








QUENCHING THE PHOENIX FIRES

Out of the ash
I rise with my red hair
I eat men like air.
["Lady Lazarus'"- 23-29 Oct.,1962.]11

Words dry and riderless,
The indefatigable hoof-taps.
While

From the bottom of the pool, fixed stars

Govern a life.
["Words'"- 1 Feb.,1963.]2

Ariel remains Plath's best-known collection, one on
which her laurels as a poet have come to rest. Yet many
of its most avid readers must have read Ariel without

recourse to the Collected Poems which was edited and

published. by Ted Hughes a full sixteen years later.3.

Ariel has therefore been consistently read with little or

no awareness that the 1965 version of the text was
markedly different from the one that Plath herself
ofiginally intended. 4. There has been no indication in
the subsequent editions of Ariel itself that a selection
had been made. In his introduction to the 1981 edition

of the Collected Poems, Hughes does point out that "the

Ariel eventually published in 1965 was a somewhat

different volume from the one that she planned.--- It
omitted some of the more personally aggressive poems from

1962, and might have omitted one or two more if she had

1. Sylvia Plath, '"Lady Lazarus", Ariel, [Faber & Faber
Ltd., London,1965], p.19.

2. "Words'", Ariel, op.cit, p.86.

3. Sylvia Plath: Collected Poems was edited by Ted Hughes and
published by Faber & Faber Ltd., London, 1981.

4. Collected Poems includes the order that Plath intended
for the collection. See Collected Poems, Op.cit, p.295.
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not already published them herself in magazines- so that
by 1965 they were widely known.'5.

To what degree then is this '"somewhat different"
volume of 1965 to be read as a case of wilful literary
appropriation? Jacqueline Rose points out that the "more
aggressive" poems removed from Ariel [1965], were in
large part the ones whose aggression has since been

interpreted as directed at Hughes, [notably '"The Rabbit

Catcher", '"The Detective'", "The Courage of Shutting Up".
"A Secret'", '"The Jailer'", '"Stopped Dead", "Amnesiac" and
"Purdah"]6. The principle of selection on the basis of

the poems published by 1965 is also questionable. For a
number of poems that Hughes chose to omit had already

appeared in wvarious jéurnals by the end of 1963.

"Magi" [New Statesman, Oct.1961.]; ''Stopped Dead'" [London
Magazine,Jan.1963.] "Amnesiac'[The New Yorker,Aug.1963.];
"Purdah' [Poetry, Aug.1963.1; "Lesbos" [The Review,
Oct.1963.]; "The Jailer'", "Thalidomide", '"The Other",

"Swarm' [Encounter, Oct.1963.].7

The effect of the editor's hand on the altered
version of Ariel is indeed a dramatic one. The inchoate
selection interferes both with the structural coherence
of the text and with the poet's attempt to create a
distinct narrative voice. As Marjorie Perloff points

out, Ariel, in the shape Plath intended, was to start

5. Collected Poems, oOp.cit, see Introduction, p.15.

6. See Jacqueline Rose,_ The Haunting of Sylvia Plath, [Virago
Press Ltd.,London, 1991.], p.71.

7. ibid. Rose discusses the contradictory nature of
Hughes's selection in her notes to Chapter 3, "The
Archive'". See note:21, p.247.
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with the word '"love" in "Morning Song" and end with the
word "spring" in "Wintering'", thus asserting the 'rebirth
of an isolate female self.'"8. By ending the volume with
the positive, assertive voice of the '"bee"
could be seen as culminating in the acquisition of a
powerful new-found voice of confidence.

Between these two poles- the pole of "Love" for a man
that produces babies and the pole of rebirth as an

isolate female self, a rebirth that produces the honey of
poetry- the narrative of Ariel 1 unfolds.9.

Although Hughes opens Ariel [1965], with the word

i”love", he ends it with "life'", importantly enough a life

governed by "fixed stars".10.The determinism that
pervades the poems at the end of Ariel ([1965], namely, in
poems like 'Kindness', 'Contusion'", "Edge" and "Words'",
disallows the resurgence of the powerful female self
within the text and 1insists instead on the self-
defeating nature of such a reclamation. Hughes has
arbitrarily grouped together poems that he himself
readily agreed Dbelonged to two different periods in
Plath's poetic career. Referring to Ariel [1965], Hughes

states:

8. See Marjorie Perloff, "The Two Ariels: The [Re]Making
of the Sylvia Plath Canon', The American Poetry Review,
(Nov.- Dec.1984.], pp.10-18. Susan Van Dyne also speaks
of Plath's intentions for ariel in '""More Terrible Than She
Ever Was': "The Manuscripts of Sylvia Plath's Bee Poems',
introductory essay to Sylvia Plath's '"'"Stings', Original
Drafts of the Poem in Facsimile", reproduced from the
Sylvia Plath Collection, Smith College, Northampton,
1982, pp.3-12. Reprinted in Critical Essays on Sylvia Plath,
edited by Linda W. Wagner, [G.K. Fall & Co.,
Boston,1984.]1, pp.154-70.

9."The Two Ariels---", op.cit, p.12.

10. "Words'", Ariel, op.cit, p.86.

poems Ariel
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It incorporated most of the dozen or so poems she had
gone on to write in 1963, though she herself, recognizing
the different inspiration of these new pieces, regarded
them as the beginnings of a third book.11.

The inconsistent selection results in an Ariel in
1965 that reads as a perplexing mixture of moods, tones
and 1images. From the terrifying anger and image of
release and flight in the Bee poems, '"Lady Lazarus'",
"Daddy'", '"Getting There'", '"Fever 103", to the terrible
calm of '"Contusion", Kindness'", "Edge" and 'Words".
Interspersed between these two poles of power and
inertia, are poems even more varied in their content;
poems which are deliberations on immortality and

transcendence like "Totem', '"The Munich Mannequins', '"The

Paralytic', or those that speak of the tender affections

as also the ambivalence of motherhood, "The Night
Dances", "Nick and the Candlestick", "You're",
"Balloons". Had Plath's own selection been adhered to,

Ariel would have read more coherently as an attempt by
the female self to first appropriate that which she fears
and then find a narrative for the self that can be
defined but more importantly defended.

In this chapter, I concentrate on the effects that
literary appropriation has had on the body of the Plath
text and look at the ways in which such an action has
muted the full force of subversion inherent therein. I
do not restrict my analysis to the published version of

Ariel [1965], but prefer to move freely between the

11. cCollected Poems, op.cit, Introduction, p.15.
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published word and the intentions of Plath's ghost text,
Ariel 1.

If read as an interrelated text, the Collected Poems

can help divide Ariel (1965] into two distinct periods-
the terrifying October lyrics of 1962 and the relatively
more quiet lyrics of 1963. The October lyrics of '62,
beginning with "The Detective" [1,0ct.'62.] and ending
with "Lady Lazarus" [23-29, Oct.'62.] encompass some of
the Plath's most acclaimed poems - "Daddy'", four of the
Bee poems, 'Medusa'", 'Purdah", "Lady Lazarus'", 'Fever
103", "Ariel" to name some of the most well-known of
them. Enormous critical weight rests on these October
lyrics of '62, and for many, Plath's entire reputation as
a poet must have come to depend on the verve and pluck of
these poems, spewed out in such haste and anger during
the last six months of the poet's 1life. Hughes himself
presents most of Plath's work in terms of a constant
teleological reference to Ariel, as if everything else
she ever wrote was either apprentice work leading to the
power of Ariel, or mere juvenilia. In his introduction

to Johnny Panic and the Bible of Dreams, Hughes writes:

Reading this collection, it should be remembered that
her reputation rests on the poems of the last six months
of her life.12.

Again in the Foreword to The Journals:

Ariel and the associated later poems give us the voice
of that [real] self. They are proof that it arrived.

12. sSylvia Plath, Johnny Panic and the Bible of Dreams and other
prose writings, [Faber & Faber Ltd. London, 1977.]. See
Introduction by Ted Hughes, p.13.
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All her other writings, except these journals, are the
waste products of its gestation.13.

What is this "real" self that Ariel bears witness to?

And how has editorial preference restricted the full

assertion of this self? Hughes re-arrangement of Ariel

has indeed disrupted the performance of the text. By
"performance', I refer to the startling emphasis on
spectacle in the key October 1lyrics; the deliberate
carnivalesque upheaval of cultural and literary
hierarchies; and the purposeful bonding of writer and
reader into the dramatic world of actor and spectator.14
"Daddy" is perhaps the most extensively analysed poem
in Plath's literary canon. There is much in this poem

that can be admired and equally criticised. The poem has

13. The Journals of Sylvia Plath, edited by Ted Huches and
Frances McCullough, [Ballantine Books, N.York, 1983.],
Foreword, p.xiv.

14. The reference is to "Performance theory", a
multivalent term that has become very popular in the
field of theatre studies. Within the text/performance
theory paradigm lies a complex matrix of performative
issues: questions of authorial control and directorial
choice; the increasingly problematic relationship of text
and performance; how language is appropriated and meaning
is reified; the importance of gender inscriptions; the
audience, the gaze; referentiality in performance;
questions about representation; the use of idiolects and
carnivalesque non-verbal gestures. For a fuller list see
Notes to Sue-Ellen Case, Feminism and Theatre, [Macmillan,
1988.]; Elaine Aston George Savona, Theatre as Sign—System: A
Semiotics of Text and Performance, [Routledge, London and
N.York, 1991.]. Other useful texts are Ann Kaplan's

Women and Film, [Methuen, N.York,1983]; New French Feminisms,
edited by Elaine Marks and Isabelle de Courtivron,
[Schocken, N.York, 1981.]; Kaja Silverman, The Subject of
Semiotics, [Oxford University Press, N.York, 1983.]; Teresa
de Lauretis, Alice Doesn't: Feminism, Semiotics and Cinema,
[Indiana Univ. Press, 1984.]; Keir Elam, The Semiotics of
Theatre and Drama, [Methuen, London, 1980.]; Making a
Spectacle: Feminist Essays on Contemporary Women's Theatre, edited
with introduction by Lynda Hart, [The Univ. of Michigan
Press, Ann Arbor, 1989.
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been seen as "confessional", [Rosenthal, 1967115;
"personal", [Eileen Aird, 1973]16; and as a '"love poem"
(Alvarez,1970]117. Plath herself introduced the poem as a
constructed fiction, something closer to a manipulative
rendering of biography rather than direct confession. 1In
a reading prepared by the B.B.C. radio, Plath gave the
poem its ineluctable Freudian twist of obsessive Father-
love.

