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PREFACE

tuite a nupber of Twentieth Century Anmerdcan writers
uge the basic subject matter of guilt, loss, and death in
the penres of novel, short story, and poetry. In 1966 Anne
Sexton vas awarded the Pulitmer Frize for Poetry. OShe is a
mart of thé group of writers who employ startling images to

suggest clear 1L unstated themes in these three areas. It
'haavheen my rurpoge to explore the icdges in Anne Sexton's
poetry and to classify these develorwents in theme.

I woudd iike to take this oprortunity to¢ express my
appreciation for the assistance and guldance given me by
the {ollowing members of my committee: Dr. Clinmton C.
heeler, who wes alvays availlable for counsel and encourage-

ment and whose surgestions and directions were of great

value; and Iyr. Samuel Yoods, who gave 8o genercusly of his
tine,

. Pinally, I would like to express &ppreciation to nmy
husbéand, Helth, and son, Mrad, vhose understending, encourage-
ment, and sacrifice were instrumental in the preparation of
this disasrtation.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

To find the significance of iméga as related to theme
it was necessary to examine the ldea that images could be
grouped under certaln subject areas such as lova; death; and
religlon. As the groupings were maﬂe; it became evident that
these areas could be subdivided. The suvbdivisions of love
became sexual and familial, which includes husband and wife;
mother and children, and daughter with mother and father,
The subdivisions of death were mental and physical; the 5ub;
divisions of religion became confession and rejection of
religion. Uach of these subject matter arcas overlapped at
times in the same po@m; but pervading all aspects of subject
matter was fuilt. For this reason it was impossible to classify
guilt as separate from any of the other arsas. As the types
of imaces were classified with subject, it was evident that
in cach division cartain emotions were involved or brouzht
out as a result of specific imazes. Identification of these
emotions in turn suggested Questions as to similarities and
differences, causes and effects, and other questions. Jdung's
theories on tho subconsecious were relevant.

After the classification of cach poem {with the exception

of very few that scemed not to fit the major divisions) inte



subjects, I classified images according to emotions. The
themes then became distinctive. In this process of classifi-
cation a pervading atmosphere of mental distress and agony in
many of the poems suggested chaos. In later poems Anne
Sexton found a way to organize her life so that order pree
vailed rather than chaos. Louise Bogan considers Anne Sexton's
writing "from the center of human experience, with the direct
and open feeling that women, always vulnerable, have been shy
of expressing in recent years."l This writing exemplifies
images as related to themes "from the center of human experi-
ence."

There has been no extended treatment of this type on the
poetry of Anne Sexton., I read the brief reviews of her books
carefully as well as her three volumes of poetry, To Bedlam
and Part Way Back, All My Pretty Ones, and Live or Die. Even
though her writings have been classified with those of Robert
Lowell and W, D. Snoégrlsa,z almost nothing has been said of
her themes or images by major critics. A study of the relae-
tionship tends to lend credence to those who believe that
Anne Sexton will obtain an even larger place in estimates of
quality in modern American poetry.

17;*Louiu Bogan, "Verse,"” The New Yorker, XXXIX (1963),
P .

Richard Tillinghart, "Five Poets,” Sewanee Review,
LXXXI (1963), p. 513. X



CHAPTER IX
IHAGERY

In a study of imapery ia the poetry of Anne u&ﬂt@ﬁ, it
im evident that the images can be arrangsed undsr the subject
matter of loveewsexual and familial, deathe-physical and
mental, and relisione~-rejection and acceptance and confession.
Pervading nearly all poems are images of sullt, which sezem to
be the key to the subj@cﬁ matter divisions. Certain emotions
such as lenelincss and fear are also apparent in all divisions
of subject matter.

. Two péems ia&érpmrate each of these divisions and show
through ﬂwapew Anne Sexton's progress from the disorder of
mental distregs throwrh the orderdns of her world and her
final azceptance of life instesd of death.

The first of the twe major poems is "The Double Imace.”
This poem is nezi %o the last poem in 4dnne Sexton's first

velume, o Bodlam and Part Hav Back. It shous images of love,

death, and roligion in the frarmework of pulili. Other poenms

s and her two later volunes show the sanme subljeet

¢ Double Image” shows the baslc subject matter of
love, dﬂan“, and relision and the startling imares which make
these coneepts sharp and memorable. Images and themes in

cthey poenms can be related to those in "The Double Imase.”



"Live" will be used as a summary poem to show the changes
toward a more ordered existence in the realm of love, death,
and religion.

"The Double Image" could be entitled "The Triple Image"
because it concerns Anne herself, her mother, and her daughter.
The first part of the poem brings all the images in focus:

1.

I am thirty this November.

You are still small, in your fourth year.

We stand watching the yellow leaves go queer,
flapping in the winter rain,

£ ng flat and washed. And I remember
mostly the three autumns you did not live here.
They said I'd never f;t you back again.

I tell you what you'll never really know:

all the medical thesis

that -xtlained my brain will never be as true as these
struck leaves letting go.

