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Wordsworth emphasized the role of feeling and emotion in all poetry as he said
"Poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings: it takes its origin from emotion
recollected in tranquility: the emotion is contemplated till, by a series of reactions, the
tranquility gradually disappears, and an emotion kindred to that which was before the
subject of contemplation, is gradually produced, and does itself actually exist in the
mind." As a student of literature, | always love to read poetry, a rhythmic mode of
expression. Reading verse is like singing a beautiful song and opening one's mind to
imagination.

As a young, enthusiastic spinster, | was always sheltered by parents and
surrounded by friends. I could not really understand the worlds of two women poets:
Kamala Das (1934-2009) and Sylvia Plath (1932-1963). Nevertheless, | got married and
slowly I understood the true meaning of despair, disillusionment and emotional
imbalance which comes as part and parcel of marriage. Though times have changed and
so has man and Indian society, the relationship between a man and a woman is more or
less same as far as marriage is concerned. Today women have to put up with more as they
are going out to work and taking care of the household too. Women are free to choose or
decide about their careers and lives, but still have to bear in their mind the subconscious
pressures of parents, husband and society. The patriarchal voices have been cowed down,
have become less noisy, but they are still heard in some places.

So, when | read the autobiography and poetry of these two women, | could
envision Sylvia and Kamala in every other woman, like my mother, my grandmother and
so on. The same old story relating to domesticity, family life and subjugation repeating
itself again and again. With the course of time, society has changed but women are still
entrapped in dilemmas. The woman is passing through an age of confusion, as she is
walking with the burden of familial duties at heart and career in her mind. Nevertheless,
some of us have apparently protested and decided to be successful and single, or to
follow the beaten track of a loving and sacrificing mother, wife and daughter. More and
more women are opting to remain single for lucrative careers, and those who are not, are

looking after their homes. No one knows who is happier, since both long for what they do
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not have. A balance is almost impossible unless you become a super woman.

Sylvia Plath and Kamala Das were raised in totally different milieus, yet both had
to suffer more or less the same pressures. Being bold, they protested and expressed their
frustrations, rancor and loneliness through the medium of poetry. Their journeys were the
same though with different endings. What is common between them is their resistance to
traditions and patriarchal society. The difference lies in their style of protest. While the
issues addressed by Plath are very broad, the range of themes and concerns dealt with by
Kamala Das are comparatively narrower. Plath likes to use symbols to express her
biography whereas Kamala Das uses realistic biographical details in her poetry.

The focus of the present paper is to examine and analyze the poetic worlds of two
different women hailing from two different cultures. The present paper attempts a critical
investigation of the poetic concerns from a female perspective with the purpose of
identifying and comparing the poetesses' strategies of response to the forces of
oppression that exist in a gendered society, and the poetical similarities and
dissimilarities in their works. I attempt to wrestle with their texts exploring not only what
is manifest, but also what is imminent and what has been left out because of the
constraints of inclusion and exclusion.

| find that their stylistic and thematic concerns are similar, if not akin, as far as
form and content are considered. Both poets express themselves as victims of patriarchy,
both use confessional voices, both are victims of authoritarian father figures, both are let
down by husbands, both show a remarkable love for their children, both are prone to
nervous breakdowns and show suicidal tendencies.

One of the major female American voices in the 1950's, Sylvia Plath has been
portrayed as a fragile, brilliant immigrant's daughter motivated by an overarching
ambition. Her life was brief in conventional terms, but her life of thirty-one years was
rich in experiences. She jotted down her feelings of despair, disillusionment, and
emotional imbalance due to problematic relationships with male authority figures. Her
poetic works, namely The Colossus and Other Poems (1960), Ariel (1965), Crossing the
Water (1971), Winter Trees (1971), The Collected Poems (1981) and Selected Poems
(1985) have distinguished her as a powerful writer. Her work represents romanticism "in
extremis": intense private agonies made public with grotesque clarity. Her work has been
praised as a supreme example of "Confessional Poetry" in modern literature, yet
disparaged as "the longest suicide note ever written" (Alvarez 11). Plath's confrontation

with the search for the identity of the self through her confessional voice can be seen in
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her poetry. Schizophrenia, father- fixation, husband's affairs with other women and her
suicidal obsession, all are poured out into her works. She has been acclaimed as an
unbalanced artist who could use and sacrifice everything, including her own life, to serve
her art.

