often boasted 
cleverly" (97). Her vocabulary runs the gamut from the archaic and 
literary to the most current slang. When the two extremes appear in the 
same poem, the mixture is usually highly unsuccessful, producing a strange 
split in tone. However, throughout 1956 she clearly tries to work her way 
towards a more natura! idiom although constantly feeling the attraction of 
traditional poetic language. Reflecting the intensity of much of the content, 
her verb choices tend to be forceful, often violent, as seen in "stalk," 
"flay," "assault," and "haul," and she has a penchant for the prefixes 
"un" and "a," which convey negativity but often have an awkward effect 
("awry," "agawp"). Her favorite words in these poems, literary in tone 
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and overused, are variations of "flare," "furred," "mark," "bruit," and 
"stalk." 

Her use of stanza form, rhyme scheme, and meter reveals wide-ranging 
experimentation as she attempts to master their intricacies. Typically she 
uses a set stanza form with no variations; however, she tries her hand at 
numerous types of stanzas, as if she has made herself a list and checks each 
off as she masters it. In most of these poems, she employs a set rhyme 
scheme of imperfect rhymes, often consisting of no more than repeated 
final consonants; only "Miss Drake Proceeds to Supper" and "Resolve" 
contain no rhyme at all. She experiments with a wide variety of rhyme 
schemes, rarely using the same one twice and attempting difficult patterns 
such as abcde in all stanzas. The meter is highly irregular with a great 
number of stressed syllables, suggesting intensity and the highly charged 
state of the speaker or main character in many instances; only "Pursuit," 
"Bucolics," and "The Queen's Complaint" have a regular meter, while 
"Song fora Summer's Day" is written in syllabics. 

Plath experiments in several other technical areas as well. Sound values 
are extremely important to her early in her career, although she herself, as 
well as a number of critics, states that they only become important in the 
late poems (Orr 170). However, she notes in several 1956 letters to her 
mother that her poems are "meant to be said aloud" (266; see also 248). 
In a number of instances she works skillfully with harsh consonant sounds 
like "k," "t," "r," and "g" to reinforce the harshness of her themes, and in 
others she imitates Hopkins's use of the Welsh cynghanedd or chiming of 
consonant sounds as well as interna! rhyme. Under the influence of 
Hopkins and Thomas, she often omits articles and prepositions ( "Mayday: 
two came to field in such wise") and wrenches syntax, scrambling the 
conventional order ("our each bright act," "my each mangled nerve-end"); 
these practices give some of her early verse a stilted quality as well as often 
making the sense of a passage difficult to determine. 

Numerous poets influence the poems of 1956; while Eliot, Yeats, 
Stevens, Hopkins, Thomas, Auden, Donne, and Hughes are dominant, 
Dickinson, Frost, and Hardy, among others, are significant as well. Her 
study of tragedy in preparation for the Cambridge Tripos also finds its 
way into her work, particularly the plays of the Greek playwrights, of 
Racine, and of Shakespeare. Because she is looking for her own voice at 
this early stage, she, like most young writers, "tries on" the voices of 
various established poets whom she admires, so that these poems are 
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Hughes's Chronology Reordered Chronology 

"Conversation Among the Ruins" Feb20 "Winter Landscape, With Rooks" 
"Winter Landscape, With Rooks" "Tale of a Tub" 
"Pursuit" 23 "Channel Crossing" 
"Bucolics" 27 "Pursuit" 
"Tale of a Tub" Winter? "Prospect" 
"Southern Sunrise" Apr 18 "Faun" 
"Channel Crossing" "The Queen's Complaint" 
"Prospect" 20 "Song for a Summer's Day" 
"The Queen's Complaint" "Ode for Ted" 
"Ode for Ted" 21 "Firesong" 
"Firesong" 27 "The Glutton" 
"Song for a Summer's Day" 29 "Strumpet Song" 
"TwoSisters of Persephone" May5 "Bucolics" 
"Vanity Fair" 17 "Wreath fora Bridal" 
"Strumpet Song" 24 "Two Sisters of Persephone" 
"Tinker Jack and the Tidy Wives" Spring? "Conversation Among the Ruins" 
"Faun" "Recantation" 
"Street Song" June 1 "Dream with Clam-Diggers" 
"Letter to a Purist" 2 "Ella Mason" 
"Soliloquy of the Solipsist" 3 "Crystal Gazer" 
"Dialogue Between Ghost and 7 "Tinker Jack and the Tidy Wives" 

Priest" 8 "The Village Idiot" 
"The Glutton" 21 "The Spiteful Crone" 
"Monologue at 3 a.m." 23 "Miss Drake Proceeds to Supper" 
"Miss Drake Proceeds to Supper" July 3 "The Shrike" 
"Recantation" Aug4 "Full Moon" 
"The Shrike" 18 "Epitaph for Fire and Flower" 
"Alicante Lullaby" Sept 5 "Golden Midas" 
"Dream with Clam-Diggers" 9 "November Graveyard" 
"Wrcath fora Bridal" 16 "Obstacle Course" 
"Epitaph for Fire and Flower" Oct3 "Monologue at 3 a.m." 
"Fiesta Melons" 4 "Street Song" 
"The Goring" 5 "Touch and Go" 
"The Beggars" 19 "Spinster" 
"Spider" 24 "On the Plethora of Dryads" 
"Spinster" 28 "Vanity Fair" 
"Rhyme" Nov 17 "Black Rook in Rainy Weather" 
"Departure" 18 "Soliloquy of the Solipsist" 
"Maudlin" 19 "Letter to a Purist" 
"Resolve" 23 "Natura! History" 
"Landowners" Fall? "On the Difficulty of Conjuring Up a 
"Ella Mason" Dryad" 
"Crystal Gazer" "Resolve" 
"November Graveyard" "Maudlin" 
"Black Rook in Rainy Weather" "Dialogue Between Ghost and Priest" 

"Rhyme" 
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indisputably somewhat imitative. However, her uses of these poets are 
extremely skillful and, even more important, her own special voice and 
style are evident from time to time so that the works of 1956 have more 
merit than has heretofore been acknowledged. Some, such as "Resolve," 
"Street Song," and "November Graveyard," are very fine in their own 
right. All, even the least successful, reveal a young poet hard at work to 
discover her craft, her voice, her essential subjects. 

According to entries both in the Cambridge Pocket Diary for 1955-6 
and her journals, "Winter Landscape, with Rooks," written on February 
20, 1956, appears to be the earliest extant poem of this year.1 As she notes 
in her journal entry of that date, "Wrote one Good Poem: 'Winter 
Landscape with Rocks" [sic]; it moves, and is athletic: a psychic land
scape" (105). She was apparently inspired by a scene she had observed on 
her way to her Shakespeare dass that day: "Noticed rooks squatting black 
in snow-white fen, gray skies, black trees, mallard-green water. 
Impressed" (J 104-5); a similar scene appears in her essay on Cambridge 
"Leaves from a Cambridge Notebook" published on March 5, 1956 in 
The Christian Science Monitor (17).2 

The bleak winter setting is, as she says, "a psychic landscape," symbol
izing the speaker's sterile emotional condition following the painful ending 
of a love affair, probably reflecting Plath's current disillusionment with 
Richard Sassoon (J 98-105). The poem opens with a description of a 
millpond in winter on whose surface floats, "absurd and out-of-season, a 
single swan," a bitter reminder of the purity of the summer love; since that 
love has now been tainted, the disillusioned speaker longs to destroy the 
idealistic view of love which the swan traditionally symbolizes. In this 
stanza and the next, the landscape seems to function solely as a harsh and 
barren universe offering no consolation to the anguished speaker; the 
"orange cyclops-eye" of the setting sun creates a surrealistic vista of 
violent color and descending darkness in a sinister atmosphere which may 
reflect an influence of de Chirico. The speaker uses both the darkness of 
the coming nightfall and of the English rook to convey her bitter cast of 

1 In her Pocket Diary for 1955-56 she notes on January 25 that she wrote two poems 
and in a journal entry for February 19 she refers to having written "the rough draft 
of a bad, sick poem" (97); these cannot be identified and indeed may well have 
been destroyed. 

2 The same essay was also published as "Cambridge Vistas" in the Institute of 
International Education News Bulletin (December 1958): 24. 
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mind: "feathered dark in thought, I stalk like a rook, / brooding as the 
winter night comes on." 

With the speaker's revelation in the third stanza of the cause of her 
depression, the landscape takes on its full symbolic import, becoming her 
emotional landscape, literally her now barren heart. As "last summer's 
reeds are all engraved in ice," so the previous summer's love is now frozen 
and dead, leaving her heart barren. The poem closes with two questions 
about its hopeless sterility. Although spring will make the actual wintry 
landscape green and living again, what consolation can transform her 
emotional waste land into a place where love can grow again? And what 
potential new lover would ever try to enter such a desolate emotional 
environment? "What solace / can be struck from rock to make heart's 
waste / grow green again? Who'd walk in this bleak place?" Although no 
answers are given, the implication is that they are "Nothing" and "No 
one." 

While the poem is conventional in its ababa rhyme scheme, its 
obviously poetic diction ("chaste as snow," "landscape of chagrin"), and 
its situation of the loss of love, its use of a wintry Cambridge landscape to 
render symbolically the emotional sterility that follows the ending of a 
love affair is quite skillful and perhaps owes something to Hardy's 
"Neutral Tones" and "The Darkling Thrush."3 

While Plath combined two elements of her current personal life, her 
immediate environment of Cambridge and her disillusionment with 
Sassoon, in "Winter Landscape, With Rooks," her next two poems reflect 
her determination at this time to shift from private to social or universal 
concerns (LH 248), an influence which Gardner attributes to Christopher 
Levenson, a student at Downing College and editor of Delta (498). She 
describes "Tale of a Tub," whose title is an obvious play on Swift's satiric 
"A Tale of a Tub," in the February 20 journal entry: "Began another big 
[poem], more abstract, written from the bathtub: take care it doesn't get 
too general" (105). Clearly philosophical, the poem is a meditation by a 
speaker using the more universal first-person plural on the illusions created 
by the imagination to veil the horrors of reality: "each day demands we 
create our whole world over, I disguising the constant horror in a coat of 

3 The poem may also echo Emily Dickinson's "After Great Pain," which describes the 
numbing paralysis one experiences after a great emotional shock, such as the ending 
of a love affair, and was no doubt occasioned by the departure of the Reverend 
Charles Wadsworth. 
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many-colored fictions .... " Its cerebral, abstract quality and its theme of 
the imagination versus reality indicate the influence of Stevens. 

Three days later she notes in the Pocket Diary that she finished 
"Channel Crossing," calling it the best she has ever written. Basing it on 
her actual experience of crossing the English Channel for Christmas 
Holidays just two months earlier,4 she tells her mother that it is an attempt 
to bring "the larger, social world of other people into my poems" and to 
attain a more conversational verse: 

"Channel Crossing" is one of the first I've written in a "new line": turning away 

from the small, coy love lyric (I am most scornful of the small preciousness of 

much of my past work) and bringing the larger, social world of other people into 

my poems. I have been terribly limited hitherto, and my growing strong concepts 

of the universe have been excluded from my poetry .... Now I am making a shift. 

The world and the problems of an individual in this particular civilization are 

going to be forged into my discipline, which is still there, but, if you will read the 

poem out loud (it's meant to be), you will, I hope, not be conscious of rhymes 

and end-stopped lines, but of the conversational quality of the verse. (LH 248-9) 

Concerning the violence and hostility of nature, the brevity of human 
solidarity, and the essential isolation of human beings, it again has a first
person plural speaker, a set rhyme scheme, and poetic diction and literary 
allusions; Gardner suggests that it is "well, though unintentionally, 
described by its phrase 'we strike a stance I Most mock-heroic' " (498). 
However, she does avoid end-stopped lines for the most part and uses only 
approximate rhymes ("rise," "seas"; "journey," "sky") in her desire to 
produce a more natural verse. 

In the spring of 1957, Plath apparently did not consider these three 
earliest poems of 1956 to be outstanding examples of her work, for she 
did not include any of them in the Cambridge Manuscript. 

Although "Prospect" does not appear either in the Pocket Diary or in 
the Cambridge Manuscript, Plath's Whitstead address on a typescript of 
the poem (Smith College Library) and its description of the view from her 
window there suggest that it belongs to the early months of 1956 before 
she met Hughes and began to write largely about love; it might be one of 
the two unidentified poems whose composition she recorded on January 

4 For Jane Baltzell Kopp's account of the crossing, see " 'Gone, Very Gone Youth': 
Sylvia Plath at Cambridge, 1955-1957," in Butscher, Woman 69-70. 
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she met Hughes and began to write largely about love; it might be one of 
the two unidentified poems whose composition she recorded on January 
25 in the Pocket Diary. In letters dated October 2, 1955 and March 6, 
1956, she describes the rooks and the orange roofs: "from my window in 
Whitstead on the third floor I can see out into the Whitstead garden to 
trees where large black rooks (ravens) fly over quaint red-tiled rooftops 
with their chimney pots" (201) and "Song sparrows are twittering and 
chirping in the gutters under my windows, and the orange-tile rooftops are 
all sparkling in the light" (248 ). Further, in the essay on Cambridge 
published on March 5, 1956 in The Christian Science Monitor, she 
describes the view in similar terms, illustrating it with her own drawing 
entitled "Cambridge: A Vista of gables and chimney pots": "From the 
western gable window of Whitstead ... one sees a vista of peaked orange
tile rooftops with chimney-pots, a diminishing perspective of kitchen 
gardens and, of course, those ubiquitous large black ravens, lurching along 
the ground with a sinister air or hunching darkly in the trees" ("Leaves" 
17). The latter portion in particular seems to echo the two rooks in 
"Prospect." However, another possibility is that it was composed in the 
summer of 1958 or the early months of 1959 when she wrote a number of 
poems on her memories of Cambridge, a possibility reinforced by its 
brevity and simple diction. 

The poem is a striking version of one of Plath's most consistent themes, 
the hostility of the natural world toward a solitary, vulnerable individual. 
She uses an actual landscape to convey the theme, a technique that appears 
often in the early poems. The title suggests not only an extensive view of a 
landscape hut also expectation of an event negative in import. The third
person speaker sets an ominous tone by describing first the fog from a 
nearby fen (a reference no doubt to Cambridge's Coe Fen, not far from 
Whitstead House) drifting stealthily over the roofs; its sinister and faintly 
malign quality is effectively communicated through the simile, "gray as 
rats." He/she then focuses on a specific detail of the scene, two rooks in a 
sycamore tree: 

on spotted branch 

of the sycamore 

two black rooks hunch 

and darkly glare. 
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As is often the case in Plath's early poetry, the rooks are birds of ill-omen, 
presiding over scenes of destruction or disappointment. Here their 
piercing, cruel eyes survey the scene until their menace finds a target in 
"the lone, late/ passerby," whose isolation is reinforced technically in that 
"passerby" stands alone as the last line of the poem. On this vulnerable 
and unsuspecting person, they rivet their baleful gaze. Although they do 
nothing more, their malign presence forcefully communicates the powerful 
sense of menace and threat in this gloomy landscape where nature 
conspires against humanity. 

Although Plath had decided to focus on more universal subjects and to 
write in a more conversational, less structured and less consciously poetic 
idiom, her encounter with Hughes on February 25 and their subsequent 
courtship <luring the spring inspired her to produce poems almost 
exclusively on aspects of love and passion and to employ ornate diction, 
intricate forms, and musical verse from late February through May. 

In a letter written to her mother on March 3, 195 6, Plath reveals that 
she met Hughes, "a brilliant ex-Cambridge poet," at "the wild St. 
Botolph's Review party last week [on February 25]" and that she "wrote 
my best poem about him afterwards" (247). Indeed, on Monday, February 
27, she records both in her Pocket Diary and in her journals the compo
sition of "Pursuit": "Wrote a full-page poem about the dark forces of lust: 
'Pursuit.' It is not bad. It is dedicated to Ted Hughes" (J 115). Perhaps 
understandably, however, Plath tells her mother that its themes are death 
and, to a lesser extent, the power of art: 

It is, of course, a symbol of the terrible beauty of death, and the paradox that the 

more intensely one lives, the more one bums and consumes oneself; death, here, 

includes the concept of love, and is larger and richer than mere love, which is 

part of it .... Another epigraph could have been from my beloved Yeats: 

"Whatever flames upon the night, Man's own resinous heart has fed." The 

painter's brush consumes his dreams, and all that. (LH 249) 

Yet clearly the poem is first and foremost an intensely sexual and passion
ate description of the power of lust, both terrifying and appealing. In 
addition to her comment in the journal entry of February 27, Plath writes 
in entries for March 10 and 11 of her passion for Hughes in terminology 
that she had used in the poem: "Oh, he is here: my black marauder; oh 
hungry hungry .... The panther wakes and stalks again, and every sound 
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in the house is his tread on the stair . ... My face burns, and I am turning 
to ash . ... Let me someday confront him, only confront him, to make him 
human, and not that black panther which struts on the forest fringes of 
hearsay" (131, 133; italics added). 

The poem has as its epigraph a line from Racine's Phedre,s a drama 
about the destructive power of passion; Plath translates the line for her 
mother in a letter of September 28: "[The] French quote from Racine from 
'Phedre' [means], in case anyone asks you: 'In the depths of the forests 
your image pursues me' " (311). Surprisingly, the line is spoken by the 
young Hippolyte about his chaste love for Aricie, and not, as one might 
expect, by Phedre about her passionate, illicit love for her step-son. The 
poem reflects the influence of the play not only in the epigraph which 
provides its title, hut also in its concept of passion as physical, furious, and 
violent and in its imagery of fires and hunted animals. For example, in 
revealing her secret love for Hippolyte, Phedre says, "Je sentis mon corps 
et transir et bruler" ("I feel my entire body both freezing and burning," 
1.3.276), and "C'est Venus toute entiere a sa proie attachee" ("Venus, or 
passion, has completely attached herself to her prey," 1.3.306). 

The poem presents passion as a black panther's pursuit of his prey, the 
speaker. Both terrified and yet magnetically attracted to the panther, she 
characterizes him as greedy and violent, yet majestic and graceful. 
Opposing tensions thus dominate the poem, as it dramatically conveys its 
conception of passion as destructive, brutal, and essentially physical 
through images of burning, of eating, and of parts of an animal body. 
Seventeen words refer to burning, nine to eating, and nine to the panther's 
body. Words suggesting attack or entrapment by an animal or military 
force include "ransacks," "marauder," "assault," "ambush," "waylay," 
"snares," and "stalks." Verbs of violent action or motion create the 
swiftly moving pace of a hunt: the panther "stalks," "prowls," "keeps 
[her] speed," and at the poem's end is "coming up and up the stairs," 
while the terrified prey must "trek the rocks," "run," "hurl [her] heart," 
"rush" away, and "shut" and "bolt the door" in her attempts to escape 
him. Yet, despite her fear, she recognizes with horror her own sexual 
response to and desire for the panther ("Appalled by secret want, I rush/ 
From such assault of radiance") so that she is running as much from her-

5 At this time Plath was immersed in a study of Racine's tragedies. In the journal 
entry of February 28, 1956 in which she describes her first meeting with Hughes, 
she also notes that she "must write Racine paper, today" (114). 
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self as from him. Her only refuge is her fear of taking on the "dark guilt" 
of illicit sexual union: "Entering the tower of my fears, / I shut my doors 
on that dark guilt, / I bolt the door, each door I bolt." However, behind 
those bolted doors, her "Blood quickens" both with excitement and fear, 
and the poem ends in a fury of desire, anticipation, and terror from the 
worlds of nightmare and sexual fantasy as the "panther's tread is on the 
stairs, / Coming up and up the stairs." Reinforcing the rapidity and 
intensity of the hunt throughout is the strong, pulsing meter, a hammer
like iambic tetrameter which pounds through the poem, echoing the wild 
beating of the blood in terror and sexual arousal: "I hurl my heart to halt 
his pace, / To quench his thirst I squander blood." 

"Pursuit" is an intense portrayal of the complex nature of passion as a 
physical and psychological phenomenon, conveying from the woman's 
point of view her progression from total fear and wholehearted attempts 
to escape to catching fire with passion herself to her final state of excited 
anticipation, frantic terror, "dark guilt," and appalled self-awareness. 
Although the poem may be criticized as excessive, its virtues seem to me to 
outweigh this weakness; indeed, the editor of the Atlantic wrote to Plath 
upon accepting it for publication, "We all think your poem 'Pursuit' a fine 
and handsome thing and look forward to the opportunity of publishing it 
on a page by itself" (LH 307). 

No new poems are recorded in the Pocket Diary or referred to in letters 
or journal entries from February 28 to April 18, implying that she wrote 
none <luring this period as she sorted out her feelings for Sassoon and 
Hughes. The former contains notations indicative of the emotional havoc 
of her life at this time. On March 6, having received letters from Sassoon 
that made her cry, she records her determination to go to Paris <luring 
spring holidays to force a meeting with him, no doubt informing him of 
her plans in a letter mentioned on March 18. On March 23, the first day 
of the vacation period, she notes that she spent a tumultuous night with 
Hughes in London on her way to Paris. From March 24 until April 13, she 
was on the continent, first in Paris where, Sassoon being away, she was 
alone, and then in Italy with Gordon Lameyer. On Friday the 13th, how
ever, she flew from Rome to London, took a taxi to Hughes's flat, and 
spent the night with him. Once back in Cambridge, her courtship with 
Hughes now fully underway, poems came quickly. All concern love and 
passion, typically with overtones of violence, pain, or foreboding; most 
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focus on the male lover and employ imagery from folk and fairy tale, 
Greek and Roman mythology, and/ or woods, plants, and animals. 

On April 18, she notes in the Pocket Diary the composition of "Meta
morphosis," later retitled "Faun," commenting that it is about Hughes as 
Pan and judging it to be good; the next day she sent a copy of it to her 
mother in an ecstatic letter about Hughes: "I shall tell you now about 
something mast miraculous and thundering and terrifying and wish you to 
think on it and share same of it. It is this man, this poet, this Ted 
Hughes." After praising his knowledge of nature and its creatures ("He 
knows all about the habits of animals and takes me amid cows and 
coots"), she announces exuberantly that, presumably as a result of his 
influence, she is writing poems which are "better and stronger than any
thing I have ever done; here is a small one about one night we went inta 
the moonlight to find owls" (264 ). It describes the transformation of a 
man from an ordinary mortal inta a woodland god of Roman mythology. 
A rural deity of the forest and wildlife, the faun was part goat, part man, 
and was especially identified with the sounds of the forest; he was also 
associated with the fertility of the fields and cattle and with the Greek god 
Pan. This figure clearly reflects Plath's view of Hughes as god-like, closely 
tied to nature, animalistic, lustful, and violent: "Oh, he is here; my black 
marauder; oh hungry hungry. I am so hungry fora big smashing creative 
burgeoning burdened lave: I am here; I wait; and he plays on the banks of 
the river Cam like a casual faun" (J 131; italics added). Conventional in 
theme, diction, and technique, "Faun" is marred by Plath's sacrifice of 
sense to sound and form: "Stars hung water-sunk, so a rank/ Of double 
star-eyes lit / Boughs where those owls sat." 

In her Pocket Diary entry for April 18 she also notes that she has begun 
"Mad Queen's Song," retitled "The Complaint of the Crazed Queen" and 
later "The Queen's Complaint." Cast in a pseudo-ballad form with fairy 
tale characters, an influence no doubt of Hughes's telling her stories of 
"kings and green knights" (LH 275), this stilted poem focuses on the 
seduction and abandonment of a queen by her lover. Although Uroff 
suggests that it celebrates the latter (74), it seems rather to criticize his 
callous treatment of the woman, quite likely reflecting in her typically 
distanced manner Plath's own fears that, even during this intensely 
passionate and ecstatic stage of their relationship, Hughes might desert her 
for other women; indeed, in her Pocket Diary entry of the previous day, 
she records that, when Hughes was late in arriving, she imagined that he 
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had made love to five girls since she had left him in London justa few days 
earlier. The "giant" of line two echoes Plath's description of him as a 
"huge Goliath" in the letter which contained a copy of the poem, while 
she associates him with a derrick in both an unpublished portion of her 
April 19 letter (Lilly Library) and an unpublished April 16 journal entry 
(Smith College Library). It was originally written with the queen herself as 
the first-person speaker and contained the following stanza: 

No one pale queen could quell a man 

drunk so dire and puissant on his prowl, 

yet !est he ruin 

my whole choice terrain 

I voluntary run to halt his kil!. (Lilly Library) 

In an apparent effort to distance the highly personal material, she deletes 
this stanza and shifts to an anonymous first-person narrator who simply 
observes the situation. 

Two days later, on April 20, she indicates in the Pocket Diary that she 
has completed "Through fen and farmland walking" and has begun what 
she calls her best yet, "Poem for Pan: Under crunch of my man's boot." 
The next day she mailed both to her mother, the former now titled "Song" 
(later retitled "Song fora Summer's Day") and the latter "Ode for Ted" 
(LH 266-7). 

The version of "Song fora Summer's Day" which Plath mailed to her 
mother is radically different from the version in The Collected Poems. The 
original (see LH 267) was perhaps inspired by an outing that Plath 
describes in the April 21 letter in which it was included: "We walked 
fifteen miles yesterday through woods, field, and fen, and came home 
through moonlit Grantchester and fields of sleeping cows" (266) . In the 
first three stanzas, the speaker recounts a walk in the country with her 
beloved, pointing out various details of the scene-white cows, a blue sky, 
larks-and describing how her heart caught fire and burned intensely with 
pass10n: 

Sheen of the noon sun striking 

took my heart as if 

it were a green-tipped leaf 

kindled by such rare seizing 

into an ardent blazing. 
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In the next three stanzas, she reveals that their love came to a disastrous 
end. After lying clown to make love in a rather ominous nest of spiders, 
the young man becomes fatally entangled in the web: 

... the artful spider spun 

a web for my one man 

til at the day's flawed closing 

no call could work his rising. 

In the last stanza, the bereft speaker wanders aimlessly, bewildered by 
nature's meaningless destruction of life and love. 

The love-making with its unexplained catastrophic conclusion, clearly 
contrived to give the love affair the bitter ending typical of so many of 
Plath's romantic poems, is deleted in the later version, which ends on a 
most unusual happy note with the two still walking (on that day and on 
subsequent days) until nightfall. Although thoroughly positive and filled 
with light and warmth, it is overly sentimental and trite with its ornate 
and syrupy diction ("Sweet grass," "honey-air," and "burnished drift" of 
clouds), its conventional simile comparing passion to a fire which sets 
ablaze a green leaf, its rigid abbcc rhyme scheme with a feminine ending 
(always a present participle and often forced), and its syllabic count of 7-
6-6-7-7. Both versions are classic examples of the high romantic mode, 
definitely not Plath's forte. 

The most directly autobiographical of the 1956 poems, "Ode for Ted" 
is a celebration of Hughes, praising his knowledge of and oneness with 
nature as well as his physical prowess and strength. The speaker's admira
tion of and love for "her man" and the newness and perfection of their 
love are conveyed with intensity as she portrays him as Adam to her Eve in 
a Garden of Eden: 

how hut most glad 

could be this Adam's woman 

when all earth his words do summon 

leaps to laud such man's blood! 

In several letters written to her mother in April and May, Plath refers in 
rapturous, exalted tones to Hughes as an Adam and Cambridge as an 
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Eden: "I met the strongest man in the world, ... a huge, hulking, healthy 
Adam" (263 ), and "Cambridge is a lovely green Eden, and to have an 
English spring and the dearest, most brilliant, strong, tender man in the 
world is too much to keep alone" (289). Indeed, in the letter of April 21 in 
which she enclosed a copy of the poem, she writes, "This is Eden here, and 
the people are all shining" (267). In commenting on both "Ode for Ted" 
and "Song fora Summer's Day," she describes Hughes's sharing with her 
his knowledge of the natura! world: "[My poems] come from the vocabu
lary of woods and animals and earth that Ted is teaching me .... I learn 
new words and use them in poems. My God. Listen: here are two lyrics; 
they are meant to be said aloud, and they are from my joy in discovering a 
world I never knew: all nature" (265-6). 

Cast in a poetic form characterized by nobility of sentiment and dignity 
of style, "Ode for Ted" is highly sentimental with a minimum of poetic 
value as the love-struck speaker does little more than catalogue his virtues 
in a weak imitation of the syntax and sound devices of Hopkins and 
Thomas studded with overly poetic diction ("fruit-nubbed emerald "). Yet 
it is realistic in its presentation of the all-encompassing adoration of the 
beloved typical of the early ecstatic stages of passion and is among the few 
in Plath's canon to portray love in a wholly positive light (although some 
readers may object to the female's worshipful attitude toward the male). 

On April 21, Plath not only sent those two poems off to her mother, 
hut also began "Firesong," completing it the next day, according to the 
Pocket Diary. In contrast to the previous poem, here she presents two 
lovers as Adam and Eve after the fall, laboring painfully for simple 
existence in a "flawed garden" described as a dunghill; their love is 
portrayed as a small consolation for the agony, the "wound," of being 
imperfect, suffering creatures in an imperfect universe: 

scorched by red sun 

we heft globed flint, racked in veins' barbed bindings; 

brave love, dream 

not of staunching such strict flame, but come, 

Jean to my wound; burn on, burn on. 

Marred by confused metaphors, unclear syntax, and lines packed with 
heavily loaded words, "Firesong" again demonstrates her sacrifice of sense 
to sound and form. In content it reflects the influence of Hamlet's first 
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soliloquy as well as the ending of Paradise Lost, while in style it is 
indebted to Hopkins and Thomas. A slight innovation in these three 
poems is the use of lower case letters to begin all hut the first lines of 
stanzas, perhaps an influence of Cummings. 

On April 27, she records in the Pocket Diary the composition of "The 
Glutton," which she characterizes as "good, small, hard, packed." Anti
romantic in tone and approach, in contrast to the three previous works, it 
is to some extent a companion poem to "Pursuit." A harsh description of 
the male lover as a fierce predatory animal who is brutal and insatiable in 
his lust, it presents passion as physically violent. The speaker, who is his 
female victim, shares the desperation of the female prey in the earlier 
poem; however, while that speaker's tone reveals excitement along with 
terror, this speaker's seems tinged with a bitter resentment at being used so 
completely. 

Ironically composed as a sonnet, "The Glutton" is anything hut the 
romantic treatment of passionate and meaningful love traditionally 
associated with that poetic form. lts one long complicated sentence 
describes in an agitated manner punctuated by harsh consonants the 
animalistic, devouring lover: 

He, hungerstung, hard to slake, 

So fitted is for my black luck 

(With heat such as no man could have 

And yet keep kind) 

That all merit's in being meat 

Seasoned how he'd most approve ... 

The pronoun "He" with which the poem opens dominates the whole; it 
maintains its superior syntactical position, and indeed, since the verbs 
completing the subject do not appear until the twelfth and thirteenth lines 
when the pronoun is repeated, the first eleven lines function as an apposi
tive describing "He." The speaker's wry bitterness is immediately 
established by her sarcastic comment that such a lover fits perfectly with 
her bad luck in life and is further developed in her revelation that her 
value is determined solely on the basis of how highly spiced, how hot, is 
the body which she offers him for consumption; she clearly portrays her
self as existing only to satisfy the male's desires, as having worth only as a 
sexual object. 
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In the middle section of the poem (lines 7-10), she elaborates on his 
violence with overtones of witchcraft and fairy lore in her description of 
him as a predatory animal drinking the warm blood of his victim or as a 
monster, warlock, or primitive creature who steals blood, cooks it, and 
drinks it from cupped hands: 

Blood's broth, 

Filched by his hand, 

Choice wassail makes, cooked hot, 

Cupped quick to mouth ... 

Since witches and warlocks are popularly believed to exhibit enormous 
greed and insatiable appetites, this metaphor may be seen to underlie the 
entire poem. 

The imagery of eating rea ppears in the last section (lines 11-14) as the 
voracious lover devours all that the female possesses, with the implication 
that, once he has used her up sexually, he may leave her for another, again 
a possible reflection of Plath's insecurity about Hughes's fidelity to her: 
"He'll not spare / Nor scant his want until / Sacked larder's gone bone
bare." Plath reinforces the harshness of her theme with harsh consonant 
sounds (particularly "k"), short lines, a jarring, heavily accented meter, an 
irregular rhyme scheme of imperfect rhymes, anda quick tempo created by 
numerous monosyllabic words. 

Two days later, on April 29, she wrote "Strumpet Song" at 6 a.m. on 
awaking in a melancholy mood, according to the Pocket Diary. Although 
stilted, it is striking in its portrayal of a "foul slut" who yearns for "one 
man" who will bring her real love and thus cure her ugliness. In a wry 
twist at the end, the first-person speaker reveals that she herself is the slut 
that she has been describing. While somewhat experimental and highly 
unusual in its use of two stanzas of different lengths (8 and 11 lines), the 
poem is marred by a highly artificial voca bulary (" bruit," "Mark, I cry," 
"brand," "black tam," "my mast chaste eyes") and its rather sentimental 
subject. 

On May 5 she notes in the Pocket Diary the composition of a 
"derivative" poem entitled "Bucolics," no doubt inspired by the love
making session in a meadow among cows, daisies, and stinging nettles 
mentioned in the Diary the previous day. While it seems at first glance 
among the most stilted and conventional of the 1956 poems, a doser look 
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suggests that it is in reality a remarkably elever and bitterly ironic expose 
of romantic lave. lts title suggests simply a pastoral poem; however, 
because it is in the plural, a second and more significant meaning is that 
the lovers are like rustics, ignorant country people, in that they have been 
taken in by this foolish concept of lave. 

Plath skillfully conveys the theme that even the mast idyllic lave will 
come to a bitter and painful end by first creating an excessively romantic 
situation and setting, underscored by artificial diction and a highly con
ventional form of six quatrains with a dominant iambic tetrameter rhythm 
and an abba rhyme scheme, and then revealing the harsh reality of the 
outcome-the male's abandonment of his beloved. Thus her use of the 
former is cynical and mocking, indicating that romantic lave is 
ridiculously sentimental, illusory, and short-lived. 

The two-part structure, like that in many of Hardy's bitter lave poems, 
is based on the contrast between the idyllic past (stanzas 1-5) and the 
bleak present (stanza 6), with elements of the former foreshadowing the 
latter. The physical pain inflicted on the female in the past by the stinging 
nettles, which the solicitous, protective male crushed in retaliation, is 
symbolic of her emotional pain in the present caused ironically by the 
departing male. Further, pain is evoked directly or indirectly in every 
stanza: "barhed" (stanza 1), "blackthorn" (stanza 2), "stinging nettle" 
(stanza 3), "Cruel nettles stung" (stanza 4), "so fell a wound" and "pain" 
(stanza 5), and "Sharper smart" (stanza 6). Finally, the technical elements 
reflect the tensions of the theme and situation as well in that jarring 
irregularities in the meter (even in the very first line, "Mayday: two came 
to field in such wise") and slightly discordant off-rhymes are played off 
against the traditional framework. 

The poem opens with the third-person speaker describing in stilted 
language anda sing-song meter the sunny spring afternoon during which 
the two lovers made lave in a meadow: 

Mayday: two came to field in such wise: 

"A daisied mead," each said to each, 

So were they one; so sought they couch, 

Across barbed stile, through flocked brown cows. 

Although this is an accurate description of Grantchester Meadows just 
outside Cambridge, the archaic phrases "in such wise," "A daisied mead," 
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"so sought they couch," along with the romantic time of year, work 
together to create deliberately a conventional pastoral love scene. The 
narrator then recounts that the two lay clown near a hedge of flowering 
blackthorn, a spring shrub with white blossoms. While all of nature joined 
harmoniously to create for them a perfect, secluded setting (the cows were 
"honor-bound" not to reveal their love-making or their secret hiding 
place), the very excessiveness of situation and diction suggests that Plath 
does not intend the tone to be taken as an entirely serious one; indeed, the 
language of the lovers themselves is ridiculous, even laughable. 

The perfection described in the first three stanzas did not last, however, 
for, as the afternoon drew to a close, the sun's warmth disappeared, the 
gentle wind turned cool, and "cruel nettles stung her ankles raw." The 
fifth stanza is a compendium of exaggerated romantic terminology, 
conveying the viewpoint of the male who so cherished his beloved that he 
resented anything that would cause "his dear girl pain." Heroically, 
gallantly, he "stamped and cracked stalks to the ground," the hyperbolic 
phrases "most vexed" and "so fell a wound" underscoring with bitter 
irony the excesses of the high romantic. Further, the phrase "his dear girl," 
which is trite if taken as the poet's diction, seems rather to echo the young 
man's, suggesting his romantic and slightly superior feeling for his 
beloved. 

The final stanza shifts to the present and the painful ending of their 
romance. The young man is leaving his "rightful road," which clearly is to 
stay with his beloved, in order to fill an unspecified obligation, the phrase 
"under honor" echoing no doubt the very words that he has used to justify 
to her the necessity of his departure.6 lronically, the lover who had earlier 
avenged her physical pain now is the cause of the much "sharper smart" 
of emotional pain: "she stands burning, venom-girt, / In wait for sharper 
smart to fade." She bums not only with pain but also with anger and rage 
at his destruction of their perfect love, a foreshadowing, though restrained, 
of the furious last poems also occasioned by the departure of a lov er. 

6 This poetic departure may reflect the fact that Hughes had originally planned to 
leave for Spain and then Australia in the summer of 1956. In a letter written on 
April 19, Plath says, "I am happy, in the midst of all jeopardy, and this spring in 
Cambridge, with Ted here even for a little before he goes off to Spain and then 
Australia, is utter joy" (LH 265; see also 283). However, this plan which 
apparently caused Plath much consternation was altered by May 10 when she 
writes in a letter of that <late, ''I'm so pleased about [Hughes's] not going to 
Australia bur teaching in Spain next year" (LH 286). And, of course, finally he gave 
up that plan as well. 
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According to the Pocket Diary, on May 17 and 18 she worked on 
"Wreath for a Bridal," another version of "Bucolics," hut an entirely 
serious one in which the excessively romantic and sentimental portrayal of 
the union of two lovers in a pastoral setting, their "wedding" sealed and 
approved by various elements of nature, is unredeemed by an ironic tone 
or the intrusion of harsh reality. Indeed, it is among the few entirely 
positive love poems in her canon. In contrast to the previous poem, the 
pain of the nettles and sharp grass blades is something this couple savors 
( "Couched daylong in cloisters of stinging nettle / They lie, cut-grass 
assaulting each separate sense / With savor"), and these two "pure 
paragons of constance" will apparently maintain their love forever. In 
keeping with its theme and setting, the poem contains stilted diction, often 
religious in nature to convey the "sacredness" of their union, and indeed is 
thoroughly conventional in every aspect of its form and style; as Perloff 
points out, "The omission of articles and linking verbs, the packed mono
syllabic lines with inverted word order-these recall the early Auden just 
as the mannered sound structure and archaic diction and phrasing ('let sun 
surpliced in brightness / Stand stock still to laud these mated ones') echo 
Dylan Thomas. 'Low moos of approve,' incidentally, is vintage 
Mademoiselle" ("Sylvia" 297-8). 

A week later, Plath records in the Pocket Diary the composition on the 
morning of May 24 of "Two Sisters of Persephone,'' which in her opinion 
replaces "Ode for Ted" as her best poem. It is the first of several poems 
written <luring the spring that reflect the debate over the intellectual versus 
the sexual which obsessed her at this time. Symbolized as two contrasting 
sisters, the oppositions are straightforwardly, and conventionally, drawn, 
with the sexual winning out as the superior of the two. The sister 
representing the mind stays inside the house in a dark room, working 
math problems; she is characterized as "dry,'' "barren,'' "pale,'' and 
"meager." On the other hand, the sister represen ting the body lies in the 
grass outside, warmed by the sun. She does nothing more than enjoy the 
sensuality of nature, observing the "red silk flare" of poppies and hearing 
"ticks blown gold," a suggestion that time to her is valuable, significant, 
and tangible. She is associated with vitality and fertility, hearing a royal 
heir to the sun as does Danae in Greek mythology. Plath seems at this 
point perfectly content with the concept of the woman as a passive vessel, 
a "medium for the male sun's creativity,'' which, as Bundtzen points out, 
she will later reject (40). Her description may echo a journal entry from 
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the summer of 1951 m which Plath writes of lying m the sun at 
Swampscott: 

Stretching out on the rock, body taut, then relaxed, on the altar, I felt that I was 

being raped deliciously by the sun, filled full of heat from the impersonal and 

colossal god of nature .... An orgiastic sacrifice on the altar of rock and sun, and 

I arose shining from the centuries of love, clean and satiated from the consuming 

fire of his casual and timeless desire. (27-8) 

In this journal passage, as in the poem, she is as yet uncritical of this 
submissive female role.7 

Meanwhile, the spinster, "bitter/ And sallow as any lemon," goes to her 
death stilla virgin ("wry" implying both twisted and wrong-headed), to be 
violated finally by worms: "[She] goes graveward with flesh laid waste, / 
Worm-husbanded, yet no woman." These lines echo the threat of the 
would-be lover in Marvell's "To His Coy Mistress" that, if the young 
woman does not give in to him, "worms shall try / That long preserved 
virginity." Uroff suggests that Plath's "disdain for the intellectual woman 
evident [here] may well reflect [her] growing disenchantment with 
academic life during her Cambridge years, and the elevation of the natural 
woman may reveal her own new sense of herself as Hughes's sun-bride" 
(77). Plath's disenchantment with women in academic life in particular is 
evidenced often in her letters of this time; she writes, for example, "Our 
women supervisors in Newnham are ... bluestocking grotesques who 
know about life secondhand" (244) and notes that Dorothea Krook, her 
supervisor in her course on the moralists, is the "one woman I admire at 
Cambridge" (256). 

Although among the handful of early poems often singled out by 
schalars, "Two Sisters of Persephone" is rather conventional and lacks 
complexity; as Dickie (Uroff) points out, Plath simply names, rather than 
dramatizes, the two types (174). Its title, however, is puzzling. Why does 
Plath call the women two sisters of Persephone? The young virgin who 
was abducted by the god of the underworld and subsequently spent one
third of each year with him after Demeter pled for her return seems to 
have little to do with the poem other than giving it a classical tone. 

7 I disagree with Bundtzen in her suggestion that there is in this portrayal of the 
"earth mother" some ambivalence; that only comes later. 
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Concerns with the disruptive nature of passion in "Conversation 
Among the Ruins" and "Recantation," poems for which no evidence has 
yet been found by which to determine exact times of composition, suggest 
that they may have been written in the spring. In the former Hughes seems 
the model for the male lover whose appearance has shattered the ordered 
life of the female speaker. Not only does the last line ("What ceremony of 
words can patch the havoc?") echo a line from his poetry, hut also details 
associated with the lover are echoed in letters and journal entries 
describing Hughes written between late February and late April. Further, 
in a note addressed to Sassoon on April 18, Plath describes what appears 
to be her relationship with Hughes, using not only the same words 
employed in letters about Hughes written to her mother on April 17 and 
19 ("Something very terrifying too has happened to me, which started two 
months ago," J 143), hut also a variation of Hughes's line which con
cludes the poem: "I am living now in a kind of present hell and god knows 
what ceremonies of life or love can patch the havoc wrought" (J 143). 
Finally, Hughes notes that Plath had a postcard of the de Chirico painting 
which inspired the poem pinned to her door (CP 275); since she had a 
habit of purchasing postcards on her travels and displaying them in her 
room, it is plausible to suppose that she had obtained it <luring her trip to 
Italy in early April. Another possibility, reinforced in that the poem does 
not appear in the Cambridge Manuscript, is that it was written in 1958 
when the works of de Chirico and other artists became an important 
source of subject matter. 

In de Chirico's painting Conversation Among the Ruins (1927), a man 
in coat and tie stands looking with a gaze that might be described as 
puzzled, hut gentle, at a woman sitting before him in Grecian garb with 
her hair in a psyche knot; because her back is to the observer, her expres
sion cannot be seen. They are in a room with an open door, square 
column, and a few pieces of furniture, hut no walls; the landscape in the 
background appears mountainous and barren. Inspired by the painting, 
though clearly altering the man's attitude, Plath's poem portrays the 
destructive effect of a male lover on the female speaker, whose ordered, 
sophisticated life, described as an "elegant house," has been profoundly 
disturbed, indeed shattered, by the violence of the male with his "wild 
furies," "stormy eye," and "black look," elements of Plath's own early 
experiences with Hughes as reflected in the journals (111-12, 130-1, 142). 
An alternate or concurrent reading is the devastating effect on a poet or 
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artist who produces carefully crafted, restrained works of a powerful and 
unrestrained influence. In either case, the speaker's elaborate order is 
contrasted to the male's disorder not only through opposing sets of 
images, vocabularies, and comparisons but also through the juxtaposition 
of the conventional sonnet form with the irregular meter and off-rhyme. 

The poem opens with a statement of the lover's destructive power, a 
statement which sweeps swiftly through the first four lines with a breath
less, urgent effect. This feeling of motion is created by the verb "stalk," 
which appears often in other early poems describing a lover as well as in a 
journal entry for March 10 describing Hughes: "The panther wakes and 
stalks again" (131). On the other hand, the female speaker is characterized 
by nouns and adjectives associated with a classic Greek temple or house. 
The portico (a colonnade) and the "garlands of fruits," the "fabulous lutes 
and peacocks," and the "decorum" convey a sense of magical richness, 
elegance, tradition, and order. However, the second quatrain reveals that 
the lover has shattered all this: "Now, rich order of walls is fallen," an 
echo of a line from a journal entry for April 5 in which Plath writes, "Ted 
can break walls" (142). The beautiful peacocks have been replaced by 
croaking black rooks, an oft-used symbol in 1956 for ill-omen or evil. 

The sestet is a still-life depicting the outcome of the destruction. The 
broken columns of the speaker's house provide a symbolic framework for 
the sterile, rocky scene in which the domineering lover stands in a formal, 
heroic posture above the sitting speaker, dressed in a Greek tunic with her 
hair in a severe psyche-knot. Like a victim in Greek tragedy, an image 
reflecting Plath's current study of tragedy and appearing throughout her 
poetry, indeed in her very last poem, she is powerless, "rooted to his black 
look." Interestingly, the woman in "Conversation" wears a tunic, an 
undergarment, while the dead woman in "Edge" wears a toga, a loose
fitting outer garment to be worn in public; the clothing may suggest the 
very private, intimate nature of the former situation as opposed to the 
public display of the dead body at a funeral in the latter. 

The poem ends with a rhetorical question conveying the permanence 
and hopelessness of the destruction: "With such blight wrought on our 
bankrupt estate, / What ceremony of words can patch the havoc?" The 
answer clearly is "None." The last line echoes a line from Hughes's poetry 
which, along with images of storm and whirlwind, was significant in 
Plath's first encounter with Hughes on February 25, as revealed in her 
letters, journals, and short story "Stone Boy with Dolphin." In the journal 
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entry for February 26, she conveys the emotional and physical violence of 
that meeting through images of wind and stamping: "We shouted as if in a 
high wind ... and I was stamping and he was stamping on the floor, and 
then he kissed me bang smash on the mouth. . . . I bit him long and hard 
on the cheek. . . . He said my name, Sylvia, in a blasting wind which shot 
off in the desert behind my eyes, behind his eyes" (111-13). In "Stone Boy 
with Dolphin," Plath develops at length the wind images, and her heroine 
Dody quotes the line from Hughes's poetry UP 183). 

Technically, the poem is carefully crafted and ornate, with the 
traditional played off against the experimental. The sonnet form and 
regular rhyme scheme of imperfect rhymes clash with the highly irregular 
meter, its many stressed syllables reinforcing the sense of the male's power 
and its deep caesuras breaking up the rhythm as the male has shattered the 
speaker's life. The influence of Thomas and Hopkins is evident in the 
interna! rhyme ( "appalling" echoes "walls" and "fallen") and in the 
omission of articles ("rich order of walls is fallen"). 

Because "Recantation" is included in the Cambridge Manuscript, it was 
written prior to the late spring of 1957, with the spring of 1956 as the 
most likely period since its content reflects Plath's own conflicts at this 
time about relinquishing a promising academic career for love and thereby 
disappointing older authority figures such as her mother and respected 
teachers both at Smith and Cambridge; she writes, for example, to her 
mother of "Miss Chase's [a former teacher at Smith] shock when I told her 
about my coming marriage last spring. 'They' hadn't allowed for love, 
evidently" (334; see also 258-9, 286, and J 125). Further evidence is the 
use of characters from folk and fairy tale typical of the spring of 1956. 
Originally entitled "The Dying Witch Addresses her Young Apprentice" 
(Smith College Library), the poem presents as its first-person speaker a 
witch questioning her young apprentice's desire to leave her study for a 
young man; ultimately she is forced to acknowledge the power of physical 
attraction, of "the simple vein, / The straight mouth," over both wealth 
and wisdom and bitterly orders her charge to "Go to [her] greenhorn 
youth." Entirely conventional and unremarkable in techniq ue, 
"Recantation" is of interest in that Plath presents the situation from the 
point of view of the older, authority figure rather than from that of the 
young woman. 

During the first week of June, Plath produced five more poems whose 
dates of composition she notes in the Pocket Diary. On June 1 she spent 
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the morning writing "Dream with Clam-Diggers," a macabre treatment of 
the conventional theme that one can't go home again. Closely allied to this 
theme of the impossibility of recapturing the innocence of childhood is 
that of the menace of the natural world, a typical Plathian cancern. Point 
Shirley, the seaside portion of Winthrop, Massachusetts where her 
maternal grandparents had lived and where she had spent much of her 
early childhood, makes its first appearance in her mature poetry here. Set 
in the framework of a dream of a longed-for homecoming which tums 
inta a nightmare of despair and terror when an element of the nostalgic 
landscape itself attempts to destroy the protagonist, the poem reflects an 
actual dream that Plath had on March 10: "Dream[ed] of being home in 
Winthrop on a lovely new spring day, walking in pajamas down the streets 
of melting tar to the sea, the salt freshness, and squatting in the sea in a 
tangle of green weeds were clam-diggers with osier baskets, rising, one 
after the other, to look at me in my pajamas, and I hid in spring shame in 
the trellised arbors of the Days' home" (J 133). While the remainder of the 
journal entry indicates that sexual guilt was involved in her actual dream, 
this element is not directly presented in the poem. 

The third-person speaker describes the protagonist who, like Plath 
herself, has been away from her home for same time; dressed in "shabby 
travel garb," she isa "roamer" who has last her innocence, having sinned 
in same unexplained manner. She longs, however, to receive both welcome 
and consolation from the landscape and is vulnerable in her need as she 
stands barefoot at the sea's edge. At first the setting, itself unchanged, 
seems benign: 

No change met her: garden terrace, all summer 

Tanged by melting tar, 

Sloped seaward to plunge in blue; fed by white fire, 

The whole scene flared welcome to this roamer. 

However, hints of foreboding appear in the description of a neighbor's 
house with its glittering shingles and lowered blinds suggesting that she is 
shut out and in the extravagance and violence of "tanged," "plunged," 
"white fire," and "fed." Indeed, the scene is somewhat reminiscent of the 
intensely hot beach where the murder occurs in Camus's The Stranger. 

The protagonist is swept with nostalgia for her own youth by three 
children playing on a rockat the water's edge. In lines echoing Thomas's 
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"Fem Hill," they are described as pure and perfect in a world of timeless
ness and joy: 

High against heaven, gulls went wheeling soundless 

Over tidal-flats where three children played 

Silent and shining on a green rock bedded in mud, 

Their fabulous heyday endless. 

But the lines owe as much to Plath's own childhood as to Thomas; not 
only <lid she and Warren play often on a green rock,8 but also entries in 
both her letters and journals indicate that her youth was filled with 
wonder and enchantment: "the lovely never-never land of magic, of fairy 
queens and virginal maidens, of little princes and their rosebushes, of 
poignant bears and Eeyore-ish donkeys, ... of the magic wand, and the 
faultless illustrations-the beautiful dark-haired child (who was you) 
winging through the midnight sky" (J 20). 

However, the tide comes in and the children depart, abruptly destroying 
this idyllic recreation of her past and leaving her alone to face the grue
some clam-diggers who rise from the "dark slime" as she moves toward 
the water. Having waited for years to trap her, they now advance with 
pitchforks and stakes, their "flint eyes fixed on murder." These instru
ments of death foreshadow Plath's use of similar sharp-pointed objects in 
subsequent poems, most nota bly "Daddy," and the association of the 
clam-diggers with rock ("gargoyles," "flint eyes") to convey their harsh 
nature is an early appearance of this typical Plathian image. 

Conventional in form, awkwardly imitative of Thomas and Hopkins in 
its heavy alliteration ("weed and wrack of wave") and its omission of 
articles ("walking eager toward water"), and ambiguous as to the 
motivation behind the clam-diggers' hostility, the poem is nevertheless of 
value in charting Plath's development <luring this year. She tums to her 
past, both immediate and more remote, as a source of subject matter, 
makes use of the setting of Winthrop for the first time, and explores the 
realm of dream and nightmare which will become more and more crucial 
to her as a poet. Finally, since the poem is a departure, both in setting and 

8 A handwritten note apparently made by Aurelia Plath on a manuscript of the poem 
"Green Rock, Winthrop Bay" in the Smith College Library Rare Book Room 
reveals that as children Sylvia and Warren played often on a green rock in 
Winthrop's bay. 
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subject, from those that she had composed <luring the spring, it is quite 
possible that Hughes suggested this topic to her, a regular practice from 
this point on designed to help her find sources of inspiration. 

Indeed, "Ella Mason and Her Eleven Cats," whose composition she 
recorded the next day (June 2) in the Pocket Diary, was the result of an 
assignment given to her by Hughes (LH 359). Another treatment of the 
negative results of spinsterhood, it again reflects Plath's struggle with the 
decision to remain single, but risk loneliness and social criticism, or to 
marry, but risk subjugation of her pride and freedom. Based perhaps on an 
eccentric old woman from Plath's childhood, the poem portrays Ella as a 
young woman who was beautiful, thin, and vain, "Slaying the dandies 
with her emerald eyes"; however, because of her vanity, she rejected men 
and marriage, closing her door on "all but cats." As an old woman, she is 
fat, slovenly, and bizarre, keeping a dirty house overrun by cats. The 
poem's ending implies that ironically she is now envious of young girls 
who do marry. 

The poem is a straightforward moral exemplum with all the cards 
stacked against the choice that Ella made. The speaker, who uses the first
person plural as one of a group of neighbors observing Ella as children in 
the past and as adults in the present, remains curiously aloof and neutral 
in her present view of the old woman. Despite its attempt to treat a more 
ordinary subject in a more ordinary style, the poem is an unhappy blend of 
slang terms such as "skedaddle" with elevated diction such as "stentorian" 
and of the elever but contrived use of the word "cats" to end each stanza 
with an irregular, conversational meter. 

On the morning of June 3 Plath wrote 24 lines of "Gerd the Gypsy 
Crystal Gazer," later retitled simply "Crystal Gazer." Trite in content, 
loose and wandering in construction, awkward in diction and metaphor 
("a green pair/ Fresh leaved out in vows"), the poem uses for its frame
work the dramatic situation of a newly-wedded couple consulting a 
fortune-teller about their future to convey the typical Plathian theme that 
love ultimately is painful and ends in decay and death: 

What Gerd saw then engraved her mind 

Plague-pitted as the moon: each bud 

Shriveling to cinders at its source, 

Each Iove blazing blind to its gutted end

And, fixed in the crystal center, grinning fierce: 

Earth's ever-green death's head. 
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Finishing the revisions of "Crystal Gazer" on the 5th, she wrote "Tinker 
Jack Traffics with the Tidy Wives" (retitled "Tinker Jack and the Tidy 
Wives") on the 7th. Thoroughly conventional in its theme of the 
transience of youth and beauty and in its ballad-like form with archaic 
diction, it is noteworthy in that it is the only 1956 poem to use a speaker 
who is clearly a male. Jack the Tinker, who no doubt reflects the character 
Jack in Yeats's Crazy Jane poems as well as his wild old wicked man, 
offers to restore the beauty and brilliance not only of the wives' pots and 
pans hut also of their bodies, presumably by giving them sexual pleasure; 
yet, as he reveals in the final stanza, he also needs sexual rejuvenation, 
which he can find in "Young wives still blithe, / Still fair." 

The next two poems whose composition Plath records in the Pocket 
Diary have apparently not survived: "The Village Idiot Who Watched the 
Weather" written on June 8 and "The Spiteful Crone" written on June 21. 
She perhaps destroyed them, having labelled the second as a bad poem. 

She broke out of this spate of particularly weak poems with "Miss 
Drake Proceeds to Supper," a sensitive presentation of a mental patient 
suffering paranoia based on her memory of such a woman at McLean in 
1953 (see BJ 157-9). Although Hughes asserts that he remembers precisely 
Plath's writing it "on a parapet over the Seine on 21 June, 1956" (CP 17), 
not only does Plath's letter of June 18 to Warren indicate that they would 
not arrive in Paris until June 22, hut also an entry for June 23 in the 
Pocket Diary notes both the composition of the poem and the drawing of 
a pair of shoes on that day. 

"Miss Drake" is quite different from the previous 1956 poems in 
situation, character, and tone. A neutral and anonymous third-person 
voice describes the actions, perceptions, and feelings of a newly arrived 
patient in a ward of a mental institution. Suffering from paranoia, the 
woman perceives her surroundings as full of physical danger; furniture, 
rugs, floorboards, the very air itself all conspire against her. The poem is 
startling, and brilliant, in its portrayal from the inside of the experience of 
a mentally disturbed person. Miss Drake might be amusing were she not 
described from within and her painful, terror-filled plight thus made so 
accessible to the reader. I disagree with Uroff's assertion that the speaker 
makes fun of Miss Drake (83 ); rather the speaker seems basically 
objective, if anything presenting a sympathetic view of her subject. On a 
universal level, the work portrays the hostility, violence, and danger of a 
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universe intent on destroying, or at least harming, the vulnerable 
individual. This theme runs through much of Plath's work, though 
typically the individual is not a mental patient in an asylum but an 
ordinary, though sensitive, human being in the everyday world. 

The poem traces Miss Drake as she makes her way to the dining room, 
in her paranoid state ever aware of the many dangers surrounding her and 
constantly employing long-practiced techniques to avoid them; she is, as 
the narrator tells us, 

No novice 

In those elaborate rituals 

Which allay the malice 

Of knotted table and crooked chair ... 

Those rituals include stepping carefully through imagined eggshells and 
hummingbirds and moving stealthily and quickly between the dangerous 
roses in the rug beneath her feet, "slowly opening their furred petals / To 
devour and drag her clown/ lnto the carpet's design." Successfully evading 
the voracious roses, she faces other dangers and, ever alert, skillfully 
outwits both floorboards and air. She perceives the floor as armed with 
"perilous needles" and the air with "bright shards / Of broken glass" and 
sharp teeth. Finally, however, she reaches the dining room and, lifting 
"one webbed foot after the other," enters its "still, sultry weather." Plath's 
surprise ending, the revelation that the patient, ironically named Miss 
Drake, envisions herself a duck, is skillfully carried off. 

Plath creates the terrors of Miss Drake's paranoid existence through the 
use of several devices. She compares her to two small, defenseless, and 
quickly-moving creatures, a mouse and a bird, to convey her view of 
herself as a vulnerable victim of her environment. The menace of that 
environment is suggested by negative words and images. The table is 
"knotted" and the chair "crooked." The floor and air are described with 
puncturing and cutting images: needles, brambles, shards, broken glass, 
jag and tooth. In addition, their menace seems premeditated; the 
floorboards have a "brambled plan," while the air has "ambushed" her. 

The poem is a bit freer and more natural than many of the previous 
works with its conversational meter and lack of rhyme scheme. Further, 
since Plath does not omit articles, prepositions, and the like as in several 
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earlier pieces, the movement of the verse is more informal; however, her 
use of several "poetic" words such as "footing," "askew," and "adazzle" 
somewhat mars that quality. 

On July 3, Plath notes in the Pocket Diary the composition of "The 
Shrike," a bizarre and violent poem about a young bride so jealous of her 
husband's glamorous dreams <luring the night that, like a shrike, she 
viciously attacks him each morning. An unpublished section of her 
journals, which appears to have been written <luring the train trip to Spain 
on July 5-6, contains a fragment from "The Shrike" with several 
alterations, suggesting that she worked on it for the next several days 
(Smith College Library). 

The reverse of "The Glutton" (composed on April 27), the poem 
perhaps reveals Plath's resentment of what she perceived as Hughes's 
"superior imaginative powers" (Butscher 216). Highly psychological in its 
content, it reflects the same situation as that in the short story "The 
Wishing Box," though with a quite different outcome. There the young 
woman Agnes Higgins also resents the fabulous dreams of her husband 
Harold, dreams in which he converses with poets, gives concerts, or finds 
himself in colorful settings with exotic animals. Because her own 
infrequent dreams are "fragmentary scenes of horror" (JP 206), she is even 
more dismayed and feels shut out and rejected: "She smoldered in silence 
over her coffee, wrestling with the strange jealousy which had been 
growing on her like some dark, malignant cancer ever since their wedding 
night only three months before when she had discovered Harold's dreams" 
(JP 204-5). She attempts to escape her feelings of emptiness and rage first 
by going to the movies, then by drinking, and ultimately by committing 
suicide, appropriately taking an entire bottle of sleeping pills and thus 
entering a permanent dream world: "Her tranquil features were set in a 
slight, secret smile of triumph, as if, in some far country unattainable to 
mortal men, she were, at last, waltzing with the dark, red-caped prince of 
her early dreams" (JP 210). Though differing in their endings, the poem 
and the short story share the situation, the wife's feelings of fury and 
resentment toward her husband, and the bird imagery. However, the poem 
seems to me clearly the superior work. 

Narrated by a third-person speaker whose viewpoint is the wife's, "The 
Shrike" is dominated by the two overlapping metaphors of birds and of 
devouring. In her fury and violence, the wife is compared to this bird with 
a strong bill, hooked at the tip, which is used to kil! its prey (small birds 
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and mammals). The violence of this solitary, predatory creature which 
often impales its victims on thorns is reflected in its common name, 
butcherbird. Thus the metaphors are highly appropriate for the wife who, 
"starved" for the company and attention of her sleeping husband, 
viciously attacks and devours him when morning comes; she "peck[s] 
open" his eyes, "eat[s]" his dreams, and "suck[s]" his blood. 

