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Abstract 

This study closely examines Sylvia Plath’s Ariel using trauma theory. It aims to understand 

how Ariel deals with psychological pain and the possibility of recovery. The study draws on 

the ideas of Cathy Caruth, Dominick LaCapra, and Judith Herman to explore the rhetorical 

and poetic techniques Plath uses to articulate trauma. The research focuses on selected 

poems: “The Applicant”, “Lady Lazarus”, “Tulips”, “Ariel”, “The Moon and the Yew Tree”, 

“The Arrival of the Bee Box”, “Poppies in July”, “Daddy” and “Edge.” It assesses how 

Plath’s poetic expressions are shaped by her personal experiences, examines the structural 

and thematic manifestations of trauma, and determines whether Ariel hints towards a 

narrative of healing or reinforces the inescapability of trauma and psychological suffering. 

The findings suggest that while there are strong indications of resilience and self-reclamation 

in Ariel, it mostly reflects both the fragmentation and repetition characteristic of trauma. The 

study highlights how memory, pain, and creativity intersect in Plath’s work by integrating 

trauma theory. Ultimately, the study situates Ariel not just as a work reflecting psychological 

suffering but also as a powerful testament to how poetry can be used as a cathartic medium. 
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Trauma, Identity, and Recovery in Sylvia Plath’s Ariel 

Sylvia Plath is a notable American poet, novelist, and short story writer, all rolled into 

one. Plath’s life was plagued by searing doubts and gnawing misgivings, and so was her 

creative life (Roy, 2020). Ariel is a poetry collection that was published posthumously in 1965. 

Ariel, widely celebrated as a seminal collection of confessional poetry, weaves Plath’s real-

life events with her psyche. The collection uses intimate and raw content as the foundation of 

her poems, capturing profound themes through symbolic and allegorical layers. The poems in 

Ariel cemented Plath’s literary legacy, showing her mastery in curating evocative, allusive 

imagery, as they remain as engaging, vivid, and unforgettable as they were revolutionary. 

While today Ariel stands as a classic, with some viewing it as an early work of feminist 

literature and others also viewing it as a milestone in 20th-century poetry, upon its initial 

release, it was both shocking and groundbreaking. 

For this research, nine poems from Ariel will be analyzed: “The Applicant,” “Lady 

Lazarus,” “Tulips,” “Ariel,” “Daddy,” “The Moon and the Yew Tree,” “The Arrival of the 

Bee Box,” “Poppies in July,” and “Edge.” These poems offer a wide range of traumatic 

experiences, ranging from psychological distress and physical isolation to societal pressures 

and existential crises, which make them ideal for analyzing the rhetoric of trauma and recovery 

in Ariel. The analysis will be grounded in the trauma theories of Cathy Caruth, Dominick 

Lacapra, and Judith Herman. 

Plath published a volume of poems, The Colossus, and a novel, The Bell Jar, during 

her lifetime, and published Ariel posthumously in 1965. Plath witnessed estranged relations 

between her parents, Otto Emil Plath and Aurelia Plath, which left an indelible negative effect 

on her. Plath yearned for love and care, but never grumbled and grudged being uncared for 

right from her childhood (Salama, 2021). She was also shocked and shattered by her husband, 

Ted Hughes’ infidelity. A psychological probe into her personality, poetry, and bouts of 

insanity leading to her ultimately tragic death results in recognition of her artistic excellence 

(Salama, 2021). Plath employed personal trauma and neurosis as requisite ingredients of 

contemporary life. 

This research examines the rhetoric of trauma and recovery in Plath’s Ariel through 

the lens of trauma theory as it is hailed as one of the most significant works by Plath and 

consists of recurring themes of identity, suffering, and renewal. While drawing on Plath’s 

lived experiences, which include her mental illness and eventual suicide, the study also aims 

to traverse how the poetry collection acts as a poetic reflection of trauma and the possibility 

of a recovery narrative. Trauma theory is an impactful lens through which Ariel can be 

analyzed, as it helps to delve deeper into how Plath’s personal experiences of mental anguish 

and emotional fragmentation are directly expressed in her poetry. The collection is also a 
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critical reflection of Plath’s inner conflicts, which mirror the deeply personal experiences of 

loss, mental anguish, and a desperate search for agency. This study aims to analyze the various 

ways Plath uses to exude her trauma. It aims to investigate how the rhetoric and language used 

in her poems are both obscure and reveal pain. The research also aims to analyze the extent to 

which Plath’s writing serves as a therapeutic process of recovery or a harbinger of her tragic 

end. 

