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For my parents and my sister










INTRODUCTION Kicking at the Door of Fame



In 1950s America, women were not supposed to be ambitious.


When Sylvia Plath graduated from Smith College in 1955, her commencement speaker, Adlai Stevenson, praised the female graduates and pronounced the purpose of their education was so they could be entertaining and well-informed wives when their husbands returned home from work. The postwar ideals of domesticity, the nuclear family, and the white middle-class woman who stayed at home dominated American thought until the mid-1960s. For those with enough privilege, a woman’s place was ensuring that a strong family unit would mean a strong, united society. Women were respected for not pursuing their own careers or ambitions. So, they had a lot to look forward to then.


Six years after graduation, when she was writing The Bell Jar, Plath satirized this viewpoint with the memorable lines: “What a man is is an arrow into the future, and what a woman is is the place the arrow shoots off from.”1 But subversively, Plath’s narrator, the sassy and wry Esther Greenwood, declared, “The trouble was, I hated the idea of serving men in any way.”2 Far from planning to be a well-informed and interesting wife, Plath’s protagonist wanted an ambitious and varied future on her own terms. She rejected gendered double standards in all their forms, declaring that if men could do what they wanted and have sex with whom they wanted, so could she. One can only imagine how men must have withered beneath her gaze. Upon her first glimpse of male genitalia, Esther Greenwood pondered, “The only thing I could think of was turkey neck and turkey gizzards and I felt very depressed.”3 (Hetero)sexual liberation had its drawbacks.


In 1959, when Anne Sexton won a fellowship to study poetry under the greatly respected American poet Theodore Roethke, she wrote sarcastically to her poet friend Carolyn Kizer that he probably wouldn’t like her work and she’d be left sobbing in her “cave of womanhood.” More seriously, though, Sexton described the frustration of “kicking at the door of fame that men run and own and won’t give us the password for.”4


But in 1950s America, Sylvia Plath and Anne Sexton met for the first time. Both were emerging poets, and both were hugely ambitious women in a cultural moment that did not know how to deal with ambitious women. They realized that to pursue their desire to be writers would require determination, energy, and resilience. Operating in a male-dominated discipline was not easy, and their rebellion against the status quo seethed just below the surface.


Curiously, Plath and Sexton both grew up in Wellesley, a suburb of Boston, but never met during their teenage years. When their paths did finally cross, Plath was twenty-six and Sexton was thirty. Their meeting was dramatic and literary, in a writing workshop at Boston University run by the well-known poet Robert Lowell. Throughout the spring of 1959, on a Tuesday afternoon between 2 and 4 p.m., Plath and Sexton shared the same seminar space, room 222 at 236 Bay State Road. This room still exists today: tiny, with creaking wooden floors, a book-lined wall, and three airy windows offering a glimpse of the Charles River. It is a space that seems too small to have housed the personalities of Lowell, Sexton, and Plath. Sexton described it as “a dismal room the shape of a shoe box. It was a bleak spot, as if it had been forgotten for years, like the spinning room in Sleeping Beauty’s castle.”5 The two women spent hours reading their poems, listening to about eighteen other students, and taking advice from Lowell about what they were working on. The atmosphere was mostly awkward silences, slight terror at having their poems chosen for discussion, and equal terror at having them ignored. Poet Kathleen Spivack, who attended these classes as an undergraduate student, wrote, “The experience of being there was nerve-racking.”6 Lowell dominated with one question he repeated again and again, “But what does the poem really mean?” Often long, uncomfortable silences would follow, and students would make embarrassed eye contact with each other or shift nervously in their seats. Sometimes, for Sexton, the silences would get too much “so I act like a bitch… [H]e will be dissecting some great poem and will say ‘Why is this line so good. What makes it good?’ and there is total silence. Everyone afraid to speak. And finally, because I can stand it no longer, I speak up saying, ‘I don’t think it’s so good at all. You would never allow us sloppy language like that.’ ”7 Students also observed Lowell’s moods and manic depression with some alarm, noticing how during certain seminars he simply seemed, in Sexton’s words, “so gracefully insane.” Insomuch as he was a brilliant poet-critic, he could be distracted and vague, and would become increasingly obsessed with the same point during his manic phases. He could lash out at students if they said the wrong thing or irritated him. One April afternoon, he was so agitated that they became convinced he was about to throw himself out the window. In fact, immediately after the class, he was admitted to McLean Hospital on the outskirts of Boston, where Plath had already been a patient and Sexton would eventually become one.


Although during these sessions Plath and Sexton tentatively circled each other, Lowell finally paired them up. Perhaps he saw a similarity that neither woman could see. Perhaps he saw thematic connections in their work. Or maybe it was just chance. Whatever it was, the two women were then connected and forced to work together, and from this point on their friendship took a different turn. Plath had a grudging respect for Sexton and was ambivalent in her praise. Her journal notes that Lowell had “set me up with Ann [sic] Sexton, an honor, I suppose. Well about time. She has very good things, and they get better, though there is a lot of loose stuff.”8 Sexton, on the other hand, was keen to indicate that she was the trailblazer whom Plath, and other poets, followed: “She heard, and George Starbuck heard, that I was auditing a class at Boston University given by Robert Lowell. They kind of followed me in…”9 What Sexton’s casual claim overlooks was her insecurity and fear at asking to be admitted. Her exchange of letters with Robert Lowell reveal a nervous, apologetic-sounding Sexton admitting that she is not a graduate, has not been to college, and has been writing for only a year. Included with the letter are manuscripts of “The Musicians,” “Consorting with Angels,” “Man and Wife,” and “Mother and Jack and the Rain.” Lowell responded warmly, assuring Sexton that of course she qualified for the course and that he had read her poems with admiration and envy. An elated Sexton replied, saying she planned to frame his letter and would require no further praise from anyone for “possibly a month.”10


As with all small literary circles there was competition and jealousy among the same people applying for the same prizes, fellowships, and publishing opportunities. Literary life in the cobbled streets of the Beacon Hill area of Boston brimmed with poets: Plath, Sexton, Lowell, Starbuck, Ted Hughes, Adrienne Rich, and W. S. Merwin. Plath immediately felt direct competition and rivalry over awards such as the Yale Series of Younger Poets prize, an award she coveted (but much to her fury finally went to George Starbuck).