"Success for Sylvia came in death, though the journey from Sylvia Plath, the
gifted young girl, to Sylvia Plath, the poet and writer, was one of terrifying and
exhilarating proportions and ultimately robbed the world of a transcendent artisan far
before her time" (Agarwal 136). So, the insecurity, frustration and emptiness disoriented
her and she was left with no other choice but the obsession of entering the dark domain of
death by suicide.

In the sphere of Indian poetry, Kamala Das blazed a new trail as she created the
ambience for revelatory confessional poetry too. There is a certain awareness,
retrospection, a looking inward, delving deep into the recesses of her soul. Her poems are
about desire, love and emotional involvement. Her first collected poems created a minor
storm when it was released, but won her instant recognition with her uninhibited

treatment of sex. Pain, anguish and despair are woven into the fabric of her poetry.

The heart,

An empty cistern, waiting

Through long hours, fills itself

With coiling snakes of silence. ("The Freaks" 8)

Kamala Das's published collections include Summer in Calcutta (1965), The
Descendants (1967), The Old Playhouse and Other Poems (1973) and Only the Soul
Knows How to Sing (1996). With Pritish Nandy, she published Tonight This Savage Rite:
The Love Poetry of Kamala Das and Pritish Nandy (1979). Collected Poems was
published in 1984 and her autobiography My Story in 1976. She has published novels
and short stories in Malayalam, under the pen name Madhavikutty. Her Alphabet of Lust
(1977) is a novel in English. A Doll for the Child Prostitute (1977), and Padmavati the
Harlot and Other Stories (1992), are two collections of short stories. She was awarded a
P.E.N. prize in 1964, the Kerala Sahitya Akademi Award for fiction in 1969, the Chaman
Lal Award for journalism in 1971, the Asian World Prize for Literature in 1985, and the
Indira Priyadarshini VVrikshamitra Award in 1988. She was awarded an Honorary
Doctorate by the World Academy of Arts and Culture, Taiwan, in 1984.

Sylvia Plath was born in Boston in 1932 and Kamala Das in 1934 in

Punnayurkulam in South Malabar. Both have written confessional poetry replete with
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autobiographical details. Sylvia Plath ended her life at the age of 31, by putting her head
in a gas oven. Kamala Das lived until May 31, 2009. Sylvia Plath and Kamala Das
adopted the confessional style in an attempt to emancipate literature from male
dominated conventions, since religion and politics had failed to liberate women while
even literature could not rescue them from their pitiable plight. Caged and battered
women remained helpless for centuries, till a few of them, in the 20™ century, forced the
cage open to sail into regions from which, sometimes, a return seems to be impossible.

Confessions are made when one is trying to cope with guilt, or when one is
striving for an easy conscience or for the purgation of the soul. For the confessional poet,
the entire world is a manifestation of his own disturbed consciousness. For him, reality is
manifested in his relationship with the vagaries of the world and his disrupted
relationship with his own self. The primary attempt in confessional poetry is to preserve
the sanity of life and experience by ventilating the miseries of the self.

One has to admit that good confessional poems are first and foremost carefully
constructed texts. If their meaning cannot be reduced to the conscious intentions of the
author, it equally cannot be reduced to spirit messages from the unconscious, over which
the literary talent has no control. The full meaning of the text lies in the interplay of all
these levels on the terrain of language. "The artistic problem is to make a genuine poetry
out of the language of untrammeled self - awareness"” (Rosenthal and Gall 393).

