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The female subject in the late poetry of Sylvia Plath experiences a physical 

and intellectual transformation, as Plath attempts to challenge and redefine the 

social construction of woman through Virginia Woolf s influence. Plath aspires to 

achieve a poetic voice that embodies characteristics of both genders simultaneously, 

an androgynous consciousness by Woolf s account, and one that can speak despite 

Western culture ' s imposed inferiority ofwomen writers . Since traditionally 

masculine language has defined women ' s social roles through their physical bodies, 

Plath' s aim is to immerse her female subject in the experiences of her corporeal 

body as a means to transcend her physical existence and symbolically achieve a 

supreme consciousness unadulterated by gender designs . Through the 

transportation of the physical, female body, then, Plath believes that her poetic voice 

can emerge in the form of an androgynous spirit capable of accessing powers of 

both genders . 
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When a su~ject is highly controversial and any question about sex is that one 
cannot hope to tell the truth. One can only show how one came to hold whatever 
opinion one does hold One can only give one's audience the chance of drawing 

their own conclusions as they observe the limitations, the prejudices, the 
idiosyncrasies of the speaker. 

Virginia Woo([ 
A Room ~~One 's Own 
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Introduction: Great Works May Speak From Me 

For it needs little skill in psychology to be sure that a highly gifted girl who had tried to use her gift 
for poetry would have been so tlnvarted and hindered by other people. so tortured and pulled asunder 

by her own contrary instincts. that she must have lost her health and sanity to a certainty. 

- Virginia Woolf 
A Room of One 's Own 

I felt mystically that if I read Woolf. read Lawrence - (tl1ese two. why? - tl1eir vision. so different. is 
so like mine) - I can be itched and kindled to a great work. 

- Sylvia Plath 
The G·nabridged Journals 
February 23 . 1958 

I feel great works which may speak from me. 

- Sylvia Platl1 
The Unabridged Journals 
Februarv 18. 1958 

From a young age, Sylvia Plath believed she understood what it meant to be 

confined and limited as a female writer living in a culture governed by patriarchal 

standards. In the prolific number of journals and letters she maintained throughout 

her life, Plath often criticized and commented on the absurdity of gender roles, 

alleging that she, as a female writer, is forced to define herself within a literary 

tradition that has historically lauded poetic language structures set forth by men . 

Thus, as a twenty-year-old college student living in America in 1952, Plath 

expresses discontent and despair in regard to her gender, declaring "being born a 

woman is my awful tragedy" (.J 77) 1 This premature yet definitive statement marks 

one of the earliest instances in Plath ' s journals where she estimates that her gender 

serves as a hindrance to her endeavor of becoming an esteemed writer. oting "the 

fact that it is a man's world" and determining that her creative pursuits and desires 
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"all [are] spoiled by the fact that I am a girl ," Plath ultimately feared that she might 

never be able to compete with "the great" male writers of the past nor those she 

currently admired (J 77) . 

Though she had won numerous awards and recognitions throughout high 

school and her early college career, Plath considered herself a fledgling poet at best, 

assuming she lacked originality and that "Too much blind worship of modern poets 

and not enough analysis and practice" in her own artistic skills was her essential 

downfall (J 88). Plath, however, insisted that what separated her from the poets she 

revered were not just her premature writing skills, but also her conviction that she 

wrote too much like a woman by focusing on human emotions rather than 

intellectual thought and reason . She thus observes, "Since my woman ' s world is 

perceived greatly through the emotions and the senses, I treat it that way in my 

writing - and am often overweighted with heavy descriptive passages and a 

kaleidoscope of similes" (J 88) . Plath ' s judgment of her creative work thus 

intimates that if a female is to write anything of value or merit, she is forced to use 

language previously endorsed and indoctrinated by a predominantly male literary 

tradition because this was the precedent set before her and one that was highly 

venerated by literary critics and early male writers . 

Plath was taught early that language belonged to men; a lesson that she not 

only learned by the structure within her home life, but one that was also reinforced 

in her high school curriculum and college education 2 Even as young as seventeen 

years old, Plath already recognized and wrote about the gender role fashioned for 

women through patriarchal insistence: 
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I am afraid of getting older. I am afraid of getting married . Spare 
me from cooking three meals a day - spare me from the relentless 
cage of routine and rote. I want to be free ... perhaps I am destined 
to be classified and qualified . But, oh, I cry out against it (LH 40) 

She thus laments the fact that she was "born a woman" (J 77) with a penchant for 

writing, since a woman ofthe 1950s residing in Europe and America was, in Plath ' s 

opinion, "relegated to the position of custodian of emotions, watcher of infants, 

feeder of soul, body, and pride of man" and would exercise little freedom beyond 

that of choosing her mate. Such a notion, then, leads Plath to bemoan : 

[f]rom the moment I was conceived I was doomed to sprout breasts 
and ovaries rather than penis and scrotum; to have my whole circle of 
action, thought, and feeling rigidly circumscribed by my inescapable 
femininity . (.J 77) 

Despite recognizing the anatomical features that separate a female biologicall y from 

a male, Plath was certainly aware of the political and social paradigms that were 

implicitly rendered in her identity as a woman . Assuming that her social life and 

her public behavior would ultimately be determined by the conventional ideologies 

demarcated for her gender (and embedded in the image of her phys ical body), Plath 

argues, 

most American males worship woman as a sex machine with 
rounded breasts and a convenient opening in the vagina, as a painted 
doll who shouldn ' t have a thought in her pretty head other than 
cooking a steak dinner and comforting him in bed after a hard 9-5 
day at a routine business job. (.J 36) 

By Plath' s reasoning, her desire to become a writer of high-minded repute 

apparently conflicted with her gender as a social concept Furthermore, her belief 

that most American men of the 1950s viewed women as domestic automatons bereft 
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of intellect must not only have angered Plath, but also imbued her with a sense of 

jealousy towards other successful writers, leading Plath to grieve, " It is sad to be 

able only to mouth other poets. I want someone to mouth me" (J 92) . 

To truly achieve high status as a writer, then, and to create work that would 

be considered outstanding and remarkable within the annals of a male literary 

tradition, Plath discovers that she will have to transcend the designated boundaries 

and inherent restrictions in place for female writers working within a patriarchal 

literary system; moreover, she will have to write as though "abstracted from my 

body, a point of consciousness sleeping in lulled chaos, unshaped, undefined, 

unlimited" (J 308) Plath therefore supposes that in order to succeed as a female 

writer she will have to challenge the boundaries of a woman ' s gender by attempting 

to escape the imposed confinement of the physical , female body. If, for Plath, 

anatomy serves as a symbol for the gender principles she clearly opposes, then by 

reducing the prominence of the female body' s image, Plath can, in turn, subvert the 

gendered inscriptions implicitly rendered in the female body, thereby lending more 

primacy to her poetic voice. Moreover, doing so would permit Plath to 

communicate (what she views as) her heightened sense of reality as a writer and 

enable her to express and explore, with more apparent freedom, the aesthetic 

landscape of her thoughts . 

Such an undertaking by Plath, as I deem it, may have been prompted by her 

reading of one female writer in particular whom she was acutely familiar with and 

regarded as an inspiration to her own work. As several critics have recently 

examined, Virginia Woolfs writing has had a profound influence on Plath ' s poetry, 
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journals, and narrative writings 3 Steven Gould Axelrod, for instance, claims that 

"Plath regarded Woolf as the most authoritative spokeswoman women writers had" 

(111). Before returning to America to teach at Smith College, Plath writes in her 

journal: 

just now I pick up the blessed diary of Virginia Woolf which I 
bought with a battery of her novels saturday with Ted ... Bless her. 
I feel my life linked to her, somehow. I love her - from reading Mrs. 
Dalloway for Mr. Crockett - and I can still hear Elizabeth Drew' s 
voice sending a shiver down my back in the huge Smith class-room, 
reading from To The Lighthouse. (J 269) 

Plath often describes herself as " load[ing] arms with Virginia Woolf ' (J 271) and 

using "images of life: like Woolf found" (J 286) in her own writing Moreover, she 

explains, "Virginia Woolf helps . Her novels make mine possible" (J 289) Clearly 

Plath believed "that if [she] read Woolf .. [she might] be itched and kindled to a 

great work" (J 337). Here, Plath ' s focus on creating a "great" work under the 

influence of Woolf is telling; it relieves her earlier apprehensions that, as a female 

writer, she might never be able to compete with the male "greats" before her, 

leading her to wonder, "how does Woolf do it?" (J 342). Plath also frequentl y 

aligned herselfwith Woolfto suggest that perhaps she too might one day become "a 

woman famous among women" writers ( qtd in Axelrod 81 ; J 421 ). Furthermore, in 

a letter to her mother, dated March 20, 1956, Plath muses, "all the scholarly boys I 

know here think of me as a second Virginia Woolf1 Some of them are so 

idealistic!" (LH 230) while similarly Plath complains that she has not yet found her 

own poetic vo ice : "What is my voice? Woolfish, alas, but tough" (J 315) 

What is illustrated in Plath ' s own words and handwriting, then, not only 

validates her exceeding familiarity with Woolfs work, but also indicates that she 
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regarded Woolf as a literary mother and mastermind whose inspiration infused and 

stimulated her own creative interests . Yet, while much of the evidence that exists to 

purport that Plath used Woolfian tropes and nuances in her own writing is extracted 

from the diary and fictional novels Woolf wrote-- Plath ' s copy ofWoolfs lhe 

Waves was the most heavily underlined and annotated book in her collection, 

according to her mother, Aurelia Schober Plath (LH 32-33) and critic Sandra Gilbert 

("Yeats" 217) --there is, as of yet, no tangible proof to confirm that Plath was 

influenced by Woolfs feminist essays, in particular, A Room C?fOne 'sOwn . Many 

scholars have suggested, however, that an avid reader ofWoolf(such as Plath 

demonstrated in her journals and claimed in her own words to be) would most likely 

not shy away from reading her assertive, non-fiction works. Thus Axelrod claims 

that "[Plath] certainly knew A Room C?[One 'sOwn" as "[s]he bought a cloth-bound 

edition in 1957 and kept it with her until her death" (Axelrod 1 07) 4 It is my 

intention, then, to demonstrate that while Plath may not have concretely provided 

evidence that A Room of One 's Own impacted her work, it is a compelling force 

which overpoweringly permeates her late poetry, most profoundly in the Ariel 

collection. Moreover, Woolf s central philosophy for poets to adopt an 

'androgynous consciousness" becomes remarkably applicable to the poetry Plath 

produced between 1960 and 1963 . 

In her 1928 essay, A Room qf One 's Own, Woolf asserts that female writers 

historically have been hindered by the social and cultural standards of their time 

since "the values of women differ very often from the values which have been made 

by the other sex ... [y]et it is the masculine values that prevail" (A Room 1965). 
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Woolf claims that the female writer "altered her values in deference to the opinion 

of others" and "in deference to external authority" due to the profound strain and 

pressure imposed upon her to adhere to a gendered mode of behavior and thought

process (A Room 1965). By Woolfs account, a writer (whether male or female), in 

order to develop and express creative genius, must cultivate and sustain mental 

freedom. This, however, according to Woolfs judgment, had not been achieved in 

the past by a significant number of distinctly female writers . Thus, Woolf leads her 

female audience to believe that "our mothers had mismanaged their affairs very 

gravely" since many female writers in the past did not attempt (nor had they the 

economic capability) to step out ofthe confines of their prearranged social roles and 

write freely and openly on the subject of their choice without expressing anger 

towards the opposite sex (A Room 1937) As Woolf maintains, "an answer was only 

to be had by consulting the learned and unprejudiced, who have removed 

themselves above the strife of tongue and the confusion of body and issued the 

result of their reasoning and research in books" (A Room 1939). 

Though Woolf s theory is aimed towards both sexes transcending their 

gender roles-- to write (as she believes Shakespeare did) "free," "incandescent," 

and "unimpeded" (A Room 1956) -- her argument, when directed towards the female 

writer in particular, suggests that the only way for her to counterbalance her lived 

experience as a woman (socially constructed) would be for her to achieve an 

androgynous mind. Doing so would thus allow the female artist to write without 

consciously considering the obstruction of her gender and how it might exert a 

negative influence upon her mind (A Room 1956)5 As critic Lisa Rado suggests in 
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The Modern Androgynous Imagination, "Woolfs androgynous sublime represents a 

creative attempt to restore her female sensibility and authority in the face of the 

paralyzing assault of patriarchal structures, both physical and psychic" ( 149). Thus, 

attaining the androgynous mind, according to Woolf, is a possible resolution for the 

female writer ' s dilemma because it enables her to write without thinking about her 

gender and the resultant social subordination her gender involves . By exercising her 

androgynous consciousness, a female writer can presumably write outside her 

domestic, introverted domain and permit her creative genius to develop fully and 

completely, despite the societal conventions she is expected to adhere to in her dail y 

life. Such assertions made by Woolf, I submit, later become central to Plath ' s 

development as a poet; one who can harbor and sustain a poetic voice that speaks 

with authority, self-assurance, and influence despite the social circumstances and 

conditions associated with her gender. 

Plath' s own relationship to the predominantly patriarchal society in which 

she lived (both in England and America) was ever problematic. Plath appeared to 

mutually respect and denounce patriarchal traditions in literature and, oftentimes, in 

her own private life as well. What is perhaps more intriguing, however, is that the 

female subject in Plath ' s poetry seems to follow a similar pattern, revealing 

instances where she simultaneously conforms to and diverges away from cultural 

and political paradigms in place for a woman ' s gender6 Moreover, it is evident 

throughout her journals that Plath ' s concerns often vacillate between her assumed 

public duty-- to live up to society ' s expectations of a refined woman -- and her own 

private desire of wanting to be a writer who could write beyond her role as a 
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domestic woman and "omnisciently" (to use Plath 's diction) capture the innate 

essence of human thought unimpeded by social and cultural designs. 

It is my contention, then, that Plath attempts to transform the female subject 

by releasing her from her physical , female body in order to yield a transcendent 

spirit representative of Plath ' s own poetic voice; a poetic voice unrestrained by the 

conventional doctrines associated with a woman ' s gender7 As she intimates in 

several of her journal entries, Plath assumes that a woman 's social role is 

fundamentally connected to her biological body. For Plath, then, the physical , 

female body becomes an implicit symbol of the construction of a woman ' s gender, 

thereby encumbering her with a public, preordained role that a woman is expected 

to fulfill in accordance with these gender ideologies. By trivializing the projected 

view of her female subject's biological body, however, Plath contests that she can 

metaphorically eliminate, or at least challenge, the restrictions patriarchal society 

has imposed upon her as a woman . More emphatically, Plath intended to subvert 

the inherent restrictions in place for female writers working within a patriarchal 

literary system by achieving what I view as an amalgamation of male authoritative 

language and the female experience. The female subject in Plath ' s poetry, for 

instance-- in attempting to achieve Woolf s notion of an androgynous, poetic voice 

--displays characteristics of both sexes simultaneously and speaks as (what appears 

to be) a hyper-gendered entity. By this 1 am suggesting that Plath creates a poetic 

voice that is at once masculine and feminine, where Plath ' s speaker assumes and 

incorporates traditional , masculine modes of expression, such as sexual aggression, 

political authority and autonomy, self-assertion, and self-confidence; yet, this voice 
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also describes her subordination and experience as a woman, commenting on such 

social practices as daily domestic routines, childbirth, marriage, and wifehood . 

Thus, Plath, like Woolf, insists that a poetic voice which embodies both masculine 

and feminine characteristics becomes quintessentially more powerful than any 

singular voice, precisely because it is comprised of both genders. 

This endeavor, however, to adopt Woolfs theory in part, is complicated by 

the fact that Plath feels forced to utilize the very gender-conscious implications she 

attempted to debunk in the first place. Plath therefore appropriates what may be 

considered the very worst qualities of a man 's gender construct, such as dominance, 

coercion, and violence; yet she does so only through the female subject ' s speaking 

voice, rather than in any explicit or overt actions aimed towards a single man. It 

seems, then, that Plath is not consumed with turning herself into the patriarchal 

oppressor but rather, that she is interested in appropriating characteristics of men ' s 

speech to cautiously steer clear of the sentimental writing which she believed the 

patriarchal, literary society vehemently abhorred . 

Though Plath appropriates typically masculine-aggressive diction, she could 

not(and most likely refused to) eliminate her own (or her female persona ' s) 

subjectivity as a woman, nor did she have the ability to erase and/or completely 

recreate the fundamental gender role prescribed to women by society, as this task 

would not only prove to be daunting but quite unattainable. Rather, I believe her 

effort, at first , was to create a superhuman, androgynous entity that could speak with 

clarity and total freedom of thought while simultaneously circumventing the 

boundaries of gender constructs. Though Plath celebrates capabi lities inherent in a 
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female 's power through mediums such as childbirth and sexual seduction, she 

concomitantly feels the need to appropriate masculine discourse to lend authority to 

her subordinate, female subject, utilizing such tropes of masculine discourse as 

staunch independence and self-resiliency. Understanding the difficulty of the task, 

then, Plath often uses initiations of death and (re)birth metaphors as vehicles 

through which the female subject can be released from the physical confinement of 

her biological body, and thereby the social , political, and literary confinement as 

well . Plath strives to create what she believed, through Woolfs suggestion, was the 

perfect poetic consciousness, one not consigned to the restrictions of a physical 

body which implicates a definable and particular set of social conditions. 

Perfection, rather, from what Plath has absorbed from Woolfs indications, comes 

through the freedom to express one ' s self by removing the sociological interference 

of gender definitions. For Plath (as well as Woolf) , only a consciousness that 

embodies both masculine and feminine awareness and understanding has the ability 

to transcend gender boundaries in order to create poetry that is luminous, 

enlightening, and open to an infinite number of interpretations and imaginative 

possibilities. 
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Chapter One: There Are Two of Me Now 
Construction of Woman: Female Body vs. Poetic Voice 

Who shall measure the heat and violence of the poet's heart when caught and tangled i11 a 
woman ·s body .? 

Does not my heat astound you. 

Two, of course t11ere are two. 
It seems perfectly natural now. 

- Virginia Woolf 
A Room of One's Own 

- Sylvia PlatJ1 
·'Fever 103° .. 

- Sylvia Plath 
"Death & Co ... 

As early as 1792 Mary Wollstonecraft claims that females inherit gender 

roles which are created and sustained by a predominantly patriarchal society, where 

men consider " females rather as women than human creatures" ( 101 ). Though quite 

revolutionary and unprecedented-- given not only the sparse existence ofwriting 

published by female authors before the eighteenth-century, but also the 

controversial nature of her subject -- Woll stonecraft ' s comment suggests that 

women, socially defined and constructed, occupy an inferior position in relation to 

their fellow "human creatures ." Thus, in her provocative essay, A Vindication ~[the 

Rights of Women , Wollstonecraft ascertains that females have historically felt 

inhibited by society ' s designation of their gender roles, since the patriarchal 

assumption insisted that women adhere to a given set of social behaviors and 

functions, even if it is one in which "they are treated as a kind of subordinate beings, 

and not as a part of the human species" (I 02). According to Wollstonecraft, such 
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social schemas prevent women from becoming fully-functioning, conscious human 

beings, as "the minds of women are enfeebled by false refinement" and clouded by 

the conditioned beliefthat they must deny their natural inclinations and embrace the 

stereotypical definitions of their gender (I 02) . Similarly, in 1842, Margaret Fuller ' s 

essay, Woman in the Nineteenth Centwy, asserts that "the idea of Man, however 

imperfectly brought out, has been far more so than that ofWoman; that she, the 

other half of the same thought, the other chamber of the heart of life, needs now take 

her tum in the full pulsation [of life]" (23-24). By both Wollstonecraft ' s and 

Fuller's reasoning, then, for centuries now women (as social constructs) have been 

denied commonality with men in terms of human existence; women have essentially 

been elected a social role that differs from and is subordinate to a man ' s social 

position, furthering the patriarchal tendency to rationalize the inferiority of women 

by focusing on the difference between their physical bodies, thereby denying that a 

shared human consciousness can exist in the human psyche. 

As Wollstonecraft and Fuller suggest, this social imposition that is placed 

upon women not only appears to subjugate them but also dehumanizes them. Thus, 

the continual propagation of a belief which suggests that women are so far removed 

from men in terms of their physical anatomy is carried further to imply that women 

do not possess the ability to discourse and reason with men as equally conscious 

human beings. Perhaps it is in response to such a notion that Wollstonecraft (and 

other female writers who followed) expressed the need for a clear distinction to be 

made between the term "female," as the anatomical, biological sex, and "woman" as 

a gender construct. 1 Through the practice and art of writing, however, early 
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feminist writers, such as Wollstonecraft and Fuller, provoked an agent of change in 

the conventional view of women as inferior to men . As Helene Cixous explains in 

"Laugh ofthe Medusa," published in 1975, "writing is precisely the very possibility 

of change, the space that can serve as a springboard for subversive thought, the 

precursory movement of a transformation of social and cultural structures" (2). 

Thus, it was essentially these traditional social structures that many female writers 

attempted to debunk through the process of writing. 

Like her female predecessors, Plath was cognizant of the gender paradigm 

that continued to be prescribed to women in the mid-twentieth-century; she 

similarly expressed fears of becoming accustomed to identifying herself within a 

gendered system that granted men a superior position: 

l am at odds . I dislike being a girl, because as such I must come to 
realize that I cannot be a man . In other words, I must pour my 
energies through the direction and force of my mate. My onl y free 
act is choosing or refusing that mate. And yet, it is as l feared : I am 
becoming adjusted and accustomed to that idea. (J 54) 

Plath was taught and conditioned to revere the work of male "greats" (which she 

documents throughout much of her journal), yet as a female writer she feared never 

being able to compete with the male writers she admired or sustain a reputation by 

which she might be labeled as "great " One creed, for instance, that is replete 

throughout her journal is Plath ' s insistent beliefthat she must "learn German & read 

Shakespeare" (J 395), as this, she hopes, might help her attain status as a "great" 

writer.2 Moreover, Plath ' s focus on Shakespeare as one of her earliest I iterary 

influences is significant: she professes that her literary aspirations, and in turn her 

personal life, suffer because she cannot "become Shakespeare" (J 564), comparing 
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herself to perhaps the foremost renown and famous writer across the globe who is 

glorified by the standards of patriarchal literary aspirations . Beyond this, Plath also 

often admits in her journals that she is not only jealous of male writers ' freedom to 

create "great" poetry and novels, but that she is also envious of their physical 

freedom as well : 

My greatest trouble, arising from my basic and egoistic self-love, is 
jealousy. I am jealous of men - a dangerous and subtle envy which 
can corrode, I imagine, any relationship . It is an envy born ofthe 
desire to be active and doing, not passive and listening. I envy the 
man his physical freedom to lead a double life - his career, and his 
sexual and family life I can pretend to forget my envy; no matter, it 
is there, insidious, malignant, latent (J 98) 

This "subtle envy" Plath sustained for the privileges awarded to the opposite sex 

perhaps led her to an "awareness that femininit y itself, socially constructed, was 

imprisoning," something she as both a female and a writer could not escape 

(Axelrod 32). Additionally, patriarchal society insisted that Plath, as a domestic 

woman, be "passive and listening" while she, as a writer, struggled with the 

assumption that women could not create writing of significant worth because their 

work demonstrated the conventional definition of women as "sentimental" and 

"emotional" creatures; thus, texts produced by female writers were often judged (by 

patriarchal standards) to be inferior, meaningless, and despondently replete with 

maudlin emotions and weepy self-pity. Such postulations circulated as early as 

Wollstonecraft ' s time, where "[e]legance" was seen as "inferior to virtue," where 

using soft and sensuous language made female writers appear weak ( 1 03). 

Furthermore, this notion seemed to be one that Plath acknowledged but also 

dreaded, as it was a fact of life she was forced to endure: 
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So I am led to one or two choices! Can I write? Will I write if I 
practice enough? How much should I sacrifice to writing anyway, 
before I find out ifl ' m any good? Above all , CAN A SELFISH 
EGOCENTRIC JEALOUS AND UNIMAGINATIVE FEMALE 
WRITE A DAMN THING WORTH WHILE? (.J99; Plath 's 
emphasis) 

Admitting to her overwhelming sense of jealousy, Plath also illustrates the 

paradigm set before female writers, where in order to become a respectable writer, a 

female would either have to be born biologically male or write as a man does (using 

expressions and linguistic idioms that were previously employed and structured by 

male writers) . Knowing, however, that she had no control over the former, Plath 

perhaps assumed that accepting the latter alternative would help her achieve her 

goal of "greatness" in writing. Plath therefore resolved that she would have to 

"write a detailed description of shock treatment, tight, blasting, short descriptions 

with not one smudge of coy sentimentality" (J 212) to challenge the traditional 

typecast of women as excessively sentimental, embellished, and overemotional in 

their writing. At times, she even goes so far as to chastise herself for creating a 

story which she believed was "a lousy sentimental novel chapter 30 pages long & 

utterly worthless" (J 318) and that instead, she must "[ m Jake it tense & tough, and 

for god's sake, not sentimental" (J 231 ). Plath desperately wanted to avoid what she 

(through patriarchal direction and influence) deemed as sentimental, typified 

women's writing, therefore "she condemned the weaknesses she and her culture 

associated with femaleness" (Lant 633). Plath, however, must have found it 

difficult to reconcile her lived experience as a woman with her desire to produce 

writing that was valued by the paragon of a patriarchal literary tradition. At one 
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point, Plath mentions the dichotomy of her experience as a woman and her existence 

as a female writer as nearly two separate entities : "In polite society a lady doesn ' t 

punch or spit. So I turn to my work" (J 31 0). 

Such comments made by Plath throughout her early development as a poet 

certainly echo several key passages of Virginia Woolfs A Room ~[One's Own. 

Like Wollstonecraft, Woolf suggests that female creativity has been stunted by the 

systematic ways in which literature written by female artists has been regarded as 

inferior and lacking in intellectual concepts. Preceeding the 1920s, Woolf 

ascertains and comments on the sparse texts authored by female writers, suspecting 

'[t]his terseness, this shortwindedness, might mean that she was afraid of 

something; afraid of being called ' sentimental' perhaps; or she remembers that 

women 's writing has been called flowery and so provides a superfluity of thorns" (A 

Room 1968). In A Room ~[One 's Own, Woolf specifically focuses on the works of 

four female, pioneer novelists : Charlotte and Emily Bronte, George Eliot, and Jane 

Austen. In Woolfs assessment oftheir works, only Emily Bronte and Jane Austen 

come close to fully expressing pure genius unimpeded by social conditions, yet 

Woolf still wonders, "would Pride and Prejudice have been a better novel if Jane 

Austen had not thought it necessary to hide her manuscript from visitors?" (A Room 

1962). This notion of fear and apprehension is one which Plath also clearly 

expresses throughout her journals, claiming that she will have to "[s]mile, write in 

secret, showing no one" (J 421 ). Woolf, however, maintains that because Jane 

Austen was aware of her social restrictions, her fluidity of thought and stream-of

consciousness were most likely interrupted and cut off at various moments 
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throughout her act ofwriting. This, then, leads Woolfto conclude that female 

writers might "never get [their] genius expressed whole and entire" unless they are 

given enough money to travel at their leisure and a room of their own (physically 

and metaphorically) to write in, free from the debilitating constraints of a patriarchal 

society (A Room 1963). 

Yet even if a female artist is granted such luxuries, Woolf adds, this will not 

make the female artist 's work unreservedly successful, as her writing will still be 

subjected to men ' s authority and primarily patriarchal standards and criteria, 

indicating that 

[t]he indifference ofthe world to which Keats and Flaubert and other 
men of genius have found so hard to bear was in her case not 
indifference but hostility. The world did not say to her as it said to 
them, Write if you choose; it makes no difference to me. The world 
said with a guffaw, Write? What's the good of your writing? (A 
Room 1954) 

Thus returning to the four leading female novelists discussed earlier, Woolf 

marvels as to "[w]hat genius, what integrity it must have required in face of all that 

criticism, in the midst of that purely patriarchal society, to hold fast to the thing as 

they saw it without shrinking" (A Room 1965) Woolfian critic Lisa Rado therefore 

suggests that 

Woolf is emphasizing [in A Room C!fOne 'sOwn] not that women 
writers ought to attempt to conform to universal stylistic standards or 
patriarchal practices but rather that they must find a way to deal with 
a current social and political reality in which Victorian sexual 
hierarchies, while beginning to dim, are far from being extinguished . 
Such a reality demands that the artist - particularly the female artist 
must find a way to transcend the potentially annihilating force of a 
system that closes the gates of Ox bridge to women, that has driven 
Shakespeare' s sister to suicide. ( 14 7) 
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For the female writer to "deal with" such a reality, then, Woolf advocates and 

espouses her theory on attaining an androgynous consciousness which can enable 

the artist to write freely, despite the impeding effects gender concepts wield upon 

the writer' s consciousness. 