The purpose of this research is to analyze how Plath uses poetic language, particularly 

imagery, metaphor, tone, and structure, to encapsulate psychological trauma. It also aims to 

investigate whether the poetic language suggests emotional endurance or a narrative of 

healing. The central hypothesis that guides this research is that Ariel presents complexities of 

trauma, challenging the linear conceptions of suffering and recovery in literature. It is 

hypothesized that Ariel simultaneously reveals unresolved pain and also the potential for self-

reconstruction. The key objectives of this study are to explore Ariel as a representation of 

trauma and recovery. It also aims to examine how Plath uses rhetorical and poetic devices to 

convey emotional suffering and to apply trauma theory to interpret Ariel’s fragmented and 

cyclical representations of trauma. Furthermore, the research also aims towards situating Ariel 

within a broader trauma literature discourse. The research addresses questions like how Ariel 

uses poetic form to exude trauma and psychological disintegration. How can trauma theory be 

used to analyze Plath’s poetry? How do Plath’s personal experiences and struggles, and larger 

societal and historical contexts, influence the poetic voice in Ariel? 

The research analysis draws on Cathy Caruth’s theory that trauma is an 

incomprehensible event that resurfaces in fragmented form (1996). This is evident in the poem 

“Lady Lazarus,” for example, where trauma manifests cyclically: “I have done it again. / One 

year in every ten / I manage it——” (Plath, 1965, lines 1–3). Similarly, in the poem “Tulips,” 

trauma is externalized through oppressive imagery: “Their redness talks to my wound; it 

corresponds” (Plath, 1965, line 41). The study also applies Dominick LaCapra’s 

differentiation between “acting out” and “working through” trauma (2001) and Judith 

Herman’s model of trauma recovery (1992) to assess whether Plath’s poetic personae evolve 

or remain psychologically trapped. While this research recognizes its limitations—particularly 

the subjective nature of interpreting poetry and its focus solely on Ariel—it ultimately aims to 

show how Plath uses poetry to confront her trauma and, in doing so, opens up space for 

resilience, transformation, and meaning-making through art. 

While this essay effectively uses trauma theory in the analysis of Sylvia Plath's Ariel, 

there are also some ethical issues to be considered. There is a risk of over-pathologizing Plath 

in examining her work solely in terms of trauma, which can reduce the complexity of her 

poetic voice. Conflating the speaker of the poem too closely with the author also risks eliding 

the distinction between artistic voice and biographical fact. As it stands, then, a recognition of 
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the constraints of biographical readings, even through the lens of trauma theory, is crucial. A 

cursory examination of such constraints would enable a more nuanced and balanced reading 

of Plath's poetry. 

Ariel has been widely studied and interpreted through various lenses like confessional 

poetics, psychoanalysis, and feminist critiques. Sandra L. Bloom, Julie Goodspeed-Chadwick, 

and Candice Wuehle have analyzed societal pressures and fragmentation of the psyche in 

Plath’s poetry. However, this attempt has been made largely in isolated poems or without 

cohesive theoretical framing. Since the application of trauma theory remains relatively 

underexplored in the case of Ariel, this study addresses this gap. This study emphasizes Ariel’s 

treatment of memory, dissociation, and nonlinear trauma representation. While on one hand it 

illuminates Plath’s struggles, on the other hand it also discusses broader socio-cultural 

critiques. 

Personal and Societal Context 

Early trauma marked Plath’s life, specifically the death of her father, Otto Plath, when 

she was just eight years old. Otto’s untreated diabetes and death due to gangrene created an 

unresolved grief in Sylvia that would haunt her writing throughout her life (Cooper, 2003). 

Plath was raised in a family that valued academic excellence. She was an achiever. However, 

her achievements masked deep feelings of isolation and inner emptiness (Cooper, 2003). Her 

internal conflict between literary ambition and domestic expectations intensified after her 

marriage to Ted Hughes. Plath’s mental breakdown cannot be studied in isolation from the 

collapse of her marriage. Ted Hughes’ infidelity significantly contributed to her mental 

breakdown (Cooper, 2003). Her struggles weren’t easily categorized into clinical binaries like 

endogenous versus reactive depression. Instead, they unfolded across a wider emotional 

spectrum, marked by intense mood swings and persistent thoughts of self-harm (Cooper, 

2003). 

Plath’s poetry, particularly Ariel, is not just a reflection of her intimate suffering; it 

also challenges the asphyxiating gender norms of the 1950s and 60s. Poetry in Ariel exposes 

how trauma is not just personal but also shaped and intensified by the social structures around 

us. As Cooper observes, this final phase of her creativity carried a startling emotional force 

yet was also tightly controlled in its language and form. It is this collision of turmoil and 

discipline that gives her poetry its lasting resonance, turning raw pain into art that still speaks 

with clarity and strength today. 
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Trauma as a Creative Force 

The death of her father and her husband’s infidelity were traumatic experiences that deeply 

shaped Plath’s life and resulted in her mental instability. Plath’s poetry is inseparable from 

this reality. Many of the narrators in Plath’s poems undergo harrowing emotional episodes 

that unsettle both the narrator and the reader. For example, the rebirth in “Lady Lazarus” or 

the hospitalization in “Tulips” (Feuerstein, 2012). These intense portrayals become the central 

emotional energy of her poetry.  

