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The Missing Sequel: Sylvia Plath and Psychiatry

Brittney Moraski, Harvard University

On Saturday, June 13, 1959, Sylvia Plath wroteemj¢urnal:

Read COSMOPOLITAN from cover to cover. Two mertaklth articles. |

mustwrite one about a college girl suicide. THE DAYDIED. And a story, a

novel even. Must get out SNAKE PIT. There ismereasing market for mental-
hospital stuff. | am a fool if | don't relive, rezate it*

Less than two years later, Plath began wrifihg Bell Jay her novel about a “college girl
suicide.” Drawing on Plath’s own summer internsaia subsequent suicide attempt in 1953,
The Bell Jartells the story of Esther Greenwood, a collegdesttiwho serves as a guest editor
at a New York women’s magazine and returns to baréhin the Boston suburbs depressed and
suicidal. The novel follows Esther through heatreent at a mental hospital after her suicide
attempt and is told from the perspective of an oksther who has since become a mother and
“all right again.”

Plath’s own life complicates our understandindbé Bell Jals reception, given that the
novel was published in England under a pseudonydamuary 1963 and did not appear in
America under Plath’s own name until 1971, longashe committed suicide. Plath’s death in
February 1963, at age thirty, occurred just wedies the British publication of the novel.
Though Plath biographies are rife with referenceser struggle with depression, scholars have
only recently started to write about how Plath BErgarticipated in a larger cultural
conversation about medicine and mental héalfHath, however, recognized these topics to be
major influences: “The medical profession has abvayrigued me most of all, & the hospital &
doctors & nurses are central in all my work,” shete to her mother. The medical
establishment also responded to Plath’s work: ilysrapists wrote to her asking for copies of
her poem about living in a plaster cast to redthéir patients and an Australian gynecologist

! This paper contains both literary analysis antbhisgraphy. To prevent excessive footnoting, Il use
MLA parenthetical citations for literary sourceall other quotations will be noted in Chicago-stjt®tnotes.
Kukil, Unabridged Journals495.

2 On this subject, see Maria Farland, “Sylvia Plshhti-Psychiatry,the minnesota revie®5-7 (Fall 2000 &
Spring/Fall 2001): 245-256 and Luke Ferretter, $tJuike the Sort of Drug a Man Would Inventhe Bell Jarand
the Feminist Critique of Women'’s Health CaR{ath Profilesl (Summer 2008): 136-158.
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wrote to her in appreciation of a poem she wroteuaibeing in a maternity ward. Plath was
“thrilled” by such request$. My analysis ofThe Bell Jarand Plath’s decision to write the novel
will provide a special lens for understanding hoviting about breakdowns in the 1950s and
1960s could be as much a commercial undertakiram @t of protest against certain practices in
psychiatry.

Plathin Her Time

Plath was neither a bohemian nor a feminist, qaroduct of our 1950s White American
middle-class. She was a woman torn between herdesime to pursue a career and pressure to
become a stay-at-home wife and mothdthough Plath’s mother Aurelia raised Sylvia aed h
younger brother Warren alone, after the childréatker Otto died of untreated diabetes when
Sylvia was eight, Plath did not perceive her motbdse an example of a woman who
successfully balanced career and family. Aureligght stenography classes at Boston
University, but money for the family was alwaydtig She also transferred her own interests
and ambitions onto her children, placing a kindicarious pressure on them that Plath grew to
loathe.

Plath, nonetheless, was an excellent student amb@ous talent. Her poems and stories
were accepted for publication in magazines $leventeewhile she was still in high school.

But Plath was not merely a grind: she spent hertirae readindg.adies’ Home Journal-a

special favorite of hers—and enjoyed going on dafiis many boys. She was admitted to

3 Sylvia Plath to Aurelia Plath, November 19, 1962fath mss. Il, 1932-1977, Plath Manuscript Coitett
Lilly Library, Indiana University-Bloomington. Wt many of my citations come from materials encetsd
during a research trip to the Plath archives attieLibrary, some of Plath’s correspondence bagn published
and therefore some of my citations may also bedanrworks such as Aurelia Schober Plath, edtters Home:
Correspondence, 1950-196Bondon: Faber and Faber, 1975) or in Christojsteid, ed.| etters of Ted Hughes
(New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2008).

* Plath’s indecision is clear in a letter writterhi@r mother during the spring of her freshman ge@mith:

Sometimes | wonder whether or not | should “go isdaial work.” If | did that, | could earn my
own living... or if you could get me started secriglly next summer | might lay in summer
experience for that “U.N. job”. [sic] The questi@— shall | plan for a career? (ugh! | hate the
word.) Or should | major in Eng. & art & have a€'¢-lance” career if | ever catch a man who can
put up with the idea of having a wife who likesbi® alone and working artistically now & then? |
would like to start thinking about where I'll pute emphasis for the rest of my brief life.

See Sylvia Plath to Aurelia Plath, April 18, 19®8lath mss. I, 1932-1977, Plath Manuscript Coltatti
Lilly Library.
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Smith College, a prestigious women’s college intNempton, Massachusetts, and matriculated
there in 1950, thanks to her mother’s careful btidgeand a scholarship established by the
author Olive Higgins Prouty.

The Smith girl of the 1950s, according to a clagsnoé Plath, “was a conformist, like
thousands of undergraduates there and elsewhéoee lamd since....She was eager to be
recognized as a college girl and she was carefuksr the proper uniform, in this case Bermuda
shorts, knee socks, and [a] button-down-collartshiter hair was casually but precisely styléd.”
Plath herself deviated little from such a desaoviptishe was tall, attractive, and occasionally
dyed her light brown hair blonde. At Smith, shattaued to achieve the academic success she
had known at her Wellesley high school. But slse &ad many problems, including chronic
sinus infections, insomnia, and frequent boutsapirdssion and lethargy. And sometimes events
that Plath counted on becoming her best succassesdtout to be her worst experiences, such
as when she spent a month in New York City, living life of a magazine editor.

During the spring of her junior year in 1953, Platbn the opportunity to work as a guest
editor forMademoiselleas part of a program in which college women helpetteate and edit
the magazine’s August college issue. During tlog@mm, Plath and the other college guest
editors were given a whirlwind tour of New York €that included numerous banquets and
evening events. Plath, who was susceptible tonawds, pushed herself beyond her limits that
previous spring and found her month-long stay iwN®rk overwhelming. In addition to the
constant social activity, Plath had the second-Amopbrtant job at the magazine as guest
managing editor. The experience left her exhaustdthve been very ecstatic, horribly
depressed, shocked, elated, enlightened, and ¢eérvall of which goes to make up living
very hard and newly,” she wrote in a letter to iather near the end of the program.

