An Analysis of Sylvia Plath’s
‘Daddy,” from 7The Heart of

American Poetry

by Edward Hirsch

| recall the first shock and exultation of reading
Sylvia Plath’s posthumous book, Ariel (1965). |
carried it around for months—it seemed
impossible to read dispassionately—and
especially focused on the poem “Daddy,” which
awed but also scared me. | had been reading
Theodore Roethke’s romping nonsense poems
and originative sequences, which sometimes
sound as if Mother Goose had gone haywire,
and | wasn't totally unprepared for the lively and
disconcerting rhythms, the nursery-rhyme
quality and warp-like speed of Plath’s poem. It
wasn't hard to see why Plath had responded
strongly to the childlike orality and
undercurrents of need in Roethke’s poetry. But |
was unprepared for the Jewish swerve and Nazi
imagery in “Daddy” and had no idea how to
respond to a catchy Holocaust lyric, which Plath
had casually referred to as “light verse.” Along
with “Lady Lazarus,” its companion piece,
“Daddy” is a distraught, completely unnerving
piece of light verse.

Plath wrote her ferocious last poems in England
in late 1962 and early 1963. “The blood jet is
poetry,” she declared, “There is no stopping it"
(“Kindness”). Plath was poetically absorbent,
and the figure of the blood jet is something she
picked up from D. H. Lawrence’sfpoem “Rabbit
Snared in the Night,” which she fastened on
when she reread his Complete Poems. The
notoriety of Plath’s suicide has obscured how
dedicated she was to her craft, how persistently
she worked to shape experiences, even as she
probed the depths—braving taboo subjects,
courting a wildness that defies control. In an
interview shortly before her death for a British
Council series called The Poet Speaks, she told
Peter Orr: “| believe that one should be able to
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control and manipulate experiences, even the
most terrifying, like madness, being tortured,
this sort ogexperience, and one should be able
to manipulate these experiences with an
informed and an intelligent mind.” There is a
dialectic in Plath’s poems between the
conscious struggle to contain and control
experience and the unconscious longing to
purge it, the desire and need for a liberating
Imagination.

Plath wrote “Daddy” on October 12, 1962. It
was the first month of her separation from Ted
Hughes, four months before her death. To be
exact: it was the twenty-second anniversary of
her father’s leg amputation, the day after
Hughes had moved out of Court Green, their
thatched manor house in the village of North
Tawton in Devon, England. Later, he discovered
that his poem “Out” was sitting on her desk.
“Out” is a three-part poem about Hughes'’s
father's shell-shocked experience of trench
warfare in the Great War. Here, the son
describes his wordless father sitting in a chair
“recovering / From the four-year mastication by
gunfire and blood,” and characterizes his
childhood self as his father’s “luckless double.”
Plath responded to this bitter, brooding English
poem in an unexpectedly American way,
changing the terms, and identifying Hughes
with another silenced father, her own.

Plath was now on her own and as a besieged
mother she needed domestic help with their
two children, Frieda and Nicholas, a toddler and
an infant. She was working in a state of
controlled delirium. She had taken to dating
her poems and so we know that “Daddy” was
one of the twenty-five poems she wrote that
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month. The list includes some of her most
prototypical lyrics, such as “Medusa,” “Lesbos,”
“Fever 103°,” “Cut,” and “Lady Lazarus”
(“Dying / Is an art, like everything else’). She
wrote two poems on her thirtieth birthday, the
ominous lyric “Poppies in October” and “Ariel,”
a stunning example of what Plath once called
her “dawn poems in blood.” She also wrote a
fine-grained sequence of five bee poems, which
chart a Dantescan descent into the interior, the
psyche, and a feverish quest for freedom and
renewal: “Tomorrow | will be sweet God, | will
set them free.” Plath’s original order for Ariel
shows that she intended this liberation as the
book’s final gesture. It was ?oing to end on the
word spring (“The bees are flying. They taste
the spring”) and a hopeful note of renewal.

“Daddy” is a vengeful nursery rhyme, a nursery
rhyme with a vengeance. Plath cannibalized her
life to create a theatrical persona, a thin mask
that lets you glimpse something of the face
behind it, a brash alter ego. She pitched her
voice to a higher frequency. Like Emily
Dickinson, she stated herself as “the
Representative of the Verse” and intended it
not as her authentic self but as “a supposed
person.” Plath, too, constructed a purported, a
spectacular “I,” even as she purposefully sowed
confusion by using so much of her own
autobiography in her work as she rushed
headlong toward her thirtieth birthday.

