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ABSTRACT 

`The Cracked Mirror': Anne Sexton's Poetics of Self-Representation 

This thesis re-evaluates the work of the poet Anne Sexton (1928-1974), concentrating, in 

particular, on the indeterminacies, contradictions and aporia which it finds to be characteristic 

of her ostensibly frank and self-revelatory writing. The study is based on a close textual 

analysis of Sexton's writing, is informed by poststructuralist theories, and is sustained by an 

examination and discussion of archive collections of her previously unpublished papers. In 

seeking an understanding of Sexton's poetics, the thesis identifies and interrogates the 

strategies of denial and obfuscation apparent in her own explication of her work - principally, 

by scrutiny of the unpublished, and previously unresearched, drafts of a series of lectures 

which she delivered in 1972. 

Chapters One and Two consider the origins of `confessional' or - Sexton's preferred term - 
'personal' poetry and reassess her place within contemporary poetry. They suggest that 

Sexton's writing is engaged in a process of negotiation and contestation, both with the 

boundaries and expectations of confessionalism, and with the strictures of T. S. Eliot's theory 

of `impersonality'. In support of these arguments, Chapter Two offer a reading of Sexton's 

little-known poem, `Hurry Up Please It's Time', alongside its intertext, Eliot's The Waste 

Land. Chapter Three reassesses received views of the supposedly beneficial interrelationship 

between confessional speaker and reader. It examines Sexton's appropriation of dramatic 

masks and personae and her use of metaphors of striptease and prostitution, and suggests that 

these are employed simultaneously to appease and to repel an intrusive audience. Similarly, 

Chapters Four and Five trace Sexton's problematisation of two previously-accepted tenets of 

confessional poetry: its status as autobiography and its truthfulness, drawing attention to the 

techniques employed in order to give the impression of both. Chapter Six considers Sexton's 

problematic engagement with a language which is not malleable, transparent, and referential 
but, rather, is experienced as uncooperative and occlusive. 

Finally, the thesis recuperates Sexton from the common charge of narcissism, arguing that it 

is the writing, rather than the poet, which is self-reflexive and self-conscious. In this respect, 
it concludes that her work - perhaps unexpectedly - anticipates many of the tendencies of 
postmodernist writing. 
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The volume in which each poem was originally published is indicated by an abbreviated 
parenthetical reference, within the text, after the first mention of each poem (all are Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin): 
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45 Mercy Street (1976) (MSt. ) 

Words for Dr. Y. (1978) (DY) 

The sources of Sexton's published prose and uncollected poetry, are indicated by footnoted 
references and listed in the bibliography. Published letters are quoted from Anne Sexton: A 
Self-Portrait in Letters, ed. by Linda Gray Sexton and Lois Ames (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 
1979). These are referenced in the footnotes by the abbreviation Letters, followed by page 
number and date. 

UNPUBLISHED MATERIALS 

Unpublished materials (principally, letters, journal entries, lecture notes, poem drafts and 
worksheets) are, in most cases, from the Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center, The 
University of Texas at Austin. Such material is referenced by a brief description in the 
footnotes, and its source is indicated by the abbreviation `HRHRC'. Unless otherwise 
indicated, these are original typescripts (Sexton rarely wrote by hand). An unpublished poem 
and extracts from three others are reproduced in Appendix One. Unpublished letters are 
referenced in the footnotes by the names of the writer and recipient, date, and archive source. 

Material (principally audiotaped interviews) from the Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, 
Harvard University is referenced by a brief description in the footnotes, and the source is 
designated: `Radcliffe Institute Archives. ' Original material obtained from other sources is 
identified by full reference in the footnotes. 



Introduction 

`To be carefully read is a rare and wonderful thing" 

Anne Sexton's comment, made in response to an unusually insightful and suggestive critique 

of her work, highlights the failure at the heart of Sexton scholarship: the failure `carefully' to 

`read'. ' Sexton's work has been subjected to a variety of critiques: the psychoanalytic and/or 
Jungian (for example, the work of Diana Hume George and Brenda Ameter), the generic 
(M. L. Rosenthal and Robert Phillips's evaluation of Sexton in the context of 

confessionalism), the biographical and/or `chronological' (studies by Diane Wood 

Middlebrook and Caroline Hall) and the thematic (for example, Frances Bixler and Richard 

Morton's discussions of Sexton's religious themes). 2 Yet in none of these has it been found 

necessary to pay close attention to the text. The focus, instead, has been on areas outside or 

beyond the writing (on the writing's apparent origins, on its autobiographical status, on its 

mythical or archetypal resonance, on its psychoanalytic and/or therapeutic value, on its place 
in the genre). As Neil Myers posits: `in such poetry we do not "read" so much as 

experience. 53 

It is possible to argue that previous approaches to Sexton's writing, predicated as they 

are on liberal-humanist assumptions about the referentiality of language, the transparency of 

the text, and the authority of the subject, have been ill-equipped - and thus proved unable - to 

account for the elusiveness of her poetry and the mercurial complexity of her thought. This 

critical failure, or stalemate, has tacitly been recognised. Robert Bagg, writing in 1960, 

concedes the critical consternation which was to underpin much subsequent scholarship: 
`Nobody really knows why Lowell, Snodgrass and now Anne Sexton are so good, why they 

are not put down by sentimentality. The critics are confused, left behind in inarticulate 

Anne Sexton, Letter to Beverly Fields, [1963(? )] HRHRC. 
The essay to which Sexton refers is: Beverly Fields, 'The Poetry of Anne Sexton', in Poets in 

Progress: Critical Prefaces to Thirteen Modern American Poets, ed. by Edward Hungerford ([n. p. ]: 
Northwestern University Press, 1967), pp. 251-285. 
2 Diana Hume George, Oedipus Anne: The Poetry of Anne Sexton (Urbana and Chicago: University of 
Illinois Press, 1987); Brenda Ameter, "`Put Your Ear Down to your Soul and Listen Hard": Anne 
Sexton's theory and Practice of Archetypal Poetry', in Original Essays on the Poetry ofAnne Sexton, 
ed. by Frances Bixler, ([n. p. ]: University of Central Arkansas Press, 1988), pp. 81-91; M. L. Rosenthal, 
The New Poets: American and British Poetry Since World War 11 (Oxford and New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1967); Robert Phillips, The Confessional Poets (Carbondale: Southern Illinois 
University Press, 1973); Diane Wood Middlebrook, `Housewife into Poet: The Apprenticeship of Anne 
Sexton', New England Quarterly, 56 (1983), 483-503; Caroline King Barnard Hall, Anne Sexton 
(Boston: G. K Hall, 1989); Frances Bixler, `Anne Sexton's "Motherly" Poetics', in Bixler, ed., pp. 92- 
101; Richard Everett Morton, Anne Sexton's Poetry of Redemption: The Chronology of a Pilgrimage 
(Lampeter: Edwin Mellen Press, 1989). 
3 ̀ The Hungry Sheep Look Up', in Critical Essays on Anne Sexton, ed. by Linda Wagner-Martin 
(Boston: G. K. Hall, 1989), pp. 19-24 (p. 21) (first publ. in Minnesota Review, 1 (1960)). 
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admiration. ' Writing some twenty years later, on the posthumous publication of Sexton's 

Complete Poems, Helen Vendler proposes that `a clear sense of Sexton's talent - its extent 

and its limitations - has yet to appear' .5 
This thesis attempts to provide that `clear sense of Sexton's talent', principally by 

offering a close and attentive reading of her writing (published and unpublished poetry, prose, 
6 diaries, letters, interviews and lectures notes). In Marjorie Perloff's terms, my approach 

attends as much to the work's `formal representations' as to its themes, pathological status, or 

perceived congruence with the lived experience of the historical author. 7 Thus it runs counter 

to many of the perspectives outlined above (epitomised by Robert Phillips's assertion that 

`what the poet has to say is more important than how he says it'). 8 I argue that `how' the poet 

says `it' is inextricably connected with what is being said, and (to recall Myers's view) that it 

is impossible to `experience' without first encountering, or "'read[ing]"' the text. 

Instead of regarding Sexton's as poetry of harrowing authenticity, one which `used 

such direct expression that there could be no pretending that she was saying anything other 

than she was', 9 I propose that her writing (poetry, prose and paratextual clarifications, for 

which read obfuscations)1° is characterised by strategies of distortion, occlusion and denial. In 

the words of `The Room of My Life' (AR), discussed in Chapter Six: `nothing is just what it 

seems to be. ' Contra conventional readings of the frank truthfulness of Sexton's writing, hers 

is a poetics of subterfuge, disorientation, and misdirection. Where, for example, Richard 

Howard suggests that she wears `[her] heart on [her] sleeve', " I argue that her interest lies in 

`camouflage', masks, and concealment. '2 My close reading of the contradictions in and 

between texts, and of their indeterminacy and aporia, indicates that these are self-conscious, 

4 ̀ A Regime of Revelation', in Wagner-Martin, ed., pp. 24-27 (p. 24) (first publ. in Audience, 7 
(1960)). 
5 The Music of What Happens: Poems, Poets, Critics (Cambridge, Mass. and London: Harvard 
University Press, 1988), p. 300. 
6 My approach shares J. Hillis Miller's aim (in Tropes, Parables, Performatives: Essays on 
Twentieth-Century Literature) to `let reading carry me as far as it would go'. (Hemel Hempstead: 
Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1990), p. xiii. Equally, I concur with Virginia Woolf's view that `one can't read 
too carefully, or attach enough weight to every line and hint'. A Writer's Diary, ed. by Leonard Woolf 
cLondon: Hogarth Press, 1953), p. 4. 

Poetic License: Essays on Modernist and Postmodernist Lyric (Evanston: North Western University 
Press, 1990), p. 26. Perloff complains, in The Poetic Art of Robert Lowell, that `the confessional poem 
is consistently treated by critics as confession rather than as poetry'. (Ithaca and London: Cornell 
University Press, 1973), p. 80 [Perloff's emphasis]. 
8 Phillips, pp. xiii-xiv. 
9 Wagner-Martin, `Anne Sexton, Poet', in Wagner-Martin, ed., pp. 1-18 (p. 4). 
10 See Gerard Genette, Paratexts: Thresholds of Interpretation, trans. by lane Lewin (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997). 
11 ̀Anne Sexton: "Some Tribal Female Who is Known But Forbidden"', in Alone With America: The 
Art of Poetry in the United States Since 1950 (London: Thames and Hudson, 1970), pp. 442-50 

443). 
Anne Sexton, `Journal of A Living Experiment', 3 October 1967, HRHRC. 



manipulative, and ultimately successful practices - that hers is not a poetry of revelation but 

one of disguise, not a search for certainty but an exercise in provisionality. 

My study differs from those of earlier Sexton scholars in that it benefits from the 

practices and insights offered by recent (principally poststructuralist) approaches to writing 

which are anticipated in Sexton's work and which have emerged, or come to prominence, in 

the late twentieth century (that is, in the period since her death in 1974). As the following 

chapters will indicate, new, post-humanist notions of the previously unproblematised givens 

of Sexton's poetry (for example, the nature of confession, autobiography, subjectivity and 

truth, and the origins and status of language) permit its radical re-evaluation. Such 

approaches, in their openness to indeterminacy, and lack of interest in totalisation, offer 

perspectives which are more congruent with Sexton's own interests. It is in its negotiation of 

these shared areas of interest (the construction of `truth' or the status of the personal `I') that 

Sexton's writing seems most engaged (and is most intriguing) and where it most clearly 

refutes - or at the very least, questions - the critical orthodoxy. I have, accordingly, structured 

my thesis around a discussion of these preoccupations (confession, the personal and the 

impersonal [Chapters One and Two] and autobiography, truth, and language [Chapters Four, 

Five and Six]): a strategy which allows me to bring new critical thought and Sexton's own 

engagement with these complex issues into productive proximity. However, my `careful 

read[ing]' of Sexton's writing has alerted me to the presence of a number of other important 

concerns: for example, about the spectacular and performative nature of confession and the 

persistent self-reflexivity of writing which I have discussed in Chapter Three and my 

Conclusion. 

To turn back to the theoretical bases of my research: Michel Foucault's work (hitherto, 

surprisingly neglected by scholars of confessional poetry) informs my re-reading of the nature 

of confession and of Sexton's place within the mode and my understanding of her playful 

experimentation with truth and lies. Equally, Foucault's views on discourse, and work in the 

same area by Antony Easthope and Leigh Gilmore, offer a valuable perspective on the 

previously neglected (although, to Sexton, persistently engaging and problematic) relationship 
between subject, text and reader. Leigh Gilmore's study of autobiography, Autobiographics: 

A Feminist Theory of Women's Self-Representation, underpins my reading of Sexton's 

apparently personal or autobiographical poems as elements of a discursive and artful process, 

rather than as a simple `chronicle' of a life. 13 Further, Gilmore's notion of 'autobiographics' 

offers a model for the reading practice adopted throughout this thesis: one which - like 

13 Caroline Hall, p. ix. 



Sexton's writing - is concerned with `interruptions and eruptions, with resistance and 

contradiction as strategies of self-representation'. 14 

I reappraise earlier, perhaps reductive, psychoanalytic accounts of Sexton's writing 

(and life) in the light of more recent, and more sophisticated, psychoanalytic thought. 

Whereas Diana Hume George's reading is predicated on the understanding that the poet (and 

thereafter the critic) can find and `tell' the definitive `truth' about subjective experience 

(hence her identification of Sexton with Oedipus), my interest is in Sexton's ambivalence 

about this task (and her understanding that it may never be achieved). 15 Sexton, I suggest, 

exploits what Jacqueline Rose calls the `productive' anxiety of acknowledging `how uncertain 

truth can be' . 
16 Further, the post-Saussurean reappraisal of language informs my perception of 

Sexton's poetry and my challenge to conventional views of its mimetic and referential 

qualities. As my readings in Chapter Six will indicate, Sexton is involved in an engagement 

(in the productive and militaristic senses) with a language which is not a passive and 

secondary tool to aid communication, but rather, is autonomous, self-referential and 

potentially uncooperative. 

Finally, Linda Hutcheon's thought-provoking analysis of self-reflexive writing, 

principally in Narcissistic Narrative, informs the argument which is implicit throughout this 

thesis, and explicitly aired in the Conclusion, about the acute self-consciousness of Sexton's 

poetry. Her poems should be read not as a `chronicle' of a life (to quote Hall again) but rather, 

as a chronicle of their own discursive processes (their processes of `production and 

reception'). " Equally, Hutcheon's analyses of postmodernist practices help me to situate 

Sexton's work in a trajectory which exceeds or transcends the limitations of the confessional 

mode with which she is usually identified, and allows me to isolate, and account for, radical 

and contestatory elements in her poetics. 

