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Too Close, Too Far: Death and Rebirth in SylviathP$airiel and
Forough FarrokhzadAnother Birth

Leyli Jamali, Islamic Azad University of Tabriz

Having been born and having lived in differentieies with different cultures
and religions, both Sylvia Plath and Forough Faieaki, an Iranian poet, share
astoundingly similar points in their lives. Thafelspans (1930s to 1960s), their
suffering from insufficient fatherly affection iheir youth, their search for paternal love
in their adolescence, their marriage, divorce antherhood, their suffering from
nervous breakdowns, their attempts to commit saitidee times and their early
premature and mysterious deaths stand as commuoreshia both of their life stories.
Likewise, their belonging to the "Confessional Sahof poetry, their manifested
courage in expressing the taboo, their use of ramghcolloquial language, their
undermining patriarchal rules and rebellious betawin the phallocentric literary world
brings out countless similar themes in their paetry

Selecting two of their recurring themes, death r@takth, this paper aims to read
Plath'sAriel and Farrokhzad’another BirthandLet's Believe in the Opening of the Cold
Seasorcomparatively in order to illustrate similar persipxes in the works of these
female poets.

Forough Farrokhzad was born in January, 1935, lmdre The daughter of a
military colonel, she married at sixteen, published first volume of poems at seventeen,
gave birth to a son at eighteen, and was divoregar® her twentieth birthday. Not long
after the divorce she was prevented from seeingdreever again. Her increasingly
mature volumes of poetry includde Captive, The Wall, Rebelligdhe important
Another Birth and the posthumously publishieelt's Believe in the Opening of the
Cold. She studied film production as result of heisba with the Iranian intellectual and
filmmaker Ibrahim Golestan, and won a prize forwuoentaries at the 1963 Uberhausen,
Germany Film Festival with her film about a lepetany in Tabriz, Iran. In 1967, she
was planning to play the lead role in a Tehranesfagduction of her Persian translation

of Shaw'sSt. Joanwhen she met her untimely death in an automaiish.
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Farrokhzad virtually opened the windows of Iranparetry to the real world.
Secure in her voice, she broadened her concenchadie natural, honest relationships
within the Iranian social order. Finally, she begadialogue with the entire natural
universe, with her specific Persian images of thé,the window, the mirror, the streets,

and garden and the sun, galvanizing her voice wnitiersal forces.
I ntroduction

Death-drive, as defined by FreudBeyond the Pleasure Principles an
ambivalence that explains the traditional assamiabietween Eros and Thanatos: and it
"is the 'true result' and to that extent, the paepof all life" (322). As Malcolm notes,

In some secret way, Thanatos nouridbes as well as opposes it. The two
principles work in convert concert; though in mosus Eros dominates, in none
of us is Thanatos completely subdued. Howeverd-this is a paradox of suicide
-- to take one's life is to behave in a more ac¢tagsertive 'erotic' way than to
helplessly watch as one's life is taken away from by inevitable mortality. (58)

Death as a mystery attracts artists, and suicideniay for hurrying towards it. Mass
media and historical reports show that poets dimaothan other artists. As Kaufman
reports, statistically "both male and female ptetd the shortest life spans of all four
types of writers" (i.e. playwrights, novelists, nfbction writers) adding that "...poetry
may appeal to people who are more likely to bedestructive." Professor of psychiatry
Kay Jamison has also conducted historical andssitai research that suggests a
"compelling association...between the artistic aredrtfanic-depressive [temperaments]”
(5). "90 to 95 percent of the people who committeitide had a diagnosable psychiatric
illness, often manic-depression”(Jamison 1999,.100)

The notion of artistic creativity being a kind aeficgide has also attracted many
feminist critics who attempt to find links betweleging female and suicide. Some
feminist critics recognize that suicide often wodssa literary device for examining other
issues, including the affirmation of a woman's poaxer her body and psyche. These
subjects for Diana George include "feminism andgst (qtd. in Cribbs, 31). George's
analysis focuses on "the connection of the deash ¥a a feminine desire for power and

