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From Bell Jars to Nets: A Personal Journey
Dr. Amanda Robins, Studio Head of Painting and Dmgy
South Australian School of Art, University of Sothstralia

Figure 1 Image ofThe Bell Jarcover courtesy

upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/thumb/8/

In my undergraduate years and the beginning ydarg life as a professional
artist, | looked closely at Plath's life, at heterests and obsessions and at the intense and
evocative imagery which characterised her poetajways felt that she was a kindred

artistic spirit and | believe that my work benddititom the ideas and images | found in
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her poems and in the valuable analysis of sengitities like Edward Butscher. Late at
night, whilst studying, | would sit up in bed readiAriel or Butscher'$ethod and
Madnessfascinated by the issues, ideas and imdgjes. Moles, Lady Lazarus, Daddy,
Tulips, Cut,Fever 103andThe Colossuall threw up resonant images and symbols

which percolated in my art practice and still haonet to this day.

Figure 2:image courtesypf
www.tenafly.k12.nj.us/~lhaslach/BellJarStoppge M.jpg

My early interest in Plath was a very intimate aatlral one: | was drawn to the ideas
and imagery of her poems. As | became more aceqdchwith her life and with the
responses of critics and theorists to her workarted to analyse my interests more
thoroughly and to look at the symbolism and theaasonances within my own
imagery. My feeling was that the coruscating arayet intensity of the late works were
(and still are) inspiring as much through theirertity as through their formal qualities
and imagery. How did a seemingly conventional fgain a nice middle-class home

come to a position of such rage?

As a model for how to be a woman and an artishhhe to the conclusion, however, that

Plath’s path wasn’t the one | wanted to followmy 20s, | had drawn the inevitable
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parallels between the early death of Plath's faahdrmy own father's death when | was a

teenager. The life she examined and explored tlirbeg poetry seemed similar, but
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very, very different. Attracted, at first, by themance" of her suicide and lifelong
suicidal behaviour, | slowly began to acknowledga ho, | didn't want to die and that

suicide wasn't a career choice for female artists.

Figure 3: Image of Plath courtesy of dearkitty.Islogne.com

Figure 4: Amanda Robiristtle Smiling Hooks1989

Charcoal and pastel on paper

! All other images courtesy the author, unless otienstated.
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The imagery and symbolism of Sylvia Plath’s poétspired many of my early drawings
and paintings and | used Plath's ideas as a catalggzamine my own life and the issues
which excited me through my creative process.

In these early works | drew threads and connectidnish are visible in the more
obviously referential imagery of drawings such_ade Smiling HooksandThe Doctors
of Boston have thrown up their handisias attracted to the “confessionality” of the
poetry of Plath, Ann Sexton and Robert Lowell —Iddumake powerful works which
drew on my inner life and also spoke to the viewdle?h's resonant, rageful late works
gave intimation that, yes, it was possible for theo tempered their rage with craft and
experience. Her dark, gothic imagery, the puritg ahocking abruptness of her last
works, helped make me feel that it was legitimate] creatively fruitful for a woman to

be both extremely angry and to express her rageighrart.

In The Doctors of Boston have thrown up their hahdsed my responses to the
ideas and imagery of Plath. | was intrigued byitlea that Plath was able, through her
poetry, to create a persona which could adequatgdyess her longing for release, escape
and freedom - the ability to voice the rage ancHlem underlying her own and my

middle class conformity.

Figure 5:
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I would now like to explore the links between Plathise of the idea of
containment through the metaphor of the bell jat mxy own interest in the
psychologically resonant imagery of containmentwahdt it might tell us about the
underlying issues. | would like to posit the idkattPlath’s journey, as symbolised by the
image of the bell jar, was one of grasping, gragplith and expressing the reality of

her inner life, rather than working through it {aerapists say).

My current studio work is based around the ideeooitainment, being contained,
and the self-reflexive nature of the art processhich we, as artists, draw on our inner
lives in order to create. The works in Bell Jar series are inspired by Plath’s only
novel. | was (and still am) intrigued by the chaeaof Esther and by her
acknowledgement that she was “stewing in her owhdo” — that her work and style of
being were fixed or fixated on those inner procesgeich, in the end, contributed to her

isolation.

The bell jar is a container, but it is also a stagshield and a vacuum. The
protagonist “trapped” in the bell jar is visiblémemst painfully so, but separate, blocked
off from human contact by smooth, implacable gld$e symbolism of the bell jar is one
of powerlessness, the image of a set persona sap/fxat public consumption with little
or no exchange of “air” in the form of ideas orrfyag) world views. Entranced as |
have been with the Plath persona and legend, lechitee most obvious, and in the end,
the most relevant point for me. | discovered thatds not so much her relationship with
her father that we had in common, (although it exasmportant and primary connection)
but the relationship she had with her mother arttl iver own inner life. My feeling was
that the helpless rage and destructive imagerysedcg@nd | use this word advisedly) in
the poems were an expression of what was left fower a childhood dominated by the
need to maintain facades. The bell jar was thelgmpbarapace, which both allowed
expression and contained the intensity of overwirgremotions. Without the
containing presence of ongoing therapy, Plath forensecond self through her poetry. |

am not trying to suggest that Plath was not seHrawor that her poetry was purely
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therapeutic. She was, of course, a consummateswaftan. Her poems are, however, an

attempt to form an alternate narrative of her life.