My thesis may be described (in Gilmore's terms, drawing in turn, on Foucault) as a 
`genealogy' of Sexton's poetry. In contradistinction to previous critical approaches, which 

seek to excavate the psychological/biographical/experiential `truth' behind the texts, a 
`genealogy' such as this `must find its subject in the act of seeking it [... ] it is always a study 

of changed minds and catastrophe, of digressions that cannot predict or control their narrative 

ends'. In this respect, my thesis - like Sexton's writing - represents not a search for truth (for 

definitive origins or meaning) but an open-ended and speculative process of engagement and 

enquiry. As Gilmore explains: `genealogy proceeds through a diffusion of desire more 
interested in multiplying knowledges than in waiting for the right "one". ' It is `opposed to a 

14 Autobiographics: A Feminist Theory of Women's Self-Representation (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 1994), p. 42. 
15 Oedipus Anne, p. xii. 
16 Jacqueline Rose, The Haunting of Sylvia Plath (London: Virago, 1991), p. xiv. 17 Narcissistic Narrative: The Metafictional Paradox (London and New York: Methuen, 1984), p. xvii. 



search for origins even as it traces the temporary homes of meaning in a general attempt to 

understand where truth comes from. "8 

Such an innovative and theoretically challenging perspective permits a fresh and, as 

this thesis will aim to show, rewarding perspective on a number of `canonical' poems (for 

example, on `Her Kind' and `For John, Who Begs Me Not to Enquire Further' (TB), 

discussed in Chapter One and the Conclusion respectively). Most importantly, though, in its 

openness to fragmentation, aporia, contradiction and opacity, and in its lack of interest in 

identifying and confirming coherence, consistency and closure, it offers a strategy for 

negotiating many of Sexton's most complex and elusive poems: those which resist 

simplification and reduction, such as the neglected, long poems, `Hurry Up Please It's Time' 

(DN) and `Is It True? ' (AR), and the little-known sequences of `Horoscope Poems' and 

`Letters to Dr. Y. ' (DY), discussed in Chapters Two, Five and Six. 19 It offers, for the first 

time, strategies appropriate to the negotiation of Sexton's much-maligned, and little-heeded, 

later works. 

The poems contained in Sexton's later and posthumous volumes (The Death 

Notebooks, The Awful Rowing Toward God and Words for Dr. Y., for example), because not 

recognisably confessional (in terms of voice, form and subject matter), have simply not 

obtained a reading. As Laurence Lerner admits, his interest lies only in Sexton's `first three 

volumes, which contain her best and most clearly confessional work'. 2° Antony Easthope 

regards such neglect as symptomatic of `conventional literary criticism' wherein `stylistic 

heterogeneity cannot be countenanced. It has to be made over into a unity at all costs'. '`' It is 

the argument of this thesis that a re-evaluation of confessional writing (one informed by the 

critical thought outlined above), and of Sexton's relationship with the mode, will allow for the 

readmission of previously excluded (because not recognisably confessional, not easily 

assimilable) poems. Equally, we can arrive at no adequate understanding of what 

lg Gilmore, pp. 5,6. 
19 As William Carlos Williams says of the difficulty of Gertrude Stein's work, and of the importance of 
persisting with its reading: `Literature is right down in among the foundations of the intelligence by its 
chemistry of words. Difficult to the untrained mind the lines may be. If they're important, and I say 
they are, the only clue to be got from them is learn their significance. ' `A 1 Pound Stein', in Selected 
Essays (New York: New Directions, 1969), pp. 162-66 (p. 164). 
20 ̀What is Confessional Poetry? ', Critical Quarterly, 29.2 (1987), 46-66 (p. 53). It should be noted 
that when critics complain of Sexton's late lapse in quality, as, for example, in Jane McCabe's 
assertion that in her last books she seemed to 'lose control of her language at the same time that she 
lost control of her life' they betray a confusion of critical and moral judgement such that what Sexton is 
being condemned for are failings in her personal life rather than in her writing. "`A Woman Who 
Writes": A Feminist Approach to the Early Poetry of Anne Sexton', in Anne Sexton: The Artist and 
Her Critics, ed. by J. D. McClatchy (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1978), pp. 216-43 
(p. 225). 
21 Poetry as Discourse (London: Methuen, 1983), p. 30. 



confessionalism is without considering the contribution of works which interrogate, subvert, 

and thereby extend, its boundaries. 22 

In addition to revisiting the `canonical' texts, paying long-overdue attention to the 

little-known sequences and to the late, underestimated, works, I draw attention to a number of 

unpublished or uncollected poems. I have included these in my discussion either because they 

shed light on otherwise impenetrable elements of previously published texts (thus the `Dog- 

God' poems add to my reading of `Hurry Up Please It's Time', all discussed in Chapter Two) 

or because they offer general insights into Sexton's poetics (for example, `An Obsessive 

Combination of Ontological Inscape, Trickery and Love', discussed in the Conclusion). 

Further, unlike most previous Sexton critics, I offer readings of a number of Sexton's prose 

texts (for example, the short story `The Letting Down of the Hair' and the article `The Freak 

Show', discussed in Chapter Three). Again, these are interesting because of what they suggest 

about Sexton's `stylistic heterogeneity' (to borrow Easthope's term) and her experimentation 

with forms and techniques beyond the limits of the confessional mode. 

This thesis also attempts - again, in contradistinction to conventional readings of 
Sexton's poetry which identify her as a `disciple', `echo', even `bandwagon follower' of 

Sylvia Plath and Robert Lowell 23 
- to recuperate Sexton as an important poet in her own 

right. I explore Sexton's own ambivalence about what she called the `Lowell, Sexton, Plath 

lump', 24 suggesting, in places, that the influence may be in the other direction, or that 

Sexton's sources and influences may come from elsewhere - for example, from the work of 

T. S. Eliot and W. H. Auden, neither of whom have previously been recognised as forebears. 

My perspective on Sexton's work is informed and sustained by my research in the 

Anne Sexton archives at the Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center at the University of 

Texas at Austin, and at the Schlesinger Library of Radcliffe College, Harvard University. 

Surprisingly, this material has been neglected by almost all of the critics and commentators 

mentioned in this thesis, the exceptions being Sexton's biographer, Diane Wood Middlebrook 

22 Thom Gunn concedes that it is a `mistake [... ] to look for a poet's best poetry among her typical 
work', `Out of the Box: Elizabeth Bishop', in Shelf Life: Essays, Memoirs and an Interview (London: 
Faber, 1994), pp. 77-86 (p. 79) (first publ. in Times Literary Supplement, 22 July -2 August 1990). 
23 Obituary, New York Times, (6 October 1974), 65; Vendler, Music, p. 306; Margaret Newlin, `The 
Suicide Bandwagon', Critical Quarterly, 14.4 (1972), 368-78 (p. 369). 
24 Anne Sexton: A Self-Portrait in Letters, ed. by Linda Gray Sexton and Lois Ames (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin, 1981), p. 307 (20 January 1967). Sexton was complaining to Ted Hughes about his grouping 
of the three poets in his article `Notes on the Chronological Order of Sylvia Plath's Poems', Tri 
Quarterly, 7 (1966), 81-88. In his subsequent apology to Sexton, Hughes conceded that `the linking 
your [sic] three names together in every review that appears about [Plath] has become an automatic 
reflex that seems to me to obscure differences that are much more important than the links, and a big 
obstacle to any reader'. Ted Hughes, Letter to Anne Sexton, [January 1967(? )], HRHRC. 



and the writers collected in Dave Oliphant's Rossetti to Sexton: Six Women Poets at Texas. 25 

Research in the archives reveals the presence of a vast number of fascinating texts, many of 

which complicate or contradict the perception of Sexton afforded by previously-published 

letters and interviews. Specifically, my scrutiny of these sources has revealed a number of 

unpublished, and previously undiscussed, manuscript poems (such as those referred to above) 

along with significant early drafts of, and amendments to, published texts. Further, it has 

allowed me accurately to date most of Sexton's poems and thus to refute the basic, and 

mistaken, premise of `chronological' readings, such as Caroline Hall's (cited earlier) and to 

challenge the consensus, mentioned above, about Sexton's late lapse in quality. It is clear that 

a number of sequences (for example, the `Letters to Dr. Y. ') were written intermittently 

throughout Sexton's career and that some of the poems published in later volumes were, in 

fact, written much earlier. Sexton's can thus be shown to be a poetry of multiple and 

simultaneous styles and voices and not the coherent and consistent expression of one 

experience. 

In addition, research in the Sexton archives has allowed me to obtain a fuller view of 

her correspondence. The published volume of letters, Anne Sexton: A Self-Portrait in Letters, 

because it represents only Sexton's voice, fails to show the reciprocal, discursive, dialogic 

nature of the exchanges (for example, between Sexton and her tutor John Holmes, discussed 

in my Conclusion), and is thus frustratingly partial. Study of Sexton's library, held in the 

Texas archive, gives valuable insight into her reading practices, and into influential texts and 

sources (Dostoevsky's The Possessed, for instance, mentioned in Chapters One and Three). 

Further information has been obtained from unpublished introductions to poetry readings, 

teaching notes and the (incomplete) journal which Sexton was required to keep while a 

tutor/participant in the `Teachers and Writers Collaborative'. Finally, my major source of 

archival information has been the unpublished drafts of Sexton's `Anne on Anne' series of 

lectures, delivered at Colgate University in 1972 while she held the Crawshaw Chair of 

Poetry. Although the value of these documents as a source of information on Sexton's poetics 
has been noted (Middlebrook suggests that `these lecture notes provide unique access to her 

view of contemporary poetry and her place in it'), 26 they have not, hitherto, been studied by 

25 Although the title of Oliphant's edited collection implies that its contents are based on study of the 
Texas archives, this is not, unfortunately, always the case. Of the five essays on Sexton, two are 
personal memoirs and one studies Sexton's fan mail rather than her own writing. Only the essays by 
Stephen Vinson ("`Wild Animals Out of the Arena": Anne Sexton's revisions for "All My Pretty 
Ones"' [pp. 191-221]) and Diane Wood Middlebrook (`Anne Sexton: The Making of "The Awful 
Rowing Toward God"' [pp. 223-35]) make significant use of the Sexton archives. (Austin: Harry 
Ransom Humanities Research Center/University of Texas at Austin Press, 1992). 
26 Anne Sexton: A Biography (London: Virago, 1991), p. 358. Only Paula M. Salvio makes brief use of 
these in her article: `Teacher of "Weird Abundance": Portraits of the Pedagogical Tactics of Anne 
Sexton', Cultural Studies, 13 (1999), 639-660. However, as Salvio's title suggests, her interest lies in 
Sexton's teaching strategies rather than in her poetry. 



scholars of her poetry. As my use of this resource throughout this thesis will demonstrate, the 

value of Sexton's lecture notes as an illustration of her poetics is immeasurable. 

In the letter from which I took the epigraph to this chapter, Sexton proceeds to 

summarise exactly what it is that she finds so rewarding in the perceptive critic's reading of 

her work: `you make so many connections that I never had thought about [... ] and much 

that i [sic] am ignorant of [... ] much that really rings a bell. ' It is the argument of this thesis 

that Sexton's is a richly textured, elusive, idiosyncratic and suggestive poetry - the work of a 

distinctive and astute poet - and one which deserves to be `carefully read'. 



Chapter One 

`A woman like that is misunderstood /I have been her kind'': 

Anne Sexton's confessional poetics 

Anne Sexton has been described as the `High Priestess' and the `Mother' of confessional 

poetry, and as ̀ the most persistent and daring of the confessionalists'. It has been said that `no 

poet was more consistently and uniformly confessional than Anne Sexton [... ] her name has 

almost become identified with the genre'. ' Sexton herself commented `at one time I hated 

being called confessional and denied it, but mea culpa. Now I say that I'm the only 

confessional poet'? Yet the evidence of Sexton's poems, and of comments which she makes 

in letters, interviews and lectures, belies any such straightforward identification. Indeed, 

Sexton's own `mea culpa' may be read as a rueful and ironic sign of a label unwillingly 

tolerated, rather than as a wholehearted statement of affiliation. Paradoxically, by proclaiming 

herself `the only confessional poet', Sexton both reinforces and denies the received 

relationship between her writing and confessionalism, contesting the boundaries of the mode 

as conventionally understood, and staking a claim for her own distinctive poetics - for a 

confessionalism ne plus ultra. 

The claim to be the `only' confessional poet is at one with the sense conveyed 

elsewhere - and persistently - by Sexton that what she is doing in her poetry is something 

quite new and distinctive. Only Muriel Rukeyser has had the prescience to note the particular 

significance of Sexton's work in this respect, seeing in her poetry signs that `the 

"confessional" poem is beginning to turn into something, and I think we have waited for this 

for a long time'. 3 In an interview with William Heyen and Al Poulin conducted in September 

1973, Sexton reiterates and elaborates on her own statement: 

Well, for a while, oh for a long while, perhaps even now, I was called a 
"confessional poet. " And for quite a while I resented it. You know, I thought 
"Why am I in this bag? " And then I kind of looked around and I thought 
"Look, Anne, you're the only confessional poet around. " I mean I don't see 
anyone else quite doing this sort of thing. 

Anne Sexton, `Her Kind'. 
' Phillips, p. 6; George, Oedipus Anne, p. 90; J. D. McClatchy, `Anne Sexton: Somehow to Endure', in 
McClatchy, ed., pp. 245-90 (p. 245); Lerner, p. 52. 
`Letters, p. 372 (23 December 1970) [Sexton's emphasis]. If we place the emphasis on `I say that, ' we 
open up the possibility that Sexton's apparent identification is a false one; that the role of `confessional 
poet' is a part played at will, and to specific and misleading effect. Sexton's apparently self-evident 
(although in fact ambiguous) declaration is echoed in the statement with which I open Chapter Four: 
`It's true that I'm an autobiographical poet most of the time, or so I lead my readers to believe. ' 
3 Muriel Rukeyser, `On The Book of Folly', in McClatchy, ed., pp. 154-61 (p. 159) (first publ. in 
Parnassus: Poetry in Review, 2.1 (1973)). 
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Here too, however, Sexton's apparent affiliation with the `confessional' label is tempered by 

the understanding that the label does not quite fit, that her work transgresses or exceeds the 

limits of the mode. As Sexton concludes: `and then as years go by I get into new themes, 

etcetera, etcetera, and really don't think about what I am. You know it shifts anyway. ''' 

As Sexton's comments indicate, her relationship with what has been labelled ̀ the 

confessional mode' is more problematic than has conventionally been recognised. 5 In order to 

do justice to Sexton's complex, idiosyncratic and elusive poetics, it is necessary to identify 

and evaluate contemporary definitions and conceptualisations of confessionalism and to 

indicate the ways in which they have influenced subsequent readings of her poetry. Mine is 

not a documentary account of the origins of confessionalism (as Sexton notes, `there is a long 

history of confessional writing')6 but rather a brief summary of the most significant of the 

contemporary definitions of what came to be known as the `school' of post-war confessional 

poetry. ' The discussion which follows of the work of M. L. Rosenthal (who was instrumental 

in naming the mode), Robert Phillips (author of the first, and indeed only, full-length study of 

it), C. B. Cox and A. R. Jones (authors of two influential Critical Quarterly essays) and Al 

Alvarez (who, in a variety of media, popularised the term) confirms the value of questioning 

the adequacy of the term `confessional' as a descriptor of Sexton's poetry. 

In the light of what J. Hillis Miller, Antony Easthope and John Thompson designate a 

`paradigm shift' in approaches to writing (that is, the post-humanist development of a diverse 

and challenging range of critical theories and practices), it is possible - even necessary - to 

re-evaluate orthodox notions of the characteristics and boundaries of confessionalism. 9 The 

question then becomes not one of whether Sexton's poetry meets the criteria for the mode as 

conventionally understood, but whether recent critical thought (for example, Michel Foucault 

" Anne Sexton, interview with William Heyen and Al Poulin, in No Evil Star: Selected Essays, 
Interviews and Prose -Anne Sexton, ed. by Steven E. Colburn (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 
Press, 1985), pp. 130-57 (p. 133) (first publ. in American Poets in 1976, ed. by William Heyen 
clndianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1976)). 

