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Plath’s Material Poetics 

 

While teaching at Smith College in 1958, Sylvia Plath experienced “a queer and 

most overpowering urge [...] to write, or typewrite” what would eventually become The 

Bell Jar on “the pink, stiff, lovely textured Smith memorandum pads of 100 sheets 

each” (J 344). In her journal, Plath described the effect these pages had on her mind: 

“a fetish: somehow, seeing a hunk of that pink paper, different from all the endless 

reams of white bond, my task seems finite, special, rose-cast” (J 344). These 

distinctive pink memorandum pads became integral to Plath’s writing process. She 

“robbed” a number of them while teaching at Smith and brought them with her to the 

United Kingdom. Once depleted, Plath wrote Alfred Fisher at Smith College to request 

he send more across the Atlantic.1 Clearly, Plath felt a certain power in these pink 

pages. Susan Van Dyne has argued that “writing on the pink bond seems a fetishistic 

appropriation of the authority the Smith English Department faculty once represented 

to [Plath]” (8). Similarly, Langdon Hammer suggests that Plath’s choice of stationery 

ensured “that the institution would be ‘underlying’ her words, backing them up, even 

as she worked outside of it” (Hammer 81). The memorandum pads, of course, carry 

biographical significance: Plath graduated from Smith College in 1955 and taught 

 
1 As evidenced by a June 11, 1962 letter to Fisher. Available at UNC Chapel Hill: Call Number: RBC 
Patton PS3566.L27 C6 1962, copy 3. 

Abstract 
This essay argues for the interpretive significance of material surfaces in the 
composition and meaning of Sylvia Plath’s “Fever 103°,” written on the verso of 
pink Smith College memorandum pads originally used for drafting The Bell Jar. 
Drawing on textual materialism, I examine how the reused pages enact a 
layered interplay between past and present texts, embodying the poem’s central 
themes of purification and transformation. Tracing Plath’s engagement with 
chemistry, alchemy, illness, and spiritual ascent, I show how The Bell Jar’s 
textual residue seeps into the verso poem’s figuration and diction. These drafts, 
charged with institutional, biographical, and gendered significance, not only 
shape the content of “Fever 103°” but also participate in its meaning. 
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there from 1957 to 1958. The pages also carry gendered associations, both through 

their pink hue and their institutional affiliation with an all-women's college. Yet, beyond 

their status as a textual curiosity, Plath’s engagement with these pink pages has 

received little critical attention. When we consider the material surfaces Plath wrote 

on, new readings of her poetry emerge. 

Critically, Plath did not only write The Bell Jar on these pages, but later 

repurposed them, turning the prose over and writing poetry on the reverse. I call these 

dual-sided pages palimpsests, borrowing the term from manuscript studies, and 

drawing on its hermeneutic applications (Genette 1979, Gilbert and Gubar 1982). Plath 

underlined the term “palimpsest” in her dictionary (Webster’s, “palimpsest”) and 

annotated her copy of Thomas De Quincey’s essay “The Palimpsest of the Human 

Brain.”2 This underscores the potential influence the concept of the palimpsest had on 

Plath’s own literary imagination, and certainly speaks to the likelihood that she 

considered how her double-sided texts paralleled the layering of a palimpsest. 

As I will demonstrate, Plath’s palimpsestic method informs her poetic creation. 

Textual materialists have emphasized the interpretive weight of written mediums: D.F. 

McKenzie asserts that “form effects meaning” (13), a premise that demands we take 

seriously the material conditions of textual production. Bonnie Mak likewise reminds 

us that the page is not merely a transparent conduit for content but an “interface” that 

participates in meaning-making through its material properties (Mak 4). As my case 

study of “Fever 103°” will make clear, it is little wonder that many of the Ariel poems, 

including “Lady Lazarus,” “Nick and the Candlestick,” “Cut,” “Daddy,” and “The 

Applicant,” were first conceived on this pink paper. Plath’s materials, particularly these 

layered pink pages, are central to her poetics. 

