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ABSTRACT 

Sylvia Path, the most conspicuous writer of American literature seals with the 

dilemma of women in the society. She rushes deep into the minds of her protagonists and 

analyses the inner conflicts experienced by them. This study aims to analyses the journey 

of the protagonists towards a Psycho Dynamic perception.  

Chapter One gives a description of American literature with its main themes and 

also gives an account of the major American writers, It focuses on the various writers,   

highlight the life, the works and the contribution of Sylvia Path to the world of literature. 

  Chapter Two talks about Esther Greenwood the protagonist of the novel follows 

her descent and return from madness that society expects for that she has to remain virgin 

until her marriage. She knows the world of fashion and she should make her feel 

glamorous and happy but she finds it is filled with Poison, drunkenness and violence. She 

thinks her boyfriend a hypocrite and decides not to marry him. She sets out to lose her 

virginity in order to pursuit answer for an important mystery. She makes vague plans to 

write a novel for that she learns shorthand and starts her senior thesis. She finds the 

feeling of unreality and think over her past life. So her mother takes her to a psychiatrist 

and underwent electronic shock therapy. After treatment she decides to kill herself by 

taking a large quantity of sleeping pills. Later she got a sponsor to study in Esther’s 

college with scholarship. She slowly begins to improve her talk therapy. One fine day she 

loses her virginity before her marriage. She believes that she has regained tenuous grasp 

but “The Bell Jar” of her madness could descend again at any time 

Chapter Three is ‘Summing Up’ – It sums up the findings of the study. 
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   CHAPTER I 

                                                       INTRODUCTION 

American literature is the literature written or produced in the area of the United 

States and its preceding colonies. During its early history America was a series of British 

colonies on the eastern coast of the present-day United States. Therefore its literary tradition 

begins as linked to the broader tradition of English literature. The unique American 

characteristics and the breadth of its production usually now cause it to be considered a 

separate path and tradition. 

American literature, the body of written works produced in the English language in 

the United States. Like other national literatures, American literature was shaped by the 

history of the country that produced it. For almost a century and a half America was merely 

a group of colonies scattered along the eastern seaboard of the North American continent 

colonies from which a few hardy souls tentatively ventured westward. After a successful 

rebellion against the motherland America became the United States, a nation. 

American literature at first was naturally a colonial literature. But authors who 

were Englishmen and who thought and wrote as such. John Smith, a soldier of fortune, is 

credited with initiating American literature. His chief books included A True Relation of 

Virginia and The Generall Historie of Virginia, New England, and the Summer Isles. 

Although these volumes often glorified their author they were avowedly written to explain 

colonizing opportunities to Englishmen. In time each colony was similarly described: Daniel 

Denton’s Brief Description of New York, William Penn’s Brief Account of the Province of 

Pennsylvania, and Thomas Ashe’s Carolina were only a few of many works praising 

America as a land of economic promise. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Literature
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Colonial_history_of_the_United_States
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/English_literature
https://www.britannica.com/place/United-States
https://www.britannica.com/art/literature
https://www.britannica.com/biography/John-Smith-British-explorer
https://www.britannica.com/topic/The-Generall-Historie-of-Virginia-New-England-and-the-Summer-Isles
https://www.britannica.com/art/author
https://www.britannica.com/biography/William-Penn-English-Quaker-leader-and-colonist
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The utilitarian writings of the seventeenth century included biographies, treatises, 

accounts of voyages, and sermons. There were few achievements in drama or fiction since 

there was a widespread prejudice against these forms. 

The eighteenth century writers carried on the older traditions. Cotton Mather’s 

huge history and biography of Puritan New England, Magnolia Christi Americana in 1702, 

and his vigorous Manuductio ed Ministerial or Introduction to the ministry in 1726, were 

defenses of ancient Puritan convictions. Jonathan Edwards initiator of the Great Awakening; 

a religious revival that stirred the eastern seacoast for many years eloquently defended his 

burning belief in Calvinistic doctrine of the concept that man born totally depraved could 

attain virtue and salvation only through God’s grace in his powerful sermons and most 

notably in the philosophical treatise Freedom of Will. He supported his claims by relating 

them to a complex metaphysical system and by reasoning brilliantly in clear and often 

beautiful prose.  

The nineteenth century American writers were exhorted to produce a literature that 

was truly native. As if in response; four authors of very respectable stature appeared. They 

are William Cullen Bryant, Washington Irving, James Fennimore Cooper and Edgar Allan 

Poe. The 20th century writings from 1914 to 1945 shaped the drama, poetry, fiction, and 

criticism.  

A novel is a long, fictional narrative which describes intimate human experiences. 

The novel in the modern era usually makes use of a literary prose style and the development 

of the prose novel at this time was encouraged by innovations in printing and the 

introduction of cheap paper in the 15th century. The present English word for a “long work 

of prose fiction derives from the Italian novella for ‘little new thing’ which was short piece 

of Prose”. In Latin novella is a singular noun use of the neuter plural of Novellus diminutive, 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/treatises
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/prejudice
https://www.britannica.com/art/biography-narrative-genre
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/convictions
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Jonathan-Edwards
https://www.britannica.com/event/Great-Awakening
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/treatise
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/metaphysical
https://www.britannica.com/biography/William-Cullen-Bryant
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Modern_era
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Printing
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paper
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Italian_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Latin
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Novus meaning "new". Most European languages use the word "romance" for extended 

narratives.  

The 20th century writings from 1914 to 1945 shaped the drama, poetry, fiction, and 

criticism. A novel is a long, fictional narrative which describes intimate human experiences. 