I, who chose two times

to kill myself, had said your nickname

the mewling months when you first came;

until a fever rattled

in your throat and I moved like a pantomime

above your head. Ugly angels spoke to me, The blame,
like en witches in my head, letting doom

leak like a bdbroken faucet;

as if doom had flooded my belly and filled your bassinet,
an old debt I must assume.

Death was simpler than I'd thought.

The day life made you well and whole

I let the witches take away my guilty soul,

I pretended I was dead

until the white men pumped the poison out,

putting me armless and washed nneuch the rigamarole
of talking boxes and the electric bed.

I laughed to see the private iron in that hotel,
Today the yellow leaves

go !po.r. You ask me where they go. I say today believed
in itself, or else it fell.,

Today, my small child, Joyce
Love your self's self where {t lives,
There is no special God to refer toj or if there is,
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Woing WY e DeW Snow. Dieanh in relicvod by

of 1ife in o ciild: “love wour self's self whewe it lives.®?
Without a doubl, the images of pgullt are alse present--"ind

I remerber mostly the thres suturme you did not live here.”

i3 Anne Sexton establishes later in the poan, thoese three
autuwnns represent the perdod in which [iss Sexton was recovers
ing from mental illness. The gullt of not beins with the
child may have odded to her mental digtress. On the whole,
however, the other poenms indicate the influsnce of the

children whe tend to lead her back to a world of order. The

~ Yinne Sextou, To Bedlam and Part day Back {Cambridge, 1960).
All future quotations from this wors refer o this edition.




fardlial love of rmother for children and ehildren for mother
definitely had 3 steadying influenee.

®

Amne Sexton has two daughters who are mentloned in her
poetry. hethor the narrator is Anne or a porsons, as she is
fighting Loy way $0 sanity, she hints that the love of the

daughters may be g saving factor i she can overcome her gullt

lings toward thems  From part 5 of "The Double Image”:

1 h _ ~and you came sach
woekend, But I lie.

You seldom came. I just pretonded
you, small piglet, butterfly
girl‘with Jelly bean checks,
isobedlient three, my splondid

stragger. 4nd I had to learn

way I would rather

die than love, how your innocence

would hurt and how I gather

gullt like a young interm R
his symptons, his certain evidence. (58)

Slowly mother and daughter learn to know each other, and in
the same tone in “The Double Image®:

I remember we named you Joyce

S0 we could call you Joy.

You came like an awkward guest

that first time, all wragpaﬂ and moist

and strange st my heavy breast. :

I neoded you, I didn't want a boy, o

only a girl, already loved, slready loud in the house

of herself., UWe named you 36?%

I, who was never quite sure _

aécum being a girl, needed another
life, another imape to remind.

“&nd this was my worst guilty you could not
cure gor scothe it. I mode you to find me. (61)

T0 somo extent in the mother's eves, the doughter is hor own

elf, that pert of hor own self thabt she must rediscover.

w

Joyeo appears sgain ia “4 Little Uncomplicated Hymn,”

The warmth and swoetness of images such as “a song Eﬁy‘ymur~



laughter that keeps wiggling o spoon in my slg@pwz leave little
doubt a3 to the relation of mother and ¢hild, The conercte
images &b the bezinning of the poen (from images concerning
toys Lo caring for a child's bodily needs) indieste the care
most wmothers give a ¢hild as he grows. Thé child never actue
ally is separated from the mother because of a commnication
between then that enters even the mother's sleep, In this
instance the laugh which is abstract h@é@aﬁg a wizgling spoon
wilch leads baclh to the concretencss of cén@acﬁ hotween the
mother and c¢hiild., The little hurts of Joy as o smaller childe-
a fever, a fall Irom a tree, as well as such nice thingsmw
birthdays, new teeth, ars recounted. The d&ep‘hurt and guilt
of the mothcr who had to rellnguish years of her child's life
Lo renmain in a nental institution sre pathatically rolated.

/ for Joy / is what T
wanted to writc. « »I look for uncomplicated h £;ﬁ>f but love

Stilk, 74 Zistle Uncompliecated Hymm

has none.” | N
Linda, the cldest ﬁaughter@ is addressed aé she and her

mobher attenpt a nap together in "The Fortress.” Tendarness,

love, and wishes for the daughter are contained in the poem.

I cannot promise very much.

I zive you the images I know.

Lie still with me and watch.

4 pheasant moves ,

by like a ssal, pulled through the mulch

by his thick white collar. He's on show ,
like a clown. He drazs a beige feather that he removed,

2amne Sexton, Live op Die (Cambridge, 1966). 41l futurs
page refercnces refer to this book. = |
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aourss, Sody Lo mathery only a small touch ¢f sadness
apparent.