Plath returned home to Wellesley expecting todraitied to a Harvard Summer School
writing course by Frank O’Connor. But to her gréstappointment, she was not accepted and
was left instead scrambling to come up with nemglaShe decided to spend the summer at
home, intending to learn shorthand and begin rekeay for her thesis. But Plath by and large

considered her summer to be a failure, having keeset upon studying at Harvard. Exhausted

® Nancy Hunter SteineA Closer Look at Ariel: A Memory of Sylvia Pldgttlew York: Harper's Magazine
Press, 1973), 35.

® Sylvia Plath to Warren Plath, June 21, 1953. Riagk. Il, 1932-1977, Plath Manuscript CollectioitlyL
Library.
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by her spring semester work and overwhelmed frontilmee atMademoiselleshe found it
difficult and then impossible to focus on shorthandher thesis work. As her depression
worsened, she began receiving painful electrosheekments from doctors she intensely
disliked. The experience of these treatments gliekeover the edge, as she later related to

Eddie Cohen, a young man from Chicago who was gpéof sorts:

I underwent a rather brief and traumatic experienfebadly-given shock
treatments on an outpatient basis. Pretty soenpmily doubt in my mind was the
precise time and method of committing suicide. ®hby alternative | could see
was an eternity of hell for the rest of my lifeanrmental hospital, and | was going
to make use of my last ounce of free choice andsha quick clean endidg.

On August 24, Plath left a note for her motheiiriglher that she was “taking a long hike” and
would “be back tomorrow® Aurelia, knowing that her daughter was disturb&jAvia had
earlier admitted cutting herself on the leg “to déhad the guts"—called the poli¢eSearch
parties of volunteers and Boy Scout troops werpalthed to canvass the nearby woods.
Everyone feared the worst when Plath’s prescripdifosieeping pills were discovered missing.
Newspapers across the region ran the story ofeheels for this “beautiful girl*°

Though Plath had attempted to kill herself, sh&too many sleeping pills, causing her
to vomit them up. She had hidden under a crawdespader her family’'s home and came to
consciousness two days later “in a dark hell bajngiy head reapeatedly [sic] on the ragged
rocks of the cellar in futile attempts to sit uglamstinctively, call for help** Her grandmother
heard these groans when she did the family’s lgyraahrd Warren soon discovered his sister.

Plath first received treatment locally but was $farred to the highly-regarded McLean
psychiatric hospital once her benefactress at Sihighwell-known author Olive Higgins Prouty,
learned of Plath’s situation and volunteered tofoayrer caré? Plath stayed at McLean

through the winter, receiving therapy from a yodemale psychiatrist with whom she felt an

" Sylvia Plath to Edward M. Cohen, December 28, 185&h mss. II, 1932-1977, Plath Manuscript Caitet
Lilly Library.

8 «Beautiful Smith Girl Missing at WellesleyBoston GlobgAugust 25, 1953.

° Paul AlexanderRough Magic: A Biography of Sylvia PlatNew York: Viking, 1991), 118.

19 plath’s disappearance made the front pagehefBoston Globand also received coverage in Bmston
Herald, Boston PostDaily Hampshire Gazetfeand Wellesley’'She Townsman

1 plath to Cohen, December 28, 1953. Plath ms$§982-1977, Plath Manuscript Collection, Lilly Lilbya

12 prouty herself had recovered from a breakdown tyvéve years earlier and therefore took a speigi@rest
in Plath’s illness and treatment, going so faroagay for her medical care and correspond persowdth Plath’'s
doctors. See AlexandeRpough Magi¢126-27, 129-30.
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immediate rapport. Plath also began receivingtesioock treatment again. Though she always
hated the treatment, Plath found that it gave iggifscant relief when administered properly, as
it was at McLean. When Plath returned to Smith Wiater, she continued to receive some

counseling while her letters to her mother regaithed earlier chirpy effusiveness:

Am still chatting with Dr. Booth once a week...mogihgt friendly conversations
as | really feel 1 am basically an extremely hagmd well-adjusted buoyant
person at heart...continually happy in a steady @ashmot ricochet from depths
to heights, although I do hit heights now and thé...

But Plath’s friend Eddie was unconvinced that shda simply will herself back to health and
pressed her to think through her recovery:

As best as | can interpret between the rather spaayaps in your letters of last
year, you decided just at a time when life shoadehbeen at a peak that it wasn't
worth bothering with. Why? What brought aboustht of depression? What
sort of stresses was your personality subjected Ao® why did you decide on
the particular means you did to solve your probnwWhat was the diagnosis of
whomever you were in the hands of? And what sbtherapy were you given
and how did you react to the whole procé$s?

Plath’s responses to Eddie’s letters are not agfdmer archive at the Lilly Library, so it is
unclear whether she ever answered his questidms.difl eventually writdhe Bell Jar

however, and its autobiographical resonance mayiggesome missing answers.

Cosmopolitan M otivations

When Plath rea@osmopolitarfcover to cover” in June 1959, she was livingim a
apartment in the Beacon Hill neighborhood of Bostath her husband, Ted Hughes, before
their permanent move to England later that yedue I#d graduated from Smith summa cum
laude four years earlier, in 1955. Adlai Stevensamom Plath supported, was the speaker at her

commencement. He told the graduating women tleaptinpose of their education was to

13 Sylvia Plath to Aurelia Plath, April 19, 1954. fianss. I, 1932-1977, Plath Manuscript Collectibitly
Library.
14 Cohen to Plath, April 28, 1954. Plath mss. Il, 294377, Plath Manuscript Collection, Lilly Library.
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prepare them for their “primary task of making hameTheir place in society, according to
Stevenson, was to raise children who would embitheerational values of freedom, tolerance,
charity and free inquiry™® Plath’s friend Nancy Steiner described the spescheloquent and
impressive.” According to Steiner, she, Plath, tireother women “loved” the speech, “even if
it seemed to hurl us back to the satellite rolenae escaped for four years—second-class
citizens in a man’s world where our only possilithiavement was a vicarious on@.”

