
  



 

 

1 

Editorial Team 
 

Editors 

Sarah-Jane Burton 

Ester Díaz Morillo 

Eilish Mulholland 

Catherine Rankovic 

Eva Stenskar 

Dorka Tamás 

 

 

Proofreader 

Kitty Shamburov 

 

 

Book reviewers 

Tim Cook 

Ester Díaz Morillo 

Dorka Tamás 

 

 



 

 

2 

Editor’s Note 

 

Volume 15 of Plath’s Profiles celebrates the 60th anniversary of Ariel. This volume 

brings changes both to the editorial team and the content of the journal. Our aim is to 

keep Plath Profiles an inclusive, interdisciplinary, open-access and high-quality 

academic journal that uniquely focuses on Sylvia Plath, her legacy, work, and reviews 

books on Sylvia Plath. This means that Plath’s Profiles is no longer accepting creative 

writing submissions. We encourage students, especially PhD students, to publish with 

us and focus on critical works that add a novel approach to studying Plath. This 

volume, “Ariel at 60”, includes three essays: Megan Lester’s ‘Sylvia Plath’s Pink 

Pages: The Palimpsestic Materiality of “Fever 103°”’, Donatella Marcatajo’s ‘“I shall 

never get you put together entirely:” The Scattering of Ariel in the First Italian 

Translations of Plath’s Poems’ and Sara Taggart’s ‘Interrogating “The Detective”’. The 

essays present a new angle or examine specific poems, archives, or translations of 

Plath’s poetry and showcase the way in which textual materialism, translation studies, 

or a critical-literary approach offer new readings of Plath’s poetry.  

The ‘Plath renaissance’ continues with the publications of The Collected Prose of 

Sylvia Plath (edited by Peter K. Steinberg, 2024) and The Poems of Sylvia Plath 

(edited by Amanda Golden and Karen V. Kukil, 2026), and there are new scholarly 

and non-fiction works on Plath, of which we offer reviews. 

As a last note, if you are an experienced editor or reviewer, please get in touch and 

help us to put together the future volumes of Plath Profiles. 

Plath Profiles was founded by William K. Buckley. It is anchored at Indiana University, 

Bloomington, home of the Lilly Library, which has the largest and most extensive 

collection of materials on Plath in the US. 

 

Dorka Tamás 
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Sylvia Plath’s Pink Pages: The Palimpsestic Materiality of 
“Fever 103°” 
 
Megan Lester 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Plath’s Material Poetics 

 

While teaching at Smith College in 1958, Sylvia Plath experienced “a queer and 

most overpowering urge [...] to write, or typewrite” what would eventually become The 

Bell Jar on “the pink, stiff, lovely textured Smith memorandum pads of 100 sheets 

each” (J 344). In her journal, Plath described the effect these pages had on her mind: 

“a fetish: somehow, seeing a hunk of that pink paper, different from all the endless 

reams of white bond, my task seems finite, special, rose-cast” (J 344). These 

distinctive pink memorandum pads became integral to Plath’s writing process. She 

“robbed” a number of them while teaching at Smith and brought them with her to the 

United Kingdom. Once depleted, Plath wrote Alfred Fisher at Smith College to request 

he send more across the Atlantic.1 Clearly, Plath felt a certain power in these pink 

pages. Susan Van Dyne has argued that “writing on the pink bond seems a fetishistic 

appropriation of the authority the Smith English Department faculty once represented 

to [Plath]” (8). Similarly, Langdon Hammer suggests that Plath’s choice of stationery 

ensured “that the institution would be ‘underlying’ her words, backing them up, even 

as she worked outside of it” (Hammer 81). The memorandum pads, of course, carry 

biographical significance: Plath graduated from Smith College in 1955 and taught 

 
1 As evidenced by a June 11, 1962 letter to Fisher. Available at UNC Chapel Hill: Call Number: RBC 

Patton PS3566.L27 C6 1962, copy 3. 

Abstract 
This essay argues for the interpretive significance of material surfaces in the 
composition and meaning of Sylvia Plath’s “Fever 103°,” written on the verso of 
pink Smith College memorandum pads originally used for drafting The Bell Jar. 
Drawing on textual materialism, I examine how the reused pages enact a 
layered interplay between past and present texts, embodying the poem’s central 
themes of purification and transformation. Tracing Plath’s engagement with 
chemistry, alchemy, illness, and spiritual ascent, I show how The Bell Jar’s 
textual residue seeps into the verso poem’s figuration and diction. These drafts, 
charged with institutional, biographical, and gendered significance, not only 
shape the content of “Fever 103°” but also participate in its meaning. 
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there from 1957 to 1958. The pages also carry gendered associations, both through 

their pink hue and their institutional affiliation with an all-women's college. Yet, beyond 

their status as a textual curiosity, Plath’s engagement with these pink pages has 

received little critical attention. When we consider the material surfaces Plath wrote 

on, new readings of her poetry emerge. 

Critically, Plath did not only write The Bell Jar on these pages, but later 

repurposed them, turning the prose over and writing poetry on the reverse. I call these 

dual-sided pages palimpsests, borrowing the term from manuscript studies, and 

drawing on its hermeneutic applications (Genette 1979, Gilbert and Gubar 1982). Plath 

underlined the term “palimpsest” in her dictionary (Webster’s, “palimpsest”) and 

annotated her copy of Thomas De Quincey’s essay “The Palimpsest of the Human 

Brain.”2 This underscores the potential influence the concept of the palimpsest had on 

Plath’s own literary imagination, and certainly speaks to the likelihood that she 

considered how her double-sided texts paralleled the layering of a palimpsest. 

As I will demonstrate, Plath’s palimpsestic method informs her poetic creation. 

Textual materialists have emphasized the interpretive weight of written mediums: D.F. 

McKenzie asserts that “form effects meaning” (13), a premise that demands we take 

seriously the material conditions of textual production. Bonnie Mak likewise reminds 

us that the page is not merely a transparent conduit for content but an “interface” that 

participates in meaning-making through its material properties (Mak 4). As my case 

study of “Fever 103°” will make clear, it is little wonder that many of the Ariel poems, 

including “Lady Lazarus,” “Nick and the Candlestick,” “Cut,” “Daddy,” and “The 

Applicant,” were first conceived on this pink paper. Plath’s materials, particularly these 

layered pink pages, are central to her poetics. 

 

The Palimpsestic Page: “Fever 103°” and The Bell Jar 

 

Dated 20 October 1962, Sylvia Plath wrote “Fever 103°” when she herself was 

suffering from a high fever.3 In a letter to friend Clarissa Roche the day before, Plath 

described her illness and isolation: “I am at present totally without access to friend or 

 
2 Plath’s copy of the text is held at the Lilly Library at Indiana University under call number PS3531.L7 

Box 14 no. 1. 
3 Robin Peel’s article, “‘The Bell Jar’ Manuscripts, Two January 1962 Poems, ‘Elm’ and 'Ariel’” 

delineates the distinction and connections between Plath’s draft of “Fever” and “Fever 103°” (447). 
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relative and have been stupidly ill, lost a lot of weight & am running a flickery 103° 

fever, getting up each morning at 4 a.m. to write, my one quiet time” (L2 873). In 

characteristically Plathian fashion, “Fever 103°” features loaded symbols that provide 

readings as charged as they are divergent. Plath herself said the poem is “about two 

kinds of fire—the fires of hell, which merely agonize, and the fires of heaven, which 

purify. During the poem the first sort of fire suffers itself into the second” (Ariel 197). 

Critics have connected “Fever 103°” to Anne Sexton’s “Letter Written on a Ferry While 

Crossing Long Island Sound” (Clark, Red Comet 741), the domestic surreal (Bryant 

223), and the film Hiroshima Mon Amour (Peel, “Body” 2006). The poem has been 

described as a masturbatory text (Bundtzen, Incarnations 199) and, “part baroque 

painting, part cookery program, and part rocket launch” (Peel, Writing Back 220). With 

so many loci of inspiration, it is little wonder that “Fever 103°” is one of Plath’s most 

impactful pieces. Plath seems to have noticed its potency, as she chose “Fever 103°” 

as the final poem for her BBC recordings in October and December of 1962 (Moses 

108). 

While many facets of this poem have been revealed through the scholarship 

above, one key aspect has been overlooked – its materiality. As Karen Kukil mentions 

in her article, “The Fires of Heaven and Hell: Sylvia Plath’s ‘Fever 103°,’” Plath 

repurposed her pink Smith College memorandum pages for the drafting of this poem: 

 

Like many of her Ariel poems from this period, it is written on the back of a 

discarded draft of The Bell Jar. In chapter three, Plath describes her hated 

science class with Dr. Wayne Sherk in the spring of 1953—The World of Atoms. 

The last chapter in Plath’s textbook for the course was on “Nuclear Fission and 

Atomic Bombs.” Images of “Hiroshima ash” in “Fever 103°” may harken back to 

this class. (Kukil) 

 

As my palimpsestic reading will demonstrate, The Bell Jar manuscript does not merely 

provide the physical substrate for “Fever 103°,” it informs the poem’s symbolic and 

semantic registers. The page itself functions as a conduit for memory, channeling what 

Plath calls “the sunk relics of [her] lost selves” (J 337). My argument proceeds by 

reanimating these “lost selves” and “weaving them word-wise” (J 337) to unearth the 

poem’s latent temporal and textual entanglements. What follows traces how the recto 
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text does not merely underlie the poem materially, but migrates into its imagery, 

diction, and symbolic logic. 

 

Scientific Seepage 

 

Plath handwrote the first draft of “Fever 103°” on the verso of Draft B of The 

Bell Jar, beginning with Chapter 3 pages 15, 14, and 13. Plath then moved to her 

typewriter, creating a typescript on the reverse of Chapter 3 page 12 as well as on the 

reverse of a draft of Ted Hughes’s play The Calm (page 7). In Chapter 3 of The Bell 

Jar, Esther recounts circumventing the chemistry requirement at her college and 

attending chemistry lectures out of mock interest. She describes “enjoying the bright 

lights and the colored fires” while tuning out the professor’s lecture, “pretending it was 

only a mosquito in the distance” (TBJ 30). It is fitting that “Fever 103°,” a poem 

featuring references to chemistry, was penned on the reverse of this scene. 

On Chapter 3 page 15 of Draft B, Esther claims to not have paid attention in 

her chemistry lecture, writing villanelles and sonnets instead of taking notes: “Mr. 

Manzi would glance at me now and then and see me writing, and send up a sweet 

little appreciative smile. I guess he thought I was writing down all those formulas not 

for exam time, like the other girls, but because his presentation fascinated me so much 

I couldn’t help it” (TBJ 30). There is a certain irony here, as Mr. Manzi’s presentations 

must have interested Esther to a degree, for she describes them in considerable detail 

in her life story, from Mr. Manzi’s “high lisping voice” to his “conspiring smile,” to his 

“hideous, cramped, scorpion-lettered formulas” written in his “special red chalk” (TBJ 

28-29). Indeed, it is almost as if Mr. Manzi’s voice drones on in the background while 

reading the scene. 

On a surface level, the palimpsest embodies Esther’s description of the 

chemistry course. Just as Esther describes writing poetry while tuning out the 

chemistry course lecture in the background, so the poem “Fever 103°” was penned 

with the chemistry course description on its literal back; just as Esther ignores the 

lecture in favor of writing poems, yet still takes note of images like, “clouds of yellow 

stuff” (TBJ 30), “Fever 103°” includes imagery like “yellow sullen smokes,” as if these 

impressions from Mr. Manzi’s lectures on the reverse percolate into the poem (CP 

231). Even Mr. Manzi’s “porous mimeographed paper” (TBJ 28) finds a parallel in the 

physicality of Plath’s manuscript, where poetic fumes seem to rise from the novel’s 



 

 

8 

draft into the fevered lines above. The pink manuscript page becomes not just a 

surface of composition, but a porous through which ideas chemically migrate. 

The chemical imagery intensifies in the second page of the poem’s draft. Plath 

writes: “The beads of hot metal fly, and I love, I / Am pure acetylene” (CP 232). As 

Peel notes, the “beads of hot metal” suggest both a rocket launch and a thermometer’s 

rising mercury (Writing Back 220). “Beads” also connote beads of sweat, the line thus 

simultaneously describing both the measurement of the speaker’s rising temperature 

and the resulting feverish sweats. The reference to ‘acetylene’ is the poem’s most 

overt invocation of chemistry, a term whose definition Plath heavily underlined in her 

dictionary.4,5 Chemistry here folds into alchemy, the precursor to modern science but 

also a potent concept in Jungian psychoanalysis, both Plath and Hughes were 

invested in invested in alchemy's capacity for metaphor, including the unification of 

opposites and the transformation of the self (Sugg 111–12). Thus, the speaker’s 

transformation in “Fever 103°” can be read as alchemical—its purifying fire part of an 

ancient symbolic lineage of psychic and spiritual refinement. 

Critically, chemistry is inherently linked with the concept of palimpsest. Plath 

annotated her copy of De Quincey’s 1845 text, “The Palimpsest of the Human Brain,” 

in which De Quincey details at length how through chemical treatment, effaced writing 

can be resurrected: “Chemistry, a witch as potent as the Erictho of Lucanto (Pharsalia, 

lib. vi. or vii.), has extorted by her torments, from the dust and ashes of forgotten 

centuries, the secrets of a life extinct for the general eye [...] Even the fable of the 

Phoenix [...] is but a type of what we have done with Palimpsests” (De Quincey 878). 

That Plath created a palimpsest by inscribing chemical elements atop a scene set in 

a chemistry classroom suggests a deliberate engagement with this metaphor of 

chemical recovery. In doing so, she mirrors De Quincey’s vision of chemical witchcraft 

as a means of textual and psychic revival. 

Botanical imagery is likewise utilized in “Fever 103°,” specifically the seventh 

stanza: “Hothouse baby in its crib / The ghastly orchid / Hanging its hanging garden in 

the air” (CP 231). On the reverse of these pages, The Bell Jar recounts Esther’s 

experience in a Botany course: “Botany was fine, because I loved cutting up leaves 

 
4 Plath also annotated the entry for oxyacetylene, marking that it is used in welding, which intersects 

with the “beads of hot metal” in the line preceding it (Webster’s “oxyacetylene”).  
5 Acetylene is used in the flashing lights of lighthouses (Hodder). This could correspond to the 

description of the narrator as “a lantern,” “flickering off, on, off, on,” like a lighthouse. 
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and putting them under the microscope and drawing diagrams of bread mould and the 

odd, heart-shaped leaf in the sex cycle of the fern, it seemed so real to me” (TBJ 28). 

Plath herself took a year-long General Botany course at Smith College, held in the 

Lyman Plant Conservatory in the campus’s botanical gardens. In “The Bell Jars: Smith 

College, Pelargonium sidoides, and Sylvia Plath’s Botanical Imagination,” Colin Hoag 

argues that the title of Plath’s novel could likely have come from her botany course, 

as bell jars are botanical devices which Plath used “in a lab exercise that demonstrated 

gas exchange and the manufacture of carbohydrates during photosynthesis” (37). He 

clarifies that “bell jars were the earliest precursors to glasshouses” (Hoag 37). There 

is thus an unexpected connection between the “hothouse” of “Fever 103°” and its 

precursor–a Bell Jar–on the recto. Esther further recalls, “leaf shapes and enlarged 

diagrams of the holes the leaves breathe through and fascinating words like carotene 

and xanthophyll” (TBJ 29). The description of the holes through which leaves breathe 

is beautifully reflected by the palimpsestic page, which seems to have the shadows 

and light created by the ink of The Bell Jar moving through it". Impressions from The 

Bell Jar recti, featuring Esther reminiscing on her college courses, including Botany 

and Chemistry, seep through the page into “Fever 103°.” 