The underlying premise ofWoolfs theory is that since "it is natural for the 

sexes to co-operate," the androgynous mind is thus "a natural fusion" of male and 

female psychic characteristics and powers that "transmi[t] emotion without 

impediment; that is naturally creative, incandescent, and undivided" (A Room 1977-

78). Woolf claims that when this fusion takes place, the mind is then fully fertilized 

and uses all its faculties ; that in an androgynous mind, the foundational truth of 

shared human experiences (both male and female) can coexist, thereby allowing the 

writer to render an impartial view of human relations and the surrounding social 

environment (A Room 1978). According to Nancy Bazin in Virginia Woo([ and the 

Androgynous Vision, "in A Room q[One 'sOwn Virginia Woolf uses the sight of a 

girl and a young man getting into a taxi together to symbolize the harmonious union 

of the masculine and feminine powers in the androgynous mind" ( 176) Through 

this image, then, Woolf proposes that every human mind has inherently male and 

female elements contained within it , regardless of the biological sex of the body 3 

Woolf thus criticizes writers who tend "to think ... of one sex as distinct from the 

other .. . [because] it interferes with the unity ofthe mind" (A Room 1977) Yet in 

order to achieve "unity ofthe mind," Woolf ascertains : 

Some collaboration has to take place in the mind between the woman 
and the man before the act of creation can be accomplished . Some 
marriage of opposites has to be consummated . The whole of the 

20 



mind must lie wide open if we are to get the sense that the writer is 
communicating his experience with perfect fullness . (A Room 1981) 

By this "marriage of opposites" which has to be "consummated," Woolf 

intones that a merger takes place within the human psyche, where the disparate 

"male" and "female" parts of the brain collide, coexist, and function as 

complementary states. Woolf s sexual corollary, however, is quite revealing; it 

involves the "male" and "female" portions of the brain uniting by means of a sexual 

encounter, indicating that this experience will consequently enable the writer to 

write with "perfect fullness ." Woolf thus carries this notion further when she 

suggests that "it is fatal for anyone who writes to think of their sex [alone]. It is 

fatal to be a man or woman pure and simple; one must be woman-manly or man-

womanly," as this is the only way to fully exercise one 's creative talent, permitting 

the writer to transcend the prearranged and institutionalized social characteristics of 

his/her gender (A Room 1981). Because human beings, in Woolf s view, are 

naturally inclined to define themselves in terms of each other, writers continuall y 

subscribe themselves to writing about men as they relate to women and women as 

they relate to men. Woolf guards against this notion, however, by suggesting that a 

writer must "see human beings not always in their relation to each other but in their 

relation to reality .... Our relation is to the world of reality and not only to the 

world of men and women" (A Room 1986). To prevent such closed-minded and 

categorical thinking (which has historically been the case, as Woolf indicates), 

Woolf insists that the writer must exercise an androgynous way of thinking in order 

to explore an array of possibilities and interpretations that are otherwise stunted by 

the social implications of one' s gender. Thus, because "the androgynous mind is 
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less apt to make these distinctions than the single-sexed mind," Woolf decisively 

concludes that only "a great mind is androgynous" and can express fully and 

completely the writer ' s visions, irregardless of the sociological implications 

correspondent to the writer ' s gender (A Room 1978). 

Woolfs questioning of gender issues must have captivated a writer such as 

Plath, who demonstrates early on in her journals a proclivity towards confronting 

and challenging the stereotypes associated with her gender. Yet to be accepted by 

public standards and her surrounding social environment, Plath realized that she was 

forced to adopt (at least in her outward demeanor) the very gender conventions that 

she protested in her writing. For instance, speaking of herself in the third person 

omniscient (most commonly in her early journals), Plath makes the "terrible 

discovery" that in order to take part in courting and dating rituals, she will have to 

assume the characteristics of her gender: "this woman, whom I have not recognized 

for 23 years, whom I have scorned and denied, comes to taunt me now, when I am 

weakest in my terrible discovery" (J 219). Nevertheless, when in the privacy of her 

own room, as Woolf would have it, Plath resolutely admits, "[b ]eing a woman, it is 

like being crucified . . . I have felt smothered" (.J 218) . Plath thus echoes the need to 

have her own space in which to write, claiming that she "long[s] for an external 

view of[her]self & [a] room to confirm its reality" (J 409) . For a young female 

writer then, notably entranced and preoccupied with gender issues and the 

resounding effect they have on the mind, encountering Woolf may have fortuitously 

provided the answers (or at least encouraged a temporary solution) to the dilemma a 
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female writer faces when attempting to broach the subject of her gender and her 

writing. 

Thirteen years following the publication of A Room of One 's Own, Woolf 

maintains in a similar essay, Projessionsjor Women, that the female writer must 

"kill" the "Angel in the House"(qtd. in Norton Anthology 1988), which Sandra 

Gilbert and Susan Gubar propose is Woolf s insistent reminder that female writers 

must tear down the aesthetic ideal they have historically been made to uphold 

(Gilbert & Gubar 17)4 In a letter to her mother, dated March 9, 1956, as well as in 

several of her journal entries, Plath appears to echo her predecessor' s words, 

describing her personal struggle as a female writer who feels the urge to combat her 

social existence 

I want you to understand that my battles are intricate and complex, 
and that I am, without despair, facing them, wrestling with angels, 
and learning to tolerate that inevitable conflict which is our portion 
as long as we are truly alive. (LH 224; my emphasis) 

. . . writing a kind of diary to you, and not mailing it : it is getting 
ominously huge, and each time is a witness of a wrestling with my 
worst angel. (J 218; my emphasis) 

Plath' s worst angel often came in the form of rejection letters sent by publishing 

houses refuting the quality of her art, which Plath often interpreted as a rejection of 

her sensitivity as a woman: "my Vence story came back from The New Yorker (and 

now looks very absurd and sentimental to me)" (LH 217) . Though Plath insists that 

she is able to endure and confront what she percei ves as female discrimination 

within the literary field , she proposes that she will continue to wrestle with the 

idyllic "angel" image society expects her to present in her artistic creations, 

suggesting that she will use this image to her own advantage: "T luckily have the gift 
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of an angel's tongue when I want to be persuasive! " (LH 227) The struggle to 

achieve success, specifically as a female writer, is one which comes to the fore in 

Plath's poetry and is demonstrated in her desire to achieve poetic autonomy by way 

ofbreaking free from the restraints ofher social existence; moreover, it is a conflict 

that involves her poetic vo ice in constant battle and war with her physical body. 

Plath obviously realized that as a female writer she occupied a paradoxical 

position; she ultimately wanted to be accepted by patriarchal society, both as a 

domestic woman and as a "great" writer, yet these two goals appeared to oppose one 

another. This notion leads her to speculate that in trying to achieve and maintain 

these conflicting desires, one or the other might eventually founder, thereby 

destroying the possibility of her achieving success in either area. The arresting fear 

and frustration of not being able to achieve either goal is apparent throughout her 

journals, as she discusses her twin battles to succeed both as a domestic housewife 

and as a writer: 

I couldn ' t happily be anything but a writer & I couldn ' t be a writer I 
couldn ' t even set down one sentence I was paralyzed with fear, with 
deadly hysteria . I sat in the hot kitchen, unable to blame lack of 
time, the sultry July weather, anything but myself The white 
hardboiled egg, the green head of lettuce, the two suave pink veal 
chops dared me to do anything with them, to make a meal out of 
them, to alter their single, leaden identity into a digestible meal. I 
have been living an idle dream of being a writer. And here stupid 
housewives & people with polio were getting their stories into the 
Satevepost. (.J 404-0 5; Plath ' s emphasis) 

If we exchange the possessive pronoun "their" in the third to last sentence to read 

"her," then Plath ' s reference to cooking becomes more striking by what is says 

about her own endeavors as a writer, implying that as a female poet she hoped "to 
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alter her single, leaden identity" through the act of writing. Though she desperately 

wanted to succeed in her role both as a domestic housewife and as a female poet, 

her anxiety over authorship and what she viewed as her subsequent lack of 

published literary achievements might have indicated that her creative pursuits were 

reasonably stronger than her need to succeed as a housewife and her ability to cook 

a decent meal. Moreover, though she may have deemed it necessary to adhere to 

her gender definition in her daily domestic life, it is evident that her poetry spoke to 

the contrary. 

Despite the paralyzing fear that she might not be able to write or even " set 

down one sentence," Plath discernibly tries to pursue and inhabit the oxymoronic 

position of woman and writer by figuring the female body in her poetry as one that 

is "shorn of gender and endowed with thought" (Van Dyne, Revising L[fe 86). By 

this, critic Susan Van Dyne does not mean to imply that Plath completely erases the 

female subject ' s sexuality . Rather, Plath perhaps hoped to counter the patriarchal 

perception that women are not intellectuals by reducing the sociological inscriptions 

associated with and implicitly configured in the image ofthe female body. Thus 

Van Dyne continues to assert that Plath " self-consciously reads the cultural 

inscriptions of gender but refuses to be bound by them, claiming instead a bodil y 

singularity that is born of the imagination through language" (Re vising L{fe 87) . 

Thus, in order for her poetic voice to subvert the patriarchal restrictions and cultural 

legends emblazoned upon the physical female body, Plath is forced to confront and 

diminish the insistent social functions associated with a woman ' s gender construct, 

despite any effort to enact them in her personal life . Moreover, because Plath most 
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likely assumed that a woman did not and could not possess "a body endowed with 

incandescent energy, unconstrained liberty, and inviolable self-sufficiency" (Van 

Dyne, Revising Life 6) and that the sociological implications of the female body 

constrain artistic consciousness and poetic autonomy, she may have deemed it 

necessary to separate her poetic voice from the image of the female body in her 

poetry altogether. 

One poem in particular that illustrates Plath ' s ensuing difficulty in her 

attempt to develop an "incandescent" view (by Woolf s estimation) and an 

unrestrained, poetic voice that can speak about and despite the hindering 

sociological effects associated with a woman 's gender is "In Plaster." Composed 

the same day she completed "Tulips," March 18, 1961 , "In Plaster" reveals Plath 's 

intense focus on liberating a female subject ' s poetic voice from (what the female 

subject views as) the confining prison of her physical body. Though "In Plaster" 

did not appear in the manuscript version of Ariel Plath had originally prepared for 

publication (Hughes did include it in The Collected Poems of Sylvia Plath) , the 

poem is one ofthe earliest of her work in which she offers a clear and carefully 

crafted inspection ofthe female subject "split into warring sel ves" (Rosenblatt 39); 

thus voice (poetic consciousness) and the plaster-cast body (gender) function as two 

disparate and distinct identities the female subject maintains. 

In the opening lines of "In Plaster," for example, Plath ' s speaker 

allegorically explains the dilemma of inhabiting a female body that constrains her 

poetic voice and consciousness, describing the division of the female body and the 

female voice as two separate entities, "[t]here are two of me now: I This new 
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absolutely white person and the old yellow one" (line l ) . The white person, 

personified in the form of a plaster cast, symbolizes the social construct of 

"woman," signifying that gender has been sculpted and shaped for the female figure 

in the poem according to the social gender norms of a patriarchal system. 

Contained and restricted within the plaster cast, then, is the image ofthe old yellow 

person who represents poetic voice by functioning as the speaker in the poem. 

While the yellow color of the second person depicts the image of sallow and 

withered skin encased within the plaster cast, it may also indicate that the yellow 

person is an outsider of her social community or that she is possibly a member of a 

non-white culture; either way, the implication is that the yellow person does not 

conform to the white plaster mold that is representative of her gender. 

Both body (white person) and voice (yellow person), however, are 

personified and depicted as female by Plath ' s use of the pronoun "she," suggesting 

that both belong to a singular entity, a single female, but that they are disconnected 

elements a female possesses . The speaker (the yellow, inner person) mentions, for 

instance, that the white person (the plaster cast) is ostensibly superior because she 

upholds the gender norms of Western culture in her external behavior and thus 

epitomizes the fa9ade and outward decorum a woman is obliged to maintain for the 

purpose of public appearance. Thus, the speaker identifies the white person as "one 

ofthe real saints" in the first stanza (which is perhaps an echo ofWoolfs 

superlative "Angel" image), suggesting that the white person is the stereotypical , 

representative image of a woman ' s gender. The white person, then, embodies 

characteristics typical of a white, domestic woman, as the speaker acerbically 
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describes "[h]er tidiness and her calmness and her patience" (25) . Moreover, the 

speaker suggests that the white person is ultimately the woman patriarchal society 

expects her to be; an external beauty whose "amazingly white torso" (24) reflects 

the sun; someone who is "unbreakable and with no complaints" (8), "a true pacifist" 

(12) who does not fight back when she is violently or verbally assaulted . Plath 

therefore figures the female body as a plaster mold that has been formed and shaped 

to fit society ' s expectations of a woman ' s looks and behavior; the plaster cast thus 

becomes a false, outer covering fitted for the female ' s body, even though it may not 

necessarily "fit" her personality . In addition to this, the plaster cast, depicted as a 

singular entity, is separated from the other female subject in the poem who exists 

mainly as a cognitive voice. 

Countering the image of the white person, the yellow person plays the part 

ofthe insurgent female voice who does not shy away from criticizing the cultural 

concept of gender that the plaster woman symbolizes, claiming " I patronized her a 

little" (20). Here, Plath skillfully employs the verb "patronize" to capitalize on the 

double meanings of the term; in one instance "to give one ' s support to" and in the 

other "to treat with condescension" (OED s.v.) . Excruciating ly selective in her 

diction throughout her poetic career, Plath ' s use of the term "patronize" not only 

illustrates the speaker' s defiance and anger directed towards the white woman -

who upholds the gender norms of her society -- but by extension, perhaps parallels 

Plath' s own sense of having to support and adhere to gender definitions in her dail y 

life, while simultaneously acknowledging that in accepting this definition of herself, 

she is in danger of being treated with condescension by men . 
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It seems, then, that Plath ' s own criticism of gender roles is conveyed through 

the voice ofthe yellow person in " In Plaster. " The yellow person, for instance, 

complains that she does not understand the white woman ' s "stupid behavior" (11 ), 

announcing that she hates the plaster woman because she has "no personality" (5), 

she is "cold" (9), " like a dead body" (6), and that " [l]iving with her was like living 

with my own coffin" ( 48) . Yet while the yellow person apparently feels cramped 

and restrained by the outer plaster cast, she observes that the outer favade of the 

white plaster does indeed have its advantages . The plaster covering, for instance, 

hides the "ugly and hairy" (53) look of the yellow person, who, unlike the perfect 

image of the outer white woman, is unattractive and repellent physically as well as 

socially perhaps because she is so outspoken and opinionated (deviating from her 

apparent gender stereotype) . From an outsider ' s view, then, the yellow person, 

concealed by the plaster fa<;:ade, appears (on the surface at least) to fulfill the 

characteristics of her gender stereotype: docile, beautiful, passive, and, perhaps to 

an extent, obedient. 

Though Plath establishes body and voice as two compartmentalized and 

disparate aspects of a single female ' s existence, the relationship between body and 

voice, white and yellow persons, appears to be " symbiotic" (Wagner-Martin 66), 

each one performing a specific function in order to maintain the survival of the 

entire female. Therefore, just as the white plaster (woman) serves as the beautiful 

outer covering for the yellow person, the external/white woman does not (or cannot) 

speak and must rely upon the yellow person to give her a voice, as the speaker 

insists, "[w]ithout me, she wouldn ' t exist, so of course she was grateful" (15) . This 
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symbiotic relationship, then, seems to parallel the struggle Plath alludes to in her 

journals and letters when she mentions her own innate desires to fulfill two 

opposing aspects of her existence; one as a domestic woman, the other as a 

prominent writer; hoping to achieve a balance between her social life and her poetic 

voice, yet noting that "A balance is sometimes hard to achieve" (LH 82). To what 

extent Plath may have prioritized each of these goals in her personal life is difficult 

to determine. In her poems, however, it is evident that these two goals are not 

equally balanced. 

Since women ' s social roles have traditionally been defined in terms oftheir 

physical bodies, the female body has historically come to represent the social 

functions associated with the gender construct of woman, such as domesticity, 

passivity, timidity, and submission to authority. AsLant explains, the problem for 

the female poet is that she inherits a traditional view of her body which "plays a 

specific and rigidly codified role" by cultural and social standards; her body is 

therefore not defined by her own means (628) . Furthermore, Lant suggests that the 

female body cannot stand for the assertive female self because it has traditionally 

been deemed an object for man 's pleasure (629). When confronting the female 

body in text, then, "what the female viewer reads is not herself but projections of 

male fantasies" (Van Dyne, Revising L[fe 71-72). In light of this recent feminist 

criticism, many Plathian scholars have begun to analyze Plath ' s exposure of the 

physical female body in her poetry as well as her ambivalent, and often conflicting, 

attitude towards the value of that body. 5 

30 



In her journals, for instance, Plath affirms that her female qualities are 

strong, yet she deplores any mention of "sensuousness" associated with her gender 

because in the literary world this implies that she is inferior and lacking in 

intellectual thought and reason . What separates the female writer from the male 

writer, as Gilbert and Gubar purport, is that the female writer experiences her 

gender as a painful obstacle she must overcome in her effort to obtain poetic 

authority (50) . Unlike her male contemporaries, the female writer must redefine her 

socialization because it is one that has been created for her by patriarchal standards 

and is marked by an inferiority which is "profoundly debilitating" (Gilbert & Gubar 

50-51). Female writers, however, according to Cixous, should not (and cannot) 

ignore their own bodies in the process of writing . Although the female body is 

considered "the cause and location of inhibitions," Cixous asserts that in censoring 

the body, "you censor breath and speech at the same time" ( 4) Writing, for 

females, is inherently linked to the corporeal, physical body : "women are body" 

(Cixous 9). Thus, in order for a female to escape and crawl out from under "the 

great arm of parental-conjugal phallocentrism" (2), Cixous determines that the 

female writer will have to write her self and that in "writing her self, woman will 

return to the body which has been more than confiscated from her" ( 4 ). Plath, 

however, did not appear to initially want to recover a body that had been, as Cixous 

declares, confiscated from her; many of Plath ' s late poems, in fact , illustrate the 

female subject's movement away from her biological subsistence. Neither, do I 

believe, was it Plath ' s primary concern and intention to refigure the female body in 

a new, more positively forged light by seeking to undo the injustices imposed upon 
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her gender stereotype (as some feminist critics have previously supposed). Plath, 

rather, desperately wanted to become a poet of magnanimous reputation, a female 

"great," and in order to do so she realized that she would have to forfeit and resist 

becoming her gender and , in turn, reject the physical female body and its gendered 

connotations 

Plath most likely wanted to acquire a poetic voice that could conceivably 

demonstrate the ability to supercede the denigrated image of the physical, female 

body; thus, Axelrod purports, "Plath thought of ' voice ' as a category in which her 

body could pass through language, generating a verbal form that constituted another 

self' (4) . While early on in her journals Plath declares that as an artist she is "part 

man" and that she can employ a man ' s "analytical attitude toward the female body," 

she fervently insists, " I am more a woman; even as I long for full breasts and a 

beautiful body, so do I abhor the sensuousness which they bring ... I desire the 

things which will destroy me in the end" (J 55 ; Plath ' s use of ellipses) . Recognizing 

the debased and corrupted image of the female body (and the historical implications 

associated with that body), it comes as no surprise perhaps that Plath depicts the 

yellow person, the speaking voice, as the more powerful of the two personas in "In 

Plaster." While the speaker of the poem (the yellow person) intimates that it is an 

advantage to wear the image of the perfected plaster cast for the purpose of public 

appearance, Plath metaphorical! y compares the plaster cast to a vase made "of not 

very valuable porcelain," claiming that it is really she, the yellow person, who is the 

beautiful rose that blooms out of the white vase . The yellow person thus argues that 

it is she who "attract[s] everybody ' s attention" because she gives the white person 
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"a soul", a consciousness, an inner, reflective spirit , and, in essence, a voice ( 16-18). 

As such, Plath ' s speaker suggests that it is essentially the less attractive female who 

becomes more beautiful and valuable for what she has to say, rather than relying on 

the outer "whiteness and beauty" of the plaster cast ( 19). 

Believing, then, that the spirit and soul is more attractive than external 

beauty, the yellow person continues to upbraid the white woman ' s com pi iance with 

culturally-defined gender norms, claiming that the white woman "had a slave 

mentality" (21 ). The white woman (perhaps because she consists of a plaster cast) 

ultimately refrains from speaking at all in the poem. She does not, for instance, 

argue back with the yellow person nor does she apparently possess the ability to 

think for herself, as the speaker notes her becoming "more and more absent-

minded" (32); thus, the speaker admits she had "been keeping her in the dark" (36-

37). The white woman obviously does not question her social existence or her 

debased gender position; a notion which renders her powerless and reliant on the 

yellow person ' s cognitive ability . Yet in the speaker' s description of the white 

woman's behavior, it seems evident that the white woman has, in the very least, 

internalized and recognized that the yellow person ' s remarks are seditious and 

subversive in light of the gender definitions the white woman signifies and 

steadfastly upholds. The speaker explains, for instance, that as her "relationship 

grew more intense" with the white woman, the white woman eventually ostracizes 

herselffrom the yellow person ' s defiant comments (28). Whereas the white woman 

used to wait on the yellow person and seemingly "adored it" (22), she now 

reactively 
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stopped fitting me so closely and seemed offish. 
I felt her criticizing me in spite of herself, 
As if my habits offended her in some way . 
. . . my skin itched and flaked away in soft pieces 
Simply because she looked after me so badly . (29-34) 

Through her observations ofthe white woman ' s behavior, the yellow person 

detects that women who uphold society ' s construction of their gender will 

obstinately shun other females who do not adhere to the gender schema and accept 

the dominant principles that underlie their gender definition. In other words, 

because the white woman represents and upholds patriarchy ' s configuration of her 

pnder stereotype, the white woman is convinced that she must ignore the yellow 

person because the yellow person 's thoughts and comments deviate from those 

gender prescriptions the white woman faithfully endorses. Following this logic, it 

might be assumed that if the yellow person did not have the white plaster cast 

covering her if she was not disguised as a faithful , obedient, white woman, not only 

would she be reproached by men in her social environment but by women as well. 

Such an observation made by the yellow person seems to weigh heavily upon her, as 

she insists she cannot easily discard the plaster or her gender construct essentiall y 

because such gendered thinking and gender ideology has long been established and 

propagated for centuries : 

I wasn 't in any position to get rid of her. 
She'd supported me for so long I was quite limp 
I had even forgotten how to walk or sit, 
So I was careful not to upset her in any way 
... I still depended on her, though I did it regretfully. (43-49) 

Because the plaster cast has supported her for so long, and because she will be 

ostracized from her social community if she does not don it, the yellow person, and 
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perhaps Plath as well , ultimately realizes that "gender is not so easily shed" (Van 

Dyne, Revising L{fe 90). Moreover, even though she is outspoken, the yellow 

person realizes that she does not occupy a position of power or authority nor does 

she possess the capability to "get rid of' her gender construct all on her own. Thus, 

the yellow person is careful not to disrupt the outward construction she has so 

ardently relied on for her own survival. Despite her criticism of the white woman 's 

social adherence, the yellow person perhaps understands that if she were to break 

out of the plaster mold that confines her, she would not know how to assimilate 

herself back into a society that would most likely condemn her for her aberrant 

beliefs. Despondently, the yellow person indicates that she would not even know 

"how to walk or sit" like a refined, graceful lady, therefore she "regretfully" 

depends on the white woman's outward appearance to maintain her survival in a 

society that insists she adopt this mode of behavior ( 43-49). This sort of life, of 

confinement, however, is unbearable for the yellow person, and possibly Plath as 

well. 

As her journals testify, Plath believed that in her personal life she could 

maintain the outward decorum of her gender definition while allowing her poetic 

voice to obstinately defy it. By her view, however, and as demonstrated in her 

poem, "In Plaster," poetic voice and gender principles (associated with the female 

body) function as two incongruent and opposing aspects of the female poet ' s 

existence and, in trying to make the two come together and coalesce, one or the 

other usually deteriorates. As the yellow person in "In Plaster" explains, "I used to 

think we might make a go of it together - I After all , it was a kind of marriage, being 
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so close. I ow I see it must be one or the other ofus" (52). The kind of marriage 

Plath refers to between voice and body seems to resonate with Woolfs inclination 

towards a "marriage of opposites" in the writer' s mind, which Woolf insists a writer 

needs if he/she is to communicate "experience with perfect fullness" of expression 

(A Room 1981). Woolf, however, is referring to a marriage oftwo opposing 

consciousnesses, one male and one female, in the mind of the writer; whereas voice 

and body in Plath ' s depiction serve as two disparate aspects of a single female ' s 

existence. Plath therefore might have determined that she was forced to eradicate 

either the gendered, bodily construct or the poetic voice ("it must be one or the other 

ofus") and because the body represents the gender inscriptions Plath apparently 

opposed, she explains that she is "collecting [her] strength" and predicts her poetic 

voice will one day "manage without" the debilitating effects of her gender. 

Susan Van Dyne 's autobiographical reading of "ln Plaster" suggests that the 

poem is a reprisal of Plath ' s mother who symbolized "the conventional definitions 

offemininity" in the form of the plaster cast "that both sustains and constrains" the 

daughter (who, by Van Dyne' s suggestion, is the speaker) (Revising L[fe 90) While 

such an interpretation is certainly warranted, I believe Van Dyne is more accurate 

when she asserts that "' In Plaster' is an allegory that exposes the dualistic 

mechanism of gender formation" (Revising L[fe 90). Although Van Dyne accurately 

traces instances in Plath ' s journals where Plath repudiates and, in some instances, 

maliciously berates her mother, Van Dyne does not mention the numerous occasions 

throughout Plath' s journals (dating all the way back to 1950, Plath ' s first year in 

college) where Plath agonizes over the fact that she must present an external self 
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that preserves the appearance of her gender, even though she persistently believed 

that the "social life kills or betrays the inner world" (J 61 0). As Plath lamentabl y 

explains in her journal on January 29, 1953 , "there is no i because i am what other 

people interpret me as being and am nothing if there were no people" (J 168; Plath ' s 

use of lower case "i"). Plath perhaps believed, then, that her only escape from the 

stultifying gender prescriptions so prevalent and arresting in her daily life would be 

through her writing. 

Similar documentation exists throughout Plath ' s journal, where she intimates 

a desire to become "universal" and "omniscient" because she believes this will 

enable her poetic voice to emerge and speak, not as the woman society expects her 

to be, but as a highly competent writer who is able to capture the moment she is 

writing about without considering the possible hindrance her gender might exert 

upon her imagination: 

Frustrated? Yes. Why? Because it is impossible for me to be God 
or the universal woman-and-man - or anything much. I am what I 
feel and think and do . I want to express my being as fully as I can 
because I somewhere picked up the idea that I could justify my being 
alive that way. (J 45) 

I want, I think, to be omniscient ... I think I would like to call 
myself "The girl who wanted to be God " Yet ifl were not in this 
body, where would I be (?) (LH 40) 

In what appears to be specific echoes and references to Woolfs A Room ~[One's 

Own, Plath surmises that she lacks experience in masculine ways of viewing the 

world around her and that as an artist, this hinders her ability to write 

omnisciently" (in her view) and "incandescent[ly )" (by Woolf s suggestion). Her 

desire to become an omniscient writer is perhaps an attempt to invoke Woolf s 
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theory of the androgynous consciousness for her own poetic voice. Convinced, 

however, that as a woman she is extraordinarily limited in what she may perceive 

"omniscient[ly ]" in her environment and translate into her writing, Plath further 

wonders, "Why can ' t I try on different lives, like dresses, to see which fits best and 

is most becoming?" (J 101 ). Her ultimate desire is therefore "to talk to everybody 

[she] can as deeply as [she] can" (J 77) so that she may accurately describe feelings 

and sensations felt by others, not just rely on her own interpretation and 

sensibilities : "Boys live so much harder than girls, and they know so much more 

about life. Learning the limitations of a woman ' s sphere is no fun at all" (LH 72) . 

Such assertions made by Plath reveal her awareness (and assumption) that, 

as a woman, she cannot write from a man ' s point-of-view nor can she generate a 

vivid and accurate portrayal of male characters because she is so far removed from 

their social sphere. Her desire, then, to be in contact with as many people as 

possible so that she may understand and describe the complexity of human 

relationships and prove, for once, that she possesses a worldly consciousness, 

indicates that she may have been striving for what Woolf argues is the writer ' s 

relation "to the world of reality" in which the writer is "talking of the common life 

which is the real life and not of the little separate lives which we live as individuals" 

(A Room 1986). By subscribing to this theory, Plath echoes Woolfwhen she too 

claims that historically, humans have tended to view one another by focusing on 

their differences: 

We know a thing by its opposite corollary : hot by having 
experienced cold ; good, by having decided what is bad ; love by hate . 
And yet Art says there are certain absolute moral standards in society 
approved ofby all - that all is not relative as I would deem it (J 122) 
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Plath ' s comment, however, further reveals that even something as subjective as a 

piece of artwork comes to acquire a definite, aesthetic value according to the 

"absolute moral standards" that a particular society subscribes to ; in many instances, 

by Plath ' s account, it is specifically a patriarchal culture that has set that standard . 

