“The Arrival of the Bee Box” by Sylvia Plath
Although this is a very complex poem, it has a simple origin. Plath and her husband at the time, Ted Hughes, had decided to take up bee-keeping as part of a self-sufficiency drive.

As with all of Plath’s poetry, this poem is notable as much for what it says about Plath’s state of mind, as it is for what it says about bee-keeping. Each Plath poem is a type of mindscape, that is, each poem gives us a picture into her state of mind at a particular point in time.

In this poem, Plath explores the complex feelings of power and powerlessness associated with bee-keeping. Her anxiety and indecisiveness seem to be symptomatic of her depression at the time. 

The poem can be read on two different levels, the literal and the metaphorical. In the literal reading, Plath is merely concerned and anxious about how to deal with a real bee hive. The issues of power and powerlessness, as well as her anxiety and her depressed state of mind, are still valid. However, it is also possible that Plath intended that the poem would be enjoyed on a metaphorical level. The box of bees comes to symbolise her mind, and the terrifyingly dark thoughts that seem to have taken hold of it. Again, issues such as power and powerlessness as well as her anxiety still hold true, but they now take on new meanings. Instead of simply dealing with a box, she is grappling with her own mental health issues. Both the surreal and disturbing imagery and one or two lines in particular seem to suggest that Plath was inviting a metaphorical reading of the poem. 
The Poem

I ordered this, clean wood box 
Square as a chair and almost too heavy to lift. 
I would say it was the coffin of a midget 
Or a square baby 
Were there not such a din in it. 

The box is locked, it is dangerous. 
I have to live with it overnight 
And I can't keep away from it. 
There are no windows, so I can't see what is in there. 
There is only a little grid, no exit. 

I put my eye to the grid. 
It is dark, dark, 
With the swarmy feeling of African hands 
Minute and shrunk for export, 
Black on black, angrily clambering. 

How can I let them out? 
It is the noise that appals me most of all, 
The unintelligible syllables. 
It is like a Roman mob, 
Small, taken one by one, but my god, together! 

I lay my ear to furious Latin. 
I am not a Caesar. 
I have simply ordered a box of maniacs. 
They can be sent back. 
They can die, I need feed them nothing, I am the owner. 

I wonder how hungry they are. 
I wonder if they would forget me 
If I just undid the locks and stood back and turned into a tree. 
There is the laburnum, its blond colonnades, 
And the petticoats of the cherry. 

They might ignore me immediately 
In my moon suit and funeral veil. 
I am no source of honey 
So why should they turn on me? 
Tomorrow I will be sweet God, I will set them free. 

The box is only temporary.
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	The first stanza begins with Plath trying to gain power over the bee box that has been delivered to her house. She claims that she is the one that ordered for the box to be sent to the house, claiming that this fact gives her power over the creatures within. She talks about the box in positive terms, perhaps trying to persuade herself to believe that the box really isn’t as threatening as she is making it out to be. However, these positive terms are soon cancelled out by the strange imagery as the box is described as the coffin of a midget or a square baby. The only way the poet knows that this is not the case is the intimidating noise coming from the box.

In a metaphorical sense, the bee box can be compared to Plath’s head at the time: a dark, scary place. The strange, morbid images of coffins and square babies hint to just how ill she was at the time, while the din at the bees could suggest the voices inside her head. 
The bee box is locked, but it is still dangerous. As Plath obsesses about it, we see her change from powerful to powerless in just three words, “It is dangerous”. She cannot stop thinking about this bee hive, and it is clearly starting to control her. She is frustrated that there is no way to see into the hive, yet also relieved that there is no exit for the bees, so they cannot escape and attack her.
Plath’s depression is dangerous and it seems as though there is no means of escape from her torture. It is something that she has to live with and deal with day in, day out, night and day, and she is never able to stop thinking of it. And though it is something she deals with and witnesses every day, Plath is unable to understand her illness. There is no way of looking in, and no way of escaping. 

Plath looks into the hive, to try and see the bothersome bees. However, all she can see is darkness, and a claustrophobic struggling, crawling and swarming as a result of having so many creatures in such a small space. 

The poet looks inwardly, into her own head and her own illness. There are so many thoughts swarming inside her head at once that she is unable to make out what they are saying. All she can hear is a cacophony of voices too different to be able to make out each sentence, yet too similar to separate one from the next, each voice crawling (or shouting) over the next in an attempt to be heard. 
Plath contemplates letting the angry bees out of their prison of a hive, in an attempt to make them stop being a threat to her. More worrying than having so many bees in such a confined space is the horrific noise that comes from the box, and the fact that she cannot understand it: Are the bees angry? Are they sad? Are they dangerous? We can’t tell. The poet compares the bees to Roman soldiers: on their own, they are weak and easily defeated. But when attacking in their swarm, they are unbeatable; a force to be reckoned with.
Plath confronts her depression, trying to decide how she might be able to get the maddening, sickening voices out of her head. It is the voices and her inability to understand them that bother her most about her depression. If these thoughts could come to her one at a time, she could understand them, perhaps even act on them. But, as it is, the voices are talking all at once and it is nigh on impossible to pick them out.

