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 "On the Quicksands of Ambivalence:" Irony in Sylvia Plath 

by Maria Rita Viana 

 

The early identification of Sylvia Plath as a confessional poet, fuelled by M. L. 

Rosenthal's coining of the term and its close identification with Robert Lowell, whose 

seminar Plath attended in 1959, generated two myths: one was based on the idea of poetry as 

self-expression aligned with Freudian overtones of sublimation through writing, a focus on 

the personal history that counteracted the dominating ideology of the tranquilized fifties 

(Lowell's own term) and its valuing of privacy; the other was the teleological narrative of the 

poet's development from what is regarded as the academicism of The Colossus and Other 

Poems (1960) to the more natural Ariel voice, a narrative closely linked to the posthumous 

publication of the volume, which is in turn read as either a suicide note or what unleashed it, 

exemplified in Lowell's introduction to Ariel: "These poems are playing Russian roulette with 

six cartridges in the cylinder, a game of 'chicken,' the wheels of both cars locked and unable 

to swerve" (Lowell x). 

The conflation of poet and speaker, of expression and earnestness thwarts the 

appreciation of the multiple instances of irony in Plath's works. Rather than heartfelt 

confessions, Plath dramatizes parodic versions of an unreachable self. Using irony in the 

creation of these multiple personae and in the way they express and expose themselves, Plath 

explores the recurrent polarities in her work through irresolvable tension and indeterminacy, 

causing a shift in power between the speakers and the audience. This shift dissolves the 

speakers apparent vulnerability, or nakedness – a recurrent metaphor in Plath – by the 

distancing effect of irony which gives the ironist the upperhand. 

The perception of realities in Plath is frequently discussed in terms of polarities; the 

most common dichotomies would include those between life and death ("The Rabbit 

Catcher"), between the external and the internal worlds ("The Moon and the Yew Tree," 

"Tulips"), between different roles such as aggressor and victim ("Lady Lazarus," "Daddy"), 

conventional domesticity and a subversive life of artistic creation (passages in The Bell Jar), 

high and low brow aspirations (indictments against writing "slick" found in Journals and the 

Letters Home), innocence and experience ("Face Lift"), and subject and object ("Lady 

Lazarus"). Jon Rosenblatt locates the poet's body and self as a place for these conflicts: 

"Instead of looking at the lyrics … as confessional outpourings of self-pity and grief, we can 

see that they play out the dramatic conflict between opposed external forces on the field of 
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the poet's body and self" (Rosenblatt 21). The description of the conflict as "dramatic" 

already calls attention their sense of artistic rearrangement, of the necessity of creating 

characters to carry out determined roles. In the work of a poet whose main form of 

production is the lyric poem (with the debatable exclusion of Three Women), the characters 

are usually conflated into the figure of the speaker, or the poem's narrating consciousness. 

This consciousness is rarely univocal, almost of necessity, since a univocal consciousness 

would preclude the possibility of dialogism, of the "quarrel with oneself" (Yeats 29) that 

brings about poetry.  

This kind of polarization creates many problems for the interpreter. The search for the 

true Sylvia Plath is an ongoing process, which has created interesting narratives, such as 

Calvin Bedient's postulation of the existence of Plath A and B.
1
 It is also important to note 

how these polarizations are exacerbated when critics insist on creating comparisons between 

the poetry (especially that of Ariel) with the Letters Home. "The poetry is the inverse of the 

letters, their antimatter. This poet is not the least curious in repudiating in her verse almost 

the whole of her daily consciousness, at any rate as her letters and reported conversation 

disclosed it" (Bedient 6). This interpretation reveals a lack of insight in many levels: first, it 

lacks psychosocial insight on the processes of depression and of keeping face; secondly, it 

does not take into account the incredibly different audiences of either form, the fact that the 

letters were addressed mainly to Plath's mother; and most importantly, it once again equates 

what is purely, or mainly, personal communication from an identifiable locus, the poet Sylvia 

Plath (albeit modulated by the figure of "Sivvy"), with artifice of the creation of speakers, 

and in many cases personae, in the poems, whose voices emanate from various loci.
 2

 Bedient 

comes close to this realization when he states that Plath's subjectivity is enhanced by her 

"objectifying dramatic values," and that the performance of the emotions is the source of her 

force. He identifies in these para-objective scenes opportunities for recreating intensity, with 

no loss of subjectivity. He further adds: "If she attacks her feelings from the outside, it is not 

to allay them, but with a director's aural and visual sort of dreaming, to delight in staging the 

person in her passions" (Bedient 8).  

