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"Fever 103°": The Fall of Man; the Rise of Woman; the Folly of Youth 

Julia Gordon-Bramer 

 

Preface:  In Plath Profiles 3, I published "Sylvia Plath's Spell on Ariel: Conjuring the Perfect 

Book of Poems Through Mysticism and the Tarot," which gives an overview of Plath's collection 

of poetry, Ariel, as the works were structured and laid out within a mystical framework based 

upon the Qabalah and tarot. Also published was a closer look at Plath's poem, "Death & Co.," 

from my forthcoming work, Fixed Stars Govern a Life.    

The classic Rider-Waite Tarot deck and other modern decks mirror the Qabalah, and 

have often incorporated images of alchemy, astrology, and myth—the Hermetic sciences. To 

view any single one of these arts, it is impossible not to also see aspects of the others, as they 

balance and depend upon each other in the same way, for instance, that astrological 

constellations are drawn from Greek myth. Greek myth illustrates psychological stages and 

behaviors; and alchemy looks at the process of creating perfection as a three-fold, simultaneous 

work of physical matter, emotional (Jungian) individuation, and spiritual resurrection. 

Numerology and its correlative art, gematria, which assigns meanings and values to key 

numbers, also play a part. 

Since the time my original article was authored, I have discovered an even greater scope 

to Plath's work: each work in Ariel not only follows the Qabalah and tarot order, as previously 

explained, but each poem echoes the six facets of the hexagonal Qabalah Tree of Life. Just as the 

Qabalah is considered to be the universal, perfect and divine system upon which all matter of 

animal, vegetable, mineral and spirit must abide, Plath's poetry echoes this system. Each Ariel 

poem not only adheres to the proper numerical station and meaning within the Qabalah, but it 

mirrors these meanings in all of its metaphorical reflections. My nearly-finished work, Fixed 

Stars Govern A Life, examines each Ariel poem from its six facets: Tarot/Qabalah; Alchemy; 

Mythology; History and the World; Astrology and Astronomy; and Humanities and the Arts.  

Have doubts? Consider, for a moment, Plath's poem, "The Munich Mannequins," found 

in the first edition of Ariel arranged and published by Ted Hughes soon after her death. Lines 

like, "The tree of life and the tree of life," and "Orange lollies on silver sticks" are perfect 

descriptions of the Tree—and that is not even looking at all the alchemy and myth loaded into 
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that poem. Plath fans are well-familiar with the poet's repeated Qabalah and alchemical images 

of mirrors, doubles, moons and trees. And there is plenty more. 

Whether or not one chooses to believe in the mysticism, alchemy and Qabalah that has 

now been fairly well-documented in her husband Ted Hughes' life and work, it is time to 

understand that mysticism was also critically structuring, driving, and inspiring the work of 

Sylvia Plath. 

Forty times in Ariel, Plath demonstrated that she was able to instill a single set of words 

with at least six different, yet cohesive meanings, in correlation with the set and unchanging 

theme designated by the Qabalah. One need not be a believer to marvel at the beauty and 

connections she drew, whether or not Plath created these correlations consciously or sub-

consciously. And really, does it matter that we know? It is all there. Not one poem falters. Plath 

was a literary genius, and a spiritual being, such as the world has never known. --jgb 

 

 

 "Fever 103°" is most commonly interpreted as a poem of a feverish hallucination from the flu. 

Some scholars claim it is a poem about masturbation (Bundzten 199), and the sexuality is 

certainly there.  This poem, however, is really about the suit of Pages in the tarot deck, 

sometimes called Princesses. The Pages are four of the tarot's court cards (the others being 

Kings, Queens and Knights) that generally represent the energy and presence of youth and 

children; the physical and sometimes sexual restlessness of adolescents and young adults; and 

may also reflect a deepening consciousness or ability. There is one Page for each of the four suits 

in the tarot: Wands, Cups, Swords and Pentacles, each with a different character to be explored 

shortly. 

In the poem, "Fever 103°," Plath has mined the Page cards of the tarot for their meanings, 

character attributes and pictures, to create a six-faceted metaphorical mirror of these Pages, and 

all that they represent. As the reader explores each facet of the poem, he or she will see 

reflections of the last facet, and references to the ones ahead. Each of Plath's Ariel poems might 

be compared to a perfect crystal prism, the six-sided snowflakes she gave us in "The Night 

Dances." Like the characters within the suit of Pages, Plath's work only seems to get stronger as 

it gets older. Plath's "Fever 103°" takes its time with each Page, moving through their meanings, 

if you will pardon the pun, degree by degree. 
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First Facet: The Tarot/Qabalah 

Just as youth must learn to make mistakes and suffer the consequences of sin, Plath's poem 

"Fever 103°" reflects Malkuth—the lowest point of the Qabalah's six-sided Tree of Life—the 

Tree being a sort of map of the universe—and the Pages' station upon this tree. Malkuth 

represents the Earth and the starting point.  

