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How Anne Sexton and Sylvia Plath’s Relationship Corresponded to the Interests and Implementation of Their Poetry


Sylvia Plath and Anne Sexton are apparently very similar in such areas as their poetic style and subject matter, the childhood experiences from which the subject matter was based, and what their poetry, as well as personas represented and still represent to American, and more specifically feminist culture. However, despite having both studied poetry under Robert Lowell at the same time in Boston, Sexton and Plath do not appear to have ever gotten very close, or to share a palpable influence on one another’s work, such as Robert Lowell and Elizabeth Bishop did. It would be easy enough to attribute the two poets’ absence of support for one another, or lack of a significantly intimate friendship in general (beyond bonding over their past suicide attempts over martinis, that is), to psychological problems, as “there is nothing like the concept of a purely individual pathology for allowing us, with immense comfort, to conjure it all away” (Rose, 4). However, it seems more likely that Plath and Sexton were unwilling influences on each other’s work because of the dissimilar ways in which they related to oppression— from society, from the response to their work, and from themselves. This, as well as the similarly and exclusively individual way in which the two poets relate to pain and death in their work, observable in such poems as Plath’s “Daddy”, “Mary’s Song” and “Child”, as well as Sexton’s “The Death of the Fathers” and “Sylvia’s Death”, signifies that around the time when Sexton and Plath were exposed
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to each other, and towards the end of Plath’s life, neither poet was able to maintain helpful relationships with anyone except for their children, which consequently led both poets to produce their most vibrantly and famously ‘confessional’ work. 

Sexton and Plath did not have very much time to develop their friendship in person. Despite having both grown up in the small town of Wellesley and only being four years apart in age, Sexton states in one of her letters that they “didn’t meet until [Plath]  was married and living with Ted Hughes in Boston. Then she heard, and George Starbuck heard, that I was going to a class at B.U. run by Robert Lowell. Then they both joined me…we would pile into my old Ford and I would drive quickly through the traffic to, or near the Ritz…to drink 3 or 4 of 2 martinis…often, very often, Sylvia and I would talk at length about our first suicides, at length, in detail, in depth—between the free potato chips” (Sexton, 273). The meetings of Plath, Sexton and George Starbuck occurred only about four times, beginning in April and ending around May 3rd, when Plath reported in her journal that she “felt our triple martini afternoons at the Ritz breaking up” (Davison, 300). 
Plath stated in an interview that she believed 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 craftsman-like poems and yet they have a kind of emotional and psychological depth which I think is something perhaps quite new, quite exciting.” Despite the apparent flattery in this quotation, Plath’s condescension can be sensed; the very word ‘poetess’ immediately undermines Sexton’s authority as a poet. Certainly, there was a degree of wariness between the two poets. When Lowell partnered the two poets in his class, Plath wrote in her journal that it was “an honor, I suppose” (Davison, 173). Similarly, Sexton remarked somewhat coolly of Plath that “if [Plath] had known me in Wellesley I’m sure she would 
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not have spoken to me. My name was Anne Harvey” (Sexton, 262), which indicates the impressions that both Sexton and Plath have of one another’s snobbery. 
Poems such as Plath’s “Daddy” and Sexton’s “Death of the Fathers” portray the difficult, albeit different relationships that Plath and Sexton had with their fathers while growing up. It is known that Plath’s father died of diabetic gangrene when she was eight, and her mother afterwards moved to Wellesley. More about their relationship is relatively indefinite; and at first glance the amount of rage in Plath’s portrayal of her father Otto Plath seems somehow extraneous in arguably her most famous poem. However, as is the case with many confessional poems, by studying Plath’s life one can infer that Plath’s indignation is not only directed at her father, but also towards her adulterous husband Ted Hughes, and, as it is commonly believed, to the male sex in general. This is apparent in consistent comparison of the patriarchal figure in “Daddy” to a Nazi. Describing her father as a “Panzer-man,” with a “neat mustache and [an] Aryan eye, bright blue,” Plath utilizes the occurrence of the Holocaust, perhaps the most horrific event of the century, and the tragedy of the Jews to emphasize the painful depth, and simultaneous ferocity of her indignant disgust for him. Likewise, Plath describes Hughes as “a model” that she made of her father, “a man in black with a Meinkampf look/ and a love of the rack and the screw,” signifying his likeness to Hitler, and sadistic abuse of her, to whom she “said I do, I do.” The well-known last line of “Daddy”, in which Plath declares “Daddy, daddy, you bastard, I’m through” is a glaring conclusion to Plath’s stark renunciation of the male figures in her life. 

