Revista Artemis

Vol. 7, dez 2007, . pp: 47- 55.

SYLVIA PLATH'S FRAGMENTATION IN THE VOICES OF “THRE E
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A FRAGMENTACAO DE SYLVIA PLATH NA VOZ DE “TRES MULH ERES”
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ABSTRACT:

The current article analyzes the fragmented postice to which Sylvia Plath gives birth when
writing her longest poem, “Three Women: A Poem Thiree Voices,” to show the phases of
woman and motherhood in the poet’s life and prooés#iting.
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RESUMO:

O presente artigo analisa a fragmentada voz pog&tipsal Sylvia Plath da a luz durante a escrita
de seu mais longo poema, “Three Women: A Poem lioed Voices”, a fim de mostrar as fases
de sua condicdo de mulher e de mée na vida e negso de escrita da poetiza.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: Literatura Americana, poesia modernista, corpo rémoi

Sylvia Plath wrote “Three Women”, a dramatic poemMarch 1962, almost a year
before her suicide; in August, it was read at a BBErding session as a play. As David Wood
points out, “Three Women’ was formally acceptedthg B.B.C.'s Third Programme in early
June, rivalling her husband’s success around thme game with his children’s programmes and
his own radio pieceThe Wountl (WOOD, 1992, p.81).The poem is divided into the voices
of three different characters that expose in maneods their feelings and thoughts about
birth, an experience that Sylvia Plath also wembubgh. The poet’s single voice is
divided into three voices in the poem to give egpien to the characters of women who
may represent her in different situations and plsriof time. In the poem, each of the
three women presented has numbered monologuescanatast stories of becoming
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pregnant, childbirth or abortion, and returningrtwutine. One woman, the Secretary,
miscarries and loses a wanted child; another wonh&nlMother, gives birth to a wanted
child, and the third, the Student, gives up an urteé child for adoption.

The last line of Plath’s later poem, “Lady Lazatu#nd | eat men like air”
(247), shows that women are “dangerous” and thay ttan do men harm. Because
women suffer in a patriarchal society, Plath dedawar by calling on all women to be
merciless towards those who threaten them. Thraugfdath’s poetry one of the
messages she sends out to her readers is that's.waitd is different from a woman’s
world, just as their emotions are also differentirone another’s. The cycle of poems on
the world of bees implies women imagining life irwarld without men, because these
bees are independent and strong without their drdPlath intends to show that women
are the ones who produce the honey (or art) andritvees, or average men, perform no
work but to mate with the queen bee.

In “Colossus,” the father figure is strong and idesd, although in “Daddy” this
same figure is reduced to human size, to “Not Gaidabswastika” (223); and is in that
poem reprimanded by his own daughter with violesentment for what he had done to
her. The poet is angry at herself but realizes i@ equals her oppressors (the male
figures) with her self-inflicted oppression.

The image of the father and son, two males, trymgliminish women is also
present in “Three Women.” The men in this drama“pralous gods” who seem to take
part in some cosmic plot against women:

| see the Father conversing with the Son.

(...)
‘Let us make heaven,’ they say,

‘Let us flatten and launder the gressnfrom
these souls.’ (179)

Christian God is here portrayed by Plath as bemifferent and cruel to His creatures.
The Nietzschean philosophical idea of the absermt Bost have influenced Plath. Tine
Poetry of American Women from 1632 to 194977), Emily Watts notes that American
women poets, opposed to male writers, seem vetgrdisfrom God (WATTS, p.6-7).
The dialogue between the Father and his Son exqwdbkss distance between them as
Gods and women, which are seen as unredeemablgsbé&inDianne Belk’s study of the
“Three Women,”

the “male” has been associated with structure,inbelect, abstraction, form,
rigidity, flatness, bareness. The poet uses tha terale” as a symbol for these
things that are not always in themselves bad, lauevior the poet bad in excess
or alone. She has been like the “men” and hasdrébe much on form and
intelligence, divorcing herself from her emotiomglamagination. (Belk 40)