Trauma often disrupts cognition and emotional regulation by activating the “fight-or-

flight” response. This results in emotional detachment and dissociation (Bloom, 1999). This 

kind of fragmentation can be found in Plath’s poems, where trauma repeatedly inhibits 

articulation. Bloom calls this phenomenon “speechless terror” (Bloom, 1999). Ariel’s poems 

embody both the “acting out” and the “working through.” They also capture the recursive and 

cyclical nature of trauma (Goodspeed-Chadwick, 2012). “Lady Lazarus,” for instance, 

dramatizes compulsive re-enactment of trauma through repetitive cycles of death and 

resurrection. Wuehle builds on this with a reading of the Freudian uncanny in Plath’s work. In 

“The Applicant,” personal fragmentation and cultural repression of women are both 

represented by dismembered body parts. This invokes Freud’s “return of the repressed” 

(Wuehle, 2020). The unresolved trauma and psychological unease that are embedded in 

Plath’s poetry are enhanced by this use of uncanny imagery. 

Trauma and Memory in Ariel 

Plath’s final journal was destroyed. So, Ariel’s poems act as fragmented reflections of 

Plath’s traumatic memories (Goodspeed-Chadwick, 2012). Different themes of 

immobilization and melancholy are illustrated in the October 1962 poems, such as “The Moon 

and the Yew Tree” and “Edge.” “The Moon and the Yew Tree” presents a gothic setting, it 

evokes a landscape of grief and foreboding. The speaker is entrapped in a mental prison 

created by repetition and imagery (Goodspeed-Chadwick, 2012). 

Trauma theorist Cathy Caruth emphasizes trauma as incomprehensible and resistant 

to a linear narrative. In Plath’s poetry, memory resurfaces in symbolic and non-narrative ways 

instead of being integrated. Caruth’s view that trauma defies assimilation and persists in the 

present is directly reflected in the inability of the speaker in “The Moon and the Yew Tree” to 

escape her own mind (Caruth, 1996; Goodspeed-Chadwick, 2012). Bloom reiterates this with 

the assertion that traumatic memories emerge as sensations rather than language. This keeps 

the individual stuck in a never-ending and eternal “now” (Bloom, 1999). 
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Trauma often extends beyond personal struggles. This is evident in “Daddy,” where 

Plath intertwines personal trauma with historical memory. There are references to Nazi 

atrocities in the poem—Dachau, Auschwitz, and Belsen. They are written as metaphors for 

the speaker’s personal suffering (Fatah, 2021). Eichmann’s 1962 execution adds historical 

context to this intermixing of private and collective trauma. “Daddy” blurs the boundary 

between the personal and the political. The “Führer” figure in the poem represents both Plath’s 

father and a broader patriarchal force (Fatah, 2021). This can be seen as an example of 

intergenerational trauma (Goodspeed-Chadwick, 2012), which aligns with LaCapra’s notion 

of “founding trauma,” where personal wounds intertwine with historical legacies (Goodspeed-

Chadwick, 2012). 

“Daddy” can further be interpreted as an instance of traumatic reenactment—an act 

of replaying pain to process it (Bloom, 1999). In “Lady Lazarus,” the domestic becomes 

uncanny, which reflects trauma’s distortion of reality. Through abjection, Plath destabilizes 

self-other boundaries, revealing psychic fragmentation (Wuehle, 2020). To express personal 

wounds, Plath uses Holocaust metaphors as a borrowed language (Wuehle, 2020). This 

reflects Caruth’s notion that trauma collapses distinctions between private and communal 

histories (Caruth, 1996). 

Ariel as a Confessional Expression of Trauma 

Plath’s confessional style articulates psychological suffering with raw immediacy. 

Her poetry is full of melancholy and a deep yearning for meaning. She expresses this through 

various poetic devices like metaphor, simile, and vivid imagery (Mandal, 2024). For trauma 

survivors, creating a narrative helps move pain into the past. This idea is echoed in Plath’s 

confessional poetics (Bloom, 1999). 

Ariel is often perceived as a long suicide note. It shows and documents in detail her 

descent into despair while simultaneously also showcasing her struggle to survive (Cantoral, 

2020). The narrative arc of Ariel has been shaped by Ted Hughes’ editorial choices. The 

collection starts from hopeful beginnings in “Morning Song” to the bleak finality of “Edge” 

and “Words” (Cantoral, 2020). This arc gradually offers deep insights into Plath’s internal 

disintegration and resilient attempts for survival. 

