Emily Dickinson
Because I could not stop for Death, 
He kindly stopped for me; 
The carriage held but just ourselves 
And Immortality. 
We slowly drove, he knew no haste, 
And I had put away 
My labor, and my leisure too, 
For his civility. 
We passed the school, where children strove 
At recess, in the ring; 
We passed the fields of gazing grain, 
We passed the setting sun. 
Or rather, he passed us; 
The dews grew quivering and chill, 
For only gossamer my gown,1 
My tippet2 only tulle.3 
We paused before a house4 that seemed 
A swelling of the ground; 
The roof was scarcely visible, 
The cornice5 but a mound. 
Since then 'tis centuries,6 and yet each 
Feels shorter than the day 
I first surmised the horses' heads 
Were toward eternity. 
[bookmark: Notes]Notes 
1...gossamer my gown: Thin wedding dress for the speaker's marriage to Death. 
2...tippet: Scarf for neck or shoulders. 
3...tulle: Netting. 
4...house: Speaker's tomb. 
5...cornice: Horizontal molding along the top of a wall. 
6...Since . . . centuries: The length of time she has been in the tomb. 
. 

[bookmark: Meter]typ e of Work 
.......“Because I Could Not Stop for Death” is a lyric poem on the theme of death. The contains six stanzas, each with four lines. A four-line stanza is called a quatrain. The poem was first published in 1890 in Poems, Series 1, a collection of Miss Dickinson's poems that was edited by two of her friends, Mabel Loomis Todd and Thomas Wentworth Higginson. The editors titled the poem "Chariot." 
[bookmark: Analysis]Commentary and Theme 
.......“Because I Could Not Stop for Death” reveals Emily Dickinson’s calm acceptance of death. It is surprising that she presents the experience as being no more frightening than receiving a gentleman caller—in this case, her fiancé (Death personified). 
.......The journey to the grave begins in Stanza 1, when Death comes calling in a carriage in which Immortality is also a passenger. As the trip continues in Stanza 2, the carriage trundles along at an easy, unhurried pace, perhaps suggesting that death has arrived in the form of a disease or debility that takes its time to kill. Then, in Stanza 3, the author appears to review the stages of her life: childhood (the recess scene), maturity (the ripe, hence, “gazing” grain), and the descent into death (the setting sun)–as she passes to the other side. There, she experiences a chill because she is not warmly dressed. In fact, her garments are more appropriate for a wedding, representing a new beginning, than for a funeral, representing an end. 
.......Her description of the grave as her “house” indicates how comfortable she feels about death. There, after centuries pass, so pleasant is her new life that time seems to stand still, feeling “shorter than a Day.” 
.......The overall theme of the poem seems to be that death is not to be feared since it is a natural part of the endless cycle of nature. Her view of death may also reflect her personality and religious beliefs. On the one hand, as a spinster, she was somewhat reclusive and introspective, tending to dwell on loneliness and death. On the other hand, as a Christian and a Bible reader, she was optimistic about her ultimate fate and appeared to see death as a friend. 
[bookmark: Characters]Characters 
Speaker: A woman who speaks from the grave. She says she calmly accepted death. In fact, she seemed to welcome death as a suitor whom she planned to "marry." 
Death: Suitor who called for the narrator to escort her to eternity. 
Immortality: A passenger in the carriage. 
Children: Boys and girls at play in a schoolyard. They symbolize early life. 
[bookmark: Text]Meter 
.......In each stanza, the first line has eight syllables (four feet); the second, six syllables (three feet); the third, eight syllables (four feet); and the fourth, six syllables (three feet). The meter alternates between iambic tetrameter (lines with eight syllables, or four feet) and iambic trimeter (lines with six syllables, or three feet). In iambic meter, the feet (pairs of syllables) contain an unstressed syllable followed by a stressed syllable. (For detailed information on meter, click here.) The following example demonstrates the metric scheme. 
.......1..................2...............3....................4 
Be CAUSE..|..I COULD..|..not STOP..|..for DEATH, 
......1..................2.................3 
He KIND..|..ly STOPPED..|..for ME; 
........1.................2.................3...................4 
The CARR..|..iage HELD..|..but JUST..|..our SELVES 
....1..............2............3 
And IM..|..mor TAL..|..i TY. 
[bookmark: End_Rhyme]End Rhyme 
.......The second and fourth lines of stanzas 1, 2, 4, 5, and 6 rhyme. However, some of the lines contain only close rhymes or eye rhymes. In the third stanza, there is no end rhyme, but ring (line 2) rhymes with the penultimate words in lines 3 and 4. 
[bookmark: Internal]Internal Rhyme 
.......Dickinson also occasionally uses internal rhyme, as in the following lines: 
The carriage held but just ourselves (line 3) 
We slowly drove, he knew no haste (line 5) 
We passed the fields of gazing grain (line 11) 
The dews grew quivering and chill (line 14)
[bookmark: Symbols]Symbols 
.......In the fourth stanza, the school symbolizes the morning of life; the grain, the midday of life and the working years; the setting sun, the evening of life and the death of life. 
[bookmark: Figures]Figures of Speech 
.......Following are examples of figures of speech in the poem. (For definitions of figures of speech, click here.) 
Alliteration 
Because I could not stop for Death (line 1) 
he knew no haste (line 5) 
My labor, and my leisure too (line 7) 
At recess, in the ring 
gazing grain (line 11) 
setting sun (line 12) 
For only gossamer my gown (line 15) 
My tippet only tulle (line 16) 
toward eternity (line 24)
Anaphora 
We passed the school, where children strove 
At recess, in the ring; 
We passed the fields of gazing grain, 
We passed the setting sun. (lines 9-12)
Paradox 
Since then 'tis centuries, and yet each 
Feels shorter than the day 
I first surmised the horses' heads (lines 21-23)
Personification 
We passed the setting sun. 
Or rather, he passed us (lines 12-13) 
Comparison of the sun to a person 
Death is personified throughout the poem.