Sexton’s “Death of the Fathers”, which is the more explicitly disturbing of the two poems, 
is written in an older, although no less emotional, voice, contributing to its haunting nature. It is suspected that Sexton was sexually abused by her father, which might be the cause for its extreme 
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melancholy, especially in part two. In this part, called How We Danced, Sexton describes her cousin’s wedding, at which she danced with her father, “orbited…We moved like two birds on fire”. Remembering the wedding years later, Sexton thinks of her father as he is now, dead and “laid out,/ useless as a blind dog,/ now that you no longer lurk”. It is almost impossible to dismiss the suggestion of incest in the following lines of the poem:

You danced with me never saying a word.

Instead the serpent, that mocker, woke up and pressed against me

like a great god and we bent together

like two lonely swans.
However, if one looks beyond the purely confessional style of the poem, one can sense a much more saturated guilt and loneliness. This tone is much more evident that that in Plath’s “Daddy”, in which Plath accuses and rejects her father figure, rather than resign herself to her bitterness, to becoming an accomplice in her disgust, as Sexton does. Plath utilizes form and language to its fullest extent in order to pound content, and the gravity of her anger into the poem, employing the accusing ‘oo’ rhyme throughout, as well as implementing children’s vocabulary, such as “gobbledygook” and “Achoo” to further emphasize its austerity. Sexton also employs a somewhat childlike voice in “The Death of the Fathers”, beginning each line whenever applicable with ‘and,’ 
 ‘like,’ ‘then,’ and ‘now;’ often repeated to further emphasize the simplicity of the syntax. However, Sexton’s tone is much more dreamy and remorseful, with less consistent and more fantastical images than are present in “Daddy”. 
Dixon 5

Plath’s immense indignation at having been deceived by Hughes is not surprising, not only for the nature of his dealings, but also for Plath’s own extremely capricious sense of pride, and her perfectionism. In her journal, Plath wrote down that she would be “stronger [than Virgina Woolf]: I will write until I begin to speak my deep self, and then have children, and speak still deeper” (Davison, 163). However, Sexton was relatively oblivious to the degree of Plath’s competitive ambition. In her commentary for Plath’s biographical article, “The Barfly Ought to Sing,” Sexton remarks that since Plath’s death, she had heard that “Sylvia was determined to make it—to be great. At the time I didn’t really notice. I was too determined myself. Lowell said, then and later, ‘I like her work. She goes tight to the point.’ I didn’t agree. I thought she dogged the point with her form and with her difficult and far-flung images. I felt she was not really making her own form or her own point” (Sexton, 273). Later, Sexton goes on to say that she had felt that Plath could not get to the point specifically “because of her preoccupation with form…Sylvia hadn’t then found a form that belonged to her. Those early poems were all in a cage (and not even her own cage at that). I felt she hadn’t found a voice of her own, wasn’t in truth, free to be herself” (Davison, 177). However, for all of her criticism of Plath, Sexton seems to have had a very deep, though circumspect admiration for her work. Certainly, Sexton’s poem “Sylvia’s Death”, written a few weeks after Plath’s suicide, is influenced by Plath beyond her being its subject. In the poem, Sexton utilizes a similar repetition to that which is present in most of Plath’s later poems (“O tiny mother/ you too!/ O funny duchess!/ O blonde thing!”); she also uses many of the same metaphors present in Plath’s poems, such as children as meteors (in “Amnesiac”, Plath describes her son as “a comet tail!”), as well as kings, queens, and bees (from Plath’s Bee Meeting series). In addition to this, similar punctuation and syntax to Plath’s later poems is utilized in “Sylvia’s Death”, specifically, a 
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proliferation of exclamation points. However, this poem’s resemblance to Plath’s work did not go unnoticed by Sexton. Writing to Robert Lowell a few months after Plath’s death, Sexton remarked that she had “finished the poem for Sylvia Plath and I think it is pretty good. I tried to make it sound like her but, as usual, this attempt was not fruitful; the spirit of imitation did not last and now it sounds, as usual, like Sexton. One of these days, I will learn to bear to be myself” (Sexton, 170).
However, it doesn’t seem as if Sexton was as aware of Plath’s influence on her work as “Sylvia’s Death” makes her appear. Even in the poem, Sexton is still unconsciously affected by Plath’s influence on her, revealing her jealousy and resentfulness in what she had intended to be a tender and melancholic ode. In the middle of the poem, Sexton identifies Plath as a “thief” for committing the suicide which Sexton calls:
the death I wanted so badly and for so long 