Plath’s trauma—especially her father’s death and her failed marriage—translates into 

poetic images of death and rebirth. In “Lady Lazarus,” death is simultaneously escape and 

renewal (Ghosh, 2020). Goodspeed-Chadwick sees poems like “Edge” as evidence of 

unresolved trauma. Their frozen, static imagery reflects narrative paralysis, a symptom of 

trauma’s resistance to resolution (Goodspeed-Chadwick, 2012). 
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Ariel can be interpreted as rooted in the uncanny, where repetition and surrealism blur 

memory and identity (Wuehle, 2020). Aligning with Freud’s theory of repetition compulsion, 

in “Lady Lazarus” this manifests as compulsive repetition (Wuehle, 2020). However, Plath 

also rebels through her use of abjection. To thrash patriarchal authority and reclaim agency, 

Plath uses the grotesque female body (Wuehle, 2020). This helps in transforming private 

trauma into a public, political statement. Though Plath's poetry has been extensively analyzed, 

trauma theory offers new insights into Ariel’s psychological and narrative structures. This 

literature review helps in understanding how trauma theory deepens our knowledge of the 

fragmentation, repetition, and symbolic density of Plath’s poetry. This study positions Ariel 

as both a record of personal trauma and a site of collective cultural critique using trauma theory 

concepts from Caruth, LaCapra, Herman, and others. It also makes trauma not only Plath’s 

subject but also her conduit of poetic innovation.  

This research is based on a qualitative and library-based approach to analyze Ariel by 

Sylvia Plath through trauma theory. It primarily emphasizes subjective experiences and 

meaning instead of quantifiable data, which is valuable for literary analysis. For Ariel, it allows 

close examination of how Plath employs imagery, metaphor, tone, and structure to convey 

psychological and emotional trauma. Whereas the aim here is not for generalizable output but 

to explore more fully the nuances of how trauma and recovery are represented through poetic 

voice, Plath's often fractured syntax and potent figurative language arrest the contradictions 

and interruptions that are typical of trauma. 

“The Applicant,” “Lady Lazarus,” “Tulips,” “Ariel,” “The Moon and the Yew Tree,” 

“The Arrival of the Bee Box,” “Poppies in July,” “Daddy,” and “Edge” are the nine poems 

selected for close reading of Ariel. These poems were chosen because they explore an array 

of themes like death, loss, violence, and renewal, which are central to trauma theory. In the 

titular poem, “Ariel,” where the speaker describes becoming “the arrow” flying “suicidal” into 

the “red,” the experience of trauma is rendered both viscerally and symbolically. 

Cathy Caruth's works lay the theoretical foundations for most of this study. Her theory 

that trauma defies plain representation and instead reappears later in fragmented or distorted 

forms (Caruth, 1996) is crucial to this research. This concept is critical to understanding how 

Plath's poetry embodies trauma rather than simply expressing it. Caruth's remark that trauma 

"speaks through the wound" also informs the understanding of imagery that conveys both 

suffering and the need to communicate it. 

The concepts of “acting out” and “working through,” as proposed by Dominick 

LaCapra, help to reinterpret Ariel. LaCapra distinguishes between absorbing traumatic events 

progressively and compulsively revisiting them (LaCapra, 2001). For example, in “Lady 

Lazarus,” the speaker seems to be trapped in continuous patterns of repetitions and 



RHETORIC OF…: Dhungel & Paudel                Janabhawana Research Journal, 4(1), 72-89 

79 

recurrences. Nonetheless, there are moments of empowerment that hint at potential 

transformation—for instance, the resurrection imagery. 

Judith Herman's recovery model—safety, remembering, and reconnection—is an 

effective way to assess whether or not the poems in Ariel show a potential path towards 

recovery or continue to ensnare the narrator in trauma (Herman, 1992). The study also bases 

its arguments on historical and social contexts, namely beliefs regarding women's roles and 

mental illness in the middle of the 20th century. This affirms Herman's argument that 

rehabilitation entails connecting individual trauma to larger social contexts and helps to guide 

away from overly biographical readings of Plath's work (Herman, 1992). Overall, this 

approach takes into account how Ariel represents the complexity of psychological distress and 

the search for meaning amid emotional collapse by combining close textual analysis, trauma 

theory, and historical context.  

For the textual analysis, key selected poems from Ariel are taken in this study. The 

primary emphasis is on how the poems vividly portray trauma and recovery and reveal the 

complexities of psychological trauma and the possibility of healing. This is done through close 

analysis of the rhetorical devices, imagery, and thematic structures of the poems.  Sylvia Plath 

uses Ariel to create something that is incredibly intimate and also universally resonant. She 

creates an amalgam of personal experiences with broader existential concerns. The strong 

imagery and fragmented forms in the poems help to create a continuously shifting narrative 

that cycles between despair and an attempt towards renewal. 

In Ariel, there is the central conflict between shared human experience and 

confessional expression. Plath uses her life to draw inspiration to challenge and confront issues 

like mental agony, societal expectations, and existential ambiguity. Each selected poem for 

the textual analysis provides a unique viewpoint on trauma that captures various dimensions 

of suffering and recovery through multi-layered narratives and rich language. The analysis 

explores central themes, symbolism, and Ariel’s developing narrative of tragedy and resiliency 

starting from “The Applicant” to “Edge.” When taken wholly, these readings show how Plath's 

emotional conflicts and literary prowess are reflected in the poetry collection. 