To an extent, then, Plath comes compellingly close to echoing Woolfs 

notion that an androgynous mind is best for a writer who wants to convey human 

experience in language that is accurate, lucid, and free from the demeaning and 

corrosive effects of gender constructs . As Tracy Brain suggests, "Plath takes 

Woolfs image of abbreviation and linear thinking and, like her predecessor, uses it 

to speculate on masculine and feminine ways of creating .... Both writers [Plath 

and Woolf] consider the policing ofthe feminine by the masculine" (149) . Plath ' s 

desire to be the "universal woman-and-man" (J 45) echoes Woolfs assertion that a 

writer need be "man-womanly" or "woman-manly" in order to write freely (A Room 

1981). Plath further maintains that she wants a life of conflict, one that can fathom 

and entertain conflicting points of view in a single consciousness: "I would like a 

life of conflict, of balancing children, sonnets, love and dirty dishes ; and banging 

banging an affirmation of life out on pianos and ski slopes and in bed in bed in bed" 

(J 225) At the same time, however, Plath clearly appears to celebrate the pleasures 

offemale sexuality through her "banging an affirmation of life . . in bed ." Taking 

her cue from Woolf, Plath seems to indicate that her sexual experiences in reality 

parallel the necessary sexual consummation that must take place in the writer ' s 

mind in order to develop an androgynous consciousness. 
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Just as Plath ' s image of "banging" life out on a piano parallel a key passage 

in A Room of One 's Own that Woolf quotes from Charlotte Bronte's novel Jane 

Eyre, so does it also highlight the fact that a narrow and limited worldview causes 

the female writer to suffer, both in her writing ability and in her social existence 

Women feel just as men feel ; they need exercise for their faculties 
and a field for their efforts as much as their brothers do; they suffer 
from too rigid a restraint, too absolute a stagnation, precisely as men 
would suffer; and it is narrow-minded in their more privileged 
fellow-creatures to say that they ought to confine themselves to 
making puddings and knitting stockings, to playing on the piano and 
embroidering bags. It is thoughtless to condemn them, or laugh at 
them, if they seek to do more or learn more than custom has 
pronounced necessary for their sex. (Bronte, qtd in A Room 1962-
63) 

Thus, in order to establish her literary reputation, Plath most likely felt compelled 

"to learn more than custom ha[ d] pronounced" for her as a woman . In some 

instances, Plath even goes so far as to enact and invoke a man ' s persona for the 

speaker in her poems, perhaps to suggest that she has the ability, as a writer, to step 

outside the confines of her own social existence and prove that she can write 

omnisciently . 6 

Though Plath composed "In Plaster" nearly two years before writing the 

collection of poems that were soon to become the foundation for Ariel, Plath 

demonstrates in her later work that she continued to be preoccupied with gender 

issues just as much as she was in her early college years . Accordingly, gender 

ambiguity in the Ariel poems becomes more prevalent as Plath begins to analyze 

more deeply and intensel y what she believed were the incapacitating and profound 

effects gender stereotypes exerted upon the human psyche. Moreover, her efforts 

lean toward repudiating and rebuking the gender inscriptions specifically related to 
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a woman ' s social existence, which Plath must have felt hindered her own ability as 

an artist for so many years . Thus, by the time Plath came to write her most 

celebrated and illustrious poems for Ariel in October of 1962, she was determined to 

reveal the absurdity and arbitrariness with which gender roles were assigned and to 

expose the illogicality and irrationality behind gendered concepts . 

Scholar Tracy Brain suggests that notorious Plath critic, A Alvarez, is " right 

to identify the tricks Plath plays with gender, the refusal of so many of her poetic 

voices to be categorized as either masculine or feminine, their insistence on 

constantly shifting and surprising and above all challenging the reader" (Brain 3 ). 

Vagueness and uncertainty of gender indeed play a fundamental role in her poem 

"The Applicant," for instance (written October 11 , 1962), where Plath situates a 

speaker who is presumably a male employer speaking to a young man attempting to 

"apply" for a wife In a reading prepared for the BBC, Plath refers to the speaker as 

"an executive, a sort of exacting super-salesman" (CP 293), thus, from the outset of 

the poem, Plath claims that she set out to adopt the voice of a man for the speaker of 

her poem. Fashioning the questions to parallel what an employer might ask a 

candidate applying for a job or work position, the speaker-as-employer asks the 

candidate, " [f]irst, are you our sort of person?" (line 1 ). Beginning the poem with 

an arrogant inquiry, Plath ' s speaker seems to immediately take on a business-like, 

demanding, depersonalized manner and tone, and one that supposedly resonates 

with the sound and quality of an abrupt, forceful , man ' s discourse in a typical, 

bureaucratic work environment. In doing so, Plath sets up a power structure 

between the applicant and the employer in which it is seemingly natural that the 
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employer-as-speaker is placed in the more dominant position. Interestingly, 

however, Plath does not align her poetic voice with the applicant, who is, by 

association of his subordinate position, more in tune with a woman ' s repressed 

social condition in terms of the political power structure of gender roles . Such a 

move on Plath ' s part appears to reiterate her contention that her poetic voice 

provides her with a valuable and powerful asset that can surpass the restrictions of 

her social existence. Plath also perhaps does not align her poetic voice with the 

applicant because this might imply that she, like the applicant, is in need of 

something, which would therefore undermine her ability as a female poet to prove 

that she is in control of her creative work. Plath ' s speaker, then, seeks to 

appropriate men ' s characteristics of control and dominance in speech, in an attempt 

to suggest that Plath ' s own poetic voice, like the voice of the yellow person in " In 

Plaster," truly has succeeded and is now capable of operating without the 

restrictions of gender (as the employer does not appear to be connected with any 

corporeal body in the poem but rather as an authoritative, God-like voice) 

The speaker in the poem further demonstrates a sense of command and 

authority over the applicant by using short directives to arouse action out of the 

applicant: "Stop crying. I Open your hand . I Empty? Empty" (8-1 0) . Unlike the 

employer, the applicant appears to be in a weakened state, depicted as almost 

childlike by the employer' s treatment of him ; the short directives the employer uses 

reverberate with an all too familiar sound of an adult admonishing a child to behave. 

Moreover, the fact that the applicant is crying reiterates his demeanor as infantile. 

The applicant ' s biological sex at this point, however, is obscure. Given Plath ' s 
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introduction to the poem (her statement recorded for the BBC), one might 

reasonably assume that the applicant is male because he is applying for a "wife," 

yet, as Tracy Brain notes, "(g]ender floats unassigned and unresolved in 'The 

Applicant"' (200). If so, then, the applicant ' s biological sex ostensibly becomes the 

issue which Plath means to underscore, though she does so almost underhandedly. 

Following the opening query, for instance, the speaker asks the applicant 

(who we are initially to assume is a young man) if he has any fabricated body parts 

Do you wear 
A glass eye, false teeth or a crutch, 
A brace or a hook, 
Rubber breasts or a rubber crotch, 

Stitches to show something' s missing? (2-6) 

Opening the poem with a question asking whether the applicant has manufactured, 

anatomical parts, Plath ' s speaker seems to be concerned with the effectiveness of 

the applicant ' s body; the employer-as-speaker "wants to be sure the applicant" has 

the right qualities "for his marvelous product" and that he "really needs it and will 

treat it right" (CP 293) . Yet what is perhaps most striking in this sequential listing 

of dismembered and (re)fabricated components of a physical body, occurs in the 

fifth line of the poem where the speaker seems unsure of the applicant ' s true 

biological sex: does the applicant have "Rubber breasts or a rubber crotch" (5)? 

Oddly, the applicant is later described in the fourth stanza as "stark naked" ( 19). 

How is it, then, that the employer is unaware of the applicant ' s sex if the applicant is 

standing before him completely unadorned? The answer may lie in Plath ' s 

emphasis on the term "wear" used in the second line and purposefully highlighted 

by the fact that Plath separates the list of objects modifying the verb "wear" by 
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splitting the line after "wear" into subsequent lines (even though they contain a 

single thought) : "Do you wear I A glass eye, .. " (2-3). While it may seem, at first 

glance, that Plath ' s use ofthe term "wear" is natural and arbitrary, she certainly 

could have exchanged the verb for other choices while still keeping with the 

conversational tone of the poem, using verbs such as " have" or "own." Yet Plath 

was exceedingly circumspect when it came to choosing the absolute, precise words 

to convey her poetic thoughts (as substantiated by a copy of her thoroughly 

annotated college dictionary, housed in the Plath Archives at Smith College) . 

Moreover, her focus on the term "wear" is even more compelling when analyzed in 

conjunction with her personal copy ofWoolfs novel, Orlando7 

Orlando is perhaps the most declarative and definitive ofWoolfs works that 

explores, in a single character, the issue of androgyny and "the ambiguities of 

gender and the incidents of deliberate sexual disguise" (Rosenthal 136) According 

to Woolf critic Michael Rosenthal , Orlando maintains that " the sexual identity of a 

number of characters is frequently difficult to ascertain with any certainty" (136) . 

In Plath ' s copy of Orlando, what is particularly arresting is Plath ' s underlining of 

certain passages where Woolf pointedly discusses the issue of outer garments 

deceiving the public's view of a character ' s true biological sex : 

The difference between the sexes is, happily, one of great profundity. 
Clothes are but a symbol of something hid deep beneath . (Orlando 
119; Plath ' s emphasis) 

Different though the sexes are, they intermix . In every human being 
a vacillation from one sex to the other takes place, and often it is only 
the clothes that keep the male or female likeness, while underneath 
the sex is the very opposite of what it is above. (Orlando 120; 
Plath' s emphasis) 
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By Woolf s account, clothes can hide a person 's true anatomical sex, yet gender, 

because it is a notion socially subscribed to, is not fixed at all and can vacillate with 

the various outer garments one chooses to wear ("it is only the clothes that keep the 

male or female likeness"). Furthermore, Woolf may be implying that perhaps one 

can change his/her gender and the stereotypes associated with that gender as easily 

as one can change his/her clothes. Such a notion becomes especially significant 

when read in light of Plath ' s applicant. Though the applicant stands before the 

employer completely naked, the applicant's true biological sex is, as of yet, 

unassigned (and unrevealed by Plath as poet) . The employer therefore asks whether 

the applicant wears fake breasts or a fake crotch, perhaps questioning whether the 

applicant conceals his biological sex by wearing false replicas (as adornments) of 

body parts to represent a counterfeit, biological sex; the counterfeit biological sex 

suggesting "gender" as a social concept. By the same manner, the employer 

wonders ifthe applicant has "[s]titches to show something ' s missing" (6), as ifthe 

applicant is able to either attach or detach the breasts and crotch as needed to 

assume either gender representation at will. 

Assuming, then, that the applicant could conceivably change the appearance 

of his/her gender at his/her own volition by wearing representations of either one, 

this, once again, leads the employer back to his original query as to whether or not 

the applicant is "our sort of person" ( 1 ). In order to supply the applicant with the 

"marvelous product," (in this instance, the product is a woman) the employer must 

frrst fix and determine the applicant ' s gender so as to render him worthy and 

capable of receiving the woman/product. Yet, because the employer cannot 
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determine the applicant ' s true biological sex, he is forced to assign the applicant a 

gender, and he does so through articles of clothing : 

I notice you are stark naked . 
How about this suit -

Black and stiff, but not a bad fit. 
Will you marry it ? 
It is waterproof, shatterproof, proof 
Against fire and bombs through the roof 
Believe me, they ' ll bury you in it. (19-25) 

Through the voice ofthe employer, Plath, as poetic creator, assigns the seemingly 

shapeless applicant a man ' s gender, providing him with the black and stiff suit so 

that his gender might now be more feasibly recognizable on the surface. As Pamela 

Annas surmises, "the man is a junk heap of miscellaneous parts given shape by a 

suit of clothes .... his suit gives him form, standing for the role he plays in a 

bureaucratic society, for the work he does" (132-33). The applicant's gender, then, 

is not determined as "man" until he actually puts on the suit between the fourth and 

fifth stanza. By a strange mode of reversal , Plath (invoking her creative power as 

God-as-creator-as-man-as-employer-as-speaker) has established and secured the 

applicant ' s gender for him and, more remarkably, she does so through supplying 

him with a set of gender-inscribed clothes, making his gender more externall y 

visible. Thus, after donning the suit, the applicant is, for the first and only time, 

addressed as "My boy" (39) in the penultimate line ofthe poem; the term "boy" still 

in keeping with the applicant's inferior position in relation to the speaker. 

Withholding the designation of the applicant's gender, it may be Plath ' s 

purpose to suggest, like Woolf, that what is seen on the exterior can be deceiving 
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and even often "the very opposite" ofwhat is actually viewable. This notion 

certainly echoes Plath ' s personal dilemma of having to present an external selfto 

the public that adheres to the gender role she has been assigned by society, knowing, 

however, that in her creative work she could present "the very opposite" ofwhat 

was expected of her externally (Orlando 120). Plath may also have been enacting 

her desire "to be God" (LH 40) by posing as the employer and creating the man ' s 

gender for him. Yet what appears to be more provocatively wrought out in the 

poem, what Plath seems to emphasize more forcibly, is her insistent beliefthat 

gender, as a social concept, is a restricting and confining mental state for male as 

well as female writers; moreo er, that the reasoning behind these gender ideologies 

is illogical and based on cultural assumptions rather than scientific fact Therefore, 

the assigning of a very particular and specific set of gender definitions to an 

individual can be damaging to one 's psyche, as he/she is restricted and limited in 

lis/her world view and concomitantly fearful of being ostracized from the social 

community for deviating in any way from the norms of his/her gender. Thus, the 

implied social restrictions and thoughts based upon gender ideologies are so 

illunnountably strong that one is forced to adopt them if he/she expects to survive 

llld function in a society that embraces such gendered thinking and indoctrinates 

1bem as cultural establishments. 

Such a notion is evident in "The Applicant," since once the applicant has 

been assigned the gender role of man (through the acceptance of the suit the 

employer provides for him); the employer immediately asks the applicant if he will 

"it." Heretofore, the speaker had used the pronoun "it" in the third stanza to 
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refer to the woman he intends to provide the applicant with, joining the applicant ' s 

empty hand with the woman 's hand in a gesture symbolic of matrimonial union 

"Here is a hand . . . Will you marry it?'' (I 0-14). Yet, the ambiguity of "it" 

immediately following the reference to the suit could conceivably lend itself to the 

interpretation of "it" as linguistically referring to the suit : "Black and stiff, but not a 

bad fit. I Will you marry it?" (21-22). Following this logic, by asking the applicant 

to "marry the suit," the employer, in effect, seems to be asking the applicant if he 

will accept the gender construct he has been assigned . Thus, by agreeing to wear 

the suit, the applicant must surrender himself to the principles and behavior 

modifications governed by his gender. The question posed, then, as to whether he 

will "marry it," seems to resonate with a notion Plath describes earlier in the poem 

"In Plaster," where the yellow person views her reliance on the white person (her 

pnder construct) as "a kind of marriage, being so close" ("In Plaster" 51). 

Ironically, Plath, as creator, suggests that the applicant will have to accept the suit as 

"proof' of his gender, and that it will not be as malleable and transformable as the 

rubber breasts or crotch he may have worn earlier. In fact , once assigned, his 

tendered identity will be quite nearly indestructible, as "[i]t is waterproof, 

erproof, proof I Against fire and bombs through the roof ' (23-24) . Moreover, 

the speaker explains almost cruelly that "they ' II bury you in it," suggesting that once 

applicant has accepted the gendered proof of his identity, not even in death can 

Similar to the rendering of the applicant ' s gender in the poem, Plath also 

nDains from immediately disclosing the woman ' s gendered identity, though one 
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can assume, even without Plath ' s introduction, that the "hand ... willing I To bring 

teacups and roll away headaches" belongs to a domestic woman (1 0-12). Like the 

applicant, the woman/product supplied by the employer is also "naked as paper to 

start" (19). Yet rather than being given a set of clothes to mark her gender, the 

woman only acquires an identity through her association with the applicant The 

applicant is thus granted the ability to mold the woman/product into what he wants, 

one that will work and "do whatever [he] tell[s] it" (13). Pamela Annas thus 

proposes that the woman in the poem only makes contact with the world through the 

medium ofthe man (133). The employer therefore calls the woman forth , 

addressing her as "sweetie" and asking her to come out of the closet in which she 

has been seemingly incarcerated, as though she has been kept behind closed doors 

(figuratively and physically) because she is an unmarried, single woman. Her 

gendered identity, as Annas accurately maintains, is therefore only recognized 

through "the institution of marriage" (133) . She will accrue value, and in turn, her 

gendered identity, only through a nuptial union with the applicant and through the 

progression oftime marking each wedding anniversary: " in twenty-five years she' ll 

be silver, I In fifty, gold" (31-32) . Unlike the applicant, the question of "will you 

marry it?" as an implication of "will she accept her gender?" is never posed to the 

woman in the poem. Rather, it is assumed, or is intentionally posited by Plath, that 

the woman never had a choice in either accepting or refusing her gender construct, 

nor is she presented with one. The woman is not given a choice between wearing a 

dress or a black suit as a representation of her gendered identity; she is either 
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assigned the gender of woman through the act of marriage or she is nothing; she is 

merely "an image" (38), "[a] living doll , everywhere you look" (33). 

It appears, then, that Plath is quite convinced that gender roles not only have 

a debilitating effect on writers striving to become universal , but that they 

dehumanize both men and women. The speaker in "The Applicant" aptly 

recognizes, for instance, that "something ' s missing" (6) in the applicant, therefore 

the employer proposes that he as-God-as-creator can fill the applicant ' s void by 

providing him with "a thing" (7), specifically a woman. Yet perhaps what is 

missing is not "a thing" but some quality the man must possess in order to be 

socially accepted . Without being married, both the applicant and the 

woman/product appear to be lacking identities and gender confirmation . By this, 

Plath again appears to be criticizing patriarchal culture' s insistence that marriage is 

a measure of a man's success and a woman ' s domestic worth . The woman thus 

reflects the man 's image of himself and his worth in society Such a notion 

resounds in A Room ~[One's Own, where Woolf suggests that "[w]omen have 

served all these centuries as looking-glasses possessing the magic and delicious 

power of reflecting the figure of man at twice its natural size" (A Room 1944). It is 

for this very reason, then, that the applicant must undergo an intense evaluation by 

the speaker before he is given the freedom to choose whether or not he will marry 

the woman supplied to him. 

The applicant, however, at least has the option to accept the woman as a 

possible candidate for his marriage partner, a point that Plath certainly wanted to 

emphasize through the metaphor of applying for a wife, suggesting that the man has 
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the liberty to either accept or refuse what is offered to him. The woman referred to 

as "it," on the other hand, is viewed as dispensable "stock" that is valuable only 

insofar as she can perform domestic duties: "[i]t can sew, it can cook" (34). Thus, 

Plath seems to be criticizing the patriarchal tendency to view a woman as a robot or 

automaton of household management. In "The Applicant," then, Plath ' s intention 

may be not only to reveal her creative ability to step outside her own social sphere 

to write from (what she purports) is an omniscient perspective -- viewing a female 

subject purportedly from a man 's standpoint -- but also to criticize the absurd 

theology behind gender constructs and to rebuke a society that subscribes to them so 

prevalently. 
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Chapter Two: The Language Obscene 
Poetic Autonomy: Female Voice and Male Literary Tradition 

It is useless to go to tl1e great men writers for help. however much one may go to them for 
pleasure. Lamb. Browne. Thackeray. Newman. Sterne. Dickens. De Quincey - whoever it 
may be - never helped a woman yet. though she may have learnt a few tricks of tl1em and 

adapted them to her use. 

- Virginia Woolf 
A Room of One's Own 

I find myself wishing. wishing. to have a comer of my own: something I can know about. 
write about well. 

- Sylvia Platll 
The Unabridged Journals 
June 17. 1958 

I must be myself - make myself & not let myself be made by him. 

- Sylvia Plath 
The lJ·nabridged Journals 
July 7. 1958 

In the past, Woolf ascertains, many female writers purposefully provided a 

"superfluity of thorns" to steer clear of what their society might have viewed as 

sentimental" writing (A Room 1968). Thus, in order to avoid sounding too 

'feminine," Woolf claims that female artists intentionally made their work sound 

more harsh and abrasive than may have been necessarily called for, simply because 

they feared the scrutiny such apparent "softness" in their writing might provoke 

from a predominantly patriarchal culture ' s perspective. Nonetheless, Woolf s 

statements on the subject of sentimental writing become increasingly relevant when 

approaching Plath ' s late poetry, suggesting that Plath may have adopted violent and 

aggressive diction in her work to avoid being categorized as a lowly, inferior, 

female writer, and to counter the gender precept "that associates women with 
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dumbness or with degraded language" (Axelrod 14) . Yet Plath possibly sought to 

do more than simply provide a "superfluity of thorns" in her work by implementing 

masculine modes of speech and using harsh language in her writing . In fact , she 

insisted that (what she viewed as) her "female qualities" were strong, that her 

experiences as a woman were valuable and signiftcant, therefore she refused to 

eliminate them completely from her writing " I am growing and shall be a woman 

beyond women for my strength . I have never been so exultant, the joy of using all 

my wit and womanly wisdom is a joy beyond words. What a huge humor we have, 

what running strength! " (LH 234) . Noting the strength of her "womanly wisdom," 

Plath seems to have aspired towards creating a merger between men ' s authoritative 

language and a woman ' s experience, where the voice of the female speaker in her 

poetry uses language seemingly characteristic of men ' s self-confidence and audacity 

to perhaps reflect Plath ' s own creative effort to speak with authority (as a female 

poet) about a woman' s social condition. 

Clearly, Plath ' s purpose was not to create and sustain a language rendered 

solely or exclusively for the female sensibility (since, as evinced earlier, she still 

feared the patriarchal assertion that " female language" was often overly 

sentimental). She also, however, did not intend to subdue the reality of the female 

subject in her poetry (or her own actuality as a female poet) by wholly donning 

men's modes of speech and discourse in her writing and, consequently, restraining 

and suppressing her experience as a woman in the world . Rather, it seems, Plath 

harbored the desire to assimilate men ' s supremacy and power for the female speaker 

in her creative work so as to render her own poetry worthy of recognition among the 
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predominantly male literati of her time. To illustrate this endeavor, then, Plath ' s 

female speaker attempts to adopt masculine-like discourse to signify that she can go 

beyond the parameters of her gender definition (which suggests that she must 

remain passive, subservient, and docile) and exhibit behavior traits characteristic of 

men, such as aggression, intimidation, and self-confidence. Doing so, Plath 

ventures to restore and retain the legitimacy of a woman ' s experience and to lend 

credence to her female subject ' s sense of self despite her imposed gender inferiority 

By fusing these elements together in a single body of work (text), Plath seems to 

demonstrate that what she may have been ultimately striving for is Woolfs theory 

of an androgynous, poetic consciousness, a consciousness which enables her to 

criticize and comment on gender stereotypes while refusing to succumb to these 

conventional views in her own writing. 

Could such a feat , as Woolf proposes it , be effectively achieved by Plath, 

much less any writer? What Woolf essentially delineates for the prospective writer 

is the obligation to de-historicize his/her own experience in the real world, yet still 

retain the social and cultural knowledge of gender stereotypes and their debilitating 

effects on the human psyche. Though Woolf herself does not clearly specify how 

other writers in the past accomplished this goal, she does mention several (mostly 

men) who, by her estimation, could write as though they had adopted the 

fundamental model of an androgynous consciousness : " Shakespeare was 

androgynous; and so was Keats and Sterne and Cowper and Lamb and Coleridge" 

(A Room 1980). Presuming that she read this statement, Plath must have been 

fiustrated and disappointed to learn that only a select few of the male "greats" 
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purportedly possessed the ability to write by Woolfs principle concept. Moreover, 

Woolfs statements may have given rise to some of Plath ' s disparaging comments in 

which she compares and polarizes herself from such literary paragons : "So one can 

suffer or become Shakespeare?" (J 564). Despite her tone of despair, however, 

Plath may have sought a means by which she could still adhere to Woolf s 

instruction, in the very least, by her attempt to achieve a balance between the polar 

extremes of a man ' s world and a woman ' s experience. Thus, Plath describes her 

own theory 

ever will there be a circle, signifying me and my operations, 
confined solely to home, other womenfolk, and community service, 
enclosed in the larger worldly circle of my mate, who brings home 
from his periphery of contact with the world the tales only of 
vicarious experience to me . . . o, rather, there will be two over
lapping circles, with a certain strong riveted center of common 
ground, but both with separate arcs jutting 
out in the world . (J I 05 ; Plath ' s emphasis) 

Following this comment in her journal, Plath illustrates her logic by drawing a 

diagram oftwo equal-sized circles that overlap one another, forming a concentric 

link between the two; in Plath ' s pictorial concept, one circle pertains to a man ' s 

experience "out in the world" and the other signifies the woman ' s experience. The 

matrimonial configuration ofthe two interlocked rings is surely purposeful on 

Plath' s part and indicates, in all likelihood, that not only did she seek to achieve this 

type of balance between herself and her prospective marriage partner, but also that 

she hoped to achieve a similar balance in her writing, adopting a man ' s " larger 

worldly" experience while simultaneously embracing a woman ' s domestic and 

maternal experiences. Moreover, this notion appears to coincide with Woolfs 
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suggestion that " the union of man and woman makes for the greatest satisfaction, 

the most complete happiness," therefore this same union must take place in the mind 

ofthe writer " in order to get complete satisfaction and happiness" out of his/her 

writing experience and artistic creation (A Room 1977). Plath thus resolves that she 

needs to achieve a "balance of two integrities," proposing that " A balanced tension" 

might be more "adaptable to circumstances in which there is an elasticity of pull , 

tension, yet firm unity" (J 1 05) . 

Plath, however, does not attempt to de-historicize her reality as a woman, as 

Woolf might suggest, nor does she want to reject and ignore her female subject ' s 

corporeal and worldly experiences. Yet, in order to lend authority to what Plath 

insisted was her repressed, poetic voice, she may have felt it necessary to adopt a 

language in her poetry that was often characteristic of men ' s discourse so as to rival 

patriarchal literary assumptions which insisted that women were only capable of 

perceiving the world through their senses and emotions. Thus, I see Plath ' s venture 

to infuse her female speaker' s voice with nuances of men ' s speech as resonating 

with elements ofWoolfs proposed theory . 

Woolf, for instance, claims that one ofthe predominant characteristics of 

men's writing is "an extraordinary desire for self-assertion" which is often achieved 

through "the dominance ofthe letter ' I"' and the seeming "aridity" of a man ' s ego 

(A Room 1978). Through the example of an anonymous male author, then, Woolf 

attempts to account for the differences between men and women ' s writing : 

[I]t was delightful to read a man ' s writing again . It was so direct , so 
straightforward after the writing of women. It indicated such 
freedom of mind, such liberty of person, such confidence in himself 
One had a sense ofphysical well -being in the presence ofthis well-
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nourished, well-educated, free mind, which had never been thwarted 
or opposed, but had had full liberty from birth to stretch itself in 
whatever way it liked . All this was admirable. (A Room 1978) 

Taking into consideration the degree to which Plath claimed she abhorred (and was 

taught to reject) "sentimental" writing, Plath may have presumed that "admirable" 

writing was to be done in such a way as Woolf claims this "new novel by Mr. A " 

had been written: direct, straightforward, and with confidence in one 's self (A Room 

1978). Though Woolf admonishes her female audience against reading the work of 

male authors who write "only with the male side of their brains" (A Room 1 979), as 

she suggests Mr. A does, Plath apparently overlooked thjs matter and, instead, 

decided to try to invoke men 's characteristics of discourse and speech because she 

believed this would indicate (and quite possibly validate) her ability as an artist to 

possess "freedom of mind" (A Room 1978). Plath ian scholar Sandra Gilbert thus 

contends that Plath attempted to fuse together the disparate voices of a man and 

woman, suggesting, 

the life, the death, and ultimately the poetic resurrection of[Plath] 
were affected by her increasingly intense consciousness that the very 
scene of writing is now, as never before, shared and shaped by the 
dialogue between a literary 'He and She.' ("Yeats" 206) 

In order to produce an effective literary "He and She," then, Plath may have strived 

to invoke qualities characteristic of men ' s confident, self-assured speech so as to 

demonstrate her ability (as a female poet) to write with the same vigor and strength 

as a male writer does and, moreover, to indicate that she should be granted the same 

luxury of writing with as much freedom and authority as men are permitted. Plath 

simultaneously reveals, however, the ineptitude of such an undertaking by the 

female subject, as she often renders the scene of her female speaker taking on an air 
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of confidence and control as an idea that is ridiculous, unfeasible, and quite nearly 

impossible to achieve. 

Such an instance occurs in what has become one of Plath ' s most notorious 

poems, "Daddy" (written on October 12, 1962), where Plath summons a verbally 

wessive and relentless voice for the female speaker in the poem. It is quite 

significant that Plath comes to write "Daddy" the day after composing "The 

Applicant," since she now tries to purport the female speaker' s voice as more 

CXIIItrolling and assertive. Like the employer' s immediate and forceful directives 

lddressed to the applicant, the female persona of "Daddy" claims, "[y ]ou do not do, 

you do not do" (line 1 ), suggesting that it is now she who verbally controls the 

ll:bons of the "you" she addresses and, moreover, that Plath, as creator, is in a 

position of control (Wagner-Martin 129) Appropriating hostile and violent diction, 

speaker admits that she had to kill her father because she was forced to live "like 

afoot" in his confining "black shoe" where she could "barely breathe" or even 

(2-4). While many critics have often read "Daddy" as a chiefly confessional 

(assuming that Plath was speaking about her own father, Otto Plath), I would 

tative symbol for patriarchal control. 1 As Axelrod notes, "' Daddy ' enacts 

woman poet's struggle with 'daddy-poetry"' and literary achievements which 

been controlled by patriarchal, literary standards (52). Plath therefore lashes 

at the figure of Daddy as a force or object she must overcome in her struggle as 

towards a purely personal enemy. The image of the black shoe (in which the 
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female speaker claims she has felt incarcerated by and confined within) may parallel 

Plath ' s own creative struggle with having to work within the confines of a poetic, 

literary structure that was previously established and endorsed by male writers; the 

black shoe perhaps reminiscent of black typescript and/or poetic words arranged on 

a sheet of paper, set in place by men. 

