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Medical Imagery in the Poetry of Sylvia Plath
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Powerful imagery is a hallmark of Sylvia Plathsery. Carefully-wrought and
strongly evocative images of mythologic figurestha# sea, of mirrors, and of faces are
found throughout her verse and have been well-dgemliin the extensive body of
literature that covers her work. Somewhat less$-distussed is her use of poetic
imagery derived from illness, from medical envir@nts, and from anatomic pathology.
The relative lack of analysis of these medical ieg®@s a group, becomes quite
conspicuous when one considers the frequency withhwsuch images occur across the
spectrum of her poetry. Beginning with a selectrom her juvenilia, the poem
“Morning in the Hospital Solarium,” written wheneslwvas only in her late teens, quite
accurately describes the milieu of a Mid“2Dentury American hospital. Plath uses this
setting skillfully to fully capture the limbo of@nvalescing patient, existing in a
suspended state physically, psychologically anibig@s he or she hovers somewhere
between illness and health. This same theme readfahen she wrote “Miss Drake
Proceeds to Supper,” an even more elegant exmarafithe purgatory-like state of the
hospitalized patient. The following seven yearb@f mature poetic career, extending
from 1956 to her death, are recorded in the 198ngdbat begin with “Miss Drake” and
end with “Edge;” as published in The Collected Psedited by Ted Hughes.Of these,

at least 46, almost one-fourth, contain a refereanemage, a setting or a theme directly

traceable to medicine, disease or pathofo@ome of these references are quite subtle,
even esoteric, such as the “zinc-white snow” ofd¥e: The Grand Manor” which
recalls the zinc oxide ointment commonly used byspiians of the 1950’s as a drying
agent and skin protectant or the “soft caul of &fginess” that appears in “Flute Notes

from a Reedy Pond”, the fifth part of “Poem for etBday” and refers to a segment of

! Plath, Sylvia. The Collected Poentsl. Ted Hughes. New York: Harper & Row, 1981.
2 See Appendix (pp. 143-144) for a list of theserpse
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amniotic membrane that may cover a baby’s heaahgwielivery. Equally subtle

medical references that contribute dramatic imagé®r work include the red lotus

found in “Three Women” that represents a freshliyvdeed placenta and the double
meaning of ichor in “The Burnt-out Spa.” Other iea in her medical repertoire are
more overt; the drunken fetus and the “catgutlsit that appear at the end of “Poem
for a Birthday,” the “radical surgery” referredito“Elm,” the placenta and the x-ray in
“Medusa” and the steel wheelchairs and aluminurtcbes that contribute to the

complex fused images of “Berck-Plage.” Direct ama&mbiguous references also appear
in “Stillborn,” “Whitsun,” “Zoo Keeper’s Wife,” “Fae Lift,” “The Other,” “A Birthday
Present,” “Thalidomide” and the list simply goes on

Others have noted the power of Plath’s pathoplygio references, including
Steven Axelrod, who referred to Plath’s imageshefihjured body and psyche as “breath
taking.” Claire Brennan observed that her “work is filleith body images....” and
commented on the brilliance with which these rafees connect with recurrent feminine
motifs? In his analysis, Adam Kirsch points out that Platas even willing to violate
social taboos in using pathologic images, suchapteserved fetus, in order to heighten
the impact of her poetryReferences to illness and pathologic body imagesiao
common in Plath’s prose. Tracy Brian, in her cdagtion of The Bell Jacommented
on the effective use of “sickness” to representamdy the distortion of gender roles but
also broad socio-political them@s.

Given the frequency of medical imagery and palilysiologic references in Sylvia
Plath’s writing, it is both reasonable and logimahsk what forces account for the
recurrent appearance of these references. Iftempts to answer this question from a
purely mechanistic viewpoint, three factors candeatified that contribute to her
familiarity with things medical. The first of thess a series of relationships that Plath

developed with medical students and physicianes&lassociations have been

3 Axelrod, Steven Gould. “The Poetry of Sylvia Rlat The Cambridge Companion to Sylvia Plafd. Jo
Gill. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006.

* Brennan, Claire. The Poetry of Sylvia Plditvington (NY): Columbia University Press, 1999.

® Kirsch, Adam. The Wounded Surgeon: ConfessionTaadsformation in Six American Poetdew
York: WW Norton & Co, 2005.