Although composed of one stanza of twenty-three lines, the poem falls 
into two distinct parts; lines 1-14 describe his dreams and her anguished 
jealousy <luring the night, while lines 15-23 reveal her violent attack on 
him at dawn. The speaker first tells of the husband's separation from her 
each night as he mounts to his world of "royal dreams," leaving his 
"envious wife" below on earth. He is portrayed as a bird soaring upward 
into a fabulous region, while she lies awake, her anger and frustration 
evident in her "Twisting curses in the tangled sheet / With taloned finger," 
echoing a similar line in the story (JP 210). The second part of the poem 
recounts the outcome. With her rage mounting, the hungry wife waits 
impatiently for dawn, ironically announced by the cries of birds. At this 
time, she attacks him as a shrike would its prey, pecking open his closed 
eyes, devouring the royal dreams of "Crowns, palaces" that kept him from 
her <luring the night, and then, her beak already red with blood, 
puncturing "that truant heart" to suck out every drop of its blood. This 
last action anticipates the violence of similar actions near the end of 
"Daddy." 

Both husband and wife have a strangely inhuman and impersonal 
quality as a result of being compared to birds, of being identified as "this 
man," her "mate," "her male," his "earth-wife," and "bride" rather than 
by names, and of being described in terms of bodily parts: eyes, fingers, 
skull, face, beak, lids, and heart. 

While the metaphor of the shrike is skillfully conveyed, the poem's 
literal meanings are ambiguous. What does the wife actually do? She may 
perhaps kill her husband with axe or (butcher) knife, hut this seems 
extreme. Perhaps she engages in violent sex with him, to assert her own 
existence and to erase · his dreams, at least momentarily, from his 
imagination. Perhaps she merely berates him for leaving her alone 
throughout the night. Or perhaps she only imagines attacking him, hut in 
reality does nothing more than brood silently, though angrily, over his 
"infidelity." 
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The poem's agitated content is skillfully reflected in its highly irregular 
techniques. There is no set rhyme scheme, and the jarring meter contains a 
great number of stressed syllables emphasizing the intensity of the wife's 
emotional state. The harsh consonant sounds of "k," "r," and "t" echo 
the harshness of the situation. Interestingly, the diction is well-chosen and 
unmarred by Plath's tendency in the early poems toward archaic, preten
tious, or poetic word choices. 

"The Shrike" reflects a heightened and distorted sensibility, one which 
seems somewhat abnorma! in its intense possessiveness and its jealousy of 
its mate's dreams as well as in its reaction of violent rage. It is easy to see 
that the seeds of the late poems have already been planted. Yet as extreme 
and as unusual as the poem is, it does touch on the common human 
experience of being angry and bitter as a result of feeling left out in some 
way by a spouse or lover. 

Of the nineteen poems whose dates of composition Plath records in the 
Pocket Diary from the time that she met Hughes until early July, only six 
do not appear in the Cambridge Manuscript: "Ode for Ted," "Song fora 
Summer's Day," "Firesong," "Bucolics," "The Village Idiot," and "The 
Spiteful Crone." That "Conversation Among the Ruins," whose composi
tion is not noted in the Pocket Diary, is not in the Manuscript either is 
further evide~ce that it may have been written later. 

From July 7 until August 20, Plath and Hughes vacationed in Spain; 
although Plath records many details in the Pocket Diary, so that their 
movements and activities are easy to trace, she only notes the composition 
of two poems ("Full Moon" and "Epitaph for Fire and Flower"). That 
none of the ten poems based on her experiences in Spain appear here or in 
the Cambridge Manuscript raises the definite possibility that all were 
composed after the spring of 1957; indeed, several journal entries indicate 
that, in the summer of 1958 and in the winter of 1959, she turned to her 
memories of this period as sources of inspiration. In an entry for July 27, 
1958, she notes, "I've written two [poems] about Benidorm, which was 
closed to me as a poem subject until now" (258; italics added), and in one 
for January 28, 1959 she writes, "Sudden desire to do a series of 
Cambridge and Benidorm poems" (294). Despite the 1958 entry, Hughes 
has placed none of the "Spanish" poems in the 1958 section of The 
Collected Poems. Seven appear in the 1956 section ("Southern Sunrise," 
"Alicante Lullaby," "Fiesta Melons," "The Goring," "The Beggars," 
"Spider," and "Departure"), one in the 1957 section ("The Other Two") 
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and two in the 1959 section ("Two Views of a Cadaver Room" and "The 
N et-Menders"). 

Clearly, placing these poems is extremely difficult and involves a good 
deal of speculation. I would argue that it is most likely that none were 
written prior to 1958; however, if any were written in 1956 (a possibility 
that cannot be entirely ruled out yet), I suggest that only "Southern 
Sunrise," "Alicante Lullaby," "Fiesta Melons," "The Other Two," and 
"The Goring" are candidates, the first four because of the light-hearted, 
essentially positive tone of each, a rarity in Plath's poetry perhaps 
reflecting the relative happiness of this honeymoon period, and the last 
because she may have written it in conjunction with a short story on the 
bull-fight that she and Hughes saw in Madrid on July 8; in letters of July 
14 and 25, she tells her mother that she is writing a bull-fight story (299, 
302), whose specific details, as she recounts them, correspond to those in 
the poem. And at the bottom of a typescript of the poem in the Smith 
College Library Rare Book Room the date "1956" is written in blue ink, 
although the handwriting does not appear to be Plath's. It seems to me 
more plausible that the poem was written in the early summer of 1958, for 
her comment in a journal entry for July 9, 1958 that a poem she has 
written that day is "Hard as my little gored picador poem was hard" (248) 
implies that "The Goring" had been composed recently; in addition, it is 
written in the strict syllabics (15 per line, in this instance) with which Plath 
was extensively experimenting during the summer of 1958. 

The remaining "Spanish" poems seem almost certainly to have been 
written in the summer of 1958 or the early months of 1959. A reference to 
"the black spider in Spain knotting ants around its rock" (243) in a 
journal entry for June 26, 1958 may indicate that "Spider" was begun or 
at least conceived at about this time, especially since Plath was focusing on 
animals as subjects then. As for the two poems on Benidorm written 
between July 17 and 2 7, according to the journal entry for the latter date 
(253 ), "Departure" seems likely to have been one of them, fulfilling her 
descriptive adjectives "sober, sombre (yet well colored)" and exhibiting 
the challenging syllabic pattern of 11-9-7-5, a elever technical echo of the 
theme. "The Net-Menders" with a count of 13 syllables per line and "The 
Beggars" ( originally entitled "The Beggars of Benidorm Market") with a 
syllabic pattern of 9-8-9 are also plausible products of July 1958. "Two 
Views of a Cadaver Room," while not strictly speaking a "Benidorm" 
poem, seems an offshoot of the memories of Spain evoked in mid 1958 
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while composing poems on Benidorm, for an entry in the Pocket Diary for 
July 10, 1956 reveals that she and Hughes saw paintings by several 
Flemish painters in Madrid's Prado before departing for Alicante later in 
the day; it seems certain that among them was Brueghel's The Triumph of 
Death, on which part two of the poem is based. Finally, "Southern 
Sunrise," "Fiesta Melons," "The Other Two," and "Alicante Lullaby" are 
possible products of her desire to write poems based on her memories of 
Benidorm and Cambridge early in 1959 (J 294). All ten of the "Spanish" 
poems will be discussed in the chapters on 1958 and 1959. 

The only poems definitely composed during the Spanish vacation, 
according to the Pocket Diary, are "Full Moon," a work written on 
August 4 which Plath characterized as bad and therefore apparently 
destroyed, and "Epitaph for Fire and Flower," begun on the beach at 
Benidorm on August 18 and completed the next day (see also LH 313-15). 
Against the enormous backdrop of the universe ("Stars shoot their petals, 
and suns run to seed"), the poem comments on the intensity and the 
transience of sexual passion, focusing on "two most perishable lovers." 
Plath attempts a great deal here, trying to record in a manner reminiscent 
of Donne various facets of an intensely consuming sexual relationship. 
However, it is not successful because she does not control the highly 
charged subject matter; in her desire to communicate both the intensity 
and the complexity of the relationship, she overloads the poem with 
unrelated metaphors, some of which are stilted and awkward. 

Leaving Benidorm on August 21, the two spent a week in Paris followed 
by a month (August 29-October 1) in Heptonstall with Hughes's parents. 
Set on top of a steep hill above the wooded valley of Hardcastle Crags, 
Heptonstall is one of the oldest and most historie sites in the Pennines. It is 
both beautiful and melancholy; the tiny village with its buildings of dark 
stone and its narrow, winding streets can on a cloudy day seem gloomy 
and confining, while the moors which surround it are lovely hut also 
empty and lonely. This setting intensely affected Plath's sensitive nature 
and inspired a number of poems both at this time and later. 

During her month there, Plath mentions only four poems in her Pocket 
Diary. On September 5, she notes that she revised "Firesong," which she 
had written on April 21, and worked on "Golden Midas," which has not 
survived. On September 9, she records the composition of "November 
Graveyard," which Hughes has erroneously placed next to last in the 1956 
section of The Collected Poems. 
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The first of the poems based on the scenery of West Yorkshire, it seems 
to draw on actual graveyards at Heptonstall and at Haworth, the home of 
the Bronte sisters only a few miles away, to convey its theme of the 
absolute finality and nothingness of death, despite the imagination's 
attempts to create the illusion of an afterlife.9 Its concrete details reflect 
aspects of both sites. An early title, "November Graveyard, Haworth" 
(Tabor 140), indicates Plath's debt to Haworth Churchyard with its flat 
tombstones (see Brandt for a photograph), while Hughes's note in The 
Collected Poems (275) specifically identifies Heptonstall as the location of 
the graveyard. At the center of the village are the ruins of the church of St. 
Thomas a Becket, founded between 1256 and 1260. Severely damaged in a 
storm in 184 7, it was never repaired, though its tower and walls still 
stand. Adjoining the ruins is the Victorian church built to replace it in 
1854. As a guidebook to the region points out, "The fact that there are 
two churches standing in one churchyard is an extremely rare feature" 
("Quick Look" 39). There are also two graveyards; one is adjacent to the 
ruins and dates from the 13th century, while the other is behind the newer 
church and dates from the mid-nineteenth century. Although Hughes's 
note (perhaps unintentionally) implies that the latter, in which Plath is 
buried, is the poem's specific location, in fact the concrete details make 
clear that it is the former. As in Haworth's cemetery, most of its grave
stones are flat on the ground, forming a kind of paving or flooring. This 
striking feature is specifically referred to inlines seven and eight: "between 
the stones I Paving this grave ground." There are also references to the 
trees which stand among these flat graves and to the moors which 
surround the site. 

Although it does not figure in the poem, the newer graveyard contains 
Plath's grave; her gravestone, which was repeatedly vandalized, repaired, 
and replaced in the late eighties, stands on an untended plot among the 
weeds and grasses of the unkempt cemetery (a condition I observed on 
visits both in 1985 and 1992). It reads: 

In Memory 

Sylvia Plath Hughes 

1932-1963 

Even amidst fierce flames 

The golden lotus can be planted 

9 Rosenblatt asserts that the graveyard is the one in Winthrop in which Plath's father 
is buried and that "November" refers to the month of his death (121). 



80 TI-IE JOURNEY TOW ARD ARIEL 

Hughes has said that he used this quotation from the Bhagavad Gita 
because "that was what I used to tel1 her when she was low; and because 
she had fulfilled it in such a way" (Letters to Editor). 

The poem reflects the influence of Wallace Stevens both in content and 
in style. Stevens's concern with the interaction of reality and the human 
imagination is clearly in evidence, although Plath presents the opposite of 
his argument that the imagination must fill the emptiness of bare reality to 
make the world meaningful. Using the Heptonstall graveyard both as 
actual location and as symbol, the poem asserts that death is absolute 
nothingness as evidenced by the cemetery which contains only skeletons. 
There are no ghosts, no saints, no damned souls suffering in hell. 
Whatever ghosts exist are merely creations of the mind of the perceiver 
who cannot bear such emptiness. Reinforcing this harsh theme throughout 
are the consonants "k," "r," "t," and "g." 

The unidentified third-person narrator begins with a description of the 
"stubborn" scene of the graveyard with its miserly trees which refuse to let 
fall their last leaves and its sullen grass which is no longer green. Here is 
the opposite of the pathetic fallacy in which nature mourns the death of 
human beings. Nature in this graveyard will have none of that, hut 
remains coldly indifferent no matter how much the artistic mind of the 
perceiver may dislike it: the trees "won't mourn, wear sackcloth, or tum / 
To elegiac dryads." No romantic transformation of trees into mourning 
wood-nymphs or of dead men's cries into flowers growing "between the 
stones I Paving this grave ground" occurs here. There are echoes of 
Hamlet, of Hardy's poems with their tough insistence on harsh reality, and 
of Yeats's "Easter 1916," in which he forces himself to accept the actuality 
of death rather than escaping into a romantic consolation: "What is it hut 
nightfall? / No, no, not night hut death" (204). 

The speaker then states what the graveyard represents-the reality 
which disillusions the romantic, sentimental heart, reflected in the 
suddenly direct and conversational language: "here's honest rot / To 
unpick the heart, pare bone / Free of the fictive vein." Perhaps echoing 
Hamlet's self-admonition that, instead of taking action, he has "unpack[ed 
his] heart with words" (2.2.259), Plath uses "unpick" to mean simultane
ously to pick the heart apart and to unpack its romantic baggage. In a 
version of the poem published in Mademoiselle in 1965, the second line 
reads, "To unpick the elaborate heart" (134 ), the added adjective stressing 
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its overly romantic nature. Similarly, the "fictive vein" (a phrase echoing 
Stevens) will be stripped away from the bone, the reference preparing for 
the skeleton which follows. The reality of one "stark skeleton" silences all 
the tongues of saints, dispels the illusion of their existence. And the flies, 
which are constant companions of physical death, witness no resurrections 
here. 

In the final stanza the speaker uses the second-person pronoun to refer 
perhaps to herself, hut more likely to people in general or to the reader, 
thus injecting a disturbingly personal and jarring note into the poem in 
that the reader is suddenly involved. Employing the imperative voice, she 
commands herself as well as the reader to stare at this "essential land
scape" until its emptiness causes the mind to impose a false vision on the 
scene, with "Foist" as the key word. Although the last four lines are 
ambiguous, they can be read as follows: whatever ghosts are seen 
"howling in their shrouds across the moor" are simply figments of the 
desperate mind which, because it cannot bear the nothingness of death, 
fills the emptiness ( "the bare room, the blank, untenanted air") with its 
own creations. The visual and auditory images are effective, the howling, 
shrouded ghosts on the desolate moors evoking echoes of Wuthering 
Heights and other Gothic tales associated with Yorkshire. In addition, the 
image of the mind struggling to control these raging figures like wild 
animals on a leash anticipates a similar image of the mind's ability to 
create and control, although in a different context, in "Soliloquy of the 
Solipsist." 

While "November Graveyard" poses a number of difficulties, it is a 
powerful poem whose highly-charged content is skillfully reinforced by its 
style. Its harsh consonant sounds, alliteration, metaphors of nature as a 
miser and of the mind's creations as leashed animals, effective word 
choices, and visual and auditory images combine with the less remarkable 
six-line stanza form and abaaba rhyme scheme of perfect and imperfect 
rhymes to make this first Y orkshire poem a striking one. 

The composition of the first draft of another poem which has not 
survived, "Obstacle Course," is recorded in the Pocket Diary on 
September 16. 

Returning alone to Cambridge on October 1 to begin her second year of 
study, Plath immediately produced two poems reflecting her anguish over 
her separation from Hughes, both of which are noted in the Pocket Diary: 
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"Monologue at 3 a.m." on October 3 and "Street Song" on October 4. 
She must be referring to these when she tells her mother in an unpublished 
portion of a letter of October 8 that she has written "violent love-and
praise poems" for Ted (Lilly Library). 

In the former, set ironically in the sonnet form, the first-person speaker, 
who creates a particularly personal quality by referring to her absent lover 
in the second person, castigates herself for brooding quietly over their 
painful parting rather than reacting violently, asserting that a wild 
response expressing her outrage, anger, and grief would be preferable to 
silence. In lines perhaps inspired by Lear's soliloquy in the storm, she 
vividly describes the destruction and bloodshed that would more 
adequately express the intensity of her anguish: 

Better that every fiber crack 

and fury make head, 

blood drenching vivid 

couch, carpet, floor 

and the snake-figured almanac .... 

The reference to the almanac with an illustration of a snake on the cover is 
curious; since it contains a calendar of days, weeks, and months along 
with astronomical data, perhaps the speaker sees it as a painful reminder 
of how long they are to be separated by the "million green counties." She 
goes on to criticize her actual, restrained response, implying that she 
blames herself for having allowed the parting to occur. She sits quietly, 
twitching (rather than exploding) under "prickling stars"; as always in 
Plath, the universe offers suffering humanity no comfort hut instead adds 
to its pain. Staring blankly into space and cursing, she broods over the 
scene of their parting at the train station: 

with stare, with curse 

blackening the time 

goodbyes were said, trains let go, 

and I, great magnanimous fool, thus wrenched from 

my one kingdom. 

"Monologue at 3 a.m." is noteworthy, as are other 1956 poems like 
"Pursuit," "The Glutton," and "The Shrike," for the in tens ity and 
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violence of its emotional content, barely restrained by the sonnet form and 
set rhyme scheme (abbcacc, deefdee). The Ariel poems clearly did not 
suddenly materialize out of thin air. 

Below the notation of the composition of "Street Song" in the Pocket 
Diary, Plath comments that she misses Hughes greatly. Like the previous 
poem, written the day before, this one was inspired by her anguish over 
their separation, accurately reproducing the highly sensitive feelings of a 
young person undergoing this experience with all its attendant emotions 
and perceptions: the shocking realization that one's pain is not evident to 
others, the attempt to protect oneself by doing mundane activities, the 
feeling that the world itself is falling apart. 

Although the cause is not stated, the poem's first-person speaker suffers 
excruciating emotional pain as she does her shopping on a busy street. She 
announces her surprise at having survived and her astonishment that no 
one notices her wounds; although they are emotional in nature, she 
describes them in vivid physical terms, employing a butcher-shop 
metaphor: 

Nobody blinks a lid, gapes, 

Or cries that this raw flesh 

Reeks of the butcher's cleaver, 

Its heart and guts hung hooked 

And bloodied as a cow's split frame 

Parceled out by white-jacketed assassins. 

Her choice of metaphor is appropriate to her location on a street of shops 
and markers and brutally conveys the pain of her emotional condition; like 
a side of beef hanging in a butcher shop, she has been hacked and 
bloodied by the separation. lronically, Plath's source for this metaphor 
seems to be a letter that she had written to Sassoon on March 6 about his 
rejection of her ("I was most appalled that ... you could leave me [thus] 
cut open, my heart utterly gone, without anesthetic or stitching; my vital 
blood was spilling on the barren table," J 121)10 as well as in a journal 
entry about him ("let me not be weak and tel1 others how bleeding I am 
internally; how day by day it drips and gathers, and congeals," 124 ). 

10 In the published edition of The Journals af Sylvia Plath, the word "this" has been 
incorrectly substituted for "thus," which appears in the manuscript located in the 
Smith College Library Rare Book Room. 
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In the second stanza, the speaker reveals that, like a mental patient just 
escaped from an asylum, she seeks to present an illusion of normality as 
she goes about her shopping: "I strut it elever / As a greenly escaped 
idiot," buying "the most reasonable items" to escape detection. Portraying 
herself as Christ, she describes the wound resulting from her heart's having 
been cut out: "thorned hands, feet, head / And that great wound / 
Squandering red/ From the flayed side." Such a metaphor, while extreme, 
accurately conveys the intensity of emotional pain often associated with 
romantic ruptures, especially of the young. And, although the context is 
quite different, the echoes of Thomas's "Twenty-four Years" are 
inescapable. 

The speaker shifts in the third stanza to auditory imagery to suggest that 
her pain, shrill and sharp as a high-pitched voice or whistle, is beyond the 
comprehension or experience {literally, of course, the hearing) of ordinary 
persons, portrayed as the pedestrians on the busy street: "my each 
mangled nerve-end / Trills its hurt out / Above pitch of pedestrian ear." As 
she alone "hears" her own anguish, so she alone "hears" the extra
ordinary sounds of the destruction of the universe and the absurdity of the 
mundane world: 

So, perhaps I, knelled dumb by your absence, 

Alone can hear 

Sun's parched scream, 

Every clownfall and crash 

Of gutted star, 

And, more daft than any goose, 

This cracked world's incessant gabble and hiss. 

Plath catches up quite dramatically the common experience of the 
separation of lovers with its feeling that the world is ending and that 
existence without the beloved is trivial and meaningless, the latter 
conveyed in the inane "gabble and hiss" of a goose-like "cracked world," 
a brilliant echo of the noises of the "bickering shops" on this busy street. 

"Street Song," while emotionally intense, is more natura! in style than 
many 1956 poems. Its meter is loose and conversational, with rhyming 
words at a minimum. The word choice is quite ordinary, with the 
exception of "yellow-casqued" and the echoes of Thomas, as is its syntax, 
again with the exception of Thomas's influence in "my each mangled 
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nerve-end." The images are both striking and appropriate; further, she 
manages effectively to blend the commonplace comparisons of a side of 
beef and a gabbling goose with the more dramatic, even excessive, 
comparisons of an escaped mental patient and the crucified Christ in 
conveying the speaker's anguished separation from her beloved. Indeed, 
the poem seems to me among the most striking of those produced during 
this year in its effective fusion of meaning and technique. 

On October 5, the day after she wrote "Street Song," Plath makes her 
last entry to mention the composition of a poem in the Pocket Diary for 
1955-6. "Touch and Go," on the subject of statues, appears in the 
Cambridge Manuscript, hut Hughes has not included it in The Collected 
Poems. 

Switching to the Cambridge Pocket Diary 1956-1957, she records the 
composition of seven more poems along with other daily events through 
November. She spent the morning of October 19 writing "Spinster." A 
portrayal of a woman who retreats from the emotional chaos and intensity 
of passion, it again voices her own personal struggle, which was at its 
most intense during the spring courtship as reflected in "Two Sisters of 
Persephone," "Ella Mason," and "Conversation Among the Ruins," 
between the riotous tumult of love and the serene hut sterile order of 
spinsterhood. After it was published early in 1957 in the first issue of 
Gemini, a literary magazine that was a joint venture of Cambridge and 
Oxford universities, it received a favorable comment from Harold Hobson 
in The Sunday London Times. On March 18, 1957, Plath wrote to her 
mother, 

To my amazement, Harold Hobson, well-known theatre critic, ... devoted several 
lines toa very favorable review of "Spinster" ... : 

... I read in the new university magazine, Gemini, a poem "Spinster" by 
Sylvia Plath, twelve times, no less. Here, sharp-edged, memorable, precise, is 
a statement of the refusal of love, a firm, alarmed withdrawal from the 
skirts of the dangerous dews. (34 7) 

When it was subsequently reprinted in London Magazine, Plath reported 
to her mother that its editor, the "impeccable Mr. Lehmann," wrote to 
her, "Your outstanding gift seems to me a sharply focussed truth of feeling 
and observation, at its most effective in 'Spinster' and 'Black Rook' " 
(354). 
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"Spinster" can be seen as a companion piece to Hughes's "Secretary," 
whose title character is a timid creature avoiding men as much as possible 
at her job during the day and retreating at night to the safety of her home, 
where she mends clothing, cooks dinner for her father and brother (two 
sexually non-threatening males), and goes to hed early, lying "with 
buttocks tight." His poem is clearly critical of this sheltered, dull life-style, 
portraying the sterile woman as a frightened starling among hulls with 
dangerous, phallic horns and as a mouse leading a mechanical existence. 
The first-person narrator, a male who disapproves of her attitude and 
perhaps desires to approach her, suggests that even the touch of a man 
would be a "terrible wound." Uroff says that Plath's poem is drawn from 
Hughes's, reflecting not only its subject hut also its language and its tone 
of animosity: "The language is Hughes's (a direct quotation from 
'Fallgrief's Girl-Friends'), as is the animus against the frightened woman" 
(77). While the subject is obviously the same, I would argue that the 
language is Plath's own and that the tone is quite different. There is none 
of Hughes's vocabulary from "Secretary" in "Spinster," nor is there a 
"direct quotation" from "Fallgrief's Girl-Friends"; indeed, the latter two 
poe~s share only the three words "giddy," "motley," and "pitch," the 
third used with entirely different meanings. Concerning tone, the 
anonymous third-person speaker of "Spinster" seems entirely neutral and 
non-judgmental in contrast to Hughes's first-person male speaker, who is 
critical and perhaps even resentful ( "Hiding her lovely eyes until day 
break"). 

Plath's poem is different from Hughes's in other ways as well. Uroff 
points out that "the setting is Plath's own" (77); although Uroff herself 
fails to elaborate, she is correct, for it opens with a "rank wilderness of 
fem and flower" in which the girl and her current boyfriend take a spring
time walk and shifts at the poem's end to her house, barricaded with 
barhed wire against men, sex, and love. In Hughes's poem, the first setting, 
though only implied, is the office where the secretary works, while the 
second is the interior of her house, particularly the bedroom in which she 
passes her sexless nights. 

The organizational patterns and the imagery also differ. Hughes's poem 
proceeds in simple chronological order from the daytime, to dusk, to 
night, to dawn, tracing the uneventful sterility of a typical day and night in 
the secretary's life. The three similes compare human beings to animals; 
the secretary is like a starling and a mouse, both small, quickly moving, 
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and evasive, while the men at the office are hulls, large, dangerous, 
physical (bellies and horns). Plath's poem, on the other hand, has a care
fully constructed four-part organization based on the spinster's observa
tions, feelings, and reactions. She first (stanzas one and two) observes with 
dismay the chaos of love and then (stanza three) wishes for the cold order 
of a loveless existence. Ultimately rejecting the contrasting riot of love 
(stanza four), she withdraws completely into the safety of her house 
(stanza five), erecting a fortification to keep out men with their passions, 
their physical and verbal violence. The main image pattern is a seasonal 
one contrasting the fertility of spring to the passivity and sterility of 
winter. 

The two poems share a concept of love as physical, violent, and chaotic, 
and both portray their female protagonists as rejecting it as too disturbing, 
frightening, and painful. However, Plath's seems to me more complex, 
artistic, and intense. She attempts more as well, although it might be 
argued that she is not entirely successful. 

Although Hughes has placed "On the Plethora of Dryads" in the 1957 
section, according to the Pocket Diary she began it on October 24, 1956, 
completing it two days later. A highly stilted poem, it presents the conflict 
between the abstract and the concrete, between the purity of the intellect 
and the corruption of the flesh, with the latter winning out; thus, it is 
another version of this theme that so concerned her <luring this eventful 
year. Like "November Graveyard," it echoes Stevens in both subject and 
style. It seems to me marred by its consciously poetic diction and imagery 
as well as its straining after a Stevensish cerebral effect that simply does 
not work for Plath: 

Hearing a white saint rave 

About a quintessential beauty 

Visible only to the paragon heart, 

I tried my sight on an apple-tree 

That for eccentric knob and wart 

Had all my love. 

With its similar title and its reflections of Stevens, "On the Difficulty of 
Conjuring Up a Dryad" may also have been composed at this time; indeed, 
the <late 1956 is written in ink on the second page of a typescript in the 
Smith College Plath Collection, and the last stanza refers to the season of 
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"dream-propertied fall." Further evidence is that the poem was published 
in the Winter 1956-57 issue of Chequer (Lane and Stevens 29), and, in an 
unpublished letter of April 1, 1957, Plath tells her mother that it has been 
bought by Poetry (Lilly Library). Finally, it is included in the Cambridge 
Manuscript. As she notes in the April 1 letter, the poem is a philosophical 
meditation on the death of the imagination, a constant cancern with Plath, 
reflecting her own bouts of imaginative sterility and appearing in other 
early poems such as "Rhyme," "Yaddo: The Grand Manor," and, perhaps 
its most brilliant treatment, "Moonrise." Like its counterpart, its heavy 
alliteration, ornate diction, and hyphenated compounds create a highly 
artificial work: 

'No doubt now in dream-propertied fall some moon-eyed, 

Star-lucky sleight-of-hand man watches 

My jilting lady squander coin, gold leaf stock ditches, 

And the opulent air go studded with seed, 

While this beggared brain 

Hatches no fortune.' 

On October 28, Plath records in the Pocket Diary that she has written 
the first draft of "Vanity Fair." Using again a figure from folk and fairy 
tale, she further explores the subject of the power of sex in young women; 
the central character isa witch who tempts innocent girls to indulge in sex, 
portraying it as consuming, violent, and destructive. However, the 
anonymous third-person narrator maintains an objective tone, avoiding 
any moralistic judgment in describing how "simple girls, church-going" 
ultimately sell their souls and bodies to Satan as their vanity leads them 
into lust. Throughout the poem, the fires of their lust ("heart's oven," 
"heart's flare," "blaze") anticipate the fires of hell in which they will burn 
for eternity. 

The underlying premise of the poem is based upon witchcraft, a subject 
of great interest to Plath. According to the theory of the English 
Egyptologist Margaret Murray (The Witch Cult in Western Europe, 
1921 ), witches gather in groups called covens, consisting of twelve witches 
with a devil as leader. Each witch specializes in a particular branch of 
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magic, one of which is seduction.11 It is quite likely that Plath was familiar 
with Murray's book as well as Pennethorne Hughes's Witchcraft, 
published in 1952, and the writings of Montague Summers, a Roman 
Catholic writer on witchcraft in the 1920s and 1930s. 

The witch in "Vanity Fair" is the one in her coven who specializes in 
seduction, and the poem describes the way in which she accomplishes her 
task. The first three stanzas establish her actions and appearance, as well 
as a sinister atmosphere; she has crooked fingers, an "envious" eye that 
searches furtively for victims, a wrinkled face, and a clamorous voice. In 
line 12 of the third stanza, the speaker describes the witch's specialty, 
tempting young women to be seduced by "every amorous oaf" and 
ultimately by the devil. She first observes them on their way to church, 
determining which ones seem most likely to fall. The imagery of burning is 
introduced in line 15 with a very contrived and awkward domestic 
metaphor of the heart as an oven which will cook a batter of sexual 
promiscuity into a rich cake. She then sets to work on the girls' vanity, 
distracting their thoughts from prayers and chastity: "Against virgin 
prayer / This sorceress sets mirrors enough / To distract beauty's thought." 

The remainder of the poem chronicles the results, as the girls convince 
themselves that there is neither hell ("No fire is") nor heaven ("nor in any 
book proof I Sun hoists soul up after lids fall shut") and thus that losing 
one's chastity will not be punished nor retaining it rewarded. Thus, each 
"wills all to the black king," a reference to lust in general, to the devil who 
is the head of this witch's coven, or to Satan himself. It is no doubt also an 
oblique allusion to Hughes, often associated in the 1956 poems with the 
color black and with a kingly or colossal figure.12 Ultimately in hell, 
"those million brides shriek out" in sexual ecstasy, in combat with each 
other over the "groom," and / or in the agony of hell's tortures. With an 
ironic echo of the burning of the virgin martyr J oan of Arc, a figure who 
intrigued Plath (see LH 147, for example), she portrays them as being 
burned at the stake of sexual passion and of hell's fires. 

Although dramatic, "Vanity Fair" is another early poem whose meaning 
and coherence are marred by Plath's devotion to technical elements. The 

11 Other branches of magic include "bewitching agricultural produce, producing sick
ness or death ... , [and] storm raising." "Coven," Encyclopedia Britannica, 1975 ed. 

12 See "Pursuit," "Ode for Ted," "The Queen's Complaint," and "Conversation 
Among the Ruins." 
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difficult rhyme scheme of abcde in each stanza forces her to awkward or 
ambiguous rhymes. Further, her omission of articles and prepositions in 
the manner of Hopkins and Thomas ("At eye's envious corner") and her 
use of archaic words ("bruit" and "midden") and of obsolete meanings 
("envious") create a stilted, ornate quality. However, she herself was 
pleased not only with this poem but with all or mast that she had done in 
October, telling her mother in an unpublished portion of a letter of 
October 28 that she has done "many good poems lately" (Lilly Library). 

In mid-November the Pocket Diary records the composition of four 
poems in six days. In "Black Rook in Rainy Weather," which she worked 
on <luring the morning of November 17, she continues the exploration of 
philosophical and artistic cancerns in the manner of Stevens evident in 
other poems of the autumn, "November Graveyard," "On the Plethora of 
Dryads," and "On the Difficulty of Conjuring Up a Dryad." When John 
Lehmann accepted it for publication in London Magazine in mid April of 
1957, he praised its "sharply focussed truth of feeling and observation" 
(LH 354). 

An extraordinarily complex poem despite its surface simplicity, it can be 
read in various ways. On one level, it seems to be Plath's version of 
Stevens's "Sunday Morning" in that the speaker rejects the possibility that 
religion or the gods exist and thus must find significance in earthly things. 
On another level, it can be read as Plath's version in secular terms of 
Eliot's "Burnt Norton," for the speaker discovers that certain unexpected, 
brief, ecstatic moments out of time, always in Eliot associated with nature 
and light, endow the ordinary, dull time of everyday existence with 
meaning. On a third level, it can be read as Plath's "Fourteenth Way of 
Looking at a Blackbird," echoing Stevens's "endless exploration of poetry 
as subject, ... his devotion to the relationship between creative imagina
tion and the world" (Lane 125); that is, the speaker represents the artist 
whose experience of something in the natural world restores his belief in 
the possibility of artistic creation. 

Another, and less obvious, influence is Robert Frost. Not only does the 
poem follow his general method of describing a concrete object in nature 
and then meditating on its meanings, but also it echoes two of his well
known lyrics. "Dust of Snow" describes a similar situation in which a 
crow shakes snow from a hemlock branch onto the speaker / poet, thus 
dispelling his gloomy mood and lending same significance to an otherwise 
sorrowful day. The other poem is "Design," although in this case Plath 
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presents a point of view the opposite of Frost's; while his speaker suggests 
that occurrences in nature give evidence of some supernatural, in this 
instance malign, design controlling the world, Plath's speaker rejects the 
notion that there is any design at all, either good or evil, in natural 
phenomena such as the quirks of weather or the falling of leaves. 

In the two opening stanzas, the first-person speaker describes the rook 
which is to become the main symbol and focus of meditation; in a 
departure from all other appearances of the rook in the 1956 poems, this 
one is a positive symbol, whether interpreted as simple beauty in nature, 
artistic inspiration, or that which gives meaning to ordinary existence. She 
then states her own disillusioned attitude toward both nature and life; she 
does not expect an externa! force such as "a miracle / Or an accident" to 
confer meaning on this natural object nor does she search in the patterns 
of nature for evidence of a supernatural design suggesting the existence of 
a deity, for she knows that neither exists. The image of fire / light intro
duced here as a symbol for meaning or inspiration will be developed 
throughout the poem. 

In the next two stanzas, the very human and sympathetic speaker 
admits her desire for a god above rather than the "mute sky"; however, 
she acknowledges that earth has its own lesser light which can be 
"incandescent" as it "leans" out of ordinary objects such as kitchen tables 
and chairs. Plath 's injection of religious terminology ( "celestial," 
"hallowing") seems to suggest that, while there are no gods, the earth and 
human experience can still be meaningful. 

In the last four stanzas the speaker asserts that she will await those rare 
and unannounced moments of significance or inspiration when earthly 
objects give forth their minor light, her extreme caution, tinged with 
doubt, conveyed in the parenthetical "(for it could happen / Even in this 
dull, ruinous landscape)." Plath chooses the traditional image of the angel 
to symbolize those moments. Played off against the spectacular Angel of 
the Annunciation, Plath's angel (with a lower-case "a") is, like Stevens's 
necessary angel of the earth, more ordinary, an element of nature or of the 
imagination, hut still capable of providing significance to the human 
expenence: 

I only know that a rook 

Ordering its black feathers can so shine 

As to seize my senses, haul 
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My eyelids up, and grant 

A brief respite from fear 

Of total neutrality. 
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Strengthened and encouraged, she states her determination to make it 
through this difficult time, "this season of fatigue" (a reflection perhaps of 
Plath's problems managing the double pressures of being student and 
housewife). She will attempt to "Patch together a content / Of sorts" for 
the present, while awaiting another miracle like that of the black rook: 
"The wait's begun again, / The long wait for the angel, / For that rare, 
rand om descent." 

In "Black Rook in Rainy Weather" Plath's use of technical elements is 
low-key and relatively unobtrusive. Although she again uses the difficult 
abcde rhyme scheme that she tried out in "Vanity Fair," she is much more 
successful here, as the rhymes seem less forced. The irregular, but not 
heavily accented, meter suggests a real voice speaking calmly in conversa
tional tones, and the diction is more natural, the exceptions being 
"hallowing," "bestowing," and "largesse." The cautious attitude of the 
speaker is skillfully conveyed through the use of the conditional "may" 
and "could" and the repetition in the last three lines: "the wait"-"the 
long wait," "for the angel," "for that rare, random descent." 

The next day (November 18), after revising "Black Rook," she 
composed "Soliloquy of the Solipsist." Inspired no doubt by Hughes's 
misogynist "Soliloquy of a Misanthrope," it focuses on the ability of the 
artist/lover's imagination to create and to destroy. In its content it reveals 
the influence of Stevens as well, and in its form and manner that of Eliot's 
"Rhapsody on a Windy Night." 

The question "I?" with which the poem opens establishes what follows 
as a definition of this "I," the solipsist as artist and lover; the "I" stands 
alone as the first line of each stanza, dominating the entire poem. As in 
Eliot's poem, the speaker is walking alone at midnight, observing the scene 
around her: "I walk alone; / The midnight street / Spins itself under my 
feet." However, while Eliot's male speaker comments on memories evoked 
by the sights he sees, Plath's speaker, presumably a woman, reveals her 
ability to create, alter, or obliterate elements of her environment; by 
closing her eyes, she can destroy the dark houses of sleeping people, or she 
can tum the moon into an onion, a mundane image echoing Eliot's image 
of the moon as a pockmarked prostitute. After elaborating in stanzas two 
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and three on her powers to control objects, people, indeed the world itself 
("in my wintriest moods, I hold / Absolute power / To boycott color and 
forbid any flower / To be"), she tums her attention to her lover, taunting 
him sarcastically with the fact that she has created him and has given him 
both his beauty and his wit, ironically casting herself in the roles of two 
male creators, Zeus and Pygmalion: 

I 

Know you appear 

Vivid at my side, 

Denying you sprang out of my head, 

Claiming you feel 

Love fiery enough to prove flesh real, 

Though it's quite clear 

All your beauty, all your wit, isa gift, my dear, 

Fromme. 

By reversing the traditional creative powers from male to female and by 
giving her speaker a confident, even condescending, tone, Plath creates an 
early version of the powerful, assertive woman protagonist who challenges 
men both as artists and as lovers. 

Technically, the poem reveals a demanding rhyme scheme (abccddbba), 
hut it employs highly irregular line lengths and more natural diction; the 
combination of awkward metaphor and alliteration in stanza two ("my 
look's leash / Dangles the puppet-people") is, however, unfortunate. 

The following day (November 19) she produced another poem in which 
a female speaker is superior to a male lover, in this case denigrating the 
purist element in his nature. In "Letter to a Purist," she makes her first use 
of the Colossus image, for her speaker describes her lover as a comic 
version of the statue with one foot mired in the "muck-trap" of the flesh, 
while the other "Dithers ... / In preposterous provinces of the madcap / 
Cloud-cuckoo." Obviously, she scorns that split in his nature, particularly 
his penchant for the ideal and romantic. It is unclear, however, whether 
she is mocking him in a humorous, good-natured tone or in a serious or 
sarcastic one. While the poem employs rhyme, it abandons a regular 
rhyme scheme, and its diction is somewhat poetic ("Essaying") and 
awkward ("Agawp"). It is worthy of note for the early appearance of the 
Colossus (compared to lover, rather than as later to father) and for the 
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portrayal of a female speaker critical, even if humorously, of her male 
counterpart. 

The last notation in this Pocket Diary of the composition of a poem 
appears on November 23 for "Monarch Mind," later retitled "Natural 
History"; Hughes's placement of it in the 1957 section is thus in error. 
Here Plath continues the ongoing debate concerning the body versus the 
intellect, with the latter being again defeated, hut she casts the debate in 
the allegorical mode. The result is a stilted and thoroughly conventional 
poem, even allowing for the possibility that she is attempting a humorous 
parody: "King Egg-Head saw his domain crack, / His crown usurped by 
the low brow I Of the base, barbarous Prince Ow." 

The order of composition for the poems produced in the fall of 1956, as 
confirmed by the Pocket Diaries, shows Plath alternating between works 
based on highly personal, current concerns with love, sex, and physical 
separation emanating from her relationship with Hughes (hut always care
fully distanced and objectified, in accordance with the poetic dictates of 
the time) and more abstract meditations on such topics as the interaction 
between the imagination and reality or the conflict between the intellectual 
and the physical. In terms of technique, she favors regular rhyme schemes 
of imperfect rhymes, irregular meters, and, for the most part, elevated 
diction. 

Finally, four poems which Hughes has placed in the 1956 section may 
belong to the fall of that year, although little evidence has yet been found 
to aid in their placement. 

"Resolve," which appears in the Cambridge Manuscript, was probably 
written in November or December of 1956 as suggested by two interna! 
clues. Its student speaker who is determined to overcome her depression 
and fear seems to reflect Plath's situation in the late fall; in a letter of 
November 13 she tells her mother, "I am rather blue today, all the 
meanness of fate falling on me over the weekend" (326) and in a letter of 
November 21 she notes, "Oddly enough, under all this pressure [the 
school work as well as the revelation of her secret marriage and its 
attendant changes], l've written several good poems" (328), one of which 
may well have been "Resolve." Further, the poem's references toa "Day 
of mist" and to the "little hedge leaves" having turned yellow suggest the 
season of autumn. In addition, the coal fire, the hedge, and the neighbor's 
rose bush reflect the flat at 55 Eltisley Avenue, which Hughes occupied 
beginning on November 1 (LH 324). According to Stevenson, Plath joined 
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him in mid-November, although she retained her Whitstead room until 
December 1 (98). Its publication in Granta on March 9, 1957 (Lane and 
Stevens 31) also suggests the fall af a plausible time of composition. 

With its spare form and diction, its lack of rhyme, capitalization, and 
punctuation, and its irregular meter and line length, "Resolve" is more 
original, more distinctively Plath's, than any other 1956 poem. In 
language, meter, and mood, it is low-key, conversational, and restrained, 
hut beneath its quiet exterior it is deadly. It works by simple domestic 
images which reveal, under seemingly harmless exteriors, on the one hand 
the dullness and on the other the danger of the speaker's world. The 
situation is quite ordinary: the speaker, who is soon to be examined on her 
knowledge by twelve professors, awaits the arrival of the milk truck, 
observing details of both the interior and exterior surroundings. Her mood 
is one of fear and depression, although at the poem's end she resolves to 
overcome them. 

The opening line, "Day of mist: day of tarnish," immediately establishes 
both the literal and the emotional atmosphere of gloom and depression as 
the speaker idly awaits the milk delivery, incapable of doing anything in 
the meanwhile: "with hands/ Unserviceable, I wait for the milk van." The 
concrete details of the "one-eared cat" licking its paw, the coal fire 
burning in its grate, the fading hedge leaves, and the empty milk bottles 
sitting on the window sill convey the dullness of her existence. As the 
speaker flatly states, "no glory descends," an echo of "Black Rook in 
Rainy Weather." 

A new detail, at first seemingly lovely and benign, abruptly makes her 
aware of the danger and hostility in her surroundings; through the 
window she sees 

two water drops poise 

on the arched green 

stem of my neighbor's rose bush 

o bent bow of thorns. 

Not only the plant world hut also the animal world now appear hostile, 
for the pleasant gray cat who had been docilely lapping its paw suddenly 
"unsheathes its claws," the knife imagery echoing the arrow imagery of 
the thorns. Further, the cat's being "one-eared" reinforces its pugilistic 
nature. As the elements of nature stand poised to attack humanity, "the 
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world tums," suggesting both that it causes anguish through decay and 
mortality and that it is indifferent to human suffering. 

Finally, the speaker makes the resolve of the title, determined that, for 
today at least, she will succeed in her studies and will restrain her futile 
anger at the hostility of the universe: 

today 

today I will not 

disenchant my twelve black-gowned examiners 

or bunch my fist 

in the wind's sneer. 

While the repetition of "today" conveys the strength of her resolve, that 
she couches the first in negative terms ("will not I disenchant") betrays her 
essential lack of self-confidence. 

An extremely effective poem, "Resolve" is remarkable for the moving 
but unsentimental depiction of the mental state of depression and fear, the 
economy of its language, the freedom of its technical elements, and the 
weary tone of its speaker. It is perhaps the earliest poem that can be said 
to be unmistakably Plath's own in content, voice, and style. 

"Maudlin," a highly enigmatic poem in the surrealist mode, is included 
in the Cambridge Manuscript with the title "Mad Maudlin"; therefore, a 
fall 1956 composition <late is entirely plausible. Influenced by Yeats's 
Crazy Jane poems, by astrology and the occult, and perhaps by Thomas's 
"If I were tickled by the rub of lave" and "Altarwise by owl-light" (see 
Lane 119-21 ), it seems to contrast with same bitterness the difficulties of 
women (the "clench of blood" and cursing the moon alluding to 
menstruation) and the independence of men who swagger in their 
superiority: "Hatched with a claret hogshead to swig / He kings it, navel
knit to no groan." While Giles argues that it is about the loss of virginity 
or childbirth (56-9), Plath herself associates it with menstruation in an 
unpublished journal passage of May 25, 1959, calling it a prophetic work 
and noting her pleasure in saying a line of it to herself (Smith College 
Library). It is perhaps best seen as an early unsuccessful attempt at 
surrealism, although it is significant in foreshadowing the fierce attacks on 
males in same of the late poems. 

"Dialogue Between Ghost and Priest" may have been written soon after 
the West Yorkshire visit of September when Plath was first introduced to 
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the region's folk tales of fantasy and the supernatural; a journal entry 
indicates her interest in the region's ghosts <luring this time: "Mrs. 
Meehan-rich-flavored dialect story set in Yorkshire ... of present vivid 
influence of ghosts of those dead on woman who almost has second sight" 
(149). However, it does not appear in the Cambridge Manuscript. In the 
poem an anonymous third-person speaker tells of an encounter between 
Father Shawn and a ghost who reveals that he continues to suffer the 
agonies of love even in the afterlife: "What love <lid then, love does now: / 
Gnaws me through." Adopting the ballad form that she no doubt felt 
appropriate to the text, Plath employs a traditional question-and-answer 
format, a situation and characters from fantasy, and a quasi-ballad meter 
and rhyme scheme (abcabc ddee) along with archaic and poetic diction to 
produce a stilted poem notable only for its theme that the pain of love 
extends beyond life. 

"Rhyme" is puzzling in the extreme, offering few clues to its time of 
composition. Its use of allegory and its concern with artistic sterility 
appear in several other poems of the fall of 1956. However, that it is not 
in the Cambridge Manuscript suggests a later time of composition; its 
theme and its rather elaborate syllabic pattern suggest the summer of 
1958, while its allegorical framework make the fall of 1958 plausible as 
well. However, since there is no definite evidence for a later <late, I will 
discuss it here. 

The first-person speaker gives an account, tinged with frustration and 
jealousy, of her murder of her goose, a distorted version of the fairy tale of 
the goose that laid the golden egg; in this case, the goose is stubborn and 
"won't lay one," although her "gut's I Honeycombed with golden eggs." 
To make matters worse, she vainly "struts/ The barnyard," showing off 
her riches hut giving none; further, she "fattens on the finest grain," while 
the speaker eats grits. The speaker hypocritically assures us that she would 
commit suicide before profiting from the murder of the goose, hut, 
overpowered by jealousy and resentment ("but-how those feathers 
shine"), she abruptly kills it, even though it humbly asks for pardon as she 
sharpens the knife: "Exit from a smoking slit/ Her ruby dregs." 

The poem is noteworthy on two counts in particular. First, the speaker 
is a complex personality, artful, elever, self-aware, and vicious, fore
shadowing the speakers in late poems such as "Daddy" and "Purdah." 
While she realizes that the act is morally reprehensible, she cloaks its 
horror by her elegant, Shakespearean language: "l'd tum this keen / Steel 



98 1HE JOURNEY TOW ARD ARIEL 

on myself before profit / By such a rogue's / Act." In contrast, the stark 
directness and abruptness of the last two lines lay bare the quick and 
heartless efficiency with which the violent deed is done, effectively suggest
ing how easily jealousy and anger overcome moral scruples. Second, the 
goose seems a symbol of the riches of the artistic mind, hut riches which 
are not readily produced or not produced at all, reflecting Plath's struggle 
throughout her career with bouts of imaginative sterility. The implication 
here is that an unproductive talent should be destroyed. Alternately, the 
goose may represent a productive and successful artist so envied by the 
sterile artist/speaker that she kills him/her, perhaps a reflection of Plath's 
resentment (rarely voiced) of Hughes's poetic abilities and early success. 

From a technical point of view, "Rhyme" makes two departures from 
the majority of Plath's 1956 poems, both of which, as noted earlier, may 
suggest a 1958 composition <late. While she rarely varies her stanza form 
within a single poem, here she splits the final six-line stanza into four lines 
and two lines, thus setting off the latter for greater shock value. And she 
experiments with an elaborate syllabic pattern of 8-7-4-8-8-4 in the first 
two stanzas and 8-8-4-7-7-4 in the last. 
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The Poems of 1957 

195 7 WAS LARGELY A YEAR OF DRUDGERY, hard work, and frustration 
for Plath. From January to June, she toiled at her studies, 

finishing her coursework and preparing for and taking her final exams for 
the M.A. degree at Cambridge. Although she wrote to her mother that she 
had "three jobs-writing, cooking and housekeeping, and studying for 
tough exams" (342), most of her energies were devoted to the latter: "I 
am living at the University library from morning to night ... steadily 
reading tragedy now, the Greeks, then on through 2000 years up to Eliot" 
(LH 355). She was frustrated at having so little time to write; indeed, only 
five poems can definitely be attributed to this period. However, a cause 
for joy was the notification in late February that Hughes's Hawk in the 
Rain had won the New York Poetry Center competition and would be 
published by Harper. 

The summer, while a time of comparative freedom and leisure, was not 
much more productive for Plath. The two spent most of the month of 
June in Heptonstall, visiting his parents before their departure for the 
United States on June 20. After a brief period in Wellesley, they lived 
<luring July and August at Eastham, Cape Cod, where Plath wrote some 
fiction and poetry and prepared for the courses she would teach at Smith 
College in Northampton, Massachusetts in the fall. In addition to 
suffering from a severe case of writer's block, she was depressed by the 
news in August that Two Lovers and a Beachcomber had been rejected by 
the Y ale Series of Y ounger Poets. 

The months of September through December were extremely difficult 
ones. Understandably, Plath felt, as she herself said, "a little awed" (LH 
345) and, more honestly, "scared blue" (LH 349) about being an 
instructor at her alma mater. Desiring even more than usual to excel, she 
worked very hard on her lectures and paper grading, often feeling 
exhausted as a result of the demands she placed on herself, and she 
confided to her brother that she was "always deathly nervous" (LH 376) 
about lecturing itself. Further, she was disappointed not to be given the 
glorious reception which she had imagined and expected from Smith. 
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Finally, she was frustrated at having neither time nor energy for her own 
writing: "this life is not the life for a writer" (LH 3 77). Thus by late 
November she made the decision to leave teaching permanently at the end 
of the academic year in order to become a full-time writer. 

The poems for 1957 are the most problematical of the four years in 
question, for hard evidence of times of composition exists for only a few; 
placing the others then is largely a matter of speculation. Of the twenty
one poems that Hughes has included in the 1957 section of The Collected 
Poems, only five can definitely be attributed to that year: "The Snowman 
on the Moor," "Sow," "Mayflower," "The Lady and the Earthenware 
Head," and "All the Dead Dears." Five were without question composed 
in other years ("On the Plethora of Dryads" and "Natural History" in 
1956 and "The Disquieting Muses," "On the Decline of Oracles," and 
"Snakecharmer" in 1958), and four others almost certainly were ("On the 
Difficulty of Conjuring Up a Dryad" in 1956, "Night Shift" in 1958, 
"The Other Two" in 1958 or 1959, and "Words fora Nursery" in 1959 
or 1960). Of those remaining, there are few clues about whether they are 
in fact the products of 1957 and, if so, when exactly during the year they 
were written. At any rate, it is clear that she wrote a very small number of 
poems, approximately twelve in all. The reason seems to have been the 
heavy demands on her time as a student studying for examinations in the 
spring and as a new teacher at Smith preparing dass lectures and grading 
papers in the fall; in the summer when she did have some leisure time, she 
experienced writer's block much of the time. 

That she had little time to devote to poetry is also reflected in the 
paucity of comments on her poetic goals during this year in journal entries 
and letters; in one of the few notes on this subject, a journal entry for 
February 25, she remarks, "I am splitting the seams of my fancy terza 
rima" (151), no doubt a reference to the use of that form in "The Snow 
Man on the Moor" and "Sow," and indeed she avoids it entirely in the 
remainder of 1957. Only during July and August does she allude to her 
goals, before again lapsing into silence on this subject in the autumn 
under the pressures of her teaching position at Smith. In the summer 
comments, she indicates a desire to write in "quite elaborate rhymed and 
alliterative forms without sounding like self-conscious poetry, hut rather 
like conversation" (LH 373). She speaks of avoiding abstractions and 
"brittle, stilted artificial stuff" (J 164; see also 170, 172) and aiming for 
the natural and conversational. To this end she advises herself to 
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concentrate on descriptive poems and concrete details: "[Try] little 
exercise poems in description that don't demand philosophic bear traps of 
logical development. Like small poems about the skate, the cow by 
moonlight, a la the Sow. Very physical" (J 163; see also J 170). Other 
comments focus on the difficulty of finding adequate subjects, always a 
problem for her in the early work: "The main problem is breaking open 
rich, real subjects to myself" (J 170). 

Concerning subjects, Plath took her own advice cited above to con
centrate on descriptive poems with abundant concrete details, relying 
largely on scenes, creatures, and events which she has observed or been 
involved in currently or in the recent past-various episodes on the 
moorland of West Yorkshire ( "The Snowman on the Moor," "Two Views 
of Withens," "Hardcastle Crags," and "The Great Carbuncle"), a huge 
sow that she and Hughes had seen in the fall of 1956 on a farm near 
HeptonstaH, a model head that the two had placed in a tree in 
Grantchester Meadows, a display that fascinated her in the 
Archaeological Museum on Downing Street in Cambridge. In almost 
every case, she distances herself by describing object or event accurately 
hut dispassionately, and, when material is highly personal, as in the 
stanzas on the father in an early version of "All the Dead Dears," she 
deletes it. In general, she seems deliberately to concentrate on material 
that is historical, philosophical, or social in nature: "Mayflower" focuses 
on American history, "All the Dead Dears," "A Lesson in Vengeance," 
and "The Great Carbuncle" on various philosophical or metaphysical 
concerns, and "The Thin People" on the social injustice of poverty. 

The poems of 1957 reveal a greater variety in theme than those of 
1956, which were dominated by the relationship of men and women and 
the conflict between flesh and intellect or reality and the imagination. 
Plath explores the relationship of the individual to some aspect of his/her 
world, usually a menacing one as in "The Thin People" and "All the Dead 
Dears" or a coldly indifferent one as in "Hardcastle Crags"; however, in 
two instances the aspect is a positive one ( "Sow" and "The Great 
Carbuncle"). Only "The Snowman on the Moor" treats the relationship 
of men and women. Other themes include the valor of the pilgrims on the 
Mayflower ("Mayflower") and the inability to escape one's less admirable 
traits ("The Lady and the Earthenware Head"). 

In terms of style, Plath continues here the types of experiments begun in 
the 1956 poems. Although, as indicated in the comments from her letters 
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and journals cited earlier, she desires to create a more natural style, her 
diction is stilla mixture of the archaic or artificial and the conversational 
(as in "The Lady and the Earthenware Head"), but poems such as "All 
the Dead Dears," "Hardcastle Crags," and "The Thin People" show an 
encouraging move to the latter. Her experiments with stanza form, rhyme, 
and meter are as wide-ranging in this year as in the previous one, within 
the more limited scope of poems produced. She continues to prefer a set 
stanza form but to experiment with numerous lengths and types of 
stanzas, and all but three poems ("All the Dead Dears," "The Great 
Carbuncle," and "Ouija") have set rhyme schemes usually of imperfect 
rhymes. Again she works with various patterns of different degrees of 
difficulty; in "A Lesson in Vengeance," for example, the last word of 
every line ends in "s," while "Sow" and "The Snowman on the Moor" 
employ the demanding interlocking terza rima. The meter is highly 
irregular in most poems with a decrease in the percentage of stressed 
syllables reflecting Plath's movement away from her imitation of 
Thomas's and Hopkins's practices of omitting articles, prepositions, and 
the like. However, "Ouija," while abandoning rhyme, is written in iambic 
pentameter, and "The Great Carbuncle" employs syllabics (perhaps an 
indication that it was written in the summer of 1958 when she undertook 
extensive experiments with them). 

The influences of other poets are less marked in this year's poems. The 
two dominant ones are Wallace Stevens and Ted Hughes; echoes of Yeats 
and Eliot are still apparent, but only occasionally. Most striking is that 
Plath's own voice is heard in "Hardcastle Crags," "The Thin People," and 
"All the Dead Dears." Yet, because of the paucity of poems produced, 
1957 does not figure as a stellar year in Plath's development as a poet. 

In an unpublished passage of a letter of January 14, 1957, Plath tells 
her mother that she has just written two long poems of approximately 
fifty lines each and feels much better for having broken the dry spell of the 
previous few months, occasioned by her numerous practical problems 
(Lilly Library); the two referred to are "The Snowman on the Moor" and 
"Sow." An unpublished letter of April 1, 1957, which announces the 
acceptance of the two (along with "Ella Mason and Her Eleven Cats" and 
"On the Difficulty of Conjuring Up a Dryad") by Poetry, describes "The 
Snowman on the Moor" as "a 50-line one about a man and woman 
fighting in the winter and she running out on to the moors and having a 
vision" and "Sow" as "the long one about a gigantic pig"; she then adds a 
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Hughes's Chronology Reordered Chronology 

"The Snowman on the Moor" by Jan 14 "The Snowman on the Moor" 
"Mayflower" "Sow" 
"Sow" 21 "Mayflower" 
"The Everlasting Monday" by Feb 3 "The Lady and the Earthenware 
"Hardcastle Crags" Head" 
"The Thin People" Apr7 "All the Dead Dears" 
"On the Difficulty of Conjuring Up Aug? "Ouija" 

a Dryad" Summer? "Two Views of Withens" 
"On the Plethora of Dryads" "The Great Carbuncle" 
"The Other Two" "Hardcastle Crags" 
"The Lady and the Earthenware late 57 / "The Thin People" 

Head" early 58? "A Lesson in Vengeance" 
"All the Dead Dears" "The Everlasting Monday" 
"Natura! History" 
"Two Views of Withens" 
"The Great Carbuncle" 
"Words fora Nursery" 
"The Disquieting Muses" 
"Night Shift" 
"Ouija" 
"On the Decline of Oracles" 
"Snakecharmer" 
"A Lesson in Vengeance" 

parenthetical comment that she considers them "2 of my best poems" 
(Lilly Library). Further, in an unpublished letter of January 21, 1957 to 
Mrs. Plath and Warren, Hughes notes that Plath has recently completed 
one or two very good poems; although he does not name them, he is 
surely referring to these two (Lilly Library). Both were inspired by earlier 
experiences in Heptonstall, the former by an argument apparently <luring 
their Christmas visit (see J 149) and the latter by a huge pig that the two 
had seen on a neighbor's farm on September 7, 1956, described in the 
Cambridge Pocket Diary for 1955-6 (Lilly Library). 

"The Snowman on the Moor" was no doubt inspired by the argument 
between Plath and Hughes recorded in the Journals as "Poem," one of 
several entries describing experiences and scenes in West Y orkshire placed 
between those of the summerat Benidorm in 1956 and those of February 
1957 at Cambridge; the original journal pages at the Smith College 
Library give no clue as to the exact <late of this entry. However, its 



104 THE JOURNEY TOWARD ARIEL 

references to snow suggest that it was written in late December or early 
January <luring Plath and Hughes's Christmas visit to Heptonstall. Many 
of its details appear in the poem: 

Wild hot fury-cold snow: thick white moar mist- ... walk in white blank 

world-symbol of shutting off from normal clear vision-futile outburst. human 

limits versus grand marmoreal vast power of cold, snow, stars and blackness

vanished daisies: white in head, remembered from summer-she imposes them 

on dry barren broken stalks- ... black stone fences,-stark wild landscape
... red coal fires . . . frosted hedge- pose vast impersonal white world of nature 

against small violent spark of will. 

(149; italics added) 

Its title ironically evoking a figure associated with pleasure, the poem 
recounts the experience of a young woman who has a violent argument 
with a man, perhaps her husband. Determined to "win / Him to his 
knees," she storms out into a snowy landscape where she encounters a 
giant symbolizing male dominance over proud, upstart women. Suddenly 
chastened, the young woman tums toward home, "brimful of gentle talk/ 
And mild obeying." The poem's double theme reflects two of the major 
cancerns of the 19 5 6 poems: the pain involved in love relationships 
between women and men and the conflict between woman as an 
intellectual and independent entity and as submissive, inferior wife; as in 
most of the early poems, the former loses out. 

Set on the moors surrounding Heptonstall, the poem has a third-person 
speaker who reflects the woman's point of view. While Broe contends that 
the woman isa comic persona (21), I would argue that she, as well as the 
situation portrayed, is entirely serious; there is nothing amusing about her 
or her experience. 

The opening section ( stanzas 1-3) describes the argument itself, with 
military imagery quite literally reflecting the battle between the sexes: 
"stalemated," "armies," "tottering banners," "grim battlement." Its 
violence is further conveyed by "flung," "ringing," and "glowering." 
Indeed, Plath wrote to her mother on January 9, 1957, perhaps with this 
actual argument in mind, "Ted and I sometimes have violent dis
agreements, to be sure" (331). 

In the next section (stanzas 4-9), the young woman stalks across the 
moors, in her fury calling "hell to subdue an unruly man." The concrete 
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details of the setting are not only precise, echoing those of the journal 
entry, but also symbolic, suggesting the hostility of the natural world 
toward the protagonist. It is "a landscape / Of stark wind-harrowed hills 
and weltering mist," of "moor snows / Pocked by rook-claw and rabbit
track," of "bare whistling heather [ and] stiles of black stone." The 
"world's white edge" accurately describes the abrupt, sheer edge of the 
Heptonstall moars as they overlook the valley of Hardcastle Crags far 
below. 