control; and deeper still, an ironic relationshighe death wish with a protest against
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human mortality” (32). Suicide becomes a way otgsting the human condition, and
more specifically the female condition. In this whg slow painful death is associated
with the male figure and the quick, self-controlshth with female figure (Cribbs, 10).
Deemphasizing concepts such as balance of powmrghrsuicide some feminist
critics turn to the writing itself. Julia Kristegatheories, for instance, try to explain the
connection between mind and body by insisting et bodily drives are discharged in
representation, and that the logic of significai®already operating in the material
body. Kristeva maintains that all significationcemposed of two elements: the semiotic
and the symbolic. The semiotic element is the lyadiilve as it is discharged in
signification and is associated with the rhythrsgs, and movement of signifying
practices. Kristeva argues that poetic languageghdrges rather than represents drives. In
this way, the repressed makes its way into the ®yimfOliver, 99). Since the relation of
women to language, and therefore poetic languadesd to a relation to the maternal,
Kristeva argues that women's relation to revolwgigrpoetic language is impossible.
This is because a woman must deny her identifioatibh the Mother in order to enter
the Symbolic; whereas, by identifying with the niatd, a man breaks through
repression, the woman takes up her place as thesssal. If she tries to bring the

maternal into the Symbolic, a woman risks deathsychosis (Kristeva, 41).

Discussion

Many reviewers of Plath and Farrokhzad (Azemi aadaBeni in Forrough's
case) believe that they belong to the "ConfessiSohbol" of poetry, since both poets
deal with the facts and intimate mental and physigperiences in their lives. One of
these first-hand experiences is death, appearingasf the dominant images haunting
Plath'sAriel and FarrokhzadAnother Birth Critics have discussed Plath's collection as a
death-driven volume. As M.L. Rosenthal notes, "uride other motifs [irAriel],
however, is the confusion of terror at death wabcination by it"(61). Peter Dale
remarks that "the most frequent way out of [Platilemma seems to be death [which]
is seen in romantic terms, unsupported by expresdigibus beliefs, as purification, a

peace, and in some ways a triumph"(66).
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Likewise Farrokhzad'’Another BirthandLet's Believe in the Opening of the Cold
Seasorare seen by many Iranian critics, like Siroos Skapas volumes reflecting her
desire for death. The poems of these collectiodsesd death in a nostalgic way. Even
love is associated with death in these volumesr(fien 134).

One of the reasons that death is portrayed solyibglboth poets is that they
experienced suicide attempts during their liveattPattempted suicide when she was
ten; twenty, thirty and thirty-one, the last onénigesuccessful. Of the first three attempts,
she writes in "Lady Lazarus™:" | have done it ag&®ne year in every ten / | manage
it..." (1-3). Farrokhzad attempted to commit suicidese times. In one case it was
because her relationship with Iranian poet Nadetezour broke up. For the other two
cases, no plausible reason can be found excephthahappened because of the absence
of a male figure, a beloved praised in Farrokhziatés poetry.

Apparently Plath and Farrokhzad fashion their attaj anguish, breakdown, and
a preoccupation with death apart from attentiothéoevolving Self which characterizes
their poetry. Images of the grave and the coffat tlepresent the maternal womb could
be seen as the semiotic space in which the poefiath and Farrokhzad meet to
resurrect and fuse the revolutionary feminine vofaenis Pratt equates "the ultimate
room of one's own" with "the grave"(165). Havingd/hia Woolf's "A Room of One's
Own"(1924) in mind, it could be argued that itnsthe grave that the female artist finds
"a room of her own" to find serenity and pleasiath in "Lady Lazarus" brings the
affinity between art and death saying; "Dying isaaty / Like everything else. / 1 do it
exceptionally well." (43-5)

To achieve this artistipuissancePlath's poetry becomes, in Freednan's words,
"courting of death", or a kind of "victory." Reaul this mode Plath's "Lady Lazarus" is a
joyful confession about her attempted suicides.'Halips", as in Hughes' words, is a
"hymn to death wish" (gtd. in Malcolm, 161). In "B&-Plage" death is called "a
blessing"(69), in "A Birthday Present" it is adndre

After all I am only alive by accident.

I would have killed myself gladly that time any gdde way

If | were death
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I would admire the deep gravity of it, its timeles@s. (14-5, 56-7)

And finally, Plath's final poem "Edge" portrays tleas the ultimate perfection for a
woman: "The woman is perfected. / Her dead / Bodgns the smile of
accomplishment,”(1-3).

Similar themes are observed in Farrokhzad's poetrg, also longs to embrace
death and "sail: / to death's realm, (6-7) as stiesvn "The Green Waters of Summer".
In "Perception” one reads of an erotic pleasurdaakes from death: "O — too much! / O,
I was full of lust! / -lust for death"(44-5); likage, in "Green Fantasy", she writes: "My
back froze stiff like rigor mortis / From a premtan of death / Chills ran up and down
my spine... (97-9).