In order for them to enter Heaven, women have toine “flattened,” or there must be a
severe reduction of personality so that their “gness” is cleansed. Making use of John
Locke’s philosophical theory, the Gods in “Three Mé&m” see that women’s minds have
to be a tabula rasar a blank space so that they can be easily abdnatsuch patriarchal

society. Plath notices that in order to be far fitva rigid structure and flatness so valued
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by men in general, she has to use her own imagmatid express her own emotions and
feelings about life. In “Three Women,” the poetidas her own voice into three so that
each one of them can have a different point of vadeut the female situation inside a
patriarchal world. The voices are extremely indejgen; each possesses their own
individuated “range of emotions” (WAGNER-MARTIN, &9).

Critic Harriet Rosenstein said in 1972 that “Thi&®men” is “the longest and
surely the weakest work iWinter Tree$ and “a garbled compendium of images,
reflections, and states of mind that Plath wasubtp stunning effect later, in briefer
lyrics” (ROSENSTEIN, 96). | do not agree with suctiticism for | find the poem a
coherent representation of artistic symbols thatadways present in Plath’s rich poetry.
If one considers the relative short period of tletfs life and writing career, “A Poem
for Three Voices” tells the story of her pursuithedr own poetic voices, especially after
years of being influenced by many other writergl$o suggests her final achievement of
poetic wholeness.

Steven Axelrod discusses the idea of the unforeut@aeature without a penis” of
the Freudian text, “Female Sexuality,” and poinisthat women feel satisfied and whole
(AXELROD, 1990). The Second Voice in “Three Wometdlls men “jealous gods”
going against Freud’s theory that asserts that vmoaine the ones who are jealous of men.
| agree with Axelrod’s arguments because | thinkt ttvomen feel completion and
wholeness, especially after childbirth. In “Thre@mén,” the fragmentation of the poet’s
single voice expresses her own different emotions faelings of creativity throughout
the text; however, at the end all three voices ctogether as a whole. For Freud, women
are jealous of men and what they want is a phpbition, though Plath disagrees with
him by saying, through the three voices, that hen who are wanting it.

According to Belk and her study on the symbolisnihaf poem, the three voices
were mentally charted on a time line. The Thirddépior Student, represents the earlier
stage and career of the poet, up until 1957. Aferfather’s death (1940), Plath moves
away from the sea. In 1953 she goes to New Yorlaforagazine guest editorship, and in
the same year she makes her first suicide attdm955, Plath graduates from Smith
College and goes to Cambridge on a Fulbright schiolla. A year later, she meets and
marries English poet Ted Hughes and then they nmike United States. The Second
Voice, or Secretary, narrates the period after, thaich is from 1958 to about 1961. In
1958, both Plath and Hughes teach in Massachueti®59, their daughter Frieda is
born after their return to London to liv€olossuss published in 1960. Finally, the First
Voice, or Mother, chronicles the period of mid-1968 1961, the couple moves to
Devon, England, and their son Nicholas is born fiwing year. In August 1962,
“Three Women” is broadcast in London. In DecemB¢ath moves back to London with
her children but without Ted. In January 1963, i@rel The Bell Jars published, and in
February, Plath commits suicide. The ordinal nummlderthe poem function as indicative
of a succession from the past to the present {I).Student (Third) is the most remote
of them all, because she is in the past. The Segrébecond) is inserted in a transitional
position in the poet’s life. And finally, the MothéFirst) is the voice of the present; the
one that has gone through difficult situations aad is able to enjoy maternity in full.
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The Third Voice is somewhat remote; appropriatelig the third to appear in the
text. Voice Three tells us about, most of all, thsetance between the poet’s inner and
outer selves, bringing in the poet’s first suicateempt, which is also narrated in Plath’s
The Bell Jar The Second Voice represents the author’s trangitistage as a young
woman, a writer who is very much influenced by otpeets, including Dylan Thomas,
W.B. Yeats, and especially W.H. Auden. This voisgdo much concerned with form
and control, a concern that prevents her from esgimg her real voice. As Belk states,
“she writes ‘stillborn’ poetry, too rigidly contreld and frequently autobiographical” (4).
The First Voice, or Mother, is the Sylvia Plathtlé poem’s present. She opens the poem
with a feeling of freedom and is able to speakdven voice: “| am slow as the world. |
am very patient,” Collected Poem476). Now she is much more mature and a lot more
confident of her actions; she feels happy withtia@r children and the marriage with Ted
Hughes.