In part three (stanzas 10-16), a terrifying giantl from the world of 
nightmare and horror stories appears to subdue, not the "unruly man," 
but the unruly wife: "to ride that woman I With spur and knout / Down 
from pride's size." His strength is suggested by his "iron thighs" and 
grisly sinews and his violent nature by his spurs, "spike-studded belt," 
stone hatchet, and knout, a whip for flogging criminals. A symbol of male 
dominance, he has beheaded some intelligent, proud women as 
punishment for their daring. Hanging as trophies from his belt, their 
skulls admit "their guilt" of being superior to men: 

'Our wit made fools 

Of kings, unmanned kings' sons: our masteries 

Amused court halls: 

For that brag, we barnade these iron thighs.' 

In the last stanza, even though the giant dissolves inta smoke as he attacks 
the protagonist, she is chastened: "Humbled then, and crying, / The girl 
bent homeward, brimful of gentle talk / And mild obeying." Plath 
indicates her submission through the shift from "that woman" in stanza 
nine to "girl" in stanza seventeen and through the word "bent," which 
implies not only that she tums toward home but that she is bent over in 
humility as well. This submission, too easily and quickly won considering 
the fury and intensity of the protagonist, seems contrived and 
unconvmcmg. 

1 The giant may be associated with Hughes. Plath refers to him as "a huge Goliath" 
in a letter of April 29, 1956 (274), and the destructive male in "The Queen's 
Complaint" is also a giant. 
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Plath works with a number of difficult technical tasks in the poem. In 
terms of stanzaic form and rhyme, she reveals a mastery of terza rima, 
employing an interlocking rhyme scheme of imperfect rhymes. In 
addition, she alternates line lengths in a strict pattern so that all odd
numbered stanzas contain long first and third lines and short second lines, 
while all even-numbered stanzas contain the reverse. Although not used to 
reinforce the content, this difficult pattern is an amazing technical feat. 
Further, the feminine rhymes that end some lines reflect the "proper" role 
of women as weak, especially in the last stanza ("crying," "obeying" ). 
Finally, the repetition of the harsh consonant sounds of "k," "r," and "t" 
conveys the violence of the landscape and of the giant ("brunt of axe
crack"). 

The poem also contains weaknesses typical of Plath's early style. Some 
word choices are stilted or archaic (" bruit," "weltering" ), rhyme-forced 
("taunt," "battlement," "gaunt"), imprecise ("Crumbled to smoke"), or 
excessive (fourteen hyphenated compounds), while the alliteration of 
"Ambushed birds by / Dozens dropped dead in the hedges" and the 
attempt at assonance in "She shied sideways: a white fizz!" are overdone. 

"The Snowman on the Moor" is valuable for its treatment of the 
relationship between men and women, particularly in light of the female's 
submission at the end, as well as for its effective description of the 
wintertime West Yorkshire landscape, its fusion of realism and fantasy, 
and its mastery of a demanding technical form. The conventional stance 
that women must ultimately submit to their more powerful mates 
accepted, though not advocated, in this early work may be shocking to 
those who know only the more aggressively feminist late poems; it is, 
therefore, all the more important to see where Plath began in order to 
appreciate fully the point at which she finally arrived. 

"Sow" is quite different from "The Snowman on the Moor" in subject 
matter, tone, and theme, although it shares the terza rima form. On 
February 3, Plath wrote her mother that she was "very happy and alive 
and writing better poems-a big one about a sow, about 45 lines" (335). 
She and Hughes had visited a farm near Heptonstall on September 7, 
1956 and, as a result of their expression of great interest, the farmer had 
allowed them to see "His great sow" which was ordinarily kept from 
public view. The sheer size and weight of the animal so impressed them 
that each wrote a poem based upon it; however, beyond the 
"Brobdingnag bulk" of their subject, their poems have nothing in 



THE POEMS OF 1957 107 

common, for Hughes's "View of a Pig" conveys the speaker's feelings of 
depression over the hard, heavy reality of an enormous dead pig, while 
Plath's "Sow" describes the feelings of awe and amazement felt by two 
people upon observing an enormous living pig. 

"Sow" has received two opposing interpretations from critics. 
Guttenberg (146), Rosenblatt (61), and Butscher (212) suggest that the 
sow represents the evil and hostile forces of nature, the latter going so far 
as to say that it is a central figure in a Satanic myth that Plath was 
creating. Aird, on the other hand, feels that the poem is frivolous, a 
"light-hearted extravaganza" with "affirmative vigor" (Sylvia 16). A 
careful reading of the text supports Aird's view, for it isa "light-hearted" 
and straightforward description of the sow and of the awe evoked by its 
size (the couple "gape" and "marvel"). This positive view is reinforced by 
Hughes's comment that the poem "commemorates a great sow" ("Notes" 
189; italics added), indicating that she both memorializes and celebrates 
it. 

In the first three stanzas, the narrative voice, which speaks in the first
person plural as a couple, explains that they were given a rare tour of the 
barns and "gaped"-in wonder, not in horror-at the size of the pig they 
saw. In the next four stanzas, they assert that it was not a painted, china 
piggy bank, a pig for roasting, or a typical barnyard mother pig with a 
litter of piglets, but rather a quite extraordinary pig: 

This vast 

Brobdingnag bulk 

Of a sow lounged belly-bedded on that black compost, 

Fat-rutted eyes 

Dream-filmed. 

Plath makes effective use of heavy "b" and "d" sounds ("Brobdingnag 
bulk," "belly-bedded" ), numerous modifiers ( "fat-rutted" ), and the 
literary allusion to the land in Gulliver's Travets where all was of 
enormous size. The visitors, who respond by marvelling (not quaking in 
horror or revulsion) at the sow, then imagine that she must be dreaming 
of an equally extraordinary boar, one magnificent enough to be her mate, 
in an enchanted chivalric past: 
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our marvel blazoned a knight, 

Helmed, in cuirass, 

Unhorsed and shredded in the grove of combat 

By a grisly-bristled 

Boar, fabulous enough to straddle that sow's heat. 

Plath's diction in the early poems is often justly criticized for being archaic 
or stilted, but in this case "blazoned," "Helmed," "cuirass," "grove of 
combat," and "fabulous" are entirely appropriate to the imagined age of 
chivalry. 

The couple's reverie is short-lived, however, as the farmer's whistle 
abruptly brings them back to the present. "Thwack[ing]" the sow's nape, 
he causes her to awaken and rise from the dirt; as she heaves herself up, 
the romantic past of which she was dreaming, at least in the imaginations 
of the on-lookers, disappears. Plath experiments somewhat successfully 
with various technical devices here. She uses the hyphenated compound 
"green-copse-castled," a Hopkinsian device, to indicate that the dreaming 
pig was, for the length of her dream, living in the green grove of combat; 
while romantic, the phrase aptly evokes the world of knighthood and 
fa bulous beasts. The simile "letting legend like dried mud drop" 
effectively campares the dropping away of the dream world to the 
dropping away of mud as the sow rises. In this construction parallel to 
"Pig hove ... up," Plath separates the second word of the verb unit from 
the first to emphasize the animal's movement, in the first case clown and 
in the second up. Further, by separating "up" from "hove" by ten words 
and an entire intervening line, she suggests the slowness with which the 
heavy sow rises. Once on her feet, she seems to the onlookers 

A monument 

Prodigious in gluttonies as that hog whose want 

Made Jean Lent 

Of kitchen slops and, stomaching no constraint, 

Proceeded to swill 

The seven troughed seas and every earthquaking continent. 
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The two hyperboles convey the sow's enormity and gluttony; 
"monument" suggests that her size makes her worthy of record and her 
comparison to the mythical hog which, finding kitchen slops insufficient, 
gulped clown the seven seas and all the continents to satisfy his hunger 
and thirst describes her great appetite. Most early critics misread the hog 
simile, assuming that the sow herself swallows oceans and continents, 
thus seeing her as a symbol of nature's destructiveness or of evil incarnate, 
a far cry from the speaker's playful, awed description. Guttenberg asserts 
that the hog embodies the "destructiveness of the natural cycle" (140): 
"The horror of 'Sow" is that the hog consumes the 'seven troughed seas" 
as well as the land" (146). Rosenblatt, while admitting the light tone, sees 
beneath it the menace of a threatening and hostile nature ( 61 ). Butscher 
goes even further, describing the pig as a "gigantic villain," a Satan on the 
scale of Milton's and Dante's Satans (211-12). 

Aird rightly praises Plath for her "virtuoso performance as a deft 
craftsman" in "Sow" (Sylvia 16-17). As in "The Snowman on the Moor," 
she employs terza rima and line lengths alternating in a regular pattern: 
lines one and three are long and line two is short in all odd stanzas with 
the reverse in all even stanzas, the opposite of the pattern in "Snowman." 
However, despite Rosenblatt's assertion that its "syllabics ... restrain 
emotional material" ( 61 ), she does not employ syllabics, hut rather an 
entirely irregular meter. Further, she experiments with various sound 
values: hyphenated compounds that echo similar sounds ("mire
smirched," "grisly-bristled") and onomatopoeia both in existing words 
("thwacking") and her own coinages ("maunching"). Finally, she works 
hard to attain her goal of being more realistic by including numerous 
concrete details ("belly-bedded on that black compost"). 

"Sow" is important in tracing Plath's development, for in it she 
attempts to move away from the subjects and approaches of the previous 
year to new ones, in this case trying a straightforward description of an 
animal. While she cannot yet free herself of reliance on highly structured 
forms and rhyme schemes and while the style is still ornate and heavily 
loaded with adjectives and hyphenated compounds, she clearly intends to 
attain greater realism by employing concrete details and accurate diction. 

In the unpublished letter of January 21, 1957 to Plath's mother and 
brother, Hughes notes that she wrote "Mayflower" that day fora poetry 
competition sponsored by one of the Oxford colleges (Lilly Library). A 
typescript of the poem in the Smith College Library Rare Book Room 
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bears a notation at the top in pen referring to the Hamilton Prize of Oriel 
College. Responding to the set topic with a conventional sonnet, Plath 
considers the source and significance of the name of the pilgrims' ship: 
"Remembering the white, triumphant spray/ On hawthorn boughs, with 
goodwill to endure / They named their ship after the flower of May." As 
in the previous poem, she works to produce a descriptive poem filled with 
concrete details; indeed, the only significance of this slight piece is its 
testimony to Plath's poetic aims at this point in her career. 

Plath must also have produced "The Lady and the Earthenware Head" 
<luring mid to late January, for she mentions it to her mother in a letter of 
February 3, commenting that it has "the best verse I've ever written" 
(335); further, she considered The Earthenware Head as "the right title, 
the only title" (J 193) for her book of poems from February to April 
1958, when she replaced it first with The Everlasting Monday and then 
two weeks later with Full Fathom Five (CP 13). However, by July 3, 1958 
she has reevaluated it, writing in her journal that it was "once, in 
England, my 'best poem': too fancy, glassy, patchy and rigid-it 
embarrasses me now-with its ten elaborate epithets for head in 5 verses" 
(244 ). Her second judgment seems the more accurate one. 

The title refers to a clay model of Plath's head made by her roommate 
<luring her junior year at Smith. Because Hughes found it unattractive and 
unlike Plath's actual face,2 they had taken it out of their flat on Eltisley 
Avenue and placed it in a willow tree in Grantchester Meadows. On 
February 8, Plath sent her mother a copy of the poem along with an 
explanation: 

Remember the model head M.B. Durr made of me? ... Ted suggested we walk 

out into the meadows and climb up into a tree and ensconce it there so it could 

look over the cow pastures and river. I returned there for the first time today, 

and there it was, high up on a branch-platform in a gnarled willow, gazing out 

2 In the original version, the following lines describe the male visitor's aversion ro the 
head: 

In distaste he pointed at it: 
Brickdust-complected, eyes under dense lid 
Half-blind, that derisive pout-
Rude image indeed, ro ape with such sly treason 
Her dear face: best rid 
Hearthstone at once of the outrageous head. 
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over the lovely green meadows with the peace that passes understanding .... I 

even wrote a rather longish poem about it (only ending differently), which l'11 

type out in an adjoining letter and send you. (336) 

A comparison of the original with the final version published in The 
Collected Poems reveals numerous changes, made perhaps as a result of 
Hughes's criticism of it recorded in a journal entry for February 26: "He 
criticized my Earthenware Head poem. Bad time for criticism. Me with no 
new poem to fight on yet" (155). His criticism was probably valid, for it is 
not among the best of the early works, even in its revised form. Awkward 
and loose, with stilted and excessive diction, it is nevertheless of interest 
psychologically because of its theme that one's negative side (symbolized 
by the head) can never successfully be destroyed. 

The third-person speaker first describes the protagonist's decision to get 
rid of the "outrageous" head with its "spite-set / Ape ... look." Although 
she is reluctant (and, in the original, "Scared" and "unhappy" as well) to 
"junk it," she considers and rejects various options. Should she throw it 
on a garbage dump, it might be mistreated by vicious boys, and her 
superstitious side fears that she, as the original, could suffer as a result. (In 
the original version, she worries specifically that it would afflict her sleep.) 
Should she drop it into a dark pool, it might leer at her, "Lewdly 
beckoning" her to join it by drowning herself. Finally, she decides, as did 
Plath, to "lodge / The mimic head-in a crotched willow, green-/ Vaulted 
by foliage," where it will disintegrate "to simple sod again." However, 
she is unable to carry out her plan and leaves it on the bookshelf where it 
continues to haunt and torment her with "its basilisk-look of love." This 
final comparison suggests that the protagonist will ultimately be destroyed 
by the head since she is unable to destroy it; in psychological terms, Plath 
suggests that, if left unchecked, one's dark or evil aspect will overcome 
one's positive nature. 

Uninspired and weak from a technical point of view, the poem employs 
a regular rhyme scheme of abacbbc with one variation. lts word choices 
are poor: "brickdust-complected" is not only awkward in sound but is 
also dialectal; the slang term "junk it" is a jarring contrast to the archaic 
expression "in shocking wise"; and "out of the watery aspic, laureled by 
fins, / The simulacrum leers" is perhaps the most excessive two-line 
collection of ornate, poetic diction in all the early poems. 

Plath is exaggerating only slightly when she tells her mother in a letter 
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of August 6, 1957 that she is "writing my first poem for about six 
months" (372), for she seems to have produced little from late January 
through July under the various pressures of studying for her exams ("I am 
living at the University libtary from morning to night," she says in late 
April, LH 355), cooking and keeping house, and preparing to return to 
the United States in late June; during the long vacation at Cape Cod, she 
seemed to concentrate on short stories rather than poetry, noting in an 
unpublished journal entry for July 27 that she is working on five stories at 
once (Smith College Library). Only one poem can definitely be attributed 
to this period; in a letter of April 8, Plath tells her mother, "I just finished 
yesterday one of my best, about 56 lines, called 'All the Dead Dears"' 
(352). While she typically tends to label the poem that she has most 
recently completed as her best yet or among her best, in this instance her 
evaluation is sound, for it is among the strongest of the early poems in 
content, imagery, and style. 

Presenting death as a sinister, hovering presence in the form of one's 
own dead relatives who wait greedily and impatiently to drag the living 
into the grave with them, it was inspired by an exhibit that she saw at the 
Archaeological Museum on Downing Street in Cambridge, to which she 
refers in the poem's headnote. Discovered in 1952 at the Roman ruins in 
Cambridge and designated the Arbury Roman Burial, the stone coffin 
containing the skeletons of a woman and two small rodents was displayed 
with an explanatory card which read: "Apart from some fragments of 
textiles remaining from the shroud in which the body had been wrapped, 
and the skeletons of a shrew and a mouse, no objects were found with the 
bones of the woman buried in this double coffin of stone and lead. A.D. 
400." The viewer was then instructed to "note distal end (near foot) of 
left tibia, which had been gnawed" (Butscher 204). The exhibit is no 
longer on display in the museum but is stored in the museum's warehouse 
on the outskirts of Cambridge. Still in its coffin, the human skeleton is 
protected by foam rubber with the tiny bones of both mouse and shrew 
glued toa card which reads, "Remains of a shrew and mouse which were 
found in this coffin" along with the same final line reported by Butscher, 
who apparently viewed the exhibit while it was still in the museum. 

At first glance, "All the Dead Dears" seems to present the rather 
conventional view of death as the grim reaper, as the inevitable terrifying 
experience which awaits everyone at the end of life. Y et Plath has added 
some grotesque twists to this conventional view, combining childhood 
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ghost stories with fairy tales of witches, ghouls, and monsters; its most 
ironic and frightening aspect is the revelation that one's own dead loved 
ones are the death figures waiting to drag one into the horror of the grave 
"to lie deadlocked with them." The images, metaphors, and diction are 
brilliant in their concreteness and aptness, and the harsh grating 
consonant sounds, the combinations of the hard "g," "k," and "r," 
reinforce the harshness of the theme. 

Plath opens the poem with the concrete image of death which she had 
observed in the Archaeological Museum, developing from it the metaphor 
of eating as the two rodents had gnawed the woman's ankle before dying 
themselves. The rigidity and hardness of death are conveyed by "poker
stiff" and "granite" as well as by the repeated "g," "k," and "r" sounds: 

Rigged poker-stiff on her back 

With a granite grin 

This antique museum-cased lady 

Lies, companioned by the gimcrack 

Relics of a mouse and a shrew 

That battened for a day on her ankle-bone. 

The light, casual description of the animals as companions, fanciful 
ornaments, and souvenirs gives way to the gruesome revelation that they 
became bloated after eating her flesh. 

In the second stanza, this image becomes a symbol for time's devouring 
the living, aptly portrayed as a grist mill grinding not grain hut flesh and 
bones, the word "grist" suggesting gristle or cartilage; the grating 
consonant sounds chillingly reproduce the grinding sounds of the mill: 

These three, unmasked now, bear 

Dry witness 

To the gross eating game 

We'd wink at if we didn't hear 

Stars grinding, crumb by crumb, 

Our own grist clown to its bony face. 

The third stanza introduces two new hut equally gruesome and 
appropriate metaphors, the dead who await the living as barnacles 
clinging tightly to them and this particular dead woman as a relative of 
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the speaker, in the sense that all must die. With a grisly play on the 
expression "blood relatives," the speaker describes the latter as a cross 
between a vampire and a scavenging animal: "she'll suck I Blood and 
whistle my marrow clean / To prove it." 

The poem now moves from the general to the specific as the speaker 
sees herself and her own relatives caught in this cycle of decay and death; 
indeed, the next three stanzas develop the idea implied by the title-that 
all her dear dead ancestors wait to drag her into death with them. 
Looking at her face in a mirror, she sees the features she has inherited 
from them as one by one their faces blend with hers. They are described 
as witches, more frightening than those in fairy tales for they reach out 
"hag hands to haul [her]" into death. She also sees in the mirror a 
grotesque reflection of her insane father's drowned body floating up from 
the pond, the first of many images in the early poems to portray the dead 
father: "And an image looms under the fishpond surface / Where the daft 
father went clown/ With orange duck-feet winnowing his hair. "3 

An early version of the poem located in the Smith College Library Rare 
Book Room contains two additional stanzas on the father in which the 
speaker describes him as skillful and fearless and laments his early death: 

A man who used to clench 

Bees in his fist 

And out-rant the thundercrack, 

That one: not known enough: death's trench 

Digs him into my quick: 

At each move I confront his ready ghost 

Glaring sunflower-eyed 

From the glade of hives, 

Antlered by a bramble-hat, 

Berry-juice purpling his thumbs: o I'd 

Run time aground before I met 

His match. Luck's hard which falls to love 

Such long gone darlings. 

3 A source which may have influenced Plath's description of the father is Alfred 
Noyes's children's poem, "When Daddy Fell into the Pond." 
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Plath draws on two specific memories of her father. His feat of catching a 
bee in his hand and holding it to her ear so that she could hear its buzzing 
is described in the short story "Among the Bumblebees" (JP 311) and is 
confirmed by Mrs. Plath in the Plath video in the series "Visions and 
Voices," while his defiance of thunder and lightning appears in the former 
(JP 310). At this point in her development, Plath must have felt that these 
stanzas were too personal and deleted them from the final version. Two 
years later, however, she would use the first, albeit somewhat obliquely, in 
both "The Beekeeper's Daughter" and "Poem fora Birthday." 

With the final two stanzas, the speaker moves back to the universal and 
general, first commenting on how the dead use every family occasion to 
haunt their living descendants: 

All the long gone darlings: they 

Get back, though, soon, 

Soon: be it by wakes, weddings, 

Childbirths, or a family barbecue: 

Any touch, taste, tang's 

Fit for those outlaws to ride home on .... 

An early version in the Smith College Library reveals that Plath had an 
additional stanza at this point, which she later omitted: 

And to sanctuary: 

Like the footless woman 

Keening out of the blizzard 

Who flies against the wind when snow 

Hisses, to vamp for bed and board 

In the guise of my sister. Still they'll swarm in 

Willynilly, usurping the armchair .... 

While the "footless woman" may refer to the museum skeleton, 1t 1s 
ambiguous, and the stanza as a whole appears extraneous, simply 
reiterating that the dead woman, with whom the speakershares a kinship, 
continues to haunt her. Its omission suggests that Plath was beginning to 
be more judicious in editing her work. 
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The inescapability of death dominates the final stanza, in which the 
harsh consonant sounds resemble the ticking of the dock as well as a 
hammer pounding nails into a coffin. The dead relatives usurp the 
familiar, domestic world, pushing the living out of life with every "tick / 
And tack of the dock, until we go / Each skulled-and-crossboned 
Gulliver" to join them. The final devastating image projects into the near 
future in which the living are now in the grave, "Deadlocked with them, 
taking root as cradles rock." "Deadlocked" is a brilliant word choice, 
suggesting that they are locked in the embrace of the dead darlings and, as 
a result, are in a state of inaction which cannot be escaped. However, the 
last words are the most macabre and spine-chilling of all, for, as the 
recently dead bodies begin to decompose and "take root" in the earth, the 
cyde of life to death continues as newly-born babies rock in their cradles. 
The rhythm of the rocking cradles recalls the "tick / And tack of the 
dock" as time moves them toward death, while the word "rock" echoes 
the "granite grin" of the skeleton with which the poem began and thus 
foreshadows the deaths of these infants. Ironically, the recently dead will 
now become the "dead dears" who will haunt these babies, their 
descendants, as they pass through the cycle of decay and death. The wheel 
has come full cirde with a bitter reversal of roles, for the haunted in life 
become the haunters in death. 

"All the Dead Dears" is noteworthy not only for the originality of its 
bizarre concept of death but also for the high level of its craftsmanship as 
Plath successfully fuses manner and matter, using startling but 
appropriate images, metaphors, and vocabulary and effective sound 
patterns that underscore her theme. It is also important in revealing her 
unwillingness at this point to include highly personal subject matter and 
her growing ability to edit herself more skillfully. 

With the exception of "Mayflower," these poems from early 1957 are 
included in the Cambridge Manuscript, indicating that Plath felt them to 
be among her strongest. 

The remaining poems cannot be placed with any certainty, although the 
fact that none appear in the Cambridge Manuscript suggests that they 
were written after the spring of 1957; some may have been produced in 
the late summer before her job as instructor of English at Smith College 
absorbed most of her attention, leaving her little time or energy for 
creative writing in the fall, while others may have come during the next 
year. 
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In a letter of August 6, 1957, she tells her mother that she is "writing 
my first poem for about six months," describing it as "a short verse 
dialogue ... over a Ouija board, which is both dramatic and philo
sophical" (372-3). Although she does not identify the poem by title, it 
must be "Dialogue Over a Ouija Board," which grew to be much longer 
than she had originally planned. Perhaps because of its length, Hughes put 
it in the notes for the 1957 section of The Collected Poems (276-86) 
rather than in the section itself. However, he does place the short poem 
"Ouija" in the section proper. While the latter was perhaps written earlier 
in the year since Hughes and Plath had been consulting a spirit in the 
Ouija board since February (see LH 337), it seems more plausible that it 
emerged in August as an off-shoot of the longer work; indeed, a journal 
entry for August 9 indicates that Plath may have tired of the "long 
lumbering dialogue verse poem" (170) and abandoned it for this shorter 
non-dialogue version on the same subject. 

"Ouija" is highly ambiguous, breaking clown after the first stanza; as 
Pollitt accurately remarks, it "opens with eerie splendor," but then bogs 
clown in the rhetoric of Stevens (69) and in an almost indecipherable train 
of thought. Perhaps because the poem as a whole fails to come off, it has 
attracted little critical comment. Rosenblatt and Broe, the only two who 
give it more than a sentence, present widely differing interpretations. The 
former sees it as a description of "the father-god [who] is in love with the 
'bawdy queen of death' and wants only to write florid poetic praises of 
death's beauty. 'Ouija' thus states the daughter's unhappy realization that 
the father is married not to her but to his own deathly queen" (121-22). 
Broe, who mistakenly assumes that it is a later transition poem since it 
first appeared in Crossing the Water, asserts that it is "a casebook study 
of ingredients necessary to the new poetry" and "a cynical comment on 
the foppish !imitations of Plath's academic style" (102-3). Since the poem 
is, in fact, an early one, Broe's theory is unconvincing, and, at any rate, 
while one might agree that it does describe an outworn style, it is hardly a 
"casebook study" of a new style. 

The best sources for help in reading "Ouija" come from Plath and 
Hughes themselves. Both were interested in astrology, the occult, and 
fortune-telling; Hughes gave her a pack of Tarot cards for her birthday in 
1956 (LH 322), she had written "Crystal Gazer" in 1956, and the two 
were consulting a spirit in the Ouija board by February 1957. Plath wrote 
her mother that "Pan (our Ouija imp) has been getting better and better 
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about [predicting the soccer pools] .... We keep telling Pan we want [the 
prize money] so we can have leisure to write and have lots of children, 
both" (337). Hughes's own note to the poem refers to this episode after 
informing us that "SP occasionally amused herself, with one or two 
others, by holding her finger on an upturned glass, in a ring of letters laid 
out on a smooth table, and questioning the spirits" (CP 276). Further, 
Hughes specifically describes Plath's dealings with the Ouija Board as 
attempts to communicate with her dead father: 

She would describe her suicide attempt as a bid to get back to her father .... Her 

father's name was Otto, and "spirits" [of the Ouija Board] would regularly 

arrive with instructions for her from one Prince Otto, who was said to be a great 

power in the underworld. When she pressed fora more personal communication, 

she would be told that Prince Otto could not speak to her directly, because he 

was under orders from The Colossus. And when she pressed for an audience 

with The Colossus, they would say he was inaccessible. ("Sylvia" 155) 

Plath herself describes "Dialogue Over a Ouija Board" as "a more 
ambitious topic: a short verse dialogue which is supposed to sound just 
like conversation but is written in strict 7-line stanzas, rhyming ababcbc. 
It ... is at last a good subject-a dialogue over a Ouija board, which is 
both dramatic and philosophical" (LH 372-3; see also J 170). Based 
rather obviously on Plath and Hughes's own dealings with the Ouija 
Board, it concerns Sybil and Leroy, a couple who call up the spirit of their 
Ouija board, named Pan, and question him about the afterlife and her 
dead father; then they attempt to determine whether he is in fact a god or 
only a reflection of their own psyches. While his first two responses imply 
the former, the third implies the latter, so that the conclusion is 
ambiguous. Because this poem contains numerous similarities to "Ouija" 
not only in situation but also in concrete details, images, and phrases, it 
seems to me the best commentary on it. 

The poem's primary concern, I would suggest, is to describe Pan, the 
spirit of the Ouija board, as a worn-out, ineffective, and basically 
powerless god associated with death more than life, with evil more than 
good, with weakness more than strength. He may well, as Rosenblatt 
argues, represent the dead father who has "chosen" death, portrayed as a 
decayed queen, over his living daughter; Plath refers in a journal entry for 
December 27, 1958 to her "fear of my father's relation with my mother 
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and Lady Death" (280). It reflects also the disappointment of Sybil in 
"Dialogue" who desperately wants to believe that Pan is the voice of a 
real god; in this context, it might well be subtitled "On the Decline of 
Gods." 

The dramatic opening stanza sets the situation, as the speaker calls up 
the spirit of the board by placing her finger on an upturned glass; 
attracted by the heat of living flesh, the "chilly god ... / Rises to the glass 
from his black fathoms" (an echo of the father beneath the water in "All 
the Dead Dears" and an anticipation of a similar image in "Full Fathom 
Five"), while other spirits, "those unborn, those undone," gather at the 
window, longing to reassume warm bodies: "Imagine their deep hunger, 
deep as the dark / For the blood-heat that would ruddle [redden] or 
reclaim." The brilliant play of cold versus warmth and blackness versus 
"vermilions, bronzes, colors of the sun" skillfully reinforces the contrast 
between the world of the living and that of the spirits. Responding to the 
warmth from the speaker's finger, the old god begins to speak slowly, 
making the glass move from letter to letter on the board to spell out his 
message. 

After this spectacular opening, the poem deteriorates into an ornate and 
heavily loaded description first of the old god's loss of power and his 
inability to communicate effectively and then of his amorous relationship 
with the queen of death. Using stilted and archaic diction such as 
"aureate," "maundering," and "Fair chronicler," the speaker suggests in 
stanza two that Pan's communicative powers have greatly diminished as a 
result both of "Age, and ages of prose" so that his "talking whirlwind" 
and "excessive temper," both operative in the past, have been reduced to 
the bare minimum, like the corncobs in the simile; indeed, echoing the 
argument of Stevens's "Sunday Morning," the speaker suggests that the 
power of the gods in general has descended to the level of mankind: 
"Skies once wearing a blue, divine hauteur / Ravel above us, mistily 
descend, I Thickening with motes, to a marriage with the mire." 

In the third stanza, the focus of the poem shifts yet again to an 
ambiguous description of the old god's worship of "the rotten queen with 
saffran hair," identified as "the queen of death." Even though he himself 
is about to die ("Her wormy couriers are at his bones"), he still adores her 
and sings her praises: 
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Still he hymns juice of her, hot nectarine. 

He, godly, doddering, spells 

No succinct Gabriel from the letters here 

But floridly, his amorous nostalgias. 

Like Sybil in the verse dialogue, the speaker seems to regret that Pan is not 
(or does not represent) an actual powerful god and/or that the father 
prefers death to her. In both works the absence of the archangel Gabriel, 
the herald of the coming of the Messiah and a bringer of comfort to 
humanity, suggests that a benign and omnipotent god/ father no longer 
exists.4 

Stylistically, this poem illustrates one of the major weaknesses of Plath's 
early work, for it is ornate, clogged, and precious. The diction in 
particular is artificial and stilted: nouns ("chronicler," "hauteur"), verbs 
("ravels," "hymns"), adjectives ("aureate," "saffron"), and adverbs 
("floridly"). However, the almost entirely regular iambic pentameter is 
uncharacteristic of Plath as are the lack of any rhyme and the varied 
stanzaic pattern of eleven lines in the first and third stanzas and ten lines 
in the second. 

Despite the overall failure of the poem, its sinister opening stanza is a 
provocative preview of some of the striking successes to come, and its 
(ambiguous to be sure) evocation of the dead father is one of Plath's most 
constant themes. 

"Two Views of Withens," "The Great Carbuncle," and "Hardcastle 
Crags," all based on the scenery of West Yorkshire and revealing Plath's 
reliance on landscape as a subject and as a symbol by which to convey hut 
also to distance personal emotion, may have been inspired by the 
Hugheses' June 1957 visit there before setting sail for the States and 
written later in the summer, hut their times of composition cannot be 
ascertained. 

"Two Views of Withens" recounts the differing responses of two 
people to Top Withens, "a ruinous farmhouse under the moor's edge 
above Haworth, West Yorkshire-allegedly the model for Emily Bronte's 

4 In "Dialogue Over a Ouija Board," when Sybil states that she prefers "To picture 
some other party speaking through/Our separate veins and this glass mouth," Leroy 
replies, "Oh, you're I Going to get Gabriel's thumb into the pie / If you must 
butcher Mother Goose to do it. I Gabriel or Beelzebub" (CP 280). 
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Wuthering Heights. Sylvia Plath approached it from the south, over some 
miles of moorland, on her first visit" (CP 276); although Plath first saw it 
in September 1956 {LH 306), she may well have returned <luring the June 
stay in Heptonstall. In a subdued tone and pared-down style, the first
person speaker accurately describes the scenery on her way to Top 
Withens: "Above whorled, spindling gorse, / Sheepfoot-flattened grasses, / 
Stone wall and ridgepole rise" out of the fog. She then contrasts her bleak 
and melancholy perceptions of "bare moor, / A colorless weather" and of 
the house itself, "no palace," with the more positive ones of an 
unidentified "you": "You, luckier, / Report white pillars, a blue sky,/ The 
ghosts, kindly." While a slight piece, it is a perceptive comment on how 
profoundly one's view of the world is influenced by one's nature. And, 
although it is somewhat freer in style, it nevertheless employs a regular 
rhyme scheme (abbacc) and contains awkward word choice and 
alliteration in "Where second wind, hip boot / Help over hill / And hill." 

"The Great Carbuncle," an Eliotean meditation on a moment out of 
time caused by "an odd phenomenon sometimes observed on high 
moorland for half an hour or so at evening, when the hands and faces of 
people seem to become luminous" (CP 276), is perhaps based on an 
actual occasion, recorded in an unpublished portion of a letter written by 
Plath on September 11, 1956, when the horizontal light of the setting sun 
turned Hughes and Plath a glowing pink as they hiked on the moors (Lilly 
Library). Plath's choice of title is extremely accurate, not only reflecting 
literally the brilliant setting sun on the West Yorkshire moors, hut also 
alluding to the red precious stone, like a ruby, which has the marvellous, 
even mystical ability to free one of bodily substance and weight and 
inspire hirn/her to accomplish exalted things. 

As described in the poem, this Eliotean moment out of time isa sudden 
and unexpected occurrence, happening abruptly as the speaker and seven 
companions come up "over the moor-top" in the strange greenish light 
"neither of dawn / N or nightfall." It not only makes their hands and faces 
"Lucent as porcelain," hut also gives them a sense of weightlessness so 
that they seem to be floating free of the earth: "the earth's / Claim and 
weight gone out of them." She then describes the source of this 
transfiguring light as the "great jewel" of the title, defining it in terms of 
opposites which evoke Eliot's "Burnt Norton": 
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shown often, 

Never given; hidden, yet 

Simultaneously seen 

On moor-top, at sea-bottom .... 

The speaker points out in a quasi-mystical fashion echoing "Little 
Gidding" ("The once-known way becoming I Wholly other") that both 
place and people are transformed, the latter becoming 

Estranged, changed, suspended where 

Angels are rumored, clearly 

Floating, among the floating 

Tables and chairs. 

The image of floating tables and chairs on the moars seems to me a flaw 
in the poem's logic and creates an unfortunately humorous visual image in 
a work meant to be entirely serious. 

The emotional/spiritual effects of this ecstatic moment out of time give 
the participants a sense of being able to accomplish great or exalted deeds: 
"and there is nothing / So fine we cannot do it," an echo of Yeats's 
"Adam's Curse." The moment out of time, however, is brief, as in Four 
Quartets; the light abruptly disappears, and everything returns to the 
weight and monotony of ordinary existence: "At the common 
homecoming I Light withdraws. Chairs, tables drop / Down: the body 
weighs like stone." The alliteration of the "d" and the traditional simile of 
the stone effectively contrast the heavy downward return to reality with 
the ecstatic sensation of lightness and floating upward. 

"The Great Carbuncle" cannot at this time with certainty be considered 
a product of the summer of 1957; indeed, its heavy indebtedness to Eliot 
and its meditative cast link it with the poems of 1956, while its use of 
syllabics (seven per line with two exceptions) allies it with those of the 
summer of 1958. Thus, until a definitive composition <late can be 
established, it is difficult to draw conclusions concerning its place in 
Plath's development. Nevertheless, its treatment, though awkward, of a 
mystical natura! experience, a topic which Plath rarely explores, makes it 
worth perusal. 

"Hardcastle Crags," whose earlier titles include "Night Walk," "A 
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Walk in the Night," and "Nocturne" (Lilly Library), may have been 
composed in the summer of 1957, but another possibility is the period of 
May 22 to June 13 of 1958 (see the following chapter). Between a 
recording of her poems made on April 18, 1958 and another made on 
June 13, 1958, Plath deleted three poems from the group she read earlier 
and added five: "Maudlin" (then titled "Mad Maudlin"), "Mussel Hunter 
at Rock Harbor," "Child's Park Stones," "Hardcastle Crags" (then titled 
"Nocturne"), and "The Thin People" (then titled "The Moon Was a Fat 
Woman Once") (Tabor 140). Although "Maudlin" was an earlier work, 
having been included in the Cambridge Manuscript, that both "Mussel 
Hunter" and "Child's Park Stones" had been written in the three weeks 
prior to the June recording <late suggests that "Hardcastle Crags" and 
"The Thin People" may also have been products of the same period; 
further, "Hardcastle Crags" and "Mussel Hunter" were accepted for 
publication in The New Yorker on June 25, indicating that they may well 
have been sent out together soon after being composed. However, since 
neither "Hardcastle Crags" nor "The Thin People" is written in the 
syllabics typical of the spring and summer of 1958, the evidence is not 
conclusive, and I will discuss both in this chapter. 

"Hardcastle Crags" is the most complex of this group of West 
Yorkshire poems, making symbolic use of the landscape in the manner of 
Eliot. Its female protagonist flees the town hoping to find solace on the 
moors, but discovers a sinister indifference so frightening and 
overwhelming that she tums back at the poem's end; as Rosenthal and 
Gall note, "her senses [are] almost neurotically alert to her changing 
surroundings" (37). Plath's final choice of title seems to have been made 
only for its harsh sound effects, since the valley of Hardcastle Crags lies 
far below the village and moors where her protagonist walks; Perloff's 
assertion that she is in Hardcastle Crags itself is thus mistaken ( "Angst" 
62). 

Plath accurately recreates Heptonstall, whose buildings of black stone 
closely line the steep main street, creating a stone corridor in which 
sounds are magnified and multiplied as described in the opening lines. At 
night, the village appears dark, hard, and foreboding. The surrounding 
moorland is vast and empty, its pastures where sheep and cattle graze 
bordered by walls made of the same black stone. In a letter written in 
September 1956, Plath describes the "incredible, wild, green landscape of 
bare hills, crisscrossed by innumerable black stone walls like a spider's 
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web in which gray, woolly sheep graze, along with chickens and dappled 
brown-and-white cows" (305). And in her short story "All the Dead 
Dears" (1957-8), she creates a nighttime moorland scene quite similar to 
that in the poem: "Outside, in the clear, windy night, the moon shone 
high and full; a blue, luminous mist was rising from the bottom of the 
valley where the mountain stream flowed black and deep" (JP 197). 

This literal landscape functions as a symbol both of nature's hostility 
and of its indifference to the human being, represented by the vulnerable, 
frail, and solitary protagonist. The distant moon sheds a chill, blue light; 
the "long wind" threatens to annihilate her, "paring her person clown/ 
Toa pinch of flame"; the hills of iron and stone may crush her to "quartz 
grit"; its sleeping animals, described in terms of stones, boulders, and 
granite, are oblivious to her. The landscape is self-sufficient, powerful, 
and enormous in contrast to the weak individual, characterized by 
"pinch," "paltry," and "small." 

The town offers no comfort either, although it is not actively menacing 
as are parts of the moor. It too is dark and hard, being made entirely of 
black stone, and its inhabitants, asleep like the moorland animals, are as 
inaccessible to the protagonist. Aird perceptively suggests that the town 
"represents the security of a human community which should provide 
some refuge against the blind, crushing indifference of nature hut it is 
itself presented with some ambivalence. References to the 'steely street,' 
'The stone-built town' [sic] and 'the dark dwarfed cottages [sic] suggest 
that the village itself is contaminated by the threat of the stony land 
beyond' (Sylvia 19). The protagonist thus represents the total isolation of 
the human being, and her turning back at the end of the poem is 
frighteningly ambiguous; she tums from the terror of the moor, hut the 
town offers no consolation either, its black stone buildings like the moor's 
black stone walls and its shut cottage doors like the shut barn doors. 

Plath makes skillful use of sound values, of multiple and quickly 
shifting images of hard substances, fire, the moon, and the color black, 
and of an effective stanza form to undergird her theme. No doubt inspired 
by an actual experience, she feels compelled to create distance through a 
third-person narrator speaking from the protagonist's point of view. Both 
the technical elements and the speaker serve to restrain the volatile 
emotions underlying the poem. 

"Hardcastle Crags" begins with the explosive fireworks of the harsh 
consonants "k," "t," and "r" as the protagonist rushes through the 
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"black/ Stone-built town" with its "dark, dwarfed cottages," the sounds 
of her shoes reverberating against the streets and adjoining buildings; the 
consonance, quick tempo, and violent verbs convey the intensity of her 
mood, although it is neither explained nor described: 

Flintlike, her feet struck 

Such a racket of echoes from the steely street, 

Tacking in moon-blued crooks from the black 

Stone-built town, that she heard the quick air ignite 

Its tinder and shake 

A firework of echoes from wall 

To wall of the dark, dwarfed cottages. 

These opening lines introduce the poem's major images: hard materials 
("flint" and "steel"), fire ("quick," "ignite," "tinder," "firework"), the 
moon, and the color black. 

As the protagonist leaves the village and approaches the moors, the 
tempo slows, the loud echoes die away, and the sinister sounds of the 
wind among the long grasses of the fields are heard: 

the walls 

Gave way to fields and the incessant seethe of grasses 

Riding in the full 

Of the moon, manes to the wind .... 

The moon takes on a role that it plays often in Plath's poetry as a distant, 
unsympathetic observer of human vulnerability. 

Following an extremely weak passage in which Plath describes the 
protagonist's total isolation, awkwardly alluding first toa West Yorkshire 
superstition5 and then to the popular 50s song "Mr. Sandman, bring me a 
dream," stanzas 5-9 skillfully convey the oppressive nature of the moor 
through images of stone and iron as the woman is reduced to a pinch of 
flame on the verge of extinction. While she had hoped to find solace in 

5 The West Yorkshire superstition that a mist can dissolve into the figure of a 
recognizable ghost also appears in her short story "All the Dead Dears" (JP 196-
203). 
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nature, she is disappointed to discover indifference and potential hostility 
instead: 

All the night gave her, in return 

For the paltry gift of her bulk and the beat 

Of her heart, was the humped indifferent iron 

Of its hills, and its pastures bordered by black stone set 

On black stone. 

Even the animals take part in this silent hut devastating conspiracy against 
humanity. They are shut up in barns (in effect shutting her out) or they 
are asleep, as unresponsive as the stones of the pasture walls: the cows are 
"mute as boulders," the sheep drowse "stoneward," and the birds wear 
"granite ruffs." The entire landscape is totally self-sufficient, all-powerful, 
and enduring, neither needing nor acknowledging the existence of 
humanity, a brutal fact which is "Enough to snuff the quick / Of her small 
heat out." The image of frail human life as a "pinch of flame" is 
continued here in the protagonist's "small heat." Plath's use of "quick" 
suggests not only the protagonist's living matter, hut also, and more 
significantly, its fragility and brevity. 

The poem closes as "the weight I Of stones and hills of stones" 
threatens to crush the woman, described as quartz, a less impervious type 
of stone that can be broken clown to "grit." Plath's shift from the 
metaphor of the human being as a tiny flame to that of quartz works well, 
juxtaposing one type of stone to another; as Annas notes, this final 
metaphor has been prepared for by the comparison of her feet to flint in 
the opening line (21). Terrified of annihilation, the protagonist departs: 

but before the weight 

Of stones and hills of stones could break 

Her clown to mere quartz grit in that stony light 

She turned back. 

The ambiguity of the ending leaves the poem's tensions unresolved. 
The intricacy of the poetic structure is largely unobtrusive, revealing its 

complexity only upon close scrutiny; in this instance, Plath is able to 
blend it organically with the content. Its nine five-line stanzas have a 
rhyme scheme of ababa made of highly imperfect rhymes ("struck," 
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"street," "black," "ignite," and "shake" in the first stanza, for example). 
While the meter is irregular, each stanza follows the same visual pattern 
with the first four lines becoming progressively longer, so that the brevity 
of the last line is jarring, particularly at the poem's end. As for the 
influence of Thomas, Lawrence, and Hughes detected by Rosenthal and 
Gall, they say, rightly I think, "No matter. She assimilates their 
apperceptive influence and makes it sufficiently her own .... We note the 
relationships, hut they are simply tokens of a communion with other 
sensibilities, past and present, such as we find in even-perhaps 
especially-the greatest poetry" (37). 

"Hardcastle Crags," a striking example of the Plathian theme of the 
menace of the universe toward the vulnerable individual, is among the 
finest of the early poems, largely avoiding excesses of diction and 
construction. While Plath chooses to employ a third-person narrator, she 
creates a highly original symbolic landscape to carry the emotional 
content. Rosenthal and Gall, who suggest that it "may be the best poem 
in The Colossus," praise it as a "relatively early instance of Plath's 
realized art" in that it is "on its way to the discovery of how to write at a 
pitch of pure intensity that is like being carried away by, yet somehow 
guiding, a runaway horse" (37). It is a powerful anti-Romantic vision of 
nature, not as consoling or uplifting, hut as fiercely closed to human 
cancerns and menacing in its might and longevity. 

"The Thin People," originally entitled "The Moon Was a Fat Woman 
Once," was composed between September 1957 and June 13, 1958 when 
Plath read it at a recording session (Tabor 140); the "wallpaper / Frieze of 
cabbage-roses and cornflowers" no doubt reflects the "pink-rose-walled 
room" (J 183) of the Northampton apartment which the Hugheses 
occupied <luring the academic year. As noted above, there is same reason 
to suspect that it may have been produced in late May or early June of 
1958 just prior to her recording it. 

This brilliant poem, which has failed to receive the attention it deserves, 
presents yet another menacing force which preys on the sensitive and thus 
vulnerable human being: the haunting knowledge of the suffering and 
injustice of the world, represented by the starving peoples of the past. 
Plath ventures back to the realm of social and universal cancerns as 
subject matter for poetry, her intention just prior to meeting Hughes. The 
starving people are, of course, quite literally thin, hut are also thin in 
being ghostly apparitions that inhabit the minds of the sensitive and in 



128 THE JOURNEY TOW ARD ARIEL 

removing the fullness of life from them. Plath reinforces their thinness by 
using the word "thin" eight times and by employing the "thinnest" stanza 
form, the couplet, so that the form here is organic to the content and not 
just a test of her technical capabilities. 

The original starving people, remembered from the childhood of the 
narrator who speaks in the first-person plural for all sensitive human 
beings, seems to have come from Plath's own experiences at about the age 
of ten. In the short story "Superman and Paula Brown's New Snowsuit," 
written in 1955 when Plath (and the narrator/protagonist) was twenty
three, a young girl is disillusioned by her sudden recognition of the 
suffering and injustice of life both on a general and on a personal level. 
The former is revealed to her when she sees a World War Il movie about 
starving prisoners of war which so shocks her that she vomits at the 
theatre and later has nightmares: 

[T]here was a war picture playing with [Snow White] ... about prisoners of the 

Japanese who were being tortured by having no food or water. Our war games 

and the radio programs were all made up, but this was real, this really 

happened .... After I went to bed that night, as soon as I closed my eyes, the 

prison camp sprang to life in my mind, and again the groaning men broke 

through the walls, and again they were shot clown. (JP 272) 

The same incident appears in "The Shadow," a short story written in 
1959; as in the poem, the suffering figures do not stay in the dream hut 
invade the protagonist's real world: "The hostile, brooding aura of the 
nightmare seeped out, somehow, to become a part of my waking 
landscape .... Prepared as I was for the phenomenon of evil in the world, I 
was not ready to have it expand in this treacherous fashion, like some 
uncontrollable fungus, beyond the confines of half-hour radio programs, 
comic book covers, and Saturday afternoon double features" (JP 148-9). 

Plath was a socially and politically conscious person who reacted 
strongly to world events, as evidenced in letters to her mother; in 
November, 1956, for example, she wrote, "Well, between my private 
crisis [revealing her secret marriage to the Cambridge authorities] and the 
huge crisis aroused by Britain's incredible and insane bombing of Egypt, 
the universe is in a state of chaos" (322), and "the Hungarian and Suez 
affairs have depressed me terribly" (325). Often her personal crises 
paralleled global ones, and she frequently uses the latter as metaphors for 
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the former. Here, however, she seems to intend the poem specifically as 
social protest; as Annas notes, it is one of the first with "an overtly 
historical/economic context and imagery .... The thin people are ... an 
externalization of social guilt" (43). While Bundtzen and Annas disagree 
over their identity, the former suggesting that they cannot be "clearly 
identified" (171) and the latter that Plath "specifically identifies [them] as 
victims of the Second World War" (43), it seems to me that Plath begins 
with the concrete, historical image from World War Il but then expands it 
to symbolize the starving and poverty-stricken in general, a technique she 
used earlier in "All the Dead Dears." 

The poem begins with the recreation of a childhood memory similar to 
those in the two short stories as the speaker describes the attempts made 
by sensitive people to deny the continuing existence of the starving and 
poor by relegating them to the movie screen and to the past, specifically to 
World War Il: 

They 

Are unreal, we say: 

It was only in a movie, it was only 

In a war making evil headlines when we 

Were small that they famished .... 

After the war is over, they haunt "our bad dreams, their menace I Not 
guns, not a buses, / But a thin silence." Plath focuses on details 
traditionally associated with the suffering, details which demand pity 
from and evoke guilt in the sensitive; they cover their nakedness with 
"flea-ridden donkey skins," maintain an uncomplaining (hut accusing) 
silence, and drink vinegar from tin cups, the latter a brilliant combination 
of the poverty of beggars and the suffering of Christ on the cross. The 
association of Christ is continued in the "insufferable nimbus of the lot
drawn / Scapegoat," the halo "insufferable" because it makes observers 
feel an unpleasant sense of guilt at their suffering. 

The real horror of these haunting figures, however, is that they do not 
remain in newsreels, memories, or nightmares, but ultimately invade the 
everyday world: 
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But so thin, 

So weedy a race could not remain in dreams, 

Could not remain outlandish victims 

In the contracted country of the head .... 

The words "outlandish" and "contracted" are particularly effective, the 
former meaning both "bizarre" and "remote from civilization" and the 
latter suggesting the limited area they occupy within memories and 
dreams; they clearly will expand their territory beyond so small a scope by 
invading the real world as well. The comparison of this inevitable move to 
the cutting away of the moon by the old woman in the fairy tale is an 
ironically appropriate choice since it involves food and eating. 

As the speaker describes their movement out of the heads and into the 
lives of the sensitive, the tense significantly shifts from past to present: 

Now the thin people do not obliterate 

Themselves as the dawn 

Grayness blues, reddens, and the outline 

Of the world comes clear and fills with color. 

They no longer disappear when dawn comes and dreams fade away, but 
remain in the daytime world where they take away its color and fullness, 
robbing it of what they themselves lack. It is a terrifying vision of how life 
loses its beauty, pleasure, and meaning when one is held in the powerful 
grip of some sinister fear or anxiety: 

They persist in the sun-lit room: the wallpaper 

Frieze of cabbage-roses and cornflowers pales 

Under their thin-lipped smiles, 

Their withering kingship. 

Such is their power that it fades the rose and blue shades of the flowers in 
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the wallpaper, an image haunting precisely because it is so domestic and 
ordinary. 

From the bedroom they invade first the speaker's country and 
ultimately the whole world. As she realizes with horror, "We own no 
wildernesses rich and deep enough I For stronghold against their stiff / 
Battalions." Continuing the metaphor of the wilderness, she describes the 
thin people taking the fullness and color of an entire forest, rendering it as 
thin and gray as they are: 

See, how the tree boles flatten 

And lose their good browns 

If the thin people simply stand in the forest, 

Making the world go thin as a wasp's nest 

And grayer; not even moving their bones. 

This closing passage is effective in a number of ways. By using "See," the 
speaker forcibly involves the reader in the experience. Further, the wasp's 
nest simile is appropriate because it is both thin and gray. Finally, the 
sinister quality of the thin people's subtle and nonaggressive takeover is 
emphasized by their lack of movement or noise, anticipating the menacing 
mushrooms in the late 1959 poem. Their thinness, and that of the 
speaker's now bleak world, is emphasized in that the poem ends not with 
a couplet hut with a single line. 

Plath effectively welds technique and content in "The Thin People." In 
addition to the use of couplets to reinforce the concept of thinness, she 
employs repetition to create a sinister incantatory effect: "the thin 
people ... the gray people," "It was only ... it was only," "Not guns, not 
abuses," "so thin, / So weedy," "could not remain ... could not remain." 
Once the thin people come inta the real world at line 24, however, the 
dreamlike repetition stops, emphasizing that move inta reality. Further, 
Plath experiments skillfully with sound effects, keeping to a minimum the 
harsh consonants of which she is so fond and stressing instead the quiet, 
and in this context eerie, sounds of "1," "p," "n," and "s." The rhymes 
are varied, a combination of imperfect rhymes, exact repetition ("people," 
"people"), perfect rhyme ("They," "say"), and no rhyme at all ("flatten" 
has no rhyming equivalent). 
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Finally, the images and comparisons reinforce the content. The juxta
position between thinness and grayness on the one hand and fullness and 
color on the other runs, sometimes subtly, throughout; gray, for example, 
is implied in the donkey skins and tin cups, and rose and blue in the 
wallpaper's roses and cornflowers. Starvation as opposed to eating well is 
reflected in the "stalky limbs" of the thin people versus the plump bellies 
of the mice and in the woman's "cutting fat meat" out of the moon until 
only "a rind of little light" is left. Finally, the actual war in which the thin 
people were victims is echoed ironically in the military images used at the 
poem's end to describe their insidious invasion of the world. 

Although it has received little attention, "The Thin People" is 
significant in its blending of socially-conscious subject matter with Plath's 
highly personal perception of the human experience as menaced by 
sinister forces, in its simple yet organic technical devices, and in its 
appropriate and original imagery. It is indeed, as Hughes has noted, a 
"chilling" work ("Notes" 189). 

There are only a few clues to the times of composition of the two 
remaining poems: "A Lesson in Vengeance" and "The Everlasting 
Monday." "A Lesson in Vengeance" was completed by February 28, 
1958, as an unpublished portion of a journal entry notes that it was sent 
out to an unnamed magazine on that date (Smith College Library). A 
stilted allegory, it contrasts the direct ways in which sin or evil was dealt 
with in "the dour ages / Of drafty cells and draftier castles" with the more 
distanced and casual responses in recent times. Its two major examples 
from the past are the historical figures Suso, a German mystic of the 14th 
century who opposed contemporary evils, and Cyrus the Great, the 6th 
century B.C. ruler of Persia who, according to Biblical accounts, freed the 
Jews from their captivity in Babylon. Clearly Plath seems here to reflect 
the current dictum of Eliot and Pound that a poem must be intellectual 
and employ obscure allusions. While from a technical point of view "A 
Lesson in Vengeance" is particularly awkward in word choice and 
alliteration ("by such abuses / As smack of spite and the overscrupulous / 
Twisting of thumbscrews"), it demonstrates Plath's experimentation with 
yet another difficult rhyme scheme in that every line ends with "s." 

"The Everlasting Monday" was written prior to April 26, 1958 since in 
an unpublished journal entry for that day Plath proposes The Everlasting 
Monday as the current title for her book of poetry, explaining that it 
ca ptures "the Y eatsian idea of work, becoming fused with static being: a 
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work and life of eternal Mondays, eternal launderings and fresh starts" 
(Smith College Library). Ironically, while this comment implies a hopeful 
tone and theme, the poem is rather the opposite, portraying Mondays as 
sterile and melancholic. The dominant image is the man in the moon as a 
poverty-stricken peasant reminiscent of Yeats's late poems on Jack: "The 
moon's man stands in his shell, / Bent under a bundle / Of sticks." The 
moon itself is described as cold and barren: "His teeth are chattering 
among the leprous / Peaks and craters of those extinct volcanoes." 
Clearly, however, the poem's most striking image isa domestic one, the 
light of this moon falling "chalk and cold" on the bedspread of the first
person plural speaker and thereby extending its bleakness into the human 
world. This poem, which has been virtually ignored by schalars, is tighter, 
barer, more chilling than most of the 1957 poems and deserves scrutiny as 
a mood piece or perhaps as an early expression of the hell of imaginative 
paralysis which constantly threatens the artist, a dominant theme in 
Plath's work as a whole. 



4 

The Poems of 1958 

195 8 WAS A YEAR OF TWO DIFFERENT KINDS of intense frustration, 
unhappiness, and depression for Plath, first as a result of toa 

much work and a too-rigidly structured life and then ironically as a result 
of the opposite; in letters and journal entries she complains for months of 
having no time to write, but then subsequently laments that she is 
paralyzed by toa much free time: "Teaching was good for me: it 
structured my mind and forced me to be articulate" (J 252). 

FromJanuary through May, she continued her teaching duties at Smith, 
chafing under all the work of preparing lectures and grading papers, 
agonizing over the lack of time to write, and longing impatiently for the 
end of the semester which would mark her departure from the teaching 
profession: "What is it that teaching kills? The juice, the sap .... It kills 
the quick in me by forcing to formula the great visions, the great 
collocations and cadences of words and meanings" (J 203); "Exhausted; is 
there ever a day otherwise?" (J 204 ); "Woke as usual, feeling sick and 
half-dead" (J 221). She also experienced violent arguments with Hughes, 
jealousy, resentment over his not having a job, and uncertainty about 
having a baby; yet from time to time she felt secure and happy in their 
marriage and proud of her accomplishments as a teacher: "I am married 
to a man whom I miraculously love as much as life and I have an excellent 
job and profession (this one year)" (J 195). And during the spring 
holidays in March she produced eight poems on art with which she was 
tremendously pleased (J 210-11), although later she would denounce all 
the Smith poems as "miserable deathwishes" (CP 288). 

Early June was taken up with a trip to New York City, where they were 
entertained by other writers as well as by Hughes's publishers, with a visit 
to Wellesley, and with apartment-hunting in Boston, where they would 
move in September to live as writers on their own. By June 20, however, 
they had returned to Northampton with the rest of the summer entirely 
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free for writing. At first Plath wrote poems "steadily" (J 243 ), producing 
among others "lncommunicado," "Landowners," and "Lorelei." But, in 
July, she suffered a complete paralysis of the imagination: "I must cure 
this very destructive paralysis and ruinous brooding and daydreaming. If I 
want to write, this is hardly the way to behave-in horror of it, frozen by 
it," she writes in a journal entry of July 7 (246); and on July 19 she notes, 
"Paralysis still with me" (251). By the end of July, however, she was 
writing poems again, including "Moonrise" and two on Benidorm. 

On September 1 they moved to a small apartment at 9 Willow Street in 
Boston's Beacon Hill area. As the empty time stretched before her, she 
once again was paralyzed: "Brag of bravado, and the fear is on. A panic 
absolute and obliterating .... I am afraid" (J 260). Because she felt the 
need for some externa! structure in her life, for stimulation for her imagi
nation, and fora way to earn money, she took a job in October "typing 
records in the psychiatric clinic at Massachusetts General [Hospital]" (J 
263 ); while it did fulfill those needs, it also reopened her old psychic 
wounds, and, coupled with her inability to write, no doubt contributed to 
a depression so severe that in early December she secretly sought the help 
of her former psychiatrist at McLean, Ruth Beuscher (see Wagner-Martin 
155). As her journal entries for December reveal, the sessions focused on 
her feelings about her mother, her father, and her brother, on her jealousy 
of Ted, and on her guilt for having disappointed various benefactors by 
leaving the teaching profession. 

According to Hughes's groupings in The Collected Poems, Plath wrote 
twenty-six poems in 1958; however, the actual number seems to be at 
least thirty and perhaps as many as thirty-five or more. As noted earlier, 
"The Disquieting Muses," "On the Decline of Oracles," and "Snake
charmer," all placed by Hughes in the 1957 section, were actually written 
in March 1958, and "Landowners" was composed in late June or early 
July of 1958 rather than in 1956 (J 242). Furthermore, Plath produced at 
least two poems on Benidorm in July 1958 (J 253), indicating that two or 
more of the Spanish poems which Hughes has placed in the 1956, 1957, 
and 1959 sections belong here; it is, however, impossible to say with 
certainty which they are. Finally, there is a distinct possibility that "Night 
Shift" belongs to 1958 rather than to the previous year. The order of 
composition for the 1958 poems can be more firmly established than that 
for 1957 because of copious references in journal entries and letters as 
well as in unpublished materials of several types; in addition, the lists of 
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poems read at recording sessions on April 18, 1958, June 13, 1958, and 
February 22, 1959 (see Tabor 138-41) provide specific dates by which 
time particular poems had been completed. 

Plath's letters and journal entries record an even more desperate and 
frustrating search for suitable poetic subjects <luring this year than in the 
two preceding: "this is always the problem: a good poem needs a good 
'deep' subject" (LH 399). In March she looked to art, telling her mother 
that her eight spring break poems "open up new material and a new 
voice. l've discovered my deepest source of inspiration, which is art" (LH 
386). During the summer, feeling her mind so "barren of ideas" that she 
must "scavenge themes as a magpie must" (J 242), she read books on 
various subjects (LH 394; J 244), observed the natural world (LH 396; J 
243), delved into her past (LH 398-9), and even consulted the Ouija 
board (LH 399; J 245). As a result of looking into her past, she notes in a 
journal entry for July 27, "I think I am opening up new subjects" (253). 
In the fall her job at the psychiatric clinic of Massachusetts General 
Hospital provided her with still another source: "I feel my whole sense 
and understanding of people being deepened and enriched by this: as if I 
had my wish and opened up the souls of the people in Boston and read 
them deep" (J 263). While most of her energies focused on discovering 
subject matter, she also worked to avoid "my old rigidity and glassy 
glossiness" (LH 400) and to produce instead a "realer, plainer poetry" (J 
253). In June she wrote Warren, "l've been changing, I think much for the 
better, in my writing style .... I am gradually getting to speak 'straight 
out' and of real experience, not just in metaphorical conceits" (LH 395). 
Toward this end, she employs concrete details "to anchor the vague, 
unseen flaws and faults in internal geography" (unpublished portion of 
January 12 journal entry, Smith College Library) and a syllabic count 
which "has the speaking illusion of freedom" (LH 397). In December she 
refers disparagingly to "Lorelei," "The Disquieting Muses," and "Snake
charmer" as "all my romantic lyricals," adding that she has "the sense to 
know I must change, be careless, deep in my writing" (J 275). 