The theatrical metaphor is pervasive, but although recognizing Plath in the figure of the 

director, the critic does not relinquish giving her the leading role as well.  

                                                        
1
 The distinction made by Bedient is that between the "pulp dream" Plath, the one who sought approval and 

wrote in superlatives, and the Plath that could see through such ploys. He defined them as Plath A and Plath B, 

respectively. 
2
 "Sivvy" is a nickname for Sylvia, used both by Aurelia Plath when referring to her daughter and by the poet 

herself when signing the letters she sent her mother and brother. 
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For a woman writing poetry in the 1950s, this dissociative aspect is further reinforced 

by her equivocal position in another dichotomy. Reviewing Suzanne Juhasz's Naked and 

Fiery Forms: Modern American Poetry by Women, Claire Brennan discusses "the 'double 

bind' suffered by women writers who are either derided as aggressively intellectual 

'bluestockings' or dismissed as sentimental, feminine writers" (50). This is a polarization 

between un-feminine and over-feminine, with which Plath herself can be said to condone. In 

The Bell Jar, the figures of Jay Cee and of Philomena Guinea typify precisely these poles. 

The narrator's views of both is ambiguous: career woman is rejected as not being able to 

encompass a desirable domesticity, and yet is a mentor of sorts; she is also grateful and feels 

akin to Guinea as both a "foremother" (to use Gilbert and Gubar's celebrated concept), a 

supporter and enabler at the same time distancing herself from the kind of fiction Guinea 

writes. Plath herself was polarized between writing slick for women's magazines and the 

"truer" calling of poetry. Her exploration of this polarization is not without many layers of 

irony and contradictions; depending on her audience and the argument she is making, she will 

declare that she sees herself primarily as a writer of fiction, leaving poetry to the field of 

indulgence, or she will deplore the need to write – and sell – prose as a perversion of her 

poetical gifts. If on the one hand we see the stated focus on fiction as the adoption of a mask 

for promoting her slick and showing her contentment for the form, on the other the rejection 

of fiction as a source of income and of visibility as a writer in favor of a myth of the 

smothered poet who has to sell herself seems as stylized and hyperbolic as the former. 

Adapting the different discourses to their intended audiences can thus be compared to 

the use of masks that fix a character's expression. These masks, however, are never simply 

just comic or tragic; their main characteristic is that they are female masks. Christina 

Britzolakis discusses these sexualized masks as part of a "network of competitive 

identifications," in a process that involves not only the relationships between men and women 

but also (and I might add, especially) between women. Britzolakis points to the historical 

aspect of this play of masks as part of the postwar discourse on femininity and 

professionalism, and highlights "[t]he ironizing of femininity as a masquerade, seduction and 

false representation recalls Joan Riviere's 1929 analysis of oedipalized femininity as a mask 

'behind which man suspects some hidden danger'" (Britzolakis 113). 

The "Barren Woman"'s inability to conceive (related to an inability to create) finds a 

counterpart in Plath's myth of domesticity – which in itself is treated very ironically. The 

figure of the good wife and mother is contrasted to both the maiden aunt in "The Tour" and 

the self-centered and uncaring visited woman in "Lesbos." If on one level the maiden aunt 
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becomes the focus in the speaker's joke, on another her own house and neurotic domestic 

situation is self-betraying to its very inappropriateness. Would the niece feel less 

uncomfortable if she could show the aunt a less disjointed household or is she rewarding the 

aunt's uncomely curiosity by upsetting it completely and denying an expectation of 

perfection?  

