»LINGUARUM UNIVERSE”, VOLUME 3, ISSUE 2
DOI: 10.5281/zenodo.21109043

THE DEATH AND REBIRTH OF THE AUTHOR: SYLVIA PLATH’S DIGITAL
AFTERLIFE

Adela MIROLEVSKA
Sofia University “St. Kliment Ohridski”, Bulgaria
E-mail: mirolevska@uni-sofia.bg

ABSTRACT: In this paper, I explore the relationship between author and reader in relation to the written
text. I apply a psychoanalytic and semiotic lens, based on Julia Kristeva’s Black Sun: Depression and
Melancholia, and understand writing as externalization and a translation between the pre-verbal semiotic order
and the symbolic order of language. As such, it becomes essential for the subject’s ability to signify and create
meaning. Sublimation allows for what exists outside of words to emerge as coherent expression. I view the text
as a written double and a mirror to the author that can contribute to self-creation. Since the written double is only
an aspect of the author, the mirror image is imperfect. Readers only have access to that fragmented picture, and
in their attempt to reconstruct its entirety, they internalize the fragments and fill the gaps with their own experience.
This makes writing a complex psychic process that goes two ways. On the one hand, the author externalizes parts
of the self which then, ideally, are re-integrated. Consequently, the reader encounters this externalized self as
“other”, recognizes aspects of themselves within it, and identifies with it. The written double, thus, becomes a
mirror to the reader’s self as well. The rebirth of the author is a result of an ongoing process of fragmentation,
projection, and identification. On social media, this extends further; the internalized version is then externalized
again as a performance. This is central to the way readers consume and reproduce literature in the digital age. In
this case study, I examine Sylvia Plath’s evolving cultural legacy, particularly her portrayal on social media, where
her image is often romanticized and recast as a modern mythic heroine. I view this digital reanimation of the
author as a collective ritual of self-creation.
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Introduction

In contemporary culture, the figure of the author is less a fixed authority than a mutable sign.
This condition has been theorized most famously by Roland Barthes in his 1967 essay "The Death of
the Author,” where he argues for the irrelevance of authorial intention in the production of meaning.
According to him, ‘it is language which speaks, not the author; to write is to reach [...] that point where
not “I” but only language functions, “performs™ (Barthes, 1986, p. 50). By reducing the Author to a
scriptor, a mere vessel for the expression of writing but not for the production of meaning, he attempts
to destroy his authority over the text. Barthes calls the author “a modern character”, the result of a
culture that is too focused on individualism, capitalism, and the cult of personality. By metaphorically
killing the Author, he seeks to desacralize the Author's image. Barthes’ description of the text as “a
fabric of quotations, resulting from a thousand sources of culture” (Barthes, 1986, p. 53) and the writer
as one who can “only imitate an ever anterior, never original gesture” (Barthes, 1986, p. 53) is very
reminiscent of the way Large Language Models work. The process of writing is viewed as “empty”,
with no history and no personality behind it, as the Al scriptor is born at the same time as the text. The
existence of Al proves his argument that “language knows a 'subject,’ not a ‘person,’ and this subject,
empty outside of the very speech-act which defines it, suffices to 'hold' language, i.e., to exhaust it”
(Barthes, 1986, p. 51). Linguistically, it is true that language can “happen” without a “person” behind
it. Barthes” anti-humanist theory aligns well with LLMs; however, applying it to human authors is where
it becomes limiting and misses the core function of language — communication.

In this paper, | briefly analyze the act of writing, specifically creative writing, to argue against
Barthes’ proposition that it is an “empty” process without individual origin. Similarly, I challenge his
notion that the destination of the text is also impersonal, and that the reader “is a man without history,
without biography, without psychology” (Barthes, 1986, p. 54). | use semiotic and psychoanalytic
theories, specifically those of Julia Kristeva and Jacques Lacan, to better understand the complex
processes integral to the human mind. I also extend Barthes’ main argument about the role of the reader
as maker of meaning, and that the death of the Author is necessary for the birth of the reader, but I put
it in the context of digital media, where it functions differently. Authors are no longer dead; instead,
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they are resurrected as a sort of Frankenstein’s monster. Their lives and texts — constantly rewritten,
fragmented, and transformed for the individual purposes of each reader/consumer. | use Sylvia Plath
as a case study, whose mythic life and tragic death have long drawn intense biographical and symbolic
scrutiny, and thus greatly exemplifies this digital re-animation. Her work and person are continually
reconfigured in online spaces, especially by young women, as tools of self-expression and identity
formation.

