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Plath criticism is in a very healthy state at présFor most of the last decade, we
have had a monograph or a collection of essaysghdal each year that has substantially
advanced the study of Plath’s work. Whilst thisesnetimes due to new theoretical
approaches, it is almost always a result of schotasearch in Plath’s large and disparate
archives. The time is absolutely right, therefdoe a collection of essays like this one,

devoted specifically to the place of the archivéhia study of Sylvia Plath.

The collection, divided into two parts, addredseth the literal and the extended
definition of “the archive”. The first part conssdf four essays that deal in detail with
unpublished materials at the Lilly Library, Smitlbli@ge and the British Library. Tracy
Brain uses manuscript drafts and Plath’s submisdists to argue for the
“indeterminacy” of the Plath canon; Robin Peel exsas Plath’s college essays,
textbooks and lecture notes; Kathleen Connors dgasiPlath’s visual art-works and
texts contemporary with such works; and Kate M@sedyzes Plath’s voice recordings.
Anita Helle's essay, on the extant photographslathRand her family, is a fifth piece
that directly discusses important archival matet#r account of her own family’s
relationship to these photographs (Plath’s mothat sixany of them to Helle’s mother) is
of particular interest. This section of the booknguises a significant contribution to
Plath criticism, and all five of these essays aseatial reading. They open up space for
further work devoted specifically to archival maaés, such as Plath’s short stories,
journalism, letters, scrapbooks and realia. A Injstd the archive also remains to be

written.

The second part of the book extends the concepieddrchive into the cultural

contexts in which Plath’s work was written and basn read. This is a valuable
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development of the concept of the Plath archivd,the best essays in this section, such
as Marsha Bryant's analysis of the discourse ofekiitity and Janet Badia’s account of

the cultural construction of Plath readers, fullgtjfy it.

Highlights in the first part of the book include Istio Peel’'s account of Plath’s
political thinking in the years before her final veoto England. His analyses of her
college essays on political subjects, of her notesisiting speakers to Smith who
addressed political issues, and of the marginalleer college textbooks are detailed and
persuasive, and he is right to conclude that Rdagtblitical views in this period are “rapid
and often paradoxical” (51). Kate Moses broacheshie first time a systematic analysis
of all the available voice recordings made by Rlatid supplements her essay with a
very useful bibliography of these recordings, trestrtomplete that we have. Moses’
discussion of the neglected 1962 interview with WiakKane, “What Made You Stay?”

is especially welcome.

In the second section, Marsha Bryant's essayrdlant development of her
earlier work on Plath and the culture of domestigilluminating Plath’s work through
research in the cultural archive, in this caseptnges of thé.adies’ Home JournalClose
readings of contemporary discourse on domestieirgal new and hidden meanings of
terms such as “percolate” in “Words Heard, By Aecit] Over the Phone”. Her analysis
of adverts depicting flying housewives opens ugwa perspective on “Plath’s ascending
speakers”, like that of “Fever 103°”, and even Ladyarus’ red hair “suggests, at one
level, a domestic transformation powered by mirgetelucts like Clairol” (224). While
some of the material in Janet Badia’s essay, ogutaral depiction of Plath readers, has
appeared alreadythe new material — analyses of Plath readerisarilm Natural Born
Killers, in the noveSeven Movesnd in the work of Elizabeth Wurtzel, as well as
further scholarship on contemporary reviewers +entlean justifies its inclusion in the

volume.
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There are really no weak points in this book. Theeeperhaps two essays,
however, that do not engage as fully as the othélsthe concept of the archive. Sandra
Gilbert's essay is extracted from her book on d3jiagd did not in that context need the
archival research that it does need here. Gilbadt®unt of her own early readings of
Plath’s work, before Plath became the well-knowtihauofAriel andThe Bell Jay is the
section that contributes most to the concept ottheural archive. Her own impressions
of the beach about which Plath wrote “Berck-Plage also useful, but they would be
more so if the precise relationship between thddaape that Plath saw in 1961 and that
she (Gilbert) sees in 2002 were established. Téeréoo many phrases like “much has
no doubt changed...but much is surely still the sa(h22) for the relationship between
Plath’s beach and hers to be adequately underséoodKeniston’s essay on Plath’s
Holocaust poems is excellent in itself, but conttds little to our knowledge of the Plath
archive. There are some very interesting footnotearchival material, such as those on
Plath’s markings in her dictionary of definitionktbe words “gold” and “charge”, as
used in “Lady Lazarus”. This kind of analysis shibhé developed more in the essay

itself, though, if it is fully to contribute to th&tudy of the Plath archive.

This collection is essential reading for Plath ¢ateand students. The archive is the
most important issue in Plath studies at presawktlaese essays both valuably theorize
the concept of the archive and, most usefully, lbreav ground in our knowledge of the
work contained in Plath’s archives. The collecti®as heterogeneous as the archive
itself, and this is one of its strengths. Helle @@mes the collection to be “an implicit
invitation to dialogue” (10), and this is anothéiite strengths. It opens up many paths
for future work in and on the wealth of materiabgiced in Plath’s breathtakingly
creative life. Tracy Brain’s essay concludes: “€ad Plath with any real engagement —
and pleasure — is to become part of an ongoingglie about the principles of the
archive’s formation, reception, and continuing eni@n” (35). Perhaps the greatest
strength of this collection is precisely that wites its readers to become part of that

dialogue.
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