 
The Palimpsestic Page: “Fever 103°” and The Bell Jar 
 

Dated 20 October 1962, Sylvia Plath wrote “Fever 103°” when she herself was 

suffering from a high fever.3 In a letter to friend Clarissa Roche the day before, Plath 

described her illness and isolation: “I am at present totally without access to friend or 

 
2 Plath’s copy of the text is held at the Lilly Library at Indiana University under call number PS3531.L7 
Box 14 no. 1. 
3 Robin Peel’s article, “‘The Bell Jar’ Manuscripts, Two January 1962 Poems, ‘Elm’ and 'Ariel’” 
delineates the distinction and connections between Plath’s draft of “Fever” and “Fever 103°” (447). 
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relative and have been stupidly ill, lost a lot of weight & am running a flickery 103° 

fever, getting up each morning at 4 a.m. to write, my one quiet time” (L2 873). In 

characteristically Plathian fashion, “Fever 103°” features loaded symbols that provide 

readings as charged as they are divergent. Plath herself said the poem is “about two 

kinds of fire—the fires of hell, which merely agonize, and the fires of heaven, which 

purify. During the poem the first sort of fire suffers itself into the second” (Ariel 197). 

Critics have connected “Fever 103°” to Anne Sexton’s “Letter Written on a Ferry While 

Crossing Long Island Sound” (Clark, Red Comet 741), the domestic surreal (Bryant 

223), and the film Hiroshima Mon Amour (Peel, “Body” 2006). The poem has been 

described as a masturbatory text (Bundtzen, Incarnations 199) and, “part baroque 

painting, part cookery program, and part rocket launch” (Peel, Writing Back 220). With 

so many loci of inspiration, it is little wonder that “Fever 103°” is one of Plath’s most 

impactful pieces. Plath seems to have noticed its potency, as she chose “Fever 103°” 

as the final poem for her BBC recordings in October and December of 1962 (Moses 

108). 

While many facets of this poem have been revealed through the scholarship 

above, one key aspect has been overlooked – its materiality. As Karen Kukil mentions 

in her article, “The Fires of Heaven and Hell: Sylvia Plath’s ‘Fever 103°,’” Plath 

repurposed her pink Smith College memorandum pages for the drafting of this poem: 

 

Like many of her Ariel poems from this period, it is written on the back of a 

discarded draft of The Bell Jar. In chapter three, Plath describes her hated 

science class with Dr. Wayne Sherk in the spring of 1953—The World of Atoms. 

The last chapter in Plath’s textbook for the course was on “Nuclear Fission and 

Atomic Bombs.” Images of “Hiroshima ash” in “Fever 103°” may harken back to 

this class. (Kukil) 

 

As my palimpsestic reading will demonstrate, The Bell Jar manuscript does not merely 

provide the physical substrate for “Fever 103°,” it informs the poem’s symbolic and 

semantic registers. The page itself functions as a conduit for memory, channeling what 

Plath calls “the sunk relics of [her] lost selves” (J 337). My argument proceeds by 

reanimating these “lost selves” and “weaving them word-wise” (J 337) to unearth the 

poem’s latent temporal and textual entanglements. What follows traces how the recto 
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text does not merely underlie the poem materially, but migrates into its imagery, 

diction, and symbolic logic. 

 

Scientific Seepage 
 

Plath handwrote the first draft of “Fever 103°” on the verso of Draft B of The 

Bell Jar, beginning with Chapter 3 pages 15, 14, and 13. Plath then moved to her 

typewriter, creating a typescript on the reverse of Chapter 3 page 12 as well as on the 

reverse of a draft of Ted Hughes’s play The Calm (page 7). In Chapter 3 of The Bell 

Jar, Esther recounts circumventing the chemistry requirement at her college and 

attending chemistry lectures out of mock interest. She describes “enjoying the bright 

lights and the colored fires” while tuning out the professor’s lecture, “pretending it was 

only a mosquito in the distance” (TBJ 30). It is fitting that “Fever 103°,” a poem 

featuring references to chemistry, was penned on the reverse of this scene. 
On Chapter 3 page 15 of Draft B, Esther claims to not have paid attention in 

her chemistry lecture, writing villanelles and sonnets instead of taking notes: “Mr. 