Her subjects <luring this year fall into three categories. In March, she 
tums for inspiration to works of art by de Chirico, Klee, and Rousseau, 
subjects which, with the exception of "The Disquieting Muses," allow her 
to present personal cancerns in an objective framework. In the spring and 
summer, as a result of Hughes's influence she focuses on nature; animals, 
plants, flowers, rivers, oceans, and meadows fill these poems. Y et, in the 
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best of the poems produced then-"Full Fathom Five," "Lorelei," and 
"Moonrise"-intensely personal material surfaces: the mysteries of the 
dead father, the lure of suicide, the anguish of imaginative sterility. In the 
fall, she seems to tum away from the personal to abstraction and allegory 
(the "virtues" of Reason and Common Sense, an unlucky hero bom in a 
dull time, a cruel and indifferent god), producing a group of poems 
notable only for their mediocrity. 

While the poems treat a wide variety of themes, several are dominant. 
As in 1957, the relationship of the individual to his/her world isa central 
cancern: "Mussel Hunter at Rock Harbor" and "Incommunicado" treat 
the gap between the human and animal worlds; "Frog Autumn" and "In 
Midas' Country," the harshness of seasonal change; "Owl" and "I Want, 
I Want," the brutality of nature; and "The Disquieting Muses," the 
threatening presence of despair and failure in the real world. Several 
poems treat artistic issues ( "Snakecharmer," "Y adwigha," "Sculptor," 
"Moonrise," "Poems, Potatoes"), while four comment on the dullness of 
the present daily world ("The Ghost's Leavetaking," "On the Decline of 
Oracles," "The Death of Myth-Making," "The Times are Tidy"). Two 
themes of particular significance in the context of Plath's entire canon are 
the wish to rejoin the dead father ("Full Fathom Five") and the attraction 
of suicide ( "Lorelei"). Other themes include the conflict between virginity 
and sexuality ("Virgin in a Tree"), the victory over suffering and anguish 
("Perseus"), and the inability to overcome one's imperfections ("The 
Companionable Ills"). 

While the characters who fill these works are extremely varied, a 
significant number are animals (crabs, a groundhog, a horse, frogs, an 
owl) and figures from art (Rousseau's Yadwigha and his snakecharmer, de 
Chirico's muses, Klee's departing ghost, Brueghel's two lovers, Baskin's 
statues of dead men and bald angels), mythology and fairytales (Daphne, 
Perseus, the godmothers of "Sleeping Beauty," the Lorelei), or allegory 
("Lantern-jawed Reason, squat Common Sense"). Perhaps reflecting 
Plath's attempt to distance herself from her content, few real people 
appear in these poems with the exception of mast of the speakers, who 
themselves do not have strongly developed personal identities. A note
worthy departure from her standard use of human speakers is found in 
"Frog Autumn," where the frogs themselves lament the coming of winter. 

In terms of style, the diction shows a significant advance in that archaic, 
poetic, and stilted words appear less often than in earlier poems. While 
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some of the art poems written in March contain awkward hyphenated 
compounds ("god-haloed" and "pinky-purple"), puns ("chased"), 
archaisms ("plaguey"), and affectations ("conundrums"), most of the 
1958 poems strive for and achieve a more natural vocabulary: "It is no 
night to drown in"; "I'd come for/ Free fish-bait." Violent verbs are at a 
•minimum, for the speakers of these poems tend to be weary and melan
choly rather than intense or furious. 

In stanza form, rhyme, and meter, Plath tries some striking experiments 
during this year. The majority of poems are comprised of set stanza 
forms, although again they cover a wide variety. Her most spectacular 
achievement in this category is the sestina in "Yadwigha." An experiment 
which Plath tries twice during this year (in "Child's Park Stones" and in 
"The Death of Myth-Making") and which appears in only four other 
early poems is the varied indention of lines in a set pattern; except for 
these six, Plath begins each line flush with the left margin. It is curious 
that she rarely tries this type of experiment since she indulges extensively 
in most others. 

Ten poems use no rhyme at all, an increase indicating a cautious hut 
definite move toward greater freedom. Three have irregular rhyme 
schemes, while twenty-one use set patterns of imperfect rhymes varying 
from simple and conventional (abab or ababa) to more demanding and 
complex (an abcde pattern in all stanzas) to extremely difficult (the sestina 
rhyme scheme). 

The most noteworthy technical element of the 1958 poems lies in the 
area of metrics, where she undertakes extensive and wide-ranging experi
ments with syllabics in an attempt not only to stretch and explore her 
capabilities hut also to create a sense of rhythmical freedom, thereby 
coming doser to the rhythms of real speech. As she notes in a letter of 
June 11, 1958 to Warren, "I find this form satisfactorily strict ... and yet 
it has the speaking illusion of freedom (which measured stress doesn't 
have) as stresses vary freely" (LH 396-7). Twenty-one poems employ 
syllabics, many in extremely complex and difficult patterns such as 8-9-
10-9-8, 12-10-9-6-6-9-10-12, or the incredible 12-12-12-12-10-12-
12-10-12-10-12-10-12-10. Occasionally, they reflect the poem's 
meaning, as in "Full Fathom Five" where they recreate the rising and 
falling of waves. The remaining 1958 poems have entirely irregular 
meters, with the exception of "The Disquieting Muses" which contrasts a 
regular meter evoking the lovely fairytale world with an irregular one 
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evoking the harsh real world, and "A Winter's Tale," whose plodding 
iambic meter macks the conventionality satirized therein. 

The single mast important influence on Plath <luring 1958 was Hughes 
himself, who suggested subjects to her, encouraged her to read books on 
animals, meteorites, and undersea exploration, and both inspired and 
paralyzed her imagination through the poems he himself was writing and 
publishing at the time. The art of de Chirico, Klee, and Rousseau is a 
major new influence <luring the early part of the year. However, she still 
echoes Yeats, Eliot, Stevens, Frost, Shakespeare, and Greek and Roman 
mythology. During the year she gropes with difficulty toward her own 
subjects and voice, making same progress as she searches for help in 
various places-art, the natura! world, mythology, even science. By the 
end of 1958 she has dropped same former influences, retained others, and 
found briefly a new source of inspiration in art. While poems such as 
"Whiteness I Remember," "Fable of the Rhododendron Stealers," and 
"The Death of Myth-Making" seem quite weak, the majority are compe
tent and worth examination, even though mast have been entirely or 
largely ignored by critics. Poems such as "Yadwigha," "Mussel Hunter," 
"In Midas' Country," "Owl," and "Child's Park Stones," as Pritchard 
suggests, though "less sensational [than genius are] assured per
formances" (7 5). 

Mast important, in "The Disquieting Muses," "Full Fathom Five," 
"Lorelei," and the stunning but overlooked "Moonrise," her own distinc
tive subject matter, voice, and style make an impressive appearance. 
lndeed, the last may well be the very best of the year in its penetrating and 
complex exploration of the condition of imaginative sterility. 

The eight art poems composed <luring the week of spring holidays 
(March 20-27) are the earliest certain products of 1958. In January Plath 
received a letter from ARTnews requesting "a poem on art" (J 189; LH 
385). Based on the knowledge gained from the modern art course taught 
by Priscilla Van der Poel that she audited at Smith <luring the spring 
semester of 1958 (Scigaj 227) and further investigation on her own in the 
art library <luring February and early March, she narrowed her subjects 
clown to works by Klee, Rousseau, and de Chirico.1 When the holidays 
finally provided her with free time, she burst inta "a frenzy" (J 210) of 

1 Plath was also considering works of art by Gauguin, but did not finally compose 
any poems on them; see LH 385-6. 
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Hughes's Chronology Reordered Chronology 

"Virgin in a Tree" Mar20 "Virgin in a Tree" 
"Perseus" "Perseus" 
"Battle-Scene" 21 "Battle-Scene" 
"Yadwigha" "The Ghost's Leavetaking" 
"A Winter's Tale" 22-27 "The Disquieting Muses" 
"Above the Oxbow" "On the Decline of Oracles" 
"Memoirs of a Spinach-Picker" "Snakecharmer" 
"The Ghost's Leavetaking" 27 "Yadwigha" 
"Sculptor" May 22-June 11 "Full Fathom Five" 
"Full Fathom Five" "Mussel Hunter at Rock 
"Lorelei" Harbor" 
"Mussel Hunter at Rock "Child's Park Stones" 

Harbor" by June 25 "Fable of the Rhododendron 
"Moonrise" Stealers" 
"Frog Autumn" "Above the Oxbow" 
"In Midas' Country" June 26 "Owl" 
"Incommunicado" July 1-3 "lncommunicado" 
"Child's Park Stones" by July 3 "Landowners" 
"Owl" July 4 "Lorelei" 
"Whiteness I Remember" Early July? "Green Rock, Winthrop Bay" 
"Fable of the Rhododendron "Memoirs of a Spinach-Picker" 

Stealers" "The Goring" 
"The Death of Myth-Making" July 9/14? "Whiteness I Remember" 
"Green Rock, Winthrop Bay" by July 27 "Moonrise" 
"The Companionable Ills" by July 27? "Spider" 
"I Want, I Want" "Departure" 
"Poems, Potatoes" "The Beggars" 
"The Times are Tidy" "The Net-Menders" 

Late July? "Two Views of a Cadaver 
Room" 

"Night Shift" 
"Sculptor" 

Aug? "In Midas' Country" 
"Frog Autumn" 

Fall? "The Death of Myth-Making" 
"The Companionable Ills" 
"I Want, I Want" 
"Poems, Potatoes" 
"The Times are Tidy" 

Late Dec "A Winter's Tale" 
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writing. In a letter of March 22, she tells her mother that she completed 
"Virgin in a Tree," "Perseus," "Battle-Scene," and "The Ghost's Leave
taking," all on works by Klee, on the 20th and 21st, as well as a "little 
lyric on a cat with a bird-stigma between its eyebrows" (386), which has 
disappeared. Further, "The Disquieting Muses," "On the Decline of 
Oracles," "Snakecharmer," and "Yadwigha," on works by de Chirico 
and Rousseau, were written between March 22 and 27. In a journal entry 
for March 28, she notes, "I wrote eight poems in the last eight days, long 
poems, lyrical poems, and thunderous poems" (210), and in an entry for 
March 29 (Smith College Library), mistakenly included in the previous 
day's entry in The Journals, she goes on to say, "I have written two poems 
on paintings by De Chirico which seize my imagination-'The Disquieting 
Muses' and 'On the Decline of Oracles' (after his early painting, The 
Enigma of the Oracle) and two on paintings by Rousseau-a green and 
moony mood piece, 'Snakecharmer,' and my last poem of the eight, ... a 
sestina on Yadwigha, 'The Dream' " (210-11 ). Despite this evidence, 
Hughes has inexplicably placed "The Disquieting Muses," "On the 
Decline of Oracles," and "Snakecharmer" in the 1957 section of The 
Collected Poems. Plath's intense interest in artat this time also raises the 
possibility that "Conversation Among the Ruins," based on a painting of 
that title by de Chirico, may have a 1958 rather than a 1956 composition 
date. 

With the exception of "The Disquieting Muses," the use of art works 
allows Plath to present some of her most pressing personal and artistic 
concerns in a distanced, objective manner: the destructive nature of 
chastity in "Virgin in a Tree," the triumph over anguish and suffering in 
"Perseus," the loss of the wonders of childhood imagina tion in "Ba ttle
Scene," the vitality of the dream world in contrast to the dullness of the 
daily world in "The Ghost's Leavetaking," the conflict between idealistic 
and painfully realistic concepts of life in "The Disquieting Muses," the 
loss of significant prophetic vision in the modern artist/poet in "On the 
Decline of Oracles," the creative powers of the artist/poet in 
"Snakecharmer," and the freedom of the artistic imagination in 
"Y adwigha." 

In the March 22 letter cited above, Plath tells her mother, "I have at 
last burst into a spell of writing .... I had about seven or eight paintings 
and etchings I wanted to write on as poem-subjects and bang! after the 
first one, 'Virgin in a Tree,' after an early etching by Paul Klee, I ripped 
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into another ['Perseus'] .... A total of about 90 lines written in one day" 
(386). In Klee's 1903 etching of the same title, a grim-faced, ugly Daphne 
sprawls in a contorted position in the limbs of a bare, gnarled tree. Klee 
clearly expresses its meaning in a letter of 1903 quoted in Will 
Grohmann's Paul Klee, a book with which Plath was familiar (and which 
she and Hughes would later buy for themselves as a third anniversary 
present, J 311 ); the etching, he notes, "may suggest something true 
enough: that enforced virginity, so highly praised, is good for nothing" 
(15). Accurately describing this etching in her poem, Plath echoes Klee's 
comment in her speaker's criticism of the traditional Puritanical view of 
chastity as a virtue, so that "Virgin in a Tree" is yet another version of the 
theme of sexual passion versus virginity seen in her 1956 works "Two 
Sisters of Persephone," "Ella Mason and Her Eleven Cats," and 
"Spinster," all of which decry the latter. 

The anonymous third-person speaker begins with a reference to the 
etching's mockery of the conventional approval given to females who 
choose virginity over sex: 

Here's the parody of that moral mousetrap 

Set in the proverbs stitched on samplers 

Approving chased girls who get them to a tree 

And put on bark's nun-black 

Habit which deflects 

All amorous arrows. 

Plath's penchant for witty puns is seen in "chased" ("chaste") and for 
literary allusions in the echo of Hamlet's caustic command to Ophelia, 
"Get thee toa nunnery" (3.1.122). 

The speaker then elaborates on the approval accorded throughout 
history to those who, like Daphne, "sheathe the virgin shape" and thus 
"baffle pursuers, / Whether goat-thighed [like Pan] or god-haloed [like 
Apollo]," quoting at length a typical "puritan" paean of praise to them. 
Drawing on mythological, historical, and Biblical sources, the puritan 
voice first alludes to two other virgins, both pursued by Pan, who 
preserved their chastity by changing into a reed (Syrinx) and into a pine 
tree (Pitys). The fame of these three virgins, according to the voice, 
eclipses that of three women known for their loss of virginity (Eve) or 
their intense passion (Cleopatra and Helen). Ironically, even though 
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pra1smg virgm1ty, the voice describes it with negative images of 
restriction, hardness, and the colors of black and white introduced by the 
main speaker at the beginning of the poem: "White bodies in a wooden 
girdle, root to top / Unfaced, unformed, the nipple-flowers / Shrouded to 
suckle darkness." 

With a parting reference to "the serene and seraphic beauty / Of virgins 
for virginity's sake," this voice disappears, and the main speaker returns 
to address Klee, first lamenting the glory that has historically been 
reserved entirely for "ugly spinsters and barren sirs" and then describing 
his etching in which he defies this tradition to portray Daphne's preserved 
virginity as distorted, grim, and sour. She is presented as a victim on a 
rack, her body spread out awkwardly in the twisted limbs, and as an 
unpicked, now rotting fruit: "She, ripe and unplucked, 's I Lain splayed 
too long in the tortuous boughs." Her face sullen, her fingers "Stiff as 
twigs," her unfeeling body warped, and her mouth drooping and sour as a 
lemon, she recalls earlier negative images of sterile virgins in Plath's 
poetry: Ella Mason, the spinster, and the chaste sister of Persephone, who 
also "turned bitter I And sallow as any lemon." The line "Untongued, all 
beauty's bright juice sours" is a startling, blunt statement of the theme 
that youthful vitality and sexuality will go sour if not tasted. Ending 
ironically with an echo of the lullaby "Rock-a-bye Baby," the speaker 
implies that virginity is not simply unnatural and distorting hut is 
ultimately destructive: "Tree-twist will ape this gross anatomy I Till 
irony's bough break." 

"Virgin in a Tree" employs highly artificial diction ( "descant," 
"<lemurs," "boughs," and many hyphenated compounds), a rigid stanzaic 
form, and a demanding rhyme scheme of abcde in each stanza at some 
expense to naturalness and to a memorable, striking voice. However, the 
images of trees, rigidity, and armor as reflections of the negative qualities 
of virginity are appropriate to the myths used: "bark's nun-black I 
Habit," "scabbard of wood," "a bay-tree hide," "Pine-needle armor," "a 
wooden girdle." 

Marred by its highly artificial style, heavy pedantry, and sermonizing 
tone, the poem has value chiefly in that it is another criticism of virginity, 
a theme which appears in a number of the early poems, and in that Plath 
uses Klee's etching as her framework. 

"Perseus: The Triumph of Wit Over Suffering," while also weak in 
many ways, is significant because it contains the first appearance of the 
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Medusa figure and is filled with effective snake images that reflect her 
snaky hair. Inspired by Klee's 1904 etching Perseus: Wit Has Conquered 
Suffering, Plath celebrates Perseus for having overcome the Medusa, 
symbolic of all the suffering, agony, and pain of the world, and for having 
laughed joyously in her face. Scigaj quotes a translation (which he thinks 
to be Plath's) of Klee's own comment on the work, contained in her 
Modern Art course notes: 

This new Perseus has done away with the lugubrious monster, suffering, by 

beheading it. The action is depicted physiognomically in the features of Perseus 

whose face enacts the deed. A laugh is mingled with the deep lines of pain and 

finally gains the upper hand. It reduces to absurdity the unmixed suffering of the 

Gorgon's head, added at the side. That face is without nobility-the skull shorn 

of its serpentine adornment except for one ludicrous remnant. (243) 

The poem is a curious mixture of the experimental and innovative on the 
one hand (the total absence of rhyme and the highly irregular stanza 
forms) and the trite and pedantic on the other (stilted vocabulary, literary 
and fine art allusions, and awkward mixtures of traditional and contem
porary images). Further, its convoluted manner might well be described as 
"mammoth" and "lumbering," two words from the poem itself. 

As in the previous work, Plath employs an unidentified third-person 
speaker, but here he/she directly addresses Perseus, in the opening lines 
describing him as he appears in the etching, confronting Medusa, the 
"mammoth, lumbering statuary of sorrow." In so doing, the speaker 
asserts, Perseus accomplishes an incredible feat, more demanding than 
Hercules' labor of cleansing the stables of King Augeas, for he gulps the 
intense grief portrayed in art works like "the Laocoön, / The Dying Gaul 
and innumerable pietas." Plath's extensive knowledge of Western 
literature and art is obvious in her allusions to works involving sorrow 
and/or snakes. While the famous statue of the Dying Gaul and various 
portrayals of the Virgin holding the dead Christ are powerful images of 
the former, Laocoon combines both, for he and his two sons were crushed 
to death by two enormous sea serpents; the most famous expressions of 
this myth are in Virgil's Aeneid and in the statue of the first century B.C. 
in the Vatican Museum. 

In the second stanza, the speaker continues to praise Perseus' ability to 
"outface the gorgon-grimace / Of human agony," stressing the danger of 
her look by daringly, but unsuccessfully, combining mythological and 
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Orange roof-tiles, orange chimney pots" 
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Sketch by Sylvia Plath 
The Plath Estate (c) Frieda Hughes and Nicholas Hughes 
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Letters Home 
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"Cloudwrack and owl-hollowed willows slanting over The bland Granta 
double their white and green World under the sheer water" 
"Watercolor of Grantchester Meadows" 

Grantchester Meadows, Cambridge 

"outside, the little hedge leaves are 
become quite yellow" 
"Resolve" 

The Hugheses' flat, 55 Eltisley Avenue 
Cambridge 
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Skeleton of woman in stone coffin 

"This antique museum-cased lady 
Lies, companioned by the gimcrack 
Relics of a mouse and a shrew 
That battened for a day on lier ankle-bone." 
"All the Dead Dears" 

Bones of mouse and shrew 
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"While you stand heroic in coat and tie, I sit 
Composed in Grecian tunic and psyche-knot" 
"Conversation Among the Ruins" 

Giorgio de Chirico 
Conversation Among the Ruins, 1927 
Chester Dale Collection, 
(c) 1993 National Gallery of Art, Washington 
(c) Estate of Giorgio de Chirico, VAGA, New York 1993 

"Palms and pueblos on the sea cliffs at Benidorm, Spain" 
Sketch by Sylvia Plath "These storybook villas 
The Plath Estate Still dream behind 
(c) Frieda Hughes and Nicholas Hughes Shutters" 

"Southern Sunrise" 
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Heptonstall and the West Yorkshire Moars 

"the black 
Stone-built town" 
"Hardcastle Crags" 

The village of Heptonstall 

7 



Signpost on the moars near Heptonstall 
for valley of Hardcastle Crags below 

"Above whorled, spindling gorse, 
Sheepfoot-flattened grasses, 
Stone wall and ridgepole rise" 
"Two Views of Withens" 

"The isolated tumble-down remains of 'Wuthering Heights' 
in Bronte country" 
Sketch by Sylvia Plath 
The Plath Estate (c) Frieda Hughes and Nicholas Hughes 
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"No dead men's cries 

Flower torget-me-nots between the stones 
Paving this grave ground." 
"November Graveyard" 

The medieval graveyard and the ruins of 
the church of St. Thomas a Becket at Heptonstall 

Plath's grave in the 19th century cemetery, Heptonstall 
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"She, ripe and unplucked, 's 
Lain splayed too long in the tortuous boughs" 
"Virgin in a Tree" 

Paul Klee, Virgin in a Tree, 1903.2 
Paul Klee-Stiftung, Kunstmuseum, Bern 
(c) 1993 ARS, New York/VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 

"Head alone shows you in the prodigious act 
Of digesting what centuries alone digest: 
The mammoth, lumbering statuary of sorrow" 
"Perseus: The Triumph of Wit Over Suffering" 

Paul Klee, Perseus. Wit has Conquered Suffering, 1904. 12 
Paul Klee-Stiftung, Kunstmuseum, Bern 
(c) 1993 ARS, New York/VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 
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"It beguiles - -
This little Odyssey 
In pink and lavender" 
"Battle-Scene" 
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Paul Klee, Battle-Scene from the Comic Operatic Fantasy 'The Seafarer," 
1923 
Private Collection, T. Durst-Haass 
(c) 1993, ARS, New York/VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 

"The oracular ghost who dwindles on pin-legs 
Toa knot of laundry, with a classic bunch of sheets 

Upraised, as a hand, emblematic of farewell." 
"The Ghost's Leavetaking" 

Paul Klee, Departure of the Ghost, 1931 
Private Collection 
(c) 1993, ARS, New York/VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn 
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"Day now, night now, at head, side, feet, 
They stand their vigil in gowns of stone, 
Faces blank as the day I was barn, 
Their shadows long in the setting sun" 
"The Disquieting Muses" 

Giorgio de Chirico, The Disquieting Muses 
Staatsgalerie moderner Kunst, Munich 
(c) Estate of Giorgio de Chirico, VAGA, New York, 1993 

"Worth 
Less than present, past - - this future." 
"On the Decline of Oracles" 

Giorgio de Chirico, The Enigma of the Oracle 
Private Collection 
(c) Estate of Giorgio de Chirico, VAGA, New York, 1993 
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"He pipes a place to stand on, but no rocks, 
No floor: a wave of flickering grass tongues 

Supports his foot. He pipes a world of snakes" 
"Snakecharmer" 

Henri Rousseau, The Snakecharmer 
Paris, Musee d'Orsay 

"the red couch 
Persisted in the picture with the lilies, 
Tigers, snakes, and the snakecharmer and you, 
And birds of paradise, and the round moon" 
"Yadwigha, on a Red Couch, Among Lilies" 

Henri Rousseau, The Dream, 1910. 
Collection, The Museum of Modern Art, New York. 
Gift of Nelson A. Rockefeller. 
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"In Brueghel's panorama of smoke and slaughter 
Two people only are blind to the carrion army" 
"Two Views of a Cadaver Room" 

Pieter Brueghel, The Triumph of Death (Detail) 
Museo del Prado, Madrid 

"Obdurate, in dense-grained wood, 
A bald angel blocks and shapes 
The flimsy light" 
"Sculptor'' 

Leonard Baskin, Grieving Ange/, 1958 
Black walnut, 80-3/4 x 24 x 42-1/2 in. 
Munson-Williams-Proctor lnstitute, Museum of Art, 
Utica, New York 
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"same 
Founding father set these lobed, warped stones 
To loom in the leaf-filtered gloom" 
"Child's Park Stones" 

The stones in Child's Memorial Park 

West House, where Plath lived at Yaddo 
Courtesy of Yaddo, Saratoga Springs, New York 
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The Manor House 
Yaddo, Saratoga springs, New York 

Donna Abbot! Vlahos 

The Rose Garden, Yaddo 
Courtesy of Yaddo 

"The fountains are dry and the roses over." 
"The Manor Garden" 
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Phil Haggerty 

Statue entitled "Winter" 
The Rose Garden, Yaddo 
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contemporary references: it is "not a basilisk-blink, nor a double 
whammy," minor dangers by comparison. A basilisk isa small serpentin 
Greek and Roman legend whose look or breath is destructive, while a 
double whammy is the devastating look of a character in Al Capp's 
cartoon series "Li'l Abner." The gorgon's look is far more dangerous, for 
it contains all the agony of human life and death throughout time, "all the 
accumulated last grunts, groans, / Cries and heroic couplets concluding 
the million/ Enacted tragedies on these blood-soaked boards," a clearly 
Shakespearian echo. Different types of agony are represented by various 
sizes of highly dangerous snakes: the pain of an individual is the small 
"hissing asp" (six feet), a "village catastrophe" the larger cobra (ten feet), 
and "the decline of empires" the enormous anaconda (fifteen feet). 

The third stanza contains convoluted thought and confused compar
isons that simply do not work as the speaker campares the world to a 
foetus head "ravined, seamed I With suffering," which, like Medusa's 
head, tums even "gods ... to rocks." These rocks then somehow "extend 
despair on earth's / Dark face," a part of the head which created the 
rocks. 

The short fourth stanza is the poem's climax, for the speaker asserts the 
existence of joy amid despair, suffering, and death, describing Perseus as a 
cosmic clown who destroys the tragedy of life, one of Plath's earliest uses 
of circus imagery. With feathers that "tickle as well as fly" and a shield 
that is like "a fun-house mirror," he reduces the terrifying Medusa to a 
pathetic, almost absurd "sullen doll, one braid, / A bedraggled snake, 
hanging limp," as in Klee's etching. With his "cosmic / Laugh," he does 
away with the tragedies of Antigone, Phedre, and the Duchess of Malfi. 

The poem ends with a final tribute to Perseus (and to Klee as well) as 
the speaker awards him the palm, the classical symbol of victory, for his 
ability to balance tragedy with comedy, grief with joy, "our madness with 
our sanity," a direct allusion to the etching's subtitle. 

Although Jack Sweeney sent Plath a postcard reproduction of the 
etching on May 10, 1958 with the comment that her "poem for Paul 
Klee's Perseus [is] very handsome" (Smith College Library), it is not a 
particularly successful early work because of its convoluted style, elevated 
diction, lumbering pace, and confused metaphors. Yet it is significant in 
charting Plath's development. It treats, albeit in the distanced manner 
provided by the framework of Klee's etching, a topic of vital concern to 
Plath-how to deal with the agony of life-and it shows her admiration 
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for one (whether Perseus or Klee) who, rather than being overcome by it, 
conquers it, laughs in its face, and maintains his sense of humor and his 
sanity. Clearly Plath struggled with this problem throughout her life, hut 
especially <luring her year at Smith when she felt overwhelmed by work. 

On March 21, the second day of spring holidays, Plath wrote "Battle
Scene from the Comic Operatic Fantasy The Seafarer," "The Ghost's 
Leavetaking," and a short poem on a cat which has disappeared. 
Including copies of the first two in a letter to her mother written on 
March 22, she tells her, "Friday [yesterday] went just as well [as 
Thursday]: with a little lyric fantasy on a lovely painting by Klee on the 
comic opera The Sea-f arer, a long and big one on his painting 'The 
Departure of the Ghost,' anda little lyric on a cat" (3 86). 

"Battle-Scene" is based on Klee's 1923 painting of the same title. Scigaj 
reveals that Plath had copied into her Modern Art course notes Klee's 
comments, appropriate to this work, that art "makes secret visions 
visible" and portrays the human being "not as he is, but as he might be" 
(236); he also points out that Klee <lid many paintings based on operatic 
scenes because he "loved the world of musical theatre" with its illogic and 
its contradictions (235). In this particular painting, the hero, garbed in 
reds and pinks and standing in a tiny hoat, aims a pink spear at frighten
ing sea-monsters. In Plath's poem, the first-person plural speaker first 
describes that work with its pastel colors of pink, lavender, turquoise, 
rose, and amethyst (stanzas 1-3) and then uses it as a symbol of the idyllic 
world of childhood imagination in which one can become a hero, a world 
lost to bitterly wise adults who see only bare reality (stanza 4 ). It is similar 
to the early 1956 "Tale of a Tub" as well as to the many works echoing 
Stevens's theme of the imagination versus reality. While it is a somewhat 
moving, bittersweet meditation on the loss of the wonders of childhood 
imagination, its stilted diction ("chequered waves"), hyphenated com
pounds ("pinky-purple," "lantern-frail"), and stale literary allusions to 
Odysseus, Sindbad, and Ahab give it an overly sentimental and trite cast. 

"The Ghost's Leavetaking" was inspired by Klee's 1931 watercolor The 
Departure af the Ghost, whose title it originally shared. The painting 
depicts the ghost as a figure made of curved and straight lines with an 
uplifted hand; in the upper right corner are an exclamation point, a circle, 
and a quarter moon. Klee himself left no explanatory comments on this 
work, which Plath studied in her Modern Art course. However, Scigaj 
suggests, accurately I think, that Klee's ghost, and Plath's as well, is "the 
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ghost of artistic inspiration, about to retreat to the unconscious with the 
activation of everyday rational consciousness" (244-5) and comments 
that Plath's notes depict the ghost as a "solitary laundry-like figure" and 
the curved, parallel lines as a "bag of old sheets" (246), both of which 
appear symbolically in her poem. Further, in an unpublished passage of a 
journal entry for February 20, Plath describes "The Ghost's Departure" as 
"a gesture of farewell from the blue spaces from a bundle of sheets anda 
new moon and green planet" (Smith College Library). 

While not entirely successful because of confusion in content and unfor
tunate diction and imagery, the poem attempts an exploration of the other 
world of dreams and nightmares, of its difference from "the conscious 
daily world," and of the "impossibility of ever fusing the two for longer 
than the moment when the concrete world of objects and activity begins 
to supplant" the former (Aird, Sylvia 22). However, the contrast between 
the two is nota simple good-bad dichotomy, as Rosenblatt implies when 
he refers to "the polarity of a dreamlike happiness ... and the waking 
state of pain and disillusionment" (64). Rather, the unconscious world 
contains both sinister, infernal nightmares ("sulfurous dreamscapes and 
obscure lunar conundrums") and pleasant, innocent dreams indicated by 
references to Eden and to childhood; Plath's point is that it seems to have 
significant meaning, that it stirs and feeds the imagination, that it is 
exciting-as opposed to the dullness and emptiness of the conscious, 
mundane world. Plath uses the sheets as objects from both worlds, linking 
and defining them. The ghost, who represents the unconscious world of 
dreams, wears sheets which signify its mystery and elusiveness, while the 
sheets of the real world, "sleep-twisted," "a knot of laundry," suggest the 
dull quality of waking life. 

As in so many of Plath's poems, both early and late, the opening lines 
are stunning, as the speaker, using the first-person plural, describes the 
brief time between sleeping and waking in an echo of Eliot's "The Hollow 
Men": 

Enter the chilly no-man's land of about 

Five o'clock in the morning, the no-color void 

Where the waking head rubbishes out the draggled lot 

Of sulfurous dreamscapes and obscure lunar conundrums 

Which seemed, when dreamed, to mean so profoundly much, 

Gets ready to face the ready-made creation 

Of chairs and bureaus and sleep-twisted sheets. 
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The imperative "Enter" invites (or forces) the reader to explore along 
with the speaker the cold, colorless, and eerie dawn when dreams and 
nightmares fade and the "waking head" prepares to deal with the bare 
reality of furniture and wrinkled sheets. While Plath's play on "ready" 
and "ready-made" is perhaps too obvious to be effective, the latter 
conveys the sense that the everyday world lacks originality and 
individuality. 

The speaker then focuses on the ghost of the dream world as it fades 
and "dwindles," bidding farewell "with a classic bunch of sheets / 
Upraised, as a hand," a reflection of Klee's watercolor. It represents the 
unconscious which is the basis for mundane thoughts in the daytime but 
for poetic or artistic inspiration in the brief time just after waking, the 
former indicated by "meat-and-potato," the latter by ambrosia. Its sheets 
symbolize this "lost other world" of the fertile unconscious, "A world we 
lose by merely waking up." 

In the remainder of the poem, the speaker describes the place to which 
the ghost goes <luring the day and then bids it farewell. In opposition to 
the ghosts of myth and legend who go clown into "the rocky gizzard of 
the earth," Plath's ghost goes upward into a kind of Dantean Empyrean 
where the air is light and pure, where "our thick atmosphere / 
Diminishes." At this point, Plath commits a serious error, for, in trying to 
reproduce accurately a detail of Klee's painting, she unintentionally 
creates a humorous cartoon image which dispels the serious mood; the 
exclamation point like an orange carrot with a green dot also clouds her 
meaning. By echoing Milton's description of the new world in "Paradise 
Lost" ("Suspends beside it the first point, the starting / Point of Eden, next 
the new moon's curve"), she conveys the innocence and goodness of the 
ghost's destination, but her poor choice of simile works to obscure her 
point and to create an absurd visual image. 

Finally, the speaker bids goodbye to the ghost, who is identified with 
past, present, and future: "Go, ghost of our mother and father, ghost of 
us, / And ghost of our dreams' children." Its destination, described as 

... the cloud-cuckoo land of color wheels 

And pristine alphabets and cows that moo 

And moo as they jump over moons as new 

As that crisp cusp towards which you voyage now, 
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evokes not only the world of childhood innocence through its references 
to "color wheels," alphabet blocks, and the nursery rhyme "Hey Diddle 
Diddle" hut also two of Klee's artistic theories as well as artistic 
inspiration in general. Scigaj notes that Klee used color wheels to 
represent "the divine, dynamic realm, the realm of the spirit ... 
symbolized by the circle, where pure colors are truly at home" and that he 
often included single letters in his paintings "to suggest a hieratic spiritual 
world" (247), while cloudland ("cloud-cuckoo land") is a traditional 
emblem for the realm of poetic imagination. When the speaker bids the 
ghost "Hail and farewell. Hello, goodbye," she implies that she now fully 
understands what it represents, addressing it as "keeper of the profane 
grail, the dreaming skull," as the rich and valuable repository the 
unconscious, the greatest source of poetic inspiration. 

Although it is unusual from a technical point of view in that it 
abandons rhyme, "The Ghost's Leavetaking" is otherwise quite awkward 
and cumbersome stylistically, struggling along for too long in attempting 
to make its point. Still, it is valuable thematically in its exploration of the 
significance of the unconscious to the mind of the artist/poet and thus in 
its revelation of Plath's poetic views at this point in her career. 

These first four poems, all based on works by Klee, are overdone and 
affected, cumbersome in structure, heavy and slow in pace, awkward in 
style and metaphor. Klee's own assessment, made in a letter of 1906, of 
the very etchings on which two of the poems are based seems applicable 
to all four poems: "my etchings have the defect of all youthful works, 
namely, they try to do too much" (quoted in Grohmann 16). Yet they are 
crucial to an understanding of Plath's method early in 1958 in that she 
attempts to express a "general" philosophy, whether on sexuality, human 
suffering, or art and the imagination, within a framework of etching or 
painting, thus achieving both in content and in technique distance and 
objectivity. 

The last four poems produced <luring this marvellous week are 
stronger, with "The Disquieting Muses," which seems to have been the 
next one she composed (see J 210-11), often ranked among the most 
outstanding of the early works. Plath noted in April 1958 that it was one 
of her two favorites: "I think the reason why my favorite poems of my 
own are 'The Disquieting Muses' and 'On the Decline of Oracles' is 
because they have that good lyrical tension: crammed speech and music at 
once: brain and beautiful body at once" (J 218). It was inspired by Les 
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Muses Inquietantes, a painting done in 1917 by the early twentieth
century Italian artist Georgio de Chirico. Plath later commented in a BBC 
broadcast, 

All through the poem I have in mind the enigmatic figures in this painting-three 

terrible faceless dressmaker's dummies in classical gowns, seated and standing in 

a weird, clear light that casts the long strong shadows characteristic of de 

Chirico's early work. The dummies suggest a twentieth-century version of other 

sinister trios of women-the Three Fates, the witches in Macbeth, de Quincey's 

sisters of madness. (CP 276) 

Plath's knowledge of de Chirico came from paintings that she no doubt 
saw on her trip to Italy in the spring of 1956, from the Modern Art course 
that she was auditing in early 1958, from art books which she checked 
out of the library in preparation for writing a poem for AR Tnews, and 
from James Thrall Soby's Giorgio de Chirico which she had purchased in 
March of 1957; Soby's book contains a color reproduction of Les Muses 
Inquietantes. 

The poem was also almost certainly inspired by memories associated 
with Plath's visits to childhood locations made since her return to New 
England. The first-person speaker bitterly recounts the two conflicting 
views of life which dominated her youth, surely reflecting Plath's own: on 
the one hand, her mother's idealistic portrayal of a fairytale world of 
happiness and, on the other, the disquieting muses' realistic view of a 
world of darkness, failure, and despair. In tracing her movement through 
childhood, the speaker describes her growing awareness of the conflict 
between these two worlds, ending with the realization that she herself 
belongs to the latter; indeed, the poem might be called a portrait of the 
artist as a young girl, with many of the details of the protagonist's 
childhood based closely on Plath's. 

While the fairytale view of life is criticized and rejected, Plath ironically 
sets the poem within the fairytale framework of "Sleeping Beauty," 
combining its evil fairy with the muses of Greek mythology and with the 
disquieting muses of de Chirico's painting. Like the good fairies and the 
Greek muses, the muses of this poem are the protagonist's patrons, hut, 
unlike them, they do not give her special gifts; rather, they cause her to be 
"heavy-footed" and "tone deaf." Similar to the evil fairy of "Sleeping 
Beauty," they curse her-not, however, with death at fifteen, hut with 
failure, depression, and an awareness of evil. Yet they most resemble the 
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three stone statues on a raised platform overlooking the city of Ferrara in 
de Chirico's painting. The first, her back to the viewer, has a featureless, 
orange stitched head in the shape of a darning egg. The second, whose 
small head is like a knob, is seated with arms folded over a black opening 
in her stomach. The third stands at a distance in total shadow. All three 
have bald heads, wear stone gowns, and either cast shadows or are in 
shadow. The painting, dominated by the dark brown of shadows and a 
sinister reddish-orange implying a setting sun, seems curiously empty and 
silent. Combining elements of these three sources, Plath's troubling muses 
symbolize, on the one hand, the indifference, harshness, and evil of the 
world and, on the other, the protagonist's inclination to despair and 
depression, feelings of failure, awareness of death. 

In the opening stanza, the speaker accuses her mother of having made 
an unspecified error soon after her birth, like that of the king and queen in 
"Sleeping Beauty." As a result, she is cursed from infancy with three 
sinister and inescapable guardians: 

Mother, mother, what illbred aunt 

Or what disfigured and unsightly 

Cousin did you so unwisely keep 

Unasked to my christening, that she 

Sent these ladies in her stead 

With heads like darning eggs to nod 

And nod and nod at foot and head 

And at the left side of my crib? 

The five negative prefixes and the repetition of "Mother, mother" indicate 
the intensity of the speaker's angry indictment of her mother, whom she 
blames for the presence of this negative element in her life. The ladies' 
blank faces convey their cold indifference, while their surrounding her 
cradle suggests that they exert total control over her. 

When she moved from infancy to the age of three or four, her mother 
told her wonderful stories of heroic bears and harmless witches, creating a 
world in which evil did not exist or was easily dismissed: 

Mother, who made to order stories 

Of Mixie Blackshort the heroic bear, 

Mother, whose witches always, always 

Got bak ed into gingerbread .... 
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These lines allude to an actual detail from Plath's childhood, for Mrs. 
Plath "invented the bedtime stories centered on Warren's favorite teddy 
bear, 'The Adventures of Mixie Blackshort,' which ran inta nightly 
installments for several years" (LH 17); these "made-to-order" stories are 
also referred to in Plath's early short story "Among the Bumblebees" (JP 
308). Further, in a journal entry made <luring her first year at Smith, Plath 
writes of the difficulties of coping with the clash between just such a fairy
tale childhood and the harsh realities of growing up; she comments on 

being brought up as I was in the fairy-tale world of Mary Poppins and Winnie

the-Pooh ... , the lovely never-never land of magic, of fairy queens, and virginal 

maidens, of little princes and their rose-bushes .... All this was my life when I 

was young. To go from this to the world of 'grown-up' reality .... What a 

pathetic blighting of the beauty and reality of childhood .... [W)hy the hell are 

we conditioned into the smooth strawberry-and-cream Mother-Goose world, 

Alice-in-Wonderland fable, only to be broken on the wheel as we grow older ... ? 

(20-1) 

The poem's protagonist wonders whether her mother did not comprehend 
the existence of the muses (and all the negative qualities they represent) or 
whether she was simply powerless to get rid of them: 

I wonder 

Whether you saw them, whether you said 

Words to rid me of those three ladies 

Nodding by night around my bed, 

Mouthless, eyeless, with stitched bald head. 

Their bald heads accurately reflect the muses' heads in de Chirico's 
painting, reinforcing their emotional blankness and anticipating images of 
baldness (as in the bald moon of "The Moon and the Yew Tree") in 
numerous later poems. 

The hurricane episode recounted next is also based on a specific event 
from Plath's childhood. In 1938 when a hurricane struck the coast of 
Massachusetts, she and Warren rode it out in their parents' house on 
Winthrop bay: "The world had become a drum. Beaten, it shrieked and 
shook. Pale and elated in our heds, my brother and I sipped our nightly 
hot drink. We would not, of course, sleep" (JP 26). The Thor song, an 
autobiographical detail associated with her father rather than with her 
mother, is described in "Among the Bumblebees": "[W]hen the summer 
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storms came, ... Alice learned to sing the thunder song with her father: 
'Thor is angry. Thor is angry. Boom, boom, boom! Boom, boom, boom! 
We don't care. We don't care. Boom, boom, boom!' And above the 
resonant resounding baritone of her father's voice, the thunder rumbled 
harmless as a tame lion" (JP 310). In the poem the mother dismisses the 
dangers of nature by giving the children goodies and teaching them a song 
in which thunder is simply a mythological god whose anger is of little 
consequence. Yet the ladies illustrate for the child its destructive violence 
by breaking all the window panes in the father's study as easily as if they 
were fragile bubbles. 

When the protagonist reaches school age, she participates in the typical 
American female ritual of the dance recital. Her "dismal-headed / God
mothers" do not bestow grace and talent on her, hut instead make her 
"heavy-footed"; it is, however, the mother, not the daughter, who cries 
with disappointment and shame. In her essay "Letter Written in the 
Actuality of Spring," Aurelia Plath cites this stanza and the next as a 
prime example of how Plath often combines the actual and the imagined; 
according to Mrs. Plath, "Sylvia never took ballet lessons," the episode 
occurring instead in her own childhood (215). In addition, she notes that 
the description of the protagonist as unskilled at the piano, with "oddly 
wooden" fingers and "tone-deaf" ear, does not reflect Plath's pianistic 
abilities; she began lessons at the age of seven in Winthrop, discontinued 
them immediately after the move to Wellesley, hut took them up again at 
her own request two years later and "<lid well enough to be offered a half
scholarship" at the New England Conservatory of Music (215). However, 
according to Butscher, Plath herself told Elizabeth Compton years later, "I 
haven't an ear for music" (229). Whatever the autobiographical truth may 
be, the protagonist cannot learn dancing or music from the teachers 
engaged by her mother, hut ironically she does learn about the negative, 
painful side of life "From muses unhired by you, dear mother." 

Finally grown, she awakes one day to the realization that her mother's 
idealized world cannot be hers. In imagery suggesting the beauty, fragility, 
and unreality of that world, she describes her mother as 

Floating above me in bluest air 

On a green balloon bright with a million 

Flowers and bluebirds that never were 

Never, never, found anywhere. 
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The repetitions of "never" hammer home her insistence that such a world 
does not exist. In a letter written to her mother on October 21, 1962, 
Plath reveals a similar attitude toward Mrs. Plath's determination to see 
always the best of all possible worlds: "Don't talk to me about the world 
needing cheerful stuff! What the person out of Belsen-physical or 
psychological-wants is nobody saying the birdies go tweet-tweet, hut the 
full knowledge that somebody else has been there and knows the worst, 
just what it is like" (559-69; see also JP 148-9). In the poem, even as the 
mother calls to the protagonist to join her on her soap-bubble planet of 
illusion, it floats away with her, leaving her daughter alone to face her 
"travelling companions," a bitterly ironic evocation of the end of Joyce's 
A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man: "And the voices say ... : We are 
your kinsmen. And the air is thick with their company as they call to me, 
their kinsman, making ready to go, shaking the wings of their exultant 
and terrible youth" (252). 

The last stanza echoes the opening one in its description of the muses 
standing "Day now, night now, at head, side, feet." Again reflecting de 
Chirico's muses, they wear "gowns of stone," have blank faces, and cast 
long shadows in a static, harsh world where the sun neither rises nor sets. 
Alluding to "Sleeping Beauty," the protagonist insists that this 
emotionally cold, hard, and shadowy world is "the kingdom you bore me 
to, I Mother, mother. But no frown of mine / Will betray the company I 
keep." The last sentence, delivered in a flat, controlled voice, reveals the 
depths of her bitterness toward her mother as she asserts that she will 
maintain the cheerful exterior always demanded of her, despite her 
unhappiness and despair, and will face her sinister godmothers alone. 
Thus, while cast in a restrained manner, the poem is a cry of frustration 
and anger from the speaker who desperately needed her mother to 
acknowledge the existence of this negative world in order to help her deal 
with it.2 

The complexity of the poem's content is matched by the complexity of 

2 Annas and Scigaj argue that the speaker arraigns the mother for "promoting a con
ventional culture that relegates women to dancing and piano lessons" (Scigaj 225), 
while Bundtzen emphasizes the mother's failure to prepare her for the harshness of 
life and her insistence on the daughter's maintaining for her "the illusion of being a 
docile princess" (61, 63). The speaker seems to indict her for all of these failings, 
as well as for somehow having been responsible for causing her to lead such a 
bleak existence in the first place. 
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its style. To emphasize the contrast between the fairytale and the real 
worlds, Plath plays off a sing-song nursery-rhyme meter against a flat 
conversational one. The former is effectively reinforced by a skillful use of 
repetition, suggesting the childlike quality of nursery rhymes and fairy 
tales: "to nod / And nod and nod," "Thor is angry: boom boom boom! I 
Thor is angry; we don't care," "and you cried and cried," "I learned, I 
learned, I learned." However, some of the repetition has the effect of 
adding intensity; "mother," for example, appears nine times, conveying 
the enormity of the speaker's resentment, especially when used in pairs as 
in the first and last stanzas and when coldly sarcastic as in "dear mother." 
Further, rhyme is used organically. Early in the poem, numerous perfect 
rhymes appear, though not in a regular pattern; however, as the poem 
progresses and the real world becomes more dominant, they largely 
disappear and imperfect rhymes take over. Finally, the negative world is 
characterized by shadow, stone, blankness, and silence, and the illusory 
world by twinkling lights, balloons, bubbles, pastel colors, gingerbread, 
cookies, hot chocolate, music, and dancing. 

"The Disquieting Muses" deals directly and at length with Plath's 
personal inner problems. Although using the double framework of de 
Chirico's painting and the fairy tale "Sleeping Beauty," she presents her 
anguish and resentment through a first-person speaker and illustrates 
them with events from her own childhood, though with some alteration of 
literal details. The poem thus represents a significant step in Plath's 
development, but one from which she immediately retreats, returning to 
the safer perspective of more distanced approaches as illustrated in the 
three remaining art poems. 

"On the Decline of Oracles," inspired by de Chirico's The Enigma of 
the Oracle, appears to be the next poem composed, as noted above. 
Soby's book on de Chirico contains a black-and-white reproduction of the 
painting, a translation of de Chirico's prose meditation "The Feeling of 
Prehistory," and information on his master Arnold Böcklin, all of which 
are reflected in the poem. The painting depicts on the left what appears to 
be the back of a stone statue (perhaps headless) facing a desolate, cloudy 
landscape in the distance, while on the right is a black curtain above 
which appears a white head looking down. Soby notes that the work 
conveys "an atmosphere of malaise" and "the impression of uneasy 
suspense" (33) and stresses the ambiguity of its meaning: "What is the 
figure behind the curtain doing? What manner of dream image is it?" 
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(33 ). In "The Feeling of Prehistory" de Chirico ponders the question of 
the artist's vision or inspiration in the modern world. An early version of 
Plath's poem published in Poetry in September 1959 bears an epigraph, 
omitted in the later version hut copied by Plath into her journal entry for 
March 29 (Smith College Library), from this meditation: "Inside a ruined 
temple the broken statue of a god spoke a mysterious language" (Soby 
248). 

De Chirico's painting and his prose meditation provide what seems to 
me to be the poem's main theme, a philosophical commentary on the loss 
of significant prophetic vision in the artist/poet; as the title indicates, 
he/she no longer receives divine communications of great import from the 
gods through oracles as in the past, hut instead has only dull, meaningless 
glimpses into a mundane future, reflecting no doubt Plath's own "flashes 
of prescience-always about something unimportant" (CP 287). Yet the 
opening stanzas of the poem imply that it will concern the more personal 
theme of the loss of a father. Indeed, the first-person speaker, the allusion 
to the father's conch shell, and the earlier version suggest that Plath may 
have started out to write a highly subjective poem on the father (perhaps 
as a companion piece to "The Disquieting Muses"), hut later shifted to 
the more abstract theme, which became dominant. This shift in focus 
helps to explain the ambiguity of the later version, which, as Kroll points 
out, lacks a unified meaning (30). 

Both the early and the later versions open with the speaker's description 
of the loss of her father. Perhaps in an attempt to distance this personal 
material, Plath merges the reference to her father's conch shell to which 
she had listened as a child with information about Böcklin from her 
reading in Soby's book. At the end of his life, this late nineteenth-century 
painter of gloomy landscapes and sinister symbols, best known for the 
eerie The Isle of the Dead (1880), "sat for hours in his garden, paralyzed 
and near death, hut holding to his ears great sea shells, so as to hear the 
roar of the ocean he could no longer visit" (Soby 25). Echoing this 
description, the speaker reveals that, even though she has lost her father, 
his books, and his conch shell, she has kept "the voices he / Set in my ear, 
and in my eye / The sight of those blue, unseen waves." But what she 
hears and sees has diminished from the great visions granted to poets of 
the past, apparently because of her father's death as well as the dullness of 
modern times. Rosenblatt suggests that "the loss of the father destroyed 
the daughter's sense of the heroic possibilities of life, making everyone 
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alive seem trivial and unimportant," interpreting the poem's last two lines 
as an allusion to "the calamity of her father's death" (120). Kroll asserts 
that the marriage theme of father and daughter is central (82), stating that 
de Chirico's painting "is for Plath an image of the romantic yet 
disturbing, inaccessible past in which she locates her dead father, as well 
as of the 'true' vision which she has lost"; she views the figure on the left 
in the painting as a votary turning away from the god (the white head) 
and leaving the temple (216-17). Scigaj agrees with Kroll's view of the 
poem as depicting "an emotional and metaphysical rent in the fabric of 
Plath's childhood universe at the time of her father's death," although he 
sees the figure on the left in the painting as a decapitated statue whose 
head is the one above the curtain on the right (225). Although the poem 
begins with this focus on the father's death, it soon veers to the more 
philosophical concern of the artist's diminished visions, leaving the 
finished product with a serious split in direction. 

In the third stanza of the early version, the speaker (as artist, but 
perhaps also as daughter) explains that she receives only mundane 
prophecies, "Tomorrow's gossip and doldrums," from an ambiguous 
"white head / Of a god or madman," a reflection of de Chirico's painting. 
She then gives in the fourth and fifth stanzas an example of such a 
prophecy; looking out a third-floor window of a building on Petty Cury, a 
"crowded one-way street" (unpublished journal entry for January 10, 
1957, Smith College Library) in the heart of Cambridge, England, she 
"regard[s] / With some fatigue the smoky rooms of the restaurant 
opposite," an echo of Eliot's "Rhapsody on a Windy Night" and 
"Preludes." At this moment she sees "A picture of what's going to 
happen," a meaningless incident of "three barely-known men ... coming 
up / A stair." lts triviality is reinforced by its comparison to a "gross 
comic strip," an obvious decline from the spectacular incidents recounted 
in great works of the past. 

Except for the last lines, these stanzas are omitted form the later version 
and are replaced with a single stanza, accounting in part for its ambiguity. 
In lines echoing Yeats's "Leda and the Swan" and his theories of the 
cycles of history, the speaker reveals that, in contrast to the ancient past 
when the poet received great visions such as the beginnings of Greek 
("brazen swan") or Christian ("burning star") civilizations, in the dull 
modern world she sees only "three men entering the yard, / And those 
men coming up the stair." As in the early version, the comic strip simile 
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underlines the triviality of this "vision." This section of the poem reflects 
Plath's constant difficulty with finding inspirational subjects, her argument 
here being that contemporary life furnishes the aspiring poet with little or 
nothing. 

The identical final stanzas of both versions affirm that this prophecy 
will come true shortly and that it, like all modern visions, will be 
worthless, a painful contrast to the spectacular insights granted to poets 
of the past: 

Worth 

Less than present, past-this future. 

Worthless such vision to eyes gone dull 

That once descried Troy's towers fall, 

Saw evil break out of the north. 

The poem is marred not only by the ambiguity resulting from its shift in 
focus from intimate to abstract hut also by its consciously poetic diction 
("descried") and its staid iambic pentameter rhythm (quite unusual, even 
in the early poems) as Plath heats a hasty retreat from her experiment 
with highly personal and volatile subject matter and a more natural style 
in the previous poem. 

The final two poems continue the treatment of artistic concerns 
evidenced in "On the Decline of Oracles," again, I would suggest, as a 
safely impersonal and thereby acceptable, according to the poetic dictates 
of the day, stance from which to write. 

"Snakecharmer," based on a painting by Henri Rousseau, was 
probably the seventh poem produced <luring this week, as indicated by the 
journal entry for March 29, 1958 (Smith College Library) in which she 
describes it as "a green and moony mood-piece" (211). That she had been 
familiar with this work since at least the spring of 1956 is evident in a 
journal entry for April 5 of that year, in which she writes, "I shall send 
the postcard of Rousseau's Snakecharmer [to Hughes] with a question" 
(139). In the 1907 painting, as indicated by its French title La Charmeuse 
de Serpents, the snakecharmer is a woman who plays a small pipe to dark, 
coiling snakes at the edge of a lush tropical forest. Plath changes the 
woman to a man, an implication perhaps that she saw the creative process 
at that time as essentially masculine and associated it specifically with 
Hughes; Uroff suggests that her snakecharmer is "a portrait of Hughes 
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himself ... [and] a tribute to masculine prowess and fertility by a woman 
who saw herself frequently at this time as impotent and sterile" (106). 
Another explanation for the change is that she intended to praise 
Rousseau, as she praises the sculptor Leonard Baskin in a later poem. At 
any rate, the poem's theme, the creative powers of the (male) artist, is 
illustrated in its creation in words of the snaky green world of Rousseau's 
painting. Although Axelrod dismisses seeing it as "something so simple as 
a tribute to the creative artist at work," arguing that the artist represents 
Plath's ambivalent wish to escape and to incorporate the father figure, 
both literal and poetic (41), its strong celebratory tone and the context of 
admired works of art in which it was composed (he mistakenly states that 
it was written in the fall of 1957) make his reading questionable. 

While La Charmeuse de Serpents has often been discussed as the 
inspiration of the poem, another which has not been identified is Stevens's 
"Peter Quince at the Clavier." Both cancern the creative process, allude to 
Judeo-Christian material (the creation of the world in Genesis and the 
story of Susanna and the elders in the Apocrypha), are based on music 
("Just as my fingers on these keys / Make music, so the self-same sounds I 
On my spirit make a music, too"), contain tercets, employ sound values 
extensively, and use water, the color green, and movement as dominant 
images and metaphors ("In the green water, clear and warm / Susanna 
lay"). Further, Scigaj suggests that the female singer who was "the single 
artificer of the world / In which she sang" in Stevens's "The Idea of Order 
at Key West" may be another influence (232). 

Plath brings to this poem all the technical skills that she had so 
arduously practiced and uses them organically rather than decoratively to 
illustrate the creative process. Although it has three distinct parts, it flows 
continuously from beginning to end, giving the effect of being circular by 
ending where it began. She casts the poem in terza rima, a favorite stanza 
form, and maintains its interlocking rhyme scheme of imperfect rhymes 
until the last two stanzas where it breaks clown, reflecting the 
snakecharmer's dissolving of the world he has created. The terza rima's 
forward motion carries out the sense of the length and of the uninter
rupted, smooth movement of snakes as do the long lines, the enjambment 
from stanza to stanza, and the paucity of end-stopped lines. 

The third-person speaker first describes the snakecharmer as he begins 
to create "a snaky sphere" by playing music on his pipe, evoking first the 
color green, then the water of a green river (reflecting the water in the left 
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background of Rousseau's painting), then a grassy wave for him to stand 
on, and finally the snakes themselves: "He pipes a world of snakes, / Of • 
sways and coilings, from the snake-rooted bottom I Of his mind." The 
tempo, which has been leisurely up to this point, picks up in the second 
part as the poem reaches its climax, an intense description of the world of 
snakes and of the snakecharmer's power over it: "The snake-scales have 
become I Leaf, become eyelid; snake-bodies, bough, breast / Of tree and 
human." The snakecharmer "rules the writhings" with "pliant tunes / 
From his thin pipes." God's command, " 'Let there be light,' and there 
was light" (Genesis 1:3), is echoed in "Let there be snakes! / And snakes 
there were, are, will be," thereby equating the power of the artist with 
that of God. However, in the third part the poem takes an unexpected 
turn as, unlike the God of Genesis, the snakecharmer tires of his music 
and the world it has created and simply pipes it back to nothing. The 
tempo slows as the intensely vital world of snakes melts back to green 
waters, then to green and water, and finally to "nothing like a snake." 
The poem ends quietly where it began as he puts away his pipe and goes 
to sleep. 

Plath uses sound effects, diction, imagery, and form to reflect the 
sounds and sights of Rousseau's imaginative world. The "e," "s," and 
"p" sounds echo the thin, light quality of the pipe and convey the silent, 
sinuous movement of the snakes: "So the snakecharmer begins a snaky 
sphere." Alliteration also runs throughout: "snake-bodies, bough, breast." 
She repeats not only sounds but also key words: "water" (six times), 
"green" (nine times), "pipe[s]" (twelve times), and "snake[s]" (seventeen 
times), evoking an incantatory effect. Auditory images convey the sound 
of the pipe music and the silence of the snakes. Lines three and four, for 
example, create in the short word units, in the light staccato rhythm with 
its full stops, in the repetition of "pipes,'' "green," and "water,'' and in 
the consonant "p" the high, isolated, clear notes of the pipe: "He pipes. 
Pipes green. Pipes water. / Pipes water green until green waters waver." 
Long, thin, and/or curving visual images reflect the shape of the snakes: 
the "thin pipe" itself, the "reedy lengths and necks" of the green waters, 
the curving green river, and the "flickering grass tongues." Motile images 
indicate the fluid movements of both water and snakes; verbs such as 
"waver,'' "twine,'' and "twist," nouns such as "wave,'' "coilings,'' and 
"writhing" and adjectives such as "pliant" combine with numerous 
participles to create this vivid impression. 
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The three comparisons characterize the snakecharmer as a powerful 
creator. He is implicitly compared to the Judeo-Christian God as creator 
of the universe through the allusion to Genesis 1:3, prepared for by the 
simile describing his snake world as "Eden's navel," and he is directly 
compared to a cloth weaver through references to fabric, cloth, warp, and 
weft: "he tires of music I And pipes the world back to the simple fabric / 
Of snake-warp, snake-weft." 

"Snakecharmer" is a fine example of the effective welding of matter 
and manner in the early works and deserves more critical attention than it 
has received. It reveals that Plath's hard work and constant 
experimentation with stylistic devices bore fruit long before the 
appearance of Ariel. 

In an unpublished portion of her journal entry for March 28, Plath 
notes that on the previous day she had written "my first and only, good 
sestina-and the subject fit it: on Rousseau's last painting, 'The Dream'
which I titled 'Yadwigha, on a Red Couch among Lilies'" (Smith College 
Library), indicating in an entry of the following day, published incorrectly 
as part of the entry for the 28th, that it was "my last poem of the eight" 
(211). Rousseau's Le Reve, which depicts a naked woman on a red velvet 
couch in the middle of a dense jungle, was extremely controversial when it 
was first exhibited in 1910 at the Salon des Independants in Paris, one 
critic attacking it as "intolerably naif." While Rousseau publically 
defended it by explaining that the woman was dreaming of a jungle land
sca pe, he privately confided to a friend that he simply liked the couch's 
red color (Melander 22-3; Scigaj 232-3). Plath uses this biographical 
information in the poem to make a statement on the freedom of the 
artist's imagination to create whatever it wishes without regard for literal 
reality and on the never-ending conflict between artist and critic. 

Plath accurately reproduces the details of the painting in which 
Yadwigha lies on her couch, surrounded by enormous lilies, green 
vegetation, tigers, birds of paradise, snakes, anda snakecharmer, with a 
full moon above. The conflict between the critics, who wanted a faithful 
reproduction of reality, and the artist, who freely indulged his 
imagination, is immediately set forth as a third-person speaker addresses 
Yadwigha,3 a technique Plath also uses in "Perseus": 

3 According to Alley, whom Scigaj quotes, the woman in the painting, though 
named for the Polish schoolteacher whom he loved in his youth, is actually Lfonie, 
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Y adwigha, the literalists once wondered how you 

Came to be lying on this baroque couch 

Upholstered in red velvet, under the eye 

Of uncaged tigers and a tropical moon, 

Set in an intricate wilderness of green 

Heart-shaped leaves, like catalpa leaves, and lilies 

Of monstrous size, like no well-bred lilies. 

The speaker clearly sides with Rousseau and against the cnt1cs who 
wanted Yadwigha-and the artist-"To choose between [her] world of 
jungle green / And the fashionable monde of the red couch." Plath 
juxtaposes the familiar word "world" to the French "monde" to reinforce 
the clash the critics saw between the natural and the highly civilized 
worlds. They would have preferred to domesticate the jungle, bringing it 
into Yadwigha's world (rather than the reverse) by blocking out the moon 
with a yellow silk screen and by representing the leaves and flowers in 
wallpaper or tapestry: "They'd have had yellow silk screening the moon, I 
Leaves and lilies flattened to paper behind you I Or, at most, to a mille
fleurs tapestry," "flattened" implying that their conventional rendering of 
the painting would destroy its richness and vitality. Yet despite their 
disapproval, the red couch remains defiantly in the painting, as conveyed 
through "stubborn," "glared," and "persisted": 

But the couch 

Stood stubborn in its jungle: red against green, 

Red against fifty variants of green, 

The couch glared out at the prosaic eye. 

