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Sylvia Plath’s “The Magic Mirror”A Jungian Alchemical

Reading
Nephie Christodoulides, University of Cyprus

In this paper | propose a new reading of SyRi@th’s Honor Thesis “The Magic
Mirror,” a reading which, like the idol in a magmwirror demonstrating a disturbance
from the reflected itemhwill depart from prevalent psychoanalytical cric
approaches in order to exhibit a latent Jungiaheatdcal veiled perspective that
revolves mostly around the seminal alchemical plecof hieros gamos. This
reading is by no means exhaustive, but should & ag part of a project in its
preliminary stages to unveil alchemical allusicsthe very manifestation of Plath’s
early interest in the occult before Ted Hughediation. A Jungian reading of
Plath’s early work will be crucial to perceivingetioverall preoccupation of both
Plath and Hughes with alchemy.

Plath’s interest in the occult is very oftenrsas triggered by Hughes’ mystical
initiation. Alvarez observes that magic and oceuiti‘worked fine for him, and even
made sense” but proved fatal for Plath and by &h@, the pseudo black magic which
Ted used cannily to get through to the sourcessoinispiration had taken her over.”
Alvarez sees Hughes’ training as originally senangoetic purpose, but he blames
him for not realizing the consequences of such @etsw Black Magic Killed Sylvia
Plath”). For Hughes, Plath resorted to occultisranreffort to break with traditional
culture and religion, regressing, like other corpgenary writers, to the “pre-Christian
spirit” (Materer 125); he also sees this preocdopads a stage in her poetic
development as it helped to liberate her creatnargies (126). Timothy Materer in
his Modernist Alchemy, in a close reading of Plath’s verse dialogue [@jae Over a
Ouija Board,” sees her immersion in theja board as closely connected “with the
dominance of her father’s authority” (131). Judittoll in her seminalChaptersina
Mythology, in her discussion of the central symbol of theemmn Plath’s poetry, has
very wisely observed that Plath adopted Jung’shetygpes of the collective
unconscious” (77). She also mentions that Plathreading Jung’s insights on “the

! Plath is in this case borrowing Dostoevsky’s téghe, who as she sees it, “often uses dreams to
reveal in the manifest content of dream-form thterlafears and desires which the character cannot
consciously acknowledge when awake” (MM, 22).
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development of personality,” which involves allogitthe inner voice” to “lead [one]
towards wholeness” and considered marriage asyehp#ogical relationship.” Of
particular interest for Kroll is the fact that Ridtad transcribed certain excerpts from
Jung’s “Marriage as a Psychological Relationshipichk involves a relationship
between anima (“the eternal image of woman”) withraus (“the image of man
projected by the unconscious of women”) [77]. Ofirse such preoccupation is
manifested much later in Plath’s life during thesdilution of her marriage which
proved to be an ill compromise of anima and aninmtsrestingly enough, Kroll also
observes Plath’s preoccupation with the notiontloé ‘sacred marriage,” but she sees
this as emanating from her reading of James FiiZb€ Golden Bough and

associates it with her relationship with her desttidr (86-87).

While Paul Alexander sees Plath’s occultismdasage in her poetic development
and a source of her mature symbolism,” Anne Stemensher biography of Plath
sees this “as a symptom of [her] psychologicalabsity” (qtd. in Materer, 126).
Plath’s preoccupation with the occult is of coullsscussed by other critics who
usually cite poems such as “Snake Charmer,” “WBaming,” or the story “Johnny
Panic and the Bible of Dreams,” which she compa@dgtt meeting Hughes. Less
reference is made to “Sonnet to Satan,” “Moonsdrganing,” “Metamorphoses of
the Moon,” “On Looking into the Eyes of a Demon keovor “Danse Macabre,”
written before 1956. It is my conviction that heterest in the occult predated her
meeting with Hughes as | will prove and that theiron merely intensified it.