--
Death is personified as a gentleman caller or suitor. Thomas H. Johnson calls him "one of the great characters of literature." But exactly what kind of person is he? 
· Is Death a kind, polite suitor? The speaker refers to his "kindness" and "civility." He drives her slowly; is this an expression of tact and consideration for her? If he is the courteous suitor, then Immortality, who is also in the carriage (or hearse) would be their chaperon, a silent one. 
· Is Death actually a betrayer, and is his courtly manner an illusion to seduce her? Because of his kindness in stopping for her, she agrees to go with him ("put away / My labor and my leisure too"). Is Death really cruel? She is not properly dressed for their journey; she is wearing only a gossamer gown and tulle tippet (gossamer: very light, thin cloth; tulle: a thin, fine netting used for veils, scarfs, etc.; tippet: covering for the shoulders). Is Immortality really an accomplice to Death's deception? 
The drive symbolizes her leaving life. She progresses from childhood, maturity (the "gazing grain" is ripe) and the setting (dying) sun to her grave. The children are presented as active in their leisure ("strove"). The images of children and grain suggest futurity, that is, they have a future; they also depict the progress of human life. Is there irony in the contrast between her passivity and inactivity in the coach and their energetic activity? 
The word "passed" is repeated four times in stanzas three and four. They are "passing" by the children and grain, both still part of life. They are also "passing" out of time into eternity. The sun passes them as the sun does everyone who is buried. With the sun setting, it becomes dark, in contrast to the light of the preceding stanzas. It also becomes damp and cold ("dew grew quivering and chill"), in contrast to the warmth of the preceding stanza. Also the activity of stanza three contrasts with the inactivity of the speaker in stanzas four and five. They pause at the grave. What is the effect of describing it as a house? 
In the final stanza, the speaker has moved into death; the language becomes abstract; in the previous stanzas the imagery was concrete and specific. What is Dickinson saying about death or her knowledge of death with this change? The speaker only guesses ("surmised") that they are heading for eternity. Why does she have to guess? She has experienced life, but what does she specifically know about being dead? And why didn't death tell her? If eternity is their goal, can Immortality be a passenger? Or is this question too literal-minded? 
Why does Dickinson change from past tense to present tense with the verb "feels" (line 2, stanza 6)? Does eternity have an end? 
In this poem, exclusion occurs differently than it does in "The soul selects her own society" Here the speaker is excluded from activities and involvement in life; the dead are outside "the ring" of life. As you read Dickinson's poems, notice the ways in which exclusion occurs and think about whether it is accurate to characterize her as the poet of exclusion. 
--
Analysis and Commentary 

