Sylvia Plath is a poet whose poetry allows us an insight into the Bell Jar of depression. Her striking imagery makes her poetry unforgettable. This is especially true in ‘Elm’, ‘The Arrival of the Bee Box’,  and ‘Black Rook in Rainy Weather.’
 ‘Black Rook in Rainy Weather’ is one of Plath’s earlier poems. She is out for a walk in a rain-soaked landscape, the leaves are falling and it is that time of year when autumn is about to give way to winter. The black rook hunched up on the stiff twig ‘arranging and rearranging its feathers in the rain’ might be a metaphor for the poet herself. Her mood blends in with the ‘mute sky’ depicted. The ‘dull ruinous landscape’ could be an image for the place she finds herself in in life. The verb ‘leap’ at the end of the third stanza brings a new energy to the poem.  She tells us that it is as if a ‘celestial’ or heavenly ‘burning took/ Possession of the most obtuse objects now and then’ everyday objects such as a kitchen chair or a table are made holy and have greatness and ‘honor’ and even lobe bestowed upon them. Plath waits in hope that a moment of inspiration will come to her, she talks of the angel that might choose to flare suddenly at her elbow. Her movement towards hope is tentative. The verb ‘haul’ shows us the struggle involved. She fears ‘total neutrality’ a blankness in depression. As she trudges on she will not give up on her hope that ‘miracles occur’ and that inspiration will come in a ‘rare, random descent.’ The language captures the contrast between the bleak physical and mental landscape and the light-filled magical habitat of inspiration. Adjectives such as ‘stiff’, ‘wet black’ ‘dull, ruinous and verbs ‘hunches’, ‘haul’ and ‘trekking’ are in contrast to words of magic and hope ‘miracle’, ‘largesse, honor.’ We get a real sense of Plath’s own inner landscape, a certain weariness and a hope that things will get better. When she tells us in the final stanza that the wait has begun again, we can guess that this struggle is ongoing for her.
‘Finisterre’ is another landscape poem describing landscape in Land’s End, Brittany. The Bay of the Dead mirrors the landscape of her mind at the time of writing. The picture painted is sinister; the headlands are compared to ‘knuckled and rheumatic’ fingers ‘cramped on nothing’. The sea is bottomless and the spray is ‘whitened by the faces of the drowned.’ The rocks are personified to represent old soldiers who ‘don’t budge’ that have been dumped there. The imagery of death runs through the poem heightening the sense of the poet’s dark mood. Even the flowers, which we might expect to introduce beauty, are described as embroidery made by ‘fingers…close to death.’ The mists become the souls who ‘go up without hope’ and it seems as though Plath like them is doomed in despair. This could be another reference to her horror of being reduced to ‘total neutrality’ and we see her in distress and ‘beaded with tears.’ She is without hope and religion offers her no consolation. The cold ‘marble’ of Our Lady is repeated twice. The last stanza is a marked contrast to the opening of the poem. This pleasant ‘tropical and blue’ image offers a brief respite but her mood like the sea itself is mainly one of impending danger and gloom.
On a psychological  level ‘The Arrival of the Bee Box’  is a poem about the speaker’s repressed emotions, and the dread of what might happen if she gives expression to them. Plath is strongly present, the word ‘I’ is used throughout the poem. She takes the bee box to represent her emotional and psychological states. She feels responsible for the box ‘I ordered this.’ She takes responsibility for having arrived at the place she now finds herself. She becomes fearful of ‘the box is locked, it is dangerous/ I have to live with it overnight.’ She finds it simultaneously fascinating and repulsive as we can see in the imagery of ‘the coffin of a midget or square baby’ and yet she ‘can’t keep away from it.’ This coffin image is nightmarish and surreal. The ‘noise’ that ‘appals’ her ‘most of all’ suggests the intense pressure from emotions that she fears and barely understands but which are determined to rise to the surface and find expression. She likens the bees to shrunken African hands, a Roman mob and a collection of maniacs all helping to make the bees and her depression more threatening. She uses a regular five-line stanza throughout so the isolation of the final line draws our attention to ‘The box is only temporary’ and makes it stand out. The box is described using the adjective temporary and this suggests that for Plath danger still lurks around the corner.
Finally, ‘Elm’ is another poem about suffering and despair. The tree is used as a speaker who has shared the sufferings of the poet and, therefore, can articulate them. It knows the ‘bottom’ of despair. The language is like that of a modern counsellor and the monosyllabic diction injects a careful note as though the speaker is afraid to say too much. ‘It is what you fear. / I do not fear it: I have been there.’ She seems to identify love as the root cause of her suffering, ‘How you lie and cry after it.’ The imagery of the head becoming a stone pillowed on turf captures the bleakness of an existence without love.  Suffering and torment are conveyed in the poison and acid rain and a pitiless moon. The scorching imagery may depict the electro-convulsive therapy Plath endured after a suicide attempt. Love is seen as insubstantial and is compared to passing clouds and fading images of faces. Towards the end, the imagery is nightmarish and disturbing. The repetition of the word ‘kill’ plunges us into total despair and ends the poem on a bleak note capturing the dark place the poet found herself in.
Plath is a powerful poet whose striking imagery conveys the depths depression brought her to. Her striking language and imagery allows me enter a world I could not have even imagined.