 

Fever, Memory, and the Return of Past Selves 

 

“Fever 103°” also appears closely connected to journal entries Plath wrote in 

February of 1958, while she and Hughes were living in Northampton, Massachusetts. 

On 17 February 1958, Hughes and a sick Plath had Paul and Clarissa Roche over for 

dinner and the next day Plath journaled of “blond witchy dear Clarissa her red mouth 

opening and curling like a petalled flower” as well as Paul, “his blond curls rough + 

Rosetti-like, cherubic, curling” (J 331).6 Plath’s illness worsened over the next few 

days. On 20 February, she wrote: “This morning, gray, dulled, triple-pained, the pain 

of the blood-spirit, the aching ague of a tired body” (J 333). Compare this description 

of her illness with the beginning of “Fever 103°”: 

 

 

 
6 Interestingly, the floral and cherub imagery Plath uses to describe her friends also appears in “Fever 

103°.”  
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The tongues of hell 

Are dull, dull as the triple 

 

Tongues of dull, fat Cerberus 

Who wheezes at the gate. Incapable 

Of licking clean 

 

The aguey tendon, the sin, the sin. (CP 231) 

 

Both descriptions rely on similar diction and vocabulary, including “dull,” “triple,” and 

“ague.”7 In fact, “ague” and its variants only seem to appear twice in Plath’s writing:8 

In her sickly 1958 journal entry above and in her 1962 poem, “Fever 103°.” The day 

following her dinner in 1958, Plath wrote: “Waking each hour to fall back into sweaty 

velvet, bad sour and acid tastes, headache sharp + vinous–to drag up groggily + foul 

fur-tongued at 4:30 + make tea, cleansing myself with scalding amber-tinted water” (J 

335). Again, the description of illness as being “foul fur-tongued” and needing to be 

cleansed seems to connect to the image of Cerberus unable to lick clean a tendon. 

Two days later, on 23 February 1958, Plath writes of a walk she took with 

Hughes, and later alone: 

 

We walked the creaking-cricking plank paths through the botanical gardens [...] 

I walked four times round the triangle flanked by Lawrence House, the Students’ 

Building and the street running from Paradise Pond to college hall, meeting no 

one, secretly gleeful & in control, summoning all my past green, gilded, grey, 

sad, sodden and loveless, ecstatic, & in-love selves to be with me & rejoice. (J 

338) 

 

In this passage, Plath connects with her past selves while also foregrounding two 

iconic landmarks of the Smith College campus: Paradise Pond and the Botanical 

Gardens. This memory resonates with the final lines of “Fever 103°,” where the 

 
7 Later on 21 February, Plath describes a new moon: “like a cup coming from clouds + gathering into 

itself the blaze, whitened + purified, of sunk sun which still flushed the west with light” (J 336). This 
imagery is likewise reminiscent of the moon-headed, bright, pure, and flushing speaker of “Fever 103°.”  
8 Including her journals, correspondence, novel, and poetry. 
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speaker, shedding her old identities, declares: “(My selves dissolving. Old whore 

petticoats)— / To Paradise” (CP 232). Given the recurring word choices and imagery, 

it seems likely that Plath returned to this week of journal entries while drafting “Fever 

103°.” Notably, she opens the 23 February 1958 entry by reflecting on the 

accumulation of her life’s Februaries: “This must be the 26th February 23rd I have 

lived through: over a quarter century of Februaries, and could I cut a slice of 

recollection back through them all + trace the spiraling stair of my ascent adultward—

or is it a descent?” (J 337). 

To recapitulate: in the third week of February 1958, Plath journaled of her aguey 

illness; four years later, in October of 1962, Plath wrote to Clarissa Roche of her illness 

and the following day drafted a poem featuring an “aguey” speaker, a “hothouse,” and 

the shedding of old selves, “to Paradise” (CP 231-232). It seems possible that just as 

Plath in 1958 considered her past Februaries (“could I cut a slice of recollection back 

through them all”), Plath in 1962 was recalling her past illnesses. 

Plath’s fevers, then, become stages in a process of spiritual and poetic 

refinement—successive purifications, like the resurrections in “Lady Lazarus,” which 

she would write only three days later. This pattern is affirmed by a letter from 20 

November 1962, where she described a recent illness: 

 

I went to Yeats’ tower in Ireland in August, near dead from flu & the prospect of 

bringing up the children alone on next to nothing, & felt that although I was dead 

in body, my soul began to wake. It was very weird, feeling this timelessness of 

the untouched place, its beauty, the immanence of Yeats. (L2 914) 

 

From the 1958 journal, where she summoned her past selves amid sickness, to the 

August illness that revived her soul, to the fiery fever of “Fever 103°,” Plath repeatedly 

frames illness as a gateway to transcendence. She positions fevers as crucibles for 

transformation and seems to have ordered past illnesses as a series of purifying fires. 

As Dillon writes of De Quincey: “Just as the underlying layers of palimpsests are 

susceptible to resurrection by the atmosphere and chemical or digital reagents, the 

layers of the palimpsest of the mind are ever-ready for revival and resurrection whether 

by ‘the hour of death,’ ‘fever’ [...] or some other ‘potent convulsion’” (28). Plath’s 

representations of fever resonate with this model: illness becomes a catalyst through 

which psychic and textual layers are stirred into visibility, enabling not only recollection 
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but also transformation. Plath’s February journal entries serve as reminders that 

images of a “hothouse” and “Paradise” for Plath had very physical associations toed 

to Northampton, Massachusetts, where her past selves studied and taught.9  

In addition to these two campus landmarks, two other features of the area might be 

represented in “Fever 103°”, the end of the poem, Plath writes: “The beads of hot metal 

fly, and I love, I / Am a pure acetylene / Virgin Attended by roses” (CP 232). As Peel 

argues, the imagery here reflects the Assumption of Mary: “In order to come out from 

under that shadow the speaker must become strong, hard, pure, burning off ‘the beads 

of hot metal’ […] the speaker becomes a parody of Mary, celebrating an Assumption” 

(Writing Back 220). The description of the speaker’s assumption also features 

scientific diction, most notably, “pure acetylene.” The stanzas thus present a striking 

juxtaposition of religious and scientific imagery. The discipline of chemistry is 

embodied in Northampton by Stoddard Hall, a red-brick building which has the word 

“CHEMISTRY” etched on its face in large letters, easily legible from across the street. 

Plath’s 1953 Physical Sciences course would almost certainly have taken place in this 

building. Adjacent to it—so close that archival photos of Stoddard Hall often capture it 

incidentally—is the St. Mary of the Assumption Church. The entrance to Stoddard Hall 

faces southeast, requiring one to walk between the two buildings to enter. In “Fever 

103°,” the juxtaposition of chemical and religious imagery mirrors this architectural 

proximity. From the Botanical Gardens to Paradise Pond to Stoddard Hall and St. Mary 

of the Assumption, “Fever 103°” contains the landmarks of the college campus 

suggested on its reverse in The Bell Jar—the college whose name is inscribed at the 

top of these very memorandum pages.10 Mak reminds us that “the material cues 

provided by the page perdure and are always present in the transmission of ideas” 

(10). On the page, we see that Smith College was both formative for Plath and form-

giving for her poetry. 

 

 

 
9 Northampton is also nicknamed “Paradise City” (City of Northampton), and on 18 February 1958, 

Plath writes of moving through Paradise Hill and the “snow-hung Botanic gardens” (L2 331). 
10 As Karen Kukil outlines, “Fever 103°” also seems influenced by other courses Plath took at Smith: 

“Plath took Medieval Unit [...] in which she read Boccaccio, Chaucer, Dante, and the Confessions of 
Saint Augustine, in which God is characterized as a ‘consuming fire.’ […] Paintings of the ascension of 
the Virgin Mary were juxtaposed with the stake-burning of heretics” (Kukil). Kukil’s interpretation further 
ties the poem to her experiences at her alma mater.  
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Flush on Flush: Embodying the Fever 

 

One can see myriad ways in which the palimpsestic pages give material form 

to the images in “Fever 103°.” Plath wrote, “The sheets grow heavy as a lecher’s kiss,” 

for example, the sheet of paper she wrote on literally became heavier with the addition 

of that very line. In the poem, the human body is also often described in terms of paper, 

both its destroyed form (“Hiroshima ash”) and its “infinitely delicate” form (“Japanese 

paper”). In a passage that Plath eventually excised in the last revised typescript, she 

describes the burning of heretics: “O auto-da-fé! / The purple men, gold crusted, thick 

with spleen / Sit with their hooks and crooks and stoke the light” (Kukil). The religiously 

motivated burning of bodies in an auto-da-fé parallels the speaker’s eventual holy 

burning. In French, auto-da-fé can also refer to a book burning (“Autodafé”)11, so the 

phrase connotes both the incineration of bodies and of books—further positioning the 

page as a surrogate for the body. 

If the page is indeed a stand-in for the body, it is fitting that a fevered body 

would be represented by a pink page. Plath writes, “Does not my heat astound you! 

And my light! / All by myself I am a huge camellia / Glowing and coming and going, 

flush on flush” (CP 232). Plath underlined portions of the entry for “camellia” in her 

dictionary, including “double roselike flowers” (Webster’s, “Camellia”). Below, one can 

see the two-sided pink sheets, appearing like the double petals of a huge camellia. 

The speaker’s “flush” is visually echoed by the pink color of the page. “Flush” can also 

refer to the alignment of type with a page edge. Plath’s drafts, like her speaker, are 

“flush on flush” – pink on pink, and left-aligned page on left-aligned page. In this way, 

the drafts do not merely contain the fever—they embody it. As Barad writes, “Matter 

and meaning are not separate elements. They are inextricably fused together” (3). The 

color, texture, and hue of the page participate in what Barad calls “material–discursive 

practices,” iterative enactments through which meaning and embodiment co-emerge 

(Barad 93). 

The pink pages are also reminiscent of the female anatomy. Joanne Diehl 

claims the self-generated power in Plath’s poem “is intimately linked to a sexual 

pleasure akin to the Whitmanian trope of masturbation as poetic activity” (Diehl 138). 

 
11 I am grateful to Elodie Lormel for bringing to my attention the alternative use of this term. 
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The yonic imagery in the poem is paralleled by the layered, pink pages on which Plath 

writes. If the page is a stand-in for the female anatomy specifically, then writing here 

can be read as masturbatory in the Whitmanian sense but also in a very physical 

sense. A hand moves back-and-forth over the pink page repeatedly until the poem—

and the speaker—finish. Turning to the materiality of the page adds a new, physical 

dimension to Diehl’s reading and indeed can be expanded to Plath’s other poetry 

dealing with yonic imagery. 

Finally, the most explicit and concrete reference to the materiality of the page 

at hand comes from the line, “By whatever these pink things mean!” (CP 232). The 

line points to the color, plurality, and potential “meaning” of the “pink things,” drawing 

the reader’s attention not only to the poem’s imagery but to the literal surface on which 

it is inscribed. As a result, the boundary between the poem’s content and its physical 

medium collapses. Derrida calls paper "the basis of the basis, the base figure on the 

basis of which figures and letters are separated out" (Derrida, Paper Machine 53). It 

is hard to imagine this pink base bore no influence on the figures and letters that it 

came to contain when said figures and letters so directly respond to the materiality of 

their container. Rather the New Materialist argument as articulated by Barad better 

captures the relationship between poem and page: “Writing is not a unidirectional 

practice of creation that flows from author to page, but rather the practice of writing is 

an iterative and mutually constitutive working out, and reworking, of ‘book’ and 

‘author’” (Barad x). 

In addition to lending physical form to the poem’s imagery, the palimpsestic 

pages also enact the resurrection ritual described in “Fever 103°.” Through revision, 

the successive drafts become increasingly purified. Plath first produced one 

handwritten draft of the poem, followed by one typed draft. These were both composed 

on pink Smith College memorandum paper—each layered with edits. Plath then 

transitioned to fresh sheets of white paper, where she typed and revised three more 

drafts before producing a final clean copy. “Fever 103°” thus begins on pink paper, 

marked by revision and erasure, and moves toward the clarity and spareness of the 

final white page. Like the speaker’s “selves dissolving, old whore petticoats,” the 

earlier drafts are cast off. This shedding of textual layers recalls Rosalind Krauss’s 

argument that “writing is [...] also a bodily act” (46). I would add that as a bodily act, 

writing encompasses more than putting pen to paper, it also necessitates the 

movement of pages, such as turning them over, rifling through and shuffling them. Van 
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Mierlo claims that “composing on loose leaves or in a notebook can alter the working 

method of the writer” (22). In “Fever 103°,” the shedding of old selves calls to mind the 

discarding of draft pages and the physical dimensions of the composition process. 

Through editing, Plath subjects her writing to a metaphorical auto-da-fé, the creative 

process functioning as a purifying fire; but what begins as self-immolation becomes 

self-renewal. Like the phoenix, the purified poem rises not in spite of destruction, but 

through it—a symbolic rebirth forged in the heat of its own making. 

Taking this one step further, the pink memorandum pages are not merely the 

“old selves” of the poem—they also embody the old selves of Plath; recall that The 

Bell Jar is on the reverse of these pages, specifically passages describing 

undergraduate courses, inspired by Plath’s education at Smith College. Consider, too, 

that Plath physically procured these pink memorandum pages from Smith College 

when she taught there in 1958. Clearly, Plath felt there was something powerful—

almost talismanic—about these pink pages, stamped with “SMITH COLLEGE 

MEMORANDUM” across the top. This paper is anything but neutral—it serves as a 

tangible connection to Plath’s undergraduate alma mater, Smith College, an institution 

that held deep personal significance for her. It is on this very paper that she composed 

The Bell Jar, the novel following Esther Greenwood, a character who echoes Plath’s 

own experiences as a young woman navigating mental illness and societal 

expectations. The physicality of the paper carries an imprint of Plath’s identity and 

history, creating a subtle but powerful link between writer, material, and story. Finally, 

the word “memorandum” stamped across the page derives from memorandum est: “it 

is to be remembered.” This paratextual element literally frames “Fever 103°” as a site 

of recollection. When Plath later returned to these same pages to write the poem, she 

reaffirmed that connection, embedding it within this specific material context. Barad 

argues that “matter feels, converses, suffers, desires, yearns and remembers” 

(Dolphijn, “Interview with Karen Barad”). In this sense, the very paper—Smith College 

stationery—becomes a participant in Plath’s writing, its presence woven into the 

texture of her work and her artistic expression. 

