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Abstract: 

This paper takes a critical look at the famous poem ‘A Birthday Present’, which not only 
exemplifies the features of confessional poetry but also paradoxically talks of the liberation 
through suicide and that itself is the real birthday gift that the troubled poet is looking forward to. 
The poem leads the reader to believe that the birthday present discussed in the poem is none 
other than death itself. The poem which doubles as her suicide note is a morbid, gloomy, and 
depressing poem and reflects the inner landscape of Plath’s life. Reading the title of Sylvia 
Plath's poem, "A Birthday Present," the reader, prima facie, interprets a positive connotation 
from the title and gets prepared to read a poem evoking emotions of happiness, excitement or 
pleasure. On the contrary, her first person narrative, which speaks to an unknown audience of 
one, presents a creepy sentiment of a desperate woman, at the end of her leash, calling out to 
someone for help. 
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A Birthday Present was the first of about thirty poems written in September of 1962; 
about six months before Sylvia Plath committed suicide.  The poem reeks of agony and 
desperation that the great woman poet was experiencing during the time when the poem was 
written. 

In fact, Sylvia Plath seems to suggest that only redemption of sensitive women like her is 
in death achieved through suicide. Her conflicted relationship with authority figures like parents 
and husband was a constant source of torment and agony for her. This source is rooted in 
patriarchy that denies autonomy and agency to women. She feels unfulfilled in the matrix of 
social relationships: in the family, marriage and love. Arts offer a kind of space where she can 
verbalize her feelings and emotions on these issues. Plath raids her own life and comes up with 
recurring  symbols and images to verbalize her views on society and relationships. For example, 
in her poem ‘Daddy’ she draws parallels between fascism and father figure. It is an indictment of 
patriarchy at its extreme. Sylvia Plath is a tortured soul trapped in a heartless system. The only 
honourable exit for her seems to be ‘suicide’. This she keeps contemplating as an option. Not 
only has suicide been at the centre  of her work in ‘The Birthday Present’ but also in ‘Lady 
Lazarus’, ‘Daddy’ and many other poems.  ‘The Birthday Present’ is  intensely autobiographical 
which explores  her  mental anguish, her troubled marriage to fellow poet Ted Hughes, her 
unresolved conflicts with her  parents  and her own vision of herself. Perhaps her agony and 
depression would have minimized had she won the Pulitzer Prize before her death but it was 
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awarded posthumously for her widely acclaimed book The Collected Poems. Today, Plath is a 
widely read poet and associated with the style movement Confessional Poetry.  

The title “A Birthday Present," prima facie, gives the reader a positive connotation  and 
prepares him/her for a poem evoking the emotion of happiness, excitement, or pleasure. Therein 
lies the paradox Plath creates in her poem entitled ‘A Birthday Present’ which doubles as her 
suicide note. This morbid and depressing poem is a reflection of how she feels about herself and 
her life. Her first person narrative, which speaks to an unknown audience of one, presents a 
sinister sentiment of a desperate woman, on the boil, calling out to someone for help. At the 
same time, she also employs similes to convey her wish to die.  

In the beginning, the birthday present is presumed to be in wraps, not out in the open, it is 
hidden behind a veil. She begins her poem: 

What is this, behind this veil, is it ugly, it is beautiful? 
It is shimmering, has it breasts, has it edges? 
I am sure it is unique, I am sure it is just what I want. 

The poet who is the protagonist and a housewife seems to be contemplating whether it is ugly 
before she asks whether  it is beautiful, thereby setting the tone that she is not expecting   a very 
beautiful birthday present. 

The lines convey that Plath is aware that death is what she desires as her birthday gift, but she 
wonders how the world beyond death would be.  

It becomes clear that the present is death itself, or something to bring her to death. She feels as if 
death is haunting her, beckoning and enticing her: “I feel it looking, I feel it thinking.”  She must 
have thought about this for a long time, because she is “sure it is unique” and sure it is what she 
wants. ..”  But this shimmering thing, perhaps with black eye-pits and a scar, is not what an 
“announcer” to the other side should be like: “My god, what a laugh!”  The only salvation Plath 
seems to be seeking is death itself. 

Sylvia Plath's first person perspective once again conveys that the views she is presenting in the 
poem are her own. However, the vexing thing about the poem is the element of truth that 
inevitably surrounds it. In lines 39-40, Plath foretells the modus operandi in which way she plans 
to commit her own suicide: 

But my god, the clouds are like cotton. 

Armies of them. They are carbon monoxide. 

From these lines it is clear that she has chosen to  kill herself by sticking her head in an oven and 
breathing the poisonous carbon monoxide fumes. This shows she has already made up her mind 
to commit suicide previous to writing the poem and has already chosen the method to perform 
the act as she wrote those lines.  
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The first person perspective in ‘A Birthday Present’ gives a realistic nature to Plath's view of 
self, which is only exasperated by the truth that surrounds it. 

Another unnerving element of Plath's first person narration  is the unknown recipient of her 
poem; in other words, to whom is she writing? Lines 9-10 reveal that Plath is speaking to a 
singular being: 

It must be a tusk there, a ghost-column. 

Can you not see I do not mind what it is? 

At this point, the audience is undeterminable. The reader  is left to guess. However, in lines 48-
49, Plath reveals a bit more. 

 "Must you kill what you can? There is this one thing I want today, and only you can give it to 
me." 

And the reader ponders whether the poet is addressing to her husband or to God. However, the 
possibility is stronger of her  speaking to God, because He is the only person who possesses the 
power to fulfill all  requests of human beings. The impression is of a distressed woman, crying 
out to her God for help. She is begging to God to mercifully take her before she takes the 
situation in her own hands. Plath's decision of not disclosing the identity of the addressee lends a 
mysterious element to the poem, and by the end, gives the reader an understanding of not only 
her very desperate nature but also of her spiritual self. 