The first page revealed in this poem is the Page of Wands.
1
 When 

the Page of Wands appears reversed, or upside-down to the tarot card 

reader, he signifies instability and communication problems. The Page of 

Wands stands behind a triple-peaked mountain. Plath's confusion in her 

first line of "Fever 103°," and the triple image of the third line, echo this 

card.  

 "Ague" is the pain felt in joints and muscles from flu-like 

conditions. Read in reverse, this energetic Page of Wands has become 

unstable and unable to move—certainly "aguey." His wand-fire fails 

him, seen in Plath's tinder and snuffed candle smoke of the third and fourth stanzas.   

Next, is the Page of Cups. When the Page of Cups is reversed, it represents one who has 

bad dreams, nebulous intuitions and a sense of unreality. He is the 

"Hothouse baby in its crib" and this Page wears a smock patterned with 

what appear to be orchids or lilies, mentioned in the seventh stanza. 

Because this is a card of dreams and even hallucinations, it follows that 

he is "Hanging its hanging garden in the air." The Page of Cups is under 

the sign of Cancer, and Plath makes a reference to the disease of the 

same name in the eighth stanza. But take a look at this young man on the 

Page of Cups card for a moment: The vertical lines of his tunic shape, 

along with his belted waist, give him the shape of the letter H. Like an H-

Bomb: "Like Hiroshima." 

                                                 
1
 Pictures from the Rider-Waite Tarot Deck. Illustrated by Pamela Colman Smith.  
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The Page of Pentacles reversed is a moody child, and the off and 

on of Plath's tenth stanza well suit him. In his picture, he is surrounded 

by a lemon-yellow sky, sounding like the drink that makes Plath want to 

wretch. The Page of Pentacles is quite shy ("chicken") and sometimes 

spoiled and proud ("I am too pure for you or anyone"). Remembering 

that pentacles reflect money and earthly concerns, the pentacle this page 

holds is bright like the lantern of the twelfth stanza, and the yellow 

everywhere reflects upon the description of the 

thirteenth stanza.  

The Page of Swords closes the poem. He 

is a card of the awakening mind, and he is the only page not to be read 

strictly in reverse; that is, upside-down, where he takes on negative 

traits. He is well-coordinated, fast-moving, and intellectually bright; but 

Plath uses the other definition of bright in her fourteenth stanza. This 

page knows that he has reason for his pride, and the purple-pink and 

shape of his frock clearly resemble a large camellia of that same stanza. 

His coloring, indeed, is "flush on flush." 

With one foot already off the ground, the tarot deck's Page of 

Swords looks as if he could certainly say, "I think I am going up, / I think I may rise—" and the 

tiny birds on the horizon could certainly look like beads made of metal. 

From the Qabalist's perspective, "Fever 103°" is yet another poem about dissolving the 

physical body and sinful ego, to rise into oneness with God. Plath talks to her own body as the 

enemy in the twelfth stanza. Ultimately, she merges with love (God) itself in the 15
th 

stanza, 

leaving the old, sinful world entirely by the end. 

 

Second Facet:  Alchemy 

The title of this poem, "Fever 103°," may be a reference to the famous alchemist, Nicolas Le 

Fèvre (1610-1669), as he also makes a veiled appearance, along with other renowned alchemists, 

in Plath's Ariel poem, "The Jailor," which precedes "Fever 103°" in the collection, Ariel. Le 

Fèvre wrote Traicté de la Chymie.  A Compendious Body of Chymistry in 1660, and A Discourse 

upon Sr. Walter Rawleigh's [sic] Great Cordial in 1664 (McLean). Le Fèvre, also known as 
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Nicasius le Febure, was the royal chemist to the King of England, and appointed to both French 

and English royalty (Royal). 

 It is important to remember that the founding fathers of the United States, George 

Washington, Benjamin Franklin, James Madison, and others, were all freemasons and 

Rosicrucians—active alchemists—as well as students of the famous alchemist, Francis Bacon. 

Much has been written about our founders placing mystic symbolism and alchemy in all of our 

country's early emblems, in order to set the intention for success.  

 The shield on the eagle's breast of the Great Seal of the United States is colored in red, 

white and blue to represent valor, purity and justice. The value of these colors, through gematria, 

equals 103. The number 103 corresponds to the mystic phrase, ehben ha-Adam (the stone of 

Adam) and suggests the perfect ashlar, or squared stone, of Freemasonry.  103 is also the 

gematrian value of the Hebrew noun, bonaim, a Rabbinical word signifying 'builders, Masons.' 