On the verso of the second page of the second draft, Ted Hughes’s handwriting 

appears as well, adding yet another layer of personal and poetic history. These pages 

hold fragments of Plath’s past: her student years, her time as an instructor, and her 

marriage to Hughes. Just as she did in February 1958, Plath summons her earlier 

selves here—this time through the literal material of the reused page. These “old 
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selves” become the ideal body to burn via a poetic fever. Draft after draft, the speaker 

of “Fever 103°” emerges, rising as the remnants of earlier lives fall away like “old whore 

petticoats.”12,13 

 

Conclusion 

 

The palimpsestic page embodies the imagery in “Fever 103°” whilst performing 

the purification ritual inscribed on its surface. The power of this poem–its charged 

symbols and “ecstatic delirium” (Moses 108)–arises precisely because Plath taps the 

“sunk relics of [her] past selves,” (J 337) using these to fuel a new voice. Plath’s 

reinscription is the purifying fever, the alchemical fire, the eventual material rebirth in 

“Fever 103°.” Ted Hughes described Plath’s poetic language as “the product of an 

alchemy on the noblest scale” (Hughes “Chronological”). Alchemy relies on a duality 

of “two principles of spirit and body [...] they are at the same time inseparably 

connected. In this way, they form a unity. This unity in alchemy is symbolized by the 

rebis: the hermaphrodite of the alchemical Great Work” (Hlaváček). With their double-

sided nature, Plath’s draft pages are her opus—the fused matter of past and present, 

body and spirit, destruction and transfiguration. They do not just bear witness to a 

transformation; they enact it. In Plath’s fevered archive, the page is not merely 

overwritten, it is reborn. 

Plath’s writing not only reflects on its own material conditions, but actively 

engages with them, revealing how intertwined her poetics are with the physicality of 

her writing surfaces. By reading recto and verso in concert, I have shown how the 

manuscript’s layered construction invites new interpretive possibilities. As Mak argues, 

“designers make calculated decisions regarding size, shape, colour, and quality of the 

material to suggest to readers what kind of page it is and how they wish to be treated” 

(10)—a logic that resonates with Plath’s unique repurposing of institutional stationery. 

Today, the drafts analyzed above can be viewed in person at Smith College, who 

 
12 There is an inherent paradox here. The speaker is shedding her old selves in order to ascend, but if 

“Paradise” in the poem should point to Paradise Pond, Plath is describing an assumption to her past. 
She summons her old selves so that they may be discarded, yet they remain physically tied together 
via the two-sided page. 
13 This passage is particularly satisfying to consider within the framework of genetic criticism: “several 

genetic critics no longer see the writer as a monolithic ‘self’ but as a succession of selves. The writer 
who cancels a word is already different from the one who wrote it” (Van Hulle, Genetic Criticism 11). 
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acquired them in 1981 (Special Collections). As if affirming the power Plath sensed in 

them, the pages she once pilfered from a Smith supply closet in 1958 returned home, 

re-inscribed with her signature doubleness: dual-genre’d and double-voiced. 
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In Italy, Sylvia Plath’s name began to gain prominence in the late 1960s with 

the publication of her novel The Bell Jar (1963), translated as La campana di vetro 

(1968) by Daria Menicanti and published by Arnoldo Mondadori Editore. That same 

year, the first critical works on her oeuvre also began to appear, most of which drew 

on the early influential writings of Al Alvarez, M.L. Rosenthal, Ted Hughes, and Robert 

Lowell (see Mazzanti). La campana di vetro included—in an appendix—six poems 

from Ariel (1965): as the publisher’s note suggested, Plath’s novel had to be read in 

continuity with her last poetry. However, Ariel never appeared as a stand-alone 

collection in Italy; instead, selections from Plath’s poetry were published in scattered 

editions until 2002, when her complete poetic work was finally translated by Anna 

Ravano and included in Mondadori’s Meridiani series, which brings together the 

complete works of great writers considered immortal classics. Among the major 

volumes preceding this were Lady Lazarus e altre poesie, translated by Giovanni 

Giudici (1976), and Le muse inquietanti e altre poesie, translated by Amelia Rosselli 

and Gabriella Morisco (1985), both issued by Mondadori. These collections, along with 

her novel, played a key role in disseminating Plath’s work in Italy, reaching both 

academic and general audiences. 

Abstract 
In Italy, Sylvia Plath’s poetry began to appear in scattered editions from 1968, 
largely through translations by prominent poet-translators. Although Ariel was 
never issued as a stand-alone volume, the impact of its 1966 US edition spurred 
the gradual dissemination of Plath’s work in Italian, as evidenced by a rare 1966 
article by a New York correspondent for an Italian weekly magazine. Based on 
documents preserved in the Mondadori Historical Archive, this article retraces 
the publication history of Daria Menicanti’s first translation of Plath’s novel La 
campana di vetro (1968), which included six poems from Ariel, and of the two 
most influential selections, Giovanni Giudici’s Lady Lazarus e altre poesie 
(1976), and Amelia Rosselli and Gabriella Morisco’s Le muse inquietanti (1985). 
It examines their differing translation approaches and interpretive frameworks, 
determined in part by the limited availability of Plath’s works and criticism on her 
at the time. Finally, it highlights the contrasting editorial contexts, shaped by 
Olwyn Hughes’ decisive interventions, and the persistent publishing interest that 
Plath’s poetry has received over the decades. 
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Although La campana di vetro marked the official beginning of Plath’s Italian 

reception in 1968, Mondadori’s interest in her work dates back to 1966, coinciding with 

the first US edition of Ariel. The earliest trace of her name in the Mondadori Historical 

Archive is a memo from June 28, 1966, noting the enthusiastic critical response to the 

collection (FAAM, n.d.). Among these is a note about an Italian press piece that stands 

out for its rarity: a full-page article by Chiara Pisani, New York correspondent for the 

Italian weekly Gente, published on July 13, 1966. The article is sensationally headlined 

“The Secret of the Unhappy Poetess,” with a subtitle framing it as “The ‘literary case’ 

of 1966: Sylvia Plath, an American who killed herself three years ago, leaving behind 

two children, moves thousands of readers in England and the United States with her 

verses” (Pisani, 44). At the center of the page is Plath’s now-iconic 1956 Cambridge 

photograph, which accompanies the two dominant elements of the narrative: Plath’s 

suicide and her role as a mother who left behind two children. The article opens with 

a sensationalized—and partly inaccurate—reconstruction of her death, written in the 

manner of a crime story: “On the morning of February 11, 1963 [...] London police 

broke into the apartment of a certain Sylvia Plath and were confronted with a chilling 

sight [...] the woman was lying with her head in the oven” (44). The article proceeds to 

embellish other aspects of her life with factual errors, including the claim that Plath 

had left her children with a friend before returning home alone on the day she died. 

Pisani’s portrait repeatedly remarks on Plath’s physical beauty—so striking, she 

alleged, that Plath had turned down a Hollywood career and been crowned prom 

queen at Smith College. This emphasis is reinforced by the large central photograph, 

which looms over the page as if demanding the reader’s confirmation. Pisani’s 

biographical account remains unreliable and full of inaccuracies as well as her sources 

are obscure. Even Plath’s first suicide attempt is narrated with multiple distortions, 

such as the claim that it occurred in high school and that she was found in her room 

by a classmate after three days of disappearance. 

When introducing Plath’s bestselling Ariel, Pisani filters it through the prism of 

the poet’s suicide, casting Plath as a haunting, almost ghostly figure. Her commentary 

on Plath’s poems rests on speculative and distorted readings, attributing both her 

poetry and suicide to an unresolved Electra complex and citing an alleged police report 

that claimed she died for “romantic reasons.” Drawing heavily on “Daddy,” quoted only 

a few lines later, Pisani depicts Plath’s father through a Freudian lens as an 

“intellectual tyrant,” misnaming him “Wolfgang” and incorrectly stating he died when 
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she was ten—an error that betrays her use of the poems as factual sources. Her claims 

concerning the poet’s obsession with death and the catalyzing energy of motherhood 

echo the frameworks already circulated by Alvarez and Hughes, as well as Lowell’s 

famous metaphor of the “Russian roulette with six cartridges in the cylinder,” quoted 

directly from the US preface to Ariel (viii). The article closes with yet a dramatic 

observation, insisting that Ariel—dedicated to her children Frieda and Nicholas—is 

“the only thing they have left of her” (44). This final note encapsulates the article’s 

fixation on Plath’s private life at the expense of the complexity of her art, reducing her 

story to a tragic domestic drama, embellished with unreliable facts to magnify its 

sensationalism. In doing so, Pisani exemplifies a mode of reception that conflates 

biography and poetry—a tendency that would shape Italian responses to Plath’s work 

for decades in ways that mirror patterns already entrenched in the Anglo-American 

discourse. 

 

The first fragment of Plath’s Ariel translated by Menicanti 

 

Notwithstanding, Pisani’s article remains remarkable as one of the earliest—if 

not the very first—appearance of Plath’s name in the Italian press, at a time when 

none of her work had yet been translated. It also seems to have left a lasting imprint 

on the framing of Plath’s oeuvre, since her description of Plath as a “literary case” 

resurfaces in papers preserved in the Mondadori Historical Archive. In 1966, Vittorio 

Sereni, Mondadori’s literary director at the time, was so impressed by Plath’s work that 

he began advocating for its publication, describing it as “a case with no follow-up” 

(FAAM, Sept. 29, 1966). In those years, Mondadori’s poetry series Lo Specchio 

published only a few titles per year, generally favoring Italian authors or well-

established foreign voices. New or relatively unknown literary names were often 

presented to the Italian readership through compendiums from one or more 

collections, as in the case of Theodore Roethke (1966)14 and Thom Gunn (1968).15 

For most of the twentieth century, translations signed by contemporary writers and 

poets were considered more prestigious; therefore, in many cases, the translation of 

 
14 T. Roethke, Sequenza nordamericana e altre poesie, trans. Mariolina Freeth Meliadò. Milano: 

Mondadori,1966. 
15 T. Gunn, I miei tristi capitani e altre poesie, trans. Camillo Pennati. Milano: Mondadori, 1968. 
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foreign poetry was entrusted to Italian poets, considered the most apt for translating 

their fellows. 

This was also Plath’s case, though with a notable difference: Sereni devised 

the unusual editorial strategy of pairing The Bell Jar with a selection of Ariel’s poems, 

to familiarize Italian readers with her poetry while preparing the ground for a future, 

more comprehensive volume in Lo Specchio. In the meantime, he had already asked 

the poet Daria Menicanti to translate the novel, leaving her the choice of selecting 

some poems from Ariel to include in its appendix. They ended up being six—“The 

Rival” (Rivale), “Letter in November” (Lettera di novembre), “The Hanging Man” 

(L’impiccato), “Edge” (Al limite), “Gulliver,” and “Kindness” (Cortesia)—considered by 

the translator “the most suitable” to accompany the image of the writer (FAAM, Jan. 1, 

1967). This atypical project, however, encountered initial difficulties, requiring the 

approval of Olwyn Hughes and later of Ted Hughes. Moreover, the English publisher 

Faber and Faber was initially reluctant to transfer the rights to Mondadori, as the Italian 

publisher’s tendency to delay releases had caused tensions. The matter was resolved 

after a December 1966 trip to London by editor Cin Calabi and vice-president Alberto 

Mondadori, during which they secured an agreement. Shortly thereafter, they also 

obtained Ted Hughes’ authorization for including Ariel’s selection in La campana di 

vetro—slated for publication within a year—along with an additional one-year option 

on the complete poetry collection, to consider publishing it later as Sereni had 

envisioned. 

Nevertheless, events unfolded differently: nearly a decade passed before 

Plath’s poetry was translated into Italian. On June 15, 1970, Olwyn Hughes urged 

Mondadori to publish Ariel, but the publisher, discouraged by the disappointing 

reception of La campana di vetro, decided to abandon the project (FAAM, June 24, 

1970). Still, one year later, Sereni revived the idea, spurred by Plath’s renewed 

success following the first US publication of The Bell Jar and the concomitant 

appearance of Crossing the Water and Winter Trees (1971). His new plan was 

ambitious: to secure the rights to all four poetry collections and produce an expanded 

anthology—the first major selection of Plath’s poems—for Mondadori’s poetry series. 

Negotiations came to fruition in 1972, and the translation was entrusted to the 

renowned poet Giovanni Giudici. The Italian volume was also to include Robert 

Lowell’s piece as an afterword and an additional essay by John Frederick Nims (1970). 
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The second fragment translated by Giudici 

 

When Giudici accepted the commission in August 1972, he immediately 

recognized the magnitude of the challenge: Plath’s dense, signifier-driven language 

and technical virtuosity posed considerable difficulties. Also, information about her was 

still scarce, especially in Italian, where only a handful of essays and her novel were 

available. As Giudici candidly admitted to his friend, the American poet Allen 

Mandelbaum, he knew nothing about Plath except that she had committed suicide 

(Franco, 186). Among the few resources he could rely on was Alvarez’s The Savage 

God (1971), which he explicitly acknowledged in his introduction to the Italian 

anthology. In his reply to Mondadori, Giudici sent a selection of forty-one poems, 

chosen not according to “best translatability”—which he admitted was difficult to 

achieve—but on the basis of “best interest” (FAAM, Aug. 22, 1972). Despite his initial 

commitment, Giudici’s translation took four years to complete, and finally appeared in 

June 1976, after a preview of eight poems had been published in Mondadori’s literary 

magazine Almanacco dello Specchio—a customary way of anticipating new releases. 

Giudici himself described his versions of Plath’s poems as mere functional and almost 

impersonal, plowed through with deliberate detachment. This “indolence” (Lady 

Lazarus e altre poesie, viii) that had accompanied his work, he explained, was not due 

to a lack of appreciation for Plath’s poetry, but from discomfort with the sensationalized 

treatment of her life and figure. 

Indeed, on more than one occasion, Giudici complained about the editorial 

management of Plath’s work, which in his view was presented in arbitrarily arranged 

and fragmented ways that amplified the morbid fascination surrounding her legend—

a fascination that by the mid-1970s had reached Italy, leading to an increasingly 

marked tendency among critics and journalists to conflate Plath’s work and life. 

Giudici’s unease was compounded by the inevitable overlap in Plath’s writing between 

fictional and biographical dimensions, which forced him to confront both her mental 

illness and her literary abstruseness. In his preface to Lady Lazarus e altre poesie, 

Giudici acknowledges having felt a sense of inadequacy and embarrassment, as 

though translating Plath meant intruding on the private life of a stranger. He rejects the 

reductive interpretive frames of second-wave feminism or confessional poetry, arguing 

that such labels risk obscuring her literary value. He concludes by remarking on his 

distance from the Plath myth fueled by certain critics and yellow press: for him, “Sylvia 
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Plath was neither a face, nor a voice, nor a walking figure; she was like a distant classic 

or the pages of her books” (LL, x). Despite Giudici’s statement, the collection fails to 

break away from the stereotype of Plath as the “priestess emptied out of the rites of 

her cult” (Alvarez, 30-31), since the image it conveys remains tied to death, excluding 

poems addressing themes of motherhood, pregnancy, or female experience—an 

omission that amputates an essential aspect of Plath’s poetics and writing 

development. 

Yet it is crucial to underscore the divergence between Giudici’s initial 1972 

selection and the version eventually published. The former was arranged 

chronologically, beginning with sixteen poems from The Colossus (1960), followed by 

six poems from Crossing the Water, eighteen from Ariel, and finally two from Winter 

Trees. The latter reversed this order, selecting forty-two poems: twenty-six from Ariel 

placed at the beginning, three from Winter Trees, six from Crossing the Water, and 

only seven from The Colossus. What had begun as a chronological presentation was 

reshaped into an editorial hierarchy of presumed importance, privileging Ariel as the 

culmination of Plath’s poetry. 