The persistence of these questions point to an underlying ambiguity that pervades 

much of Plath's work. In a discussion of Plath's achievement, Bedient condemns such 

contradictions, saying that neither her thought nor her sensibility are important because they 

are "self-consumed in contradiction" (Bedient 5). Bedient's argument is not atypical in the 

condemnation of the "ambivalence" which "afflicts her." The tone is judgmental, and what is 

effectively implied is that because she cannot resolve the tension and pulls of contradictions, 

the process of exploring these impulses is simply unimportant. This need for resolution and 

clear-cut answers is precisely one of the myths Plath is said to be criticizing. As Jacqueline 

Rose points out, "Getting There" is "one of her clearest indictments of God, man and the 

logos (the blind thirst for destination of all three)" (144). According to Alicia Suskin Ostriker, 

Plath's indictment and her sense of disillusion is further complicated by her position as a 

female poet. Ostriker aligns Plath with "the mode of disenchanted alienation" identified with 

the "Eliot-Auden-Lowell line." Whether this alienation is a matter of recapitulation of 

weakness or self-indulgence, "the identification of woman and body, body and vulnerability, 

vulnerability and irony – which in effect responds to the implacable indifference and cruelty 

of the world by internalizing it – is a common phenomenon is women's poetry of the last 

twenty years" (103). 

The process Ostriker describes in relation to the internalization of the "implacable 

indifference and cruelty of the world" is comparable to the attitude D. C. Muecke identifies 

with that of the General Ironist. His description deserves to be quoted in full: 

Subjectively, General Irony lies in our response to what we see, truly or 

falsely, as fundamental contradictions and paradoxes in life, contradictions 

that strike us not simply as puzzles – this would only result in trivial ironies – 

but as predicaments many of which have forced men into a realization of their 

essential and terrifying loneliness in relation to others or to the universe at 

large. Since these contradictions persist, responses to them frequently take the 

more permanent form of attitudes which naturally are as various as the men 

who hold them. The ironic attitude of a "General Ironist" is complicated by his 

own equivocal position. On the one hand his sense of irony implies 
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detachment, and since the irony he perceives is a General Irony, as I have 

defined it, he will be detached from life itself or at least from that general 

aspect of life he perceives a fundamental contraction. On the other hand, the 

picture he sees of an ironic world must show himself as a victim. (122) 

The impossibility of proper distancing leaves the ironist in Plath in the difficult position of an 

end-game humor. Comparing Plath and Beckett, J. D. O'Hara finds in both a kind of grim 

comedy, "the comedy of the lost psychological cause." He sees in them the occurrence of an 

occasional grace that is never a saving grace, the light of a thunderbolt which clarifies and 

leads to sudden enlightenment, only to go out again, "leaving us more knowledgeably where 

we were, trapped" (93). O'Hara's language recalls the imagery in "Black Rook in Rainy 

Weather," with the "spasmodic tricks of radiance." Furthermore, the figure of the trap, literal 

or metaphoric, is central in Plath's work. The literal trap in "The Rabbit Catcher" can 

represent many other traps, including the linguistic trap of a female poet in search of a 

language adequate for her own purposes. In A Disturbance in Mirrors, Pamela J. Annas 

presents this entrapment as a dilemma for the poet, who highlights that a full acceptance of 

language would mean also an acceptance of assumptions that devalued the poet "devalued 

her, confused her about her priorities, and limited her sense of personal possibility." 

Language must then be seen with suspicion, as the link between the nature of language and 

society is therefore exposed in Plath's middle poems. Annas sees that "[i]n both imagery and 

in attitude toward language in these transitional poems, the sense of entrapment is crucial" 

Annas 54.) 

One of the ways of escaping this entrapment of language is accomplished through 

language itself, in the increased use of irony as a means of control over language, of creating 

a sense of detachment that tries to see the assumptions Annas mentions from a questioning 

distance. Control over language does not, however, necessarily resolve the dilemma in that it 

may merely replicate the kind of will to power that drives the phallologocentric ideology that 

feminists identify as the original source of entrapment of women. In this sense, the ironist is 

still caught in the same difficult position as Muecke's General Ironist. 