Seemingly both Plath and Farrokhzad portray theeges a haven where they can
embrace the warmth of death, casting away the chiife to experience a deep pleasure.
Admitting this longing in "Lovingly", through these of intense death imagery,
Farrokhzad says: "How life's hubbub in the graab\sss?" (24), and " O you who raised
me up from my grave!"(46). Emphasizing the sereaitgl security of the grave in "Earth
signs” she says: "cradles took refuge from the ghlaimgraves"(25-6), and in "Window"
she smells the plant grown on the grave and nastdiljgremembers her youth, saying;

| smell a four-leaf clover

Grown on the grave of old concepts

Was the woman buried in the shroud

Of her expectation and innocence my youth? (57-9)

Plath brings the image of the grave and coffin lmto poems with a similar tone.
In "The Moon and the Yew Tree" she writes, "Funpiritious mists inhabit this place/
Separated from my house by arrow of headstoneg”(G+te thinks that she is living in
the vicinity of graveyard.

As if the repetition of words like "grave”, "coffin"funeral” and "corpse” fills
them with an eternal ecstasy, both Plath and Fapaxdk pack their final poetry
collections with death images. Plath's "Lady LagarUGetting there" and "Berck-Plage”
are loaded with such images. One reads in "BeragePI

The long coffin of soap-coloured oak,
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This is a tongue of a dead man, remember, remember

The voice of the priest, in thin air,

Meets the corpse at the gate,

Addressing it, while the hills roll tinetes of dead bell

A glitter of wheat and crude earth.,(80, 93-6)
Likewise in "After You Seven Years Old", Farrokhzzas:

After you we turned to graveyards

After death, was breathing under granny's chador

And death was that huge tree

That the alive from this part of beginning

Clawed their hands to its tired branches

And the dead at that part ending

Clawed their hands to its phosphoric roots

And death was sitting at the holy shrine

That at four corners of it, suddenly four blue tggh

Turned on. (37-46)
In its nostalgic tone about death, this poem spe&kghrough religious associations.
"Let Us Believe in the Opening of the Cold Seasalsb uses death imagery to signify
the presence of death in a metaphysical tone:

We will be thrown together

Like the millions of millennial dead

And then the sun will cast judgment

Upon the corruption of our corpses

Happy funerals

Sad funerals

Quite funerals

Dressy funerals with pleasant encounters and goadl {86-9, 273-5)
"Earth Signs" includes more death, grave and cdmagery in the same manner;

From that time forth, earth
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Did not receive its dead

And cradles took refuge from shame

In graves

The people, the fallen

Mass of humankind, dead-hearted and hunched over

Dumb founded and stupefied under the ill

Omened loads of their corpses —

They would wonder from one exile to tew (6-7, 25-6, 62-6)

Both Plath and Farrokhzad wrote extensively abloeit depression, their
neuroses, and their long-term fascination with ldeldbwever, as Folsom notes, "Plath's
motivation in writing such ugly and terrifying piges of death is certainly not its
glorification. Far more likely a motive, given Sidwlath's abundantly demonstrated lust
for the rich textures of life, is her concern fdrygical and psychic survival in the face of
suffering and death"(2). This view of Plath's praqeation with death as motivated by
her appreciation for life has been also defendelaskey: "The opposition life/death,...
lies at the heart of Plath's work, and most henmespecially the last ones, make it
quite clear that, given a choice, she always predethe passionate intensity of human
life with all its imperfections to the final impensality and ugliness of death” (34).
Farrokhzad's also uses death as a device for atlgesther issues. In her poetry death
rhetoric seems to serve as a literary device fpressing anger and frustration about a
woman's social roles. Death is associated withdfseeand autonomy, followed by
images of resurrection opposing images of destmcti

Farrokhzad's own death actually shocked Iran@sulden, senseless tragedy of
a growing, still youthful artist cut down before tmaty and fulfilment. Some claimed
that Farrokhzad deliberately crashed her car tbas@ay her old life in order to start a
new one. They point to passages @t Us Believe in the Opening of the Cold Sedkanh
seem to be a prediction of the time of day, weatlied season of the year in which she
would die, only to be "born again”. The poem apptyeexhibits exact details: the poet

did die shortly after 4 p.m. on the Octobel"14nd snow was falling during the graveside
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ceremonies on the %s she had noted in the poem (Hillman, 132). Heshevents of
the poet's life from this perspective reveals tet that the love of freedom is so intense
that it culminates in the desire to rip off the Bdibm its petty existence in order to
resurrect the other "season" of her poem.

Thus it could be argued that both Plath and Faraétitelebrate and embrace
death, yet seeing it as a door to enter and experianother birth. This desire in Plath
and Farrokhzad's could be studied from variousem@ne may probe their bodily
rebirth expressed through the description of tiin mf their children as in Plath's "The
Arrival of the Bee Box", "Nick and the CandlestickMothering Song", and "Balloons"
among others, and in Farrokhzad's "Green Fanté&Blgg Sound Will Last", and
"Lovingly".