® Brain, Tracy. The Other Sylvia PlatAssex (UK): Pearson Education Limited, 2001.
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extensively documented both in her published jdsraad in her various biographiés.
The most influential of these relationships waswaitstudent at Harvard Medical School
whom she dated during her college years and whaged the basis for the character
Buddy Willard in_The Bell Jar This was a complex and ultimately difficult figship,
but it was the sort that Plath seemed to seelntelieéctual stimulation. This specific
relationship as a source of medical reference éomhriting can be supported in two
ways. The first is based on a unique characterdétthe American medical student.
Medical educators consistently recognize thatnienisity of medical education creates
an insular culture among their students. Thisucaltesults in a type of self-absorption in
which leisure time, casual conversation, and ewsagnal relationships become
immersed in the subjects they are studying andltheal events they encounter. The
characteristics of this culture during the verydiperiod in which Plath was dating a
medical student have been well documefit&there is no reason to doubt that Sylvia
Plath was subjected to this phenomenon on her détieier medical student boyfriend
and, as a good writer, that she absorbed the medicabulary to which she was
exposed and filed it away for future use.

The second and ultimately more important contrdyuof this relationship was
that it led to a visit the couple made to a Hanamdtomy lab and in the fall of 1982.
Reports of this excursion describe that she obdeawariety of anatomic specimens,
including fetuses preserved in glass containeradtiition, she witnessed a vaginal birth
that required an episiotomy. Images of this \dait be seen in much of her subsequent
prose and poetry, but the lasting impression oftwsha observed is perhaps best seen in
her repeated reference to the human fetus. Tleésences, however, are never as the
fetus_invivo, as a developing life in the warmth and securitg ofiother’'s womb, but
universally invitro, under glass as a specimen. The normally deveippiealthy fetus
can serve as a powerful image of a suspended Btdtthis image is even more powerful

when secondarily suspended, indefinitely, in pnest@re. The lasting impression of her

" Plath, Sylvia. The Unabridged Journals of Syt Ed. Karen V. Kukil. New York: Anchor Books,
2000. Hayman, Ronald. The Death and Life of SyRI@h Stroud: Sutton, 2003. Wagner-Matrtin, Linda.
Sylvia Plath: A BiographyNew York: Simon and Schuster, 1987.

8 Becker, Howard Saul. Boys in White: Student Cutir Medical School Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1961.

° Butscher, Edward. Sylvia Plath: Method and Madri€scson, Ariz.: Schaffner Press, 2003.
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hospital tour is demonstrated not only by the g#esice of this fetus image in her poetic
works, but also by the fact that this excursion fi@gnalized in_The Bell Jaland may
well have contributed to the origin of the bell ggmbolism.

The second factor that contributed to Sylvia Péatitcess to medical imagery was
a series of work experiences in medical environsieht the summer of 1953, as a
nurse’s aid at Newton-Wellesley Hospital, her dutrecluded feeding patients who could
not help themselve¥. This experience almost certainly provided thegenéound in the
poem “A Life,” where Plath creates a “frank” landpe to express a sense of sterility and
desolation by using an evocative medical refer@mtiee lines:

“A woman is dragging her shadow in a circle / Abauiald, hospital saucer.”

Her experience with feeding patients may also lea sethe imagery used to express the
ambivalence of her anticipation in “A Birthday Peag’ in which she wrote,

“Let us eat our last supper at it, like a hostate.”

Observation of a functioning hospital ward from gezspective of an observant nurse’s
aide is also quite consistent with the images ohitdlin,” where people are “sipping the
thin / Air like a medicine” and the people are &dlAs if in hospital.”

Plath’s second job in a medical environment was o a clerk in the outpatient
psychiatric clinic at Massachusetts General HokpitBoston. This experience is most
fully expressed in her prose works, “Johnny Panit the Bible of Dreams” and “The
Daughters of Blossom Street.” Plath’s attractiothis type of medical setting as a work
environment was likely not accidental. In a 196@iview with author Peter Orr, she

revealed:

| think if I had done anything else | woulddiko have been a

doctor. This is the sort of polar oppositiorbng a writer, | suppose.

My best friends when | was young were alwaystais. | used to dress

up in a white gauze helmet and go round andabgs born and cadavers

cut open*

19 Alexander, Paul. Rough Magic: A Biography of SglWlath New York: Viking, 1991.
1 Orr, Peter. The Poet Speaks: Interviews with Qopterary Poets Conducted by Hilary Morrish, Peter
Orr, John Press and lan Scott-Kilvdrondon: Routledge & K. Paul, 1966.
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There can be little doubt that working in a clinieavironment not only added to her
extensive catalogue of medical references and isagealso contributed to the ease
with which she turned to them in order to creafeative verse.