.......“Because I Could Not Stop for Death” reveals Emily Dickinson’s calm acceptance of death. It is surprising that she presents the experience as being no more frightening than receiving a gentleman caller–in this case, her fiancé. 
.......The journey to the grave begins in Stanza 1, when Death comes calling in a carriage in which Immortality is also a passenger. As the trip continues in Stanza 2, the carriage trundles along at an easy, unhurried pace, perhaps suggesting that death has arrived in the form of a disease or debility that takes its time to kill. Then, in Stanza 3, the author appears to review the stages of her life: childhood (the recess scene), maturity (the ripe, hence, “gazing” grain), and the descent into death (the setting sun)–as she passes to the other side. There, she experiences a chill because she is not warmly dressed. In fact, her garments are more appropriate for a wedding, representing a new beginning, than for a funeral, representing an end. 
.......Her de******ion of the grave as her “house” indicates how comfortable she feels about death. There after centuries pass, so pleasant is her new life that time seems to stand still, feeling “shorter than a Day.” 
.......The overall theme of the poem seems to be that death is not to be feared since it is a natural part of the endless cycle of nature. Her view of death may also reflect her personality and religious beliefs. On the one hand, as a spinster, she was somewhat reclusive and introspective, tending to dwell on loneliness and death. On the other hand, as a Christian and a Bible reader, she was optimistic about her ultimate fate and appeared to see death as a friend. 