Assuming, then, that the figure of Daddy is an emblem for patriarchal 

control, as the poem progresses Daddy takes on several different guises that are 

often abstract, historically emblematic, and/or mythic, but ones that are always 

associated with extreme, authoritative power, such as a colossal bag " full of God" 

(8), "a devil " (54), " [a] man in black with a Meinkampf look" (65), and " [t]he 

vampire" (72) . Though he shifts his shape several times, Daddy is always figured as 

the powerful, controlling oppressor who never allows the female persona to speak 

directly to him : " I never could talk to you . I The tongue stuck in my jaw" (24-25) . 

While it may be argued that the speaker in the poem cannot communicate with the 

father because he is physically absent, he nevertheless is still posed as a figure that 

has unlimited power over the daughter' s identity and her use of language (Rose 

227). The "awful little allegory" (CP 293), then, that is sustained by Plath 

throughout the poem, metaphorically suggests that she, as a female writer, has never 

been granted the authority to speak, or write, in a literary tradition governed by 

Daddy-figures . 

In what is perhaps an attempt to dramatize her view of patriarchal 

assumptions, which suggest that women cannot hold power over men (especially in 

tenns of linguistic control), Plath craftily poses the female speaker as an infant in 
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her poem, so that by "adopting the voice of a child" she is, in effect, "creating a 

persona who is out of control" in terms of the father/daughter relationship (Van 

Dyne, Revising L[fe 48). Similarly, it may be Plath 's purpose to show the futility of 

a young girl 's attempt to adopt a voice that is not her own, such as an apparent 

masculine voice, by posing the female subject as a child who seeks to adopt her 

father's vernacular speech. Emphasizing the speaker' s inability to communicate 

with her father, Plath perhaps further suggests that while she, as an artist, attempts 

to be in control of the words she writes, she realizes that her work is subjected to the 

poetic standards established by a patriarchal literary tradition. If, however, Plath 

couJd assimilate men 's sociopolitical power through her female subject's adoption 

of coercive speech and authoritative language, then perhaps this would allow Plath 

to express her artistic vision more accurately and fully; moreover, it might 

demonstrate that she has the ability to acquire Woolfs description of an 

.trogynous consciousness. The difficult task Plath faces, though, is relaying the 

e subject's experiences as a woman in poetic terms and structures that are 

eristic of men 's modes of expression. Though she deems it necessary to take 

men's violent, strong, and forceful nuances of speech, Plath still apparently 

to define her female subject in opposition to a male figure . Thus, through 

figure of the young daughter in "Daddy," Plath illustrates the difficulty she 

~-.,.cmcc~s in trying to write about a woman ' s sense of gender inferiority within a 

canon (which she believes) condemns self-pity and emotional poignancy in 

Plath thus insists that in order to be accepted as a female writer in a 

•lllilllan1:1~ male literary arena, she feels forced to adopt a language that is 
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In "Daddy," then, the daughter-as-speaker attempts to appropriate her 

language for herself, even though she initially has difficulty speaking "[i]n 

~mum tongue" (16). This scenario also appears to illustrate Plath ' s personal 

to incorporate, assimilate, and utilize language that has, by Plath ' s 

The German language, for instance, perhaps because of its harsh sounds or 

figures of influence, like Daddy, employ it, is typically equated with men ' s 

in Plath's work. Thus, noting her constant struggle with her father ' s 

h, the speaker explains that her tongue 

... stuck in a barb wire snare. 
Ich, ich, ich, ich, 
I could hardly speak . 
I thought every German was you. 
And the language obscene. (26-30) 

Plath once again appears to project her own need to speak (as a writer) with 

desire to use her father ' s language. Furthermore, the speaker' s depiction 

as "every German" reiterates the notion that Daddy is a figure 

•..n11re of patriarchal command and authority and, as such, Plath wants to 

the Daddy-figure' s power and authority in own her writing. 

measure up to the male "greats" due to the seeming hindrance of her 
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gender, the speaker i.n "Dac\c\yi. c\ec.\ares \.hat she has a\ a <:. \)een c.a~;eC. C'J\ \\e~; 

father because he is a man of power, a brute, a fascist , a devil, a God that is marble

heavy and stretches his enormous reach across the Atlantic. Attempting to acquire 

Daddy's language, however, the speaker persistently believes that she can, in turn, 

harness the power and authority for herself that Daddy has come to represent, that 

perhaps she can escape the confinement of Daddy ' s black shoe if she supercedes 

him through the power of his speech. Similarly, Axelrod suggests, "Plath projected 

her struggle for textual identity onto the figure of a partly Jewish young woman who 

learns to express her anger at the patriarch and at his language of male mastery" 

(53)_2 The speaker in the poem, however, seems to fail in her attempt to acquire 

Daddy's language, as the stanza immediately following her statement that the 

"language [is] obscene" (30) shifts to the speaker' s being likened to a Jew, either 

because she cannot fluently speak the German tongue and/or because she has not 

effectively obtained a position of authority by doing so. "An engine, an engine" 

begins "chuffing [the speaker] off like a Jew," and since she cannot successfull y 

acquire a language by which to communicate with Daddy, she begins to "talk like a 

Jew" and believes that she "may well be a Jew" (31-35). In this instance, the figure 

ofthe Jew may be likened to the female speaker as the repressed "other" in terms of 

the power structure sustained between daughter and father . This also appears to 

resonate with Plath ' s fear that, as a writer, if she is to talk or write as a Jew/woman, 

by the German/man 's standards, her words and language will be inferior, 

substandard, and meaningless. The complex and intricate metaphor Plath develops 

thus works tri-fold, where the daughter and father each come to represent three 
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nt figures that are separated by a political , cultural, social , and (in Plath ' s 

) titerary distance; the father serves as the epitome of Western, authoritative 

I (father, German, man) while the daughter is emblematic of the repressed 

(child, Jew, woman) . Moreover, the father ' s language is obscene to all three 

these repressed figures because it does not empower them by any means . Even 

they associate Daddy ' s language with power, it is ultimately his language 

serves as the vehicle by which they are oppressed and/or silenced . 

For Plath, Daddy' s language (symbolic of patriarchal authority) is obscene 

the very reason that she cannot speak of her female subject ' s experience as a 

accurately if she uses men ' s coercive and commanding diction, nor can she 

' about a woman' s sensibility using more sensual and passionate terms without 

ation suggests that Plath is almost doomed to fail in her literary efforts to 

'eve authority and merit as a female writer working within a patriarchal literary 

. To this extent, Axelrod explains that " [i]n this poem she again figures her 

lved conflicts with paternal authority as a textual issue" and that 

[r]ecalling that paralysis was one ofPiath ' s main tropes for literary 
incapacity, we begin to see that the poem evokes the female poet ' s 
anxiety of authorship and specifically Plath ' s strategy of delivering 
herself from that anxiety by making it the topic of her discourse (51-
52) 

gh the female speaker, then, Plath maintains that she cannot acquire the power 

·ted with Daddy's language because she cannot acquire the language itself 

speaker (and perhaps Plath as poet) finds that she cannot convey the reality of 

oppressed condition using a language that invites control and power. 
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••tm~ to employ Daddy's language in the same manner as he does, for 

•IDCe, the child initially tries to use "the German tongue" yet she eventually 

back to her own native speech, since all she can produce by her father ' s 

:· -II...UIIcu is "gobbledygoo," a language that is inaccurate, obscene, and " not very 

ortrue" to her "feminine" sensibility (37-42). Thus, " [a]ch, du" in the third 

becomes "0 You" by the ninth stanza which signals the speaker ' s eventual 

•mce and refusal to use Daddy' s language precisely because it has not served as 

.-IICb<>n for her. 

In "Daddy," then, Plath must symbolically and violently assault a male 

who is associated with "male control of language" in order to achieve poetic 

•IIODlV(Axelrod 67). To perhaps emphasize or justify her desire to kill Daddy, 

speaker paints a malevolent portrait of the father-figure as wicked, reiterating his 

... :iatic)n with the color black (as represented by a swastika) and naming him the 

that "[b ]it my pretty red heart in two" ( 49-56) . Moreover, emphasizing 

association with the color black may connect him to the physical image of 

must "kill" and destroy the patriarchal literary traditions she feels compelled 

on as models of integrity. The speaker perhaps blames Daddy for the 

• need to appropriate violence for herself in order to get his attention, and in 

be granted the ability to speak with authority . As she explains, he "died before 

had time" (7) to show him that she could usurp his power and claim it for 

therefore she was forced to make a model of him-- one who is also 

-m1vas wicked as her father- but she had to kill both of them: "If I've killed 
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aaeman, I've killed two" (71). While on the surface it is often assumed that the 

leCOnd male figure Plath creates autobiographically refers to her husband, Ted 

lilghes, reading "Daddy" as Plath 's struggle to achieve an autonomous, poetic 

voice, however, might suggest that by calling the second Daddy-figure a "model" of 

tbe first, Plath is essentially referring to her own act of having to "model" the male 

Jf'JilS she so revered, assuming that "even the bones" of male writers ' poetic 

llnlctures and typical expressions "would do" for her own writing (60). Plath 

Mntually comes to the conclusion, then, that her innate female voice "just can ' t 

worm through" the self-assured and austere idioms of men, that her poetic voice is 

tially' stuck .. . together with glue" and stifled by her assumed need to 

conform to patriarchal poetic standards (60-70) 

If, for Plath, the "blood jet is poetry" ("Kindness" 18), then like a vampire, 

patriarchal literary standards have drained her blood (her speaking voice) by cutting 

black telephone, or her words, "off at the root" ("Daddy" 69) . Plath therefore 

feels compelled to react violently against the Daddy-figures in her poem, perhaps to 

aymbolically disrupt the patriarchal poetic standards they represent and to counter 

implicit violence she feels has restricted her artistic pursuits. Thus it seems, by 

Plltb's indication, that violence becomes a necessary means by which she (as well 

her female speaker) attempts to obtain and exert authority in her writing. As a 

of the male figures' violent treatment of the speaker in "Daddy," for instance, 

speaker reverses the violence perpetrated onto her by announcing that she had to 

Daddy, "the black man who I Bit my pretty red heart in two" (55-56), as well as 

second male figure, the "vampire who said he was you I and drank my blood for 
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a year" (72-73). The mode of behavior which the male figures in the poem have 

reportedly demonstrated (according to Plath ' s speaker), sets an example for the 

young, impressionable child, where the child reasonably assumes that the only way 

to obtain authority may be through mimicking the behavior of those who occupy 

positions of authority, namely men. Moreover, because the child ' s initial attempt to 

acquire authority through the use of Daddy' s language did not suffice, she likely 

assumes that appropriating Daddy ' s violent behavior might subsequently endow her 

with his authoritative command and influence As such, the child in the poem 

imitates the violent behavior she has witnessed and/or experienced first-hand from 

the male figures in the poem, as well as emulates the characteristic coarseness and 

bravado of men' s speech in her provocative description of the images associated 

with torture and brutality . 

Throughout the poem, then, Plath tries to sustain in her adolescent, female 

speaker, the voice of a commanding, paternal adult. The scene that unfolds, 

however, appears to be not only absurd but, to an extent, bizarre. The childlike 

name calling of "Panzer-man, panzer-man, 0 You" ( 45), for instance, later leads to 

the torturous image of "the rack and the screw" ( 66), as though the infantile taunting 

has led to a more serious, adult-like punishment. To demystify the gender 

assumption that her female speaker would normally (given the situation) be grief

stricken, emotional, and perhaps whiny, Plath places language characteristic of 

men's coercion, self-assertion and superiority in the mouth of a young female . This 

situation is thus revealed from the outset of the poem, where in the shift from the 

first to second stanza, the speaker moves from language associated with her child-
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like voice to a more haunting, demonic, and controlling voice : "Barely daring to 

breathe or Achoo. I Daddy, I have had to kill you" (5-6) . For all her seeming 

childishness, however, the speaker' s voice essentially belongs to an adult female 

(Plath) who serves as the creator of the poem, and while the young girl may not be 

aware ofthe patriarchal rule she has succumbed to, the adult female certainly is . 

Thus, Nance and Jones point out that "the poem begins to exclude baby talk and to 

develop more exclusively the vocabulary ofvenom" (126), suggesting that it is 

eventually the adult female who is figurati vely " pulled ... out of the sack" and 

takes charge over the younger speaker' s voice (61) Thus, following the eleventh 

stanza, the pronoun "I" is increasingly repeated twelve times within the final four 

stanzas (of the twenty-six times it appears in the sixteen-stanza poem) to likel y 

indicate that Plath ' s speaker has now appropriated a more assertive, self-confident 

nature. 

The progressive emphasis on the " I" persona in "Daddy" also becomes 

reminiscent ofWoolfs mention ofthe "I" employed by male writers to assert their 

superiority over women : " ... one was always hailed to the letter 'I' ... this 'I' was 

a most respectable 'I' ; honest and logical ; as hard as a nut, and polished for 

centuries by good teaching and good feeding" (A Room 1978) Woolf, however, 

claims that there is "something or other" that exists behind this purported "I" of the 

male writer, that what is hidden in "the shadow of the letter ... is a woman" (A 

Room 1978). Moreover, Woolf adds, it is through the shape ofthe letter " I" that the 

male writer is "protesting against the equality of the other sex by asserting his own 

superiority" (A Room 1979). It is quite possible, then, to suggest that Plath latched 
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on to this mode of expression to signify her refusal to remain in the shadow of the 

male figures ' presence or to continue to be confined by Daddy' s black shoe. In so 

doing Plath' s purpose, it seems, is not to complete\)' reverse the assertion of 

Daddy's superiority over the daughter-as-speaker by granting herself superiority 

over her apparent suppressor. Rather, Plath implies that Daddy' s influence (and, in 

tum, patriarchal authority) has been so utterly dominant and overbearing that there 

is little room (if any) for alternative influences to emerge, namely a woman ' s 

experience. This notion, then, becomes more prevalent in the tenth stanza, where 

Plath posits the image of a swastika; a shape strikingly similar to the straight, dark 

bars of the letter "I": 

Not God but a swastika 
So black no sky could squeak through . 
Every woman adores a Fascist, 
The boot in the face, the brute 
Brute heart of a brute like you . ( 46-50) 

Thus, Plath' s speaker sardonically claims that, from a man 's point ofview, "[e]very 

woman" must respect the fascistic and/or masochistic manner in which they have 

been dominated, that women expect men to "naturally" assume a superior position 

overthem, thereby causing men to behave in a brutish way. The cynicism conveyed 

in this particular statement, however, appears awkward since both the harsh tone 

and violent connotation of the swastika image are expressed through a female 

persona's voice; a female who was previously depicted as child-like and immature. 

For this reason, perhaps, some feminist critics find Plath ' s adoption of 

language and speech characteristic of men to be problematic when conveyed 

through the voice of a female speaker, as they suggest that the use of masculine 
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language to describe a woman 's experience in her social world, in effect, denies and 

subordinates the purity and vitality of a woman ' s subjectivity. Woolf herself might 

have agreed with such assertions, as she contends that female writers have always 

been faced with the difficult task of having to forge their own place in a patriarchal 

literary tradition where "all the older forms of literature were hardened and set by 

the time [the female] became a writer" (A Room 1966). Yet, in trying to adapt 

man's language for her own use, Woolf believes the female writer will find that 

"[t]he weight, the pace, the stride of a man 's mind are too unlike her own for her to 

lift anything substantial from him successfully" (A Room 1967) 3 Critics such as 

Sandra Gilbert, Susan Gubar, and Kathleen Lant likewise maintain that such a 

situation is detrimental for the female writer, as "the continual use of male model s 

inevitably involves the female artist in a dangerous form of psychological self

denial" (Gilbert & Gubar 69) . This predicament, they maintain, presents an 

awkwardness and sense of absurdity, particularly in Plath ' s poetics; her use of 

masculine modes of discourse, assertive writing, and structured models to describe 

the condition of her oppressed female subject, as well as her belief that she can 

apply men's poetic authority to a woman 's subordinate position and relative 

experience, tends to be disconcerting and confusing (Gilbert & Gubar 70). 

Lant thus examines the struggle Plath endured, claiming, "the problem 

[Plath] faced as a writer involved a conflict between her lived experience as a 

woman and her desire to encode that experience and that experiencing body in the 

discourses available to her" (629-30). Like Gilbert and Gubar, Lant suggests that 

Plath ultimately turned to masculine models of language to provide her with the 

69 



structure for her creative metaphors, images, and diction, yet by employing these 

masculine traditions, she continually inhibited and betrayed her own experience as a 

woman and, furthermore, subverted the essence of a woman ' s subjectivity through 

the appropriation of masculine poetic standards and men's characteristic uses of 

language4 Lant thus explains, 

[f]or Plath, the act ofwriting is a violently assertive act, one which 
places the writer in an invincible, almost cruel position of masculine 
power. It is an act which necessitates the stripping away of false 
layers, the exposure ofthe powerful virile self, and the imposition of 
that self upon the page. When Plath thinks of herself as an artist, she 
thinks of herself as male. (644) 

While Lant's assertion conveys the hierarchical power of a patriarchal literary 

system, her argument maintains that Plath, as a female artist, cannot transcend or 

rewrite the figurative language set forth by male writers ' models (63 7) While I 

agree with Lant's contention, I would extend her notion further to suggest that Plath 

did not intend to completely "rewrite" the figurative language she had been exposed 

to (and obviously respected) through male writers ' models of writing, but rather, she 

planned to use language previously "owned" and employed by a primarily 

patriarchal tradition in an attempt to lend authority and autonomy to her experience 

as a woman. Lant's argument, however, suggests that during the creative act Plath 

views herself as completely masculine ("she thinks of herself as male"), engaged in 

an activity typically reserved for men, and, what is more deplorable, that she trades 

her experience as a woman for men ' s power and authority in writing. 

Plath perhaps realized, anachronistically speaking, what critics such as 

Gilbert, Gubar, and Lant later point out; that she could not convey her experience as 

a repressed woman in a language that is representative of men ' s sociopolitical 
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power and control, as her writing would certainly seem " 'odd ' in relation to the 

predominantly male literary history defined by the standards ofwhat we have called 

patriarchal poetics," precisely because this is not how a lady should speak, if she 

speaks at all (Gilbert & Gubar 72). As much as Plath may have wanted to be a part 

of Daddy' s world -- accepted by patriarchal society and lauded for her creative 

efforts-- she simultaneously rebelled against the "[g]hastly statue" ("Daddy" 9) 

which she felt subordinated her by association of her gender. The speaker in 

"Daddy" therefore claims that she "used to pray to recover" ( 14) Daddy and that at 

twenty she "tried to die I And get back, back, back to [him]" (53-54) . By the end of 

the poem, however, Plath comes to the conclusion that using language 

representative of a patriarchal tradition in an attempt to garner power for her self (as 

poet) as well as for her female speaker ultimately turns out to be unsuccessful ; she 

has still failed to truly lend credence and authority to a woman ' s experience, thus 

leading her speaker to eventually report, "So daddy, I'm finally through" (68) . 

The ambiguity of her final statement, "Daddy, daddy, you bastard, I'm 

through" (80), which has often been read in triumphant terms (assuming that Plath 

has once and for all eradicated Daddy' s hold over her), might rather indicate that 

Daddy, described denotatively as "bastard," was never forced to invoke a poetic 

tradition that was antithetical to his social existence. This notion seems to be 

highlighted throughout the poem by Plath ' s need to define her female subject 

through the Daddy-figure and through his language of authoritative power, but 

instead ofreading the implied ending as ''I'm through [with you]," one could argue 

that Plath's line be read as ''I'm through [you]" (80) . Such an analysis might then 
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figure Plath as the illegitimate child of the patriarchal literary tradition that Daddy 

represents; a tradition that will not permit her to speak unless it is, in some way, 

through the Daddy-figure and/or his particular methods of speech. 

Axelrod therefore maintains that "[i[fthe figure ofDaddy personifies male 

poetic tradition, the poem signifies Plath ' s difficulty in textualizing a self free of 

masculine conventions"(226) and, in so doing, Plath hoped to "discredit the 

fOrefathers ofpoetry by killing Daddy"(68). Yet killing Daddy completely might 

simply lead to Plath's own poetic voice ' s demise5 If she has in fact become so 

reliant upon the tradition that male writers have set before her, then without Daddy 

llld, subsequently, without language, Plath herself has no means by which to speak . 

Contrary to Lant's assumption, then, that Plath surrenders her subjectivity as a 

woman purely in exchange for men 's sociopolitical authority, the speaker in the 

poem enigmatically refuses to take full responsibility in Daddy ' s murder: 

Daddy, you can lie back now. 

There' s a stake in your fat black heart 
And the villagers never liked you . 
They are dancing and stamping on you . 
They always knew it was you . (75-79; Plath ' s emphasis) 

While the speaker has already implicated herself in Daddy' s downfall through her 

tlrlier association with the Jew and the gypsy, she is not the sole catalyst in 

bringing Daddy down; rather, "the female persona involves her community in 

.aing her justice .. . and it may be the villagers who actually kill the father-

Wand persona" (Martin 129). Aligning herself with the villagers, the speaker is 

purportedly assisted by a group of repressed "others" in bringing patriarchal rule 

down since all have been affected by it : "[t]hey always knew it was you" (79) . For 
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the female speaker to claim full and complete responsibility for murdering Daddy 

would likely lead to the interpretation that she, as a repressed woman, mustered all 

ofDaddy's power for herself in a personal vendetta against the man who she felt 

victimized her. Yet joining forces with a community of presumably repressed 

villagers (who may incidentally be other females) , the female speaker again exposes 

Daddy as a figure representative of patriarchal authority and as the supreme paragon 

ofliterary standards. The villagers thus seem to celebrate the denouncement of the 

strict and rigid measures of patriarchal, literary influence by "dancing and 

stamping" (78) on Daddy and the literary works of "Daddy-poetry" (Axelrod 52) he 

signifies. Though the female speaker is allegedly the one to cut the "black 

telephon[e] off at the root," the villagers appear to rejoice in the fact that the 

"voices" of patriarchal literary critics and supporters will no longer be able to 

"worm through," or influence public opinion, further killing and restricting the 

female subject 's autonomy (69-70) . 

Plath possibly expected that challenging the theoretical concepts of gender in 

her poetry would enable her to dispute the illogical contention that female writers 

R subordinate and less worthy than their male contemporaries. She therefore 

hoped to produce a female speaker in her poetry who could ostensibly deny and/or 

contradict the forced codes of a woman ' s gender. At the same time, however, Plath 

DISt have sensed that in trying to employ men ' s language for her female persona 's 

10ice, she was in fact, unsuccessful in rendering a woman 's experience as one that 

· significant and powerful; thus, by the poem 's conclusion, the female subject 

leellls to abdicate her power by allowing the villagers to enact vengeance upon the 
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y figure for her. Furthermore, Plath probably understood, even before 

sing "Daddy," that using a language representative of men ' s authority, 

I, and coercive force did not release her female subject from the confines of 

gender role, nor did it expose her female subject ' s sensibility as a daughter, a 

' and/or a woman. And yet, while Plath clearly disagreed with the patriarchal 

standards that maintained her inferiority as a female artist, she did not want 

UDdermine her female subject's (or her own) sense of what it meant to experience 

world from a woman 's point of view. Plath needed to find a way, then, to 

·•!lOWer her female subject by drawing the female away from what Plath assumed 

the confining and restrictive aspects of her gender yet, still enabling her to 

and express the legitimacy of her experience as a woman in the world . 

To this effect, Susan Van Dyne suggests that Plath felt she inhabited two 

each one aspiring to achieve one of the opposing goals Plath set for herself 6 

than inhabiting two bodies, however, I would insist that Plath attempted to 

two separate poetic consciousnesses, deeming one as male and the other as 

in speaking about and imagining the female body. In Van Dyne 's 

...,.!l'lftl·•nn of the two bodies she assumes Plath wanted to occupy, Van Dyne uses 

that invite acts of consciousness, rather than physical bodily functions : "one 

she believed she had inherited from her mother and read as a source of 

and embarrassment; the other [body] she interpreted as male in its ambition, 

appetite, fierce pride, and potential violence" (Van Dyne, Revising Life 71 ; 

anphasis). Believing, reading, and interpreting, all suggest to me that perhaps 
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what Van Dyne mistakenly argues is Plath ' s inhabitance oftwo bodies is really her 

enactment of two separate consciousnesses at once. 

Plath ' s previous attempts to elevate the reception of her female subject and 

explore a woman ' s inherent sensibility and experience seemed to have failed her. 

Whereas she initially sought to rescue a female ' s poetic voice from the imprisoning 

effects of gender, as associated with her biological body (in poems such as " In 

Plaster"), Plath later hoped to empower that voice by appropriating men ' s authority 

oflanguage for her female subject (in poems such as "Daddy"), trusting that the 

adoption of men ' s nuances of speech and assertive diction might finally render her 

own work as commendable and valued for what it had to say, rather than judged on 

the basis of her gender. Yet neither one of these attempts seemed to completely 

satisfy Plath; they did not confer authority onto her, as a female poet, nor lend 

credence to a woman ' s experience. As Plath saw it, only one avenue remained 

unexplored; she would have to inflict violence upon the physical female body in 

order to metaphorically "kill" her social existence and thereby pave the way for an 

androgynous spirit, pure consciousness and sole poetic voice, to emerge. 

While many of the drafts for the Ariel poems were documented by Plath as 

having been completed within a single day, Plath returned to "Lady Lazarus" over a 

period of no less than six days, indicating in all likelihood that she was 

extraordinarily preoccupied with the images and themes she developed in "Lady 

Lazarus" and that she was dedicated to perfecting not only her craft as a poet, but to 

developing the female subject as a formidable entity. Thus, Plath ' s "Lady Lazarus" 

remained the most intensely edited and revised work she completed within the last 
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six months of her career. 7 Yet, beyond Susan Van Dyne 's suggestion that "Lady 

Lazarus" is a "monumental" (Revising Life 57) work among the Ariel poems, I think 

what is significant in Plath ' s repeated exploration and rendering of the figure of 

Lady Lazarus is that Plath appears to finally zero in on reconstructing the identity of 

her female subject through the female ' s own self-propelled, autonomous actions. 

o longer the seemingly passive and restrained victim of men 's tyranny, the 

subservient participant in patriarchal society ' s dictation of her behavior, Lady 

Lazarus reaffirms her self-worth through a transcendent dissolution of her biological 

body and the succeeding resurrection of her inner female spirit. Furthermore, 

Plath's inclination towards attaining Woo/fs androgynous consciousness as a 

JleiiJS to remedy the female subject 's gender subordination is evinced most clearly 

lid profoundly in the figure of Lady Lazarus. For the first time in her poetic career, 

Plath perhaps finally felt that she had truly accomplished and created a voice 

"bited by social constraints. 

Lady Lazarus, as a mythical creature, embodies traits that are characteristic 

both men and women, and thus serves as a symbol for the androgynous mind . 

on the biblical male character, Lazarus, Plath immediately reconfigures and 

- ....... m ....... the myth to serve the needs of her own poem, where a female Lazarus 

perform a ritual suicide followed by a dramatic reappearance as a transcendent 

Though Plath marks the male figure of Lazarus with the effeminate label of 

"this does not, by any means, debilitate or weaken Lazarus ' s power and 

to rise from the dead. The seeming misnomer of "Lady" is most likely 

to Lazarus not only for the purpose of depicting Plath ' s "I" persona as 
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female, but to perhaps further criticize and rebuke the gendered term "lady" and its 

cultural connotations; the term "lady," derived from Old English, signifies a woman 

of good breeding or high social standing (OED s. v. ). 

As the opening lines of "Lady Lazarus" indicate, Plath ' s female figure is 

anything but lady-like. The speaker, for instance, boasts of having taken action for 

herselfby committing suicide (every ten years) and then, by the third act, professes 

her ability to rise out of the constraints of her female body: "I have done it again. I 

One year in every ten I I manage it" (line 1-3). As such, Plath ' s speaker assertively 

maintains that she has effectively appropriated men ' s power not only in her overt 

demeanor and physical actions, but also in her resilient attitude and controlling 

voice. Lady Lazarus thus appears confident and takes pride in the fact that she may 

be a "walking miracle" ( 4) of modem day science, as she has reemerged from the 

depths of despair and seemingly cheated death by sustaining the life force within 

herself What might be more miraculous for Plath ' s speaker, however, is not simply 

be her astounding ability to return from the edge of death, but rather her ability as a 

woman to possess and demonstrate characteristics of men 's physical strength, 

power, and domination; she is, in essence, the "walking miracle" of a slyly "smiling 

woman" (19) who knows she has purposefully overstepped the boundaries of her 

gender. Lady Lazarus likewise refuses to be restricted by society' s external 

perception of her as a "lady ." 

Alluding to her physical strength and power, then, Lady Lazarus begins her 

monologue by proclaiming that she has already "done it" ( 1 ). Her evident suicide 

performance has already taken place off stage, as though it is "the illusion of a 
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Greek necessity" ("Edge" 4), and yet, though her body is immobile and 

unthreatening, the speaker' s voice commands the audience and the assistant to her 

performance (her "enemy" ( 11)) to "Peel off the napkin" ( 1 0) and witness her 

amazing presentation. Yet, while Plath ' s Lazarus figure appears to have assumed 

the strength similar to that of the biblical Lazarus in her ability to return from the 

dead she implies that even she has surpassed men ' s strength in that it is she, the 

speaker, who committed the act of suicide of her own accord. In the biblical 

account ofLazarus ' s death, for example, Lazarus does not die by his own hand but 

rather from an obscure illness. Moreover, his resurrection is only achieved through 

a moment of deus ex mach ina, where Christ intervenes as the agent in performing 

his resurrection. Lady Lazarus, on the other hand, has not only identified herself as 

equal to the task of rising from the dead (like the biblical Lazarus), but she has 

managed, on her own no less, to kill herself so that she can assume the essential 

position that will allow for her resurrection to occur, thus "in arranging her own 

resurrection, she demonstrates she can do without God ' s intervention" (Van Dyne, 

"Manuscripts" 142). This is not to say, however, that Plath attempts to glorify Lady 

Lazarus's suicide as an event which should be lauded . Instead, Plath appears to 

want to emphasize her female speaker' s physical strength and to further stress her 

beliefthat a woman has the inherent ability to exist independently and 

llltonomously, despite society ' s insistence that she needs a man ' s protection in 

order to survive. 

