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Abstract 

Tulips by Sylvia Plath is a first – person poem about a woman recovering from an operation. The poem opens with the 
speaker grumbling about the happy flowers – the tulips. May be she would have admired the flowers if it were to be some other 
occasion. The state of the speaker makes her hate the bright flowers. Colours have the tendency to influence the mind. It is very 
common that people choose colours according to the state of their mind. Likewise, in this poem there are two colours that influence 
the speaker. One is white and the other is red. Though the colour white stands for peace, calmness and many other positive 
attributes, there are many countries and cultures that take white for its negative connotations. The few negative connotations to 
white, is that too much of white can be cold, isolating and empty. It implies a feeling of sterility, detachment and disinterest, providing 
little stimulation for the senses. In many cultures it is traditionally related to death and mourning. On the other hand, the colour red is 
the colour of fire and blood, so it is associated with energy, war, danger, strength, power, determination, as well as passion, desire, 
and love. Red is a very emotionally intense colour. The negative connotations of white and the completely positive aspects of red 
are used to scrutinize the mind of the speaker. Throughout the poem, the two colours stand as symbols. The white for death and red 
for life. 
 

Sylvia Plath was born in Boston, 
Massachusetts, on October 27, 1932. Plath married Ted 
Hughes, although the two later split. The depressive 
Plath committed suicide in 1963, garnering accolades 
after her death for the novel The Bell Jar, and the poetry 
collections The Colossus and Ariel. In 1982, Plath 
became the first person to win a posthumous Pulitzer 
Prize. Plath was a gifted and a troubled poet, known for 
the confessional style of her work. Her interest in writing 
emerged at an early age, and she started out by keeping 
a journal. After publishing number of works, Plath won a 
scholarship to Smith College in 1950. Even in her youth, 
Plath was ambitiously driven to succeed. She was an 
exceptional student, and despite a deep depression she 
went through in 1953 and a subsequent suicide attempt, 
she managed to graduate summa cum laude in 1955. 

Tulips by Sylvia Plath is a first – person poem 
about a woman recovering from an operation. The poem 

opens with the speaker grumbling about the happy 
flowers – the tulips. May be she would have admired the 
flowers if it were to be some other occasion. The state of 
the speaker makes her hate the bright flowers. She is 
admitted in a hospital. The place around her is fully 
white. The white colour makes it appear as if it were 
winter. It sets the speaker’s mind to a gloomy state. On 
the contrary, the tulips that she received from a visitor 
are bright red ones. The brightness of the flower seems 
to irritate the speaker. The reason for the irritation is 
clearly mentioned. 

The speaker was admitted to the hospital after 
attempting suicide. This clearly tells that the speaker was 
in a depressed state. She did not wish to live. Even after 
her recovery she was not ready to embrace life. Rather, 
she was finding solace in the gloominess of the white 
hospital room. She felt that the red flowers were intruding 
her state of mind. She did not want to connect with the 
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outside life. She felt that the flowers were sharing the air 
that she was breathing. She hated life to that extent. 

Colours have the tendency to influence the 
mind. It is very common that people choose colours 
according to the state of their mind. Likewise, in this 
poem there are two colours that influence the speaker. 
One is white and the other is red. Though the colour 
white stands for peace, calmness and many other 
positive attributes, there are many countries and cultures 
that take white for its negative connotations. The few 
negative connotations to white, is that too much of white 
can be cold, isolating and empty. It implies a feeling of 
sterility, detachment and disinterest, providing little 
stimulation for the senses. In many cultures it is 
traditionally related to death and mourning. On the other 
hand, the colour red is the colour of fire and blood, so it is 
associated with energy, war, danger, strength, power, 
determination, as well as passion, desire, and love. Red 
is a very emotionally intense colour. 

The negative connotations of white and the 
completely positive aspects of red are used to scrutinize 
the mind of the speaker. The speaker, who is 
hospitalized after attempting suicide, is willfully 
embracing isolation and emptiness. She loves that mind 
of her mind. She takes the colour white which is all 
around her as symbol of winter, coldness, death and 
mourning. She embraces the colour for all its negative 
interpretations. She did not want anything or anybody to 
intrude her isolation. She was tired of living. She was 
tired of all her responsibilities, pain and suffering. She 
completely rejected her life and everything that related to 
her life. According to her, the colour white was 
encouraging every thought of hers. 

The tulips that were in bright red colour were 
given to her by a visitor. It was kept in her room. She 
hated the very sight of it. The red colour flowers that 
stood as a symbol of happiness were like challenging her 
thoughts. The bright red colour was a complete contrast 

to her gloomy white coloured room. She was mourning 
about her life and was slowly removing everything that 
she felt were holding her back from leaving this world. 
When she was slowly moving towards a state of 
emptiness, the arrival of the red colour tulips reminded 
her or rather forced her to revaluate her ideas, which she 
didn’t like. The bright red colour showed the happiness in 
living, the surprises that life has given, the determination 
to live one’s life, the freedom, etc. 

The contrast between life and death is can be 
argued with the two colours as their representative. 
Taking the first scene into account, the speaker who is 
highly depressed, hails the colour white and feels that the 
colour is encouraging her ideas. This scene moves into 
the entry of the red coloured flowers. The speaker hates 
the bright red colour.  

The bright red colour was discouraging the 
negative ideas that filled her mind. She wanted the red 
coloured flowers to be removed from the room. She felt 
like the two colours were fighting, and there was a strong 
debate between life and death. 

 “This pairing of red and white is a common 
symbolic characteristic of medieval poetry, and has often 
been used to connote love or beauty” (Ferber) – 
in Tulips, it instead sets into prickly respite of piercing the 
luminosity of the tulips which distresses and chokes the 
speaker, and disturb the comforting numbness of her 
white surroundings.  

Throughout the poem, the two colours stand as 
symbols. The white for death and red for life. The 
speaker who was encouraged by the white colour to 
choose death was totally interrupted by the arrival of the 
red colour which challenged her ideas. Thus the two 
colours play a vital role in the argument between the 
perspectives of life and death. 
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