The development of the ironist's distance, achieved through greater control over the 

language, reveals a kind of fabricated authority which seeks to transform the world around it 

while recognizing its artificiality in willing that power. Frederick Buell examines the attitude 

of this "voice of cynicism," "a voice resonant with the superiority of someone who is 

willfully unnatural and therefore knowing, yet familiarly aware of such superiority as self-

destructive and even cheap, a mere pose" (145). It is this pose, this creation and artifice that 
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best characterize Plath's efforts to have some control over the paradoxes and dilemmas that 

the polarizations in her work create. 

Al Alvarez, in rejecting the term "confessional," describes the poems in Ariel as 

containing "that combination of exploratory invention, violent, threatened personal 

involvement and a quizzical edge of detachment," and he affirms that her poetic voice is "too 

concentrated and detached and ironic for 'confessional' verse" (qtd. in Brennan 25). This 

condensation can be seen as a will to control form, to achieve in expression the kind of 

control and tightness that contrasts with the content in ironic juxtaposition. Detachment here 

can be a form of self-defense as the poet presents exploration as the main mode of discourse; 

it is a protection against the charges of self-indulgence. Plath explains this in a 1958 

interview: "I like the idea of managing to get wit in with the idea of seriousness, and 

contrasts, ironies, and I like visual images, and I like just good mouthfuls of sound which 

have meaning" (qtd. in McClatchy 21). In attending to the formal aspect of a poem, Plath can 

find a way to articulate and control, thus evading the feeling of entrapment. Her sense of craft 

guided the ways in which she could explore these underlying tensions in a productive way. 

Past the said therapeutic value of creation, and that of sublimation, control in poetry might be 

seen as a stance of resistance. 

In "Sylvia Plath and Confessional Poetry: A Reconsideration," Margaret Dickie Uroff 

analyzes "Miss Drake Proceeds to Supper" from the perspective of this distancing and 

foregrounding of the hyperbolic, stating that "there is also a vast distance between Miss 

Drake and the poet, a distance that may be measured by the techniques of parody, caricature, 

hyperbole that Plath employs in characterizing her." Uroff contrasts the characters' rituals of 

failure with the technical control the poet demonstrates in their characterization and in the 

poems as a whole, explaining that "the poet behind them uses her immense technical control 

to manipulate the tone, rhythm, the rhyme, the pace of the speakers' language in order to 

reveal truths about the speakers that their obsessive assertions deny" (Uroff 106). 

In "Miss Drake," the distancing is more clearly perceived because Miss Drake is 

clearly marked as a character. The conflation of character and speaker in later poems may be 

a source of misapprehension of verbal ironies perceived here. The form of the dramatic 

monologue, which allows for many self-disparaging ironies, is less easily reconstructed, 

despite the many markers of such ironies. The tension created by the speakers assertions (as 

with "being through" in "Daddy") and the many textual indications that the speaker is not, 

and maybe can never be through the requirements from a reader's an ability to recognize such 

ironies.  
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With the list of verbal ironies described by Uroff, we could add the parodies of 

modern advertising techniques, which, according to Richard Allen Blessing, reveal "a 

language that mocks itself while mocking the consumer and the product" (68). This parodic 

voice can be heard in poems like "Lady Lazarus" and "The Applicant" and the effect is 

achieved in the use of repetitions, catchphrases, and verbal clichés.  

Britzolakis further problematizes the use of parody in Plath as generating from a 

"traumatic disjunction between language and subjectivity." She sees the "I/eye" in "Ariel" as 

radically other, fallen or exiled from language and history, as "[t]he "I" is inscribed within the 

alienations of a preexisting order. This Romantic mythology of subjection to otherness shapes 

Plath's representation of the natural world, of femininity and of literary tradition." Also 

evoking metaphors of distance, Britzolakis further adds that "[t]he poet seems unhappily 

exiled from an originary moment of voicing, which can only be echoed or parodied through 

metrical, allusive and conventional devices" (109). In this sense, Plath uses parody as the 

reappropriation of an ideal and lost voice, a voice she cannot access except through parody. 