CIn YLittlo Girl, Yy Steingbean, T Lovely Veonan® thao
mothor in addressing har young daughter, Lindsz, ag she 1o
approzching twslve years of age. The image of the ehild ot
pubsrty as a gacden is quite effective. fhe zasures the
Loy leveliness and the besuty, stranroness, and
excitenent of her haﬂy @s sho will "Wateh high noon enter=« /
noon, that ghost hour,” Beecause of the nature ﬁf'puberty,'
sex images nbound--"magienl tran»pareﬂt pelly,” "seed,”
ripening.” The doushter is likened to "a white wuena~~,/ as
exceptional as laughter / you will strike fire, that new
thing!” Progressively the images tend to suggest a quiet une
foldiny to the bullding excitement of the last lines. The
love of mother for child pormeates the poen,

Ip is Jdifficult vo tell which of the daughters is in
“Your Face on the Dogt's Neelk or "Fain for & Daughter,” bub
neither poom loscs any meanins for this. In the first, the
mother asain thianls of %hﬁ girlts vounger days as the child

-

sleeps by the dog. The second indicates a motherts agony for

»

her daughter, wicze foot has Deen stepped on Ly a horse.

»3ann@ Jexton, All My Pretgx Oneg (Gambri doe,
All future quotaticns from thais work refer Lo this

fcl«ﬁ
o
& 8
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The mother is hurt as the davghter in her pain calls oub 4o
God rathoyr than to the mother, bubt the daughter's choles of
words show the nother that she is no longer a child dependent
upon her nother.

The caly other anwotione assoclated with the two children
are loneliness and sense of loss as Anne projects she loss of
the ﬁﬁw doughters by marriage in “Two Sons.” Peeling the
aloneness, “I grow old on ny bltterness,” but the post manages
to overcome those bitter feelings to ". . .gather myself in /
like cut flowers and ask how you are and where you've been.”
The image Anne Sexton uses helps the reader identify with a
mother who must regain her composure after an experieance of
cutting all that has been binding in the family ties. She
must gather what is left of her life and begin living in a
different environment.

Images range from quietness, "Why have your eyes gone
into their room?” and "Tour oyes lie in wailt, / little field
nice nestling on thelr paws’ to love as renembercd agony,
"when you lay bubbling like a caught fish, / sucking on the
monnfactured oxygen” to "Love twiste nme, s Spanish flube
plays in oy blood” and "I will turn like a little dancer.”
Love pervades all images to “I will crouch down / and put my
cheek near you, . . .letting my face rost in an assembled
tenderness,. Theso images are so ¢lose to basie feeling, to
kinesthesia, for example, that they can hardly be paraphrased.
The poom "The Fortress™ carries the love message from the title
to the last line "I promiss you love, Time will not take away



that.” This seens Lo bo representasive of her emotions

teward hor daughhars.

X

Another part of familial love is love for mother and.

Sather. Tor Sune thils love is tinged with all types of bad

5

feeliags, Togtllisy and reliel atb the doath of ths paronts
are gsusgestod. Asain "The Double Imare” can be wsed asoa
primary exnoplo.. fapt 2oshous the feelinge of Hos Sexmian

oxemplifisd in most of hor p@abry

,2‘.
- They sent ne lettors wi h nows "
of y@u and T nmade moecasine that I world nevar USE.
When I grew well enouph to tolerate
mysela, “T 1ived with my mother. Too late,
taa late, to live with gaur mother, the witches saids
t I didn't leave. 1ad my partvait
‘d@nu ingtead. . -

Part way back from Bedlanm
I came t& my motherts house i Glﬂueeaber,

- Magsachusetts. 4dnd this is how I came
to catch at her; and this iz how I logt her,
I gannot fhrgive your suicide, my mother zaid.
And she never could. BShe had oy yortrait
done ingtosd. ' ‘

T 1lived like an angry fﬁ@ﬁt, :

i14ike a partly mended thing, an cutgrown child,

I remeuber my mother did her best.

The took me to Boston and had my hair restylad.
Your suile is like vour mother's, the artist said,
I d*ﬂn*t seert Lo cara. I had my portrait

done Instead.

There was & chuyeh wheps T grew up

with 1ts whlte cupboards wheps ﬁhﬂ?’lﬁﬂ(ud us up,
row by row, like ?uvmtaﬁs or ﬁﬂigmatew

ainyimp together. Uy father passed the plate,
Too late $o be forglivon now, the witehes sald.

I wasn't oxactly forgiven., They had my portrait
done inasead. i)? } ,

The narrateyr iz "an angry guest” a "partly sended thing,” “an

eutgrown child.” She poes back to childhoed imares of a
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sterils church with "white cupboards” where they wore locked
up, row by row, singing together. This suggests a sindlarity
to vhe instivution she just left. In the lines “ind this is
now I camo / to catch at her; and this is how I lost hers
there is o finality in the loss of the love of one who is
aupyﬂaé& to be slways ia#ingﬁ‘ ?ha@@,iw.hittarneaa in "She
had vy portrais / done instead.” The giri-wa$ nﬁﬁ forgiven
by ber mother and father. Porhaps this is a source of puilt,

Hlss Sexton carries over the sane idea of £ the double
partrmi 4n 9an @@am‘ﬁwwanW1£a.x

Mo Women marry houses. |
It* ‘anothor bind of skiny 1t has a hears,
a mouth, a liver and bYouwsl movoments. -
he wnlig are permanent and pind.

maﬁ how oho sita on her knees all day,

faithfully washing herself dewm.