A woman's self-exploration, like that of both these poetesses, leads to the
discovery that they are the product of the cultures, the making of which they have had no
part. Their true identity is smothered by the patriarchal culture that assigns their
experiences to the margins, or marginalizes their female experience. To salvage the self,
to find out who they are, and what they have lost, it becomes imperative that they should
reinstate their experience as women, within which they acquire autonomy over their
being. In both the cases, right from their childhood they hankered after prominence and
care and unmitigated love not the way all children do, but in a special, desperate way of
their own. They never whined while feeling uncared for; instead, they became aloof,
steadily creating a distance. Both suffered and confessed in their poems the same

anguish, pain and melancholy. Kamala Das confesses in "Loud Posters":

I've stretched my two dimensional
Nudity on sheets of weeklies, monthlies,
Quiarterlies, a sad sacrifice. I've put

My private voice away, adopted the
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Typewriter's click as my only speech.
(Das, The Old Playhouse and Other Poems 47)

There is much anguish and suffering in the verse of Kamala Das. Her upbringing by
careless parents, marriage to an egoistic and vainglorious man, disappointment in love,
and illicit love -affairs with other men in order to remove her boredom and anxiety,
rendered her vision tragic. Her dissatisfaction in marriage and life sharpened her
consciousness, and she possibly decided to air out her grievances through the medium of

poetry. "Too Early the Autumn Sights,"” clearly brings out her misery and sorrow:

Too early the autumn sights

Have come, too soon my lips

Have lost their hunger, too soon
The singing birds have

Left. (Das, Summer in Calcutta 25)

Similarly, Sylvia Plath, right from her childhood, realized the ‘separateness’, or
that famous ‘otherness’ which became such an important part of her poetry later: "As
from a star I saw, coldly and soberly, the ‘separateness’ of everything. | felt the wall of
my skin: 1 am |. That stone is a stone. My beautiful fusion with the things of this world
was over" (Plath, Johnny Panic 126). Like Kamala Das, she suffered from domestic
problems, overarching ambition and strip-teased her soul through poetry. As Plath
confesses, "For me, poetry is an evasion from the real job of writing prose” (qtd. in
Hughes 13). Das writes in My Story that "A poet's raw material is not stone or clay, it is
her personality” (124).

They both longed for ideal love. In the case of Sylvia Plath, the death of her father
at an early age and her husband's infidelity left her soul parched. Hence, the "Mirror" is
an outburst of a broken heart:

Now | am a lake. A woman bends over me,
Searching my reaches for what she really is.

Then she turns to those liars, the candles or the moon.
| see her back and reflect it faithfully.

She rewards me with tears and an agitation of hands.

In me she has drowned a young girl, and in me an old woman
Rises toward her day after day, like a terrible fish.
(Plath, Collected Poems, 174)
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A search for love is the principal preoccupation of Kamala Das's poetry. She confesses
with utmost candour that she "began to write poetry with the ignoble aim of wooing a
man" (Ezekiel 268). Love becomes the pervasive theme for her and it is through love
that she endeavors to discover herself. Kamala Das soon discovers that a love that
flourishes and thrives in a body is bound to wither with it and the search for true love, in
a world of philanderers, is a futile exercise. So, the search for human love turns to love
for the immortal one, that is, "Lord Krishna." In psychological terms, Krishna, as Sudhir
Kakar remarks, "encourages the individual to identify with an ideal primal self, released
from all social and superego constraints. Krishna's promise, like that of Dionysus in
ancient Greece, is one of utter freedom and instinctual exhilaration” (Das, The Inner

World 142). Krishna plays a therapeutic role in the poet's life when she cries in "Radha":

Everything in me

Is melting, even the hardness at core

O Krishna, I am melting, melting, melting
Nothing remains but

You. (Das, The Descendants 9)

Kamala Das longed for ideal love which she found in spiritual experience through sexual
relationships; whereas, in the case of Sylvia Plath, with the absence of such a prop, in the
mythic vision of ideal love, she felt darkness around her and embraced it.