Most European languages use the word "romance" for extended narratives. Heroic Romance 

is a genre of imaginative literature, which flourished in the 17th century, principally in 

France. Philosophical novel the new 18th-century status of the novel as an object of debate 

is manifested in the development of philosophical and experimental novels. The Sentimental 

novels relied on emotional responses, both from their readers and characters. 19th century 

novel the word “romanticism” is connected to the idea of romance, and the romance genre 

experienced a revival, at the end of the 18th century, with gothic fiction.  

The origin of the gothic romance is attributed to English author Horace Walpole, 

with his 1764 novel The Castle of Otranto, subtitled "A Gothic Story". Other important 

works are Ann Radcliffe's Adolph and 'Monk' Lewis's The Monk. The 20th century novel 

deals with a wide range of subject matter. The early period of 18
th

 centuries the nation's first 

novels were published. With the War of 1812 and an increasing desire to produce uniquely 

American literature and culture, a number of key new literary figures emerged, perhaps most 

prominently Washington Irving and Edgar Allan Poe. In 1836, Ralph Waldo Emerson 

started a movement known as Transcendentalism. Henry Miller assumed a unique place in 

American Literature in the 1930s when his semi-autobiographical novels were banned from 

the US. From the end of World War II up until, roughly, the late 1960s and early 1970s saw 

the publication of some of the most popular works in American history such as To Kill a 

Mockingbird by Harper Lee.  

The Notable Writers of the American Literature arrived in the 20
th

 century. Some 

of the notable Writers are Toni Morrison, Mark Twain, and Alice Walker. Toni Morrison’s 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Romanticism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gothic_fiction
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Horace_Walpole
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Castle_of_Otranto
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ann_Radcliffe
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Matthew_Lewis_%28writer%29
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Monk
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/War_of_1812
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Washington_Irving
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edgar_Allan_Poe
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ralph_Waldo_Emerson
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transcendentalism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry_Miller
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/To_Kill_a_Mockingbird
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/To_Kill_a_Mockingbird
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Harper_Lee
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Beloved is Set after the American Civil War. In the novel, the protagonist Sethe is also a 

slave who escapes slavery, running to Cincinnati, Ohio. Mother-daughter relationships and 

Psychological impact of slavery are the main theme of this novel. The novel won the 

Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 1988. 

Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn first published in the United 

Kingdom in December 1884 and in the United States in February 1885. It is a direct sequel 

to The Adventures of Tom Sawyer. Adventures of Huckleberry Finn explores themes of race 

and identity. 

Alice Walker’s The Color Purple is a 1982 epistolary novel. Themes of sexism and 

racism are prevalent in the entire novel as a reflection of the social contexts surrounding the 

novel's setting. The bond of sisterhood is another major theme in The Color Purple. 

Contemporary American literature is subversive. It contains an element of the 

surreal, bizarre names, plots and consistent, biting commentary. Primarily postmodernist, 

these works are inherently distrustful. . Alex Haley, David Foster Wallace, Sylvia Plath, 

Barbara Kingsolver, Jonathan Frozen, and Thomas Pynchon are some of the notable writers 

of the American Literature. 

Alex Haley’s Roots: The Saga of an American Family tells the semi-biographical 

story of his ancestors. The themes of the novel are Suffering, Memory and the Past, 

Religion, Community, Slavery and Race. 

Barbara Kingsolver is an American novelist, essayist and poet. His famous works 

are, The Bean Trees and The Laguna. Her work often focuses on topics such as social 

justice, biodiversity and the interaction between humans and their communities and 

environments. She has been nominated for the Faulkner Award and the Pulitzer Prize. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/American_Civil_War
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cincinnati
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ohio
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pulitzer_Prize_for_Fiction
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mark_Twain
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Adventures_of_Tom_Sawyer
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Epistolary_novel
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sexism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Racism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Foster_Wallace
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jonathan_Franzen
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Pynchon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/PEN/Faulkner_Award
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pulitzer_Prize
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Sylvia Plath’s was born on October 27, 1932, in Boston's Jamaica 

Plain neighborhood. Her mother, Aurelia Schober Plath, was a second-generation American 

of Austrian descent, and her father, Otto Plath, was from Grabow, Germany. Plath's father 

was an entomologist and a professor of biology at Boston University who authored a book 

about bumblebees. On April 27, 1935, Plath's brother Warren was born, and in 1936 the 

family moved from 24 Prince Street in Jamaica Plain, Massachusetts, to 92 Johnson 

Avenue, Winthrop, Massachusetts. Plath's mother, Aurelia, had grown up in Winthrop, and 

her maternal grandparents, the Schobers, had lived in a section of the town called Point 

Shirley, a location mentioned in Plath's poetry. The eight-year-old Plath published her first 

poem in the Boston Herald's children's section. Over the next few years, Plath published 

multiple poems in regional magazines and newspapers. At age 11, Plath began keeping a 

journal. In addition to writing, she showed early promise as an artist, winning an award for 

her paintings from The Scholastic Art and Writing Awards in 1947. . Plath attended 

Bradford Senior High School in Wellesley, graduating in 1950.  

The poetry collections are The Colossus and Ariel. Sylvia Plath was a gifted and 

troubled poet, known for the confessional style of her work. She survived this first suicide 

attempt after lying unfound in a crawl space for three days, later writing that she "blissfully 

succumbed to the whirling blackness that I honestly believed was eternal oblivion. Her stay 

at McLean Hospital and her Smith scholarship were paid for by Olive Higgins Prouty, who 

had successfully recovered from a mental breakdown herself. Plath seemed to make a good 

recovery and returned to college. In January 1955, she submitted her thesis, The Magic 

Mirror: A Study of the Double in Two of Dostoyevsky's Novels, and in June graduated from 

Smith with highest honors. Plath returned to Smith and finished her degree in 1955. 

