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Red was your colour. 
If not red, then white. But red 
Was what you wrapped around you. 
Blood-red. Was it blood? 
Was it red-ochre, for warming the dead? (1-5) 

The first five lines of Hughes’s poem “Red” encapsulate the nub of Plath’s poetry: her 
canvas dark but elegantly expressive, her artistic colours ranging from primary to secondary, 
from atonal to tonal and from emotional to psychotic, dispersed into the recycled fibres, 
smudged with the touches of mortality and made into beauties long dubbed as suicidal. 
Plath’s poetry is full of colour imagery. She uses colours to incorporate themes in her poems 
which, otherwise, would remain monotonic. The prominently recurring colours in her poetry, 
besides many others, are: red, blue, green and yellow. She uses these colours at different 
levels. Sometimes she associates a colour with a particular thing, emotion or a behavioural 
pattern, whereas sometimes the colours themselves become metaphors for external realities. 
On other occasions, the colours represent something, someone or an internal psycho-
emotional pattern of somebody. Occasionally, they may represent a gender, an abstract idea 
or a significant motive. She also uses different colour schemes and other than using these 
colours in their basic hues, mentions the tints of different colours to get her point across more 
subtly. In this mode of colourful sculpting, a hyper-active mode in her poetry, she uses 
images, descriptions and nouns, which themselves have strong associative threads with 
colours, to manifest the entity of a situation and reinforce the effect of the instant milieu. All 
these factors contribute towards turning her poetic art into colourful paintings par excellence, 
and not worthless daubs with mindless colour stains here and there as some critics have 
argued1. 

A closer look at Plath’s poetry reveals that almost every poem ever written by her 
features a colour or two in its text2. If not a certain hue, as discussed above, a tint or shade of 
a colour is often mentioned. “Ode for Ted” is one of her earliest poems and dates back to 
1956. The poem, obviously about her then beloved husband, features lush natural imagery. 
Simpson, while discussing her biography, writes about this poem:  

She was learning to see through Ted’s eyes. “I cannot stop writing poems! 
They come better and better. They come from the vocabulary of woods and 
animals and earth that Ted is teaching me.” She read the poets he approved of, 
and wrote under their influence, “drunker than Dylan, harder than Hopkins, 
younger than Yeats.” She wrote a poem about Ted and his love of nature. 
(113-4) 

Learning to see from Ted’s eyes, it seems, was not a bad thing for Plath. “Ode for Ted” 
features three colours: green red and brown mentioned in relation with the natural milieu 
around her which she sees through Ted’s eyes. The colours green and red are mentioned in 
the first stanza: 

From under crunch of my man’s boot 
green oat-sprouts jut; 
he names a lapwing, starts rabbits in a rout 
legging it most nimble 
to sprigged hedge of bramble, 
stalks red fox, shrewd stoat. (1-6) 
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Here, the colour green becomes representative of natural life. The expression “green 
oat-sprouts jut” gives vent to the perfected corporeal atmosphere, sensual and exotic. The red 
colour, on the other hand, becomes a metaphor for energy and vitality. If we take out these 
two colours, the landscape, described here in the first stanza, would not only become 
colourless, it would also fail to convey the energetic emotionality forcefully. To understand 
Plath’s mastery over using colours, conscious or subconscious, one would need to understand 
the colour combination she uses here. A combination of the colours red and green is 
described as a complementary colour scheme, because red and green are considered to be 
complementary colours. Complementary colours are defined as: “colors that enhance, 
strengthen, and brighten – in other words intensify each other” (Demers 98). A more 
technical definition is given in the Thames and Hudson Dictionary of Art Terms, stating that a 
complementary colour is “a primary color opposite the secondary color produced by the other 
two primaries”. The red/green combination is an ideal combination which forcefully 
expresses energy and vitality. Many painters (Van Gogh, Monet and Matisse to name a few) 
used this colour scheme to achieve similar effects in their paintings (Demers 99). In the 
stanza quoted above, Plath ventures to achieve an intensified effect by using the 
complementary colour scheme, and gets her point across vigorously. 

Fig. 1. L’Arlesienne, 1952. Vincent Van Gogh. Rpt. In Digital Texturing and Painting. 100. 