The Written Self as Symbolic Double

This text is part of a larger study in which I trace the relationship between creative writing and
psychic dis/integration. I’'ve developed a theoretical framework that focuses on the various functions of
linguistic expression for the author. Here, | extend it and explore the function of the written text for the
reader. For this reason, | will mention only the theory necessary to understand the connection between
the two processes.

In Black Sun: Depression and Melancholia, Julia Kristeva (2024) looks at the human psyche
through a semiotic lens. According to her, the inability to write, to symbolize, means an inability to
exist coherently — it’s a crisis of meaning itself. She distinguishes between two dimensions of
signification: the semiotic, the pre-verbal realm of drives, instincts, and rhythms, and the symbolic, the
structured domain of language and order. The subject's ability to signify depends on the dynamic
relation between these two. When the connection breaks down, meaning itself becomes unstable. In her
view, poetic language offers a way of negotiating this divide by translating between the two orders that
are otherwise disconnected. When successful, this process transforms drive energy into coherent
expression; when blocked or violent, it may produce fragmentation or abjection. In psychoanalytic
theory, drive energy refers to the unconscious force rooted in the body that seeks fulfillment through
representation. Creative work, or sublimation, becomes a way of translating this raw drive energy into
symbolic form.

This is essential in order to understand one of the main functions of writing, and creative
expression in general — to externalize, to put into words or signs, i.e., to symbolize. To make known to
the self what is otherwise hidden, unspeakable, because it exists outside of language. This movement
outward gives this process a communicative function — with both the self and others. When writing is
the result of sublimation, it is charged with the full intensity of the drive, and thus, it cannot be empty.
It has an origin (inside) and a destination (outside). Even if the meaning is not yet known to the author,
it is the very process of writing that creates it. Thus, Barthes’ argument that “it is language which speaks,
not the author” (Barthes, 1986, p. 50) is simultaneously correct and incomplete — language speaks to
the author, and it originates from her. It flows from the semiotic into the symbolic, translating her very
core. The text becomes a mirror to the self, and the written double is born with it. To some extent, this
corresponds to Barthes’ scriptor — during the process of writing, it is only the written double that exists;
it acquires a life of its own, and briefly, the author is emptied and, metaphorically, dead. But when
writing is done, if there is successful reintegration, the author is reborn. Translation is completed when
both encoding (externalizing, symbolizing) and decoding (internalizing) are done between the self and
its core. The written double is the code necessary for psychic integration. Thus, it serves a much more
complex role than Barthes’ scriptor, which dissolves the author into language. The double preserves
the author through the symbolic projection of her psychic life, turning into a vessel for both the
expression and making of meaning.

My approach to the writing process is essentially different from Barthes’, largely because we
come from different fields. From the structuralist perspective, language is central to meaning as it
precedes the author. The “I” who writes is itself produced by language. From semiotic and
psychoanalytic perspectives, language is necessary for meaning-making but also limiting. It is not the
origin of meaning, only the structure that translates it, puts it into symbols. Where our approaches align
is in the reader's role as an interpreter and the fact that the author doesn’t have full control over it.
According to Barthes, meaning emerges in the interaction between text and reader; in my view, it is the
simultaneous interaction between author, text, and reader. Thus, my framework is much closer to that
of Stuart Hall (1980), who applies semiotics to cultural and media studies. His theory of encoding and
decoding supports the idea that the creator of a text encodes intentional (but also unintentional) meaning
that the reader then decodes, and neither is a passive process. From a psychoanalytic perspective,
encoding is the process by which the unconscious mind disguises and expresses forbidden thoughts,
translating them into an acceptable form before they enter conscious awareness, thereby protecting the
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psyche. Decoding is the subsequent analytical work done to uncover their true meaning. Therefore, we
can view sublimation as the encoding of drive energy into productive, socially acceptable behaviors. |
apply this theory to the creative process, specifically creative writing, where a raw emotional state (the
pre-verbal) is translated and encoded into a physical piece of art (symbols and language). However, |
view decoding as a two-directional process — the interpretation of this symbolic expression of raw
emotion by both the author (reintegration) and the readers (incorporation). I will apply this theory to
the written double to make the dual nature of the process clearer.