Manzi would glance at me now and then and see me writing, and send up a sweet 

little appreciative smile. I guess he thought I was writing down all those formulas not 

for exam time, like the other girls, but because his presentation fascinated me so much 

I couldn’t help it” (TBJ 30). There is a certain irony here, as Mr. Manzi’s presentations 

must have interested Esther to a degree, for she describes them in considerable detail 

in her life story, from Mr. Manzi’s “high lisping voice” to his “conspiring smile,” to his 

“hideous, cramped, scorpion-lettered formulas” written in his “special red chalk” (TBJ 

28-29). Indeed, it is almost as if Mr. Manzi’s voice drones on in the background while 

reading the scene. 

On a surface level, the palimpsest embodies Esther’s description of the 

chemistry course. Just as Esther describes writing poetry while tuning out the 

chemistry course lecture in the background, so the poem “Fever 103°” was penned 

with the chemistry course description on its literal back; just as Esther ignores the 

lecture in favor of writing poems, yet still takes note of images like, “clouds of yellow 

stuff” (TBJ 30), “Fever 103°” includes imagery like “yellow sullen smokes,” as if these 

impressions from Mr. Manzi’s lectures on the reverse percolate into the poem (CP 

231). Even Mr. Manzi’s “porous mimeographed paper” (TBJ 28) finds a parallel in the 

physicality of Plath’s manuscript, where poetic fumes seem to rise from the novel’s 
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draft into the fevered lines above. The pink manuscript page becomes not just a 

surface of composition, but a porous through which ideas chemically migrate. 

The chemical imagery intensifies in the second page of the poem’s draft. Plath 

writes: “The beads of hot metal fly, and I love, I / Am pure acetylene” (CP 232). As 

Peel notes, the “beads of hot metal” suggest both a rocket launch and a thermometer’s 

rising mercury (Writing Back 220). “Beads” also connote beads of sweat, the line thus 

simultaneously describing both the measurement of the speaker’s rising temperature 

and the resulting feverish sweats. The reference to ‘acetylene’ is the poem’s most 

overt invocation of chemistry, a term whose definition Plath heavily underlined in her 

dictionary.4,5 Chemistry here folds into alchemy, the precursor to modern science but 

also a potent concept in Jungian psychoanalysis, both Plath and Hughes were 

invested in invested in alchemy's capacity for metaphor, including the unification of 

opposites and the transformation of the self (Sugg 111–12). Thus, the speaker’s 

transformation in “Fever 103°” can be read as alchemical—its purifying fire part of an 

ancient symbolic lineage of psychic and spiritual refinement. 

Critically, chemistry is inherently linked with the concept of palimpsest. Plath 

annotated her copy of De Quincey’s 1845 text, “The Palimpsest of the Human Brain,” 

in which De Quincey details at length how through chemical treatment, effaced writing 

can be resurrected: “Chemistry, a witch as potent as the Erictho of Lucanto (Pharsalia, 

lib. vi. or vii.), has extorted by her torments, from the dust and ashes of forgotten 

centuries, the secrets of a life extinct for the general eye [...] Even the fable of the 

Phoenix [...] is but a type of what we have done with Palimpsests” (De Quincey 878). 

That Plath created a palimpsest by inscribing chemical elements atop a scene set in 

a chemistry classroom suggests a deliberate engagement with this metaphor of 

chemical recovery. In doing so, she mirrors De Quincey’s vision of chemical witchcraft 

as a means of textual and psychic revival. 