Hen onbor %y foree, drawn back like Jana%

inte thelr» fleshy n@*ﬁars,
That's the main thirg. (L&)

Because A woman ig her mother” the pmet can see hersslf in
the douvle role.  This is not neeesenrily a pleasant smotion
because her mother seoms to have failed her quite often. “She
had my-pﬁﬁ%rait,dene in$tea§~Wilﬁﬁill'@hé seens to gare for
art 6 of "Mhe Double Imags”
“my averthroun / love, my firat image.” The most noticeable

her mother, becauss she says in

amotion in relaticon to b@ﬁh mather and father is the averriéﬁ

ing puilt she scens *a”h&e o get away from., This is assoeie

abed primarily with death wishes for the garent and will be

discussed under the subjoct matter of death.
 Love s on augaem of tm& women's ralati@msagp with hor

father and nothor is perhaps bester described as lack of



i2

roviprocal love. In "Cripples and Othor Storics” she glwes

stae Insisht into her childbeod oo ohe tells haor doctor of
i

childhood uperiontos.

Slagusted, aother put me

on the potty. She was good at this.

Yy fathor was fab on scoyeh,

It leaked from every orifice, {20)

A )

Vi father was a porfact man,

elean and rich and fat.

y wother wes a brilllant thing,

She was good at that, (81)
Imapes earlior in the poem such as "dead ravs in the toilet,”
Yenenmas of childhood,” “outhouses,” surrest that ss Sexton
is perhaps trying to pin the reasons for her insanity on childe
hood events. Sho is embittersed andusyﬁiaaz in deseribing in
opulent images»har fathor as £at, clean, rich arnd her mother
as brilliant, disgusted, bub with little warnth. In the same
poen the rnarratcr tells of gotting her arm caught in the
wringer of & washing machine. Her mothsr toock the accident
this way:

As for the am

unflortunately 1t grew.

Though mother said a withered arm
would put ne in Yho's dha.

For years she described it.

She sang it like a hymn,

By then she loved the shrunken thing,

ny little witherad limb. {(81-82)
She considers herself in the image of "child-woman® at this
stage. The images of this age are no more reassuring than
those of babyhoodw="ly cheeks blossomed with magsots.” Even

in blossoming adolescence there is the image of death and decay.



P

In the same pucm aro ether lnoishis ln*e the relationchiy Dew
treom Anme and hor parents.
v fatherts cells cliched each nipht,

i t@nb mq makiﬁf noney. ,
;ri ag &ar wy hbll tﬁn@ breodad,

On bayﬁ tao, a a mattﬁr of facy,
ggd girarettos and Cars.
Mother frawned at my wastod life,

Tl Y
Ny Zather smoled clmars.

n&#o

s ha,aer didn't know me

but you ! kias me in my fever.

My mother knew me twice ‘

and thex I had to leave her. (82)

Cell images are usa& to deseribe paraenality. The idea of n
mind being ng rehora as thouuh in t&e greation is showa in the
final image of thoe poem:
?aﬁh@rxrl', thlrty-alsx
Yot T 1lie here in your crib,
E'" getting born again, Adan, ,
3s you prod me with your rib. (82}
The baby imape 15 apein used in the context meaning she had
not grown mentally or rather has reverted bacl to childhood.
There is au aspect of loos and, of courss, tho ever prosent
puilt, In "Christmas Ove” Mins Sexton soeons to ponse the
loss of what she has missed in a mother-daughter velationship:
Ch sharp dismond, my motherl |
I could not count Lhe cost :
of all your faces, your Mmoodges
that presaut that I loat.
3wae* irl, my deathbed,
juwel»fin~areﬁ lady,
yaur partrait flickered all night
by the bulbs of the tree. (54}
The use of the "sharp dlamond” evokss a mother whe iz hard,

inhuwman, capabls of cutting, vet one who could also be a
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the lest gtanze gulld is apain mirvored and the loeh of lovs
whdelhr leade o death fmzges for the mothoer and thoe resulting
puiltiness:

You who ;cda e by @La naaﬁv

I saw y@u a5 you ww“a.

r;;w 5 NV . },é; ;a}r ja}mn 'bauij
an a1¢ thinks of murdarp o o»

‘hen 1 sald Haryw-
ﬁary, .ar¥ forgive ng

apd Lhon i toucthed z pregent fbr tﬁa e¢hild,
the lust ? brad before your deat!

and then T touched ,g’hraa
and then I touched the flooy

bhen my breacst again as if,
QA wow, it were ome of yours. {55)

In "These Times. . % There is an even greater revelaw
tion of reasons for 411 feeling h@ﬁﬁﬁ%ﬂ;ﬁﬂﬁ% and her parents.