Interestingly enough, in a 1952 Journal entfgitPis reflecting upon sexuality,
sensuality and subjectivity and she seems dividdadren the two polarities inherent
in a sexual relationship: “devouring “and “subowtion” (105). She rejects either but
finds a compromise in polarization: “a balanceved integrities, changing,
electrically, one with the other, yet with centefsoolness like stars .... A balanced
tension; adaptable [sic] to circumstances, in whingre is an elasticity of pull,
tension, yet firm unity” (Ibid.). As she admits,cuthoughts derive from her reading
of D.H. Lawrence. In fact it is from hi&omen in Love that she is quoting and quite
surprisingly, the excerpt she has in mind is theveosation between Gudrun and
Gerald which focuses on marriage. The term uséebigunction,” the English
translation of the termsoniunctio, which as we will see, is a seminal term in

alchemy.
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Further, that she was familiar with the occult, bannferred from a small, Hermetic
caduceus that she carved when she was fifteenhvaeiars Hermetic symbols, now
in the possession of Professor Richard Larséiamay also be inferred that she was
familiar with the Tarot as Ruth Barnhouse usedrtpng other unorthodox methods,
to cure her patients. Further, Stevenson talkstaibe pack of tarot cards that Plath
had brought from America to England and which séeduo teach Ted and Olwyn
Hughes “the game of tarok, learned from her granterd (Bitter Fame, 178).

Finally, interestingly enough, Aurelia Plath’'s MA&ssis at Boston University was
entitled “The Paracelsus of History and Literatuf¥330). There is no evidence
whether Plath had read the thesis and recycled pamto in her work, but bearing in

mind “the psychic osmosist tters Home, 32) that existed between mother and

2 The caduceus of Mercury Plath engraved at theotwis one of the most significant hermetic
symbols. It comprises a short rod, entwined by $wakes and topped by a pair of wings. One can also
observe the snake motif which for alchemists emdmbdihe cosmic spirit which brings everything to
life,” as stated ilDonum Dei, 1735.

® Personal conversation, October 25, 2007.
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daughter and which was extended into a “readingiasss with mother reading the
daughter’s books and daughter the mother’s, asasdthe fact that Plath had read
Otto Plath’sBumble Bees and Their Ways (ghost written by Aurelia) and recycled
parts of it in her “bee” poems, the odds that shistrhave read the thesis are many.
Very proudly Aurelia states in her introductory etolL etters Home: “Sylvia read
almost all the books I collected while | was inlegk, used them as her own,

underlining passages that held particular signifeeafor her” (32).

It is my conviction that one of the most signific@xamples of her alchemical
interests, albeit veiled, is her Honor thesis whickeen by many scholars as her lay
self-analysis to cope with her schizophrenia. Phatbte the thesis in 1954-55 after
her 1953 suicide attempt. George Gibian, her advisaims that her interest in the
double was personal, reflecting “her continuallietdual awareness of her own
schizophrenic nature” (lbid.). In contrast to h#vey papers submitted for course
requirements, the thesis is not noted for her waigeritical perception but for the
fluent reiteration of previous scholarship on tssue of the double and the way she
applies it to Dostoevsky'she Double andThe Brothers Karamazov. In a letter to her
mother (October 15, 1954) she expresses her cotitarthe thesis will lack
originality:

The rough draft of my first chapter is due in a w&em this Friday, and | am
wondering if | can say anything original or potahin it, as | feel always that
| have not enough incisive thinking ability — thesbthing is that the topic
itself intrigues me and that no matter how | workip | shall never tire of it.
It is specific, detailed, and with a wealth of mi&te but of course, | don’t

know yet what precise angle I'll handle it froirefters Home, 145).

In her theoretical coverage she seemed to dbabdisg between Otto Rank’s
modern and Sir James Frazer’s primitive notionfdtween, Freud made his
appearance, reiterating Rank’s “Doppelganger” (MIvk18). Concerning other

theoretical sources in a letter to her mother stieréntion Jung (LH, 146), whom,

* Paracelsus is considered the greatest alchemisisafme. In his paper “Paracelsus as a Spiritual
Phenomenon,” Jung further expands Paracelsus’mofithe existence of the two sources of Gnosis,
Lumen Dei (manifested in the mystery of Incarnation) #nrhen Naturae (to be captured through the
alchemical work) Alchemical Sudies 112-13].
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however, she did not cite anywhere in the the#tispagh she made reference to the
notion of the shadow and its implications, an ideag promoted mostly ifthe
Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious, but also by Frazer, especially his
“excellent chapter on ‘the soul as shadow andcedle™ (Ibid., 145).