Since the human author contains multitudes, the written double is imperfect. The mirror image
is incomplete and fragmented because it only reflects a part of the self. Only when the text is re-
integrated, when the two selves unite, is the image completed. This is the highest form of sublimation
and is the core function of writing and creative expression for the author herself. When it comes to the
readers, this process works differently. They only have access to the written double, to that fragmented
mirror image of the author. But it is precisely its incompleteness that gives space to readers to
reconstruct it according to their own desires. This is especially true when reading the texts of authors
whose biography heavily influenced their writing, like Sylvia Plath. For decades, there’s been an
attempt to reconstruct her life through her work, to access the full image: the person made of flesh and
bone. And this is the big drama of Plath’s reception — we are too keen to take her words literally, as the
full reflection of her identity. We read her private journals and letters, failing to understand that they,
too, are only fragments from the mirror, incapable of reflecting the entirety of the person who wrote
them. Instead of interpreting the “I” of every text as a written double, an incomplete image that serves
a poetic structure, separate from the author, we meld them into one. In our attempt to reconstruct the
full image, what we are actually doing is internalizing those fragments, filling the gaps with our own
experiences. We can never know the author; she is dead, but we are too busy picking the body apart,
cannibalizing the pieces to satisfy our personal voyeuristic desires. By the act of incorporation, we are
actually trying to fill a gap in our own psychic structures. We overlay the bits and pieces of the dead
author with our experiences, creating a new layer, a double exposure.

This makes writing a complex psychic process that, as mentioned earlier, goes two ways. On
the one hand, the author externalizes parts of the self which then, ideally, are re-integrated.
Consequently, the reader encounters this externalized self as “other”, recognizes aspects of themselves
within it, and identifies with it. The written double, thus, becomes a mirror to the reader’s self. But that
image is a projection of the self, overlayed on the author, interpreted as foreign, outside of the self.
According to Jacques Lacan (2006), the self is relationally constituted. That means the “other” is not
secondary to identity formation — it is necessary for it. Through the voyeuristic gaze, the subject learns
to see itself from the outside, as an image, and the self is built through an objectified version of itself.
The act of looking stabilizes the viewer’s own ego position. Rather than gazing directly at oneself, one
gazes at externalized versions of one’s fantasies, fears, wounds, or idealizations embodied by others, in
our case, the projected image of the author. The written double then has the potential to compensate for
the reader’s inner psychic fragmentation by providing a recognizable structure.

Every reader’s interpretation of the real author is, essentially, different, as he only has access
to the fragments, the twisted mirror image. Thus, the dead author becomes an endless source for self-
creation. It is the very fact of her death, her incompleteness, that gives her a mythic function and allows
for this process. The rebirth of the author is a result of an ongoing process of projection, identification,
and reconstruction. On social media, this extends further; the internalized version is then externalized
again as a performance. The figure of the author is reanimated as a sort of Frankenstein’s monster —
fragmented, each part appropriated, personalized for the individual purposes of each user, and enacted
for the public gaze. The author survives digitally as a reconstructed symbolic body assembled
collectively through reader participation, not as a coherent historical person. The death of the author is
necessary, as it empties her of substance, giving her just the right amount of ambiguity to make her
suitable for the role. This is a role previously given to mystics and shamans. As Barthes writes, ‘in
ethnographic societies, narrative is never assumed by a person but by a mediator, shaman, or reciter,
whose "performance” (i.e., his mastery of the narrative code) can be admired, but never his "genius"’
(Barthes, 1986, p. 49). This is the function of the written double — the mediator, a vessel for each
reader’s psychic integration, just like mythic heroes have functioned for thousands of years,
transforming through time, adapting in order to reflect society’s contemporary needs. This also explains
why certain figures become cultural myths while others don’t. Mythic figures tend to embody symbolic

224



»LINGUARUM UNIVERSE”, VOLUME 3, ISSUE 2
DOI: 10.5281/zenodo.21109043

contradictions that allow for broad projection: suffering and brilliance, vulnerability and transcendence;
they become psychologically inhabitable. They are also loaded with mystic symbolism.