The two married in 1956 and had a stormy relationship. In 1957, Plath spent time 

in Massachusetts to study with poet Robert Lowell and met fellow poet and student Ann 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jamaica_Plain
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jamaica_Plain
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aurelia_Plath
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Otto_Plath
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grabow
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Entomologist
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jamaica_Plain,_Massachusetts
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Winthrop,_Massachusetts
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Boston_Herald
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Scholastic_Art_%26_Writing_Awards
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/McLean_Hospital
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Olive_Higgins_Prouty
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dostoyevsky
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Sexton. Plath returned to England in 1959. Her first collection of poetry, The Colossus, 

published in England in 1960. That same year, she gave birth to her first child, a daughter 

named Freida. Two years later, Plath and Hughes welcomed a second child, a son named 

Nicholas. Unfortunately, the couple's marriage was failing apart. Sylvia Plath fell into a deep 

depression when Ted Hughes left her for another woman in 1962. Struggling with her 

mental illness, she wrote The Bell Jar, her only novel, which was based on her life and deals 

with one young woman's mental breakdown. 

Sylvia Plath's early poems exhibit what became her typical imagery, using personal 

and nature-based depictions featuring, for example, the moon, blood, hospitals, fetuses, and 

skulls. 

She also created the poems that would make up the collection Ariel, which was released 

after her death. It featured several of her most well-known poems, including Daddy and 

Lady Lazarus. In 1971, the volumes Winter Trees and Crossing the Water were published in 

the UK, including nine previously unseen poems from the original manuscript of Ariel. She 

won the Pulitzer Prize in 1982 for Collected Poems. 

                   Sylvia Plath’s Daddy is a bold and violent poem directed at Plath's father. 

Chanting in an almost nursery-rhyme manner, she compares him to terrifying patriarchal 

figures like a vampire, a Nazi, and a devil. 

                     Cinderella is a retelling of the fairy tale of Plath. Her adaptation focuses on the 

moment in which Cinderella hears the clock chime midnight as she dances with the prince. 

She is overcome and clasps him tightly. Her Metaphors is a short poem that describes a 

pregnant woman through figurative language. The Colossus is a complicated and powerful 

poem. 

http://www.gradesaver.com/sylvia-plath-poems/study-guide/character-list#cinderella
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                  Plath’s Ariel concerns a woman who rides a horse through the countryside in the 

early morning, full of fire and energy. The rider feels herself becoming one with the horse as 

she flies into the hot sun. It may be about suicide or poetic creativity. 

Edge is the last poem of Plath. It describes a dead woman as perfected. She 

delights in finding an end after traveling so far, and has two dead children coiled up within 

her. This poem, in its bleakness, seems to be an unfiltered view of her commitment to 

suicide. 

                 The Bell Jar details the life of Esther Greenwood, a college student who 

dreams of becoming a poet. She is selected for a month-long summer internship as a 

guest editor of Ladies’ Day magazine, but her time in New York City is unfulfilling as 

she struggles with issues of identity and societal norms. She meets two other interns 

who manifest contrasting views of femininity as well as Esther’s own internal 

conflicts: the rebellious and sexual Doreen and the wholesome and virginal Betsy. 

During this time, Esther thinks about her boyfriend, Buddy Willard, and her anger 

when he admitted that he was not a virgin, claiming to have been seduced. She 

believes he is a hypocrite, having acted as if she was more sexually experienced. After 

being rejected for a writing class, Esther must spend the rest of her summer at home 

with her mother; Esther’s father died when she was young. She struggles to write a 

novel and becomes increasingly despondent, making several half-hearted suicide 

attempts. She ultimately overdoses on sleeping pills but survives. 

                  Esther is admitted to a mental institute, where she is treated by a 

progressive psychiatrist who, among other things, eases her concerns about premarital 

sex and encourages her to obtain a diaphragm. In addition, Esther undergoes electric-

shock treatment, which makes her feel as if she has been freed from a bell jar. While 

https://www.britannica.com/place/New-York-City
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/manifest
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on a night pass, Esther loses her virginity, which she sees as a millstone. When she 

begins hemorrhaging, she seeks the help of another patient, Joan, who goes with her 

to the emergency room. Shortly thereafter Joan commits suicide, and her death seems 

to quell Esther’s own suicidal thoughts. The novel ends with a seemingly reborn 

Esther about to face the examination board, which will decide if she can go home. 

This Project Work focuses on the study of “Psycho Dynamic perspective in 

Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar”. It investigates the disturbed psychological state of the 

protagonist, Esther Greenwood. The selection of the study is based on the depth of the 

characters. The Introduction consists of the history of American Literature, notable 

writers of American literature, contemporary writers of Sylvia Plath, biography of 

Sylvia Plath and major themes discussed in the works of Sylvia Plath. 

                  The second chapter focuses on the protagonist, Esther Greenwood. 

Greenwood is not able to follow the rules which are given the society. Her curiosity 

made her to be a disturbed psyche. The third chapter deals with the narrative 

techniques used in Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar. The final chapter is entitled “Summing 

Up”. It is the sum up of all the chapters. It explains the ideas which will help to open 

the new avenues to land on new perspectives. 



 
 

CHAPTER II 

A DISTURBED PSYCHE 

The word 'psyche' derives from ancient Greek mythology. The ancient Greeks have 

seen the story of Psyche and Eros as an allegory of life. Psyche eventually marries Eros, the 

god of love. The love affair between them is great at the beginning later filled with secrecy, 

betrayal, abandonment, and a near-death experience. Eventually Eros and Psyche reunite and 

she is deemed worthy of becoming immortal. The supreme god, Zeus, gives her the name, 

'Goddess of the Soul.' Their love flourishes in the beginning and in the end Psyche 'dies' and 

moves to the afterworld as an immortal. In ancient Greek, her name eventually associated 

with the word 'soul' or 'mind'. In psychology the human soul, mind or spirit is derived as the 

human psyche. It makes people to think, judge, and feel different emotions.  