From Smith, Plath went to England on a Fulbrighbfeship to Cambridge University.

In February of her first year, she met Hughes|laviepoet, at a party. The two felt an
immediate attraction—they squirreled themselvesyawa back room during the party to talk
about poetry, and Hughes left with a bite on hisethgiven to him (flirtatiously, it seems) by
Plath when he kissed her. They married just molatiles in June, 1956. Once Plath completed
her two years of study at Cambridge, she and Huglme®d to the U.S., and Plath taught
freshman English at Smith. The following year, toeple lived in Boston and worked as
writers, though Plath picked up a part-time jolm&aibing patients’ dreams at the psychiatric
clinic of Massachusetts General Hospital, the wessitution where she was a patient prior to her
treatment at McLeatY.

During this time, Plath returned to therapy withtfiRBeuscher, the psychiatrist who
treated her at McLean. One outcome of Plath’safinewith Beuscher was her decision to
become pregnant right aw&y.Earlier, Plath had written to her mother that ahé Hughes
planned to have children in their late twentiegcduse both of us are slow, late maturers and
must get our writing personae established well teebair personalities are challenged by new
arrivals,™ but Plath now wanted to start a family at oncéffidlty conceiving bothered her
deeply. In the same journal erfftyhat she described her plan to write about a égellgirl

suicide,” Plath wrote that “for a woman to be deed of the Great Experience her body is

5 Though my quotations come directly from Stevensapeech, | first learned about the speech in Rdbor
Nelson'’s reference to it in her chapter “Plathtdrg and politics” inThe Cambridge Companion to Sylvia Plath
See Jo Gill, edThe Cambridge Companion to Sylvia Pl&ambridge: Cambridge UP, 2006). Betty Friedan,
another Smith graduate, also refers to Stevenspsch irmhe Feminine Mystique

16 Steiner A Closer Look81.

" Linda W. Wagner-MartinSylvia Plath: A BiographyNew York: St. Martin’s Press, 1987), 148.

18 Diane Middlebrook, “The poetry of Sylvia Plath afied Hughes: call and response, Tine Cambridge
Companion to Sylvia Platled. Jo Gill, 156-171 (Cambridge: Cambridge UR&}0159.

¥ Diane MiddlebrookHer Husband: Hughes and Plath—A Marria@éew York: Viking, 2003), 117.

20 plath, a prolific diarist, used her journals foraiety of purposes—sometimes her entries wersiggsother
times they were used to gauge her emotional heddthi-they are especially regarded today as notebBlzith kept
to encourage her development as a writer. Seeldhdobok,Her Husbang 15.
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formed to partake of, to nourish, is a great andting Death.® Hughes himself did not
understand Plath’s sudden desire to start a famiicording to biographer Diane Middlebrook,
he “thought Plath was sacrificing something deealyable to both of them” by wanting to start
a family so soon, given that the two of them hazhdred of traveling the world together as
writer-exiles?

After two years in America, however, Plath had cdman entirely different conclusion.
Without a baby, writing would become “a hollow dailing substitute for real life?® Perhaps
her return to America influenced Plath’s thinkihildlessness had become a “mark of social
maladjustment” in the 1950s, according to ElainkeTiylay?* With the average marriage age
for women in America at 20.3 in the 1950s—the yast@ge ever recorded in the U.S.—Plath
herself was an older bride at age?23And with many women having their first child afea21
and 22 in America, Plath’s decision to start hemifp at age 27 came much later than her
peers?®

But fertility was not the only thing on Plath’smaiin 1959. At Yaddo, an artists’
community where she and Hughes spent part of ttmensu, Plath discovered the poetry of
Theodore Roethke, a poet who used experiencesHi®own mental breakdown in his writing.
“Adopting Roethke’s techniques at Yaddo,” writesdlliebrook, “Plath experimented for the
first time with finding subjective images for theperience of shock therapy, an experiment that
would culminate inThe Bell Jar'?’ Plath, therefore, had at least two motivationsafiting The
Bell Jar. the popular success such a novel seemed to giten the popularity of the subject in
a magazine lik€osmopolitanand the discovery of another poet who had foumndato use a

troubled past in service of his art. It is therefansurprising that when Plath finally sat down to

2L Kukil, Unabridged Journals495.

2 Middlebrook,Her Husbang 129.

23 Kukil, Unabridged Journals500.

24 Elaine Tyler MayBarren in the Promised Land: Childless Americand #re Pursuit of Happiness
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1995), 127.

% \Wagner-Martin Sylvia Plath 50.

%6 According toThe Boomerang Agéfrom 1950 until 1970...the lowest ages of meanena! age at first
birth in the U.S. [was] approximately twenty-onet@nty-two years of age.” The lowest ages of meaterial
age at first birth in Britain, however, was tweffibyt to twenty-five years of age. See Barbara Achell, The
Boomerang Age: Transitions to Adulthood in Familidew Brunswick, NJ: Traction Publishers, 2006):58
Accessed online dtttp://books.google.com/books?id=wh4MJ0XeH10C

2 Middlebrook,Her Husband111. Indeed, the “subjective images” that Miditek references are internally
as well as externally applied to Estheifime Bell Jar Shock therapy is related both to Esther’'s ownwesas well
as to the Rosenbergs’ execution.
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write The Bell Jay it took her just a few months to write it. Shedibeen thinking about the

novel for much longe?®
The Ambitious Writer

To provide context to Plath’s decision write abbet mental breakdown, | will consider
the Cosmopolitararticles that caught her interest. First, howgeltés necessary to understand
that Plath was long attracted to commercial writegjthe critic Robin Peel notes:

The longing for success in prose narrative—in paldir the novel—above all
other forms of imaginative writing, including pogtremained with Plath
throughout her life. She was determined to havesharies published ifThe
Ladies Home Journdkic] and the other magazines she termed “th&ssliand
she took her career as a writer of prose fictiamesxely seriously. The Mortimer
Rare Book Room at Smith houses her copies of theek&/rYear Books for 1952,
1954, and 1955, and her hardback copyloé¢ Writers Handbookor 1956 has
heavily underlined passages in the sections devoté8tories” and “Writing a
Novel,” but has no sentence at all marked in tletige supplying advice on the
writing of poetry. The essay “Writing a Novel” B\nne Hamilton seems to have
been taken particularly seriously, with annotatioasfirming the advice to allow
a year for the novel’'s completion and to write 2,@®d 2,500 words a day.