Here is a poem spoken by a girl with an Electra
complex. Her father died while she thought he was God.
Her case is complicated by the fact that her father was
also a Nazi and her mother very possibly part Jewish. 1In
the daughter the two strains marry and paralyse each
other - she has to act out the awful little allegory once
over before she is free of it.18.

If this could be accepted as an accurate re-telling
of the poem, then we could trace three moves in the poem
whereby the daughter tries to set right the imbalance
created by her father's death. The three moves
correspond to three ways of "performing" or "acting"
within the text.

The first stage is one of nostalgia to enshrine and
retain the dead father's image. This involves a
regression into the infantile ego where the daughter

accepts the patriarchal hierarchical mould of male

domination over female submission. Therefore '"Daddy'" or

15. M.L.Rosenthal, The New Poets: American and British Poetry
since World War II, [Oxford Univ. Press, London, 1967.1],
p-82.

16. Eileen Aird, Sylvia Plath: Her life and Work, [Harper &
Row, N.York, 1973.], p.78.

17. A.Alvarez, "Sylvia Plath', in The Art of Sylvia Plath,
edited by Charles Newman, [Chatto Windus, London, 1970.],

p-66.
18. Collected Poems, Op.cit, Notes:1962, no:183, p.293.
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his substitute 'the Husband", 1is "God" but also '"the
black shoe'", '"the swastika'", ''the panzer man" and '"the
devil'. He is powerful and disturbing yet the
daughter/wife wants to get back to him in order to find
herself.

At twenty I tried to die

And get back, back, back to you.

I thought even the bones would do.19.

The second stage involves martyrdom and the
acceptance of guilt of having "willed" her father to
death. The daughter accepts a victim's role of long
standing suffering. Pushing her plight onto the horrific
scale of historical mass trauma of World War II, she
seeks to establish an archetypal pattern of suffering and
endurance. Brutality is then expected, but, more
disturbingly, welcomed. The father-husband figures merge
into a destructive pair. Therefore, along with the
thirty year endurance of '"the black shoe" [stanza 1], is
the guilt of "Daddy I have had to kill you" [stanza 2].
As retribution there 1is an implicit acceptance of
violence - '"the boot in the face, the brute/ Brute heart
of a brute like you.'"[stanza 10].

The third and final stage signals revolt and the need
to avenge the sense of betrayal and loss. The daughter
rejects hierarchy and victimization in favour of the
revenge motif. She enacts what Plath termed an "awful
little allegory" to exorcise the ghost of her dead

father. It is a move to free herself from his tyrannical

19. "Daddy'", Ariel, op.cit, p.55.
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stranglehold. The father and the husband, potentially
evil and domineering, ‘are reduced to passive victims in
this ritual freeing of the self.

It is important to keep in mind that '"Daddy" is both
dramatic and allegorical, in that its details freely
depart from biographical fact. An excessive reliance on
. biography would only flatten the effect of the verse.
The question posed by the poem is a complex one involving
the "getting back to" and '"getting one's own back at" the
object of fear. Like "The Colossus', '"Daddy" too
projects unresolved conflicts with parental authority as
a textual issue. Margaret Homans suggests that "Daddy"
can be seen as "a woman's dislocated relation to
speech".20. Plath's own preface, quoted earlier, speaks
about the difficulty of finding a narrative for the
female self unless the fear of the male order is expelled
through masterful, allegorical representation.

If we consider '"Daddy" as an illustration of the
violent, transgressive birth of the female self, then it
is irﬁperative to remember that this rebirth is at the
level of representation.As such it involves a rebuttal of
the patriarch's language and a search for distinctly
"female" modes of expression. Daddy's language of male
mastery  is as foreign to the female self as '"German,
[stanza 4], as '"obscene" as murder, [stanza 6], as
meaningless as ''gobbledygoo'" [stanza 9]._; There is no

possibility of communication.

20. Margaret Homans, Women writers and Poetic Identity: Dorothy
Wordsworth, Emily Bronte, and Emily Dickinson, [Princeton Univ.
Press, Princeton, 1980.]1, pp.220-221.
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I never could talk to you.
The tongue stuck in my jaw.

It stuck in a barb wire snare.
Ich, ich, ich, ich
I could hardly speak.21.

As 1in "The Colossus', in '"Daddy'", the element of
fantasy is again pressed into service to represent
absence, the un-seen; to articulate the un-said. Daddy
is represented as the grotesgque, monolithic archetype of
power.

Marble-heavy, a bag full of God,

Ghastly statue with one grey toe

Big as a Frisco seal

And a head in the freakish Atlantic

Where it pours bean green over blue

In the waters off beautiful Nauset.22.
The use of fantasy constitutes an important element in
"Daddy" for it is linked directly to the gquestion of
defending female desire. As Rosemary Jackson points out,
fantasy is "a literature of desire, which seeks that
which 1is experienced as absence and loss.'"23. The
fantastic can operate in two ways to express desire. It
can either '"tell of" or manifest desire through grotesqgue
images or it can expel desire when this desire becomes a
disturbing element threatening cultural order and
continuity. This expulsion is expressed through "a sense

of pressing out, squeezing,--- getting rid of something

by force'- that is, desire can be '"expelled through

21. "Daddy'", ariel, op.cit, p.54.
22. ibid.
23. Rosemary Jackson, Fantasy: The Literature of Subversion,

[Methuen & Co., London,1981.], p.3.




"having been told of".24. 'Daddy'" exhibits the movement
| from the manifestation to the expulsion of the patriarch
' as an object of female desire. As we witnessed in '"The
| Rabbit Catcher', in the previous chapter, the desire for
; the male is frighteningly ambivalent in nature.
f Brutality and love lie in terrifying proximity. From the
| phallic symbols of power, '"the black shoe', "the one grey
toe" to the grotesquely comic images of '"the bag full of
God", the broken "ghastly statue'", the images of "Daddy"
steadily build wup into archetypal representations of
tyrannical power. The figure of "Daddy'" now assumes the
autocratic power of the totalitarian state with the
female self as its victim. The victimization is

linguistic, cultural and ideological. Daddy is now '"not

God but a swastika'.25.
An engine, an engine
Chuffing me off like a Jew.
A Jew to Dachau, Auschwitz, Belsen.
I began to talk like a Jew.
I think I may well be a Jew.---
--- 0 You-
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.26.

It is here that Plath's control over the element of
fantasy slips. In her eagerness to work out the allegory
of paralysis and release to its point of final

completion, the poet allows the fantasy to get the better

24. ibid, pp.3.4.
25. "baddy', op.cit, p.55.
26. ibid.
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of the control over language and image exhibited up to
this point. Plath has been heavily criticised for her
easy use of historical material.27. The reference to
Dachau, Auschwitz and Belsen, lasting symbols of Nazi war
crimes, aims at legitimizing the self's private terrors
through a process of enlargement. This is a gauche
technique, using historical material as mere props. It
is aesthetically unsatisfactory in that the cultural
memory that the reader and writer share is forced to
supply what language and poetic technigque do not. The
reader remembers in the context of Dachau, Auschwitz and
Belsen the enormity of the mass extinction of Jews at the
hands of the tyrannical Nazi state. It is on to this
scale of enormity that the female persona wishes to
project her dilemma. Plath's predeliction for bi-polar
oppositions- the Jew and the Nazi, God and Devil, Good
and Evil, plays too close to the bone here. The female
poet/persona writes herself into the position of a '"Jew",
the victim of patriarchal tyranny. Yet rather than the
appropriateness of the comparison, it is the audacity of

it that comes to the fore. Rather than universalising

27. See Charles Molesworth, The Fierce Embrace: A Study of
Contemporary American Poetry, [The Univ. of Missourie Press,
Columbia and London, 1979]; Roger Scruton, '"Sylvia Plath
and the Savage God'", in Sylvia Plath: The Critical Heritage,
edited by Linda Wagner, [Routledge Critical Series,
London, 1988.]; Alan Williamson, Introspection and
Contemporary Poetry, [Harvard Univ. Press, Cambridge, Mass.
and London, 1984.]; Joyce Carol Oates, '"The Death Throes
of Romanticism: The Poetry of Sylvia Plath", in Sylvia
Plath: The Critical Series, edited by Linda Wagner, op.cit.
The ongoing debate on whether Plath has been successful
or not in her attempts to merge private trauma with
symbols of mass terror was discussed in greater detail in
the introduction to this thesis.
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terror, rather than familiarising it, the female self
only writes herself into a position of exhibitionism and
melodrama.

The same lapse in technique affects another of Plath's
October lyrics, "Getting There'", which again envisions
the creation and sustenance of an explicitly female
identity.

The terrible brains

Of Krupp, black muzzles

Revolving, the sound

Punching out Absence! like cannon.

It is Russia I have to get across, it is some war or
other.

I am dragging my body

Quietly through the straw of the boxcars.28.
"Russia" is used to loosely denote the sense of distance
that the self has to traverse in the journey of self
definition. While the sense of labour and difficulty of
the task in hand is clearly projected, the reader's
associational skills and knowledge of contemporary events
is tested. "Krupp'" refers to the German family of steel
and armaments manufacturers,29 and as such is identified
as an agent of violence, abetting the "enemy" in his
schemes of mass extermination. The reference can become
obscure if the reader and writer do not, at this point
share a common, contemporaneous background.

If "Daddy'" represents an allegory that the female

subject enacts in order to '"find" herself, then what, the
reader may well ask, is the significance of her equation

with a "Jew". Is "Jewishness' meant to correspond to a

28. "Getting There", Ariel, op.cit, p.43.
29. Collins Concise Dictionary Plus, [Collins, London and
Glasgow, 19859.], p.701.
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sense of difference, separateness, even oddity in terms
of cultural experience? It is probably meant to be a
generic term for one who is persecuted, for one who
suffers. Is this to be extended tovthe predicament of
the woman artist struggling for expression within the
hierarchies of patriarchal language and ideology? Or is
the "Jew'" evoked simply to metaphorise the wvictim in
every woman? Using the complex image of Jew and Nazi in
a simplistic manner brings in its wake gross sociological
generalizations.

Every woman adores a Fascist,

The boot in the face, 30.

What provides the saving grace in this reductive use
of historical material is the element of irony in the
poem. The startling assertion '"every woman adores a
Fascist" can be read as a pointer to the levels of irony
operative in the text. With this seemingly masochistic
proclamation, the female poet/self ironically examines
the issue of her wvictimization, suggesting that the
sufferers choose or at least accommodate themselves to
their suffering. Yet the wvery authority of her
proclamation is ironic, since her claim about "every
woman'" is itself transparently false. The line parodies
patriarchal assumptions about feminine subservience, even
while stressing how dangerously inviting this fantasy
could be for those 1lured by the trap of masculine

ideology.