The idea of the psyche is central to the philosophy of Plato. Socrates gives four 

arguments for the immortality of the soul and life after death following the separation of the 

soul from the body.
 
Plato's Socrates also states that after death, the Psyche is better able to 

achieve wisdom and experience the Platonic forms since it is unhindered by the body. The 

Greek philosopher Aristotle wrote an influential treatise on the psyche in Greek, Latin De 

Anima and in English On the Soul. Aristotle's theory of the "three souls" vegetal, animal, 

and rational would rule the field of psychology until the 19th century. Prior to Aristotle, a 

number of Greek writings used the term psyche in a less precise sense. The word has a long 

history of use in psychology and philosophy, dating back to ancient times it represents one 

of the fundamental concepts for understanding human nature in a scientific point of view. A 

disturbed Psyche means the psychological trouble of the protagonist.  

Esther Greenwood is the protagonist of the novel The Bell Jar. The plot of the 

novel follows her descent into and return from madness. It is a typical coming of age story. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Plato
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Socrates
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Platonic_forms
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aristotle
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/On_the_Soul
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Latin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Psychology
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philosophy
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Esther behaves unconventionally in reaction to the society in which she lives. Society 

expects Esther to remain a virgin until her marriage to a nice boy but Esther sees the 

hypocrisy of this rule and decides to be like Buddy she wants to lose her virginity before 

marriage. She embarks on a loveless sexual encounter because society does not provide her 

with an outlet for healthy sexual experimentation. 

Esther knows the world of fashion she inhabits in New York, it should make her 

feel glamorous and happy but she finds it occupied with poison, drunkenness, and violence. 

Her relationships with men are supposed to be romantic and meaningful, but they are 

marked by misunderstanding, distrust, and brutality. Esther almost continuously feels that, 

whether her reactions is wrong or she is the only one to view the world as she does and 

eventually she begins to feel a sense of unreality. This sense of unreality grows until it 

becomes unbearable, attempted suicide and madness follow. 

Sylvia Plath’s distinguishes Esther’s understandably unconventional behavior from 

her madness. Even though society’s ills disturb Esther they do not make her mad. Her own 

terrifying world occupies her thoughts completely. Though inexperienced, Esther is also 

observant, poetic, and kind. Plath feels affection toward her protagonist, but she is 

unswerving in depicting Esther’s self-absorption, and confusion. In a biographical note by 

Lois Ames, Sylvia Plath says about her novel, The Bell Jar, “….I’ve tried to picture my 

world and the people in it as seen through the distorting lens of a bell jar.” (7).  

The opening scene of The Bell Jar is the summer of 1953.  Esther, a college 

student from Massachusetts, travels to New York to work on a magazine for a month as a 

guest editor. She works for Jay Cee, a sympathetic but demanding woman. Esther and 

eleven other college girls live in a women’s hotel. By all external measures, Esther should 

feel happy and excited. She has overcome her middle-class, small town background with 

luck, talent, and hard work, and her reward is a glamorous month in New York.  
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Esther enters the party. Frankie's place is decorated like a western ranch, even 

though it is in the middle of the city. He puts on music and shows off all his very expensive 

recording equipment. Doreen thinks he is great but asks Esther to stay around in case he tries 

anything. Lenny offers to get another man to entertain her, but she says it doesn't matter. The 

pair kisses and as Esther falls asleep, Doreen bites his ear and he screams. Esther looks, 

The mirror over my bureau seemed slightly warped and much too silver. The 

face in it looked like the reflection in a ball of dentist’s mercury. I thought of 

crawling in between the bed sheets and trying to sleep, but that appealed to 

me about as much as stuffing a dirty, scrawled-over letter into a fresh clean 

envelope. I decided to take a hot bath (TBJ 18). 

Betsy and Esther get into a cab to go back to the hotel. Betsy is also sick. They 

start puking in the cab. They rush out into the building and into their rooms. Esther lies 

down on her bed but then gets back up to go to the bathroom.  Her next sight is a black shoe 

near her face. Someone tells her that she is all right and comments to someone else that there 

are eleven girls sick in all. They take Esther back to her room and tell her that she was 

poisoned by the crabmeat.  

Esther feels uncertain about her own abilities and about the rewards that the 

abilities have garnered her. To her own puzzlement, she does not find New York thrilling 

and romantic. Instead she finds it dizzying and depressing and she finds the fashion world 

she inhabits superficial and disorienting. The feeling of numbness that Esther describes here 

is the kernel of the madness that will soon overtake her.  
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The gap between societal expectations and her own feelings and experiences 

becomes so large that she feels; she can no longer survive. She says, “I just bumped from 

my hotel to work and to parties and from parties to my hotel and back to work like a numb 

trolleybus. I guess I should have been excited the way most of the other girls were, but I 

couldn’t get myself to react. I felt very still and very empty. (TBJ 2) 

Convention dictates that she will remain a virgin until she marries. If she chooses 

to have sex before marriage, she risks pregnancy, displeasing her future husband and ruining 

her own name. Esther sets out to defy conventional expectations by losing her virginity with 

someone she does not expect to marry. Esther insists, “The world being divided up into 

Catholics and Protestants or Republicans and Democrats or white men and black men or 

even men and women, I saw the world divided into people who had slept with somebody 

and people who hadn’t, and this seemed the only really significant difference between 

one person and another” (TBJ 158). 

