Feminine Anguish and Anxiety in the Poetry of Sylvia Plath

Discriminations have existed since the dawn of civilization and women have been fighting against all types of discriminations: legal, economic, religious and social. The various factors responsible for their suppression were undue, romantic glorification and patriarchy. Irrationally romanticized, they were not allowed to play a significant role as independent, self confident individuals. This was compounded by other unjust social, political and biological factors which produced a rationale or opposition to their rights. As a consequence, they did not enjoy a comfortable position in society.	Women in the recent past have launched a liberation movement called Feminism demanding equal rights and equal status for themselves. Feminism means “the belief and aim that woman should have the same rights and opportunities as men”.1
Women were not challenging only equal rights and equal status, but they also refused to accept the dangerous power of the literature that forced them to suppress their feelings and accepted the patriarchy as the only feasible solution to a social order. One of the major female American voices in the 1950's, Sylvia Plath (1932-63) has been depicted as a delicate, brilliant immigrant's daughter motivated by a dominant aspiration. Her life was brief in conventional terms, but her life of thirty-one years was rich in experiences. Sylvia Plath at an early age fell into the trap of gender discrimination forcing her to submit herself to its oppressive actions and harsh conventions. She used her creative powers to come out of its trappings.
Sylvia Plath’s search for the right man to hare her love and life comes to an end, when she meets Ted Hughes and gets married to him in the year 1956. Both being creative writers with similar tastes in life and literature, allow us to forecast a happy marriage. Sylvia Plat’s world extends when she becomes a mother and she successfully combines her home and career.
Caught up in the cruel process Plath failed to live the dream of normal family life. She participated in social life by getting married to Ted Hughes, and gave birth to children and also remained committed to writing. Like other woman writers, marriage and family life made it difficult for Plath to realize potential. Although she was conscious that writing and family life do not go together, yet she remained determined to indulge in both. In this connection Judith Kroll’s remark about her is significant:
She was Earth Mother and the fruits of her body and   fruits of her mind were inextricably interwined.2
	The poetry of Sylvia Plath is the total expression of her personality. From the very beginning Sylvia has made her poems the vehicle of her personal experiences and crying about relationships. Her writings revolved around aspects of her short life. Plath often wrote about her personal experiences with illness, her parents, and her family. Her writings are noticeable by thematic significance, technical fineness and individualism. In an efficient manner Plath has vitalized literature. She succeeds in calculating words in order to achieve excellent artistic effects and launching new shades of meaning. Plath is a complex poetic event whose poems make heavy stress on the reader because they deal with complex issues in an unconditional manner.
	Her writing revolved around aspects of her short life. She often wrote about her personal experiences with illness, her parents, and her family. She began to face difficulties in her life and her writings were reflecting this. She involved her personal drama in her poetry. Though the tone was not always vulgar, her writing was seen as being horrifying. When looked into, one could notice that her tone was therapy for herself, as if she had nowhere else to go for her help. In some of her work, Plath becomes an active character. She becomes a character that is out to help others. In Nick and the Candlestick, she is protecting a child from lighting by having it hit her instead; her change from being depressed and helpless to happy and helpful showed that this author was suffering from major personal issues. Her life was changing every day, and so was her writing3. She explores what is usually considered forbidden. Her work is loaded with savage brutality leading her to a personal quest for meaning in a chaotic and confusing universe. Under the stress and strain of internal and external drives, she makes herself psychic lands cope. She expresses her own emotional fissures through a language reflective of a violent reality. Her anguish and anxiety over death, decay, hatred, sexual exploitation and violence made her poetry unique. Along with this, her excessive obsession with modern anguish and morbid constitute the theme of her poetry. She completed enough poems indicating her preoccupation with death in the midst of life. Such as All the Dead Dears, Full Fathom Five, Suicide off Egg Rock, The Ghost’s Leave Taking, The Colossus, The Beekeepers Daughter.
The prominent poems of Plath are autobiographical; they describe her personal experiences and personal relationships. For example, the poem Daddy written in 1962 refers to her father’s affection for her:
Daddy, I have had to kill you, 
	You died before I had time-
	Marble heavy, a bag full of God
	Ghastly statue with one grey toe 
	Big as a Frisco Seal
	And a head in the Freakish Atlantic 
	Where it pours been green over blue 
	In the waters off beautiful Nauset
	I used to pray to recover you 
	Ach, du. 
 (Collected Poems: Ariel: Daddy, p. 223)	