(Carter qtd. in Melanson). 

 In the Periodic Table of Elements, the element Lawrencium ("Make their own element") 

has the atomic number 103. Discovered in 1961, Lawrencium is the last element in the Actinides 

series, which also contains uranium and plutonium, hinting at the radiation Plath references in 

her eighth stanza. Echoing the first stanza idea of triple, Lawrencium has three oxidation states, 

and holds the qualities of the eighth stanza's radioactivity and whiteness (Los Alamos). 

 The whole of alchemy relies upon the triple principles of salt, sulphur, and mercury.
 2

 The 

distillation process of practical alchemy, toward the goal of extracting sulphur from a plant or 

mineral, begins to be achieved at the magic point of 103 degrees Fahrenheit, and peaks at 105 

degrees. The impurities, a concern in the first word of this poem, are burned away ("The tongues 

of hell") until smoke is noted like that in the fourth stanza. The material reaches a snowy 

whiteness and the spirit is said to "fly" if one is not careful (Reid).  

Zephyr, the mythological god of the wind (also called Zephyrus) and represented in the 

Mythology facet of this poem, is represented on the tarot's Page of Swords. Zephyr is the 

mercurial vapor which rises in the alchemist's alembic vessel during the process of distillation, in 

the quest for the philosopher's stone. It sometimes symbolizes the white stone, reflecting the idea 

of purity again, within the White, or Ablution, phase of alchemy. 

                                                 
2
 "Sulphur" is an early alchemical spelling. 
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After the candle is snuffed, Plath is "in a fright" and the mood is "sullen." This is because 

the alchemist believes that the stone is killed and separated from its spirit.  

The "wheel" is the opus circulatorium—the alchemist's circular work of the elements. 

This circulation is a continuous distillation of liquid until it is refined. The stone must be 

dissolved and coagulated, going through the process many times over, before it becomes the pure 

philosopher's stone to make its own "element." The images of "round" and "globe" echo the idea 

of the circular work. 

Plath's sixth and seventh stanzas of "Fever 103°" represent the heat and smoke killing off 

all impurities. The "Hothouse baby" is the stone in its early form, sometimes known as the 

"philosophical child." The "crib" is the alembic glassware used in the effort, also sometimes 

referred to as a "bed," "house," and even a "coffin" or "grave." Likewise, the "leopard" is the 

stone, possibly with spots, also known as the "panther" and even a "toad," as it swells and peels 

from the heat until it turns white, as in the eighth stanza.  

"Greasing the bodies of adulterers" would be an action to make the sex act easier, and 

this is what the alchemist does metaphorically, as he or she unites the "male" properties of 

sulphur with the "female" properties of argent vive to create the philosophical child. Alchemy is 

full of sexual metaphor. 

The symbol of "ash" is another important stage in alchemy. It is that which remains after 

the stone has turned white from fire. It is the remains of all that was impure ("The sin. The sin"). 

The idea of flickering in the tenth stanza can now stand as the flame on the stone, again 

and again after burning, washing and drying. Alchemists refer to the layers of the stone burned 

white and then charred again as "sheets" that peel away, mentioned in the last line of the tenth 

stanza. As Christ was said to be in the tomb for three days and three nights, it takes at least 

"Three days. Three nights" to reach this point of distillation.  

The process of watering the stone is to flood the matter with its own mercurial water 

during the distillation phase. The water is said to contain the "fruits" of the sun and moon and the 

water can smell quite foul, as we witness Plath's reaction in the eleventh stanza. Finally, the 

stone has reached the pure whiteness of ablution. 

 In ablution, the alchemist believes that the soul of the matter is released from its body 

("Your body / Hurts me"). The spirit rises as a volatile vapor to the top of the vessel, where it 

condenses and descends as "rain," "dew," or "tears." 
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The next phase is rubedo, or the final "ruby" phase, when the alchemist believes that the 

white stone, according to A Dictionary of Alchemical Imagery, "has the power to transmute base 

metal to silver, and earthly man into an illumined philosopher."  The stone is said to have united 

the female qualities of silvery moonlight with the male golden sun, seen in the thirteenth stanza. 

This is known as the chemical wedding. 

The heat is increased, and Plath acknowledges astonishment in her rhetorical question 

that opens her fourteenth stanza. The stone takes on a red color, likened to blushing, in that same 

stanza. "The beads of hot metal" are silver and gold, and the alchemist is said to have reached a 

simultaneous spiritual and mental enlightenment with his creation. Many alchemists wrote of 

stones becoming liquid in fire in texts such as the 16
th

 century alchemical text, De re metallica, 

by German physician Georg Bauer (published as the Latinized Georgius Agricola).   