Later, when Plath was living in England, she camgihto try to market her stories to women’s
magazines. With some pieces accepted by Britighems magazines, she wrote to her mother

in 1961 requesting back issues of tiaelies’ Home Journal

28 According to Jo Gill, Plath scholars disagreetmmperiodThe Bell Jarwas written:

Judith Kroll indicates that Plath was working ore thook during January 1962. However, she
also suggests that the manuscript had been cordpdet®e months earlier, citing a letter from
Plath to her mother of 20 November 1961 in which skplains that even though she had recently
received a Eugene F. Saxton writer's grant to ledp compose a novel, the work itself was
already done. Kroll also cites the speculatiorPt#th’'s one-time biographer Lois Ames, that
Plath may have “already had a versiombé Bell Jaiin her trunks when [in 1957] she returned to
the States.” Peel argues that the book was “pestldlciring the spring and summer of 1961...it
was complete by the time they moved to Devon inusti Middlebrook narrows it down further
still, proposing that Plath worked on the draftvibetn March and May of that year, and that “it
took her only six weeks.” Hughes suggests Febriahjay.

See Jo GillThe Cambridge Introduction to Sylvia PlgtBambridge: Cambridge UP, 2008), 75.
29 Robin PeelWriting Back: Sylvia Plath and Cold War Politi@sladison, NJ: Fairleigh Dickinson UP, 2002),
234.
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Could you pack me off a Ladies’ Home Jouraatwo? | get homesick for it (no
others, Mcalls or Womans Day will do!) It has @&apl Americanness which |
feel the need to dip into, now I'm in exile, andoesially as I'm writing for
women’s magazines in a small way now. | shall hiavled a very longtime
ambition if a story of mine ever makes the L#%J.

True to such ambition, Hughes said that Plath wiateitherThe New Yorkeor Ladies’ Home
Journal “the two alternating according to her modd.The fact that Plath considered
publication inLadies’ Home Journaéqual to publication ifthe New Yorkewas a sign of her
commitment to mainstream, white middle-class An@ricalues, particularly as they were
communicated to womel. Success in a widely-read magazine likebernalwas a sign to
Plath, ever-ambitious, that a large audience exujdng work.

Of the twoCosmopolitararticles Plath read in 1959, one in particulargasgs
inspiration forThe Bell Jar’® Titled “I Was Afraid to Be a Woman,” the six-pa article opens
with the teaser text “At thirty-two, ‘happily’ maed, with four fine children, why would a
woman feel a compulsion to kill herself? Herehis story of the bewilderment and hidden
anguish that touches countless husbands and wil’eRatricia Blake, the author of the personal
account, tells the story of her early marriagedgotusband, her ensuing exhaustion trying to
raise their four children and support her familyhher work as a writer, and her subsequent
depression. But Blake’s story is not quite as $&nas Esther’s breakdown and recovery: as
Blake recovers in a mental hospital, her husbagithbean affair with a mutual friend. The

betrayal, especially whenever Blake returns homeisats, is difficult to bear:

30 Sylvia Plath to Aurelia Plath, October 22, 196t mss. 1, 1932-1977, Plath Manuscript Colleafibilly
Library.

3 \Wagner-Martin Sylvia Plath 51.

32|t is worth mentioning, however, that women’s neges published more literary fiction by well-reded
authors in the 1950s than they do today. In 1848ording to Nancy A. WalkerGood Housekeepingublished
short stories by Pearl S. Buck, J.D. Salinger, l8hximan, A.A. Milne, and Jerome Weidman, a novelist
playwright whose playriorello! won the 1960 Pulitzer Prize.” See Nancy A. Waldraping Our Mother’s
World: American Women’s Magazingkckson, MS: UP of Mississippi, 2000), 12.

% The other piece is not relevant for our purpoasst is a piece of reportage on treatment of nidliniass at
the institutional level, rather than a first-perswairative like Blake’s. The second article, titf®sychiatry and
Beauty,” is introduced as follows: “Few people izalthe vital role played by beauty care in theatslitation of
our mentally ill. Even fewer understand the impode of personal appearance in maintaining andgitrening the
mental health of the normal woman.”

3 patricia Blake, “I| Was Afraid to Be a WomanCosmopolitanJune, 1959.
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There were some agonizing scenes between my husioanche. Once | took the

wedding ring | had given him from his finger andetl it out into the garden.

Then | ran out into the meadow near our house &ed tor half a day. Once we

sat up all night talking and talking. This niglérsds out in my memory because
we were so much ourselves. We didn’'t speak in magéatred, but just as two

groping people. (60)

When Blake finishes her treatment at the hossted, and her husband live apart. “Strangely

enough,” writes Blake,

This separation was quite a happy period for mée @hildren were really fun.
They were emerging now as little people, and | magleny mind to let them be
whatever they were and not try to invent persoieslifor them as | had done for
my husband. (60)

Blake continues attending psychotherapy—in Camkridi¢assachusetts, suggesting that she,
too, might have received treatment at McLean—arginsedefining her religious beliefs and
thinking through her relationship with her paren®ne day, as Blake’s “thoughts were finding
their own direction,” her husband calls, askingegturn home. “My husband and | don't talk
about our lost year very often,” Blake conclud&Since then we have lived together for six
years, fully and gratefully, though not always pefatly....In a way, we are leading our quite
separate livetogethet (61).

Like Esther, as well as Plath, Blake is gratefuhér psychiatrist for “sharing his light
with me during the dark time,” but “l Was Afraid Be a Woman’” has an entirely different
story arc thamhe Bell Jaror, for that matter, Plath’s life. In ti@smopolitararticle, betrayal
by a male partner does not figure as the cruxeitbman’s breakdown. It is only after Blake’s
admission to a mental hospital that her husbanthbesgeing another woman; whereas, Hughes
left Plath for another woman shortly before her386icide. Esther’s depression is fueled in
part by her anger that her boyfriend Buddy hadvedx another woman while Esther stayed
virginal, presumably in anticipation of marriagehion. Blake’s recovery is grounded in her
newfound personal strength rather than reliancleenibelief in the strength of her relationship
with her husband. As it is, she accepts that #greyliving “quite separate livésgether” This

was not the case for Plath, who seems to havealrefiher husband, or at least the idea of
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marriage, for emotional stabilif§y. These differences givehe Bell Jara far less satisfying

ending than Blake’€osmopolitararticle.