Mrs. Greenwood, Esther’s mother had a difficult life. She lost her husband when 

her children were still young. But her husband had inadequate life insurance; she struggles 

to make a living by teaching typing and shorthand. She loves Esther much and worries about 

her future but cannot understand her. Esther’s mother had sent her an article by a woman 

lawyer praising the practical value of chastity. The article said that chastity was the only 

option for a discerning woman until she was married. It was very centered on the desires of 

men despite being written by a woman. For Esther, the female world is divided into two 

sections virgins and not virgins. “The main point of the article was that a man’s world is 

different from a women’s world and a man’s emotions are different from a women’s 

emotions and only marriage can bring the two worlds and the different sets of emotions 

together properly” (TBJ 76). 
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Esther attempts to lose her virginity with a UN interpreter, Constantin, Handsome, 

thoughtful and talented. He takes Esther on a date but he seems sexually uninterested in 

Esther, who is willing to let him seduce her. Esther had tried to convince him that sex would 

be better with someone he cared about but he wouldn't listen to her. She wanted to have sex 

with him but it didn't work out.  

Esther’s self-esteem and identity are negatively influenced by the norms related to 

appearance and she sees herself as different and unattractive, even though she is not 

negatively judged by others. For example when Esther looks at her reflection in a mirror she 

often perceives herself as ugly, foreign-looking and tired. She is extremely conscious of her 

looks and concerned with the idea that it is her physical appearance that makes it hard for 

her to find boyfriends. In one instance she considers her lack of sexual experience to be 

caused by her looks or by her intelligence. 

Esther looks down on Buddy Willard, whom everyone assumes she will marry 

once he gets out of the TB clinic. When she first met him she didn't know he was a 

hypocrite. Soon after she found out and intended to break up with him. He got TB and was 

shipped off to a clinic. She orders room service and reflects on the difficulty of tipping 

people correctly.  

This fig-tree grew on a green lawn between the house of a Jewish man and a 

convent, and the Jewish man and a beautiful dark nun kept meeting at the tree 

to pick the ripe figs, until one day they saw an egg hatching in a bird’s nest 

on a branch of the tree, and as they watched the little bird peck its way out of 

the egg, they touched the backs of their hands together, and then the nun 

didn’t come out to pick figs with the Jewish man any more but a mean-faced 

catholic kitchen maid came to pick them instead and counted up the fig the 
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man picked after they were both through to be sure he hadn’t picked any 

more than she had, and the man was furious (TBJ 52). 

Esther had the chance to read a short story about a nun and a Jewish man. They 

accidentally touch each other's hands after seeing a bird hatch in a fig tree they have been 

harvesting for many years. The next day a different nun comes out and the Jewish man is 

hurt. Esther thinks that she and Buddy are like this. He has watched her turn from a baby 

into a woman. Buddy told her once that a poem is a piece of dust. He thought he was very 

clever.  

Esther thought for a long time before she came up with any sort of a comeback. 

She never said anything to him about it and rarely ever disagreed with him about anything. 

She had first kissed him at Yale's junior prom. Their mothers were good friends. They had 

both married college professors and settled down in the same town. The year of their first 

kiss, Esther had terrible luck with dates all year. Buddy stopped by her dorm because he was 

at her college to take another girl to a dance. Esther told him that she had two dates.   

They gave Esther a paper rose to hold because she had said she wanted to be a 

poet. The rose was the only thing the photographer thought could stand for poetic 

inspiration. She doesn't smile and suddenly begins to weep. She decides to go. Lenny arrives 

with his friend Marco. Marco gives her a diamond pin and takes her arm too strongly. Her 

arm bruises in the places where his fingers touch her. She thinks he is like a snake and is 

sure that he is a woman-hater. She realizes that woman-haters are all-powerful and 

invulnerable like gods. They leave the dance floor and he smokes a cigar. She asks him if he 

is in love with someone. 

 Marco says he is in love with his cousin but cannot have her for two reasons. First, 

she is his first cousin and second she is becoming a nun. In the morning she thinks that she 
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looks sick and unfamiliar. She had to borrow clothing from Betsy because she threw away 

everything she owned the night before. There is dried blood on her face but she doesn't 

bother to wash it off. “Of course, if I smiled or moved my face away no time, so I kept my 

face immobile, and when I had to speak I spoke through my teeth, without disturbing my 

lips” (TBJ 109). 

Esther is nervous and she doesn't want to spend the rest of the summer in the 

suburbs. She wakes in the morning and sees her neighbor outside. She doesn't like the 

neighbor but Dodo is a Catholic woman who went to a decent college then married a 

Catholic man and is now pregnant with her seventh child. Everyone in the neighborhood 

likes Dodo. Her children make Esther sick. She decides to spend the summer writing a 

novel. She takes out a type writer and a fresh piece of paper. The heroine of the story is 

going to be her but in disguise, she writes three or four lines and then admires her own work 

even though she has a suspicious feeling that she has read part of it somewhere before. She 

writes two more lines and then thinks that she cannot write a novel until she has more life 

experience.   

Esther feels bad because she always looked down on people in the non-honors 

track. She suddenly realizes that some of them know more than she does. She gets more 

upset. She goes to the family doctor Teresa, who is actually related by marriage and asks her 

for stronger sleeping pills. Teresa doesn't think that Esther needs stronger sleeping pills; she 

thinks she needs to see a psychiatrist. She refers her to Dr. Gordon. She thinks it is useless to 

wash hair because you just have to wash it again. She also thinks that she has not slept in all 

that time. 

My mother told me, “I must have slept, it was impossible not to sleep in all 

that time, but if I slept, it was with my eyes wide open, for I had followed the 

green, luminous course of the second hand and the minute hand and the hour 
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hand of the beside clock through their circle and semi-circle, every night for 

the seven nights, without missing a second, or a minute, or an hour (TBJ 

122). 