30. "Daddy'", op.cit, p.55.
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If the oppressive figure of Daddy personifies the
male ©poetic tradition, then the poem examines the
difficulty of textualising a self free of masculine
conventions. It 41is this difficulty of finding and
defending a narrative for the female self that is of
interest in ''Daddy". Despite the maladroit wuse of
historical models to aestheticize power, the poem scores
in terms of the textual travesties that are introduced in
the text through the technigues of parody and mockery.
Plath's "Daddy" is written in a direct, conversational
tone, sometimes too colloguial in its determination to
undercut emotion.

You stand at the blackboard, daddy,

In the picture I have of you,

A cleft in your chin instead of your foot

But no less a devil for that, 31.
In keeping with this tone is Plath's description of
"Daddy'" as a piece of 'light verse'.32. Almost on the
same day Plath wrote to her brother Warren, describing
the poem as ''gruesome'.33. She later read it on B.B.C.
radio in a highly ironic, grating tone of voice. The
poem's uniqueness derives from its variegated, even if
bizarre fusion of the comic and the horrific. Plath's
speaker uses melodramatic, self mocking terms to describe
her opponent - "so black no sky could sqgueak through"
[stanza 10] and herself - '"poor and white" [stanza 1].

There is a tension established in the poem between the

31. ibid.

32. A.Alvarez, Beyond all this Fiddle, [Allen Lane-Penguin,
London, 1968.], p.56.

33. Letters Home, edited by Aurelia Plath, [Faber & Faber
Ltd. London,1976.1, p.472.
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adult and childlike voices of the speaker. Thus an adult
vocabulary of Taroc packs, Viennese beer, the beauties of
Tyrol, Aryan ancestry, Meinkampf looks and specific names
of concentration camps, Jjuxtapose a more childlike
diction of '"gobbledygoo', '"barely daring to breathe or
achoo'". The conventionalized descriptions of '"beautiful
Nauset'", or the Tyrolean snowfall, work in rhythm with
regressive fantasies of vampires and ritual sacrifices
and with childish nursery rhyme repetitions- 'you do not
do, you do not do'"; "war, war, war'. Plath's irony cuts
both ways. While the speaker's sophisticated, adult
voice undercuts her childish voice, reducing its
melodrama to comedy, the childish voice cuts through the
pretensions of the adult voice, exposing the extremity of
suffering behind the mask of erudition.
The female "I" in the poem, initiates a language of

her own by first posing and then deposing herself as a
passive instrument of the father/husband's desires. She
then experiments with a new form of self representation
as a rebel in the spectacular ritual of exorcism where
the oppressive power of the patriarch is broken.

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.

Daddy, daddy, you bastard, I'm through.34.

The closing lines afford drama and spectacle - the

riot and abandon of the carnival. Yet it is the forceful

yoking together of contraries that is more spectacular

34. "Daddy'", op.cit, p.56.
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than the actual ritual of exorcism. Daddy must also be
exorcised through language. In his own language, he is
"bastardized". It is the father figure that is being

ridiculed by being dismissed as irregular, abnormal and
inferior.35. The female self has dismantled hierarchical
notions of the male figure as God, as leader, as husband
and now as father. There have been repeated attempts to
eliminate boundaries of the sacred and the profane,
private and the public. It is this carnival upheaval of
patriarchal hierarchies that the textual travesties of
parody, mockery and the use of nursery rhyme achieve.
Like the carnival the nursery rhyme mimes and
familiarises terror by battering the boundaries of logic

and language. As Bakhtin points out in Rabelais and his

World, the carnival "was familiar with the element of
terror only as represented by comic monsters who were
defeated by laughter. Terror was turned into something
gay and comic'"36

It is on this note of dark humour that the poem ends.
The ambivalence of the final word 'through'" is indeed
striking. What does '"through" signify? Is the speaker
finally able to '"get through'", to communicate with Daddy?
If so, within what parameters does she represent herself?

Or, is she "finished with" or 'through" with her long

35. The Collins English Dictionary defines '"bastard" in these
terms and the verb "to bastardize' as a process which
makes inferior, deposes or illegitimizes a concept. See
The Collins English Dictionary, II edition, [Collins, London
and Glasgow, 1986.],p.127.

36. M.M.Bakhtin, Rabelais and his World, translated by Helene
Iswolsky, [The M.I.T. Press, Cambridge, Mass. and London,
1968.]1, p.39.
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invective against patriarchal power? If indeed, then has
the speaker exorcised herself of fear and anger? Or has
she finally appropriated male power by freeing herself
from the dictates of social and linguistic models of
patriarchy and does this action imply the hope of
revisioning anger into a positive narrative for female
identity? The reader is left with all these questions at
the end of "Daddy". If a carnivalesque interpretation is
adopted, there is no preference given to any one reading
over the next. As Bakhtin points out in Rabelais---, the
carnival is deeply ambivalent toward power structures,
focusing instead on processes of self definition, both
individual and cultural.37. In accepting all
interpretations as possible, the carnivalesque reader
appreciates the close of '"Daddy'" as a statement about the
difficult and ambivalent nature of defining and defending
female identity. What interests Bakhtin is the focus in
the carnival of intentionally mixing up the hierarchical

levels in order 'to discover the core of the object's

concrete reality--- the real being outside all
hierarchical norms and wvalues.?38. It is 1in the bee
poems, [discussed in the next chapter] that this

ambivalence lies most finely etched and most delicately
balanced. In 'Daddy'", the anger has been checked but not
vet gquelled sufficiently enough to be used effectively as
a transgressive and transformational power as in the bee

sequence.

37. ibid, pp.403-426.
38. ibid, p.403.
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In poems like '"Fever 103", "Purdah" and "Lady
Lazarus'", written after '"Daddy" during October '62, the
first signs of how this anger can be used in a
revisionary manner appear. These poems ''perform"
wonderfully as the self moulds her anger and resentment
into a specific, positive idiolect. Nevertheless, as in
"Daddy', there are moments when the performance slips in
its control to become instances of melodrama and
sensationalism. All three poems, written in terse three
line verses, envision a rebirth, a release from‘masculine
restrictions. The image of release is one of ascension
and of power, prefiguring the potent image of the
"upflight of the murderess into the heaven that loves
her" ["The Bee Meeting'"]39 and the flight of the terrible
"red comet over the engine that killed her" ["Stings'"]140.

"Fever 103", written on 20, October, 1962, imitates
the voice of a delirious speaker '"flickering, off, on,
off, on"41 in its emphasis on "the sin, the sin."42. In
a B.B.C. radio reading, Plath introduced the poem as
representing two kinds of fire.

---fires of hell which merely agonize, and fires of
heaven, which purify. During the poem, the first sort of
fire suffers itself into the second.43.

Images pile up so ceaselessly that on the first

reading of the poem the reader is stifled and confused by

39 "The Bee Meeting, Ariel, op.cit, p.61.
40. "Stings'", Ariel, op.cit, p.67.
41. "Fever 103", ariel, op.cit, p.59.

42. ibid, p.58.
43. Collected Poems, Op.cit, See Notes:1962, Note no:188,
p.293.
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the seemingly reckless structure of the poem. It is not
a very easy exercise for the reader to flicker "off, on,
off, on'" in accordance with the speaking voice. Part of
the problem for the reader is that the images in the
first half of the poem work on a referential scale that
is either too narrow or too general. Thus we have the
fires of hell represented by characters of Greek
mythology, ["fat Cerberus'" - stanza 2]; mixed with myths
of popular culture, ["Isadora's scarves" - stanza 4];
leading onto the terrible reality of modern warfare,
["Hiroshima ash" - stanza 9]. No doubt this accretion of
images succeeds in faithfully representing the rasps of
the delirious, fevered mind of the speaker. It does
however affect the lyricism of the verse.

The image of Cerberus, the watch-dog at the gates.of

hell in Greek mythology, is a direct reference to the

impending death awaiting the sick and feverish speaker.:

It is a conventional image, with the word "Cerberus"
immediately creating the context between the speaker and
reader of a scene of sin, death and damnation. From this
image we move on to a second definition of death. Death
is seen as a Dbrutal, unfairly sudden force that
strangulates the speaker in much the same manner as the
scarves did the famous dancer, Isadora Duncan. Notice
Plath's choice of image here. It is almost uncanny that
it is the spectacular nature of the death and the
legendary mythmaking that followed,> that prompts the
selection. There is however, a certain hollowness about

this image although the lines roll of smoothly enough.
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Love, love, the low smokes roll
From me like Isadora's scarves, I'm in a fright

One scarf will catch and anchor in the wheel.44.

Perhaps this sense of cultural vacuity in the image
exists because of the proximity that the image of
"Isadora's scarves" shares with that of "Hiroshima ash".
It could be said, to Plath's advantage, that the
phenomenon of death is being presented as both individual
and en masse, with an equal associative degree of
spectacle and waste attributed to both cases. Yet how
can we consider Isadora Duncan's death, untimely as it
was, on the same scale of horror with the extermination
of hundreds of thousands in the holocaust of Hiroshima?
Notice that the reference to Hiroshima is 1linked
specifically to the "bodies of adulterers'.

Greasing the bodies of adulterers

Like Hiroshima ash and eating in.

The sin. The sin.45.
It is the guilt of the perpetrators of Hiroshima that is
being referred to, a guilt that eats into modern
consciousness and 1is a constant reminder of sin and
retribution. This, presumably, is the fate of
"adulterers" tortured by their sins. Though the analogy
can work, it is still too laboured to be aesthetically
satisfactory. Plath is again counting on the knowledge
of the reader to provide the meaning here and to thereby
excuse the inchoate nature of the image making as the

result of the delirium of the speaking voice.

44. "Fever 103", op.cit, p.58.
45, ibid.
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The second half of the poem, which goes on to
describe the moment of flight and supposed release of the
self, depicts a greater control over image making. The
images are still audacious, even outrageous. The female
persona compares herself first to God [stanza 121, and
then explicitly to "a pure acetylene Virgin" [stanza 16].
The imagery, imitative of the Ascension of the Virgin
Mary with its connotations of radiance and purity, is
once again a conventional associative recall. However,
in this second half -of the poem, the actual physicél
condition of the speaker is accounted for in a much more
co-ordinated manner through the images produced. As
image follows image, the flushed and feverish condition
of the speaker now becomes a purifying cauldron. The
speaker cannot be touched in this state; she asserts that
she is inviolate in her purity.

I am too pure for you or anyone. —--

Does not my heat astound you. And my light.