Rosenthal, The New Poets, p. 26. 
6 Crawshaw Lectures (9) p. 2, HRHRC. 

Lerner, p. 47. 
R Although Critical Quarterly is an English journal (and Alvarez, discussed later, an English writer 
contributing to English media), I think it appropriate to draw on these essays given that they represent 
the only contemporary overviews of the genre (American commentary emerging through shorter 
reviews, or at a rather later date) and made a significant contribution to the debate. Sexton refers 
frequently to Critical Quarterly, suggesting at one point that `the English seem to read [... ] The 
English seem to take me seriously. U. States [sic] is too big or something'. Letter to Fred Morgan, 12 
August 1965, HRHRC. Linda Wagner-Martin comments on the importance of these early English 
readings of Sexton's work in `Anne Sexton, Poet' (pp. 4,5,14). Such is the influence of the journal 
that Ian Hamilton accuses ̀ the salaaming Critical Quarterly' of turning Sexton into a `cult figure of 
neurotic breakdown'. `On All My Pretty Ones', in McClatchy, ed., pp. 127-29 (p. 127) (first publ. in 
London Magazine, IV (1965)). 
9 J. Hillis Miller, Theory Now and Then (Hemel Hempstead: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1991), p. 205; 
Contemporary Poetry Meets Modern Theory, ed. by Antony Easthope and John 0. Thompson (Hemel 
Hempstead: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1991), p. vii. 
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on confessional practice, Leigh Gilmore on autobiography, and Linda Hutcheon on self- 

reflexivity) offers a way of redefining confessional writing; a way which will account for, and 

finally allow us to read Sexton's singular ('I am the only confessional poet') writing. My 

close study of a number of Sexton's poems and of her paratextual comments, informed by my 

understanding of these current theories, provides an indication of the limits of Sexton's 

commitment to the mode (as defined by her contemporaries) and of the extent of her 

manipulation and testing of its boundaries. 

M. L. Rosenthal claims to have been the first to name the mode, using the term 

`confessional' to describe the poetry of Robert Lowell in a 1959 review of his book Life 

Studies. 1 ° Here, Rosenthal isolates what were to become the defining features of 

`confessional' writing. The new poetry is understood to be primarily therapeutic in intent and 

effect ('soul's therapy' and `self-therapeutic'), autobiographical (Lowell's speaker is 

`unequivocally himself') and truthful (it features `uncompromising honesty'). ' This notion of 

the therapeutic or cathartic potential of this particular literary form, as we shall see, underpins 

much subsequent writing about confessionalism, this notwithstanding Sexton's own 

ambivalence about such ends. As she commented in a 1970 interview (characteristically 

dissociating personal experience from the process of writing, and foregrounding the deceptive 

nature of the text): `You don't solve problems in writing. They're still there. I've heard 

psychiatrists say, "See, you've forgiven your father. There it is in your poem. " But I haven't 

forgiven my father. I just wrote that I did. ' 12 

According to Rosenthal, the author's `private humiliations, sufferings, and 

psychological problems' are central to the poem. This marks a deeply reductive, and indeed 

pathological, reading of the text (one which finds an echo in R. L. Phillips's claim that 

confessional poetry represents ̀ a direct expression of self' and `an expression of 

personality'). 13 Such readings reach their apotheosis in the work of Neil Myers who argues 

that `what distinguishes Sexton's work from most of the genre is that she has survived'. 

Myers proposes an unworkable critical practice, one which suffers from the refusal to 

separate lived (living) experience from text, and which begs the question: when Sexton dies, 

do the poems come to seem less distinguished? 14 

As Rosenthal's subsequent explanation of how he chose the term `confessional' 

10 M. L. Rosenthal, ̀Poetry as Confession', The Nation, 189 (1959), 154-55 (p. 154). 
" ibid. Similar definitions persist in recent `confessional' memoirists' descriptions of their work. 
Robert McCrum, author of My Year Of: Rediscovering Life After a Stroke (London: Picador, 1999), 
conflates Rosenthal's notions of therapy and autobiography, designating his work `autotherapeutic', e- 
mail to the author, 2 November 1999. 
12 Anne Sexton, `Craft Interview with William Packard', in McClatchy, ed., pp. 42-47 (p. 46) (first 
? ubl. in The Craft of Poetry, ed. by William Packard (New York: Doubleday, 1974)). 
3 Rosenthal, The New Poets, p. 26; Phillips, pp 8-9. 

14 ̀The Hungry Sheep Look Up', p. 22. 
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indicates ('the term "confessional poetry" came naturally to my mind when I reviewed Robert 

Lowell's Life Studies'), the work is thought to arise irrepressibly and spontaneously from a 

fount of subjective experience and thence to the page. 15 Such rhetoric is pervasive in 

confessional criticism. Robert Phillips describes the mode as ̀ springing' from the `need to 

confess', 16 and Al Alvarez praises Lowell's adoption (in Life Studies) of `a manner far looser, 

easier, less stretched, and much closer to his natural speaking voice than anything he had 

done before'. " It is contiguous with the rhetoric of `compulsion' which similarly informs 

contemporary readings of the mode. C. B. Cox and A. R. Jones applaud Sylvia Plath's 

`compulsive intensity' in their 1964 Critical Quarterly essay, ̀ After the Tranquillized 

Fifties'. 18 Jones subsequently elaborates on these themes in his article `Necessity and 

Freedom', proposing that confessional writing is characterised by an `intolerable compulsion 

to confess' which is in turn, `irresistibly tied to a free-floating and neurotic guilt. ' Of the 

poetry of Lowell, Plath and Sexton, he argues that `the experience of the work is inevitable 

and necessary suffering'. Indeed, the very title of his essay plays `necessity' (something 

compelling, unavoidable, and coercive) against `freedom' (release, `break-through'). 19 Even 

T. S. Eliot, writing slightly earlier, and describing what he terms `meditative verse', speaks in 

terms of an `obscure impulse' and suggests that the author of such poetry suffers under an 

enervating `burden which he must bring to birth in order to obtain relief'. 20 May Swenson 

goes so far as to offer the tautological notion of an `impelling impulse behind all [Sexton's] 

poetry so far'. 21 

This concept of the inevitable release of unbearable experience finds its modern-day 

expression in Erica Wagner's description of Ted Hughes's Birthday Letters as ̀ the artistic 

flowering of more than thirty years of pent-up emotion: this is the tidal force that gives the 

15 The New Poets, p. 25 [my emphasis]. That the term came `naturally' to Rosenthal invokes Keats's 
`if poetry comes not as naturally as the leaves to a tree it had better not come at all'. So, too, the notion 
of spontaneity recalls Wordsworth's `spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings'. Both signal the debt 
to Romanticism which several critics have identified. 
16 Phillips, p. 8. 
"'Beyond All This Fiddle', Times Literary Supplement, 23 March 1967,229-32 (p. 230) [my 
emphasis]. 
18 C. B. Cox and A. R. Jones, `After the Tranquillized Fifties: Notes on Sylvia Plath and James 
Baldwin', Critical Quarterly, 6.2 (1964), 107-22 (p. 108). 
19 A. R. Jones, `Necessity and Freedom: The Poetry of Robert Lowell, Sylvia Plath and Anne Sexton', 
Critical Quarterly, 7.1 (1965), 11-30 (pp. 14,15,13). Jones's phrase replicates (although he does not 
cite the source) the title of Theodor Reik's The Compulsion to Confess: On the Psychoanalysis of 
Crime and Punishment (New York: Grove, 1959). However, it erroneously confuses clinical and 
textual phenomena (see p. 180). Sexton owned several of Reik's books, although not this one. 
21) 'The Three Voices of Poetry', in On Poetry and Poets (London: Faber and Faber, 1957; repr. 1986), 
pp. 89-102 (pp. 97-98). 
21 , On All My Pretty Ones', in McClatchy, ed., pp. 122-24 (p. 123) (first publ. in The Nation, 196.8 
(1963)). 
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poems their power'. 22 We find it, too, with an explicitly gendered inflection, in Alicia 

Ostriker's Stealing the Language: `A moment arrives when the volcano erupts, the simmering 
blood boils over, the fire breaks out [... ] the imperative of this moment has almost become 

an axiom in feminist poetry and criticism' (a process which Ostriker calls `expressive- 

purgative'). 23 Metaphors of tidal waves, volcanoes, earthquakes (Rosenthal describes the 

confessional poet as a `uniquely seismographic instrument')24 only confirm the apparently 

natural, organic and inadvertent nature of the confession, with the unfortunate consequence 

that the poet is figured as passive victim of some unpredictable and irrepressible force. Thus, 

defining accounts of the mode (and indeed many subsequent readings, informed as they are 
by these early critiques) are predicated on a kind of biological reductionism; one which 

regards the text as a reaction to - or, more generously, the product or expression of - the lived 

experience of the subject. Yet Sexton herself demurs, redirecting critical attention from the 

biography to the text (the process of writing, the choice of `word'): `Not a "compulsion. " I 

hate to use the word because there might be a better one. But could I say "a seizure of 
inspiration"? Compulsion puts it on the level of neurosis. '2' 

In `After the Tranquillized Fifties', Cox and Jones, like a number of their 

contemporaries, assume a direct and productive relationship between individual experience 
(as expressed in the poem) and society as a whole (the poem's audience). Wider society, we 

are told, both plays a part in generating overpowering feelings, and benefits from their 

expression. Cox and Jones postulate an explicit relationship between individual and social 
breakdown ('in a deranged world, a deranged response is the only possible reaction of the 

sensitive mind'), personal breakthrough ('the poet moving into new and disturbingly unusual 

territories') and generic break-out. They regard the development of `surprising', `new' and 
`very different' forms of poetry as symptomatic of the desire to `break free' of the stultifying 
(English) tradition. 26 Their rhetoric, incidentally, draws on Sylvia Plath's well-known 

comments about the influence on her own work of Sexton and Lowell's "`intense 

breakthrough into very serious, very personal emotional experience [... ] which I think is 

22Ariel's Gift: Ted Hughes, Sylvia Plath and the story of `Birthday Letters' (London: Faber and Faber, 
2000), p. 3. For more on Wagner's reading of confessionalism, see my "`While My Pen Travels On"', 
Swansea Review, 2001 [forthcoming]. 
23 Stealing the Language: The Emergence of Women's Poetry In America (London: Women's Press, 
1987), p. 126. 
24 The New Poets, p. 130. 
25 Anne Sexton, interview with Gregory Fitz Gerald, in Colburn, ed., No Evil Star, pp. 180-206 (p. 190) 
(first publ. in Massachusetts Review, 19 (1978)). 
26 Cox and Jones, p. 121. For more on the Anglo-American dimension, see my "`Well I guess this 
didn't travel very well across the Atlantic": English readings of Anne Sexton', Overhere, 18.3 (1999), 
20-29. 
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something quite new and exciting" '. 27 

Cox and Jones argue that the poet is `traditionally' and `necessarily' mad, but is to be 

tolerated because she or he shares their `vision of truth beyond the horizon of ordinary mental 

states' and their experience of `derangement' with, and for, the reader. 28 More simplistically 

still, Robert Phillips claims that in confessional poetry, `if totally successful, the personal is 

expressed so intimately, we can all identify and empathize. '29 Stephen K. Hoffman 

summarises such readings thus: 

The entire poeticized experience, then, serves ultimately as both the epitome 
of a broader cultural experience and an essentially evangelical paradigm for 
successful personal adaptation to, and usually transcendence of the 
circumstances of the age, which is offered to the reader for his edification and 
profitable emulation 30 

However, it is difficult to countenance such essentialist readings of the relationship between 

personal expression and public response. Who is the `we' to whom Phillips refers? Who does 

Hoffman's `the reader' represent? How is the reader to identify with, and draw an example 

from, a subject which is, itself, shifting, variable and indeterminate? Robert Boyers (in an 

article with which Sexton was to take issue) assumes the existence of a communal, 

contemporary experience -a shared sense of identity - which responds to, and takes meaning 

from, the poems. However, the `we' to which Boyers (like Phillips) refers, implicitly excludes 

women. And even if it were to acknowledge women as readers, how could it hope to speak 
for all potential subject positions? 

The anonymity of Miss Sexton's oppressors makes her struggle all the more 
representative and relevant, for today we have all learned what it is like to 
perpetually stifle our complaints, not knowing to whom we can rightfully 
attribute a primary responsibility. Surrounded by middle-men, faceless 
bureaucrats and managers, we turn our anger inwards 31 

Even those who try to respect the multiplicity and diversity of experience to which Sexton's 

poetry might speak seem ultimately to efface distinct reading positions in their speculative 

search for common ground: `Like many contemporary black poets, women poets have to 

27 Qtd by Alvarez in `Sylvia Plath', in Beyond All This Fiddle: Essays 1955-1967 (London: Allen 
Lane/The Penguin Press, 1968), pp. 45-58 (p. 50) (first publ. in Review, 9 (1963)). Alvarez notes that 
his article had acquired `some kind of underground critical currency', p. 45. Plath, it seems, shares 
Sexton's view of the distinctive newness of her work. 28 Cox and Jones, p. 108. 
29 Phillips, p. 17. 
30 Steven K. Hoffman, `Impersonal Personalism: The Making of a Confessional Poetic', English 
Literary History, 45 (1978), 687-709 (p. 689). 
31 ̀Live or Die: The Achievement of Anne Sexton', in McClatchy, ed., pp. 204 -15 (p. 211) (first publ. 
in Salmagundi, ILi (1967)). 
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some extent created a new audience - people who did not read poetry as a habit but who 

began to understand that they were being addressed. '32 

Cox and Jones's argument is both contradictory and circular. We are told that 

contemporary poetry, while a specific reaction to the `maladjusted, psychotic personality of 

the age in which we live', simultaneously takes its place in a long and honourable tradition: 

`literature has always interested itself in perverse states of mind. 03 They tell us that there are 

some `sensitive' minds ('mad' poets) who experience the world as `deranged' and, by sharing 

their experience, cause the rest of us to appreciate the virtues of `normality'. Simultaneously, 

they propose that the modern world is itself `mad' ('the maladjusted, psychotic personality of 

the age in which we live'), the implication being that it is the `mad' who, after all, have a sane 

world-view, and that the rest of us live by a precarious and erroneous belief in our normality. 

Quite apart from the problems with this argument already discussed, the assignation `mad' is 

less determinate, and certainly less meaningful, than Cox and Jones would have us believe. 

As Sexton indicates, `mad' is a social construction, not a fixed, determinate and 

transhistorical identity. It is, in her case (as Chapter Three will explain), a role to be 

appropriated and discarded at will: `I have been given a dramatic role in that I am popularly 

known as the crazy poet [... ] it is my fault. I did write about it thoroughly, explored it so I 

made my own costume. i34 

`After the Tranquillized Fifties', then, in keeping with other attempts to define the 

confessional mode, offers a profoundly pathological account of the state of contemporary 

American poetry, while simultaneously appearing overly optimistic in its latent assumptions 

about the therapeutic benefits of such writing - for poet and reader alike. 35 Its argument is 

predicated on a series of fallacies: the essentialist belief that there is a `truth' out there which 

the `sensitive' mind will retrieve; the normative distinction between `them' (the insightful or 

plain `mad' poet) and `us' (the `normal adjusted' masses who wait attentively for the insights 

to be brought back from the front line of insanity); the naive confidence in literature's 

mimetic qualities and in the transparency of language. 

