Lecture (13)
Last Lecture
Sylvia Plath
She is an American poetess. She was born and educated in America. She died in England in 1963, committing suicide. She was married to Ted Hughes an English poet. Her father was the reason behind her sad life. The main problem in her life is her relationship with her father. We can see her life in her poetry. Her life was unstable.
She loved her father but she never trusted him. It was unstable relationship. There is a well formed image of her father that is to be found in her poetry.
Her father used to be a military man, a spy, a secret agent. She herself believed that he was doing a kind of secret work which really annoyed her. He was of German origin. She doubted his roots as being an agent who worked for the Nazi. Living in America, Jews were stars of the whole nation. After World War II the American showed sympathy towards the Jews as being victimized. This way of looking at the Jew imposed on her mind the idea of adapting the position of the Jew comparing to her father.
Her relation with her father was based on fear and suspect not respect. What enhanced this idea is her marriage to Hughes, a strong solid man. He polished the image of her father. Whenever we are reading about her daddy, we are reading about her husband.
The poem has many levels of meaning/. She is evaluating her father’s work and position in society. 
She always identifies her father with the Nazi.
She was physiologically morbid, emotionally tortured.
Her father died when she was eight years old. . She tried to commit suicide three times to join her father. Her suffering was due to her relationship with her father. She was a victim of her father and her husband.
The poem is metaphorical and suggestive.  

Daddy
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.

The poetess creates a persona who speaks about her dad. The speaker sounds like a child at the beginning.
When we read the first stanza, we feel the nursery rhyme in the words themselves. The speaker here feels betrayed by the father. She describes the father as a black shoe. Usually the shoes must sit the size of the foot so the foot will be very comfortable, able to move. But here, we feel that the speaker is squeezed in, crushed like the foot which is inserted in uncomfortable shoe. She is imprisoned as a daughter.
This image of the black shoe, we feel that the daughter is imprisoned by the father who is the black shoe. This means that she is chained, unable to move.  She is kept of the light. She is a foot that is imprisoned in that dreadful shoe.
Her father died when she was eight years old. All these feelings of a child are awakening again in this poem.  
Her father was an aggressive person. She blinded so many images, the image of the Germans = barbarian- tried to dominate the world- had the Nazi feelings- feeling that they are the best race The image of the German is here because she had German roots. It is the image of a father who is abusive. The idea that she is now at the end is able to liberate herself. 
The poem is so complicated. Many of the analysis of the poem depended on Freud’s theory of the study of the psychology. Some said that she has a kind of schizophrenia, split in personality.  
  
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

there is a change in the tone. In the first stanza, we have a nursery rhyme, childish tone. Here the speaker is an adult.
Killing here is not a physical killing but a psychological one, to liberate herself. Killing here is the liberation of the self. It is an act of freeing oneself. 
He died when she was young. She was under his control. Now, she had grown up, she had the ability, the self-confidence to get rid of that dominance of the father- the patriarchal tradition- 
Now, socially, politically and psychologically, all these issues are related to the poem.  
He was like a marble- statue. 
There is a heaviness of the father figure. 
one gray toe= she is referring to the cause of the death of the father. He injured his toe. It has to be ablactated . The ablactatation    caused the death of the father. 
She compares him to Frisco seal= a kind of fish
She has to liberate herself from the father figure by announcing that she has  the freedom. 
We have a kind of clash. The act of killing the father troubled her. The killing was to liberate herself. 

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.


We have a mixture of colors= green- blue- 
Nauset.= there is no meaning in the dictionary of that word. It may refer to some tribes. It is a kind of a blind of the dissatisfaction that she was relating to her father as being freakish powerful. He had all of these; the god imagery, the god figure, the power, the domination, the rootlessness and being a father; A father figure who does not have compassion, love protection. We have all of these applications of different images to the father to show that the god-father figure who is harsh and rootless and domineering.   
As a child, missing a father, she used to pray for him. She missed him. She got rid of him. He is dead. There was no more dominance of the father. 
It may be a reference to Electra’s complex. It is prevailing in the poem. 

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

She is referring to the ancestral heritage of her father. He came from German roots. This origin caused the world great suffering.  Referring to the father having this origin is referring to the cause of the war at that period of time.
It is the German who caused the world to suffer, who did harm to the Jews.  
The father is the German and she is the Jew.  
The father ahs inherited all of those qualities of the German= the power, strength, brutality, the dominance….
As a child, this fear of the father grew with her. 