A reader’s response to these colours also becomes important. The passion of the poet 
which shines through these lines will, probably, not stir a response in the reader without the 
colour imagery used here as means of communication. Whelan writes while discussing the 
colour theory: “Ideas can be communicated through color without the use of either written or 
verbal language, and emotional response to individual colours alone or in combination is 
often predictable” (7). The emotional response to the stanza quoted above depends upon the 
complementary scheme used, and without these two colours, the scene would become 
monotonic, thus lacking in the passionate aspect of the natural imagery described. Consider 
this picture: 
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Fig. 2. A photograph of a French landscape. © 2002 New Riders. 

In this photograph, a real life shoot, “the poppies, with their velvety red hue against its 
perfect complementary colour, lush green, bring life to the grassy field” (Demers 102). The 
photograph, consequently, speaks for its self, and any verbose description becomes pointless. 
Now consider the same picture in greyscale, lacking the colours red and green. The 
landscape, besides looking dull and lifeless, would also require forceful rhetoric to draw the 
attention of an audience. The same sort of dynamics can be traced in the first stanza of “Ode 
to Ted”. Plath uses precise words to convey the emotional tone of the scene and gets away 
with it forcefully. 

Fig 3. The French landscape in greyscale. 

In “Departure”, another poem written in 1956, we come across Plath’s usage of the 
complementary colour scheme once again: 

The figs on the fig tree in the yard are green; 
Green, also, the grapes on the green vine 
Shading the brickred porch tiles. 
The money’s run out. (1-4) 

The green colour of the figs and the grapes and vine is contrasted against the red 
coloured porch tiles creating the emotional effect once more. Again, taking out these two 
colours would leave the scene colourless and monotonic, not to mention that it would deprive 
it off its emotional value.  

In a poem entitled “Snakecharmer”, Plath takes up the subject of creation, comparing 
the God of The Bible to the god of snakes. In this poem, the green colour stands for the 
creation, primarily in relation to water as contained in a river, once again a natural 
phenomenon: 

As the gods began one world, and man another, 
So the snakecharmer begins a snaky sphere 
With moon-eye, mouth-pipe. He pipes. Pipes green. Pipes water. 
(1-3) 

In this poem, throughout, only one hue is used. The usage of one hue alone renders 
the poem, in visual terms, as chromatically vivid. The green hue appears fully saturated as it 
is associated with water, and the poem becomes overwhelmed by the green coloured 
landscape. This strategic use of green colour goes well with the theme of the poem. The 
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repetition of the green colour (mentioned eight times in the poem) enhances the magical 
qualities of the art of the snakecharmer. 

In “Medusa”, Plath uses the green colour as a metaphor for virginity: 

I am sick to death of hot salt 
Green as eunuchs, your wishes 
Hiss at my sins 
Off, off, eely tentacle! 
There is nothing between us. (39-43) 

The line “Green as eunuchs” can have many different interpretations, but here the depiction 
of wishes as green-coloured is important. From our previous experiences with her poetry we 
know that she often uses the green colour to denote the natural milieu and external reality. 
Considered in these terms, and keeping in mind that the green colour here is as green as 
eunuchs, we can conclude that she is using the colour to denote the virginity of the wishes, 
and to the uselessness of their consummation. The colour green, in a way, becomes “the 
representation of a state of mind” (Simpson 100). What strikes us most is her colouring 
technique: she colours the abstract psycho-emotional pattern of wishes as green. This is her 
gift, something not many poets can achieve. The colourization of abstracts makes it easier for 
the readers of a poem to associate certain cognitive traits with behavioural threads, and 
receive the emotional effects forcefully. Simpson hints at this quality in Plath’s poetry in 
these words: “What most strikes the reader is her imagery. This is her gift – all the rest, the 
structure of the poem, her “mythology”, she arrives at by hard work, but metaphors and 
similes rise in profusion…” (117). 