I will speal of the little childhood crueltilss
ﬁuiﬁ& a third child,
tha last glven

aald m"‘is,,# 1»39@ ta&ﬁ}ﬂ“-

of the nightly numiliatiwma w%en Hother
An&resscd ne,

of the 1ifs of the da time, logked in my PO0OT~w

aeing the unwanted, the mistalke
that sther used to eap “abhﬁ«

from Hie diveres 20}

Later in the saxme poem she guilt is apain gpparent in relation
¢ her nothur:

3 Luim B0t knwow that o llim in the end M
would run over oy uot 1@r*“ i&kﬁ a trueh
anJ all that would remain

from the yeor I was six ) ,
ﬂaq - zmall hwl& in my heart, a deal spot,
sﬁ tagh I adght hear
the unsaild more clearly.
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The linking of love with images of a "truck™ or a "small hole”

indicate the youns destroying the old. Could the "unsaid”
that Amne heard ot six have been the lack of love in the
fanily? The clue to ths relatd @n“hiy of Anns and her pacvents
can probably bo oxpressed as wac“'ﬂi lave,

sven though the fathsr s mentioned less often, in
“Ang Ono for Iy Deme” the father 4s a travoling salesman, It

seens he had little time for a small davghter:

,T*ce?t when he hid
*n Wiz bedrogm on a2 three-day drunk,
he typed out complex itineraries, packed his trunk,
his matched luggare .
ar& poclieted a confirmed reservation,
hiz heart alieady pushing over tn@ red routes of the
nstion. . ,

I it at oy desk
eﬂch night with no place to ra,
opening the wMirﬂleﬂ ﬂaws of | Eilﬁpu and Buffalo,

the whols U.8.
Cits ceneterdies, its arb tvury time sones,
threngh routes like small veins, capitals like small

uquﬂuqm

The lonclincas of inne as a nm” ehild 4s ovident in thse last

nc doos nov usﬁ the same dcat% wish imaros for her

fasher as for her mother, but she scem ta,ﬁa@l resentment

of his alecholizsn, which iz mentioned in several poems as

Taour aleoholic tondency.”  fho alse mentlons her father's

ﬁhej carried out my qo*her,
wrapped 1liks somebodyts doll, in sheots,
bandaged her jaw and abuffed up har holes.
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ing in anne's poetry.  Perhaps they wore micsing in her child-

=0

hood,

jould the crippile inside of ze / be z oripple that

£

would show?

3 Lind of love in Anne Sexten's poetry iz love

Thiz iz not as umhealthy as the

goband and

aF

enmotion Bobwaon

§
3

and kere father and mother. The beaubiful

]

inmases Anne uses in poems ol sexual love are nobt nresent either.



G811, thers iz 2 dovelopmoent of love betwesn her and her
band shrowth respeet 2nd helpfulnsss,

Tha dmamos of love betwsen husband ond wife in Anne's
garlior poons show great intensity. Thers is a clear dife
Corenca dotuwsen ths Mwifs” and the noetess. In "The Farner's

480" she hno beon This habit? just Yten venrs now” in that

"ald pantesing of love [/ that she wmnts althoush 1% leaves
her 86111 alone,” livinge in her own nind, watehing hin sleepw-
ing "While / her voung yesrs hznvla'paatﬁ and "ghe wishes him
eripple, or poot, / o aven lonely, or sometimes, / bebter,

lover, dead.” The imnses ore ambivalent. Thow show
¥

affection, or ab loast, companionship in “local life in
I1lincds,” “honer bunch,® a Ybrief bright bridge” but an
emptiness that baging to border on hate bseause she is “atill
alone” "minds apart fvom him® "hating the sweat of the house.”
Thape is 5 strapped, desolate fealing that is eonly partiy
offset by a fooline of security and need. The wife gees the
only asclution as doath of her husband. It is interesting
that in all pooms in which the man-woman relaticﬁshiy»i@ mar-
riage, the imazes are dark and undesirable, whereas in nost
poans in whigh the man<wonan relationship is a love affair,
the imates arc bright and desirablz. In a pimiler veln "Man
and ULifeY borine with the quetatlon, “To spohko of wo / that
1s in mardasoe o . 0 2ol ocontimsest with o pigoon comparisont

wo are nob 10%@%3,
I dr wct avon know each othey

i s l"w\
'lw «L"d ‘vaa ~p§ e

bnt we have uatﬁaﬂr 0 says

G are Lile pipsonde..
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tow they are t@geth~r
like strangers in 2 two-seator aut OuSe,
zating and scuatting tag;thhr.
quy have teet: and knees
but they do not speak,
A soldier is forced to stay Hlth,a soldier
because they share the same dirt
~and the same blows.
They are exiles
soiled by the same sweat snd the drunkard's dresm
fs it is they can only hang on,
their red claws wound like bracelets
around the same limb. (27-8)

but enis in a pathetie, "But they would pierce our heart /
if they could only Fly the distance.”

Something is miseing ia Snne sexton's equy relationship
with her husband as she says in "Crossing the Atlantie¥:

How always leaving me in the Vest

is the wake,

& rapgged bridal wvedl, unex;mmlncd,

seductive, always rushing down ﬁ“glﬁtairs,
never detained, never enough. (48]

ifake means literally the wake of the ship or a death watch,
but it evokes the sensation of hypnotism or a dream-like
trance., .The bridél veil being ragpred reflects that all was
not well or at least what was expected in their early marrisge.
There is sgain the distupbing possibility @f need but 2 need
that is always rushed, On the sa@e'vayage fnne soye in "ialke
ing in Paris,” "I desorted my husband and ay children.” Uith
this, guilt is also inﬁieatéd,' These corly poems sugsest
st»rxllty, loneliness, hoj elessness nnd foilure. If Aune
Sexton is speaking of actual warric e in "The Vedding Nig ht,ﬂ
the poem fepréSEﬂts a departufe frowm her usuzl lusges of mare

ried life. The sagnolias blossoming are beautiful. Fink,
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wight, i eaos are appealing in goloer

and shape.