A third exposure to medical settings was throughdonsiderable personal
experience with health problems. Plath, by agehd@,experienced recurrent acute
sinusitis, a fractured leg, a traumatic sexual anter, recurrent depression,
psychotherapy, electroconvulsive therapy, insultuced shock treatments, injuries
associated with a suicide attempt, childbirth, misege and an appendectomy. This
history of medical conditions represents a levadgiosure to physicians, nurses and
hospitals that is significantly greater than thenmoHer familiarity with medical care as a
patient, coupled with her work experience gaveah@60 degree view not only of disease
and illness but also of our human response to sisand illness. This is a unique
perspective that even individuals who are direetigaged in health care often do not
have.

Plath had also experienced a direct and persopaisexe to disease through the illness
and death of her father. At age fifty-five, ORtath sustained a minor injury to one of
his toes which became extensively infected. Hesudsequently diagnosed with
insulin-dependant diabetes mellitus and over thx theee months endured amputation
of the infected toe, periods of convalescence atéhand ultimately an above-knee
amputation of his leg. In early November of 194Mjle recovering in hospital from the
second amputation, the elder Plath suffered a fadahonary embolus. Eight-year-old
Sylvia was not isolated from her father’s ilinesser direct connection to this experience
is recorded in a poignant family photograph in viahetie is dressed as a nurse to help
those caring for her father while he was recovesingome:? The profound impact of
this event on her life and work has been centréteccritical analysis of both her
biography and her oeuvre. These three factorsadegraintances, her work experience
and her personal struggles with iliness, as regsuiar her writing, were enhanced by a
fourth factor that was arguably one of her mostangmt tools as a writer. That tool was

her practiced artist's eye. The fact that she nedsa casual observer of her surroundings

12 plath, Sylvia, and Aurelia Schober Plath. Lettéosne: Correspondence, 1950-1982w York, NY:
HarperPrennial, 1992.
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and that she worked very hard to capture the ditailwas visible around her is well
described in her journals. The importance of tkil ® her work was also acknowledged
directly by Ted Hughes in his introduction to Jopiftanic and the Bible of Drearti$

The analysis that has been sketched thus faulsly that a specific set of
experiences made medical imagery available to metlzat these experiences added a
specific genre to her catalogue of emotion, insagid perspective from which she could
draw for effective metaphors, images, themes afedlereces. However, it tells us
nothing of why these images surface so often achesspectrum of her work. A
superficial consideration of this question mighggest that medical images and settings
represent a source of healing or possibly a placefoge. One might be forgiven for
this interpretation after reading the journal exgrsurrounding her 1961 admission to
Saint Pancras Hospital in London for an appendegtofiie prose of these entries is
sparkling, even mirthful, and conveys a lighthedigense of security with her
surroundings. This perspective is also suggestédmong the Narcissi,” where her
neighbor’s recuperation and mending from “sometlinghe lung’ has dignity and
formality. When viewed through the lens of profesal medical and surgical
experience, many of Plath’s images are sophisticatel have the familiar, comfortable
appeal of an insider’s knowledge. However, to isgacted by their medical
sophistication or to read them as soothing, enmdllier medicinal is naive. A more
realistic perspective supports the notion thatrPéabployed hospital and disease imagery
to create surreal or alien landscapes in whiclaigoi, fear and dread are the dominant
features. While this may be true, | submit tha teading is also incomplete. One might
ask if any insight resides in the fact that manhef medical images are gynecologic or
obstetrical in nature. Certainly this may relatéitemes of birth, death and rebirth in
Plath’s work, about which so much has been writtdowever, one might consider her
disease-associated imagery to be less about lifelaath than it is about tiveundary
between life and death, or the boundary betweestange and non-existence. It seems
less important in many of Plath’s poems to examimevhich side of this boundary one