Plath claimed that she had no sympathy for the cries of the heart and merely these
could not constitute good poetry. As a result, there is a conscious attempt on her part to
universalize her private experience; whereas Kamala Das shows no such awareness
regarding poetic standards. Consciously or unconsciously, autobiographical details figure
in the poems of these poets. Both these women remember their grandmothers with deep
affection. In Plath's first collection of poems, The Colossus, she remembers her
grandmother's house and lauds her excellent housekeeping skills, "Such collusion of
mulish elements / She wore her broom straws to the nub™ (Plath, The Collected Poems
110).

Das remembers her grandmother's house for the deep love and understanding she
received there. In "My Grandmother's House" she states nostalgically, "There is a house
now far away where once /I received love..." (Das, The Old Playhouse and Other Poems
32).

Commenting on Das's obsession with her grandmother, Devender Kohli says "It is

perhaps in keeping with her general criticism of male character for its failure to give her
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tenderness and warmth, that the only figure whom she presents as an ideal is her great
grandmother ... Her ancestry, her background and thoughts of her home have a
therapeutic and curative effect on her" (Kohli 119).

Strangely, both Das and Plath, nurse a deep resentment toward their mothers. In
her autobiography, My Story, Das says, "My mother, vague and indifferent, spent her
time lying on her belly on a large four-post bed, composing poems in Malayalam™ (9).
Similarly, Plath points a finger at her mother in "The Moon and the Yew Tree," "The
moon is my mother. She is not sweet like Mary" (Plath, The Collected Poems 173).

In Sylvia Plath's poems, male domination is personified as a huge colossus, a
gigantic male presence that seems evil. Plath, in her poems, brings out the idea that the
woman remains dependent on man. "The Snowman on the Moor," stresses a world full of
unknown dangers, where a woman is forced to depend on her spouse. In "Complaint of
the Crazed Queen," there is a giant who frightens a woman, a queen. The queen though
terrified of him and his destructive nature becomes absolutely dependent on him to
restore her to sanity. Thus, Sylvia Plath admits with reluctance, the difficulty of living
single, without a man's protection. Plath portrays man as strong, destructive and cruel,
and woman as the helpless victim. Man is the hunter and oppressor, and woman is the
prey.

In Plath’'s poem "Mirror," age has worn out the beauty of the young girl and the
mirror reflects an old woman's face: "In me she has drowned a young girl, and in me an
old woman/ Rises toward her day after day, like a terrible fish™ (174). In Das's poems,
aging is only marginal since her desire is to be possessed by love. Craving for that rare
gift, she is torn within. Das's poem "Lines Addressed to a Devdasi” dramatizes the temple

dancer's signs of exhaustion:

Ultimately there comes a time
When all faces look alike
All voices sound similar
And trees and lakes and mountains
Appear to bear a common signature.
(Das, Tonight This Savage Rite, 20)

Plath, in "Daddy" and "Lady Lazarus™ (Ariel), writes about her attempts to
exorcise, through suicide, the rage, grief and the sense of betrayal she had felt since her
father died when she was about nine. In Das's case, it is often the husband who is at the
core of the disturbance, but "Glass" relates the sense of loss in relation to the father:
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To tell: I've misplaced a father
Somewhere, and | look
For him now everywhere.
(Das, The Old Playhouse and Other Poems 22)
When we look at how fathers are treated by these poets, we find the father-
figure/husband playing an important role in the poems of Kamala Das. He is held
responsible for all the sufferings she had to undergo in life. As in "Next To Indira

Gandhi," where she says:

Father, | ask you now without fear
Did you want me
Did you ever want a daughter
Did | disappoint you much
With my skin as dark as yours.
(Das, Only the Soul Knows How to Sing 118)

Right from her childhood, she felt neglected and had to obey every command of
her authoritative father, beginning with an early marriage at the age of sixteen to a cousin
who was "thin, walking with a stoop and had bad teeth™ (Das, My Story 15). Plath,
however, spares neither her father nor her husband when she writes in "Daddy":

If I've killed one man, I've killed two-

The vampire who said he was you

And drank my blood for a year,

Seven years, if you want to know,

Daddy, you can lie back now. (Plath, The Collected Poems 224)

She projects them as vampires who suck the life-blood out of women. The nature of
Plath's marriage affected her creative life in fundamental ways. First, her deferring to her
husband and her frequent unhappiness with him inhibited her sense of living a full life.
Her marriage became one long writer's block, a prolonged period of artistic frustration, in
which she could not give herself credit even for the poems and stories that she did write.
Much of her important work and the creative drive that produced Ariel and The Bell Jar,
and the lost manuscripts arose simultaneously after her final separation from Ted Hughes.

