
lady lazarus line by line analysis

Lady Lazarus is one of the most iconic poems by Sylvia Plath, written in 1962
and published in her posthumous collection, "Ariel." This powerful work
explores themes of identity, resurrection, and the struggle between life and
death. Plath employs a confessional style, drawing readers into her personal
experiences while also touching on broader feminist themes. This article will
provide a line-by-line analysis of "Lady Lazarus," exploring its rich
imagery, complex themes, and the evolution of the speaker's identity
throughout the poem.

Overview of "Lady Lazarus"

"Lady Lazarus" is a poem that reflects Plath's own experiences with mental
illness, societal expectations, and her struggle for autonomy. The speaker,
likened to the biblical figure Lazarus, who was raised from the dead, claims
her power over death and suffering. The poem presents a defiant tone, as the
speaker confronts her pain and exhibits a fierce determination to rise again,
regardless of the trials she endures.

Line-by-Line Analysis

Stanza 1

1. "I am a smokescreen."
The poem opens with the speaker asserting her existence, but immediately
introduces the idea of deception and illusion. The term "smokescreen"
suggests a façade, hinting at the complexity of her identity and the way she
perceives herself.

2. "I have done it again."
This line conveys a sense of repetition and inevitability, implying that the
speaker has undergone a cycle of rebirth and death multiple times. It
establishes a pattern of resilience, hinting at the recurring themes of
survival.

3. "One year in every ten."
The numerical reference emphasizes the periodic nature of her struggles and
resurrections. It suggests a time frame, almost like a ritualistic rebirth
that she experiences every decade.

4. "I manage it."
Here, the speaker asserts control over her own life and experiences. This
declaration of agency contrasts with the earlier notion of being a
"smokescreen," reinforcing her determination to navigate her struggles.

Stanza 2

5. "It’s no longer a question of why."



This line indicates a shift from questioning her circumstances to accepting
them. The speaker is no longer focused on understanding the reasons for her
suffering but on the act of survival itself.

6. "The first time I died."
The reference to death establishes a crucial turning point in the poem. The
speaker is not just discussing physical death; rather, she addresses
emotional and psychological deaths that have shaped her identity.

7. "I am in the business of being resurrected."
This line powerfully encapsulates the theme of rebirth. The speaker not only
acknowledges her past but also embraces her identity as someone who
continually rises from her struggles.

Stanza 3

8. "Like a cat I have nine lives."
The metaphor of a cat and its nine lives symbolizes resilience and
adaptability. This comparison conveys a sense of playfulness while also
affirming the speaker's ability to recover from adversity.

9. "I am a walking miracle."
This assertion highlights her survival as something extraordinary. The use of
the word "miracle" implies that her existence defies the odds, enhancing the
theme of triumph over life's challenges.

10. "And I eat men like air."
This provocative line suggests that the speaker not only survives but thrives
on the very forces that seek to undermine her. The metaphor of consuming
"men" indicates a reversal of traditional gender dynamics, asserting her
power and dominance.

Stanza 4

11. "The big strip tease."
This line introduces a performance aspect to the speaker's identity. The term
"strip tease" implies vulnerability, as well as a deliberate reveal of her
true self, suggesting that her pain and suffering are part of her show.

12. "I am the very model of a modern major general."
This reference to Gilbert and Sullivan's "The Pirates of Penzance" introduces
an ironic tone. The speaker positions herself as a figure of authority,
mocking societal expectations of femininity and strength.

13. "I’m a woman."
This stark declaration emphasizes the speaker's self-identification. It
serves as a powerful assertion of her identity, rooted in her experiences as
a woman in a patriarchal society.

Stanza 5

14. "I am a phoenix."
The phoenix symbolizes resurrection, aligning with the poem's central theme.



By identifying with this mythical creature, the speaker reinforces her
ability to rise from her own ashes, embodying the idea of renewal.

15. "Out of the ash I rise with my red hair."
The imagery of rising from ashes evokes the notion of rebirth, while the
mention of "red hair" adds a personal touch, reflecting the speaker's
individuality and fiery spirit.