In the remainder of the poem, Plath accurately reproduces Rousseau's 
differing explanations to the critics and to his friend, reflecting informa
tion received in her Modem Art course: 

So Rousseau, to explain why the red couch 

Persisted in the picture ... 

with whom he was in love <luring the last year of his life (233). The painting is 
located in New York City's Museum of Modern Art. 
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Described how you fell dreaming at full of moon 

On a red velvet couch within your green

Tessellated boudoir. Hearing flutes, you 

Dreamed yourself away in the moon's eye 

To a beryl jungle .... 
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The critics accepted this rational-sounding explanation and immediately 
set about the business of analyzing the painting's various "shades of 
green." Meanwhile Rousseau confessed to his friend that he simply loved 
the couch's red color: "he put you on the couch I To feed his eye with 
red." To reinforce his explanation, Plath includes red in every stanza. 

The poem is a technical marvel. In addition to using color effectively, 
Plath skillfully contrasts the jungle to Yadwigha's civilized French world 
through opposing sets of words: words evocative of untamed nature such 
as "uncaged tigers," "a tropical moon," and "a wilderness of green / 
Heart-shaped leaves" versus words often of French derivation and evoca
tive of culture and elegance such as "baroque," "monde," "bric-a-brac," 
"mille-fleurs tapestry," "green- I Tessellated boudoir" (the latter a lady's 
private room inlaid with a floor of green mosaics). But even more impres
sive is her use of the elaborate and demanding sestina form, consisting of 
six six-line stanzas of blank verse with the final words of the lines in the 
first stanza repeated in a varied but specified order in the other six: 
abcdef, faebdc, cfdabe, ecbfad, deacfb, bdfeca. All six words also appear 
in the concluding three-line stanza. As Scigaj notes, Plath does not merely 
reproduce this pattern of repeated words but makes it "meaning-bearing" 
in that the six words capture the central contrast between the critical 
mind and the artistic imagination (232-3). Although she fails to use blank 
verse throughout, Plath otherwise accurately reproduces the sestina form, 
a tour de force all the more admirable in that it is not obtrusive, or even 
obvious on a first reading. However, she seems clearly to want her feat 
acknowledged since she subtitles the poem "A Sestina for the Douanier." 

Scigaj argues that these eight art poems along with "Conversation 
Among the Ruins" and "Two Views of a Cadaver Room" are "very 
representative of her early poetry, a poetry that is neither apprentice work 
nor indicative of a crabbed, labored formalism. Themes are not buried 
under form and technique; they are present with clarity and poise" (249). 
While I am partially in agreement, I think that he overstates his case; 
further, his implication that these poems are by and large optimistic ones 
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and thereby typical of the early poems as a whole is misleading. In fact, 
the majority are bleak and depressing. 

Plath's hectic schedule of teaching, grading papers, and keeping house 
apparently left no time for her to write from late March until her classes 
ended on May 22. However, once free, she turned immediately to poetry, 
producing "Full Fathom Five," "Mussel Hunter at Rock Harbor," and 
"Child's Park Stones" by June 11, reading the last two at a recording 
session on June 13 (Tabor 140); it is also possible, as noted in the 
previous chapter, that she wrote "Hardcastle Crags" and "The Thin 
People" <luring this period. Beginning with these poems and continuing 
throughout the summer, she looked largely for subject matter to the 
natural world either of her present or her past, though informed by her 
extensive current reading of varied materials; a few stunning works, 
however, have as subjects Plath's interna! struggles with her father's 
death, with suicide, and with imaginative paralysis. Concurrently, she 
undertook extensive experiments with syllabics in an attempt to combine 
a strict form with "a speaking illusion of freedom" (LH 396-7); thus they 
arean important aid to dating poems of this period. 

Journal entries for May 11 and June 11 provide convincing evidence of 
the time of composition of "Full Fathom Five." In the former she notes 
that Full Fathom Five is a potential title for her book of poems and 
discusses its multiple meanings: 

Another title for my book: Full Fathom Five . ... It relates more richly to my life 

and imagery than anything else I've dreamed up: has a background of The 

Tempest, the association of the sea, which is a central metaphor for my child

hood, my poems and the artist's subconscious, of the father image-relating to 

my own father, the buried male muse and god-creator risen to be my mate in 

Ted, to the sea-father Neptune-and the pearls and coral highly-wrought to art: 

pearls sea-changed from the ubiquitous grit of sorrow and dull routine. (223) 

She adds that, when she is free of her job, she will set herself "magic 
objects to write on: sea-bearded bodies-and begin thus, digging into the 
reaches of my deep submerged head, 'and it's old and old it's sad and old 
it's sad and weary I go back to you, my cold father, my cold mad father, 
my cold mad feary father ... '-so Joyce says, so the river flows to the 
paternal source of godhead" (223). By June 11 she had written the poem: 
"My book is now titled after what I consider one of my best and curiously 
moving poems about my father-sea-god-muse: Full Fathom Five" (J 244 ). 
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Of the poem's many sources, the most obvious is Ariel's song from The 
Tempest: 

Full fathom five thy father lies; 

Of his bones are coral made; 

Those are pearls that were his eyes: 

Nothing of him that doth fade 

But doth suffer a sea-change 

Into something rich and strange. (1.2.396-401) 

Other sources noted in the journal entry for May 11 are her own father, 
the Roman god of the sea Neptune, and the lines from Joyce's Ulysses. In 
addition, since her Modern Art course covered Jackson Pollock (Scigaj 
249), she may also have had in mind his 1947 painting Full Fathom Five 
(Melander 38-9), thus continuing her use of art works as inspiration. 
Finally, Rachel Carson's The Sea Around Us, Eliot's lines in "Mr. 
Apollinax" describing the old man of the sea "Hidden under coral islands 
/ Where worried bodies of drowned men drift clown in the green silence," 
which she underlined in her copy of The Complete Poems and Plays 
(Smith College Library), and, according to Hughes, an account of under
sea exploration by Jacques Cousteau ("Notes" 189-90) are other likely 
sources. Concerning the latter, while Hughes refers to a book, Mazzaro 
suggests that the account may well be the article "Calypso Explores an 
Undersea Canyon" in the March 1958 issue of National Geographic, 
pointing out that specific phrases ("fathom by fathom," "archaic trenched 
lines," and "labyrinthine tangle") are echoed in the poem's title and 
wording (226). 

Using all these sources, Plath creates a highly personal exploration of a 
daughter's ambivalent response to her dead father. While Rosenblatt 
asserts that the father's image is "untarnished" and that the daughter 
regards him with "ceaselessly loving eyes" ( 69-70), both his image and 
her response are far more complex and contradictory. The father is 
godlike, enormous, mysterious, elusive; he is both aged and timeless, dead 
and living, insubstantial and solid, dangerous and attractive. Images of 
traps and tangles, for example, effectively convey his dangers; his hair is a 
"dragnet" in whose loops the daughter's origins are "Knotted, caught," 
and below his waist may be a "labyrinthine tangle" winding clown to 
bones on the sea's bottom. The sea itself which is his element alternately 
reveals and hides him; it is cold and death-dealing hut also strangely 
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appealing and hypnotic in the rising and falling of its waves. The 
daughter, who speaks in a compelling first-person singular, feels both fear 
and desire, repulsion and attraction; indeed, fear and repulsion are 
dominant until the end when she expresses a wish to join him in his sea
world. Although her tone is without question one of "nostalgic 
mournfulness," as noted by Kroll (122), it is more complex than that, 
conveying as well terror, uncertainty, awe, misery, and longing. 

The poem's technical elements are highly integrated into its content. 
The organizational pattern is loose and drifting, reflecting both the 
movement of the water in which the father floats and the daughter's 
uncertainty as she puzzles over his image. Further, the terza rima with its 
forward-moving interlocking rhyme combines with participles ("coming," 
"rising," "falling"), verbs ("crest and trough," "float," and "wash"), 
repetition ("come," "coming"; "white hair, white beard"; "danger," 
"dangers"), and alliteration ("far-flung") to suggest the constant motion 
of this watery world and to create a lulling, incantatory effect. Finally, 
and most significant from a technical point of view, Plath launches in this 
poem an intensive experiment with syllabics which will continue 
throughout the summer and is an important clue to dating works of this 
period; the 7-9-5 pattern functions as a visual recreation of the motion of 
waves and tides. 

Typical of many of Plath's poems, it opens in a striking manner with 
the nightmarish image of the father rising from the cold ocean depths to 
the surface and being washed by the tide close to the shore where the 
daughter stands: "Old man, you surface seldom. / Then you come in with 
the tide's coming I When seas wash cold." In psychological terms, these 
lines suggest the memory of the dead father rising up from the 
subconscious to the conscious mind; as Plath notes in her May 11 journal 
entry, for her the sea is in part a metaphor for the artist's subconscious. 

The speaker is at first impressed by his size and his godlike appearance 
as his hair extends outward for miles like the rays of the sun. But, as he 
floats nearer, she realizes that he is as dangerous to her as is an iceberg to 
a ship. To avoid wrecking, she must steer clear of him rather than trying 
to understand him: "You float near / As keeled ice-mountains / Of the 
north, to be steered clear / Of, not fathomed." 

Among his many dangers is the haunting ambiguity of whether he is 
dead or alive. Even as she looks at him, he "seems to die" as mists 
dissolve "on the dawn sea," the insubstantiality of the mists contrasting to 
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the solidity of the iceberg. Just as she begins to "half-believe" in his death, 
however, he mysteriously reappears, his face shedding its age in rivulets so 
that he looks young again. The speaker is also troubled by the mystery 
surrounding his sexuality, which seems to be intertwined with death: 
"Waist clown, you may wind I One labyrinthine tangle / To root deep 
among knuckles, shinbones, / Skulls." She realizes at this point that he is 
entirely "Inscrutable," never having been seen below the shoulders by any 
who lived to tell of it, and that he resists all attempts to gain knowledge 
about him: "You defy questions." 

Because he is presented throughout as largely negative-dangerous, 
mysterious, associated with sex and death-and because the daughter's 
response is for the most part cautious, fearful, and uncertain, her wish at 
the poem's end to join him is surprising and at first incomprehensible. 
However, it seems inspired by her sense of isolation and loneliness, her 
condition of sterility ("I walk dry") and meaninglessness ("Exiled to no 
good"), and her memory of the father's "shelled bed," implying a sexual, 
thus incestuous, relationship for which she longs: "Your shelled bed I 
remember. I Father, this thick air is murderous. / I would breathe water." 
Clearly desiring to be reunited with him despite his dangers and her fears, 
she concludes that, since her existence without him is emotional death, 
she will join him in his watery world, losing physical life but gaining 
emotional life. 

The poem is noteworthy on many counts. Its sinister atmosphere is 
particularly striking in its contrast to the ethereal, magical one of its 
major source The Tempest, in which rebirth occurs and evil is redeemed. 
There the supposedly drowned father is reunited in living form with his 
child, while here the child can only be reunited by drowning herself and 
joining him in death. Second, the tone of the speaker is haunting in its 
calm, sustained melancholy. Even her decision to rejoin the father, which 
might be expected to evoke joy or excitement, is expressed flatly and 
sadly; the voice is never raised. Finally, Plath deals more directly with her 
father's memory than in the two previous poems on this subject, 
anticipating similar treatments in later works; in all cases, she associates 
him with water. In "All the Dead Dears," he floats beneath the surface of 
a pond, while in "On the Decline of Oracles" he leaves his daughter the 
voices of the cold "ambiguous sea." In "Electra on Azalea Path," the 
mother "dreamed you face clown in the sea"; in "The Colossus," he is 
associated with the gigantic statue in the harbor at Rhodes; and in 
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"Daddy," he is an enormous fragmented statue with its head in the 
Atlantic and its toe in the Pacific. 

In the late spring and early summer, largely through Hughes's influence, 
Plath read hooks and articles on the natural world looking for potential 
sources of suhject matter: "Ted says ... [to] read not novels or poems 
only, hut hooks on folklore, fiddler crahs and meteorites-this is what the 
imagination thrives on" (LH 394 ). As a result, she wrote a numher of 
poems hased on animals, plants, and other elements of nature. She writes, 
for example, in a journal entry for June 26, that she looked up informa
tion on "spiders and crahs .and owls in the sticky deserted gloom of the 
college lihrary," noting that "The animal world seems to me more and 
more intriguing" (243 ). Concurrently, she attempted to rid her verse of its 
superficiality and to attain a more natural style; as she explains in a letter 
of June 11 to Warren, "I've heen changing, I think much for the hetter, in 
my writing style .... My main difficulty has heen overcoming a elever, too 
hrittle and glossy feminine tone, and I am gradually getting to speak 
'straight out' and of real experience, not just in metaphorical conceits" 
(LH 395). As an example of her new suhject matter and style, she includes 
"a recent poem ['Mussel Hunter at Rock Harhor'] ... I made ahout the 
fiddler crahs we found at Rock Harhor when we went to get mussels last 
summer for fish hait" (LH 396), asking him to check her details for 
accuracy. She read it at a recording session on June 13 (Tahor 140), and it 
was accepted on June 25 for puhlication in The New Yorker, an accom
plishment which she had long desired, and appeared in the August 9 issue. 

Unlike the previous 1958 poems, "Mussel Hunter" has neither artistic 
nor literary sources hut rather the scientific material she was reading and 
the actual occurrence at Rock Harhor descrihed in a journal entry of 
August 21, 1957: 

Yesterday: the weird spectacle of fiddler crabs in the mud off Rock Harbor 

Creek: a mud flat at low tide, surrounded by a margin of dried brittle marsh 

grass, stretching away into the yellow-green salt marsh. Mud, damp toward 

center, alive with the rustle and carapaced scuttle of green-black fiddler 

crabs, ... hearing one gigantic pale green claw and walking side-ways. At our 

approaching footsteps, ... the crabs in the soggy black center of the dried pool 

dug themselves into the mud, under little mud !ids until only claws jutted from 

the little cliff of the bank, and elbows and eyes looked out of the myriad holes 

among the roots of the dry grasses and the drying clustered mussel shells, like 
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some crustaceous bulbs among the tussocks. An image: weird, of another world, 

with its own queer habits, of mud, lumped, underpeopled, with quiet crabs. 

(174) 

An essay entitled "Beach Plum Season on Cape Cod," which bears the 
Northampton address and thus may have been written <luring the year 
there, contains a similar reference to the alien nature of crabs observed on 
Cape Cod (Lilly Library). 

"Mussel Hunter" begins as a straightforward narrative/descriptive 
poem hut rather quickly becomes meditative as well. Its situation is 
simple; the first-person speaker comes alone at dawn to Rock Harbor to 
collect mussels for fish bait, becomes intrigued by the mysterious alien 
world of the crabs, and wonders about the husk of a crab which she finds 
in the dune grasses at some distance from the sea. The poem isa variation 
on the well-established Plathian theme of the relationship of the human 
being to the natura! world. While most earlier treatments portray nature 
as a hostile, menacing force ( "Prospect," "The Snowman on the Moor," 
"Hardcastle Crags," for example), here it is only alien and unknowable; 
the human being simply cannot understand it or become a part of it, even 
in the imagination: "A sly world's hinges had swung / Shut against me"; 
"I/ Stood shut out, for once, for all"; the crab's claw had "a use beyond 
my I Guessing of it"; "There was no telling" how the crab in the grasses 
had died. 

The poem proceeds chronologically in four distinct parts. In the first 
(lines 1-16), the solitary protagonist arrives at Rock Harbor at dawn, so 
early that even the artists have not yet come. In the actual event, Plath and 
Hughes had gone together, hut in the poem she sets a lone individual 
against nature. The speaker describes the setting with numerous concrete 
details revealing Plath's determination to attain realism: the bright light 
shining on the hulls of three fishing boats, the blue mussels in the tidal 
pools, the stench of the mud flats, rotting marine life, and gull excrement, 
and the crabs' "queer crusty scrabble," accurately reproduced by the 
onomatopoeic "k" and "r" sounds. 

In the brief second part (lines 17-20), the speaker realizes that, at her 
physical approach (a symbol of her metaphysical approach, her attempt at 
understanding), the crabs become frightened and hide from her in the 
mud; although Uroff argues that she is afraid ( 11 ), it is rather the reverse; 
indeed, she feels only curiosity, a desire to understand their order of 
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existence. However, their world is closed to her, conveyed as effectively 
here as in "Hardcastle Crags" by the image of the shut door. In part three 
(lines 21-40), the frightened creatures, having determined that it is safe to 
come out, cautiously reappear: 

Though I counted scant seconds, 

Enough ages lapsed to win 

Confidence of safe-conduct 

In the wary otherworld 

Eyeing me. Grass put forth claws; 

................................................. The crabs 

Inched from their pigmy burrows .... 

The speaker compares them to tiny knights prepared to battle a giant foe, 
implying not that she is in danger hut that they are. Her inability to 
understand the purpose of the single enormous claw reinforces the 
impenetrable mystery of their world: "grown grimly, and grimly / Borne, 
for a use beyond my / Guessing of it." Again using auditory as well as 
visual imagery ("Sibilant / Mass-motived hordes, they sidled/ Out"}, she 
describes their mass movement toward the tidal pool, pondering whether 
their motive is to return to the sea or to avoid her. Wondering if mud feels 
pleasurable to them, she realizes the utter foolishness of such a question 
and temporarily ends her attempts to participate in their existence: 

That question ended it-I 

Stood shut out, for once, for all, 

Puzzling the passage of their 

Absolutely alien 

Order .... 

The repetition of "shut out," which echoes the "shut" of line 20, the 
absoluteness of "for once, for all," and the placing of the alliterative 
"Absolutely alien" alone in a line stress the impossibility of ever making 
connections. Employing an image from astronomy no doubt inspired by 
the reading material suggested to her by Hughes, Plath has her speaker 
compare the inscrutable nature of the crabs to that of Haley's comet. 
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In part four, the crabs and the speaker go their separate ways, they on 
unknowable "business" and she to fulfill her mission of gathering mussels. 
Y et as she leaves, she finds "The husk of a fiddler-crab" among the dense 
grasses of the dunes and, despite her decision to give up all attempts to 
enter the animal world, wonders "if he'd I Died recluse or suicide / Or 
headstrong Columbus crab," attributing to him human motives and 
emotions-a desire for solitude, a decision to commit suicide, a compul
sion to explore new worlds. As Axelrod notes, she is actually projecting 
"her own possible identities rather than the crab's" (138). After 
pondering the mystery of death, she imagines the crab as a daring 
individualist who chose to die on land, confronting the sun's hostility: 
"this relic sa ved / Face to face the bald-faced sun," an overdone pun 
which weakens the ending. Indeed, this last part as a whole is problematic 
in that it diverges from the main thrust of the poem and sets out in a 
different direction, introducing a new theme celebrating the solitary 
individual (a symbol perhaps of the artist) who follows an unconventional 
path and defies a hostile environment. 

Most significant from a technical point of view is Plath's attempt to 
produce the diction, sounds, and cadences of real speech. As she explains 
in her letter to Warren, syllabics is a major means for attaining a natura! 
style: "Read it aloud for the sounds of it. This is written in what's known 
as 'syllabic verse,' measuring lines not by heavy and light stresses, but by 
the number of syllables, which here is 7. I find this form satisfactorily 
strict (a pattern varying the number of syllables in each line can be set up, 
as M. Moore does it) yet it hasa speaking illusion of freedom (which the 
measured stress doesn't have) as stresses vary freely" (LH 396-7). The 
absence of rhyme is another means of creating "the speaking illusion of 
freedom." 

While editor Howard Moss's praise of "Mussel Hunter at Rock 
Harbor" as a "marvelous poem" in his letter notifying Plath of its accep
tance by The New Yorker is perhaps excessive in light of its flaws, its 
treatment of the theme of the human being's relationship to nature, its 
realistic evocation of Cape Cod and its marine life, and its experiments 
toward creating a more natural-sounding voice make it an important 
poem in tracing Plath's poetic development in 1958; Axelrod even 
suggests that it "prophesies the progress of her career" (140). 

In addition to commenting on the composition of "Full Fathom Five,'' 
Plath indicates in her journal entry for June 11 that she has just completed 
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"Child's Park Stones": "We went at twilight to walk in the green park (I 
have just written a good syllabic poem, 'Child's Park Stones,' as juxta
posed to the ephemeral orange and fuchsia azaleas, and f eel the park is 
my favorite place in America)" (236). Appearing in other poems of this 
period such as "Fable of the Rhodendron Stealers," "Moonrise,'' and 
"Frog Autumn," the park, located just a few steps from their 
Northampton apartment at 337 Elm Street, was for Plath and Hughes a 
lovely, peaceful refuge with its pine trees, frog pond, rhododendron and 
azalea bushes, and seasonal flowers. As she notes in a letter to Warren 
also written on June 11, "We live very simply and happily and walk each 
day in Our Park, which is next door and which no one else frequents," 
going on to give a detailed description of its animals and plants (LH 395). 

Choosing as her subject matter for the first time in 1958 a landscape 
from her immediate present, Plath uses the park's enormous rocks as 
symbols of stability and permanence, a rare departure from her more 
usual associations of them with harshness, sterility, and/or indifference, in 
opposition to the transience of its brightly-colored azaleas. Images of 
darkness and stillness on the one hand and of fire, sunlight, and 
movement on the other reinforce this contrast. The stones "loom in the 
leaf-filtered gloom," "guard a dark repose," and cannot be uprooted even 
by "man's crowbar." Their longevity is suggested through the comparison 
to 

the charred knuckle-bones 

Of a giant or extinct 

Animal, come from another 

Age, another planet surely, 

echoing Plath's reference to them in a journal entry as "druid stones" 
(248). Their tranquillity, permanence, and solidity are effectively summed 
up in the phrase "the still heart of the stones," echoing stanza three of 
Yeats's "Easter 1916": "A stone I To trouble the living stream / ... The 
stone's in the midst of all." Transience is symbolized by the park's various 
flowers, orange and bright pink azaleas, roses, and iris, and by the sun. In 
contrast to the "sunless air" in which the rocks repose, the brightly
colored flowers are in full sunlight which "alters shadows,'' "kind les a 
day's-end blaze," and is "burnt out I Quick as they" (italics added). 

Plath undergirds the contrast between permanence and transience 
through tempo and sound values. Those lines describing the stones move 
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slowly and contain peaceful "o," "m," and "s" sounds: "some / Founding 
father set these lobed, warped stones / To loom in the leaf-filtered gloom." 
Those describing the sun-lit flowers move more quickly, use more punctu
ation to break up the lines, and contain light, crackling onomatopoeic 
sounds suggesting a blazing fire: 

while sun 

Alters shadows of rose and iris

Long, short, long-in the lit garden 

And kindles a day's-end blaze .... 

The poet continues her experiments with syllabics, setting herself a 
demanding 7-8-9-8-7 pattern paralleled by a like pattern of indented 
lines, and employs a rhyme scheme of ababa. To reflect the swift and 
continuous passage of time in juxtaposition to the permanence of the 
rocks, she runs most lines and every stanza over into the next. 

Although "Child's Park Stones" isa competent poem on the traditional 
theme of permanence versus transience, I would not go as far as Pritchard, 
who labels it a "first rate poem" (75). Its interest lies mainly in its use of 
an obscure setting which had meaning in Plath's current experience, in its 
rare use of stone to symbolize a positive aspect of nature, in its unusual 
indention of lines, and in its difficult syllabic pattern. 

Plath's journal entry for June 11 also recounts an incident in the park 
which provided the inspiration for "Fable of the Rhododendron Stealers." 
It must have been composed soon afterward, for, in an unpublished 
portion of a letter of June 25, she tells her mother that she has written 
another poem about the park (Lilly Library), meaning evidently another 
one in addition to "Child's Park Stones." This narrative piece reflects 
nothing of the intensity and anger expressed in the journal entry despite 
the use of a first-person speaker. As it seems to have no significant point 
to make, it may have been written simply as a means for Plath to get her 
violent resentment off her chest. "Fable" is unusual from a technical point 
of view in that it is one of the few poems composed <luring the summer of 
1958 which do not use syllabics. 

The same unpublished portion of the June 25 letter which recounts the 
"rhododendron incident" also reveals that Plath has just written a poem 
about climbing a mountain, a reference no doubt to "Above the Oxbow," 
and an unpublished journal entry for July 1 confirms that it had been 
composed by then: "Climbed Mt. Holyoke with Ted. I found words and 
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phrases from my 'Above the Oxbow' poem right and making the scene 
righter: 'leaf-shuttered escarpments"' (Smith College Library). Further, in 
a journal entry for May 31, 1959, she refers to a short story entitled 
"Above the Oxbow" which "I wrote up from an 'exercise' I did last July 
[sic]" (308). A descriptive piece on the peaceful countryside surrounding 
the Oxbow of the Connecticut River as viewed from the small mountain 
of Skinner State Park just south of Northampton, it contains echoes of 
both Frost and Hopkins; however, it is notable only for its highly 
elaborate syllabic pattern of 12-12-12-12-10-12-12-10-12-10-12-10-
12-10. 

The next poem for which an exact date can be determined is "Owl," 
written on the morning of June 26, according to a journal entry of that 
date: "Wrote a brief poem this morning-'Owl over Main Street' in 
syllabic verse. Could be better. The beginning is a bit lyrical for the 
subject and the last verse might be expanded .... That owl we heard on 
our midnight walk around town, the great feathered underside of the 
bird's body, its wide wings spread over the telephone wires-a ghoulish 
skrwack" (243). She may also have been influenced by Leonard Baskin's 
bronze relief Owl (1958). The Hugheses had met the artist-in-residence at 
Smith in early May of 1958 (J 222), and it seems likely that, when she 
composed the poem some six weeks later, Plath had seen his sinister 
depiction of this bird which was for him a figure of evil; as he himself has 
pointed out, "Birds of prey flutter ominously through my oeuvre . ... 
[Their] essential meaning in my work is as raptors, carrion devourers, and 
as swift and startling bolts of death. The owl is perhaps the most complex 
and mysterious" (Baskin: Sculpture, Drawings, Prints, qtd. in Jaffe 122). 
Plath's destructive owl certainly seems to mirror these concepts in her 
eerie poem, which she oddly characterizes ten months later as having "a 
verve and life-joy ... however gray" (J 302). 

Basing the poem on a recent experience, reflecting Hughes's influence 
by focusing on animals as subject and as symbol, and employing a 9-8-9-
5 syllabic pattern, Plath presents yet another version of the menace of the 
natura} world, symbolized by the owl and rats, in juxtaposition to an 
affluent civilization, symbolized by the shops of Northampton's Main 
Street. The third-person speaker begins by describing the deserted street at 
midnight, its shop windows displaying expensive products "In a glassed 
tableau of affluence." However, this silent, familiar scene is suddenly dis
rupted by the screech of an owl, representing the brutality of nature 
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beneath the placid veneer of civilization. The specific details emphasize the 
owl's sinister and dangerous qualities, "raptorial" communicating its 
predatory nature and "squall" the harsh, discordant sound of its voice. Its 
enormous wingspread implies power and control, and its feathered belly is 
"fearfully soft to look upon," perhaps because it contains the victims the 
owl has recently devoured. 

The speaker's question as to why the owl cries out is answered in the 
last two lines: "Rats' teeth gut the city / Shaken by owl cry." Now it 
becomes evident that the earlier line "From deep-sunk basements," which 
seems at first to lack meaning, refers to the location of the rats and that 
the owl's screech isa warning that, hidden beneath the tranquil surface of 
civilization, sinister forces of nature are quietly but constantly destroying 
its innards. Thus "Owl" anticipates "Watercolor of Grantchester 
Meadows" in theme, method, and symbolism, although in the later work 
it is an idyllic rural setting from which the terrifying evidence of nature's 
violence, again in the forms of owl and rat, suddenly appears. 

During the first few days of July, Plath produced several more poems, 
all but one of which use syllabics. The unpublished July 1 journal entry in 
which Plath records climbing Mt. Holyoke also describes their unsuccess
ful attempt to approach a groundhog: "[The] humped, short-legged, 
stump-tailed rattish-faced creature ... lumbered slowly and awkwardly 
into the fem and stopped .... [It] faced us, shaking piteously and making 
a chattering clack-sound with its long yellow rodentine lower teeth .... I 
longed to pat it, to feed it a leaf, to make it somehow apprehend our love, 
but it feared and stood its ground valiant, a fierce, scared rodent" (Smith 
College Library) . This incident is the subject of "Incommunicado," a 
poem written by July 3, as indicated in a journal entry of that date: "Ted 
has given me several poetry subjects and assignments which are highly 
exciting: l've already written a good short poem on the groundhog and on 
landowners and am eager for others" (244). Further, in an unpublished 
portion of a letter of July 5, Plath recounts the same event to her mother, 
noting that she has written "a little poem" about the creature (Lilly 
Library). With a syllabic pattern that isa variation of the one in "Above 
the Oxbow" (10-10-12-10-10-10-12) anda demanding rhyme scheme 
of abcdefg, abcdefg, "lncommunicado" uses specific details from the 
actual episode to convey, as does "Mussel Hunter," the inaccessibility of 
the animal world to human beings. 

The first-person speaker describes in the first stanza her encounter with 
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a frightened groundhog which hid under a fem and fiercely rejected her 
attempts to establish communication. The accurate concrete details of the 
teeth clattering "like castanets" and the "claws braced" for possible 
attack reinforce the barriers between the human and animal worlds: "[the 
groundhog] would not exchange / For that wary clatter sound or gesture / 
Of love: claws braced, at bay, my currency not hers." The metaphor of 
barter effectively shows the impossibility of trading human and animal 
emotions; since they do not use the same currency, no exchange can be 
made, no communication can take place. Thus the human being is entirely 
shut out of the animal world. Further, the onomatopoeic rendering of the 
sounds of the groundhog's teeth reinforces the major metaphor of 
communication. 

In the second stanza, much in the manner of Robert Frost, the speaker 
comments on the meaning of the encounter. While in fairytales 
("marchen"), human beings and animals not only converse hut also on 
occasion lave each other ("love-met groundhogs lave one in return"), that 
does not happen in the real world. "From what grace am I fallen" is nota 
question huta statement of fact, revealing the speaker's regret that she has 
last that magical fairytale world where all forms of life communicate. The 
harsh reality is that "Tongues are strange, / Signs say nothing. The falcon 
who spoke clear / To Canacee cries gibberish to coarsened ears," the last 
an echo of Eliot's nightingale crying " 'Jug Jug' to dirty ears" in The 
Waste Land. 

While a minor poem, "Incommunicado" isa very competent one and is 
of interest in its treatment of the inaccessibility of the animal world. 

Plath's reference to having recently completed a "good short 
poem ... on landowners" in the July 3 journal entry noted above (244) 
indicates that "Landowners," which Hughes has placed in the 195 6 
section of The Collected Poems, actually belongs here. Its use of syllabics 
(9 per line) seems to confirm this later <late. In this psychological study of 
the speaker's envy of the rootedness and stability of homeowners, Plath 
may well have combined her present envy (she and Hughes rented an 
upstairs apartment in Northampton) with that experienced while a 
student living in her third-floor room at Whitstead House in Cambridge; 
in a May 21, 1956 entry in the Cambridge Pocket Diary for 1955-56 she 
notes her "envy of stupid married people in snug homes" (Lilly Library). 
The poem thus merges present experiences, which serve as the dominant 
subjects in the early summer, with memories of the past, heralding a tum 
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to that source of inspiration in the next several poems, perhaps a sugges
tion from Hughes. 

Plath employs a contrast between solidity and insubstantiality through
out the poem to reveal the complex attitude of the speaker toward the 
landowners whose homes she views from her window; she knows that her 
denigration of their holdings as insignificant, insubstantial, or restrictive is 
in reality an attempt to reduce her envy of what they possess. In the 
opening stanza, she establishes her own situation as a landless person, 
immediately setting up the contrast between substance and 
insubstantiality through the words "earth" and "air-motes": 

From my rented attic with no earth 

To call my own except the air-motes, 

I malign the leaden perspective 

Of identical gray brick houses, 

Orange roof-tiles, orange chimney pots ••.. 

This description is an accurate reproduction of the view from Plath's 
room in Whitstead House; she wrote to her mother in October 1955, 
"from my window in Whitstead ... on the third floor I can see out into 
the Whitstead garden to trees where large black rooks (ravens) fly over 
quaint red-tiled rooftops with their chimney pots" (201), and she also did 
a sketch of the nearby houses which was published along with her article 
on Cambridge in the The Christian Science Monitor in 1956. The speaker 
describes the identical houses as oppressive and monotonous, like 
repeated reflections in mirrors: 

[I] see that first house, as if between 

Mirrors, engendering a spectral 

Corridor of inane replicas, 

Flimsily peopled. 

She then admits that she maligns the houses out of envy for the stability 
that they represent, shifting to the positive aspects of owning property as 
signalled by the conjunction: "But landowners / Own their own cabbage 
roots, a space of stars, / Indigenous peace." The closing lines reveal her 
piercing insight into her true motives through an ironic twist in the meta
phors of solidity/insubstantiality. Now the former, which she associated 
with dullness and conformity in the first stanza, becomes desirable, 
making her own earlier negative perceptions as insubstantial as a ghost: 



178 THE JOURNEY TOW ARD ARIEL 

Such substance makes 

My eyeful of reflections a ghost's 

Eyeful, which, envious, would define 

Death as striking root on one land-tract; 

Life, its own vaporous wayfarings. 

She realizes that, because she is envious, she wants to go on believing, or 
convince herself anew, that landowning with its attendant permanence is 
a kind of death, while wandering freely through the world is life, although 
she now clearly believes the opposite. Ironically, the stability of "striking 
root" and possessing a "land-tract" becomes positive even as she is calling 
it death, while the formerly desirable "wayfarings" become negative; now 
it is they which are "vaporous," not the houses. 

Although too consciously cerebral in the ornate style of Stevens, "Land
owners" does attempt to be natural in its lack of rhyme. Again it shows 
Plath's presentation of an intensely troubling problem to her, their con
stant wandering and Hughes's unwillingness to "settle clown," in a 
distanced, formal manner. 

However, the next poem she produced is far more directly personal 
and, along with "Moonrise," is perhaps the best of the 1958 poems. 
Plath's interest in her past combined with a directive from the Ouija 
board on July 3 to "write on the poem subject 'Lorelei' because they are 
my own kin" to inspire "Lorelei," which she wrote "for fun" on July 4, 
"remembering the plaintive German song Mother used to play and sing to 
us beginning 'Ich weiss nicht was sol/ es bedeuten . ... ' The subject 
appealed to me doubly (or triply): the German legend of the Rhine sirens, 
the sea-childhood symbol, and the death-wish involved in the song's 
beauty. The poem devoured my day, but I feel it is a book poem and am 
pleased with it" (J 245-6). 

The song is Schubert's musical setting of Heine's famous "The Lorelei," 
which tells of a golden-haired goddess on a rock in the Rhine river who 
lures fishermen to their deaths by her song. Plath combines this story of a 
single siren with another German folk tale involving seven sirens, which 
Smith has identified as "Oberwesel: The Seven Maidens," pointing out 
that "Both legends, significantly, are stories of fatherless siren-temptresses 
who ... destroy the men they enrapture" and who themselves drown at 
the end; the former commits suicide to join her "father dear" and to 
escape being drowned by her captors, while the latter are drowned as 
punishment for their deeds (119). 
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In addition to these German folk tales, the poem has two other sources. 
According to Hughes, Plath was influenced at this time by one of 
Cousteau's accounts of undersea exploration; as noted in the discussion of 
"Full Fathom Five," Mazzaro suggests that the specific account may be 
the article in the March 1958 issue of National Geographic, noting that 
"The surprising calm that the marine biologists discovered existing at that 
depth may well have prompted the lines of 'Lorelei,' 'They sing / Of a 
world more full and clear than can be"' (226). These lines also echo a 
source which has not previously been acknowledged, Yeats's "The Stolen 
Child," in which fairies lure a child away from the mundane, misery-filled 
real world by singing of their magical world of enchantment and delight: 

Come away, 0 human child! 

To the waters and the wild 

With a fairy hand in hand, 

For the world's more full of weeping than you 

can understand. 

Ironically, while the last line of Yeats's refrain describes the real world, 
the lines of Plath's poem which echo it describe the sirens' world. 

An extraordinary expression of the attraction of suicide despite its 
attendant terrors, "Lorelei" brilliantly traces the subtle seduction of the 
female speaker as she is taken in by the singing as well as the silence of the 
sirens. Despite her strong opening statement that "It is no night to drown 
in" and her awareness of the dangers of these temptresses, she cannot 
resist them and falls prey to the vision of a peaceful world which they 
present; at the end she implies that she will indeed drown herself in order 
to join them there. The poem's quiet quality of inevitability, of pressure, 
of irresistible forces is powerful as is its sense of a deeply troubled voice 
speaking with calm melancholy. 

The beginning three stanzas seem at first to illustrate the stunning 
opening statement by describing a beautiful, tranquil scene on the Rhine 
river: a full moon, blue mists, the river's glittering surface so smooth that 
it reflects the turrets of the castle on its bank. But, as Melander notes, it is 
a "deceptively placid, postcard-like description" (85). The ominous detail 
of the river's blackness and the comparison of the mists to "fishnets" 
anticipate the disruption of this calm exterior by the frightening 
appearance of mysterious shapes rising up from the river's depths, much 
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as the old man in "Full Fathom Five" surfaces from the bottom of the sea. 
Up to this point, the speaker's voice has seemed that of a neutral third 
person objectively describing a landscape, but now it is abruptly revealed 
as that of a first-person speaker who is intensely involved in the situation: 
"these shapes float / Up toward me, troubling the face I Of quiet" and 
causing her to feel anxiety and fear. Yet, as they rise doser to the surface, 
her response becomes ambivalent, for she describes them as valuable art 
works, specifically marble statues: "their limbs ponderous I With richness, 
hair heavier / Than sculpted marble." 

The speaker then describes their song, which entices her with its vision 
of a world "more full and clear / Than can be." Though tempted, she does 
not immediately succumb, for she doubts whether such a place really 
exists and is well aware that the song is deceptive, conquering its listeners 
by deranging their minds. Nevertheless, she shifts from describing the 
Lorelei in the third person to addressing them in the second person, 
signalling her increasing involvement even as she fights it. "Sisters" not 
only refers to the sirens being sisters but also, and more importantly, to 
their being her sisters, conveying her feeling of kinship with them. (Plath 
in her journal entry refers to them as her "own kin.") 

However, her realization of their danger is reflected in the images of 
battle, nightmare, and suicide she uses to describe their song. Their 
singing voices lay seige to the rational mind, finally "Deranging" and thus 
conquering it. This military image is succeeded by a nightmare image: 
"Y ou lodge I On the pitched reefs of nightmare, / Promising sure har
borage," an evocation of the jagged ("pitched") reefs of the Rhine on 
which many boats wrecked and a symbol of the mind's being wrecked in 
a nightmare world of death or insanity. Plath has subtly shifted metaphors 
for the rational mind from a "well-steered country" that can be conquered 
to a well-steered boat that can be sunk. Their song is continuous and 
unrelenting, heard not only at night but also during the day from the 
fringes of dull, daily routine and "from the ledge I Also of high windows," 
a reference to committing suicide by leaping from windows. The source of 
its appeal is "Drunkenness of the great depths," a condition in which one 
is relieved of the pain and misery of real life; according to Hughes, this 
phrase is "from the book [?] of Cousteau's she was reading as she wrote 
'Full Fathom Five' some time earlier. It describes the euphoric visionary 
state of acute oxygen shortage in which divers blissfully forget all 
precautions and danger" (CP 287). 
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The attraction of this promised world of peace and escape is ultimately 
so powerful that, despite her realization that the Lorelei are deceptive, 
dangerous, and cold-hearted and that they work by deranging the mind, 
the speaker at the poem's end is seduced. She now addresses the river 
itself, as they sink back toward the bottom: "O river, I see drifting / Deep 
in your flux of silver / Those great goddesses of peace." Reflecting her 
total seduction, she no longer descrihes the river as black hut as shining 
silver and calls the sirens "great goddesses." In the last line, she indicates 
her intention to join them: "Stone, stone, ferry me clown there," the 
firmness of her decision conveyed by the predominance of stressed 
syllables. In terms of the legend, the stone which she addresses is the Rock 
of St. Goar on which the Lorelei sit and on which their victims are 
wrecked, hut on a realistic level it is the heavy stone which will aid her in 
drowning herself. While Broe describes her tone of voice as "high
pitched" (55), rather it seems strangely melancholy and low-key, much 
like the tone at the conclusion of "Full Fathom Five." 

The images of stone and water which dominate the poem are 
ambivalent. As in other Plath poems, stone has negative connotations of 
danger and harshness, for the rock on which the sirens sit causes 
shipwreck and drowning. However, it also has positive connotations in 
that they are described as valuable and attractive marble statues and in 
that a stone is the means by which the speaker will attain the peace they 
offer. And water is the source of both death and peace. 

The technical aspects of "Lorelei" function organically to create a sense 
of the flowing movement of the water, the rising and then the sinking of 
the sirens, and the uncertainty of the speaker. Again Plath chooses terza 
rima with its interlocking rhyme to create a constant forward movement 
toward the inevitahle conclusion, only breaking the rhyme scheme in the 
last stanza to reflect the speaker's decision to drown herself. This forward 
motion is reinforced by the use of seven syllables per line, the extra, often 
unstressed, final syllahle impelling the reader into the next line. The 
predominance of feminine rhyme also conveys the speaker's uncertainty. 
Further, no stanza is a self-contained unit hut flows over into the next; 
indeed, all hut three end without any mark of punctuation at all. The use 
of eleven participles and of the sounds of "s" and "e" contributes to the 
sensation of moving water and to the speaker's inexorable movement 
towards drowning. Finally, Plath's placement of key words in positions of 
great stress effectively creates a rising and sinking motion; for example, 
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the former is conveyed by the placement of the words "Up" and "They 
rise" at the beginnings of lines ten and twelve and the latter by the similar 
placement of "Deep" in line thirty-four as well as by the poem's ending 
with the words "clown there." 

"Lorelei" is a striking exploration of the compelling attraction of 
suicide as an escape into the peaceful realm of death, despite its danger 
and mystery. While it is similar to "Full Fathom Five" in general subject 
matter, in its dangerous hut also appealing figures, in its imagery of water 
and its recreation of its motion, in its melancholy tone, and even in 
specific words and phrases ("ice-mountain," "ice-hearted"; "to be steered 
clear / Of," "well-steered"; "horder," "horders"), it is superior in unity of 
construction and clarity of expression. It is an extremely important early 
poem in its rather direct treatment of a highly personal concern in Plath's 
inner life, her struggle with the appeal of suicide. Further, it breaks new 
ground in tackling this previously taboo subject. Finally, it is noteworthy 
in her poetic development in its brilliant merging of matter and style. 

Plath's delving into her pastas a source of subject matter is reflected in 
her July 5 letter to her mother: "I am going back to the ocean as my 
poetic heritage and hope to revisit all the places I remember in Winthrop 
with Ted this summer; Johnson Avenue, a certain meadow on it, our 
beach and grammy's. Even rundown as it now is, the town has the 
exciting appeal of my childhood, and I am writing some good poems 
about it, I think" (398). Although she does not name them, "Green Rock, 
Winthrop Bay" may well have been among those to which she refers. 
Plath contrasts her memories of this idyllic childhood landscape with its 
present decaying state to comment on the destructive effects of time and 
on the impossibility of recapturing the innocence and beauty of the past, 
the latter an echo of the 1956 poem "Dream with Clam-Diggers," also set 
in Winthrop. Both the themes and the vocabulary of the poem are 
reflected not only in the journal entry above hut also in an entry for 
January 4, 1958: "How everything shrinks on return-you can't go home 
again; Winthrop shrunk, dulled, wrinkled its dense hide: all those rainbow 
extensions of dreams lost luster, shells out of water, color blanching" 
(182). 

Throughout the poem the first-person speaker, who has returned to her 
hometown after fifteen years, juxtaposes her dazzling, grandiose memories 
of the Winthrop of her childhood to the harsh reality of its present 
rundown condition. She had expected to find the idyllic place of her youth 
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("My promise of an idyll") with its brilliant blue sea and sky, the cry of 
gulls, and the magical green rock which had been "ship and house" in her 
childhood imagination; in a note on a typescript of the poem in Smith 
College Library's Rare Book Room, Aurelia Plath writes that, as children, 
Warren and Sylvia played on such a rock. 

However, to the speaker's dismay, everything has shrunk and faded: 
"the blue's worn out," the sounds of the gulls are "thin" in contrast to the 
roar of airplanes, and the rock is "black/ With tarry muck" and "shrunk 
to common I Size." This "shoddy / Makeshift of a view," this "niggard 
estate," destroys her illusion, forcing her to realize that she "should have 
known better." At the poem's end, she acknowledges that, short of 
completely turning her back on her hometown, she can react either by 
willfully refusing to accept reality, becoming "a liar" by "Gilding what's 
eyesore," or she can "blame time / For the rock's dwarfed lump, for the 
drabbled scum, /Fora churlish welcome." The poem echoes her 1949 
short story entitled "Green Rock," which won the Atlantic Monthly 
Award in 1950 (Lilly Library). 

Plath again employs the triplet stanza form, hut replaces the terza rima 
rhyme with aaa, bbb, and so on. Most surprising from a technical point of 
view is her abandonment of syllabics (only a few poems written during 
the summer of 1958 do so), the entirely irregular meter a reflection 
perhaps of the jarring nature of the speaker's disillusionment. 

Plath reveals here her ability to use landscape as symbol, recreating 
both the past and present scenes with effective concrete details; however, 
"Green Rock, Winthrop Bay" remains a rather conventional treatment of 
a conventional theme. 

Based on memories of Plath's 1950 summer job at Lookout Farm (see J 
3-5; LH 35-6) and originally entitled "The Champion Spinach Picker," 
"Memoirs of a Spinach-Picker" may also have been produced at this time 
as an off-shoot of Plath's memories of childhood locations. While a 
journal entry for February 9, 1958 indicating that she is working on a 
story for The New Yorker on this subject (192) may suggest that the 
poem was composed at that time, the use of syllabics (11 per line) would 
substantiate a summer composition date. The poem is unusual in its theme 
of the freshness and idealism of youth, portrayed without bitterness or 
disillusionment, its positive tone, and its irregular stanza form, hut 
otherwise it is unremarkable. 

Another poem using an animal as subject, reflecting an experience from 
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her past, and experimenting with syllabics (15 per line) may have been 
written in June or early July; "The Goring," based on her memory of a 
bullfight seen in Madrid in early July 1956, was definitely written by mid
July, for in a journal entry dated July 9 (though the actual date may be 
July 14; see discussion of "Whiteness I Remember") she says that 
"Whiteness I Remember," on which she is working, is "Hard as my little 
gored picador poem was hard" (248). 

In the Cambridge Pocket Diary for 1955-56, Plath records on July 8, 
1956 that, at the bullfight they attended in Madrid, a fat picador had been 
gored in the thigh by the fourth bull (Lilly Library). Although the 
following excerpt from a letter written to her mother on July 14, 1956 
from Benidorm indicates that she planned to write only a short story 
about the bullfight, the poem seems to owe its content to the same source: 

I'm going to begin [a story] on the Madrid bullfights this week. We went last 

Sunday evening, and I am glad that Ted and I both feel the same way: full of 

sympathy for the bull ... [which] is utterly innocent, peaceful, taunted to run 

about by the many cape-wavers. Then a horrid picador on a horse with a straw

mat guard about it stabs a huge hole in the bull's neck with a pike from which 

gushed blood, and men run to stick little colored picks in it. The killing isn't even 

neat, and with all the chances against it, we felt disgusted and sickened by such 

brutality. The most satisfying moment for us was when one of the six beautiful 

doomed hulls managed to gore a fat, cruel picador, lift him off the horse; ... he 

was carried out, spurting blood from his thigh. My last bullfight. (299) 

On July 25 she reports, "I am working on the bullfight [story] now" (LH 
302). 

Echoing the excerpt, the poem's third-person speaker describes first the 
cruel treatment of the bulls and then the goring of a picador, to the 
speaker clearly the only artistic and meaningful action to occur. He/she 
begins with a description of the arena stained with the blood of the first 
four bulls of the afternoon's "entertainment," the word "rusted" 
conveying his/her sense of moral decay in such activities. The speaker's 
disgust is further communicated by the reference to the savagery of the 
spectators and to the bullfighter's lack of skill; each killing is "botched" 
by "dropped capes" and "ill-judged stabs" so that it "isn't even neat." 
However, some moral satisfaction is achieved when the fifth bull gores 
one of the ornately costumed picadors who has pushed his pike, a long 
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wooden shaft with a pointed steel head, "Down deep into the bent bull 
neck." There is no speed, no flourish, no artistry, no dramatic plunging of 
the pike into a dangerous foe, hut only a slow hearing clown into a passive 
victim. The disgusted speaker judges it to be "Cumbrous routine, not 
artwork." 

But an "Instinct for art" is found in the sudden goring of the picador by 
the bull, who then lifts him into the air as the spectators watch in 
horrified silence: "the bull's horn loft[ed] in the mob's / Hush a lumped 
man-shape." The word "mob" suggests the speaker's aversion to the 
blood-thirsty audience, while "lumped man-shape" shows how quickly 
the elegantly-dressed picador is reduced to nothing more than a heavy 
body. In the speaker's judgment, "The [bull's] whole act [was] formal, 
fluent as a dance" in stark contrast to the picador's, a contrast reinforced 
by the parallel placement of the phrases "Cumbrous routine, not 
artwork" and "formal, fluent as a dance." The speaker's final evaluation 
appears in the last line: "Blood faultlessly broached redeemed the sullied 
air, the earth's grossness." The shedding of the picador's blood by the bull 
redeems the ugliness and brutality of the earlier portion of the bullfight in 
which human beings, both the bullfighters and the crowd, were dominant. 

In addition to the pattern of 15 syllables per line, Plath exhibits a 
skillful use of a mirror or reverse rhyme scheme of abcde, edcba. Further, 
throughout most of the poem she employs a dull, plodding rhythm, 
reinforced by heavy consonants, to reflect the "Cumbrous routine" of the 
bullfighters; however, in the last three lines, the rhythm becomes lighter 
and the movement of the verse quicker, corresponding to the more artful 
actions of the bull. Technically, the poem is a rather amazing feat for a 
young poet. Indeed, it is as if Plath demonstrates a demanding and 
intricate design in her poem in protest against the lack of artistic skill and 
design in the bullfight her speaker describes; she clearly considered it to 
possess the virtue of concreteness as indicated by her laudatory 
description of it as "hard" (J 248). 

From the first few days of July through the middle of the month, Plath 
suffered from a bout of imaginative sterility that catapulted her into 
intense depression. This period of sterility, however, was followed by one 
of productivity; in a journal entry for July 27, she notes, "I have written 
four or five quite good poems this past ten days, after a sterile hysterical 
ten days of nonproduction. These poems are, I think, deeper, more sobre, 
somber (yet well colored) than any I've yet done" (253). Unfortunately, 
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she does not identify the poems, and yet some clues allow a number of 
speculations. 

"Whiteness I Remember," based on a memory from her Cambridge 
days, seems to have been an attempt to break out of the dry spell. An 
entry in the published Journals indicates that she wrote it on July 9; 
perhaps as a way of encouraging herself, she described it in glowing 
terms: "I wrote what I consider a 'book poem' about my runaway ride in 
Cambridge on the horse Sam: a hard subject for me, horses alien to me, 
yet the daredevil change in Sam and my hanging on God knows how is a 
kind of revelation: it worked well. Hard as my little gored picador poem 
was hard" (248). However, in an unpublished portion of a journal entry 
for July 17, she notes that she started it on July 14, is still working on it, 
particularly on its "flowery beginning," and "must finish it this morning" 
(Smith College Library). Whether she began it on the 9th or the 14th, she 
felt compelled to finish it on the 17th. She must later have revised her 
initial laudatory judgment, for she did not include the poem in The 
Colossus. Using the ever-present syllabics of the summer (7 per line) but 
dropping rhyme, "Whiteness I Remember" is awkwardly written and 
lacks inte rest except as a forerunner of "Ariel." 

Perhaps because she was not satisfied with it, she still felt paralyzed by 
sterility on July 19, when she wrote in a journal entry, "Paralysis still with 
me. It is as if my mind stopped"; she went on to describe her feelings of 
despair caused by the sudden absence of specific plans, by her vague desire 
to produce both literature and a child ("I dimly would like to write .... 
And fearfully, dimly, would like to have a child"), and by the sterility of 
her imagination: "Lines occur to me and stop dead .... I observe: 'The 
mulberry berries redden under leaves.' And stop" (251); one page later 
she agonized over how she might "catapult myself into ... stories and 
poems and nursing babies" and in the midst of the self-castigation which 
followed abruptly inserted the unexplained sentence, "Grub-white 
mulberries redden under leaves" (252). Clearly she was struggling with 
the creation of "Moonrise"; ironically, she overcame her imaginative 
sterility by writing a highly psychological, surrealistic poem about it. 
Substantiating evidence includes the use of syllabics (10 per line), 
references to Child's Park and the month of July, and the fulfilling of the 
terms "deeper," "sober," "sombre," and "well colored" which describe 
the recently completed poems in the July 2 7 entry. 

Although "Moonrise" is an absolutely first-rate poem, it has only 
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received limited attention from a few critics, who, assuming incorrectly 
that Plath was pregnant when she wrote it, see its theme as pregnancy and 
the ambivalent responses it evokes: for Kroll, the ending "clearly connects 
the Moon and, through the mulberry imagery, the White Goddess, with 
the process of pregnancy. (Plath probably wrote this poem while pregnant 
with her first child)" (42); for Bundtzen, the poem is "about woman's 
[ambivalent] feelings toward pregnancy" (194); for Rosenblatt, it portrays 
a pregnant woman fearful of the pain and possibly death associated with 
childbirth (74-5). However, the circumstances surrounding its actual date 
of composition as well as a close reading confirm that its true subject is 
not pregnancy, but sterility-and not physical sterility (though that is a 
major metaphor) but imaginative sterility, from which Plath herself was 
suffering at the time and which she equated with imaginative death 
("What I fear most, I think, is the death of the imagination," J 109). 
Throughout the poem images of blankness, decay, and death (dying 
catalpa flowers, rotting smells, stones and headstones) symbolize artistic 
paralysis; in contrast, the color red and images of fruitfulness, ripening, 
and life (mulberries, eggs) symbolize artistic productivity. The twenty-two 
references to white as compared to the five references to red/purple reflect 
the dominance of sterility. In addition to these contrasting sets of images, 
the moon, the grubs, and ultimately the mulberries themselves are 
ambivalent, suggesting both. Undergirding the entire image pattern is the 
metaphor of the female reproductive cycle, made all the more appropriate 
(and poignant) in that Plath herself at this time was agonizing over 
producing neither a child nor poetry. 

The setting and situation are rather directly stated. The first-person 
speaker, an artist suffering depression as a result of nonproductivity, sits 
idly in a park (which is quite similar to Plath's beloved Child's Park), not, 
as Rosenblatt (75) and Stevenson (137) have suggested respectively, a field 
or a cemetery. In a subdued, weary, and dejected tone of voice (hardly 
that of the "chanting lunatic" which Smith hears, 116), she observes in its 
plants and insects life and fertility on the one hand and death and sterility 
on the other, applying them to her own situation. The poem is a 
surrealistic meditation on artistic sterility based on a series of symbolic 
images from nature and, ironically, the human imagination. 

As the poem opens, the speaker notices that the white mulberries in the 
neighboring park are beginning to ripen and tum red in the July sun and 
decides to "go out and sit in white like they do, / Doing nothing." The 
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conflicting images of sterility/death and of fertility/life are immediately 
introduced, the former in "grub-white" and the latter in "redden." Once 
in the park she observes two other elements of nature which she sees as 
symbols of her own nonproductive state: the enormous white catalpa 
flowers which topple and die (Plath had written to her mother in an 
unpublished portion of her July 5 letter that the "catalpas in the park are 
in full bloom," Lilly Library) and the white pigeon which sinks earth
ward. She compares her ten white fingers, the poet's tools, to the flowers' 
petals and the bird's tail feathers. Her fingers do not create poems hut 
only open and shut futilely or dig their nails painfully into her equally 
unproductive white palms, an obvious sign of her frustration and self
castigation: 

opening, shutting 

White petals, white fan-tails, ten white fingers. 

Enough for fingernails to make half-moons 

Redden in white palms no labor reddens. 

White bruises toward color, else collapses. 

The speaker then meditates on an image of death from her imagination 
rather than from nature, the smell of a white body rotting in its grave, hut 
soon becomes aware of that same smell near her, "beneath the stones I 
Where small ants roll their eggs, where grubs fatten." She sees even the 
eggs and larvae associated with new life and growth in the life cycles of 
ants and beetles as subject to death, its inevitability reinforced by the 
repetition of "Death may whiten in sun or out of it / Death whitens in the 
egg or out of it." 

Her focus now becomes entirely interna!. "I can see no color for this 
whiteness. / White: it is a complexion of the mind" ref ers to the total 
sterility of her own mind, for which there is no possibility of color 
(imaginative fertility). Her mental exhaustion as she imagines the 
overwhelming enormity of her sterility, which she describes in a surreal 
manner as a white Niagara Falls thundering upward, echoes Plath's own 
exhaustion at this time: "I have been ridiculously exhausted every 
morning, as if waking out of a coma, a queer deathlike state" (J 253). 

At the poem's end, the speaker is drawn out of this inward-looking 
state by the rising of the moon, a final ambivalent image of fertility/life 
and sterility/death. Traditionally, Lucina, whose name means "Light
Bringing," is both the moon-goddess of fertility and childbirth and the 
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symbol of poetic inspiration. As Kroll notes, her "full symbolism includes 
the cycles of birth, life, death and rebirth; and the female functions of 
menstruation, and fertility or barrenness" (43). Clearly her negative 
aspects are dominant here, for the speaker sees her as death-dealing, 
sterile, and terrifying. She is a "bony mother," in a difficult hut nonpro
ductive labor among white stars that are "socketed," the latter evoking 
the empty eye-sockets of a skull; and she is frightening because she 
demands a painful honesty about oneself: 

Lucina, bony mother, laboring 

Among the socketed white stars, your face 

Of candor pares white flesh to the white bone, 

Who drag our ancient father at the heel, 

White-bearded, weary. The berries purple 

And bleed. The white stomach may ripen yet. 

The moon's dragging the father may refer to Plath's various attempts, 
which she apparently regarded as unsuccessful, to dredge up her father 
from her subconscious and portray him in her poems; as recently as May 
she had made such an attempt in "Full Fathom Five." lts negative 
qualities are associated with the reversal of the symbolism of the 
mulberries in the poem's closing lines. Having finally matured fully and 
attained total redness, they begin to bleed, suggesting both the pain of 
(imaginative) death and the bleeding of menstruation indicating that 
conception has not occurred. Y et the speaker inexplicably indicates in the 
last line a very cautious hope, which is almost cancelled out by the tone of 
weary dejection in which it is uttered, for the possibility of imaginative 
fertility in the future: "The white stomach may ripen yet." 

The technical elements work to support the intricacies of the poem's 
highly psychological content. The three-line stanzas, all end-stopped 
themselves, contain a predominance of end-stopped lines, creating a 
halting tempo which conveys a sense of the imagination's inability to 
create. This quality is reinforced by the absence of rhyme and by the 
absolutely jarring meter; the latter is definitely not "more-or-less iambic 
pentameter," as Smith argues (116), although there are ten syllables in 
every line. Finally, the intricate interweaving of paired repetitions of 
words ("do," "doing"; "fan-tail's," "fan-tails"; "body," "body"; "Rots," 
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"rot"; "whiten," "whitens") reflects in its incantatory, almost hypnotic 
sounds the melancholy listlessness of the depressed speaker. 

Although largely overlooked by the critics, "Moonrise" is a powerful 
and brilliant poem of extreme complexity in both content and style. It is, 
as I have suggested, perhaps the single best poem of the year, and 
certainly among the two or three most outstanding. 

As Plath notes in the July 27 journal entry, two of the poems which she 
has just written are "about Benidorm, which was closed to me as a poem 
subject till now. I think I am opening up new subjects and have, instead of 
a desperate high-keyed rhetoric, a plainer, realer poetry" (253). Four 
poems with Benidorm as subject matter and syllabic patterns as well seem 
the most likely candidates, although it is impossible to determine with 
certainty the two to which she refers: "Spider," "Departure," "The 
Beggars," and "The Net-Menders." Further, they all fulfill her description 
of the poems as "deeper, more sober, sombre (yet well colored)" (J 253). 
They will be discussed here, while the other poems with Benidorm as 
subject matter will be discussed in the following chapter as possible 
products of her "Sudden desire to do a series of Cambridge and Benidorm 
poems" (J 294) in the early months of 1959, mainly because they do not 
use the syllabics typical of the summer of 1958. 

"Spider" seems particularly likely to have been composed at this time 
since in a journal entry for June 26 she records her memory of "the black 
spider in Spain knotting ants around its rock" as one of several "visions 
of [animal] violence" which she has personally observed (243 ), indicating 
her interest in it as subject matter; further, the focus on an animal is 
common in the poetry of June and July. 

The memory which inspired the poem is recounted in a journal entry 
for July 23, 1956: 

[Ted and I] saw two ants apparently stitched with cramp; 

almost transparent, beige, earth-colored spider running 

wildly around them, trussing them up with invisible web: 

ants struggling, slower; spider quick, running clockwise, 

counterclockwise .... Saw still group of black ants; 

looked doser; all trussed to rock, twitching feebly and 

slowly, while black ant-spider guarded from rock, like 

rob ber baron. (14 7) 

Further, her reading in African folklore was an influence; as Hughes 
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notes, "Anansi is the famous spider trickster hero of West African and 
Caribbean folklore. Towards the end of [1956] Sylvia Plath became 
interested in African folklore in general, with results that can be detected 
throughout the rest of her work" (CP 275). 

A rather straightforward description of a spider ensnaring ants in his 
web, "Spider" opens with a general statement about the self-interest of 
the spider in African folktales and goes on in the four remaining stanzas 
to provide an illustrative example as observed by the first-person speaker, 
much in the manner of Robert Frost. It is dominated by metaphors and 
similes for the spider: it is a devil indulging in a jovial feast, a "Notable 
robber baron," and a god with the ants as sacrificial victims. The stone 
which he commandeers above the ants' path is called a "small stone
henge" and an "altar tiered with tethered ants" who are martyrs to his 
"gross cause I Of concupiscence," both evoking associations with 
sacrifices offered to the gods in various religions. 