Botanical imagery is likewise utilized in “Fever 103°,” specifically the seventh 

stanza: “Hothouse baby in its crib / The ghastly orchid / Hanging its hanging garden in 

the air” (CP 231). On the reverse of these pages, The Bell Jar recounts Esther’s 

experience in a Botany course: “Botany was fine, because I loved cutting up leaves 

 
4 Plath also annotated the entry for oxyacetylene, marking that it is used in welding, which intersects 
with the “beads of hot metal” in the line preceding it (Webster’s “oxyacetylene”).  
5 Acetylene is used in the flashing lights of lighthouses (Hodder). This could correspond to the 
description of the narrator as “a lantern,” “flickering off, on, off, on,” like a lighthouse. 
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and putting them under the microscope and drawing diagrams of bread mould and the 

odd, heart-shaped leaf in the sex cycle of the fern, it seemed so real to me” (TBJ 28). 

Plath herself took a year-long General Botany course at Smith College, held in the 

Lyman Plant Conservatory in the campus’s botanical gardens. In “The Bell Jars: Smith 

College, Pelargonium sidoides, and Sylvia Plath’s Botanical Imagination,” Colin Hoag 

argues that the title of Plath’s novel could likely have come from her botany course, 

as bell jars are botanical devices which Plath used “in a lab exercise that demonstrated 

gas exchange and the manufacture of carbohydrates during photosynthesis” (37). He 

clarifies that “bell jars were the earliest precursors to glasshouses” (Hoag 37). There 

is thus an unexpected connection between the “hothouse” of “Fever 103°” and its 

precursor–a Bell Jar–on the recto. Esther further recalls, “leaf shapes and enlarged 

diagrams of the holes the leaves breathe through and fascinating words like carotene 

and xanthophyll” (TBJ 29). The description of the holes through which leaves breathe 

is beautifully reflected by the palimpsestic page, which seems to have the shadows 

and light created by the ink of The Bell Jar moving through it". Impressions from The 

Bell Jar recti, featuring Esther reminiscing on her college courses, including Botany 

and Chemistry, seep through the page into “Fever 103°.” 

 

Fever, Memory, and the Return of Past Selves 

 
“Fever 103°” also appears closely connected to journal entries Plath wrote in 

February of 1958, while she and Hughes were living in Northampton, Massachusetts. 

On 17 February 1958, Hughes and a sick Plath had Paul and Clarissa Roche over for 

dinner and the next day Plath journaled of “blond witchy dear Clarissa her red mouth 

opening and curling like a petalled flower” as well as Paul, “his blond curls rough + 

Rosetti-like, cherubic, curling” (J 331).6 Plath’s illness worsened over the next few 

days. On 20 February, she wrote: “This morning, gray, dulled, triple-pained, the pain 

of the blood-spirit, the aching ague of a tired body” (J 333). Compare this description 

of her illness with the beginning of “Fever 103°”: 

 

 

 
6 Interestingly, the floral and cherub imagery Plath uses to describe her friends also appears in “Fever 
103°.”  
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The tongues of hell 

Are dull, dull as the triple 

 

Tongues of dull, fat Cerberus 

Who wheezes at the gate. Incapable 

Of licking clean 

 

The aguey tendon, the sin, the sin. (CP 231) 

 

Both descriptions rely on similar diction and vocabulary, including “dull,” “triple,” and 

“ague.”7 In fact, “ague” and its variants only seem to appear twice in Plath’s writing:8 

In her sickly 1958 journal entry above and in her 1962 poem, “Fever 103°.” The day 

following her dinner in 1958, Plath wrote: “Waking each hour to fall back into sweaty 

velvet, bad sour and acid tastes, headache sharp + vinous–to drag up groggily + foul 

fur-tongued at 4:30 + make tea, cleansing myself with scalding amber-tinted water” (J 

335). Again, the description of illness as being “foul fur-tongued” and needing to be 

cleansed seems to connect to the image of Cerberus unable to lick clean a tendon. 

Two days later, on 23 February 1958, Plath writes of a walk she took with 

Hughes, and later alone: 

 

We walked the creaking-cricking plank paths through the botanical gardens [...] 