ST ".,,2 s pink dress,
{ 2ailings

baen as sure~bodied
~lwwar gird I was

- as polished as gul& beaks,
5 clesed as ali that.

s wnelstakeble. The blossoms are
pepressntative of the ﬂwﬂﬁiwf_f, night whon:

Yot one night in the Agr&l nizht
Zomsone {(someonel) od @agn bud openss

to disprove, to mn»kg to punctiurel

The next day tnay"wwr@ all hotegclored,
molst, not flawed in fact. »
Then they no longer huddled.

They forgot how to %iéa;

Tense ag they bad been, - o
they were {lags, pau&v, chalfing in the wind.
There was such abandonment in all thatl
Sueh entertainment

in thelr flaring up.

& EFw

someone had, 1o one night,
passed roughly throush,
and before it was %im@.
al i

objects in the literal deseription of the magnolia blossons

The sex

nages inveoke intense Jfeeliag. There is fusion of

and the implied description of loss of virgiuity. There is a
fusion of avticns in the epening ol the buds and the rape of
opon,” "puneturs,” hat-tslored” , a4 the traumabic @xpariﬁne@
is related.
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As in cther poems of actual marelage, however, some guilt
is appsrent, and there is a loneliness in separation. Pore
haps insight into the problem of husband and wife adJustment
is mirrored in the last lines of thoe poem quoted above.

In later poems as more order is restored, love and re~
spact betwoen hushband and wife is also to be restored. In
“For John, Tho Begs il Mot to BEnquire Purther” Anne Sexton
is trying to delve into her past, her guilt feelings, but her
husband hesitatos to follow this difficult coursc,

Thon it was more than mysell;
it was you, or yowr house
or your kitehen.
And if you turn away
because there 1s no lesson heve
I will hold my awkeard bowl,
with all its cracked stors shindng
like a complicated lie, e
and fasten a3 new skin around it

) as I were dressing an orange
o a strange sun. ,
Mot that it was beautiful,
but that I found some order there.
There ought to be something speclal
for someone
in this kind of hageﬁ |
This is something I would never find
in a lovellisr place, ny ﬁ@ar‘ ,
although your fear is anyone's fear,
like an invisible wveil between us all...
and sometimes in private,
ny Litchen, your kitchen,
my face, your face. (51-2)

The inviaible veil betwesn Anne and her husband moy disappeayr
according to the last lines., An order and an understanding
geen to be developlng between husband and wife. This love is
consurmiated In part § of “The Double Imape” and the love geens
to be displacing the guilt.
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lasionshdp Lotwoon Anne Lowbon
tpround Jor the
emoblons of cadnese and
Loneliness broucht about by sepas
Saxton's pootry containg some of
hor range, Irom the torrible

through the boaus ifﬁli“é‘ TLeve Sang Dor H.

the best love powns. F. Owyne's love seems to protect the
speaker from “the army in the sea / move in, asain and arain,
against me.’ Thero is 2 sweebesadnoss in this poem particus-
larly brousht aboub by images such ass

nﬂulu I was bony you found ma ”air

In the bay, the inported swans dran“ for hours
1ike n&la Aorobats o pently drunken flowers. (61)
£

ki

the Garden” iz one of

HeDonnell statos that o

. - o 5 ~ _ . £3
most beautiful love poems in contemporary Anorioan poetry.”

- g of flowers and agpin ouch phvasses as

Thomas I, [leDonnell,
671, e T304
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wateh the 1ilies open dn sueh a field’ glve the cosence of
caln contentuent
U1 Bomombor” 1s a besutilul poem of beauty, peace, and

£

susbaining fesling of the pocn iz lovely.

P & en b LT
love in June.

o i
§ RANSIER

the first of Aupgust

tﬁ% invisible baetwag began
Lo omere and the grass was
25 toush as hemp and was
1 eolor--no mors than
the sond was 2 color and
wm had worn Guv bare foot

are sinee & tuuﬂ*4@th
n Y June an 1@?@ re tines
we forrob ﬁn wind up your
alarm oloek and some hishia
uﬂ tool our zin warnm and neat
from old Jel“v ”la$3Ms wWwhiln
ha sun P}lw w m. aight
1ika a rﬁa w&ﬂ roy hint angd
ny I tied “,'J yir bash
a “ibba ﬁnﬁ wou 5nid
fxmt - Qﬂ?“ﬂ alrn as Il
o} ﬁuriﬁ ary *ﬂcy apﬁ what
T pomember beat in thob
the door tm TOUr TODN WRG
door to nine. {(11)

Again the swoest-cadnoss ond calm econtontment are apparent.

s

The dream=-lihe quallty of suspended time

i oy gy B 7 n
im pyparent. Less
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the lmege of loneliness, sadness, and rememberance, "I think
too much. / Fish gwin from the eyes of God. Let them pass.”