Besides using the green hue with the red, she also uses the combination of red and 
blue colours. In “Poem for a Birthday”, the last poem in The Colossus consisting of seven 
sections, she uses the colours red and blue, thus creating the colour scheme known as ‘the 
clash scheme’. ‘The clash scheme’ is defined as a colour scheme which: “Combines a colour 
with the hue to the right or left of its complement on the colour wheel3” (Whelan 23). This 
clash scheme, itself, conveys the theme of the poem: the clash between her past and present, 
the clash between her own real self and what she aspires to be: 

The mother of mouths didn’t love me. 
The old man shrank to a doll. 
O I am too big to go backward: 
Birthmilk is feathers, 
The bean leaves are dumb as hands. 
This month is fit for little. 
The dead ripen in the grapeleaves. 
A red rongue is among us. 
Mother, keep out of my barnyard, 
I am becoming another. 
Dog-head, devourer: 
Feed me the berries of dark. 
The lids won’t shut. Time 
Unwinds from the great umbilicus of the sun 
Its endless glitter. 
I must swallow it all. 
Lady, who are these others in the moon’s vat – 
Sleepdrunk, their limbs at odds? 
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In this light the blood is black. 
Tell me my name. (“Maenad” 6-25) 

Interestingly, Ted Hughes’s Birthday Letters seems to take its title from this very 
poem of Sylvia Plath4. The poem “Red”, the last poem in Birthday Letters, describes Plath’s 
colour as red. This especially becomes interesting as in “Poem for a Birthday” Plath mentions 
the colour red more than five times and the colour blue is mentioned only once. In “Red” 
Hughes says: 

You revelled in red. 
I felt it raw – like the crisp gauze edges 
Of a stiffening wound. I could touch 
The open vein in it, the crusted gleam. (28-31) 

The “open vein” in the “stiffening wound” becomes like the “red heart bloom” in 
“Poppies in October” (3), and the colourful imagery used by Plath to convey (or rather 
display) her stress not only serves to colour her emotional state, but communicates with the 
reader on a visual level as well. 

Ted Hughes continues in “Red”: 

Blue was better for you. Blue was wings. 
Kingfisher blue silks from San Francisco 
Folded your pregnancy 
In crucible caresses. 
In the pit of red 
You hid from the bone-clinic whiteness. 
But the jewel you lost was blue. (37-45) 

The colour blue is mentioned only once in “Poem for a Birthday”: 

This is the city where men are mended. 
I lie on a great anvil. 
The flat blue sky-circle 
Flew off like the hat of a doll 
When I fell out of the light… (“The Stones” 1-5) 

The blue colour becomes a representative of femininity in Plath’s poetry. She uses it 
to refer to her own feminine side (more delicate as opposed to the psychotically charged side 
often dubbed as ‘the other’ by her) and at times it serves to enhance the contrast between the 
internal and external world as she says in “The Moon and the Yew Tree”: “This is the light of 
the mind, cold and planetary. / The trees of the mind are black. The light is blue.” (1-2). In 
this poem, the blue colour not only represents femininity but also, metaphorically, contrasts 
with the colour black which stands as a metaphor for the internal atmosphere. This quality of 
Plath’s poetic ventures is observed by Pamela J. Annas as well: “The center of Sylvia Plath's 
art is a tension between words and wordlessness, stasis and movement, entrapment and 
potentiality” (73). Considered in these terms, Hughes’s poem becomes an apt dissection of 
Plath’s art. 

The lines “I felt it raw – like the crisp gauze edges / Of a stiffening wound. I could 
touch / The open vein in it, the crusted gleam” (29-31) in Ted Hughes’s “Red”, especially, 
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become important. In these lines, Hughes seems to be referring to one of her best known 
poems “Daddy”. She writes in this poem: 

If I’ve killed one man, I’ve killed two – 
The vampire who said he was you 
And drank my blood for a year, 
Seven years, if you want to know. (71-74) 

Hughes hits the bull’s eye when he speaks of the blood-red colour… it doesn’t appear 
in “Daddy” as a pure hue, but, as discussed in the introductory paragraph, it features in this 
poem at a different level. The image of a vampire drinking blood is prominently associated 
with the red colour. The blood in this poem is described in its purity as opposed to the blood 
in “Maenad” (24) which appears black because of the shade of light. Like the male monster 
in “Mirror”, Plath associates the red colour with the vampire in “Daddy” and we see a 
metamorphosis of the colour mythology as the red colour transforms from being a metaphor 
of energetic life forces to the twisted suicidal alchemy. Her poem “Mirror” lists the wall, 
which she meditates on, as pink: “Most of the time I meditate on the opposite wall. / It is 
pink…” (6-7) and pink colour is a dimmed version of the red hue. This way, the monster in 
the poem can be interpreted as the subdued female energy. Freedman notes in one of his 
journal articles in this regard: 