Esther questions her abilities and worries about what she will do after college. On 

her last night in the city she goes on a disastrous blind date with a man named Marco, who 

tries to rape her. When Marco attempts to rape her, she gives him a bloody nose and he 

smears his blood on her like war paint. When she decides to kill herself, she slashes her calf 

to practice slashing her wrists. When she loses her virginity; she bleeds so copiously that she 

must seek medical attention.  

The presence of blood suggests a ritual sacrifice. Esther will sacrifice her body for 

peace of mind, and sacrifice her virginity for the sake of experience. The presence of blood 

also indicates the frightening violence of Esther’s experiences. For her transformations 

involve pain and suffering not joy. 

Esther wonders if she should marry and live a conventional domestic life or 

attempt to satisfy her ambition. Buddy Willard, her college boyfriend is recovering from 

tuberculosis in a sanitarium and wants to marry Esther when he regains his health. To an 

outside observer Buddy appears to be the ideal mate: he is handsome, gentle, intelligent, and 

ambitious. But he does not understand Esther’s desire to write poetry and when he confesses 

that he slept with a waitress while dating Esther. Esther thinks him a hypocrite and decides 

she cannot marry him. She met a boy named Eric and talked with him about sex at a 

coffeehouse. She sets out to lose her virginity as though in pursuit of the answer to an 

important mystery. 

 

http://www.sparknotes.com/lit/belljar/character/buddy-willard/
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I said maybe if you loved a women it wouldn’t seem so boring, but Eric said 

it would be spoiled by thinking this women this women too was just an 

animal like the rest, so if he loved anybody he would never go to bed with 

her. He’d go to a whore if he had to and keep the women he loved free of all 

that dirty business (TBJ 75). 

At medical school, Esther asked Buddy to show her something in resting in the medical labs. 

There were jars of stillborn babies and cadavers. They went to a lecture on sickle cell anemia 

and then to a hospital to see a baby get born. The intern at the hospital told Esther that if she 

sees a birth. She will never want to have a child herself but Esther laughed at him.  

 The woman screamed in pain and Buddy told Esther that she was on a drug that 

would make her forget the pain afterwards. Esther thought that this was exactly the sort of 

drug a man would invent. The baby's head appeared but the doctor had to make a surgical 

incision. After the birth the intern took the baby out to be cleaned. He urinated on the other 

doctor. Esther thought that the whole process was wonderful. She imagined herself,  

I had always imagined myself hitching up on to my elbows on the delivery 

table after it was all over- dead white, of course, with no make-up and from 

the awful ordeal, but smiling and radiant, with my hair down to my waist, and 

reaching out for my first little squirmy child and saying its name, whatever it 

was. ‘Why was it all covered with flour?’ I asked then, to keep the 

conversation going, and Buddy told me about the waxy stuff that guarded the 

baby’s skin (TBJ 63). 

They went back to Buddy's room. Esther read a poem while Buddy rank some wine. 

He asked her if she had ever seen a man naked and when she said she hadn't then he took off 

all his clothing and stood before her. She was not impressed and had to stifle her laughter. 
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He asked her to do the same but she wouldn't. She drank wine and asked him if he had ever 

slept with anyone. He told her that he had. She asked him to tell her about it, pretending not 

to be upset. Esther says, “At first, I thought he must have slept with the waitress only the 

once but when I asked how many times, just to make sure, he said he couldn’t remember but 

a couple of times a week for the rest of the summer. I multiplied three by ten and got thirty, 

which seemed beyond all reason” (TBJ 66). 

Esther returns to the Boston suburbs and discovers that she has not been accepted 

to a writing class she had planned to take. She will spend the summer with her mother. She 

makes vague plans to write a novel, learn shorthand and start her senior thesis. According to 

Linda Huf, “… the American dream Esther is experiencing does not appeal to her 

completely because she dreams of being a poet and not some glamorous business woman or 

a housewife that society at that time wanted”. (15) 

 Esther finds the feelings of unreality she experienced in New York taking over her 

life. She is unable to read, write, or sleep and she stops bathing. Her mother takes her to Dr. 

Gordon, a psychiatrist who prescribes electric shock therapy for Esther. She is troubled by 

the arrogance of the doctors and their lack of sympathy for the pain suffered by a woman in 

labor. When Esther meets her first psychiatrist Dr. Gordon, she finds him self-satisfied and 

unsympathetic. He does not listen to her and prescribes a traumatic and unhelpful shock 

therapy treatment. She becomes more unstable than ever after this terrifying treatment and 

decides to kill herself. 

This resulted in a shock as the blue electricity arched through the air. Dr. Gordon 

asks her how she is feeling and she lies. She also thinks about a Yale law student who called 

her prude and a creative writing teacher who called her short story factitious. She hates all of 

them. She hasn't slept for twenty one nights and thinks that the most beautiful part of life is a 

shadow. In the morning she cuts her thigh with a razor blade in the bath tub to see how much 
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it would hurt to cut her wrists. She knows it will hurt more because it has more steps. Esther 

thinks, “When they asked some old Roman philosopher or other how he wanted to die, he 

said he would open his veins in a warm bath. I thought it would be easy, lying in the tub and 

seeing the redness flower from my wrists, flush after flush through the clear water, till I sank 

to sleep under a surface gaudy as poppies” (TBJ 142).  

Esther explains that no matter where she goes; she exists in the hell of her own mind. 

She is trapped inside herself and no external stimulation, no matter how new and exciting, 

can ameliorate this condition. 