The stanza is fuil'@f\ﬂﬁriaﬁian.imag@ry of Cod's sadness.
This recalls the pain of memory to Miss Sexton, Rain sets
the geene of the young girl at home with her parents. Rain
sete the goens for the storm that kept zha‘yuﬂng‘girl and Jack
S out all night b@uiﬂb a biny lake. ‘”ﬁéﬁ,Jack says the Mass /
and mother died using her owm bones for erutehes,” and the
your
andure.”

In A1 My Pre
and aeparati@m in &avaral paa ‘,”’feﬁte‘ Iritten On a Ferry

% girl coues Lo nuis sang plaaa o endure, / somshow %o

gty ﬁn@@ 1¢nvlinass is aaupl od with love

iMmile Crossing Lonz Island Sound! begins as o wryly melane
¢holy aceount of the end af a love-affalr” but it "becomss a

magnificently humorcus prayer thet the four sclemm nuns on

the ferry with the speaker may become visibly mir&@u&a&a;”é

In the quoted stanza the images may be humorous, but one is
still aware of the intense desire to stave off loneliness in
the beholder of this imago:

al haugh I anm very sad,
could you please
let these four muns :
loosen from their leather boots
and thelr wooden chairs
Us rise oub
over this oreasy deelk,
ma over this iron rail, .
nodding thelr pink hw&dd wo one gide,

G1. L. Rosenchal, The Now Poots (New York, 1967),
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fiying four abreast

in the old-fashiconed side strols;
gach mouth open and round,
breathing torether

as fish do,

singing without sound.

“Flight” tends to follow the same theme of loss of love ree
sulting in loneliness to the point of despalr. “The descripe
tion of the drive to the airport is full of anticipation gnd
cutward-going images:

There was rose and wvilclet on the river

is I drove through the mist into the city,

I was full of letters I hadn't sent you,

4 red coat over my shoulders

and new white gloves in my lap.
At the airport, the turning point of the poem and of the
Journey, there iz a terrible note of finality:

All fiights are grounded.

The planes sat and the gulls sat,.

heavy znd rigid in a pool of zlue.
The return Journey is marked by a sense of glmost cosmic
desolation and the realization that there is no escape, that

flight from the self and world that self creates 1s illusory:

i drove past the eye and ear inflirmerics,
past the office buildings lined up like dentures,
and along Storrow Drive the street lirhts

sucked in all the imsecs%jwhc
had nowhere else to go.”

This image of the street lights and insects adds to the pere
vading loneliness. dven the strest names gre sipnificant.

She drives to the airport through "Sumner Tunnel® and away

74, it, Jones, “Hecessity and Freedom: The Poectry
of Robert Lowell, Sylvia Plath, and Anne 3Sexton,” Critical
wuarterly, YII {1965}, pp. 2627.
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from it along “Storrow Drive." Rain and fog accompany the
drive, making an éven lonelier image.

In “Letter Written During a January Northeaster”
the weather brings again an image of loneliness.

The snow has quietness in it; no songs,

no smells, nc shouts or traffic. :

When I speak

my own voice shocks me. (66) |
Love, loneliness, and separation are involved again. The
reader learns that the narrator is waiting out a blizzard
for a letter from a lover. Every day is the sanme, ﬁ%anday‘ﬁ
Loneliness leads to drinking, reliving newspaper articles,
reminiscing the grandfather/mailman. |

Loneliness is apparent in "Doors, Doors, Doors.”
The reaetion of an 0ld Man and a Seamstress to a young girl
and her lover in an apartment houssz revaalé'the characters
of each and the inherent loneliness in each. Their reactions
are interesting. The 01d Man attempts to engage the lovers
in conversation as they pass his door, but the Seamséress
remembers her own son, who deserted her and her plans for him,
to become a priest. She has been made bitter by the loneli-
ness and disappolntment. The lovers are fighting the loneli-
ness from “"my husband's insane abuse” and "your wild-haired
wife” by “Lava.is the only usa. . .Tell them need is an
excuse for love. Tell them need prevails.” Heed in this
sense is more than need of physical love. UNeed incorporates
compassion, understanding, and companionship. HNeed may be

the key to Anne Sexton's attitude toward sexual love.
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uch of Anne Sexton's love poetry implies a love
affair involving the very young. It is easy to identify the
loneliness of a young girl in the poem "Wallflower.™ She in
her loneliness calls forth sexual images of:
Upstage the bride falls in satin to the floor.
Beside her the tall hero in a red wool robe
stirs the fire with his ivory cane.
The gstring gquartet plays for itself,
gently, genhly, sleeves and waxy bows.
t ~ The legs of the dancers leap and catch. (47)
Even though she says of herself, %My thighs preas, knotting
in their treasure,” she will achieve fulfillment only through
her imaginative dreans.  The images emphasize sterility and
self-doubt in reality, "face is red with sorrow,” and "Breasts
are made of straw,” but images in her dreams are opulens,
"feverish roses, the islands of olives and radishes.” She
ends the poem with the écb, "?he~blisaful @astimes of the
parlor--Itll never know," |
Three other poems, each in a separate volume as if
a recurring memory, are of youth and love affairs. In "Love
Song” the girl must be just entering womanhood and the love
affalr must be quite innocent. '
I was : _
the girl of the chain lettar. ,
the girl full of talk of coffins and heyholes,
the one of the telephone bills,
the wrinkled photo and the losat connea?ionw,
the one who kept sayinge