Students who audited Lowell’s class recalled the polar differences between Sexton and Plath, who each in her own way created an atmosphere of awe. Sexton was often late, all breezy and open, jangling with jewelry, wearing brightly printed dresses and glamorous hairstyles, and chain-smoking. According to Spivack, Sexton was a soft presence in the class, observing keenly with her green eyes behind cigarette smoke. She used her shoe as an ashtray. Her late entrances were dramatic as she stood in the doorway, dropping books and papers and cigarette stubs, while the men in the class jumped to their feet and found her a seat. Her hands shook when she read her poems aloud.


Plath on the other hand was mostly silent and often turned up early. Spivack would find her already seated at the table when she arrived, astonishingly still and perfectly composed. Her pencil would be poised over a notebook, or she would be reading and paying no attention to the comings and goings, the chair scrapings and nervous coughing. Occasionally Spivack found Plath a little restless and preoccupied, pleasant but noncommittal, with an intent, unnerving stare. In contrast to Sexton’s appearance, Plath wore her hair pulled severely into a bun and owned a range of sensible buttoned-up shirts and cardigans. Her camel hair coat would either be carefully folded over the back of her chair or wrapped around her shoulders. She mostly took the seat at the foot of the table, directly opposite Lowell, and was the only student there who was not out-intellectualized by him. None of his obscure references were obscure to Plath; she was impeccably educated. When she did speak it was often to make a devastating comment about somebody else’s work, though she could be equally brilliant at analyzing structure, rhythms, and scanning. Most students were afraid of her. While outwardly Plath seemed self-contained and critical, those sharing the room with her could not have known the doubt, agony, and longing she was pouring into her journals: “I have a vision of the poems I would write, but do not. When will they come?”11 she asked plaintively in March 1959.


At this early stage in their writing careers, both Sexton and Plath were married, seemingly living the conventional lifestyle expected of white, middle-class, heterosexual American women lucky enough to have a certain level of privilege. Sexton’s husband, Alfred Muller Sexton II, known as Kayo, worked in her family’s business selling wool samples. Plath’s husband, Ted Hughes, was an increasingly well-known poet whose success at that stage easily eclipsed Plath’s. But running alongside this surface acceptance of the dutiful housewife was an underlying rejection of suffocating gender roles and expectations. Plath mostly vented these frustrations in her journals, complaining about herself, her husband, her writer’s block, and her fury at rejections and failed applications. Sexton took lovers, and in the spring of 1959 she began an affair with her classmate George Starbuck. He, too, was an emerging poet and a junior editor at the publishing house Houghton Mifflin. The poet-editor Peter Davison recalls Starbuck being “all knees and elbows, tall as a crane with great shadows under his eyes, and a slow melancholy, throw-away manner of speaking…”12 This affair developed under the watchful and disapproving eye of Plath, who decided the best way to deal with it was to turn it into a story: “Here is horror. And all the details.”13


The affair was almost certainly sparked by the after-class drinking that Plath, Sexton, and Starbuck started soon after encountering one another. Following the seminar, the three of them would pile into the front seat of Sexton’s old Ford Saloon and drive through Boston to the Ritz-Carlton on the edge of the Public Garden. Here, Sexton would pull into a loading-only zone, yelling at bemused hotel workers, “It’s okay, because we are only going to get loaded!”14 Then Starbuck would hold out his arms and Plath and Sexton would take one each and drink, in Sexton’s words, “three or four or two martinis”15 in the lounge bar of the hotel. Sexton recalled the hushed quiet, plush, dark-red carpeting, leather chairs, and white-coated waiters serving the best of Boston. The three young poets hoped they might be mistaken for Hollywood types with their books, poems, and fiery conversations.


The two women must have realized at this point the many ways in which they were linked and the sensibilities they shared. Poised at the magnificent door of the Ritz, it is tempting to look back through a ghostly history to imagine the conversations that must have taken place over martinis and free potato chips. Both women were demonstrative and enthusiastic talkers, becoming relaxed and louder as they drank more alcohol. If, as Sexton claimed, the conversations were fiery, they must have been talking about things that mattered to them. What might those topics have been? We get tantalizing glimpses and memories, details here and there from journals and letters. Although they came from very different economic backgrounds, both women had overbearing and emotionally demanding mothers. From a young age, both were ambitious in a subversive gendered way, thinking and acting in a manner that was regarded as unusual for women at that time. Neither accepted the double standards regarding sexual pleasure, relationships, marriage, children, and careers. They could only cope with domestic and social expectations if they gave priority to their own time and ambitions. Women were not supposed to even think this in 1950s America, nor were they supposed to leave their husbands waiting for them at home while they went out to drink martinis with friends and lovers in the middle of the afternoon.


Family, poetry, husbands, sex, and Boston gossip in general were all fascinating topics. But Plath and Sexton shared an experience that overshadowed all other conversations that took place at the Ritz bar: they had both survived suicide attempts and mental illness. “We talked death with burned-up intensity,”16 said Sexton. Yes, they knew, in Sexton’s phrasing, that it was “sick,” but they felt death made them more real. Plath had survived a suicide attempt six years earlier when, at age twenty, she hid away in a crawl space of the family home and took a large quantity of sleeping pills. Although this was a determined effort to die, Plath took too many pills and vomited them back up. She gradually came to consciousness two days later with a nasty gash under her right eye where she had repeatedly banged her head on the concrete ground. Sexton had survived numerous suicide attempts, all overdoses, some more serious than others.