the death we said we both outgrew, 

the one we wore on our skinny breasts,

the one we talked of so often each time

we downed three extra dry martinis in Boston.
According to Joyce Carol Oates, the majority of Sexton’s later work attempted “a bitterly reflective accent reminiscent of Sylvia Plath in Ariel. At times the pulse beat of Plath’s discordant music is uncanny—one hears it without consciously recognizing it, and one cannot help but wonder if Sexton was altogether conscious of the influence herself” (Oates, 55). However, although not 
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much mention is made of it, Plath was also extremely influenced by Sexton. In Jacqueline Rose’s The Haunting of Sylvia Plath, Rose states that the subject of Jewish identity is the subject of  “Anne Sexton’s poem My Friend My Friend, on which, it has been argued, Plath’s Daddy was based…was written in the year Sexton and Plath attended Lowell’s poetry class in Boston together. In this poem, Jewish is an enviable state. It confers origin and divine paternity” (Rose, 217). Guilt stemming from both poets’ privileged middle-class upbringing is a common theme in the poems of Plath and Sexton, and in this case, Plath’s line, “I think I may well be a Jew” in “Daddy” is very reminiscent of Sexton’s ruminations on her desire to be Jewish in “My Friend, My Friend”. In one stanza, Sexton asks, “Who will forgive me for the things I do?”, substantiating

the question with the lines:

With no special special God to refer to,

With my calm white pedigree, my yankee kin. 

I think it would be better to be a Jew.

While Plath uses the possibility that she is “a bit of a Jew” to taunt the man she addresses, further exhibiting him as a sadist, and herself as his victim, Sexton is a willing “victim, without agency” perhaps so that she might, as her conception of the Jewish persona is able to, “escape the burden of historic (or any) guilt…the total innocence of the Jew, for the one who is not Jewish, turns into a form of guilt” (Rose, 218). As in “The Death of the Fathers”, Sexton resigns herself to guilt, even gives herself to it, stating that she is:
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Impossibly guilty. Unlike you, 

My friend, I cannot blame my origin,

With no special legend of God to refer to. 

Plath’s utilization of the Holocaust to emphasize her father and husband’s sadism in “Daddy” is a topic of vehement controversy. Plath has certainly “been criticized for the way she weaves her personal mythology into historical moments and events, notably fascism and the Holocaust. She has been accused of trivializing history and aggrandizing herself, of turning real horror into fantasy, of taking advantage of such horror by using it as a metaphor for the discovery and expression of herself” (Rose, 7), while intending for her poems to be tied to the world in a powerfully historical way. In an interview with Peter Orr in 1962, Plath made the following statement: 

I think my poems immediately come out of the sensuous and emotional experiences I have, but I must say I cannot sympathize with these cries from the heart that are informed by nothing except a needle or a knife, or whatever it is…I think that personal experience is very important, but certainly it shouldn't be a kind of shut-box and mirror looking, narcissistic experience. I believe it should be relevant, and relevant to the larger things, the bigger things such as Hiroshima and Dachau and so on.