Crime and Punishment

Early inThe Bell Jar Esther explains that her narration of her desiceatand recovery
from a mental breakdown comes from a perspectivehich she is older and “all right again.”
Esther also includes a detail that is criticalhauaderstanding of the novel, in the context of
explaining what she has done with gifts that sleeived during her internship in New York just
before her breakdown. She mentions that she neva lchild*®

For a long time afterward | hid them [the gifts] awy but later, when | was all
right again, | brought them out, and | still hakermn around the house. | use the
lipsticks now and then, and last week | cut thestidastarfish off the sunglasses
case for the baby to play withTHe Bell Jar3)

Because Esther’s recovery from depression and ptéehsuicide is couched within the
framework of marriage and motherhood, it suggéstsEsther’s rehabilitation—becoming “all
right again”—is the result of her acceptance ofroés as wife and mother rather than fulfillment
of her own personal ambitions or developed senselbf Despite Esther’s earlier concern that
cooking, cleaning, and washing for a future huskseems like “a dreary and wasted life for a

girl with fifteen years of straight A’'s” (84), smarratesThe Bell Jarfrom the perspective of
maternal domesticity, contradicting her earliereassns that the “last thing [she] wanted was
infinite security” (83) and that children made hgick” (117). In this sense, it is significant tha
the older Esther narrating the novel never dessiige husband or her life outside of
motherhood, as though the responsibility of raigirahild ultimately superseded her own

personal desire to marry a man she is compatibie continue her creative work. As in J.D.

% Plath wrote the following in her journal in April958: “I am perfectly at one with Ted, body & scas the
ridiculous song says—our vocation is writing, oowve is each other—and the world is ours to explétew did |
ever live in those barren, desperate days of dagixgerimenting, hearing mother warn me | was titccal, that |
set my sights too high & would be an old maid. Wstrhaps | would have been if Ted hadn’t beemBoBee
Kukil, Unabridged Journals361.

% We can assume that Esther has gotten married $edas unlikely that she would have a child oft o
wedlock. During her recovery at the asylum, shs galiaphragm as a means to allay her fears ofigpan
unintended pregnancy.
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Salinger’sThe Catcher in the Rybecoming “all right again” is understood withiret
framework of adjustment and conformity—and sincth&shas managed to marry and become a
mother, she can consider her recovery complete.

The Bell Jaropens with a description of Julius and Ethel Rbsegis executiori! tying
the novel immediately to prevailing themes in t880s of suspicion, conformity, and anxiély.
Esther explains that her depression and suicidenatttakes place during the “queer, sultry
summer” that the Rosenbergs were executed. Thslugladds that the couple’s execution, an
experience she imagines as “the worst thing imtbedd,” has “nothing” to do with her, she is
incorrect: the Rosenbergs’ deaths has everythinlp twith her, for Esther’s initial rejection of
marriage and motherhood will result in punishmemilar to the Rosenbergs’ execution for their
Communist activities (1).

When Esther’s boyfriend Buddy tells her in a “siersknowing way” (85) that Esther
will feel differently about her aspirations to bew® a poet after she has children, she begins to
wonder if “maybe it was true that when you were medrand had children it was like being
brainwashed, and afterward you went about numbséeva in some private, totalitarian state”
(85). Here, Esther is particularly sensitive te golitical environment that she is a part of: she
acutely aware of the prevailing fear that totalgaism could somehow find a foothold in the
United States. Given the prevailing belief in 1850s that a white, middle-class woman'’s role
was to produce thoroughly freedom-loving childrex ¢ keep their white-collar husbands
away from the influences of totalitarianism in aoreasingly fragmented societfyEsther’s
disgust toward children and rejection of marriagéhis context, | argue, is as much a
repudiation of her role as an American patriot asaster of personal choice; a crime, it seems,
not much different from the Rosenbergs’ espionage.

Shortly after her return from New York, Esther'snta health slowly begins to

deteriorate. She experiences insomnia, and hbililgdo decide how to spend the remaining

3" The Rosenbergs were a married American coupleuta@dn 1953 for passing state atomic secretseo th
Soviet Union. While it is agreed that Julius Rdseng was a Soviet spy, Ethel's guilt remains cdetes

% The House Committee on Un-American Activities'iags, including its case against State Department
official Alger Hiss and investigation into communpgopaganda in Hollywood movies, as well as UeBasor
Joseph McCarthy’s near-witch hunt for Communistgamernment and the military in the 1940s and 1966ked
the period’s pervasive themes of suspicion, anxeetg conformity. Growing concerns over the Coldr\&nd
atomic warfare did not help, either.

% Take, for instance, Adlai Stevenson’s speech guPilath’s commencement, who told the graduating &om
that the purpose of their education was to pretieam for their “primary task of making homes.”
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weeks of her summer—she, too, does not get acceyted Harvard summer school writing
class—plunges her into despair. When her curnersgpiption of sleeping pills proves
ineffective, her doctor refers her to Dr. Gordompssgchiatrist. Young and good-looking, Dr.
Gordon has all the trappings of a successful faméy. Esther immediately notices the family
portrait ornamenting his desk, and the picture of@brdon, his wife, and their two small
children infuriates her. “How could this Doctor don help me anyway, with a beautiful wife
and beautiful children and a beautiful dog haldiirg like the angels on a Christmas card?” she
asks (129).

Esther is right: a doctor whose life embodies therfect” life of the 1950s cannot
understand the source of Esther's depression atidtg’ Esther’'s whole life has been based
on achievement—indeed, her reputation has beetupah earning high grades, winning prizes,
and receiving recognition for her writing—and sanfuriates her that she is expected to
eventually give up her aspiration to become a poetder to marry and become a mother.
Gordon, a breadwinner with a seemingly doting \sifiel two adorable children, is blind to
Esther’s suffering, and his attitude towards hemsrely paternalistic. Unsurprisingly, Esther’s

experience receiving electroshock therapy from isiabsolutely traumatizing:

Something bent down and took hold of me and shoeklike the end of the
world. Whee-ee-ee-ee-ee, it shrilled, throughiacrackling with blue light, and
with each flash a great jolt drubbed me till | tgbtimy bones would break and
the sap fly out of me like a split plant. |1 wone@mwhat terrible thing it was that |
had done. (143)

Though Esther receives shock treatment from Drd@onot as punishment, but ostensibly to
cure her depression, her experience mirrors thefbesgs’ executioff. Just as Esther
perceives that the Rosenbergs were “burned alhadag [their] nerves,” the electrical volts

rattle her until she thinks her bones will “breaddhe sap fly out of me like a split plant.” The

It is ironic that Esther describes Dr. Gordon asam “with a beautiful wife and beautiful childrand a
beautiful dog haloing him like the angels on a &tmias card,” as Kenneth Tillotson, one of the dscicho treated
Plath with shock treatment prior to her suicidemfbt, lost his job at McLean in 1948 after becoméngproiled in
an affair with a nurse. See Alex BeaBracefully Insane: The Rise and Fall of Americateiier Mental Hospital
(New York: Public Affairs, 2001), 118-19.