I walked four times round the triangle flanked by Lawrence House, the Students’ 

Building and the street running from Paradise Pond to college hall, meeting no 

one, secretly gleeful & in control, summoning all my past green, gilded, grey, 

sad, sodden and loveless, ecstatic, & in-love selves to be with me & rejoice. (J 

338) 

 

In this passage, Plath connects with her past selves while also foregrounding two 

iconic landmarks of the Smith College campus: Paradise Pond and the Botanical 

Gardens. This memory resonates with the final lines of “Fever 103°,” where the 

 
7 Later on 21 February, Plath describes a new moon: “like a cup coming from clouds + gathering into 
itself the blaze, whitened + purified, of sunk sun which still flushed the west with light” (J 336). This 
imagery is likewise reminiscent of the moon-headed, bright, pure, and flushing speaker of “Fever 103°.”  
8 Including her journals, correspondence, novel, and poetry. 
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speaker, shedding her old identities, declares: “(My selves dissolving. Old whore 

petticoats)— / To Paradise” (CP 232). Given the recurring word choices and imagery, 

it seems likely that Plath returned to this week of journal entries while drafting “Fever 

103°.” Notably, she opens the 23 February 1958 entry by reflecting on the 

accumulation of her life’s Februaries: “This must be the 26th February 23rd I have 

lived through: over a quarter century of Februaries, and could I cut a slice of 

recollection back through them all + trace the spiraling stair of my ascent adultward—

or is it a descent?” (J 337). 

To recapitulate: in the third week of February 1958, Plath journaled of her aguey 

illness; four years later, in October of 1962, Plath wrote to Clarissa Roche of her illness 

and the following day drafted a poem featuring an “aguey” speaker, a “hothouse,” and 

the shedding of old selves, “to Paradise” (CP 231-232). It seems possible that just as 

Plath in 1958 considered her past Februaries (“could I cut a slice of recollection back 

through them all”), Plath in 1962 was recalling her past illnesses. 

Plath’s fevers, then, become stages in a process of spiritual and poetic 

refinement—successive purifications, like the resurrections in “Lady Lazarus,” which 

she would write only three days later. This pattern is affirmed by a letter from 20 

November 1962, where she described a recent illness: 

 

I went to Yeats’ tower in Ireland in August, near dead from flu & the prospect of 

bringing up the children alone on next to nothing, & felt that although I was dead 

in body, my soul began to wake. It was very weird, feeling this timelessness of 

the untouched place, its beauty, the immanence of Yeats. (L2 914) 

 

From the 1958 journal, where she summoned her past selves amid sickness, to the 

August illness that revived her soul, to the fiery fever of “Fever 103°,” Plath repeatedly 

frames illness as a gateway to transcendence. She positions fevers as crucibles for 

transformation and seems to have ordered past illnesses as a series of purifying fires. 

As Dillon writes of De Quincey: “Just as the underlying layers of palimpsests are 

susceptible to resurrection by the atmosphere and chemical or digital reagents, the 

layers of the palimpsest of the mind are ever-ready for revival and resurrection whether 

by ‘the hour of death,’ ‘fever’ [...] or some other ‘potent convulsion’” (28). Plath’s 

representations of fever resonate with this model: illness becomes a catalyst through 

which psychic and textual layers are stirred into visibility, enabling not only recollection 
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but also transformation. Plath’s February journal entries serve as reminders that 

images of a “hothouse” and “Paradise” for Plath had very physical associations toed 

to Northampton, Massachusetts, where her past selves studied and taught.9  

In addition to these two campus landmarks, two other features of the area might be 

represented in “Fever 103°”, the end of the poem, Plath writes: “The beads of hot metal 

fly, and I love, I / Am a pure acetylene / Virgin Attended by roses” (CP 232). As Peel 

argues, the imagery here reflects the Assumption of Mary: “In order to come out from 

under that shadow the speaker must become strong, hard, pure, burning off ‘the beads 

of hot metal’ […] the speaker becomes a parody of Mary, celebrating an Assumption” 

(Writing Back 220). The description of the speaker’s assumption also features 

scientific diction, most notably, “pure acetylene.” The stanzas thus present a striking 

juxtaposition of religious and scientific imagery. The discipline of chemistry is 

embodied in Northampton by Stoddard Hall, a red-brick building which has the word 

“CHEMISTRY” etched on its face in large letters, easily legible from across the street. 