The implication that Lady Lazarus can remake and redefine herself without 

God's intervention also echoes a similar perspective Plath alludes to in her poem, 
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"The Applicant." Aligning her poetic, speaking voice with the employer' s, Plath 

ultimately becomes responsible for assigning the applicant ' s gender (her creative 

effort to act as God) through the symbolic gesture of handing the applicant a set of 

clothes and supplying him with a wife Lady Lazarus, however, from the outset of 

the poem has already emerged as a gendered figure who attempts to reverse the 

scene of 'The Applicant" by performing " [t]he big strip tease" ("Lady Lazarus" 29) . 

Unlike the applicant ' s donning of clothes to signify his gender, Lady Lazarus 

removes items of clothing that might signify her gender, thereby indicating her 

refusal to uphold the ideal of a woman ' s imposed gender traits . Clothing, then, by 

Plath' s rendering, becomes a hindrance for the speaker in the poem, as it not only 

controls the public ' s perception and definition of her gender, but it also forces her to 

adopt a gendered mode of behavior which may not necessaril y come natural to her 

Tracing the series of images associated with the female figure in "Lady 

Lazarus," Plath appears to purposefully create a sequence where the female 

subject's identity shifts, starting with her characterization as an entity who solely 

represents the construct of a woman ' s gender, to her eventual resurrection as a 

seemingly androgynous spirit. Moreover, this movement from mortal woman to 

androgynous deity also reveals Plath ' s movement away from the female body (and 

the negative cultural connotations connected with the female body) and her 

emphasis on the existence of an autonomous, female poetic voice. Critic Jon 

Rosenblatt therefore notes that Plath begins "Lady Lazarus" by defining her female 

subject through images of cloth (38) : specifically, a lampshade, linen, and napkin 

(Rosenblatt 5-l 0) . While these materials do not appear to bear any gendered subtext 
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one could argue that, since they are household items, they are ostensibly 

connected to a domestic female-- I believe that Plath 's immediate focus on cloth as 

a covering for the female body allows her to emphasize Lady Lazarus 's identity as a 

IDfer construct, thereby enabling Plath (as creator) to perform a ritualistic removal 

the speaker's clothes to symbolize the female speaker' s movement away from the 

definition of herself as a construct of her gender. 

Instructing her enemy to "Peel off the napkin" ( 1 0), for instance, the speaker 

commands the voyeuristic assistant in the poem to strip away the outer layers of 

'c that cover the female body while sarcastically mocking, "Do I terrify?" ( 12) 

speaker hopes that what the spectator observes beneath the cloth covering will 

and appall him/her, as though the sight of the resurrected female body is 

ue, bizarre, and repellent; moreover, the speaker seems to vainly anticipate 

the moment of her unveiling will shock the enemy and cause him/her to see the 

of wrongdoing, namely that of identifying her exclusively as an image of her 

. Yet, despite the initial shock of her exposure, the speaker claims that she is 

"the same identical woman" (34) and that she has not changed, regardless of the 

that have been used to cover her body. This notion, then, appears to resonate 

Woolfs contention that one can manipulate what is viewable on the outside 

the donning of gender-specific articles of clothing (Orlando 119). The 

impulse that drives Lady Lazarus, however, is not only her desire to 

her identity as based upon societal conventions, but also her desire to 

herself as an all-powerful and supremely omnipotent force "In order to 

in [Lady Lazarus 's] ability to reconstitute herself imaginatively," Van Dyne 
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explains, "she must dismiss the social constructions ofthe self which earlier 

sustained her. .. she must slough off the identities provided by the roles she ha[ s] 

assumed" ("Manuscripts" 138). Yet demanding that the cloth enveloping Lady 

Lazarus's corpse be removed in a symbolic attempt to eliminate her gender, the 

speaker no doubt realizes that she is still left with the physical female body; 

likewise, that it is not just simply the clothes that depict her gender but her own 

female body. Plath therefore might have assumed that she would now be forced to 

eliminate the social construction of Lady Lazarus ' s gender through a systematic 

deracination of her physical body parts. 

Thus, by the middle of the poem, Plath ' s female subject appears completely 

unadorned and exposes herself before her audience through the objectification of 

her fragmented body parts. As the "peanut-crunching crowd I Shoves in to see" 

(26-27) the incredible strip tease performance, Plath ' s focus is determinably less on 

the seductive charms and voluptuousness of the female body and more on the awe

inspiring "theatrical I Comeback" (51-52) her speaker has performed. While Plath 

certainly could have highlighted specific female body parts that resonate with 

immediate cultural connotations of a woman ' s sexuality and sensuality, such as her 

breasts legs, thighs, or neck, Plath instead centers the reader ' s eye on less definitive 

images of eroticism associated with the female physical body in exchange for body 

parts that both males and females share alike : noses, eye pits, teeth, hands, feet , 

knees, skin, and bones (13-33) . Moreover, while it may be argued that these body 

images are associated with a corpse and that the speaker is nothing more than "skin 

and bone" (33) in the first place, the speaker's biological sex is still apparently 
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recognizable yet it continues to be regarded as the construct of her gender, as she 

insists she is "a smiling woman" (19) and "the same identical woman" (34) . 

Such a move on Plath ' s part seems to suggest that while she endeavors to de

Jfllder the female subject in her poem, she does not mean to de-sex her subject 

completely.8 In fact, Van Dyne notes how Lady Lazarus ' s " suffering both confesses 

the damage of gender and uses it as a weapon," where at times the speaker appears 

to"tlaun[t] her objectification" but simultaneously wants to invoke men ' s power of 

lllthority and aggression in order to intimidate her onlookers (Revising Life 56-57). 

For Plath to resurrect Lady Lazarus ' s image as a self-willed, androgynous spirit 

ined by her gender definition (and her gender construct as it is associated 

' her biological body), she must defy the stereotypes associated with a woman ' s 

typecast. Lady Lazarus, however, both uses and defies her gender definition 

Van Dyne asserts) by controlling her predominantly male audience ' s reactions 

her seemingly seductive strip tease and again invoking powers 

eristic ofboth men (through their physical strength) and women (through 

For instance, though Plath undermines and avoids presenting the female 's 

body parts in her poem, the ceremonial unwrapping of Lady Lazarus ' s dead 

is likened to "[t]he big strip tease" (29) The audience ' s reaction to her 

ing, however, is not one of sexual pleasure or enticement, but rather one of 

.....,_wonder and amazement This notion is highlighted by the fact that Plath 

lly downplays the sexual "charge" exchanged between Lady Lazarus (as the 

-.rnmrv>rJ'~~tn' teaser) and her audience of male "Herrs ." As Van Dyne notes in an 
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initial draft of"Lady Lazarus," Plath replaces the sexually aggressive verb 

"fingering" in the twentieth stanza (what would have been line 58 of the poem) with 

. . t "eyeing " as well as removes the reference to a possible 
the more voyeunst1c erm , 

sexua\ enco\lnt X'. 

There is a charge 

For the <fingering> eyeing of my scars, there is a charge 
"For t'ne 'near\ng <stet'noscop\ng> of m heart -
It really goes. 

And there is a charge, a very large charge 
For a <night in my bed> word, or a touch 
Or a bit ofblood . (qtd. in Revising L(fe 59) 

Lady Lazarus herself seems "charged," however, admitting that the act of rising 

from the dead is "easy enough" ( 49-50) for her to do and that in making her 

"comeback in broad day" (52) she is exalted by the shouts of her audience, as she 

bas performed "'A miracle! ' I that knocks [her] out" (55 -56). IfLady Lazarus 

cannot be "a consecrated single woman" (J 221 ), then she must be, by the 

patriarchal standards of Plath ' s time, an alluring and seductive temptress. She thus 

appears to use the archetypal, gender typecast of a Siren-like goddess who lures her 

audience into watching her miraculous return; first, by demanding that she be 

stripped of her burial shrouds, then by displaying the remnants of her naked body. 

Moreover, her theatrical rendition appears to be done for the benefit of a 

predominantly male audience, the Herr Doktor and Herr Enemy who not only stand 

by to watch but also attempt to capitalize on her talent by charging a fee, making her 

their"puregold baby" (69) Plath ' s imaginative reconstruction ofLady Lazarus ' s 

identity is therefore "accomplished through an extended, often oblique, process of 
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definition"(Van Dyne, "Manuscripts" 13 7), where Lady Lazarus seems to 

1 part in objectifying her own female body through her apparent submission to 

Lady Lazarus thus certainly seems to be aware that exposing her naked 

body will attract the gaze of her audience . The impression that Plath offers 

surface at least) intimates that Lady Lazarus willingly submits herself to 

public scrutiny because she feels empowered by her ability to capture and 

her audience's full attention (as they are obviously transfixed by her 

.-rma~nce:). Yet from the outset of the poem, Plath ' s purpose seems to lean more 

emphasizing Lady Lazarus's defiant escape from the degrading definition 

gender. Countering Van Dyne ' s statement, then (that Lady Lazarus uses her 

as a weapon), Kathleen Lant argues that the naked female body presented in 

work appears vulnerable and that Lady Lazarus offers her body up as an 

(possibly for men's voyeuristic consumption) rather than asserts it as a 

(654). Similarly, Lant maintains that the strip tease performance is not a 

.._~,,oofmale figures but rather a "seductive gesture of submission and 

(654). What both Van Dyne and Lant accurately describe as two 

forces in Lady Lazarus-- Van Dyne ' s suggestion that Lady Lazarus 

-11Ve1v asserts her gender as a weapon and Lant ' s conviction that Lady 

uses her body as an invitation of submission - may further suggest what I 

tobeLadyLazarus 's identity as an amalgamation ofboth a man and a 
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Using her gender as a "weapon," Lady Lazarus might feasibly be 

categorized as a classic female archetype who adamantly defies men by defying her 

pnder stereotype; specifically, a femme fatale figure as portrayed by such literary 

characters as Medusa, Clytemnestra, Medea, Lady MacBeth, and so forth . If so, 

Lady Lazarus maintains that she, like the femme fatale figures before her, can be 

charged with fury and aggression if provoked by her oppressors; what is more, she 

an enact vengeance with all a man ' s audacity, physical strength, brutality, and 

....... ,u.""''"'" should an occasion elicit such a response. Similarly, Lady Lazarus 

to sardonically reveal how powerless men are when she actually invokes the 

inscriptions of her gender by disrobing before them, performing the seductive 

tease that will attract their attention and mesmerize them with her sexual 

Lady Lazarus therefore admonishes her male audience (the Herrs) to 

I Beware" (80-81) since she harbors both a woman ' s seductive power to 

and a man's physical power to destroy. 

Though she may feel empowered by making herself a spectacle, it is also 

that Lady Lazarus does not want to be regarded solely as the seductress 

circus stunt performer, that this is not her only power. As the speaker 

there is a charge (perhaps sexual as well as financial) for capturing 

"proof' of her spectacular feat, and while it may range from "a word or a 

to "a bit of blood" (62-63), Plath seems to purposefully end the series of 

paraphernalia with the beginning of a new stanza "a piece of my hair or 

clothes" (64). Here, the emphasis on hair and clothes seems to mark the summit 

Lady Lazarus 's attempts to rid herself completely of the sociological 
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1111" 1Tinn of her gender (though she may have used it previously to mock her 

ro-•mv••" where the image of her hair might signify her biological body while her 

as demonstrated earlier, symbolically represent her gender. Moreover, 

s juxtaposition of hair and clothes provokes the question as to which item has 

perceived value, the female 's physical body (hair) or her identity based on the 

concept of gender (clothes). 

Lady Lazarus seems to answer this herself by immediately addressing two 

authoritative figures, Herr Doktor and Herr Enemy, and sarcastically 

are able to reap the benefits (either sexual, social , or financial) : 

... a piece of my hair or my clothes. 
So, so Herr Doktor. 
So, Herr Enemy. 

I am your opus, 
I am your valuable, 
The pure gold baby 

That melts to a shriek. 
I tum and burn. 
Do not think I underestimate your great concern. ( 64-72) 

her poem "In Plaster," Plath maintains (through the voice of Lady Lazarus) 

female speaker's value is neither in her construction as a woman nor in her 

body (as she assumes the biological body becomes the agent of her 

rather the value of a female subject can be ascertained through her mode 

and her experience as expressed through her own voice. 

The final five stanzas of the poem, then, mark another alteration in Lady 

identity; no longer the complete representation of a woman 's gender (as a 
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result of her disrobing), and no longer a collection of fragmented , physical body 

)liltS, Lady Lazarus, by the poem ' s end, now exists only as an independent, self

propelled, prophetic voice that displays characteristics of both genders 

imultaneously. Moreover, this change in Lady Lazarus seems to be manifested in 

die image of her "melt[ing] to a shriek" (70), where Plath attempts to wield and 

iqe her speaker's new identity in a scientific, chemical fashion, as one might 

create a new element by burning and purging the original substance: "I turn and 

lun. I Do not think I underestimate your great concern" (72). Acerbically attacking 

"concern" of her male audience, Lady Lazarus comes to the realization that her 

llody cannot stand as a representative of her self or her power, that a woman cannot 

defined by society simply by her "Flesh, bone" (75) nor in the objects she might 

ecquire as a part of fulfilling her social existence: "A wedding ring, I A gold filling" 

(77-78).9 Similar to the young female child in "Daddy," Plath again purposefully 

her female figure with a Jew-- earlier mentioned when Lady Lazarus ' s face 

likened to "a featureless, fine I Jew linen" (8-9) and her skin which is "Bright as a 

'lampshade" (5) --to likely suggest that a woman ' s social inferiority is not of 

"great concern" to authoritative, patriarchal figures . The men ' s concern, rather, 

in the female subject's possible monetary and economic value. Thus, the Herr 

"poke and stir" (74) the heap of ashes that are left behind following the 

er's incineration (the soap, wedding ring, and gold filling) because they are 

s of profitable worth. These physical items that are left behind in the wake of 

Lazarus's physical destruction, then, implies that she exchanges her body and 

ofmaterial worth for the more valuable (and perhaps more suitable) existence 
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·••lfi'VI·Ifas a formidable voice; a spirit seemingly devoid of any physical 

eristic that would depict her gender with the possible exception of her red 

While several critics agree that "Lady Lazarus" epitomizes Plath ' s attempt to 

•rrect an image of an autonomous female figure undefined and uninhibited by the 

··-.-vofher gender, Van Dyne ' s study of the successive drafts Plath produced for 

Lazarus" seems to most clearly substantiate such claims. Van Dyne 

'ns, for instance, that Plath reworked the final figure Lady Lazarus assumes 

'ng her rise from the ashes) and that the two proposed figures she later 

reveal that Plath was most likely working towards the creation of a female 

who would grant "a terrifying new integrity for the poet" herself 

·- ..... ·scripts" 147). Thus, the initial form Lady Lazarus assumes after her 

·-nrnorilt\n appears in the form of a virgin ; a female figure definitivel y untouched 

•*JCtress, wife or mother: "Each time I rise, I rise a [bloody] [blooming] [sweet 

] virgin" (qtd. in Van Dyne, "Manuscripts" 146). Plath ' s inclusion of the 

'ves' sweet" and "white" in describing the virgin likewise portray a sense of 

'•Dielom1ene:ss and purity (similar to her depiction of the white person in " In 

and thus reiterates Plath ' s focus on rendering Lady Lazarus as a figure 

Dllst necessarily eradicate the social inscriptions of her phys ical female body. 

imilarly Plath appears to have also deliberated over whether she should 

Lady Lazarus back as a newborn baby; a figure similar to the virgin in that the 

i not designated a specific gender and therefore appears innocent and 
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.. DmgJy unscathed by the debilitating effects of gender ideologies. Van Dyne 

points out that twice Plath tried out a set of lines that depict her speaker as an 

"You age, and I am new. I I am the baby I on your anvil, I I eat fire" (qtd . in 

146). Plath, however, eventually eliminates both the virgin and baby 

in the subsequent drafts, perhaps because neither figure could assert 

•10n1'tyand/or apparent dominance over the oppressive, authoritative male figures 

the poem, making Lady Lazarus ' s earlier nature of aggression and intimidation 

erroneous and incredulous. Moreover, while both of these premature figures 

t .. llidl!l'flli the potential risks involved in adopting two figures who would 

tllllmllly begin to grow and mature; thus, because they are young and vulnerable, 

inplication is that sooner or later these two figures might be forced to concede 

gender schema of their social environment. This notion would similarly 

•lfmune Lady Lazarus' s attempt to rid her female self of sociological definitions, 

neither the baby nor virgin figure would grant her the appropriate authority or 

to do so. Therefore, Plath ' s final decision to remake Lady Lazarus an all

_ _,;,,1and domineering spirit seems right on target with her earlier vision and is 

posited with remarkable clarity and genius. What is more, the documented 

•IDnltiOlllS ofLady Lazarus ' s newly-acquired identity in these two forms 

•dat1esthe high probability that Plath may have been moving towards creating an 

-~fDOlllS entity for the female persona to assume subsequent to her resurrection. 

By the penultimate stanza, then, Plath assumes that Lady Lazarus must 

as a formidable entity, capable of accessing powers characteristic of both 
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genders in order to terrify and intimidate her audience and the authan·tative male 

figures in the poem who have maintained her inferiority. Before her visible ascent, 

the speaker defies both God and Lucifer, two male figures associated with absolute 

llld extreme authority, by forewarning them of her return 

Herr God, Herr Lucifer 
Beware 
Beware. 

Out of the ash 
I rise with my red hair 
And I eat men like air . (79-84) 

such, Plath's final image of Lady Lazarus can be based on the gender-affiliated 

ities she invoked for her earlier, both as the seductive temptress and as a 

'cally powerful, aggressive being, indicating that Lady Lazarus is now a 

scripts" 146). The fact that Lady Lazarus rises without physical form and 

s as a purely domineering and aggressive voice reiterates Plath ' s emphasis on 

power of her poetic voice to subvert the social restrictions of her physical and 

· y existence; furthermore, it seems highly representative of Woolf s ensuing 

that an artist (specifically a female artist), in order to surpass her peers and 

her thoughts to flow freely and without inhibition. "Lady Lazarus," by 

rendering, is thus the quintessential concept Woolf alludes to in A Room of 

' Own, a poetic voice that demonstrates notable characteristics of both genders 

•larlleO\JlSly; Lady Lazarus' s voracious appetite and aggressive tone suggest a 
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masculine-like trait while her red hair appears to invoke the more feminine image of 

an alluring seductress. 

While many feminist critics have, upon reading the final few lines of "Lady 

Lazarus," suggested that Plath vehemently denounced all men and, in turn, vowed to 

wreak vengeance upon the society of men who had oppressed her in her actual life, I 

think a more likely interpretation is that Plath feared the authority male poets and 

male critics exercised over her ability to produce stimulating and intellectually

sound poetry. Plath possibly thought that men (in positions of literary and creative 

authority) ultimately threatened to destroy her poetic voice by silencing her and 

dismissing the essence of her female subjectivity. This assertion, however, is 

certainly not to undermine the sense of anger and rage that marks the speaker' s tone; 

yet, I do not believe that Plath set out to simply repudiate and rebuke the men in her 

personal life who she felt abandoned her. As demonstrated in her poem "Daddy," 

Plath evidently worried that her female voice might never be recognized or 

accredited with apparent validity and/or primacy because women, as socially-

defined beings, were directed to uphold the ecclesiastic principles of their gender. 

Rather than simply reverse the wrongs and injustices she felt patriarchal authority 

inflicted upon her, Plath appears to have sought with more intensity a means by 

which she might appropriate and invoke the power of her male contemporaries and 

apply their creative style to her own poetic voice and vision . 

Such an instance seems clearly evinced in Lady Lazarus ' s final address to 

Herr God and Herr Lucifer, whom she likely refers to when she at last claims that 

she will "eat men like air" (84) . By ingesting two supreme male figures , Lady 
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Lazarus contends that she can appropriate men ' s power and authority through 

consuming two of the most powerful deities associated with patriarchal 

supremacy.10 Perhaps what Plath believes lends the male figures their power (and, 

in tum, male poets their creative authority) is specifically their voices. Thus, by 

consuming men (their power and their voices), Lady Lazarus in effect attempts to 

silence the men and, conversely, grant her own voice the ability to emerge and 

speak with men' s characteristic arrogance and authority. The male figures in the 

poem are thus not given the chance to speak, nor does Plath, as poet, allow them to 

interrupt Lady Lazarus ' s monologue. Moreover, just as the young child is not able 

to speak to the father-figure in "Daddy," Lady Lazarus seems to replicate this notion 

by not permitting the "Herrs" to speak directly to her. By doing so, Plath seems to 

reproduce the very patriarchal, oppressive system she intended to challenge in the 

ftrst place by having Lady Lazarus silence the male figures ' speech, even though the 

audience gives rise to the amused shout, "' A miracle! "' (55). For all her threats and 

intimidation, however, silence (logically) marks the end of Lady Lazarus ' s 

monologue. We do not, for instance, see her continue on in her upbraiding manner 

to either describe the vengeance she will in fact wreak upon the male figures in her 

life nor does she demonstrate actions that will invariably do so, following her 

proclamation that she can "eat men like air" (84) . 

For Lady Lazarus, perhaps what is more important than seeking retaliation is 

imply the achievement of an autonomous, poetic voice "charged" with powers that 

supercede a single man or woman ' s own capacities . As a result of her brush with 

death, Lady Lazarus now invokes and possesses elements of both genders and, as 
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such, is endowed with transcendent capabilities beyond any mortal ' s faculty. As 

Van Dyne aptly notes of Plath ' s final rendering of Lady Lazarus, "[i]n defining her 

character, probably the most important decision was choosing her voice" 

("Manuscripts" 142). Lady Lazarus indeed delivers a powerful voice that 

supercedes many of the voices of female personas that Plath projected in her earlier 

work. Furthermore, Lady Lazarus proves that she can operate simultaneously as 

actress and audience, gazer and perceiver, subject and object, and, more evocatively, 

as man and woman . 
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Chapter Three: My Selves Dissolving 
Journey Towards the Androgynous Consciousness: Experiencing the 
Body as a Means to Enlightenment 

Lies will flow from my lips. but there may perhaps be some truth mixed up with them: it is 
for you to seek out this truth and to decide whether any part of it is worth keeping. 

- Virginia Woolf 
A Room of One's Own 

The recreation [of a story] is t11at of the most superficial observer at a party of dull old 
women who have never spilt blood. That is what one misses in Woolf. Her potatoes and 

sausage. What is her love. her chi ldless life. like. that she misses it. 

- Sylvia Plath 
The Unabridged Journals 
June 10. 1959 

And for a woman to be deprived of tl1e Great Experience her body is formed to partake of. 
to nourish. is a great wasting Death. After all. a man need physically do no more tl1a11 have 
the usual intercourse to become a fatl1er. A woman has 9 months of becoming something 

other than herself. of separating from tllis otherness. of feeding it and being a source of milk 
and honey to it. To be deprived of this is a death indeed. 

- Sylvia Platl1 
The Unabridged Journals 
June 13. 1959 

Plath' s elevation of a woman ' s innate maternal experiences bespeaks a kind 

of creativity for the female artist in particular. The "Great Experience" of being a 

woman, according to Plath, is figured in direct relation to her biological body. 

Thus, through the act of sexual intercourse and the resultant effect of impregnation, 

Plath suggests that a woman acquires a corporeal understanding of her biological 

body and thereby gains an awareness of "something other than herself' ' through her 

physical ability to carry and deliver a child . To deny herself this experience, Plath 

insists, would be "a death indeed" since a woman would essentially be depriving 

herself of a capability rendered solely within her anatomical faculty and, more 

emphatically, would therefore deny herself a potential power that supercedes the 
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capabilities afforded to the opposite sex. In keeping with this logic, Plath 

determines that a woman gains knowledge and insight from the development of her 

sexual and reproductive body and that the knowledge acquired from such an 

experience can be empowering, particularly for female artists . 

Throughout her letters and journals, for instance, Plath adamantly professes 

her belief that having children would at last provide her with a subject for her 

writing; a subject which she could draw upon with intimate insight and personal 

familiarity. 1 ot surprisingly, she simultaneously feared that her inability to 

produce children would hinder her ability to write: 

If I could not have children --- and if I do not ovulate how can J? --
how can they make me? --- I would be dead . Dead to my woman ' s 
body. Intercourse would be dead, a dead-end . My pleasure no 
pleasure, a mockery. My writing a hollow and failing substitute for 
real life, real feeling, instead of a pleasant extra, a bonus flowering 
and fruiting ... through my body, the doors of my body, utterly 
thwarted. (J 500) 

Plath thus contends that the failure to indulge in the corporeal experience of her 

female body might ultimately lead to a resignation of her creative talents, both as a 

woman and as a writer Early on in her journal, however, a seemingly more 

determined Plath proclaims, "I will not submit to having my life fingered by my 

husband, enclosed in the larger circle of his activity, and nourished vicariously by 

tales of his actual exploits. I must have a legitimate field of my own, apart from his, 

which he must respect" (J 98-99). The field to which Plath may have felt she had 

more exclusive access to than her potential husband may have been that of 

childrearing and, by extension, the necessary prelude of sexual contact with a man . 
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Remarkably, Plath ' s views on female sexuality seem to correlate with 

Woolfs extensive analysis on the adoption of an androgynous mind, where Woolf 

too implies that physical and sexual experiences empower an artist, specifically 

female artists 2 In several of her detailed expostulations describing the development 

of an androgynous mind, Woolfs examples abound with sexual allusions and 

metaphorical tropes that visibly entail a sexual encounter between male and female 

bodies. Thus the androgynous mind, according to Woolf, requires "some 

collaboration ... between the woman and the man before the act of creation can be 

accomplished," a sort of sexual consummation between the "two sexes in the mind 

corresponding to the two sexes in the body" that will create a "natural fusion," for 

"it is natural for the sexes to co-operate" (A Room 1977-81). For the female artist in 

particular, Woolf claims that "a woman also must have intercourse with the man in 

her" if she is to embrace a state of mind that is "fully fertilised and uses all its 

faculties" (A Room 1978). Moreover, Woolf maintains that once an artist has 

accomplished such a feat , he/she "must lie back and let [the] mind celebrate its 

nuptials in darkness" (A Room 1981 ). Some Woolfian critics, then, indicate that, 

given her explicit illustrations in A Room qfOne 'sOwn, "Woolf was far from 

sexless; her view of the world seems to have been quite sensual, even erotic" 

(Showalter 270). 

Plath, however, censured Woolf for never having "spilt blood" (J 494) in the 

process of childbirth (since Woolf remained childless) and, consequently, for never 

having experienced her femininity to the full extent. Though Woolf may not have 

voluntarily refrained from having children, as Elaine Showalter explains, it may be 
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feasible to imagine that by not producing children "Virginia was led to feel not only 

that she had renounced a primary female role," but that she had "failed to 

accomplish the act that is woman 's rite of passage into adulthood" (273) 3 As much 

as Plath revered Woolf and hailed her as the chief literary muse that inspired her 

own writing, Plath ' s later assessments ofWoolfs work suggests that (for Plath at 

least) Woolfs writing lacked a full and complete understanding of a woman ' s dail y 

existence in the world, leading Plath to estimate that "[t]hat is what one misses in 

Woolf Her potatoes and sausage," the heart of her everyday I i fe (J 494) 

Notwithstanding the fallibilities she noted in Woolf s writing, however, Plath most 

likely still took Woolf to be the supreme progenitor for female writers who sought 

to liberate themselves from the denigrated status of their gender. Accordingly, Plath 

assumed that she would have to find "images of life: like Woolf found" but, at the 

same time, "be stronger I will write until I begin to speak my deep self, and then 

have children, and speak deeper still . The life of the creative mind first , then the 

creative body" (J 286) . To accomplish her goal of becoming "a woman poet like 

the world will gape at" (LH 248), Plath maintains that she will have to surpass the 

literary genius of the very writer who she credits as her greatest influence. 

Perhaps because "Woolf had faith that the androgynous vision would 

express itself in uniquely feminine terms" (Showalter 286), Plath latched on to 

Woolfs vision in the hopes that she could overcome the burden of "sex

consciousness" (A Room 1980) that her society persistently sustained throughout the 

mid-twentieth century. Yet despite the inferior gender role relegated to women, 

Plath evidently wanted to celebrate certain aspects of power she believed a woman 
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inherently and distinctively possessed . Plath therefore believed it was necessary to 

immerse herself (as well as the female subject in her poetry) entirely in physical and 

corporeal experiences, as she assumed this would better enable her to write about 

them with complete and perfect fullness of thought and expression. What was 

profoundly difficult, however, in Plath ' s desire to "live and feel all the shades, 

tones, and variations of mental and physical experience possible" was the fact that 

she felt "horribly limited" by her responsibility to adhere to the definition of her 

gender in the public domain (J 43) Her desire, then, to experience every facet of 

human life apparently did not reconcile with the public identity she claimed to have 

forged for herself in order to meet society ' s expectations of her gender role. 