Explicit Trauma and Its Manifestations 

“The Applicant” 

Plath diligently critiques the societal structure where human relationships have been 

reduced to transactions, especially in marriage, through this poem. She uses a satirical and 

interrogative structure to critique the commodification of identity and exposes how societal 
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norms erode individuality, particularly for women. The speaker’s opening questions establish 

a dehumanizing, clinical tone: 

First, are you our sort of a person? 

Do you wear 

A glass eye, false teeth or a crutch, 

A brace or a hook, 

Rubber breasts or a rubber crotch. (Plath, 2015, p. 6, lines 1–5) 

This barrage mirrors Cathy Caruth’s concept of trauma’s “repetition compulsion,” 

where the injured psyche re-enacts its original wound (Caruth, 1996). The poem mentions the 

applicant’s battered body, which is probed for flaws. This here expresses societal trauma that 

demands and relentlessly strives for perfection. The horrific references to “rubber breasts” and 

“rubber crotch” evoke Judith Herman’s description of trauma-induced dissociation. This is 

where identity becomes fractured and functionalized (Herman, 1992). Plath critiques the 

objectification of women through the depiction of a wife-as-product: 

It can sew, it can cook,  

It can talk, talk, talk. 

It works, there is nothing wrong with it. (Plath, 2015, p. 7, lines 34–36) 

The woman is stripped of her individuality through the dehumanizing and repeated 

use of “it.” She merely becomes a commodity in this transactional framework. As Herman 

observes, trauma often obscures pain by objectifying the victim, erasing their voice (Herman, 

1992). The climactic command “Will you marry it, marry it, marry it” (Plath, 2015, p. 7, line 

40) exemplifies Caruth's "belatedness" of trauma: the way violence returns through insistent 

cultural scripts (Caruth, 1996). The applicant's silence reinforces Herman's “dialectic of 

trauma,” oscillating between numbness and coerced compliance (Herman, 1992). Plath’s 

jagged syntax and unpredictable rhythm reflect the psychic dislocation that occurs under the 

scrutiny of society. While the poem satirizes gender norms, it also creates a space for 

resistance. By exposing the inherent absurdity of these norms, Plath invites a reevaluation of 

the systems that perpetuate harm. Ultimately, “The Applicant” reveals how social institutions 

inflict trauma through conformity while subtly inviting recovery through critique. 

“Lady Lazarus” 

“Lady Lazarus” is among the October 1962 poems, a period marked by Plath's failing 

marriage and deteriorating depression. The powerful poem traverses various themes such as 

death, rebirth, and the commercialization of pain. It uses evocative imagery and a confessional 
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tone to depict voyeurism in society. The poem presents trauma as both cyclical and 

redemptive. The poem opens with a stark admission: 

I have done it again. 

One year in every ten 

I manage it— (Plath, 2015, p. 14, lines 1–3) 

Each time the speaker attempts suicide, it echoes Caruth’s concept of trauma’s 

“belatedness.” According to this concept, original wounding recurs in unprocessed and 

compulsive forms (Caruth, 1996). It is difficult to escape the psychological grip of this trauma, 

which is reenacted in each resurrection.  The poem reflects society’s obsession with female 

suffering: 

The peanut-crunching crowd 

Shoves in to see 

Them unwrap me hand and foot— 

The big strip tease. (Plath, 2015, p. 9, lines 25–28) 

In these lines, Judith Herman’s notion of dissociation surfaces, as the speaker is split 

from her body and rendered a spectacle. She becomes not a person but an object of voyeuristic 

delight—her trauma consumed by a complicit audience (Herman, 1992). 

Despite this, the speaker seeks control over her pain. 

Dying 

Is an art, like everything else. 

I do it exceptionally well. (Plath, 2015, p. 10, lines 43–45) 

This sarcastic declaration is consistent with Dominick LaCapra's idea of "working 

through" trauma, translating suffering into story, and regaining agency through performance 

(LaCapra, 2001). Plath's speaker uses irony as a survival tactic, reinventing suffering as art. 

The poem’s closing stanza affirms this transformation: 

Out of the ash 

I rise with my red hair 

And I eat men like air. (Plath, 2015, p. 14, lines 82–84) 

This phoenix-like rebirth represents Herman's final step of trauma recovery: the 

restoration of agency (Herman, 1992). The speaker's violent rebound destabilizes patriarchal 

power, establishing dominance over those who commodified her suffering. 
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Finally, “Lady Lazarus” portrays trauma's devastating pull and transformative 

potential. The poem reclaims suffering as strength by combining Caruth's, Herman's, and 

LaCapra's philosophies, transforming death into rebellion and spectacle into survival. 

“Daddy” 

This poem deals with personal trauma and the oppressive legacy of paternal authority. 

It commences with a striking metaphor of confinement.  