 Whether Plath is speaking to God in "A Birthday Present" can be debated, since earlier in 
Plath's life, she had sworn off God. Upon her father's death, when she was only eight years old, 
she said to her mother, "I'll never speak to God again" (Folsom). To me, it appears her life has 
come full circle. Now that she sees death upon her horizon, she has once again turned to God to 
take her, as He took her father. Other critics disagree about whom she is speaking to in this 
poem. Lynda Bundtzen believes she is speaking to herself. "It is as if she has two selves - a 
disembodied consciousness that thinks and observes and a two dimensional figure, a woman who 
performs her kitchen duties like a robot" (230). Bundtzen sees the poem as an internal dialogue 
between her two selves with her more daring and emotional side trying to convince her 
responsible maternal side to act out in a selfish way. By giving herself a birthday present, a 
selfish act, she would be freeing herself from life and the pain that comes with it.  

Must you kill what you can? 

There is this one thing I want today, and only you can give it to me. 

The above lines, Lines  47-48, show the ambiguity of whom the poet is speaking to.  

Another highlight of this poem are the similes employed by Plath that compare death with 
peaceful images. The first of these are lines 25-26: 

Do not be mean, I am ready for enormity. 

Let us sit down to it, one on either side, admiring the gleam, 

The glaze, the mirrory variety of it. 
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Let us eat our last supper at it, like a hospital plate. 

The "last supper” is a biblical allusion to Jesus' last supper, which he ate with his apostles before 
his death. This gives a vivid illustration of Plath sitting down at a table with death preparing to 
die. A bit later in the poem, she imagines how comfortable death will be: 

But my god, the clouds are like cotton. 

She is contrasting her painful life with the comfort death will bring to her. The imagery of clouds 
like cotton gives the reader a feeling that maybe Plath would be better off in heaven where she 
will be safe and comfortable. She concludes the poem with another simile: 

There would be nobility then, there would be a birthday 

And the knife not carve, but enter 

Pure and clean as the cry of a baby 

And the universe slide from my side 

First, she uses a metaphor equating the knife used to cut her birthday cake as her suicide 
weapon. Then she uses a simile to describe the cut the knife makes into her. Plath sees the act of 
suicide as the right and proper thing to do. She compares it to the actions of a baby, thus 
portraying herself as an innocent, helpless soul that can only be saved by being removed from 
the universe. It is easy for the reader to be taken off guard when reading Sylvia Plath's "A 
Birthday Present." By taking a joyous event, such as receiving a birthday present, and turning it 
into a morbid poem about the wish to die, Plath succeeds in stirring the emotions of even the 
most stoic readers. Her use of similes to compare the likes of death with peaceful images of 
clouds and birthdays serve to illustrate the realness of her feelings and her present deranged state. 
This poetic device is only trumped by the truthfulness of this poem discovered when months 
later when she follows through with what she wrote about by committing suicide. 

          “When I am quiet at my cooking 

           I feel it looking, I feel it thinking. 

           ‘Is this the one I am to appear for, 

            Is this the elect one, the one with black eye-pits and a scar? 

            Measuring the flour, cutting off the surplus, 

            Adhering to rules, rules, rules. 

            Is this the one for the annunciation? 

            My god, what a laugh!”  

Plath, as an ideal homemaker, has worn herself out trying to be perfect, thus the black 
eye-pits.  She is the one who has been scarred because her life was literally spent out in doing 
what was expected of women. By dedicating herself to committing suicide she desires to free 
herself from this drudgery; this need to adhere “...to rules, to rules, to rules.” 
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Now she is free to look at the veil and not really be concerned about what it 
conceals.  She does “...not mind if it was bones, or a pearl button.”  All that she sees now is the 
fact that whatever is behind that veil “wants” her.  If the birthday present is the freedom to 
express her so prolifically in poetry, she does not care if it is a great number of poems, or just a 
few.  In her mind she is living on borrowed time anyway.   

“I do not want much of a present, anyway, this year. 
            After all I am alive only by accident. 

I would have killed myself gladly that time any possible way.” 
 

The poem can be seen as the gateway to Plath’s determination to kill herself and let go all 
those things that keep her from suicide.   In Plath’s mind this act is a gift to herself, and she 
wants to assure herself that accepting  it is the right thing to do: 

  “Can you not give it to me? 
                Do not be ashamed – I do not mind if it is small. 
                Do not be mean, I am ready for enormity. 
                Let us sit down to it, one on either side, admiring the gleam.” 

  

One needs to convince the other that what is on the other side of the veil is not something of 
which she needs to be afraid.  She does not want to make a big show of this suicide.  She does 
not want the act to hurt; either herself or others.  She just wants to open the gift and go quietly. 
 

     “I will only take it and go aside quietly. 
                  You will not even hear me opening it, no paper crackle.” 

Hence, despite the title of the poem evoking feelings of cheerfulness in the reader initially, 
his/her heart shrinks with each succeeding line of the poem and is left utterly miserable by the 
end. The poem, on a close reading, reveals that for sensitive souls  and writers like Sylvia Plath 
the death  offers  a real release from bondage and relief from tortured existence. This is true in 
case of many women in patriarchy who suffer abuse and indignities in their lives silently and get 
liberation in the final cessation. Death for such persons is not a dreaded aspect of living but a 
welcome relief. 
  
‘The Birthday Present’ intensely explores this paradox in a typically Sylvia Plath style. It is a 
testament of a mind that seeks ultimate refuge in suicide because the act of living becomes a 
great burden to bear and suicide terminates that torture for her. 
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