Writing Life Studies, Robert Lowell, who had
been her teacher at Boston University, said that
he wanted readers to believe they were getting
his true self. Plath loved this new development
in his work, what she called “this intense
breakthrough into very serious, very personal,
emotional experience.” The atmosphere at B.U.
had been heady, and she had also been
energized by the fearless personal exposures in
the work of her classmate Anne Sexton. Like
Lowell and Sexton, Plath often led readers to
believe they were getting an actual person, the
portrait of her true self, though in her journals
she mostly talked about escaping from the
confines of that self by caring about something
else, something more. She berated herself for
her inability to inhabit other personas, especially
for fiction writing purposes. That's why the well-
known label of “confessionalism” is so
Eroblematic to apply to her poems. Her work is
oth passionate and distant. It is confessional,

and it is not.

In a readin%of “Daddy” for BBC radio, Plath
explained that the poem "is 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.
In the daughter the two strains marry and

aralyze each other—she has to act out the
awful little allegory once before she is free of
it.” In 1959, Plath had written a combative
elegy for her father, “Electra on Azalea Plath”
("O pardon the one who knocks for pardon at /
Your gate, father—your hound-bitch, daughter,
friendg”), which she revised into the surrealist
elegy and antipatriarchal poem “The Colossus”
("I shall never get you put together entirely”).
Now she doub?ed down on using a Jungian
term to describe the psychosexual dynamic and
complex in “Daddy.” Whereas Freud believed
exclusively in the Oedipus complex, Jung
coined "t%/e Electra complex” to characterize a

irl's competition with her mother for her
ather's love and attention. The matter is
agonizingly complicated if the father is also
hateful and the mother a victim. The girl in the
poem has therefore internalized an impossible
dynamic, which she must act out a second time
to liberate herself.

To be clear: Plath’s father was proud of his
heritage, he was pro-German, but he was not a
Nazi. He was a pacifist who was alarmed by
Hitler's rise to power and renounced his German
citizenship in 1926. He felt victimized for his
nationality. Her mother was not Jewish. This
aspect of the poem, a power dynamic that has
been internalized, is metaphorical. What is
ﬁsychologically true is that Plath was haunted by

er father’s]loremature death. Otto Plath was a
Brofessor ot biology and German at Boston

niversity and a well-respected entomologist,
the author of the monograph Bumblebees and
Their Ways (1934), whicﬁ is a secret influence on
his daughter’s later sequence about bees. The
poem alludes to his birthﬁlace in Grabowo
(Grabow), Germany. At the age of fifty-five, he
misdiagnosed himself with cancer, stubbornly
refused treatment, and died from complications
related to diabetes. His daughter was eight, not
ten, and woodenly said, “I'll never speak to God
again!”
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Dr. Ruth Beuscher, who was Plath’s

sychotherapist at McLean Hospital—she is
ﬁctionalized as the life-affirming Dr. Nolan in
The Bell Jar—has said that during their sessions
it came out that Plath had never accepted her
father's death. She maintained unconscious
fantasies that he was still alive. Dr. Beuscher’s
diagnosis was that Plath had replaced her father
with Hughes, and that when he left her “the
desertion reactivated whatever Sylvia felt when
the father deserted her.” That reactivation
might well have been the driving motive of the
poem.

“Daddy” starts by crashing its title, an
affectionate name for a father, and darkly
turning a familiar nursery rhyme (“There was an
old woman who lived in a shoe”) into a
psychological parable. Someone who calls her
arent “Daddy” is not thinking like an adult but
urling herself back into childhood feelings.
Formally, the poem un-scrolls in rollicking five-
line stanzas. There is something a little beyond
reason, something emotionally excessive in
unching past the symmetrical quatrain. In the
Eackground, | hear the wildly inventive mask of
insanity that energizes the conventional “mad
songs” of English poetry, like the sixteenth-
century Tom o’ Bedlam songs, or Yeats'’s “Crazy
Jane Talks to the Bishop.” As Heather Clark
oints out in her comprehensive biography of
Elath, Red Comet, Plath also borrows the
rhythm and tone from Sexton’s early poem “My
Friend, My Friend,” which she had read in
Boston in 1959, probably in workshop:

Who will forgive me for the things | do?
With no special legend or God to refer to,
With my calm white pedigree, my yankee
kin,

| think it would be better to be a Jew.