Although the poem seems a simple description of an event observed in 
the natural world, it can be read as an allegory of the easy victory of evil 
(the spider is labelled a devil and its black color is noted three times) over 
those who blindly and instinctively follow a set course. However, unlike 
Frost's narrator in the similar "Design," Plath's speaker does not make 
any interpretation, and I am inclined to think that, while the poem can 
support this reading, it is an imposition. 

In addition to well-chosen metaphors, the poem exhibits a challenging 
syllabic pattern of 12-7-6-10-8-7-12 and a rhyme scheme of aabbbcc. 
However, it is not particularly outstanding otherwise. 

"Departure" too uses the syllabics typical of the summer of 1958, but 
in this instance the difficult pattern of 11-9-7-5 is highly organic to the 
subject and theme as it mirrors technically the young couple's leavetaking. 
Further evidence to substantiate this period as its time of composition is 
its publication in Nation on March 7, 1959 (Lane and Stevens 19). 

It is based on Plath and Hughes's experience of having to leave 
Benidorm on August 20, 1956 (Cambridge Pocket Diary, Lilly Library) 
rather than on September 20, as they had originally planned (LH 298), 
because of a lack of money. Many of the poem's details reflect aspects of 
the fishing village; she wrote to her mother on July 14, "[Benidorm] is 
built along a mile curve of beach, with glassy clear waves breaking on 
shore, a large rock island out in the bay, and the most incredible azure 
sea" (298). She combined details from the two houses in which they 
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rented rooms. There was a fig tree in the yard of their first landlady 
Widow Mangada ("Two blue-painted chairs and a blue table are set 
under the fig tree in the backyard in the shade," J 220 ), while fig trees full 
of unripe fruit dotted the landscape surrounding their second lodging 
("Glimpse of sea through fig trees, wide green scalloped leaves, thick with 
green fruit," J 14 7). Further, grape vines covered an ar bor at the latter 
location ("Our front porch is shaded by a grape arbor, pungent with 
geraniums," LH 301). 

Although the poem begins with an almost pastoral description of the 
landscape, its real subject abruptly appears in the fourth line with the 
revelation that a young couple, given the biographical information and 
the speaker's use of the first-person plural, has run out of money and will 
therefore be forced to make an early departure from this coastal setting. 
However, nature here is far from sympathetic, refusing to mourn the 
couple's plight or to saften their departure in any way: "How nature, 
sensing this, compounds her bitters. I Ungifted, ungrieved, our leaveta
king"; instead, it increases their anguish by taunting them with as yet 
unripened fruit and corn, whose fruition they will miss: "The figs on the 
fig tree in the yard are green; / Green, also, the gra pes on the green 
vine .... I The sun shines on unripe corn." Plath brilliantly uses these 
actual major crops of Benidorm, which are also traditional symbols of 
fertility, to create a double negative of sterility-for the young couple 
potential, though unattainable, fertility. Nature thus is portrayed as con
sciously, even sadistically cruel in withholding its bounty. 

In addition, its miserliness, which is symbolized by the harsh sun and 
indifferent moon and which, affirms the speaker, will not be softened (or 
forgiven) in memory, both matches and intensifies the couple's literal 
poverty: "Retrospect shall not saften such penury- / Sun's brass, the 
moon's steely patinas, / The leaden slag of the world." Its harshness is 
conveyed both here and in the previous stanza in terms of metals-brass, 
steel, copper or bronze, lead, ochre (impure iron ore), and slag (an impure 
waste product). In the two final stanzas three other details of Benidorm's 
setting further underline this view: the narrow, rocky ledge jutting inta the 
sea, a stone hut fouled by gull droppings and corroded by wind, rain, and 
salty air, and the hostile, destructive sea ("the brunt of outer sea / Beats, is 
brutal endlessly"). The latter has appeared in similar form in numerous 
early poems and will be used again in 1959 in "Point Shirley," "Suicide 
off Egg Rock," and "A Winter Ship," among others. 
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The well-established Plathian theme of nature's indifference and 
hostility to humanity is supported technically by alliteration and con
sonance of harsh sounds as in "brunt," "Beats," "brutal," "scraggy rock 
spit," and "ochreous rock" as well as by negative prefixes as in "un
gifted," "ungrieved," and "unripe." The organic syllabic pattern of 11-9-
7-5 reflects the departure of the speakers, while the abandonment of 
rhyme is indicative of Plath's attempts to attain a "plainer, realer poetry." 
Myers' comment in a 1962 review of The Colossus that "Departure" is 
"an example of her finest writing" was and is an accurate evaluation (32). 

"The Beggars," originally entitled "The Beggars of Benidorm Market," 
is a critical rather than a sympathetic portrait of Spanish mendicants. It 
no doubt reflects Plath's own negative attitude toward "amputated 
beggars who had waylaid her in filthy lanes, the dirt and dust, the fearful 
smells and ugly poverty" (Stevenson 93 ). The third-person speaker 
describes with disgust how the beggars endure night, icy stares, and bad 
fortune, constantly preying on the tender spirits of those from whom they 
beg. They are presented as professionals who play parts and as grotesque 
imitations of real ("honest") grief and suffering, manipulating the sym
pathy felt for unfortunates. Benidorm is reflected in the "white wall and 
Moorish window" and "the bay's sheer, extravagant blue, I White house 
and almond grove" (see J 144-8; LH 297-302; JP 226-45). 

Stating in the opening line that the beggars are discouraged neither by 
"nightfall" nor by "cold eye," the speaker describes them with four 
metaphors-tragedians, street vendors, plaintiffs bringing suit in a court 
of law, and caricatures: 

These goatish tragedians ... 

Hawk misfortune like figs and chickens 

And, plaintiff against each day, decry 

Nature's partial, haphazard thumb. 

Under white wall and Moorish window 

Grief's honest grimace, debased by time, 

Caricatures itself and thrives 

On the coins of pity. 

The comparison to "goatish tragedians" suggests that they are coarse 
actors in a tragedy of poverty, playing roles to gain sympathy and 
donations. That they consciously use their bleak situation is reinforced by 
the metaphor of street vendors hawking their wares, indicating that they 
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sell their misfortune for profit. The third metaphor, connected to the 
second in that both cry aloud, portrays them as plaintiffs bringing a legal 
suit against life for their bad luck; they are again presented negatively 
rather than sympathetically as they complain endlessly and with self-pity 
over their plight. Finally, they are caricatures, exaggerated distortions of 
real grief, who nevertheless "thrive," not just barely exist, on the money 
given them out of pity. 

The speaker then focuses on one particular beggar to show how he 
works his trade: "A beggar stops among eggs and loaves, / Props a leg
stump upon a crutch, / Jiggles his tin cup at the goodwives." Stopping at 
one of the stalls in the outdoor market, he prominently displays his "leg
stump" and crutch and makes his play for money. The archaic word 
"goodwives," meaning the mistress of a house and used as a polite form 
of address, also conveys the good-hearted natures of the women whose 
sympathies-and money-he easily obtains, leading the speaker to 
comment in the following stanza on how the beggars prey on the tender 
feelings of their "victims," while they themselves are unemotional and 
without scruples: 

By lack and loss these beggars encroach 

On spirits tenderer than theirs, 

Suffering-toughened beyond the fetch 

Of finest conscience. 

The poem ends with night falling on the lovely bay, white adobe houses, 
and almond orchards of the village as the beggars have endured another 
day; with a perverse and malicious vitality, they "outlast their evilest 
star." The poem comes full circle, ending with the darkness and the 
beholding eye with which it began; however, the shift from the "cold eye" 
of the first line to the "pitying" eye of the last seems to indicate only a 
shift in perspective from the disgust of the speaker to the compassion of 
the goodwives who are victims of the beggars, not a change of heart on 
the part of the speaker. 

Plath's use of technical elements is not as organic here as in 
"Departure"; rather the 9-8-9 syllabic pattern and the terza rima stanza 
and rhyme appear merely exhibitions of her virtuosity. 

In contrast to "The Beggars," "The Net-Menders" is a sympathetic 
description, in this case of the female net-menders of Benidorm, and 
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echoes a passage in Plath's 1956 article "Sketchbook of a Spanish 
Summer" published in The Christian Science Monitor: "Later, in the cool 
of the day, the tanned, elderly women sit outside their doorways in 
wooden chairs, backs to the street, weaving nets of thick rope or fine 
mesh" (1). Again concrete details of Benidorm fill the poem: the "little 
harbor of sardine boats," the almond groves on the hills, the ripening figs, 
the "ringed toes of the chickens," the houses "white as sea-salt." Yet the 
focus is on the three women themselves, who represent human mortality 
in contrast to the harsh indifference of an enduring nature. The sun shines 
on their black clothing as they gossip of weddings and sex and weave into 
the nets a prayer for the safety of their menfolk. Nature is hard, 
unyielding, and imprisoning; the moon is a "stone madonna," an early 
use of this image which will appear often in the late poetry, the sea is 
made of lead, and the "iron hills ... enclose them." Again Plath uses 
syllabics (13 per line), hut drops rhyme and experiments with stanzas of 
differing lengths. A competent descriptive piece with its colorful and 
precise imagery, "The Net-Menders" is another treatment of the universe 
as indifferent to human cancerns. Like the other Benidorm poems 
discussed here, while it clearly reveals a definite attitude on the part of the 
speaker, it is carefully distanced; yet it also shows her attempts to be both 
more natura} and more realistic. 

"Two Views of a Cadaver Room" may have been written at this time, 
perhaps evoked by the memories of Spain explored in the Benidorm 
poems since Plath had surely seen Brueghel's The Triumph of Death on 
July 10, 1956 when she recorded in her 1955-6 Pocket Diary that she and 
Hughes saw some Flemish paintings in Madrid's Prado Museum before 
departing for Alicante (Lilly Library). Her reference to the painting also 
reflects her use of art in other poems of 1958. Further evidence for a 
summer 1958 composition <late is its publication in Nation on January 
30, 1959 (Tabor 116), one week after the appearance of "Frog Autumn," 
a product of this time with which it was no doubt submitted. Yet the 
absence of the syllabics which appear in most poems of this time is 
curious and leaves open the possibility that it was perhaps produced in the 
spring or early fall. 

As its title indicates, it presents two views of death-that of the 
dissecting room from Plath's own experience <luring her college years and 
that of Brueghel's painting. Both portray death as gruesome and over
whelming in its power, intruding its grim reality even on lovers. In the real 
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world symbolized by the cadaver room it is inescapable; only in the world 
of art where time is stopped can it be held at bay. 

Part I depicts the dehumanizing effects of death on the human body 
through the cadavers which are "black as burnt turkey" and the foetuses 
in jars which are "snail-nosed," both reduced to animal levels. The 
collapsed head of one cadaver resembles a collection of broken fragments, 
a "rubble of skull plates and old leather." Narrated by a third-person 
speaker from the viewpoint of a medical student's girlfriend, the passage 
subtly contrasts her horrified response to his distanced, scientific, even 
flippant one, conveyed in his gift to her of the "cut-out heart like a 
cracked heirloom," a gruesome valentine. Not only does this comparison 
suggest his objectivity and bizarre sense of humor hut also the concept 
that death is the inheritance of all mortals. This view of death as 
dehumanizing as well as the girl's controlled hut horrified reaction is 
echoed in a similar scene in The Bell ]ar (51). 

Part Il presents the second view, based on Brueghel's stunning painting 
which depicts, not the "horrors of war," as Perloff states ( "Angst" 113 ), 
but the horrors of death and, as its title indicates, its triumph over all 
classes and conditions of human beings. Against a fiery background an 
army of skeletons, some trooped behind enormous shields, others armed 
with various weapons, kills its victims and piles them in heaps or loads 
them into wagons. Those still alive attempt to defend themselves or to 
escape; at the lower right a man in red draws his sword while looking 
apprehensively at the approaching death-figures, and a court jester hides 
under a table. The implication is that these actions are futile. 

In this "panorama of smoke and slaughter / Two people only are blind 
to the carrion army," an aristocratic pair of lovers in the lower right-hand 
corner. Anticipating the Cambridge students in "Watercolor of 
Grantchester Meadows," they are unaware of death's presence; the young 
man 

sings in the direction 

Of her bare shoulder, while she bends, 

Fingering a leaflet of music, over him, 

Both of them deaf to the fiddle in the hands 

Of the death's-head shadowing their song. 

Plath's accurate detailed description reflects her knowledge of the painting 
and connects this poem to others based on art produced <luring the year. 
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Her understanding of the painting's implications is revealed in the next 
line: "These Flemish lovers flourish, not for long." While their idyllic 
private world of love renders them foolishly unaware of death's approach, 
it cannot shield them indefinitely; death will triumph over them too in the 
next few moments. 

However, in the closing couplet, the speaker comments on the ironic 
fact that, while Brueghel's work portrays the inescapability of death in the 
real world, the moment of the couple's death is forever "stalled in paint": 
"Yet desolation, stalled in paint, spares the little country / Foolish, 
delicate, in the lower right hand corner." The bitter truth is that death can 
be held at bay only in the world of art, never in the world of time, and 
that lovers who believe themselves immortal live in a fragile and foolish 
illusion. 

From a technical point of view, the poem is interesting on two counts. 
Its balanced nine-line and two-line stanza forms in each part emphasize 
structurally the two views of death. Similarly, the sound values in Part I 
are staccato and harsh ("black as burnt turkey"), while those in Part Il are 
light and gentle, the predominance of "f" and "l" communicating the 
delicate, fragile quality of the lovers' illusory world ("Fingering a leaflet of 
music"; "These Flemish lovers flourish"). 

In "Two Views of a Cadaver Room," Plath merges memories from her 
past with a work of art to create an accomplished but carefully distanced 
treatment of one of her most constant and haunting concerns-the 
menace, the inevitability, and the ultimate victory of death. 

Two incidents recorded in a journal entry for July 17, one published 
and the other unpublished, suggest that "Night Shift" and "Sculptor" 
may have been composed in late July or early August, a speculation 
reinforced by the use of similar syllabic patterns in both (7 per line and 7-
7-7-8, respectively). 

The former, a notation that "The windows shake in their sockets from 
some unheard detonation" (250), may record the incident that inspired 
"Night Shift," which appears in the 1957 section of The Collected Poems. 
Inspired by a factory on Northampton's Main Street, it concerns the 
rather conventional subject of the impersonal mechanism of the industrial 
world. Influenced both in subject and style by Stevens, it presents the 
sterility of bare reality separated from human imagination. Lane suggests 
that it specifically echoes in plot and language Stevens's "Not Ideas about 
the Thing but the Thing Itself," in which a noise "coming from outside" 
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becomes "A new knowledge of reality" (125), and Alvarez, who first 
published it in The Observer, points out that the awkward "Nature, 
evidently, to" is a "prissy, pausing flourish in the manner of Wallace 
Stevens" (9). 

Disturbed at night by a loud, pounding noise, the first-person speaker 
realizes immediately that it does not come from within her, that it is nota 
human sound: "It was not a heart, beating, / That muted boom, that 
clangor / Far off, not blood in the ears." Determined to discover its 
source, she follows the sound to a "factory on Main Street," where she is 
appalled by the mindless mechanical processes represented by the huge 
hammers and wheels of metal and wood. In this industrial setting, as in 
the natura! setting of the West Y orkshire moors in "Hardcastle Crags," 
the weight and power of the inhuman threatens to annihilate the sensitive 
protagonist, small and fragile in contrast to the machines: 

1mmense 

Hammers hoisted, wheels turning, 

Stalled, Jet fall their vertical 

Tonnage of metal and wood; 

Stunned the marrow. 

Physically, emotionally, and imaginatively stunned by the sudden knowl
edge of such mechanical power, the protagonist observes the rote actions 
of the workers on this night shift, whose white undershirts, like the white 
nightgowns in Stevens's "Disillusionment of Ten O'Clock," suggest the 
absence of the human imagination. They have become the mindless and 
mechanical slaves of the very machines which they oversee, indicated by 
their endless circling and by the repetition of "tending without stop"; they 
are controlled by the "blunt / Indefatigable fact" of bare, and barren, 
reality. 

Plath uses a number of technical devices to underscore the content. The 
rote repetition and lockstep of the mechanical world is reflected in the 
pattern of seven syllables per line, while its discordant sounds are echoed 
in the onomatopoeia of "boom," "clangor," "pounding," and "thudding" 
and the repetition of the "u" in combination with grating consonant 
sounds such as "the blunt, I Indefatigable fact"; indeed, even the 
awkwardness of such phrases may be deliberately intended to suggest the 
disharmony of the mechanical as the bare, pared-down style may be 
meant to reinforce the sterility perceived by her protagonist. Finally, the 
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many participles, the alliteration, and the interna! rhyme create a sense of 
the constant movement both of machines and workers. 

Although Alvarez praises "Night Shift" as "that rare thing: the always 
unexpected, wholly genuine article" (9), it seems to me a rather heavy
handed treatment of a conventional theme, despite its skillful blending of 
content and technique. 

An unpublished portion of the July 17 journal entry contains a detailed 
description of the bronze statues of dead men as well as of an enormous 
wooden statue of a wingless angel in the studio of Leonard Baskin, artist
in-residence at Smith College, whom Plath and Hughes first met on 
May 5, 1958 (J 222): "Dead men, bronzes, lay in an irregular row on the 
floor .... [On] its back on two sawhorses, dominating the room, a great 
angel, wingless .... Leonard got Ted to lift the angel. ... Upright, [it] 
shouldered us into the corners and dominated the room." After noting 
that it towered over them, with bald head and folded arms, she records 
her awe and admiration: "What to do, hut take it in, in praise, amaze" 
(Smith College Library). Baskin created his bronzes of dead men between 
1952 and 1956, and he carved Grieving Ange/ in 1958; made of black 
walnut, it stands nearly seven feet high with folded arms and two wings. 
Plath must have seen it before it was completed since she describes it as 
wingless. She may well have composed "Sculptor" soon after making this 
entry as its details appear prominently in the poem; furthermore, it was 
read at a recording session on February 22, 1959 (Tabor 141) and was 
published in May 1959 in Grecourt Review (Lane and Stevens 31). 

Dedicated to Baskin, the poem is a tribute to the creative powers of the 
artist, the sacredness of his craft, the immortality of his works; thus it 
reflects some of the artistic concerns evident in "Snakecharmer" and 
"Y adwigha." Image and form work together organically to reinforce this 
content. Religious terminology suggests the artist's godlike ability, while 
the hardness, heaviness, and physicality of stone, wood, and bronze 
convey the enduring reality of the statues. Melander perceptively points 
out that Plath's use of solidity ("A solider repose than death's") to suggest 
that works of art last beyond the lifespans of their creators is echoed in 
her 1962 essay "Content," hut she fails to notice that both also contain 
religious allusions reflecting the sacred nature of the artist's occupation 
(24-5): 

Certain poems and lines of poetry seem as solid and miraculous to me as church 

altars or the coronation of queens must seem to people who revere quite different 
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images. I am not worried that poems reach relatively few people. As it is, they go 

surprisingly far-among strangers, around the world, even. Farther than the 

words of a classroom teacher or the prescriptions of a doctor; if they are very 

lucky, farther than a lifetime. 

(JP 65; italics added) 

Rosenblatt also remarks on Plath's unusual positive use of hard sub
stances: " 'Sculptor' takes up the same images of stone and hardness as 
the rest of The Colossus, but treats them in a completely different way .... 
Art is seen as a transforming activity that can tum dead matter-bronze, 
wood, stone-into images of a world that transcends death" (82). 

The value of these solid substances is further emphasized by contrasting 
images suggesting the intangible and transient (light, air, wind, cloud, 
flimsiness, and flickering), by the six quatrains with a steady abab rhyme 
scheme, by a strict syllabic count of 7-7-7-8, and by the hard, solid 
sounds of "u," "b," and "d." 

In describing Baskin's creativity, the speaker uses the first person plural 
to indicate either those mortal human beings in general who understand 
and appreciate the artist's gift and the eternity of art or, more likely, those 
who are artists. The poem opens with the arrival of spirits seeking bodies 
from the sculptor: 

To his house the bodiless 

Come to barter endlessly 

Vision, wisdom, for bodies 

Palpable as his, and weighty. 

The lines recall Yeats's "Sailing to Byzantium" and, more especially, 
"Byzantium," in which spirits long to enter the world of art. Plath's bodi
less beings hope to trade vision and wisdom from the otherworld for 
tangible, heavy bodies, though made of materials which last much longer 
than flesh. 

The speaker then focuses on the artist's transformation of the bodiless 
inta statues, using religious terminology and repetition to underscore its 
essentially sacred nature. The two nouns "hands" and the verbs "moving" 
and "move" stress his making, the action of creating, while "priestlier" 
and "priest's" convey its sacramental nature; the artist thus is like a priest, 
his creativity is godlike, and his works are sacred, concepts reinforced by 
the reference to the statues as "sure stations," evoking not only the 
stability of a definite place, but also the stations of the Cross, a series of 
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14 crosses with images portraying the Passion of Christ. In addition to 
underlining the sacred nature of the sculptor's work, these lines contrast 
the stability of Baskin's statues to the elusiveness of other forms of art by 
employing words parallel in syntactical structure hut opposed in meaning: 
he creates "no vain / Images of light and air/ But sure stations in bronze, 
wood, stone," in which "vain" is opposed to its parallel adjective "sure," 
"Images" to "stations," and "light and air" to "bronze, wood, stone." To 
weaken structurally the former phrase, Plath runs it over two lines, 
separating the adjective from the noun it modifies, while, to strengthen 
structurally the latter, she puts it all on one line, fills it with heavily 
stressed monosyllables, and employs alliteration in "sure stations." 

The next two stanzas describe Baskin's statues, stressing their heavy 
physicality through vocabulary, hard sounds ("Obdurate," "cumbrous"), 
and opposites ("flimsy light," "wind," "cloud"). "A bald angel" of heavy 
wood, his folded arms suggesting a firm stance, "blocks and shapes / The 
flimsy light" as he observes the power of art over nature: he "Watches his 
cumbrous world eclipse / Inane worlds of wind and cloud." Lying on the 
floor are bronze statues of dead men, whose enormous reddish-gold 
bodies resist time and dwarf the living, causing them to feel the mortality 
of their smaller, fleshly bodies: "Our bodies flicker / Toward extinction in 
those eyes." Here, as in "Hardcastle Crags," Plath uses the image of a tiny 
flame in danger of going out to convey the insignificance of the human 
being before a hard, enduring entity. 

The poem comes full circle with the bodiless still in search of existence 
through the artist's power, though they are more intense, desperate, and 
insistent here than at the beginning since "without him [they would be] 
beggared I Of place, time, and their bodies." As Aird perceptively 
remarks, "The paradox is that without the artist the created art could not 
exist, hut once given form it attains a permanence, an absolute being, 
which outlasts the artist" (Sylvia 22). The spirits are aggressive, trying to 
break into the sculptor's studio or his head and coming into his night
mares in order to be made into statues, an indication of the compelling 
nature of inspiration; the statue (or symphony or poem) simply demands 
to be created. And when completed, it is more vital and enduring than a 
human being, possessing a stability and tranquillity beyond death: "his 
chisel bequeaths / Them life livelier than ours, / A solider repose than 
death's." 

In many ways "Sculptor" is Plath's "Ode on a Grecian Urn," on a 
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literal level a fine tribute toa particular sculptor,4 hut on a universal level 
an extraordinary attempt to capture the nature of the creative act and of 
the work of art which it produces. 

"In Midas' Country" and "Frog Autumn," both of which exhibit 
complex syllabic patterns, seem products of August, Plath's last poems on 
Northampton prior to the move to Boston in September. The former, 
which employs a demanding syllabic count of 8-9-10-9-8, had its 
inception in copious notes dated August 9 describing speed boats on the 
Connecticut River, skiers on invisible towlines, white wakes in blue water, 
and bleached heads of rye; at the end is written (apparently later) "In 
Midas' Country." Another set of notes, which are not dated, contains the 
comment, "waterskiers-motion and verve against season's death" (Smith 
College Library). 

Set in the countryside near Northampton, the poem presents the late 
summer as a time of abundance and beauty which will soon give way to 
the harsher conditions of fall and winter. Plath uses imagery of gold and 
silver, the repetition of "l," and a slow, languorous tempo to create a 
sense of richness and a peaceful, harmonious atmosphere through the first 
three stanzas; indeed, she paints a lovely still-life, a result no doubt of her 
extensive use of works of art in the spring and in the previous poem. The 
speakers, a pair of lovers, describe the rural setting as an engraving on 
gold leaf and as a "gigantic tapestry" to convey its splendor; reflecting 
Midas' kingdom when he had the golden touch, everything seems made of 
gold or silver. The meadows, the Connecticut River, the fields, even the 
two lovers themselves who are described as "idols" are "polished toa dull 
luster." 

Echoing Stevens's description of paradise in "Sunday Morning" (hut 
with a positive rather than a negative connotation), they assert, 

It might be heaven, this static 

Plenitude: apples gold on the bough, 

Goldfinch, goldfish, golden tiger cat stock-

Still in one gigantic tapestry-

And lovers affable, dovelike. 

4 Baskin's bronze sculpture Lazarus (1959), called by Jaffe "one of the most 
memorable of Baskin's figures" (85), may be a source for Plath's "Lady Lazarus," 
especially since he is portrayed wrapped in his winding cloths. 
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The alliteration and the emphatic positions of "static" and "stock-/ Still" 
create an aura of permanence and stillness, as noted by Melander (71), 
while the repetition of "gold" adds to the sense of wealth. All is ideal, 
including the relationship of the two lovers, who are amiable and 
peaceful. 

However, this mood of perfection, abundance, and peace is shattered in 
the fourth stanza by water-skiers who "cleave the river's greening 
patinas," the speakers' disapproval of their stunts indicated by the 
comparison to circus clowns.S lts disruption is reflected not only in word 
choices such as "cleave" and "smithereens" but also in the faster tempo 
and the emphasis on movement. Finally, the speakers acknowledge with 
regret that they cannot stop time in order to preserve this ideal world, but 
instead are forced forward by it: "So we are hauled, though we would 
stop I On this amber bank where grasses bleach." Ironically, the passage 
of time is evident on the very bank where they sit, for its grasses are 
already losing their color. In the last three lines, they reluctantly note the 
coming of autumn; the farmer has begun to harvest his crop, the golden 
tones of August are fading, and the autumn winds will soon blow across a 
bare, rocky landscape: "Already the farmer's after his crop, / August gives 
over its Midas touch, / Wind bares a flintier landscape." Again Plath uses 
a stony landscape to suggest nature's harshness, as in "Hardcastle Crags" 
and "Departure." 

With its double theme of the celebration of late summer's abundance 
and of the regret over the passing of time, "In Midas' Country" may be 
seen as a Plathian version of Keats's "To Autumn." Yet, since the 
speakers are a pair of lovers, it may also be viewed as a comment on the 
impossibility of preserving the perfection and richness of lave, either in a 
particular moment or in a relationship, with the landscape functioning as 
a double symbol of the transience both of nature and of lave. 

While there is no hard evidence, its similar theme, the decay and 
sterility of the natural world in autumn, its use of animals as subject 
matter, and its 9-7-9-4 syllabic pattern suggest that "Frog Autumn" 
shares this time of composition. Further, it was published in January 1959 

5 Plath uses circus imagery throughout her poetry with differing connotations; see, 
for example, "Circus in Three Rings," "On the Difficulty of Conjuring Up a 
Dryad," "On the Plethora of Dryads," "Perseus," "The Ravaged Face," "Words 
for a Nursery," and "Lady Lazarus." 
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in Nation (Lane and Stevens 22), and its scenery certainly seems to reflect 
the frog pond in Child's Park where Plath and Hughes often watched 
"two magnificent black frogs who [swam] like suave purple-bellied 
Martians and return[ed] our stares for hours" (LH 395; see also J 236). 
lts simplicity and realistic natura! details provide an illustration of the 
"plainer, realer poetry" U 253) which was Plath's aim at this time. 

The poem provides an answer of sorts to "Mussel Hunter at Rock 
Harbor," whose protagonist was unable to enter the animal world, for 
here the speakers are frogs who present an inside view of the sterility of 
their autumnal world. Speaking in weary tones, they first describe their 
marshy pond at the end of summer, characterized as a "cold-blooded 
mother" who heartlessly abandons them to the sterility of fall and winter. 
Since the insects which are their main source of nourishment have become 
"scant, skinny," the frogs can "only / Croak and wither." Plath seems to 
have created the word "palustral," which describes their environment, by 
combining "paludal" (pertaining to marshes or fens) and "lustral" (per
taining to purification). The starving frogs reveal that their mornings 
waste away in drowsiness, since they lack energy and vitality, succinctly 
summing up the atmosphere of disease in "The fen sickens." Concluding 
that plenitude has deserted them entirely, they end with a comment on 
their deplorable condition: "Our folk thin / Lamentably." As Melander 
points out, their pitiable state is stressed in that the word "Lamentably" is 
set alone in the final line (54 ). Thus, Plath presents in this poem a 
variation on her established theme of nature's harshness, though here its 
victims are not alien mankind but its own creatures, and she uses for the 
first time nonhuman speakers, anticipating similar narrative experiments 
in the fall 1959 poems. 

The next five poems, which Hughes has placed at the end of the 1958 
section, may have been written in the fall in Boston, but they could also 
have come earlier in the year. "The Companionable Ills" and "The Times 
are Tidy" were published in January 1959 and "The Death of Myth
Making" and "I Want, I Want" in the fall of 1959 (Lane and Stevens 17, 
34, 19, 23); however, "Poems, Potatoes" <lid not appear until The 
Collected Poems. As a group they show an abandonment of nature and 
the (somewhat personal) past as subject matter in favor of allegory and 
vague abstractions; Hughes was no doubt an influence in her turning to 
the allegorical mode possibly as a means of avoiding the subjective. "The 
Companionable Ills," "I Want, I Want," and "Poems, Potatoes" continue 
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the syllabic experimentation of the summer, while "The Death of Myth
Making" and "The Times are Tidy" do not. These poems seem 
remarkable only in their mediocrity, perhaps reflecting Plath's battle with 
the "old panic fear" (J 259) throughout the fall and certainly indicating 
that the new subject and approach were not successful for her. 

An allegorical study of the dull orderliness of reason and common sense 
as opposed to the excitement and fear of the irrational and emotional, 
"The Death of Myth-Making" is conventional in subject, treatment, and 
style; it is not based on personal experience, uses a third-person speaker, 
and drops the syllabic experimentation which absorbed Plath throughout 
the summer. Its only aspect of note is its rare indentation of lines in a set 
pattern. 

"The Companionable Ills" is a comment on how personal defects and 
imperfections, which one at first attempts to overcome, finally become 
comfortable and acceptable, causing one to remain mired in mediocrity
a theme which seems to reflect Plath's dissatisfaction with herself so 
evident in the summer and fall journal entries. She uses as symbols of "the 
old imperfections" a tic (a twitching nose) anda physical blemish ("moles 
on the face"), with mud representing the heavy mediocrity into which one 
sinks by complacently accepting them. The only interesting element of the 
poem is her experimentation with mirror syllabics (12-10-9-6, 6-9-10-
12). 

While "I Want, I Want" may owe something to Yeats's "The Second 
Coming," it largely reflects the influence of Hughes in its use of allegorical 
figures, brutal animals (wasp, wolf, shark, and gannet), and imagery of 
pain ("Barbs on the crown of gilded wire"). It portrays a violent, sterile, 
and loveless world ruled by an uncaring ("Dry-eyed") patriarch who 
ignores his crying, starving, perhaps motherless baby to go on creating 
inhabitants for his world of misery. The complex syllabic pattern with an 
aberration in the third stanza (7-8-7-8, 8-7-8-7, 10-7-8-8) along with 
the absence of aset rhyme scheme reinforces the harshness of the content. 
Plath here "tries on" the poetic world of Hughes and produces a striking 
imitation, but an imitation nonetheless. It is neither her mode or her 
v01ce. 

"Poems, Potatoes" is perhaps the best of this group because, while 
distanced, it drops the allegorical style and is more straightforward, using 
a first-person speaker (the poet/artist) and two appropriate symbolic 
images. The poem voices the constant concern of writer and artist alike, 
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the difficulty of choosing the precise word or drawing the exact line which 
will effectively communicate his/her vision, echoing Eliot's complaint in 
"Burnt Norton" that 

Words strain, 

Crack and sometimes break, under the burden, 

Under the tension, slip, slide, perish, 

Decay with imprecision, will not stay in place. 

The imagery of potatoes and stones suggests the heaviness and clumsiness 
of words and lines whkh never communicate as well in reality as they do 
in the artist's imagination. Once set on paper or canvas, they muzzle, are 
"murderous," "sturdy," "without conscience." In brief, the speaker 
laments, "they I Shortchange me continuously: whether / More or other, 
they still dissatisfy" in contrast to their appearance on the imagination's 
"vastly / Superior page." Written in three triplets and a quatrain with a 
rhyme scheme of aha, bcb, cdc, dbdb and a syllabic count of 10, the poem 
employs harsh "u" sounds in "muzzles," "murderous," "sturdy," 
"endure," "bunches," and "blunt" to convey the awkwardness of written 
words and drawn lines. 

In "The Times are Tidy" Plath employs the allegorical mode to criticize 
the dullness of modern life untouched by the imagination, superstition, 
and fantasy which dominated earlier times, a concern she also voices in 
"On the Decline of Oracles" and "The Death of Myth-Making." A third
person speaker laments the absence of the heroic and adventurous in "this 
province of the stuck record," where witches, love potions, and talking 
cats no longer exist; the fact that "the children are better for it" and the 
cows produce more cream is small compensation for the greater losses 
entailed. Annas points out that Plath's contrast between the "present 
age-mercenary, bureaucratic, and depersonalized, an age where the 
heroic is no longer possible-and another time imaged through legend, 
myth, and fairy tale, where it seemed possible to fulfill some kind of 
heroic and individual potential" is similar to that in Yeats's 
Responsibilities (24). Although it abandons syllabics for an entirely 
irregular meter, the poem is nevertheless quite conventional, its blandness 
perhaps meant purposely to convey the type of poetry produced by poets 
who live in such "tidy," hut unimaginative, times. 

As a result of taking a job in early October in the psychiatric clinic at 
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Massachusetts General Hospital, suffering a severe depression which sent 
her back to her psychiatrist Beuscher, and concentrating on short stories 
when she did write, Plath seems to have produced no other poems until 
the end of December, composing "A Winter's Tale" after "that pleasant 
walk [mother] and Warren and Ted and I took last Christmas time [i.e., 
Christmas of 1958] around Beacon Hill" (LH 410). Calling it a "light 
piece" (LH 410), she tries her hand at satire, attacking the commerciali
zation of Christmas through a catalogue of sights observed in Boston. 
Published in The New Yorker in December 1959, it is itself a "commer
cial" and thus somewhat trite poem clearly designed for seasonal publi
cation, although its rhymed quatrains, 8-8-8-4 syllabic pattern, and 
uninspired iambic meter may be intended to mock the very superficiality 
which she is criticizing. 



5 

The Poems of 1959 

IN 1959 PLATH CONTINUED MANY OF HER OLD BATTLES-with depression, 
artistic sterility, her past and her relationships with her parents, 

uncertainty about what to do with her life-but she also made major 
accomplishments, had new and rewarding experiences, and set out in 
challenging poetic directions. 

From January through June, she and Hughes continued to live in 
Boston as independent writers. Plath was consulting with her pyschiatrist 
Ruth Beuscher on a weekly basis in an attempt to deal with the many 
psychological problems which haunted her, chief among them her loss of 
her father, her negative feelings toward her mother, and her suicide 
attempt in 1953. To this end, she made several "fruitful visits to 
Winthrop" (J 301) in March, the most significant of which was to her 
father's grave. She wavered uncertainly over which direction her life 
should take. Should she return to school, get a Ph.D., and teach? Should 
she have a baby? Should she content herself with an ordinary secretarial 
job to have the security of a steady income? Her frequent bouts with 
imaginative paralysis plunged her into intense doubt over her abilities as a 
writer. Two devastating blows combined as if to confirm her questions 
about her creativity, both literal and literary; she learned in May that her 
volume of poems had not won the Yale Younger Poets Prize and in June 
that she might be barren: "I am part of the world's ash, something from 
which nothing can grow" (J 311 ). As a result of these various pressures, 
she suffered intense depression throughout these months, making such 
comments in her journal as "What a mess I am" and "I cry at everything" 
(291, 300). 

Her painful inner struggles bore artistic fruit through a fortunate con
junction with a new source of influence-that of the so-called confessional 
poets. On February 24, she began attending Robert Lowell's poetry 
course at Boston University, and her association with him, Anne Sexton, 
George Starbuck, and other aspiring writers led her to realize slowly that 
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her own experiences were in fact acceptable subjects for poetry. Ironically, 
however, she stopped writing poetry for five months, concentrating on 
short fiction from April through June and producing nothing at all in July 
and August when she and Hughes took a camping trip through the United 
States and Canada. 

Returning to Wellesley fora brief visit at the end of August, the two 
then resided at the artists' colony of Yaddo in Saratoga Springs, New 
York from September 9 until November 19. Pregnant with her first child, 
despite the gloomy prognosis of June, Plath was particularly sensitive to 
the autumnal beauty of the estate where the decaying year contrasted with 
the new life within her. Her attitude toward her pregnancy was highly 
ambivalent, for her positive feelings clashed with fears about the child's 
wellbeing, about childbirth, and about her ability to combine motherhood 
with a writing career. Further, she and Hughes made the decision to 
return to England at year's end to live permanently; while she notes in her 
letters and journal that she was happy about it, she must also have felt the 
pangs of the coming exile from her American roots. Finally, although her 
time was entirely free to write, she suffered bouts with her old nemesis, 
imaginative sterility, making such comments in her journal as "Paralysis 
again. How I waste my days. I feel a terrific blocking and chilling go 
through me like anesthesia" (326). In an effort to coax her inspiration 
back to life, Hughes gave her set assignments on which to write and urged 
her to explore her pastas another source of subject matter. Fortunately, 
<luring several periods of intense creativity her inner conflicts, her mem
ories, her condition of pregnancy, her surroundings, and some of the set 
themes combined to produce a number of haunting poems. 

After a stay of several weeks in Wellesley upon departing from Yaddo, 
she and Hughes set sail for England in early December, spent the Christ
mas holidays in Heptonstall with his family, and then set about finding an 
apartment in London and launching the next stage of their lives. 

As was the case with 1958, accurate composition dates can be estab
lished for many poems of 1959 as a result of numerous references in 
journal entries, letters, and other sources, and enough clues about others 
exist to allow speculation supported by some evidence. She wrote ap
proximately thirty-five to forty poems in two three-month periods. In the 
first (January through March), she focused on experiences from her past 
in Cambridge, Benidorm, and, most often, Winthrop and its environs and 
only occasionally used the syllabics associated with the summer and fall of 



210-- THE JOURNEY TOW AAD-ARIEL 

1958; between 15 and 20 poems belong to this burst of creativity. In the 
second (September through November), she found inspiration in her 
current experiences at Yaddo, sometimes in combination with her past. 
While she wrote in distanced tones and relied on syllabics and triplets in 
the first of these poems, she then began to experiment both with more 
personal subject matter and with a freer style, a result largely of the 
influence of Lowell, Sexton, Roethke, and of course Hughes himself; 
approximately 20 poems belong here. 

Plath records in a journal entry for January 27 that she is "studying to 
change my ways of writing" (294). Three changes, mentioned again and 
again in her journal, have priority. First, she attempts to be more realistic 
by using actual people, situations, and emotions in place of the largely 
fictional ones of her past work: "My main thing now is to start with real 
things: real emotions, and leave out the baby gods, the old men of the sea, 
the thin people, the knights, the moon-mothers, the mad maudlins, the 
Lorelei, the hermits, and get into me, Ted, friends, mother and brother 
and father and family. The real world. Real situations" (298). Second, she 
is determined to write poems with profound meanings rather than simple 
descriptive, allegorical, or narrative pieces: "I must get philosophy in" 
(296). Third, she works to avoid strict, highly formal structures which, 
she believes, inhibit emotional intensity; for example, she notes that her 
first draft of "Suicide off Egg Rock" had "such a strict verse form that all 
power was lost" (296) and, upon learning that her collection of poems did 
not win the Yale Prize, asserts that "my main flaw is a machinelike 
syllabic death-blow" (306). 

While working staunchly to attain these goals, she continues to wrestle 
with two on-going problems. Finding subjects is still a constant concern, 
reflected in her admonishing herself to "Read for poem subjects" (J 315-
6) and to observe closely the natural world: "Of course I depend on the 
mirror of the world. I have one poem I am sure of, the snake one 
['Medallion']. Other than that, no subjects" (J 317). And she wavers 
uncertainly over whether or not she should write about herself. While 
much of her best work during the year comes from her own experiences 
and emotions, she constantly castigates herself for "my inability to lose 
myself in a character, a situation" (J 322): "I can't get outside myself .... 
Forget myself, myself. Become a vehicle of the world, a tongue, a voice" (J 
314 ). She cannot yet fully reconcile herself to the direct use of personal 
material, still largely unacceptable in the literary world of the time. 
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Five themes, two of which are new, dominate the poems of 1959. The 
hostility or indifference of the universe toward human beings and, in a 
few instances, animals appears in ten poems, including "Point Shirley," 
"The Hermit at Outermost House," "Watercolor of Grantchester 
Meadows," "Suicide off Egg Rock," "A Winter Ship," "Blue Moles," and 
"Mushrooms," the last of which is remarkable for its use of the male
volent natura! force itself as the speaking voice. Seven poems are 
concerned with the theme of transience, human mortality, or death. " Old 
Ladies' Home," for example, describes the loneliness of old age, while 
"Magnolia Shoals" focuses on the passing of seasons. The most striking 
poems, however, present various studies of death: "Suicide off Egg Rock" 
analyzes the experience of a man in the moments before he commits 
suicide, and "Medallion" explores both the beauty and ugliness of death. 
The seven poems in "Poem fora Birthday" introduce a new theme into 
Plath's canon which will be a mainstay of the later poems, the search for a 
new or renewed self. However, along with "Electra on Azalea Path," 
"Man in Black," "The Beekeeper's Daughter," and "The Colossus," they 
also treat the well-established theme of family relationships; the first four 
focus on the father, while those in "Poem for a Birthday" expand to 
include mother and husband as well. Finally, an expressly feminine new 
theme, that of a woman's responses to pregnancy, appears in "Meta
phors," "The Manor Garden," and "Poem for a Birthday." 

The poems of 1959 reflect Plath's determination to fill her work with 
real people, particularly herself and her relatives, rather than fictional 
characters (J 298). Thus the latter are at a minimum and appear only in 
the poems of January-March: a king, queen, and bull, Mother M edea, a 
hermit. Most of the characters are based on Plath herself (a pregnant 
woman, a person with an injured eye, a grieving daughter), on various 
family members (grandmother, father, mother, husband, unborn child), or 
on actual people whom she has observed (old women in a nursing home) . 
This extensive use of more realistic characters marks a significant change 
from the previous year's poems which were dominated by animals and 
figures from art, mythology, fairytales, and allegory. Indeed, from this 
point onward, Plath follows this practice almost exclusively. 

Considering both the poems that were definitely written <luring this 
year and those which are likely possibilities, one finds that, in both cases, 
the number of first-person singular and third-person speakers is almost 
equal with that of first-person plural speakers less than half of either 
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category. Several noteworthy differences between the speakers in the 
poems of 1958 and 1959 suggest Plath's painstaking hut steady movement 
toward a more personal idiom: in the latter, the percentage of first-person 
singular speakers is slightly higher, most are clearly female and have 
stronger identities, and the tones of voice are more intense. And in "Blue 
Moles" and "The Burnt-Out Spa," both written near the end of the year, 
she begins in the third-person, hut then switches to first-person, perhaps 
indicating that now, even when she tries to write objectively, she is 
inevitably drawn back to the subjective. 

In addition, her speakers' tones of voice cover an enormous range both 
within poems and from poem to poem. In "The Colossus," for example, 
the tone shifts an astonishing nine times, while the tones of various poems 
include the whimsy of "Metaphors," the despair of "Who," the grief and 
loneliness of "Point Shirley," and the anxiety of "The Manor Garden." 

The majority of settings in the 1959 poems fall into one of two groups: 
seven of those composed from January through March center on 
Winthrop, Massachusetts and nearby coastal locations such as Lynn, 
Magnolia, and Cape Cod, while nine of those composed from September 
through November take place at or near Yaddo. Two other settings are 
Cambridge and Benidorm. This extensive use of realistic scenes reflects 
Plath's determination to presenta "graphic description of the world" (J 
298) in her current work as well as her growing realization that personal 
material from her past and present could be employed more directly. 

A stunning development is Plath's experimentation with surrealistic 
settings in nine poems. "The Colossus," for example, takes place on the 
ruined statue's enormous head and "The Beekeeper's Daughter" in a 
sinister garden of gigantic, menacing flowers. "Mushrooms" has an 
underground setting as does "Dark House." Indeed, with the exception of 
"Who," which is set in a potting shed like the one at Yaddo, "Poem fora 
Birthday" makes use of surrealistic settings which often shift several times 
within a single poem, thereby reinforcing the nightmarish quality of the 
experiences described; "Witch Burning," for example, begins in a market
place where the speaker is to be burned at the stake hut shifts quickly to a 
cage, a jar, and a pot on a stove before returning to the marketplace. 

Plath's imagery during this year continues to center on mythology, 
animals, color, and domestic items, hut with much greater use of the last 
than in previous poems where they are relatively unobtrusive and function 
largely to provide realism. Here they not only appear more often and 
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more obviously hut also carry symbolic weight. In "Point Shirley," the 
warm wheat loaves and apple cakes represent the emotional warmth the 
grandmother provided; in "Witch Burning" the grain of rice on the point 
of exploding symbolizes the protagonist on the verge of discovering her 
true self; and in "The Colossus" the speaker's "gluepots and pails of 
Lysol" suggest her subservient nature and her desire to restore her father. 
Other domestic images crowd the poems: a sugar Easter egg, a geranium 
hed, a shoelace, pins, rotting cabbages, gardening tools, a nursery plate, a 
coin purse, a cupboard of rubbish, to name a few. 

Plath continues her move to natura!, conversational diction, although 
some instances of the ornate and poetic occur, especially in awkward 
combinations with the former: "Neither tears nor the easing flush / Of 
eyebaths can unseat the speck" ("The Eye-Mote"), "the Greek beauties 
you brought / Off Europe's relic heap / To sweeten your neck of the New 
York woods" ("Private Ground"). The poems are full of single lines in 
particular which are striking precisely because the diction is simple and 
direct: "My hours are married to shadow" ("The Colossus"); "My 
mendings itch. There is nothing to do. / I shall be good as new" ("The 
Stones"); "Our foot's in the door" ("Mushrooms"); "The day you died I 
went into the dirt" ("Electra on Azalea Path"). 

In 1959 Plath tries more variations in stanza forms, although she 
returns to her favorite three-line stanza in eleven poems. In a departure 
from her usual practice, she experiments with stanzas of different lengths: 
"Electra on Azalea Path" has alternating stanzas of ten and eight lines; 
"The Beekeeper's Daughter" has a pattern of six-one, six-one; "The 
Beast" makes use of a pattern of ten-six-ten, and "The Burnt-out Spa" 
frames eight four-line stanzas with single lines at beginning and end. She 
goes even further in stanzaic experimentation by employing entirely 
irregular units: "Maenad" contains four five-line stanzas, followed by 
one-line and four-line stanzas, and reductive stanzas appear in "Suicide 
off Egg Rock" (thirteen, seven, three, one); while in the former, they bear 
no significance, in the latter they reflect the protagonist's approach to 
death. These excursions away from the set, forma! patterns which Plath 
typically uses indicate again her attempts in 1959 to achieve a freer, more 
natura! verse. 

Plath also manifests greater flexibility in the area of rhyme. While the 
majority of poems contain set rhyme schemes or extensive rhymes in no 
set pattern, twelve abandon rhyme entirely. Further, when she does use set 
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patterns, she avoids highly complicated arrangements in favor of simpler 
ones, such as terza rima, standard sonnet schemes, abbacc ("The Eye
Mote") or abaa, cdcc, and so on ("Flute Notes from a Reedy Pond"); 
indeed, the only intricate pattern appears in "Electra on Azalea Path," 
which rhymes abccdbeeda in the ten-line stanzas and abbcddca in the 
eight-line stanzas. 

The same tendency can be observed in metrics, for the majority of 
poems contain irregular rhythms. Reflecting her intense experimentation 
with syllabics <luring the previous year, twelve are written in syllabic 
patterns. They exhibit either a single number of syllables throughout ( 6 
per line in "Man in Black" and 7 per line in "Medallion," for example) or 
simple patterns such as 9-6-9 ("Yaddo: The Grand Manar") or 6-5-4 
("Polly's Tree"); this avoidance of the highly complicated arrangements 
found in a number of the previous year's poems substantiates her commit
ment to a more natural technique. In at least two instances, the number of 
syllables is integral to the theme: the nine syllables in "Metaphors" 
parallel the nine months of pregnancy and the short five syllables in 
"Mushrooms" support the quickness of their takeover. One of the most 
intriguing aspects of her use of syllabics occurs in what appear to be the 
first five poems of the fall. Out of practice from her long hiatus from 
composing poetry, Plath perhaps instinctively began with the rigid forms 
that she found most comfortable; thus these five poems employ strict 
syllabics and three-line stanzas, and three of them have set rhyme 
schemes. It was not until she wrote "The Manar Garden" and "The 
Colossus" in mid-October that she broke away, changing to different 
stanza forms and omitting syllabics and rhyme altogether. And in "Poem 
for a Birthday," she forsook "a tightly reasoned and rhythmed logic" 
altogether, a difficult undertaking which "bother[ed]" yet "free[d]" her (J 
326). 

While Hughes continues to be a major influence, giving Plath exercises 
and assignments (especially in connection with "Poem for a Birthday" ), 
encouraging her to observe the natural world for subject matter, 
chastizing her for being negative (J 323), and serving as subject matter 
himself, several important new influences enter her world in 1959. As a 
result of auditing Lowell's creative writing dass and meeting poets such as 
Sexton, she began to realize that her experiences and emotions could be 
used more directly in her poetry. Later in the year she was greatly in-
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Hughes's Chronology Reordered Chronology 

"The Bull of Bendylaw" Jan 16/17 "Point Shirley" 
"The Eye-mote" 20 "Goatsucker" 
"Point Shirley" 27 "The Bull of Bendylaw" 
"Goatsucker" Jan? "The Hermit at Outermost 
"Watercolor of Grantchester House" 

Meadows" Feb 19 "Watercolor of Grantchester 
"A Winter Ship" Meadows" 
"Aftermath" "Suicide off Egg Rock" 
"Two Views of a Cadaver Feb/Mar? "The Eye-mote" 

Room" "Southern Sunrise" 
"Suicide off Egg Rock" "Fiesta Melons" 
"The Ravaged Face" "The Other Two" 
"Metaphors" "Alicante Lullaby" 
"Electra on Azalea Path" by Mar 8 "The Ravaged Face" 
"The Beekeeper's Daughter" by Mar 20 "Electra on Azalea Path" 
"The Hermit at Outermost "Metaphors" 

House" Mar 20? "Man in Black" 
"Man in Black" March? "The Beekeeper's Daughter" 
"Old Ladies' Home" "A Winter Ship" 
"The Net-Menders" "Old Ladies" Home" 
"Magnolia Shoals" "Aftermath" 
"The Sleepers" by Sept 21 "Magnolia Shoals" 
"Yaddo: The Grand Manor" "Yaddo: The Grand Manor" 
"Medallion" by Sept 25 "Medallion" 
"The Manor Garden" Oct 5 "Polly's Tree" 
"Blue Moles" early Oct? "Dark Wood, Dark Water" 
"Dark Wood, Dark Water" "The Sleepers" 
"Polly's Tree" by Oct 19 "The Manor Garden" 
"The Colossus" "The Colossus" 
"Private Ground" Oct 22-Nov 3 "Poem fora Birthday" 
"Poem fora Birthday" byNov 11 "The Burnt-out Spa" 
"The Burnt-out Spa" "Blue Moles" 
"Mushrooms" Nov 13 "Mushrooms" 

late Nov? "Private Ground" 
I 

Spring 1960? "Words fora Nursery" 
"Words fora Nursery" 
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fluenced by Roethke's poetry and Radin's African folk tales. In particular, 
Roethke's personal approach reinforced what she had learned from 
Lowell, Sexton, and others, allowing her to undertake the highly 
subjective poems of "Poem fora Birthday." She also fell under the spell of 
his style, which she imitates to same extent in that sequence. However, as 
with many of her earlier influences, she takes what she needs, combines it 
with her own original gifts, and strikes out inta new areas, leaving 
Roethke behind as a dominant influence after the autumn. While all of 
these influences help to determine the nature and course of her poetry, her 
own unique abilities and material are very much in evidence, particularly 
in her best work. 

Of the poems produced this year, ten or more deserve to be labelled 
outstanding, including "Point Shirley," "Watercolor of Grantchester 
Meadows," "Suicide off Egg Rock," "Electra on Azalea Path," "The 
Beekeeper's Daughter," "Medallion," "The Manar Garden," "The Col
ossus," "Who," "Dark House," "Witch Burning," and "Mushrooms." 
Many others are entirely competent and worthy of serious study, while 
only a handful appear negligible. For the mast part, 1959 was a banner 
year for Plath poetically, for she produced many excellent poems, worked 
steadily to reach her goals, and, as a result of new and powerful 
influences, widened the scope of her poetry, both in subject matter and 
technique. 

"Point Shirley" appears to be the first poem of 1959. In a journal entry 
for January 20, 1959, Plath notes that she "finished a poem this weekend 
Uanuary 16-17], 'Point Shirley, Revisited,' on my grandmother. Oddly 
powerful and moving to me in spite of the rigid formal structure. 
Evocative" (293). The poem may have been inspired by a recent visit, 
perhaps during the Christmas holidays, or by one during the previous 
summer, for she wrote her mother on July 5, 1958, "I am going back to 
the ocean as my poetic heritage and hope to revisit all the places I 
remember in Winthrop with Ted this summer; Johnson Avenue, a certain 
meadow on it, our beach and grammy's" (398). Indeed, Winthrop and its 
environs serve as subject matter fora group of poems written in the first 
three months of 1959 ("Point Shirley," "Suicide off Egg Rock," "Electra 
on Azalea Path," "Man in Black," "A Winter Ship," "Old Ladies' 
Home"). 

Plath's beloved "grammy" died of cancer on April 29, 1956 while Plath 
was at Cambridge. Her great affection for her grandmother is evident in 
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letters written to her mother at that time: "I love that woman so . . . , and 
would give anything to share the sorrow and the adoration for dear 
grammy in the community of our family and our neighborhood" (LH 
262). The Schobers' house with its foundation and bordering wall of egg 
stones and the landmarks of the water tower to its left (then painted grey, 
but now red, white, and blue), Deer Island prison on a narrow strip of 
land jutting out into the bay to its right, and the beach in front are all 
reflected in the poem. The same details along with incidents from the past 
which appear in the poem are also included in her 1962 essay "Ocean 
1212-W." 

In addition to these biographical sources, the poem has a literary source 
in Robert Lowell's poems on his deceased New England relatives, 
particularly "The Quaker Graveyard in Nantucket," "In Memory of 
Arthur Winslow," "Winter in Dunbarton," "My Last Afternoon with 
Uncle Devereux Winslow," and "Grandparents." In May 1958, Plath 
recorded her excited response to his work in her journal: "read some of 
his poems last night and had oddly a similar reaction (excitement, joy, 
admiration, curiosity to meet and praise) as when I first read Ted's poems 
in St. Botolph's" (222). In January 1959, she was acquainted with him, 
although she would not begin to attend his dass at Boston University until 
late February. "Point Shirley" clearly reflects his influence in its use of 
family as subject matter, its evocation of a New England coastal setting, 
and its mood of melancholy and regret; as Hughes points out, it is "a 
deliberate exercise in Robert Lowell's early style" ("Notes" 191). 

"Point Shirley" is yet another poem on the subjects of the hostility and 
destructiveness of nature and the isolation of the individual, although here 
set into a very personal framework in opposition to the more distanced 
treatments in earlier poems. The first-person speaker returns to her 
grandmother's sea-side house and, in a disjointed meditation in which are 
interspersed highly symbolic concrete details of the present scene, 
nostalgic memories of the grandmother's valiant struggle, and the 
speaker's emotions of regret, melancholy, and loneliness, she mourns the 
loss of love represented by her grandmother's death. 

The poem is complex in its interweaving of three related themes. First, 
it is a tribute to the grandmother for her eff orts to impose order on chaos, 
to keep the destructiveness of nature at bay, and to provide an 
environment of security and warmth, all communicated through carefully 
chosen domestic details: the clothesline on which the laundry "snapped 
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and froze" in the icy wind, the geranium hed, the broom, the warm wheat 
loaves and apple cakes fresh from the oven. Judith B. Jones, Plath's editor 
at Knopf, commented in a letter to her, "I like ... the way you use the 
simple, remembered things, such as the frozen laundry, the wheat loaves 
and apple cakes, against the violence of the background" (Smith College 
Library). 

It is also about the speaker's sense of the loss of love represented by the 
grandmother's death. Returning to the location of her house in the hopes 
of receiving love or at least consolation through the place itself, she is 
profoundly disappointed. The egg-stones are "dry-papped," incapable of 
giving her the milk of the grandmother's maternal affection. She realizes 
that the elements of the landscape, all that is left to her of the grand
mother, are "bones only, pawed and tossed." 

Finally, "Point Shirley" juxtaposes the futility and transience of human 
effort and affection to the enduring and victorious heartlessness of a 
violent nature, symbolized by the sea. The answer to the poem's central 
question, "What is it/ Survives, grieves / So, over this battered, obstinate 
spit / Of gravel?," is clearly, Only a human being, for nature is totally 
indifferent. From the opening description of the seascape, that indifference 
is suggested through images of coldness, hardness, and the colors of grey, 
black, and white reinforced by the harsh sounds of "k," "r," "b," and 
"t'': 

From Water-Tower Hill to the brick prison 

The shingle booms, bickering under 

The sea's collapse. 

Snowcakes break and welter. 

Kenner perceptively analyzes Plath's evocation of the sounds of the sea: 
"Alert fidelity to the actual produced the c/ou-word, 'bickering,' with its 
aural reminiscence of 'brick' and its fine antithetical play against 'booms,' 
before 'sea's collapse' terminates the wave in a hiss of sibilants" (42). The 
sea is portrayed as a devouring beast, actively seeking to destroy all 
humanity's efforts to withstand it: "Steadily the sea / Eats at Point 
Shirley." Thus, as the most moving line of the poem asserts, those efforts 
are futile: "A la bor of love, and that la bor lost." 

In addition to the specificity of the imagery and the harshness of the 
sound values, Plath employs other technical elements of note. She creates 
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a pattern of long and short lines so that the stanzas visually resemble the 
movement of waves crashing on a shoreline. lts rhyme scheme of 
abcbcbca is built on a combination of perfect and imperfect rhymes, 
perhaps meant to reflect the conflict between the human attempt at order 
and the natura! forces of chaos. Pritchard seems to me correct in insisting 
that the poem is moving "not in spite of hut partly because of its rigid 
forma! structure" (74); while he does not explain why, I would suggest 
that it is because the poem asserts the futility of such order even while 
employing it. Finally, the juxtaposition of past and present works to 
expose the irrevocable loss of the former. Phrases such as "This year," 
"here," "Twenty years out / Of her hand," "now," the present tense, and 
descriptions of the setting in the present are set against "once," the past 
tense, and scenes from the past. This use of ironic contrast is most 
effective in the lines, "Nobody wintering now behind / The planked-up 
windows where she set I Her wheat loaves / And apple cakes to cool"; the 
negative "Nobody" and the striking visual image of boarded-up windows 
create a sense of desolation made more painful by their opposition to the 
warmth and pleasant smells evoked by the memory of the freshly baked 
bread and cakes. And the final line asserts the continuing dominance of 
nature in the present and onward: "Against both bar and tower the black 
sea runs." 

On January 20, Plath was working to complete a sonnet entitled 
"Goatsucker" for Esther Baskin's book on nocturnal animals: "Spent a 
really pleasant afternoon, rainy, in the library looking up goatsuckers for 
a poem for Esther's night creatures book. Much more than on frogs [a 
reference to 'Frog Autumn'?], and much more congenial a subject. I have 
eight lines of a sonnet on the bird, very alliterative and colored. The 
problem this morning is the sestet" (J 293 ). Plath's copious notes on 
superstitions about and characteristics of the bird (Smith College Library) 
are directly reflected in the poem. Using imagery of devils, witches, and 
darkness, it first describes the fable believed by old goatherds that at night 
the bird "Vampire[s] dry of milk each great goat udder"; hut the last three 
lines convey the truth that in fact "it never milked any goat, nor dealt cow 
death." Plath makes extensive, though somewhat stilted, use of 
alliteration as well as other sound values ( "The warning whirr and 
hurring of the bird") and color imagery such as the "ebony air" of night, 
the "chip of ruby fire" of its eye, and the "wan" green of a luna moth. 
While a competent descriptive poem, it is rather unremarkable, deserving 
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of the label of "advanced exercise" applied less fairly to her early poems 
as a whole.1 

A week later Plath produced "The Bull of Bendylaw," which she herself 
described the next day as "a silly poem about a bull-ocean which evades 
all direct statement of anything under the pretense of symbolic allegory" 
(J 294), the mode with which she had experimented late in 1958. Four 
months later, in rejecting it as a possible title for her volume of poems, she 
explains its "obscure point, the idea of energy breaking through cer
emonial forms" (J 303). Based on a Scottish ballad,2 this highly artificial 
poem can be read as a comment on how an intense love (or lover) 
destroys one's ordered life (as in "Conversation Among the Ruins" and 
"Spinster") or on how poetic inspiration and emotion surmounts the 
restrictions of formal structures, an artistic dilemma with which Plath 
constantly struggled. The former is symbolized by the violent "bull
ocean" and the latter by a stiff queen and king in a formal garden and by 
the rhymed triplets; Plath's notes for the poem associate the bull with 
"Dionysiac force-inspiration-male virility" and the king and court with 
"ceremony and rule" (Smith College Library). 