However, even this reappropriation has an ironic overtone because it can never recreate the 

original, but only replicate it with the inescapable distance of the reproduction, thrice 

removed. Nevertheless, the recognition of the artifact as artifact is an expression of control. 

This control upsets the expectations readers have of the projected personae and even 

more so of the public image of Sylvia Plath. This control can be very upsetting when coupled 

with the idea of a mentally disturbed speaker, "[a] persona who is troubled, frightened, 

insecure, mentally unstable can be understood and pitied by good-natured readers who see 

that persona is unhappy, seeking help, and consciously vulnerable". This kind of response is 

countered by another characteristic of Plath and her speakers, who represent "[a] persona who 

is one or more of those things and is still self-assured, perhaps even sufficiently in control to 

be deliberately amusing about them, [that it] throws off the reader's kindly responses" 

(O'Hara 81). 

If irony works on the textual level to create comedic juxtapositions of lack of 

mental control and evidences of verbal mastery, of recognition of control and absurdity, it 

also works on the extratextual level in the upsetting of relations with audience. Being unable 

to pin down genre or tone, readers are left in a confusing state where correspondence is 

denied – which in turn leads to their alienation: 

The mixed elements of nursery rhyme, vampire story and Holocaust narrative 

in "Daddy," the overtones of classical and Christian myth in "Medusa," the 

hints of prison melodrama in "The Jailer," and the hyperbolic metaphors of 
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performance, dance and striptease in "Lady Lazarus" produce an alienation 

effect that at once ironizes the poems' emotional resonances and, 

paradoxically, heightens them. (Axelrod 82) 

The ironies related to the emotional resonances can be carried out by the speakers themselves 

intentionally, as a self-defense mechanism (such as the off-putting "Do not think I 

underestimate your great concern" in "Lady Lazarus," l. 72), or unintentionally as self-

disparaging ironies (the commodity-making voice in "The Applicant"), where the ironist 

stops being both the speaking consciousness and the writing hand, and becomes exclusively 

the poet as a author.  

For O'Hara, it is precisely the poet's desire to explore these personae that generates 

the poems, for which the topics serve as different grounds for exposing the personae 

themselves. Rather than stating general or specific truths about these topics, "[t]he poems' 

central concerns are the personae themselves. But it is precisely the abnormality, 

idiosyncrasy, or downright wrongness of these personae that the poems display" (O'Hara 82). 

Plath's work conforms to the idea of indecision that is so frequently associated by 

Post-modern feminists with writing by women. Blessing highlights that in Plath, ambiguity 

"amounts to more than a single line with two readings," which makes them akin to the double 

vision in the tradition of Keats and Frost (and I would add, Yeats). The superimposing 

images that they create alternate in our perception and cannot be separated as in double 

exposure, one layer affecting forever affecting the other. In his reading of "The Moon and the 

Yew Tree," Blessing proposes that "after hearing despair at one time and tenderness at 

another what we do experience is the restless attraction of each for the other, the motion 

rocking back and forth between those emotional poles" (62).  

This refusal to generate answers and the knack for upsetting expectations creates an 

uneasy relationship with the reader. As with the use of irony, which divides the readers 

between those who get it and those who do not, Plath shifts the grounds of identification and 

empathy. Writing about "Lady Lazarus," Strangeways states that Plath's confrontation of the 

readers with their voyeurism causes a collapse of the "them and us" distinction. Citing 

Theresa de Laurentis's theorization of cinematic positioning of women in Plath, he explains 

that "the speaker's consciousness of her performance for the readers (who are implicitly part 

of the 'peanut-crunching crowd') works to reverse the gaze of the readers so that they become 

"overlooked in the act of overlooking" (Strangeways 385-86). By upsetting the relationship 

with the audience, creating a basis for indictment of our own interest in the "show," Plath 

achieves an ironic balance between the desire to expose oneself, implicit in the idea of 
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confessional poetry, and how that feeds a preexisting desire of an imagined audience for such 

an exposure. That the two events are somehow simultaneous disseminates guilt. The more 

local ironies directed at the peanut-crunching crowd, achieved by means of the very 

interesting synecdoche that equates their masticatory activities with their attitude towards the 

show – life as a show – counteracted by the mentioned necessary identification of the crowd 

and the readers (one which we cannot dissociate ourselves from because of our positioning as 

observers from the back) but also by the speaker's subjection to that audience. The speaker 

cannot simply dismiss the crowd as "sick" because of her own need for exposure and 

fulfilling of their expectations. And in a sense, Plath is also feeding the audience with the 

kinds of autobiographical references they can identify with the poet.  