 The bell jar of Esther’s madness separates her from the people she should care 

about. Esther’s association of her illness with a bell jar suggests her feeling that madness 

descends on her without her control or assent. It is as if an unseen scientist traps her. 

Esther’s suicidal urges come from this sense of suffocating isolation. She explains that she 

would be sitting under the same glass bell jar stewing in her own sour air. Slowly she will 

become a disturbed psyche.  

Esther tries to slit her wrists but can only bring herself to slash her calf. She 

tries to hang herself but cannot find a place to tie the rope in her low-ceilinged house. 

At the beach with friends she attempts to drown herself but she keeps floating to the 

surface of the water. When Esther tries to kill herself she finds that her body seems 

determined to live. Esther remarks that if it were up to her she could kill herself in no 

time but she must outwit the tricks and ruses of her body. The beating heart 

symbolizes this bodily desire for life. When she tries to drown herself her heart beats, 

Finally, she hides in a basement crawl space and takes a large quantity of sleeping 

pills. 
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Esther awakens to find herself in the hospital. She has survived her suicide attempt 

with no permanent physical injuries. Once her body heals she is sent to the psychological 

ward in the city hospital. Where she is uncooperative, paranoid, and determined to end her 

life.  

 Esther’s mother suggests that they treat Esther’s madness as if it were a bad dream 

that can be forgotten. This quotation records Esther’s inward response. She feels that 

madness is like being trapped in a bad dream but it is a bad dream from which one cannot 

awake. Esther likens the person who suffers from mental illness to the pickled fetuses she 

saw at Buddy’s medical school a morbid connection that illustrates the terror of madness. 

 Philomena Guinea is a famous novelist. Guinea sponsors Esther’s college 

scholarship and pays to move her to a private hospital. She is wealthy. She went to Esther's 

school and pays for her scholarship. Esther had gone to her house because she wrote her a 

letter thanking her for her scholarship. After the banquet they go out onto the rainy streets 

and to a movie in Technicolor. It is a bad romance about war and a football hero. She is 

elderly generous and successful. Afterwards Esther feels, “At about this point I began to feel 

peculiar. I looked round me at all the rows of rapt little heads with the same silver glow on 

them at the front and the same black shadow on them at the back, and they looked like 

nothing more or less than a lot of stupid moon-brains” (TBJ 39). 

 Esther comes to trust her new psychiatrist a woman named Dr. Nolan. Esther 

comes to trust and love Dr. Nolan who acts as a kind and understanding surrogate mother. 

Progressive and unconventional Dr. Nolan encourages Esther’s unusual thinking. The three 

methods of 1950s psychiatric treatments are talk therapy, insulin injections and electroshock 

therapy. It works for Esther under the proper and attentive care of Dr. Nolan. Esther’s says,  
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“I liked Doctor Nolan, I loved her, I had given her my trust on a platter and told her 

everything, and she had promised, faithfully, to warm me ahead of time if ever I had to have 

another shock treatment” (TBJ 203). 

  Even properly administered therapy does not receive unmitigated praise. Shock 

therapy works by clearing the mind entirely. After one treatment Esther finds herself unable 

to think about knives. This inability comes as a relief but it also suggests that the therapy 

works by the dubious method of blunting Esther’s sharp intelligence. She slowly begins to 

improve with a combination of talk therapy, insulin injections, and properly administered 

electric shock therapy. She develops the friendship with Joan, a woman from her hometown 

and college who had experiences similar to Esther’s. She is repulsed when Joan makes a 

sexual advance toward her. 

 Esther improves from her illness. So the hospital officials grant her permission to 

leave the hospital from time to time. During one of these excursions she finally loses her 

virginity with a math professor named Irwin. She begins bleeding profusely and has to go to 

the emergency room. Buddy comes to visit Esther and both understand that their relationship 

is over.  

Esther will leave the mental hospital in time to start winter semester at college. She 

believes that she has regained a tenuous grasp on sanity but knows that the bell jar of her 

madness could descend again at any time. 

Esther can function more or less normally. She has relinquished her desire to kill 

herself and she begins to form tenuous connections with other people and also the outside 

world. But Esther still feels the bell jar hovering above her and worries that it will trap her 

again. Her madness does not obey reason and though, she feels grateful to have escaped 

from it. She does not believe that this escape represents a fundamental or permanent change 
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in her situation. As a disturbed psyche, she is not completely come out of her intention to 

attempt suicide. 

 Sylvia Plath’s own life story confirms that the bell jar can descend again. Just as 

the pressures that culminated in her late teens drove Plath to attempt suicide the pressures 

that culminated in her early thirties drove her to commit suicide. Like the author the 

protagonist of the novel, The Bell Jar has the chance to commit suicide at any time. The 

Protagonist, Esther Greenwood suffered from psychic disorder. At the end of the novel she 

realizes that she does not believe that this escape represents a fundamental or permanent 

change in her situation.  

Esther realizes the society’s double standard qualities. This alienates her from 

reality which causes her to later feel self-alienation and which leads further to Esther’s 

mental breakdown and suicide attempts. According to Fredrick Buell, “Several suicide 

attempts can be seen as accidental survivals since they all end up in complete failure but 

they clearly show that Esther Greenwood is not mentally well, however, society’s repression 

of the female contributes greatly to her collapse”(20). 

 Plath presents Esther here as the victim of both men and society because it is through 

society that men are capable of treating her the way they do without thinking of the 

consequences of such actions not only on the physical side of her but also and most 

importantly on the mental side.                                   

 



                                                   

                                                  CHAPTER-III 

                                                 SUMMING UP  

The book was largely based on Plath’s personal experiences. Some of the plot 

includes fiction for dramatic effect. Plath published it under the pseudonym Victoria 

Lucas to hide the writing from her mother, who is not portrayed kindly. 

