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 texts in context

Ariel
by Sylvia Plath
Ariel was published in 1965, two years 
after Sylvia Plath’s suicide at the age of 30. 
It dramatises her history of mental illness, 
her passionate and complex feelings for the 
dominant men in her life and her overwhelming 
ambition to become a great poet. The collection 
made her name overnight and cemented her 
status as the most iconic female poet of the late 
twentieth century. In 1982, with the appearance 
of her Collected Poems, Plath became the first 
poet to be awarded a posthumous Pulitzer Prize

Literary context

Confessional poetry
While it is naive to view literary texts as mere 
adapted autobiographies, Ariel demands that the 
interplay between Plath’s art and psyche is explored. 
Like her American contemporaries Robert Lowell and 
Anne Sexton, Plath’s work is confessional. 

Her deeply self-reflexive poems use her mental 
anguish as both source and subject. As her husband, 
Ted Hughes, once put it, ‘Every work of art stems 
from a wound in the soul of the artist…Art is a 
psychological component of the auto-immune system 
that gives expression to the healing process. That is 
why great works of art make us feel good.’

Biographical and publication context

Whose collection is this?
After Plath’s suicide, Ted Hughes spent two years editing Ariel for publication. In the 
process he dropped some poems, swapped in others and substantially rearranged 
Plath’s own chosen framework. The resulting 1965 text secured Plath’s place in the 
poetic pantheon, but raises interesting questions about Ariel’s ‘authorship’. 

This simmering debate was reignited when Hughes’ final poetry collection, Birthday 
Letters, was released just before his death in 1998, by which time he was the British 
poet laureate and a lionised pillar of the literary establishment. Birthday Letters was 
mined for biographical as well as poetic meaning and decoded as a belated key to 
Ariel: his rebuttal of her version of their story. 

The final coda to this was the 2004 edition of Ariel, which reverted to the original 
order mapped out by Plath before she died. Its foreword was written by Plath and 
Hughes’ daughter, the artist, poet and psychotherapist Frieda Hughes. 

Social-cultural context

The rise of feminism in the 1960s
In 1963, Betty Friedan’s bestseller The Feminine Mystique pointed out a:

‘problem [which] lay buried, unspoken, for many years in the minds of American women … Each 
suburban wife struggled with it alone. As she made the beds, shopped for groceries, matched 
slipcover material, ate peanut butter sandwiches with her children, chauffeured Cub Scouts and 
Brownies, lay beside her husband at night — she was afraid to ask even of herself the silent 
question — “Is this all?”’

By the end of the 1960s, ‘women’s liberation’ was part of mainstream public discourse — and the 
fact that Plath (who died in February 1963) missed this seismic shift hasn’t stopped her search for 
her identity as a woman and a writer being retrospectively mapped onto the more general desire for 
independence emerging among her contemporaries. 

Her proto-feminist struggle with patriarchal authority — especially as represented by the figures of 
her late father, Professor Otto Plath, and (of course) Ted Hughes — have attracted intense critical 
interest. At one time Plath’s grave in the Yorkshire village of Heptonstall was defaced, her married 
surname ‘Hughes’ hacked away so that the inscription read simply ‘Sylvia Plath’.

Political context

The Holocaust and the Cold War
Arguably, Plath’s nationality limited her political awareness, since the USA was significantly removed 
from both the threat and the impact of war in Europe, the Pacific or Korea during the 1940s and 
50s. Still, her poems do reflect an angry alienation from the industrialisation, conflict and violence of 
contemporary life and she worried about the precarious state of the world her two small children had 
been born into. 

In October 1962 — exactly when the most iconic Ariel poems were written — the Cuban Missile 
Crisis took place. This terrifying 13-day diplomatic stand-off between the USA and the Soviet 
Union over the Russian deployment of ballistic missiles on the island of Cuba was the closest the 
world ever came to all-out nuclear war during the Cold War period of 1945–89. 

Ariel’s much-criticised Holocaust imagery — such as the casting of her father as a Nazi and herself 
as a Jew in ‘Daddy’ — may reflect Plath’s pessimism about the bitter political epoch she was living 
through as well as her tendency to annex the suffering of others.

The Civil Rights movement 
Although Plath wrote against a backdrop of increasing racial tension in the USA and the birth of the 
Civil Rights movement, Ariel is unconcerned with class and race. Seemingly secure in her status as a 
white middle-class graduate, originally from Boston and latterly living in London, her comparatively 
limited interest means that these critical lenses have been little used as ways of interpreting her work. 

Despite the publication of Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird in 1960 and the enactment of the Civil 
Rights Act the year after her death, Ariel remains silent on one of the most significant cultural shifts 
of its time. Of course, no writer is obliged to write about anything they don’t want to, but while Plath 
can be seen as having appropriated certain cultural threats — such as the Holocaust and the Cold 
War — and refocused them inwards, she seems to have ignored others with no direct bearing upon 
her own experience of life.
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