Fluorine is a poisonous, yellow gas fitting the fifth stanza, which can be found in the 

Camellia (Camellia japonica, C. susanqua); one of the two plants known to reflect the fluorine 

content of the soil in which it grows (see more about the camellia in the History and the World 

facet of this poem). The camellia may contain as much as 2000 parts per million of fluorine 

(Saunders).  

In the 17
th

 century, experiments were done with fluorspar, a source of fluorine, adding the 

substance to lime water (similar to "Lemon water"), and releasing fluoric acid. In the 1800s, 

fluorine was considered to be a new element, as Plath mentions in the fifth stanza, and similar to 

chlorine. It had strong fumes, rapidly dissolved glass, caused dangerous burns, and even 

occasionally caused death. Atomic fluorine is used in industry, and the compound uranium 

hexafluoride was a key ingredient in the atomic bomb during World War II, referenced in Plath's 

symbol of Hiroshima (Meiers).
 3

 

 Acetylene is a colorless gas, used especially to cut metals, and as an illuminant. Pure 

acetylene, dominating the first line of the sixteenth stanza, is strong enough to even cut through a 

sword such as the one that the Page of Swords holds.  The images of roses, kisses, and cherubim 

following are Rosicrucian mystical symbols of celebration for the newly-initiated. No one in 

body form matters any longer ("Not you, nor him / Nor him, nor him") and Plath sees her 

multiple, soiled selves "dissolving, old whore petticoats" moving into heaven ("To Paradise"). 

 

                                                 
3
 For more on the atom bomb in World War II, see Fixed Stars Govern a Life's interpretation of "Ariel." 
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Third Facet:  Mythology 

In mythology, the Page of Wands is considered to be Phrixus, who took Jason's Golden Fleece. 

This is not such a stretch from the imagery of Plath's yellow smoke and scarves.  

In the legend, the Golden Fleece belonged to Zeus, and was an emblem of his creative 

power. Phrixus' true mother had vanished, and his jealous stepmother parched the seed-corn so 

the harvest would fail. She pretended that the Delphic Oracle blamed Phrixus for the crop, and 

demanded the sacrifice of him and his sister, Helle, to Zeus. Thus, the first three stanzas of 

"Fever 103°" fit the myth, as well as much of the rest of the poem. Phrixus' purity and innocence 

won out, and Zeus sent an enchanted ram to rescue him, on which he flew to safety as Plath rises 

in the fifteenth stanza.  

It should be no coincidence by now that the Page of Wands in the card's picture is 

generously wrapped in yellow scarves. In many poems, Plath used scarves, veils, swirling 

images and peeling garments as metaphors for the unraveling of self and the loosening of the 

ego.  

We must not forget that the Wands tarot suit represents the element of fire. When the 

Wands' fire "make their own element," the characters of this suit turn away (reverse) from their 

useful and inspiring properties to become something only evil ("They will not rise").  

The Page of Cups visits next. This child, Narcissus in mythology, was so beautiful he had 

ardent suitors of both sexes. One telling of the story is that Narcissus was propositioned by a 

young man whom he rejected, and so was cursed with unrequited love. This homoerotic version 

of the myth might interpret a sinful aguey tendon to be representative of the penis. Other 

renditions of the story have the nymph, Echo, fall in love with Narcissus, but she too was 

rebuffed, and Narcissus was cursed in revenge. Ultimately, Narcissus fell in love with his own 

reflection, as Plath appears to adore herself in the twelfth stanza. Narcissus died of starvation and 

thirst at the side of the pool, staring at his own reflection, as Plath writes of retching over water.  

The Narcissus plant, in the History and the World facet of this poem, was said to have 

first sprung where Narcissus died. Narcissus' soul was said to have been sent to hell, befitting the 

first two stanzas of "Fever 103°." 

Next, the Page of Pentacles is introduced. In the Homeric Hymn, he is Triptolemus, 

meaning "threefold warrior" (another connection with the idea of triple), the boy who witnessed 

the rape of Persephone. Persephone's mother, Demeter, had intended to make Triptolemus' twin 
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(note Plath's doubling of words such as "dull" "love," and "sin," echoing the twin idea), 

Demophon, immortal by holding him to her breast, anointing him with ambrosia as Plath writes 

of greasing bodies; burning away the layers of his mortal spirit in the hearth every night, as we 

see in the ninth and first line of the tenth stanza.  