All by myself I am a huge camellia

Glowing and coming and going, flush on flush.46.

This is the proclamation of a self that is "infinitely
delicate and infinitely expensive.'"47 amid the
assertions of the powerful images of Gods and acetylene
Virgins, there are images of '"Japanese paper moons'",
"golden beaten skin'" and "huge camellias'":

My head a moon

Of Japanese paper, my gold beaten skin
Infinitely delicate and infinitely expensive.48.

46. ibid, p.59.
47. ibid.
48. ibid.
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Literary echoes are unmistakeable  here. Yeats's
"Byzantium" poems use the image of spectacularly carved

sculpture to represent perfection, although it is a

purity that is markedly inaccessible, distant and

undeniably cold. This leads us to the question at the
start of the poem- '"Pure? What does it mean?'"49. If the
second half of the poem describes a purificatory ritual,
it forcefully engages the reader in the meaning and
impact of this process. The release of the female self
is envisioned in terms of a flight '"to Paradise'" [stanza
18]. In Plath's late poefry, purity and perfection are
term that is loaded with ambiguity. Most often it is the

foetus that is referred to in terms of the pure, the

untainted. In the Ariel poems referring to children,
"Nick and the Candlestick', '"Morning Song', '"The Night
Dances'" and "You're'", the child is regarded as a symbol

of purity and innocence, though the symbolism is never
unequivocally so. There is always a sense of lurking
danger, so that the child continuously functions as a
reminder to the mother of the transitory and assailable
nature of purity itself. Nevertheless, the female self
in search of 1its own narrative attempts constant
regressions into a state of foetal innocence. In "A
Birthday Party'", [30, Sept.'62.], death is seen as a gift,
a birth-day into a newer, purer self.
There would be a nobility then, there would be a
birthday.

And the knife not carve, but enter

Pure and clean as the cry of a baby,

49. ibid, p.58.
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And the universe slide from my side.50.

In "Getting There'" [6, Nov.'62.], impending death is
again visualised through womb-tomb imagery. The self is
reborn through a cleansing ritual that strips away social
and domestic exigencies.

The carriages rock, they are cradles.

And I, stepping from this skin

Of old bandages, boredoms, old faces

Step to you from the black car of Lethe,

Pure as a baby.51.

Purity and perfection are not easily interchangeable

in Plath's poetic canon. While the term purity carries a
sense of ©progress toward a state of ©perfection,
perfection itself is seen as a state that is static and
lifeless. In the poem "Years'", [14, Nov.'62], and in the
poems that Plath reserved for her new volume of poetry,
this state of perfection, attributed to concepts like God
and Paradise, 1is categorically rejected as rigid and
uninteresting.

O God, I am not like you

In your vacuous black,

Stars stuck all over, bright stupid confetti.

Eternity bores me,

I never wanted it.

What I love is
The piston in motion- ---

And you, great Stasis-
What is so great in that!52.
Perfection egquated with Stasis becomes a useless,

unattractive state. In "The Munich Mannequins', [28,

50. "aA Birthday Present', ariel, op.cit, p.50.

51. "Getting There'", ariel, op.cit, p.44.

52. "Years'", Ariel, op.cit, p.73. Plath herself did not
include this poem in her list for Ariel.



Jan.'63], the idiom of barrenness and infertility is
pressed into service to denote the disadvantages of the
state of perfection.

"Perfection is terrible, it cannot have children.'53.

How valid therefore is the flight to Paradise that
the reader witnessed at the end of "Fever 103"? Is it to
be read as the moment of release of the female self into
a space of power or into a vacuous state of immobility?
It is here that the arrangement of Ariel plays a crucial
part. With Plath's original outline for Ariel, '"Fever
103" could be reéd as a positive statement in the growing
narrative of the female self. In terms of composition it
leads on to the powerful image of '"God's lioness'" in
"Ariel'", [27, Oct.'62.]; to the positive redeployment of
anger in '"Purdah", [29, Oct.'62.] and finally to the
Phoenix-like image of control and power in '"Lady Lazarus"
[23-29, Oct.'62.]. In terms of Plath's arrangement, the
image of breaking free in "Fever 103" would have led on
to the transformative and transgressive employment of
power in the crucial bee poems that would have closed
Ariel. Hughes however, ends the 1965 volume with poems
like "Kindness'", '"Contusion', "Edge'" and "Words', poems
whose tone of determinism and gquiet despair invalidate
this "terrible" voice that would otherwise have resonated

through Ariel.

53. "The Munich Mannequins'", Ariel, op.cit, p.74. This
poem was intended for the new volume of poetry that Plath
planned after ariel.
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In this context of editorial preference over
authorial consent, the new-found voice of "Fever 103"
could well be relegated to that of uncontrolled hysteria.
If so, it is the male gaze that has distorted the image-
the woman who creates a spectacle is viewed as ''making a
spectacle of" herself. The distinction is crucial in the
way bold affirmations of feminine performance as against
silence, withdrawal and invisibility are accepted as
valid parameters for defining female sexuality.

In "Purdah", written on 29, October 1962, the first
attempts to smash the referentiality of the male gaze is
recorded. The female self as the gleaming '"mirror'", at
first only functions as a reflector of masculine cultural
and ideological preconceptions.

I gleam like a mirror.
At this facet the bridegroom arrives
Lord of the mirrors!
It is himself he guides
In among these silk
Screens, these rustling appurtenances.54.
The female self still occupies the ''space off" position

that was discussed in Chapter 1 on The Colossus. That

is, the female self is still un-seen and un-said outside
the masculine frame of reference. She still occupies
"the space not visible in the frame but inferable from

what the frame makes visible'55.

54. "Purdah', cCollected Poems, Op.cit, pp.242-243. The poem
is not included in ariel, 1965. Hughes chose to publish
it instead in the Winter Trees volume of 1971.

55. Teresa de Lauretis, Technologies of Gender: Essays on Theory,
Film and Fiction, [Indiana University Press, Bloomington,
1987.], p.26.
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I am his.
Even in his

Absence, I
Revolve in my
Sheath of impossibles,

Priceless and guiet 56.

Yet the masculine rationale is seen as inadeqguately

linear for the female self 1s seen as polyvalent,

multiple -
-—-1I
Smile, cross-legged,
Enigmatical,

Shifting my clarities.57.

A break-out from this constricting patriarchal framework
is envisioned explicitly in terms of a movement from
silence to articulation;-

I shall unloose
One note

Shattering
The chandelier
Of air that all day flies

Its crystals
A million ignorants.58.

and from passivity to power.

Notice the emphasis on the word "unloose'". There is a
sense of forcefully breaking away from oppressive
boundaries and hierarchies. The poem closes with the
symbolic '"murder" of patriarchal ideologies with the

obligque reference to the murder of Agamemnon by

56. "Purdah", op.cit, p.243.
57. ibid, p.242.
58. ibid, p.243.
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Clytemnestra. Electra becomes Clytemnestra as the female
self now appropriates male power.

This appropriation itself can be viewed by readers
either as an example of positive revision or of negative
masguerade. Jacques Lacan has written of feminine
sexuality as a masqguerade, masking a lack, pretending to
hide what is in fact not there.

I would say that it is in order to be the phallus,
that is to say, the signifier of desire of the Other,
that the woman will reject an essential part of her
femininity, notably all its attributes through
masquerade. 59
Luce Irigaray too uses the term '"masquerade'" to refer to
women experiencing desire only as male desire for
them. 60. If the release at the end of "Purdah" is read
as a masguerade, then the female self is still
incapacitated; is still unable to define ''femaleness'" as
different from the masculine equation of power and
identity. If however, the release 1is viewed as a
revisionary step, then the '"unloosing" witnessed in the
poem can become the first indication of actual insurgence
against patriarchal hierarchies. It becomes the first
real act of mimesis in Ariel, an act that is honed to
near perfection in "Lady Lazarus" and the bee seqguence of
October '62.

To play with mimesis is--- for a woman, to try to

recover the place of her exploitation by discourse,
without allowing herself simply to be reduced to it. It

59. Feminine Sexuality: Jacques Lacan and the Ecole Freudienne,
edited by Jacqueline Rose and Juliet Mitchell, ([W.W.
Norton, N.York, 1982.], p.84.

60. See Luce Irigaray, The Sex Which is Not One, translated by
Catherine Porter, [Cornell University Press, N.York,
1985.].
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means to resubmit herself- inasmuch as she is on the side

of "perceptible'", of "matter'"- to '"ideas", in particular
to ideas about herself, that are elaborated in/by
masculine logic, but so as to make '"visible", by an

effect of playful repetition, what was supposed to remain
invisible: the cover-up of a possible operation of the
feminine in language.61.

"Lady Lazarus'" written between 23-29, October, 1962;
the last of the October lyrics, can be read as a
brilliant mimetic attempt to ‘'carnivalise" existing
patriarchal distinctions and boundaries in language and
culture. The poem attempts to define and defend a
narrative for the female self through this act of
linguistic debasement. It is almost impossible to ignore
the impact that biography had in the composition of "Lady
Lazarus'. 1In the aftermath of her separation from Hughes
in the summer of '62, there came a period of poetic
sterility with as few as six poems being composed from
July to September of that year. Then came the frenetic
writing spell of October '62, an effort which Plath
herself looked upon as an attempt to 1live through a
literary alter ego. In a letter to her mother dated 16,

October, '62, Plath claims that she was ready for this

re-birth.
To make a new life. I am a writer--—- I am a genius of
a writer; I have it in me. I am writing the best poems

of my life. They will make my name.62.

What makes '"Lady Lazarus' a high point in Plath's
development as a poet is the way in which biographical
details are manipulated and controlled within the

dramatic structure of the poem. There are, for example,

61. ibid, p.76.
62. Letters Home, Op.cit, p.468.
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references to three attempts at suicide as the poet
freely departs from biographical fact to fictional
enlargément of details. This enlargement is to
dramatically 1legitimize the searing self confidence of
"the walking miracle', [stanza 2]; 'the smiling woman of
thirty" [stanza 7].

Dying

Is an art, like everything else.
I do it exceptionally well.63.

As Susan Van Dyne points out, in '"Lady Lazarus",
she borrowed the miracle of Lazarus, the myth of the
phoenix, the hype of the circus, and the horror of the
holocaust to prophesy for herself a blazing triumph over
her feelings of tawdriness and victimization.'"64.

