Sample Question

“In Plath’s poetry, we are introduced to a disturbed and disturbing world.” Discuss, referring both to the content and style of Plath’s poetry.
The content and style of the poetry of Sylvia Plath introduce us to a very disturbing world: the mind of the mentally ill. 


A prime example of this is “The Arrival of the Bee Box”, written by Plath in a clearly unhealthy state of mind. This poem reveals to us a world with a constant imbalance of power and powerlessness, leading to a very anxious and indecisive narrator. In the poem, Plath is trying to gain power over a bee hive which has been delivered to her house in a time of self-sufficiency. The fact that Plath seems unable to gain power over this box introduces a certain level of fear to both the poem and the reader, suggesting that there is something wrong and eerie about it. This acts as a catalyst in the unfolding of various disturbing images throughout the poem. Plath describes the box in positive terms, but these positive terms are soon cancelled out by the strange, disturbed images, as the box is described as the coffin of a midget or a square baby. These are not considered to be ridiculous theories concerning the contents of the box: it seems that the only reason they are disregarded is the noise coming from the box. 

This poem includes a common feature of Plath’s poetry: the metaphor. The poem can be read in a literal sense as a poem about bees in a box, but also as a metaphor for the poet’s state of mind at the time: a dark, scary place. The strange, morbid images of coffins and square babies suggest to us just how ill she was at the time, while the din of the bees could be a hint of the voices inside her head. Plath’s depression is dangerous and it seems as though she has no means of escape from their torment. It is something she has to live with and deal with day in, day out, night and day, Plath is unable to understand her illness. There is no way of looking in, and no way of escaping. 

A disturbing, yet accurate, image is proposed to us: a seething black mass of bees swarming, crawling and struggling, all mixed together. Animal upon animal, life upon life, packed tight in the claustrophobic space of the bee hive’s interior. This image is by ne means a new, previously unproposed idea, but still the thought of so many consciences locked in a seething, mindless blackness is very disturbing. The poet looks inwardly, into her own head and her own illness. There are so many thoughts swarming in her head at once that she is unable to make out what they are saying. All she can hear is a terrifying cacophony too different to be able o make out each sentence, too similar to be able to separate one from the next, each voice talking over the next in an attempt to be heard. 

Plath compares the bees to a box of maniacs, suggesting that they are dangerous, and are not in their right minds. Like the previous disturbing image of the seething hoard, this image is not that threatening until you consider it to be so, at which point the thought of having a group of lunatics together in a confined space becomes very alarming indeed. 


Plath’s poetry involves a collection of metaphors which describe and define her mind at the point of writing. Each of these metaphors is hidden subtly enough that the poems may be read in a simple, metaphorical sense, but obvious enough so that with a little bit of careful reading, her mind is revealed to us in all of its disturbed beauty. This is a major feature in the poetry of Sylvia Plath. 


“Disturbed beauty” is a perfect description for “Poppies in July”, another of Plath’s poems. The poppies of the poem’s title are not the happy, beautiful creations that we ate accustomed to, but rather a source of great anxiety for Plath. The poppies remind Plath not of nature and wildlife, or all being well in the world, but of the burning fires of hell. She is interested in the flowers not for their beauty or scent, but for their opiates. Rather than dealing with the disturbed, contorted images of her own mind for any longer, Plath wants to use these opiates to numb herself and cut off the world. The poet would rather lose awareness of all reality than deal with the small parts of this world which trigger her mind to make such disturbing thoughts. 

The ever-alarming contemplation of self-harm is also apparent in this poem, as Plath thrusts her hand among the flowers in an attempt to burn and hurt herself. She does not consider them to be flowers. She is so taken by the idea of this pain that all she can see are the flickering flames from her previous comparison burning enticingly in front of her, almost asking for her hand. The somewhat romantic idea of self-destruction consumes her, and she makes various references to it throughout the poem - bloodied mouths, bloody skirts, burning and bleeding. It is as though she is trying to decide between using the sharp pains of self-harm to re-establish a link between herself and the real world, or using the dull numbing effects of drugs to cut it off once and for all. Each image she uses to illustrate the idea of self-harm is worrying and disturbing in itself, but the overall idea is equally perplexing: such a talented, worthy individual feeling so alone, so purposeless, that she feels the need to put herself in physical pain just to check that she’s still alive, to get to feel something other than the sickening nothingness that fills her mind every waking moment, or perhaps just because some people find physical pain more endurable than emotional, mental or psychological pain. The fact that such a skilled writer had to deal with such horrific issues is the idea that I find the most disturbing of all. To be in such a bad state of mind that you feel you need to put yourself in pain is a terrible, terrible thing. 

Another disturbing image of this poem is the simple idea of a glass bubble. This seems like a harmless enough idea, until we are able to picture ourselves in such a situation: to be enclosed entirely by transparent screening, cut off almost entirely from the real world and watching as it carries on without you. You are able to see into the real world, what is happening, what is said, and the real world is aware of your presence. However, you are not able to interact with the real world, nor it with yours. The two are together, but separate. They intersect, but never truly merge. Whether the glass bubble is physical or psychological, it is a truly disturbing prospect. 

It is this insight into the mind and depression of Sylvia Plath that makes the poem “Child” all the more powerful. This poem was written just two weeks before her death, and was her last poem. This gives the poem a certain poignancy. 

The first three stanzas of the poem all describe her child and its innocence, and all of the happy, beautiful things with which she plans to full its world. Instead, however, the fourth stanza informs us as to what is really in store for the child. Instead of beautiful images, the child must witness an anxious, depressed mother wringing her hands, trying her very best to deal with a harsh, cruel world. The world is dark, as is the future, and it will quickly close in on the child the first chance it gets. 

While this poem has fewer disturbed images that other Plath poems, it is equally disturbing as it not only has Plath dealing with the harshness of reality, but also a young child having its future damaged by the minds of the people who love it. 
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