The speaker of “Daddy” seems determined to
kill oft a father who is already dead. Plath’s
friend, Clarissa Roche, reported that when Plath
read her the poem the two of them started
rolling on the floor with laughter, which reminds
me O?Max Brod’s description of the
uncontrollable laughter that erupted when
Kafka read aloud parts of The Trial to a group of
their friends. Part of the macabre fun o?
“Daddy,” if you can call it that, is the way that
Plath ricochets between tones. The speaker
talks to her father in the present tense (“You do
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not do, you do not do / Any more”) and
characterizes him as a black shoe, in which his
daughter has lived “like a foot” for her entire
life, submissive and trapped. But now she is
freeing herself.

Plath closes the first stanza with the comical
word Achoo. Clark points out that Plath may be
drawing on a half-recalled line from a limerick
that she wrote as a child called “A-a-choo.”
There is an inside joke operating here, too,
since Plath was partly responding to the odd
phrasing in “Out,” which recalls how “the dead
man suddenly / Sits up and sneezes—Atishoo!”
Hughes's poem is about how a son cannot
connect to a father traumatized by war. From
the beginning, Plath had her eye on the
conflation of two men from different sides of a
wartime divide—the German father, the English
husband. As an advocate for the new poetry of
extremity, Al Alvarez considered it a love poem.

Plath rhymes the deflationary onomatopoeia
Achoo with the matter-of-fact statement in the
next stanza: “Daddy, | have had to kill you.”
She is a phrasemaker and so she careens from
“You died before | had time— / Marble-heavy, a
bag full of God” to calling him a “Ghastly statue
with one gray toe / Big as a Frisco seal // And a
head in the freakish Atlantic.” She undercuts
the sincerity of “| used to pray to recover you”
with a comical code switch to German: “Ach,
du” (Ah, you). All this has a whiplash effect.

It is here that the poem turns to her father’s
German origins. Elath never had the
opportunity to ask her father about his
background—he emigrated from West Prussia

in 1901 when he was sixteen years old—and she
fills this absence, a lack of knowledge, with a
series of obsessive associations. He came from
a war-torn world, and she cannot locate his
roots, her roots, because Grabowo was a
common name for towns and villages all over an
area that had become known as “the Polish
Corridor.” Step by step, the poem moves
through short dec?/arative sentences from “I
could never talk to you” to “The tongue stuck in
my jaw"” to “It stuck in a barb wire snare” to
“Ich, ich, ich, ich, / | could hardly speak.” Otto
Plath liked his daughter to speaﬁ to him in
German and she recalls snaring on the very un-
English sound of Ich. In her Journals, Plath
endlessly reprimanded herself for her inability to
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study and master German; the language
defeated her, and she felt excluded by the sight
“of those dense, black, barbed wire letters.”
The daughter stammers in time—she is breaking
her long silence—and before we know it, we
have rolled up to “I thought every German was
you. / And the language obscene.” There is no
comma after the word obscene and she sends
herself rolling off—the word chuffing seems like
something from a children’s book about trains—
to one concentration camp after another:

An engine, an engine
Chuffing me off IiEe a Jew.

A Jew to Dachau, Auschwitz, Belsen.
| began to talk like a Jew.

| think | may well be a Jew.

The snows of the Tyrol, the clear beer of
Vienna

Are not very pure or true.

?/Vi}(h my gipsy ancestress and my weird
uc

And my Taroc pack and my Taroc pack

| may be a bit of a Jew.

This is designed to be shocking. It purposely
lacks perspective. Plath is reaching for an
extreme of imagination to describe an extreme
feeling, a girl who still believes that her father is
almighty, someone who has complete power
over her, like God. She feels victimized by him
and so turns for an analogy to an endpoint of
history, the image of victimized Jews being
shipped off to concentration camps. She
identifies with these victims, but perhaps not
entirely: “| began to talk like a Jew,” “I think |
may well be a Jew,” “| may be a bit of a Jew.”
There is a kernel of truth here since Plath
speculated that she had a Jewish or partly
Jewish relative on her mother’s Austrian side of
the family, which had changed its name from the
common Jewish name Griinwald (Greenwood).
Plath gave the vaguely Jewish name “Esther
Greenwood” to the narrator and protagonist of
The Bell Jar, who is not Jewish but finds herself
identifying with Jews as victims.