In her discussion, Plath reiterated the familiaoagation of the appearance of the
Double with “man’s eternal desire to solve the eamgf his own identity” (MM, 1)
and the feelings of curiosity and fear such cortabon entails. She observed that it
was the psychic state of the individual that deteeth the nature of each split
character, and careful study of these differentifearations would enlighten the
“essential discord from which the division origityagrew” (lbid., 4). Although the
approach seems to be purely psychoanalytic, ardiogk at the notion of the mirror,
which Plath very boldly used in the title she gavéer thesis, will reveal its affinity
with the principle of thehymical wedding and the concept of harmony this entails.
Plath’s fascination with mirrors starts at a ygwage when she is introduced to
Carroll Lewis’ Alicein Wonderland, a book she will cherish until the end of her.life
Much like Alice, she is preoccupied with what Ie=yond the mirror, since for her
the mirror symbolizes not only the intellect’s cajpato “reflect with indifferent
precision” only that layer of reality which the sess can register, but also what lies
beyond. She writes in her childhood memoir “Oce2h2tW” about the Atlantic on
its southeastern part around the Point Shirleynseita, where her grandparents’
beach house was: “I often wonder what would haygéaed if | had managed to
pierce that looking glassJdghnny Panic and the Bible of Dreams 117). Behind the
watery mirror, she could become a sea-girl torhayquestion, “[w]ould my infant
gills have taken over [or] the salt in my blood®id.). Surprisingly enough, salt is
one of the three alchemical principals, the inggath of the alchemical opus which
will give out the philosopher’s stone, the otheeslg sulfur and mercury. Salt is
analogous to the human body, while sulfur is thatsyf life and mercury the symbol
of the soul. The question Plath raises expressefelars about an imminent discord:
what will happen if one predominates? Unlike thehamical opus which must be
governed by absolute harmony to be successfultivtimerging of the three
contraries, the journey behind the sea mirrokislyi to entail a disturbance that the
adult Plath perceives fromrachtraglich perspective since she has already seen it

governing her life.
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What interests us at this point is the mirrothesvery concept of the disturbed
double and the way this could be associated wetatbthemical double, an idea
embodied in the notion of “Mysterium Coniunctiofii§he alchemical sacred
marriage is often referred to as “The Hieros Ganawginion of opposites, as
mentioned before, sulfur, mercury and salt. Thelpco of this marriage is
Hermaphrodite or “Divine Child,” who is a fusion lobth the male (positive)
Sol/sulfur, and female (negative) Luna/mercuryapities. When the “Mysterious
Coniunctionis” takes place, through the coitus leetwSol and Luna, the male
essence or Sol representing the God/Father/Spjains or merges completely with
the female essence or Luna, representing the Gstidiether/Matter. Further, Jung
citing Hermes Trismegistus extends the union toracethe mystical marriage
between the Red King and the White Quédesyc¢hology and Alchemy, 231-32).

Plath uses the term “Hermaphrodite,” in her ¢daprhe Psychic Hermaphrodite,”
ostensibly referring to the duality in Golyadkimature, the discrepancy between
Golyadkin senior and Golyadkin junior, as PlatHsctle two polarities. Rather than
representing the “synthesis of opposites,” likerhi@ohrodite, the two polarities are in
constant conflict: “Golyadkin junior seems to be #xact opposite of his original in
personality traits. Where Golyadkin senior consd@mself honest, awkward, and
meek, his Double appears hypocritical, nimble aggtessive” (MM, 7-8).

The reference to “Hermaphrodite” as the Jekytl Blyde personality of Golyadkin,
may not be an apt or accurate term for Plath t@ ltévosen, since in the face of
Hermaphrodite the union is balanced, whereas rembalexists between Golyadkin
and his alter ego. Golyadkin junior is in pereneiahflict with Golyadkin senior and
the lack of harmony results in insanity. As Platitess, Golyadkin’s “inability to
acknowledge his inner conflict [].result[s] in severe schizophrenia. For Jung the
alchemical opus and its successful culminatiocairda pavonis, the white light, is
analogous to the process of individuation, a painthich the person achieves his/her
wholeness and discovers his/her true natumea similar way, for Plath, the conflict
is a fundamental search for identity in which te selves must necessarily co-exist
in a balanced form in order for their host to sueyias she puts it, it is a

“reconciliation of [man’s] various images [whichnolves a constant courageous

® As Jung states ifihe Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious: “I use the term ‘individuation’ to
denote the process by which a person becomes ahgdegical ‘individual,” that is, a separate,
indivisible unity or ‘whole™ (275).
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acceptance of the eternal paradoxes within thesusgvand within ourselves.” As a
foil to Hermaphrodite, Golyadkin is destroyed bganity.