In the poem, forms of carnival folk culture coalesce,
chiefly that of ritual spectacles which included pageants
and marketplace festivities, and the features of comic
verbal compositions like parodies, profanations and
marketplace speech. These masks and voices of the
carnival are incorporated as textual travesties that
attempt to resist, exaggerate and thereby destabilize the
peripheries that mark and maintain the supremacy of the
male gaze. The female persona of the poem is on dis-play
and she both plays to and against the preconceptions of
her audience.

The peanut-crunching crowd
Shoves in to see

63. "Lady Lazarus'", Ariel, op.cit, p.17.
64. Susan Van Dyne, '"Fueling the Phoenix Fire: The
nn

manuscripts of Sylvia Plath's "Lady Lazarus"",
Massachusetts Review: 24, [Summer,1983.] p.397.
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Them unwrap me hand and foot-
The big strip tease.65.

The violent fantasy of the poem represents the wish
of the female speaker to incorporate the forces that
threaten to destroy her. The naming of antagonists is
consistent: lover, captor, enemy, doctor, God, Lucifer.
This naming of enemies allows the self to probe the
extent of her dependence on these male figures through
whom she had previously sought to define herself.

Van Dyne's discussion of Plath's manuscripts for
"Lady Lazarus' prove both interesting and informative.
She points out that throughout Plath's excisions and
additions in her drafts, what is evident is "her fixation
on a male figure as the primary audience for her
strenuous self-proclamation.'"66. The manuscripts make it
clear that the speaker's re-construction of the self
demands and depends on the male audience to validate it.

I am your opus,

I am your valuable,

The pure gold baby
That melts to a shriek.
I turn and burn.67.

As witnessed in earlier poems 1like '"The Rabbit
Catcher" and '"Daddy'", the male figure is both desirous
and dangerous - both the frame that represents the female
self and that which thwarts representation. For the
figure of Lady Lazarus, ''the walking miracle" to attain a

heroic stature, this desire and fear of the male figure

65. "Lady Lazarus', op.cit, p.17.
66. "Fueling the Phoenix Fires'"---, op.cit, p.399.
67. "Lady Lazarus', op.cit, p.18.
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must be assimilated into the self. It 1is as if the
entire corpus of male hegemony is ingested into the final
Phoenix image of the woman who "eat(s] men like air".é68.
But before this self-confidence is achieved in the poen,
there are moments of wvulnerability that must be mastered.
"Do I terrify?'"- the speaker asks the "enemy" [stanza 4],
although it is her own terror that is Dblatantly
foregrounded.

The nose, the eye pits, the full set of teeth?

The sour breath

Will vanish in a day.

Soon, soon the flesh

The grave cave ate will be

At home on me 69

Behind the wry humour and the apparent flippancy of

the lines that follow, "and like the cat I have nine

times to die." [stanza 7], there is grim terror. This
terror is controlled and interiorized through a dramatic
reversal of roles between the female speaker and her
audience. From strip-tease to relic, to the wvaluable
opus, the persona assaults the audience with her
terrifying disclosures.

The first '"strip tease" is similar to the market-
place festivities of the carnival, the 'peanut-crunching
crowd" witnessing a spectacle free of charge. The
persona presents herself, allows herself to be gazed
upon.

Gentleman, ladies

These are my hands

68. ibid, p.19.
69. ibid, p.16.
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My knees.70.

By the time we reach the second spectacle, ''there is a
charge'" [stanza 19]. The female self's repeated forays
with Death and her '"theatrical comeback[s]'" give her the
status of a legend. Indeed she 1s as miraculous, rare

and expensive to view as the relics of saints.
For the eyeing of my scars, there is a charge
For the hearing of my heart-
It really goes. -
And there is a charge, a very large charge
For a word or touch
Or a bit of blood

Or a piece of my hair or my clothes.71.

The macabre humour, together with the intentionally

presumptuous analogies, create an abrasive form of
presentation. The female self now quotes a price that
the audience must pay to see her suffer. Notice how

dramatically the balance of power shifts from the
audience to the speaker. In the thrill of performance,
the speaker now controls and manipulates the gaze of the
spectator rather than simply being defined by it. As the
self enacts this grotesque drama of arranging and re-
arranging her many 'selves', she moves towards a defiant
departure from archetypal representations of male
authority. The female self in charge of her own
reconstruction, has no dependence on the '"Herr Doktor'",
even on '"Herr God". She has traversed the terrors of

hell and still made 'the theatrical/ Comeback in broad

70. ibid, p.17.
71. ibid, p.18.
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daylight."72. So "Herr Enemy'" and "Herr Lucifer" can no
longer control or define the terms of her victimization.
The grim irony of the poem points to a heroine who 1is
both victim and victor. The attempts to create the image
of a powerful, autonomous self is successful only in so
far as the vulnerable selves, derivative of male logic or
rationale are burnt to ashes.

Ash, ash-

You poke and stir.

Flesh, bone, there is nothing there-

A cake of soap,

A wedding ring,

A gold filling.73.
There is a forceful rejection of domestic and marital
bonds as the self moves into a space of autonomous power.
This is the '"unloosing" of ‘"Purdah" at its most
comprehensive.

Out of the ash

I rise with my red hair

And I eat men like air.74.

In its oppositional play, the poem depicts the female
speaker making a spectacle of her audience. By refusing
to surrender to the critical and cultural tools of the
dominant class, the female speaker suggests a
carnivalesgue redeployment or counter ©production of
culture, knowledge and pleasure.

Had Plath's own voice been heeded, Ariel ([1965] would

have read as a successful attempt at re-visioning an

explicitly female narrative for the self. Hughes's

72. ibid, pp.17-18.
73. ibid, p.18.
74. ibid, p.19.
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editorial hand however, robs the performance of its
verve. Masculine logic and linearity reasserts itself on
the body of the text.
The Phoenix fires are extinguished-

The heart shuts,

The sea slides back,

The mirrors are sheeted.75.
"God's lioness'76 is stripped of her power-

Words dry and riderless,

The indefatigable hoof-taps.

While

From the bottom of the pool, fixed stars

Govern a life.77

The hand of the editor has, as we have seen in this
chapter, clearly cloven Ariel into two distinct texts.
This proscription of the text by indiscriminate editoriail
intent was indeed a grave miscalculation. The published
edition of Ariel in 1965 is certainly a scaled down
version, robbed of the spectacle and performative power
of the original. Ariel as text grapples within masculine
parameters in its quest for acceptance in the literary
world at large. ©Plath intended to close Ariel with the
Bee poems, poems that surge with a new-found sense of
power and equilibrium. Unless Ariel is read concurrently
as it was meant to be and as it is, there is a danger
that the triumphant narrative of female identity,
expressed in the final poems, would reman forever un-seen

and un-said within the prescriptive parameters of

masculine discourse.

75. "Contusion', ariel, op.cit, p.84.
76. "ariel', ariel, op.cit, p.36.
77. "Words'", Ariel, op.cit, p.86.
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RE-COVERY AND RELEASE IN SYLVIA PLATH'S "BEE-POEMS",

OR ARTEL AS IT SHOULD HAVE BEEN

In the previous chapter, we witnessed the manner in
which the heavy hand of the editor, robbed Ariel of its
inherent music. Plath's original selection was made to
seem accessorial, was even unacknowledged, as a ''new"
text was created in its place. The manner in which the
editor usurped the role of the author 1leads me to
ruminate on the most unlikely of comparisons, -~ an

interesting legend in Hindu mythology. A strange myth

centres around the most popular of the Indian icons,

Lord Shiva, [or Siva] - the Destroyer figure in the Hindu
triad. Shiva, 1is also called "Ardhanariswara'- the
androgyne God. [Ardha:half; Nari:woman; Iswara:God]. In
him resided '"Sakti",- the female power,- a repressed,

indiscernible, yet immensely powerful force field. In his
capacity as Ardhanariswara, Shiva was called upon to
assist in the act of creation. Importantly enough it was
the act of creating Woman. Prior to calling upon Shiva's
services, Brahma, the Logos, had summoned forth forms
through an act of concentration; creating the Word
through an act of will. But Brahma's creatures could not
procreate. Sakti was therefore called upon to set aright
this imbalance.-

From the middle of her brow she created a sakti
equal in glory to herself. Lord Siva, the ocean of
mercy, then smilingly asked Sakti to fulfill the
desire of Brahma, and she became Sati the daughter of
Daksha. [Siva Purana, 3.3. 21-27.}. Then the great
GodGoddess, --- re-entered the body of Siva, --- [Siva

Purana, 3.3. 28.]. From that time, womankind was created
in the world, procreation became sexual, the enjoyment of
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pleasure 1in woman was established, and Brahma was
happy." [Siva Purana, 3.3. 29; 7.1.16. 25; 25. 5-29.].1

To complete the circularity of the mission, Sati marries
Lord Shiva, returns to her Heavenly abode & assumes the
newly formed role of wife. The predictable role of
passivity, the pre-set language of deference, the
damnable status of difference. Woman within familiar
parameters. No wonder Brahma was happy. The Word had
become the Deed with the Woman as intercessory. But what
on earth happened to Shakti? How did the '"feminine'" come
to mean the "accessorial''?

During the course of this chapter, I propose to
hypothecate the close of Plath's Ariel, as opposed to
Hughes wversion of it, as a release of a specific
narrative for female identity. The re-surfacing of the
"feminine" in Plath's poetry is, as we have seen, most
often consistently defined by acts of textual
transgression and reclamation, transformation and
release. I have selected the bee-sequence in Plath's

poetry [ Ariel, Winter Trees and The Colossus.] as

representative of this struggle preceding the definition
of the ubigquitious "I".

-—- I

Have a self to recover, a queen.

Is she dead, is she sleeping?

Where has she been,

With her lion-red body, her wings of glass?2

The word that troubled me on my first reading of

Plath's '"Stings" was 'recover'. Recover - regain

1 Stella Kramrisch,_The Presence of Siva, [Princeton
University Press, 1981.], p.203.

2 "Stings'", Ariel, [Faber & Faber Ltd., London, 1965.],
p.66.
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possession or use of, or take control of; reclaim. But
also Re-cover- cover again; conceal; hide. So recover
what; why recover; recover from whom/what; how to
recover; why and how and from whom/what to re-cover,
cover again-? The word instantly established a tangible
hierarchy. Someone had possession of something; someone
had 1lacked or 1lost something; and accordingly, the
structures of power were fashioned. The obvious
deduction was that reclamation, were it to become
imperative, would either be an act of stealth or an act
of aggression, orvélternatively, a complete redeployment
of traditional notions of power and passivity.
Interestingly enough, the archaic meaning of reclaim is
"to make protest'.3 Turning back to "Stings", I realised
that all three methods were employed by a deft and
continuous binding of <conceptual contraries. The
recovery is of a '"self" at the start of the line, a self
that is unsexed and therefore neutral in the power game.