As Demeter worked her magic, Demophon's mother walked in. Misunderstanding, she 

saw her child in the fire and screamed, pulling him out. Demeter then chose to make 

Triptolemus, the other twin, immortal, as he had helped her to find her daughter. Demeter taught 

Triptolemus her secrets and supplied him with the tools for agriculture. Demeter also taught the 

secrets of agriculture to Lyncus, but he selfishly would not share them, and so she turned him 

into a lynx, comparable to Plath's leopard of the eighth stanza. Triptolemus became one of the 

original priests to Demeter, and was the first to learn the secrets and rites of the Eleusinian 

Mysteries, a form of goddess worship encapsulating the last two lines of "Fever 103°." 

In the tarot, the Page of Swords represents Zephyrus, the youthful ruler of the West 

Wind. He is a page of gossip. He has early and fierce stirrings of original and independent 

thought, and he enjoys brewing storms and tossing the seas for fun. Zephyrus abducted the 

goddess Chloris, and gave her dominion over the flowers, represented in Plath's "Hothouse 

baby," orchids, hanging gardens, camellia and roses. Zephyrus' Roman equivalent, Favonius, was 

the protector of flowers and plants. 

Close in sound to Camellia, Virgil wrote of the myth of Camilla in Aeneid. Camilla, a 

young girl befitting the pages suit of the tarot, and her father were driven out of town. In order to 

save her life, her father tied Camilla to a pike fish and hurtled it to the far bank where the 

goddess Diana rescued her (Grimal, 87). 

It is not a surprise that the pike has been one of Ted Hughes' most famous poetic images. 

In his poem, "Pike," Hughes compares the fish to a tiger (its "green tigering the gold"), but the 

pike, in fact, is spotted like a leopard, with a big grin of evil-looking teeth ("Devilish leopard!"). 

As Plath saw herself becoming a camellia, did she see her pike taking her to the other side, or 

perhaps, taking her down? 

One can't ignore the mention of Cerberus in the second stanza, the triple-headed hound 

that guarded the gates of Hell—an apt setting for the hot-temperature of 103°, and especially its 

first two stanzas. The etymology of Cerberus' name comes from the Indo-European Kerberos, 

meaning "spotted" (Harper), and mythologist Robert Graves wrote that Cerberus was 



Plath Profiles   97 

 

                      

inaccurately called a dog, actually having a head of a lioness, a lynx and a sow (Graves, 409). He 

claims it may have been a reference to the monstrous cat of Welsh legend, the Cath Palug, 

another fit for Plath's leopard. Cerberus was the son of a half-woman, half serpent that coupled 

with Typhon, a fire-breathing giant whose tongue would surely be considered "of hell." 

Cerberus had an appetite only for live meat, and so no one left Hell after entering, well-

illustrated in the ninth stanza. 

Finally, Ovid wrote in Metamorphoses that Tisophone's magic poisons invoking wild 

deliriums, blindnesses of the brain, crime and tears, all contained the lip-froth of Cerberus among 

its ingredients (Ovid, 4.500 ff).  It goes without saying that Plath's "Fever 103°" reads like a 

hallucination to the highest degree. 

 

Fourth Facet:  History and the World 

"The tongues of hell" also draw us toward the Narcissus plant, best-known as the Daffodil, and 

represented by the Page of Cups. This plant has triple pointed leaves sprouting from its bulb like 

dull tongues. The Daffodil is the national flower of Wales, part of Great Britain. "[T]riple" is 

echoed again with the three outer sepals, and the three inner petals of the flower. The flowers are 

often various shades of yellow, as we've seen in Plath's smokes, paper, skin and water. 

Additionally, the color yellow has come to represent cowardice in western culture ("chicken").  

"I am a lantern— / / My head a moon" well fits this flower's design. The trumpet of the 

narcissus plant looks like a candle snuffer in a church. 

Bulbs of the narcissus flower have onion-skin-like layers, like the nylon and taffeta 

underskirts of historic gowns: ""My selves dissolving, old whore petticoats." 

Narcissus means "sleep" and "numbness" in Greek, after the plant's narcotic properties, 

the feeling throughout "Fever 103°." Since 1956, various cancer charities have used the daffodil 

as a fundraising symbol—another touch point for the symbol of radiation (Canadian). 

Sigmund Freud, whom Plath read a great deal, wrote the paper, "On Narcissism," in 

1914.
 4

  This piece suggested narcissism has a place in human sexual development, touched on in 

her mention of the virgin and the whore, and explored the relation between the ego and external 

objects.  

                                                 
4
 See Fixed Stars Govern a Life's interpretation of Plath's poem, "Daddy" for more on Sigmund Freud, the father of 

psychoanalysis. 
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  Echoing the Page of Pentacles' myth of Triptolemus, and flying on the wind of Zephyrus, 

is the Hemeroplanes triptolemus, a central and south American moth. This moth, about which 

little is known, has "flickering" wings, and is portrayed in Plath's symbols with its moon head, 

papery wings, golden skin and delicacy.
5
 The mythological Triptolemus was said to "trundle 

round the globe" teaching agriculture to men, riding in a winged chariot decorated with snakes. 