You do not do, you do not do 

Any more, black shoe 

In which I have lived like a foot. (Plath, 2015, p. 48, lines 1–3) 

The “black shoe” is a symbol of entrapment, which directly reflects the father’s 

oppressive influence. Trauma survivors often feel trapped in recurring cycles of the past 

(Herman, 1992).  

The speaker’s ambivalent attitude towards her father is portrayed through 

contradictory imagery: “I have always been scared of you, / With your Luftwaffe, your 

gobbledygoo” (Plath, 2015, p. 49, lines 41-42). The Nazi analogies in the poem connect the 

speaker’s personal suffering to collective historical trauma. The speaker’s trauma is 

externalized through these references. The Holocaust imagery connects her trauma to broader, 

shared grief: “An engine, an engine / Chuffing me off like a Jew” (Plath, 2015, p. 49, lines 31-

32).  

The poem finally evolves from victimhood to resistance, as the speaker confidently 

declares: “Daddy, I have had to kill you” (Plath, 2015, p. 48, line 6). “Killing” her father as a 

metaphor signifies the speaker’s desperate attempt to cut ties with his oppressive legacy. 

Herman emphasizes that rehabilitation from trauma involves identity reconstruction and 

empowerment (Herman, 1992). The poem culminates in a climactic rejection: “Daddy, daddy, 

you bastard, I’m through” (Plath, 2015, p. 49, line 80). This moment of liberation and 

breakthrough reflects the speaker’s reclaiming of her narrative and autonomy, initiating the 

process of recovery. 

“Poppies in July” 

This poem in Ariel depicts the dissociative state that often comes after trauma. In this 

state, there is emotional numbness combined with a hunger for sensation. The speaker's 

disconnection from the vibrant poppies symbolizes an inability to connect with the external 

world and with her emotions. The poppies, which symbolize life and passion, are described as 

“Little poppies, little hell flames, /Do you do no harm?” (Plath, 2015, p. 27, lines 1–2). The 
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juxtaposition of “hell flames” with the question of harm is the alienation of the speaker from 

the expected intensity of pain. Victims of trauma often dissociate as a defense against coping, 

disconnecting from their surroundings (Herman, 1992). The inability of the speaker to feel the 

anticipated pain demonstrates the numbing effect, where the overwhelming trauma suppresses 

the display of emotions. 

Cathy Caruth’s notion of trauma as a paradox that defies full understanding (Caruth, 

1996) aligns with the speaker’s disconnection. The poppies, instead of stimulating emotion, 

symbolize the body's inability to register pain, resonating with psychological "freezing" before 

intractable suffering. Even though most of the poem is about detachment, the speaker does 

yearn for feeling even via pain: “If I could bleed, or sleep—/ If my mouth could marry a hurt 

like that!” (Plath, 2015, p. 27, lines 11–12). This desire testifies to a need to verify the 

existence of feeling, even via self-harm. LaCapra's theory of melancholia (LaCapra, 2001) 

delineates this, in that the speaker cultivates pain in the attempt to rebuild a sense of self. The 

unsettling imagery of Plath witnesses the paradox of trauma: the yearning for feeling, and yet 

the impossibility of connection. 

Trauma, Recovery, and Psychological Transformation 

“Tulips” 

“Tulips” is set in a hospital room. There is a contrast in the setting of the poem. The 

clinical whiteness of the environment against the intrusive presence of tulips. Here, the speaker 

oscillates between emotional numbness and the disruptive return of vitality. It is through this 

that Plath explores trauma’s psychological aftermath. The visual opposition that the setting 

provides symbolizes the speaker's conflict between the desire for erasure and the inevitable 

pull of life. The poem begins in a scene of suspended animation: “The tulips are too excitable; 

it is winter here. / Look how white everything is, how quiet, how snowed-in” (Plath, 2015, p. 

12, lines 1-2). Whiteness is an insignia of emotional stillness and detachment. 

According to Herman’s first stage of trauma recovery, survivors often search for 

safety through sensory withdrawal and detachment (Herman,1992). This psychic blankness is 

also described by Caruth’s theory of trauma’s “belatedness,” according to which any traumatic 

event leaves an indelible mark and creates a void of incomprehension (Caruth, 1996). The 

speaker attempts to vanish. However, the tulips disrupt the speaker's attempt. “The tulips 

should be behind bars like dangerous animals; / They are opening like the mouth of some great 

African cat” (Plath, 2015, p. 13, lines 58-59). The tulip flowers are transformed into invasive 

forces that resist repression through these images. 
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Caruth notes that trauma “cries out” through unwanted sensations or images, 

demanding recognition despite the survivor’s resistance (Caruth, 1996). The tulips breathe, 

burn, and threaten the speaker’s numb detachment, symbolizing the persistence of life and 

memory. Through religious and deathly imagery, the desire for erasure and purity is 

articulated: 

I am a nun now, I have never been so pure.  