Dickinson's Poem Because I Could Not Stop For Death

Thantos, Charon, Death. No matter what we call it, the idea that is death is always with us. It causes great pain, but also inspires. Dickinson's poem Because I Could Not Stop for Death is, obviously enough, about death. But rather than being sad about it, she wants the reader to view death as being an inevitable change, rather than an end to existence. By personifying death, she makes it seem relaxing and serene. She also adds to this effect by using vivid imagery and ****phors, as well as rhythm, to create a poem that plays out in the reader's mind like a movie, due also in part to the dramatic imagery. One of the major parts of this poem is the personification of death, a common theme in her poetry. By making death human, it makes death understandable. In one of her other poems, I Read My Sentence - Steadily-, she says She and Death, Acquainted-/ meet Tranquilly as Friends. Her treatment of death as a friend makes it seem as if people are silly for fearing death, but rather should accept, even embrace it as the natural course all lives must take. She makes it clear that it is inescapable, and that we should not try. When she says, Because I could not stop for Death, it causes the reader to ask why she could not stop. The obvious answer is that she could not stop because she was so wrapped up in her own life, so busy, that she did not think about death. She shares the carriage with Death and Immortality, two opposites, Death being the cessation of life, and Immortality being perpetual life. This poses something of a conundrum, unless the reader realizes that Death is there for the corporeal self, and Immortality is there for her soul or spirit, which, according to many belief systems is eternal. She describes Death as being peaceful and civil, relaxed and unhurried. This is established by his Civility and He knew no haste. This fits with the popular conception of death. She makes a significant omission in that she does not describe Death physically. This permits the reader to use his or her imagination to form a physical depiction of Death. In the third stanza, she describes the things they pass, all of which could be interpreted as the three phases of life, or the three Grecian fates. The school, where children strove/ At recess in the Ring represents the early part of life, childhood, or Clothos, the fate who wove the threads of life. The next phase and Fate combination is adulthood, represented by Laecheis, who measured the threads of life. The line, The Fields of Gazing Grain, symbolizes this. Grain also symbolizes fertility, and since adulthood is when people have children, this highlights the image. But there is the promise, or perhaps threat, of things to come when the reader thinks of the popular image of Death, holding a scythe, which was used to reap the grain, as it also reaps the lives of those Death goes to claim. The setting sun is the end of life, old age, or Atropos, who cut the threads of life. This phrase also serves as a transition to a much darker fourth stanza. Dickinson's rhythm also changes from a regular beat to a shorter, darker feeling rhythm, which changes back after this stanza. This combined with imagery such as Quivering, Chill, and Gossamer, with a tippet made of tulle causes the reader to feel the cold stillness of the tomb. The word Gossamer is a good choice, because the thin, almost translucent material is suggestive of ghosts, flowing, transparent and cold. This image could also mean that she feels the loss of those in her life who were dear to her, and the memories of those who have passed before her. The next stanza is an enigma. The house image could be many things, ranging from the tombs the Romans built along their roads, to her deep-seated fear of her world forgetting her. As Steven Butler, a well known author once said, To die completely, a person must not only forget, but be forgotten, and he who is not forgotten is not dead. The final stanza serves as closure to the poem. In it, the speaker realizes that there is no escape from the carriage, just as there is no escape from death. Time ceases to have any meaning. Like the carriage ride, death is forever, and once done, cannot be reversed since The horses' heads were towards Eternity. There was also a horse in Grecian mythos associated with death named Mortis, who carried Death to his various cases. The Greeks, too, tried vainly to understand Death, but they had no more success than our society when attempting to answer the ever-present question of Why. In this search for answers and understanding, we are forever at a loss. The only way we can possibly understand death, and what, if anything comes after that, is by dying. So we seek solace in other things, be it religion or science, or just not thinking about it. Yet everyone knows at some level that when that final door opens, all else will cease to matter and Ave atque vale, a Latin phrase meaning Hail and farewell. And ashes to ashes, dust-to-dust, and above all else, rest in peace. This is the message in Because I Could Not Stop for Death. Dickinson at some level was trying to understand death, but in the end, only she knew if she did 
--
First Stanza – “He kindly stopped for me”

In the opening stanza, the speaker makes the startling claim that she simply “could not stop for Death”; however, Death could stop for her, and he politely did so. Then the speaker startles the reader again by making what might seem to be an outlandish remark: “The Carriage held but just Ourselves — / And Immortality.” The reader sees the speaker riding a horse-drawn carriage with a kind, polite gentleman who has stopped for her, and they are riding alone in the carriage, except for a third presence, “Immortality.” The reader is only four lines into the poem and yet realizes that this speaker is dramatizing a wildly unusual buggy ride.

Second Stanza – Putting away her labor and leisure
The speaker then describes the situation further: they carriage occupants are traveling slowly. She had ceased working, which the reader would expect of one who has died, and now is accompanying a gentleman on a leisurely carriage ride, but this speaker quickly asserts that she ceased her leisure also, and she gave up these things easily because this gentleman caller was so kind and gracious.

Third Stanza – Life passing before one’s eyes
In the third stanza, the speaking describes the passing landscape as she and Gentleman Death accompanied only by Immortality proceed on their carriage ride: she sees children play in a schoolyard; she sees a field of ripe wheat or corn, and then she sees a sunset. No doubt, Dickinson deliberately chose these particular images to represent three stages of life—childhood, adulthood, and old age. The reader is also reminded of the claim that during the process of the soul leaving the ****, one sees one’s “life pass before one’s eyes.”