1 For more on the relationship and similarities besw Esther Greenwood and Ethel Rosenberg, see Marie
Ashe, ‘The Bell Jarand the Ghost of Ethel Rosenberg, Sacret Agents: The Rosenberg Case, McCarthyism, and
Fifties Americaed. Marjorie Garber and Rebecca L. Walkowitz,-315New York: Routledge, 1995).
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treatment is so traumatic that Esther wonders Vibgaible thing” she could possibly be guilty
of, as though she, too, is being punished formetike the Rosenberds.

Esther’s “crime” is that she wants more out of tiiean she is allowed according to
prevailing gender roles. After painful electroskdesther’s frustration at being unable to live a
life that can incorporate a husband, career, aildreh becomes manifest in her depression. Her
despair is made worse by the fact that she doelsoest any women who have successfully
managed all three of these roles. The profesdiosatcessful women Esther knows are either
presumably unmarried like her benefactor Philom@uagea or her psychiatrist Dr. Nolan,
married but childless like her editor Jay Ceeggblan like the poet at her college. Representing
the other end of this binary are Esther’'s mother,rteighbor Dodo Conway, and Mrs. Willard,
Buddy’s mother. These three women are all colledigcated, but their roles as wives and
mothers keep them from pursuing careers outsidieeaf homes, with the exception of Esther’s
mother, who needed to work after the death of msband. Esther’s confusion over her own
fate is illustrated by her plaintive metaphor of hie as a fig tree. Each fig on the tree

represents a “wonderful” yet exclusive future fer:h

One fig was a husband and a happy home and childreh another fig was a
famous poet and another fig was a brilliant prafesand another fig was Ee Gee,
the amazing editor, and another fig was Europe Adnida and South America,
and another fig was Constantin and Socrates anlé Atid a pack of other lovers
with queer names and offbeat professions, and andith was an Olympic lady
crew champion, and beyond and above these figs mvary more figs | couldn’t
quite make out. (77)

Esther believes that she can only choose onelH@gcan either become a wife and mother or she
can have a career. The possibility of becoming@King mother” never occurs to her. A
middle ground does not exist because the two chog@resent fundamentally different
principles: to marry and have children is to flldihe’s responsibility to society, whereas to have
a career is to indulge one’s individual self. Esthrealization that “choosing one [fig] meant
losing all the rest” spurs her depression. Shertess herself as “sitting in the crotch of thig fi
tree, starving to death, just because | couldnkeng my mind which of the figs | would

2 According to Wagner-Martin, Plath responded pea#lgrio the Rosenberg’s death. In New York for the
Mademoisellgorogram, Sylvia turned to a friend as they walt@the magazine’s office at the time of the
execution. “Now it's happening,” she said, andwséad the insides of her arms. They were coverel reil bumps,
then welts, that ran up along her arms. See Wadaetin, Sylvia Plath 99-100.
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choose.” Her anxiety is compounded by her fearttiafigs on the tree will soon “wrinkle and
go black” one after another until they have alldialto the ground, no long available for her to
pick.

The foregrounding for Esther’s transformation framanguished single woman to a
contented young mother—a process that comple$ astside of the scope dhe Bell Jarin
the time that passes between Esther’s departuretfre asylum and her narration of the novel—
comes in the final pages, as Esther prepares towiiethe board of doctors who will determine
whether she is well enough to leave the hosplfdtsther is discharged, she will return to her
life as a college student, work on her thesi$mmegans Wakdinish her degree requirements,
and graduate, as though nothing has happened to tiex time since she had completed her
junior year of college the previous spring. Butieshaschanged—she has been “patched,
retreaded, and approved for the road” and her itivhas been replaced with passivity. Esther’s
understanding of herself has also shifted fronnaistence that she will never marry to a

concluding image of herself as a future bride,osgession of “something old, something new”:

| kept shooting impatient glances at the closedrdroam door. My stocking
seams were straight, my black shoes cracked, Bishpd, and my red wool suit
flamboyant as my plans. Something old, somethie.nBut | wasn’t getting
married. There ought, | thought, to be a ritual being born twice—patched,
retreaded, and approved for the road. (244)

Before her breakdown, “flamboyant” plans for Estiveuld have involved international travel,
exotic lovers, and literary success—a life oppasitthe maternal and domestic one she
eventually embraces. Her transformation from agryand volatile young woman to a docile
and approval-seeking one suggests that Esther—aagténsionThe Bell Jar—has failed to
break out of the cultural framework of its timet tAe novel’s close, Esther ends her narration
from the perspective of a bride preparing to wallvd the aisle, towards a future of amusing her
child with the trinkets of her past. But Plath e always intended to end Esther’s story here;
at her healthiest, she started to write a sequEh&Bell Jay which we will turn to in the next

section.
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TheMissing Sequel

Plath wroteThe Bell Jarin the spring of 1961 in a friend’s study neart&(€ot Square,
London. She was herself now a mother to year-akelB Rebecca and was also recuperating
from a recent miscarriage and appendectomy. Hugh&shed their daughter in the morning to
allow Plath to do some writing of her own. She dad tell many people that she was writing a
book, though she wrote to her college friend AnwiBaw that she was working on a novel
about a college co-ed overcoming a nervous breakddvafter Plath learned that she had won
a two thousand-dollar Eugene F. Saxton Fellowstip,wrote to her mother that she already
“finished a batch of stuff this last year, tiedift in 4 parcels, & have it ready to report on lyit b
bit as required.” This waBhe Bell Jar completed in advance of the grant’s deadlinésloh’t
believe in getting money for something you haveohe yet, it's too nervewracking,” she
explained**