Plath's emergent monster, then, is not an imagined other, a beckoning 
fulfilment of hopeless ambition. It is the reconstruction of the speechless 
woman whose language deconstructs her verbal confession of mere reflective 
silence. This reconstructed self still bears the conscience of the compliant, and 
therefore the image of autonomy is not a thoroughly positive figure of 
assertive strength. The woman continues to subscribe to the male dread of 
female sexuality and to the male identification of female defiance or 
aggression with bestiality. The monster, then, does not so much dwell on the 
other side of the mirror; she is the other side of the mirror, the perpetuation of 
the mirror's male-inscribed ideal in a form that otherwise rejects it. The 
contradictions travel in both directions. The announcement of a mirroring 
silence or self-effacement implicitly rejects the identity it affirms. Yet the 
monstrous shape this autonomy assumes attests to the persistence of the 
woman's sense of self as dependent and faceless. (155) 

Before continuing the discussion on the red colour and its metamorphosis, it would be 
more appropriate to discuss the colours in “In Plaster” as it continues the theme of the 
‘monstrous other’ and, in a way, achieves finality in the fractured description of 
schizophrenic mental illusions: 

I shall never get out of this! There are two of me now: 
This new absolutely white person and the old yellow one, 
And the white person is certainly the superior one. (1-3) 

In this poem two colours predominate: white and yellow. The colour white, 
technically speaking, is not a colour at all. It is the absence of all colours as opposed to black 
which is the presence of all colours. Here the colour white becomes the metaphor of an 
external world, stripped off of all cinematic colourings and dominant over the ‘old yellow 
one’. Curry notes in this regard: 
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I argue that Plath's determination to escape from this exterior not only signifies 
her desire, in gendered terms, to break through the artificial female exterior 
designed to please patriarchy, but also expresses her intense desire to believe 
that white women are innocent of the connotations, represented by the white 
plaster exterior, of white male power. (145-6) 

In any case, the dominant male of “Daddy” sucking the blood and leaving the wound 
open (“Red”), becomes the white plastered self in “In Plaster”. No definite resolution is 
presented in the poem but what she says in “Fever 103o” (“I think I am going up, / I think I 
may rise - / The beads of hot metal fly, and I, love, I / Am a pure acetylene / Virgin / 
Attended by roses, / By kisses, by cherubim, / By whatever these pink things mean.”) serves 
to denote her ascending self where the red colour is presented by ‘roses’ and the pink colour 
features again as the subdued femininity. This transformation of colour association tells us 
clearly that colours are not archetypes in Plath’s poetry; they are, instead, breathing entities 
which enhance her canvas through visual effects and convey her point forcefully. 

Any paper on Plath would perhaps remain incomplete without the discussion of her 
two most commonly anthologized poems: “Lady Lazarus” and “Ariel”. Both poems belong to 
the later days of Plath’s art. “Lady Lazarus” features only one colour, red: 

Herr God, Herr Lucifer 
Beware 
Beware. 
Out of the ash 
I rise with my red hair 
And I eat men like air. (79-84) 

The colour red intensifies in “Lady Lazarus” as it becomes a metaphor for absolute 
energy and dominance. Her final reign, perhaps not as artfully described as Hughes’s finale 
“And everything goes to hell” (“Apple Tragedy 25), would feature her resurrection with red 
hair, thus completing her self with appropriate energetic life force she long desired. The 
theatrical ‘striptease’ before the mentioning of the colour red is monochromatic and the final 
lines feature only one colour. This colour scheme in “Lady Lazarus” serves to magnify the 
shock which one gets when one reaches the final lines. 