16. "I am a survivor."
This line distills the essence of the poem into a powerful affirmation. The
speaker's identity is rooted in her resilience, highlighting her journey
through suffering to emerge stronger.

Stanza 6

17. "I have been through a lot."
This candid acknowledgment of her struggles conveys vulnerability. The
speaker's honesty invites readers to empathize with her journey, reinforcing
the confessional nature of the poem.

18. "And I will rise again."
This resolute statement serves as a mantra of empowerment. The repetition of
"rise" underscores the cyclical nature of her experiences and her unwavering
determination.

19. "I am a woman and I will not be silenced."
This line encapsulates the feminist undertones of the poem. The speaker's
refusal to be silenced signifies a broader struggle for women's voices and
agency in society.

Thematic Exploration

The themes present in "Lady Lazarus" are multifaceted, intertwining personal
and societal narratives. Below are some key themes explored in the poem:

Resurrection and Identity: The theme of resurrection is central to the
poem, with the speaker constantly rising from her struggles. This
cyclical rebirth leads to a deeper exploration of her identity.

Feminism and Power: Plath's poem challenges traditional gender roles,
highlighting the power dynamics between men and women. The speaker's
defiance serves as a feminist declaration of autonomy.

Death and Survival: The interplay between death and survival emphasizes
the harsh realities of life. However, the speaker's resilience shines
through as she confronts her mortality.

Theatricality and Performance: The poem's theatrical elements suggest
that identity can be performative. The speaker’s ability to control her
narrative reflects the complexities of self-presentation.



Conclusion

"Lady Lazarus" stands as a testament to Sylvia Plath's literary prowess and
her ability to articulate the intricacies of the human experience. Through
its vivid imagery, powerful metaphors, and profound themes, the poem invites
readers to reflect on their own struggles with identity, survival, and the
cyclical nature of life. The speaker's journey from death to resurrection
serves as an empowering narrative, emphasizing the strength and resilience
inherent in the human spirit, particularly in the context of women's
experiences. As readers engage with Plath's work, they are reminded of the
importance of voicing their struggles and celebrating their triumphs, much
like "Lady Lazarus" herself.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Sylvia Plath's 'Lady
Lazarus'?

The main theme of 'Lady Lazarus' is the struggle for identity and the
resilience of the human spirit, particularly in the face of death and
oppression.

How does Plath use the metaphor of resurrection in
'Lady Lazarus'?

Plath employs the metaphor of resurrection to illustrate her repeated
confrontations with death, portraying herself as a phoenix rising from the
ashes, symbolizing rebirth and empowerment.

What literary devices are prominent in 'Lady
Lazarus'?

Prominent literary devices in 'Lady Lazarus' include vivid imagery, allusion,
metaphor, and dramatic monologue, which enhance the poem's emotional
intensity and thematic depth.

What does the title 'Lady Lazarus' signify?

The title 'Lady Lazarus' signifies the speaker's connection to the biblical
figure Lazarus, who was raised from the dead, emphasizing themes of
resurrection, survival, and defiance.

How does Plath portray the concept of suffering in
'Lady Lazarus'?

Plath portrays suffering as both a source of strength and a means of self-
definition, suggesting that through suffering, one can reclaim power and
agency.



What role does the audience play in 'Lady Lazarus'?

The audience in 'Lady Lazarus' serves as both witness and judge, reflecting
the societal expectations and pressures that the speaker confronts while also
engaging with her defiance.

How does Plath's use of tone evolve throughout 'Lady
Lazarus'?

The tone of 'Lady Lazarus' evolves from despair and bitterness to one of
triumph and defiance, illustrating the speaker's transformation and
reclamation of power.

What is the significance of the line 'I rise' in
'Lady Lazarus'?

The line 'I rise' serves as a powerful declaration of resilience and rebirth,
encapsulating the central theme of overcoming adversity and asserting one's
identity.

How does 'Lady Lazarus' reflect Plath's personal
experiences?

'Lady Lazarus' reflects Plath's personal experiences with mental illness,
societal expectations, and her struggles with identity, making the poem
deeply autobiographical and authentically poignant.
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