1l

The Third Voice, that of the Student, has beendagel later is forced to reflect
the identity of another woman because she charigerdtlae pregnancy:

| remember the minute when | knew for sure.

(..

The face in the pool was beautiful, ot mine

(...)
And all | could see was dangers: dareswords,
Stars and showers of gold—conceptions, concept{@3*-8)

When she realizes that she is pregnant, all thisevcan see is the manifestations of the
Holy Ghost (the doves) and the pressure of religwords). The “showers of gold” are
dangerous because they show the submission to implegnation, but they are also
blessing for they cause the conception.

The Student tells us about her discovery of her amed pregnancy, and
expresses her emotions through descriptive termmanfre. The “chilling willows” and
“white clouds/Aside...dragging me in four direct®dmepresent fear and a violent conflict
the Student is experiencing inside as a resulteofniew, unwanted condition. She sees
inside herself and in the world a dark meaning:poesibility, sin, guilt, sex,
impermanence, violence, death, and pain. Not bgiagared to accept these new things,
she wishes to hold on to the static, secure salfwvaorld she has created rather than
undergo the frightening experience of change atieghseeptance.

The Student contrasts with the Mother by strespignature creativity and lost
creation. The Mother says she is “ready”; the Sttideowever, claims all along she is
“not ready” for this kind of experience. The Studeames back to her academic life in
Cambridge, as a “wound,” although she choosesawat motherhood. Her child’s cry,
for the Mother, is “the hook | hang on” (183), wias for the Student, the child’s cries
are as “hooks” that “grate” (182).

As the symbolic father of this child, Zeus, or tlygeat swan,” belongs in the
group of other giant father figures in Plath’s pgeind therefore also suggests the deep
emotion linked to the early death of the poet'iéat The unwanted child represents the
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force, emotion, and subconscious of the inner sdlifof which are separated from the
active, daily personality of the outer self. Latethe poem, the Student’s child and the
force of the self have grown so enormous that eeithn be hidden:

I am a mountain now, among mountainy women,
The doctors move among us as if our bigness
Frightened the mind. They smile like fools.
They are to blame for what | am, and they know it
They hug their flatness like a kind of health.
And what if they found themselves surprised,

[as | did?
They would go mad with it. (180)

The Third Voice distinguishes her “mountainy” sktim the “flatness” of those around
her, who appear without the same conflict of selst® is experiencing. Her
consciousness of another dark and powerful self $gsarated her from the one-
dimensional aspect of her old flat self that wasstdered “normal” by those around her.
She feels that anyone else experiencing the salteapdition would “go mad with it.”
“Men” seem to be a symbol not only for the “normeldrid the poet links to her normal
self, but also the intellect, form, control, remies. The Student blames these “men,
who represent her old “flat” self. Therefore, slsecondemning her own system of
standards and values, projecting them into soeietynd her.

The Student suddenly feels vulnerable and emptg igplies that instead of
having been cured by her stay in the hospital heyremoval of the child from her body
and her life, she has lost her health: she is autwiathey are letting go” (184). She has
left part of herself behind: “I leave someone/Whawd adhere to me: | undo her fingers
like bandages: | go” (184). After that, she retuimser old life at school:

Today the colleges are drunk with spring.
My black gown is a little funeral:
It shows | am serious.

(...)
| had a dream of an island, red with cries.
It was a dream, and did not mean a thing. (185)

This symbolic graduation is a ceremony for puttawgay the other self and the
powerful feelings in favor of the safe, flat wondéthe outer shell, because she is not still
ready to explore her inner self. For this new stateonsciousness the Second Voice
speaks out, since she is the one who has gonegtinifears in the past and now has to
face and vent them so that she can deal with thects of the self that frightened her in
the speech of the Third Voice, or the former self.