The poem “Ariel” on the other hand, features many colours, namely white, black, 
brown and blue. But the colour red is the most prominent colour in the poem because it 
becomes a metaphor for the poet’s idealized energy and vitality. It is so desired by the poet 
that she visualizes herself merging into it, thus ending her own existence: 

Stasis in darkness. 
Then the substanceless blue 
Pour of tor and distances. 
God's lioness, 
How one we grow, 
Pivot of heels and knees! ---The furrow 
Splits and passes, sister to 
The brown arc 
Of the neck I cannot catch, 
Nigger-eye 
Berries cast dark 
Hooks --- 
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Black sweet blood mouthfuls, 
Shadows. 
Something else 
Hauls me through air --- 
Thighs, hair; 
Flakes from my heels. 
White 
Godiva, I unpeel --- 
Dead hands, dead stringencies. 
And now I 
Foam to wheat, a glitter of seas. 
The child's cry 
Melts in the wall. 
And I 
Am the arrow, 
The dew that flies, 
Suicidal, at one with the drive 
Into the red 
Eye, the cauldron of morning. (1-31) 

This is the end of her poetic journey. In the last six lines of the poem, the source of 
inspiration for this research paper as well, she becomes the dew that ‘flies suicidal’ into the 
‘red eye’. The ‘cauldron of morning’ in the last line, interpreted many a times as the sun, 
becomes the final desired object for her and she flies into it, becoming one with it, sacrificing 
her own existence. The red suicidal hold wins at last, as she lays ‘perfected in her death’5

entombed in her own colourful art. 
The colour imagery in Plath’s poetry is an important aspect of her artistic career. 

These colours not only serve as means to incorporate different themes in her poems 
tastefully, but also serve to visually enhance her otherwise monotonic canvas. The reader 
associates with her poetry because of these colours and, consequently, her passionate themes 
are forcefully conveyed. 
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Notes 
                                                

1 Cf: 
Praise for the poetry of Sylvia Plath, though widespread, is not universal. 
Martin Seymour-Smith, in his books, Guide to Modern World Literature 
(1973) and Who's Who in Twentieth Century Literature (1976) for instance, 
considers that the poems in the posthumous Ariel (1965) have been overrated. 
'They are very impressive and horrifyingly fascinating as the dramatic 
products of a condition of mania shot through with depression or a terror of it.' 
He regards her work as undeniably powerful, but 'she was sick, and finally she 
fails to transcend her sickness (as a major poet must)'. ("The Life after Death 
of Sylvia Plath." 118) 

And: 
Plath's continued popularity can be chalked up to both the emotional 
immediacy of her confessional poems, and a biography that careens from 
apple-cheeked sorority sister to suicide at age 30. The combination continues 
to intoxicate three groups in particular: script writers, biographers and angst 
ridden teens. (Quart 66) 

Also: 
Plath was not Christina Rossetti or even Elizabeth Barrett Browning. If we 
compare her to an original and powerful poet of her own generation like the 
superb May Swenson, then she quite dwindles away. (Bloom 1) 

2 This is especially true if we take a look at her well-known major work. 

3 The Colour Wheel: 

<http://www.colormatters.com/colortheory.html> 

4 Whittington-Egan notes in “Ted Hughes and Sylvia Plath – A Marriage Examined”:  
Shortly before Ted Hughes' overdue death, aged 68, on 28th October, 1998, 
just one day after what would have been Sylvia Plath's sixty-sixth birthday, he 
published two books, Birthday Letters and Howls and Whispers. While the 
former, an autobiographical matrimonial apologia in verse, achieved wide 
recognition, the latter has remained largely unknown and unreviewed. There is 
good reason for this. Only 110 copies were issued in an expensive limited 
edition… The volume was made up of eleven poems, reserved from the 
manuscripts that became Birthday Poems… However, the central, most 
important, most revelatory poem in the book, 'The Offers', was released to, 
and published in, The Sunday Times of October 18th, 1998-ten days before 
Hughes' death. An eerie accident of timing! In this poem the ghost of Sylvia 
appears to her errant husband three times. Each visitation is made an occasion 
for his testing, and on her last visit she warns: 'This time, Don't fail me'. (238) 
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5 Cf. “Edge”: 

The woman is perfected. 
Her dead 
Body wears the smile of accomplishment, 
The illusion of a Greek necessity 
Flows in the scrolls of her toga, 
Her bare 
Feet seem to be saying: 
We have come so far, it is over. 
Each dead child coiled, a white serpent, 
One at each little 
Pitcher of milk, now empty, 
She has folded 
Them back into her body as petals 
Of a rose close when the garden 
Stiffens and odours bleed 
From the sweet, deep throats of the night flower. 
The moon has nothing to be sad about, 
Staring from her hood of bone. 
She is used to this sort of thing 
Her blacks crackle and drag. 
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