 

Provisional Giudici’s choice Final choice 

from The Colossus: 
Two Views of a Cadaver Room 
The Eye-mote 
The Colossus 
All The Dead Dears 
The Thin People 
Suicide Off Egg Rock 
The Ghost’s Leavetaking 
Strumpet Song 
Snakecharmer 
The Companionable Ills 
Spinster 
The Beekeeper’s Daughter 
The Times are Tidy (Poem For a Birthday) 
Maenad (Poem For a Birthday) 
Witch Burning (Poem For a Birthday) 
The Stones (Poem For a Birthday) 
from Crossing The Water: 
Insomniac 
I Am Vertical 
In Plaster 
Mirror 
The Tour 
Last Words 

from Ariel: 
The Couriers (I corrieri)  
Sheep in Fog (Pecorella nella nebbia) 
The Applicant (L’aspirante) 
Lady Lazarus 
Tulips (Tulipani) 
Poppies in October (Papaveri in ottobre) 
Ariel 
Death & Co. (Morte & C.)  
Lesbos (Lesbo) 
Gulliver 
Getting There (Arrivare là) 
Medusa 
The Moon and the Yew Tree (La luna e il 
cipresso) 
A Birthday Present (Un regalo di compleanno) 
Mary’s Song (Canto di Maria) 
The Rival (La rivale) 
Daddy (Papà) 
Fever 103° (Febbre a quarantuno) 
The Bee Meeting (La riunione delle api) 
The Hanging Man (L’impiccato) 
Years (Anni) 
The Munich Mannequins (I manichini di 
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from Ariel: 
The Applicant 
Lady Lazarus 
Tulips 
Elm 
Poppies in October 
Ariel 
Death & Co. 
Lesbos 
Medusa  
A Birthday Present 
The Rival 
Daddy 
Fever 103° 
The Bee Meeting  
The Hanging Man 
The Munich Mannequins 
Paralytic 
Poppies in July 
from Winter Trees:  
Childless woman 
The Other 

Monaco) 
Paralytic (Paralitico) 
Poppies in July (Papaveri in luglio) 
Contusion (Contusione) 
Edge (Orlo) 
From Winter Trees: 
Childless Woman (Donna senza figli) 
Stopped Dead (Bloccato) 
Thalidomide (Talidomide) 
from Crossing The Water:  
Finisterre  
Insomniac (Malato d’insonnia) 
I Am Vertical (Io sono verticale) 
In Plaster (L’ingessatura) 
Mirror (Specchio) 
Last Words (Ultime parole) 
from The Colossus: 
Two Views of a Cadaver Room (Due vedute di 
sala anatomica) 
All the Dead Dears (I cari morti) 
The Thin People (I tipi esili) 
The Ghost’s Leavetaking (Il commiato del 
fantasma) 
Spinster (Zitella) 
The Beekeeper’s Daughter (La figlia 
dell’apicultore) 
The Times are Tidy (Tempi normali) 

 

The changes were largely the result of Olwyn Hughes’s intervention as she exerted 

strong influence on Mondadori’s editorial decisions. While the contract was being 

finalized in 1972—awaiting only Ted Hughes’s signature—Olwyn requested details 

about Giudici’s résumé and his choice of Plath’s poems. Within days, she replied with 

marked dissatisfaction, criticizing the selection as “sadly unbalanced,” because of its 

heavy reliance on The Colossus, which she dismissed as “nothing really compared to 

the extraordinary poems in ARIEL and WINTER TREES” (FAAM, Sept. 18, 1972).  She 

pressed for the removal of several “fairly immature” poems, such as “The Eye-mote,” 

“The Thin People,” “Suicide Off Egg Rock,” “The Companionable Ills,” “Strumpet 

Song,” and recommended instead a number of later poems, including “The Couriers,” 

“Sheep in Fog,” “Gulliver,” “Getting There,” “The Moon and The Yew Tree,” “Mary’s 

Song,” “The Swarm,” “Years,” “Purdah,” “By Candlelight,” “Lyonesse,” “Kindness,” 

“Contusion,” “Edge,” and “Words,” pointing out that these last four were Plath’s final 

and therefore “most mature” ones. In a tone bordering on passive-aggressive, she 

insisted that a representative volume should draw mainly from these later works, 
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noting that Rizzoli’s selection—another publisher then considering Plath’s works—was 

“in every way better.” She suggested dividing the translations into two books—Ariel 

and Winter Trees in one, the earlier works in another—asking, “Do you not think this 

would be more satisfactory?” (FAAM, Sept. 18, 1972). 

Her remonstrance seemed particularly effective, as Vittorio Sereni himself 

reassured her: “[Giudici] has appreciated your suggestion and is quite prepared to 

follow the indications you give [...] please be assured that your recommendations will 

be taken into full account” (FAAM, Sept. 27, 1972). This episode illustrates the extent 

of Olwyn’s influence, which shaped the way Plath’s work was presented abroad. Ted 

Hughes’s role, by contrast, seems to have been largely perfunctory, limited to the 

signing of contracts. There is no trace of his direct involvement in the correspondence. 

As Heather Clark has observed, Olwyn effectively exerted control over Anglo-

American criticism and publishing, imposing strict limitations on Plath’s writings except 

in certain directly approved contexts, but she also did so over their foreign editions 

(xxiv). 

 

The third fragment translated by Morisco and Rosselli 

 

A decade later, the scenario shifted considerably with the appearance of Plath’s 

second collection in Italian, Le muse inquietanti e altre poesie (1985), translated by 

the distinguished poet Amelia Rosselli together with Gabriella Morisco, translator, 

writer, and professor of Anglo-American literature. Unfortunately, the Mondadori 

Historical Archive preserves no documentation of the volume’s editorial process, but 

valuable insight comes from Morisco’s own testimony, kindly granted for this paper. In 

contrast to Giudici, who was unfamiliar with Plath’s work before his commission, 

Amelia Rosselli had long nurtured a deep interest in Plath’s poetry, returning to it in 

multiple translations between 1975 and 1991. Rosselli published one of the very first 

appearances of Plath’s poetry in Italian in the literary magazine Nuovi Argomenti in 

1975.16 It consisted of a selection of fourteen poems—“The Manor Garden” (Il Giardino 

del Maniero), “Frog Autumn” (Autunno del Ranocchio), “Wuthering Heights” (Cime 

Tempestose), “Parliament Hill Fields” (I Campi di Parliament Hill), “Black Rook in 

Rainy Weather” (La Cornacchia nel Tempo Piovoso), “Who” (Chi), “Apprehensions” 

 
16 A. Rosselli, “Sylvia Plath: 14 poesie,” in Nuovi Argomenti, 45-46, May-August 1975, pp. 95-110. 
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(Apprensioni), “Mystic” (Mistica), “Amnesiac” (Amnesiaco), “Thalidomide” 

(Talidomide), “Morning Song” (Canto del Mattino), “Ariel,” “The Moon and the Yew 

Tree” (La Luna e il Tasso), and “Little Fugue” (Piccola Fuga)—which, with the 

exception of “Who,” would all be included in the 1985 collection. In 1980, Mondadori 

commissioned Rosselli to translate Plath’s poems, the same year that she published 

her seminal essay “Istinto di morte e istinto di piacere” in Nuovi Argomenti written in 

response to Rossana Rossanda’s review17 of Plath’s Letters Home, then just released 

in Italian. Rosselli initially accepted the commission, but soon found herself unable to 

continue, and five years passed before the volume was finally published. She only 

managed to rework the poems she had already translated for Nuovi Argomenti, leaving 

the remainder of the task to Gabriella Morisco, who took over the work without any 

explanation for Rosselli’s abrupt discontinuation. Morisco later speculated that 

Rosselli’s fragile psychological state may have played a role, and that the traumatic 

content and intensity of Plath’s poetry might have aggravated her condition: “Amelia 

Rosselli [...] was not able to translate Sylvia Plath’s dramatic poetry. In this case, 

translation became for her a traumatic experience: it represented, as we now know, 

the situation of a poet, already psychologically suffering (and who was to commit 

suicide later on); she found herself suddenly caught inside a poetic world of another 

woman who was slowly and clearly registering her tragic journey towards death” 

(Morisco, 99). 

Numerous critical studies, such as Mossali, Mullenneaux, and Veschi, have 

drawn parallels between Amelia Rosselli and Sylvia Plath, not only because Rosselli 

translated her poetry but also because of striking biographical resonances also 

reflected in their poetic work. Amelia Rosselli was a poet, translator, and 

ethnomusicologist whose life and work were deeply shaped by displacement and loss. 

The daughter of anti-fascist leader Carlo Rosselli—assassinated on the orders of 

Benito Mussolini’s government—she spent her childhood moving between France, 

Switzerland, the United States, and England before returning to Italy in the late 1940s, 

where she began to translate and later write poetry. Among the many similarities 

between Plath and Rosselli, both lost their fathers prematurely, had complex 

relationships with their mothers, and suffered from mental disorders. Rosselli chose to 

end her life on the very same date as Plath, thirty-three years later, a detail that further 

 
17 R. Rossanda, “Felice da morire,” in L’Espresso, 44, XXV, November 4, 1979, pp. 86-100. 
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fueled speculations, interpreting it as either a mere coincidence or evidence of a 

profound identification. The affinity between these two coeval poets extends beyond 

biography into a deeper artistic kinship, for they both explored the intersection of inner 

and outer worlds, blending the personal with the collective through an ironic tone and 

a constant tension between lived experience and historical events. As far as we know, 

Rosselli publicly resisted biographical associations with Plath’s life, consistently 

framing her interest in Plath as a matter of literary rather than personal affinity—an 

interest that persisted over several years. In addition to the 1975-85 translations, she 

also published another selection of poems in the literary magazine Poesia in 1991, 

which included “Metaphors” (Metafore), “April 18” (18 Aprile), “Whiteness I Remember” 

(Bianchezza che ricordo), “Leaving Early” (Partendo presto), “The Rival” (La rivale), 

and “Kindness” (Bontà).18 Beyond translation, Rosselli actively promoted Plath’s work, 

introducing it in public readings and radio programs, as well as discussing it for 

potential editorial projects. Still, in private correspondence, she acknowledged that 

engaging with Plath’s poetry and her personal struggles was wearing her down. In a 

1991 letter to her brother John Rosselli, she noted: “very fatigued by some of the Plath 

problems (both of life and in her inedit [sic] poetry, of which I was asked 5 examples, 

by me translated, + 5 allready translated for Mondadori years ago). To understand her 

problems and translate early and late poetry of hers was a bit nerve-racking” (L’opera 

poetica, 1514). 

Resuming the assembly of the 1985 collection, Morisco and Rosselli did not 

actually collaborate directly. Morisco later clarified that she never had any personal 

contact with Rosselli and ultimately carried out the bulk of the work herself, selecting 

the remaining poems, editing the volume, and writing the introduction. The collection 

eventually included thirty-seven poems taken from Collected Poems (1981), thirteen 

translated by Rosselli and the rest by Morisco. Unlike Giudici’s Lady Lazarus, where 

the poems are grouped according to their original English collections, here they are 

arranged chronologically from 1956 to 1963, beginning with Rosselli’s version of 

“Black Rook in Rainy Weather” and ending with Morisco’s translation of “Words.” 

Moreover, the selection conveys a markedly different image of Plath compared to the 

one in Giudici’s anthology, for many of the chosen texts revolve around images of 

nature, animals, female figures, and themes of motherhood and womanhood—

 
18 A. Rosselli, “Sei traduzioni da Sylvia Plath,” in Poesia, 44, IV, October 1991, pp. 2-12. 
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dimensions almost entirely absent from the previous volume. Rosselli justifies these 

choices by explaining that they had opted for poems that were “more sounding, more 

agréable,” with “more fullness of life and sense of nature” (Caporali, 243). She insists 

on this point, describing Plath as at once “mystic” and “concrete:” “Plath’s most 

beautiful poems are those in which she transcends herself, and her troubled, domestic 

little self [...] deliberately disappears [...] indeed, their titles are phrases or words that 

are poetically neutral or ambiguous” (Una scrittura plurale, 177). Morisco echoes 

Rosselli’s perspective in her preface, stressing that the collection aimed to highlight a 

less familiar side of Plath’s production. Like Giudici, Morisco addresses the intricate 

and contradictory myth that surrounded Sylvia Plath, situating Le muse inquietanti 

somewhere between the figure of the passive victim and that of the rebellious avenger. 

Within this framework, she emphasizes motherhood as a central sublimating force in 

Plath’s life and creative process: the maternal simulacrum—though at times unstable 

and ambivalent—appears as a stabilizing and empowering presence, the only “fixed 

point on which the disrupted universes rest” (Le Muse Inquietanti, 21). 

A crucial difference between the two collections lies in the editorial process. 

Morisco reveals that she had no contact with Olwyn Hughes and received no directives 

from her. This stands in sharp contrast to Giudici’s collection, which, as discussed 

above, had been heavily shaped by Olwyn Hughes’s intervention. This absence of 

external control may explain why many of the poems Olwyn had urged to include in 

Giudici’s anthology are missing in Le muse inquietanti. The result is a collection that 

deliberately distances itself from the biographical and sensationalist framing of Plath, 

achieving a balanced representation that compensates for the gaps in Giudici’s 

compendium, especially by foregrounding poems tied to the female universe, and 

offering a fuller, more nuanced picture of Plath’s work. 

 

Poems translated by Rosselli Poems translated by Morisco 

Black Rook in Rainy Weather (La cornacchia 
nel tempo piovoso) 
Autumn Frog (Autunno del ranocchio)  
The Manor Garden (Il giardino del maniero)  
Parliament Hill Fields (I campi di Parliament 
Hill) 
Morning Song (Canto del mattino)  
Wuthering Heights (Cime Tempestose)  
The Moon and The Yew Tree (La luna e il 

The Disquieting Muses (Le muse inquietanti)  
Metaphors (Metafore)  
The Colossus (Il colosso)  
Poem For a Birthday (Poema per un 
compleanno) 
Whitsun (Pentecoste) 
Small Hours (Ore piccole)  
Heavy Women (Il peso delle donne) 
Widow (Vedova)  



 

 

31 

tasso) 
Little Fugue (Piccola fuga)  
Apprehensions (Apprensioni)  
Amnesiac (Amnesiaco)  
Ariel  
Thalidomide (Talidomide)  
Mystic (Mistica) 

An Appearance (Una sembianza)  
Crossing The Water (Attraversando l’acqua)  
Elm (Olmo)  
The Rabbit Catcher (L’acchiappaconigli) 
Event (Avvenimento)  
Berck-plage 
For a Fatherless Son (Per un figlio senza 
padre) 
The Detective (Il detective)  
The Swarm (Lo sciame) 
By Candlelight (A lume di candela)  
Nick and the Candlestick (Il piccolo Nicola e la 
candela) 
Purdah 
Winter Trees (Alberi d’inverno) 
Totem  
Child (Bambino) 
Words (Parole) 

 

Another distinction between Morisco and Rosselli’s work and Giudici’s lies in the far 

broader availability of sources and the expanded knowledge of Plath’s opera omnia. 