After the calm beginning of the poem by the Firsidé, which will be discussed
later, the more aggressive Secretary, or Secondeyappears. She feels that her
situation has been provoked by the “guillotiningdnd of men, like a bad disease, urging
the death of her unborn child. She says that “T$ia disease | carry home, this is a
death” (177). The Second Voice closes her intramtyctmonologue by talking about
death six times inserted in one single stanza. Yhise has an angry tone since she deals
with unwanted loss.
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In The Poetry of Sylvia Platij1999), Claire Brennan points out that “Three
Women” is a text about what stands in the way eétivity (biological and aesthetic) in

a bureaucratized society that confuses the world thi: thing, the signifier with
what is signified, and in a capitalist society thigénates the producer from what
is produced, including babies, and commoditizes tmmeducts, including
poems. (BRENNAN, 86)

With the Second Voice, Plath makes us think abbt idlea of the possibility of
creativity in an alienated world. The fertility @omen is opposed to the rationality or
“flatness” of men. The world all the three Voiceslin, especially the Second one, like
the world imagined in much of Sylvia Plath’s poe#tythis period, is closed, static, and
sterile. The Secretary works in an environment thadssociated with a male-defined
place. In the poem, Plath suggests that this situag baneful and contagious to female
creativity:

When | first saw it, the small red seep,

I did not believe it.

| watched the men walk about me in the office
They were so flat!

There was something about them like cardboard,
And now | had caught it, (...) (177)

This “flatness” is connected with death by the 8y, and later with the “male,” when
she first appears. She feels stuck in a world ¥hates high heels, stockings, and other
kinds of things that are a symbol of accepted noahshe society around her. She
realizes that she has lost touch with her inndrdied to conforming too much to outer
conventions. This means that she feels dead om#ie and outside just like the “flat
and faceless” men that surround and smother her.

The Second Voice spends a great deal of her spialkaig about the deadness of
her self, of her words, of her feelings. She knakag she lacks wholeness. She feels a
sort of fragmentation in herself and her poetrjpdtomes more difficult to find her own
poetic voice, since she cannot feel a sense oihbilg in this world. The poems she
conceives are “stillborn” and all related to deafs. Belk puts it, the words are “not
coming from her whole being; it is passing from head, with thoughts perhaps not
really her own, through a mechanical device” (361e Secretary is told what to write
and how to use the typewriter. She acts like atrttad receives commands; therefore her
voice produces “mechanical echoes” (177).

All the poet wants is to express her feelings aliteiand harmony, but she is not
able to do that because the life she leads nowll igbaut being controlled by the
American patriarchal social system from the 195U0tse same symbol of stillness in her
poetry is found in a poem called “Stillborn,” fra®60.

These poems do not live: it's a sad diagnosis.
They grew their toes and fingers well enough.
(-..)

If they missed out on walking about like people
It wasn't for any lack of mother-love. (142)
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Plath has a feeling of disappointment about somgtkhe wishes could be different. She
would like to put life into her poetry, despite therfection of her form. At this point all
her poems come mostly from her head, because shbdtme a “cardboard” just like
her male co-workers in the office. “I lose life exftlife” (181), she says. At this stage,
Plath has been working in the “male” structuredietgcof conformity and academic
success; in other words, she has adopted and tekers and standards outside herself in
order to validate an identity. By doing this, theepfeels empty and sterile inside and
notices that the outer world cannot offer her lafl tools she needs to make poetry with
life. After that, she will try to find her very owwpice, a more mature one that should be
able to write more naturally and fluently. Laterittwthe First Voice, Plath can join
perfect form and content in her poetry, and finkgyable to extinguish the fear of hating
herself and the world in which she used to live.