Both poets wanted to be perfect in household chores like their grandmothers and
mothers but felt frustrated and trapped. In "Tulips,"” the claims of husband and children,
described as "smiling hooks," are identified with women's life and society, "My husband
and child smiling out of the family photo; / Their smiles catch onto my skin, little smiling
hooks" (160).

Plath took care of her children and an apartment, her little "meteors," whirling
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from one end of room to the other, in constant motion. It was tiring, physically

demanding, and emotionally exhausting, draining on her resources as evidenced by:

Viciousness in the kitchen.
The potatoes hiss.

i\./lleanwhile there's a stink of fat and baby crap.
I'm doped and thick from my last sleeping pill.
The smog of cooking, the smog of hell! (227-228)

Kamala Das, too, feels suffocated by these crippling reins of culturally
prescribed domesticity and ventilates:

Dress in sarees, be girl
Be wife, they said. Be embroiderer, be cook,
Be a quarreler with servants. Fit in. ("An Introduction,"” 27)

Both poets voice the tragedy of a woman's life. The duties of a woman enumerated in
Plath's poem are analogous with those of the "lady" in Das poems. Teacups emerge in
both the poems as symbols of "corrosion.” The lady breaks saccharine in tea and offers
vitamins at the right moment. Plath's woman also performs mechanical roles: "It can sew,

it can cook, / It can talk, talk, talk™ and serve man in a number of ways:

Here is a hand

To fill it and willing

To bring teacups and roll away headaches

And do whatever you tell it. (Plath, The Collected Poems 221)

These poems, caricature the role of the wife and the consequent diminishing of
personality. Kamala Das's poem, however, ends on a note of hope, a hope of shattering
the mirrors and undoing the image of Narcissus; whereas, Sylvia Plath works through
mechanical images and ironic devices. Plath is disgusted at the loss of her identity as a
wife, when she, very much in the manner of Das, produces only "mule-bray, pig grunt,
and bawdy cackles™ (129).

Plath's poetry provides a wider spectrum than Kamala Das's poetry. She is
concerned not only about her own body and mind, but also about all those who are
suppressed by powerful elements of the world. In "Daddy" she identifies with Jews
driven to concentration camps by the Nazis, while in "Lady Lazarus," she talks about the
physical exploitation of women in the world. The anger and promise of vengeance to

herself which one finds in the poems of Plath are absent in the poems of Das. In the
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poems of Das, we find desperation and self-pity.

Kamala Das accepts her dependence on men for mental and sensual satisfaction,
but Plath revolts against it. In her poems "Mushrooms" and "The Thin People," she warns
the world of the weak usurping power some day:

They found their talent to persevere
In thinness, to come, later,

Into our bad dreams, their menace
Not guns, not abuses. (64)

She even contemplates homosexuality as an alternative to marriage. She thinks of
wearing tiger pants and spending time with her female eighbor in her poem "Lesbos™:
"You have one baby, | have two. / | should sit on a rock off Cornwall and comb my hair. /
I should wear tiger pants, | should have an affair” (228). Unlike Kamala Das, Plath's
attitude is not one of forgive or forget. She projects herself not only as a woman but also
as an individual demanding her right to live the way she wants. In "The Arrival of the
Bee Box," she emphasizes her prerogative: "They can die, | need feed them nothing, | am
the owner" (213). Such defiance is rarely found in the poems of Kamala Das.