I didn’t want any flowers, I only wanted 

To lie with my hands turned up and be utterly empty. (Plath, 2015, p. 12, lines 28–30) 

LaCapra’s idea of melancholic repetition is reflected in this yearning. The survivor 

here remains ensnared in an unresolved relationship with the past (LaCapra, 2001). The 

hospital becomes a sanctuary of void, yet the tulips rupture this controlled space, initiating the 

painful re-engagement process. By the poem's end, vitality begins to seep in: “The water I 

taste is warm and salt, like the sea, / And comes from a country far away as health” (Plath, 

2015, p. 13, lines 62-63). This tentative reawakening suggests the beginning of "working 

through" trauma (LaCapra, 2001). The salt water, like tears, points to emotional reintegration 

and a return to life. In “Tulips,” Plath portrays the fragility and resilience of the self amid 

trauma, offering a quiet but profound meditation on recovery’s ambivalence. 

“Ariel” 

The titular poem “Ariel” explores trauma and recovery through transformative and 

kinetic imagery. The poem opens in inertia: 

Stasis in darkness. 

Then the substanceless blue 

Pour of tor and distances. (Plath, 2015, p. 13, lines 62–63) 

Judith Herman views trauma as something that is immobilizing (Herman,1992).  This 

stasis aligns with Herman’s idea. The subsequent transition into “substanceless blue” 

represents the survivor’s uncertain path towards integration. Cathy Caruth's concept of trauma 

as both presence and absence rings true here, as the speaker enters a haunting and elusive 

memory zone (Caruth, 1996). The speaker’s fusion with the horse evokes embodied agency: 

God’s lioness, 

How one we grow, 

Pivot of heels and knees!—The furrow 

Splits and passes... (Plath, 2015, p. 28, lines 4–7) 
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The animal becomes a metaphor for trauma’s force and the reclamation of power. As 

Herman argues in her stages of recovery, reconnecting with the body is key to recovery 

(Herman, 1992).  The poem’s end blends annihilation and transcendence: 

And I 

Am the arrow, 

The dew that flies 

Suicidal, at one with the drive 

Into the red 

Eye, the cauldron of morning. (Plath, 2015, p. 29, lines 26–31) 

Here, the idea of “working through” trauma by Dominick LaCapra—the final “drive” 

embodies both destruction and rebirth (LaCapra, 2001). In “Ariel,” Plath captures trauma not 

as static pain but as dynamic, contradictory transformation—part surrender, part reclamation. 

Symbolic and Metaphorical Representations of Trauma 

“The Moon and the Yew Tree” 

“The Moon and the Yew Tree” explores how trauma distorts nature, identity, and 

memory. The poem presents a very mysterious atmosphere that reflects alienation and 

emotional numbness. This aligns with Herman’s assertion that trauma survivors frequently 

shift between detachment and hyper awareness (Herman, 1992).  

The opening lines immediately convey this psychic stillness: “This is the light of the 

mind, cold and planetary. / The trees of the mind are black. The light is blue” (Plath, 2015, p. 

14, lines 1-2). The "cold" light and "black" trees represent a mind that is frozen in trauma. 

Perception is emotionally distant here. The moon, which is conventionally viewed as a 

nurturing, feminine image, is transformed into a disturbed witness: “The moon is no door. It 

is a face in its own right, / White as a knuckle and terribly upset” (Plath, 2015, p. 14, lines 8-

9). Here, the moon symbolizes what Cathy Caruth calls the paradox of trauma: a presence that 

cannot fully communicate pain but silently testifies to it (Caruth, 1996).  

Similarly, the yew tree evokes death and inherited suffering: “The yew tree points up. 

It has a Gothic shape. / The eyes lift after it and find the moon” (Plath, 2015, p. 14, lines 15-

16). The Gothic imagery suggests unresolved, generational trauma. The maternal image of the 

moon is further subverted: “The moon is my mother. She is not sweet like Mary. / Her blue 

garments unloose small bats and owls” (Plath, 2015, p. 14, lines 17-18). Plath replaces 

maternal comfort with spectral detachment. This is reflective of Herman's theory that trauma 
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splinters identity (Herman, 1992). Through this haunting landscape, Plath reveals trauma's 

lingering imprint on the self and world. 

“The Arrival of the Bee Box” 

“The Arrival of the Bee Box” illustrates the internal chaos of trauma, the struggle for 

control, and the difficulties of dealing with emotional pain. The poem begins with the speaker 

describing the arrival of a large, wooden box: “I ordered this, this clean wood box / Square as 

a chair and almost too heavy to lift” (Plath, 2015, p. 58, lines 1-2). The box symbolizes the 

human mind burdened by unprocessed trauma. Cathy Caruth asserts that trauma includes “the 

unassimilated nature of past events” which are unavailable yet powerful (Caruth, 1996). The 

speaker's struggle with the box reflects the paradox between agency and helplessness 

characteristic of trauma survivors. As the bees begin to stir, the speaker calls them "dangerous" 

and "uncontrollable," echoing the intrusive nature of traumatic memories: “It is dangerous. I 

have to live with it overnight / And I can't keep away from it” (Plath, 2015, p. 58, lines 6-7). 