These death conversations were treated as scandalous gossip, swapping stories in loving detail under the mostly silent gaze of George Starbuck. “It is a wonder we didn’t depress George with our egocentricity,”17 wrote Sexton. Both women were seeing therapists, and Sexton was completely open about this. Her daughter Linda observed that her mother had no sense of privacy, so if death and suicide were on the table, it seems likely therapy would be too. After their afternoon drinking at the Ritz, they would weave through the streets of Boston to the Waldorf Cafeteria on Tremont Street for a seventy-cent dinner and then Sexton would drive to an evening appointment with her psychiatrist in the city. Plath was in weekly therapy sessions with Dr. Ruth Beuscher, who had treated her immediately following her suicide attempt in 1953. Sexton recalled during these death-suicide talks that they would fix their eyes intently on each other, soaking up the gossip and the details while devouring dish after dish of free potato chips. Aware that this was unusual, that people could not understand the fascination, Sexton was always asked “Why, why?” She tried to answer in her poem “Wanting to Die.” “But suicides have a special language. / Like carpenters they want to know which tools. / They never ask why build.”18


Which tools, she said, was the fascination.


These strange conversations formed the basis of their brief but intense friendship, a friendship based on rivalry, respect, and admiration. Now, years later, the poets are long gone from the Ritz, and the martinis consumed. But the aftermath of those conversations ripple uneasily through time and space. This is partly because both poets trouble what society and culture does to women. Their voices disrupt dominant ideals as their poems tear apart unfaithful men, gender expectations, the difficulties of marriage, how it feels to be a mother, a woman, a woman who menstruates, suffers miscarriages, who enjoys masturbation and sex. On those springtime Boston afternoons during their confessional drinking, Plath and Sexton were more radical than they realized. They began to pave the way for the rest of us. For although Sexton felt as though they were kicking at the door of fame waiting for men to share the password, in the end, the two poets kicked the door down anyway, no password needed, and found their own fame, on their own terms. We, at this later point in time, are lucky to see what is on the other side of that door.










CHAPTER ONE Rebels





I think I would like to call myself “The girl who wanted to be God.”


—Sylvia Plath1


I’m going to aim high. And why not.


—Anne Sexton2





There are two items in the Plath and Sexton archives that evoke a sense of social rebellion. Their address books.


Plath’s is a green snakeskin-patterned pocket-sized book filled mostly with her immaculate handwriting, notes, and annotations. The front cover has the word ADDRESSES on it in embossed gold lettering. The black ink is shiny in places, almost wet looking. Sexton’s is a loose-leafed vibrant red folder that still retains an odd odor. When the archive storage box is opened, it exudes a faint smell of musty nicotine. The plastic cover is sticky to the touch. The front page has a vague imprint of the word TELEPHONE engraved around the bottom of a square plinth holding a picture of what looks to be a once-gold telephone. This item was left on the top of Sexton’s filing cabinet by her desk at the time of her death.


Although occasionally Ted Hughes had added the odd address or phone number in Plath’s book, this very much feels like her own possession. The front page has, written in Plath’s hand, “Mr. & Mrs. Edward J. Hughes,” but the contacts are mostly her own and added neatly by her. Sexton’s address book looks more family-based, with names written in by her children; a more chaotic, shared, practical item. The appearance of the two books somehow manages to reflect the appearance and personalities of the two women, one neat and self-contained, the other wilder and more flamboyant. But what the two books do have in common is the merging of the domestic with the professional. Alongside names of cleaning companies and dishwasher appliances are the editors’ addresses at the New Yorker, the Atlantic Monthly, and publishers such as Faber and Faber, Heinemann, and Houghton Mifflin. Other poet friends, such as Adrienne Rich, Elizabeth Bishop, Marianne Moore, Robert Lowell, T. S. Eliot, Stephen Spender, and Theodore Roethke, are also included.


Leafing through Plath’s address book gives a sense of the range of people and businesses she was engaged with. One page contains contact details for a babysitting service that she perhaps employed so she could go to Faber events where she drank champagne with Eliot, Spender, and Louis MacNeice. The Better Buying Service,3 which she used to purchase a variety of rugs and carpets for Court Green, her Devon home, is listed alongside contact details for the Royal Literary Fund, the Bookseller,4 and the BBC. T. S. Eliot himself shares a page with the South Western Electricity Board. Random House and the Chelsea Review are listed on the same page as the fabulously named Mrs. Reckless (who appears to work at a North London clinic). Memorial trusts, journals, booksellers, publishers, and national newspapers are listed in alphabetical order with a beekeeper, a midwife, home help, and Mrs. Vigors, the Kentish Town cleaner whom Plath suspected was stealing from her.


Like Plath, Sexton’s address book was important to her, so important that she wrote a poem about it called “Telephone,” beginning with a clear, accurate description: “Take a red book called TELEPHONE, / Size eight by four. There it sits. / My red book, name, address and number. / These are all people that I somehow own.”5


While the poem then muses upon all the “dear dead names” that “won’t erase” from the book, what we can see in Sexton’s list of contacts is how closely family, therapists, psychiatric hospitals, suicide hotlines, and pharmacies sit side by side with journals, editors, poetry prize committees, and university contacts. Sexton also lists some impressive poet friends: Elizabeth Bishop, Carolyn Kizer, Adrienne Rich, Maxine Kumin, and W. D. Snodgrass. As her poem suggests, Sexton has tried to erase some names from the book, which is a swirl of strikethroughs, different-colored ink, stains, smears, and smudges. Her eldest daughter, Linda, recalls that this address book was her mother’s Bible, which she carried everywhere, even in the car. At home it was always kept close at hand, and poignantly the book shows how “its decreasing legibility in recent years mirrored her decline.”6 As with Plath’s address book, Sexton’s showed the range of people she was dealing with and the almost double life of housewife-poet, or, as she put it, “I do not live a poet’s life. I look and act like a housewife” until the point when a poem has to be written and then, she writes, “I am a lousy cook, a lousy wife, a lousy mother, because I am too busy wrestling with the poem to remember that I am a normal (?) American housewife.”7


The tension of these two areas running alongside each other, the housewife-mother and the professional poet, was one that both women felt throughout their careers. But it was a position that was frowned upon at the time. Women were expected to sacrifice their careers to ensure a stable home. In fact, in more affluent homes, if women chose to work when the paycheck was not needed, they were regarded as selfish for putting their own needs before those of the family. Marriage and children were part of the national agenda and regarded as one feature that made America superior. Operating within the Cold War agenda, stay-at-home mothers were contrasted favorably with mothers in communist Russia who worked in dismal factories and left their children in cold day-care centers. American wives could be well-groomed, focusing on orderly homes and tending to all their children’s needs.8 As a result of this propaganda, by the 1950s marriage rates were at an all-time high, and women were getting married younger.