Nearly a decade separated the two translations, during which key volumes 

appeared—Johnny Panic and the Bible of Dreams (1977), The Collected Poems 

(1981), and The Journals (1982). These publications provided indispensable material 

for critics, biographers, and translators, reshaping the understanding of Plath’s work. 

Morisco is able to underline in her preface a peculiar “dichotomy between the official 

Plath and the private Plath” (LMI, 17), noting the contrast between the more cautious 

voice in the correspondence with her mother and the more unguarded, caustic tone of 

her journals. By the mid-1980s, scholarly engagement with Plath had expanded 

substantially, as had debates over the controversial management of her literary estate. 

Morisco refers to numerous critical studies that contributed to constructing Plath’s 

ambivalent and contradictory myth, framing her, on the one hand, as a 

psychopathological case and the reincarnation of Robert Graves’ “White Goddess” 

and, on the other, as a romantic heroine or precursor of second-wave feminism (See: 

Alvarez; Hughes; Gilbert; Oates). Equally significant was the wealth of manuscripts 

that had begun to be deposited in institutional archives from the late 1970s through 

the early 1980s, and which had been gradually made accessible to researchers. 

Morisco cites the work of Mary Lynn Broe, “Enigmatic shifting my clarities”: the 

Manufacture of ‘Sivvy’” in Ariel Ascending: Writing about Sylvia Plath (1985), who was 

then examining the manuscripts of Plath’s journals and beginning to expose the extent 
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of the cuts they had undergone. Echoing the collective outrage over this matter, 

Morisco affirms that “deleting and thus erasing the major events in the poet’s life [...] 

becomes a violence worse than the physical violence inflicted on the woman [...] and 

has the effect of presenting a false and distorted image of Sylvia Plath” (LMI, 21). 

 

A Poem for Three Voices: Menicanti, Giudici and Rosselli 

 

As far as translation is concerned, what is most interesting is how differently 

Plath’s poet-translators—Menicanti, Giudici, and Rosselli—approached her poems, as 

can be seen in the only poem they all rendered into Italian, “The Rival” (Collected 

Poems, 166-167). Reflecting on her own practice, Menicanti states that she would 

drastically revolutionize a text so that “the original expression disappeared and did not 

betray its origins” (8). Her words reveal a translation philosophy largely aligned with 

what Lawrence Venuti calls “domestication” (20), smoothing out formal, stylistic 

complexities and naturalizing culturemes. Menicanti insists that this approach does 

not imply infidelity or disrespect toward the source text; on the contrary, it credits the 

translator’s intuition, justifying a certain freedom as an act of “courage and 

aggressiveness” (8-9). As for Plath’s translation, Menicanti declares she considers it 

her “most cherished work, most in line with my taste” because of its concentration on 

“drama, irony, and hope” (9). Plath’s poems, for her, “were rather cryptic, but rich and 

warm with life” (9). 

Giudici, who regarded the translations of Plath’s poems as essentially a 

commission and often embraced an almost radical detachment, personally as well as 

linguistically, had a different view. He was used to translating from languages at times 

only partially familiar to him, approaching them with a tendency toward “rewriting” and 

domestication (Berman, 291). Far from being an obstacle, in his view, this limited 

knowledge was an asset, for this distance fostered a productive estrangement that 

safeguarded the translator’s interpretive objectivity. In this spirit, Giudici describes his 

first encounter with Plath’s texts as deliberately neutral and free of preconceived 

notions. Giudici’s tendency toward domestication is evident in his rendering of “The 

Moon and the Yew Tree” as “La luna e il cipresso” (LL, 48-51), replacing the yew with 

the more familiar cypress to evoke cemetery imagery recognizable to Italian readers. 

Yet, Giudici maintains that he did not impose his own poetic voice onto Plath’s; rather, 

he conceived translation as a process of linguistic borrowing, enriched with the 
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sensibility of a fellow poet who could grasp both the technical scaffolding and the 

emotional force of her verse. On a practical level, Giudici paid particular attention to 

sound, striving to retain rhyme wherever possible or, at least, alliteration and 

assonance, especially when their absence risked impoverishing the Italian version, as 

he claims he did in “Daddy” (Papà) (LL, 60-67). At times, he privileged rhyme over 

strict semantic and syntactic fidelity—a strategy contested by Amelia Rosselli. 

Rosselli repeatedly expressed dissatisfaction with Giudici’s translations, 

perceiving in them an imposition of his own stylistic voice (Caporali, 243). In her 

opinion, Giudici privileged the most biographical, harsh, and disenchanted aspects of 

Plath’s oeuvre, ultimately failing to capture its more vital aspects. Rosselli’s own 

approach sought to resist confessional readings and reductively biographical 

interpretations of Plath’s work. She believed such tendencies toward sentimentality, 

sensationalism, and feminism risked reinforcing the marginalization of women poets 

overshadowing their poetic worth. Moreover, the biographical echoes between Plath’s 

experience and her own were too intimate and painful to be treated directly: eluding 

them was a necessary condition for approaching Plath’s poetry. Unlike Giudici, who 

spoke of distance in his translation method, Rosselli stated that she needed to feel 

close to the author she was translating (Caporali, 242). Her translations show greater 

formal adherence, less personalism, and less syntactic variation, for, as she herself 

states, “With Plath’s poetry, you can translate word for word, provided you know 

English very well. You can perhaps make a few inversions, but the meaning is clear 

without any need to reinvent her poetry. You have to be very careful about what she 

wants, whether the adjective is masculine or feminine, for example” (Caporali, 243). 

This statement is exemplified in the rendering of “The Rival,” whose central figure, 

according to Clark, personifies Plath’s “perfection-demanding demon” (664). Plath 

herself had described the poem as contrasting “two women: the speaker, who is a 

rather ordinary wife and mother, and her ‘rival’—the woman who is everything she is 

not—who obsesses her. The woman terrifies the speaker and dominates her thoughts, 

seeming almost superhuman [...] and, in the third section, grows impressive and 

omnipresent as a sort of goddess” (L2, 645). 
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RIVALE (Menicanti, 1968) LA RIVALE (Giudici, 1976) LA RIVALE (Rosselli, 1991) 

Se sapesse sorridere la luna  
somiglierebbe a te. 
L’impressione  
Voi lasciate medesima: di 
cosa  
splendida, ma che annienta. E 
tutti e due  
In prestito prendete 
largamente   
La luce: ma la bocca della 
luna  
S’apre rotonda come un’o nel 
pianto  
Sopra il mondo. La tua rimane 
ferma.  
 
Tuo primo dono è quello di far 
pietre  
D’ogni cosa. Mi desto a un 
mausoleo:  
Sei qui. Tastando per il 
tavolino  
Di marmo cerchi le tue 
sigarette  
Come femmina dispettoso, 
non  
Altrettanto nervoso. E te ne 
muori  
Di dire cose a cui non c’è 
risposta.  
 
La luna umilia anch’essa i suoi 
soggetti,  
Ma di giorno fa ridere. Al 
contrario  
Mi arrivano le tue 
insoddisfazioni  
Per posta regolarmente con 
amabile puntualità, 
Bianche e vacue si espandono 
come  
Monossido di carbonio.  
 
Mai giorno resta al sicuro dalle 
tue  
Notizie che mandi 
passeggiando  
Per l’Africa magari, ma di me 
pensando. (LCV, 212-213)19 

Se sorridesse, la luna 
somiglierebbe a te.  
Tu fai lo stesso effetto:  
Di un qualcosa di bello ma che 
annichilisce.  
Tutti e due siete dei grandi 
scroccatori.  
La sua bocca a O si accora sul 
mondo; la tua  
 
Non fa una piega, tu pietrifichi 
ogni cosa.  
Guardo, c'è un mausoleo; 
eccoti qui che picchietti  
Il marmo del tavolino, cerchi le 
sigarette,  
Sprezzante come una donna, 
ma non così nervoso,  
E muori dalla voglia di dire 
impertinenze.  
 
Anche la luna i suoi sudditi 
umilia,  
Ma di giorno è ridicola.  
I tuoi malumori, d’altra parte,  
Arrivano per posta 
amorosamente regolari,  
Bianchi e vani, espansivi come 
il gas.  
 
Non c’è un giorno al riparo da 
notizie di te,  
Magari a spasso in Africa, ma 
pensando a me. 
(LL, 58-60) 

Se la luna sorridesse, ti 
rassomiglierebbe.  
Lasci la stessa impressione  
Di qualcosa di bello, ma 
devastante.  
Ambedue siete delle grandi 
imprestatrici di luce.  
La sua bocca a O s’addolora 
del mondo; la tua non se 
n’affligge,  
 
E il tuo vero dono è di fare 
pietra di tutto quanto.  
Io mi sveglio ad un mausoleo; 
tu sei qui,  
Ticchettando le tue dita sul 
tavolo di marmo, in cerca di 
sigarette,  
Malevola quanto una donna, 
ma non tanto nervosa,  
E morendo dalla voglia di dire 
qualcosa d’imbattibile.  
 
La luna anche, degrada i suoi 
sudditi,  
Ma di giorno è ridicola.  
Le tue insoddisfazioni, d’altra 
parte,  
Arrivano tramite la cassetta 
delle lettere con regolarità 
adorabile, 
Bianche e vacue, spandendosi 
come ossido di carbonio.  
 
Nessuna giornata è al sicuro 
da notizie tue,  
Passeggiando per l’Africa 
forse, ma pensandomi. (La 
furia dei venti contrari, 238) 

 
19 I have used capital letters to indicate the beginning of each verse; the original version does not have 

them, unlike the other two translations by Giudici and Rosselli.  
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Comparing the three Italian translations of “The Rival,” notable differences emerge in 

fidelity to Plath’s stanzaic structure and versification, register, and lexical choices. The 

first observation concerns the title: while Giudici and Rosselli preserve the feminine 

article before the noun “rivale,” Menicanti suppresses it. Another immediately visible 

difference is the length of the texts: Giudici and Rosselli respect the short, incisive 

rhythm of Plath’s original, while Menicanti alters the stanzaic structure and the length 

of the lines, frequently resorting to periphrastic constructions, inversions and 

punctuation changes. Such alterations exemplify several of Antoine Berman’s 

“deforming tendencies,” especially expansion and the destruction of source rhythms 

as a consequence of rationalization and clarification. 

A striking divergence concerns the gender marking of the addressee: Rosselli 

correctly interprets the interlocutor as feminine, while both Giudici and Menicanti read 

it as masculine (or use a generic masculine). Menicanti even produces a gender 

discordance and grammatical incongruity in line nine rendering “Spiteful as a woman” 

(CP 166) as “come femmina dispettoso” (like a mischievous female) with the male 

adjective. Menicanti’s translation also features several inversions, which shift the 

emphasis within the line (e.g. lines two and four). This, combined with the use of 

archaic or elevated vocabulary, gives a sense of linguistic affectation and exemplifies 

Berman’s concept of “ennoblement”—the negative deformation of rewriting a text in a 

more mannered and elegant style. Register, indeed, varies considerably across the 

three versions. Rosselli and Giudici remain close to Plath’s alternation between 

colloquial and evocative tones, while Menicanti frequently opts for unusual lexical 

choices: for instance, to translate common words like “same” and “awake” she uses 

“medesima” and “desto,” more antiquated synonyms of “stessa” (same) and “sveglio” 

(awake) preferred in the other versions. Even Rosselli occasionally leans toward 

ennoblement (e.g. “rassomiglierebbe” for “resemble”; “ambedue” for “both”), though 

her decisions can be motivated by rhythm and sound correspondences, reflecting her 

background as a musicologist. 

Finally, semantic choices confirm these distinctions. For instance, “spiteful” is 

rendered with different terms across the three versions: Rosselli chooses the more 

ambiguous “malevola” (malevolent); Giudici opts for “sprezzante” (contemptuous) 

which conveys disdain rather than malice; Menicanti, in turn, uses “dispettoso” 

(mischievous) which lends a playful connotation to the image. Menicanti often clarifies 
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Plath’s expressions, as in the line “Her O-mouth grieves at the world” (CP 166), which 

she expands into a more explicit simile, “la bocca della luna / S’apre rotonda come 

un’o” (the moon’s mouth opens round like an O), while Giudici and Rosselli remain 

adherent to the source. Also the image of “ticking your fingers on the marble table” 

(CP 166) is impoverished in its gestural and auditory dimension in Menicanti’s 

rendering, for she translated it as “tastando” (touching with one’s hands) sacrificing 

the sound of the fingers on the table; differently, the other two retain it, albeit with 

synonyms, “picchietti” (to tap one’s fingers) and “ticchettando” (to drum one’s fingers). 

Similarly, in the rendering of “I wake to a mausoleum” (CP 166), Giudici departs 

entirely from the image, adopting a different construction, “Guardo, c’è…” (I look, there 

is…), which results in a more rationalizing and qualitative impoverished version. The 

last noteworthy difference concerns the rendering of “borrowers:” Menicanti banalizes 

it as “prendete in prestito” (you borrow); Giudici creatively reimagined it as 

“scroccatori” (scroungers), a colloquial and ironic noun; and Rosselli even coins a 

calque-neologism, “imprestatrici” (borrowers) from the English. 

Overall, Menicanti demonstrates marked tendencies toward deformation of the 

source text, producing a mannered version bordering on rewriting, distancing from the 

caustic directness of Plath. Rosselli, by contrast, is the most adherent to the source 

text, minding all its nuances and retaining a foreignizing effect, albeit sometimes 

tempered by her own refined choices. Giudici occupies a middle ground that balances 

fidelity with stylistic adaptation, emphasizing colloquial sharpness, though at times 

rationalizing ambiguity. These different approaches are symptomatic of a broader 

dynamic in the Italian reception of Plath, which has fragmented her poetic works over 

a span of almost thirty years. The many translations and interpretations that have 

stratified over the decades have also been subject to the natural linguistic changes 

and development in Translation Studies. Although Ariel was never published in Italy 

as an independent collection, it served as a crucial catalyst for the dissemination of 

Sylvia Plath’s name in the Italian literary context and for the subsequent translations 

of her work. The dispersal of Ariel across multiple collections showed both the 

variability in editorial treatment and the sustained attention her poetry has received, 

underscoring the enduring resonance of her voice. 
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Sylvia Plath’s 1962 poem “The Detective” follows an investigation into what 

appears to be a murder. Among the elements of the investigation are the scene of the 

crime, which is quite broad; the body, which is missing; the weapons and clues, some 

of which might be innocuous; and the implied client, who may or may not also be the 

victim. All of this is related by an unknown, deliberately ambiguous speaker, whose 

identity could range from the titular detective to the reader herself, who serves as a 

real-time eye witness to the investigation. It is a murky mystery, to say the least. The 

result is a heartbreaking narrative detailing an agonizing and unfruitful effort to decode 

the truth of one woman’s life mystery. Blending the fragmentation of modernism and 

the transcendence of surrealism, Plath uses defamiliarization and disembodiment as 

investigative techniques to explore her experiences and psycho-emotional state. 