Plath’s 1953 Physical Sciences course would almost certainly have taken place in this 

building. Adjacent to it—so close that archival photos of Stoddard Hall often capture it 

incidentally—is the St. Mary of the Assumption Church. The entrance to Stoddard Hall 

faces southeast, requiring one to walk between the two buildings to enter. In “Fever 

103°,” the juxtaposition of chemical and religious imagery mirrors this architectural 

proximity. From the Botanical Gardens to Paradise Pond to Stoddard Hall and St. Mary 

of the Assumption, “Fever 103°” contains the landmarks of the college campus 

suggested on its reverse in The Bell Jar—the college whose name is inscribed at the 

top of these very memorandum pages.10 Mak reminds us that “the material cues 

provided by the page perdure and are always present in the transmission of ideas” 

(10). On the page, we see that Smith College was both formative for Plath and form-

giving for her poetry. 

 

 

 
9 Northampton is also nicknamed “Paradise City” (City of Northampton), and on 18 February 1958, 
Plath writes of moving through Paradise Hill and the “snow-hung Botanic gardens” (L2 331). 
10 As Karen Kukil outlines, “Fever 103°” also seems influenced by other courses Plath took at Smith: 
“Plath took Medieval Unit [...] in which she read Boccaccio, Chaucer, Dante, and the Confessions of 
Saint Augustine, in which God is characterized as a ‘consuming fire.’ […] Paintings of the ascension of 
the Virgin Mary were juxtaposed with the stake-burning of heretics” (Kukil). Kukil’s interpretation further 
ties the poem to her experiences at her alma mater.  
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Flush on Flush: Embodying the Fever 
 

One can see myriad ways in which the palimpsestic pages give material form 

to the images in “Fever 103°.” Plath wrote, “The sheets grow heavy as a lecher’s kiss,” 

for example, the sheet of paper she wrote on literally became heavier with the addition 

of that very line. In the poem, the human body is also often described in terms of paper, 

both its destroyed form (“Hiroshima ash”) and its “infinitely delicate” form (“Japanese 

paper”). In a passage that Plath eventually excised in the last revised typescript, she 

describes the burning of heretics: “O auto-da-fé! / The purple men, gold crusted, thick 

with spleen / Sit with their hooks and crooks and stoke the light” (Kukil). The religiously 

motivated burning of bodies in an auto-da-fé parallels the speaker’s eventual holy 

burning. In French, auto-da-fé can also refer to a book burning (“Autodafé”)11, so the 

phrase connotes both the incineration of bodies and of books—further positioning the 

page as a surrogate for the body. 

If the page is indeed a stand-in for the body, it is fitting that a fevered body 

would be represented by a pink page. Plath writes, “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” (CP 232). Plath underlined portions of the entry for “camellia” in her 

dictionary, including “double roselike flowers” (Webster’s, “Camellia”). Below, one can 

see the two-sided pink sheets, appearing like the double petals of a huge camellia. 

The speaker’s “flush” is visually echoed by the pink color of the page. “Flush” can also 

refer to the alignment of type with a page edge. Plath’s drafts, like her speaker, are 

“flush on flush” – pink on pink, and left-aligned page on left-aligned page. In this way, 

the drafts do not merely contain the fever—they embody it. As Barad writes, “Matter 

and meaning are not separate elements. They are inextricably fused together” (3). The 

color, texture, and hue of the page participate in what Barad calls “material–discursive 

practices,” iterative enactments through which meaning and embodiment co-emerge 

(Barad 93). 