Despite the power of this message, neither Plath nor Sexton could fully accept this cultural norm. In 1962, in a candid letter to the sculptor Leonard Baskin, Plath admitted that she was only able to cope with being a wife and mother and all the domestic chores that came with it because she could also write, “which is my life blood & makes it possible for me to be domestic & motherly, which latter is my nature some of the time, & only when I have the other consolations & reprieves.”9 Sexton, too, records on numerous occasions the tension of being a woman as both poet and mother and how she felt displaced among other suburban housewives of the time. And yet neither could, at first, fully reject the societal expectations that formed part of their upbringing. Neither was there really a precedent yet that would support their breaking away from such domestic ideals. That would come too late for Plath, who died just months before the advent of second-wave feminism, a movement that surprisingly did not sweep Sexton up to the extent one might expect.


What Plath and Sexton did try to achieve was a subversive rebellion that increasingly became an open rebellion as they found their voices and their platforms from which to speak. If in 1950s America women of a certain class were supposed to sacrifice their own careers for those of their husbands, Plath and Sexton were having none of it. Both became increasingly outspoken in their poetry, prose, interviews, and correspondence while somehow balancing this against staying fairly conventional in their home lives. Marian Foster, a Devon neighbor, recalls how Plath insisted on going to the Sunday church services in town even though she despised them. When Foster asked her why she persisted, Plath admitted that she was concerned about what people would think if she didn’t attend. Yet Plath’s poems at that time are markedly hostile to religion, and her 1962 short story “Mothers” does little to disguise the local vicar whom Plath exposes as misogynistic and hypocritical. In a letter to her mother she was even more open about the “ghastly sermons” and the rector for whom she was full of “scorn.”10 Yet she still planned to have her children christened there. This rebellion and conformity ran in uneasy conjunction, often bumping into each other. In September 1962, when Plath invited the Fosters to her home for genteel afternoon tea and homemade cakes, they had no idea that that morning she had been furiously writing her infamous Ariel poems.11


Sexton was slightly more daring than Plath in her rejection of conventional ideals and domestic chores. She sometimes tried to bake cakes with the children, but they often went wrong. Kayo, her husband, did most of the cooking. She employed a cleaner and someone to do the laundry. While Sexton occasionally expressed some guilt about this seeming domestic aberration from the expected norm, she also had the courage to stand by her belief that she deserved the time to write and would take it and use it.


What Plath and Sexton established was a position that would last for the rest of their lives and afterlives—that of women who refuse to be silent. Their voices were not just asserting some louder version of the oppressed female experience; their voices were confrontational and started to open up a space for women to express anger, disgust, frustration, and dissatisfaction. Rage became legitimized. They also began writing about the female body in a way that caused genuine shock and revulsion among male editors and critics. Plath’s poems, such as “Lady Lazarus,” “Daddy,” “The Applicant,” and “Fever 103°,” were regarded as dangerously extreme. Sexton’s poems, such as “The Abortion,” “Menstruation at Forty,” and “The Ballad of the Lonely Masturbator,” sent some male critics into apoplectic rage—rage and criticism that Sexton then took on and replied back to in her poems, which presumably left the critics even more paralyzed with fury.


The result was that Plath and Sexton were, and still are, regarded as both troubling and troublesome figures in society. Their work is subjected to the kind of misogynistic critique rarely heaped on other writers. And this gendered attitude filters down to their readers too. Young women are told they’ll “grow out” of reading Plath, that they lack any critical faculties, merely worship at the shrine of a suicide death goddess, and so on. They become objects of humor, no longer proper or serious readers, but rather devotees. Goths and emos who wear black with a death fixation. Plath scholar Janet Badia spends a whole book exploring the ways in which female readers of Plath (and Sexton) are denigrated and used to denigrate the authors themselves, arguing, “Plath’s popularity with women readers is all the evidence that is needed to make a case for the lack of brilliance in her work.”12 The poet-critic John Holmes actually referred to Sexton as evil and warned her best friend Maxine Kumin to stay away from her. In 1977, reviewing Anne Sexton: A Self-Portrait in Letters, Susan Wood declared that the letters have a built-in readership: “those, who since her suicide in 1974 have perversely worshiped her, as they do Sylvia Plath, as some sort of Sacrificial Priestess of Madness and Art… these suicide cultists seem to be predominantly female…”13 In the 1990s Plath’s poems were discussed as being too dangerous for the British ‘A’ level English Literature syllabus for fear they would encourage young readers to kill themselves. Plath and Sexton are portrayed as crazy, suicidal women, an attitude that impressively manages to sweep up sexism and stigma toward mental illness and suicide in one powerful ball of dismissal. Plath’s suicide is often treated as a lighthearted joke. In popular culture, characters in film or on television are always the troubled and anguished characters if they are seen reading Plath or Sexton. It’s all doom, gloom, and misery with a snide swipe at women who apparently take themselves too seriously by reading this stuff. In recent years a fashion magazine used Plath as its inspiration for a clothing photo shoot featuring an oven right in the center of the spread. On social media, people post photographs of themselves attending costume parties dressed as Plath with cardboard ovens on their head. This trivialization of suicide further attempts to belittle and downgrade the power of Plath’s and Sexton’s voices. But despite the attempts to ridicule, these two women refuse to be silent. And, if anything, their voices are becoming louder.