Much of Plath’s writing is rooted in autobiography, and the pieces within her Ariel 

manuscript are especially personal. Frieda Hughes notes in her foreword to the 2004 

Ariel: Restored that Plath wrote the collection’s poems in a flurry of poetic creativity in 

the months prior to her suicide (xi). “The Detective” belongs amid a number of other 

pieces that “cover the ground from just before the breakup of [her marriage to Ted 

Abstract 
In this essay, I consider many narrative perspectives Plath employs in “The 
Detective” in her attempt to disembody painful instances in her past; primary 
of these is her use of familiar detective tropes to create distance and increase 
intensity while attempting to expose truth. The poem follows a speaker through 
a house that is a time capsule of betrayal and disappearance. Plath’s 
appropriation of familiar literary figures, Sherlock Holmes and Dr. Watson lends 
credibility to the investigation, while offering a victim the distance to 
defamiliarize herself with the crime of her own disappearance. Readers, whom 
I refer to as ride-along readers, are witnesses within these narrative pathways. 
They witness the killer’s consideration, the investigation, the mental processing 
of the investigator, and the recollection of the concerned client — who could 
be the victim herself. Plath’s use of shifting tenses, pronouns, and perspectives 
weaves a narrative that folds in on itself, carrying a reader through a distorted 
reality that is, in the end, quietly violent and tragic, not only in the loss of life 
but also in the result of an ultimately failed investigation. While the investigation 
is unsuccessful, the effort is motivated by a desire for agency. I consider Plath’s 
motivations and commentary on the role of authors to investigate the broader 
relevance of their experiences. Plath’s work serves as a lesson for those who 
are in search of perspective and truth in their own journeys of self-discovery. 

 



 

 

41 

Hughes] to the resolution of a new life, with all the agonies and furies in between” 

(Hughes xiv). These comprise the original manuscript for Ariel, which she left on her 

desk before committing suicide (Hughes xi). While Plath intended for “The Detective” 

to be produced as part of Ariel, the poem did not appear in the original publication. 

Frieda Hughes explains that Ted Hughes revised Plath’s envisioned book to give it “a 

broader perspective in order to make it more acceptable to readers, rather than 

alienate them” (xvi). What Ted Hughes neglected to realize was that “The Detective” 

highlights Plath’s ability to weave esoteric biography with reader accessibility. Its form 

and voice create an effect not of estrangement but of connection. 

“The Detective” is understudied in its import to the Ariel collection, being ripe with 

autobiographical connections. The murder within exists not as a foreshadowing 

precursor to Plath’s eventual suicide but as a metaphorical reference to a relationship, 

lifestyle, and vision that she felt had been stolen with the end of her marriage. The 

poem undoubtedly serves readers in its ability to illuminate Plath’s internal struggles. 

However, it stands additionally as a study of how Plath engaged in her own search for 

truth. She uses defamiliarization and disembodiment to interrogate personal 

frustrations and loss, exposing underlying truths about what it means to attempt to 

disembody from and explore one’s pain. Writers and readers often turn to 

disembodiment through textual exploration in their attempts to defamiliarize 

themselves. They turn to the words and views of others in their search for personal 

experiences beyond their own. Author Cynthia Gralla elegantly describes the freedom 

disembodiment can offer: readers can “leave our bodies and inhabit someone else’s—

filled with greater wisdom, to hold and to share, when we return to ourselves” (“From 

Flesh to Word”). In service to her own search for freedom, Plath uses familiar narrative 

procedures and characters that engage readers and even mandate audience 

participation in her poem. 

First, Plath adopts the classic detective story, calling on a reader’s understanding 

of established genre archetypes. Plath drops her reader into an investigation already 

in progress. Readers are quickly assimilated into the story of the crime and the 

examination of the victim, an unnamed female. They then assume the role of 

shadowing the detective, a vicarious experience I term a “ride-along,” as this describes 

a reader’s role as one who accompanies a detective for the day. As readers ease into 

the familiar narrative structure, Plath begins her subversion by dismantling reader 

expectations. Drawing upon her late movement toward literary surrealism, she 
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engages in what critic and biographer Heather Clark terms a “style of ruin” (487). She 

invokes the paradigm of familiar landscapes, characters, and narratives, and turns 

them unearthly and haunting. Plath crafts an uncertain investigation and refuses the 

typical denouement expected of a detective story by exposing the investigation to be 

a failure. Then, Plath exacerbates the tragedy of the unsolved case by revealing that 

the detective in charge was none other than one of literature’s most famous, Arthur 

Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes. This surprise ending compels readers to revisit the 

poem and the investigation with fresh eyes, creating a cyclic nature that is reinforced 

by Plath’s use of setting and speaker commentary at the start and end of the piece. 

Ultimately, Plath’s narrative choices for investigation into her personal crime scene 

result in a two-tiered subversion of conventional detective narrative and character 

tropes that enlighten audiences not only in their understanding of Plath, but also in 

how they can seek to better understand themselves. 

 

Adopting the Detective Story 

 

Peter Hühn explains that a “classical detective novel comprises two basically 

separate stories — the story of the crime (which consists of action) and the story of 

the investigation (which is concerned with knowledge)” (452). The two stories develop 

side by side, with a ride-along reader following each and waiting for the detective to 

course-correct any misinterpretations at the end. In “The Detective,” there is first the 

investigation, which is concerned with knowledge. The speaker questions and 

documents. The second narrative is the crime narrative, which does involve Hühn’s 

requisite of action. The speaker details “the eyes of the killer moving sluglike and 

sidelong” (31). Rather than simply coexisting, these stories become intertwined. Plath 

uses sudden close-ups and subtle shifts in verb tense and perspective to distort the 

typical dual narrative structure and create a heightened dependence on an observing 

speaker, the presumed titular detective20. The reader closely follows the detective as 

an independent character seeking to understand the uniqueness of the case itself and 

 
20 From now on, the speaker and detective will be considered as one and the words used 

interchangeably. It is beyond the scope of this paper to decide who the true chronicler is. The pronouns 

assigned to the speaker-now-detective will match Plath’s assumption of the male detective Sherlock 

Holmes. 
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struggling to attain results. The reader is, on the surface, privy to the detective’s 

reasoning, witnessing the conclusions aloud. 

“The Detective” begins with an interrogation. The poem is written in five-line 

stanzas, which create an organized form reflective of a detective’s methodology and 

investigative structure. The first stanzas interchange questions and statements, 

echoing the call-and-response fashion of an interview. They also mimic the pacing of 

a detective in deep thought, a point stressed by Plath’s instance that “her Ariel poems 

must be read aloud” (Clark 312). The speaker’s questions set the tone: “What was she 

doing when it blew in / Over the seven hills, the red furrow, the blue mountain? / Was 

she arranging cups? It is important. / Was she at the window, listening?” (31). These 

successive questions and the interrupting (“It is important”) create a sense of 

immediacy and urgency. The lines imply the crime happened suddenly. A mysterious 

“she” was caught in a domestic act, unaware of any approaching danger. Plath 

focuses not on the identity of the victim but on the process of her victimization. It is 

less about the person herself than it is about what happened to her. The speaker’s 

use of the pronoun “she” with no named antecedent also suggests a level of familiarity 

between the speaker, victim, and an implied client, who exists by proxy when one 

considers that detectives act in the service of others by nature. Perhaps introductions 

have already been made, as the reader has entered an investigation in progress. 

Equally likely, however, is that no introductions were necessary. The victim and client 

may even be the same, as suggested by the intimate knowledge with which the 

detective has been supplied. Details of the act of the crime merge with confidential 

circumstances from the past: “In her garden the lies were shaking out their moist silks 

/ […] The milk came yellow, then blue and sweet as water” (31-32). 

Despite this assumed closeness — or perhaps because of it — the true identity of 

the “she” of interest in the first line remains a lasting mystery for the reader. It is implied 

that the “she” is the missing or murdered person. There is a tale of a woman, “tamp[ed] 

into a wall, / a body into a pipe, and the smoke rising” (31). This description, coupled 

with haunting “train shrieks” and a smoke trail, evokes common Holocaust imagery 

(31). Plath regularly alluded to historical horrors such as the Holocaust in her later 

work. This, which builds a cultural bond between the speaker and reader (Clark 475). 

However, the reader is quickly reminded of the personal nature of this investigation 

and the singular woman in question as the focus returns to “here in the kitchen” and 

“family photographs” (31). The speaker’s description implies a burning body, but when 



 

 

44 

questioning the means of death, the speaker affirms, “No-one is dead / There is no 

body in the house at all” (31). They then reveal another of the case’s unique features: 

investigating a death without a body, a fact in hindsight first hinted at when the speaker 

explains that “cows thrive” in “the valley of death” (31). This suggests that, while there 

is a death present, it must be psychological or emotional rather than literal. 

The reader observes the process of investigation shifting from a disappearance 

case to decoding the mystery of the missing body. There is evidence of its existence 

by noting its absence: smells linger “here in the kitchen,” and a “wireless talks to itself” 

(31). While the detective observes, the reader trails behind, noticing the detective’s 

noticings, not quite picking up on the importance of all of the marked clues. The reader 

fulfills their role, as they would in any detective story, becoming a fourth-wall witness 

who will only gain full understanding after the detective’s inevitable summation. 

Presumably, any small detail which might appear insignificant to the layman will 

expose itself as integral to the detective, and so the investigation resumes. Once 

questions are asked, the detective focuses on elements of place, the scene of the 

crime. In an empathic dive through space and time, the speaker switches 

perspectives: narration moves from the outside (“that valley”), a place of uncertainty, 

to the inside (“this valley”), where the detective can observe the lies of the garden and 

“the eyes of the killer” at close range (31). The reader is caught in what Frieda Hughes 

describes as “an otherworldly, menacing landscape” present in the entire world of Ariel 

poems (xii). Plath creates a crime scene that extends beyond a single locale and time. 

The scene incorporates “the blue mountain,” a “valley of death,” a “whole estate,” even 

the poisonous air in the glow of a moon “embalmed in phosphorus” (Plath 31-32). The 

investigation evolves, which Plath expresses by shifting the past tenses (“was she” 

and “the lies were shaking”) to the present tense (“this is a man,” “there is the smell,” 

“which of the poisons is it”) (31-32). Finally, the perpetrator remains equally enigmatic, 

as the speaker refrains from using a gendered pronoun, referring only to an “it” that 

blew in and never gendering the killer (31). The broad setting, shifting verb tense, and 

neutral pronouns create an unclear sense of place, time, and person throughout the 

text, making the mystery difficult for the external reader to decode. These surreal 

obscurities in “The Detective” inhibit understanding and result in a reader who is shut 

out from key details and is thus dependent on a detective-turned-sage as the latter 

returns his gaze to the crime. 
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Contrary to an electrocution, poisoning, puncturing, or stabbing — all means 

suggested in the fifth stanza, and many elements of biographical history for Plath — 

the detective perceives that what had appeared to be an abrupt disappearance or 

murder might have been a gradual process. It is described as “a case of vaporization” 

(31). The speaker, with sudden intimacy, describes the slow loss of self the victim 

encountered: “The mouth first […] // The breasts next. […] // Then the dry woods, the 

gates, / […] the whole estate” (32). The use of “vaporization,” a term that can imply 

either instant explosion or slow boiling, serves to muddy the investigative waters. 

Instead of answers, new questions arise: has the body been vaporized, implying an 

outside actor, or is it a reference to suicide? What remains becomes part of the 

mystery, demanding even more of the detective’s attention. Echoing the detective 

genre’s tendency to fuse romantic mystery with harsh realities, Plath’s imagery here 

evokes luxury and cleanliness in stasis (“there is the smell of polish, there are plush 

carpets / There is the sunlight” (31)), a stark contrast to the violent and stinging words 

from her earlier stanzas. In a heartrending turn of events, an entire existence has been 

wiped out. Such a disappearance echoes the destruction Plath felt at the time, when 

she told a friend her “world had been destroyed” (qtd. in Clark 554). It appears as if 

only a moon and a crow are left as witnesses, until the detective voices this realization 

to a surprise chronicler, also present: “We walk on air, Watson” (32). 

 

Disembodiment: Becoming Sherlock Holmes 

 

Along with the discovery of the vaporized body present underfoot, readers also 

discover the identity of the detective they shadow. Unsatisfied with merely adopting 

and disrupting the tropes of the detective narrative, Plath has also specifically 

employed Sherlock Holmes as a character, known to the reader through his steadfast 

chronicler and trusty sidekick, Dr. Watson, who remains in his company for this piece. 

In standard practice, any detective would ask questions to determine the instance of 

the crime and the weapon used. However, while the investigation is important, Plath 

specially chose to invoke Sherlock Holmes and Watson. There are two further reasons 

to consider within the context of such a serious case as murder and the delicate case 

of Plath’s biography. First is Holmes’s reputation as it relates to the client’s need within 

this particular case. The second is the biographical similarities between Plath and the 

fictional Holmes, which make him an almost wistful manifestation of Plath herself. 
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Doyle characterizes Holmes as a man “who has turned himself into [a] thinking 

machine to solve crimes” (Landow). Dr. Watson describes him in as “the neatest and 

most methodical of mankind [in] his methods of thought” (2). A mysterious death and 

a missing body would be just the case for him. While Doyle was not of the lofty literary 

echelon within which Plath typically operated, she displayed interest in such 

characters as Nancy Drew and the detective novels of Agatha Christie (Clark 59, 388). 

Additionally, the prolific nature of the Sherlock stories makes it doubtful she would not 

have known the stories and the nature of Holmes’s character. This is especially likely 

given that Doyle’s famous Holmes novel, The Hound of the Baskervilles (1902), takes 

place in the moorlands of Devon, where Plath eventually lived. In fact, Plath had been 

writing romantically of the moors since at least 1946, the year she also wrote of 

dreaming herself as a detective (Clark 65, 69). Similarities between Plath and Holmes 

made him a ready candidate for embodiment: Plath had “a violence of imagination, a 

frenzied brilliance, and convictions” (Pinsky qtd. in “Sylvia Plath”). She was well known 

for being extremely well-read, with an above-average IQ (Clark 10, 11, 51). Likewise, 

Holmes has a “deep knowledge of both literature and art” (Landow) and is renowned 

for his intelligence and his struggles with moods. Doyle notes in The Adventures of 

Sherlock Holmes that Holmes’s “singular nature and the dual nature alternately 

asserted itself […] the swing of his nature took him from extreme languor to devouring 

energy” (72). These commonalities created the line of symmetry that allowed Holmes 

to become a freeing character foil for Plath. Their primary difference is their gender, 

and this distinction created a significant disparity between their reception by their 

peers. 

