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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS for Chapters 1 & 2 of Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar

DIRECTIONS: (1) Read each of the following questions.  (2) Read chapters one and two of Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar.  

(3) Use complete sentences to answer each question on a separate sheet of lined paper.

1.) It was a queer, sultry summer, the summer they electrocuted the Rosenbergs, and I didn’t know what I was doing in New York."  Thus begins the novel, written in the voice of an as yet unnamed first-person narrator.  What does this narrator tell the reader about executions and the Rosenbergs?  What does the ever-presence of the Rosenberg news remind her of?  What do you think is the significance of this particular description and explanation?  

2.) How does the narrator feel about living in New York?

3.) The narrator is shown in magazines, along with the other eleven college women in her group, dressed fashionably and being courted by young men hired for the photograph.  She is being used as proof that the American Dream is true.  She has gone from being a small town person who cannot even afford to buy a fashion magazine, who then wins a scholarship to college and a prize to live in New York for the summer.  Explain the contrast between the advertised image of the narrator and her real life.  How does she describe this contrast?

4.) Twelve women live on the same wing of a hotel for women only called the Amazon.  The hotel is full of young women the narrator’s age whose parents pay for them to stay there and go to posh secretarial schools like Kathy Gibbs.  Others had just graduated from Kathy Gibbs and were hanging around New York waiting to get married.  They all look bored.  They spend all their time taking care of their looks.  They are the bored rich, bored to be yachting and jet setting.  What are the narrator’s feelings toward these “rich” women? 

5.) Doreen is one of these “rich” women.  She comes from a society woman’s school in the south.  She goes around with a perpetual sneer on her face as if to say all the people around her are silly.  Doreen singles out the narrator from the beginning.  Doreen sits next to her during conferences with visiting celebrities and makes snide remarks.  How does the narrator feel about Doreen? 

6.) Later at the bar, when the man asks for their drink orders, the narrator feels at a loss since she doesn’t know alcohol, but she orders a vodka straight.  What reason does she give for ordering vodka?  Why do you think, other than the reason she gave, the narrator orders vodka?

7.) The narrator finds out the man is a disc jockey.  His name is Lenny Shepard.  The narrator notices Lenny give Frankie a long look as if to prompt him to get her attention away from him so he can concentrate solely on Doreen.  The narrator tells him her name is Elly Higgenbottom and that she is from Chicago.  She doesn’t want anyone to know her real name or that she came from Boston.  Why? 

8.) How old is the narrator?  At what point in the story do you know this?  What reveals her age? 

9.) The narrator is easily led.  Doreen is a controlling person.   How does Doreen use the narrator?  The narrator is also easily impressed.   What characteristic of Doreen’s does she mistakenly judge?  Why does Doreen play an important role as a foil for the narrator?   

10.) This chapter actually doesn’t name the narrator yet.  She will not be fully named until chapter five.  The first name the reader hears is a fake name, Elly Higgenbottom, along with a fake hometown, Chicago instead of Boston.  What does this reveal to the reader about the narrator’s character and how she feels about herself?

11.) At Lenny’s apartment Lenny offers to call a date for Esther.  She refuses and he looks relieved.  He and Doreen dance while Esther sits cross-legged on one of the beds, but she feels the room spinning, so she moves to sit on a bearskin rug.  How does she feel about herself while watching Lenny and Doreen dance?  To what does Esther compare the combination of watching this event and how she feels about it?  

12.) Esther lets herself out of Lenny’s apartment and leans with both hands on the banister to make it down the stairs.  When she gets out to the street, she doesn’t know where she is.  She gets to a street corner to read the sign, looks at her map, and realizes she’s forty-three blocks from home.  She walks home, counting the blocks.  By the time she gets home, she’s sober.  When she looks at herself in the elevator mirror, she looks like a "big, smudgy-eyed Chinese woman." What appalls her about her looks?  Why?

13.) Back at her hotel room, Esther looks in the mirror and the image seems warped.  What does she decide to do?  Why?  What effect does this have on Esther?

14.) After falling asleep Esther is awakened by knocking and the name Elly being called over and over again.  Another voice calls Miss Greenwood over and over again until she answers the door.  Esther sees Doreen slumped against the doorjamb.  Doreen falls into her arms.  The night maid leaves.  What does Esther want to do next?  Why?

15.) What decision, concerning Doreen and Betsy, does Esther make that night?  How does she justify this decision?

16.) Describe the discrepancies in the characters of Doreen and Betsy.

17.) Esther feels pure when she takes a bath.  At this point in the story, however, what is it that seems to makes her feel impure?  Why is this idea of impurity so important in this story?