Another poem in the allegorical mode, "The Hermit at Outermost 
House," was written at this time or even in the fall of 1958 when she 
turned to allegory in conjunction with syllabics, for she read it <luring a 
recording session on February 22, 1959 (Tabor 141) and it was published 
in the Spring 1959 issue of Audience (Lane and Stevens 23). The hermit, 
who is perhaps based on Henry Beston's The Outermost House (1928), 
an "account of one year alone in a cabin on Cape Cod" (Annas 35-6), is 
portrayed as finding in some undefined way "a certain meaning green" in 
a harsh, empty universe ruled by the "great gods, Stone-Head, Claw
Foot." As does Perseus in her 1958 poem, the hermit manages to endure 

1 Esther Baskin's Creatures of the Night (1962) contains a prose section on the 
goatsucker with an illustration by Leonard Baskin; however, Plath's poem is not 
included, although a poem by Hughes entitled "Esther's Tomcat" appears in 
another section. 

2 Hughes identifies as a source a poem in Eng/ish and Scottish Ballads, edited by F.J. 
Child (1883): 

The great bull of Bendy-law 
Has broken his band and run awa 
And the king and a his court 
Canna tum that bull about. (CP 288) 
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and even to laugh at the scheme of things. Written in a stilted style with 
echoes of Stevens combining awkwardly with those of Hughes in un
rhymed triplets with a syllabic count of 7, "The Hermit at Outermost 
House" seems among the weakest of the 1959 works, making Hughes's 
contention that it has "the comic goblin, the tricksterish spirit, the 
crackling verbal energy, that was the nymph-form ... of Ariel" ("Notes" 
190) difficult to accept. 

On January 28 Plath records in her journal a "Sudden desire to do a 
series of Cambridge and Benidorm poems" (294 ). Although only 
"Watercolor of Grantchester Meadows" can be specifically dated, "The 
Eye-Mote," "Southern Sunrise," "Fiesta Melons," and "The Other Two" 
seem likely products of this desire. "The Beggars" and "The Net
Menders" may belong here since they appear consistently in lists of poems 
sent out in the fall of 1959 (Smith College Library), perhaps indicating a 
relatively recent time of composition; yet, because their syllabic patterns 
tie them to the summer of 1958, I have discussed them there. "Alicante 
Lullaby" is even more problematical. Because it does not use syllabics, a 
1958 <late seems unlikely; however, its extreme stylistic clumsiness 
suggests that it may in fact be a much earlier poem. I will include it here 
based on its alliance with the Benidorm poems and Plath's comment in 
July 1958 that Benidorm had been closed to her as a subject until then (J 
253), although I am not convinced that this placement is correct. 

The composition of "Watercolor of Grantchester Meadows" is noted in 
a journal entry for February 19 expressing her dissatisfaction with its lack 
of "philosophy": "Wrote a Grantchester poem of pure description. I must 
get philosophy in. Until Ido Ishall lag behind [Adrienne Rich]. A fury of 
frustration, some inhibition keeping me from writing what I really feel" 
(296). Despite this self-criticism, the poem does express a "philosophy" 
beneath its surface of "pure description"-that, behind its benign and 
charming appearance, nature is violent and destructive. Plath's technique 
is to presenta delicate pastoral scene so innocent and serene that it seems 
"a country on a nursery plate" and then to reveal abruptly two brief 
glimpses of the menace and hostility lurking within it. 

Based on memories of Cambridge, the poem accurately reflects details 
of Grantchester Meadows, a beautiful rural area on the outskirts of 
Cambridge through which gently winds the small Granta river. Plath and 
Hughes often walked in its fields or punted on the Granta <luring both 
their courtship and their first year of marriage; their flat on Eltisley 
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Avenue was justa short walk from its horder. In May 1956, she writes to 
her mother, "Ted and I went up a green river in a punt ... and saw baby 
owls, cows, and even a water-rat. We had tea, honey, and sandwiches 
under the apple tree in Grantchester" (281); in February 1957, she 
describes "meadows shining bright silver-wet in the sun, and the sky a 
seethe of grey clouds and eggshell blue patches, the bare trees along the 
river framing brilliant green meadows. On my right was a knotty, gnarled 
hawthorn hedge, red haws bright" (LH 335-6); and in March 1957, she 
reports, "Little shrews twitted from the tall grass, and we saw two lovely 
brown-furred water rats ... feeding on the bank, then skipping into the 
water and swimming. You'd laugh, hut I'm going to put this scene into 
my novel" (LH 353). Although we do not know whether she did so in the 
projected novel, she did put it into this poem as well as into an essay 
entitled "Watching the Water-Voles" written at about this time (Lilly 
Library). 

While Plath employs actual concrete details, she also deliberately 
evokes an idyllic pastoral scene in the tradition of British landscape 
poetry, setting up expectations of serenity and grace which will be 
destroyed by the sudden revelation of the violence beneath the surface; she 
makes use of the convention to expose its superficial and illusory nature. 
Beginning with the title itself, which suggests the gentle pastels of a 
painting depicting an exquisite rural landscape and reflects yet again her 
interest in art, she works to lull the reader into a false sense of comfort 
and ease. The conventional setting of meadows, buttercups, and river, the 
serene tone of the third-person speaker, the formal structure of the 
ababcca rhyme scheme, and the "elaborate network of full and 
approximate terminal rhymes, interna! rhyme, alliteration, assonance, and 
onomatopoeia" (Perloff, "Angst" 112) all contribute to this effect. The 
sound values are indeed, as Perloff points out, "rather precious" (112), 
hut I would argue that they are deliberately so. 

Plath also uses the imagery of smallness and of young animals and 
children to reinforce the seeming innocence of the landscape, creating 
what at first appears a "charming miniature" (Bundtzen 169) in which 
"Nothing is big or far." In orderly succession appear "spring lambs," a 
"small shrew," and "thumb-size" birds. The setting with its high scudding 
clouds, willow trees, and river in which float "tame cygnets" does indeed 
seem to be "a country on a nursery plate." The speaker reinforces that 
impression by describing cows grazing in fields of clover, beetroot, and 
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"sun-glazed buttercup." The reader is thus startled by the sudden 
shattering of this lovely illusion midway through the following passage 
which begins harmlessly enough: "Hedging meadows of benign / Arcadian 
green / The blood-berried hawthorn hides its spines with white." The pain 
and violence implied by the blood red of the berries and the thorns of the 
lovely white hawthorn hedges bordering the meadows prepare for the 
more brutal revelation in the last stanza. 

The speaker lulls the reader back into a false sense of ease by seeming 
to take up the catalogue of images so rudely interrupted, describing a 
water rat swimming out into the river from his grove of reeds and 
university students enjoying the pleasures of love and spring. Plath 
consciously employs sentimental diction and sound values to convey the 
excessively romantic nature of the students, "Hands laced, in a moony 
indolence of love." Although "black-gowned" in the academic garb of 
Cambridge students, they are entirely ignorant of the harsh realities of 
nature's violence, symbolized by the predatory owl which swoops clown 
from one of the "owl-hollowed willows" so casually described earlier to 
attack the water rat as it swims out of its hiding place: "unaware / How in 
such mild air/ The owl shall stoop from his turret, the rat cry out." Given 
the directness of this description, it is difficult to understand why Perloff 
professes that "it is finally impossible to know just what it is that the cry 
of the mutilated rat portends" ("Angst" 112). 

Clearly, this poem, like its predecessors "Prospect," "Resolve," "Hard
castle Crags," "Owl," "Departure," and "Point Shirley," conveys Plath's 
strong sense of the terrifying and omnipresent menace of the natura! 
world. Its brilliant technique of undercutting the illusory world of the 
benign landscape along with its use of a concrete setting from her past 
makes it a memorable poem, although she again is careful to keep 
personal emotion at bay through the third-person speaker, structural 
devices, and distanced characters. Despite her dissatisfaction with it (J 
296), she included it in a recording session on February 22 (Tabor 141). 

February or March may well have seen the composition of "The Eye
mote," a meditation on the loss of innocence based on an incident that 
occurred in Cambridge in March 1956. On March 12 she had gotten a 
cinder in her eye which caused her such pain that on the 17th she went to 
Addenbrooke Hospital, where a doctor "cut the embedded cinder out of 
my eye, while I looked on ... and babbled about how Oedipus and 
Gloucester in King Lear got new vision through losing eyes, hut I would 
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just as soon keep my sight and get new vision, too" (LH 257-8). Hughes 
comments that the "mention of Oedipus, and the Greek Tragedians' 
figures elsewhere may seem literary, hut if one can take her dream life as 
evidence, those personalities were deeply involved in her affairs" ("Notes" 
190). Using a first-person speaker, the setting of Cambridge, and the 
framework of the Oedipus myth, Plath presents the eye-mote as a symbol 
of the pain and evil of the world, the experience of which robs one of 
moral and emotional innocence; thus at the end, the speaker, a modern
day Oedipus, longs to return to that innocent state now forever lost: 

What I want back is what I was 

Before the hed, before the knife, 

Before the brooch-pin and the salve 

Fixed me in this parenthesis; 

Horses fluent in the wind, 

A place, a time gone out of mind. 

The poem seems to me unsuccessful because the comparison to Oedipus is 
too weighty for such a minor experience, the diction wavers unsteadily 
between the mundane ("Neither tears nor the easing flush I Of eyebaths 
can unseat the speck") and the elevated, and the six-line stanza form with 
its abbacc rhyme is rigid and plodding. 

While it is impossible to say with certainty which poems on Benidorm 
were produced at this time, the most likely candidates seem "Southern 
Sunrise," "Fiesta Melons," "The Other Two," and perhaps "Alicante 
Lullaby." Like most of the poems of this period, they do not make use of 
syllabics; further, they have a positive or light tone, so that they do not fit 
Plath's description of the 1958 Benidorm poems as "deeper, more sober, 
sombre" (J 253). 

"Southern Sunrise," published on August 26, 1959 in The Christian 
Science Monitor (Tabor 118), is full of the colors, shapes, and light of 
Benidorm and conveys a light-hearted, even happy emotional atmosphere 
that is rare in Plath's work. It opens with a description of the quiet, 
sleeping villas just before dawn. Their pastel colors, described in terms 
evocative of fruits ("lemon, mango, peach"), suggest the gentle pleasure, 
the deliciousness of this sense experience. The quality of a fairytale 
existence is communicated by "storybook," as if the houses are lovely 
princesses dreaming beautiful dreams. The iron-work of their balconies is 
compared to hand-worked lace anda pen-and-ink sketch of a "leaf-and-
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flower," conveying their intricacy and delicacy and reflecting Plath's own 
work in pen-and-ink. The second stanza describes a palm tree, with 
"arrowy stems" communicating the slenderness of its trunk as well as an 
impression of upward movement, reinforced by the imaginative 
comparison of the tree's top toa display of fireworks. 

Finally, the sun rises over the sea, its rays causing the morning to 
glitter. A sense of brilliance, clarity, and hope is conveyed by "quartz
clear" and "gilds," while the comparison of the sun to a "round red 
watermelon" is a warm humorous touch, which echoes the fruits of the 
opening stanzas, accurately creates a visual image of the soft red color 
which floods the sky, and suggests the speaker's experience of the 
sweetness of life and the promise of the day to come. 

The speaker stays quietly in the background as she describes the 
sunrise, so that her presence is not revealed until the last stanza-and then 
only by the first-person plural pronoun which indicates that she speaks for 
a couple. However, her positive emotional state and intense physical 
perceptions literally and figuratively color her description. Colors appear 
in every stanza, not the typical Plathian black and white but gentle pastels 
in shades of yellow, gold, orange, green, brown, blue, and red. Her joy 
and happiness are indicated in "gilds" and in her description of the street 
as "our Avenue," implying that it belongs to them and thus receives 
special treatment from the sun. Finally, even the name of the bay is 
propitious (Angel Bay is actually the name of Benidorm's Bay), casting an 
aura of perfection on the surrounding landscape as if it were a paradise. 

Although "Southern Sunrise" is a slight work, it is noteworthy because 
its unusual tone of pleasure and happiness is sustained throughout, due no 
doubt to the honeymoon period which it recreates. 

"Fiesta Melons" is a whimsical description in the imagist mode of the 
various types of melons observed at a fiesta in Benidorm. In ten unrhymed 
couplets, the poem catalogues their shapes, colors, and textures, ending 
with a light-hearted description of the white and black seeds in a slice of 
melon as ornaments to be strewn gaily like pieces of confetti about "This 
market of melon-eating / Fiesta-goers." While another slight work, it is, 
like the previous poem, unusual in its consistent merry tone and its lilting 
rhythm, reinforced by the breathless quality of its couplets and short lines. 
Its publication in The Christian Science Monitor on July 13, 1959 (Smith 
College Library) seems to confirm a composition <late of early 1959. 

"The Other Two" was also inspired by the honeymoon vacation in 
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Benidorm, its villa reflecting the second house in which Plath and Hughes 
rented rooms: "Our house is cool as a well, stone tiled, quiet, with a view 
of blue mountains and even a corner of the sea. . . . Our furniture is dark, 
heavy walnut, which is pleasant against the white plaster walls" (LH 
301). In the poem the villa is "Cool as the pearled interior of a conch," 
the furniture is "baronial," "griffin-legged and darkly grained," the 
banquet table and twelve chairs are of walnut, and the walls are "bare, 
whitewashed." 

Two lovers who speak in the first-person plural recall a past summer 
when, leading a perfect existence in this setting, they became aware of the 
ghosts of an unhappy couple who also inhabited the villa and whose 
misery served as a sharp contrast to their ecstasy. Thus while the poem is 
one of the few in Plath's canon to portray a happy love relationship, the 
total estrangement of the earlier lovers casts an ominous pall over the 
living pair and augurs ill for their future. 

The setting and situation are described in some detail, with sea imagery 
appropriate to the location. The enormous villa had "shadowy chambers" 
and was as cool as the inside of a conch shell. As if undersea, the furniture 
"foundered through levels of light seagreen and strange," while their 
voices "fathomed a profounder sound." In short, everything was idyllic: 
"We dreamed how we were perfect, and we were." In contrast, the 
ghostly lovers were estranged, their love having turned bitter for an 
undisclosed reason. They are portrayed as heavy statues who <lid not 
touch: "He lifts an arm to bring her close, hut she / Shies from his touch: 
his is an iron mood. / Seeing her freeze, he tums his face away." The 
tenderness of the present lovers served to increase their anguish as they 
looked on enviously from their dark purgatory of unhappiness: "Our each 
example I Of tenderness dove through their purgatory / Like a planet, a 
stone, swallowed in a great darkness." The last stanza further contrasts 
the two couples: "We might embrace, hut those two never did, / Come, so 
unlike us, to a stiff impasse, / Burdened in such a way we seemed the 
lighter." Indeed, so perfect was the love of the living pair that, in lines 
echoing Donne's "The Canonization," the ghost-lovers longed for a 
similar relationship: "As if, above love's ruinage, we were / The heaven 
those two dreamed of, in despair." The lines also evoke Dante's lost 
lovers Paolo and Francesca as well as his virtuous pagans who, without 
hope, still desire to reach heaven. 

Although Plath states that she could not use Benidorm as subject matter 



THE POEMS OF 1959 227 

until the summer of 1958 U 253), the echoes of Donne and Dante and the 
stylistic imitation of Thomas and Hopkins in "Our each example / Of 
tenderness" leave open the possibility that "The Other Two" isa product 
of 1956. 

Likewise, while "Alicante Lullaby" seems to belong with this group of 
Spanish poems, its awkward use of sound values and its extravagantly 
poetic diction give it the air of an earlier work. An exercise in sound 
effects in the manner of Wallace Stevens, it recreates the various noises of 
the bustling port on the southwest coast of Spain where Plath and Hughes 
stayed briefly before settling in Benidorm: "Kumquat-colored trolleys ding 
as they trundle / Passengers under an indigo fizzle I Needling spumily 
down from the wires." Plath's comments in her Cambridge Pocket Diary 
for 1955-56 on the "queer noisy hotel" and the "cheap resort sea-port" 
with its "garish palms" and paella are echoed in the poem's descriptions 
of "yellow-paella eateries" and "loudspeakers boom[ing] / From each 
neon-lit palm" (Lilly Library). 

In addition to "Point Shirley," a product of mid January, a number of 
poems produced in February and March are based on Winthrop and its 
environs. According to a journal entry for February 19, Plath began 
"Suicide off Egg Rock" on that date: "I began a poem, "Suicide Off [sic] 
Egg Rock," but set up such a strict verse form that all power was lost .... 
An anesthetizing of feeling" (296); however, on February 25 she reports 
that she has revised it extensively with positive results: "Wrote a ghastly 
poem in strictly varying line lengths with no feeling in it though the scene 
was fraught with emotion. Then did it over, much better: got something 
of what I wanted. Pulled. To the neat easy A.C.R.-ish lyricism, to the 
graphic description of the world. My main thing now is to start with real 
things; real emotions" (298). The poem is one of the clearest examples of 
Plath's achievement of the poetic goals that she set for herself at the 
beginning of 1959. Journal entries for January and February indicate that 
she was working hard to "change [her] ways of writing poems" (294) by 
bringing the real world into her poetry, presenting a "philosophy" to 
attain a universal as opposed toa narrow, personal content, and avoiding 
rigid structures, such as those in poems like "Goatsucker" and "The Bull 
of Bendylaw." On January 2 7 she reveals "A disgust for my work .... The 
world is all left out" (294 ); on January 28 she indicates that Adrienne 
Rich's poems are "instinct with 'philosophy,' what I need" (294 ); and on 
February 19, as noted above, she complains that the restrictive verse form 
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in which she had begun "Suicide off Egg Rock" deadened the emotional 
content. In a radical attempt to "Immerse self in characters, feelings of 
others" U 323 ), to lend a philosophical cast to the poem, and to maintain 
distance from its extremely personal origins (her breakdown in the 
summer of 1953) and setting (Lynn Beach, just north of Winthrop), Plath 
uses a third-person speaker to describe the point of view of a male 
protagonist on the verge of committing suicide to escape his own 
imperfections and those of his world. 

The realistic details from the urban and natural landscape of Lynn 
Beach symbolize both the external and internal imperfections. That land
scape as well as the same autobiographical situation also appears in The 
Bell far: "A glassy haze rippled up from the fires in the grills and the heat 
on the road, and through the haze ... I could make out a smudgy skyline 
of gas tanks and factory stacks and derricks and bridges. It looked one 
hell of a mess" (127). Egg Rock is described as a "big round gray rock, 
like the upper half of an egg, [which] poked out of the water about a mile 
from the stony headland" (127). As Esther swims out toward it with the 
intention of drowning herself, her heart taunts her, booming "I am I am 
I am" ( 129). 

In the poem similar details supply a sense of reality, thus fulfilling 
Plath's goal of bringing in the real world, hut more importantly they 
function symbolically to suggest the protagonist's disillusioned state of 
mind and his reasons for committing suicide. Both the industrial world of 
"Gas tanks" and "factory stacks" and the natural world of "ochreous salt 
flats" communicate his bleak view of the universe as sterile, mechanical, 
and harsh; "ochreous," the yellow color of an impure ore of iron, 
parallels the sickly color of the smoke belching from factory stacks. Plath 
makes brilliant use of ironic personification, suggesting through "pulsed" 
that this grim landscape is alive and setting up a bitter parallel to the 
"blood beating the old tattoo I I am, I am, I am" in the protagonist. Even 
the sea itself, traditionally a symbol of fertility, isa "blue wastage." 

In addition to being a waste land, the natural landscape is portrayed as 
a destructive force. The wind rips the sea spray apart, and the heat and 
brightness of the sun inflict pain on both the sea and the vulnerable 
protagonist: "The sun struck the water like a damnation." Plath's 
description of the intense heat on the beach may echo the climactic scene 
in Camus's The Stranger: "[The light] was pounding as fiercely as ever on 
the long stretch of sand that ended at the rock. For two hours the sun 
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seemed to have made no progress; becalmed in a sea of molten steel" (74). 
Further, a stunning image of the decay and death inherent in the natural 
world is the dead skate surrounded by flies, those inescapable emblems of 
decomposition. 

The landscape functions as a symbol not only of the imperfections of 
the external world, which are one source of the protagonist's despair, hut 
also those of his inner world. The heat of the former is reflected in his 
internal smoldering with disillusionment, resentment, and despair and its 
images of waste in the comparison of his body to debris washed up on 
shore, "beached" implying that it is utterly useless and foreshadowing his 
drowned body washed ashore. Like the industrial landscape in the 
background, his body is a machine which exists unthinkingly in a rote 
fashion: "A machine to breathe and heat forever." Plath uses a similar 
image in The Bell far in describing Esther's body as trapping her "in its 
stupid cage for fifty years without any sense at all" (130). Finally, both 
the landscape and his life are like "blank paper" from which the meaning 
has disappeared: "The words in his book wormed off the pages. / 
Everything glittered like blank paper." 

The poem's structure is organic to its content, for its stanzas of 
diminishing line lengths reflect the protagonist's movement toward 
suicide. The opening stanza of thirteen lines introduces him as he sits on 
the beach alternately observing the sights and trying to read his book. The 
grills, the children playing in the water, and the dog chasing sea gulls 
symbolize the trivial distractions of life, serving as painful contrasts to the 
emptiness of his own life and the momentous decision he is about to 
make. The second stanza of seven lines focuses more closely on the man 
himself, his book whose pages suddenly become blank, and the nearby 
dead skate. The tempo picks up with the third stanza of three lines, in 
which the landscape shrinks to nothing with the exception of "Egg Rock 
on the blue wastage," now the focus of his attention. As the rest of the 
world disappears from his consciousness, he makes his decision and walks 
into the sea. The abrupt single line that is the final stanza describes the 
last thing of which he is aware before drowning, the sound of the "for
getful surf creaming on [the rock's] ledges"; "forgetful" suggests both that 
the water which drowns him will, like the waters of Lethe, make him for
get the anguish of life and that nature is indifferent to his suffering and 
death. 

Other technical elements also support the content. The discord of his 
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world is reflected in the irregular rhyme scheme, the numerous feminine 
rhymes, and the highly irregular meter with its occasional hint of the 
iambic heat of the heart. The preponderance of flat, dull sounds suggests 
the monotony of the bleak industrial world as well as his depressed state 
of mind; Nims notes that it is "no accident ... that there are seven 
identical drab a's in 'salt flats, / Gas tanks, factory stacks-that land
scape"' (46). 

In "Suicide off Egg Rock" Plath successfully achieves the specific goals 
she set for herself early in 1959: to use personal material but to set it in an 
objective form by employing a male protagonist, a third-person narrator, 
anda "philosophy" (suicide as a means of escaping a meaningless life in a 
mechanized, ugly world); to bring in real people (hut not herself at this 
point) and the real world (Lynn Beach); and to avoid excessively rigid 
formal elements which overpower emotional content. 

Several other poems associated explicitly or implicitly with Winthrop 
and its environs appeared in March. In a journal entry of March 9, Plath 
notes that on the previous day she wrote the octave of "The Ravaged 
Face," thus completing the sonnet whose sestet she had written a day or 
so earlier after a "lugubrious" session with Beuscher: "Got idea on trolley 
fora poem because of my ravaged face [caused by excessive crying]: called 
'The Ravaged Face.' A line came, too. Wrote it clown and then the five 
lines of a sestet. W rote the first eight lines after coming back from a fine 
afternoon in Winthrop yesterday. I rather like it-it has the forthrightness 
of 'Suicide Off Egg Rock' " (299). Once again, Plath's judgment of her 
own work is questionable. While noteworthy in her very direct use of 
herself ("Myself, myself!-obscene, lugubrious"), "The Ravaged Face" is 
excessively emotional, its diction awkward, and its meaning ambiguous. Is 
the poem a simple description of a face swollen and distorted by sorrow? 
What is the source of that sorrow? The reader knows nothing other than 
that it is "some unutterable chagrin." And what does the last line signify? 
In what ways do Oedipus and Christ, references which seem too weighty 
for the context, "use [her] ill"? Is it because her anguish is equal to theirs, 
ordo they in some way persecute her? The emotion and situation are too 
ill-defined (and, one suspects, too trivial if they were) to warrant such 
evocations. The poem seems among the weakest of the year. 

However, that visit to Winthrop also inspired one of the most stunning 
poems of 1959, "Electra on Azalea Path." In the March 9 entry Plath tells 
of going to her father's grave in the Winthrop cemetery: 
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Went to my father's grave, a very depressing sight. Three graveyards separated 

by streets, all made within the last fifty years or so, ugly crude block stones, 

headstones together, as if the dead were sleeping head to head in a poorhouse. In 

the third yard, on a flat grassy area looking across a sallow barren stretch to 

rows of wooden tenements, I found the flat stone, "Otto E. Plath: 1885-1940," 

right beside the path, where it would be walked over. Felt cheated. My 

temptation to dig him up. To prove he existed and rtally was dead .... No trees, 

no peace, his headstone jammed up against the body on the other side. Left 

shortly. It is good to have the place in mind. (299-300) 

Her visit was no doubt a result of her sessions with Beuscher in which, 
among other things, she was exploring her feelings of anguish and guilt 
about his death. In a journal entry of December 27, 1958, she writes, "I 
have lost a father and his love early; feel angry at [mother] because of this 
and feel she feels I killed him (her dream about me being a chorus girl and 
his driving off and drowning himself)" and goes on to note that she is 
reading Freud's Mourning and Melancholia (279-80). In an entry for 
March 20, 1959, she complains, "I am getting nowhere with Dr. B .... 
What good does talking about my father do?," hut comments later in the 
entry, "Got at some deep things with R.B.: facing dark and terrible things: 
those dreams of deformity and death. If I really think I killed and 
castrated my father may all my dreams of deformed and tortured people 
be my guilty visions of him or fears of punishment for me?" (300-301). 
Much of this painful self-exploration is directly reflected in "Electra on 
Azalea Path," whose composition, ironically, she records in the same 
March 20 entry (300). 

Many of her current concerns, artistic as well as personal, coalesce in 
this highly complex psychological portrait of a daughter's response to her 
father's death. Her determination to write about real situations, emotions, 
and people, especially those in her own life, and to achieve a more natura! 
style is evident; she later rejected it from her book as too "forced and 
rhetorical" (J 301), although, as Melander suggests, its highly personal 
content may have been another, perhaps unacknowledged, reason (34). 
Plath daringly chooses as her speaker the daughter herself, who addresses 
her long-dead father in tones of mourning, disillusionment, and guilt. 
Further, she combines both traditional and personal images to undergird 
the content. The details of the poem's cemetery are drawn from the 
Winthrop cemetery in which Otto Plath is buried, although she 
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exaggerates its bleakness (as she does also in the journal entry and The 
Bell ]ar) to heighten the speaker's disillusionment, and the bee imagery 
reflects her father's specialty in Entomology. While these images create 
immediacy and concreteness, the traditional ones from Aeschylus's 
Oresteia lend a sense of universality and grandeur to what might 
otherwise appear merely personal and mundane. The title itself merges the 
two by naming the protagonist Electra and placing her on Azalea Path, 
the row in the Winthrop graveyard on which Otto Plath's grave is located. 

The poem has a tripartite structure. In lines 1-14, the speaker describes 
her emotional hibernation of twenty years-from the day of her father's 
death until her recent first visit to his grave: 

The day you died I went into the dirt, 

lnto the lightless hibernaculum 

Where bees, striped black and gold, sleep out the blizzard 

Like hieratic stones, and the ground is hard. 

It was good for twenty years, that wintering-. 

The allusion is to the hibernation in the ground of young queen bees 
<luring the winter, echoing Otto Plath's description in Bumblebees and 
Their Ways of a queen whose "fresh, bright colors give no indication that 
she has but recently emerged from her hibernaculum in the soil. Y et this is 
where many young bumblebee queens spend the winter" (7). The images 
of hibernation, wintering, hardness, darkness, and cold imply that the 
speaker shut off her emotions to avoid pain, sorrow, and guilt. It was, she 
says, as if "you had never existed, as if I came / God-fathered into the 
world from my mother's belly." Thus, she grew up imagining him, not as 
a mere mortal, but as a Zeus-like figure who impregnated her mother and 
disappeared into a timeless mythological world free of death: "Small as a 
doll in my dress of innocence / I lay dreaming your epic, image by image. / 
Nobody died or withered on that stage." The reference to the stage not 
only suggests the artificiality of such a concept but also prepares for the 
evocations of Greek tragedy to follow. 

The twenty years of emotional hibernation end abruptly, however, 
when the speaker visits his grave and awakens to two painful "truths" : 
that her father was a mortal man who died and is buried in an ordinary 
grave {lines 15-28) and that she is in some way responsible for his death 
{lines 29-46). The emotions of grief, disillusionment, and guilt which she 
has eluded since his death now overwhelm her. 
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The details of the graveyard convey the impact on her of the shocking 
revelation of his mortality. She is appalled by the cheapness and 
barrenness of this "cramped necropolis" where gravestones are crowded 
together as if the dead are indigents in a charity ward or inmates in a 
poorhouse: "In this charity ward, this poorhouse, where the dead / Crowd 
foot to foot, head to head, no flower / Breaks the soil." Having expected a 
grand monument indicative of his imagined epic proportions, she is 
distressed to find only a "speckled stone askew by an iron f ence," 
"speckled" and "askew" reflecting its imperfections and her disillusion
ment. The plastic flowers whose red dye begins to dissolve in the rain not 
only reinforce the cheapness of the graveyard hut also suggest the 
falseness of her grandiose concept of the father, which, like the dye, 
dissolves as she confronts the harsh reality of the cemetery. 

Plath reproduces some details accurately hut alters others, making the 
fictional graveyard more dismal than the actual one to intensify the 
speaker's disillusionment. Although in each row of Winthrop's cemetery 
the headstones do back up to each other, there is a great deal of space be
tween the rows themselves so that the overall appearance of the cemetery 
is far from crowded. Each row is named fora flower or plant designated 
by a flat marble marker, and Otto Plath is buried on Azalea Path. His 
gravestone is small and flat, hearing only his name and the years of his 
birth and death; however, it is not speckled or discolored, nor is it "askew 
by an iron fence." Plath makes similar alterations in her description of the 
cemetery in The Bell ]ar: "[My father's gravestone] was crowded right up 
by another gravestone, head to head, the way people are crowded in a 
charity ward when there isn't enough space. The stone was of a mottled 
pink marble, like canned salmon, and all there was on it was my father's 
name and, under it, two dates, separated by a little dash" (136). 

The red dye dripping from the plastic flowers also provides the 
transitional link to the second harsh "truth" dealt with in the poem's 
third part. The speaker admits that "Another kind of redness bothers 
me," the redness of blood implying the guilt of murder. Adopting briefly 
the elevated dramatic mode of the Oresteia, she refers in the italicized 
lines to the bloody sea symbolizing Agamemnon's murder of Iphigenia 
and to the red cloth unrolled at his homecoming symbolizing 
Clytemnestra's murdering him. Mocking herself for employing this style 
("I borrow the stilts of an old tragedy"), she abruptly returns to a more 
direct manner of stating her own act of "murder" and the resulting guilt; 
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this second truth is that her birth was a curse on her family similar to that 
on the house of Atreus, for her love in some ambiguous way caused her 
father's death: "The truth is, one late October, at my birth-cry / A 
scorpion stung its head, an ill-starred thing." Bom like Plath in late 
October, the speaker shares the sign of Scorpio. The belief that "people 
bom under the dragon's tail ... were cursed" is one which Hughes says he 
probably related to Plath (Kroll 219). Further, according to A Dictionary 
of Symbols, the scorpion "corresponds to that period of the span of man's 
life which .lies under the threat of death"; even more significant, in the 
symbolism of megaliths "it is the antithesis of the bee whose honey 
succors man" (268), thus linking it to the bee imagery associated with the 
speaker's father. Plath must deliberately have woven these beliefs together 
to convey the daughter's feeling that she is the cause of her father's death. 
Indeed, in the poem the mother's nightmare of the father's drowning 
seems to be one manifestation of the curse set into operation by the 
daughter's birth and may reflect Mrs. Plath's dream about Sylvia's causing 
her father to drown himself (J 279). 

As the speaker grows up, the "stony actors poise and pause for breath," 
awaiting the inevitable catastrophe: "I brought my love to bear, and then 
you died." While her mother attributes his death to gangrene (Otto Plath 
also died of gangrene) and, like Hamlet's mother, accepts it rationally as 
the fate of all ( "you died like any man"), the speaker is horrified both by 
the belief that her love, not the infection, killed him and by her mother's 
unemotional response to his death, hoping that she herself will never "age 
into that state of mind." Her grief, in contrast, was so great that she 
attempted suicide to rejoin him: "I am the ghost of an infamous suicide, / 
My own blue razor rusting in my throat," yet another alteration of literal 
fact for the sake of poetic eff ect. 

In the closing lines, the distraught speaker seeks her father's forgiveness 
for her sin of love and absolution from the guilt which plagues her: "O 
pardon the one who knocks for pardon at / Your gate, father-your 
hound-bitch, daughter, friend. / It was my love that did us both to death." 
Whether she means by "my love" an incestuous love or simply a very 
strong love fora parent is unclear; if the latter, she may feel that, because 
she loved him too much, she was punished by losing him and by never 
being able to cope with the loss. 

While Plath employs an elaborate pattern of alternating stanzas of ten 
and eight lines with a complex rhyme scheme of abccdbeeda in the former 
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and abbcddca in the latter and, as noted earlier, ultimately rejected 
"Electra on Azalea Path" as too "forced and rhetorical," in fact the 
technical elements are not obtrusive nor do they detract from its emotion
al power; indeed, that very emotional power, based on highly personal 
and volatile material, seems to me more likely to be the real, even if 
subconscious, reason for her decision. Certainly "Electra on Azalea Path" 
is among the most striking of the 1959 poems in content and imagery. 

Its deeper exploration of an aspect of the father-daughter relationship 
hinted at in "Electra on Azalea Path," its speaker's desire to join the 
father in death, and its use of the bee metaphor and the father's gravesite 
suggest that "The Beekeeper's Daughter" was written at approximately 
the same time; however, the similarity of its subject matter to "The 
Colossus," its surrealistic setting, and its submission to the Kenyan 
Review on November 3 along with "The Manor Garden," "The 
Colossus," and "Poem for a Birthday" (list of poem submissions, Smith 
College Library) make October a possibility as well. I will discuss it here 
since the claims fora March <late appear the more convincing. 

This highly psychological poem deals with the sensitive and volatile 
issue of the painful consequences, particularly guilt, engendered by the 
sexual and emotional union of a father and daughter. Its surrealist garden 
setting, whose details are larger than life, intense, and overwhelming, 
creates the quality of nightmare; indeed, the poem might well be labelled a 
surrealist fantasy. The garden has Biblical overtones of a heavily sexual 
and perverted Garden of Eden in which Adam and Eve are father and 
daughter eating an incestuous and thus doubly forbidden fruit. 
Superimposed on the Biblical model is Plath's memory of her father 
catching bees in the garden when she was a child. In the Plath video in the 
series Visions and Voices, Aurelia Plath describes this actual episode from 
Plath's childhood; further, it appears in both the short story "Among the 
Bumblebees" and an early version of the 1957 poem "All the Dead 
Dears." In the former, the protagonist's father "took her into the garden 
and showed her how he could catch bumblebees. That was something no 
one else's father could do. Her father caught a special kind of bumblebee 
that he recognized by its shape and held it in his closed fist, putting his 
hand to her ear" (JP 311 ). At the story's end, the father <lies and thus "in 
all the rest of her life there would be no one to walk with her, like him, 
proud and arrogant among the bumblebees" (JP 312). In the latter, the 
father is 
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A man who used to clench 

Bees in his fist 

And out-rant the thundercrack, 
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That one: not known enough: death's trench 

Digs him into my quick: 

At each move I confront his ready ghost 

Glaring sun-flower eyed 

From the glade of hives, 

Antlered by a bramble-hat, 

Berry-juice purpling his thumbs. (Smith College Library) 

In 1957, however, Plath must have been unwilling to include this personal 
material and deleted this passage from the final version. By 1959, she 
featured it as the central concern of "The Beekeeper's Daughter." 

The poem opens with a description of the garden's flowers in overtly 
sexual, female terms: "A garden of mouthings." The brilliantly colored 
petals open, exposing their centers which exude an overpowering smell of 
musk. "Mouthings," "dilate," "peeling back," "musk," and "well" 
suggest a sexually aroused and provocative female, while "encroaches" 
and "almost too dense to breathe in" convey a sense of menace and 
danger. Among the flowers and the "many-breasted hives" of bees moves 
the father, a priestly, masterful figure who seems impervious to their 
attractions. The single line which follows this six-line stanza reveals that 
the poem's speaker is not an outside observer but the daughter who feels, 
quite literally, beneath his notice: "My heart under your foot, sister of a 
stone," an echo of Eliot's second Thames daughter ("my heart / Under my 
feet"). 

However, the imagery of sexual intercourse and of conception 
developed in stanza two implies that the father gives in to the temptation 
of the daughter's forbidden sexuality: 

Trumpet-throats open to the beaks of birds. 

The Golden Rain Tree drips its powders clown. 

In these little boudoirs streaked with orange and red 

The anthers nod their heads, potent as kings 

To father dynasties. The air is rich. 

The shift in metaphor is significant, for the father, who was the beekeeper, 
becomes the male bee who mates with the daughter, now the queen bee. 
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"Here isa queenship no mother can contest" suggests that no mother can 
compete with the attraction which forbidden sexual union with a 
daughter has fora father. "A fruit that's death to taste: dark flesh, dark 
parings" has four levels of meaning. As an appositive modifying 
"queenship," it implies that sexual union with a daughter is alluring 
precisely because it is taboo. Further, it refers to the death of the male bee 
immediately after mating with the queen, and it evokes the curse of 
mortality resulting from Adam and Eve's sin in partaking of the fruit in 
Eden. Finally, it alludes to the father's actual death as a punishment for or 
consequence of their unnatural love. The repetition of "dark" emphasizes 
its sinful nature, while "parings" is a pun on "pairings" as well as a 
reference to paring fruit, to undressing (as in "peeling back their silks"), 
and to the splitting of the male bee's abdomen after mating with the 
queen. 

In the last stanza the speaker peers into a nest in the ground where a 
solitary bee often lodges: "Kneeling clown / I set my eye to a hole-mouth 
and meet an eye / Round, green, disconsolate as a tear" (see 0. Plath 8-9, 
70). She addresses the father (the bee), whose eye she sees inside the 
burrow: "Father, bridegroom, in this Easter egg I Under the coronal of 
sugar roses / The queen bee marries the winter of your year." In literal 
terms, the speaker kneels beside her father's grave (the nest in the ground) 
and pledges to join him (marry him) in death, a reading which explains 
the marriage imagery as well as the sugar Easter egg with its idyllic scene 
inside. The first stanza's living, sexual flowers with their hint of menace 
are transformed into sweet sugar roses, and the reference to Easter implies 
her resurrection in death; by dying herself, the daughter will atone for her 
sins of loving and thereby killing her father and she will also be reunited 
with him. The bee imagery reinforces this reading since the queen bee 
often dies at the end of the season (see 0. Plath 33). 

"The Beekeeper's Daughter" is a miniature drama of temptation, sin, 
atonement, and reconciliation, its Freudian nature underlined by its air of 
surrealist fantasy and its brilliant combination of personal and traditional 
images of female sexuality, the garden, bee lore, and royalty. Despite the 
powerful nature of its content, Plath refrains from imposing restraint 
through formal devices, keeping them to a minimum; the meter is 
absolutely jarring, there is no rhyme at all, and the abruptness of the 
single-line stanzas undercuts the formality of the six-line stanzas with 
which they alternate. 
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In the March 20 journal entry Plath notes not only the completion of 
"Electra on Azalea Path" hut also of "Metaphors for a Pregnant 
Woman," which she describes as "ironic, nine lines, nine syllables" (300), 
later shortening the original title to "Metaphors" in order no doubt to 
have a title with nine letters. Indicating in the March 9 entry her suspicion 
that she is pregnant and her intention to write "some good pregnant 
poems, if I know I really am" (300), she produced this poem during the 
next ten days when she felt certain that such was the case; ironically, in 
the very entry recording its composition, she also reveals her 
disappointment at not being pregnant after all. 

In addition to the other uses of the number nine, she also has nine 
metaphors for pregnancy. The first six are whimsical, light-hearted, and 
positive in nature, the seventh is neutral and transitional, and the last two 
are ominous, so that the poem as a whole reveals the speaker's 
ambivalence about her pregnancy. Establishing the framework of a riddle 
with the opening metaphor, she conveys the roundness, heaviness, and 
value of pregnancy through the next five. The ivory tusks of the elephant, 
the "fine timbers" of the "ponderous house," and the sweet red fruit of 
the delightful "melon strolling on two tendrils" capture the wealth 
represented by the foetus inside these rounded and/or heavy shapes. This 
positive view is continued in the loaf of bread and the coin-purse bulging 
with "new-minted" coins. The seventh metaphor, in triadic form, is 
neutral in tone, ''I'm a means, a stage, a cow in calf," providing transition 
to the last two, which suggest less pleasant aspects of pregnancy. "l've 
eaten a bag of green apples" maintains the established connotations of 
roundness, fullness, and heaviness hut evokes as well the nausea and 
discomfort of pregnancy, while the stunning final meta phor, "[I've] 
boarded the train there's no getting off," catches up the sense of entrap
ment with no means of escape before reaching the frightening destination 
of childbirth. Anxiety and discomfort, if not fear and terror, are as real a 
part of the whole condition of pregnancy as are the more positive aspects 
symbolized by the earlier metaphors. 

"Metaphors" isa significant work in several ways. It is the first to treat 
the specifically female subject of pregnancy, which it presents in a very 
realistic manner. While Plath seems to have had a somewhat greater fear 
of childbirth itself than the average woman, most mothers-to-be do 
experience a complexity of positive and negative responses to pregnancy 
with some apprehension about delivery. Further, the poem illustrates the 
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technique of constructing a series of metaphors (often domestic) for the 
speaker's psychological states which Plath will use more and more; in its 
definition of the "I" as "a succession of metaphors" (Axelrod 147), it isa 
precursor, for example, of "Poem fora Birthday." Finally, it employs a 
shifting tone typical of much of her poetry. While that tone is in general a 
humorous one, it moves from light-hearted, whimsical humor to a 
sardonic, wry, even grim humor in the last two lines. 

"Man in Black," also composed at this time (about March 19-20), is 
yet another poem inspired by the Winthrop visit. In recording its 
acceptance by The New Yorker in an entry for April 23, she reveals that 
she "wrote [it] only a little over a month ago on one of my fruitful visits 
to Winthrop. . . . The 'dead black' ... may be a transference from the visit 
to my father's grave" (302). In an unpublished portion of the March 9 
entry immediately following the description of her father's grave, she tells 
of walking along the rocks by the ocean near Water Tower Hill, of 
Hughes in his black coat going out to the end of the sand bar, and of 
continuing on to Deer Island Prison, where they talked with a guard 
about the animals there (Smith College Library), details which appear 
significantly in the poem. Calling it the "only 'love' poem in my book" (J 
301), she seems to have merged father and husband, both of whom are 
intimately associated with the setting, into the poem's focal male figure 
who gives order and meaning to the speaker's world. 

The speaker first describes the seascape itself, using details drawn from 
Point Shirley to evoke its violence and chaos. The sea "shoves" and 
"sucks" at the land, its waves smashing like powerful fists against Deer 
Island; the ice still "glazes the rock pools" even though it is March; and 
vicious barhed-wire surrounds the prison. She then notes the appearance 
of a figure who "strode out in your dead / Black coat" to the end of the 
"great stone spit," becoming the center of the entire scene and imposing 
order and meaning on it through the power of his mere presence: "Fixed 
vortex on the far/ Tip, riveting stone, air, / All of it, together," "vortex" 
comparing him to a dynamic circular force drawing all nearby objects 
toward him and "riveting" implying that he joins them together by force. 
Thus he is the centerpoint of the speaker's world; as the father gave 
significance to her childhood, so the husband does to her present. 
Stevens's "Anecdote of the Jar" seems clearly to be an influence, although 
here the organizing factor is human rather than inanimate and artistic. 

While the subject is highly emotional, the speaker's tone of voice is low-
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keyed and restrained. Further control is provided by the use of a single 
sentence, a strict terza rima with interlocking rhyme, and color imagery 
which also subtly carries emotional weight. Until the last word of the fifth 
tercet, numerous colors in a discordant clashing of bright and dull are 
employed to describe the setting prior to the appearance of the focal 
figure: the magenta breakwaters, the gray sea, the grayish-brown island, 
the green cattle pasture, the yellowish-brown sand cliffs. However, in the 
last two stanzas the colors of black and white dominate, reflecting the 
power of the male figure who "strode out" across white stones to stand at 
the edge of the spit in his "dead / Black coat, black shoes, and ... / Black 
hair." 

Two other poems whose precise dates of composition cannot be con
firmed may have been evoked by the March visit(s) to Winthrop as well. 
"A Winter Ship" and "Old Ladies' Home" both use actual landmarks of 
the town. The former, a meditation on nature's ability to destroy or out
last things human, focuses on a dilapidated wharf in Winthrop's harbor. 
Another attempt to "get philosophy in" (J 296), it juxtaposes concrete 
details from Winthrop's decaying man-made landscape with those from 
its enduring natural landscape,3 interspersing seemingly objective descrip
tions with interpretive comments so that the poem has an oddly dis
connected effect. The technique is established in the opening stanza as the 
speaker (who seems at first to be a neutral third person) describes the old 
wharf, no longera site for "grand landings" hut only a mooring spot for 
half-sunken barges, the reference to their blistering paint carrying a hint 
of infection echoed in the "skin of oil" on the water. In contrast, the sea 
"pulses," enduring despite the pollution of the industrial world. 

This contrasting pattern of urban and natural images continues. 
Winthrop's pier and indeed the whole industrial landscape seem in danger 
of imminent ruin: 

The pier pilings seem about to collapse 

And with them that rickety edifice 

Of warehouses, derricks, smokestacks and bridges 

In the distance. 

3 Some of the details from Winthrop in "A Winter Ship" also appear in The Bell ]ar; 
for example, the gull "in a jacket of ashes" is echoed in the gulls "in their ash
colored jackets" (BJ 124), and the blimp which "swims up like a ... tin / Cigar over 
his rink of fishes" is echoed in the "cigar-shaped blimps" (BJ 124). 
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Conversely, nature's endurance is manifested in the gull which "holds his 
pose," rides "the tide of the wind," and is "steady as wood" and in the 
water of the harbor which "slips/ And gossips" around the speaker and 
her companion as well as in the waves "mouthing icecakes" out at sea. In 
a deft ironic touch, Plath uses personification to convey the sense of un
quenchable life in these natura! elements which will outlive the mortals 
whose human traits are attributed to them. 

In the closing lines, the speaker, now revealed as a participant in the 
scene she describes, tells of the unexpected appearance of a ghostly 
"iceribbed ship, / Bearded and blown, an albatross of frost." Evoking the 
ship of Coleridge's "The Rime of the Ancient Mariner," it is a culmi
nating symbol of nature's ultimate triumph over mankind's creations; 
despite having survived previous onslaughts of nature to become a "Relic 
of tough weather," it will now fall victim to the violence of sun and sea: 
"The sun will diminish it soon enough: / Each wave-tip glitters like a 
knife." 

Technically, the poem is noteworthy for Plath's attempt to avoid a 
tightly controlled form; only the last two lines of each stanza rhyme, the 
meter is entirely irregular, and elaborate sound patterns are largely absent, 
although she cannot resist completely ("grand landings," "list and 
blister"). Plath and Hughes must have liked it, for in the summer of 1960 
they had it printed by the Tragara Press of Edinburgh for use as a 
Christmas card (see LH 469 as well as the correspondence with Alan 
Anderson in the Smith College Library). 

A sensitive and moving portrait of old age, "Old Ladies' Home" is 
probably based on the General Winthrop Nursing Home only six blocks 
from Plath's childhood home on Johnson Avenue. Further, its references 
to family photographs may indicate the influence of Lowell and Sexton, 
with whom she was closely associated at this time. The third-person 
speaker describes the physical fragility of the old women, who, "Frail as 
antique earthenware / One breath might shiver to bits," come out to sun 
themselves against the rocks. Their loneliness is captured in their talk of 
relatives who do not come to visit: "Sons, daughters, daughters and sons, 
/ Distant and cold as photos, / Grandchildren nobody knows." As they go 
in to hed at dusk, death is portrayed as being very close; their heds 
resemble coffins, their sleeping bodies are like corpses, and death, "that 
bald-head buzzard, / Stalls in the halls where the lamp wick / Shortens 
with each breath drawn." The quiet, melancholy tone of voice under-
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scores the bleakness of the lives it describes, and the diction, comparisons, 
and images are particularly well-chosen; "Sharded" refers both to the 
hard wing cover of a beetle and a fragment of a brittle substance, uniting 
the similes of beetles and "antique earthenware" to convey their fragility. 
Although Plath reverts to the syllabics (7 per line) with which she had 
experimented in the summer, her content seems another attempt to fulfill 
her 1959 goals of using real people and including philosophy. 

"Aftermath," a philosophical sonnet on humanity's obsession with the 
tragic and sordid, also seems to have been written in March. In an 
unpublished passage of the journal entry for March 9, Plath reports that, 
on returning to Boston from Winthrop the previous day, she and Hughes 
had observed the smoldering remains of a great fire in a burnt-out 
building (Smith College Library), an event which apparently inspired the 
composition of this poem soon afterward as it was accepted for pub
lication in Arts in Society by May 13 (J 303). Thoroughly conventional in 
its use of a standard sonnet rhyme scheme, a syllabic count of 9, stilted 
diction, and imagery from Greek mythology, the poem depicts a crowd 
observing the remains of a house destroyed by fire. Hughes's assertion 
that it "steers in quite masterfully towards some point in her life that had 
been painful" ("Notes" 191) is incomprehensible. 

Plath apparently wrote no poetry from April to September of 1959. In 
April, May, and June she concentrated on short fiction and her children's 
book; she notes in a journal entry of May 3 that she wrote, typed out, and 
mailed off The Bed Book the day before (303) and in an entry of May 31 
that "I have written six stories this year, and the three best of them in the 
last two weeks! ... My poems are so far in the background now. It is a 
very healthy antidote, this prose, to the poems' intense !imitations" (307). 
In July and August, she and Hughes toured the United States and Canada, 
returning to Wellesley at the end of August fora brief visit. Pregnant with 
their first child, she seems to have begun writing poetry again just prior to 
or just after September 9, when the two went to the artists' colony of 
Yaddo for ten weeks. Because she recorded in journals and letters much of 
what she produced there, accurate composition dates can be established 
for many of the poems of this time. 

An impressive setting, especially in the autumn, the estate is reflected in 
much of what she produced while there. From its entranceway bordered 
by two large stone pillars a road winds past a small lake and then up 
through tall firs to the imposing, fortress-like "grand manor" of gray 
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stone. Sloping downward from the manor is a wide expanse of lawn 
leading to the famous rose gardens laid out in a formal design with a 
circular white fountain at the center and behind it a row of four marble 
statues, women in Grecian garb. Set farther back in a small grove is a fifth 
statue of a male figure with upraised arm. Also on the grounds are two 
goldfish pools and a vegetable garden. Plath describes the estate in several 
letters to her mother: "[The rooms] are like those in a castle, all old plush, 
curios, leather bindings, oil paintings on the walls, dark woodwork, 
carvings on all the furniture. Very quiet and sumptuous" (406), and "I 
particularly love the scenic beauty of the estate: the rose gardens, goldfish 
pools, marble statuary everywhere, woodland walks, little lakes" (408). 
Further, she typed up minutely-detailed descriptions of several of the 
rooms (Smith College Library). 

As noted in the introductory section, Plath's condition of pregnancy, 
her memories, the setting itself, and set topics given to her by Hughes for 
the purpose of jolting her out of periods of writer's block combined to 
produce some haunting poems during the fall; however, she began slowly 
and cautiously. 

"Magnolia Shoals," "Yaddo: The Grand Manor," "Medallion," and 
"Polly's Tree" seem to be the earliest of this group, produced between 
early September and early October. All employ syllabics, triplets, and, 
except for the last, a regular rhyme scheme, suggesting that, after her five
month lay-off, Plath began to write again in the strict forms with which 
she had always felt most comfortable; further, they are carefully 
distanced, using objects or settings, particularly those of Yaddo, as 
subjects. 

"Magnolia Shoals" may have been inspired by and written soon after a 
trip to the seaside town of Magnolia, just south of Gloucester, made no 
doubt during the visit to Wellesley, a contention supported by the poem's 
description of the departure of summer at a coastal setting. With a 
syllabic count of 7 and a plodding and uninspired terza rima rhyme 
scheme, the first-person plural speaker observes from a high cliff over
looking the sea the signs of summer's end; even though "green sea 
gardens" counterfeit an appearance like "the imperishable / gardens in an 
antique book / or tapestries on a wall" (an echo of "In Midas' Country"), 
in fact the leaves "warp and lapse," signalling the coming of autumn. 
Looking clown, the speaker sees a sea gull eating crabs or mussels, a 
clumsy parallel to time's devouring of nature through seasonal change, 
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and a solitary artist painting a watercolor of "a blizz~rd of gulls, I wings 
drumming in the winter," a rather obvious foreshadowing of winter. Even 
that mainstay of Plath's craft, the evocation of precise concrete details, is 
lacking in this generalized seascape. The only technical elements of note 
are her varied indention of lines and her use of lower case letters to begin 
lines in mid-sentence, both departures from her usual practices. 

"Yaddo: The Grand Manor," a contrast between the richness of this 
setting and the artistic sterility of one of its guests, may well be the first 
poem composed at Yaddo; it was perhaps produced about September 16, 
for many of its details are echoed in a journal entry of that date ("Air 
clear enough for angels," "the leaded windows," "the gilded old velvets of 
pillows," "beans hanging on the bushes, squash, yellow and orange, 
fattening in the dapple of leaves"), in which she also complains of "a 
terrible depression yesterday" resulting from her inability to produce: 
"Visions of my life petering out into a kind of soft-brained stupor from 
lack of use" (313-14). Both "Magnolia Shoals" and "Yaddo: The Grand 
Manor" were completed prior to September 21, when, according to her 
list of poems sent out during the fall of 1959, Plath mailed them to The 
New Yorker (Smith College Library).4 

In the poem she evokes various images of nature's abundance in the 
autumn-tomatoes, beans, and pumpkins have been harvested; fish fill the 
pools; a wasp "sip[s] cider-juice." This fertility is reflected in the guest 
artists, writers, and musicians who "Muse, compose." Inside the manor, 
too, an atmosphere of richness and productivity prevails: "Indoors, 
Tiffany's phoenix rises I Above the fireplace." However, one guest 
remains sterile, her imagination impervious to the abundance around her. 
She "wakens, mornings, to a cobalt sky, / A diamond-paned window, / 
Zinc-white snow." In contrast to the rich colors which have filled the 
poem up to this point, Plath uses the various white shades of cobalt, 
diamonds, and zinc to convey her imaginative blankness. The adjective 
"late" used to describe the focal figure has three simultaneous meanings: 
recently arrived, sleeping late (and thus not producing), and-in a 

4 When The New Yorker rejected them for publication on September 28, Plath sent 
"Magnolia Shoals" to Harpers on September 30. When it was returned on October 
8, she sent the two to the The Christian Science Monitor on October 9; both were 
accepted on October 13. See Plath's list of submissions for the fall of 1959 in the 
Plath Collection, Smith College Library. 
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mocking, ironic sense so typical of Plath's humor-dead in terms of the 
imagination. The triplets with their rhyme scheme of aaa, bbb, and so on, 
the 9-6-3 syllabic pattern, and the evocation of imagery from the actual 
setting suggest Plath's reliance on formal elements as she returns to 
poetry; nevertheless the poem seems to me a small gem in the imagist 
mode, strikingly capturing with sharply-etched details the bitter 
juxtaposition between the creativity of nature and of other artists and the 
sterility of the central figure. Further, her omission of two awkward 
stanzas that originally appeared after the fourth stanza (Smith College 
Library) indicates her growing ability to edit herself effectively. 

"Medallion," originally entitled "Snake," was composed by September 
25 when Plath recorded in her journal that she had written "one good 
poem so far: an imagist piece on the dead snake" (315), one which she 
must have observed on the grounds of Yaddo. Noting that compared to it 
"my book poems are all about ghosts and otherworldly miasmas" (316), 
she makes clear that it is good because based on an object from the real 
world: "Of course I depend on the mirror of the world. I have one poem I 
am sure of, the snake one" (317), adding on October 6 that it will be the 
first poem of a new book (320). More than a simple "imagist piece," the 
poem is a meditation on the beauty and ugliness of death. Her second 
choice of title, which emphasizes the former, may have been inspired by a 
"gold and green medallion with gold torches and horder" in a pane of 
stained glass in Yaddo's second-floor library, one of the myriad details of 
that room described in her typed notes (Smith College Library). 

Again relying on a syllabic count (7 per line) and a terza rima rhyme 
scheme which is, as Schulman suggests, "done to technical perfection" 
(176), Plath brilliantly interweaves imagery and symbolism. Exotic images 
of jewels, fire, metal, and colors blend with common images of shoelace, 
pins, mouse, and knife to depict accurately the snake's physical details as 
well as to convey the complexity of death; while the comparisions of his 
limp body toa shoelace and his tongue to an arrow simply capture their 
shapes, the majority reflect the beauty and value of the snake and, by 
implication, of death. 

While it focuses on the snake, the poem is really about the first-person 
speaker who finds it "By the gate with star and moon" where it had been 
killed by a gardener. Picking it up, she examines it closely, responding 
with fascination, admiration, disgust, and sympathy. The title establishes 
the view of the snake as an object of worth and beauty as well as the 



246 THE JOURNEY TOW ARD ARIEL 

dominant image patterns. lts bronze color links it immediately to the 
medal, while its belly scales are compared to chainmail and "old jewels." 
lts vermilion eye is like "garnet bits," evoking both its red color and its 
similarity to a gem. Throughout, its gold-red colors are described with 
elevated rather than common terms-bronze, rose, vermilion, garnet, 
ochre. The images of burning suggest the shining of metal: its eye was 
"lgnited / With a glassed flame" as "garnet bits" had "burned" in a split 
rock, and its belly "kept its fire / Going under the chainmail, / The old 
jewels smoldering there." 

While she also observes the ugliness of death in the wound where 
"white maggots coil / Thin as pins," she quickly returns to the more 
positive view of the snake as shining, impervious metal: "Knifelike, he 
was chaste enough, / Pure death's-metal. The yardman's / Flung brick 
perfected his laugh." These lines suggest that it is an accurate symbol of 
death's perfection, ironically anticipating "Edge," in which she describes 
the perfection of death in a woman. 

Only three months after its composition, "Medallion" was chosen from 
thousands of submissions to share first prize in a competition sponsored 
by Critical Quarterly; Dyson recalls that "All three judges (Philip Larkin, 
C.B. Cox, and myself) were immensely struck by it" (75), and, in his letter 
of January 13, 1960 informing her of this honor, Cox calls it "a very 
distinguished piece of work" (Smith College Library). 

Plath records in a journal entry for October 5 the composition of 
"Polly's Tree," describing it as "a syllabic exercise in delicacy .... Coy hut 
rather fun" (320). Polly Hanson was the "poetess secretary" at Yaddo, "a 
very nice woman" who celebrated Plath's October 27 birthday with "two 
bottles of vin rose for dinner anda birthday cake with candles" (LH 409-
10). A slight, whimsical piece, its indented triplets follow a syllabic 
pattern of 6-5-4 and contain strained and clumsy sound plays: "a thicket 
of sticks," "silver-/ haired seed of the milkweed," "puff/ of cloud-stuff." 
It does not, however, employ a regular rhyme scheme, as Plath sheds one 
of the formal devices on which she has relied so far in the fall. 

"Dark Wood, Dark Water" and "The Sleepers" were probably pro
duced in early to mid October, for both were mailed along with "Polly's 
Tree," "The Net-Menders," and "Spinach-Picker" to The New Yorker on 
November 3, according to Plath's list of poem submissions for the fall 
(Smith College Library). 

A mood piece describing the feelings both of melancholy and pleasure 



THE POEMS OF 1959 247 

evoked by the autumnal grounds of Yaddo, "Dark Wood, Dark Water" 
employs the triplet and a syllabic count of five, hut again drops a rhyme 
scheme. It opens, as does "Yaddo: The Grand Manor," with the smell of 
woodsmoke ("This wood bums a dark / Incense") followed by a 
description of moss hanging from "the archaic / Bones of the great trees" 
lining the driveway, "Blue mists over I A lake thick with fish," and designs 
made by snails along the edge of the water. These ominous implications of 
darkness, mystery, and death are dispelled in the second half of the poem 
as the speaker, from a vantage point at the top of the hill on which the 
manor stands, looks clown through the gloom of the towering firs to the 
lake, observing how autumn endows the scene with special beauty. Like a 
goldsmith, the season "Hammers her rare and / Various metals," 
transforming the roots of trees at the lake's edge into pewter and the 
"Bright waterlights" around them into the iron rings encircling stakes in 
the game of quoit. 

In "The Sleepers" Plath drops the scenery of Yaddo, the triplet, and a 
strict syllabic pattern (although many lines have six syllables) in an 
apparent attempt at a new approach technically and thematically; how
ever, she does employ a rhyme scheme of ababab. The result isa particu
larly ambiguous work which seems to treat the changes lovers undergo as 
their relationship develops. It focuses on a sleeping couple, with ominous 
overtones of transience and death implied by details of the landscape: 
"Dark thickets hedge the house"; "A white mist is going up." However, 
the relationship of the unidentified "We" who narrate the poem to the 
sleepers is problematical. Are they an alter-ego, another couple as in "The 
Other Two," or perhaps what the sleepers may or have become? While 
"No harm can come to [the sleepers]," the same does not seem true for 
the speakers who, at the poem's end, undergo a metamorphosis: "We cast 
our skins and slide / lnto another time." While unsuccessful, "The 
Sleepers" signals Plath's move toward the personal subjects that she will 
treat in the next group of poems, and it certainly demonstrates her aban
donment of many of the strict technical devices she relied on early in the 
fall. 

Turning to freer forms and highly personal subject matter, Plath pro
duced a spate of stunning poems from mid October to mid November. 
She composed "The Manor Garden" and "The Colossus" in the days just 
prior to October 19, when she wrote in her journal, "I tried Ted's 
'exercise': deep-breathing, concentration on stream of consciousness 
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objects, these last days, and wrote two poems that pleased me. One a 
poem to Nicholas [the baby she was carrying], and one the old father
worship subject. But different. Weirder" (323). In an attempt perhaps to 
distance herself from their disturbing, intimate subject matter, she 
dismissed them on November 4 as "two little [poems which] I find 
colorful and amusing" (327); while they are colorful, they are anything 
hut amusing or trivial. 