Moreover, her longing to experience sexual pleasure without being viewed as 

unchaste or whorish becomes a fundamental paradox in terms of her gender 

definition. Plath therefore takes up this issue in her poetry to reveal the absurdity 

and irrationality underlying the principles of gender definitions and to further 

illustrate that women, in particular, are unnaturally limited and hindered by such 

gender classifications. 

Logically, a woman would have to engage in sexual intercourse if she 

planned to embark upon the "Great Experience" of motherhood and child 

expectancy which Plath describes. Yet, according to the patriarchal principles that 

were still enforced during Plath ' s time, a woman was expected to remain chaste, 

virginal, and theoretically "pure" until she found a suitable marriage partner. Once 

she had obtained a husband, however, it was generally estimated that the woman 

should continue to be sexually non-aggressive, submissive to her husband ' s desires, 
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and quite conciliatory in fulfilling his requests in bed. Plath might have been 

understandably incensed and enraged by the double standard set before women 

which precluded them from pursuing or engaging in sexual intercourse with as 

much freedom as men were granted; thus, women who did indulge in sexual 

activities were often excoriated for their behavior (equally by men and women) and 

in many cases, ostracized from the elite social caste system. Plath thus mentions the 

sense of injustice she feels in several of her early journals, declaring in one instance, 

I have come to the conclusion that I must, have a passionate physical 
relationship with someone - or combat the great sex urge in me by 
drastic means . I chose the former answer. I also admitted that 1 am 
obligated in a way to my family and to society (damn society 
anyway) to follow certain absurd and traditional customs - for my 
own security, they tell me. I must therefore, confine the major part 
of my life, to one human being of the opposite sex ... that is a 
necessity because: 1) I choose the physical relationship of intercourse 
as an animal and releasing part of life 2) I can not gratify myself 
promiscuously and retain the respect and support of society, (which 
is my pet devil) - and because I am a woman ergo : one root of envy 
for male freedom . (.J 99; Plath ' s emphasis, ellipses, and numeric 
configuration) 

As a young woman susceptible to collapsing under the pressure of society ' s gender 

paradigm-- Plath was nineteen at the time she wrote the aforementioned journal 

entry-- Plath defiantly confesses (to herself at least) that she takes pleasure in 

sexual intercourse, though she admits that she will have to "combat" this urge 

because it does not correlate with the assumed behavioral traits of her gender. 

Whether or not Plath confided this to anyone in her personal life is difficult 

to ascertain with any degree of certainty As a grown woman thirty years of age, 

however, Plath did not shy away from infusing her late poetry with provocative 

sexual innuendos and overt images of sexual enticement. Doing so, it seems that 
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Plath is actually undertaking Woolf s suggestion of acquiring an androgynous mind 

in the physical sense, rather than simply as an intellectual concept. If, for instance, 

by Woolfs account, the two disparate "sexes" of the brain must collide and 

consummate in order to metaphorically give birth to an androgynous mind-set, then, 

by Plath ' s rendering, the two disparate physical bodies of a male and female should 

consummate in reality as a means to achieve this heightened state of awareness ; 

Plath' s notion of a physical consummation therefore reflects and mirrors the 

consummation that Woolf contends must occur in the androgynous mind . 

For Plath, the problem with accepting Woolfs theory entirely as an 

intellectual concept is that it did not recognize a woman ' s immediate responses to 

physical urges or stimuli as an enriching experience that could enlighten her or 

bring about a new and more intimate understanding of what it feels like to live as a 

woman in the world . Thus, " [e]ven in the moment of expressing feminist conflict, 

Woolf wanted to transcend it. Her wish for experience was really a wish to forget 

experience" (Showalter 282). Plath, on the other hand, instinctively presumed that a 

woman's experience with her sexuality would ultimately lead her to a better 

understanding of herself, that she would acquire a heightened sense of awareness 

and understanding as a result of this experience, and that this occurrence would 

enable her to transcend the restrictions dictated by her gender (if not in her society, 

then at least in her own mind) . 

By the time Plath came to write the drafts for Ariel, her conviction that a 

woman must challenge the restrictions set forth by her gender becomes exceeding ly 

prevalent in her poetic works, leading her to pronounce by mid-October of 1962 that 
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she is a "genius of a writer" (LH 468) . Accordingly, Plath affirms her belief (with 

an air of certainty, no less) that the Ariel poems would eventually herald her into the 

annals of literary achievement (of which she previously felt excluded because of her 

gender). Thus, four days following her declaration that she is a "genius of a writer" 

and three days before she begins to compose "Lady Lazarus," Plath produces the 

poem entitled "Fever 103°," completing the work within a single day, October 20, 

1962. Perhaps more astonishing than the momentum with which Plath finalizes the 

poem is the central metaphor she sustains throughout the work, where again the 

female subject attempts to rid herself of her gender construct through the 

immolation ofher biological body. This is not to say, however, that Plath ' s speaker 

wants to escape the actual female body altogether, nor does she deny herself the 

corporeal experiences her body may afford her. In fact , Plath immerses her female 

subject in physical and sexual experiences of her body as a means to transport her to 

anew state ofbeing (and ultimately to a new state of awareness) . The speaker' s 

desire, then, to separate herself from her physical body becomes motivated by her 

need to escape the construct of her gender as it is represented in and signified by the 

image of her female body. Moreover, the speaker' s effort to release herself from the 

confines of her physical body is achieved by way of a self-consuming fire which 

enables the female subject to assume the form of another female figure ; a powerful 

female self who defies the aspects of behavior society expects her to adopt as a 

woman. 

Like Lady Lazarus, the female speaker in "Fever 1 03'"" presumes that she 

must get rid of her physical, female body in order to escape her gender. Doing so, 
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the speaker attempts to symbolically disrupt the gender paradigm she feels 

incarcerated by while also demonstrating her refusal to allow society to control her 

by using the image of her body as a limitation of her behavior. Playing upon the 

notion ofheat, then, as both a physical sensation and as the moment when a female 

animal is ready to mate, Plath employs the thematic trope of burning to illustrate the 

change her speaker experiences, physically, chemically, and intellectually as a result 

of sexual contact. As such, the speaker' s experience and journey through her sexual 

body ultimately leads to a moment of self-declaration and, by extension, to the 

pronouncement of her newly-acquired identity defined on her own terms. 

Unlike the cremation of Lady Lazarus (which is performed by her 

executioner), the speaker in "Fever 1 03 °" appears to burn of her own accord, her 

body temperature producing the heat that will eventually cause her to transform. 

Given Plath' s title, the speaker of "Fever 1 03°" may not have necessarily placed 

herself in this position of her own volition, as compared to Lady Lazarus who 

purposefully commits suicide in order to proceed with her resurrection. 

Physiologically speaking, it may be assumed that the speaker of"Fever 103°" is not 

capable of inducing her own fever; rather, we are likely to assume that this "fever" 

occurs as a result of an illness or virus that attacks her biological body. Despite this 

surface reading, however, Plath ' s poem begins to explore aspects of increased body 

heat through modes of physical energy, namely sexual impulses. Thus, "Fever 

1 03°" opens with an image of the "tongues of hell" and the "Tongues of du 11, fat 

Cerberus" that attempt to "lic[k] clean" the subject's unnamed "sin" (line 2-7) 

While at this point in the poem Plath ambiguously avoids referring to exactly who 
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hlbJect is and what sin he/she has committed, it may be assumed that the subject 

in. The characteristic "I" persona, for instance (which appears as early as the 

stanza}, claims to fear strangulation and/or asphyxiation resulting from the 

!tllnents of smoke, produced either by her smoldering body or by the environment 

"Love, love, the low smokes roll I From me like Isadora' s scarves, I'm in a 

I One scarf will catch and anchor in the wheel" ( 11-13). The twice-mentioned 

"could, in the first instance, be an implied "you" subject that the speaker 

MllrN~s. The speaker's second reference to "love," however, might also refer to 

's desire to engage in passionate and/or intense love-making, though for a 

woman to pursue such sexual motives is deemed a sin by her society Lynda K 

Bundtzen thus describes the speaker in "Fever I 03 '"" as a woman who is "heavy and 

· with sexual desire" and suffering from a "self-destructive passion" that has 

that Plath refers to in the poem is indeed a woman ' s sin of sexual desire and lust, 

"Fever 1 03°" may be read as Plath ' s attempt to reprimand the gender doctrine 

which suggests that a woman must repress her innate sexual propensity despite the 

UllllltUralness this effort may require. 

What is perhaps most striking in Plath ' s effort to transform her female 

IJbject through the element of heat (specifically sexual energy) is that it appears to 

be prompted by Woolfs suggestion, specifically in Woolfs description of the 

llldrogynous consciousness. Though Plath did not mark the definition of 

"androgyny" (or any form of the word) in her own college dictionary, she did 



highlight the term "incandescent," which Woolf frequently cites when describing 

her view of the androgynous consciousness. Woolf, for instance, claims that as a 

result of attaining an androgynous state of mind, a writer can produce work "that is 

naturally creative, incandescent and undivided" (A Room 1978). Plath therefore 

annotates several forms of the word "incandescent" in her dictionary, two of which 

are particularly relevant to her thematic trope of burning that occurs in both "Fever 

103°" and "Lady Lazarus:" 

incandescence - Glowing due to heat .. . radiation. (Webster 420; 
Plath ' s emphasis) 

incandescent - [ ... glittering whiteness ... ] 1. White, glowing or 
luminous, with intense heat ; hence clear; shining; brilliant . 
(Webster 420; Plath ' s emphasis) 4 

It remains inconclusive, however, whether Plath ' s underscoring of the term 

"incandescent" can be confirmed as her effort to invoke the precise use of Woolf s 

androgynous sublime. Nonetheless, an intertextual look at the marks she made in 

her dictionary and the issues she deals with in her poems seem to convincingly 

illustrate a cogent vision on Plath ' s part, and further suggests the compelling 

possibility that Plath (at least or in part) attempted to adhere to Woolfs direction by 

transfonning her female subject "incandescently" through the female ' s interaction 

with intense heat Plath appears to extend Woolf s notion, however, by exploring 

the female subject's immersion in a sexual , bodily experience as a means to not only 

transfonn her physically but also as a way to empower her (both Plath, as creator, 

IDd the female subject), endowing her with the ability to name herself and, in turn, 

defy the gender construct she has previously been assigned . 
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As Woolf asserts in A Room C!! One's Own, "I began to envisage an age to 

come of pure, of self-assertive virility" wherein the writer attempts to use "both 

sides of his mind equally" and thus negates the current state of "sex-consciousness" 

that society has so prevalently subscribed to and widely accepted (1980). Plath 

seems to adopt such a notion in "Fever I 03 o, where she suggests that the poem is 

"about two kinds of fire - the fires of hell, which merely agonize, and the fires of 

heaven, which purify" (CP 293) . As such, Plath ' s aim may be to redefine her 

female subject as a woman who can pursue and engage in sexual pleasure without 

feeling inhibited by society' s dictation of her gender-appropriate behavior. 

Presupposing, then, what it might mean to exist as a female without the premonitory 

and exploitive definition of her gender, the speaker begins the poem by questioning 

the essence of purity: "Pure? What does it mean?" ( 1). As if in response to her own 

curious question posed in the opening lines of the poem, Plath turns to the term 

pure" in her dictionary, marking the denotation as follows : 

pure - 1 a. Separate from all heterogeneous or extraneous matter . 
innocent, guiltless. 4. Chaste .. . (Webster 686; Plath ' s emphasis) 

Here, Plath' s underscoring of the terms "innocent," "guiltless," and "Chaste" all 

seem to resonate with the patriarchal ideal of a woman 's presumed behavioral traits 

and the expectation that she adopt these arbitrary modes of conduct in her overt 

demeanor. Plath, however, appears to question the validity of such gendered 

assumptions by balding inquiring in the initial lines of "Fever 1 03 "'" what is 

precisely meant by the term pure. Hence, if being "pure" means remaining 

"chaste," then why is this definition rendered relevant only for women? Moreover, 

why should a woman feel "guiltless" if she denies herself the experience of sexual 
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gratification and refrains from due intercourse? After referring to her dictionary, 

Plath must have been disappointed to learn that a woman, in order to be considered 

"pure," had to remain chaste. Conversely, Plath wanted to defy this image 

patriarchal society had constructed for a woman's gender, thus she reverses this 

concept by immersing her female subject in conventionally "impure" acts, 

specifically sexual behavior. The quest the female subject undertakes in "Fever 

103°," then, becomes one in which she attempts to find a way to "purify" herself by 

her own means rather than attempting to adhere to the behavioral codes of her 

gender. 

Initially, the speaker appears to figure herself as one who is not pure, 

provided that (following her initial query) images of hell materialize before her and 

she hears the recurring chant of "the sin, the sin" (7). Though Plath does not 

precisely name the sin nor definitively attach it to her female speaker, it is quite 

possible to assume that the speaker has committed some form of a sin which has 

caused her to imagine herself in hell while suffering from a fever . Moreover, 

because a fever is typically the result of a bodily infection, the speaker may be 

suggesting that her fever (and, by extension, her sin) occurs as a consequence of 

foreign matter having penetrated her physical body, infecting and contaminating 

her. Taking into consideration the speaker' s previous concern with the meaning of 

the term "pure," Plath appears to be toying with (and sardonically reproaching) the 

patriarchal notion which implies that if a woman engages in sexual intercourse with 

a man, she is allowing her body to become contaminated by him, surrendering her 
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predisposed "purity" in exchange for sexual pleasure and therefore becomes guilty 

of committing a sin . 

In her description ofthe fires of hell , for instance, the speaker claims that she 

cannot be purified by Cerberus ' s tongue since she is depicted in an act which may 

be considered, by patriarchal standards, sinful for women; Cerberus is therefore 

'Incapable I Oflicking clean I The aguey tendon, the sin , the sin" (5-7) . The sheer 

sexual drive of this image, however, appears to be deliberate and unconcealed . 

Rather than illustrating a scene where inanimate substances of heat affect the female 

subject, Plath describes the "tongues of hell " (2) as ostensibly turning into 

Cerberus ' s tongue . Moreover, Cerberus (a mythological creature linked to Hades 

and often described as possessing characteristics of masculine virility, authority, and 

aggression) cannot cleanse the speaker of her sin because he is representative of a 

gendered system. Though Cerberus is not an earthly human being, he most likely 

signifies (by Plath ' s gender-schematic design) the gender role of man through his 

connection to Hades, denotatively described as " implacable," "pitiless," and " harsh" 

(Harris & Platzner 146). The creature' s attempt to " lic[k ]" the speaker clean of her 

sin, then, intimates that a sexual encounter takes place between the female subject 

and the "tongues of hell" that agonize her in a sexually-provocative manner, 

indicating, in all likelihood, that the sin is the speaker' s own (since she, as a woman, 

is not supposed to yield overtly to her sexual desires) 5 

Ifthe speaker, however, is purportedly sent to Hell (or imagines she will be) 

for surrendering to sins of the flesh in her corporeal reality, then by no means would 

Cerberus be able to cleanse her of these sins . Instead, he might continue to torture 
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and antagonize the speaker forever by engaging in lustful acts with her, even though 

the speaker implies that she receives no pleasure from his "dull" tongues. Bundtzen 

thus suggests that "Hell is an eternity of sexual desire without consummation and 

completion in another" (197) . Accordingly, the mythological creature that guards 

the gates of hell, characteristically threatening and intimidating, is depicted as 

impotent, unhealthy and in poor condition; he appears "fat ," his tongue "dull ," and 

he "wheezes at the gate" as though he is out of breath ( 4-5) The speaker further 

claims that the fires of hell are eventually "snuffed" out as delicately as one might 

put out a candle: "The tinder cries. I The indelible smell / Of a snuffed candle! " (8-

10). By this, Plath may be suggesting that the more intense heat is actually emitted 

from the speaker ' s own body, not as a result of orgasmic pleasure received from a 

male deity. 

Plath' s speaker therefore does not appear to be purified by hell's infernal 

blaze or even sexually gratified by Cerberus ' s tongue. Her reason, or so Plath 

makes it seem, is that the heat the speaker associates with hell develops as a result 

of man-made, synthetic heat, or what Bundtzen calls "false fires" ( 198) 6 Thus, it 

may be Plath ' s intention to suggest that the heat emitted from man-made machinery 

is unnatural ; it is a stifling heat that can kill or inflict pain onto anyone who comes 

into contact with it. Consequently, in the next few successive stanzas, Plath ' s 

speaker names different forms of heat that were developed by Western ci vi I izations 

for the purpose of achieving mass destruction, their long-term effects having 

"trundled round the globe I Choking the aged and meek" (16-17) . The "Hothouse 

baby" thus conjures an image of the Nazi gas chambers while the reference to 
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radiation and Hiroshima ash allude to atomic disasters of the mid-twentieth-century; 

all, however, implicitly convey the design of imperialism and the Eurocentric need 

to exert power over weaker establishments by imposing one ' s central values and 

belief systems onto the conquered territories. Plath, then, seems to draw a 

connection between these images and what she may perceive as patriarchal society ' s 

reinforcement of a gender system in terms of a political agenda, where men 

(because they occupy positions of power) coerce women into accepting inferior 

gender roles; the effect of which causes the aged, the meek, and the weak (namely 

women) to choke and succumb to the pressure of patriarchal dominance. 

It remains unclear, however, whether the speaker is actually reproaching 

those responsible for enacting the irrevocable horrors of historical onslaught (resting 

the blame on the forces behind the man-made products) or whether she is rebuking 

the sins of sensual lust which, in some cases, lead lovers to commit adultery: 

"Greasing the bodies of adulterers I Like Hiroshima ash and eating in . I The sin. 

The sin" (25-27). Referring to the sin twice in the single stanza (of the four times it 

is used throughout the poem), Plath insinuates that both forces are equally 

destructive, the passion of sexual desire and the heat of man-made, destructive 

materials, and that both leave the speaker sweltering yet unpurified . Yet, according 

to Plath, a woman ' s pursuit of sexual intimacy and gratification may be perceived as 

more divisive by her social community because it does not concur with her gender 

definition. A single woman, for instance, would not necessarily have control 

(social, economic, or political) over the devices used for mass destruction . 

Nonetheless, she would presumably have control over her own body in terms of her 
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sexual behavior. Plath insists, however, that forcing a woman to repress her innate, 

desires may not only be debilitating but also quite deadly. This notion 

leellls to be highlighted by the speaker' s mention of Isadora's scarves. Drawing 

upon the figure of Isadora Duncan, an American dancer of the early twentieth

century, Plath conveys the image of an alluring and seductive temptress who entices 

by her provocative dance with a scarf (a likeness which Plath appears to invoke 

Iller in Lady Lazarus ' s strip tease) . Through the figure of Isadora, Plath proposes 

women who openly flaunt their sex drive and appear sexually aggressive-- in a 

· y that attempts to suppress such behavior -- will eventually be punished (either 

God or society), just as Isadora was killed in a bizarre accident when her scarves 

tin the spokes of her lover' s car. Tracy Brain thus reasons that Plath ' s 

ce to the famous dancer ... suggests the speaker' s recognition that it can be 

• Idly for women to please men" by adhering to the definition of their gender 

Plath's focus on Isadora' s scarves, however, also bears a striking 

•llblanceto the relationship between gender and clothing she submits in her 

poem "The Applicant." Like the clothes the applicant puts on to signify his 

Plath ventures that the scarf (when worn as an item of clothing) signifies 

gender. Isadora thus uses the scarf both to reveal and conceal portions of 

sical body during her performance In this situation, the scarf (generally 

ftom a material that is either flimsy or transparent) has a deadly effect on the 

who wears it, as Isadora later becomes choked by them. Similarly, just as 

appear to be an insubstantial accessory Isadora throws on for the 
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occasion of her public performance, so does the idea of a woman ' s gender, 

according to Plath, seem to be a weak, insignificant covering a woman feels 

compelled to adopt when in the presence of others . Thus, Brain notes that the " scarf 

is worn to make an impression, to make her look attractive, and it kills her, 

strangling her like the poisonous smoke that is at once a product of her own violable 

body" (115). Plath therefore seems to liken a woman ' s adoption and portrayal of 

the behavioral traits consistent with her gender as similar to a performer's routine on 

stage, where a woman must conduct herself according to society's (the audience' s) 

interest, not according to her own desires. The scarves, then, as representative of 

her gender, will not permit the speaker to transcend, rise above, or deviate from her 

gender definition in any way; "They will not rise" or enable her to "Make [her] own 

element" in the world ( 15). Additionally, Bundtzen claims that the scarves are "the 

pathetic display of an old woman's passion" (197) since they are used by an elder 

woman to maintain the image of her body as sexually desirable. This situation thus 

points to another predicament in the patriarchal framework of a woman ' s gender, 

indicating that though a woman may want to maintain or even flaunt her sexual 

desirability, she is concomitantly expected to remain chaste and virginal according 

to the conventional codes society dictates for her gender. 

It appears as though Plath ' s speaker must fight the image of her female body 

since it is regarded as the chief symbol of her gender and, subsequently, considered 

the locus of her repression. Rather than wanting to escape from or struggle against 

the actual, physical body itself, Plath assumes that in order to challenge the 

limitations of a woman ' s behavior (as they are rendered in the image of her 
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biological body), the female subject must surrender her temporal, physical existence 

in exchange for a more "purified" form of the female self Moreover, this endeavor 

on Plath ' s part seems to be informed by Woolf s theory of an androgynous 

consciousness, since the means by which the female subject transforms herself is 

through her immersion in physical and sexual experiences that will enable her to 

achieve "unity of the mind" (A Room 1977). 

The speaker of "Fever 1 03 °" thus intones that "the way to spiritual purity is 

not by sexual abstinence, but by complete immersion in the fires of lust" (Bundtzen 

199). Following her description of the synthetic, man-made heat of destructive 

devices, Plath ' s speaker turns inward to describe the fluctuating heat of her body in 

a language that is replete with provocative innuendos: "Darling, all night I I have 

been flickering, off, on, off, on. I The sheets grow heavy as a lecher ' s kiss" (28-30) . 

The speaker claims that for three days she has remained scorching in bed, yet 

nothing has purified her or reduced her body' s fever . Moreover, the liquids she 

attempts to take into her body, "Lemon water, chicken I Water," are incapable of 

purifying her (as holy water might) or abating the escalating heat she experiences; 

instead, these elements make her want to "retch" (32-33) . Perhaps the speaker 

realizes that the only way she can be purified and/or sexually gratified is through her 

own self-serving means, specifically through reliance on herself rather than 

dependence upon society or men. Plath ' s speaker therefore grants herself 

permission to pursue her innate, sexual propensity despite society' s insistence that 

she repress these desires. This moment of self-recognition, then, becomes liberating 
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for the female subject and prompts her to announce her self-sufficiency, her 

independence, and her supreme power. 

Thus, the turning point of Plath ' s poem seems to occur in the twelfth stanza, 

where the speaker defiantly declares that she is "too pure for you or anyone" (34). 

Here, the linguistic effect of "pure" achieves a cynical tone, as the speaker no longer 

questions the fundamental nature of purity but rather vigorously declares that she is 

in fact pure. Doing so, Plath simultaneously renders the cultural notion of the term 

"purity" as seemingly unfounded and illogical. Similarly, it seems as though the 

violent fever the speaker survived has, in effect, enlightened her, causing her to 

become "a lantern- I [her] head a moon" (36-37) . The immense amount of heat 

emitted from her own body (as a result of her fever or from sexual climax) has 

evidently sharpened the speaker ' s senses and awareness, leading her to pronounce 

llerown purity in spite of her previous sexual indulgences. Plath ' s female subject 

resolutely indicates that she will no longer conform to society' s definition of 

purity as abstaining from sexual behavior; she will , rather, reach purity in her mind 

by refusing to allow society to shape her thoughts for her; she will, in essence, 

As a result of attaining this supreme consciousness, the heat that the speaker 

gives off astounds her audience; her onlookers thus appear to be dumbfounded 

her magnificent capabilities, as she irreverently lashes out at the implied "you" in 

poem. Plath therefore stylistically forces an interrogative query to be read as a 

pronouncement in order to emphasize her female subject ' s newly acquired 

'gbtenment: "Does not my heat astound you. And my light" ( 40). Unlike the 
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sullen smokes given off by Isadora' s scarves that would not let her rise, the speaker 

now, because she has rejected all other forms of artificial heat, fervently announces 

her self-sufficiency and independence by ascending on her own: 

All by myself! am a huge camellia 
Glowing and coming and going, flush on flush 

I think I am going up, 
I think I may rise - (41-44) 

Furthermore, the fact that she now glows suggests that Plath ' s speaker has finall y 

reached the pinnacle (or climax) of self-awareness and that achieving such a state of 

intense understanding and knowledge is likened to an orgasmic release. 

Astonishingly, Plath ' s depiction of her speaker' s "glowing" repeats the term 

she underscored in her dictionary as one of the idioms used to define 

"incandescence'' Though this term recalls the phrase Woolf used to describe an 

androgynous consciousness, Plath seems to deviate from Woolfs theory in that she 

appears to remove the male side of Woolf s androgynous equation, alleging that her 

female subject can reach sexual climax and, in turn, accomplish a supreme 

consciousness on her own. Plath, however, may have conceived of a woman 's 

desire to aggressively pursue sexual satisfaction as an apparent masculine quality. 

Speakjng personally of her own promiscuity, for example, Plath likens her lustful 

desires to a characteristic typically associated with a man: "So I was trying to be 

like a man: able to take or leave sex ... What about exhibitionism? The whore, a 

male-type woman?" (.J 461) By Plath 's logic, if a woman actively pursues and 

engages in sexual behavior, she is viewed as a whore by society. But could a whore 

just simply be a woman possessing masculine characteristics? Plath seems to think 
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so, as she attempts to explore this notion further by claiming that her female 

subject ' s "potent sex drive ... could be used for either her triumph or her downfall. 

It could be her most dynamic asset or her most tragic flaw" (J 111 ) . If "the modern 

woman," then, "demands as much experience as the modern man" (J 452), as Plath 

suggests, then perhaps the female subject ' s masculine traits stem from her desire to 

engage in sex. By this account, if Plath ' s goal is to transfigure the female subject in 

her poem as one who is dignified and powerful but can also incorporates a man ' s 

characteristics of behavior (in terms of his sex drive), then Plath ' s speaker may be 

representative ofthe model ofWoolfs androgynous consciousness. 

Similar to the drafts composed for "Lady Lazarus," then, Plath evidently 

wanted to try out various forms for her female subject to assume in "Fever 1 03 °" in 

order to facilitate the female ' s ability to rise out of her current existence-- her 

biological subsistence and, in turn, her gender definition-- and thereby transform 

herself into a more dominant, self-defined, and uninhibited female figure . Plath, 

however, must have recognized the difficulty she faced in creating a female figure 

that is powerful but also not resigned to upholding the social mores of her gender, 

especially as it might be perceived through her biological body. Van Dyne thus 

traces the assortment of figures Plath tried out in the various drafts for both "Lady 

Lazarus" and "Fever 103 °," noting Plath ' s repeated use of a baby and virgin figure 

as demonstrative of her desire to create a female subject who could garner 

"luminous, self-sufficient energy"(Van Dyne, Revising L{fe 118). The form the 

female subject in "Fever 1 03 °" eventually assumes (after her apparent 

transcendence) is that of a virgin ; a female figure considered reverential , by 
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religious standards, yet one who may also be perceived as an attractive, enticing 

young woman. 

The virgin figure is thus denotatively described as "chaste," "fresh," "new," 

and inexperienced in terms of sexual intercourse (OED s. v. ). Nonetheless, her 

sexual appeal and sensuousness are by no means diminished . Plath must have been 

aware ofthe sexual allurement implicitly represented in the figure ofthe virgin as 

well as literary history ' s characteristic portrayal of the virgin figure as susceptible in 

falling victim to men ' s deception (as it may be for this very reason that she excises 

this figure later from "Lady Lazarus") As such, Van Dyne proposes that Plath used 

the virgin figure to heighten her female subject's sense of victimization (Revising 

Life 118). Yet Plath' s strong background in Shakespeare, Milton, the Bible, and 

Greco-Roman myth indicates that she was also familiar with the virgin figure as a 

symbol of female power and reverence, as depicted in figures such as Athena, 

Diana, and the Virgin Mary. Altering her female subject's identity into a self

professed virgin, Plath perhaps hoped to purport a female speaker who represents 

"purity or freedom from stain," or as one who appears to be "unsullied" by the 

definition of her gender (OED s. v. ). Yet Plath does so only to later undermine and 

challenge society ' s perceived notion of the virgin figure as an archetype of the 

"absolutely pure maiden" (OED s. v.) who is reportedly safeguarded and fortified by 

her abstinence from sex. 