Both these women are perturbed by society trying to bind them through customs
and traditions. They feel vulnerable and helpless in an antagonistic society. Plath feels
exposed and unprotected when she writes in "The Bee Meeting," "In my sleeveless
summery dress | have no protection, / And they are all gloved and covered, why did
nobody tell me™ (211)?

Das too shows such an awareness of the Peeping Toms around her

Through peepholes the neighbours watch,
They watch me come
And go like rain. ("The Stone Age," 51)

Both poets show a remarkable love for their children. ‘Motherhood," an inseparable
part of womanhood, has received much attention in their poems. For Das, it brings about
a favourable change in her relationship with other human beings. She writes in her poem

"Jaisuriya" on the birth of her son:

They raised him

to me then,

proud Jaisurya,

my son, separated from a darkness
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that was mine
and in me. (The Best of Kamala Das 63)

On being pregnant, Plath compares herself to "a bag of apples,” "an elephant” and other
heavy objects. In other words, she finds the experience of pregnancy far different from its
glorified version presented in magazines. The arrival of the child is, however, no less

than a miracle:

New statue.
In a drafty museum, your nakedness
Shadows our safety. We stand round blankly as walls.
(Plath, The Collected Poems 157)

But motherhood also brings with it tensions and fear. The mother fears for the very

existence of her child in a violent, mechanical world:

It is a heart,
This holocaust | walk in,
O golden child the world will kill and eat. (257)

Children are the source of both joy and worry for Plath. In "Nick and the
Candlestick," she worries about how the child will grow up in the absence of his father.
Such imaginary fears do not appear in the poems of Das. She expresses the usual fear of
losing the child due to some fatal disease.

These women talk in derogatory terms about the relationship between men and
women. Plath's relationship with her husband gradually changed from love to hatred. In
her early poems, her mate is equaled to God, who has the ability to transform nature. In
her last volume, husband and man both become exploiters, manipulators and betrayers.
She promises herself revenge by destroying men. "Lady Lazarus" ends with the warning
that she will be reborn "with red hair" and "eat men like air" (247). In "Daddy" she tells
herself "If I've killed one man, I've killed two" (224). Such a wide spectrum of emotions
ranging from admiration to hatred are absent in the poetry of Das, whose troubled
encounters with her husband and other men left her desolate. She wanted love but could

not get it from anyone. "In Composition," she warns every woman:

We are all alike,

we women,

in our wrappings of hairless skin.
All skeletons are alike,

only the souls vary
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that hide somewhere between the flesh
and the bone. (Das, The Old Playhouse and Other Poems 6)

It is not as bitter and sharp as the reaction from Plath in "Daddy":

Every woman adores a Fascist,
The boot in the face, the brute
Brute heart of a brute like you. (Plath, The Collected Poems 223)

Both poets believe that marriage means endless sacrifices, household chores, loss of
freedom and frustration. This is clearly depicted by Das in "The Old Playhouse™:

You planned to tame a swallow, to hold her

In the long summer of your love so that she would forget

Not the raw seasons alone, and the homes left behind, but

Also her nature, the urge to fly, and the endless

Pathways of the sky. (Das, The Old Playhouse and Other Poems 1)

Plath too speaks nostalgically:

What | want back is what | was

Before the bed, before the knife,

Before the brooch-pin and the salve

Fixed me in this parenthesis;

Horses fluent in the wind,

A place, a time gone out of mind. (Plath, The Collected Poems 109)

Das accepts patriarchal oppression; whereas, Plath does not. In each and every

Ariel poem, she has questions to ask herself and promises to make. She tells herself that
she has a self to recover. When she promises to set bees free, it is herself she assures that,

"The box is only temporary" (212-213). She promises herself freedom and revenge:

Now she is flying

More terrible than she ever was, red

Scar in the sky, red comet

Over the engine that killed her

The mausoleum, the wax house. (214-215)

Both these intensely unhappy women are in search of happiness. Das tries to find

happiness in the form of parental love, familial love, and sexual love, but finally devotes
herself to Lord Krishna.! Plath avoids such an escapist attitude and knows what she

wants:

! Lord Krishna is portrayed in various roles in the Bhagavad-Gita, a religious book of the Hindus, as a godchild,
a prankster, a model lover, a divine hero and the Supreme Being. He is the epitome of unconditional love when
he is paired with the cowherdess Radha or the saint-poet Meera. Hence, Das envisages and identifies her love
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What | love is

The piston in motion-

My soul dies before it.