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.
She is lamenting the idea of being unable to talk to him. She always suspected his origin, but she had never the chance to ask him. She could not even move her tongue out of fear. He was a Nazi, she was a Jew. 
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
she comes to identify herself with the Jews and her father with the Nazi. She felt guilty of having a Nazi father.
Ich, ich, ich, ich,
back to child language. It is the fear that she felt in the presence of her father. She suffered the difficulty in speech. She was speechless.  I could hardly speak.
It stuck in a barb wire snare= she was entrapped= similar to a small animal in a cage, to a prisoner in a jail. She has no freedom, no power to speak out. 
The father here represents all of the male figures who are German.  
language obscene= the language barrier
 
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.

She creates her image as an abused Jew, incapable female to revolt against the oppression of the German power.  
She is trying to convince herself of being a Jew. 
We could feel the male dominance over the female. 
She tries to convince her self of being 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.
the gypsies are always associated with fortunetelling, magic. 
ts to 
I have always been scared of you,
With your Luftwaffe, your gobbledygoo.
And your neat mustache
And your Aryan eye, bright blue.
Panzer-man, panzer-man, O You----

The father is created as an evil dictator. The theme of evilness here is very clear. 
It is the inability of the expression of the self of the speaker. He dominated even her language. She is unable to express herself because of fears because she is imprisoned, controlled, silent, and unable to speak out.   
neat mustache
And your Aryan eye, bright blue.
It is the figure of the father; the father who is like a god who dominates. The idea here is that the father dominated her life similar to a god who dominates the human being. 
He is a German and a Fascist=  Panze 
The male figure is the centre of this poem. He is like a black shoe, a statue, the godlike father 
We have a development of these different figures.  
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.
Swastika= symbol of Nazi
 She is referring to another figure of the father as a devil, later on as a vampire. 
Every woman adores a Fascist
There is a contradiction here. She is referring to woman who prefers stout men with physical appearance, who have great power. 

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
She is taking about her own experience standing at the black board trying to draw the image of her father. She is describing him as a monster, sharply cut in the middle, has a cleft in his chin= no less a devil
The father is described as a devil. 
The images of the father develops, built upon the other. 
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.

She is broken hearted by the father and by the husband. Both of them represent the male figure. She combines both the husband and the father. 
The loss of the father at a very young age is very significant here. She tried to die to join him, to be reunited with him |. It could be also because of her psychological disorder that she suffered that she tried to commit suicide.   She tried to commit suicide at the age of 20. 
Did she want to join her father because she missed him or because she wanted to avenge him? 
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.
She tried to commit suicide three times. Yet in the first time, she was brought back, she was saved. She was like a fragmentary pieces collected together. She suffered mental break down. She failed even through death to approach him
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
they as if stuck her with glue. She is not the same. She is a broken image
I made a model of you,
she married another father. She tried to identify her husband with her father. The father figure is transformed to be the husband figure 
a Meinkampf look=  a book written by Hitler which indicates the figure of the German brutal father. 
The black image reflects male dominance. 
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.
The telephone imagery here , the telephone is off, not connected, so there is no communication between the father- daughter, the husband –wife.
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.
By killing one man she killed two= her father and her husband.
It is a metaphorical killing. 
Vampire= the one who is sucking the blood of people and turn them into vampires. It is a link of vampires. 
The last figure of the father is of being a vampire. 
Now, she is not suffering. She relieves herself. 
Seven years = of marriage. 
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. 

