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Images of Death in Sylvia Plath’s Works
Naoko Otsuki’

Sylvia Plath employed many images of death in her works. Most readers attribute such images to the
experience of losing her father at a young age, and to her own general sense of self-contentment. Her father
passed away when she was eight, and the experience eventually led her to write poems about her father. In
this paper, I examine what kind of effects these images of death— which are usually depicted without any
trace of sorrow— have upon readers. One effect is that, by interpreting these images of death symbolically,
the reader is able to imagine her works from another point of view. That is, the symbols of death provide us
with another way of reading. Her works express not only her personal sorrow but also an additional
meaning which readers can access freely through these symbols of death. The second idea developed in
this paper is that her works themselves can be read as a kind of myth. The images of death also symbolize
mythical elements; for example, in her poem “Lady Lazarus,” Plath employs the image of a revived
woman who bears a resemblance to the god of Egyptian myth, Osiris. Such elements of myth evoke in her
readers an impression of mysterious universality. In conclusion, the images of death in Plath’s poetry can
be read in a variety of ways, and this openness to interpretation makes the experience of reading her all the
more enjoyable. Plath too must have found great satisfaction in achieving such ingenious, multi-layered

expression.
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