Plath had felt constricted by contemporary double standards for males and females 

from childhood; these feelings were even more oppressive in motherhood (Clark 46, 

53, 72, 357, 537). Clark suggests, “Plath’s spectacular intelligence may have felt like 

a burden at times, especially for a young woman who wanted to fit in during an age 

that prized conformity” (50). Her struggle to “excel, but conform,” Clark notes, followed 

her through college, where her “ambition was held against her,” and into her 

professional life (267, 516). Plath regularly dealt with the shadow left by her previous 

depressive episodes. The additional pressure to fulfill the cultural standards of a tidy 

home and motherhood were constant source of anxiety and in direct conflict with her 

wish to focus on her work rather than on housekeeping. Her male equals — real and 

fictional — were not met with such criticism. 
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In Plath’s time, “slovenliness in women was often equated with madness” (Clark 

52-53). By contrast, the fictional Holmes’s slovenly lifestyle did not hamper others’ 

respect for him or cause him any apparent concern. Doyle’s Watson writes in “The 

Adventure of the Musgrave Ritual” that Holmes’s intense focus is countered by him 

being “one of the most untidy men” who hoarded papers, misplaced common items, 

and succumbed to extreme bouts of “lethargy” (Doyle 1-2). The catastrophic state of 

his lodgings and peculiarities of character became a running motif among the Holmes 

stories. Despite this, readers are always reminded, such as in the case of The 

Baskervilles, that Holmes is a “specialist in crime” who can be “confronted with [the] 

most serious and extraordinary problem” and trusted to solve it (12, 15). Holmes could 

command a room and the attention of all kinds despite his messy home environment 

and questionable mental health. What in a contemporary female counterpart would be 

unacceptable, resulting in one becoming a social pariah, becomes a mere quirk of 

personality. In the stories, Holmes remains highly regarded and sought after by royalty, 

even the Pope (as mentioned in Baskervilles). Plath might have seen an embodiment 

of the male Holmes as a means to escape such constrictions. In Holmes, Plath had 

found a like-minded hero whom one could embody, emboldened. 

Thus, Plath creates distance from her subject and adopts the objectivity aligned 

with modernism embodied by Holmes. Engaging in this defamiliarization exercise 

allows her to yield authority to her “inner Sherlock.” Plath gives the detective the power 

to investigate secrets and search for the truth. It is a paradoxical yield of control in 

hope of freedom. She may have seen this as necessary. Existing inside of the “routine 

of ordinary existence,” as scholar Vince Brewton phrases it, means clues can be 

missed. Adopting a process of defamiliarization “estrange[s] the reader from the 

familiar and [makes] fresh the experience of daily life” (Brewton). Plath’s 

defamiliarization through embodiment of another is an attempt to draw particular 

attention to those daily banalities that provide evidence of a unique existence: stacked 

dishes, the sound of a passing train, photographs hung on the walls, light through a 

window, and the drone of a radio. Any detective’s typical detachment would be an 

appropriate fit for a modernist piece where meaning and emotion must be interpreted 

and evoked rather than laid out plainly. Specifically, Holmes’s notorious attention to 

detail, his professional technique, and his discretion make him the best person for the 

job. 
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Subverting the Denouement 

 

Until the discovery of Holmes as the speaker, the witnessing reader has thus far 

stumbled alongside the detective through all of the narratives, and now realizes she is 

depending on Holmes to solve the mystery through his rationalization process and 

lauded acumen. Plath builds the reader’s expectation of this conclusion. The reader 

has followed the detective’s line of questioning and methodical examination through 

several “big reveals.” This is even materialized in the poem’s form. The lack of 

questions in the final stanzas conveys a sense of growing certainty. In a detective 

story, revelations accumulate as the detective closes in on a solution. The reader 

anticipates clarity, detailed through an expected Holmesian analysis. In this narrative, 

however, the detective investigation is much less cut-and-dry. 

Detective stories typically have a late confession, and Plath’s adopted poetic 

version is no different. This time, the detective and confessor are one: the brilliant 

detective is stumped. She has set Holmes an impossible task. Vapor cannot be 

chased down like a murderer, cannot be found out like a liar, yet remains in the air all 

around. It is inseparable as a victim from its culprit, and it is also inseparable from its 

investigator. There are as many questions as answers, and Holmes’s focus is 

paradoxically split among the clues. He casts a spotlight that swings between present 

and past and between the presence and absence of a body that is supposed to be of 

no concern yet preoccupies the detective’s lens. The claim is that “the body does not 

come into it at all” (31), but the speaker immediately begins to recount anatomical 

anecdotes of the mouth, lips, breast, and bones. Holmes, like Plath herself, is unable 

to solve this case. An investigative structure — in this case, the narrative elements 

and the rigid five-line stanzas — can be imposed, but its integrity is largely specious. 

The poem’s end reads as if Sherlock’s investigation is beginning anew. Holmes 

and his companions (Watson, the ever-present victim, the client, and the reader) travel 

from the outside hills to the inside breast, and back again. All of the observers are left 

with a final wide-lens view of the moon, “embalmed in phosphorus,” and a foreboding 

“crow in a tree” (Plath 32). Someone is instructed to “Make notes” (32). Whether to 

Watson, the reader, or even Plath, the instruction to write notes implies unfinished 

business. The employed persona of Holmes issues this command as the last words 

of the poem, bringing the investigation full circle and echoing the urgency of the first 
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stanza. Thus, the reader returns to the beginning and its questions, destined to replay 

the story in obsession and interrogate anew, as one who relives trauma is wont to do. 

In the detective narrative, especially a Holmes story, a reader follows the detective 

through a chronicler’s eyes, rather than through the detective’s own. Hühn notes this 

creates a “discrepancy between the surface of the text […] and the hidden meaning” 

(457). Usually, this cognitive friction is remedied by the detective’s summation and 

denouement to end the story. However, because Plath as veiled speaker is only 

embodying Holmes in an attempt at defamiliarization, but is not actually Holmes, she 

can never quite crack the case. Marybeth Baggett points out that the draw of Holmes’s 

and other detective stories is that “the fictional detective is expected to bring closure 

to vexed questions” (“Finding Ourselves”). Fictional clients and “readers, too, believe 

that competent detectives will […] [uncover] the actual truth of the matter. It would be 

a sad detective story indeed that failed to unravel the mystery that motivated its telling” 

(Baggett). Plath disrupts the detective narrative trope most emphatically, impressing 

the reality of this “crime” and casting off Victorianism to embrace the modernist themes 

of “death-in-life” and “paralysis”; themes that Amanda Golden observes Plath had 

emphasized since her time teaching at Smith (50-51). The anticipated detective story 

arc, through which rationality ushers in a comfortable closure, is replaced with 

paralyzing stagnation, highlighting a fear of the era. Likewise, the fictional trope of 

which Holmes is a forefather is directly contrasted with the reality of experience. 

This uncharacteristic portrayal of the detective hero exposes his intrinsically 

fictitious nature, resulting in an inevitable highlight of Plath’s very real humanity. 

Golden notes Plath’s adoption of Henry James’s sense of “the worst” as a concept of 

the human experience; she would return to it for several years (55, 71). Her sense of 

what can be defined as “the worst” would shift between 1957 and 1962, but its enormity 

presents itself clearly in this poem: what is truly “the worst” cannot even be solved by 

“the best.” Perhaps in a nod to this inevitable failing, Plath chooses the victim’s 

nebulous status of “vaporization” (31). 

By denying the reader a tidy denouement, Plath completes a final subversion of 

the detective narrative and the mythos of Holmes himself. In doing so, she also 

subverts cultural expectations of the “male genius,” perhaps as part of her effort to 

engage in her contemporary literary cultural shift to reject the “stranglehold” of gentility 

(Plath qtd. in Clark 502). The reader is left dissatisfied, even confused, another 

reminder that this semi-autobiographical narrative more closely mirrors reality than 
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any Arthur Conan Doyle novel. Aggarwal notes, “there is a false promise in [Plath’s] 

poems of identifying a criminal that is both within and without, who is, at any rate, 

always changing guises” (289). In this way, the body of the poem has become one red 

herring, and the reader does not know which clues to trust. Readers are deprived of 

the magical hindsight that typically attends a detective story’s end once the hero 

engages in summation. They cannot look back on the narrative with a new 

understanding to discern the importance of the clues. Any search back in time through 

the poem’s text leads to the same spiraling confusion. Through the detective’s veiled 

confession of being unable to solve this particular case, “The Detective” documents a 

poet’s confession of secrets, loss, and failed defamiliarization. 

 

Enlightenment Through Failure 

 

While Plath is confessing the interrogation of her own existence — the alive-or-

dead status of her relationship, profession, and idealized self — she is also appealing 

to readers and writers to interrogate theirs. This is implied in her intent to publish “The 

Detective” in Ariel and in an interview with the BBC, completed around the time “The 

Detective” was written. Plath acknowledged the place of personal stories in poetry, but 

noted it should be tempered to be connected to a wider lens of reality. She shared in 

the broadcast: 

 

I believe that one should be able to control and manipulate experiences, even the 

most terrifying […] with an informed and intelligent mind. […] Personal experience 

is very important, but certainly it shouldn’t be a kind of shut box […] mirror-looking, 

narcissistic experience. I believe it should be relevant, and relevant to the larger 

things, the bigger things. (“Sylvia Plath reads ‘Daddy’”) 

 

“The Detective” caters to this demand. Malcolm notes that “Plath will always be young 

and in a rage over Hughes’s unfaithfulness” because readers only gained access to 

Ariel after Plath’s death (7). However, those who understand the larger relevance of 

Plath’s expression can move beyond focusing on the author to focus on the text and 

the exercises that produced it. While “The Detective” is deeply personal and can be 

intimidating, the poem remains accessible to readers because it evokes a familiar 

setting, characters, and investigative procedures that span time, location, and trauma. 
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What Plath’s confessional poetry and the detective stories have in common is that they 

lay on display the search for truth. It is why they are admired. It is why they are models 

for others. Readers can engage in their own disembodied detective story, asking 

themselves the questions needed to interrogate a life, or a missing one. 

With “The Detective,” Plath foreshadows not a death itself but the inevitable 

mystery that might follow it, and she invites scrutiny. While the poem’s examination of 

a life and its murder is specific to Plath’s case — her clues, her crime scene, her crime 

— the investigative questions have the larger relevance she spoke of in her BBC 

interview. There will always be questions asked when a person is lost, whether to 

murder, suicide, or symbolic disappearance. Outsiders will attempt to make sense of 

such choices by asking questions of their own and of themselves. In their search for 

meaning, they will look for clues, possibly forcing them together like mismatched 

puzzle pieces. When the investigator is the self, it poses new challenges to the 

investigation. Outside of the speaker’s personal crime scene in “The Detective,” there 

is an acquiescence to a broader reality for all those who seek truth: trauma, loss, and 

other crises are worth exploring, even if most of these mysteries will remain unsolved. 

The concepts of defamiliarization and disembodiment allowed Plath to reach what 

she believed that “the role of the poet is to represent life, which includes extreme limits 

of existence” (Golden 51). Objective distance is required to explore the body, the 

psyche within the body, the space beyond the body, and the commonplace objects 

within that space. Plath’s Ariel poems, as Clark observes, “engaged not only with 

personal horrors, but cultural ones” (480). “The Detective” offers readers the 

opportunity to shadow a case where “metaphor, history, and autobiography merge 

surrealistically” (Clark 480). Plath disembodies herself, or attempts to do so, to inhabit 

multiple roles that could offer insight into her crisis. She plays the client, victim, and 

detective speaker, revealing that the mysterious “she” is, in fact, all of them. Having 

some biographical context surely enhances a reader’s interpretation of the piece and 

can deepen their connection to the work, but Plath’s cultural overlays and display of 

the confessional interrogative process also serve as a model to others. After engaging 

as a visitor to Plath’s poem world, readers can turn into writers who attempt their own 

defamiliarization through disembodiment. Plath’s readers are encouraged to examine 

their own experiences and bodies with the knowledge that she had to learn first: 

defamiliarization is imperfect, and disembodiment is temporary. Nevertheless, writers 

can investigate, ask questions, and ask them aloud. While their questions may go 
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unanswered and their mysteries may remain unsolved, at least there will be a detective 

on the case. 
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Review: Lives Revised: Assia Wevill, Ted Hughes, and 
Sylvia Plath by Julie Goodspeed-Chadwick. LSU Press, 
2025. 

 

Ester Díaz Morillo 

 

What Julie Goodspeed-Chadwick sets out to do in this excellent and long-

overdue book is not an easy task. Lives Revised is not a biography, it is a book about 

biography or, in other words, a biographical study. Writing about Assia Wevill still feels 

like a risky and polarizing enterprise. That is why Goodspeed-Chadwick’s contribution 

is much needed in order to contextualize Assia’s life and work in a way in which we 

can fully grasp her life and legacy. As the author explains, any work on Assia will 

undoubtedly summon the presence of Ted Hughes and, therefore, Sylvia Plath. But 

Goodspeed-Chadwick is clear in her task – her main interest lies in Assia. Here, 

Goodspeed-Chadwick attempts to dispel the myth and even lack of knowledge 

surrounding her by looking at what gender, mental illness, sexuality, and trauma 

studies can reveal about Assia’s life and work. This is not only a revisionary work, as 

the author draws on recordings recently made available, as well as private documents 

and archives at the British Library and Emory University. 

Lives Revised is a book which will make readers grapple with their own 

ingrained biases about women, gender, and, more specifically, Assia Wevill. As 

Goodspeed-Chadwick states in her introductory chapter, “Assia’s story is one that 

reveals the power, limitations, and enticements of gender, in addition to the 

punishments we dole out to women who are too beautiful, too successful, and too bold 

for our liking” (17). These are cautionary but also brutally honest words. The following 

chapter offers an interesting perspective, as it examines Assia and Hughes as subjects 

in interviews and other written accounts by other people. This implies a myriad of 

differing opinions on both subjects, their lives, and their relationship, giving us a more 

panoramic view of these figures. The author is most intent on providing archival 

materials for others to act on it. 

In this chapter, Goodspeed-Chadwick creates a careful narration by quoting 

what others said about Assia and Hughes, always providing context for such remarks. 

These perspectives exemplify the difficulty of creating a cohesive and coherent 
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narrative around Assia and her relationship with Hughes. Goodspeed-Chadwick 

meticulously delves into the sexism and misogyny both Assia and Plath had to face. 

In fact, there are several points in common in Plath’s and Assia’s stories, as both were 

shaped by sexism, violence, and trauma. Both had to confront Hughes’s aggressive 

attitude towards women and the patriarchal values imposed on them. Even us as 

readers and scholars might end up internalizing that devastating patriarchal values, 

perpetuating them non-stop. For that reason, Goodspeed-Chadwick admonishes 

readers against reinforcing patriarchal stories and advocates a trauma-informed 

perspective which might finally help us to “do away with victim blaming altogether and 

accept that everyone suffered to varying degrees, with drastically different outcomes” 

(50). In fact, such a perspective might lead us to overcome the sensationalism-imbued 

fabricated story around Plath, Hughes, and Assia. 

After paying attention to what others said about them, the author turns to what 

Assia and Hughes said and recorded about themselves and their relationship in 

chapter three. In order to help establish a fuller narrative, Goodspeed-Chadwick puts 

forward the concept of intersectionality as a means to explore “Assias’s experience as 

a middle-aged woman and ethnic minority” (67) in ways never examined before. In 

that line, the author emphasizes Assia’s achievements and how patriarchal society 

discredited and punished her for it by erasing her life and work. Most significantly, 

Goodspeed-Chadwick also acknowledges the importance of trauma in Assia’s life, 

considering her a victim of trauma and suicide due to her lack of a feeling of belonging. 