Although both died young, Plath and Sexton have never really gone away. This presence is around in a number of ways. Their books remain in print, and their poems anthologized, ensuring their disruptive voices are still heard. Power is also retained in the full and impressive archives that exist holding their work, personal effects, documents, and correspondence. For those lucky enough to visit, never do they feel more present than when one handles a poetry manuscript, or their typewriters, or some personal effect like a pair of glasses or a dress. These items still contain traces, as though Plath and Sexton have just briefly left the room and will be coming back shortly. Their realness is contained in things and objects. Often Plath’s letters or manuscripts have a brown, wrinkled coffee cup stain. Sexton’s are full of cigarette holes where dropped ash has burned right through the paper. Both women have locks of their hair held in their archives. Hair that retains its vitality; shiny and fresh, as if cut yesterday. Sexton’s lock of baby hair, dating from 1932, is wrapped in cream tissue paper, bound neatly with a pale pink ribbon curved perfectly into an S. The hair removed from a teenage Plath is long, thick, and dense, held together with an elastic band, and curled inside a cardboard box. What this realia achieves is to humanize the women. We see their foibles, their doodles on manuscripts, the traces of what they were eating, drinking, or smoking. We understand their physical dimensions, the color and texture of their hair. They are not these removed or romanticized doomed women writers of an imaginary goddess cult. They were, and remain, relatable women, if extraordinarily gifted poets.


Why are Plath and Sexton regarded as so troublesome? During their lives and in the decade or two afterward, the subject material they used was new ground, and for many, shocking. They started to draw on their own life experiences and then linked these to bigger, more universal themes, a true precursor to the feminist “personal is political” mantra that would follow years later. Sexton opened this up first, having read and been utterly changed forever by “Heart’s Needle,” a poem by W. D. Snodgrass about the loss of his daughter following his divorce. In a 1962 interview, Plath name-checks Sexton as a forerunner in introducing previously taboo subjects into poetry: “I think particularly the poetess Anne Sexton, who writes about her experiences as a mother, as a mother who has had a nervous breakdown, is an extremely emotional and feeling young woman and her poems are wonderfully craftsmanlike poems and yet they have a kind of emotional and psychological depth which I think is something perhaps quite new, quite exciting.”14 Having read All My Pretty Ones, Sexton’s second collection, Plath was left stunned by the poems. In particular she rated “The Black Art,” of which the opening lines are “A woman who writes feels too much, / those trances and portents!”15 But the collection also contained poems about abortion, a failed love affair, the death of Sexton’s parents, and scrutiny of the female body.


It is important to balance this rebellion against the areas where Plath and Sexton did not venture. They absolutely took on the male-dominated discipline they wanted to succeed in, but they took it on as white middle-class women. When Betty Friedan published The Feminine Mystique in 1963 she was criticized for focusing on liberating those women who were entitled enough to take the escape routes she was offering. This involved having a certain level of social, cultural, and economic privilege. Both Plath and Sexton were comfortable employing women from lower social classes to do their housework in order to find time to write. And while both Plath and Sexton would be appalled to think they could ever be regarded as racist, some of their language and observations, in particular about Black people, leave a lot to be desired.16 Nobody battling for change can be expected to take on every single aspect of social injustice, but it is equally important to have conversations about crucial areas that get overlooked. Plath and Sexton operated in the social space they inhabited and tackled the injustices they saw there, and if that meant shocking (male) editors by sending them poems about menstrual blood and orgasms, then so be it.


These topics did not go down well with some of the reading public back in the 1950s. Today it is much easier for women poets to publish work about menstruation, masturbation, sexual pleasure, and hating their parents because of the work that Plath and Sexton put into breaking these taboos. But, even today, women’s books get less of a chance of being reviewed if they write about topics that are not deemed “feminine” enough.17


This gendered view of what is deemed “acceptable” was woefully evident back in 1959 when Robert Lowell’s work on madness and psychiatric hospitals was described by reviewers as brave and serious. John Thompson in the Kenyon Review wrote, “[F]or these poems, the question of propriety no longer exists. They have made a conquest; what they have won is a major expansion of the territory of poetry.”18 In contrast, with the publication of her first book, Sexton already began to get the type of reception that would dog her career. James Dickey opened his Poetry review with the words “Anne Sexton’s poems so obviously come out of deep, painful sections of the author’s life that one’s literary opinions scarcely seem to matter; one feels tempted to drop them furtively into the nearest ashcan, rather than be caught with them in the presence of so much naked suffering.”19 Sexton was stunned by this review and carried a copy of it around with her for the rest of her life.


These seeds of open sexism still exist today. When men write about their personal experience they are referred to as brilliant, sensitive essayists, as seen by the critical reception of Karl Ove Knausgaard, David Foster Wallace, and Jonathan Franzen, for instance. Indeed, after the publication of his third novel, The Corrections, Time magazine awarded Franzen the title of Great American Novelist. In contrast, when women such as Elizabeth Wurtzel or Susanna Kaysen write about their life experiences, their critical reception focuses on them as being hysterical, confessional, and overemotional. Research into book reviews in the New York Times showed that this contrast can happen even when men and women are writing about the same topic. If men write about family, it is seen as intellectual critique; if women write about family it is dismissed as domestic soap opera and drama. There is much less value attached to female experience and less value attached to the literature that deals with it. Women are still less likely to be published in top-tier literary outlets or have their work reviewed, especially by male reviewers.20


In a revealing article exploring this persistent sexism, novelist John Boyne exposed the tendency of male novelists to pronounce their own brilliance while boasting about never reading work by women writers. He quotes the Nobel laureate V. S. Naipaul, who declared that he doesn’t read or teach novels by women because no woman writer can ever be his equal. This is due to a woman’s tendency toward “sentimentality” and that a woman is “not a complete master of a house, so that comes over in her writing.”21 In 2017, the writer Anne Enright gave a speech pointing out that books by men are read and reviewed by both genders, but books by women are less likely to be reviewed by male critics, as if it is somehow beneath their dignity. She concluded that literary editors regard novels by male writers as expressing universal concerns, whereas novels by women are seen as much narrower in scope and less able to capture the cerebral male brain.22 Today we can expose this sexism, research it, and offer solidarity and resistance. But back then it must have been bewildering for Sexton and Plath to find themselves so publicly vilified and humiliated.