The pink pages are also reminiscent of the female anatomy. Joanne Diehl 

claims the self-generated power in Plath’s poem “is intimately linked to a sexual 

pleasure akin to the Whitmanian trope of masturbation as poetic activity” (Diehl 138). 

 
11 I am grateful to Elodie Lormel for bringing to my attention the alternative use of this term. 
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The yonic imagery in the poem is paralleled by the layered, pink pages on which Plath 

writes. If the page is a stand-in for the female anatomy specifically, then writing here 

can be read as masturbatory in the Whitmanian sense but also in a very physical 

sense. A hand moves back-and-forth over the pink page repeatedly until the poem—

and the speaker—finish. Turning to the materiality of the page adds a new, physical 

dimension to Diehl’s reading and indeed can be expanded to Plath’s other poetry 

dealing with yonic imagery. 

Finally, the most explicit and concrete reference to the materiality of the page 

at hand comes from the line, “By whatever these pink things mean!” (CP 232). The 

line points to the color, plurality, and potential “meaning” of the “pink things,” drawing 

the reader’s attention not only to the poem’s imagery but to the literal surface on which 

it is inscribed. As a result, the boundary between the poem’s content and its physical 

medium collapses. Derrida calls paper "the basis of the basis, the base figure on the 

basis of which figures and letters are separated out" (Derrida, Paper Machine 53). It 

is hard to imagine this pink base bore no influence on the figures and letters that it 

came to contain when said figures and letters so directly respond to the materiality of 

their container. Rather the New Materialist argument as articulated by Barad better 

captures the relationship between poem and page: “Writing is not a unidirectional 

practice of creation that flows from author to page, but rather the practice of writing is 

an iterative and mutually constitutive working out, and reworking, of ‘book’ and 

‘author’” (Barad x). 

In addition to lending physical form to the poem’s imagery, the palimpsestic 

pages also enact the resurrection ritual described in “Fever 103°.” Through revision, 

the successive drafts become increasingly purified. Plath first produced one 

handwritten draft of the poem, followed by one typed draft. These were both composed 

on pink Smith College memorandum paper—each layered with edits. Plath then 

transitioned to fresh sheets of white paper, where she typed and revised three more 

drafts before producing a final clean copy. “Fever 103°” thus begins on pink paper, 

marked by revision and erasure, and moves toward the clarity and spareness of the 

final white page. Like the speaker’s “selves dissolving, old whore petticoats,” the 

earlier drafts are cast off. This shedding of textual layers recalls Rosalind Krauss’s 

argument that “writing is [...] also a bodily act” (46). I would add that as a bodily act, 

writing encompasses more than putting pen to paper, it also necessitates the 

movement of pages, such as turning them over, rifling through and shuffling them. Van 
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Mierlo claims that “composing on loose leaves or in a notebook can alter the working 

method of the writer” (22). In “Fever 103°,” the shedding of old selves calls to mind the 

discarding of draft pages and the physical dimensions of the composition process. 

Through editing, Plath subjects her writing to a metaphorical auto-da-fé, the creative 

process functioning as a purifying fire; but what begins as self-immolation becomes 

self-renewal. Like the phoenix, the purified poem rises not in spite of destruction, but 

through it—a symbolic rebirth forged in the heat of its own making. 

Taking this one step further, the pink memorandum pages are not merely the 

“old selves” of the poem—they also embody the old selves of Plath; recall that The 

Bell Jar is on the reverse of these pages, specifically passages describing 

undergraduate courses, inspired by Plath’s education at Smith College. Consider, too, 

that Plath physically procured these pink memorandum pages from Smith College 

when she taught there in 1958. Clearly, Plath felt there was something powerful—

almost talismanic—about these pink pages, stamped with “SMITH COLLEGE 

MEMORANDUM” across the top. This paper is anything but neutral—it serves as a 

tangible connection to Plath’s undergraduate alma mater, Smith College, an institution 

that held deep personal significance for her. It is on this very paper that she composed 