With a resurgence of popularity for such poems as “Daddy” and “Lady Lazarus”, it seems that most people have come to support Plath’s utilization of fascism and the Holocaust to strengthen her poetry, and believe that Plath does not use the occurrence inappropriately, or dismiss the 
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atrocity of the event, but rather evokes “that piece of collective memory which it is hardest for the culture to recall, hardest for those who did not like through it, hardest often...for those who did” (Rose, 8). 
Both Sexton and Plath identify with children; Plath again from a completely subjective perspective, and Sexton from a distance. This could be attributed to Sexton’s wariness of age; both of her parents died a month apart in 1959. Anyhow, Plath makes it very clear in her 1962 interview that she prefers “doctors, midwives, lawyers, anything but writers. I think writers and artists are the most narcissistic people. I mustn't say this, I like many of them, in fact a great many of my friends happen to be writers and artists. But I must say what I admire most is the person who masters an area of practical experience, and can teach me something...As a poet, one lives a bit on air. I always like someone who can teach me something practical.” For the months before she became pregnant with her first child Frieda, Plath was almost in a frenzy, wanting desperately to have a child. As the majority of her later poems mention or are about her children, one might assume that this was in part due to her desire to deepen her perspective through childbirth, to learn “something practical,” which also seems to be the case for Sexton. In Sexton’s “Little Girl, My String Bean, My Lovely Woman,” Sexton portrays her daughter as more powerful, growing stronger, and advises her daughter to “let your body in/ let it tie you in,/ in comfort.” Her own voice is somewhat ashamed and meek, not very powerful, and even somewhat voyeuristic and longing as she muses about the bare-waisted “young Romans at noon.” Plath is equally tied to her descriptions of her children, portraying children, and consequently herself, as helpless, vulnerable and impossibly innocent in such poems as “Daddy” and “Child”. In “Child”, Plath states that her child’s eye is the “one 
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absolutely beautiful thing” but cannot avoid her “troublous/ wringing of hands, this dark/ ceiling without a star.” Even in the presence of her only comfort, and probably, her only consort, Plath is 
desperately isolated.
 
Plath and Sexton’s careers took very different paths, but both wrote their most celebrated poetry at the darkest times in their lives. Sexton won the Pulitzer in 1967, after witnessing the deaths of Plath, Roethke, her parents, and several other important influences in her life. Plath was relatively unknown, except for her identity as Ted Hughes wife, until after her death, and seems to be still on the rise. Sexton and Plath’s inability to relate to eachother, despite their many poetic and personal similarities, parallels the confessional and isolated nature of their poetry.  It is likely that Sexton and Plath did not become intimate friends in part because of the uncomfortable similarity of their poetic style and subjects, which probably complicated further each poet’s inherent competitiveness. Plath especially had few friendships, and specifically female friendships, with poets or artists during and following her marriage to Ted Hughes. While “Anne Sexton read this [New Poets of England and America] anthology and found her way to W.D. Snodgrass’s “Heart’s Needle,” Plath had eyes for the women only, at once identifying her living rivals: Edith Sitwell, Marianne Moore, May Swenson, Isabella Gardner, ‘and, most close, Adrienne Cecile Rich’”(Davison, 163). Although Sexton participated in frequent correspondence with Maxine Kumin and W.D. Snodgrass for a number of years, she writes that post-Boston communication with Plath was limited to the exchange from England to America of no more than “a few letters. I have them now of course. She mentions my poems and perhaps I sent her new ones as I wrote—I’m not sure” (Sexton, 273). Perhaps the few simple and yet probing conversations about suicide over martinis were all that the two women felt the need to have in order to get to know one another, as 
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death was one of their foremost preoccupations. Says Sexton of their meetings, “’We talked death…and that was life for us.’ Unnerving, to imagine these two young and gifted and very attractive women poets exchanging—not news of their poetry, or advice, or even gossip—but details of their suicide attempts!” (Oates, 56). 
Confessional poetry is successful it what it intends to do—confess, to release the poet at the hands of his or her audience, who will, it is hoped, either relate to the poet’s honesty, or be grateful for the chance to be exposed to it. However, by being so solitary, so personal, confessional poetry deconstructs and distorts the outside world to the extent that it is not accessible to its audience. This is still not necessarily a bad thing. But one must acknowledge that Plath and Sexton’s best poetry was produced in the periods in which they were most unhappy, most isolated, and could not even relate to each other, very similar poets concerned with similar issues. “Daddy” is Plath’s most well-known poem for its feminist implications, and therefore, for its generalization of the male sex. But otherwise, the poetry that she, and Sexton, wrote soon before their deaths is so deeply personal that we are haunted by it; that we are given such a sense of isolation and loneliness that we cannot resist the poet’s voice, although it is only one voice. Should poetry take one out of oneself? Or should we see ourselves more clearly because of it? It is impossible to determine the importance of one over the other. All that can be done when reading such personal poetry is to “locate the mechanisms of the writing (its process),” and resign ourselves to the fact that “the question remains of the relationship which holds between the writing and the life” (Rose, 4).
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