Fourth Stanza – “Or rather — He passed Us”

Again, the speaker startles the reader, by quickly reversing her claim that the carriage riders passed the setting sun; it appears that the sun actually passed the riders. And without further comment about the reversal, the speaker claims that a certain frigidness engulfed her as the air turned cold and dew began to form. And she was so lightly dressed in thin gauze-like gown and lace shawl.

Fifth Stanza – A house in the ground
The fifth stanza turns out to hold the most ominous de******ion of the poem as the carriage ride seems to end at a grave, which the speaker dramatizes as “A Swelling of the Ground — / The Roof was scarcely visible — / The Cornice — in the Ground.”

Sixth Stanza – The Horses’ Heads leading to Eternity
The sixth stanza, however, places the speaker centuries into the future, and then the reader realizes that she is speaking from her cosmic home in eternity. She has simply recounted the day she died, the things she so briefly saw all those centuries ago, and the time period in which she saw those things now seems “shorter than a day.” In her cosmic home, time is experienced very differently from earth time: what is centuries in earth time seems shorter than a day to one experiencing cosmic time or “eternity.”

Readers first encountering this poem are tempted to ignore the subtle hints that remove this poem from an earthly setting, but by the end of stanza six, the speaker has made it clear that Immortality, that third rider in the carriage was more real than all of the earthly images she had experienced that day, because “the Horses' Heads / Were toward Eternity.” 











Daddy By Silvia Plath

[bookmark: #dad]You do not do, you do not do 
Any more, black shoe 
In which I have lived like a foot 
For thirty years, poor and white, 
Barely daring to breathe or Achoo. 

Daddy, I have had to kill you. 
You died before I had time--- 
Marble-heavy, a bag full of God, 
Ghastly statue with one gray toe 
Big as a Frisco seal 

And a head in the freakish Atlantic 
Where it pours bean green over blue 
In the waters off the beautiful Nauset. 
I used to pray to recover you. 
Ach, du. 

In the German tongue, in the Polish town 
Scraped flat by the roller 
Of wars, wars, wars. 
But the name of the town is common. 
My Polack friend 

Says there are a dozen or two. 
So I never could tell where you 
Put your foot, your root, 
I never could talk to you. 
The tongue stuck in my jaw. 

It stuck in a barb wire snare. 
Ich, ich, ich, ich, 
I could hardly speak. 
I thought every German was you. 
And the language obscene 

An engine, an engine, 
Chuffing me off like a Jew. 
A Jew to Dachau, Auschwitz, Belsen. 
I began to talk like a Jew. 
I think I may well be a Jew. 

The snows of the Tyrol, the clear beer of Vienna 
Are not very pure or true. 
With my gypsy ancestress and my weird luck 
And my Taroc pack and my Taroc pack 
I may be a bit of a Jew. 

I have always been sacred of you, 
With your Luftwaffe, your gobbledygoo. 
And your neat mustache 
And your Aryan eye, bright blue. 
Panzer-man, panzer-man, O You---- 

Not God but a swastika 
So black no sky could squeak through. 
Every woman adores a Fascist, 
The boot in the face, the brute 
Brute heart of a brute like you. 

You stand at the blackboard, daddy, 
In the picture I have of you, 
A cleft in your chin instead of your foot 
But no less a devil for that, no not 
Any less the black man who 

Bit my pretty red heart in two. 
I was ten when they buried you. 
At twenty I tried to die 
And get back, back, back to you. 
I thought even the bones would do. 

But they pulled me out of the sack, 
And they stuck me together with glue. 
And then I knew what to do. 
I made a model of you, 
A man in black with a Meinkampf look 

And a love of the rack and the screw. 
And I said I do, I do. 
So daddy, I'm finally through. 
The black telephone's off at the root, 
The voices just can't worm through. 

If I've killed one man, I've killed two--- 
The vampire who said he was you 
And drank my blood for a year, 
Seven years, if you want to know. 
Daddy, you can lie back now. 

There's a stake in your fat black heart 
And the villagers never liked you. 
They are dancing and stamping on you. 
They always knew it was you. 
Daddy, daddy, you bastard, I'm through.










