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INTRODUCTION:
MORE THAN JUST
GLASS

At  first  glance,  a  bell
jar might appear to be
a  s imp le  p i ece  o f
glassware, a relic from
a  high  school  science
l a b  o r  a  q u a i n t
decoration in a vintage
shop.  Shaped  like  a
bell  with  a  flat  base
and a handle or  knob
a t  t h e  t o p ,  i t  i s  a
transparent,  domed
container  that  has
served  a  surprising
variety  of  purposes
a c r o s s  s c i e n c e ,
literature,  and  daily
life. But what is a bell
jar  truly,  beyond  its
physical  form?  The
answer is complex. It is

a  tool  for  creating  a
vacuum,  a  shield  for
protecting  delicate
objects, and one of the
m o s t  p o w e r f u l
metaphors  for  mental
isolation  in  modern
l i terature.  To  ask,
"What is a bell jar?" is
t o  e x p l o r e  t h e
intersection of physics,
horticulture,  and  the
human  psyche.  This
article  unpacks  the
definition,  the  science,
the symbolism, and the
cultural  significance  of
this remarkable object,
offering  a  complete
and  naturally  flowing
exploration for anyone
curious about its many
meanings.

THE SCIENTIFIC
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BELL JAR: A
LABORATORY

ESSENTIAL

In  i t s  most  l i te ra l
sense,  a  bell  jar  is  a
piece  of  laboratory
e q u i p m e n t  u s e d
primarily  in  physics
and  chemistry.  It  is
typically made of thick,
d u r a b l e  g l a s s  t o
withstand  changes  in
a i r  p ressure .  The
defining  feature  is  its
open  bottom,  which
allows it  to  be placed
on a flat,  airtight base,
s u c h  a s  a  r u b b e r
gasket  o r  a  meta l
p late .  When  a i r  i s
pumped  ou t  f r om
under the jar, it creates
a  vacuum  or  a  low-
pressure environment.

How a
Bell Jar

Works in
Vacuum
Experime
nts
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
famous  c lassroom
d e m o n s t r a t i o n s
involving  a  bell  jar  is
t h e  " b e l l  j a r
experiment."  A  small
electric  bell  or  buzzer
is placed on a soft pad
inside  the  jar.  As  the
a i r  i s  g r a d u a l l y
removed by a vacuum
pump, the sound of the
bell  becomes  fainter
and  fa in ter ,  even
though the clapper can
still  be  seen  striking
t h e  b e l l .  T h i s
experiment  elegantly
d e m o n s t r a t e s  a
fundamental  principle
o f  phys ics :  sound
requires  a  medium,
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such as air, to travel. In
a vacuum, there are no
a i r  m o l e c u l e s  t o
vibrate,  so  the  sound
canno t  r each  the
listener.  The  bell  jar,
therefore, is not just a
container;  it  is  a  tool
for  isolating  a  space
from  the  surrounding
atmosphere,  allowing
scientists  to  observe
p h e n o m e n a  i n  a
c o n t r o l l e d
environment.

Other
Laborator
y and
Industrial
Applicatio
ns
B e y o n d  t e a c h i n g
physics,  bell  jars  are

used  in  a  variety  of
scientific and industrial
sett ings.  They  are
employed  in  vacuum
drying, where sensitive
materials  are  dried
under low pressure to
prevent  degradation.
T h e y  a r e  u s e d  i n
c h e m i c a l  v a p o r
deposition  processes
for  creating  thin  films
a n d  c o a t i n g s .  I n
materials  science,  a
bell jar can be used to
test  the  outgassing
p r o p e r t i e s  o f
substances. The ability
to  create  a  sealed,
transparent,  and  low-
pressure  environment
makes the bell  jar  an
indispensable  tool  for
researchers  who  need
to  observe  a  reaction
or  process  without
interference  from  the
a m b i e n t  a i r .  T h e
versat i l i ty  o f  th is
simple  glass  dome
highlights  the  depth
behind  the  question,



4

4 What Is A Bell Jar 2023-07-04

"What is a bell jar?" It
i s  a  c o n t r o l l e d
e n v i r o n m e n t ,  a
scientific  instrument,
and  a  window  into
invisible  forces.

THE BELL JAR IN
LITERATURE:
SYLVIA PLATH'S
MASTERPIECE

For millions of readers,
the  phrase  "bell  jar"
e v o k e s  n o t  a
laboratory  instrument,
but  a  novel.  Sylvia
P l a t h ' s  s e m i -
autobiographical  work,
" T h e  B e l l  J a r , "
publ ished  in  1963
under  the  pseudonym
Victoria  Lucas,  is  a
cornerstone  of  20th-
century  Amer ican
literature.  The  novel
tells the story of Esther
Greenwood,  a  bright
and  ambitious  young
woman  who  descends
into severe depression.
The  bell  jar  becomes
the  central,  haunting

metaphor  f o r  he r
m e n t a l  s t a t e .  T o
understand what a bell
j a r  m e a n s  i n  t h i s
context is to grasp the
depth of Plath's literary
genius.