But by the end of the same line, it is a "queen" to be

recovered - not just a female self, but a female self in
a position of power. This self is at first seen as
"dead'", beyond recovery, but immediately afterward as
"sleeping'", merely unconscious of its potential, merely
covered up, -'"Where has she been?". The female self must

now awaken to redefine her loss, if not retrieve her true
position. But will the insurgency be through an

assertion of power - 'the 1lion-red body" -, or by

3 See The Concise Oxford Dictionary, 7th. edition,
(1982.], p.866.
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reviewing the concept of powerlessness - the 'wings of
glass'"? And what of the intermixing of the images of the
lion and the bee - the big & the small - but not
necessarily the superior and the inferior?

With all these questions buzzing around in me, I
decided to look at the bee poems as a sequence. The
question of identity through language was indeed the
matrix of poetic concern in this sequence.The bee poems
as text, become the site of linguistic insurgency and in
an exemplary fashion, display the interplay between
meaning in the manifest letters of the text and the
recovery of a subtly different meaning from the repressed
rhythms of the sub-text. A woman-text, - a text that
recovers from phallogocentric discourse the '"jouissance'4
that it had lost or was forced to repress, - is a return

of the repressed feminine in discourse with its

4 "Jouissance" was a term that was popularised by French
critics such as Roland Barthes, Jacques Lacan and Julia
Kristeva. In The Pleasure of the Text, [Farrar, Straus
and Giroux Inc., N.York, 1975.], Barthes differentiates
""pleasure" from "bliss', the former, something that can
be expressed, the latter, one that defies representation.
Lacan, in Ecrits: A Selection, translated by Alan
Sheridan, [Tavistock Publications, London, 1977.1,
identifies '"jouissance' as the totality of enjoyment -
i.e. covering the field of law and the activity of sex.
In Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature
and Art, translated by Thomas Gora, Leon Roudiez and
Alice Jardine, [Basil Blackwell Ltd., Oxford, 1982.],
Kristeva gives "jouissance" a meaning that is closely
related to that given by Lacan. Lacan speaks of
"jouissance sexuelle'" and '"jouissance phallique' but in
both cases, the term "jouissance'" is gramatically and
conceptually qualified. ©Unlike Lacan, Kristeva
distinguishes sensual and sexual pleasure by the term
"plaisir", while the term "jouissance is used to connote
total joy or ecstasy. Importantly enough the French word
"jouissance" when split, implies the presence of meaning
- "jJ'ouis sens" - i.e. "I heard meaning."




energetic, Joyful and trangressive flight through
language.

Tracing the flight of the gueen bee through the bee
sequence, I wish to argue that the female subject, in
order to Jjustify an identity so at wvariance with
phallogocentric models, adopts a position of defiance and
a voice of plurality.

The queen bee alone seems to have been singled out
in the conceptual framework of the hive with striking
particularity of detail. She 1is "old",s; a shrewd
survivor-'the o0ld gqueen does not show herself's;
contradictorily, "poor, bare & ungueenly" with wings like
"torn shawls",7; and yet more terrible than she ever was-
"red scar in the sky" with "wings of glass" and a '"lion-
red body's. The other bees are seen as a collective
entity in comparison to the singularity of the queen.
Meticulously structured, with labour strictly divided,
the hive is the political pivot of the bee sequence. The
hive is seen as a source of protection and sustenance.
If we hypothesize a child-bee analogy, we notice that the
conflict between imagined unity and its absence becomes

one of the core themes of the bee sequence.?9 Like the

5 "The Bee Meeting", Ariel, op.cit, p.61.

6 ibid.

7 "Stings'", Ariel, op.cit, p.65.

8 ibid.

9 I refer to Jacques Lacan's reading into the nature of
personality as an interpersonal and intrapersonal
phenomenon. According to Lacan, the pre-linguistic
child, when about a year old, observing itself in the
mirror, intuits an image of itself as a unified being.
As yvet weak and dependent, without any distinct
personality of its own, there is an inherent discrepancy
between the child's belief in an ideal unity and the
absence of it. The desire to retrieve this sense of
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child, the queen bee must turn to the hive /mother for
sustenance and must yet remain an entity separate from
this provider. In both the case of the child and the
bee, the sense of self sufficiency, is discredited by the
vulnerability of the subjects in question. Both the
child and the queen bee acquire the exclusivity of the
"I'" pronoun, only when the presence of the Other is
acknowledged. The '"Other" - the mother/society for the
child and the worker bees for the queen, - plays a
crucial role in positioning the subject in the fissure
between manifest behaviour and unconscious wishful
thinking. The child wishes for an integrated "I", but
remains dependent & vulnerable; the queen bee wishes for
longevity, but flies with the momentary brilliance of a
"red comet'; the worker bees wish for the position of the
queen, but remain powerless honey-drudgers. There is
hence already a dichotomy at work within the emerging
subject.

The mirror-stage 1in Jacgques Lacan's reading into the
nature of personality, is the referential text for the

child and it provides the child with a cornucopia of

wholeness, imagined or otherwise, to recover this
frightening lack at the root of being, is now set in
motion. From now onward, '"desir" and '"angoisse'", as
Lacan terms these oscillatory movements, become crucial
factors in identity formation. The child now gains an
intrinsic opposite, the critic within, as well as an
extrinsic opposite, the Mother, the Father, Society in
general, the prosecutor without. The child/self, as yet
undefined, is projected into a power structure in which
it is forced to confront the contradictory nature of its
position in the hierarchy. See Lacan's Ecrits: A
Selection, op.cit, and Jacques Lacan and the Ecole

Freudienne, edited by Jacgqueline Rose and Juliet

Mitchell, [Macmillan, London, 1982.].
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images, all of which are ecstatic affirmations of a sense
of wholeness. It is a momentary and momentous belief in
the superiority and impregnability of the self - the
flight of the queen bee, the '"red scar', the '"red comet"
in the sky, supporting her "lion-red body" on her '"wings
of glass".

If we establish a text-as-mirror comparison, it is
interesting to trace how the initial moment of jouissance
is transported into the text. It is arguable that the
manifest text, with its dependence on the letter, cannot
function on a solely pre-verbal level. The presence of
what I would term, '"intra-lingual" categories, such as
rhythm, intonation, memory and association, onamatopoeia,
synaesthetic imagery, lends to the text a power quite

outside the letter. Most often in the bee poems, the

power of the queen is conveyed through these intralingual

devices.

Notice the setting in '"The Bee-Keeper's Daughter'".
The ambiguities of the Oedipal stage, representing an
incestuous leaning toward the Father and the inexplicable

love-hate relationship with the Mother, is dexterously

woven into a garden metaphor. Importantly enough it is a
garden on the brink of defloration. Plath's 1language
matches this ambivalence in the garden metaphor. The

poem 1s amazingly synaesthetic in its use of images. The
garden 1s aromatically overpowering with the "musk" of
the "great corollas"; visually brimful with the "anthers"
nodding their heads in wild numbers; acoustically alive

with the presence of the Dbirds; stimulating and
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stimulated with the sense of touch as the Rain tree

"drips its powders down'. Notice the sensuousness of the
words themselves. It is " a garden of mouthings', the
corollas 'dilate", "peeling back their silks"; the girl
sets her eye to a "hole mouth" in the ground. These

explicit '"female" postures are juxtaposed deliberately
with phallic symbols - the male '"foot'", '"the beaks of
birds'", '"the Golden Rain Tree'. The profusion and the
fertility of the feminine principle runs parallel to this
aggressive phallic order.

Throughout the poem, the question of power and the
place of the woman 1is worked out as a more or less
traditional rendition of male- female opposition, - the
female ego as the supplicant, the dominated, envious of
the male swagger.

Hieratical in your frock coat, maestro of the bees,
You move among the many breasted hives,
My heart under your foot, sister of stone.10

The poem clearly works on the twin concepts of
"absence" and ''desire'" in the quest for identity. The
daughter hopes to erase her sense of absence, to recover
the power symbol through '"parings'" with her father. The
cross-pollination between birds and bees with flowers and
trees runs parallel to the realisation of the persona
that she can lay claims to "a queenship no mother can
contest' .1 The daughter's bid for a position of power

is evinced in explicitly sexual terms. The moment of

10 "The Bee-Keeper's Daughter', The Colossus, [Faber &
Faber Ltd., London, 1967.], p.66.
11 ibid.
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sexual union comes with the words '"potent as kings/ to
father dynasties.'12 As the maestro controls '"the many
breasted hives'", the persona who makes '"eye to eye"
contact with the queen bee, prepares for a symbolic
marriage to power. Simultaneous to the primal surge of
power that results in the initial moment of jouissance is
the sobering recognition of "le nom du pere'- the law of
the father. The law of the father is also the register
of society.13 Hence the immediate juxtaposition of the
word '"dark" with the word '"parings" - the linguistic
marker indicating the recognition by the subject of the
incest angle of her bid for queenship - "A fruit's that
death to taste'". Yet, the bid for queenship, too
difficult to resist, forces the female persona to
delight, almost gloat in her surreptitious act of weaning
away the father from the mother.
Father, bridegroom, ---
The queen bee marries the winter of your year.14

The female persona seeks to legitimize the relationship
with the father ["marriage', '"bridegroom'], repressing
the horror of incest that threatens to force an
acceptance of her true, wvulnerable self. What is

disturbing about '"The Bee-Keeper's Daughter'" is that the

12 ibid.

13 See Ecrits: A Selection, op.cit. See foot note no:12
and no:66 in Chapter 3, "And then the Body told Her
Story", for a detailed discussion on the Symbolic and the
Semiotic aspects of the signifying process; the ways in
which the Law of the Father conditions the Symbolic and
the manner in which the subject is initiated into
articulation and the subsequent definition of identity.
14 "The Bee-Keeper's Daughter'", The/'Colossus, op.cit,
p-66.
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subject of the poem, remains a victim of her repression,
unwilling to relingquish the image of the omnipotent
Father. The last line to which the poem has led us all
along, masterfully combines the many ambivalent
expressions of a subject for whom the Law of the Father
has never been imbibed or understood. This 1is a
precarious situation for '"when this law breaks down, or
if it has never Dbeen acquired, then the subject may
suffer from psychosis".15 There are at least three
readings to the last line of the poem - '"The queen bee
marries the winter of your year."

1. It is the marriage of the subject to a person well
past his prime in literal years.

2. It is a marriage that removes the discontent of
the father owing to the mother's inferior capacity to
satisfy.

3. It is a marriage that promises the return of
spring; that promises the female self with a recovery of
power by providing access to the phallic signifier.