The Bell Jar falls squarely in the category of coming of age fiction. It traces 

the path of Esther Greenwood the main character and narrator as she undergoes a 

critical period in her life where she transitions from adolescent to an experienced 

young woman. Esther agonizes over losing her virginity, her literary hopes and her 

mind. 

Esther Greenwood a young woman on a scholarship studied in woman’s 

college. The book begins in New York City at a month-long guest-editor program for 

a women’s magazine. Esther feels she should be having the time of her life; she is 

living with a dozen other girls in the lap of luxury, showered with gifts from the 

program’s sponsors. However, she rarely seems happy.  

     Plath methodically shows how Esther's growing dissatisfaction with her job, 

her friends, her boyfriend, herself and her fears which drive her into a suicidal 

depression. Plath’s wrote this book besides it being a wonderful look at the 

psychological downward spiral of a young woman. It is also a preservation of a 

history that most of the women never experienced. Sexism still plays a huge part in 

our society. Plath takes it into the mind of her young fictional counterpart Esther 

Greenwood, with little apology and full honesty. 
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           Plath delves into the psyche of this woman who is losing a grip on reality. It's 

surprisingly and disturbingly sad. She really had a problem all along or if everyone 

around her were such ‘conformists’ that she was just out of place. 

           The Bell Jar is quite powerful in places. There is a scene where she is out with 

a man and he attempts to rape her. It was a frightening scene that conveying her 

helplessness and fear. Violence suddenly erupted without warning and the adrenaline 

starts flowing immediately. The man attempts to rape Esther succeeded in conveying 

the kind of emotion one feels when violence is actually witnessed. 

  The novel is dark. It deals with depression and suicide. Plath often attempts 

to come up with a powerful metaphor to describe the state of mind of her protagonist. 

Her metaphors are sometimes powerful and beautiful. They were expressing real 

suffering without filter and people respond to it on a gut level. Through her technique 

she expressed something in a real manner and that connects with people.  

The classic semi-autobiographical novel by Sylvia Plath is 234 pages of pure 

brilliance. It gives us a meaningful insight into the thoughts of Plath and the complete 

isolation one can feel when in a city. The book also shows interesting, sadly relatable, 

idea of ambition how the character started from nothing and had to work her whole 

life up until getting a scholarship to a college and finds herself in New York and then 

completely loses all of her drive ambition and passion. She can’t write or properly 

read any more and this is fed by how easy everything is for her. Her grades meet all 

the requirements but don’t fill the emptiness that resonates within her.  

The novel also takes on the role of women in society along with a young 

woman’s exploration of her sexuality. Materialism is also a subject Plath addresses 
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through the interesting idea of how the character Esther was so easily able to give it 

all up: the clothes, the lifestyle, and the money. The Bell Jar is not just a classic piece 

of fiction but also a novel that will continue to resonate with people throughout time 

as it talks of problems and classic faults with human nature. 

Plath's novel has often been compared to J. D. Salinger's 1951 novel The 

Catcher in the Rye because both works use adolescent trouble as an occasion for 

criticizing social norms. Americans suffers from a severe mental illness. For 

something so prevalent, however, psychiatric disease is engulfed in the shadows of 

society.  The Bell Jar change is the account of a young woman’s descent into 

madness.  

This narrative is interspersed with flashbacks of her troubled relationship with 

a medical student named Buddy, who she dated on and off for years. To Esther, he at 

first appeared charming, but his flaws were slowly revealed over the course of their 

relationship. He is sexist, fulfilling all the negative stereotypes of a conventional 

1950s man, and admitted to a long-term affair with a waitress. Esther, who had vowed 

never to marry, turns down his marriage proposal. 

This half of the book is largely focused on the experience of being an educated 

woman coming-of-age in the ’50s. Esther, along with many other women of the time, 

feels like marriage would mother her, since a married woman’s job was to take care of 

her husband instead of having a career of her own. Esther, exactly like Plath, struggles 

with how to decide between her own desires and the pressures placed upon her by 

society. Somewhat contradictorily, at the same time Esther is obsessed with losing her 

virginity.  

http://www.shmoop.com/catcher-in-the-rye/
http://www.shmoop.com/catcher-in-the-rye/
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The second half of the story has a very different plot. It details Esther’s 

descent into madness. After she returns from New York, she finds out that she’s been 

rejected from a summer writing class. Soon, she falls apart completely: she cannot 

sleep, write, or even read. Her mother brings her to an unsympathetic psychiatrist who 

prescribes a traumatic round of electric shock therapy. Esther becomes more unstable 

than ever. In desperation she tries to kill herself by taking a full bottle of sleeping 

pills. She awakes in a hospital and is transferred to a top-of-the-line private mental 

hospital after her condition does not improve. Finally, she starts to recover. The book 

ends on a hopeful note, with Esther preparing to be discharged and to return to 

college. 

Part of the importance of the book’s plot is describing mental illness in an 

empathetic and somewhat rational way. It was discussed so infrequently in the 1950s 

and usually with little more than stereotypes and fear. The Bell Jar also provides a 

cautionary tale about the problems in mental healthcare. Esther experiences terrible 

treatment at the hands of her first psychiatrist. She is lucky enough to be able to 

eventually go to a private hospital, but many do not have that privilege.  

 To sum up, Sylvia Plath’s way of writing occupies a unique place in 

the history of American Literature. Her most of the works have complex characters. 

Her novel, The Bell Jar, explores the self – imposed problems of the teenagers in the 

American Society. “Psycho dynamic Perspective in Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar” can 

be a topic leading to varied critical speculations. Such theme opens new avenues to 

land on new perspectives.  
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