Sylvia Plath’s Digital Afterlife

Within this framework, the myth is the public interpretation of the written double as a whole
instead of a fragmented mirror image, where the gaps are filled with a new layer of meaning — a
projection of each reader’s inner life. This aligns with Barthes’ (1991) understanding of myth as a
second-order signification system, where the original object is stripped of its history, emptied, and
turned into a mere vessel for an added implication, which is often ideological. The sign of the first order
becomes a signifier for a new, hidden meaning. From this semiotic perspective, the author is the
completed sign of the first layer, and the written double (the fragmented author) is the signifier of the
second layer; then the new signified is the projected meaning, and the myth is the combination of the
two. When it comes to Sylvia Plath, the myth includes all simplified interpretations that exist in the
collective imagination, often related to her death. In popular culture, her name creates an immediate
association with depression, and in many movies and TV series, the Sylvia Plath reader has been
depicted as a suffering young woman. Certain symbols, like the gas stove and figs, are now shorthand
for suicide and an identity crisis.

The posthumous publication of Ariel in 1965 played a decisive role in shaping the literary
reputation of Sylvia Plath. When she died in the early morning of February 11, 1963, Plath left behind
a manuscript of poems written primarily during the final months of her life — a period marked by a
sudden burst of creativity. The thematic center of her last poems and the manner in which they were
written, combined with her premature death, gave Plath an almost mystic quality. The poems appeared
uncannily prophetic and came to be read as both a final artistic statement and a premonition. For
decades, Plath’s been mythologized as a tortured genius, the doomed poet whose tragic end was an
inevitable necessity for the creative eruption of her art. It’s understandable that, read retroactively, her
poems gain a new dimension that easily overshadows pure literary analysis. And in truth, Plath’s work
has always been deeply informed by autobiographical material, which she re-shaped in the manner of
familiar literary narratives and ancient myths, creating her own mythopoetic arc — a complex new
structure that resists simple interpretation. In the words of Ted Hughes, her poems are “chapters in a
mythology where the plot, seen as a whole and in retrospect, is strong and clear” (Hughes, 1996, p. 82).
Arguably, Sylvia Plath’s work is most potent when we don’t attempt to read it literally or mystically in
view of her own fate, but when we allow ourselves to hold both layers the way she envisioned them —
as a poetic structure. However, the emotional and symbolic resonance of the myth is more powerful
than the real writer, made of flesh and bone. Her life and work have fused in the popular imagination,
creating a symbolically rich symbiosis — the written double as myth, elevating her beyond the ordinary
realm, to a prophet, a “high priestess of the intellect”, as she called herself (Plath, 2017, p. 781).

In my analysis, however, I stray from Barthes’ cultural interpretation of myths and look at them
from an additional, psychological perspective. In my view, myths can have a stabilizing function for
psychic integration. As we’ve already explored the relationship between the author and the written
double, we’ve seen that it can serve as a mirror to the self, making known what is otherwise stuck inside
as a mute core. This is writing as externalization. But creative expression through sublimation can both
redeem and destroy. If the image is re-integrated, this union preserves the self’s structure; if it’s not, it
risks a psychic split. In my larger research, | view the Ariel poems as a linguistic purge, a sudden,
violent eruption, as opposed to the more controlled and structured writing of her prose and earlier
poems. This purge is abject, as it is both inside and outside. According to Kristeva (1984), the abject is
what the subject expels; it’s something that was once part of the self (like bodily fluids — often
referenced in Plath’s late poems) but now stands outside. As such, the abject provokes both horror and
fascination, and it’s not accidental that it is precisely those late poems that have caught the attention of
readers and critics the most. For the author, this type of explosive writing can be dangerous because it
exists at the border of psychosis and threatens fragmentation. Only if it is reintegrated successfully does
it serve its stabilizing function. This is where the private mythopoetic narrative can come as a sort of
second layer, a structure that knots the psyche together. This goes a level beyond sublimation, because
it’s not merely an expression of the drive, but a mode of being and survival. Plath accomplished this
through the creation of a personal mythology mediated by the written self, where everything becomes
symbolic and meaningful. The Ariel poems function simultaneously as a semiotic eruption and a
mythopoetic knot — a space where destructive drive energy finds rhythmic articulation and psychic
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containment. The poetic speaker emerges as a symbolic double that binds and organizes the poet’s
fragmented experience into a narrative centered on death and rebirth. For readers, similarly, there is an
unconscious desire for incorporation. By consuming the abject poetry, they attempt the same internal
union. Through identification with the written double (the “I” of the poetry, the external), and a
reconstruction of the myth, readers turn it into a shared inner structure.