The Plot
and the
Protagoni
st's
Journey
The  nove l  fo l lows
Esther  Greenwood
during  her  summer
internship at a fashion
magazine in New York
C i t y  a n d  h e r
subsequent  mental
breakdown.  Esther  is
talented,  intelligent,
and successful  on the
surface,  yet  she  feels
p r o f o u n d l y
disconnected from the
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world around her. She
is unable to decide on
a  f u t u r e ,  f e e l i n g
p a r a l y z e d  b y  t h e
limited  options  she
perceives for women in
the 1950s. As the story
p r o g r e s s e s ,  h e r
depression  deepens,
leading  to  suic ide
a t t e m p t s ,
hospitalization,  and
various  treatments
i n c l u d i n g
e l e c t r o c o n v u l s i v e
therapy.  The narrative
is  a  painful,  honest,
and  da rk l y  comic
exploration  of  mental
illness,  identity,  and
societal  pressure.

The Bell
Jar as a
Metaphor

for
Mental
Illness
The  metaphor  of  the
bell  jar  is  introduced
explicitly in the novel.
Esther  describes  her
depression as a feeling
of being trapped under
a  t r a n s p a r e n t ,
suffocating  glass
dome. She can see the
world  moving  around
her,  but  she  cannot
touch it, feel it, or be a
par t  o f  i t .  The  j a r
distorts her perception
and  isolates  her  from
g e n u i n e  h u m a n
connection. In her own
words,  "Wherever  I
sat—on the deck of  a
ship or at a street café
in Paris  or  Bangkok—I
would be sitting under
the same glass bell jar,
stewing in my own sour
air ."  This  image  is
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incredibly  powerful
because it captures the
essence of depression:
not just sadness, but a
profound isolation and
a  fee l ing  o f  be ing
disconnected  from
reality.  The bell  jar  is
airtight,  and  the  air
inside  grows  stale,
s y m b o l i z i n g  t h e
suffocating,  self-
c o n t a i n e d ,  a n d
inescapable  nature  of
mental  suffering.  Even
after  she  receives
treatment and the bell
jar  is  "lifted,"  Esther
remains  haunted  by
the  knowledge  that  it
could descend again at
any  moment .  Th is
m e t a p h o r  h a s
resonated  so  deeply
with readers that "bell
jar"  has  become  a
recognized  shorthand
for  the  experience  of
clinical depression.

Why the
Metaphor
Endures
The enduring power of
the  bell  jar  metaphor
lies  in  its  specificity
and its  universality.  It
is not a vague sense of
gloom;  it  is  a  precise
image  of  entrapment.
The  transparency  of
the  glass  means  that
the  suffering  is  hidden
f rom  o the r s—the
person  inside  the  jar
looks  normal,  even
successfu l ,  to  the
outside  world.  This
captures  the  invisible
n a t u r e  o f  m e n t a l
illness, a struggle that
often  goes  unseen  by
friends and family.  By
giving  this  experience
a name and a  shape,
P l a t h  p r o v i d e d  a
l a n g u a g e  f o r
something  that  had



What Is A Bell Jar 7

7

been  ineffable.  For
anyone  who  has  ever
felt  disconnected,
isolated,  or  trapped
inside their own mind,
the question "What is a
bell  jar?"  is  answered
with a deep,  resonant
understanding. It is the
feeling  of  being  alive
but not living, present
but  not  participating.
T h i s  l i t e r a r y
c o n t r i b u t i o n  h a s
arguably made the bell
jar  more  famous  than
any  scientific
experiment ever could.

BELL JARS IN
HORTICULTURE
AND DECORATION

Long before they were
u s e d  i n  l a b s  o r
literature,  bell  jars
served  a  pract ical
purpose in gardens and
homes. In this context,
they  are  often  called
c loches ,  f rom  the
French word for "bell."
A  c loche  i s  a  be l l -

shaped  glass  cover
used to protect young
or delicate plants from
cold  weather,  wind,
and pests. By trapping
s o l a r  h e a t  a n d
moisture,  a  cloche
creates  a  miniature
greenhouse  effect,
allowing  gardeners  to
extend  the  growing
s e a s o n  o r  s t a r t
seedlings earlier in the
spring.  This  simple,
elegant  solution  to
plant  protection  is
another  power fu l
answer to the question,
"What is a bell jar?"

From
Garden to
Display
Case
Beyond its horticultural
utility, the bell jar has
become  a  staple  of
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interior  design  and
museum  display.  Its
crystal-clear  glass
p r o v i d e s  a n
unobtrusive  way  to
showcase  precious  or
fragile  items  while
protecting  them  from
dust,  handling,  and
e n v i r o n m e n t a l
damage.  You  might
find a bell jar covering:

A preserved
butterfly or
taxidermy
specimen
A vintage clock
or a piece of
antique jewelry
A delicate
porcelain figurine
A terrarium with
moss, air plants,
or succulents
A single,
dramatic flower
or a piece of
dried botanicals

In this decorative role,
the bell  jar  retains its
essential  quality  of

i s o l a t i o n  a n d
preservation. It creates
a  focal  point,  drawing
the  eye  to  the  object
within while keeping it
safe  and pristine.  The
aesthetic appeal of the
bell jar lies in its ability
to  bestow  a  sense  of
i m p o r t a n c e  a n d
reverence on whatever
i t  e n c l o s e s .  I t
transforms an ordinary
object  into  a  curated
artifact.

