
Literary Commentary: Poetry

Sylvia Plath’s Contusion is one of her shorter works, consisting of only 12 

lines and 60 words including the title. True to the spirit of poetry, the poem 

makes use of a limited number of words to weave a story immersed in 

emotional depth and morosely vivid imagery. Its substance incorporates 

elements of water, blood, emotions and a focal point, the appropriately 

named “contusion.” On the other hand, its form seeks to align with its 

substance, adopting elements in the progressiveness, build-up and what 

happens thereafter. Contusion combines both form and substance to depict 

a sense of finality, submission and, ultimately, death. 

The poem’s substance is composed mainly of three images: water, blood 

and a center. The image of water is the most prolific in the whole poem, 

and it is primarily given a violent nature in the shape of seas and floods.The 

main characteristics of water being used in the imagery is the contrast 

between the seeming endlessness of the water and the reality of its 

finiteness. Color, the first word of the poem, is given the sea’s violent 

nature by flooding to the spot, which is presumably the contusion, or bruise. 

Meanwhile, the rest of the body is washed out and the color of pearl, which 
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is white. This image could be a reference to the contrast between 

infiniteness and finiteness of power because it both floods and washes out. 

The spot and the rest of the body are then given contrasting colors: dull 

purple and white, indicating the transfer of the liquid, in this case, blood and 

of power from other points of the body to a single point. The next stanza 

then goes on to describe the sea as within a pit of rock, or the pit of rock as 

the center of the sea. Either way, there is a concentration and finiteness to 

the power of the sea, containing in within the pit of rock, or the single 

hollow. In the final stanza, a shift occurs. It no longer makes any reference 

to the infiniteness of the sea because it now only slides back. This marks 

the end of the violence of the image of water in the previous stanzas. The 

sea adopts a timid nature, returning to its previous calmness. 

On the other hand, these images could’ve been to imitate the flow of 

emotions in the persona’s consciousness. The emotions are inherently 

angry, depicting rage. This is modeled after the nature of the seas and 

storms, but like the sea, is contained by the persona. There is one center 

for the rage, a collection of overpowering reasons for the anger. However, 

there is one instance, probably a small and trivial matter, described as a 
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size of a fly which sparks something in the persona, the doom mark, which 

is also a reference to contusions of bruises. In this anger, there is pain, a 

pain that suddenly declines with a single action. The final stanza says that 

the heart shuts, which could either mean that the persona ceased to feel or 

he/she is dead. There is a calm and sudden lack of emotion in the final 

stanza which is alerting. The persona’s sudden loss of feeling is a grave 

indicator either way, depicting an metaphorical death or a physical one. 

On the other hand, examining the form of the poem will reveal the same. 

The aforementioned elements of an end are also imitated by the poem’s 

structure. The discussion on the elements of water, blood, emotions, and a 

pivot already mention several instances of the poem’s build-up from climax 

to sudden denouement. There is no actual resolution to the story that the 

poem weaves unless death is considered one. In the individual sentences 

of the poem, this climax-denouement is also mimicked. In most sentences, 

the first part of the sentence is of greater intensity than the second part of 

the sentence, the two parts usually separated by either a comma or a new 

line. The first parts of the sentences feature the powerful verbs while the 

second part of the sentence is usually an adjective of some sort. In the 
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second part of the poem, however, there is certain equality to the parts of 

the individual sentences, especially in the very last stanza. This is in 

accordance to its tone of calmness, where each of the three components 

are of almost equal intensity: the shutting of the heart, the sliding back of 

the sea, and the sheeting of the mirrors. 

To conclude, Contusion is ultimately a poem of subtle fatalism, consisting of 

the rise and fall of several of the pertinent images, emotions and the form 

of each line and stanza in the poem. The poem paints a vivid picture of an 

end, where even the seemingly infinite power of the storm at sea must 

wane and disappear into calmness. Word Count: 818
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