Plath’s appropriation of Holocaust imagery has
provoked extreme reactions and counter-
reactions. At first, |, too, was upset about the
disproportions, but after reading the poem for
fifty years, | now feel agnostic about Plath’s
metaphor. | still partly sympathize with Leon

Wieseltier's objection that “Whatever her father
did to her, it could not have been what the
Germans did to the Jews.” The metaphor of
personal pain, no matter how genuine, seems
iIncommensurate to the historical reality. And
yet | recognize that Plath is intentionally
overreaching. The girl who has been so
psychologically wounded is fantasizing, and this
desperate fantasy has tried to find a location in
history, a correlative. It's a fiction, and not a
particularly accurate one. Plath’s idea of her
“gipsy ancestress” and her “weird luck” and her
magical Taroc pack seem like something she
might have picked up from T. S. Eliot, say,
Madame Sosostris’s reading of Tarot Cards in
The Waste Land. It's a mistake to invest too
much realism into her claim to an imaginary
Jewish ancestry and victimhood.

What is serious is her feeling. The tone is glib,
but the fear is real and so the Plathean speaker
keeps regressing back to her childhood
complex, which seems inescapable: “I have
always been scared of you.” The rhyming is
childish: “you, gobbleddygoo, blue, You.” She
careens between her projection of him as
“gobbledlygoo” and someone from the
German artillery, a “Panzer-man.” As she
describes her father’'s Germanic looks (the neat
mustache and the Aryan blue eyes), she finds
herself further identifying him as a Nazi, “Not
God but a swastika.” The speaker sexualizes
violence in a troubling and even appalling way
(“Every woman adores a Fascist”) and recalls
her father's rationality, a man who stands at a
blackboard in a photograph but was
nonetheless “a devil.” She has thrown herself
back in time to the fantastic evil that was
somehow inflicted on her, which she pins to a
suicide attempt: "l was ten when they buried

ou. / At twenty | tried to die / And get back,
ﬁack, back to you.” The poem emphasizes a
ten-year-cycle of death and rebirth and turns
toward the present. The ten and then twenty-
year old gets glued back together, and
suddenly the woman knows what to do: “l made
a model of you.” She leaps forward to her
marriage to a man who is just like her father:
“And | said, | do, | do.”

This psychological identification of two men,
two people she Eerceives as monsters, a father
and a husband, has been driving the poem all
along. Plath’s stand-in continues to speak to the
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father, as in a child’s voice, “So daddy, I'm finally
through,” but now we perceive that she is also
talking as an adult about her husband: “If I've
killed one man, I've killed two.” Plath
introduces the image of a vampire husband who
drank her blood and devoured her not just for
one but for the full seven years of their
marriage. She sees him as cruel, sadistic, and
authoritarian. Both men have damaged her
heart, but now she is finally laying it all to rest.
She is burying her father again, but this time
knowingly, and with a vengeance: “Daddy, you
can lie back now.” The girl’s Electra complex is
finally being resolved.

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.

This progression—four simple declarative
sentences in five lines—is primal, furious,
aggressive. There is a bizarre comic silliness
here too: “And the villagers never liked you.”
The difference from Lowell and Sexton is not
merely that Plath mythologizes but also that she
self-parodies, like Allen Ginsberg in “America.”
At the same time, the shamanistic female
speaker imagines a lynch mob, the rite of
villagers dancing and stamping out her father,
an incarnation of the devil. It is an act of violent
revenge. It is not difficult to see why Dr.
Beuscher once said that Plath had what she
called “an archaic attitude.” There is great
satisfaction, a wild triumphalism, in the last line,
the final declaration. The exorcism is complete.
The girl is finally done with her father, the
woman is finished with her husband, and the
Foem complete: “Daddy, daddy, you bastard,
‘m through.”

There is so much fury in the curse word bastard
that it completely upends the nursery rhyme. It
also crashes the genteel elegiac tradition. The
speaker is not quietly la infg the dead one to
rest. Plath’s rage, a gin of sacred wrath,
destabilized the lexicon and altered the literary
conversation not just about the elegy and the
love poem, but aHso about mid-century poetry
itself. She had taken perfect aim and hurled a
rock through the window—American poetry,
especially poetry by women, would never be

Volume 14

the same again. Sylvia Plath had mined her
personal experience and reached for the
archetype, but she could not have known that
she had created a tagline for second-wave
American feminism. She would become its
icon.

After all these years, | continue to be startled by
the way that “Daddy” troubles and rewrites the
unresolved relationship between a girl and her
father. Plath understood how patterns of
childhood are reproduced in adulthood, how
defined gender roles repeat themselves and
need to %e upended, broken, and transformed.
She was undeterred, funny, and furious. She
changed herself, but she also changed
American poetry when she turned a form of
light verse into a chainsaw and cut her way to
freedom.

Reprinted from The Heart of American Poetry,
Liberty of America, 2022
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