
ariel by sylvia plath analysis
Ariel by Sylvia Plath is a poignant and complex collection of poems that delve into
themes of identity, transformation, and the struggles of the human psyche. Written in the
last months of Plath's life and published posthumously in 1965, "Ariel" stands as a
testament to her mastery of language and her ability to convey deep emotional truths. This
article will provide an analysis of the collection, exploring its major themes, stylistic
elements, and the context within which Plath wrote these powerful poems.

Context of "Ariel"

Sylvia Plath wrote "Ariel" during a tumultuous period in her life, marked by personal
struggles and a quest for artistic expression. After her separation from her husband Ted
Hughes and her battle with mental illness, Plath sought solace in writing. The title poem,
"Ariel," is particularly significant as it captures her feelings of liberation and despair,
reflecting a duality that is central to her work.

Historical Background

1. Personal Life: Plath's tumultuous marriage, her struggles with depression, and her
eventual separation from Hughes provide a backdrop for much of her poetry. The emotional
upheaval in her life culminated in her tragic suicide in 1963, making "Ariel" a collection
imbued with a sense of urgency and finality.

2. Literary Context: The collection was published during a time when confessional poetry
was gaining traction. Poets like Robert Lowell and Anne Sexton were exploring personal
experiences with raw honesty. Plath's work fits within this movement but also transcends it
through its unique imagery and symbolism.

Major Themes in "Ariel"

The poems in "Ariel" explore a variety of themes, each reflecting Plath's inner turmoil and
her relationship with the world around her.

Identity and Self-Transformation

One of the most prominent themes in "Ariel" is the exploration of identity and the
transformative experience of selfhood. Plath often uses vivid imagery to depict the struggle
between the self and external expectations.

- Rider Metaphor: In the title poem, Plath employs the metaphor of a horse and rider to



symbolize the relationship between the conscious self and the subconscious. The rider’s
journey can be interpreted as a quest for freedom, where the act of riding becomes a
means of transcending personal limitations.

- Duality of Self: Many poems in the collection, such as "Lady Lazarus" and "The Moon and
the Yew Tree," embody the tension between the public and private self. Plath grapples with
her identity, reflecting on how society perceives her versus her internal struggles.

Death and Rebirth

Death is a recurring motif in "Ariel," often intertwined with themes of rebirth and renewal.
Plath’s exploration of mortality is both haunting and illuminating.

- Cycles of Life: In poems like "Ariel" and "Tulips," Plath reflects on the cyclical nature of life
and death. The imagery of flowers and natural elements serves to highlight the transient
beauty of existence, suggesting a continuous cycle of decay and regeneration.

- Self-Destruction: Plath's work often touches on the idea of self-destruction as a means of
transformation. In "Lady Lazarus," for example, she embraces the idea of rising from the
ashes, reflecting on her own experiences with suicide attempts and her subsequent
resilience.

Isolation and Alienation

Plath's feelings of isolation and alienation permeate her poetry, revealing her struggles to
connect with others and herself.

- Personal Isolation: The poems often convey a sense of solitude, as seen in "The Bell Jar"
and "The Applicant." Plath’s use of stark imagery and bleak landscapes illustrates her
emotional distance and disconnection from the world.

- Societal Alienation: Plath critiques societal norms and expectations, particularly regarding
gender roles. In "The Applicant," she examines the pressures placed on women to conform,
highlighting the alienation that arises from these expectations.

Stylistic Elements in "Ariel"

Plath’s stylistic choices in "Ariel" contribute significantly to the emotional impact of the
poems. Her use of vivid imagery, symbolism, and sound devices creates a rich tapestry that
enhances the reader's experience.

Imagery and Symbolism



Plath’s imagery is often visceral and striking, employing symbols that evoke strong
emotional responses.

- Nature Imagery: Nature plays a crucial role in "Ariel," serving as both a backdrop and a
reflection of Plath's inner state. The horse in "Ariel" symbolizes freedom, while the tulips in
"Tulips" represent confinement and the struggle for identity.

- Religious and Mythological Symbols: Plath frequently integrates religious and mythological
references, enriching her work with deeper meanings. The use of figures like Lazarus and
references to the moon imbue her poems with a sense of timelessness and universality.

Sound and Structure

The sound and structure of Plath's poetry in "Ariel" are integral to its power.

- Free Verse: Many poems are written in free verse, allowing Plath to break away from
traditional forms and experiment with rhythm and pacing. This freedom enhances the
emotional intensity of her work.

- Alliteration and Assonance: Plath employs sound devices such as alliteration and
assonance to create musicality in her poems. This auditory element draws readers in and
emphasizes key themes and emotions.

Conclusion

"Ariel" by Sylvia Plath is a profound exploration of the complexities of the human
experience. Through her masterful use of language, imagery, and symbolism, Plath
articulates her struggles with identity, death, and isolation. The collection serves as a
powerful testament to her artistry and emotional depth, leaving a lasting impact on readers
and the literary world.

Understanding "Ariel" not only provides insight into Plath's psyche but also invites readers
to reflect on their own experiences of transformation and the search for self amidst the
chaos of life. As we engage with her work, we are reminded of the enduring power of poetry
to capture the intricacies of the human condition.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the central themes explored in Sylvia Plath's
'Ariel'?
The central themes in 'Ariel' include identity, femininity, death, and rebirth. Plath delves
into the complexities of the self and the struggle for autonomy, often juxtaposing personal
anguish with the natural world.



How does Plath use imagery in 'Ariel' to convey her
emotional state?
Plath employs vivid and often stark imagery in 'Ariel' to express her emotional turmoil. The
use of nature, horses, and the sky symbolizes both liberation and entrapment, reflecting
her inner conflict and desire for freedom.

What role does the concept of transformation play in
'Ariel'?
Transformation is a crucial motif in 'Ariel', representing the speaker's journey from despair
to empowerment. The poem captures a metamorphosis that suggests a release from pain
and an embrace of a more powerful self.

In what ways does 'Ariel' reflect Sylvia Plath's personal
experiences?
'Ariel' reflects Plath's personal experiences, particularly her struggles with mental illness,
her roles as a mother and a woman, and her quest for self-identity. The intensity of her
emotions mirrors her own life challenges and existential questions.

What literary devices are prominently featured in
'Ariel'?
In 'Ariel', Plath utilizes various literary devices such as metaphor, symbolism, and
alliteration. These elements enhance the poem's emotional depth and contribute to its
rhythmic quality, creating a sense of urgency and poignancy.

How does the structure of 'Ariel' influence its overall
meaning?
The structure of 'Ariel', characterized by short, fragmented lines and abrupt shifts, mirrors
the tumultuous emotions of the speaker. This format amplifies the sense of disorientation
and intensity, effectively conveying the complexities of her experiences.
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