The first two stanzas of the poem “Daddy” by Sylvia Plath are deceptively simple and sound more like a strange nursery rhyme than an angry depiction of the speaker’s father. An analysis of the straight rhyme scheme in “Daddy” by Sylvia Plath lulls the reader into a hypnotic state and the language is relatively free from the kind of ominous and dark imagery and terms that will arrive as the poem by Sylvia Plath progresses. This nursery rhyme’s innocence is obliterated quickly with each and with the images and language of Nazism and several weighty references to horrible wars. Although the reader of the poem gets the impression of the “daddy” depicted in the poem by Sylvia Plath, he does not exist outside of images of men from history or historical photographs. He is, in many senses, a bland character rather unworthy of analysis since there is nothing that separates him a common Nazi—or even Hitler himself. In this sense, the father in “Daddy” by Sylvia Plath cannot be viewed outside of these images from history and thus he loses any realistic character traits in favor of this more generic description of a “typical” fascist.
The only image of the speaker’s father in "Daddy" by Sylvia Plath the reader is given that is original, that is, outside of stereotyped images of Nazis or soldiers, is the rather absurd picture of a man comes in one of the important set of lines in “Daddy” by Sylvia Plath, “Marble-heavy, a bag full of God, / Ghastly statue with one gray toe / Big as a Frisco seal.” While it may not make sense for the speaker to combine such images as a heavy bad, a grim statue, and a giant seal, it is important to point out that these are all weighty and gray objects or images. It would be easy to think at this early stage of analysis of "Daddy" by Syliva Plath that this is simply because the man is portly, but as the poem by Sylvia Plath continues it seems as though she is conjuring up a different kind of weight for the reader—a spiritual weight. The color gray is in some ways a heavy color itself since it is often associated with dark full rain clouds and the “panzers” (German tanks) that were gray and heavy as well. By setting the tone and “color” of the poem early on, the reader is more prepared for the added weight of an oppressive history and its associated images. The heaviness is also expressed by Sylvia Plath's use of images such as rollers that “scrape flat” German and Polish towns and even the German language itself is used to convey a sense of weight and history as it is a notoriously thick and requires that the tongue remain depressed for a number of words.
The first part of the poem by Sylvia Plath is preparing the reader for the more intense and even painful images that are about to ensue with the lines “It stuck in a barb wire snare / ich, ich, ich, ich, / I could hardly speak / I thought every German was you.” Here the speaker, without a great deal of analysis into the words themselves, finds the language oppressive and difficult to speak which further enhances the reader’s sense of weight. More importantly, the fact that the speaker thinks every German is her father is important because this recognizes that her conception of him is based in the same stereotypical images from history the reader is likely to conjure up without a thought—images from the second World War that are recognizable as such but the faces of all the men might as well be the same. When the speaker mentions that she thinks every German is her father this also indicates that she feels that the German people themselves are part of this unpleasant heaviness and even their language binds and constrains her. This is a more disturbing side to any poetry analysis of "Daddy" by Sylvia Plath because it places the reader in that uncomfortable place of "lumping together" groups of people, just as happened in this disastrous period in history.
There is the sense one gets from even a basic analysis of "Daddy" by Sylvia Plath" that all Germans are the same and can be lumped together by cause of a common history (and in this case, a very tragic and unfortunate history) continues when the narrator, when trying to think of her father considers those German and Polish towns that had been “scraped flat” by the roller of “wars wars wars” and can only think, “But the name of the town is common. / My Polack friend / Says there are a dozen or two. / So I never could tell where you / Put your foot, your root.” With so much sameness, especially as the poem progresses and all Germans are seen to her to be implicated in this Nazi-infused historical imagination, the true description of her father becomes lost, save for the fact that the reader realizes he’s as “big as a Frisco seal.” All other images are closely associated with a stereotypical version and image of history—one in black and white—, which could be another reason why the poem by Sylvia Plath is so consciously devoid of color.
The full weight of history the “German implications” in this poem are under the surface and require teasing apart through careful analysis for the first several stanzas and the country’s (and presumably her father’s) Nazi past is only hinted at as she prepares the reader by setting up the gray and the images of weight. When the narrator does finally integrate the Nazi imagery into the poem, there is little warning. Her new stanza badly begins (although still in that ironic sing-songy nursery rhyme tone) “An engine, an engine, / Chuffing me off like a Jew. / A Jew to Dachau, Auschwitz, Belsen. / I began to talk like a Jew. /I think I may well be a Jew.” If there had existed any doubt in the reader’s mind about her intentions to relate the negative side of German history, this stanza would have convinced one otherwise. There are no complicated metaphorical allusions or subtle word-play, the narrator of this poem by Sylvia Plath comes right out with it and names the unspeakable—Dachau, Auschwitz, Belsen which not only break any sense of rhyme, but intrude heavily on the subtlety that came before it. Out of the five sentences in this stanza, three of them end with the word “Jew” and this is directly in opposition with the names of the three camps mentioned ahead in between.
The full weight of a sad history is expressed in this poem and although it begins with open simplicity and a childlike tone, the subject matter is the stuff of nightmares rather than anything near innocent. In fact, while the nursery rhyme nearly charms the reader for the first two or three stanzas, by the end of the poem it can be seen as nothing more than cruel literary irony. It almost seems to have been enough that the images were gray and dark throughout the beginning but the poem only sinks farther into the deepest, most hellish depths of the historical imagination. Without photographs and vivid accounts of WWII and the many other forms of communication during that period, this may have been a much different poem since much of the impact lies within the associations the reader makes with a stores set of images of what a “Nazi should look like” and in the end, perhaps it should at least make the reader recognize that they may be prone to lumping together history in the attempt to for a solid picture—albeit a dim gray one.
--
'Daddy' is one of Sylvia Plath's most famous poems, and also one of her most controversial. It powerfully represents the psychological process of working through, and ultimately overcoming, an extremely negative personal experience.