Retracing her history of mental illness, the author delineates how damaging the 

consequences of laying the blame of Plath’s suicide on either Assia or Hughes or both 

were and still are. What is most remarkable in this chapter is Goodspeed-Chadwick’s 

effort in giving voice to Assia by unmaking the myth around her through her own 

writing. This written legacy opens up a new perspective on Assia which lets us see her 

struggle to come to terms with traumatic experiences, her personal and professional 

life, most especially her relationship with Hughes and the children, both as mother and 

stepmother. Thus, the author vividly paints the daily circumstances Assia endured 

through her own writing and closes the chapter by featuring Assia’s own words in an 

original poem. 

Before concluding her work, Goodspeed-Chadwick addresses Hughes’s 

perspective, focusing on his coping with trauma through writing. The author studies 

the way Hughes portrayed Assia in his poetry yielding control over the whole narrative 
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through racist and sexist viewpoints. For that purpose, Goodspeed-Chadwick devotes 

some time to analyze Assia’s presence and representation in Hughes’s poems, a very 

interesting point to raise questions in readers’ minds and foster new conversations 

regarding their problematic relationship – and portrayal. Aware of the healing 

properties of writing, Hughes tapped into an autobiographical vein which would serve 

as a means of dealing with traumatic experiences, most interestingly, in those texts 

never intended for publication. This last part of chapter four offers an outstanding study 

of Assia’s – and Shura’s – presence in Hughes’s poetry, including drafts and 

notebooks never previously accessed. 

In her concluding remarks, Goodspeed-Chadwick once more foregrounds the 

importance of not pitting Plath and Assia against each other: that is the trap of our 

misogynist world. If we want to have a more panoramic picture of their lives and works, 

we need to overcome internalized patriarchal values and carry out a feminist recovery 

of silenced and buried voices, such as Assia’s. Goodspeed-Chadwick equips her 

readers with new tools, archival materials, and perspectives to contribute to a more 

sustained scholarship about Assia. As the author cautions, the way in which we 

reconstruct and retell lives and stories reflects our own values and world. Goodspeed-

Chadwick’s strongest point lies in giving voice to Assia and paving the way for future 

– and much-needed – research on her. This is an invaluable contribution which helps 

to enlighten our understanding of Assia’s and, so, Hughes’s, life. 
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Review: Sylvia Plath Day by Day Volume 2: 1955 – 1963 by Carl 
Rollyson. University of Mississippi Press, 2024. 
 

Tim Cook 

 

Rare is the book that comes criticism-proof; rarer still the book that 

recommends a method of reading itself. In his introduction to volume two of this 

formidable re-telling of Plath’s life, Rollyson suggests his book “can be read in a minute 

or an hour, by the bedside or propped up against another book [volume 1] or other 

support during a meal” (4). While I hesitate to tell a prospective reader how to read 

SPDBDv2, I agree with Rollyson’s inference that it is best not to attempt it in one go. 

By their nature, reference books that deal with the minutiae of life can soon become 

wearying and Rollyson’s “granular Plath” (p. 4) can feel like grit in the eye and in giving 

equal priority to the literary and domestic, Rollyson risks alienating the reader through 

the necessary mundanity of his book’s purpose. A quick dip into the text may leave 

the reader unsatisfied, whereas a longer read renders Plath’s time in Cambridge a blur 

of steak dinners, sinus complaints and “good love”, while her North Tawton days 

rapidly develop into a clatter of ashcans, laundry orders and Nancy Axworthy, Plath’s 

housekeeper. Life, viewed in such stark retrospect, becomes a kind of timetable, a 

train ride with ten thousand stops, key dates left somehow as inevitable as the poems 

they inspired. This is Plath’s life in concentrated form, condensing the rhythms of her 

creative consciousness until they track like the beating of a heart. While Rollyson 

succeeds supremely in his remit, this can make reading SPDBDv2 a rough journey. 

So, how to find the best way forward? 

Rollyson supplies the answer elsewhere in his Introduction, for he wishes to 

show how Plath “particularises the culture of her time, what it was like for a young 

woman making her way in the 1950s, and a mature woman entering the 1960s” (3). 

This he does, though we should acknowledge Plath had advantages we witnessed in 

volume one, not least the frequent financial backing of her mother Aurelia and her 

literary benefactor, Olive Higgins Prouty — privileges Plath came to resent and rebel 

against so dramatically. Even Plath herself admitted in a journal entry that she had 

benefitted from “lucky breaks”. Rollyson shows hers was a way of intellectual life that 

is slipping from living memory, making Plath an American exemplar of her time, similar 
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to how her great hero, Virginia Woolf, stands in England for the earlier decades of the 

twentieth century. 

As the reader would expect, Rollyson marshals all available sources to produce 

his guide: manuscripts, letters, calendars, biographies and Plath’s journal (my first, 

and still favorite, encounter with Plath). Extracts from Ted Hughes’ letters and diary 

make an effective counterpoint at various stages and open an intimate and 

contemporary perspective on Plath’s world, and they remind us that Hughes also 

endured black moods and difficult episodes (this technique also confirms how well 

Plath organized both her and her husband’s home and professional life). No stone is 

left unturned, though a few could have remained in place – I’m unconvinced the reader 

needs to know each time Plath washed her hair or baked banana bread (many entries 

affirm Plath’s formidable appetite for both creating and consuming food) and such 

details may tire a casual reader. Thankfully, Rollyson does not leave us entirely to the 

mercy of shopping expeditions and dinner party guests, as he provides a welcome 

and insightful commentary alongside the daily entries, breaking up the brick-by-brick 

nature of the text. The effect is like a friendly tutor leaning over the reader’s shoulder 

to point out the consequences, or reasons behind, a particular event or decision, 

especially helpful in providing background to Plath’s relationships with friends and 

family. 

This approach naturally assists the more casual reader — but what of the 

serious Plathian student? They will see the familiar milestones pass by, certain 

dreaded dates give their due, and by the first week of February 1963, they may feel 

they are reading the notation of a famed chess match that has ended in the ultimate 

checkmate, again. For the last few years of Plath’s life are better known than her 

earliest years; much of the charm of volume one comes in Plath’s childhood pleasures, 

the pages teeming with novels popular with junior readers of the 1940s, now gathering 

dust in the attics of grandparents, along with fading copies of Calling All Girls! and 

radio guides listing Mr & Mrs North and The Great Gildersleeve. There are fewer such 

treats to discover in the vaults of volume two, with Plath’s casual reading and movie-

viewing circumscribed by studies, babies, and her burgeoning creative output. Rather 

a shame if, like me, you enjoy collating Plath’s cultural consumption. Talking of novels, 

anyone hoping for new details on the genesis of The Bell Jar will be disappointed, for 

despite Rollyson’s assiduousness, the process of Plath’s classic novel remains 

obscure, with only tentative dates given to the book’s composition. Rollyson, perhaps 
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more than any of Plath’s biographers, is at the mercy of his subject and can only relate 

whatever Plath left behind (and Hughes did not destroy). 

And here lies the irony of SPDBDv2: such is the thoroughness of Rollyson’s 

work that even Plathians will be left puzzled.21 Some entries, presumably from Plath’s 

calendars, are so brief as to be meaningless, such as “EFGHIJ – crowd” (56) given for 

November 21st ,1955 (possibly relating to Plath’s involvement with Cambridge’s 

Amateur Dramatics Club) while others beggar belief: did Plath really tune into BBC 

Radio’s German lesson mere hours after learning of Hughes’ affair with Assia Wevill, 

as the entry for July 9th,1962 suggests? The book’s format causes figures to pop in 

and out of nowhere, as Aurelia Plath does in Devon (234) while Plath appears to write 

a letter to her Elinor Freeman at Elmwood Road while living there herself (141). 

Rollyson’s footnotes are copious, though as an Englishman, a couple caused 

a wry smile, such as the explanation of Hovis (a brand of loaf ubiquitous here for 

decades) and ‘sausage rusk’, a delicacy of which I have previously never heard. And 

then there are the great mass of unidentified people, the orphans of the Plath life story, 

who appear once and are never seen again, like fish rising to the pond surface for a 

breadcrumb before sinking back to the depths. But perhaps I can solve one minor 

mystery. An entry for December 18th, 1955, when Plath visited London with John 

Lythgoe, reads simply “Alan Patillo piano and cats”. Rollyson cannot further identify 

this individual, but this could be Alan Patillo, then aged 26, who forged a notable career 

in British television, winning an Emmy in 1979 for his editing work on ITC’s adaptation 

of All Quiet on the Western Front. In fact, had Plath owned a television at North Tawton 

and decided it could babysit little Frieda for half an hour, she might have seen Patillo’s 

name in the credits of the 1962 children’s series Fireball XL5, of which Patillo directed 

twelve episodes. We might even have learned more about the “piano and cats”. But 

this one instance demonstrates the random quality of knowledge. 

For as Lawrence Sterne proved almost three centuries ago with Tristam 

Shandy, we can never fully know a life, no matter how well recorded. Every book can 

have missing pages, and Ted Hughes saw to it that certain contentious parts of Plath’s 

story would remain forever untold. As matters stand, the two volumes Rollyson has 

 
21   Rollyson writes that Clarissa and Paul Roche visited Plath at Court Green in November 1962, 
however Clarissa visited on her own w. just her newborn baby. This is clear both in Clark's Red 
Comet and Harriet Rosenstein's interviews with the Roches. 
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generously provided act as supplements to the wide field of Plath Studies. He has 

provided the skeleton, but only Sylvia Plath herself can provide the flesh. 
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Review: The Slicks: On Sylvia Plath and Taylor Swift by Maggie 
Nelson. Penguin Random House, 2025. 
 

Dorka Tamás 

 

For the average Plath reader, it might be strange to compare Sylvia Plath, one 

of the most prolific poets of the twentieth century, to the contemporary pop star 

phenomenon Taylor Swift. As a Plath enthusiast and Swiftie, however, I have 

observed for several years, both in public discussions and in my private conversations, 

the parallels between these two artists. After all, if Jacqueline Rose famously named 

Plath the Marilyn Monroe of the literary world in The Haunting of Sylvia Plath (1991), 

it is not surprising that another renowned woman from another art industry is brought 

into comparison with Plath. 

Maggie Nelson’s chapbook The Slicks is the first of its kind, offering fans of 

Plath, Swift, and admirers of both an official guidebook, a starter pack of a sort, on the 

similarities of fame, public scrutiny, ambition, and talent the two successful female 

artists share. The Slicks is not divided into chapters or sections with headings, it reads 

as a long essay with several parts. Nelson begins by referencing Rose’s The Haunting 

of Sylvia Plath, evoking Plath’s desire for public recognition of her work, a theme which 

remains the centrepiece of the book. Nelson introduces the thesis statement of her 

comparative reading of Plath and Swift, both as artists who made their own names, 

but also as women who profoundly feel, write, and make the personal relatable to 

many: 

 

When I think about Swift and Plath together, I find myself returning to a simple 

thought: Sylvia Plath is dead, and Taylor Swift is alive. Not only is Swift alive, 

but she is living in front of us, for us, with us. […] Plath didn’t get the chance to 

ride out this cycle; she ended her life at age thirty. As I write, Swift is thirty-four 

and showing no sign of bowing out. (6-7) 

 

While living under very different circumstances and working in different industries, 

Swift and Plath, as per Nelson, share the similarities of drive and the refusal to give 

up their passion for their professions (writing and music), no matter what kinds of 
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hardship, criticism, or forces of patriarchal structures they faced. The genesis of the 

book seems to be Swift’s 2024 album, The Tortured Poets Department (TTPD), which 

uses irony – like Plath often does in her Ariel poems – on the subject of the (female) 

artistic suffering on display, which, for long, Plath has been associated with in 

mainstream media and discourses. 

There are a handful of recurring sources Nelson references, the above-

mentioned Jacqueline Rose book on Plath, Anne Carson’s essay “The Gender of 

Sound” (1992), Emily Dickinson’s poetry, and a few news and magazine publications 

from 2024 that brought to the general readership, the Plath-ification of Swift on TTPD. 

Nelson proceeds to dive into a more familiar territory: the similarities between 

confessionalism in poetry and music and “the derision of the personal – especially in 

regard to women”; she argues that “[W]hen women make the personal public, the 

charge of whorishness always lurks nearby” (21; 25). Sylvia Plath knew this well: 

“There is a charge // For the eyeing of my scars, there is a charge”, she wrote in “Lady 

Lazarus”, which is echoed in Swift’s song “Who is Afraid of Little Old Me?” (3; 21). 

Nelson contrasts the roles, aesthetics, markets, and audiences of poetry and pop 

music, which sometimes stand on thin ice due to the increased popularity of Insta-

poetry, songwriters-turned-poets, and the convergence of media and text in the 

twenty-first century. 

The Slicks aims to demonstrate that female artists “generally had a much 

weirder relationship to fame” than male artists (30), for which Plath and Swift are case 

studies, flawlessly complementing and contrasting each other. Nelson does not go into 

a detailed close reading or comparative analysis of Plath’s poems and Swift’s lyrics. 

There are only a few examples she returns to, including Plath’s “Lady Lazarus”, entries 

from her Journal during adolescence, and parts of The Bell Jar, and Swift’s Tortured 

Poets album and The Eras Tour (2023-24) are recurring references. There are clear 

parallels between the two women’s characters, their ambition, chase of fame, for which 

Nelson quotes Plath’s self-identified “the girl who wanted to be God”, and Swift’s 

interview from 2012 in which she explains to Vogue magazine that this is the kind of 

career that she always wanted and worked for, and dealing with fame is just a 

necessary part of the work. 

Nelson focuses on the similarities between the audience and the association of 

teen girls and young women with Swift and Plath, the latter “went for both full throttle” 

(43) writing for and about women and adolescent girls. The Bell Jar and TTPD are 
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obvious comparative points here, in terms of centring their narratives on the power 

abuse and exploitation of patriarchal institutions, social expectations of women, and 

women coping with and writing about mental health. They both have “taboo-busting 

content” (43). There are further parallels made between Plath’s Ariel poems, such as 

the themes of rebirth and death, which are also recurring subjects in Swift’s work and 

persona arc. Here, Nelson misses out on mentioning Swift’s “You’re Losing Me” 

(2023), which evokes the phoenix metaphor familiar from “Lady Lazarus.” Towards the 

second half of the book, Nelson uses some clever and not too obvious references for 

people unfamiliar with Swift’s lyrics. For example, she writes that Plath’s speakers in 

her late poems are “not bejewelled” (46), which alludes to the song “Bejeweled” 

(2022). The last comparative points are between the song “Clara Bow” (2024), 

“Midnight Rain” (2022), and the fame that Plath, like many talented female artists and 

poets, wanted to mouth and “break into those slicks” (63), citing from Plath in a letter 

she wrote to Aurelia Plath in 1957. 

Nelson’s chapbook targets both fans and casual readers of Sylvia Plath, as well 

as people familiar with Taylor Swift’s music and the recent ‘Taylormania.’ However, it 

does not require the reader to be an enthusiast and admirer of either. Rather, The 

Slicks offers a glimpse into the world of talented and ambitious women and their 

creative processes, their relationship to public reputation, coping with institutional 

barriers and glass ceilings, and, most importantly, the art of surviving by creating 

something lasting, transformational, and relatable. Nelson’s book does not exhaust its 

subjects at all. There is plenty more material to mine, but it is a conversation starter 

on Sylvia Plath, her legacy, and spectral presence in contemporary culture and 

women’s art. 
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