The consensus that confessional writing originates in extremes of experience 

generates a judgmental, even authoritarian, critical approach, such that the poems which are 

considered most successful are those which can best contain or assuage the fiercest of 

emotions. Hayden Carruth, for example (here `damn[ing] with faint praise'), says of the 

32 McCabe, loc. cit. p. 5 above. 
33 Cox and Jones, pp. 108,107. 
34 Letters, p. 396 (4 June 1973). 
35 This argument would find short shrift in Denise Levertov's essay `Anne Sexton: Light Up the Cave'. 
Levertov, writing after Sexton's suicide, argues against the tendency to equate breakdown with artistry: 
`While the creative impulse and the self-destructive impulse can, and often do, co-exist, their 
relationship is distinctly acausal; self-destructiveness is a handicap to the life of art, not the reverse. ' In 
Light Up the Cave (New York: New Directions, 1981), pp. 80-86 (p. 81). 
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poems in Sexton's Live or Die: `They are the work of a gifted, intelligent woman almost in 

control of her material. 936 A. R. Jones complains that in some of Sexton's poems, `it is as if 

the subject has got out of control, become indeed almost hysterical. 07 M. L. Rosenthal finds in 

the epigraphs to Sexton's first two volumes ('the slogans of the confessional movement', as 

he labels them) `force of character', `a hard yet sensitive simplicity' and `clarity of line'. 38 

However, it is arguable that her epigraphs emphasise uncertainty, indeterminacy and 

disorientation rather than decisiveness and determination. When Sexton cites the story of 

Oedipus at the beginning of To Bedlam and Part Way Back, it is Jocasta's fear and indecision 

which interest her. When she quotes Franz Kafka at the beginning of All My Pretty Ones ("`a 

book should serve as the ax for the frozen sea within us"'), it is the condition of despair, 

isolation and disorientation to which the `ax' (writing) gives access which she emphasises: 

`the books we need are the kind that act upon us like a misfortune [... ] that make us feel as 

though we were [... ] lost in a forest. ' Rosenthal and his contemporaries - in their privileging 

of this new poetry's `force' and `clarity' over its evasiveness and indeterminacy - show signs 

of a persistent fealty to the standards and practices of the dominant pre-confessional (that is, 

formalist) tradition. 

Such priorities, I would suggest, also signify an underlying anxiety about the 

subject's possible failure to control her overwhelming emotions (failure to stem the flood, or 

cap the volcano), thereby placing the auditor at risk. Louise Bogan goes so far as to complain 

of the risk of infection: `one poem, by Anne Sexton, made me positively ill. i39 It is the 

auditor's fear of being overwhelmed by somebody else's uncontrollable emissions (physical 

or psychological; the two are conflated) which stimulates the desire to impose strict barriers 

and forms of constraint. James Dickey's choice of metaphor in his vitriolic - and notorious - 

review of Sexton's To Bedlam and Part Way Back reveals his fear of contamination by her 

effusions: 

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. 40 

36 ̀In Spite of Artifice', Hudson Review, 19.4 (1966-7), p. 698 [my emphasis]. 37 Jones, p. 27. 
38 The New Poets, pp. 131-32. 
39 What the Woman Lived: Selected Letters of Louise Bogan 1920-1970, ed. by Ruth Limmer (New 
York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1973), p. 375. 
40 ̀Five First Books', Poetry, 97 (1961), 316-20 (p. 318). Sexton's daughter recalls that `the most 
poignant image I have of the difficulties she endured as an artist was my discovery, on the evening of 
her suicide, that she still carried in her wallet a clipping of the ax-job James Dickey had done'. Linda 
Gray Sexton, Searching for Mercy Street: My Journey Back to My Mother, Anne Sexton (Boston: Little 
Brown, 1994), p. 96. 
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Similarly, of Sexton's next volume (All My Pretty Ones), he complains: `It would be hard to 

find a writer who deals more insistently on the pathetic and disgusting aspects of bodily 

experience. '4' Dickey expresses many of the misgivings which characterise contemporary 

readings of confessional poetry: the sense of shame, the fear of becoming voyeuristic, the 

anxiety about taboo, the nervousness about being contaminated by the object of the gaze, and 

the uncertainty about how, exactly, to read (how to bring one's `literary opinions' to bear). 2 

Patricia Meyer Spacks, too, reveals an anxiety about voyeurism. In her review of 

Sexton's 45 Mercy Street, she asks: `How, for instance, can one properly respond to lines as 

grotesquely uncontrolled as these? ' What is the `proper' (the etymological connection with 

the French propre: neat, orderly, clean, should be noted) way to read these poems? How can 

one witness somebody else's break-down without being tarnished, defiled, or shamed by what 

one sees? Is it possible to read and respond to the text while retaining a cordon sanitaire? 

Spacks proceeds to lament Sexton's `increasing slovenliness' before admonishing her to 

strengthen her control over her mental - and physical - excesses: ̀ art requires more than 

emotional indulgence, requires a saving respect for disciplines and realities beyond the crying 

needs, the unrelenting appetites, of the self. 03 Such anxieties, I will argue in the following 

chapters, are not only experienced by Sexton's readers, but inform Sexton's own ambivalence 

about her work (emerging in scatological and visceral metaphors, and in images of self as 

poisoner). As Alicia Ostriker suggests, ̀ the phrase "confessional poetry" has become 

equivalent to wrinkling up one's nose as at a nasty odor. '`'`r 

Alvarez's highly influential Times Literary Supplement article, `Beyond All This 

Fiddle' (later reprinted as the lead essay in his book of the same name), recapitulates many of 

the - at times contradictory - conceptualisations of confessionalism discussed thus far. 45 For 

Alvarez (as for Rosenthal and Cox and Jones), confessional - or `extremist' - poetry is 

simultaneously a poetry of its particular time and place (a response to the loss of `traditional 

supports [... ] religion, politics, natural cultural tradition, reason') and an expression of 

41 ̀On All My Pretty Ones', in Colburn, ed., Telling the Tale, p. 106 (first publ. in New York Times 
Book Review, 28 April 1963). 
42 Arguably, Sexton is figured as a contemporary Medusa - lethal to all who gaze on her. 
43 ̀On 45 Mercy Street', in McClatchy, ed., pp. 186-89 (pp. 186,188,189) (first publ. in New York 
Times Book Review, 30 May 1976). 
as 'The Nerves of a Midwife: Contemporary American Women's Poetry', Parnassus: Poetry in Review 
(Fall/Winter 1977), 69-87 (p. 75). 
45 Alvarez's relationship with Ted Hughes and Sylvia Plath and his championing of Plath's early work 
is well documented, although his enthusiasm for the mode waned over time. In a 1966 postscript to his 
1963 essay about Plath, Alvarez qualifies his earlier comments about the relationship between 
breakdown and `what I now call Extremist poetry'. Beyond All This Fiddle, p. 57. More recently, he 
has declared that "`confessional poetry" was a mindless, loose-lipped style [... ] of inward exploration 
[that] has now gone out of fashion'. Where Did it All Co Right (London: Richard Cohen, 1999), p. 197. 
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alienated individuality. 46 It is a poetry in which content or subject matter (`psychic 

exploration [... ] the artist's identity, ') are more important than structure or form ('not a 

question of form'). In this respect, Alvarez anticipates Phillips's opening gambit: `I felt that 

what a poet has to say is more important than how he says it. '4' These are, of course, difficult 

readings to square with Sexton's profoundly self-conscious, purposive and complex poetics 

(the subject of this thesis). Moreover, they are contradicted by Alvarez's subsequent 

declaration: `clearly it takes a highly disciplined and informed art to probe dispassionately 

and successfully into the extremes of inner space. ' The reductio ad absurdum of such views is 

reached in Alvarez's assertion that `a major test of originality is not a question of form but of 

psychic exploration, not of artifact but of the artist's identity'. 48 

As Alvarez's own argument demonstrates, these are problematic distinctions either to 
draw or to maintain. How can we distinguish between the text and the `identity' which 

allegedly lies behind it? How can we know this identity without first encountering the `form' 

or `artifact' (that is, the text)? The attempt is, finally, self-defeating, descending into 

circularity and self-contradiction, and it generates an impossible reading practice: `A poem 

succeeds or fails by virtue of the balance and subtlety of the man himself. ' This latent faith in 

the innate superiority, or special gifts, of the creative author is made explicit in Alvarez's 

speculative profile of the `Extremist' artist: `He is what he is because his inner world is more 

substantial, variable and self-renewing than that of ordinary people. ' Thus we are asked, 

ultimately, not to read and evaluate the poetic text, but to look through and beyond it to the 

living subject (of the poems in Lowell's Life Studies, Alvarez enthuses: `you look through 

them to see the man as he is') 49 

Notwithstanding Alvarez's initial assertion that the `movement towards Extremism' 

is either a product of the vicissitudes of the modern age or a symptom of the intensity of the 

poet's experience (or possibly both), he proposes, finally, that the extremist poem is produced 
in response to the demands of its audience for deeper and darker insights: 

The more ruthless [the poet] is with himself, the more unshockable the 
audience becomes. This pushes the artist into what I would call Extremism. 
He pursues his insights to the edge of breakdown and then beyond it, until 
mania, depression, paranoia and the hallucinations that come with psychosis 
or are induced by drugs become as urgent and as commonplace as Beauty, 
Truth, Nature and the Soul were to the Romantics. 50 

46 Alvarez, however, is less specific than Phillips who was later to identify confessional poetry as the 
product of `post-Christian, post-Kennedy, post-Pill America' with a confidence which belied the 
inaccuracy of his chronology (p. xiii). 
47 Phillips, p. xiv. 
aR ̀Beyond All This Fiddle', pp. 230,229. 
49 ibid. p. 231. 
50 ibid. p. 230. 
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Here, perhaps unwittingly, Alvarez has lighted on one of the most striking and fruitful of the 

more recent theorisations of confession. His comments anticipate Michel Foucault's 

understanding of the importance for the completion of the confession of the relationship 
between subject and reader, penitent and confessor. 

Foucault's understanding of confessional process offers a valuable means of 

repudiating the critiques discussed thus far, and provides a source of insight into Sexton's 

own complex and sophisticated poetics. It is thus necessary to quote him at some length: 

The confession is a ritual of discourse in which the speaking subject is also 
the subject of the statement; it is also a ritual that unfolds within a power 
relationship, for one does not confess without the presence (or virtual 
presence) of a partner who is not simply the interlocutor but the authority 
who requires the confession, prescribes and appreciates it, and intervenes in 
order to judge, punish, forgive, console, and reconcile; a ritual in which the 
truth is corroborated by the obstacles and resistances it has had to surmount 
in order to be formulated; and finally, a ritual in which the expression alone, 
independently of its external consequences, produces intrinsic modifications 
in the person who articulates it: it exonerates, redeems, and purifies him; it 
unburdens him of his wrongs, liberates him, and promises him salvation. 

For Foucault, as for Sexton, confession is not a means of expressing the irrepressible truth of 

prior, lived experience, but rather a `technique [... ] for producing truth'. 51 Confession is not 

an unpredictable symptom of unbearable emotions, it is a ̀ ritual'. The confession is generated 
and sustained not by the profundity of need or strength of compulsion of the author, but by 

the discursive relationship between speaker, text and reader (penitent, confession and 

confessor). 

Sexton's early poem, ̀ Kind Sir: These Woods' (TB), is a deceptively playful text 

which offers a complex and suggestive engagement with some of the practices and problems 

of confession, exemplifying Foucault's understanding that the confession is `a ritual'. In its 

emphasis on `games', `tricks' and voluntary participation, it indicates that the confession may 
be willed, sought out and constructed, rather than spontaneous, reactive and compulsive. The 

poem cites as its epigraph a line from Thoreau's Walden: `For a man needs only to be turned 

around once with his eyes shut in this world to be lost 
... Not til we are lost 

... do we begin 

to find ourselves. ' This refers the reader back to a line from the final stanza of the previous 

poem ('You, Dr. Martin') in which the speaker plaintively asks: `Am I still lost? ' In the 

context ('You, Dr. Martin' depicts the speaker's stay in a mental asylum, or `summer hotel'; a 

seasonal retreat which finds an echo in the `late August' games of `Kind Sir'), the metaphor 

of being `lost' - the passive mode is significant - represents psychological disturbance and 

vulnerability. `Kind Sir' dramatises this disorientation and, more importantly, renders the 
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verb `to lose' in its active form, thus transforming being lost into the rather more purposive 

act of losing oneself. We recall, from the epigraph to All My Pretty Ones, that the `books we 

need' are precisely those which offer this experience. 

The poem renders explicit the presence of the auditor/confessor (here, a `Kind Sir') 

whose acceptance of the confession is necessary for its success. This is Foucault's `partner 

who is not simply the interlocutor but the authority who requires the confession, prescribes 

and appreciates it'. The formality of `Sir' denotes authority, while `kind' connotes the 

penitent's desire to please. A similar relationship sustains `Cripples and Other Stories' (LD), 

discussed later, where the speaker enters into a seductive/masochistic relationship with her 

doctor. `Kind Sir' presents us with what is, in archetypal terms, a nightmare scene, yet this 

literal and metaphorical loss of self is also, and paradoxically, a `technique' for finding 

oneself. Foucault's `ritual' is here dramatised as a childhood game: `It was a trick / to turn 

round once and know you were lost. ' The poem emphasises not the horror of being lost, nor 

the bravery of the search for the way out, but the process by which one might activate this 

crisis. The references to the literal or metaphorical loss of self as a `game' and a `trick', and 

the idiom of the nursery rhyme ('the forest between Dingley Dell / and grandfather's cottage') 

undermine the alleged inevitablity and necessity of the trauma and show the speaker to be an 

active and willing participant in the game. 

Becoming lost is a strategy, not an accident. Indeed, Sexton's speaker, rather than 

seeking the way out (of the wood of mental collapse), is looking for the way in. She seeks not 

therapy or an `expressive-purgative' release (as Ostriker puts it), but an attenuation of her 

condition. As Jacqueline Rose has commented (here confirming Thoreau's understanding): 

`you can only start seeing - this was Freud's basic insight - when you know that your vision 
is troubled, fallible, off-key. The only viable way of reading is not to find, but to disorientate, 

oneself. 152 Contra the views of Rosenthal about the `force of clarity' which is intrinsic to the 

confession, in `Kind Sir' it is immersion in chaos and confusion which is necessary and 
fruitful. Here, as in Macbeth (an intertextual reference which adds to the dramatic and 

magical resonance of the woods; Sexton's second volume, All My Pretty Ones, takes its title 
from Shakespeare's play), day and night are inverted or have become indistinguishable, 

leaving the speaker without any landmarks by which to determine her position. In the words 

of a subsequent poem, `Music Swims Back to Me' (TB), `there are no signposts to tell the 

way. ' 

`Kind Sir' moves from these recollections of a childhood game ('it was a trick to turn 

round once') to a more insistent and self-reflexive commentary on the processes and 

51 The History of Sexuality, Volume One: An Introduction (Harmondsworth: Peregrine, 1981, repr. 
1984), pp. 61-62,59. 
52 States of Fantasy (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996), p. 144. 
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techniques which should, I would argue, be regarded as central to Sexton's poetics. First, we 

have the embracing of excess and abundance, itself marking a disregard for rules and 

prohibitions. Sexton's speaker has gone one stage further than the epigraph from Walden 

advocates - she has `turned round twice': 

Kind Sir: Lost and of your same kind 
I have turned round twice with my eyes sealed 
and the woods were white and my night mind 
saw such strange happenings, untold and unreal. 