Like Holden inThe Catcher in the Ry®@lath wanted her character to have staying power.
“Make her a statement of the generation,” she wiroteer journal. “Which is you® It took
time for Plath to develop as a writer, howevere Spprenticed herself to writers whose work

she wished to emulate, as she wrote in her joumnEd57:

| could write a terrific novel. The tone is theoplem. I'd like it to be serious,
tragic, yet gay & rich & creative. | need a mass®veral masters. Lawrence,
except in Women in Love, is too bare, too journi@is his style. Henry James
too elaborate, too calm & well-mannered. JoyceyQdike. | have that fresh,
brazen, colloquial voice. Or J.D. Salinger. Bhuttneeds an “I” speaker, which
is so limiting. Or Jack Burden. | have time. ushtell myself | have tim&

Plath consideredihe Bell Jarto be modeled after Salingeifsie Catcher in the Ryeshe read
the novel in 1951, just as it came ‘Butand she wanted her character’s tone to matctoftiae
diffident and ironic Holden. Linda W. Wagner-Martaas traced out many of the similarities

between the Plath’s work and Salinger’s:

43 Alexander Rough Magic 260.

4 Sylvia Plath to Aurelia Plath, November 20, 19Bath mss. Il, 1932-1977, Plath Manuscript Collei
Lilly Library.

“5 Kukil, Unabridged Journals289. Originally encountered in Middlebrod#er Husbang 15.

46 Kukil, Unabridged Journals274-75.

7 Alexander Rough Magic84.
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In many waysThe Catcher in the Ryweas the model Plath was using Tdre Bell
Jar. Sylvia turned to it for structure, and drew ¢rwhenever she ran out of
events that seemed to fit Esther’s story. Holde®tha sailor and a Cuban; so
does Esther. Holden walks forty-one blocks backitoNew York hotel; Esther
walks forty-eight. Holden looks as yellow in hisirmar as Esther (looking
Chinese) does in hers. He vomits before goingetd; In The Bell Jar Doreen
does that, but then Esther and the other guegirsdihare in another long purge
after eating bad crab. Both books have a cemstaye. Catcherhas its violent
and bloody suicide in James Castle’s death, whieboimes the suicide by
hanging inThe Bell Jar Holden Caulfield wants to go West because hekhi
that part of the country will save him. Esther ¥gatio go to Chicago for the same
reason$?

But what was most important to Plath was the flaat,tas Wagner-Martin points ouf;ife Bell
Jar would reach beyon@atcher because in that book Holden was telling his story
sympathetic therapist and to his readers, but leengtiyet free of the asylum or its stigma. For
Esther, there was rebirtA* Unlike Holden, Esther was “patched, retreaded,approved for

the road” by the end dfhe Bell Jarand was now telling her story from the perspeati/being
“all right again.”

The British publisher Heinemann accepiét Bell Jarfor publication in November
1961. Since much of the novel paralleled Platlwa experiences, it was published under the
pseudonym “Victoria Lucas.” Plath may also havetgd to develop an authorial identity, who
wrote for commercial popularity, separate from peetry>® Excited to have completed her first
novel, she turned to writing its sequel in the spf 1962.

That summer, Aurelia visited her daughter and selav in their country manor outside
London. The family had grown: in January, Platleghirth to a son, Nicholas Farrar. As she
cared for the infant, she began work on a secondlrsie planned to be based on her first
meeting and subsequent relationship with Hughdson& point, she wanted it to be an account

of “the voyage of a girl through destruction, hdtesd despair to seek and to find the meaning

8 \Wagner-MartinSylvia Plath 187. For accuracy’s sake, Esther actually me@sruvian, not a Cuban.
British reviews ofThe Bell Jaralso noted its similarity tdhe Catcher in the RyeRobert Taubman describé&tie
Bell Jaras “the first feminine novel in a Salinger mood'iis review folThe New Statesmam January 25, 1963.
See Lynda K. Bundtze®lath’s Incarnations: Woman and the Creative Prao@mn Arbor: University of
Michigan Press, 1983), 265.

*9\Wagner-Martin Sylvia Plath 187.

*0 Middlebrook,Her Husbang 198.
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of the redemptive power of lové™ During Aurelia’s visit, Plath read some of thevabto her.

In her notes, Aurelia remembered her daughter dbésgrthe novel as “upbeat?“it told of her
romance, her return to this country [America] whdgr husband, when she taught and traveled
with him, and ended with the birth of her firstichi The hero of that book was her husband. It
was to be given to [Ted] in rough draft form asrghiday gift [in August].®*

But problems were brewing between Hughes and PHtlghes had started a
relationship with Assia Wevill, a mutual friend thie couple, and Plath was beginning to suspect
as much. When she returned home from town withmiwher one day, she answered the phone
to find a woman disguising her voice as a mankingsfor Ted. Plath, understanding the
betrayal, ripped the telephone lines out of thd.wiahter, when Hughes confessed the affair and
moved out of the house to London, Plath took deeisgvenge, burning all of Hughes'’s
manuscripts and letters from his study and the pafber new novel. Aurelia, still visiting,
later described the scene:

Sylvia had built a huge, blazing bonfire at the ehthe cobbled courtyard. (Ted
was in London.) | was caring for the childrenhe kitchen when | became aware
of what was happening outdoors. As | stood hefyas the doorway, with Baby
Nick in my arms, struggling to keep Frieda frormjag her mother, | saw Sylvia
furiously ripping apart the thick Ms., the sequeliie BELL JAR. Distraught, |
later brought up the subject of the destructionl. S4lvia would say was that the
manuscript had symbolized a period of joy that moyaved to have been built on
falsesztlrust—the character of the hero was deacete-this had been his funeral
pyre:

Plath had indeed intended her second novel to sexraesequel tdhe Bell Jar according to
Aurelia, and she wanted it be a novel that comgléte process of Esther’s recovery, perhaps by

explaining how being married and having a baby re&sted to being “all right again™

[The Bell JaJ was, in part, lifted from diaries she kept durimgy 6-month illness
in 1953....The companion book which was to followsthiand | have this all
spelled out in letters from her—was to be the tphnof the healed central figure

*1 bid., 121.