And the hooves of the horses,
Their merciless churn. (255)

Some critics claim that both poets were "neurotic,” but we find in both a positive
assertion of the right to live their own lives. For Plath, it was either a full life or nothing.
Even in death she craves for perfection. She cannot "beg™ at "stranger's doors" for love

"in small changes." She visualizes a dead woman as:

The woman is perfected
Her dead

Body wears the smile of accomplishment,
The illusion of a Greek necessity.

Flows in the scrolls of her toga,
Her bare

Feet seem to be saying:
We have come so far, it is over. (272)

Reading between the lines we find that both women showed a tendency towards
suicide or death. Plath's adverse circumstances left her lonely and depressed. Barely nine,
she lost her father, and she blurted out: "I'll never speak to God again™ (Plath, Letters
Home 25). She was left behind to support herself on the frugal means of her dear mother
and benefactors like Mrs. Olive Higgins Prouty and the Fulbright Foundation. It was, in
Plath's own words, "a time of darkness, despair, disillusion so black only as the inferno of
the human mind can be — symbolic of death and numb shock then the painful agony of
slow rebirth and psychic regeneration™ (Ames 236). Her marriage with Ted Hughes ran
into rough weather, with little hope of a reconciliation due to his infidelity. The end result
was that Sylvia was ill, exhausted, overwhelmed by domestic responsibilities and
suffered from terrible loneliness and frustration. "The more she wrote about death, the
more fertile her imaginative world became. And this gave her everything to live"
(Alvarez 39).

In her poetry, Plath makes a clear distinction between self-imposed death and

for Lord Krishna with the love of Radha-Krishna or Meera-Krishna, giving the relationship a cultural and a
mythical framework.



Plath Profiles E o S o 59

death which is purely physical. "Contusion™ was a late poem that described physical
death:

The heart shuts
The sea slides back,
The mirrors are sheeted. (Plath, The Collected Poems 271)

In "Two Views of a Cadaver Room," which is gothic in its details of a dissecting room,
the poet goes to meet her friend. The four dead bodies in the dissecting room are black as
burnt turkey. Death is seen here as decomposition. In a more contemporaneous poem,
"Electra on Azalea Path," Plath says, "It was my love that did us both to death™ (117).
The drones in the beehive are undone by love because they are destroyed soon after
fertilizing the queen bee.

Winter is generally associated with sterility and death. Plath argues that we all
receive a "Touch, taste, [tang]" of the dead in the everyday rituals of birth, marriage and
funerals and in a dozen family celebrations (71). "Tulips" remind her of that meaningful
state of being, but she rejects them in favour of an emptiness that is not very different
from death, "1 didn't want any flowers, | only wanted / To lie with my hands turned up
and be utterly empty" (161).

This emptiness is a kind of peacefulness known to the dead, but in making her
choose, the tulips make her act and react and rise a little above more mechanical
responses. The deaths in "Lady Lazarus™ correspond to her states of mind. The poem

opens with:

| have done it again.
One year in every ten
| manage it —

And moves through the celebrated words on death:

Dying
Is an art, like everything else.
| do it exceptionally well.

| do it so it feels like hell.
| do it so it feels real.
I guess you could say I‘ve a call. (245)

The theme of death is predominant throughout the poem. In the poem "Daddy,"

she is conscious of her deepest guilt, that of her own split personality and the destructive
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forces within her own self. So, Sylvia Plath remains obsessed with death and hides her
true self: "Eventually she would yearn to kill her false self so that her real one might be
free of it. That seems to be the logic that lay behind her lifelong obsession with suicide™
(Middlebrook 1179). She dies repeatedly, poem after poem, exorcizing herself from all
prejudices, guilt and pangs through confession. Death is a birth for her and a beginning of
new life. Plath seems to be on the trajectory that Alice Miller refers to in her book,
"Suicide really is the only possible way to express the true self at the expense of life
itself" (Miller 257).