Second, we have the process of introspection. Although her eyes are sealed, she has gained 

insight from the technique of looking inward (a confirmation of the literal and metaphorical 

relationships between sight, insight and foresight, and truth and sooth-saying, which emerge 

repeatedly in Sexton's poems, and will be discussed in subsequent chapters). Finally, 

Sexton's speaker acknowledges - albeit only to belittle them - contemporary readings of the 

courage and bravery of the confessional search: 

And opening my eyes, I am afraid of course 
to look - this inward look that society scorns - 
Still, I search in these woods and find nothing worse 
than myself, caught between the grapes and the thorns. 

This rhetoric of courage and bravery is typical of readings of confessional ism, even to this 

day. 53 ̀Courage' is the only quality which James Dickey concedes in his review of Sexton's 

work: `Mrs. Sexton's candor, her courage, and her story are worth anyone's three dollars. '54 

Robert Phillips posits, as one of the identifying marks of confessional poetry, that `it displays 

moral courage' S5 And central to Laurence Lerner's 1987 Critical Quarterly essay, ̀ What is 

confessional poetry? ', is the view that `the writing of a confessional poem is an act of 

courage'. 6 As this indicates, the epithet `courageous' is a moral judgement. It implicitly 

accepts the value of the act of confession, and credits its putative honesty and sincerity (if it 

were not believed, it would not be called `brave' but rather deceitful or self-justifying). It is a 

credulous reading which would accept as a sign of courage that which might, in fact, be a 

successful act of deceit or subterfuge (so, Sexton's `The Double Image' (TB), mentioned in 

Chapter Five, is typically approved as a supreme act of bravery rather than an impressive and 

53 John Diamond's C: Because Cowards Get Cancer Too (London: Vermilion, 1998), for example, is 
praised as a 'brave and brilliant book' (Times Literary Supplement, 9 October 1998, p. 29). Such 
epithets are parodied to brilliant effect in Bel Littlejohn's spoof confession `Hug Me While I Weep for I 
Weep for the World which she describes as `a brave book, brave and intimate' before declaring: `my 
stark, painful, almost unbearable reminiscences are out: enjoy. ' `Now You Can Read my True Searing 
Story', Guardian, 24 October 1997, p. 19. 
54 ̀Five First Books', p. 319. 
55 Phillips, p. 17. 
56 p. 56. Lerner proceeds to distinguish between `narrative', `pronoun' and `emotional courage'. 



1) 1) 

effective obfuscation). Such readings suggest that, notwithstanding the difficulties entailed, 

there is something worthy and beneficial about the confession. For Foucault, of course, it is 

precisely these barriers and difficulties which construct and validate what we take to be 

`courage' (or what we take to be truthful; a quality to which it is related, hence Dickey's 

yoking of `candor' and `courage'). As Foucault suggests in the comments cited earlier, 

confession is `a ritual in which the truth [or the subject's bravery] is corroborated by the 

obstacles and resistances it has had to surmount in order to be formulated'. 

Sexton's speaker claims to be `afraid', although the weakness of the adjective, and the 

dismissive rider, `of course', belie any real sense of terror. Further, `of course' reads as a 

concession to the expectations of her audience rather than a credible statement of her own 

position. Indeed, she indicates (and this insight will inform my subsequent reading of a 

number of poems) that such fear as there is is not a consequence of her own encounter with 

the anticipated object of her search, but is a product of her anxiety about the audience's 

condemnation (society's `scorn'). If we are to understand the confessional text not as the 

compulsive expression of the prior experience of the author, but as a gesture which achieves 

its meaning and status as confession only in the process of being received or read, then it is 

arguable that it is the audience, and not the experience, which induces fear 57 

Finally, to go back to the metaphor of the map and the technique of disorientation, 

`Kind Sir: These Woods' shows that the speaker is able to ascertain her place on the map 

(metaphorically to find herself) by a process of triangulation, by situating herself in relation to 

two other points (the grapes and the thorns, connoting salvation or crucifixion, contentment or 

suffering) 58 Her identity is to be understood as being defined by these two poles. Moreover, 

the metaphor of triangulation may be read as signifying the speaker's sense of her own 

identity as confessional poet, which is understood as an effect of her relationship with writing 

(the fruitful and productive `grapes') and audience (the `thorns': representing suffering and 

condemnation). 

If we look at the few poems in which Sexton explicitly refers to `confession', we can 

see that they too refuse interpretation according to the terms proposed by the early delineators 

of the mode. `With Mercy for the Greedy' (P0), for example, resists the facile assumption 

that the confession is a symptom of the subject's compulsion or `need to confess'. 59 The poem 
is prefaced with a dedication: `For my friend, Ruth, who urges me to make an appointment 

57 As Antony Easthope proposes, `the meaning of the text is always produced in a process of reading' - 
a notion rendered explicit and fundamental in Sexton's poetry. Poetry as Discourse, p. 7. 
58 In the introduction to Autobiographies, Leigh Gilmore develops a sustained metaphor of mapping to 
describe the ways in which women writers locate their positions in relation to the dominant tradition. 
59 It was after a reading of this poem that Sexton made the comments quoted at the beginning of this 
chapter: "'Look, Anne, you're the only confessional poet around". ' See pp. 9-10 (above). 
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for the Sacrament of Confession. ' As Sexton explains in one of the Crawshaw Lectures which 

she gave at Colgate University, the poem was written after Sexton had had an (illegal) 

abortion: `When I came back from the abortion, I wrote my friend Ruth who lived in Japan 

about what I had done. Her reply was religious, and she sent me her dog bitten cross. 960 

Sexton had used the experience as the basis of her poem `The Abortion' (PO), an 

early draft of which opens with an epigraph from the suppressed chapter of Dostoycvsky's 

The Possessed: ̀ The fundamental idea of the document is a terrible, undisguised need of 

punishment, the need of the cross, the public chastisement. Meanwhile the need of the cross 
in a man who doesn't believe in the cross ... 

'61 As this indicates, the `need' to confess is 

more complex and multifaceted than Cox, Jones, and Sexton's other early critics would 

suggest. Is it simply an instinctive need to release `unbearable' emotions? Is it a need for 

forgiveness? Is it the exhibitionist's need of an audience? Or, as Sexton's invocation of 

Dostoyevsky would suggest, is it a `need of punishment'? As the draft epigraph to `The 

Abortion' and as `With Mercy for the Greedy' implies, neither the existence nor the 

profundity of all or any of these 'need[s]' is any guarantee of their satisfaction. As Sexton 

exclaims in `With Mercy' - echoing Dostoyevsky -'need is not quite belief. ' 

The title of the poem itself offers an early indication of the reciprocal or discursive 

nature of the confession. It confirms the symbiotic relationship between merciful auditor and 

needy (greedy, excessive, uncontrolled, impulsive) penitent. In so doing, it invokes 

Shakespeare's `The quality of mercy is not strained / It droppeth as the gentle rain from 

heaven' from The Merchant of Venice, and, more importantly, the play's recognition of the 

reciprocal or mutually beneficial nature of such an exchange: `It blesseth him that gives and 
him that takes. i62 In `With Mercy for the Greedy', the reciprocity of benefit (the merciful 

need to give and the greedy need to take) symbolises the dialogue at the heart of confession. 
Sexton problematises the notion that the confession is the product of the needs of the speaker 

alone, showing that the auditor too has needs (here, perhaps, the need to claim the speaker for 

her faith) and that it is the desire to fulfil these which, at least in part, sustains the 

confession 63 

Indeed, notwithstanding the passive and acquiescent position inscribed for the reader 

of confessional poetry in early delineations of the mode, Sexton reveals that the reader wields 

considerable power and may even be regarded as dominant. The confessional process is 

predicated on the presence - and indeed the appeasement - of a sympathetic auditor willing to 

60 Crawshaw Lectures (9) p. 16, HRHRC. 
61 All My Pretty Ones, typescripts and worksheets, HRHRC. 
62 The Merchant of Venice, IV. 1.179. Hillis Miller describes such an exchange as `the economy of 
equivalence, of giving and receiving, of equable translation and measure'. Tropes, p. 141. 
63 Sexton's short story 'The Letting Down of the Hair', discussed in Chapter Three, explores these 
ideas in more detail. 
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show mercy to even the neediest and most abject of penitents. The Oxford Shorter English 

Dictionary defines mercy thus: `Forbearance and compassion shown by one person to another 

who is in his power and who had no claim to receive kindness. ' Foucault proposes that 

although the `veracity' of the confession is `guaranteed' by `the bond, the basic intimacy in 

discourse, between the one who speaks and what he is speaking about', power in fact has a 

more specific origin: 

The agency of domination does not reside in the one who speaks [... ] but in 
the one who listens and says nothing; not in the one who knows and answers, 
but in the one who questions and is not supposed to know. 64 

Thus critical attention must be redirected from the putative experience of the needy ('greedy') 

subject to the role of the merciful (and thus dominant) auditor. 

The mock formality of the opening lines of `With Mercy for the Greedy' (replicating 

the apostrophe in `Kind Sir: These Woods'), the legalistic repetitions, and the exaggerated 

dichotomy of `you' and `me' confirm the penitent's subservience to the authority of her 

listener (Ruth, the addressee of the letter/poem): 

Concerning your letter in which you ask 
me to call a priest and in which you ask 
me to wear The Cross that you enclose. 

The wooden cross which inspires the poem is posited as the means of mediation between 

merciful and greedy (it is an object of exchange sent by Ruth to the speaker in order to initiate 

prayer) and as a symbol of potential salvation. It acts as a metaphor for the confessional text, 

symbolising - in that both cross and poem are transferred from one party to the other - 
confessional dialogue, or the communication of needs between penitent subject and ideally 

merciful and responsive confessor. Ruth sends the cross in the hope of a response and the 

confessing subject makes her confession in like manner. Indeed, in this poem, the gift of the 

cross prompts the confession by return. Similarly, in the context of this poem at least, the 

cross and the proposed confession hold out the hope of some kind of comfort or cure. 
Yet such hopes are thwarted. Cross and poem alike are mere aesthetic - and thus 

incredible - renderings (in the sense of imitations, representations) of ineluctable experience, 
belief, or, as here, loss of faith. The cross fails because of the inability of the recipient to 

understand or read it, or, more properly, because of its own failure of signification - its 

refusal to be read. 65 The meaning of the cross (and, by extension, of the confessional poem) 

as understood by its donor (the confessing subject) is always and already lost to the reader. 

64 The History of Sexuality, p. 62. 
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Furthermore, the cross itself is only ever a sign of something else, of something that is not 

there. It is a metonym for the absent Christ (who is, in turn, perhaps a metonym for God). It 

delivers its message at one remove, from a distance: 

I have worn 
your cross, hung with package string around my throat. 
It tapped me lightly as a child's heart might. 
tapping secondhand, softly waiting to be born. 

In like manner, the confessional text is only ever a sign of something absent: an unverifiable 

and unrepresentable subjectivity. In this respect, cross and poem are metaphors for the 

`Sacrament of Confession' which is, too, a mere sign or token of salvation and not salvation 
itself. In a Crawshaw Lecture, Sexton asks: `How do I resolve my guilt? How do I confess? 

What is my sacrament? (the poem itself) i66 -a self-generating circularity (the poem both 

laments and satisfies the speaker's need) which undermines any sense of spiritual or 

therapeutic gain and emphasises, once again, the primacy of the text. In `With Mercy for the 

Greedy', the already metonymical cross proves inadequate, as the speaker takes yet another 

step away from the original faith which this long chain symbolises. Unable to pray either to 

God or to His son or to His son's sign, she prays to these metonyms' own metonym - the 

cross's mark (or `shadow') on the page: `that gray place / where it lies on your letter... deep, 

deep. ' The pun of `lies on your letter' should also be noted as it signifies a deep scepticism 

about the efficacy of language or any other code of signification. 

As the reflective, even resigned, final stanza of the poem suggests, need is endlessly 

variable and impenetrable. The speaker's final response to the gift of the cross reads: 

My friend, my friend, I was born 
doing reference work in sin, and born 
confessing it. This is what poems are: 
with mercy 
for the greedy, 
they are the tongue's wrangle, 
the world's pottage, the rat's star. 

Sexton's defence and manifesto encompasses all of the contradictions and complexities of the 

confessional situation (the appeal for understanding, the recognition of the importance of the 

personal past, the reference to the process of rendering textual account, the give and take 

which characterises confessional dialogue). Most importantly, it acknowledges the bitter 

discontent, the ugly, painful messiness of the act of confession, which, like the aesthetically 

65 As Hillis Miller argues, `a true gift can never be returned [... ] The final realm in which rational 
equivalence and exchange breaks down is [... ] that of language itself. ' Tropes, p. 143. 
66 Crawshaw Lectures (9) p. 17, HRHRC. 
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pleasing cross, may appear promising, but may mask a more profound confusion. The 

cumbersome gutturals and plosives of `the tongue's wrangle, / the world's pottage' form an 

obstruction, denying any soothing resolution. The reference to `pottage' (the allusion is to the 

Biblical story of Esau's poor exchange of his birthright for his brother Jacob's `pottage', or 

stew) 67 signifies an early, but nevertheless persistent doubt about the value of confessional 

poetry and its ability to achieve the kind of individual and social salvation which Alvarez, 

Rosenthal, and Cox and Jones expect of it. The final palindromic (and thus circular) `rat's 

star' has a similar effect. As with Sexton's reference to the poem itself as simultaneously a 

cry for, and sign of, sacrament, it forces the text back on itself, confirming its self- 

referentiality. 

Thom Gunn, rather uncharacteristically, fails to comprehend the significance of these 

last few lines, arguing that 

The transition "this is what poems are" is too easy (she was not born writing 
poems, after all), the special relevance of "greedy" to the passage or the poem 
is not clear, and the last two lines appear to be there more for the suggestion 
of the words than for the meanings. 6 

`With Mercy for the Greedy' is about writing, about language (hence, `the tongue's wrangle') 

and about the `suggestion of the words'. It evokes a lifetime's struggle for understanding 

(hence `born / doing reference work'), a struggle which is not spontaneous and irrepressible 

but involves challenging and intellectual labour. Moreover, the product of this labour is a 

`work' of `reference' - that is, a public document, a comprehensive and accurate source of 
information for others. The relevance of `greedy' is that it connects with the reference to 

`pottage' and invokes Esau's poor exchange (symbolic, in turn, of the confessional poet's 

Faustian pact, or, as will be discussed in Chapter Three, her exploitation of her experience for 

personal gain). The metaphor questions whether the recompense (a sacrament which never 

comes) justifies the process. `Rat's star', as I have suggested, is a circular trope indicating the 

endlessness of this search for salvation. As for Gunn's curious distinction between `the 

suggestions' and the `meanings', this, arguably, is one of the points which the poem makes. 
The confession is only ever suggestive; it offers itself for reading and interpretation but 

cannot provide any finite meanings. 