Plath certainly on some level understood these challenges, which is perhaps why, when she wrote to Sexton praising All My Pretty Ones, she described the collection as “womanly in the greatest sense, and so blessedly unliterary.” She was also convinced, correctly as it happens, that Sexton would one day win a Pulitzer Prize.23


Because Plath did not live long enough to see her new style of poems published in a collection, she was not even aware of the stir they were creating when she submitted them to journals and newspapers. Although she had the full support of Al Alvarez, poetry editor of the Observer, other publications recoiled from what they saw as her extreme shift in subject matter—anger, rage, searing attacks on men, mental suffering, and descriptions of menstruation.24 Like Sexton’s reception, these were not seen as appropriate topics for a woman to be writing about. Karl Miller, editor of the New Statesman, told Alvarez that she must be mentally ill to be writing in this way. After the posthumous publication of Ariel, critics such as Stephen Spender and Harold Bloom used words like shrill and hysterical to describe Plath’s poetic voice. Spender went even further, comparing Plath unfavorably to the poet Wilfred Owen, who claimed that all a poet can do is “warn.” According to Spender, the nature of Plath’s warning is very different: “Being a woman, her warning is more shrill, penetrating, visionary than Owen’s…. With Sylvia Plath, her femininity is that her hysteria comes completely out of herself, and yet seems about all of us.”25 He goes on to make comparisons with a witches’ brew. These words were deliberately gendered, as they are today. If women complain, they are told to calm down. If women are angry, it is seen as irrational (or hormonal), and if women are upset, it is because they are too sensitive. Then, as now, there is little room for women to openly express a full range of emotions without some ulterior motive being attached to them or without women somehow being regarded as unreasonable and excessively emotional.


Alongside the sexism of these representations is the stigma attached to women and mental illness. The disparity between Lowell’s bravery and Plath’s and Sexton’s so-called inappropriate sickness is astonishing. The fact that Plath and Sexton were writing from a female point of view appeared to enrage male critics, who somehow wanted to control it. In a letter John Holmes wrote to Sexton in 1959 he advised her to never publish the Bedlam poems. She should, he suggested, write them all out until she was “emptied” and then put them away for five years and see what she thought of them then. The poems were, in his opinion, selfish and shortsighted, and if she carried down the route of only writing about her mental illness and hospital stays, then she would eventually have nothing else to write about. The selfishness lay in the poems forcing the reader to listen and giving nothing back to them other than the spectacle of Sexton’s own suffering. Holmes continued with his advice that the poems would not only haunt and hurt Sexton for the rest of her life, but, in a really manipulative turn, he claimed they would do the same to her children. Mother-shaming is a classic historical and contemporary piece of social control over women. Nothing is designed to hurt more than to suggest a woman is a bad mother. When Lowell wrote about his mental suffering, there was no hint that this made him a bad father. Such selfishness on the part of Sexton, Holmes concludes, is a dangerous misuse of her writing gifts. Again, he asserts, do not publish the Bedlam poems.26 Sexton’s response to this showed her absolute bravery in the face of a more well-known poet and critic attacking her early work (after all, Sexton had only been writing for one year at this point). Rather than nurse her hurt in private, she took the criticism, turned it around, and exposed it in a poem, even name-checking Holmes in “For John, Who Begs Me Not To Enquire Further.” And in a further brilliant move, Sexton included the poem in To Bedlam and Part Way Back. She defended the validity of her experiences, that there was indeed “something worth learning / in that narrow diary of my mind” and that ultimately what links us all is experience of one kind or another: “At first it was private. / Then it was more than myself; / it was you, or your house / or your kitchen.”27


This rebellion and absolute refusal to stay quiet, the determination to validate her own experiences as worthy poetic topics, was a battle that continued for Sexton throughout her life. And it is one that has paved the way and opened up space for women today to validate their own experiences as being worth something, and worth listening to. In 2016 Katie Goh argued just this when she acknowledged that the sort of confessionalism that came out of the twentieth century made it easier for twenty-first-century artists facing similar struggles, and in some cases even more underrepresentation, to make their voices heard. She cites Beyoncé as emerging from this personal/political landscape as the singer explores topics such as her husband’s infidelity, her feminism, female sexuality, motherhood, and the Black Lives Matter movement.28 Beyoncé is also a woman who has been able to take complete control of her creative career.


Plath, sadly, was not alive long enough to protect her last work. At the time of her death she left a manuscript of Ariel on her desk ready for publication, and had already moved on to what she described as a new batch of poems, those that were written in early 1963.29 Although she was separated from Ted Hughes, they had not yet divorced so she died intestate, meaning Hughes retained full control over her estate and copyright. When he read the poems in Ariel, by his own admission he was horrified by the content of some and consequently made the decision to fiddle with Plath’s manuscript in order to remove some of the more “personally aggressive” poems.30 These poems were the ones dealing with unfaithful men and failed marriages. He also admitted he would have removed more if the odd one had not already been accepted for publication elsewhere. “Daddy,” for example, which Plath recorded for the British Council, has a narrator who lays into her parasitic husband: “If I’ve killed one man, I’ve killed two— / The vampire who said he was you.”31 Hughes then altered the trajectory of Ariel by including Plath’s final 1963 poems, the ones she had described as being something quite different. Unfortunately, by protecting himself Hughes portrayed Plath in a way that still blights our reading and understanding of her. His version of Ariel ends with a slow descent into suicide and the dead body of a woman with her children. Plath’s Ariel, as she pointed out, began with the word Love and then took the reader on a journey through a series of emotions and challenges, sufferings and grief, and gallows humor, but ultimately ending on a note of hope, the last line being “The bees are flying. They taste the spring.”32


Hughes then made the extraordinary decision to place Plath’s estate under the control of his sister, Olwyn, who notoriously disliked her estranged sister-in-law. Suddenly in charge of who could and could not access or publish Plath’s work, Olwyn Hughes is on record in interviews and correspondence as referring to Plath as “a complete bitch.”33 She dismissed Plath’s work as a few poems in magazines and regarded her as straight poison, a mixed-up, self-important, crazy American. Biographers throughout the 1970s, ’80s, and ’90s encountered obstruction and a wall of silence. In an interesting contrast, when Anne Sexton died, her daughter Linda, who was now literary executor of the estate, observed what was happening with the Plath estate and took it as an example of how not to represent her mother. While the Hugheses were criticized for suppression, Linda herself would enter controversy over the coming years for releasing what was regarded by some as too much (in particular her mother’s therapy tapes).