Coming back to the beginning of the poem, the PFifsice, or the motherly
figure, says: “I am slow as the world. | am veryigat/.../I cannot help smiling at what it
is | know” (176-7). The First Voice, or Mother, nates a happy period before the birth
of her child, the birth process, also the joy, $eand hopes for her son. By telling us this
actual birth, the Mother makes use of a metaphat describes the entire process by
which she successfully brought forth her last ¢oeat The atmosphere in which she
lives is surrounded by harmonious images: “Turnithgough time, the sun and
stars/Regarding me with attention” (176). The moarhich later appears in the
monologue of the Second Voice as an omen of dedttbarrenness, is benign here:

The moon’s concern is more personal:

She passes and repasses, luminous as a nurse.

Is she sorry for what will happen? | do not think
[so.

She is simply astonished at fertility. (176)

This is the good mother of “The Moon and the Yewélt a poem that was written by an
expecting woman who looks at the moon while hetbhod and daughter are sleeping
and hopes for nothing but a good life for her fatehild. There is a sense of bonding
between the woman and the moon, as if the shirjgrbis looking after the mother and
her creation. The woman wonders if the moon alrdatlyws that she would be later
abandoned by her husband, without herself knowiag but no, for now the moon is just
paying attention to the mother and her child iroasthment. The poet’s harmony with
the natural world and its cycles corresponds toolar inner and outer harmony.

Having gone through the stages of the Third andSieond Voices, which have
already been discussed, the Mother has now alswisgd the fears that kept her from
feelings and her subconscious. Her own voice is foawmd. After that, she is ready for
the labor. Each new poem is like a new baby boh® foet uses the image of “a seed
about to break” to explain the impeding birth:

A power is growing in me, an old tenacity.

I am breaking apart like the world. There is this
[Blackness,

This ram of blackness. | fold my hands on a
[Mountain.
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The air is thick. It is thick with this working.
I am used. | am drummed into use.

My eyes are squeezed by this blackness.

| see nothing. (180)

Giving birth to her son, the Mother produces thefqm poem. Whereas the
“male” so far in the text has referred to such diesl as outer form, intellect, and
language, this son represents form and identityn bbom the inside, from inner
imagination and emotion.

| shall meditate upon normality.

shall meditate upon my little son.

He does not walk. He does not speak a word.

(...)

I will him to be common,

To love me as I love him.

And to marry what he wants and where he
[will. (186)

This mother does not wish to have a son to be CI8fe wants him to be common like
every other child and be free to do whatever hé Wie First Voice sees her babies as
“these miraculous ones” (180). The poems at tlagestepresent Plath’s positive feelings
about being a mother and a woman, opposing to itee@qus stage, that of the Second
Voice. And so, the First Voice concludes, expragdmer hopes for the unusual and
intense poetry that she will give to her readetex lan.

v

Axelrod analyses each one of the three differertesoof the poem and attributes
functions to them related to Plath as a writer:

The first voice produces living but unexceptioredts (like the Plath who feared
she was a hack). The third voice gives the creatway (like the youthful Plath

who put her husband’s career before her own areltlie ultimate Plath who

yielded her texts to her executor). And the secaride, the most articulate of
the three, miscarries her inspiration (like thettPlae most prize today, the one
who discovered her power in disaster). (AXELRODg)16

Axelrod’s argument summarizes the development afh® artistic voice in fragments
throughout her career. “Three Voices” is a solidraple of the way in which the poet is
able to express her feelings and emotions in semp@etry and not commercial writing.
In the end, Plath finds her true and more matureevafter going through long years of
pain and suffering. Axelrod connects childbirthdalwith the process of writing, or with
the “birthing of language” (167). Each one of thateee women generates lives;
however each deals with it in different situati@amsl feelings. The whole process is very
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arduous, just like the writer's process of findwgrds to express what he or she thinks
and feels at the moment. The language developsrdingoto the writer's state at
different life periods. Plath generated lives andswalso consumed with ideas that
“procreated” a great deal of poems about life. ‘€hiWomen” shows Sylvia Plath’s
voice separated into three, recording the strughieendured to become a creative artist
of more than ordinary interest.
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