All three readings hold, but the third, if adopted,
allows this poem to be placed at the head of the Bee
Sequence, leading right down to "Wintering" where the
female bees "taste of spring'.16 The entire bee sequence,
beginning with "The Bee Meeting” and ending with

"Wintering', reads as an analysis of the growth of the

15 The Works of Jacques Lacan: An Introduction, edited by
Bice Benvenuto and Roger Kennedy, [Free Association
Press, Great Britain, 1986.], p.131.

16 "Wintering'", Ariel, op.cit, p.69.
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feminine self from a position of vulnerability to that of
power through the agency of language.

The release into signification is, for a female
subject, a particularly trying experience. Both Freud's
"anatomy is destiny'" dictum and Lacan's emphasis on the
universal phallic signifier, marginalise the Woman's
position in relation to language and expression, by
apportioning to the phallus the wvalue of the prime
symbol. The Woman has to "find herself" through a
language system that is phallocratic & hence inevitably
repressive. To gain a space of her own, the female
subject/persona has to re-work the Oedipal ritual of
castration, which has effectively dubbed Women as
eternally 1longing and lacking but never expressing!
Julia Kristeva, in her re-reading of Lacan, has
highlighted the importance of the transgressive signifier
in discourse which undercufs the fixed nature of the
Logos by introducing the pre-verbal rhythm of the
semiotic. The division of signifier and signified,
originates in what Kristeva terms the "thetic" stage.

--— the semiotic which precedes it[ie. the thetic.],
constantly tears it open, and this transgression brings
about all the transformations of the signifying practice
that we call '"creation".---This is particularly evident
in poetic language since, for there to be a transgression
of the symbolic, there must be an iruption of the drives
in the universal signifying order, --- [italics my own.]17

In the bee poems, Plath evolves a uniquely female

idiom by resorting to transgressive and transformational

methods. Existing power structures are thereby

17 Julia Kristeva,_ Revolution in Poetic Language,
translated by Margaret Waller, [Columbia University
Press, N.York, 1984.], p.62.
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systematically demeaned by a conscious re-viewing of
traditional notions of power and passivity. What 1is
interesting about the entire bee sequence 1is the
ambivalence that Plath attributes to the key questions of
passivity and freedom in relation to the female self.
These concepts are analysed in concordance with the
position that the female self adopts in order to express
a reality quite at odds with existing ideological
superstructures, whether in language or in society.
There 1is a gradual pattern of emergence in the bee
sequence with the queen bee as the Lady Lazarus figure.
Notice that in '"The Bee-Keeper's Daughter" the gqueen bee

is hidden, literally screened from view, in her hideout

beneath the earth- 'the hole-mouth'". In '"The Bee-
Meeting', she is tucked away in the farthest recesses of
the hive. '"Stings" begins with the question if there is

"any queen at all" and ends in the first real emergence
of the queen, the terrible 'red scar'", '"red comet". In
each individual poem, the position of the gqueen bee
corresponds to that of the emergent I-speaker in various
positions on the power/powerlessness tangent. It 1is,
strangely enough, the powerlessness of the gueen bee in
the initial poems of the sequence that contributes to the
final image of controlled flight in the poem "Wintering".

In the Bee poems, the female self adopts a position
of functional alterity. The chief motif of this
alterity is to introduce a difference of perspective.
The ability of this position to signal difference,

reversal, transformation and change of traditional
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notions, is facilitated through an acknowledgement of the
carnival element in discours=2. By '"carnival" I refer [as
previously] to Mikhail Bakhtin's use of the term, the
"Joyful relativity'" of which projects a unique subversive
element into discourse. The carnivalistic mode is '"to
some extent life turned inside out, the reverse side of
the world --- gesture & discourse of a person are freed
from the authority of all hierarchical positions and thus
from the vantage point of noncarnival 1life become
eccentric and inappropriate.''18

If "The Bee-Keeper's Daughter" revealed an
unwillingness to challenge hierarchies, '"The Bee-Meeting'
introduces the first note of dissent, by attacking the
corruptive nature of institutionalised power. The
manifest text, i.e. the visible linguistic structure of
the poemn, describes the supposed chase, where the
villagers try to replace the gueen bee by the wvirgin.
"The wvillagers open the chambers, they are hunting the
queen.'19 The repressed text, represents the controlled
re-surfacing of the semiotic, where through rhythm and
associations, the custodians of power are subjected to a
carnivalesque devaluation of hierarchy. This leads to a
questioning of an entire gamut of constraints - apparel,
role-oriented positions, socially acceptable behaviour
and, most importantly, language and communication. The

poet/persona is as 'nude as a chicken neck'" awaiting

18 M.M.Bakhtin, The Problems of Dostoevsky's Poetics,
edited and translated by Caryl Emerson, [Manchester
University Press, 1984.], pp.122-123.

19 "The Bee-Meeting', Ariel, op.cit, p.61.
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slaughter as the queen bee, the quarry of the chase that
she witnesses. In opposition, in a position of awesome
power, are the "agents for the bees'", the midwife, the
rector, the sexton, - who correspond to three pivotal
experiences in life, birth, marriage and death
respectively, - and the secretary of the bees who
exemplifies the efficient though rather automation nature
of the social order. As against the institutional
grandeur of these traditional figures of power stands the
native cunning of the queen bee- '"She is very clever/ She
is old, o©ld, old, she must live another year & she/ knows
it."20 For the poet/persona, retention of identity
becomes a process of survival. In what seems almost like
an initiation rite, the persona dons her protective
apparel and the objective behind the ritual becomes
clear- '"they are making me/ one of them".

Yes, here is the secretary of the bees with her white

shop smock,
Buttoning the cuffs at my wrists and the slit from my
neck to
my knees. ---
Now they are giving me a fashionable straw Italian

hat
And a black veil that moulds to my face, they are

making me
one of them.21
In both '"The Bee-Keeper's Daughter" and '"The Bee-
Meeting', the conformist ideal, however deadening it may
be, is given precedence over the revolutionary one.

Symbolic ousters are envisaged but never really carried

through.

20 ibid, p.61.
21 ibid, p.60.
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In order to enforce an effective coup, the bee poems
beginning with "The Arrival of the Bee Box" and ending
with '"Swarm', enact two of the main acts of the
Bakhtinian concept of the carnival:

1. The mock crowning and de-crowning of the king

2. The enforcement of the carnival as a means of

social protest, expressing the "haetera" side of
existence.
In "The Arrival of the Bee Box'", identity is as yet

linked with the traditional notions of power read as
"domination'". The I-speaker, voiceless and almost
depersonalised in "'"The Bee-Meeting'", is now apparently in
control- "I ordered this, this clean wood box---/ They
can be sent back./ They can die, I need feed them
nothing. I am the owner.'22 The female speaker's triumph
is ironically through inactivity. The speaker's action
in the poem ends with the ordering of the bee box, for

thenceforth it is the drudges, who rather mechanically,

collect the honey. The female persona merely becomes a
curious onlooker, assuming an omnipotence completely
delusory.- "I am the owner,'"---"I will be sweet God, I

will set them free.'23 The delusion is sustained only so
long as the box provides the comforting protective
barriers between the "Roman mob" and the single "I". It
is therefore a decrowning of accepted concepts that first
opens the discussion of the iconoclastic position that

the female self adopts. The female subject of the poem

22 "The Arrival of the Bee-Box'", Ariel, op.cit, pp.63-64.
23 ibid.
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in "The Arrival of the Bee-Box" filled with a crowning
sense of ownwership and domination, is contradictorily
passive. The iconoclastic position that the female self
adopts, like the carnivalesque mode, is a triumphant
assimilation of contraries. This sense of '"carnivalistic
mesalliances" - to use Bakhtin's term, - gives to the bee
sequence the transgressive signifier. In order to
comprehend the redeployment of notions, the shock value
effect of this transgressive signifier is consistently
employed. The ritual of crowning and decrowning‘is an
ambivalent one expressing the '"inevitability of the
shifting and renewal, the Jjoyful relativity of all
structure.'24 The importance of this ritual as also its
ambivalence is imbibed by the bee sequence. As examples
stand, the ambiguous crowning of the father and his
daughter with the subsequent decrowning of the mother
["The Bee-Keeper's Daughter']; the rites to decrown the
queen and crown ''the virgins"["The Bee-Meeting'"]; the
crowning sense of ownership ['"The Arrival of the Bee-

Box'"]; the show of strength of the crowned gqueen/ self

["Stings'"]; the passivity and greater power of the '"royal
lady"/self ["wWintering"]; the mocking dethroning of
presumptions ["The Swarm'"]. It is on every occasion, the

mocking decrowning of certainties, of accepted social
norms, of traditional preconceptions.

In '"Stings", we find the first exposition of the
iconoclastic position, both for the female persona and

her doppelganger, the gueen bee. The confrontation with

24 The Problems of ---, op.cit, p.124.
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"the brood cells, grey as the fossils of shells",2s
prompts the female speaker into poignant self questioning
into the metaphysics of being- "Is there any queen at
all?"2e6 It is at first an image of a defeated self, a
dethroned gueen divested of her power-
If there is, she is old
Her wings torn shawls, her long body
Rubbed of its plush-
Poor and bare and unqueenly and even shameful.27
There is a quick shift to the imagined role of a
worker as the female speaker seeks to identify herself
with the worker drudges - '"winged, unmiraculous women"
who '"scurry" in their mechanical fashion ignoring a life
of the mind. Attempting to unquestioningly suspend
herself in the domestic world of deadpan routine, the
female speaker realises, all too soon, her
dissatisfaction and her difference-
I am no drudge
Though for years I have eaten dust
And dried plates with my dense hair.2s8
Like the female speaker, the worker drudges are deceived
by the interloper, the '"man with the white smiles', in
their unconscious activity of searching for honey. In
order to gain an identity of sorts, the queen/ female
speaker will have to discard the social niceties of
behaviour and step beyond. The final image of the
"recovered", resurrected gueen is a triumph of

contradictions. Assuming a new position of power, the

queen bee is now -

25 "Stings', Ariel, op.cit, p.65.
26 ibid.

27 ibid, p.67.