All of this makes Plath especially suitable for the role of modern mystic. Throughout her life,
she carefully constructed the stabilizing arc of her own literary mythos. She was already tackling the
mystic function of writing, creating this private mythopoetic narrative, which was then ready to be
consumed by readers. There was no need to transform it; it was already there; it simply moved from the
personal to the public. Since digital space is an open field of collaboration, there is a myth that is
participatory: a source for this new meta-story that builds on the original text. Plath’s resurrection
narrative has become a central metaphor for the lives of modern readers — they are no longer mere
consumers, but co-writers and myth-makers. The public performance of the myth functions as a ritual
for self-creation and meaning, in the same vein as ancient mythic narratives have guided individuals
through moments of crisis and transformation. This aligns with Joseph Campbell’s view that poets
function as modern-day mystics, whose work is to present “eternal mysteries in terms of a contemporary
context of life” (Campbell, 1990, p. 246).

Conclusion

The extent of Plath’s posthumous fame is a cultural phenomenon that has fascinated scholars
and readers for decades. Even the opposing tendency to dissociate her work from her life is an indirect
commentary on the myth. In their attempt to elevate the “seriousness” of Plath’s writing, many critics
have ended up accusing her readers of “misreading” it and fetishizing her life. Janet Badia offers a
detailed outline of this tendency in her book Sylvia Plath and the Mythology of Women Readers, arguing
that “Until attention is paid to these histories, [...] Plath studies will remain bogged down by its
excessive worry over the reading practices of Plath’s general audience and its concomitant need to shut
down certain approaches to her work, rather than encourage the diversity of interpretations surely made
possible by the impressive nature of Plath’s body of writings” (Badia, 2011, Introduction). This
diversity of interpretations is not only possible but central to the way readers consume and reproduce
literature in the digital age. In this context, Barthes’ concept of the death of the author becomes loaded
with new meaning: the birth of the reader is the rebirth of the author as a collective ritual. The work is
no longer interpreted critically, but reenacted; the reader takes part in the author’s symbolic cycle. By
posting Sylvia Plath content, users become active participants in the ritual. By sharing the familiar signs
and symbols, they contribute to the group storytelling of this new internet folklore.

On platforms like Instagram, TikTok, and Tumblr, users engage with “Sylvia Plath” through
fragments — personal posts, quotes, aesthetic images, and symbolic associations, instead of through
close reading and literary analysis. It is important to recognize the ambivalence of this practice. On one
hand, the romanticization of Plath risks flattening her work, reducing her to a tragic cliché that
contributes to the historical tendency to fetishize suffering. Her complexity as a person and writer can
be overshadowed by the iconography of her death. On the other hand, these processes offer a symbolic
language for expressing pain, a myth through which individuals can make meaning. By changing our
approach to the myth, we may be better prepared to examine Sylvia Plath’s evolving cultural legacy,
particularly her portrayal on social media, where her image is often romanticized and transformed into
a modern mythic heroine. Rather than condemning this practice as misreading, we might view it as
mythopoetic — a continuation of the symbolic structure that Sylvia Plath herself initiated. Instead of
being dead, the author is transfigured; online, her myth becomes a script to live by.

Today, “Sylvia Plath” operates as a cultural signifier onto which collective anxieties can be
projected and that knots them together. The inner myth escaped its author, exceeding and replacing the
historical person. The resurrection narrative present in her work fused with her biography after her
death, creating a lens through which she continues to be interpreted and reproduced. The trajectory
traced throughout this paper is ultimately one of migration. As part of a larger study on the relationship
between author and reader in relation to the written double, I have examined how the mirror image can
move from the individual to the public sphere. What once functioned as a personal psychic structure
(Plath’s written double) has become available for the readers’ collective use and their own stabilizing
arc. Society returns to her myth repeatedly in order to negotiate its own ambivalent relationship with
death and creativity.
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