In one of her Crawshaw Lectures, Sexton cites the final lines of `With Mercy for the 

Greedy' to support a crucial point about the fundamentally discursive nature of confession. 
There is no single meaning, possessed by the author (and symptomatic of her trauma or 

67 Genesis 25.29-34. 
68 ̀On All My Pretty Ones', in McClatchy, ed., pp. 124-26 (p. 125) (first publ. in Yale Review, LIII. i 
(1963)). 
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`need'). Rather, there are multiple and diverse meanings (or, conversely, moments of aporia) 

produced in the process of reading: 

Rat's star, by the way, is a palindrome. It reads backwards the same way as it 

reads forwards. Rats is star spelled backwards [... ] It means something to 
me. My husband thinks its crazy and has no meaning. 69 

Sexton makes a similar point more explicitly in her poem `Is It True? ' (discussed in Chapter 

Five): `To one shit is a feeder of plants / to another the evil that permeates them. ' The 

language of the confessional text (contra Rosenthal, for example, who speaks explicitly in 

terms of the transparency of the poem) is non-referential, opaque, and differential. The words 

which she uses, although clear and expressive to her, may bear a profoundly different 

meaning - or, indeed, no meaning - to the reader. 

The difficult relationship between confessional speaker and reader is at the heart of one 

of Sexton's best-known works. In `Her Kind' (the poem which she read at the beginning of 

every public performance of her work, and which consequently became ineluctably identified 

with her particular confessional poetics), Sexton explores the perceptions, or more properly 

misperceptions, held by her audience. Crucial to the poem and its depiction, in Sexton's 

words, of `what kind of poet I am', is the line `A woman like that is misunderstood. /I have 

been her kind'. `Her Kind' invokes, in order to refute, orthodox readings of her peculiar (I use 

the word advisedly) kind of poetry. The poem opens flamboyantly, defiantly, with the `I' so 

disdained by critics of the mode: `I have gone out, a possessed witch / haunting the black air, 

braver at night. ' Typically accused of introspection, the speaker here explicitly reaches 

outwards ('I have gone out') and takes the wider view. She is proud of the madness or 

possession which seizes her, yet refuses to specify the source of her inspiration 

(compulsion? ). Is she `possessed' by madness? Or by poetry (motivated by the desire to write, 

to share, to go `out' of herself)? Or, in the context of the very public, and repeated, 

performance of the poem, is she `possessed' (in the sense of controlled) by the expectations of 
her audience? 

Here, Sexton's speaker explicitly claims the bravery so valorised in confessional 

poetry, yet her claim is undermined by the fact that she makes it only at night, under cover of 
darkness (perhaps a self-reflexive allusion to the courage fostered by the, usually evening, 

performances of her work). Of course, the claim to be `braver at night, / dreaming evil' is a 

warning that Sexton and persona should be dissociated. The life of the imagination, the 

adoption of different personae, the role of the witch, belong to the realm of fantasy (to be 

played out at night and in dreams) and should not be confused with the real life of the poet. A 

69 Crawshaw Lectures (9) p. 3, HRHRC. 
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similar ambivalence underpins the speaker's record of her night-time flight over the `plain 

houses, light by light'. Is the witch obliterating the lights as she flies over the houses, or is she 

bringing light (insight, illumination) as she passes? It is clear, however, from the metaphor of 

`twelve-fingered' (which, arguably, connotes the writing hands) that the speaker embraces her 

distinctive role as poet of disorder, extremity, and excess (we recall the speaker's turning 

round `twice' in contrast to the necessary ̀ once', in `Kind Sir: These Woods'). 

Stanza two proffers a further defence of Sexton's idiosyncratic and specifically 

female poetics. She defiantly celebrates her place as an outsider, ill at ease in the dominant 

poetic tradition. In this poem, as in `Kind Sir', her place is beyond civilisation - in the woods. 

Most importantly, `Her Kind' proposes, contra Patricia Meyer Spacks, James Dickey and 

others, that there is a `certain sense of order there' (to adopt the words of Sexton's `For John, 

Who Begs Me Not to Enquire Further', which explores similar themes and which will be 

discussed in the Conclusion). Although literally outside, and figuratively beyond, the 

recognition or understanding of a conventional, tacitly formalist, criticism, there is evidence 

in these ̀ caves in the woods' of a different, and distinctive, kind of creative process. Sexton 

accepted the label `primitive', and the list of `skillets' and `carvings' in the poem celebrates a 

particular kind of naive, primitive, folk art. 70 Confessional poetry, then, is a skilled, deliberate 

and functional act: 

I have found the warm caves in the woods, 
filled them with skillets, carvings, shelves, 
closets, silks, innumerable goods; 
fixed the supper for the worms and the elves: 
whining, rearranging the disaligned. 

It is also, potentially, a mode of disguise or concealment. The caves are secreted in the woods, 

there are closets to hide in, and `silks' are fabricated (elsewhere, for example in the letter 

quoted earlier, Sexton uses metaphors of `costume' and camouflage). 

The poem also concedes the important - indeed vital - role played by the 

confessional audience (the `disaligned'). If there is a compulsion or imperative behind 

confessional poetry, might it not be the imperative to respond to, and alleviate, the demands 

and needs of the audience? That the beneficiaries of this confession (the `worms and the 

elves') are `whining' (the syntax is ambiguous, rendering `whining' applicable to subject and 

object alike) is an early indication of the ambivalence about the audience which emerges 

more explicitly in later poems (such as ̀ Talking to Sheep' (MSt. ) and `Making a Living' 

(DN), discussed in Chapter Three). 

70 In her interview with William Heyen and Al Poulin Sexton explains: `I was just what one would call 
a primitive' (p. 141), and, to Gregory Fitz Gerald: `I'm what they call a "primitive, " because I don't 
know much' (p. 180). 
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In the final stanza, the speaker proclaims - and the emphatic use of the past tense 

confirms - her transcendence of the prohibition against confessional poetry: 

I have ridden in your cart, driver, 
waved my nude arms at villages going by, 
learning the last bright routes, survivor 
where your flames still bite my thigh 
and my ribs crack where your wheels wind. 

The punctuation and enjambment of `routes, survivor / where' (addressed either to the 

witness/survivor who survives her or, self-referentially declaring herself as the `survivor / 

where [... ]') confirm that she has weathered public ridicule and condemnation ('ridden' with 

its aural pun on `written' indicates that it is the writing which invites punishment) and lives to 

tell the tale (hence the shift to the present tense in the last lines). That she waves her `nude 

arms' is, again, a provocative and defiant gesture, invoking the metaphors of nakedness, self- 

revelation and shame which are typical of confessional criticism (Jones, for example, argues 

that `the persona is naked ego' and Phillips suggests that confession `gives the naked emotion 

direct'). " Yet as the circular, perpetual and repetitive nature of these metaphors suggests 

('still bite' and `wheels wind' are significantly described in the present tense), the risk of 

punishment is ever-present. The penalty for writing in a new and distinctive way (for being 

`twelve-fingered'), for writing about inner or psychological experience ('out of mind'), for 

being `a woman like that', is played out, finally, on the woman's body in images of torture 

(being burnt at the stake, stretched on the rack or broken on the wheel). 

`Her Kind' is, I would suggest, an entirely characteristic Sexton poem. It 

problematises the process of writing, showing it to be subject to particular, and persistent, 

pressures. Although it evokes freedom, liberation, spirit and independence, it is predicated on 

images of containment, circumscription and punishment. Sexton's own comments about the 

poem replicate this tension: 

I have never given a reading without reading `Her Kind' first off. I always 
say "I'll read you this poem, and then you'll know just what kind of a poet I 
am, just what kind of a woman I am. And then if anyone wishes to leave, they 
may do so". 72 

This is a defiant statement of identity, indicating to the audience that they should `take me or 
leave me'. Yet it also anticipates hostility ('scorn' perhaps), revealing a latent anxiety about 

the audience's potential response to her writing self. Indeed, Sexton proceeds to recall the 

first occasion when she used this introduction, and someone did walk out. The fact, first, that 

71 Jones, p. 14; Phillips, p. 8. 
72 Crawshaw Lectures (5) pp. 1-2, HRHRC. 
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Sexton is willing publicly to admit this, and second, that being taken so literally did not 

dissuade her from offering the audience this `get out', suggests a self-mocking uncertainty 

about what otherwise reads as a poetic credo. 

It is significant that Sexton presents herself in this `signature' poem in the persona of 

a witch. In 1971, the poet C. K. Williams wrote to her about new developments in her work: 

`there's a feeling that your poetry has earned something through the years; some kind of wise, 

sorceress-like objectivity towards yourself and words. 173 Sexton replied: `You are right. I 

have earned it. From now on I will see myself as a sorceress. Great, Great! ' However, there 

are a number of contradictions here. First, in `seeing' herself as a sorceress, Sexton indicates 

that this is merely a perception, a mask or a facade. It is not a true identity to be assumed, but 

a superficial appearance to be appropriated (reminiscent of `I say that I'm the only 

confessional poet', quoted earlier). Second, how `wise' (rational, coherent) is a sorceress? If 

Sexton is `sorceress-like' is she not irrational, possessed rather than `objective' (hence the 

latent sarcasm of Sexton's `Great, Great! ')? Finally, there is irony in Sexton's `From now on I 

will [... ]' for, of course, the suggestion that she should assume the role of sorceress is not a 

new one, and merely takes her back to what is, surely, her most long-lived persona. The 

success of this mask, incidentally, is confirmed in William Pritchard's recollection of 

Sexton's reading `with spellbinding intensity' and Barbara Kevle's description of Sexton's 

performance in an interview: `her answers sounded like incantations, repetitious chants. ' 74 

The Crawshaw Lectures, referred to on several occasions above, give an important 

insight into Sexton's understanding of confessionalism as a mode and of her place in it. 

Coming towards the end of her career, some thirteen years and five books after her first 

publication, these lectures (grouped under the title `Anne on Anne') provide a retrospective 

summary of what, to Sexton, was either significant or `misunderstood' - or possibly both - 
about her work. They may be read as an attempt to set the record straight. 

It is apparent, from the first of the lectures alone, that Sexton is keen to dispel the 

view that her poetry is autobiographical, that it is the spontaneous expression of her own prior 
lived experience. Thus she implicitly takes issue with many of the founding definitions of 

confessionalism (and thereby with subsequent views, such as those of Thomas P. McDonnell 

who argues that Sexton's poetry `is not only personal but clearly the autobiography of the 

psyche itself'). 75 Indeed, it may be more accurate to say that Sexton, given the opportunity to 

reflect and comment at length on her own work, is keen to dispel any and all preconceptions 

73 C. K. Williams, Letter to Anne Sexton, 13 November 1971, HRHRC; Anne Sexton, Letter to C. K. 
Williams, 1 December 1971, HRHRC. 
74 William H. Pritchard, `The Anne Sexton Show', Hudson Review, 31.2 (1978), 387-92 (p. 390); Anne 
Sexton, interview with Barbara Kevles, in Women Writers at Work: The Paris Review Interviews, ed. 
by George Plimpton (New York: Modern Library, 1998), pp. 307-37 (p. 309). 
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of it. From the tone of her `Prefatory Remarks' at the beginning of the lecture series, it is 

evident that Sexton is acutely aware of, and determined to confound, her audience's reading 

of her and her writing: `today we meet only for a few minutes, and in those few minutes I will 

give you warnings and intimations. You might wonder what an Anne on Anne class could be 

about. '76 Thus, with Sexton, what you see may not be what you get. We are reminded of her 

comments about reading `Her Kind'. With a similar prefatory note of tension and 

watchfulness, Sexton alerts her audience to be on its guard, to tread carefully. There is 

something simultaneously playful, self-dramatising, and deceitful about such an introduction: 

a depiction of the self as elusive, enigmatic, uncontainable, requiring concentration and 

attentiveness but promising no sureties. 

Such comments also make apparent Sexton's own sense of her writing self as 

constructed or artificial. The assignment which she sets for the course involves the students 

`reading the various critiques of my work as well as my five books'. Thereafter, they are 

required to formulate questions to ask Sexton but, before asking them of her, to anticipate her 

likely responses: ̀ You will bring questions to class each week and I will answer them. But not 

until you have already given your answer. In other words, you are to fabricate my reply. ' So 

`Anne on Anne' is asking the students to write `Anne', to authorise her, in a process which 

replicates that by which the confessional persona is constructed by her audience. Sexton 

develops this idea further by suggesting that the `Anne' who is both the subject and the object 

of these lectures is not only a construction of her present audience, but also a product of her 

previous and potential audiences. Admitting to her own doubts and uncertainties about how to 

introduce the lectures, she depicts herself as subject to the ideas and initiatives of others: 
`Bruce [the lecture organiser] reasoned that [... ]'; `my students at Boston University 

persuaded me [... ]'; `they reasoned [... ]. ' Thus the final format of the lectures represents a 

consensus of views on `Anne' rather than Anne on `Anne'. Anne is effaced from Anne. As 

Sexton concludes: `I hope from this class to learn as much about myself that startles as you 

will learn about me. ' In so privileging the dramatic, fictive or fabricated nature of the 

experience typically identified as biographically accurate, Sexton provides an important 

insight into her own poetics. " Here, she makes a subtle, but repeated and extremely 
important, distinction between the `I' as subject and the `I' as object of the text (the `I' who is 

speaking and the `I' who is being spoken about, or the subject of the enunciation and the 

subject of the enounced). The effect of this distinction is to confound the kinds of readings 

which might instantly, and unthinkingly, conflate the two - which would seek in the `I' of the 

75 ̀Light in a Dark Journey', in Wagner-Martin, ed., pp. 40-44 (p. 40) (first publ. in America, 116 (13 
May 1967)). 
76 Crawshaw Lectures (1) p. 1, HRHRC. 
77 ibid. pp. 1,3. 
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poem `evidence' about the `I' of the writer. Sexton reminds us that there is not necessarily or 

always an identification between them. 

Sexton continues this theme in the first lecture where, significantly, she takes issue 

with one of the most important of the critical essays which defined `confessionalism' (A. R. 

Jones's `Necessity and Freedom'). Literally, the first thing which Anne says about Anne is in 

refutation of orthodox views of her writing. She quotes Jones's view of the "`unmistakably 

autobiographical impact"' of her work and his contention that "`the `I' of Sexton's poems 
[which Sexton, incidentally, misquotes as `eye'] is clearly related intimately and painfully to 

the poet's autobiography"', and then disdainfully comments `I would like for a moment to 

disagree'. 78 She proceeds by emphasising the fictionality and the artifice of autobiography 

which, it emerges, is a simulation: `It is true that I am an autobiographical poet most of the 

time, or at least so I lead my readers to believe. )79 It is clear that the techniques of 

autobiographical writing are easily assimilated, transposing the impression of 

autobiographical truth (a cornerstone, according to Jones and others, of confession) to the 

entirely fictional. Thus, far more important in Sexton's writing than the autobiographical `I' 

(although not necessarily more important than the autobiographical `eye'), is what she calls 

the persona `I'. 