The Bell Jar, the novel following Esther Greenwood, a character who echoes Plath’s 

own experiences as a young woman navigating mental illness and societal 

expectations. The physicality of the paper carries an imprint of Plath’s identity and 

history, creating a subtle but powerful link between writer, material, and story. Finally, 

the word “memorandum” stamped across the page derives from memorandum est: “it 

is to be remembered.” This paratextual element literally frames “Fever 103°” as a site 

of recollection. When Plath later returned to these same pages to write the poem, she 

reaffirmed that connection, embedding it within this specific material context. Barad 

argues that “matter feels, converses, suffers, desires, yearns and remembers” 

(Dolphijn, “Interview with Karen Barad”). In this sense, the very paper—Smith College 

stationery—becomes a participant in Plath’s writing, its presence woven into the 

texture of her work and her artistic expression. 

On the verso of the second page of the second draft, Ted Hughes’s handwriting 

appears as well, adding yet another layer of personal and poetic history. These pages 

hold fragments of Plath’s past: her student years, her time as an instructor, and her 

marriage to Hughes. Just as she did in February 1958, Plath summons her earlier 

selves here—this time through the literal material of the reused page. These “old 



 

 

16 

selves” become the ideal body to burn via a poetic fever. Draft after draft, the speaker 

of “Fever 103°” emerges, rising as the remnants of earlier lives fall away like “old whore 

petticoats.”12,13 

 

Conclusion 
 
The palimpsestic page embodies the imagery in “Fever 103°” whilst performing 

the purification ritual inscribed on its surface. The power of this poem–its charged 

symbols and “ecstatic delirium” (Moses 108)–arises precisely because Plath taps the 

“sunk relics of [her] past selves,” (J 337) using these to fuel a new voice. Plath’s 

reinscription is the purifying fever, the alchemical fire, the eventual material rebirth in 

“Fever 103°.” Ted Hughes described Plath’s poetic language as “the product of an 

alchemy on the noblest scale” (Hughes “Chronological”). Alchemy relies on a duality 

of “two principles of spirit and body [...] they are at the same time inseparably 

connected. In this way, they form a unity. This unity in alchemy is symbolized by the 

rebis: the hermaphrodite of the alchemical Great Work” (Hlaváček). With their double-

sided nature, Plath’s draft pages are her opus—the fused matter of past and present, 

body and spirit, destruction and transfiguration. They do not just bear witness to a 

transformation; they enact it. In Plath’s fevered archive, the page is not merely 

overwritten, it is reborn. 

Plath’s writing not only reflects on its own material conditions, but actively 

engages with them, revealing how intertwined her poetics are with the physicality of 

her writing surfaces. By reading recto and verso in concert, I have shown how the 

manuscript’s layered construction invites new interpretive possibilities. As Mak argues, 

“designers make calculated decisions regarding size, shape, colour, and quality of the 

material to suggest to readers what kind of page it is and how they wish to be treated” 

(10)—a logic that resonates with Plath’s unique repurposing of institutional stationery. 

Today, the drafts analyzed above can be viewed in person at Smith College, who 

 
12 There is an inherent paradox here. The speaker is shedding her old selves in order to ascend, but if 
“Paradise” in the poem should point to Paradise Pond, Plath is describing an assumption to her past. 
She summons her old selves so that they may be discarded, yet they remain physically tied together 
via the two-sided page. 
13 This passage is particularly satisfying to consider within the framework of genetic criticism: “several 
genetic critics no longer see the writer as a monolithic ‘self’ but as a succession of selves. The writer 
who cancels a word is already different from the one who wrote it” (Van Hulle, Genetic Criticism 11). 
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acquired them in 1981 (Special Collections). As if affirming the power Plath sensed in 

them, the pages she once pilfered from a Smith supply closet in 1958 returned home, 

re-inscribed with her signature doubleness: dual-genre’d and double-voiced. 
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