Plath tries once more to understand the bees, but it as though they are talking in an old, foreign language. The language of the bees is described as “furious Latin”, a continuation of the Roman metaphor in the fourth stanza. She feels powerless because of her inability to understand the buzzing hoard, even though it is not possible for anyone to understand the bees’ buzzing (seeing as they are not actually speaking!). In desperation and frustration, she decides that the bees are simply a box of maniacs, and that this is why she cannot understand them. She is also blaming herself for her predicament, as it was her that ordered the bees in the first place. Desperately, she tries to reclaim power over her bees, deciding that if she does not want them, she can simply send them back, or just not feed them and allow them all to die out. 
Plath continues to try and understand what the voices in her head are saying to her but eventually gives up, having decided that they just aren’t speaking a language that she can understand. She blames herself for her illness, believing that she is responsible for what’s going on in her mind, so it’s her fault. Pondering methods of removing the voices from her head, she first contemplates repressing the thoughts so that they cannot bother her. Then, perhaps even more desperate, she contemplates ignoring them altogether, in the hopes that they may just go away of their own accord. 

Despite the various solutions and conclusions she came up with in the fifth stanza, Plath seems unable to distract her thoughts from the bees. She begins to wonder how hungry they are, before considering simply letting them go. To get this idea across, the poet uses references to classical mythology, comparing herself to Daphne, who was chased by Apollo. In this myth, Daphne pleaded with the gods to help her escape, and they change her into a tree. The poet wonders if, if she were to simply free the bees before stepping back and turning into a tree, they would simply fly away without bothering her. 
Plath seems to have a morbid fascination with her own illness. She wonders if there would be any harm in giving voice to some of her thoughts, rather than leaving them to swarm inside her head. She also shows a certain will to change, thinking that maybe if she could transform herself, these inner demons might not bother her anymore. 

Plath continues to consider the freeing of the bees as her first option of survival, claiming that if she were to free them then they might ignore her, while her beekeeper’s outfit keeps her safe. She reasons that she is not a source of honey for the bees, so there is no reason for them to attack her. It would be of no benefit to them. Finally, she decides that she is going to act and set them free, though there is still evidence of hesitation, as she is putting this off until the next day. 

We are given further insight into Plath’s state of mind: rather than describing the beekeeper’s veil as a wedding veil, she refers to it as a funeral veil. A sense of injustice is shown here - the poet does not think that she is something special, so she wonders why she is plagued by these thoughts. It is not fair that some people are able to live happy, normal lives, while she is made to suffer. She decides that tomorrow, she is going to confront her illness, but is also putting it off until then, as she does not feel ready. The final, worrying line reads 

“The box is only temporary.”

This suggests that, rather than dealing with the voices any longer, the poet is contemplating suicide. 


Themes
· The poet shows how she is troubled in spirit because she feels drawn to something dangerous.
· In this poem Sylvia Plath expresses a desire to be in control:
· The poet faces a problem she has to make a decision on [a dilemma poem]:
· The poet portrays her various personality traits: Her emotions are complex, feeling both dread and fascination at one time. Her nerves are at her and she can’t bear noise. She both desires power and denies wanting power. She can appear cruel, uncaring, and power driven. She can be rational and without fear. She relishes her power and seems generous. Her great fear, ‘appals’, eases to ‘so why should they turn on me?’

Tones

· Factual

· Humorous and weird, as with the word ‘midget’

· Terrified

· Fascinated

· Horror

· Empty and showing a lack of concern

· Curious

· Amazed

· Sinister or creepy

· Pleased, calm and decisive

· The tone pattern in this poem shows a gradual calming down from panic to calm.


Sound effects
Alliteration [the repetition of first letters]:
‘Black on black’.
The ‘b’ sound here shows alliteration. This alliteration emphasises the fear and danger the poet feels.

Consonance [the repetition of a consonant sound]:
Note the ‘l’ and ‘ll’ sounds in particular here.
‘It is the noise that appals me most of all,
The unintelligible syllables.’

Sibilance and Onomatopoeia:
T he sound here cleverly imitates the buzzing Plath hears in the bee box:
‘It is the noise that appals me most of all,
The unintelligible syllables.’
The ‘s’ sounds create a buzz saw effect, like a buzzing swarm of bees. Therefore these two lines are also an example of Sibilance [repetition of ‘s’ sounds].
The last two words sound just like a humming swarm of bees. The ‘ll’, ‘n’ and ‘s’ sounds create a sound effect of thousands of bees humming together. When the sound of the words echoes meaning, it is called ‘Onomatopoeia’.
Assonance [repetition of vowels]:
Note the bee humming sound created by the three short ‘i’s of
‘din in it’.
Note the ‘a’ sound repeated three times in
‘swarmy feeling of African hands’.
Note the mournful ‘oo’, ‘ui’ and ‘u’ sounds in
‘moon suit and funeral’.
These sounds are revealing. The long ‘u’ sounds show despair. Even though the poet is calm at the end of the poem, she is sorrowful.

Rhyming:
There is no regular rhyming pattern. Note the ‘t’ at the end of lines two, three and five in the first stanza, and lines seven, eight and ten of the second stanza. There is no rhyme then in the third stanza. There are faint line rhymes in some of the later stanzas. The ragged nature of the line rhyming shows the poet’s feelings of being broken up inside with fears.

Internal Rhyme [a word or sound rhyming within a line]
Note the ‘are’ and ‘air’ sounds repeated in this quote:
‘Square as a chair and almost too heavy to lift’.

Internal Rhyme:
‘It is dark, dark’.

Cross Rhyme [a word or sound rhyming across two or more lines]:
Note the way ‘are’ and ‘air’ of the first line are repeated in the third and fourth line of the quote.
‘Square as a chair and almost too heavy to lift.
I would say it was the coffin of a midget
Or a square baby
Were there not such a din in it’.
Note ‘grid’ in these two lines:
‘There is only a little grid, no exit.
I put my eye to the grid’.
Find more examples yourself.

Rhythm:
The rhythm has a natural feeling with the run on lines and simple conversational words. The poem feels like a personal story, naturally addressed to the reader. This is reinforced by the lack of formal rhyming.
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