This moth of the same name has the unique gift of being able to appear as a small snake in its 

caterpillar form, flaring its body segments with markings that appear to be a snake's head. In its 

cocoon, the larva is a "Hothouse baby in its crib," and it hangs "its hanging garden in the air." 

 As the Hemeroplanes triptolemus sheds its cocoon, Plath's bed sheets are cast aside from 

their heaviness. The moth spreads its wings, blossoming like her camellia, and it rises up as Plath 

thinks she will. The moth goes on to "fly," a "Virgin" again in its new life, "Attended by roses," 

and its former "selves dissolving" (Oehlke). 

 Yet another member of narcissus' family makes an appearance in this poem. The 

Zephyranthes flower is an amaryllis, like the narcissus, and was named after Zephyrus, the Greek 

god of the west wind. Not coincidentally, it is a flower represented by the Page of Swords. Also 

like the narcissus, the zephryranthes meets all the floral symbolism in the poem, "Fever 103°," 

with the addition of also coming in rosy pinks. 

The Camellia flower in "Fever 103°" is considered to be a flower of lovers, as the petals 

protect a delicate center calyx, and the two parts of the flower drop at the same time, 

representing an everlasting union. The Japanese name for camellia, Tsubaki, is a common given 

name for women ("Of Japanese paper"), and the camellia is cultivated in China, Japan and India 

for tea ("Lemon water"). The Japanese call this plant the "dragon in the clouds," as it looks like it 

is climbing up into the sky. The camellia plant is subject to destruction by caterpillars. The 

Camellia japonica is pink ("whatever these pink things mean") and is often called "the rose of 

winter" ("Attended by roses"). The camellia plant is also unusual in the way that it reflects the 

fluorine content of its soil (see more about fluorine in the Alchemy facet of this poem).  

The 18
th

 century English poet, Charlotte Elizabeth Tonna, wrote a poem for the Camellia 

that reflects both the tarot deck's youthful Pages, as well as much of Plath's imagery and mood in 

"Fever 103°": 

                                                 
5
 Plath enjoyed incorporating details of Lepidoptera into her poems, as seen in Fixed Stars Govern a Life's 

interpretations of poems such as "The Detective." It should be noted that an archaic term for those who enjoy moths 

and butterflies is "Aurelian," close to Plath's mother's name, Aurelia.  
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THE WHITE CAMELLIA JAPONICA 

Thou beauteous child of purity and grace, What element could yield so fair a birth? 

Defilement bore me - my abiding place Was mid the foul clods of polluted earth. But light 

looked on me from a holier sphere, To draw me heavenward - then I rose and shone; And 

can I vainly to thine eye appear, Thou dust-born gazer? make the type thine own. From 

thy dark dwelling look thou forth, and see The purer beams that brings a lovelier change 

for thee. 

—Charlotte Elizabeth, Posthumous and other poems (Elizabeth 91). 

 

There is one final botanical presence in "Fever 103°": the vanilla plant. Called "Vainilla" 

in Spanish, its name calls to mind associations of Narcissus' vanity. Vainilla is a word that 

directly points to the feminine, from the diminutive of vaina, and the Latin word vagina 

(meaning "sheath"), as the vanilla bean pod must be opened to expose the seeds (Harper). This 

plant is an orchid with hanging pods, befitting the seventh stanza of "Fever 103°" When 

harvested, the pods must be sealed tightly to sweat and mature ("Hothouse baby"). Vanilla turns 

white with processing, echoing that eighth stanza (Havkin-Frenkel 629: 93-102). 

Beginning in Plath's second Ariel poem, "The Couriers," the amorphous central European 

country of Hungary appears in much of Ariel. It shows itself again in "Fever 103°," tying all the 

symbolism of this poem's facets together. The images of the fourteenth stanza seem to point to 

the Croatian city of Abbazia (now called Opatija, and once a part of Austria). This seaside resort 

was where many celebrities and dignitaries came to rest and improve their health. It is known for 

its beautiful camellia gardens surrounding a statue of Isadora Duncan, as well as a 12-kilometer 

seaside walk called the Carmen Sylva Promenade.  The Croatian scientist, meteorologist and 

astronomer Andrija Mohorovicia (1857 – 1936), one of the first seismologists, was from Opatija. 

Now, the "flickering" and "beads of hot metal" become the seismograph in action, and the heavy 

sheets are the layers of earth. Also fitting the town of Opatija and the poem "Fever 103°" is the 

famous, gilded statue of the virgin Madonna, demolished in World War II by bombs, another 

kind of hot metal. The statue was copied and relocated to stand before Saint Jacob Church, 

"Attended by roses." 

