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Review: The Slicks: On Sylvia Plath and Taylor Swift by Maggie
Nelson. Penguin Random House, 2025.

Dorka Tamas

For the average Plath reader, it might be strange to compare Sylvia Plath, one
of the most prolific poets of the twentieth century, to the contemporary pop star
phenomenon Taylor Swift. As a Plath enthusiast and Swiftie, however, | have
observed for several years, both in public discussions and in my private conversations,
the parallels between these two artists. After all, if Jacqueline Rose famously named
Plath the Marilyn Monroe of the literary world in The Haunting of Sylvia Plath (1991),
it is not surprising that another renowned woman from another art industry is brought
into comparison with Plath.

Maggie Nelson’s chapbook The Slicks is the first of its kind, offering fans of
Plath, Swift, and admirers of both an official guidebook, a starter pack of a sort, on the
similarities of fame, public scrutiny, ambition, and talent the two successful female
artists share. The Slicks is not divided into chapters or sections with headings, it reads
as a long essay with several parts. Nelson begins by referencing Rose’s The Haunting
of Sylvia Plath, evoking Plath’s desire for public recognition of her work, a theme which
remains the centrepiece of the book. Nelson introduces the thesis statement of her
comparative reading of Plath and Swift, both as artists who made their own names,
but also as women who profoundly feel, write, and make the personal relatable to

many:

When | think about Swift and Plath together, | find myself returning to a simple
thought: Sylvia Plath is dead, and Taylor Swift is alive. Not only is Swift alive,
but she is living in front of us, for us, with us. [...] Plath didn’t get the chance to
ride out this cycle; she ended her life at age thirty. As | write, Swift is thirty-four

and showing no sign of bowing out. (6-7)

While living under very different circumstances and working in different industries,
Swift and Plath, as per Nelson, share the similarities of drive and the refusal to give

up their passion for their professions (writing and music), no matter what kinds of
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hardship, criticism, or forces of patriarchal structures they faced. The genesis of the
book seems to be Swift's 2024 album, The Tortured Poets Department (TTPD), which
uses irony — like Plath often does in her Ariel poems — on the subject of the (female)
artistic suffering on display, which, for long, Plath has been associated with in
mainstream media and discourses.

There are a handful of recurring sources Nelson references, the above-
mentioned Jacqueline Rose book on Plath, Anne Carson’s essay “The Gender of
Sound” (1992), Emily Dickinson’s poetry, and a few news and magazine publications
from 2024 that brought to the general readership, the Plath-ification of Swift on TTPD.
Nelson proceeds to dive into a more familiar territory: the similarities between
confessionalism in poetry and music and “the derision of the personal — especially in
regard to women”; she argues that “{W]hen women make the personal public, the
charge of whorishness always lurks nearby” (21; 25). Sylvia Plath knew this well:
“There is a charge // For the eyeing of my scars, there is a charge”, she wrote in “Lady
Lazarus”, which is echoed in Swift's song “Who is Afraid of Little Old Me?” (3; 21).
Nelson contrasts the roles, aesthetics, markets, and audiences of poetry and pop
music, which sometimes stand on thin ice due to the increased popularity of Insta-
poetry, songwriters-turned-poets, and the convergence of media and text in the
twenty-first century.

The Slicks aims to demonstrate that female artists “generally had a much
weirder relationship to fame” than male artists (30), for which Plath and Swift are case
studies, flawlessly complementing and contrasting each other. Nelson does not go into
a detailed close reading or comparative analysis of Plath’s poems and Swift’s lyrics.
There are only a few examples she returns to, including Plath’s “Lady Lazarus”, entries
from her Journal during adolescence, and parts of The Bell Jar, and Swift's Tortured
Poets album and The Eras Tour (2023-24) are recurring references. There are clear
parallels between the two women’s characters, their ambition, chase of fame, for which
Nelson quotes Plath’s self-identified “the girl who wanted to be God”, and Swift's
interview from 2012 in which she explains to Vogue magazine that this is the kind of
career that she always wanted and worked for, and dealing with fame is just a
necessary part of the work.

Nelson focuses on the similarities between the audience and the association of
teen girls and young women with Swift and Plath, the latter “went for both full throttle”

(43) writing for and about women and adolescent girls. The Bell Jar and TTPD are
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obvious comparative points here, in terms of centring their narratives on the power
abuse and exploitation of patriarchal institutions, social expectations of women, and
women coping with and writing about mental health. They both have “taboo-busting
content” (43). There are further parallels made between Plath’s Ariel poems, such as
the themes of rebirth and death, which are also recurring subjects in Swift's work and
persona arc. Here, Nelson misses out on mentioning Swift's “You're Losing Me”
(2023), which evokes the phoenix metaphor familiar from “Lady Lazarus.” Towards the
second half of the book, Nelson uses some clever and not too obvious references for
people unfamiliar with Swift’s lyrics. For example, she writes that Plath’s speakers in
her late poems are “not bejewelled” (46), which alludes to the song “Bejeweled”
(2022). The last comparative points are between the song “Clara Bow” (2024),
“‘Midnight Rain” (2022), and the fame that Plath, like many talented female artists and
poets, wanted to mouth and “break into those slicks” (63), citing from Plath in a letter
she wrote to Aurelia Plath in 1957.

Nelson’s chapbook targets both fans and casual readers of Sylvia Plath, as well
as people familiar with Taylor Swift's music and the recent ‘“Taylormania.” However, it
does not require the reader to be an enthusiast and admirer of either. Rather, The
Slicks offers a glimpse into the world of talented and ambitious women and their
creative processes, their relationship to public reputation, coping with institutional
barriers and glass ceilings, and, most importantly, the art of surviving by creating
something lasting, transformational, and relatable. Nelson’s book does not exhaust its
subjects at all. There is plenty more material to mine, but it is a conversation starter
on Sylvia Plath, her legacy, and spectral presence in contemporary culture and

women’s art.