A Confessional Poem?

One of the reasons the poem is controversial is that it is based on real events in Plath's life. Like the persona in the poem, Plath tried to free herself from the psychological impact of the death of her father, which occurred when she was eight years old. In particular, the words 'A ghastly statue with one gray toe/ big as a Frisco seal' refer to the fact that Otto's death was caused by complications following the amputation of a foot, following an infection of the toe. 
In addition, the 'vampire' in the last two stanzas of the poem is naturally interpreted as Plath's husband, Ted Hughes. This interpretation is strongly suggested by the fact that the vampire is said to have drunk the persona's blood for seven years, the same length of time Plath was married to Hughes. Like the persona, Plath saw a deep connection between her relationship with her husband and her relationship with her dead father.

Plath often used autobiographical elements in her poetry, and for this reason is often classed as a 'confessional poet', along with other American poets such as John Berryman and Robert Lowell. 

It is sometimes suggested that this poem is not a true confessional poem, as some aspects of it are not autobiographical. For example, while the persona in the poem seems to have a Jewish mother and a Nazi father, Plath's mother was not Jewish, and her father came to America in 1900, aged 15, and so could not have been a Nazi.

However, firstly, it is not clear that confessional poems may not include fictional elements. Secondly, it is not entirely clear from the poem either that the persona's mother is Jewish, or that her father is an actual Nazi officer. Lines in the poem like 'I may be a bit of a Jew' could potentially be spoken by someone who is not actually Jewish, and so do not imply Jewish parents, or even Jewish descent. Moreover, the description of the father as having an 'Arian eye' or being a 'Panzer-man' could be understood more or less metaphorically.
A Therapeutic Process?