might reside than it is to examine the nature efibundary itself. Itis, in a very

13 plath, Sylvia. Johnny Panic and the Bible of Dreashort Stories, Prose, and Diary Excerpisw
York, NY: HarperPerennial, 2000.
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concrete way, the boundary that defines us. Téa idat examination of this defining
borderland is important to a full appreciation tdtR’s medical imagery resonates
strongly with the work of Pamela Annas, who stdtext “[T]he dialectical tension
between self and world is the location of meanim§ylvia Plath’s late poemsIn this
context, disease, deformity and illness, whethegsaial or psychiatric, become powerful
metaphors for that which degrades or destroys th@dary between self and non-self.
Again and again, Plath calls upon the images @&adis, pathology and disability to blur
the border between the whole, healthy and ableaseltthe rest of the world. The
collection of pathophysiologic images, or to use pnoper medical term, images of
morbidity in her poems not only contributes to aamagful exploration of the interface
between wholeness and disintegration, but als@briorm to the forces of nature that
quite literally eat away at our self-definition.sidg these very same images, Plath was
also fully equipped to explore the borders thatresef those close to her, specifically her
father. In order to express the complex emotiamsinding her father’s illness and
death, Plath again brought forth references tcadis@and pathology that represent the
natural forces that alter the image we have ofrsthad that ultimately rob us of our
loved ones. In poems such as “Electra on Azaléa Rhe defining borderland between
the poet and her father is populated with amputagtamps, physical decay, gangrene,
dismemberment and prosthetic limbs. The recurrehsénilar images in other poems
that relate to her father’s death is nothing leéss tahorribilis fascinans, or a scene to
which she is compelled to return again and again.

The use of images drawn from medicine and pathaloglescribe a defining borderland
brings us directly back to the suspended statheofdtus. The normal fetus transiently
inhabits the borderland between self and non-Skie persevered or aborted fetus is a
permanent resident and cannot be delivered frorfateego which it has been consigned.
Many other writers have exploited the power of tompelling metaphor. The fetal
image, normal and otherwise, has served diversegen represent suspension,

isolation, anomaly, and the process of self-definit Examples range from Virginia

14 Annas, Pamela J. “The Self in the World: The Sa@intext of Sylvia Plath’s Late Poems.” Women'’s
Studies7.1-2 (1980): 171-183.
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Woolf's explicit description of politically objeainable poetry as “horrid abortiort3to
Randall Jarrell’s more subtle allusion to the fstate of the ball turret gunn¥r.Aldous
Huxley"’, Stanley Kubrick, Arthur C. Clark& and Mary Shell¥’ all found effective
purpose for this emotionally rich image in theidaring works.

For Sylvia Plath, a specific set of life experienceade the fetus, as well as a broad array

of other medical and pathophysiologic images faniid her and available for her to use.
These were uniquely suited both to the style apthés of some her most evocative
verse. Poems such a “The Surgeon at 2 a.m.,” “Vigws of a Cadaver Room” and “In
Plaster” represent highly-developed examples ahREaching deeply into her extensive
repertoire of medical imagery in order to illumieahe dark borderland of self-definition.
Perhaps the most haunting example, however, isifouthe poenkKindness. Here she
skillfully selects a medical reference to convey tlllapse of all distinction between her
self and her work and the world into which both &/#8owing without hope of control.

In her words:

“The blood jet is poetry,
there is no stopping it.”

5 Woolf, Virginia. A Room of One's OwrHarmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin, 1945.

16 Jarrell, Randall. The Complete Poenéew York; Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1981.

" Huxley, Aldous._Brave New WorldNew York: Perennial Classics, 1998.

18 Kubrick, Stanley. 2001: A Space Odysskgs Angeles: Metro-Goldwyn-Meyer; 1968.

19 Smith, Johanna M. Frankenste@®ase studies in contemporary criticism. BostoedfBrd/St. Martin's,
2000.
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Appendix: 46 Poems with significant medical imagery

24.
66.
67.
86.
93.
99

100.
101.
102.
107.
111.
119.

120.
124.
132.
133.
134.
136.
137.
139.
141.
142.
151.
155.

157

161.
163.
167.
168.
171.
175.
176.
180.
184.
189.
191.
196.
198.
200.
203.

Miss Drake Proceeds to Supper
Virgin in a Tree
Perseus: The Triumph of Wit Over Suffering
The Death of Myth-Making
The Eye-mote
Two Views of a Cadaver Room
Suicide off EQg Rock
The Ravaged Face
Electra on Azalea Path
Old Ladies’ Home
Yaddo: The Grand Manor
Poem for Birthday
5. Flute Notes from a Reedy Pond
7. The Stones
The Burnt-out Spa
Stillborn
A Life
Waking in Winter
Parliament Hill Fields
Zoo Keeper's Wife
Face Lift
Barren Woman
In Plaster
Tulips
The Surgeon at 2 a.m.
The Babysitters
. Three Women: A Poem for Three Voices
Among the Narcissi
Elm
Berck-Plage
The Other
Burning the Letters
The Courage of Shutting-Up
The Bee Meeting
Wintering
Medusa
Amnesiac
Cut
Nick and the Candlestick
Lady Lazarus
Getting There
Thalidomide

20 Numbers next to the title as given in the HarpezReial The Collected Poems.
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215.
217.
220.
222.

Totem
Paralytic
Kindness
Contusion
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