THE BELL JAR AS A
SYMBOL IN
MODERN CULTURE

The  influence  of  Sylvia
Plath's novel has been
so  profound  that  the
b e l l  j a r  h a s
t r a n s c e n d e d  i t s
p h y s i c a l  f o r m  t o
become  a  powerful
cultural  symbol.  It
appears  in  art,  music,
and  film  as  a
representat ion  of
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
confinement.  The
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image  of  a  person
trapped under a glass
dome  is  a  common
visual  shorthand  for
alienation, anxiety, and
the feeling of being an
outsider. In discussions
about  mental  health
awareness, the phrase
"living under a bell jar"
i s  i m m e d i a t e l y
understood by many as
a  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f
depression's  isolating
grip.  This  symbolic
weight  enriches  the
answer  to  "What  is  a
bell jar?" It is no longer
just an object; it is an
icon.
Today,  the  bell  jar  is
a l s o  a  s y m b o l  o f
fragility and protection.
In  a  world  that  often
fee l s  chaot i c  and
overwhelming, the idea
of encasing something
beautiful or precious in
a  glass  dome  has  a
cer ta in  appea l .  I t
represents a desire to
preserve,  to  hold  still,

and to protect against
the  ravages  of  time
and the outside world.
This  duality—the  bell
j a r  a s  a  p r i s o n  o f
i so lat ion  and  as  a
s h i e l d  o f
preservation—makes it
a  uniquely  complex
and resonant object. It
can  be  a  source  of
suffocation  or  a  vessel
of  safety,  depending
entirely on the context.

COMMON
QUESTIONS ABOUT
BELL JARS

What is
the
differenc
e
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between
a bell jar
and a

cloche?
In  modern  usage,  the
terms  are  often  used
interchangeably,  but
t h e r e  i s  a  s u b t l e
distinction. A bell jar is
the general term for a
glass,  bel l -shaped
container.  A  cloche  is
specifically  a  bell  jar
used  for  gardening,
usually  with  a  small
knob or handle on top.
H o w e v e r ,  i n
decoration,  the  term
"be l l  j a r "  i s  more
c o m m o n ,  w h i l e
"cloche" is preferred in
gardening  contexts.
Both refer to the same
basic shape.

Can a bell
jar be
used to
store
food?
While  traditional  bell
jars  are  not  designed
fo r  f ood  s to rage ,
modern  variat ions
exist.  However,  the
classic scientific bell jar
is  not  airtight  in  the
way  a  canning  jar  is,
and  it  is  not  suitable
for  preserving  food.
The  primary  use  of  a
bell jar for food is as a
decorative cover for a
cake, cheese board, or
pie,  keeping  it  fresh
and  pest-free  for  a
short  period.
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How is a
vacuum
created
in a bell

jar?
A vacuum is created by
connecting the base of
t h e  b e l l  j a r  t o  a
vacuum pump. The bell
jar  is  placed  on  a  flat,
s m o o t h  s u r f a c e ,
typically with a rubber
gasket to create a tight
s e a l .  T h e  p u m p
removes air molecules
from  the  enclosed
space,  lowering  the
pressure  and  creating
a partial vacuum.

Is a bell

jar
fragile?
Most  scientific  bell  jars
are  made  from  thick
borosil icate  glass,
which  is  resistant  to
thermal  shock  and
p h y s i c a l  i m p a c t .
However, they are still
glass and can break if
dropped  or  subjected
to  sudden,  extreme
temperature  changes.
Decorative bell jars are
o f t e n  m a d e  f r o m
thinner,  more  fragile
glass.

CONCLUSION: A
TRANSPARENT
VESSEL OF MANY
MEANINGS

So, what is a bell jar? It
is a simple glass dome
with a remarkably rich
and varied identity.  In
the  laboratory,  it  is  a
precise  instrument  for
exploring  the  physics



12

12 What Is A Bell Jar 2023-07-04

of sound and pressure.
In  the  garden,  it  is  a
protective  cloche  that
nurtures  new  life.  In
the  home,  i t  i s  an
elegant  display  case
that  preserves  and
celebrates beauty. And
i n  l i t e r a t u r e  a n d
culture, it is a profound
and enduring metaphor
for  the  suffocating
isolation  of  mental
illness,  an  image  that
has  given  voice  to
countless  individuals
s t r u g g l i n g  w i t h
depression.

T h e  b e l l  j a r  i s  a
transparent vessel, and
its  meaning is  shaped
entirely  by  what  it
contains—whether that
is a vacuum, a plant, a
precious object, or the
t rapped  sou l  o f  a
character  like  Esther
G r e e n w o o d .  I t s
simplicity is its power.
It is a shape that holds
both  scientific  truth
and human experience,
m a k i n g  i t  a  t r u l y
unique and compelling
o b j e c t .  F r o m  t h e
physics