She killed him with a stake. The villagers never liked him. 
fat black heart
empty of love, full of hatred. Even the villagers never liked him. They were Jews. They suspected him. They were happy for his killing. 
They are dancing and stamping on you.
 They were Celebrating his death.
The fictional killing ended all the suffering. 
She killed three times, the original subject-= the father, the model who is the husband and she killed herself= the victim.  She killed the victim in her.
The fictional killing of the father is the killing of all the patriarchal figures, the dominance of the literary male figure over the female writers. 
It is as if she has got rid of all of the dominance of all of the patriarchal traditions of female writers and their dominance over women; As if she has liberated the female writers, liberated their poetic creation out of the dominance of the patriarchal figures. 
 Commentary:
The poem is written in 16 stanzas with intense kind of rhythm. The poem is heightened by the repetition of certain words that have no meanings. We feel that the speaker is losing all of these words because she felt betrayed by the death of the father.  She identifies herself with the Nazis figure, being a victim as a Jew.  She absolves him by suppressing this victimized self ,  showing that she has her own identity as an independent self . 
We have different technicalities like the variation in the nursery rhyme method followed by a change in the rhyme itself, the change in the tone.  
Edge
This poem was written four days before she committed suicide. 
She is on the edge, but she has achieved perfection. So, there is no need to live any more. 
This poem is a vision of Plath herself, no longer operating in the external world. She is giving us an image of her perfection. She is addressing the people to her works. There is no need for her physical existence. Spiritually, she is here, her poetry is immortal. 
The woman is perfected.
Her dead
Body wears the smile of accomplishment,
now, she has become perfect. She has got the highest achievement.  Her highest achievement is her death, taking her life by her own hand. 
There is a Freudian theory about killing the self. It is an idea of victory. It is a kind of overcoming the weakness of the self. 
Her children are not only her off spring but they are also her literary achievement. She considers her works like her own children, her own creation, part of her soul. 
The dead body has a smile of accomplishment. It is as if she has accomplished something great which is her works and her own death. This accomplishment of death is like her final stage of finality. 
The smile of accomplishment is her perfection, her achievements, her works as well as her off springs. 
She achieves perfection only through death not survival. 
Death is the one that has her to achieve her perfection. Achieving perfection is through death, not survival. Through survival, she was suffering a lot. 
The illusion of a Greek necessity
Flows in the scrolls of her toga,
 she is trying to transform her to a female statue of marble, of a woman wrapped in her toga= the dress of the Roman= loose garment.
She is referring to a certain kind of a myth=Medtea-  to the goddess who was married to another great god, who sleighed her children in venison of her treacherous husband. 
Her bare
Feet seem to be saying:
We have come so far, it is over.
 It is an expression of relief= it is over, finding rest in death. 
The bare feet recalls the human weakness. She has overcome her weakness as a woman.  
Each dead child coiled, a white serpent,
One at each little
Pitcher of milk, now empty.
 We have all allusion to Cleopatra who killed herself by the poison of the serpent. 
The children, even though they are extension of the physical body, she also refers to her works.
Milk= connotes to life itself, continuity of life. 
For her the children here who are extension of her physical body, they are dead children coiled= it reminds of the children feeding on their dead mother when it is killed. 
She is talking about a mother who committed suicide and who has left her physical children but at the same time she left other metaphorical children which are her works of art.
The pitcher of milk which is empty= this means that she has no longer the ability to reproduce works of art, to give extended off springs to her life, so that she has chosen to end her life at a point when she has achieved everything she has required and needed.    
She has folded
Them back into her body as petals
Of a rose close when the garden
Stiffens and odors bleed
From the sweet, deep throats of the night flower.
 She shows another image of the   rose. There are certain flowers, at night they close their petals. 
The idea here is that  we have a kind of a paradise that is lost for the speaker. She describes her body as the petals folded . it is as if she has chosen to end her life and to keep her children and her literary works for herself. She is not going to publish her works anymore. As if she is trying to reincarnate her children back into her body similar to the petals that are folded.  
The moon has nothing to be sad about,
Staring from her hood of bone.
She is used to this sort of thing.
Her blacks crackle and drag.
The moon is feminine in literature. The moon is the only audience of this death scene. The moon is indifferent, cold, uncaring. 
The moon is a kind of a black figure who just watches and does not interfere as if it is a kind of a funeral that the moon is attending. 
The moon as if it has gathered the associations not only of death but of all the female sterility. The moon is associated with the death scene. The moon is not a source of light, but it is reflecting the light of the sun.
The black color is referring to the night.
The moon here is as if it is a symbol of different forces of death of evil. The moon is accustomed to such a scene of death.
Commentary:
In this poem, we have a lot of complication. It is as if she is announcing her supremacy over the male governing power.
She reveres the tradition of the art being perfected and being separated from life. She is associating her perfection with her life. That is why she has chosen to finish her life as her action of perfection. She is defying the patriarchal tradition.  
The title Edge, announces the end when she achieves perfection by committing suicide. 
The tone is desperate. The language is very powerful and complicated. The verse is written in ten couplets verses, short sentences. Sometimes we have a lot of oppositions.
We have the symbol of the moon, the color imagery.
The poet uses the first person singular. She is narrating her life. 
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