The poem represents a psychological process in which the persona succeeds in leaving behind a destructive relationship with her father, and perhaps also a draining relationship with her husband. The damaging nature of the relationship is clear from the first stanza, where it is compared to the relationship between a foot, ‘poor and white’, and a ‘black shoe’, which surrounds and constricts it. The father, to whom the poem is addressed, is further described as a Nazi officer, a devil, and a ‘black man’ who ‘bit’ the persona’s ‘pretty red heart in two’.
Having described in expressive detail the father’s oppressive and brutal character, the persona in the poem eventually learns ‘what to do’, and exclaims: ‘I’m finally through’. She also claims to have metaphorically ‘killed’ her father, and the final line of the poem shows that the end result of the psychological process described in the poem is not without aggression: ‘Daddy, daddy, you bastard, I’m through.’

Critics of the poem have debated whether the psychological process represented here is a genuinely therapeutic one. For instance, the poem seems to recommend a total cancellation of damaging relationships, which critics have suggested can be unhelpful. It is true that the aggressive attitude at the end of the poem does not fit standard psychoanalytic models of therapy. Arguably, however, one of the greatest strengths of the poem is the way it expresses a movement towards a unique combination of aggression and exuberant liberation. Whether this is properly called a therapeutic process would seem to be of secondary importance.
Reference to the holocaust

Another reason this poem is controversial is its reference to the Nazis and the holocaust. The persona in the poem compares herself to a Jew on her way to a concentration camp: ‘And the language obscene/ An engine and engine/ Chuffing me off like a Jew./A Jew to Dachau, Auschwitz, Belsen.’ Some commentators have felt that this comparison belittles the suffering of the Jews. However, the respected literary critic George Steiner has praised the comparison, claiming that, like Picasso’s famous painting ‘Guernica’, Plath’s poem “achieves the classic act of generalization, translating a private, obviously intolerable hurt into a code of plain statement, of instantaneously public images which concern us all.”

It is interesting to note that the comparison to the concentration camps occurs during a discussion of language. It is the harsh-sounding German language, and the persona’s attempt to express her identity by saying ‘Ich’ (German for ‘I’) which is compared to the train carrying the Jewish victims. Like some of the work of Paul Celan or Samuel Beckett, therefore, Plath seems to be exploring the relation between the holocaust and the limits of artistic expression. The persona’s oppressive relationship with her father here takes the form of an oppression of the ability to express oneself in language, except in ‘obscene’, ugly words.
Formal Analysis

A key formal property of the poem is its apparently childish use of language, most obviously a frequent rhyme on the vowel-sound of ‘do’, ‘shoe’, ‘you’ etc. The poem also uses childish words like ‘Daddy’, ‘Achoo’, ‘chuffing’ and ‘gobbledygoo’. The use of this sort of language seems to indicate that the persona still sees herself as a child in relation to the father figure of the poem, despite the fact that the persona is an adult. It also serves to heighten the shocking effect of the persona’s aggression, as in the final line of the poem, where childish language (‘Daddy’) is combined with an adult swearword (‘bastard’). 

Another formal property of the poem is its use of regular rhythms, as in the first line, ‘You do not do, you do not do’, or lines such as ‘I may be a bit of a Jew’ which use repeated dactyls (a long stress followed by two short stresses). Among other things, these rhythms remind one of nursery rhymes, and thus reinforce the sense of a childish persona.

Religious themes

It is also possible to identify religious themes in the poem. Initially, the persona seems to identify her dead father with God, describing his dead body as ‘a bag full of God’. This suggests a comparison between the persona’s traumatic experience of her father’s death and the experience of the ‘death of God’ (i.e. a loss of faith in the Christian God) described by Friedrich Nietzsche and others.

Later in the poem, the persona appears to come to a realization that her father represents ‘not God but a swastika/ So black no sky could squeak through’. Here the Nazi swastika seems both to take the place of God, and to bar access to a transcendent world (‘no sky could squeak through’). In this way, the persona’s realization of the evil character of her father is fused with a realization of the impossibility of experiencing the divine.