The bees symbolize splintered traumas that, in aggregate, are unbearable, as Dominick 

LaCapra explains (LaCapra, 2001). The reference to a Roman mob further suggests that 

personal trauma might be tied to societal upset. The speaker thinks back to releasing the bees, 

symbolizing the act of confronting or repressing trauma: 

I am the owner. 

I wonder if they would forget me 

If I just undid the locks and stood back and turned into a tree. (Plath, 2015, p. 58, lines 

36-38) 

The wish of the speaker to open the box replicates the ambivalence of trauma 

recovery, both the desire for control and freedom. In the final lines, the speaker fantasizes 

about releasing the bees, a metaphor for initiating acceptance and change: “Tomorrow I will 

be sweet God; I will set them free / The box is only temporary” (Plath, 2015, p. 58, lines 1–

2). This particular moment signifies the potential path towards recovery through 

acknowledgment and compassionate release of inner chaos. 

Trauma and Finality 

“Edge” 

Sylvia Plath's “Edge” does not reveal death as an escape from trauma but, instead, as 

a threatening, final act of closure. The poem creates an ominous sense of control in which 

death is a "perfection" that quiets emotional pain. With piercing, haunting imagery—coiled 

snakes and closing flowers—Plath destroys the boundary between life and death, revealing 
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trauma's anesthetizing effects as a necessity for lastingness, not a solution. The poem begins 

with the woman described as “perfected” in death: 

The woman is perfected. 

 Her dead 

 Body wears the smile of accomplishment, 

 The illusion of a Greek necessity 

 Flows in the scrolls of her toga, 

 Her bare 

 Feet seem to be saying: 

We have come so far, it is over (Plath, 2015, p. 80, lines 1–10) 

This perfection of death resonates with Cathy Caruth's understanding of trauma as “a 

wound that cries out” (Caruth,1996), whereby traumatic experiences cannot be avoided but 

are relived in symbolic form. The calm, removed tone resonates with the impossibility of 

resolving trauma, underlining the ongoing nature of unresolved pain. 

The “coiled” children and “empty pitchers” also represent stifling life and the 

numbness that usually follows trauma (Herman, 1992). The moon's unemotional gaze also 

accentuates transgenerational trauma, revealing how pain persists throughout the centuries 

(LaCapra, 2001). In "Edge," Plath troubles the notion of recovery, dramatizing death as a 

closure that is aesthetically rendered. The controlled tone and broken symbolism resist 

narrative healing for a stark encounter with the open-endedness of trauma. 

Sylvia Plath's Ariel is an intense exploration of trauma. It brings together intensely 

subjective experience with poetic brilliance. Focusing through the lens of trauma theory, this 

study demonstrates how Plath's poetry contains psychological suffering while searching for 

resilience and agency. Ariel does not just document suffering but offers a room where trauma 

can be confronted and, at times, transcended. The poems selected, such as “The Applicant,” 

“Lady Lazarus,” “Tulips,” and “Ariel,” depict the cyclical process of trauma and also the battle 

between annihilation and rebirth. 

This study explores Sylvia Plath's use of imagery, metaphor, and poetic form in her 

collection Ariel, illustrating how it conveys themes of suffering while navigating shifting 

emotional intensities. The focus is on the processes of healing and identity reconstruction 

following trauma, highlighting how Plath's poetry embodies defiance and agency in the face 

of sorrow. Theoretical frameworks from trauma scholars such as Cathy Caruth, Dominick 

LaCapra, and Judith Herman provide context for understanding Plath's work. Caruth's concept 

of belatedness aligns with Plath's employment of repetition and tonal shifts in "Lady Lazarus," 

where traumatic experiences are revisited multiple times. At the same time, LaCapra’s 
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differentiation between “acting out” and “working through” trauma sheds light on the 

oscillation of reenactment and agency in Ariel. 

Herman's trauma recovery model—comprising safety, recollection, and 

reconnection—raises the question of whether Ariel provides a pathway to healing. While some 

poems suggest a confrontation with trauma, others, such as “Edge,” convey a sense of finality 

that undermines the possibility of recovery, reflecting Herman's view that trauma recovery 

often follows a nonlinear trajectory. Ariel also engages with broader socio-cultural themes of 

pain, including gender norms and patriarchal oppression, as exemplified in poems like “The 

Applicant” and “Daddy.” 

Although Ariel draws from Plath's personal experiences, it operates on multiple levels, 

connecting individual suffering to collective memory. Plath’s striking imagery, fractured 

syntax, and shifting perspectives coalesce to form a perplexing yet poignant exploration of the 

complexities of trauma. Ultimately, Ariel presents a paradoxical vision of trauma and 

recovery, where creative expression offers fleeting moments of agency amid suffering, 

solidifying its status as a seminal work in both confessional poetry and trauma literature. 
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