What became established, even during Sexton’s lifetime, was the idea that some women who wrote openly about mental illness or suicide attempts and time spent in psychiatric hospitals were somehow selfish, showy, and overly dramatic. And worse, that this “craziness” really devalued their work.


Plath did not get to defend herself. Ariel in its altered form was not published until 1965, two years after her death. Sexton admirably spoke up on her behalf, describing the poems as eating time, and in a letter to the writer Susan Fromberg Schaeffer claimed that Plath “wrote the best hate poems of her time. To me she was seemingly less depressed than angry, but who can figure it. She is already a myth.”34 Sexton was somewhat in awe.


The decision by Plath and Sexton to challenge certain domestic norms, legitimize their anger, and show how male-dominated societies and relationships actually made women “crazy” left them vulnerable to attack by the very people they were criticizing. They did not flinch and they refused to stay silent. Linda Gray Sexton recalls that in white middle-class America, “normal” was “nearly everywhere I looked in my neighborhood of the early 1960s”: the women who sold pies at church socials, who ran the PTA, who wore housedresses, and “squirreled away ‘pin money’ ” instead of earning their own. “ ‘Normal’ were the women who bore in silence the obtuseness of their husbands rather than provoking full-scale war by arguing.”35 Plath and Sexton were not these women, however ambivalent they felt about it.


Not only did they start arguments, they refused to back down once they had done so. When Plath’s 1962 poems were being rejected from journals and magazines, she defiantly wrote to her mother, “I am up at 5 writing the best poems of my life. They will make my name.”36 And when her mother questioned the content of some of her writing, Plath replied boldly, “Don’t talk to me about the world needing cheerful stuff! What the person out of Belsen—physical or psychological—wants is nobody saying the birdies still go tweet-tweet, but the full knowledge that somebody else has been there and knows the worst, just what it is like.”37 Whatever was thrown at them, Plath and Sexton took it and hung on to their self-belief, though of course we cannot really know what it took for them to do that.


Part of the problem was summed up by one of their contemporaries, Adrienne Rich, who observed that “I have a sense that women didn’t talk to each other much in the fifties—not about their secret emptinesses, their frustrations… There was little support for the idea that another woman poet could be a source of strength or mutual engagement.”38 This description perfectly explains how the friendship unfolded between Plath and Sexton.


The sense of competition was certainly there in the early days. If the two women talked publicly about death and suicide over Ritz martinis, in private there were tensions pulling them apart. Sexton and Starbuck’s affair created a strain between the three poets, with Plath feeling somehow implicated—“where is responsibility to lie?”39 she asks her journal in May. Sexton said Plath should never have left her and Starbuck alone in his room on Pinckney Street following drinks at the Ritz. From Plath’s point of view the whole affair was tawdry, and she wrote bitingly, “I left, yet felt like a brown-winged moth around a rather meager candle flame, drawn. That is over.”40


However, there were more far-reaching effects of the affair in Plath’s eyes that created professional jealousy and rage and highlighted Rich’s observation that women just didn’t support each other enough. In his editorial position at Houghton Mifflin, Starbuck had some influence over the acceptance of certain poetry manuscripts. Plath, who had been working hard on putting a collection together, was planning to submit it that May but realized that “A.S. is there ahead of me with her lover G.S…. [I] felt our triple-martini afternoons at the Ritz breaking up.”41 Less than three weeks later, she was furious to discover Sexton was drinking champagne to celebrate two acceptances—her poetry collection at Houghton Mifflin and an essay in the Christian Science Monitor, a publication Plath had appeared in for years. “But who’s to criticize a more successful copycat,”42 Plath seethed, admitting she was unable to work because of her green-eyed fury. If this wasn’t bad enough, Plath’s last hope was that she would win the Yale Series of Younger Poets prize that year, so when less than a month later she discovered that this had been awarded to George Starbuck, she was lying awake at 3 a.m. “feeling again the top of my head would come off.”43


Running alongside this jealousy, however, was respect and admiration. As Plath cast a critical eye over her own poems, calling them too forced and rhetorical, she reflected that she could do with taking a leaf from Sexton’s book, admiring her honesty and relaxed turn of phrase. It is easy to forget that Plath and Sexton were operating pre–second-wave feminism. Had there been a platform and consciousness for female solidarity, perhaps their relationship might have developed differently. Sexton was mostly dismissive of Plath’s work during 1959, admitting that she felt many of her poems missed the point and were essentially derivative. She saw nothing great in Plath at that time. Spivack herself felt that Plath did not get the recognition she deserved from Lowell, who was “more dazzled by Anne, his other female visitors, and most of all, by his own poetic prowess.”44 Yet there were hints of solidarity, particularly in the workshop when Lowell was at his most obtuse. One poem Plath read in class, “Sow,” was presented by Lowell as “almost perfect” while simultaneously claiming that there was really not much to say about it. Spivack recalls the class sat in silence after the reading, waiting. Everyone still and awkward. Plath did not move. Sexton started fidgeting but then realized her bracelets were jangling so she stopped moving too. Lowell asked if anyone wanted to say anything about the poem. Everyone was too intimidated. Another long silence ensued. Then Lowell dismissed the poem, saying he was sure it would be published, and began reading a Randall Jarrell poem instead.45 The class felt that Plath had been damned with faint praise. Sexton, in a moment of true comradeship, smiled supportively at Plath across the table and the class continued.


The friendship between Plath and Sexton really warmed up once they were living in different countries, as though geographical distance reduced their sense of rivalry. In late 1959 Plath moved back to England, while Sexton stayed in the Boston suburbs. The two women never saw each other again, though they stayed in touch writing infrequent letters and sharing copies of their books. Plath told Sexton about giving birth to a daughter and then a son. She wrote about moving from London to Devon, where she started keeping bees and growing potatoes. Sexton’s letters to Plath are not held in any archive, so it is impossible to know the contents, though we can glean from Plath’s responses that they were long and full of scandalous gossip. After reading them, Plath would pin them above her writing desk.