28 ibid, p.65.
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--- flying

More than she ever was, red

Scar in the sky, red comet

Over the engine that killed her-

The mausoleum, the wax house.29

The potency of the sting is ambiguous because with the
sting comes death. Notice also the mausoleum-house
analogy where protective structures are devalued as being
as insubstantial as wax. The position that the female
self assumes is therefore a conflicting one in that it
meshes together wvital contradictions . By Jjuxtaposing
the release of personality with the knowledge of death,
the concept of death itself becomes a peculiar sort of
affirmation. To view death as a life force is a boldly
heterodoxical gesture, carnivalist in its dismantling of
accepted notions. From the '"vantage point of noncarnival
~—— [this] becomes, eccentric and inappropriate.''30 The
iconoclastic position that the female self adopts, and
the subsequent use of the transgressive signifier in
discourse, are positions of eccentricity, and of protest,
permitting the release of what Bakhtin termed, 'the
haetera side" the latent side of existence to reveal and
express itself. The bee sequence pays heed to this call
for eccentricity, for difference and for defiance.

After the queen's ambivalent triumphal flight in

"Stings', there is a sense of exhaustion and hibernation
in "Wintering". The '"maids" and '"the long royal lady"

are seen as self determining and fearless, having got

"rid of the men/ the blunt, clumsy stumblers, the

29 ibid, p.67.
30 The Problems of ---, op.cit, p.123.
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boors". 31 The female speaker is aware that even the
iconoclastic position, the bizarre defiance of
conventions, the absurd belief in the superiority of
being different, is not ultimately anything more than a
assimilation of contradictions- '"Decay./ Possession./ It
is they who own me.'32 To the female speaker, these
forces, like death, like jouissance, are beyond
comprehension. Survival is therefore always a matter of
hope, the eternal question mark-

Will the hive survive, will the gladiolas

Succeed in banking their fires

To enter another year? 33
The de-glamourization of power continues in "The Swarm',
this time wusing a historical example. It 1is the
absurdity of Napoleon's megalomania that forms the
background for the poem. The metaphor of war, sounded by
the ominous if absurd words '"Pom! Pom!', conveys a sense
of hollowness to the traditional ideas of ©power,
conquest, victory and submission. The Napoleon-bee
analogy is meant to deconstruct the wvalorization of
power. The swarm, like the army, believes in the
absolute sting of attack. The vaingloriousness of the
attempt however, eludes both parties.

So dumb it thinks bullets are thunder.

It thinks they are the voice of God3i4

To the female speaker, this is a historical precedent

in the nature of a warning that the iconoclastic

31 "wWintering', Ariel, op.cit, p.69.

32 ibid.

33 ibid.

34 The Swarm', Winter Trees, op.cit, p.37.
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position, if mistaken for a license to overreach, would
only result in the subject's extinction. In "The
Swarm'", all delusions of physical and imaginary control

are cancelled out by Plath's mockery- "O Europe! O ton of

honey!'35 Within the microcosm of the apiary, a new
definition for female selfdom is forged - triumphant in
as much as it tolerates contradictions, and self-

sufficient when it functions as an assimilative re-
source.

It is the gap in signification/comprehension that
Plath exploits as her poetic medium. The Plathian reader
has to therefore correspondingly comprehend the fissure
between the poetic idea and the adventurous execution of
it. It is this dwelling in possibility, this acceptance
of ambivalences that creates the textual space between
the writer and reader. Assuming the iconoclastic
position of power the female self, as analysed in the Bee
poems, remains 1in a repressed position unless adequate

expression and subsequent sublimation is found through

the agency of language. The reader therefore plays a
crucial role in wvalidating this position. Like the
mirror stage of 1imaginative order, the relationship

between the writer and the reader depicts a delusory
control over meaning. Moving from the immobility of "The
Bee-Keeper's Daughter" to the terrible flight of
"Stings', the reader has to occupy a position on the
fringe between the manifest and the unconscious text. 1In

order to respond to the iconoclastic position of the

35 ibid.
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writer, the reader is offered the carnivalesque crown - a
position which 1like the carnival absolutizes nothing.
The crowning glory ultimately lies in the shifting nature
of meaning itself. The "joyful relativity" of meaning
brings in the sense of empathy in that the reader,
originally sceptical of the intention of the bee poems to
project death as a 1life-force, now begins to accept
ambivalences as the nearest definition of truth. The
accessorial aspects of language - the music of the text -
is its sakti. No matter how heavy the editor's hand,
this 1life-force, integral to the text, will shine
through. For without sakti, how could Shiva smile; how

could Brahma be happy?
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CONCLUSION

In analysing the innovative strategies employed by
Sylvia Plath to define and defend a "feminine" narrative,
I seek, by extension, to construct an intertextual
overview in which many different women writers may find a
legitimate place. Women writers are, 1in increasing
numbers, using various subversive techniques to call into
question the relevance and adequacy of patriarchal logic.
The reconstruction of women’s stories involves
fundamental shifts in perspective and a break with
traditional patterns of mirroring and projecting women’s
experiences.

Jacques Lacan’s analyses on the formation of the self was
initially hailed as a breakaway from Freud’s
deterministic "anatomy is destiny" given. Lacan’s re-
reading of Freud provided an unfixed, non-biological,
"feminine" position to both males, and in a qualified
way, to females. However, there has since been
considerable disquiet, especially in feminist camps,
regarding the use of Lacanian theory to analyse women’s
writing. This is chiefly due to the fact that Lacan’s
theories on the nature of language acquisition and the
formation of the self are pointedly phallogocentric in

approach. As critics 1like Teresa Brennan point out,
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Lacan’s account of femininity "still implicates biology"
in that femininity which exists as "the negative term in
sexual difference is constructed in relation to the
phallus".1. Woman 1is hence seen as the negative
expression in a language structure that is based on
acknowledging the omnipotence of the phallic signifier.
Lacan’s theory of language purports that language is
primarily symbolic with the phallic signifier and the Law
of the Father playing crucial roles in generating this
structure. By apportioning to the phallus the value of
the prime symbol, Lacan effectively marginalises the
Woman’s position in relation to language and expression.
If women exist in language only as constructs of male
desire, the mirroring process and the projection of
women’s experiences become arbitrary and falsified
reflections. Unless certain subversive techniques are
adopted to reverse this pattern of appropriating Women’s

identity, women would be permanently relegated to the

peripherals of discourse. Women would remain 1like Luce
Irigaray’s Alice, trapped behind the screen of
representation -

I’'m stuck, paralysed by all these images, words,
fantasies. Frozen. Transfixed, including by their
admiration, their praises, what they call their "love".
--- You’ve heard them dividing me up, in their own best
interests. So either I don’t have any "self", or else I
have a multitude of "selves" appropriated by them, for
them, according to their need or desires.2.

1 Teresa Brennan, ed., Between Feminism and
Psychoanalysis, [Routledge, London, 1989.], p.7.
2 Luce Irigaray, This Sex Which is Not One, trans.
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Writers 1like Irigaray and Kristeva point out that
Lacan, like Freud before him, inadequately theorises the
importance of the primal relationship between mothers and
daughters. Both writers insist that it 1is the
recognition of this primeval bonding that allow women to
"find" themselves and subsequently articulate their
positions within discourse. Kristeva points out in About

Chinese Women that in a society that is largely

patrilineal, female specificity is often misunderstood or
maligned. In Revolution in Poetic Lanquage, Kristeva
states that Women can discover themselves within
discourse only through a concerted effort to get back
through their own bodies to the body of the Mother, the
first recipient of the child’s every demand.

In Plath’s poems on pregnancy, childbirth and
motherhood, we noticed a deliberate effort to foreground
the female hody as an articulable medium. This effort
brought in its wake a tremendous sense of release, a
struggle to find words for that which hitherto could not
or dare not be said, to seek expression for thwarted
desire and suppressed rage, previously unacknowledged.
In Plath’s poetry, this bold task of reconstituting a
separate, feminine narrative involved both reminiscence
and retrieval - a total biographical, biological and

cultural recall. In the key lyrics of October 1962, a

Catherine Porter, [Cornell University Press, Ithaca,
N.York, 1985.], pp. 10, 17.
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conscious carnivalesque upheaval of cultural and literary
hierarchies was achieved, accompanied as it was by the
purpeseful heralding of a resonant "new" voice. However,
as pointed out in Chapters 6 and 7, this triumphant re-
inscription of the female body and the successful
redeployment of culture, knowledge and pleasure was
vitiated by the imposition of the editor’s hand on the
body of the Plathian text. This leads us to an important
question confronting the future of women’s writing and
the re-telling of women’s stories. How politically
pertinent and disturbingly articulate can women’s
representations be if this movement into a different
cognitive spatial reality is framed or curbed by male
controlled logic and linearity? The problem of editorial
preference maiming Plath’s poetic corpus is a disturbing
reminder of how easy it is for women’s writing to slide
back to the inglorious position of the un-seen and the
un-said within discourse. If women’s writing is
continually invalidated by arbitrary editorial selection;
is deliberately analysed by the rigid parameters of
patriarchal logic, then how successful can such writing
be in propelling the feminine from peripheral to
mainstream discourse? How far will texts by women play a
creative role in constructing a new set of codes that
will affirm women in their social, political, historical
and material relation to others?

Despite these innumerable questions, the need for a
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re-visionary telling of women’s stories through a search
for a non-phallic, articulable sexuality cannot be over
emphasised. In this thesis, I have suggested that
through various subversive techniques, women writers can
mediate the crucial bonding between mothers and daughters
in representation and thus find an-other place of
differentiation within discourse. In the woman writer,
other women see a vehicle for change, a voice that
assumes the responsibility of highlighting the damage of
inadequate/incorrect codification of themselves in the
dominant culture. A recognition of inadequacy will alert
the need for change that involves the unfixing of
stereotypic hierarchies and a reorganisation of
traditional myths and definitions of patriarchal
cultures. As the analysis of Plath’s poetry iﬁdicates,
such a reversal of stereotypes would foreground difficult
and often disturbing experiences, feelings of dislocation
and abandonment, isolation and fear, rejection and
neurosis. In order to contain and streamline these
disturbing revelations into a coherent comment on female
subjectivity, the woman writer must supplement the
process of dismantling hierarchies with the simultaneous
building of new ideologies. This reconstruction must
necessarily begin with the full acknowledgment of the
power of the female body.The re-inscription of women in
discourse also entails a re-arrangement of roles that

women play - as daughters, as 1lovers, as mothers, as
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friends - without deference to what patriarchal norms may

expect them as women to feel. For the task of revision
to be effective, the critic and reader must also partake
in this venture. For the critic and reader this involves
a readiness to accept an alternative method of
symbolisation, a non-patriarchic symbolic as the critical
yardstick for analysing women’s writing. This co-
operative venture of constructing a new symbolic will
éllow for substantial repositioning of the Woman within
discourse, thereby encouraging the weaving of new and

exciting feminine narratives.
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