The figures employed to describe the appropriation of this persona `I' help to 

establish the reasons for Sexton's earlier warnings and intimations. The metaphors are of 

disguise ('I use the persona "I" when I am applying a mask to my face'), of malicious deceit 

('a rubber mask that the robber wears'), and of dramatic evasion (Sexton twice mentions a 

clown putting on his face for the show). Yet we find that the use of the persona `I' 

simultaneously, and in contradiction, permits her to access new experiences, not only to evade 

or mask her own. Thus, in a reversal of the way in which an older man would become 

youthful - even infantile - in the guise of a clown, in Sexton's example it is the young man 

who adopts the persona of the older: `I use the persona "I" [... ] somewhat like a young man 

applying the face of an ageing clown. ' The use of the persona `I' is crucial to the imaginative 

process, offering a screen behind which to hide, and a blank canvas on which to project new 
identities. Sexton's discussion of her work demonstrates that different masks, or different 

`I's', may be slipped on and taken off at will: `I like to put on my clown face and become an 

old, old woman as in "Old Woman on the College Tavern Wall"'; `On to another persona. 
Now let my masks of my own age slip off me. '80 As she confirms in the second of her 

'R ibid. p. 1, HRHRC. The pun on Eye /I is found elsewhere in Sexton's poetry, for example, in 
`February 16,1960' from the `Letters to Dr. Y. ' sequence. 
79 ibid. p. 6. In her interview with Gregory Fitz Gerald, Sexton explains: `I love to read journals, 
biographies (but I prefer autobiography, though I think then one has to lie more than otherwise)', 

198 [Sexton's emphasis]. 
' Crawshaw Lectures (1) pp. 2,3, HRHRC. 
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lectures: `It was an early part of my development to adopt a persona and it is not one that I 

have quit. It is intriguing to me to become another person. i8' As her earlier `warnings and 

intimations' should have alerted us, any search for the real `Anne' is futile. 

In the final Crawshaw lecture, as in the first, Sexton explicitly refutes one of her 

major critics. She questions Robert Boyers's reading of her work (and implicitly, his view 

that "`her one true subject [is] herself and her emotions"'): 

I would like to make a few comments about Robert Boyers's article in 
Salmagundi entitled `The Achievement of Anne Sexton' [... ]. In the poem 
`Two Sons' I am taking on a persona of an old woman whose 2 sons have 
married. He seems to think I'm speaking in my own confessional voice. 
Likewise in `The Legend of the One-Eyed Man, ' although I admit I identify 

with him. In `Protestant Easter' the persona is an eight-year-old. He thinks it 
is me. 

It is interesting that Sexton qualifies the reference to `my own [... ] voice' by specifying that 

this is her `confessional voice', as though this were just one of many voices available to her. 

The distinction which Sexton makes between `I' and `persona' is an important one. It 

replicates John Berryman's disclaimer at the beginning of The Dream Songs: 

Many opinions and errors in the Songs are to be referred not to the character 
Henry, still less to the author, but to the title of the work [. 

. .] The poem then, 
whatever its wide cast of characters, is essentially about an imaginary 
character (not the poet, not me) named Henry [... ] [who] talks about himself 
sometimes in the first person, sometimes in the third, sometimes even in the 
second; he has a friend, never named, who addresses him as Mr Bones and 
variants thereof. 82 

In an interview with Lois Ames, discussing the process (and rewards) of writing her play, 
Mercy Street (produced off-Broadway in 1969), Sexton indicates that her use of disparate 

personae beguiles rather than reveals: 

With the play, I became each person -I love doing this. I think it's something 
I can do, too. I do it pretty well. I become someone else. I tell their story. I 
love to write in the first person, even when it isn't about me, and it's quite 
confusing to my readers, because they think everything I write - sometimes I 
am talking about myself and sometimes not. 83 

The implication of this is that there is no `true' autobiographical `I' beyond a succession of 

personae or masks. Does the clown continue to be a clown once the mask is removed? 

81 Crawshaw Lectures (2) p. 23, HRHRC. 
82 The Dream Songs (London: Faber and Faber, 1990), p. vi [subsequent references are to this volume]. 83 ̀Anne Sexton: From "Bedlam" to Broadway' [interview with Lois Ames], Boston Sunday Herald 
Traveler Book Guide, 12 October 1969, pp. 1,2-16 (p. 2). 
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Sexton's manipulation of these personae, her assumption and disposal, at will, of these 

myriad identities, while somehow imparting an impression of authenticity, indicates that 

identity is altogether more fluid and more impenetrable than, say, A. R. Jones's search for a 

persistent autobiographical `I' would suggest. Even the most perspicacious of recent 

commentators on confessionalism - in ignorance of Sexton's `warnings and intimations' - is 

persuaded by the impression that there is a real `I' somewhere behind the text. Steven K. 

Hoffman, notwithstanding his otherwise persuasive defence of confessionalism ignores the 

suggestion - made in Sexton's poetry and paratextual comments - that there may be no 

underlying self at all. He concludes his essay, ̀ Impersonal Personalism', with the rousing 

contention that the confessional poets `thrust against the multitudinous dehumanizing forces 

in twentieth century existence to emerge with that most precious prize, a multifaceted, 

independent self'. 84 

As we have seen, it is a commonplace of Sexton criticism to describe the writing of 

confessional poetry as ̀ an imperative', as an `intolerable compulsion', and as the product of 

`uninhibited autobiographical impulses'. Implicit in such readings is the belief that at the 

bottom of the pit or reservoir which is being dredged, or beneath the layers of experience or 

memory which are being laid bare, there is an 'original'- a `true' Anne Sexton trying to get 

out, a self-present subject simply awaiting her moment of release or revelation. As Candace 

Lang summarises conventional readings of autobiographical writing: 

Traditional criticism has been primarily preoccupied with the "man-behind- 
the-work, " yet insofar as it has proceeded on the assumption that the literary 
work is the expression (however inadequate) of an anterior idea originating in 
the writing subject and for which that subject was the sole authority, to 
discern what the writer "really meant to say" has been tantamount to 
approaching the "core" of the author's being to grasp the truth of the writing 
subj ect. 85 

I would contend that subjectivity, instead of being understood as the source or origin of the 

text must, in Antony Easthope's words, `be approached not as the point of origin but as the 

effect of a poetic discourse. ' By reading confession as discourse, as I am proposing here, we 

can `explain the author as a product or effect of the text, whereas conventional criticism 

accepts the notion of the author as unquestionable and pre-given in order to be able to define 

how the text should be read'. 6 

Sexton's manipulation of the persona `I' raises crucial questions about the 

authenticity and credibility typically regarded as characteristic of confessional ism. It becomes 

impossible to read her poems in order to identify or evaluate the degree of (particularly 

84 Steven K. Hoffman, p. 705. 
Rs ̀Autobiography in the Aftermath of Romanticism', Diacritics 12 (1982), 2-16 (p. 10). 
86 Poetry as Discourse, pp. 31,7. 
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biographical) truth implicit in each. Instead, we must acknowledge that just as there are many 

`I's (none of which is to be identified with the historical author), there are multiple truths. 

Sexton offers the example of her poem `Unknown Girl in the Maternity Ward' (TB) in order 

to demonstrate that it is possible for the writing `I' to identify with the experience of another, 

to adopt a mask or persona, and thereby to be truthful and false. She is truthful in the sense 

that, as she explains, the mask offers the opportunity to explore personal feelings of loss on 

the abandonment of her own small child, and false in the sense that the narrative of the poem 

traces a fictional story of illegitimacy: 

It might be noted that after I published `Unknown Girl' people in the town 
where my husband was brought up said, "Wasn't he a fine boy to marry Anne 
after she had had that illegitimate baby? " So much for confession. So much 
for persona. 87 

This idea of the confessional writer as victim of the confession and its repercussions, although 

treated jokingly here, forms a sinister undertone in poems such as `Talking to Sheep' 

(discussed in Chapter Three). Throughout her Crawshaw lectures, Sexton works hard to shift 

the critical emphasis from an evaluation of the putative authenticity of the confessional voice 

to an understanding of its potential inauthenticity - its tangentiality to the poet's subjective 

experience. Yet in a supreme double bluff, having established the equal validity of 

confessional truth and confessional artifice (the autobiographical and persona `I's), Sexton 

undercuts the reliability of this distinction, suggesting that, in fact, the whole debate is 

predicated on uncertainty. Truth and artifice are not so much equally valid as equally 

equivocal, and her own authority to determine such questions about her own work, her own 

value as a witness, are thrown into doubt. As Sexton concludes her second lecture: `All this 

was merely my fictions made up out of snatches of my life, lyric instances that I developed, 

other masks that I pulled over my face and voices who spoke for me. Never, never, never. All 

a lie. i83 Notwithstanding her attempt to rationalise her work and to foreground the proactive 

process of exploring new personae, the complexity of the poetry, and its irreducibility to 

simplistic and schematic evaluations, resists exposition. 
It is significant that the confident and explanatory rhetoric displayed in the first two 

lectures, once it has reached this aporic crisis, degenerates into contradiction, confusion and 
inconclusiveness. The remaining eight lectures of the series are characterised by a tendency to 

ask numerous rhetorical questions about the poems, punctuated by the occasional inadequate 

attempt at a response. For example, speaking about `The Interrogation of the Man of Many 

Hearts' (LP), Sexton asks: `What other things could you go to the interrogator for? Would he 

be good for any other confessors? (Yes but I can't think what). ' There are also numerous 

87 Crawshaw Lectures (1) p. 12, HRHRC. 
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examples of uncertainty, of a failure of authority. The original typescript of the beginning of 

lecture three ('Narrative Poems') features long and subsequently deleted comments on the 

tradition of narrative poetry: `The eddas were a kind of national saga. I've forgotten what the 

eddas are exactly. I'd like someone else to look it up', and erroneous accounts of the origins 

of the English novel. 89 It is as though the attempt to theorise, to contextualise the 

indeterminate (her own writing), has defeated her. More generally, though, in categorising 

some of her poems as ̀ narrative', and in attempting to place them in a long and honourable 

tradition (the norse sagas, the English novel, and Frost's poems are all referred to as 

antecedents), Sexton again contradicts typical views of confession as a predominantly 

personal and lyric mode (as `a lyric utterance' characterised by `explicit autobiographical 

connection')90 and as an essentially modern movement (a product of `Post-Christian, post- 

Kennedy, post-pill America') 9' 

A further perception of confessionalism which Sexton seems determined to confound 

is the rather disapproving expectations of confessional subject matter (exemplified by lames 

Dickey's `it would be hard to find a writer who dwells more insistently on the pathetic and 

disgusting aspects of bodily experience', quoted earlier). As Sexton recalls, `I remember 

when I first wrote poems about mental illness, I was told it was not a fit subject for poetry. )92 

To explore the boundaries of what is permissible, she draws on the example of her poem 

`Cripples and Other Stories' which, treated in this way, becomes open to reading as a 

provocative pastiche of the confessional poem. It knowingly plays into the hands of 

confessionalism's detractors (and indeed anticipates some of the themes and images of `Hurry 

Up Please It's Time', discussed in the next chapter). 

`Cripples and Other Stories' opens with a mocking appeal to the speaker's Doctor: 

`my doctor, the comedian /I called you every time. ' This recalls the first lines of Sexton's 

`You, Doctor Martin' (mentioned earlier): `You, Doctor Martin, walk / from breakfast to 

madness', and instantly confirms hostile critics' views of the pathological fixation of 

confessional poets. In the first stanza alone we have the essential ingredients of 

confessionalism as conventionally received: Doctor, self and text (here labelled self- 

deprecatingly, `this silly rhyme'). The `silly rhyme' also refers, specifically, to the refrain 

which punctuates the poem: 

Each time I give lectures 
or gather in the grants 

88 Crawshaw Lectures (2) p. 10, HRHRC. 
R9 Crawshaw Lectures (3) p. 1, HRHRC. 
90 Steven K. Hoffman, p. 689. 
91 Phillips, p. xiii. 
92 Crawshaw Lectures (4) p. 1, HRHRC. 
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you send me off to boarding school 
in training pants [Sexton's italics]. 

Here, we see the relationship of control between Doctor and patient, confessor and penitent; a 

relationship which is predicated on the desire to please and on the withholding of pleasure. 

The confessing subject wishes to swap roles, to gratify or amuse the confessor 

(Doctor/comedian), instead of being the recipient of his favours: `I called you every time / 

and made you laugh yourself. ' The subject, in `calling' the Doctor `every time', indicates a 

desire to wrest back control, a desire which is thwarted because it is the Doctor/confessor (the 

person spoken to) who retains authority, who has the ultimate power to call the shots: `you 

send me off to boarding school in training pants. ' As Leigh Gilmore argues (here confirming 

Foucault's point about the authority of the confessor): 

The vow, "So help me God, " seals the courtroom and the confessional 
account in the presence of a witness authorized to return a verdict, to 
determine veracity or perjury, to judge innocence or guilt, to decide on 
absolution or damnation. Some higher authority or recourse to its function is 

a fixture in scenes where truth is at issue, for it is necessary in this 
construction of truth telling to speak to someone. 3 

Such a requirement is conceded in a rhetorical question which Sexton poses in the last of her 

Crawshaw Lectures: `How did I come to writing about myself? How did I come to be a 

confessional poet who vomits up her past every ugly detail onto the page? ' The answers 

which she offers are tentative and ambiguous: 

I started to write about myself because it was something I knew well [... ] 
With every poem it is as if I were on trial, pleading my case before the court 
of angels and hoping for a pardon [... ] Mind you, I really have no idea why I 
do what I do. 94 

By claiming and then denying authority over her experience, Sexton implies that she does not, 

after all, know herself `well'. As the reference to the penitent's arraignment before the `court 

of angels' intimates, instrumental to the success of this confession is the `court', or confessor, 

or audience. 

In `Cripples and Other Stories', the scatological metaphor (of the `training pants') 

infantilises the speaker, rendering her - as is typical of the confessing subject - powerless and 

abject. The ̀ ballad-like nursery rhyme-like technique', as Sexton describes it, helps to 

`underscore the horror' of the action: 95 

93 Gilmore, p. 121. 
9' Crawshaw Lectures (10) p. 1, HRHRC. 
95 Crawshaw Lectures (4) p. 1, HRHRC. 
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I'm really thirty-six. 
I see dead rats in the toilet. 
I'm one of the lunatics. 

The mundane and the extraordinary are thrown into startling and memorable relief, thus 

drawing attention to one of the ways in which confessionalism achieves its effects. 

Subsequent rhymes of `shame' with `nickname', `this' and `orifice', `fever' and `leave her', 

`tell' and `hell', represent a precis of the confession. The final incestuous horror of the poem 

is rapidly realised, and brought to a clanging conclusion by the end rhymes: 

Father, I'm thirty-six, 
yet I lie here in your crib. 
I'm getting born again, Adam, 
as you prod me with your rib. 

Doctor, Father and first man (Adam) are here synthesised into one dominant, controlling, and 

most importantly, surveillant figure. The pun on `lie here in your crib', with its latent allusion 

to the truths - or 'lie[s]' - which emerge on the Doctor's couch ('the crib'; itself offering a 

punning allusion to plagiarism), and the sense that self-scrutiny will lead to rebirth, a fresh 

start in life, form a knowing, and critical, commentary on confessional and psychiatric 

therapy. 

The cast of characters in `Cripples and Other Stories', in addition to the Doctor and 

the disappointed and disappointing parents ('Disgusted, Mother', `father was fat on scotch'), 

features a mutilated self harbouring an awful secret ('Would the cripple inside of me / be a 

cripple that would show? '). The speaker is full of self-loathing, and her self-portrait offers a 

striking metaphor for the figure of the confessional poet: 

My cheeks blossomed with maggots. 
I picked at them like pearls. 
I covered them with pancake. 
I wound my hair in curls. 