Plath’s life is her work and her work is her life. Plath’s poems are uninhibited, free from moral, literary and social constraints, which are part of an outworn system. She sheds the smug attitude of her contemporaries, and comes out baldly.Sylvia Plath’s poetry thematise her personal suffering, humiliation, betrayal, sexual guilt, alcoholism and psychological breakdowns she was a modern poet in the true sense of the term. The anguish of modernity deepened when Sylvia Plath got pre-occupied with death, horror, neurosis and derangement.
Sylvia Plath emerged as a potent voice among the avant-garde poets of mid twentieth century. The anguish and anxiety of modernity deepened with her birth. Her short life of 30 years covers a very important period in the development of America poetry. This period is remarkable for literary upsurge political upheaval. She lived a tragic life, full of complex relationships, and these relationships shows her feminist stance by her poetry. She is particularly at odds with the institutions which cause anguish and anxiety. Disgusted with American patriarchal society, she launches an attack on marriage, love and religion for the way these social practices victimize women instead of liberating them to attain fulfillment. Her poetry reveals her feminine anguish and anxiety as it embodies all the experiences of a minority culture marginalized by the dominant male culture.
Plath makes her Colossus an embodiment of vampire qualities. Like Emily Brontey’s Heath cliff, her male characters are enigmatic ready to avenge their wrongs by suppressing and torturing the women in love with them. While describing the phallic power of Colossus, a huge demonic figure, she shows he is bent upon snatching her identity.  But paradoxically this woman is at the same time in love with this Colossus figure. In Daddy she says:
Every woman adores a Fascist,
The boot in the face, the brute
			Brute heart of a brute like you.
			(Collected Poems:  Ariel: Daddy, p.223)	 
Sylvia Plath is undoubtedly a major American poet who extends the frontiers of poetry, with her forays into areas of human consciousness rarely explored by creative writers. While Plath’s early poetry is often characterized by excessive craftsmanship, the later poetry opens up vistas in a vast interior landscape with fluidity which seems natural and conceals the hard work that went into its composition. Her style, honed both in United States of America and England, is what Tracy Brain appropriately labels midatlantic, communicates a strange and fascinating mix of triumph and pain. Plath relentlessly charts territory which few dare to tread. Her poetic strategies give of a carefully crafted prosody. The universe that Plath’s persona conceives and inhabits is a terrifying one. Her poetry explores the horrors of the mind. Her poems create a cosmos, a poetic universe replete with symbolic properties, a universe that encompasses similar recurrent landscapes, seascapes and personae that are isolated and often battered and traumatized. There is a close connection between Sylvia Plath’s mind and art but it is her art which makes her concerns assume universal dimensions. That is why the question of Sylvia Plath being a confessional poet, a feminist, a schizoid personality, a poet of suicide or a poet of search for the self gets subsumed in the overall significance of her art. The rage and quality of her poetic achievement is no doubt determined by her themes and that is what ultimately matters. It brings her poetic achievement is no doubt determined by her themes and that is what ultimately matters. It brings her poetic craft into prominent focus. The interrelated images and symbols of her poetry give a unifying focus to her entire oeuvre. Furthermore, although most of her poems are confessional, they are dramatic in nature and universal in significance. Her poems dramatize the transformation of her personal situation into a metaphor for universal struggle. Plath’s inventiveness and artistic creativity enabled her to devise a series of personae and motifs with the help of her prolific imagery and imagistic art. The intense hostility and sense of menace that pervades her work could be the result of her obsessions in real life. Arguing further in the same direction it can be said that Plath’s was a neurotic obsessive personality. But literary tests should be judged on their own merit. The biography of an artist is relevant only to the extent to which it helps in a better understanding of her texts. Plath’s own tragic life, full of suffering, deprivation and conflict undoubtedly provided the impulse, the motivation to dwell on and emphasize specific themes that are morbid but her conscious decision of the creative artist in her who selected the specific thrust that her poetic work embodied. Plath’s poetry is confessional in the sense that she uses biographical details as raw material and alters it so as to make it work the better. A number of her poems showcase women being dominated, exploited, and looked upon as objects and private possessions. There are images of woman being imprisoned and tortured as well as those who strive for an identity of their own. In most of her major poems Plath challenges and discards the dominant patriarchal agenda at the level of language, thought and action. In poems like ‘Purdah,’ ‘Lady Lazarus,’ ‘The Jailor,’ ‘Daddy,’ ‘The Applicant’ and ‘The Couriers,’ the persona adopted by Plath express their dissatisfaction and anger towards men. Her way of talking about her Poetry is usually to pretend that it is not autobiographical at all; it is as if the speakers of even her most ferociously confessional poems were mere personal. Introducing Daddy at a reading on BBC, she said:
Here is a poem spoken by a girl with an Electra 
Complex. Her father died while she thought he was 
God, Her case is complicated by the fact that her
 father was also a Nazi and her mother very possibly
 part Jewish. In the daughter the two strains marry 
and paralyse each other—she has to act out the 
awful little allegory once over before she is free of it.
					
In short, in her poetry Sylvia Plath express her complex state of mind. That is why there is a great deal of inner scene in her poems.  In her poetry she uses various objects of nature as objective correlatives for her mental feelings. The use of this technique gives an impression of fresh air to the world of her poetry, which is mostly possessed with anguish and anxiety. This technique of reminiscence and foretelling the inner or mental scenery into the external scenery shows that her poetry is subconscious and intellectual in nature. Though this makes her poetry somewhat mysterious and ambiguous on one hand but on the other it gives it a charming quality.  Thus, a study of her poetry leads us to distinguish her important role as a revolt for her selfless devotion to the struggle against women’s marginalization and oppression. Her literary undertaking was purposely and whole heartedly planned for women’s liberation, upliftment and empowerment. Her writing can be finally considered as feministic in theme, plan and quality.
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