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Teachers’ Notes 
 

Curriculum subject: English Literature 

Key Stage: 5 

Author / Text: Sylvia Plath, The Bell Jar 

Theme: The Bell Jar: Biographical context 

Rationale 

Sylvia Plath described her novel The Bell Jar (1963) as ‘an autobiographical apprentice work 

which I had to write in order to free myself from the past’. Drawing heavily on the author’s 

experiences of isolation, depression and mental breakdown, The Bell Jar explores the pressures 

on high-achieving young women in mid-20th-century America.  

These activities will provide students with an introduction to Plath that will inform their study of 

The Bell Jar. They will examine the perspectives offered by two of Plath’s short 

autobiographical prose pieces, and will also explore New York – the city that forms the 

backdrop to the early part of the novel – as both a place of ambition and opportunity and the 

catalyst for Esther’s breakdown.  

 

Content 

 
Literary and historical sources from the site: 

 Typescript draft of The Bell Jar by Sylvia Plath, revised by hand 

 Sylvia Plath’s ‘Mad Girls Love Song’ from Mademoiselle (August 1953) 

 'Ocean 1212-w' by Sylvia Plath (1964) 

 'The all-round image' by Sylvia Plath (undated) 

 
Recommended reading (short articles): 

 An introduction to The Bell Jar by Sarah Churchwell 

 Reviving the Journals of Sylvia Plath by Karen Kukil 
 
External links: 

 Meg Wolitzer, ‘My Mademoiselle Summer’: Article in the New York Times by a US 

journalist who, in 1979, was a winner of Mademoiselle’s Guest Editor competition – the 

competition that had been won by Sylvia Plath in 1953.  

 Emily Gould, ‘The Bell Jar at 40’ 

http://www.bl.uk/20th-century-literature
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/typescript-second-draft-of-the-bell-jar-by-sylvia-plath
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/sylvia-plaths-mad-girls-love-song-from-mademoiselle
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/ocean-1212-w-by-sylvia-plath
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-all-round-image-by-sylvia-plath
http://www.bl.uk/20th-century-literature/articles/an-introduction-to-the-bell-jar
http://www.bl.uk/20th-century-literature/articles/reviving-the-journals-of-sylvia-plath
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/07/21/fashion/my-mademoiselle-summer.html?_r=0
http://www.poetryfoundation.org/article/242402
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 Plath’s Ariel poems (especially ‘The Applicant’, ‘Daddy’ and ‘Lady Lazarus’) on the 

Poetry Foundation website 

 ‘Medusa’  on the All Poetry website 

 

Key questions 

 What do we know about Sylvia Plath’s childhood? 

 What kind of social and educational expectations would have shaped the lives of young 

women in the USA in the 1950s? 

 In what ways can our understanding of these issues inform our reading of the first 

chapter of The Bell Jar? 

 

Activities 
1) Read both ‘Ocean 1212-w’ and ‘The all-round image’. What do you learn from these 

sources about Plath’s early years and education? How happy was Plath’s childhood? How 

do the images of freedom and the ocean contrast with the image of the bell jar? What does 

‘The all-round image’ suggest about the pressures on young women in mid-20th-century 

America? You could mind-map your findings to create a visual representation of what 

you’ve learned. You could then go on to compare the pressures outlined in ‘The all-round 

image’ with those that you yourself have experienced: to what extent have things 

changed? 

 

2) Find out about the Mademoiselle Guest Editor competition, and then examine the August 

1953 issue of the magazine that Plath guest-edited and which contains her poem, ‘Mad 

Girl’s Love Song’. What did this competition involve, and what did it represent? What 

would winning this competition have meant for Plath? Meg Wolitzer’s article will provide 

additional insights to guide your ideas. 

 

3) What hopes and dreams does New York represent? You could listen to recordings of songs 

about New York (such as Frank Sinatra’s ‘New York, New York’ and Alicia Keys’ ‘Empire 

State of Mind’) and create a collage of words and images to explore the iconic status of 

New York.  

 

4) Read the opening pages of the typescript draft of The Bell Jar. Analyse Plath’s depiction of 

Esther’s experiences in New York, focusing on the gap between what Esther is ‘supposed’ 

to be feeling and how she actually feels. How do Esther’s experiences contrast with the 

hopes and dreams they identified in the previous activity? Look, in particular, at the images 

of superficiality in Plath’s description of New York and the people Esther meets there.   

 

 

Extension activities 

 If you have access to The Journals of Sylvia Plath 1950–1962 (edited by Karen V Kukil, 

Faber and Faber: 2000), read Plath’s journal entries for 1 March–14 July 1953 (pp. 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems-and-poets/poems/detail/57419
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems-and-poets/poems/detail/48999
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems-and-poets/poems/detail/49000
http://allpoetry.com/poem/8498465-Medusa-by-Sylvia-Plath
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/ocean-1212-w-by-sylvia-plath
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-all-round-image-by-sylvia-plath
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/sylvia-plaths-mad-girls-love-song-from-mademoiselle
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/sylvia-plaths-mad-girls-love-song-from-mademoiselle
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/07/21/fashion/my-mademoiselle-summer.html?_r=1
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/typescript-second-draft-of-the-bell-jar-by-sylvia-plath
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177–87), plus her Journal Fragment of 19 June 1953 (pp. 541–42) and her ‘Letter to an 

Over-grown, Over-protected, Scared, Spoiled Baby’, June–July 1953 (pp. 543–46). 

What insights do these give us into Plath’s state of mind in the summer of 1953? 

 Explore Plath’s Ariel poems (especially ‘The Applicant’, ‘Daddy’, ‘Lady Lazarus’ and 

‘Medusa’). What do these poems reveal about Plath’s feelings? What parallels do these 

poems offer with the events described in The Bell Jar? 

 Consider Plath’s description of The Bell Jar as ‘an autobiographical apprentice work 

which I had to write in order to free myself from the past’. Why might Plath have felt 

compelled to write about her past in order to free herself from it? Students could 

consider the idea that all first novels are, to some extent, autobiographical: why might 

this be the case? Can they think of examples and counter-examples? 

 Choose a section of The Bell Jar and transform it into a play script or storyboard. How 

could techniques such as asides and soliloquies be used to explore Esther’s feelings 

about her situation? 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems-and-poets/poems/detail/57419
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems-and-poets/poems/detail/48999
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems-and-poets/poems/detail/49000
http://allpoetry.com/poem/8498465-Medusa-by-Sylvia-Plath