Transforming her female subject into a virgin, Plath must have recognized 

that this figure would signify and connote a gendered mode of behavior; a virgin 

being typically referred to as "A woman ( esp. a young woman)" who maintains a 
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jlllnlCter affording presumption of chastity, " is thought to be "naive" and 

"and commonly demonstrates behavior that is considered modest, 

and "distinguished for piety" (OED s. v ). Plath thus presumably latched 

the virgin figure because society would perceive her "as having a special place 

. on account of these merits" (OED s. v.) . In adopting this figure, however, Plath 

to invert these cultural assumptions by suggesting that the female subject in 

poem actually engages in sexually-aggressive behavior while still proclaiming 

virginity before an audience that has already witnessed her "unvirgin-like" acts. 

so, it seems that Plath ironically mocks and criticizes her audience for 

.. IIDlutg that a woman must adhere to the cultural stereotypes of her gender or that 

must demonstrate behavior consistent with the definition of a virgin so as to 

herself"pure." Perhaps, then, for Plath, being "pure" does not mean that a 

must abstain from sex or limit her bodily experience in any way; purity, 

comes from a woman ' s ability to defy the gender inscriptions associated with 

Casting the virginal body as the new form for her female subject to assume, 

apparently set out to capitalize on the various stereotypes associated with this 

which often suggest a "lack, absence, or unconscious materiality" (Van 

Revising Life 119). Thus, to forcibly assert her virgin as one that is 

•111m~ by the parameters of her gender, Plath attempts to connect her female 

to monastic figures such as the Virgin Mary (revered for her purity and her 

•:bon to Christ).7 Yet, as Van Dyne points out, Plath does so only to later 
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undermine the religious fervor associated with this figure (Revising L(fe 118). She 

thus appears to mock the pompous and extravagant processions that might 

accompany the worship of the Virgin Mary, "Attended by roses, I By kisses, by 

cherubim, I By whatever these pink things mean ( 48-50) . Sarcastically scorning 

pink as a color associated with a woman ' s gender, the speaker insists that "these 

pink things" mean nothing; they are items that come to signify a woman ' s gender 

and encourage her to accept society ' s definition of herself As such, a woman 

becomes confined to a narrow set of behavioral standards that limit her physical and 

worldly experiences; moreover, it is precisely these limitations which Plath believes 

stunts a woman 's intellectual growth and restrains her potential power. Plath 

therefore seems to further challenge the idea of an immaculate conception, 

purporting that though Mary might have experienced the transporting effect of 

childbirth; she did not, for instance, engage in sexual intercourse with a man prior to 

conception and therefore, by Plath ' s estimation, has not experienced her femininit y 

to the fullest extent In this sense, Plath seems to suggest that "She [Mary] is not a 

real woman, but an object of adoration" (Bundtzen 200) . Thus, despite Mary' s 

powerful position as an icon for female reverence, Plath seems to criticize Western 

society's adoration of a woman who, as a mortal, did not take part in every aspect of 

berbodily condition. Plath thus determines that the only way a woman can truly 

obtain supreme knowledge of herself and her surroundings is by actively engaging 

What Plath may have found more demeaning for a woman to accept is not 

she might have to wear clothes as a marker of her gendered identity, but that 
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she would have to adopt a specific type of behavior concurrent with her gender role 

and, even more debilitating, exercise a gendered way of viewing the world around 

her. This notion is rendered clearer in an earlier instance in the poem where Plath ' s 

speaker remarks, " Your body I Hurts me as the world hurts God" (35-36) . 

Assuming that the body ofthe " you" in the poem is male, Plath ' s speaker claims 

that his body hurts her because it is through his body, through her sexual experience 

and encounter with males, that the speaker comes to be defined as either a virgin or 

a whore within the social context of a patriarchal , gendered system. Moreover, the 

speaker' s statement seems to suggest that the entire world comes to be confined by 

the gendered ideology they have initiated and sustained and that this hurts God, 

humanity ' s creator, because it forces human beings to judge one other by their 

differences rather than view themselves as equals. It is perhaps for this reason, then, 

that the female speaker in "Fever 1 03':., condescendingly declares herself a virgin , 

in spite of her previous sexual behavior (which may be viewed as whorish in terms 

of the cultural values of her social environment) . Plath ' s virgin, however, appears 

to evolve as a direct result of immersing herself in the experiences afforded to her 

female body despite society ' s insistence that she remain chaste. Even more 

compelling, Plath ' s speaker ascertains that if she cannot (according to the rules 

indoctrinated by her society) engage in sexual contact with another man, then she 

may be forced to assume a man ' s role in gratifying her own sexual needs . Plath ' s 

virgin thus seems to take on both a man and woman ' s gender characteristics in order 

to satisfy herself sexually and therefore, in merging these two gender traits together 

in a single being, becomes symbolic of an androgynous figure . 
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Elaine Showalter perhaps comes closest to illuminating what I submit is 

Plath ' s creation of a virgin figure not wholly feminine but, instead, representative of 

Woolf s androgynous ideal. As Showalter explains, "[ o ]ne could imagine another 

approach to androgyny, however, through total immersion in the individual 

experience" and that 

[a] thorough understanding ofwhat it means, in every respect, to be a 
woman, could lead the artist to an understanding ofwhat it means to 
be a man. This revelation would not be realized in any mystical way; 
it would result from daring to face and express what is unique, even 
if unpleasant, or taboo, or destructive, in one ' s own experience, and 
thus it would speak to the secret heart in all people. (289) 

Perhaps in some symbolic sense, Plath believed that a woman could experience 

what it might be like to be a man through the pursuit and gratification of her sexual 

desires, since men are (by the cultural standards ofPiath ' s time) granted the 

freedom to act upon their physical needs. At the same time, however, a woman can 

experience sensual pleasure through her own female body without stimulation from 

a man. The fusion, then, of these gender traits in the act of physical , sexual contact 

(though, in this instance, it may only be the female ' s physical contact with herself) 

seems to culminate in an orgiastic release, where in "Fever 103°" the female subject 

begins "Glowing and coming and going, flush on flush" ( 42) . By this, Plath ' s 

speaker seems to reach a moment of supreme enlightenment as a result of having 

delved into the experience of her sexual body and thus becomes transformed 

through "my heat . . . And my light," satisfying her needs "All by myself ' (40-41). 

This release, then, apparently catapults the speaker to a heightened level of 
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awareness by making her feel as though she is "going up" ( 43) and rising out of her 

current, bodily subsistence to reemerge as a transcendent spirit. 

To further emphasize the female speaker' s movement away from the image 

of her physical body, Plath describes her virgin as "pure acetylene" ( 46), a colorless, 

explosive gas used as an illuminant which produces an extremely hot flame (OED 

s.v.). Plath ' s virgin figure thus consists of fiery and volatile gases because she 

apparently wants to expel any items that might link her to a socially gendered 

existence (either clothes or physical body), as this compels her to not only adopt a 

gendered mode of behavior but ultimately a gendered way of thinking. Hence, as 

the virgin figure embarks upon her journey "To Paradise" (54), she eagerly 

announces that she will no longer be restrained and defined by the men who have 

attempted to control her life: " ot you, nor him I Not him, nor him" (51-52) . This 

notion becomes further clarified in Plath ' s parenthetical aside, perhaps the most 

telling statement in the entire poem, where the speaker describes her "selves 

dissolving, old whore petticoats" (53). The selves that dissolve, according to the 

speaker, are likened to a decorative undergarment often worn by women, suggesting 

that these "selves" may have been facades the speaker donned for the purpose of 

public appearances . Plath thus seems to critique not only a garment that comes to 

represent a woman ' s gender but also the demeaning definition of a woman as a 

"whore" by society' s interpretation of her sexual experiences. Thus, Linda Wagner

Martin asserts that by the poem ' s end, the "entirely pure woman, alone, recognizes 

that the way she has whored her path through life has been to accept roles she did 

not ever want, only because society coerced her" (118) . At the same time, however, 
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the speaker refers to herself as a composite being; she does not possess only one self 

that dissolves but many. Moreover, even as she ascends to Paradise, the speaker 

claims that she has always been an amalgamation of different " selves;" some 

perhaps characteristic of a woman while others represent traits supposedly reserved 

for men. By Plath ' s rendering, the virgin figure thus demonstrates that she can 

combine the purported masculine desire (to pursue sex freely and aggressively) with 

her feminine sensibility and female body, creating a single entity that defies 

complete classification as either one gender or the other. Plath therefore mocks her 

audience ' s notion of purity by insisting that this label (or any label , for that matter) 

cannot be applied to humanity all together; humans inherently feel the need to 

express themselves without restraint or inhibition and, as such, should experience 

intimate contact with each other and their environment in order to reach a state of 

absolute self-recognition. 

For Plath, Woolf s call for an androgynous consciousness might have been 

appealing for a young female writer hoping to lend credence to her poetic voice. 

Woolfs appeal, however, failed to account for Plath ' s firm conviction that to be a 

great writer, one had to experience every facet of human life first-hand. According 

to Plath ' s journal and critic Kathleen Lant, for instance, Plath claims to have 

admjred Woolf for "her ability to transcend her femaleness" (Lant 633 ; Lant's 

emphasis), explaining that she was captivated by Woolf "because ofthat almost 

sexless, neurotic luminousness" (J 99; Plath ' s emphasis) . Yet what Plath may have 

mistakenly assumed was Woolfs " transcendence" of sexuality might have been 

simply Woolfs refusal , like Plath ' s, to be categorized singularly and exclusively by 
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her gender. Both Plath and Woolf proved to be anything but sexless when it came 

to their creative work . Plath, on the other hand, aspired to outdo her predecessor by 

producing a female subject who could attain ultimate enlightenment through the 

experience of her sexual body. Thus, Plath ' s newly emerged speakers, such as Lady 

Lazarus and the Virgin of "Fever 103°," demonstrate that they are formidable 

figures powered by their knowledge and experience as women in the corporeal 

world . By not engaging her female subject (or herself) in the experiences available 

to her, Plath believed she would be robbing her female subject of an essential 

quality she found valuable and crucial to understanding a woman ' s experience 

Moreover, while she did not want her female subject to be relegated to insignificant 

and undesirable social roles, she also did not want to deny her credibility, 

understanding, and integrity as a woman of the world . 

Plath ' s most cogent vision, then, of fusing her female subject's masculine 

and feminine qualities seems to culminate in the title work of the Ariel collection. 

Though Plath changed this title for her final collection of poems several times 

throughout the compilation process, her eventual designation of Ariel significantly 

highlights the single poem of the same title-- which she must have felt was the most 

illuminating and provocative piece she had created thus far in her career-- and 

serves as the overall poetic voice and vision Plath apparently wanted to have 

bestowed upon the entire collection ofwork Plath ' s poem " Ariel ," begun October 

27th (two days before "Lady Lazarus" was finalized) , combines the elements of 

"Lady Lazarus" and " Fever 1 03 °" in that the female subject's physical experience of 

riding her horse comes to symbolize the merger ofboth masculine and feminine 
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characteristics in a single entity and, moreover, facilitates the female subject ' s 

transformation into a more powerful , superior, and dignified being. Though "Ariel" 

is rendered more abstract than the previous poems, the dissolution of the female ' s 

biological body through heat and energy and the rider ' s movement from immobility 

and darkness to that of swift speed and light, certainly seems reminiscent ofPlath ' s 

prior attempts to rid the female subject of society ' s constructed view of her gender 

through the image of her physical , female body; thus marking the speaker' s progress 

towards a state of total consciousness unimpeded by gender distinctions. 

Originally titled " Horse," Plath later revises the poem ' s title not only to 

honor the name of her own horse that she rode while living in Devon, England, but 

also to toy with the literary and often ambiguously gendered allusions of the term. 

Noting the possibilities for Plath ' s change in the title, Linda Wagner-Martin states 

that the name "Ariel," in light of literary translations, refers to a figure that is 

"gendered both sexes and neither, Ariel is the all -knowing- and achieving - sprite 

any writer would wish to be. Particularly a woman writer" ( 114) The change, then, 

seems to correlate with Plath ' s previous poetic vision in which she attempts to 

create a female figure not consigned to upholding the indoctrinated principles of her 

gender. Similarly, Linda K. Bundtzen traces the Ariel figure back to Shakespeare ' s 

play, The Tempest (which Plath documents her familiarity with the play in several 

journal entries), suggesting that " Shakespeare 's Ariel is neither male nor female . 

it is pure energy, both and neither male nor female, and belonging to no one" (255) 8 

Thus, before reading the initial lines of the poem, Plath evidently wants her 

readers to consider all the possible implications and allusions associated with her 
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poem ' s title. " Ariel ," however, becomes representative ofthe speaker ' s dual 

sexuality (though several critics allege that Ariel is " neither" male nor female) , as 

Plath ' s work is clearly accompanied by a strong undertone of sexuality and thereby 

echoes Woolfs depiction ofthe androgynous consciousness as a sexual 

consummation which must occur within the writer ' s mind . Plath thus appears to 

combine the traits of both masculine and feminine features in a single entity who 

demonstrates an immeasurable amount of strength because he/she has not fully 

subscribed to either gender entirely; the speaker' s power therefore derives from her 

immersion in the corporeal world and becomes fueled by the merger ofboth genders 

in a single consciousness, one that is all-powerful , all-knowledgeable, and all-being . 

As such, Plath ' s speaker seems to gain access to divine knowledge through the 

experience of sexual intercourse and her union with the elements of nature; her 

enlightenment thus occurs as a result of her immediate sexual experience and 

develops out of an intense understanding of the world around her. 

" Ariel" therefore begins at the moment immediately preceding the speaker ' s 

ride, where the speaker is posed in "stasis" and surrounded by "darkness" before the 

sun begins to rise in the early day (line 1 ). Plath evidently wanted to highlight not 

only her rider ' s movement from complete inertia to incalculable speed, but also the 

progression of daylight, as the "glitter of seas" later turns into the immense redness 

ofthe sun ' s rise (23). This movement, however, could also symbolize a 

metaphorical birth, where the speaker leaves the inertia of darkness behind to 

journey through the birth canal "at one with the drive" (29) and emerge into the red 

eye of morning light. Yet I think a more progressive reading of the rider ' s 
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movement from darkness to light suggests that the speaker moves from a state of 

mental confinement to that of enlightenment, and ultimately the incandescence 

Woolf conveys in her description of the androgynous consciousness. 

As the galloping horse ' s speed increases, for instance, so does the rider ' s 

understanding of her ability to shed the portions ofherselfthat are "dead" and 

essentially lifeless because they do not accurately capture or accentuate her vitality . 

Unlike Lady Lazarus ' s beckon for her witness to peel off the napkin and in contrast 

to the Virgin ' s passive, dissolving selves, the speaker of " Ariel" peels away the 

dead portions of herself on her own: "White I Godiva, I unpeel - I Dead hands, dead 

stringencies" ( 19-21 ) . The speaker further insists that the dark "hooks" of the 

blackberries do not cause her to pause in her flight, though the "Black sweet blood 

mouthfuls" tempt her to stop and taste them ( 12-13 ) . Stopping, however, might 

force the speaker to return to the reality of a world in which she is forced to adopt a 

single, gendered identity. The dark color of the berries immediately becomes 

shadows, or lighter shades of their deep black color, because the speaker has refused 

to allow the " hooks" of reality to restrain her or force her to pause in her furious 

flight. 9 As a result ofthis decision, then, the speaker likens herself to "White I 

Godiva," ( 19-20), signifying her transferal from fearing the confinement represented 

by the dark hues and hooks of the berries to her intense focus on achieving 

enlightenment through her destination towards light Light, in this instance, also 

becomes symbolic ofheat and thus allows Plath ' s speaker to transform herself into a 

mythic female figure who similarly demonstrates a sense of freedom attained 

through personal enlightenment 
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Similar to the virgin figure in "Fever 1 03 °," Plath connects her speaker in 

"Ariel" to an aggressively powerful , yet fully sensuous, female figure who attracts 

"our fascination with the forbidden image of the unclothed female body as a gesture 

offemale daring and an object of male desire" (Van Dyne, Revising Life 122). 

Invoking the legend of Lady Godiva, Plath not only utilizes the myth to illustrate 

her speaker ' s rebellious horse ride, but also parallels Godiva ' s assertive nakedness 

as a statement of independence and defiance of male authority . Thus, just as Lady 

Godiva sheds her clothing as she races through town, so does Plath's speaker insist 

that she can peel away the "dead" selves by which she has historically been defined 

and that the sensation of such an unburdening electrifies her. 10 Plath ' s focus , then, 

seems to be centered specifically on Lady Godiva ' s striptease performance and the 

gaze directed towards the enticing female body. Noting her recurrent connection 

between clothing and gender, Plath reiterates her belief that clothing, like gender, 

can be confining and restrictive, particularly for a woman, because it reinforces 

society ' s insistence that a woman must adopt a mode of behavior commensurate 

with her gender. Moreover, this effect can also be traced back to The Tempest , 

where in Act Four Ariel (instructed by Prospera) retrieves "glistering apparel" from 

Prospera ' s house and strategically places them in a spot where Stephana and 

Trinculo will find them. Caliban seems to be the only one who understands that the 

clothes will have a confining effect on the three of them if they in fact put them on 

"I will have none on ' t. We sha11lose our time, I And a11 be turned to barnacles, or 

to apes I With foreheads villainous low" ( 4 . I . 249-251 ) . Disregarding Cali ban's 

warning, however, Stephana and Trinculo (as well as Caliban) become Prospera ' s 
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prisoners as a result of having put on the garments. Similar to this notion, then, 

Plath reasons that her speaker must dispose of any "dead stringencies" that might 

define her gender, as this might impinge upon her journey towards supreme 

enlightenment and total freedom . 

From the moment Plath sat down to compose "Ariel ," she clearly wanted to 

focus on the speaker' s movement from darkness to luminosity, as she marked the 

initial, handwritten draft of the poem with the notation "dark by bright. " 11 

Similarly, her choice in adopting Ariel as the thematic figure for her poem also 

emphasizes her focus on light, as Shakespeare ' s Ariel is often associated with fire . 

In The Tempest , for instance, Ariel explains how he is able " [t]o swim, to dive into 

the fire, to ride I On the curled clouds" (1 .2 . 192-93). Moreover, when he describes 

his playful tactics performed on a group of shipwrecked sailors to Prospero, Ariel 

delightedly reports , 

I flamed amazement. Sometimes I'd divide 
And burn in many places; on the topmast, 
The yards, and bowsprit would I flame distinctly . 

. . All but mariners 
Plunged in the foaming brine and quit the vessel 
Then all afire with me. ( 12 199-213) 

Likened to a flame, Ariel can "divide I And burn" because he is not confined to a 

corporal or bodily existence; thus, he often enters the stage as an invisible spirit who 

has no bodily form For the purpose of Plath ' s poem, then, Ariel appears to be the 

perfect precept to highlighting her speaker ' s movement towards light 

(enlightenment) and the rapid progression away from a gendered existence. 

Shakespearian scholar Harry Berger claims that Ariel "acknowledges as his 

own no things of darkness," his vision is ultimately focused on his own freedom and 
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the desire "to spend his life far from the pains and labor of humanity" ( 12). If, 

however, Ariel is not restricted in a physical sense (contained within an anatomical 

body) and, by extension, not limited in his behavior by gendered designs, then how 

might he be familiar with "the pains and labor of humanity" ? In answer to this, 

some scholars suggest that Ariel may in fact be a manifestation ofProspero ' s mind . 

Berger thus continues on to argue that "no one else knows of Ariel ' s existence" and 

that this likely "testifies to the peculiar inwardness and privacy ofProspero" (Bloom 

16). Similarly, James Driscoll suggests that " [t]he identities of Cali ban and Ariel .. 

. are almost exclusively symbolical, and the terms social, real, and ideal identity 

seem scarcely applicable to them" (Bloom 95 -96; Driscoll's emphasis) . Plath too 

seemed to be aware of such critical interpretations, as she recaptures a conversation 

she shared with W.H. Auden on the topic of The Tempest in her journal: " Auden . 

[spoke] in a gravelly incisive tone about how Caliban is the natural bestial 

projection, Ariel the creative imagination" (J 180) Ariel is therefore a visionary 

controlled by the artist (in this case, Prospera) and, as such, serves as the proof of 

Prospera ' s power. This notion, then, could be extended to Plath, suggesting that 

she, as the artist, controls the visionary aspects of her poem and thus provides 

herself with the occasion to magically transform her speaker' s identity. 

Yet while the speaker claims she has cast offthe "dead" selves that allegedly 

impaired her existence as a woman, her merger with her horse suggests that she not 

only reaches "a kind oftranscendence" (Wagner-Martin 113) but that her shift from 

earthly being to " [s]omething else" ("Ariel" 15) evolves in a way similar to her 

experiencing sexual climax. As the speaker makes her swift progression from 
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darkness to light, for instance, the cadences and rhythms of her speech become 

increasingly rapid, as signified by the short, breathy words posited on a single line 

and the extended dashes that accentuate the swift movements of the speaker' s 

speech, indicating in all likelihood that "the rhythms of ' Ariel ' are clearly sexual" 

(Hall 117). The speaker thus becomes one with her horse, positioning herself in a 

way that will ensure she does not fall off during the vigorous ride, by which 

Bundtzen suggests a "sexual consummation" takes place (255) : "How one we grow, 

I Pivot of heels and knees I" ("Ariel" 5-6) . Moreover, the earth "Splits and passes" 

(7) as horse and rider fuse together in their flight towards the sun; the immense red 

"Eye" perhaps indicative of their reaching sexual climax together (31 ). 

If such a reading of the sexual entanglement between horse and rider is 

plausible, and ifPiath is indeed suggesting that the exhilaration ofthe ride can be 

likened to an orgiastic experience (as Bundtzen and several critics have ascertained), 

then Plath ' s female speaker, as well as her horse, cannot be deemed figures whose 

sexual identity is purportedly absent and deficient; it is rather through this perceived 

act of sexual intercourse that the speaker appears to unite not only with her horse, 

but also with the elements of nature. This union, then, with the corporeal world 

seems to empower her. No longer restrained by a specific set of gender definitions, 

Plath ' s speaker has acquired a divine understanding of the natural world, one that 

supercedes any mortal individual ' s thoughts. Though the speaker ambiguousl y 

depicts the horse as "God ' s lioness," as horse and rider merge into one, each 

possibly infuses the other with the traits and qualities they individually possess, 

ostensibly absorbing one another ' s energy. 12 Bundtzen therefore suggests that 
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Plath ' s speaker is "defiantly female like Godiva, but she assumes the masculine 

power of her horse" (255) . The fierce pace at which the horse gallops is thus 

perceived as masculine, conversely implying that the speaker has adulterated the 

horse ' s identity by her sensual desires and has caused him to become God 's lioness, 

both powerful and erotic . The speaker, however, is initially portrayed as strictly 

woman, her identity as the White Godiva accentuated by the sexually-explicit 

references to her "thighs" and "hair" ( 17) . Consequently, the exhilarating ride she 

experiences causes her to "Foam to wheat" and to produce a "glitter of seas" which 

seems to link her to classic, mythological images of female figures , such as Demeter 

and Aphrodite (23) . Moreover, this image of the glittering sea recalls the famous 

song Ariel croons upon Ferdinand ' s entering the stage, where Ariel sings of his 

father who " suffer[ed] a sea change I Into something rich and strange" (1.2.404-

05).13 

Yet, in a swift motion between the eighth and ninth stanzas, Plath ' s speaker 

repositions herself as a strong, masculine figure who seems to neglect her maternal 

duties as "The child ' s cry I Melts in the wall . And I I Am the arrow" (24-27) . 

Reconfiguring her female speaker as a blatant phallic image, Plath anxiously 

submits that her speaker is innately female, yet -- as a result of her orgiastic release 

and her physical emancipation from the confines of a corporal, gendered body -- she 

can now assert her power and knowledge with all a man ' s aggression and ferocity. 

Thus again, as horse and rider merge together into one, the speaker alludes to the 

fact that she has become a composite ofboth masculine and feminine qualities ; 

though she is now "the arrow," she still retains the "dew" of her female sexuality 
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(27-28). Moreover, the horse can no longer be held accountable for the speaker' s 

journey following her transformation into the arrow; she can now accelerate on her 

own. Plath 's speaker thus becomes anything but the ··substanceless" element she 

may have purported early on in the poem. She has not only gained insight and a 

heightened sense of awareness on account of her accelerating speed and the 

progression from darkness to light, but also through her refusal to accept a single, 

gendered identity for herself 

As with her newly-acquired physical form, the speaker of " Ariel" suggests 

that she can no longer be contained within the boundaries of an earthly existence; 

she is now thoroughly an androgynous spirit whose powerful capabilities, derived 

from both genders equally, are too overwhelming for mere mortals to comprehend . 

Hence, her transcendence is quite unfathomable by lesser beings who might 

insistently cling to one side ofthe polarized gender markers, either wholly man or 

wholly woman. The speaker' s transcendence has come at a price, however, as she 

realizes she has become too prodigious and powerful to be confined by the 

parameters of her social environment. Her journey is thus " suicidal" and she flays 

herself into the " red I Eye, the cauldron of morning" (30-31) . The speaker's final 

release, however, bears an uncanny likeness to Ariel ' s release by Prospero, where 

Ariel claims he can now "drink the air before me and return I Or ere your pulse 

twice beat" (5 .1.102-03) Moreover, Gonzalo's statements immediately following 

Ariel ' s exit seem to effectively capture what may have been Plath ' s own thoughts at 

the time of composing her poem: "All torment, trouble, wonder, and amazement I 

Inhabits here. Some heavenly power guide us I Out of this fearful country! " 
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( 5. 1. 1 04-1 06 ). Plath ' s Ariel therefore guides herself out of her own fearful situation 

by transcending the denigrated image ofthe female body and by refusing to accept 

an existence based on society' s constructed view of her gender. 
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Conclusion: Terrific Unknowns 

More than anything. perhaps. creatures of illusion as we are. it calls for confidence in 
oneself Without self-confidence we are as babes in tJ1e cradle. 

- Virginia Woolf 
A Room of One 's Own 

I've been changing. I tJlink much for the better. in my writing style. Ironically. of the 35 or 
so poems l"ve published in my career. I've rejected about 20 of these from my book 

manuscript as too romantic. sentimental and frivolous and immature. My main difficulty 
has been overcoming a clever. too brittle and glossy fenlinine tone. and I am gradually 
getting to speak "straight ouC and of real experience. not just in metaphorical conceits . 

- Sylvia Plath 
Letters Home 
June II. 1958 

It" s not a philosophical equation so much as just t11e feeling of being lost and struggling 
against terrific unknowns and odds. something most people feel at one time or another. 

- Sylvia PlatJ1 
Letters Home 
October 22. 1961 

Plathian scholars have often described the female speaker in Plath ' s poetry 

as one who appears to be "split," "divided" or reveals a "double self," suggesting 

that one half (self) pertains to her true self while the other half represents a false self 

that Plath conjures for the purpose of maintaining her public identity. Jon 

Rosenblatt thus notes that the " 'I' in Plath ' s work is always working towards a new 

state ofbeing" (144) as a result ofthe female subject ' s "split into warring selves" 

(39) . Despite critics ' detection of a definitive split or divide in the female psyche in 

Plath ' s work, few have attempted to view this apparent "split" as Plath ' s aspiration 

towards attaining, in some sense, the androgynous consciousness that Woolf 

describes . Moreover, while several scholars postulate that one side ofPlath ' s 
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female ' s psyche aims to become more aggressive, independent, and self-defined, 

and that the other side seemingly upholds the stereotype of her gender (such as 

reveling in her success as a housewife, mother, and domesticator), too few have 

really pointed out the evident gender associations underlying the two " selves" Plath 

forges for her female subject. Even more negligent to her creative work, some have 

insisted on speculating which "self' Plath seemed to resemble more closely in her 

personal life by attempting to analyze Plath ' s thoughts about who she really was . 

And yet , so many ofthese scholars have duly pointed out, quite clearly no less, the 

ambiguity of gender in many of Plath ' s poems as well as the distinct markers of 

polarized gender roles in her work . Similarly, while some more recent scholars 

have traced influences ofWoolfs work in Plath 's own (most notably, Sandra 

Gilbert, Tracy Brain, and Steven Gould Axelrod), few, if any, mention the 

possibility of Plath ' s focus on the androgynous consciousness as a means to uplift 

her female subject ' s social position and thereby enable Plath to escape the seeming 

boundaries of her poetic incarceration. 

It is therefore my belief that Woolf s theory of the androgynous 

consciousness plays a significant role in Plath ' s development as a poet and comes to 

bear a profound influence upon Plath ' s later work . At the same time, however, 

Plath clearly wanted to revise Woolf s concept by suggesting that the female subject 

must immerse herself in the experiences of her corporeal reality in order to gain a 

full understanding ofwhat it means to live as a woman in the world . Woolfs theory 

may not have completely satiated Plath, since Woolfs idea of androgyny implies 

that women must erase their history, their experience, and their subjectivity in 
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exchange for a less gendered view of themselves and the world around them. By 

Woolfs account, however, attaining the androgynous mind is a way for female 

writers to not only reverse their social and literary subordination, but also a means 

that will enable them to express their thoughts freely and unimpeded by gender 

concepts . And while such a notion might have been incredibly attractive to Plath 

(who claims she personally experienced the limiting effects of her gender) such a 

feat was not easy to attain. As critic Lisa Rado suggest, "for Woolf .. . 

experiencing the empowering transport of the sublime ironically necessitates the 

repression of nothing less than her own body" (140) As evinced in poems such as 

"Fever 1 03 °" and " Ariel," Plath refused to eliminate the experience afforded by the 

female body. Though she may have sought to eradicate the gender inscriptions 

associated with a female ' s biological body in poems such as "In Plaster" and "Lady 

Lazarus," she did not, by any means, intend to restrain the female subject from 

experiencing the exhilarating affects of sexual intercourse, childbirth and 

motherhood. Furthermore, while Plath certainly wanted to avoid writing in what 

she (and her society) considered a sentimental style, she did not want to undermine 

her female subject's inherently creative power and autonomy. 