Kamala Das, like Sylvia Plath, writes about death, disease and destruction. Firstly,
her careless parents, then, her early marriage to a relative as punishment for not doing
well in mathematics, her own and her husband's infidelity, all lead her to loneliness. She
was a victim of circumstances and sexual humiliations. All her quests for true love failed.
Thus, "The Fear of the Year" in Summer in Calcutta denotes symbolically, the approach
of old age, after which she will be "dead, dead, and dead." In "A Relationship," she
mentions that she will find her rest, her sleep, her peace, and even her death only in his
(the lover's) arms. The poem "The Sunshine Cat" metaphorically recalls the plight of
Mrs. Das who feels ‘half-dead' while living with her man. In "'l Shall Some Day," she
hopes to see her world someday when she will be "defleshed, de-veined, de-blooded"” and
reduced to "a skeletal thing." In "The Suicide,” she expresses her desire to die when she
is unable to find true love. She says:

O sea, | am fed up

| want to be simple

| want to be loved

And

If love is not to be had,

| want to be dead. (Das, The Old Playhouse and Other Poems 35)

"Palam™ is another poem dominated by the thought of decay and death:

Walk away from me into lonely night

With my fingerprints on you, my darling, go, while like blood
Running out

And death beginning, this day of ours is helplessly

ending. (28)

The poems of both these poets portray death as dreadful, but their general approach
towards it is a positive one. For them, death not only destroys all forms of the false self

but also becomes a means of self-generation and rebirth into a new existence.
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Life for both these poets is different. It's more challenging for Plath who wants
everything, but for Kamala Das, after loneliness and longing, it provides her with the
anchor of her devotion to Lord Krishna. In the case of Sylvia Plath the constant
restlessness and several hurts that haunted her world, led her to commit suicide, but

forces of spirituality pulled Kamala Das to live:

| tell you, sea,

I have enough courage to die,

But not enough.

Not enough to disobey him

Who said: Do not die

And hurt me that certain way. (35)

Plath finds nature malevolent, male-power intolerable, society and other women
unfriendly. Her enemies are both real and imaginary. Her sharp intelligence and
outstanding career made her more vulnerable. In spite of being born into middle class
Indian society, Kamala Das managed to survive while Plath, acclaimed as an outstanding
student, promising writer, independent woman in a free and advanced society, succumbed
to depression while struggling to be a good mother, wife and writer at the same time.

Despite of all these similarities and dissimilarities, what is noteworthy is their
transgression; they transcend social, cultural and sexual disparity. As a part of American
society, Plath's sense of exploration and adventure is much more than Kamala Das's.
Das's adventure is only through her extramarital affairs; whereas, Sylvia Plath talks of
lesbianism as an alternative (Plath, The Collected Poems 228).

When Plath attains poetic maturity she trusts her own realization, a long way from
protest to acquiescence. Das matures with the understanding of her own body, through
her search for love by having extramarital affairs and finally devoting herself to Lord
Krishna. Both poets, however, have deconstructed the traditional concept of gender-
based issues, sexuality, society and culture and have brought to light a new discourse of
knowledge about women and their writings. Both use "confessional poetry™ aptly to their
advantage, adding depth to their emotions.

Both these women had failed relationships with their male partners, which
resulted in increased sensitivity and so show an aversion to the male principle of
dominance and sexual subjection. They scorn hypocrisy and are painfully aware of their
consequent degradation. However, neither is self-enclosed, narcissistically fascinated

with their own torment, nor gratuitously hateful. What their poems reveal, again and
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again, is their tremendously violent struggle to gain control of their own psyches. Each of
their poems portrays in different but parallel settings, a momentary ordering of the
symbols of life and death. Both are tremendous writers. Their short stories, like their

poems, leave the readers pondering over the unfinished business of life.
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