Also from Opatija was the famous Jewish doctor and chemist, Leo Sternbach (1908 – 

2005), the creator of the drug Valium. Sternbach was said to have not pursued wealth, but rather, 
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he treated chemistry as a passion, as an alchemist might. Plath was suffering from a lot of 

anxiety at the time she wrote "Fever 103°" ("I'm in a fright"). Now, tongues being dulled, the 

inability to rise, sheets growing heavy, the head a moon and "whatever these pink things mean" 

take on still another interpretation. 

 

Fifth Facet:  Astrology and Astronomy 

In the Mythology facet of this poem, Phrixus, the Page of Wands in the Tarot, fled on the back of 

a ram with his sister Helle, to escape the anger of his stepmother. The Roman name for the 

constellation of Phrixus is Aries. This constellation is the "anchor in the wheel" of the zodiac, the 

final station on the ecliptic path that the Sun traces out in the sky during the year. In Greek times, 

Aries contained the cardinal point at which the Sun crosses the celestial equator from north to 

south ("trundle round the globe"), known as the vernal, or spring, equinox (Ridpath). The ram, 

pictured in the constellation, represents the Golden Fleece—the reason that compelled Jason and 

the Argonauts to their voyage. Jason's voyage in the Argo represents the "wheel" of the zodiac, 

around which the Sun makes its annual trip (Graves, 480). 

Breaking away from the dog-image, the constellation of Cerberus is depicted as a three-

headed snake, with its long, orchid-like tendrils of serpent ("The ghastly orchid"). Cerberus is 

held in the outstretched hand of Heracles (also known as Hercules), who dragged the beast from 

his gates of the underworld ("Hothouse baby in its crib), to the surface as his twelfth and final 

labor, after drugging it. As most stars radiate white light, the radiation of Plath's eighth stanza 

also turns Cerberus white. Many stars that we see are actually dead, fitting "And killed it in an 

hour." 

 

Sixth Facet: Humanities and the Arts 

The name "Isadora" paired with "scarves" points directly to the famous modern dancer, Isadora 

Duncan. A thespian, and loved by both sexes like Narcissus and the Page of Cups,  Duncan also 

died young and tragically, when her long scarf caught in the spokes of the wheel of her lover's 

automobile, strangling her before a crowd on the French Riviera ("One scarf will catch and 

anchor in the wheel"). 

The scandalous Isadora Duncan was openly bisexual, promiscuous and regularly broke 

social mores such as dating men as much as 18 years her junior ("the sin, the sin")—gossip being 
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the Page of Swords' domain. For most of her life, Duncan did not believe in marriage, and she 

gave birth to three children out of wedlock. Just as an early definition of the word "ague" means 

"inflammatory" along with the more modern interpretation of fever, chills and sweating, 

Duncan's life was inflammatory in her Victorian society, and, as a physically flexible and 

imaginative dancer, "tendon" works as a metaphor for a body of moving muscle. Many of her 

dances were inspired from Greek art. Duncan also toured all over America and Europe ("trundle 

round the globe").  

That last line of Plath's eighth stanza in "Fever 103°" also fits Duncan's story of her 

pregnancy. Immediately following the death of her two children from a freak drowning accident 

(and probably to recover from the event), Duncan became pregnant again. The baby was born 

very weak, and died almost immediately, even before being named ("And killed it in an hour").  

Because the tarot's Cups are the suit of love and emotion, Cups reversed are a misuse of 

these qualities, supporting the next line "Greasing the bodies of adulterers" and condemning 

Duncan, as the many savage "Tongues of dull, fat" society had.   

In Plath's same spirit of purity in poetry, Isadora Duncan wanted to make dance a 

religion, as the Athenian maidens of ancient Greece once had. Their togas are now Plath's 

"sheets" that grow heavy. Despite being condemned as indecent, Duncan believed there could be 

no evil in honest beauty and the purity of her form. When President Theodore Roosevelt 

witnessed her performance, he proclaimed her "innocent as a child," like the Page suit, and 

opening the narrow minds of America to acknowledge the beauty of the human body. Sculptor 

Laredo Taft described Duncan as "Poetry Personified." Plath no doubt saw this kinship of purity 

for art with Duncan, and "Fever 103°" is her tribute to the dancer (Dickson). 

The character of Narcissus, represented by the Page of Cups, also influenced a great deal 

of literature beloved to Plath, including Ovid's Metamorphoses, Fyodor Dostoevsky's The 

Double, Stendhal's Le Rouge et le Noir, Keats, Wordsworth, and Oscar Wilde. Narcissus has also 

been represented in many great paintings and works of art by masters such as Caravaggio, 

Poussin, Turner, Dali and Waterhouse. 