In an August 21,1962, letter Plath heaped praise on Sexton for her new collection, All My Pretty Ones, saying the poems left her “stunned” and that the book was “womanly in the greatest sense.”46 Pulling out of a more formal style of writing, Plath had just about completed her collection that would eventually be published as Ariel, the poems that, with some prescience, she believed would make her name. English literature, she felt, was caught in a straitjacket, and it was really only the voices coming out of America tackling subjects like madness and nervous breakdowns that excited her—the emotional and psychological depth offered by such poems.


This transatlantic support and encouragement was heartening to see, and when Plath was asked to edit a supplementary pamphlet called American Poetry Now for the Critical Quarterly, she chose to include two of Sexton’s poems, “Kind Sir: These Woods” and “Some Foreign Letters,” alongside other lesser-known women writers of the time. Plath’s opportunity to create female friendships in literary circles was problematic, though, and this was connected to being married to a famous poet. She was often regarded as “Mrs. Hughes”; people had no idea she was Sylvia Plath.47 Sexton fared much better in this regard. This may have been because she wasn’t half of a famous writing couple, but also because she lived longer, through the early years of second-wave feminism, and was fortunate to be awarded a fellowship that was ahead of its time. In 1961 Sexton became part of a movement at Radcliffe College called “the Equivalents,” where female writers and artists exchanged ideas and inspiration.48 In November 1960, the Radcliffe Institute for Independent Study announced a fellowship program aimed at supporting marginalized women in American society—mostly mothers, those who were having to give up their dreams because they could not manage being a housewife and mother as well as being creative. Established by Radcliffe’s president, Mary Ingraham Bunting, it consisted of a stipend of up to $3,000, because as Maggie Doherty describes in her book The Equivalents, Bunting realized that “you couldn’t simply tell women to work hard and keep studying if the world didn’t give them the tools and resources to do so.”49 Despite nearly two hundred applications, with only twenty-four awards available, Sexton found herself being granted a fellowship alongside poet Maxine Kumin, painter Barbara Swan, sculptor Marianna Pineda, and writer Tillie Olsen. This was an early cultural moment that, as Virginia Woolf understood even earlier, recognized women not only needed financial independence to succeed but a space of their own in which to work. This was a rare, practical application of such beliefs.


But back in the 1950s this sort of platform was not yet widely available. The conversations between Rich and Plath were few but telling. Plath wanted to know if it was possible to be a poet and mother. Rich warned her to think carefully about it. “What I wanted to tell her,” wrote Rich, “was ‘Don’t try,’ because I was in such despondency: I’d just had my third child, I was thirty, and I felt that in many ways my life was over, that I would never write again.”50


Rich may have been surprised to know that Plath, who up to that point appeared fairly unremarkable to her Boston contemporaries, had already figured out that living up to conventional gender expectations would destroy her ambition, possibly her life. Even at eighteen years old, Plath wrote in her journal: “I am jealous of men—a dangerous and subtle envy which can corrode, I imagine, any relationship. It is an envy born of the desire to be active and doing, not passive and listening. I envy the man his physical freedom to lead a double life—his career, and his sexual and family life. I can pretend to forget my envy; no matter, it is there, insidious, malignant, latent.”51


It is this underlying sense of injustice that Plath tapped into during the last months of her life. Sexton had already used hers and Rich had noticed and envied her ability to realize anger in her poetry. The subject matters Plath and Sexton began to write about included men (critically) but excluded them (experientially). Pregnancy, childbirth, miscarriage, abortion, and menstruation were not only taboo subjects but locked men out of knowing exactly how they felt. These were experiences men would never be able to have, and here were strong female voices suddenly explaining exactly how they felt. Men, for once, were not the experts; they simply could not know. In response, many male critics wrote the poems off as inappropriate, crass, and self-absorbed. And if perhaps one might hope things have changed today, sadly this is not the case. Books by women stand more of a chance of getting reviewed if they deal with topics such as romance, gender, and family, and if they are fictional. As scholar Judith Scholes points out, “We have an idea that men writing about factual information is going to be more valid or more legitimate than a woman’s take,” whereas “the kinds of topics that are being reviewed and the choices that are being made for the reviewing of books is maybe in line with stereotypical feminine or feminized topics.”52


Because Plath and Sexton stood their ground, today it may not seem so shocking for a woman to write about pregnancy or the challenges of motherhood, but in the 1950s and ’60s it was. To understand the cultural position of women, one only has to look at popular advertisements of the time and the assumptions and messages they conveyed. First of all, it appeared that all women were white, middle-class, and heterosexual. And they were, in effect, pretty useless. They needed to stay in the domestic realm, but often they were useless there, too, and needed their husbands to buy them some kind of technology to make them better wives. “The [Kenwood] Chef does everything but cook—that’s what wives are for!” Alcoa Aluminum bottle caps are so easy to use, “You mean a woman can open it?” Van Heusen ties, complete with important-looking faux crests and coats of arms, would apparently depict “It’s a man’s world,” in which a wife would deliver her husband breakfast in bed on her knees while he sat there looking pleased with himself, wearing a tie. Other taglines were “Can she cook?,” “Women don’t leave the kitchen!,” and “Keep her where she belongs” (apparently on the floor looking at his shoes) while simultaneously warning women not to neglect their stockings, their complexions, and their red hands (hardly surprisingly given the obsession with women needing to wax their kitchen floors daily). Sometimes the message was directed at men: “Christmas morning she’ll be happier with a Hoover,” “Successful marriages start in the kitchen!,” and “So the harder a wife works, the cuter she looks!” Adverts aimed personally at women were very much about control and respectability: make sure you stay in good shape for your man, don’t get acne, wear the right bra, and in a more daring advert for sanitary protection, “The tampon that’s right even for single girls” (my emphasis).
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