It seems, then, that Plath ' s initial venture in undertaking Woolfs 

androgynous consciousness as a metaphoric trope and vehicle by which she might 

develop her own reputation as an outstanding, eminent poet, was to merge 

characteristics of masculine language with her female subject ' s voice, as seen in a 

poem such as "Daddy." Plath perhaps viewed this effort as a pseudo form of 

androgyny, where her female subject was forcibly rendered as having both 
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masculine capabilities of aggression and intimidation in language, yet still retained 

her feminine sense of subordination and repression . The same can be extended to 

the figure of "Lady Lazarus," who also appears to possess characteristics of both 

genders, though she is able to transcend the confines ofher biological, female body. 

"Lady Lazarus," however, marks a turning point in Plath ' s career. o longer 

desperate to avoid any notion of her female 's bodily and corporeal experience, Plath 

relentlessly pursues the female subject's ability to purify herselfthrough a 

transcendent rebirth . Thus, as a seemingly androgynous figure , the female subject 

becomes enlightened as a result of her physical experiences and, as such, eventually 

transforms herself into a super-power of both man and woman . By the time Plath 

comes to write "Ariel ," then, the female subject defies any and all gendered precepts 

that correspond to a single, gendered identity. 

Plath perhaps ultimately realized that she could not successfully reverse or 

recreate social history for women. Such a feat would prove to be not only 

unattainable-- given the overwhelming prominence of such widely-accepted and 

well-established beliefs-- but perhaps negligent and inattentive to a woman ' s sense 

ofinferiority. Moreover, Plath ' s ambivalent and often conflicted view ofpatriarchal 

ideologies suggests that she did not seek to solely undo the wrongs and injustices 

exerted upon women by men but, rather, that she intended to " record the self in the 

world" (Annas 131 ) . Plath ' s goal, it seems, was to create what she believed would 

be the perfect consciousness; one not confined by the parameters of a physical body 

nor restrained by society' s expectations of her gender. Only then might it be 

considered a consciousness truly worthy of greatness . 
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Notes to Introduction 

1 The following parenthetical citations to refer to Plath ' s works are abbreviated 
as follows : The Unabridged Journals of Sylvia Plath: (J) ; The Collected Poems: 
(CP) ; and Letters Home : (LH) It is significant to note that of the forty-one poems 
Plath left in her manuscript binder to be published as the Ariel collection, Hughes 
only published twenty-eight of them, adding five earlier poems to the collection 
which Plath herself did not include in her manuscript version (see Plath ' s original 
outline in the notes to The Collected Poems) . Although Hughes eliminated thirteen 
(Hagar mistakenly documents this as twelve) ofthe original poems Plath wanted 
published in the Ariel collection, he later published them in The Collected Poems in 
1981 , which received the Pulitzer Prize in Poetry in 1982 (Hagar 103-105, 
Afterward in Ariel) . Unless otherwise indicated, all references to Plath ' s poems are 
cited from The Collected Poems. 

2 Steven Gould Axelrod observes that the literary canon Plath was introduced at 
Wellesley High School was centered on virtually all male writers, suggesting that 
while "an amateur reader might read works composed by women, a professional 
read books by men" (33) . This, then, seemed to propagate the belief that only men 
could write books of esteemed worth and intellectual value (Axelrod 33). Axelrod ' s 
analysis of Plath ' s critical essays written during her college years asserts that the 
extent to which she wrote on male writers far exceeded that which she devoted to 
female writers . Moreover, Hughes encouraged Plath to read mostly texts written by 
men and when Plath taught literature at Smith College, her class notes mainly 
concentrated on texts that were written by males (Axelrod 34-35). 

3 Tracy Brain, Sandra Gilbert, Steven Axelrod, Ed Butscher, and Elizabeth 
Hardwick are just a few of several scholars who have recently drawn parallels 
between the work of Sylvia Plath and Virginia Woolf Of these, Brain, Gilbert, and 
Axelrod explore in depth the connections between Plath ' s journals, poetry, and 
novel , The Bell Jar, and several ofWoolfs novels . Brain explains that it is 
necessary "to reveal the importance ofthe textual, psychoanalytic and even cultural 
links between Plath ' s writing and Woolfs," and furthermore that "Woolfs writing 
haunts Plath ' s (141-42) Similarly, Gilbert contends that " the explosion of Ariel is 
thus a breakthrough into further even more powerful Woolfian self-analyses" 
("Yeats" 218) Axelrod further traces Plath ' s exposure to Woolfs work, explaining 
that "Plath first encountered Woolf in Bradford High School and Smith College, 
where Woolf was one ofthe few women writers admitted into the curriculum" 
(I 02) . In addition to this, Brain points out that Plath wrote a paper in high school on 
Woolfs Mrs. Dalloway, which Axelrod claims was the only paper she wrote in high 
school on a female writer (Brain 143, Axelrod 33). 

4 In the unabridged version of her journals, Plath mentions the following works 
by Woolf: Jacob 's Room, Mrs. Dalloway, Orlando, To The Lighthouse, The Waves, 
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The Years, and Woolf s own diary, A Writer 's Diary. I would submit, however, as 
Axelrod does, that Plath ' s reading of Woolf was not limited to the works she refers 
to in her journals. Axelrod suspects that Plath did not read A Room of One's Own 
with discernible enthusiasm, since the essay remained unmarked , but he does 
believe she did at least read it or was aware ofthe basic premise underlying it (107) . 
Plath, who characteristically annotated the books she read closely, also did not 
mention the essay in her journals or letters home, yet Axelrod maintains that while 
there is no substantial proofthat she was influenced by the essay, "we may 
speculate that she knew what was in it , at least vaguely" (1 07). Tracy Brain 
therefore suggests that "A Room of One 's Own is actually an unrepressed presence 
in Plath ' s work" (148). 

5 Woolfattributes the notion ofthe androgynous mind to nineteenth-century 
British poet, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, noting, "Coleridge perhaps meant this when 
he said that a great mind is androgynous" (A Room 1978). 

6 Axelrod notes Plath ' s struggle with patriarchal dominance, explaining, "[s]he 
martyred herselfto patriarchal tradition and rebelled against it" (24) . Similarly, 
according to Sandra Gilbert in " A Fine, White, Flying Myth," Plath creates what 
Gilbert defines as the "Plath myth," where Plath, as poet, designs a mythological 
structure for the female experience in which the female subject simultaneously 
conforms to and diverges away from cultural paradigms and systems in order to 
transcend her current existence (588). 

7 My focus , for the purpose of this paper, is specifically on the poetry Plath 
produced in the last three years of her life, dating from approximately January of 
1960 to February of 1963 . Caroline Barnard Hall thus explains, " [b]ecause the late 
poems represent a culmination - in their subjects, images, and technical excellence 
- ofPiath ' s whole poetic career, it is to these poems that we look for the most 
cogent statement of[ her] vision" ( 111 ) . Hall further intones that it is important to 
look at the Ariel collection as Plath wished it to be published, not as it was arranged 
posthumously by Ted Hughes (87) . While both texts were considered in the 
composition ofthis paper, reference citations are taken from The Collected Poems 
due to the large readership and mass availability of the text 

otes to Chapter One 

1 Like Wollstonecraft, Helene Cixous also clarifies what she deems is a necessary 
distinction between the terms " female" and "woman." As she explains in Laugh of 
the Medusa,"[ w]hen I say 'woman,' I'm speaking of woman in her inevitable 
struggle against conventional man ; and of a universal woman subject who must 
bring women to their senses and to their meaning in history" (1) . For the purposes 
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of this paper (and from this point onward), I have adopted Wo\\stonecraft and 
Cixous' s definition of "woman" as a gender construct and "female" to refer to 
biological sex. This same distinction is also applied to my use of the terms "man" 
(gender construct) and "male" (biological sex) . Moreover, my use of the term 
"gender" connotes a socially-inscribed concept while the term "sex" refers to 
anatomical body parts and functions The terms "masculine" and "feminine," 
however, operate as gender theories and are thus used to convey the stereotypes 
associated with a specific gender; "feminine," for instance, refers to the presumed 
"qualities" of a woman. The distinctions made among these terms are not always 
applicable to other scholars ' work; therefore, it should not be assumed that these 
distinctions are to be consistent with all critics ' views or within every referential 
citation . 

2 Axelrod suggests that Plath wanted to compete with famous male writers, 
particularly Shakespeare, because she was jealous of their accomplishments (32) . 
Here, I would agree with Axelrod ' s assertion to an extent; Plath perhaps viewed her 
male precursors as figures of I iterary authority and , as such, to become a serious and 
credible female writer herself, believed she would have to supercede their reputation 
of "greatness ." To accurately determine Plath ' s opinion and estimation ofthe male 
writers she familiarized herself with is complicated, as her feelings towards male 
writers often vacillated and were measured by fluctuating degrees of approval 
throughout her life . Axelrod, like many other Plathian scholars, is perhaps more 
accurate when he explains, "Plath regarded her male forerunners with a confused 
mixture of admiration, awe, fear , and resentment" (37) . 

3 According to Woolfs theory and definition ofthe androgynous mind, " in each 
ofus two powers preside, one male, one female ; and in the man ' s brain, the man 
predominates over the woman, and in the woman ' s brain, the woman predominates 
over the man. The normal and comfortable state of being is that when the two live 
in harmony together, spiritually cooperating" (A Room 1977-78). 

4 Woolfs reference to the " Angel in the House" is most likely an allusion to 
Coventry Patmore ' s poem "The Angel in the House." Originally published in 1854 
and revised through 1862, Patmore' s poem explores the nineteenth-century notion 
ofthe perfect Victorian woman whose pleasure (he claims) is to please man and to 
assume a domestic lifestyle. 

5 Several critics have traced Plath ' s conflicting attitude towards the female body 
and her ambivalent representation of "femininity," suggesting that while at times 
she seems to celebrate qualities associated with females (such as pregnancy and 
motherhood), she also rebuked and "condemned the weaknesses she and her culture 
associated with femaleness" (Lant 633) . Susan Van Dyne, Jacqueline Rose, and 
Sandra Gilbert are a few feminist critics who explore in depth the ambiguities in 
Plath ' s approach to and presentation ofthe female body in her poetics. 
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6 Tracy Brain and Jaqueline Rose duly note instances in Plath ' s work where Plath 
conjures a man ' s persona for the speaking voice in her poem, among which Rose 
names "The Surgeon at 2 a.m.," "Suicide Off Egg Rock," "The Hanging Man," 
"Insomniac," "Leaving Early," "Paralytic," and "Gigolo" (Rose 134). Similarly, in 
her third chapter entitled, "The Complications of Masculinity," Brain further traces 
the issue of gender ambiguity in several of Plath ' s poems, including "Cut," 
"Stings," "The Applicant," "Pheasant," and "The Rabbit Catcher. " 

7 A transcribed copy ofPlath ' s underlining in Woolfs novel Orlando is housed 
in the Mortimer Rare Book Room at Smith College. According to Karen Y. Kukil , 
Associate Curator of Rare Books at Smith College and editor of The Unabridged 
Journals of Sylvia Plath, Deborah Boie transcribed Plath ' s underlined passages in 
an exact replica of the 1946 edition of Orlando, published by Harcourt, Brace and 
Co . The original copy that Plath owned is held at the University of Louisville . On 
the inside front cover of this replica, Boie's handwriting (dated June 4, 2002) notes 
that the "marks in this copy [are] transcribed from [the] copy at University of 
Louisville ." 

Notes to Chapter Two 

1 While many similarities can be drawn between the father-figure in Plath 's 
poem and Plath's real father, Otto Plath, I agree with several critics who cite Plath 's 
use of the Daddy-figure as a general representation for any authoritative male 
figure . Jacqueline Rose, for instance, claims that in "Daddy" Otto Plath himself is 
not the one at stake but rather his symbolic position as a father is and, moreover, 
while Plath may use personal references in the poem, "there is something more 
general at stake ... not exclusive to Plath" (231-34) . Similarly, critics Nance and 
Jones purport that the female speaker' s killing ofDaddy is not outright patricide on 
Plath' s part but rather the symbolic murder of a monumental father-figure, 
suggesting that the father-figure in the poem is a prototype of all men (126-27) . 
Axelrod also maintains that the father-figure in Daddy is posited as a force or object 
rather than a true person (53-54), while Van Dyne likewise argues that the Daddy
figure serves as Plath ' s "cultural construction of masculinity" (Revising L{fe 49) . 

2 Axelrod cites Plath ' s familiarity with Otto Rank ' s Beyond P5ychology (as 
substantiated by Aurelia Schober Plath in Leiters Home) and highlights Rank ' s 
remarks which suggest that a woman speaks a language different from that of man 
(Axelrod 55) . Axelrod asserts that Plath might have internalized Rank ' s notion of 
linguistic difference based on gender and that she purportedly projected the analogy 
onto the figure of the Jew/female and the figure of Daddy in her poem (55) . 

141 



3 Both Woolf and Plath maintain in their writing the idea that men 
characteristically do not write in terms that women can relate to or communicate 
through. Woolf, for example, claims that "a man ' s sentence ... [is] a sentence that 
was unsuited for a woman ' s use," perhaps because it is primarily based on scientific 
understanding rather than purely emotional responses (A Room 1966). A similar 
attitude resonates in a statement Plath makes when addressing a gentleman in her 
journal, Richard Sasoon, who has not written to her for quite some time: " (p ]lease, 
just write me one very simple declarative sentence, the kind a woman can 
understand" (J 217). What both Plath and Woolf allude to here demonstrates their 
shared understanding that the literary tradition was not only overpoweringly 
dominated by masculine modes of writing and structures of men ' s language, but that 
these models were an insufficient means by which a female writer might express her 
womanly sense of passion and emotions, that men ' s language was ultimately 
inaccurate in rendering the reality of a woman ' s experience. Plath, however, may 
have been so focused on becoming a "great" poet that she perhaps assumed 
adopting male language for the female speaker in her poetry might glorify her work, 
making it accessible for both a male and female audience. 

4 Lant does not clearly identify traditional forms of "masculine" language nor 
does she examine how Plath uses these models ; rather, she simply mentions, "Plath 
turned to masculine models to provide her with a structure for her creative 
subjectivity" (630) . Lant, however, perhaps invokes the use of other feminist 
critics ' belief which suggests that Plath was writing at a time when male poets 
dominated the publishing arena. Sandra Gilbert, for instance, claims that female 
writers (such as Plath) were forced to structure a woman ' s experience in a 
mythological way, relying on "plots and patterns which suggest the obsessive 
patterns of myths and fairytales" in order to disguise a woman ' s psychic growth as 
well as deviate from traditional structures and masculine modes ofwriting ("Yeats" 
588) 

5 Axelrod purports that because Plath had become so reliant upon the male poetic 
structures Daddy represents, then " ( w ]ithout Daddy, the ' I,' who has defined herself 
only in terms of him, has no further means of self-reference" (227) . 

6 Susan Van Dyne suggests that Plath ' s struggle to reduce the cultural 
inscriptions ofthe female body implies, to an extent, that "she wanted to become a 
man rather than a woman" (Revising L{fe 69). Through a reading of Plath ' s journal 
entries and late poems, Van Dyne asserts that Plath likened her sexual appetite to 
that of a man ' s, since women of the 1950s were supposed to suppress overt sexual 
desires, especially single, unmarried women . This , then, leads Van Dyne to 
conclude that Plath ' s view of the female body often conflicts with the social mores 
of her culture and environment, leading Plath to believe that "her bodily experience 
was imperfect" and that she may have interpreted it in masculine terms (Revising 
Life 73). 
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7 Analyzing the original manuscripts and drafts for the Ariel poems, Van Dyne 
examines the number and quality of revisions made to the late poems, indicating 
that " [i]n only a few poems from these weeks in October ... did Plath make 
substantial revisions of a stanza or more after the initial draft or two" 
("Manuscripts" 57). Moreover, she ascertains that '"Lady Lazarus ' was alone in 
being revised over a period of six days" (Van Dyne, "Manuscripts" 57) . 

8 My use of the term "de-gender" suggests an act ofbreaking down the gender 
construct and the gender stereotypes that have traditionally been assigned to 
women ' s social roles. The term "de-sex," however, implies that the figure is 
completely devoid of traits or characteristics associated with one' s biological sex. 

9 While Plath clearly invokes images associated with the azi death camps, here 
and elsewhere in "Lady Lazarus," my reading is limited to looking at the female 
subject ' s association with these images as they might be connected to her gender. 
This is not, however, to undermine the historical significance ofPiath ' s reference to 
the Holocaust For more information regarding Plath ' s use ofHolocaust imagery in 
her poetry, see Jacqueline Shea Murphy ' s article, "'This Holocaust I Walk In ' 
Consuming Violence in Sylvia Plath ' s Poetry." 

10 According to ancient Greek myth, ingesting one ' s enemy suggests that the 
consumer invokes the power of the other (Harris and Platzner 72-75) . 

Notes to Chapter Three 

1 Plath ' s views on childbirth may have been prompted by her social environment, 
since women of the 1950s were often encouraged to become wives and mothers (for 
a more thorough discussion on societal expectations for women, see Betty Friedan ' s 
The Feminine Mystique) . Plath, however, did not appear to rebuke this particular 
social custom (childbirth), though she did document her fear that having children 
too early might reduce the amount of time she could lend to her writing (see SP ' s 
views on childbirth in The Unabridged Journals). Still, much evidence exists to 
purport that up until very late in her poetic career --the journals record her views on 
childbirth as late as 1959 while Letters Home provides documentation to within one 
week prior to her death-- Plath believed that having children would stimulate and 
infuse her creative work. 

2 Several critics postulate that the central ideas Woolf describes in A Room of 
One's Own (specifically those related to the theory of an androgynous 
consciousness) are directed towards a predominantly female audience (See 
Showalter, Axelrod, Gilbert, and Gubar) . Woolf appears to substantiate such notions 
in her own notes to the essay, claiming that A Room qf One's Own was based on two 
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papers she presented to the Arts Society at Newnham and the Odatta at Girton in 
October 1928 and, moreover, that she was asked to speak about "women and 
fiction " (A Room 1 926). 

3Showalter notes that according to Quentin Bell (Virginia Woolf s nephew), 
Woolfs ill health in the fall of 1912 was a source of concern for her husband, 
Leonard Woolf, who "persuaded Virginia to agree that, although they both wanted 
children, it would be too dangerous for her to have them" (Bell , qtd. in Showalter 
273) . Furthermore, Bell claims that remaining childless was "a permanent source of 
griefto [Woolf]" (qtd . in Showalter 273). 

4 I have abbreviated the complete definitions of the terms " incandescence" and 
"incandescent" as they appear in Plath ' s dictionary, including only those particular 
words that Plath underlined and as they pertain to my reading of the poems. For the 
full and complete definitions of the terms and variations of the idioms as Plath 
would have seen them, contact Karen Kukil at K.Kukil@ smith.edu or see Plath ' s 
dictionary held in the Mortimer Rare Book Room at Smith College. 

5 Lynda K. Bundtzen interprets Cerberus ' s actions as an image of self-arousal , 
where Cerberus licks himself clean rather than licks the speaker clean of her sin 
(197) . While the ambiguity ofPlath ' s fragmented lines could lend itselfto this 
interpretation, I think a more provocative reading which Plath seems to establish 
(especially given the final ascent ofthe female subject by the poem' s end) is that the 
speaker attempts to question the validity and meaning of the term " pure" as it 
pertains to a woman ' s gender. The speaker' s engagement in a lustful act with 
Cerberus (in the opening scene of the poem) thus confirms the later description of 
herself as a "whore" whose old selves dissolve in exchange for a more purified self, 
despite her previous licentious conduct. 

6 Bundtzen suggests that the hothouse heat, radiation, and reference to the 
devilish leopard are all symbols of heat which are "false fire[s]" because they do not 
purge the speaker (198) Similarly, Leonard Sanazaro claims that the " fires of hell 
are now the products of men" and that these forms of heat are essentially the 
"product[ s] of man ' s inhumanity" (91-92) . 

7 
Both Van Dyne and Bundtzen assume that Plath ' s virgin figure is a mock 

reference to the Virgin Mary who "was originally enthroned on her pedestal out of 
dread for female sexuality" (Bundtzen 200) . While I take Plath ' s virgin to be an 
amalgamation of various literary virgin figures who were revered for their apparent 
asexuality, her positioning of the term "Virgin" on a single line as well as the 
description of roses and cherubim that follows, likely point to Mary as the more 
prominent image evoked by Plath's virgin 

8 Though Shakespeare describes Ariel as "an airy spirit" (2) in The Tempest , he 
still refers to him by the masculine pronoun " he" (see stage directions in The 
Temp/est) . 
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9 
Linda Wagner-Martin ' s examines Mary Kurtzman 's reading of "Ariel" in 

which Kurtzman suggests that the female figure hopes to declare "her independence 
from the ' hooks ' of male definitions ofwoman," and the implications of her gender 
definition (Wagner-Martin 116). 

10 Both Susan Van Dyne and Linda Wagner-Martin note Plath 's omission in 
reference to a male ' s gaze and male perception in the poem. Van Dyne asserts that 
Plath diminishes male perceptions so as to free her speaker of her dependence upon 
men (Revising L(fe 122), while Wagner-Martin maintains that the "woman persona 
is completely alone" in the poem ( 113). 

11 SMITH Box: Plath - Ariel Poems, Daddy- Event. Folder: Ariel Poems, 
"Ariel ," Draft Ia. P. 92 Faber edition 

12 Caroline King Barnard Hall traces the Greek word, "Ariel ," to its Hebrew 
origination, establishing its meaning as " lioness of God" (114) . Other scholars 
suggest, however, that the more accurate meaning of "Ariel" is " lion of God ." This 
discrepancy, then, can be attributed to the absence of a specific gender in the exact 
definition of the term. Moreover, Hall further draws upon the Biblical reference to a 
city of Jerusalem that is "the object of God 's wrath" (114). 

13 Plath also borrowed a line from Ariel ' s song for a poem she wrote in 1958 
entitled, "Full Fathom Five." 

145 



Works Cited 

"Acetylene." OED. s. v 

Annas, Pamela J "The Self in the World : The Social Context of Sylvia Plath 's Late 
Poems." Ed . Linda Wagner. Critical Essays on Sylvia Plath . Boston G. K 
Hall & Company, 1984. 130-39. 

Axelrod, Steven Gould . The Wound and the Cure of Word') . Baltimore The Johns 
Hopkins UP, 1990. 

Bazin, ancy Topping. Virginia Woo([ and the Androgynous Vision. New 
Brunswick: Rutgers UP, 1973 . 

Brain, Tracy. The Other Sylvia Plath. New York : Pearson Education Limited, 
2001 . 

Berger, Harry. "Miraculous Harp : A Reading of Shakespeare ' s Tempest " Ed. 
Harold Bloom. William Shakespeare's The Tempest. New York: Chelsea 
House Publishers, 1988 . 9-41 . 

Bundtzen, Lynda K Plath's Incarnations: Woman and the Creative Process. Ann 
Arbor: U ofMichigan P, 1983 . 

Cixous, Helene. "Laugh of the Medusa." Trans. Keith and Paula Cohen. 
Oumaguete City Silliman University. 25 Jan . 2003 . 
http ://www.geocities.com/su englit/cixous medusa.html. 25 Jan . 2003 . 

146 



Driscoll , James P . "The Shakespearean 'Metastance. "' Ed. Harold Bloom. William 
Shakespeare's The Tempest. New York Chelsea House Publishers, 1988. 
85-98 . 

Friedan, Betty. The Feminine Mystique . New York Dell Publishing, 1963 . 

Fuller, Margaret. Woman in the Nineteenth Centwy. New York, 1855. 

Gilbert, Sandra M . " 'A Fine, White Flying Myth' • Confessions of a Plath Addict. " 
The Massachusells Review 19 (Autumn 1992)• 585-603 . 

" ln Yeats ' House The Death and Resurrection of Sylvia Plath ." Ed. Linda 
Wagner. Critical Essays on Sylvia Plath . Boston G. K. Hall & Company, 
1984. 204-22. 

----- & Susan Gubar . The Mamvoman in the Allie: The Woman Writer and the 
Nineteenth-Centuty Literary Imagination . New Haven Yale UP, 1979. 

Hall, Caroline King Barnard . Sylvia Plath, Revised New York • Twayne 
Publishers, 1998. 

Harris, Stephen L and Gloria Platzner. Classical Mythology: Images & Insights. 
3rct ed . Sacramento• Mayfield Publishing Co ., 2001 . 

"Incandescent." Webster 's New College Dictionary 2nd ed. 1949. 

" Lady." OED. s. v. 

147 



Lant, Kathleen Margaret. "The Big Strip Tease: Female Bodies and Male Power in 
the Poetry of Sylvia Plath." Contemporary Literature 34, vol. 4. (Winter 
1993) : 620-69. 

Murphy, Jacqueline Shea. "'This Holocaust I Walk In ' Consuming Violence in 
Sylvia Plath ' s Poetry." Bucknell Review 39, no . 1 (1995) 104-17. 

Nance, Guinevara A and Judith P . Jones. "Doing Away with Daddy: Exorcism and 
Sympathetic Magic in Plath ' s Poetry." Ed . Linda Wagner. Critical Essays 
on Sylvia Plath. Boston G. K. Hall & Company, 1984. 124-130. 

"Patronize." OED. s. v. 

Plath, Sylvia. 7he Unabridged Journals of Sylvia Plath. Ed . Karen V Kukil. New 
York : Anchor Books, 2000 . 

7he Collected Poems. Ed. Ted Hughes . New York : Harper & Row 
Publishers, 1981. 

Letters Home, by Sylvia Plath: Correspondence 1950-1963. Ed. Aurelia 
Schober Plath. New York : Harper Perennial, 1992 . 

"Pure " Webster's New College Dictionaty 2"d ed . 1949 

Rado, Lisa. The Modern Androgynous Imagination: A Failed Sublime . 
Charlottesville : UP ofVirginia, 2000 . 

Rose, Jacqueline The Haunting of Sylvia Plath. London Virago Press, 1991 . 

148 



Rosenblatt, Jon. "Sylvia Plath : The Drama of Initiation." Twentieth Centwy 
Literature, vol. 25, issue I (Spring 1979) 21-36. 

Rosenthal , Michael. Virginia Woo(f New York : Columbia UP, 1979. 

Sanazaro, Leonard . "The Transfiguring Self: Sylvia Plath, A Reconsideration." Ed . 
Linda Wagner. Critical Essays on Sylvia Plath. Boston: G. K. Hall & 
Company, 1984. 87-97. 

Shakespeare, William. The Tempest. Ed. David Bevington. ew York Bantam 
Books, 1980. 

Showalter, Elaine. A Literature (?[Their Own: British Women Novelists.from 
Bronte to Lessing. New Jersey Princeton UP, 1977. 

Van Dyne, Susan. Revising L[fe: Sylvia Plath's Ariel Poems. Chapel Hill: U of 
North Carolina P, 1993 . 

"Fueling the Phoenix Fire The Manuscripts of Sylvia Plath ' s Lady Lazarus." 
Ed . Harold Bloom. Sylvia Plath: Modern Critical Views. ew York: 
Chelsea House Publishers, 1989. 135-149. 

"Virgin ." OED. s. v. 

Wagner, Linda W. ed. Critical Essays on Sylvia Plath . Boston : G.K. Hall & 
Company, 1984. 

149 



Wagner-Martin, Linda. !Jylvia Plath: A Literary L[fe . Hampshire Macmillan Press 
LTD, 1999. 

Wollstonecraft, Mary. " A Vindication ofthe Rights ofWoman." The Norton 
Anthology~~ English Literature . Ed . M. H Abrams . 6th ed. , vol. 2. ew 
York : W.W . Norton & Company, 1993 . 101-126. 

Woolf, Virginia. A Room of One's Own. The Norton Anthology~~ English 
Literature . Ed. M. H Abrams. 61

h ed , vol. 2. ew York : W W orton & 
Company, 1993 . 1926-1986. 

----- Orlando . ew York : Harcourt, Brace & Co., 1946. 

"Professions for Women." The Norton Anthology of English Literature Ed 
M. H. Abrams. 6th ed ., vol. 2. New York : W. W Norton & Company, 1993 . 
1986-1990. 

150 




	00_0cover
	00_01
	00_02
	00_03
	00_04
	00_05
	00_06
	00_07
	00001
	00002
	00003
	00004
	00005
	00006
	00007
	00008
	00009
	00010
	00011
	00012
	00013
	00014
	00015
	00016
	00017
	00018
	00019
	00020
	00021
	00022
	00023
	00024
	00025
	00026
	00027
	00028
	00029
	00030
	00031
	00032
	00033
	00034
	00035
	00036
	00037
	00038
	00039
	00040
	00041
	00042
	00043
	00044
	00045
	00046
	00047
	00048
	00049
	00050
	00051
	00052
	00053
	00054
	00055
	00056
	00057
	00058
	00059
	00060
	00061
	00062
	00063
	00064
	00065
	00066
	00067
	00068
	00069
	00070
	00071
	00072
	00073
	00074
	00075
	00076
	00077
	00078
	00079
	00080
	00081
	00082
	00083
	00084
	00085
	00086
	00087
	00088
	00089
	00090
	00091
	00092
	00093
	00094
	00095
	00096
	00097
	00098
	00099
	00100
	00101
	00102
	00103
	00104
	00105
	00106
	00107
	00108
	00109
	00110
	00111
	00112
	00113
	00114
	00115
	00116
	00117
	00118
	00119
	00120
	00121
	00122
	00123
	00124
	00125
	00126
	00127
	00128
	00129
	00130
	00131
	00132
	00133
	00134
	00135
	00136
	00137
	00138
	00139
	00140
	00141
	00142
	00143
	00144
	00145
	00146
	00147
	00148
	00149
	00150
	00151