The chapter in which Plath discusses in detaih [IKaramazov’s religious conflict is
titted “The Crucible of Doubt.” The title is inditge of the doublentendre of the
term “crucible.” First, it may simply be consideradigurative expression of lvan’s
oscillation between the “acceptance of the regeimgraower of the law of Christ”
and atheism (MM, 29-30) and the fact that from “tlod of psychic vacillation
springs the form of Ivan’s Double” as Smerdyakas,father’s bastard son and the
Devil (Ibid., 34). Secondly, in alchemical jargotrucible” is the vessel, théas
Hermetis where the alchemical opus takes place, thus ¢otisg an integral part of
the Jungian individuation process. Since this ardioicuses on Ivan’s religious
doubt, if crucible stands for the alchemical Kragekind of matrix or uterus from
which thefilius philosophorum, the miraculous stone is to be born, out of the
reconciliation of the opposing forces, then itastrasted with Ivan’s conflict
between belief and unbelief which is not resolved kads to his insanity and
Smerdyakov’s suicide: “the doom of madness, whendlicts in the psyche are
projected in the for of hallucinations” (44).

Why did Plath resort to Jung and why did she opafmystic, magic Jungian
alchemical tint? Jung talks about “the projectidpairs of opposites”’Rsychol ogy
and Alchemy, 282) in his mystical marriage, as the alchemigtignical marriage,
becomes the final goal of the individuation proc&ss him this “inner psychic
development [grew] from a state of conflict towacie of inner freedom and unity,
which is symbolized in the idea of the mystic magg or union.” The harmony of
opposites can also be the harmony in the actualagarbetween man and woman, or
the harmony between the masculine and femininecagpthin the individual psyche,
what Plath would call “a balanced tension” in a296urnal entryJournals, 105).
The harmony proposed by Jung is what she actuallgts and throughout the thesis
she stresses its importance within the psychicalityu There are more than 20
references in the whole thesis, on the one hanfireong the existence of the double,
citations such as: “recognition of contradictionsnan’s character,” (2); “the duality
of man” (4); “every person is born with a doubl®# the other hand, she very often
repeats the need for reconciliation which bringsrtumy: Golyadkin is led to
insanity because the opposing parts “are nevee@i(iL0), and “he refuses to accept

them as an integral part of his personality” (15).
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In hisMysterium Coniunctionis: An Inquiry into the Separation and Synthesis of
Psychic Oppositesin Alchemy, Jung proves that his study of the problem of
philosophical alchemy and the synthesis of oppssitéhe human psyche provides a
way of viewing neurotic and psychotic processess Thnstitutes an additional
healing process for Plath, as it confirms her vesfizations and materializes her
desire to put them down on paper. The appeal tg thunonfirm her belief in the
existence of the double and the importance ofékenciliation of the polarities offers
both attraction and repulsion: attraction becauséndividuation process, the psychic
evolution within the life span of an individual st@nce reverberates her own
subjectivity trajectory; repulsion, because he mageen as another paternal figure.
As is well known, Jung was pro-German in his poditisympathies and acted as
president of the Nazi-controlled International Gah&ledical Society and editor of
the official organ of the society. Much like Platicerman father Otto he both
attracted and repelled. The German father is hatechis German language is
“obscene” and intimidating. But “Every woman adoaefascist,” and she cannot
ignore his existence for he is “somewhere in [hatgrwoven in the cellular system
of [her] long body” Journals, 64). In the same way, she seems to be longing for
Jung’s symbolic language [much like her father'saBgy, Zoology and Science
jargon —(ournals, 64)] because it gives her the hope that she wer@djarmony to
come out of conflicting dual elements, but becausepaternal and could be

oppressive, she opts to veil it.

Jung observes that the antithetical nature slmost universal idea. He mentions
the Chinese opposites ydng andyin, “odd and even numbers, heaven and earth,”
and proceeds to discuss the role of hybrids, ciixemples such as Nicomachus’
notion of the Deity as the odd and even numberetbhee male-female, of Hermes
Trismegistus: th@ous (mind) which is hermaphroditic, and Pneuma whicimae-
female Psychology and Alchemy, 330). Interestingly enough, in a 1956 Journalyentr
Plath talks about the desirable balance of oppositéhe self but also in men-women
relationships. She covets a “balanced tension,tddesic] to circumstances []..
stars polarized”Journals, 105). She is well aware that absolute fusion jsassible

(Ibid.) and throughout her life she strives forcoaciliation of opposites.” In vain. In



Plath Profiles 90

her marriage, she saw herself as an “earth godaéessHughes as the sun, “the black
complement power: yang to yinddurnals, 287), but this marriage of opposites failed
since it did not reach balance. And her suicidérasteva saw it, becomes the very
manifestation of her failure to resist the caltleé mother and balance the opposing

realms of the paternal symbolic and the maternmaiat& (The Kristeva Reader, 157).
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