We find the suffering, vilified, abject self relentlessly scrutinising that self, and therein 

finding emotional and material rewards ('pearls' of wisdom and wealth). 96 The subject, in 

scratching away at her psychic wounds, leaves the scars perpetually open; constantly the 

focus of attention. The image of masking the `maggots' with `pancake' invokes the speaker's 

application of masks, of the persona `I', which may or may not disguise unpalatable truths. 

The final reference to hair wound in curls suggests, perhaps, a Shirley-Temple-like 

96 The commercial rewards of confession are considered in the next two chapters in my discussion of 
`Hurry Up Please it's Time' and `Making a Living'. 
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performance, an overly sexualised attempt by a child to appeal to an adult (recalling the 

speaker's relentless desire to please the Doctor/Father, and the infantilisation of the mature 
97 woman in the incest scene of the poem's final stanza). It also connotes the awful power of 

Medusa, threatening the audience with the dreadful consequences of their persistent gaze. 

These multiple horrors read, as I have suggested, as a gross parody of 

confessionalism. In its extreme appropriation of excess, manipulation of disgust and 

flamboyant disregard of aesthetic convention, `Cripples and Other Stories' dramatises the 

point which Sexton, in a rather more restrained tone, puts to her students: `Do you think out- 

houses and enemas are fit subjects for poetry? We all go to the bathroom. Is it an experience 

that should be written about? ' Of course, by entitling her poem `and Other Stories' and 

mentioning within the text that `those are just two stories / and I have more to tell', Sexton is 

also acknowledging the fictive nature of confession. As Sexton asks in her lecture: `What 

would you think the poem would be like from that title? How does "Other Stories" change 

it? '98 The point here is that, however harrowing the subject matter (in this case, ̀ the enemas 

of childhood / reeking of outhouses and shame'), the confession is, at heart, a narrative, a 

construction, one of many made-up `stories'. Notwithstanding having structured her lecture 

series according to formal generic boundaries ('lyric', `narrative', etc. ), all confessions are 

ultimately also narratives: `This poem could as easily be in the section on confessional poetry 

as in this section on narrative poetry. '99 Equally, in her discussion of `The Double Image' 

('the major confessional poem', as Sexton describes it), it is the fictionality of the text which 

is foregrounded. Confession achieves its effects by strategies of negation, silence and denial, 

by equivocation and invention (it is `made up') rather than by frank and truthful expression: 

I never mowed the lawn, but I did have my portrait painted. I never mailed 
her [the daughter to whom the poem is addressed] a picture of a rabbit or a 
postcard of motif number one, but I wish I had. On April Fools she never 
fooled me, we never laughed, it was never good [... ] Otherwise every single 
word is the way it was, and the things I made up were also the way it was in 
my head. 'oo 

97 To refer again to Leigh Gilmore: `The power of confession persists primarily through the 
psychoanalytic interest in the "self, " the construction of that self through a specific discourse, and the 
power relationship between analyst and analysand which produces "truth". ' p. 124. 
R Crawshaw Lectures (4) p. 1, HRHRC. 

99 ibid. p. 2. 
10° Crawshaw Lectures (9) p. 9, HRHRC. 
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Chapter Two 

`My Sweeney, Mr. Eliot': `Personal' and `Impersonal' Poetry 

Anne Sexton infrequently used the term `confessional' to describe her poetry, preferring the 

term `personal'. ' In an interview with Harry Moore, she rather self-deprecatingly comments, 

`Well my poetry is very personal (laughing). I don't think I write public poems. I write very 

personal poems', and to Gregory Fitzgerald, she explains: `I was writing personal poetry, 

often about the subject of madness. ' However, this claim to write personally is often couched 

in negative terms, that is, it is expressed in terms of somebody else's prohibitions (or, more 

specifically, in terms of her transgression of these). Thus Sexton characterises her work as 

being resistant to contemporary perceptions of what is appropriate: `everyone said, "You 

can't write this way. It's too personal; its confessional; you can't write this, Anne, " and 

everyone was discouraging me. But then I saw Snodgrass doing what I was doing, and it kind 

of gave me permission. " Sexton's appropriation of the adjective `personal' makes a clear 

statement about her place in contemporary debates about personal, as opposed to impersonal, 

writing. It explicitly positions her poetry in opposition to T. S. Eliot's enormously influential 

`impersonal theory of poetry', his advocacy of the `process of depersonalization' and his 

admonition that there should be a complete separation between `the man who suffers and the 

mind which creates'. The poems discussed in this chapter ('Sweeney' (BF), `Hurry Up 

Please It's Time', `Gods' (DN), and the unpublished `Dog-God Fights the Dollars' and 'Dog- 

God's Wife Adopts a Monkey') explore the relationship between the two forms. 

The presence of T. S. Eliot (and, in particular, of the comments made in his essay 

`Tradition and the Individual Talent') is implicit in the accounts of the origins and nature of 

confessional poetry discussed thus far in this thesis. When Rosenthal, Alvarez, Jones and 

others insist on confessional compulsion, on the subject's need to obtain relief through 

expression, and on a clear relationship between speaker and poet, textual and `real' 
. 

experience, they establish an opposition between confessionalism and the modern poetry 

" Anne Sexton, `Sweeney'. 
Other synonyms include Steven G. Axelrod's `domestic', Sylvia Plath: The Wound and the Cure of 

Words (Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1992), p. 59; Helen Vendler's 
`Freudian lyric', `John Berryman: Freudian Cartoons', in The Given and the Made: Recent American 
Poets (London: Faber and Faber, 1995), pp 29-57 (p. 31) and T. S. Eliot's `meditative verse', `The 
Three Voices of Poetry', p. 98. 
2 Anne Sexton, interview with Harry Moore, in Colburn, ed., No Evil Star, pp. 41-69 (p. 50) (first publ. 
in Talks with Authors, ed. by Charles F. Madden (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 
1968)); interview with Gregory FitzGerald, p. 181; interview with Patricia Marx, in Colburn, ed., No 
Evil Star, pp. 70-82 (p. 79) (first publ. in Hudson Review 18, (1965/6)). 
3 T. S. Eliot, `Tradition and the Individual Talent', in The Sacred Wood: Essays on Poetry and Criticism 
(London: Faber, 1997), pp. 39-49 (pp. 44,45). 
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which is Eliot's concern. ' In place of Eliot's `the more perfect the artist, the more completely 

separate in him will be the man who suffers and the mind which creates', 5 we are introduced 

to a poetry in which `private humiliations, sufferings and psychological problems' are 

dominant, and in which `the literal Self [is placed] more and more at the center of the poem'. ' 

Whereas for Eliot, `the poet has not a personality to express, but a particular medium, which 

is only a medium and not a personality',? for Robert Phillips, the `direct expression of the 

self' and the `expression of personality' are essential $ Where Eliot insists that `poetry is not a 

turning loose of emotion, but an escape from emotion, it is not the expression of personality, 

but an escape from personality', conventional views of confessionalism propose that its 

subject is incapable of escape .9 
She is figured as the passive victim of her effervescent 

emotions, subject to inescapable compulsions, in thrall to her experience. 

These early accounts of confessional poetry construct and consolidate a dichotomy 

between the `new' poetry and the old, the compulsive and the restrained, the confessional and 

the impersonal, a dichotomy which Sexton's poetry refutes - or at the very least, 

problematises. 10 Her work interrogates Eliot's distinction between poetry which is the 

expression of personality and poetry which is an escape from it, and refuses to be restricted to 

either pole. To paraphrase Eliot's `East Coker', her writing takes the `middle way', ranging 

across boundaries, effacing the distinction between personal and impersonal, private and 

public, inside and outside, truth and lies, revelation and disguise. 

Sexton's poetry, while seeming to be `personal', while seeming to exemplify Eliot's 

despised `turning loose of emotion', may in fact be paradigmatic of the opposite tendency. 

Caroline Hall suggests that: 

In its use of apparently biographical personae and speakers and in its themes 
of sexual love, oedipal hate, personal anguish, unbearable suffering, and 
emotional breakdown, this poetry represents not an escape from personality 
but an expression of it. " 

However, it is arguable that the `apparently biographical personae and speakers' in Sexton's 

4 Eliot's notion of `meditative verse' similarly invokes this idea of compulsion and release. The writer 
of such poetry suffers under a non-specific, but nevertheless onerous and enervating `burden which he 
must bring to birth in order to obtain relief'. `The Three Voices of Poetry', p. 98. 
5 Eliot, `Tradition', p. 44. 
6 Rosenthal, The New Poets, pp. 26-7. 
7 Eliot, `Tradition', p. 46. 
8 Phillips, pp. 8-9. 
9 Eliot, `Tradition', pp. 48-9. 
10 The dichotomy is further polarised around the distinctions between individual or private or personal 
expression (freedom) and social, or public, or impersonal imperatives (necessity): a dichotomy which is 

encapsulated in the title of Jones's essay. 
11 Caroline Hall, p. 34. By 'biographical' I am assuming that Hall means related to, or expressive of, 
the life and thus, in this context, autobiographical. 
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work, while seeming to `express personality' and `emotion' (to paraphrase Eliot), may 

disguise, obliterate, or license an escape from it. The key word (used unwittingly by Hall) is 

`apparently', for these personae (even the personae of `I' or `Anne') are, indeed, only 

`apparently' biographical. In a supreme double bluff, they establish an unimpeachable 

impression of authenticity, frankness and intimate revelation, while bearing no necessary 

relationship to the experience of the poet. We think that we see the real Anne Sexton, whereas 

all that we actually have in our sights is a substitute, or persona, of the kind that Eliot might 

approve. Although it seems that the `[wo]man who suffers' dominates Sexton's writing, it is, 

the `mind which creates' which retains control. 

Paul Lacey, too, sets confessional poetry in a dialectical relationship with the 

modernist aesthetic which preceded it: 

After a generation of criticism which insisted that the "P" of a poem was not 
to be identified with the writer, the real John Keats, T. S. Eliot, or W. B. 
Yeats, but was to be seen strictly as a persona in the poem, we have returned 
- in some of our most vital poetry - to first person utterances which are 
intended to be taken as autobiographical. 12 

Like Hall, Lacey inadvertently controverts his own argument. For if these personae are 

`intended to be taken as autobiographical' then it is possible that they are not 

`autobiographical' at all, that the `apparent' (Hall) or `intended' (Lacey) personal 

referentiality of the poems is a device -a sleight of hand which misleads the reader into 

believing that they have access or insight to the lived experience of a real author. In 

pretending to overturn conventional doctrines about the importance of impersonality in 

poetry, in faking a return to the heart of personal experience, Sexton's confessionalism in fact 

steers us further away. It invokes a misplaced confidence in its own authenticity and 

expressiveness; it posits immediacy and presence while discretely consolidating its own 

indeterminacy and distance. 

In a great many respects, Sexton's relationship to Eliot's principles is more complex 

and fluid than has hitherto been allowed. For example, notwithstanding the best efforts of 

critics and commentators to identify confessional speaker with poet, text with lived 

experience, Sexton insists repeatedly on the importance of distinguishing between the two. 

Sexton's assertion that `to really get to the truth of something is the poem, not the poet' and 
`the poem counts for more than your lifei13 confirms Eliot's view (that `honest criticism and 

sensitive appreciation is directed not upon the poet but upon the poetry') and, indeed, that of 
Wimsatt and Beardsley: `the design or intention of the author is neither available nor 

12 Paul A. Lacey, `The Sacrament of Confession', in Wagner-Martin, cd., pp. 94-113 (p. 94) (first publ. 
in The Inner War: Contemporary Poets in Review (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1972)). 
13 Interview with Patricia Marx, pp. 74,75. 
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desirable as a standard for judging the success of a work of literary art. ''`' Further, it is 

possible to read Sexton's poetry (in terms of the abjection of many of its voices) as exemplary 

of Eliot's imperative: `the progress of an artist is a continual self-sacrifice, a continual 

extinction of personality. ' Throughout her work, Sexton responds to the challenge of Eliot's 

statement, displaying a multitude of voices in various states of decline, attenuation and 

fragmentation. 15 She evokes a hitherto inadmissible similarity between the process of self- 

effacement proposed by Eliot, and that which is evidenced in her own poetry. It is a 

misguided, indeed perverse reading which would fail to notice the significance, in Sexton's 

work, of metaphors of violence and murder, of images of writing as `blood letting', of subject 

as vulnerable prey. 16 As these indicate, the confessional poet, in accordance with the 

requirements of the poetics of impersonality, extinguishes or sacrifices herself again and 

again in her work (this is reflected in Sexton's use of synecdoche, discussed in Chapters Four 

and Five). 

In addition to this general positioning of her own writing in opposition to, or dialogue 

with, Eliot's, Sexton specifically draws on his poetry on a number of occasions. ' 7 For 

example, her `A Little Uncomplicated Hymn' (LD), with its long examination and 

exemplification of its own failure to say what was intended (this is what `I wanted to write') 

invokes Prufrock's `It is impossible to say just what I mean! ' 18 Her `0 Ye Tongues' (DN) 

considers the same problem of origins as Eliot's `East Coker'. `Sweeney' (written in 1969) 

explicitly and defiantly invokes Eliot's Sweeney poems. Further, like `February 20`h' (DY), 

one of the `Horoscope Poems' discussed below, it reads as a precursor to, or draft of, the 

longer process of engagement with Eliot's work exemplified in `Hurry Up Please' and thus as 

a measure of Sexton's sustained interest in the relationship. `Sweeney' provocatively pits 

personal experience (hence the defiant `My Sweeney') against authority and impersonality 

(hence the mocking formality of `Mr. Eliot'): 

14 W. K. Wimsatt and Monroe C. Beardsley, `The Intentional Fallacy', in W. K. Wimsatt, The Verbal 
Icon: Studies in the Meaning of Poetry (London: Methuen, 1970), pp. 3-18 (p. 3). 
15 ̀He Do the Police in Different Voices' was, at one time, Eliot's title for The Waste Land. See The 
Waste Land: A Facsimile and Transcript of the Original Drafts including the Annotations of Ezra 
Pound, ed. by Valerie Eliot (London: Faber and Faber, 1971), p. 4. References in this thesis are to: The 
Waste Land and Other Poems (London: Faber and Faber, 1940; repr. 1942). 
16 Anne Sexton, Letter to Mrs. F. Peter Scigliano, 7 February 1973, HRHRC. 
"Although a number of critics (for example, Steven K. Hoffman) have argued that Eliot is a precursor 
of confessionalism (that he has deceptively `personal' elements in his writing), none have argued for 
Sexton as a successor to Eliot (that it, as having `impersonal' elements in her work). 
'8 T. S. Eliot, `The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock', in Collected Poems 1909-1962 (London: Faber 
and Faber, 1974; repr. 1989). [Subsequent references, with the exception of The Waste Land, are to this 
volume]. Sexton studied Eliot's writing at Brandeis University in 1960, and mentions his The Cocktail 
Party as one of the few plays which she had seen (the other being South Pacific) before commencing 
work on her own play Tell Me Your Answer True. Anne Sexton, 'Reactions of an Author in Residence', 
unpublished draft article for `The Charles Playbook', [1964(? )], HRHRC. 