Using as its setting the famous rose gardens of Yaddo, "The Manor 
Garden" isa striking expression of the intensely heightened anxiety felt by 
the speaker, a mother-to-be, for the emotional, mental, and physical well
being of her unbom child. She fears that he/she will inherit sin and pain as 
a member of the human race and depression, suicidal tendencies, or a 
violent nature as a member of his/her particular family; further, he/she 
will be bom into a grim world of brutality, decay, and death. She closes 
with a sinister reenactment of the Christian manger scene which reverses 
its traditionally positive meanings. 

The poem opens with a realistic and heavily symbolic description of 
Yaddo's rose gardens in autumn to establish the ominous, brooding world 
of death and sterility into which the child will be bom: 

The fountains are dry and the roses over. 

Incense of death. Your day approaches. 

The pears fatten like little buddhas. 

A blue mist is dragging the lake. 

The short, staccato sentences with their evocation of a weary, depressed 
tone of voice accurately present the garden, its flowers now faded and its 
fountain empty, surely an ironic echo of Eliot's rose garden in "Burnt 
Norton." While the pears ripen on the trees, parallel in shape to the 
pregnant speaker, their fertility is immediately undercut by the sinister 
comparison to "little buddhas." And death is the dominant force as the 
stanza closes with the mist "dragging the lake" as if fora drowned body. 

The speaker then traces the evolution of the foetus through primitive, 
animal-like stages to the human one: 

Y ou move through the era of fis hes, 

The smug centuries of the pig-
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Head, toe and finger 

Come clear of the shadow.5 

With the baby's delivery close at hand, she meditates on human 
imperfection: "History I Nourishes these broken flutings, I These crowns 
of acanthus." The "broken flutings" may refer to birth defects, both 
physical and mental, about which many expectant mothers worry, while 
the "crowns of acanthus," an allusion toa prickly herb whose Greek root 
means "thorn" and thus a traditional symbol of sin, refer to the child's 
sinful nature which he/she inherits as a member of the human race as well 
as to the pain he/she will suffer as an inescapable consequence of living in 
a hostile world. (Both allusions also appear in "The Colossus" in 
connection with the father.) 

As if confirming this negative outlook, a crow, an ill omen and symbol 
of evil, settles its feathers to await the coming birth as the mother now 
considers the baby's equally ominous family inheritance: "Y ou inherit 
white heather, a bee's wing, I Two suicides, the family wolves, / Hours of 
blankness." The white heather evokes the desolate moorland of Hughes's 
native environment and is perhaps meant to suggest isolation or a gloomy 
nature, while the bee associated with Otto Plath carries an implication of 
fragmentation, loss, and emotional pain. The "two suicides" seem to 
suggest that the baby may inherit suicidal tendencies that have plagued 
other family members.6 The "family wolves" no doubt refer specifically to 
those and other predatory animals in Hughes's poetry, while in general 
they symbolize a violent, rapacious nature which evidently runs in the 
baby's family. Finally, "Hours of blankness" imply a life of sterility and 
emptiness. 

With these frightening possibilities facing her child, the speaker 

5 Plath describes the human foetus in similar terms in The Bell far ("The baby in the 
first bottle had a !arge white head bent over a tiny curled-up body the size of a 
frog ... , and the baby in the last bottle was the size of a normal baby and he 
seemed to be looking at me and smiling a little piggy smile," 51) as well as in "Still
born," in which unsuccessful poems are compared to fully developed foetuses who 
are horn dead ("They grew their toes and fingers well enough / ... They are not 
pigs, they are not even fish, / Though they have a piggy anda fishy air"). 

6 Aurelia Plath notes that she learned after Plath's suicide attempt in 1953 that Otto 
Plath's mother, sister, and niece suffered from depression (Plath Collection, Smith 
College Library). 
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describes his/her imminent birth as a sinister parody of Christ's birth. In 
place of the star of Bethlehem, "Some hard stars / Already yellow the 
heavens" in the indifferent universe in which he/she will be bom. Antici
pating the birth, animals of ill omen make their way to the manor garden 
-the crow, spider, and worms, obvious contrasts to the mild sheep and 
cattle of the manger scene. And instead of the magi bearing gold, 
frankincense, and myrrh come small birds to attend this hard and painful 
birth: "The small birds converge, converge I With their gifts to a difficult 
borning." Indeed, they evoke the evil godmother of "Sleeping Beauty," 
who brought the "gift" of death-in-life. "The Manor Garden" may be 
seen as a companion poem to "The Disquieting Muses," which uses the 
same fairytale to describe the depression, sense of failure, and awareness 
of evil and death that plague its speaker from her cradle on; the speaker 
here is a similar (or even the same) person who now fears that her own 
unhappy nature and view of the world may be inherited by her child. 

However one reads the poem, it is a striking tour de force which cap
tures, albeit in an extremely heightened form, the anxiety of an expectant 
mother about the wellbeing of her unborn child. The presentation of this 
theme, the brilliant interweaving of concrete details from Yaddo with 
traditional symbols, and the use of a freer style (neither syllabics nor 
rhyme) and more ordinary diction make it among the most moving and 
memorable of the 1959 works. 

"The Colossus" explores yet again the complexities of the father
daughter relationship, but in this case the daughter ultimately rejects her 
obsession with him. In 1957 Plath dealt in part with the father in "All the 
Dead Dears," presenting in 1958 in "On the Decline of Oracles" and 
"Full Fathom Five" full treatments of the daughter's anguish over his loss 
and, in the last, her decision to join him in death. Her concern intensified 
in late 1958 and early 1959 when she probed into this psychological area 
in her sessions with Beuscher, visited his grave in Winthrop, had recurring 
nightmares about him, and wrote "Electra on Azalea Path" and "The 
Beekeeper's Daughter," agonized portraits of the daughter's sorrow and 
guilt and her desire to be reunited with him. A voiding the topic in the 
early fall poems, she returns to it in mid October. Hughes notes that "The 
Colossus" was inspired by a dream, "which at the time had a visionary 
impact on her, in which she was trying to reassemble a giant, shattered, 
stone Colossus. In the light of her private mythology, we can see this 
dream was momentous, and she versified it, addressing the ruins as 
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'Father,' in a poem which she regarded, at the time, as a breakthrough" 
("Sylvia Plath" 157). 

Plath herself states quite unequivocably, as noted above, that it is 
"about the old father-worship subject. But different" (J 323 ). What is 
different is the daughter's attitude toward him. In the earlier poems, she 
expresses admiration or awe, grief over his loss, and/or a fervent desire to 
join him. Here her more ambivalent feelings are reflected in the unsteady 
and wavering tone which shifts among weary frustration with an 
impossible task, irreverent debunking of his supposed importance, dutiful 
subservience, awe of his size, mourning for his ruined condition, and 
reliance on his protection; yet at the poem's end she decisively rejects 
further commitment, accepting the cold, hard facts that she has devoted 
herself to an insubstantial "shadow,'' that her father will not return, that 
she cannot reconstruct him. On a more universal level, the theme concerns 
freeing oneself from any obsession that dominates one's life to no 
purpose. While Broe (68-70), Uroff (88-91), and Axelrod (44-51) argue 
that the poem is an allegory of the poet's relationship to art (the last 
seeing it more specifically as patriarchal poetry), such a reading can only, 
it seems to me, be a secondary one. 

"The Colossus" is "different" from earlier treatments of the father in a 
stylistic sense as well. It is more conversational and natural, although 
Plath does include some elevated diction, producing, as Rosenblatt notes, 
"a more colloquial, hut still somewhat stilted, language" (69). Further, it 
abandons rhyme and syllabics as Plath works to free herself of her 
bondage to strict forms. However, most remarkable is that Plath uses a 
surrealistic setting-the head of the colossus on which the speaker lives 
and works. The contrast between its enormity and her insignificance is 
reinforced by the juxtaposition of elevated classical imagery with that of 
mundane domestic chores, of "gluepots and pails of Lysol," and of 
diction denoting size: "great lips," "weedy acres,'' "immense skull-plates" 
versus "little ladders,'' "an ant in mourning." While the word "colossus" 
refers to any statue considerably larger than life-size, Plath no doubt 
intends specifically to evoke the Colossus at Rhodes. One of the seven 
wonders ofthe ancient world, it was made of bronze, stood 100 feet high, 
and represented the sun god Helios; after breaking off at the knees in an 
earthquake about 225 B.C. , the fallen statue lay in place until 653 A.D. 
when it was broken up and sold as scrap metal ("Colossus of Rhodes"). 

The speaker's shifting tones are not immediately obvious because the 
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changes come within stanzas. Addressing her father as the speaker in 
"The Manor Garden" addresses her unborn child, she begins by stating in 
a weary, frustrated tone the impossibility of successfully completing her 
difficult task of restoring the statue: "I shall never get you put together 
entirely, / Pieced, glued, and properly jointed." In psychological terms, she 
is acknowledging the impossibility of emotionally and imaginatively 
recreating her father for herself. But she tums immediately to irreverent 
mockery of his importance, a defensive stance meant to lessen her failure 
<luring these thirty years to establish communication with him; if what he 
has to communicate is senseless, then her failure is less significant. Thus 
she asserts that, while he may consider himself "an oracle, / Mouthpiece 
of the dead, or of some god or other" (a reference to "On the Decline of 
Oracles"), in fact only the sounds of barnyard animals come from his 
"great lips." 

Shifting tone yet again, the speaker moves from derision to mourning 
submissiveness, describing her labors and defining herself, as Uroff notes, 
as a priestess tending an idol or mourning a dying god (89), but also as a 
lowly cleaning woman or an ant: 

Scaling little ladders with gluepots and pails of Lysol 

I crawl like an ant in mourning 

Over the weedy acres of your brow 

To mend the immense skull-plates and clear 

The bald, white tumuli of your eyes. 

The implied image of Gulliver in the land of the Lilliputians emphasizes 
his great size in contrast to hers, and the elevated comparison of his eyes 
to tumuli (burial mounds) creates a sinister, deathly effect, "bald" echoing 
the haunting blankness of the disquieting muses of stone. 

The speaker's tone in the fifth stanza is ambiguous, allowing two 
different readings. She deliberately creates a heightened dramatic 
atmosphere by comparing the sky above to that in the Oresteia, thereby 
setting her personal drama into a more grandiose context. But does she do 
so seriously or sarcastically? And is the direct address to her father a 
statement of admiration of his vigor and significance or a cynical mockery 
of him? "O father, all by yourself I You are pithy and historical as the 
Roman Forum." While either reading works, the second seems more 
effective, continuing the derisive attempt to deny his importance seen in 
the first stanza. At any rate, the next line undercuts the serious reading, or 
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reinforces the sarcastic one, for the speaker presents herself in the most 
ordinary of terms, eating a sack lunch as a day laborer resting at noon. 
Sitting on "a hill of cypress," a tree symbolic of mourning, she takes stock 
in a discouraged tone of the prospect (in both senses of the word) 
stretching before her: "Y our fluted bones and acanthine hair are littered / 
In their old anarchy to the horizon-line," "acanthine" suggesting that his 
hair is decorated with acanthus leaves or is crowned with thorns, the 
latter a reference to his suffering (with a disease like Otto Plath's?) and/or 
to hers (with the pain of his death?). 

She then reveals her dependence on her father for protection, sheltering 
in his ear from the cold night wind, and her complete obsession with him 
both day and night; indeed, she watches the sun rise "under the pillar of 
[his] tongue" after leaving his ear at dawn to prepare for another day of 
endless and futile work. 

At the poem's end, she makes a final, and unexpected, shift in tone. 
Using the marriage metaphor which also appears in "Full Fathom Five" 
and "The Beekeeper's Daughter," she realizes that her life has been 
dedicated to nothing of substance ("My hours are married to shadow") 
and asserts in the last two lines that she will no longer play the faithful 
Penelope to his Odysseus, that she will no longer work to restore him: 
"No longer do I listen for the scrape of a keel / On the blank stones of the 
landing." Rather she will free herself to pursue her own restoration, as 
well as other interests, other loves. 

As Schulman suggests, "The Colossus" reflects a turning point in 
Plath's poetic attitude toward her father: "[She] is still very far from her 
outcry of 1962, 'Daddy, daddy, you bastard, I'm through.' She is, 
however, at this point, turning from the stone wreckage of another being 
to tha t of her own" ( 17 4). She had made a concerted eff ort to recover 
him, but now, seeing the futility of that endeavor, she tums to the task of 
recovering herself; as she will say in the 1962 poem "Stings," "I have a 
self to recover, a queen." The poem also reveals some striking stylistic 
developments, most notably the use of a surrealistic setting, the successful 
merging of elevated and domestic images, and a complex shifting tone, 
anticipating the later poems. 

In a journal entry for October 22, Plath writes that she is beginning 
work on a new long poem in which she will experiment both with highly 
personal subject matter and with a freer, more jarring style: "Ambitious 
seeds of a long poem made up of separate sections: Poem on [her] birth-
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day. To be a dwelling on madhouse, nature: meanings of tools, green
houses, florists shops, tunnels, vivid and disjointed. An adventure. Never 
over. Developing. Rebirth. Despair. Old women. Block it out" (324). 
Carrying out the new commitment to reject her preoccupation with the 
father implied at the end of "The Colossus," the series focuses on the 
protagonist's own experiences and emotions as she battles to reconstruct 
herself rather than her father. The new style, as she notes, is "vivid and 
disjointed." An entry written the next day reveals her enthusiasm about 
what she has produced so far: "Yesterday: an exercise begun, in grimness, 
turning into a fine, new thing: first of a series of madhouse poems. 
October in the toolshed. Roethke's influence, yet mine" (325). On 
November 1, she indicates her uncertainty about the worth of the content 
and her discomfort with the freer form with which she is experimenting: 
"I wonder about the poems I am doing. They seem moving, interesting, 
hut I wonder how deep they are. The absence of a tightly reasoned and 
rhythmed logic bothers me. Yet frees me" (326). However, she completed 
it by November 3 when she sent it out to the Kenyan Review (List of 
poem submissions, Smith College Library), noting in a journal entry for 
November 4, "Miraculously I wrote seven poems in my Poem for a 
Birthday sequence" (327). 

As Plath herself acknowledges, Roethke is her major influence. Indeed, 
in March 1961 her editor at Knopf, which was going to publish the 
American edition of The Colossus, urged her to omit the entire poem as 
"inescapably reminiscent" of Roethke's "Lost Son" both in imagery and 
rhythmic structure (Letter of March 29, 1961 from Judith B. Jones to 
Plath, Smith College Library); in addition, it resembles several of 
Roethke's other poems. However, Plath notes that it bears her own 
original stamp too: "Roethke's influence, yet mine" (325; italics added). 
She echoes his terse, staccato style, his interest in the animal and vegetable 
world as reflected both in imagery and persona, his abandonment of logic, 
and his intimate subject matter. However, her vision is bleak and sinister 
instead of celebratory, her tone is depressed and weary instead of 
energetic and vibrant, and, while both write of mental instability, 
relationships with parents, and the search for identity, the details are 
distinctly her own. And she adds a specifically personal and female aspect, 
that of pregnancy.7 Although many critics assert that Roethke's influence 

7 See Perloff on the similarities and differences between Plath and Roethke. She 
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allows her to make a new breakthrough which leads directly to the 
brilliance of the late poems, I would argue that his was simply one more 
voice, style, and content that she tried, learned from, and then abandoned. 

Other important influences are those of Lowell and Sexton, Radin, and 
Hughes himself. Her use of "madhouse" experiences reflects the first two, 
with whom she had constant contact during the previous spring while 
auditing Lowell's course in creative writing at Boston University, while 
echoes of stories from Radin's African Folktales and African Sculpture 
can be heard in several poems: "Mantis and the All-Devourer" in "Dark 
House," "The Bird That Made Milk" and "The Sun and the Children" in 
"Maenad," "Untombine, the Tall Maiden" in "Witch Burning," and 
"The City Where Men are Mended" in "The Stones" (Kroll 96-7, 238, 
240). As in Roethke's poetry, animals play a large part in these ancient 
tales, which, according to Hughes, Plath had read "with great excitement. 
In [them], she found the underworld of her worst nightmares throwing up 
intensely beautiful adventures" ("Notes" 192). 

Hughes made out for her lists of possible topics on which to improvise 
in the hopes of releasing her from the grip of imaginative paralysis. On 
the left-hand side of a sheet of paper located in the Plath Collection of the 
Smith College Library Rare Book Room is a long list of twenty-nine 
topics in Hughes's handwriting; this original or master list includes the set 
themes that directly inspired six of the poems-"Witch-burning," "The 
pathetic beast, whose tearful mumblings I feed three times a day," 
"Change of vision of a maenad, as she goes under the fury," "The stones 
of the city-their patient sufferance (requisitioned as they are)," "Person 
walking through enormous dark house," and "Flute notes from a reedy 
pond." Nineteen are marked in the left margin with large dots, dashes, or 
asterisks. At the top right-hand side of the sheet is a short list in Plath's 
handwriting containing the topics which she apparently selected from the 
master list to use in "Poem for a Birthday": "Maenad," "The Beast," 
"Flute notes from reedy pond," "Stones of city (The city where men are 
mended)," "Ants," "Witch burning," "Moults," and "Old Newspapers." 
She later dropped "Ants," "Moults," and "Old Newspapers" and added 
"Dark House" (which appears on the master list) and "Who" (which does 
not). To the left of this list she wrote "Mother of Beetles" and "Dancers." 

concludes that, despite numerous borrowings, "Plath does not really resemble 
Roethke," '"Sivvy' Poems," 167-9. 
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Clearly, Hughes's attempt to spur her imaginative powers was successful, 
and his description of the work as a "deliberate exercise in experimental 
improvisation on set themes" ("Notes" 192) is entirely accurate as 
regards its origins. 

"Poem for a Birthday" is highly ambiguous and difficult. Kroll notes 
that its inadequate logic produces incoherence and a lack of continuity 
both within poems and from poem to poem, its "several systems of 
imagery" are fragmentary and undisciplined, and its first-person speaker 
does not function effectively as an organizing device because she assumes 
so many different personae (91). While I am in partial agreement with 
Kroll's assessment, I believe that it is both logical and unified (often 
brilliantly so) if the narrator is seen as a single person who attempts to 
reconstruct a new self from the old, adopting various metaphorical 
identities to convey her conditions and feelings at various stages of her 
evolution. The seven poems trace her movement from a state of total 
emotional/psychological deadness, through painful confrontations with 
and rejection of problems centering on parents and husband, to the verge 
of a transformed self dedicated to life and emotional health. This process 
involves a complexity of intensely personal subject matter, including not 
only the search for identity hut also mental breakdown, family relation
ships, and pregnancy, conveyed in part by an equally complex pattern of 
imagery, much of which reflects stages in that process: "turnipy 
chambers" in an underground nest, the larva of the caddis fly, a grain of 
rice about to burst open, for example. Also suggestive of the speaker's 
psychological states are the disjointed, fragmented style, which largely 
abandons set meter and rhyme, and the various settings, which are 
surreal, nonhuman, nightmarish, and/or mythological in place of the 
realistic scenes of Winthrop, Benidorm, Cambridge, and Yaddo appearing 
in the majority of the 1959 poems. 

The title has at least three meanings. It refers to Plath's own October 
27th birthday, which always had great significance for her; the work, 
composed over a two-week period which included her birthday, was in 
one sense a present to herself, proving that her imaginative powers were 
alive and well. It also refers to the birth of the baby that she was 
expecting in five months and indicates her ambivalent feelings about the 
mysterious forces of life within her, and it is perhaps a tribute or gift to 
him or her. Finally, it alludes to the birth of a new or transformed self. 
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The first poem "Who" presents "the self at rock-bottom" (Kroll 92), 
emotionally dead and empty. Since the speaker feels that she has no 
identity, as indicated by the title, she cannot define herself in any human 
sense hut only as a plant in a flowerpot, "a roat, a stone, an owl pellet,/ 
Without dreams of any sort," all of which convey her lack of self-esteem, 
her feelings of blankness and worthlessness. Because her "heart is a 
stopped geranium,"8 she belongs in the "fusty" potting shed with its smell 
of mildew, its rusty tools, and its moldering cabbageheads: "I am at home 
here among the dead heads." Although not directly apparent, Plath takes 
these images of decay from the autumnal setting of Y addo, specifically a 
greenhouse which she describes in the October 22 journal entry: "That 
greenhouse isa mine of subjects. Watering cans, gourds and squashes and 
pumpkins. Beheaded cabbages inverted from the rafters, wormy purple 
outer leaves. Tools: rakes, hoes, brooms, shovels" (325). The speaker has 
no desire to live ("If only the wind would leave my lungs alone"), hut 
wishes either to die ("Mother of otherness I Eat me") or to exist in a 
mindless state, thus escaping the dreams and memories which torment 
her.9 Two of the latter are obliquely evoked. The first is of her father in a 
garden of enormous purple and red flowers ("There were such enormous 
flowers, / Purple and red mouths, utterly lovely"),10 while the other is of 
the shock treatments she received <luring the time of her breakdown 
("Now they light me up like an electric bulb. / For weeks I can remember 
nothing at all"). Thus the sequence begins at the lowest point, hut from 
this nadir rebirth will slowly and painfully come. 

In "Dark House," an improvisation on the set theme "Person walking 
through enormous dark house" contained in Hughes's master list, the 

8 The line may echo Eliot's "Rhapsody on a Windy Night": "Midnight shakes the 
memory I As a madman shakes a dead geranium." 

9 The references to "all-mouth" and eating apply to various figures, including the 
speaker herself, the father/husband, and perhaps the mother. Plath records in a 
journal entry for October 4 her realization upon reading Jung that many of the 
images he discusses appear in her dreams. One is "the image of the eating mother, 
or grandmother: all mouth, as in Red Riding Hood (and I had used the image of 
the wolf) . All this relates in a most meaningful way my instinctive images with 
perfectly valid psychological analysis" (320). 

10 See the early version of "All the Dead De ars," the short story "Among the 
Bumblebees," and "The Beekeeper's Daughter." 
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house serves as a triple symbol of the speaker's earlier breakdown, of her 
current state of depression and artistic paralysis, and of her pregnancy.11 
Her personal responsibility for each is indicated in that "I made it 
myself." She describes herself metaphorically (not literally, as most critics 
suggest) as a mole-like creature who lives underground in a nest or den 
with "many cellars," "turnipy chambers," and "marrowy tunnels." This 
"dark house" is more sinister than comforting, more a labyrinth from 
which to escape than a shelter or refuge: "I must make more maps. / 
These marrowy tunnels! / Moley-handed, I eat my way." At the end, 
however, she implies that escape is not possible, that she is trapped by her 
responsibility for some little creatures (apparently her offspring); thus she 
resigns herself to her fate, her role as mother: "It is warm and tolerable / 
In the bowel of the root. / Here's a cuddly mother." 

As a symbol of the speaker's (and Plath's) earlier breakdown, the house 
metaphor, like the hell jar in her novel, suggests entrapment in this 
psychological state, for which she was at least partly responsible; 
however, the loss of her father was a contributing factor, as indicated by 
the lines, "He lives in an old well, I A stony hole. He's to blame," in 
which the well and hole refer to the grave. The details of the house also 
evoke the dark, clammy crawl-space beneath her house where Plath 
attempted suicide in 1953. That the speaker is "round as an owl" no 
doubt alludes to the weight gained by many mental patients as a result of 
their medications. As Esther notes in The Bell ]ar, "I just grew fatter and 
fatter .... I looked just as if I were going to have a baby" (157). The 
speaker rationalizes her failure to recover (to escape) from her breakdown 
by presenting it as a numbed, undemanding, and thus desirable condition, 
echoing Esther's description of her early period in the private mental 
hospital: "I woke warm and placid in my white cocoon .... I was 
beginning to resign myself" (171). 

As a symbol of the speaker's (and Plath's) current state of depression 
resulting from writer's block, the metaphor reflects an atmosphere of 
gloom and melancholy (externa! as well as interna!, since Yaddo appears 
particularly gloomy and foreboding on cloudy autumn days); her feeling 
of imprisonment (Plath felt trapped both in Yaddo itself, which she refers 
to as a monastery and a nunnery, J 327-8, and in imaginative sterility, J 

11 There may be an echo of Tennyson's "Dark House" passage (VII of "In 
Memoriam "), although the two share nothing except the speaker's depressed state. 
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321); and her futile efforts to escape. The images of pregnancy suggest 
that she feels full of potential in terms of producing poetry ("Any day I 
may litter puppies / Or mother a horse. My belly moves"), but ironically 
nothing happens. She partially blames a male figure called "All-mouth" 
who "licks up the bushes / And the pots of meat," who does have robust 
mental health and/or is artistically productive (a reference perhaps to 
Hughes). This aspect of the symbolism is brilliant in its similarity to the 
human brain ("cell by cell," "such eelish delvings," "marrowy tunnels"), 
the source both of mental functions and of the irnagination. 

Finally, as a symbol of pregnancy, the house reflects the complex 
formation of the foetus, the rounded belly of the pregnant woman, the 
anxiety over childbirth, the feeling of entrapment in an inescapable 
situation, and the resignation to being a "cuddly mother" once the baby is 
bom ("Small nostrils are breathing"). Thus it effectively catches up the 
complex feelings of expectant mothers in general and of Plath in 
particular, especially her extreme apprehension about delivery and her 
concern that becoming a mother might end her career as a writer, that she 
might, as the last lines suggest, succumb to the all-encompassing and 
artistically numbing demands of tending a child. Here the person to be 
blamed is the man who made her pregnant and who perhaps will accept 
none of the responsibilities of child-care: "He lives in an old well, I A 
stony hole," that is, in isolation from her and the baby. 

"Dark House" is an amazingly complex poem whose interpretation 
depends a great deal on biographical information. While directly 
borrowing a good deal from Roethke, 12 it is, as Plath says, very much her 
own. Indeed, the first two poems might well be called Plath's 
psychological version of the dark night of the soul. 

"Maenad," equally dependent on biography, is somewhat less complex. 
Written on the set theme "Change of vision of a maenad, as she goes 
under the Fury" in Hughes's master list, the poem has as its speaker a 
frenzied woman, though her frenzy emanates not from her participation 
in the orgiastic cult of Dionysus but rather from her attempts to escape 
the harmful influences of childhood and of parental figures, to reject her 
current identity, and to find a new one. Thus this poem, while full of 

12 See Perloff, "'Sivvy' Poems," 168-9, and Lane 123 on Plath's borrowings from 
Roethke in "Dark House." In addition to their findings, there are also echoes from 
the poems in The Last Son, Praise ta the End, and Words for the Wind. 
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anguish, takes the first small, though positive step toward the birth of a 
new, stronger self. 

The two opening stanzas describe the speaker's childhood as an idyllic 
time of wonder and security. But things changed: "When it thundered I 
hid under a flat stone. / The mother of mouths didn't love me. I The old 
man shrank to a doll." She realizes that she cannot return to that earlier 
happy world ("0 I am too big to go backward"), hut must accept the 
painful, insignificant one in which she now lives and forge an independent 
adult identity. She dismisses the domineering mother who would prevent 
her from attaining that goal: "Mother, keep out of my barnyard, / I am 
becoming another." While she yearns to elude this difficult undertaking 
by sleep or death ("Feed me the berries of dark. / The lids won't shut"), 
she knows that she must confront her past, present, and future: "Time / 
Unwinds from the great umbilicus of the sun / Its endless glitter. / I must 
swallow it all." Thus she enters a bizarre nightmare world along with 
others on a similar quest, asking an unidentified Lady (perhaps the moon, 
whom Plath often associates with a substitute mother-figure), "Tell me my 
name." 

While in "Dark House" the speaker rejects the mother's negative in
fluence, in "The Beast," a topic which appears as "The pathetic beast, 
whose tearful mumblings I feed three times a day" on Hughes's list of 
assignments, she rejects, or at least recognizes, that of a male who seems 
to be a composite father/husband figure, although the poem can be read 
as referring to either one or the other. Many details echo earlier poems on 
the two. 

In a disillusioned, bitter tone, the speaker describes her former positive 
view of this male: "He was bullman earlier, / King of the dish, my lucky 
animal." Whether father or hus band, she saw him as powerful, kingly, 
and virile. If "dish" is given its ancient meaning of female genitalia, the 
husband seems the more likely choice (Plath often comments in letters and 
journal entries on her great luck in finding such a superior mate as 
Hughes). The next lines, however, with their echoes of "The Colossus," 
seem to refer to the father with whom, in effect, the sun rose and set and 
in whose presence life was easy. But she was separated from him, or from 
her concept of him, a reference to the father's death or to some 
disillusionment with the husband. Another possible reading is that, when 
she was sent away from the father, she met a lowly, inadequate substitute, 
a monkey who courted and married her. 
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In the second stanza she expresses her desire to get rid of the husband 
and/or the memory of the father, degrading him bitterly by calling him 
humiliating names such as "Mumblepaws" and "Fido Littlesoul" (shifting 
from bull to dog metaphors), reducing him to excrement or garbage ("the 
bowel's familiar. / A dustbin's enough for him"), and revealing his fall 
from a kingly, authoritative figure to a fawning lackey with low self
esteem: "Call him any name, he'll come to it." To demonstrate, she 
addresses him as "Mud-sump" (a cess-pool) and "happy sty-face" (a dirty 
or infected face). 

She ends the poem with a barrage of degrading natura!, domestic, and 
nursery-rhyme images reflecting her horrified realization of the low level 
of their relationship: "I've married a cupboard of rubbish. / I hed in a fish 
puddle. / Down here the sky is always falling." The first line with its echo 
of "The Colossus" ("My hours are married to shadow") and the second 
with its echo of "Full Fathom Five" ("Your shelled hed I remember") 
suggest through the marital/sexual imagery an intimate relationship with 
the father; however, the husband is evoked as well. In both cases she 
expresses disgust for the male as a low form of life and for her intimacy 
with him. The closing lines in which she describes herself as doing her 
housework in the bowel of time with ants and shellfish for companions 
present a chilling portrait of domestic entrapment and marital 
disillusionment: 

I housekeep in Time's gut-end 

Among emmets and mollusks, 

Duchess of Nothing, 

Hairtusk's bride. 

Having confronted her problems with mother, father, and husband, the 
speaker in "Flute Notes from a Reedy Pond" (a topic appearing both on 
Hughes's and Plath's lists) addresses yet another problem, the indifference 
of the universe in which she lives, and then indicates that she has freed 
herself from all illusions of meaning and comfort in human relationships 
or in this uncaring world. This poem is different from the others in the 
sequence in that the speaker uses the plural rather than the singular, the 
tone is more serene, the imagery is unified (creatures associated with 
ponds), the lines are longer and the meter less jarring, and there is a 
rhyme scheme. Plath may well have written it at Yaddo prior to her 
decision to do the long poem, including it in the sequence once it was 
underway. 
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As in the previous summer's "Frog Autumn," the narrative voice speaks 
collectively as creatures living in a pond "at the lily root," depicting the 
coming of winter, a symbol for the harshness of nature even toward its 
own: "There is little shelter. / Hourly the eye of the sky enlarges its blank / 
Dominion. The stars are no nearer." They go into hibernation, a state 
safer than death because they will no longer be tantalized by the "wingy 
myths" of a savior who will come to redeem them: 

The molts are tongueless that sang from above the water 

Of golgotha at the tip of a reed, 

And how a god flimsy as a baby's finger 

Shall unhusk himself and steer into the air. 

Through this metaphor of pond animals, the speaker suggests that she 
rejects all consoling myths as false-those of a loving mother and 
protective, powerful father, of a glorious, kingly husband, of a redeemer 
who would save humanity from suffering and bring cornfort into a bleak, 
indifferent universe. Since, therefore, she must rely solely on herself for 
meaning, she tums in the last two poems to the task of forging a new self, 
independent and meaning-bearing. 

In "Witch Burning," a subject appearing on both lists, fire appears as 
the agent of a painful hut worthwhile purgation, a significant element of 
the process of transformation of the self. The speaker's agitated, 
apprehensive tone reflects both her fear and her excitement over the 
coming ordeal, whose outcome is clearly desirable. In describing herself, 
she shifts frenetically from metaphor to metaphor: a witch, a creature in a 
parrot cage, a grain of rice, a winged insect. While they appear entirely 
disparate, they are similar in that each is on the point of bursting free of 
some form of imprisonment. 

The speaker first identifies herself as a witch who is to be burned at the 
stake, combining Hughes's interest in witches (J 219) with Plath's own 
fascination with Joan of Arc (J 227; see also LH 147): "In the market
place they are piling the dry sticks." To avoid the pain of being burned 
alive, she has concealed herself in a false self ("I inhabit / The wax image 
of myself, a doll's body"), hut she realizes that this has only created or 
exacerbated her sickness. The only way to restore her health is to destroy 
the old self and create a new one; therefore, <luring this October, she 
climbs willingly "to a hed of fire." 
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In the obscure and difficult second stanza, she acknowledges that it is 
easier to "blame the dark," to justify and excuse her condition as the 
result of external forces, than to take action. The "mouth of the door" 
recalls the "shadow of doorway" in "Who" and the "cellar's belly" the 
cellars in "Dark House." The three following lines evoke other justifi
cations: a sinister "black-sharded lady" (the mother) keeps her in a cage; 
she is afraid of the dead (the father); she is married toa "hairy spirit" (the 
husband). While the caged creature to which she compares herself is not 
identified, Plath may have in mind the death-in-life figure of the Sibyl at 
Cumae to whom Eliot alludes in the epigraph to The Waste Land. 

The speaker then shifts to a most unassuming domestic image, a grain 
of rice in a pot on a stove. As the burners heat up "ring after ring," the 
grain swells until it is at the point of bursting: "It hurts at first. The red 
tongues will teach the truth." From a psychological viewpoint, she seems 
to suggest that looking at herself honestly is extremely painful, hut leads 
to a meaningful transformation. 

Finally, she either begs or challenges the "Mother of beetles" (the 
"black-sharded lady" of stanza two) to set her free.13 Once released from 
her clutches, she will "fly through the candle's mouth like a singeless 
moth." Assuming an assertive stance quite different from the timid one of 
the previous stanza ("If I am a little one, I can do no harm"), she 
demands, "Give me back my shape" and insists with new confidence that 
she is prepared to analyze, understand, and thus free herself of her past: "I 
am ready to construe the days / I coupled with dust in the shadow of a 
stone." The lines refer to her obsession with the father, echoing the stone 
imagery of "The Colossus" as well as the line "My hours are married to 
shadow" and/or to her marriage, with which she seems to be 
disillusioned. At the poem's end, she returns to the witch metaphor as the 
flames of purgation ascend to her ankles, her thighs, and then engulf her 
entirely. It is highly significant that the darkness which has dominated the 
sequence gives way to bright light, symbolic of hope and renewal. 

Perhaps because it is more accessible, "The Stones" is generally lauded 

13 "Mother of Beetles" appears next to Plath's list (Smith College Library). Kroll 
notes that "the epithet 'mother of beetles' comes from a Zulu tale collected by 
Radin-'Untombine, the Tall Maiden,' in which a monster, 'Onomabunge' 
('mother of beetles'), devours a king's daughter. The monster is eventually slain, 
and the daughter disgorged-'reborn' from this mother" (240). 
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as the best of the sequence by critics following Hughes's lead; however, it 
seems to me less intense, less complex, less challenging and exciting than 
several of the others. Making use of numerous concrete details from 
Plath's 1953 breakdown to trace the final stage of the speaker's 
psychological biography, it is the most directly autobiographical of the 
series. While that personal experience is its major source, another is 
Radin's folktale "The City Where Men are Mended," in which the 
daughter of a good mother is perfectly restored after her accidental death 
while the daughter of a bad mother is only partially reconstructed after 
her mother "pounds her to death in a mortar" (Kroll 241 ). This set theme 
appears in Hughes's list as "The stones of the city-their patient 
sufferance (requisitioned as they are)" hut is altered in Plath's list to 
"Stones of city (The city where men are mended)" with its direct allusion 
to the tale. With the exception of the personal subject of mental collapse, 
this final poem reflects little of Roethke's influence, indicating that Plath 
was already moving out of his poetic shadow. 

In describing herself, the speaker again chooses several disparate 
metaphors (a ruined stone statue, a foetus, a patient in a hospital, and a 
vase), hut they seem less difficult because they are more conventional and 
because by now the reader is prepared for them. He/she is perhaps less 
prepared for the speaker's strangely passive tone rather than a strong, 
celebratory one more apppropriate to this climactic moment of rebirth 
toward which the sequence has steadily progressed. 

Lying on "a great anvil" to be painfully hammered into a new shape in 
the "city where men are mended," the speaker begins by recalling the past 
when she "fell out of the light" into a mental breakdown culminating in 
attempted suicide, for which she blames the "mother of pestles [ who] 
diminished me." Echoing both Radin's bad mother and the "Mother of 
beetles" of the previous poem, this figure appears to be the speaker's 
mother, a negative force throughout the sequence. Merging Plath's own 
experience and the folktale, the speaker defines her condition of mental 
emptiness and paralysis in terms of a stone statue reduced to "a still 
pebble." Similarly, in The Bell ]ar Esther associates pebbles with her 
suicide attempt beneath the house: "The silence drew off, baring the 
pebbles and shells and all the wreckage of my life" (138). As Plath's 
unconscious moans led to her discovery beneath the house, so the 
"mouth-hole piped out" until the "people of the city" found the speaker. 

As the shift to the present tense in line 15 indicates, the remainder of 
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the poem focuses on the long three-part process of reparation and 
recovery in the present. First, after being in a coma, like a foetus sucking 
"the paps of darkness," the speaker returns to consciousness, adding the 
metaphor of the patient to those of foetus and statue; she is like a baby 
who, at the moment of birth, first sees, hears, and tastes as well as like a 
statue carved from stone by the chisel of the jewelmaster. In The Bell far, 
Esther relates her return to consciousness in similar terms, suggesting the 
closeness to Plath's own experience: "A chisel cracked clown on my eye, 
and a slit of light opened" (139). However, as in "Lady Lazarus," the 
speaker is not joyous about her "resurrection," for the life to which she 
returns is dull and monotonous: "And daylight lays its sameness on the 
wall." 

Second, she tells of the painful process of being repaired, of receiving 
skin grafts, electric shock treatments, a new heart; her wounds, described 
as cracks in a stone statue, are stitched back together: 

The grafters are cheerful, 

Hearing the pincers, hoisting the delicate hammers. 

A current agitates the wires 

Volt upon volt. Catgut stitches my fissures. 

Third, covered in bandages, she waits passively as the slow healing 
process takes place: "My swaddled legs and arms smell sweet as rubber." 
The bandages which swaddle her reinvoke the baby metaphor, while the 
comparison to rubber suggests that she is patched and retreaded like a 
tire, as is Esther after her stay in the mental hospital (199). She describes 
love both as her nurse, a positive, healing force, and as her curse, a 
negative, destructive force partially responsible for her breakdown in the 
figures of mother, father, and husband. Turning toa new metaphor, she 
compares herself to a "vase, reconstructed, [which] houses / The elusive 
rose," the latter a symbol for the soul, the will to live, and/or poetic 
creativity; however, its positive qualities are immediately undercut in that 
it may be only a "bowl for shadows." This elegant, romantic metaphor so 
foreign to the tenor of the sequence as a whole gives way to the dominant 
recovering patient image as she indicates that the healing process is 
nearing its end: "My mendings itch. There is nothing to do. / I shall be 
good as new." 
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The passive, weary, even depressed tone is surprising, as the reader 
expects the voice to convey happiness, anticipation, or at least relief that 
the long ordeal is almost over and the new self is about to become a 
reality; Aird notes its similarity to the ending of Lowell's "Home after 
Three Months Away": "Cured, I am frizzled, stale, and small" ("Poem" 
99). It is as if the speaker is resigned to something which she no longer 
desires, reluctantly accepting it almost against her will. Thus the sequence 
ends on an ambiguous, puzzling note. 

Despite its difficulties, "Poem fora Birthday" can be read as a unified, 
forceful work depicting the anguished evolution of its female speaker 
from a condition of self-abnegation and emptiness through painful 
confrontations with troubled relationships in her past and present to the 
verge of the emergence of a new, more confident self. The numerous, 
abruptly shifting, and disparate metaphors seem intended to reflect the 
complexities of this psychological process, while the disjunctive form 
mirrors its fragmented, often illogical nature. The poem is important in 
the Plath canon for several reasons. First, it is among her earliest attempts 
to incorporate highly personal material more directly into her work, an 
influence not only of Roethke but also of Lowell and Sexton; it reflects her 
attempts <luring 1959 to deal with her past and present problems with 
parents and husband in sessions with her psychiatrist, her bouts with 
imaginative sterility, her ambivalent feelings about her pregnancy, and her 
continuing search for her true identity, both personal and poetic. Second, 
it is among her earliest deliberate attempts to break away from the highly 
structured verse that she had always written in favor of a freer, more 
associative form. While it is overstating the case to assert, as have a 
number of critics, that the poem is a direct breakthrough to the 
spectacular poems of her last five months since several years as well as 
several poetic styles intervene, there is no doubt that it is a herald of their 
more open forms, their disparate metaphors, and their intimate subject 
matter, though not of their passion and fury. In the final analysis, 
however, "Poem for a Birthday" is significant not solely or even largely as 
a harbinger of things to come but in its own right for the psychological 
complexity of its themes, the inventiveness of its metaphors, and the 
demands it makes of and the insights it offers to its readers. 

"The Burnt-out Spa" was written between November 8, when Plath 
and Hughes walked toa ruined spa near Yaddo, and November 11, when 
she refers in her journal to having written it that week (330). Retreating 
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from the intensely personal material and the risky experimentation of the 
previous group of poems, Plath returns toa distanced and "philosophical" 
approach, using an actual setting from her current experience as symbol, a 
typical device; in this instance, the spa represents rebirth in nature which 
is not available to human beings. 

The first-person speaker observes the decaying ruins, its windows 
"smelted" to glassy blue lumps, its rafters charred black, its stones 
toppled. The combination of harsh k's and r's, particularly in "char," 
"karakul," and "carcass" and the stunning visual image of "black-leaved 
falls" underscore the sense of destruction and death. However, the 
speaker also notices signs of renewed life: little weeds growing among the 
ruins, crickets on the fallen stones, and the still pure spring waters flowing 
from "the broken throat, the marshy lip." Significantly, "ichor" catches 
up the two contradictory forces at work in the scene, meaning both the 
discharge issuing from an infection and the ethereal fluid in the veins of 
the gods. 

At this point, the focus shifts abruptly from the setting to the speaker, 
who sees "Seated beneath the toneless water" a "Blue and improbable 
person" both "gracious and austere"; removed from the corruption of life 
("No animal spoils on her green doorstep"), she is serene and aloof. The 
speaker realizes that "It is not I, it is not I," the repetition conveying the 
intensity of her despair. While Rosenblatt sees this declaration as her 
rejection of the past or of her desire to commit suicide (80), the closing 
lines indicate a more negative reading, for she implies that "we" (the 
living?) cannot rather than will not enter this peaceful world where one is 
exempt from the ravages of time; instead, "we" are trapped in the real 
world of pain and misery, swept along swiftly toward death: "The stream 
that hustles us / N either nourishes nor heals." Her tone seems dejected 
and despairing as she laments the impossibility of attaining the purity and 
renewal symbolized by the spring water, although Plath's shift of focus 
obscures the meaning. 

Technically, the poem shows little of Roethke's influence, for Plath 
abandons his short, terse lines; indeed, the only stylistic element of note in 
this rather unremarkable poem is the use of a single line at both beginning 
and end to frame the eight four-line stanzas, another indication of her 
retreat to order and distance. 

Another poem completed "to our satisfaction" by November 11 was 
"Blue Moles, " based on two dead moles which Plath describes in a 
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journal entry for October 22, the day on which she began "Poem fora 
Birthday": "One about ten yards from the other. Dead, chewed of their 
juices, caskets of shapeless smoke-blue fur, with the white, clawlike 
hands, the human palms, and the little pointy corkscrew noses sticking 
up. They fight to the death Ted says. Then a fox chewed them" (324 ). 
Again she tums to animals as subject matter, producing a rather mediocre 
meditation on a favorite theme, nature's indifference to the destruction of 
its own creatures. 

Part I is a simple description of the moles, reflecting specific details of 
the two that Plath had seen. The speaker, who seems here to be third
person, notes that they are "a few feet apart- / Blue suede a dog or fox 
has chewed," their "corkscrew noses, their white hands / Uplifted, [as 
they] stiffen in a family pose." Contrasted to the speaker's mournful 
response to their fate is the utter indifference of the universe: "The sky's 
far dome is sane and clear." The lines "The second carcass makes a duel 
of the affair: / Blind twins bitten by bad nature" are marred by mawkish 
sentimentality, a dreadful pun, and clumsy alliteration. 

Part Il gives evidence of Roethke's influence, for the speaker, who now 
uses the first-person singular, enters imaginatively into the lives of the 
moles in an attempt to identify with them, a concern treated variously in 
the 1958 poems "Mussel Hunter at Rock Harbor," "Incommunicado," 
and "Frog Autumn." She imagines their activities, employing terms of 
movment and softness in juxtaposition to those of rigidity and stillness 
associated with the dead bodies: "Palming the earth aside," they search 
for food in their dark subterranean world while she sleeps. Her comment 
that they are never fully satisfied hut must continually search for food 
(" And still the heaven / Of final surfeit is just as far / From the door as 
ever") triggers a sudden shift in focus from the moles to human beings as 
she extends this idea to the impossibility of the latter's attaining complete 
(sexual?) satisfaction: "What happens between us / Happens in darkness, 
vanishes / Easy and often as each breath." The leap from animal to 
human is too obscure to work, the connection being extremely tenuous 
and the pronoun referent of "us" (the speaker and another human being, 
or the speaker and the moles?) being entirely ambiguous. 

Contrary to the majority of critics, I would argue that "Blue Moles" is 
a relatively mediocre poem, a simple description marred by awkward 
diction, clumsy alliteration, and an enigmatic shift of focus. 

Conversely, "Mushrooms," written just two days later on Friday the 
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13th (a touch of irony that probably did not escape Plath), is among the 
most striking of the year, although Plath herself was unsure of its worth: 
"Wrote an exercise on mushrooms yesterday which Ted likes. I do too. 
My absolute lack of judgment when I've written something: whether it's 
trash or genius" (332). The latter is doser to the truth; it is noteworthy in 
its unusual speakers, the mushrooms themselves, in its novel perspective 
on the power of nature, and in its technical virtuosity and its organic 
linking of style and content, particularly in terms of syllabics, triplets, and 
sound values. It was inspired both by the topic "mushrooms, that they 
think they are going to take over the world" given to her by Hughes 
(Kroll 236) and by actual mushrooms observed at Yaddo and recorded in 
an unpublished portion of a journal entry for October 10: "Observations: 
in the late solid rains ... three toadstools pushed up out of the sodden 
pineneedles in front of West House. Big as oranges, round battering rams, 
they fisted themselves through the soil" (Smith College Library). 

As do "All the Dead Dears," "The Thin People," "The Disquieting 
Muses," "Hardcastle Crags," "Owl," and "Watercolor of Grantchester 
Meadows," to mention the most memorable, "Mushrooms" treats the 
theme of a menacing force in the universe. However, while it focuses on 
such a force in nature, so that it has particular affinities with the latter 
three, it takes an unusual approach in that the force itself, rather than the 
human being who is threatened by it, is the speaking voice as the mush
rooms themselves describe their silent hut relentless takeover of the world 
in this sinister and chilling poem.14 

The movement between personification and objectification in the mush
rooms' physical descriptions of themselves creates a feeling of unease 
which keeps the reader off-balance. While they have toes, noses, fists, and 
feet as do human beings, their faces, like those of the disquieting muses, 
are featureless and thus frightening; further, their comparisons of them
selves to objects-hammers, rams, shelves, tables-make them seem in
different and emotionless, creating additional distance and fear. 

Their small size, emphasized by numerous technical devices, belies their 
power. In addition to monosyllabic words, triplets, and lines of five 
syllables, most lines are end-stopped, producing short units of thought, 
and the irregular staccato meter contributes an abrupt, jarring effect. 

14 For an opposing view, see Uroff, Sylvia Plath 116, Annas 26, and Pollitt 70, all of 
whom see it as positive or playful. 
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Their actions too are brilliantly-and economically-conveyed. Strong 
verb forms ("take hold," "acquire," "insist," "shoulder") supported by 
equally strong nouns ("fists," "hammers," "rams") reflect their power 
and violence. Their constant forward movement can be felt in the 
feminine rhyme which ends the majority of lines and propels the reader 
relentlessly onward, while the swiftness of that movement, obvious in that 
the takeover occurs overnight, is conveyed through the short words, lines, 
and stanzas. In returning to the syllabics which she had abandoned for a 
month in search of a freer form, Plath uses them organically to suggest 
smallness and brevity rather than as a test of skill or a means of control as 
in many earlier poems. 

Further, the interplay of repeated sounds with the irregular hut 
dominant dactylic meter creates a surface effect of light-heartedness which 
only increases the underlying sinister quality. In the opening stanza, for 
instance, the echoed sounds of "night" and "whitely" combine with the 
repetitions of "very" and the "ly" of three adverbs to produce a light, 
harmless tone, which is immediately undercut by the more ominous "o's" 
of "toes," "noses," "hold," and "loam" in the following two lines. Their 
subtle, hut unmistakeable violence is conveyed in stanza four, where the 
"s," "f," and "t" of "Soft" are echoed in "fists" and "insists." The power 
of these fists seems only mildly impressive when they lift pine needles and 
leaves, whose lightness is reflected in the "e" sound in "Heaving," 
"needles," and "leafy"; hut it is more frightening when they lift "paving," 
a word parallel to "bedding" hut with a heavier sound. Some of the 
repetition suggests the insistent, hammering, unstoppable force of the 
mushroooms, particularly in lines such as "Nobody sees us, / Stops us, 
betrays us" where the strong accents add to this effect. 

The closing triplet combines a well-known Biblical verse with an 
equally well-known colloquial expression, a technique which is a blemish 
in a number of earlier poems hut works successfully here, playing off the 
hyperbolic tone of the former against the understatement of the latter to 
end this small tour de force in a breathtakingly chilling manner: "We shall 
by morning / Inherit the earth. / Our foot's in the door." 

"Private Ground" and "Words for a Nursery" also seem likely 
products of November or even somewhat later, although irrefutable 
evidence has not been discovered. That neither appears in Plath's list of 
submissions to magazines <luring the fall of 1959 suggests that they were 
not composed early in the season; they were probably written after 
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November 13 since "The Burnt-out Spa" and "Mushrooms," both of 
which were composed by that date, were sent out on November 28. 

"Private Ground," originally entitled "In Frost Time" (Lilly Library), 
may have been the last poem written at Yaddo, even though it was not 
accepted for publication until February 1961 (Lilly Library). Several 
interna! clues suggest a composition date of mid November; its references 
to eleven weeks, to "First frost," and to a walk in Y addo 's rose garden 
with its goldfish pools and statues echo details recorded in an unpublished 
portion of the journal entry for November 11: "Rose garden shone in the 
sun, the thorny stems, with dead red leaves, bound together. The white 
statues all encased in little wooden huts, like outhouses, against the 
ravages of winter and vandals. Grass glittered with wet of melted frost" 
(Smith College Library). She worked on it at great length, producing at 
least thirteen versions with various shifts of emphasis before arriving at 
the final one (Lilly Library). 

Abandoning syllabics and rhyme scheme, Plath uses the Yaddo 
landscape in autumn to symbolize death and grief, opening with a single 
image of death in nature ("First frost"). As the first-person speaker walks 
in the dying rose garden, she observes other images which threaten to 
overwhelm her with the realization that death intrudes even in this private 
ground, this sanctuary which had seemed to offer protection from the 
pain of the outside world: the fading roses, the statues soon to be boarded 
up against the freezing winter weather which would crack them, dying 
baby carp in a drained pool, whose homely comparison to orangepeel 
suggests not only their size, shape, and color hut also their uselessness. 
Indeed, nature passes its miseries on to human beings who must then bear 
a double load of anguish: "In here, the grasses / Unload their griefs on my 
shoes, I The woods creak and ache, and the day forgets itself." Finally, in 
an attempt to save the dying fish, the speaker puts them in the lake, a 
"Morgue of old logs and old images," which accepts them with 
indifference and may or may not preserve them. 

A variation on the theme of nature's indifference versus humanity's 
sensitivity to death, "Private Ground" is a competent, hut hardly exciting 
poem. It lacks force largely because its focus is unclear, a problem evident 
in the many revisions which suggest that Plath simply could not decide 
what she wanted to do in the poem. In this final version, the speaker 
begins by addressing the owners of the estate in a somewhat irreverent 
manner, as if Plath originally intended to write a satire of the rich and 
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aristocratic. But then she shifts the focus to the speaker herself, dropping 
the estate-owners to whom it is addressed. The ambiguous ending is also 
problematical; if the fish are saved, then the theme of the inevitability of 
death is reversed, leaving the reader awash in sentimentality. Finally, 
while Plath's avoidance of rhyme, syllabics, and regular line length does 
give the poem a somewhat natura! style, her combination of slang 
expressions such as "your neck of the New York woods" with elevated 
terms such as "the pure/ Platonic table" fails to come off. 

While Hughes placed "Words for a Nursery" in the 1957 section of 
The Collected Poems, it seems rather to be a product of the fall of 1959 
or, even more likely, the spring of 1960 after the birth of Frieda. A brief 
handwritten note by Aurelia Plath in the Smith College Plath Collection 
provides helpful information, for she writes that Sylvia stated that "Poem 
fora Nursery," one of its early titles, was "spoken in the person of a right 
hand-with five syllables to a line, five stanzas, and ten lines per stanza." 
Two other titles appearing on early typescripts are "Hand Song" and 
"Rhyme fora Nursery" (Lilly Library). It may well have been produced in 
late November or December of 1959 since the title "Poem fora Nursery" 
links it to "Poem for a Birthday," its subject matter reflects Plath's 
concern with babies, as do "The Manor Garden" and "Poem for a 
Birthday," its unusual speaker, the hand itself, is similar to other exper
iments with narrators then, and its strange combination of disjointed 
structure and bizarre images with conventional hut meaning-bearing five 
stanzas of ten lines each and five syllables per line (a technical echo of the 
hand) catches up her struggle in the fall between freer forms and the rigid 
ones which she had always preferred. However, the many details about 
the movements and uses of a baby's hand make the period just after 
Frieda's birth a more plausible choice. Its acceptance for publication in 
February 1961 supports either a late 1959 or spring 1960 composition 
<late. 

A riddle on the order of "Metaphors," though a great deal more com
plex and obscure, the poem isa series of metaphors fora baby's hand as it 
explores its world and gains new abilities: "I learn, good circus / Dog that 
I am, how / To move, serve, steer food." Although filled with whimsical 
images and dominated by a light, even lilting tone, shadows of sterility, 
decay, and death lie over the poem. The baby's future seems bleak, if not 
ominous, the description of its palm as a "desert / Crossed by three cause
ways I Leathery, treeless" evoking not only a barren landscape hut also 
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the catastrophe of Oedipus. The last stanza projects into the future to 
portray the hand in old age as a crab and as "Five wickless candles" and 
then in death as "Five worms in a box/ To feed the thin crows." 



6 

Conclusion 

THROUGH ITS PRESENTATION OF A REORDERED CHRONOLOGY in conjunction 
with a close and extensive examination of the poems written from 

1956 through 1959, this study challenges the generally accepted view that 
Plath's early work has value and interest only as a technical training 
ground for the later great poems. Hughes has fostered the view that it is 
largely negligible through comments such as, "All her other writings, 
except these journals, are the waste products of [the] gestation" of her 
true voice as heard in "Ariel and the associated later poems" (J xii) and 
"her reputation rests on the poems of her last six months" (JP 9). This 
judgment is echoed in the majority of critical pronouncements. 
Representative are Rosenblatt's assertion that "Plath's early work differs 
so greatly from her late poetry both in style and substance that they 
would appear to have been written by two different poets" (47) and 
Nims's attempt to confer limited value on the poems of The Colossus by 
arguing that, "without the drudgery of [that volume], the triumph of Ariel 
is unthinkable" (46). 

It seems to me time to abolish the old perceptions and to reevaluate 
both Plath's early poems and her work as a whole. By constructing a more 
accurate chronology and by demonstrating the complexity, variety, and 
experimentation evident in the poetry of 1956-9, both in content and in 
craft, I hope to have established its real merit and thus its value in and of 
itself as well as the insight it gives into the course of the phenomenally 
swift and continuous development of this young poet. 

By the end of 1959 when Plath and Hughes returned to England, Plath 
had experimented with and mastered a gamut of techniques from the 
simplest to the most complex; she had constantly analyzed her work, 
determining its strengths and weaknesses with the goal of ongoing 
improvement in mind; she had, in fact, produced numerous excellent 
pieces and had an enviable record of publication for one so young. Her 
greatest problem lay in finding subject matter, a problem compounded 
because of her conviction that she should avoid the personal and 
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subjective. However, as we have seen, that element had nevertheless 
simply forced its way, often against her will, into numerous early poems, 
some of which are among the very best; furthermore, in 1959 as a result 
of the influence of Lowell, Sexton, Roethke, and others, she began to use 
it less reluctantly and with more confidence. 

Throughout 1960 and 1961, when she produced only 34 poems 
because of her new baby, various health problems, a miscarriage, another 
pregnancy, the move to Devon, and numerous domestic and professional 
obligations, she based a much larger percentage of her poems on subject 
matter from her current experiences: her infant daughter Frieda in "Love 
Letter," "Magi," "Candles," and "Morning Song," her devastating mis
carriage in "Parliament Hill Fields," her hospital stay in "In Plaster" and 
"Tulips," and her new property in "The Moon and the Yew Tree." Still, 
subjects were difficult for her to find, and Hughes continued to give her 
various assignments as a means of encouraging her inspiration. During the 
first half of 1962, her production continued along the same lines, with a 
growing willingness or perhaps compulsion to use more and more 
personal material. She wrote only sixteen poems from January through 
August, most of which reflect, not the birth of Nicholas in January, but an 
unease or disillusionment about marriage: "Elm," "The Rabbit Catcher," 
"The Other," and "Burning the Letters," among others. 

Then in a period of less than five months, she produced a spectacular 
outpouring of intense and shattering poems-fifty-three in all. Suddenly, 
unexpectedly, she had found a subject (or rather a subject had been forced 
upon her) which seemed limitless and inexhaustible; as she tells her 
mother in a letter of October 18, "I am writing very good poems .... I 
have enough ideas and subjects to last me a year or more!" (LH 557; 
italics added). After years of searching for and straining after inspirational 
material, she had more than she could write about, although, in a bitterly 
ironic twist, it was not a subject which she would have chosen for her
self-the failure of her marriage. Until challenged by Perloff ("Two 
Ariels") and others in the mid eighties, the standard, generally accepted, 
and oft repeated explanation of her sudden burst of creativity, carefully 
spread out over the years 1960-63, had been the births of her two 
children. However, it was clearly confined to the much shorter period 
from late September 1962 to early February 1963 and was caused by the 
break-up of the marriage that she had thought to be perfect, or nearly so; 
for a perfectionist such as Plath, this very public emblem of failure was 
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devastating and evoked emotions of fury, despair, disappointment, and 
sorrow. And so she wrote movingly, passionately, sometimes hysterically 
or irrationally of the human experience of betrayal and loss which is only 
too universal, and she wrote from the woman's point of view. Thus, as 
with John Keats in 1819 and with Emily Dickinson in 1862 (exactly one 
hundred years earlier, an ironic coincidence which Plath herself surely 
noted), an intense emotional crisis produced a swift and, in the case of 
Dickinson and Plath, voluminous outpouring of stunning poetry.1 

However, critical judgment has too often, I think, been overwhelmed 
by the volume and intensity of the late poems, somewhat blinded by the 
pathos of Plath's actual situation as she wrote them, and/or overly 
intrigued by the glimpse into a titillating subject; thus it has been willing 
to overlook or to forgive the weaker late poems which it would gleefully 
have pounced upon had they appeared in the early work.2 Some of the 
late poems are seriously out of control, so excessive that they fail to 
communicate anything other than the speaker's desperate emotional con
dition; surely these flaws are as serious as the tightly controlled formality 
of some of the early poems. Yet my purpose is not to denigrate the late 
poems in order to praise the early ones, hut rather to suggest that a new 
and more open-minded reconsideration of both is in order in which they 
are viewed not as two separate and distinctly different types of poetry hut 
as a single continuous development, a development that was cut off before 
its culmination by Plath's suicide at the young age of thirty. How 
differently we might see the body of work produced through February of 

1 The similarities are indeed striking. Like Plath's in 1962-3, Keats's great 
outpouring in 1819 covered approximately five months, was occasioned by an 
intense emotional crisis (his moving love affair with Fanny Brawne, his brother's 
recent death, and his own poor health), and occurred when he was young and at 
the beginning of his poetic career (he was twenty-three and Plath thirty). While 
Dickinson's burst of creativity covered a longer period (much of 1862), at thirty
two she was even closer to Plath's age and her emotional crisis was also caused by 
the departure of a man whom she loved. For an interesting essay on Plath and 
Keats, see Edward Kleinschmidt, "Shed, Unfinished Lives: Plath and Keats." 

2 Vendler is one of the few critics to acknowledge the weaknesses of the late as well 
as the early poems: "In some of the poems (notably the early ones), intelligence 
averts its eyes from feeling or overcontrols feeling; later, the balance sometimes tips 
in the other direction, and Plath becomes merely vituperative or spiteful, angrily 
refusing the acuteness of reflection present in her best work" ( 126). 
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1963 had she lived and continued to write is something about which we 
can only speculate, hut I would argue that the evidence provided in her 
manner of composing from 1956 to 1963, and substantiated by the more 
nearly accurate chronology established herein, suggests that she would 
surely have moved on to yet other experiments, other subjects, perhaps 
other voices and image patterns so that our perspectives on the early 
poems and particularly on the very late ones might be significantly altered; 
the Ariel poems might be seen as a climax, rather than as the climax, of 
her poetic achievement. 

The Pulitzer Prize, it should not be forgotten, was awarded to The 
Collected Poems of Sylvia Plath as a whole rather than to one portion of 
it or to individual poems in it. Of the 230 mature poems in the volume, 
127 or over one-half of them were written prior to 1960, a strong 
argument for seriously considering their worth and validity. Among them 
are poems such as "Resolve," "The Thin People," "All the Dead Dears," 
"Lorelei," "Moonrise," "Electra on Azalea Path," "The Manor Garden," 
"The Colossus," and "Dark House" whose merits rank them, not only 
among the best in Plath's entire canon, hut also among the best in 
twentieth century American Literature for what they communicate about 
aspects of the human experience, for the brilliance of their techniques, for 
the striking quality and variety of the speaking voices, and for the 
eff ectiveness of their imagery and symbols. 
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