Much as "Fever 103°" moves from external observation to the personal story, Milton's 

great epic, Paradise Lost (1667) has two story arcs: one of Satan, and the other of Adam and 

Eve. In the poem, Eve sees her own image in a lake as Narcissus did, and comes to 
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consciousness. Milton's ingenious reworking of Ovid's telling of the Greek myth reflects the 

sexuality of Freud's "On Narcissism."  

In Paradise Lost, Satan is most obviously the "Devilish" one, and he is incapable of 

cleaning himself of sin, as seen in the second and third stanzas of "Fever 103°." Deeply affected 

by envy and despair, Satan is in a process of degradation, comparable to the alchemist burning 

away the impure stone. In vengeance for his damnation, this "Hothouse baby" seeks Adam and 

Eve in the "hanging garden in the air," known as Eden. Satan takes on many disguises, including 

a bird on top of the Tree of Life ("chicken"), a cherub ("cherubim"), and a toad, seen in the 

alchemy facet of this poem. Adam and Eve are persuaded by Satan to eat from the forbidden 

Tree of Knowledge, and their once-pure sexual relations now become dirty and lustful, shown in 

Plath's images of adulterers and sin. 

An example of his time, Milton portrays Eve as spiritually weaker, morally inferior, less 

intellectually developed and vainer than Adam. We come to realize by the twelfth stanza of 

"Fever 103°" that the narrator is Eve herself, looking into the pool of water. She has been 

listening to the Devil, who is out to corrupt God's perfect creatures ("Hurts me as the world hurts 

God"). Milton compares the feeling of God to a lamp: "And feel thy Sovran vital Lamp" (Milton, 

Book III; Line 22) —fitting Plath's images of lantern and light. She believes that eating the apple 

from the Tree of Knowledge will make her God-like: "I think I am going up, / I think I may 

rise—." 

Meanwhile, the angel Raphael recounts the story of the angels of God doing battle with 

Satan's army, and "The beads of hot metal fly" in a war in Heaven. 

Plath has a bit of fun with Milton and his old-world, paternalistic views at the end of 

"Fever 103°." While Milton and God condemned woman to subservience, Plath, as Eve, enjoys 

her new knowledge and vision of herself. Femininity and "whatever these pink things mean" are 

of no consequence. Instead of being shunned from Eden, Plath claims it: "To Paradise." 

Often compared to Milton's Paradise Lost is Dante's Inferno—part of the epic poem, 

Divine Comedy, which is believed to be based upon the Kabbalah
6
 (Mirsky). Inferno, which is 

Italian for "Hell," is about the recognition and rejection of sin.  

                                                 
6
 Depending upon the origination, there are many spellings of Qabalah. Generally, Christian-based is spelled as 

'Cabbalah' and Jewish-based is 'Kabbalah.' The number of B's, L's, and H's also varies. 
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The narrator is Dante himself. At the gates of Hell, he comes upon a three-headed beast. 

One of the beast's heads is that of a leopard, named in Plath's "Fever 103°." Dante's nine circles 

of Hell are now Plath's "wheel" and "They will not rise." It might be accurate to say that "Fever 

103°" portrays the second circle of Lust.
7
 

 In closing, one of the most powerful stories of a woman gone wrong for love is The Lady 

of the Camellias, otherwise known as Camille, by Alexander Dumas (1849), and Verdi's Italian 

opera, La traviata, based upon this story. 

 

In the Appendix II of Ariel: The Restored Edition, Plath remarked on some of her poems 

for the BBC. To read her comments, it's easy to see that she was having a bit of a lark, saying 

almost nothing that was not completely obvious. Plath's comment on "Fever 103°" may have 

been closest to the truth, however: "This 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" (Plath 197).  

"Fever 103°" is Qabalah, tarot and alchemy. It is the process of growing up, making the 

necessary and sometimes painful accidents of youth. It is being lost in self-love, and in lust. It is 

Paradise Lost and Dante's Inferno. It is worshipping the goddess within. 

Perhaps most interesting and terrible of all is the irony that Plath, like her heroine Isadora 

Duncan, died a tragic death that seemed to overshadow the real genius of her work.  

 

 

 

                                                 
7
 Might Ted Hughes have envisioned a reflection of Dante's Nine Circles of Hell in his original ordering of Plath's 

Ariel poems, with "You're" representing the first circle of Limbo, "The Bee Meeting" as the third circle of Gluttony, 

"The Arrival of the Bee Box" as  the fourth circle of Greed, "Stings" as the fifth circle of Anger, and so on? 
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