52 Middlebrook,Her Husbang173.
3 Alexander Rough Magic282.

54 Middlebrook,Her Husbang175.
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of the first volume and in this the caricaturedreleters of the first volume were
to assume their true identitiess.

Things, unfortunately, did not get any easier flati®in the months after the bonfire, even as she
wrote the best poems of her life. She had thegmmesponsibility of caring for the children in
addition to coping with her own heartbreak. Durhig period, Plath started what would have
been her third novel, which she planned to ttmibletakeor Double Exposure She wrote to
Prouty, with whom she still remained close, that tlovel was “semi-autobiographical about a
wife whose husband turns out to be a deserter hitehpgerer®>—certainly not the story her

Bell Jarsequel was meant to tell. Around 1970, the dartenuscript “disappeared,” according
to Hughes’

Plath moved to London with her children in Decenitf#62, and she found it a hopeful
sign that she had discovered and then managedde &flat where the poet W.B. Yeats once
lived. The Bell Jarcame out in January, and though Plath dismisseddkiel to her family as
“a pot-boiler” and “just practise>® she was in great need of encouraging news andra wa
reception. The novel came out with little fanfasiace it appeared to be authored by a first-time
writer, to mostly solid, if lukewarm, reviews. Magevastating to Plath, however, was the fact
that the same issue of tdserverthat briefly reviewed her book contained a poewemy

prominent space, by Hughes about their daugfitéy few weeks later, Plath committed suicide.
Belated Appreciation
Depression ran in Plath’s family, and theoriegnag from an allergy to the

antidepressant prescribed to her shortly beforelbath to a particularly severe and untreated

form of premenstrual syndrome have emerged to geobiological explanations for her tortured

% Peel Writing Back 83.

*% Middlebrook,Her Husbang 198.

" Hughes publishedohnny Panic and the Bible of Dreanascollection of Plath’s short stories and diary
excerpts, in 1977. In his introduction he wrotatttafterThe Bell JafPlath] wrote some 130 pages of another
novel, provisionally titledouble Exposure That manuscript disappeared somewhere arour@l”197

%8 Sylvia Plath to Aurelia Plath, October 25, 196t mss. I, 1932-1977, Plath Manuscript Colleafibilly
Library.

%9 Middlebrook,Her Husbang 206.
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life.®° Lives such as Plath’s that end in suicide ofteveha shadow cast on them, muting the
otherwise vibrant aspects of their experienceathPierself described her life as it if were
“magically run by two electric currents: joyous e and despairing negative—which ever is
running at the moment dominates my life, flood¥it.

The Bell Jaiis a fascinating novel because it is unfinishddtiPplanned to write another
novel in which her protagonist could better explaimat it was to be “all right again.” For Plath,
being well came from being loved. It was the peaafamind her relationship with Ted Hughes
gave her when their relationship was at its strehgenlike the author of th@osmopolitan
article that served as an initial inspiration, Rlat@as unable to discover what it was to be well on
one’s own, without a partner. We know this becalseburned her sequelTbe Bell Jaronce
she discovered Hughes’ infidelity. Blake becanestiaro in her own story i@osmopolitan
For Esther—and for Plath, too—the hero was supptised the husband.

But out of her death, Plath’s work took on a nd®: | Her status as an artist grew as the
poems she wrote the last year of her life werelpwsbusly published. And as the women’s
movement gained momentum—Betty Friedaif®e Feminine Mystiquappeared in America the
same year ashe Bell Jaiwas published in England—many feminists turnethéonovel as an
especially evocative memoir of the limitations sbgiplaced on talented young women in
America in the 1950s. When the novel came to Acaen 1971% it stayed orThe New York
Timesbest-seller list for six montHs. Timesreviewer Robert Scholes gave the novel an
approving review, writing that it was “not a potlaoj nor a series of ungrateful caricatures; it is

literature™

It is a fine novel, as bitter and remorseless asldst poems—the kind of book
Salinger’s Franny might have written about her&8lfyears later, if she had spent

%0 See Kate Moses, “The Real Sylvia PlatBalon.comJune 1, 2000,
http://archive.salon.com/books/feature/2000/06/@th2/index.html John Horder, the doctor who was treating
Plath, believes that the antidepressant she wawgtakthe time of her suicide had reached anaffi¢hat gave her
more energy, but had not yet sufficiently alleviakeer mood: “There may be a point at which the-daefiressant
begins to make a depressed person a little moreeattiough still desolate, hence capable of cagyut a
determined, desperate action.” See Anne SteveBsiber, Fame: A Life of Sylvia PlatfBoston: Houghton Mifflin
Company, 1989), 297.

61 Kukil, Unabridged Journals395. Here, again, the idea of “electricity” iegent in Plath’s writing. In this
case, however, electricity itself is a neutral &npositive at times, negative at others.

62 Aurelia Plath fought American publication Bhe Bell Jar given its autobiographical nature and Plath’s
unflattering description of people she knew. A poomise was reached when Hughes agreed to givdidure
permission to publish Plath’s letters to familyLietters Homen exchange for having novel published in the U.S.

8 Alexander Rough Magic7.
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those 10 years in Hell. It is very much a storythe# fifties, but written in the
early sixties, and now, after being effectively grgssed in this country for eight
years, published in the sevent?és.

But The Bell Jaris more than a novel of the 1950s. Its depictiminslectroshock treatment,

public and private psychiatric practice, and tHatrenship between patient and therapist came
right as a new movement—antipsychiatry—developetienearly 1960s among some
psychiatrists and cultural critics. Though Platisvalways grateful to her therapist and remained
close to her throughout her life, she was also lgesgarred by the incompetent administration of
electroshock given to her by the first psychiadrigte saw.

Plath believed that medicine could help her mareggenoods—indeed, she was seeing a
doctor up to the point of her death—but she was algare that the mental health establishment
could become a terror in its own right when adntéresd by men like Dr. GordoriThe Bell Jar
therefore, ended up providing social commentarynasePlath aimed it for popular success. Her
criticism of men like Dr. Gordon as well as her apying characterization of Dr. Nolan, the
therapist who helps Esther recover, set the stagevb novels—Ken Kesey®ne Flew Over
the Cuckoo’s Nestind Joanne Greenberd’slever Promised You a Rose Gardethat would
more thoroughly investigate the relationship betweatient and practitioner within the mental

health establishment.

¥ Robert Scholes, “The Bell Jaf\ew York TimesApril 11, 1971.
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