Blessing uses the image of a field of landmines made up of puns and irony, through 

which readers must move around uneasily (and at their own peril): "We have the uneasy 

feeling that that the joke must be on someone, but whom? Is she mocking us? herself? her 

emotional overreactions? life? death? the peanut crunching crowd of her inferiors? and does 

the crowd include us?." The tensions, in which Blessing identifies snob impulses, are those 

between Plath's despising us "for our morbid prying" and her pandering to it. "Like all 

strippers, she is bound to her audience by links of mutual contempt as well as mutual need. A 

nice girl like Sylvia Plath strips because we watch; we watch because she strips" (Blessing 

67). 

It would seem that the ironies are directed at everyone, and that everyone is somehow 

a victim. Critics of this kind of maneuver see ambiguity and indecision in Plath as a failure of 

the self. Discussing the lack of articulation of the "I" in "Daddy," Rose sees language as 

disintegrating rather than being liberated by its lack of correspondence. She relates this to the 

loss of the symbolic function and the losing of identity and language brought about by the 

absent father, which "[f]ar from representing this as a form of liberation – language into pure 

body and play – Plath's poem lays out the high price, at the level of fantasy, that such psychic 

process entails" (qtd. in Brennan 135). It is clear that despite the many verbal ironies and 

textual ironies in "Daddy," it can hardly be read in the same light as the Bee Poems; in those 

poems, there is space for play (once out of the mausoleum). Even if I can contend that the 

actuality of this liberation is at best precarious in her latter poems, the speaker's claim to be 

"through" is one of the former poem's clearest ambiguities, a marker, through self-

disparaging irony, of her inability to cope. The speaker's intended meaning seems to be that 

she is successful in her killing of the vampire, that she is finished with the need to create 

models and relive "the awful little allegory," (CP 293) or the end of the transmission on the 
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black telephone, the need to be constantly communicating. The choice of the expression 

however, flaunts the fact that she herself may be finished, "done for" (as in "Death and Co.," 

l. 31). What Plath may be dramatizing here is a Freudian slip on the part of the speaker, who 

betrays her own intent by acknowledging it is fruitless as an attempt. In this sense, Rose is 

right in recognizing the high price of the exercise for the speaker, but she seems to conflate 

the speaker with the poet who is orchestrating that which can be seen as a dramatic 

monologue in the style of Browning. 

The problem of using the very unstable ironies deployed in her later poems is the 

creation of what Buell calls the "anti-communities," which, once again, are developments of 

Muecke's General Ironists: 

One would be, to expand the terms beyond these contexts, absolutely isolated 

from human community and nature, left alone in self-consciousness of this 

unnatural isolation; the sensation of knowledge self-consciousness brings 

would be a product and a symptom, perhaps also a cause, of this 

unnaturalness. The rest of the world – save for an anti-community of aware 

victims – would be stupidly happy; the conscious would be intelligent, but 

damned and tormented. (144) 

The options seem equally harrowing, but the latter can be seen as endowed with more power 

than the former, even if the effects of this knowledge produce only misery. 

Confronted with a polarized view of the world and of existence, Sylvia Plath explores 

the various dichotomies in an attempt to gain control, shifting the power and upsetting the 

audience's expectations, thus skewing a sense of inherent powerlessness and negating 

responses based on pity. The incongruities created by this type of grim humor proposes go 

against many of the totalizations that created a sense of the subject's entrapment in the first 

place. Whether or not these ambiguities and their irresolvability can lead to transcendence of 

initiating circumstances is debatable, yet the exploration of it is one of the strengths in Plath's 

works. 
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