The idea of unity with natural elements and a retarnature through poetry can
be seen as another relevant point. This unity nétfure is what can stand as the most
natural means for a cyclic and everlasting rebBliscussing the nature imagery in
Farrokhzad's poetry, Hillman declares," so natsii@ guide for the speaker. On the earth
the rabbits, in the sky the eagles, and at thétgeaeashell which all are the
representatives of freedom in their territory” (L8eeing Plath's poetry "in the way of
possibility of rebirth of the self" (95), Annas ee$ to her poems iAriel that express
rebirth and unification with the word.

In numerous poems Plath and Farrokhzad worshigeand make references to
their affinities to Mother Earth. In "Nick and tiandlestick”, Plath says, "The earthen
womb/ Exudes from its dead boredom” (4-5) and ietti@g There", she asserts, "This
earth | rise from, and | in agony" (37). We can geetendency to unite with Mother
Earth, as does Farrokhzad in her poems. In hersetv Ibrahim Golestan we read: " |
think there is a confusing pressure under my skimart to make a hole in everything
and go down. | want to go to the depth of earth.ldxe is under there, the place that the
seeds grow green and the roots meet each oth@reaiibn in decay goes on" (145). In
"On the earth”, she says, "never have I/ been aggghfrom the earth” (8-9), or in "I shall
Salute the Sun a Second Time" she writes, "anddgjagreet the earth's burning innards
of which/ my repeated lust used to cram with greeeds" (22-5). On Mother Earth, a
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river passes through her in this poem, and shertidef and full of seeds, which will soon
turn into plants.
Association of the self with a tree is also seethenwork of both poets. The tree
in some sources (like Jung) has a mother imag®mnthe Earth" Farrokhzad writes:
Never have |
been separated from the earth
| have stood on the earth
With my body like a plant stalk
Which sucks in the sun
And the wind and the rain
Water, water to survive. (8-9, 12-6)
As a metaphor standing for her body, the plantasvghg on the earth, sucking water
from the earth and consuming the sun. Plath usestlage in "The Moon and Yew
Tree™
The trees of the mind are black. Tigktlis blue.
The grasses unload their grief on e®t,fas if | were God,
Pricking my ankles and murmuring cditthumility. (2-4)
Plath as a God-like tree is standing on the eanthtlae grasses are in her vicinity. In
"EIm" Plath writes, "I know the bottom, she sayknbw it with my great tap root" (1).
The moon is the next common element in nature whath poets desire to use
within their work as an everlasting presence. Tlo@mas a symbol in mythology
reminds us of Selen, the goddess of fertility, bath poets bring it into their lines,
emphasizing its life-giving power. Farrokhzad irotgive Her" writes:
Forgive her
The current of the maroon
Flows down all the way through her casket
And the upsetting breath-taking perfumes
Disturb her body's thousand year sleep (12-6)
The moon like a river wants to awaken the dead lmd@dywoman in order to let her

experience another life. Plath in "The Moon andYle® Tree" writes:
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The moon is no door, ...

The moon is my mother, ...

The moon sees nothing of this. She is bold and.\{8ld17, 27)
In "EIm" she writes: "The moon is also merciless svould drag me/ cruelly, being
barren" (21-2). Because the moon is the symboéutility, the poet thinks that it drags

and teases her since she is barren and canndbidiveéo a child.

Conclusion

Both Plath and Farrokhzad celebrate death, welaggmearn for it, and embrace
it by committing suicide. Death is considered anthiough which a female poet can
achieve a place and a voice of her own within thelpcentric domain of language. The
act of writing is the identification with the pated but the act of writing poetry, the
language of revolution in Kristeva's terms, rendeesdeath wish inevitable. However,
here the desire for death is the desire to unitie thie maternal and the semiotic, paying
the price of having a voice. As Farrokhzad sayds'only the voice that will last". This
voice strongly links the poetry of Plath and Fahoéd through themes of death and
rebirth, and it is heard in Plath's "Lady Lazarui®addy", "Edge", as well as
Farrokhzad's "Perception”, "In the Green WaterSwhmer", and "After you Seven
Years OIld", all heavily embroidered with dark image dead bodies, coffins,
graveyards, graves, and corpses which match teofi@ature in Plath's "The Moon
and the Yew Tree", "EIm", "Getting There", and Batrzad's "The Moon's Loneliness",

"Earth Signs", "Sun Shining" among others to celebanother birth.
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