Plath’s use of the bell jar image could be seem @sponse to the internal desire
to form boundaries and safely house the poeticopersThe bell jar image is one of
unyielding containment. The therapeutic space easelen alternatively as a space of
flexible individuated containment - ideally throutite empathic attunement of the

therapist - a holding environment to make up foatwlas not provided in childhood.

In “The Separative Self in Sylvia PlattTfie Bell Jar”, Diane S. Bondssuggests that

the heroine, Esther, “purchases her new self byigmntinuance of any relations that
might threaten by means of intimacy or tendernes$bundaries of a self conceived as
an autonomous entity, as a separate and sepasativeThe potent and recurring

imagery of dismemberment and the assault on badiégrity implied through incident
and image irmhe Bell Jarsuggest an obsession with wholeness, boundariegisment
and,as Bonds puts it, “the separative self."Tine Bell JarPlath appears to be grappling
with the idea of presenting a whole self to theldiera self that is viably present and
flexible enough to engage in authentic contact.ddaargues that such a self cannot exist
outside of the relational. Plath uses the beltgasymbolize the creation of a separate self
defined outside of relationship — a seemingly uald®, and, as evidenced by her suicide,

unlivable position.

2 Diane S. Bonds “The separative Self in SylviaP&The Bell Jat Women’s Studies990 Vol. 18. Pp.
49-64.
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Figure 6: Amanda Robins, installation@Quirk, SASA Gallery, 2007
Glass work Going Under Sonia Donnellan, 2007

Looking back on my art practice over the last tweygars, | can see more clearly that |
have been grappling with some of the ideas andé¢keminich motivated Plath’s poetry. |
moved from works such asttle Smiling Hookswith its more overt narrative, into the
more distilled and controlled self-portraits of t@90s and then onto painting and
drawing objects, specifically garments and drap&hg empty garments of drawings like
Linen Dresscan be seen as attachment figures, empty skidedoaith potential.
Through these focal apparitions | explored and erpmted with the construction of a

new self.

In my most recent studio practice, | have movedootrawings and paintings of the
linings of coats which are held and pinned to tiieis wall and, in the last few years,
opened up to the viewer, indicating, perhaps, eemaational (and vulnerable) position.
What was inside is brought to the front — as muctha imagery could be seen as
referencing a sexual or visceral and body-basedsifam. It is also undoubtedly a

forum for psychological projections and followsameandering way the possibilities
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inherent in artworks for mirroring the psyche. eueets, strings, bags and other
containers to indicate the idea of being held (dlepl?) together; lightly, but securely
contained and shaped through the mediation ofi¢lxébfe net: containing, connecting,
holding, binding, supporting. This new body of wadnsists largely of images of
drapery and garments, remnants which have beendwd and stuffed into string nets,
fishnet stockings and other containers. The coimginets hold and contribute to the

shape while allowing the surface of the fabrictiows through.

In Playing and RealityDonald Winnicott tells the story of a boy whoseparated from
his mother and communicates his need to feel caedebrough the medium of string:
...the boy had become obsessed with everything tweitiostring, and in fact, whenever
they went into a room they were liable to find thathad joined together chairs and
tables; and they might find a cushion, for instandéh a string joining it to the

fireplace?

The string draws together and holds the object.dlfjects created through the process of
being held are reminiscent of pods or chrysaligsdrop-shaped and bulbous,
compressed and contained, heavy and ponderougmgtbsed potential. That which
covered and skimmed, concealed and covered isaneld¢dontained, becoming a shape, a
new creature, creating and reforming itself witthia safety of the net. Just as the body is
a container for the organs and the skin contai@gdtherwise amorphous) self, so the
nets can contain the potentially formless, definorgating and delineating. The

paintings and drawings in my new body of work asg@bolic apprehension, an
expression of the desire for coherence and joithingugh the material process of seeing

and making.

The image of the net is one of support rather firatection. The objects
contained by nets in my still life images are dessand surgical garments (caps, gowns,

booties), things which ordinarily provide a barfmtween the body and the outside

3 D.W.Winnicott Playing and Reality: Transitional Objects and Traimsmal PhenomenaRelican Books,
London, 1974, p. 19.
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world, found at the interface between the bodytaedorocess of entering the body
through surgery. For Sylvia Plath and for her ime¥on The Bell Jarthe containing
object, unlike the flexible net, is redolent witmlivalence — a glazing apparatus serving
up the stillborn poetic persona. What protecteddmer kept her from flying apart was

also, for her, a barrier to real contact — a lall |

In reading for my PhD (in Visual Art), | came acsdbe literary theorist Susan
Kavaler-Adler, who looks at Sylvia Plath and congsalner to other women writers,
seeing her as an example of an artist who used/igng to try to facilitate what Adler
(using Melanie Klein) sees as the process of magraiworking through issues from
early childhood. She sees Plath’s oeuvre as herpsetiosed system, a bell jar where
there is no transforming input from the outside llofhrough my current work, | hope

to see where the creative path might lead if air smshine are allowed through.

Fig. 7 Amanda Robingoat of Net&Vork in progress 2008
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