. uisten! Listen!
st never! ue must never!

and those things . » « (25)
The same girl may be characterized in "The House,”™ a

story about a rich young girl's love. This love is also the
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the young innocent love of:

flsses thet stiek in the wouth

i1 the vinegvr cauuy she wused to pull
with her buttery fiagers, pull

uatil it was white like » dog's bone,

white, thick and ilmpossible to chow. {(41=2}

The sensory images of stickiness with o vinepary tingle and

thickness combine with the innocence of whitoenss

ing the thrill of a love that is vory young. Otheor poens of
love show sexual innges and loneliness.

This one agoin,

made vaguely snd cruelly,

one eye green and one eye blue,

has the Jnly major walk-on so faor,

has walked from her aftoernoon date

past the flashing back of the Japaness g1y,
up the cotton battev stairs

rast the clicking and umclicking of the earvhon
turns here 2t the hall

by the cismonds thot she'll never eorn

and the bender thot she kissed last aight
among thick set stars, the loating bed
and the stronge white key...

up like o skein of yarn,

up another flight iato the penthouse,
to sluom the door on all the years

shetll have to live throuili...

the sailor who she won't with,

the boys who will welk on

from Andovor, DExeter and St.

the boys who will walk off wdth pole unlined faces,

to Slam the door on all the doys ghetll 4tay the some

and never ask why and never think who to ask, ‘

to slom the door and rip off her orange blouse.
Fathor, fath@r,yl_wish I were dead. {(43~4)

This love is more complicated in "The Ixpatriastes.® The

images are not as conerete. Agoin a key to fnne's feelings
“boward this kind of love is expressed, Ybelieving is the act
of love.":

¢y dear, it was a moment

to cluteh at for a moment
50 thot you may believe in it
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and balievzqg is the zct of love, I think,
even in the telling, wherever iﬁ went,

In the false Yew Bngland forest

where the “iSpl&%ﬁ@& %ﬁrwe?¢« Lrees

refuss ﬁ o root, their thick syathetic
roots barging out of the dirt to worl the air,
we held haﬁd and walked on our knees.,
Aetually, thore was no one there. (30)

The sugrestion of the forast home dwells in momory and the

?-i

memory of love becomes almost unbearable.

Guilt may he the reaseon for an unbesrable ramory. The
imapes of ruilt in 7014 Dwarf Heart” are unly,

then I 1lic down te nga,

d1d dwari heart shakes her head.

Tike an imbecile she was born cld.

Haer eyes wobtle as thirty-one thick folids

of skin open to glare ﬂt me on ny flickering bed.

She knows the daeay we'tre made of, {10)
Again zullt, the ¢ld dwarf heart, has pervaded evon the most
beautiful of ideas, love. |

Love as svideneced by "The Double Inage” and numerous
cther poems is familizle-nmother and father, hushand and wife,
and children. It is healthy when prder is maintained., Order
praevails as long as guilt can be forgotten or covered. Hope-
leasness, falling, loneliness contribute to guilt feelings,
but Joy in love relationships seems to be everconiang the pullt
feslings. |

Images of death are guite varied. Again guilt links
physical and mental death, perhaps more g0 than any other
aspect of dnne Soxtonts poetry. Physical death mogt prome-
inent is suicide. Fear, loneliness, then peaece, and hope are
emotions shown by the imapes. In "The Double Image” suicide

in the first part which has alveady been guotzsd ("I, who choso
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two times / to kill myself™). - It is mentioned again in part
- Y wintersd in H@stan, a
- ¢hildless bride,
nothing sweet ©o spare
- with witches at my side.
- 1 wissed your babyhood,
tried a second suicide,
tried the sealed hotel & second year. (;?)
Phrases Indiczting suleide are profuse in many pooms. Images
of fear link with suicide in "Imitations of Drowning:
. 4. t‘har
af drowning,
fear of belng that: alen&,
kept e busy making a daal
as if I could hay -
my way out of it
and it worked for two years .
and all of July. (16} =
4 stanza like this is followed by a stanza in the form of
prose telling of incidents which have happened that seem to
be most fearful in Sexton's life. Several childhood incidents
which are mentioned in earlier autobiographical poems indicate
that the narrater is !ss Sexton. The accidents of almost
losing an arm in the washroom wringer and being shut up in
the closet have been mentioned in other poems. One incident
ocours when she iz a small child. Her arm is caught in the
washroom wringer, and she follows "fear to its core.” She
continues to return to the idea of fear as a concrete object
as in: |
Fear,
a motor,
punps me around and around
unt!
and

il I fade slowly
the crowd laughs.



I fzde out, az old bieyele rdider
wh@se odds are measured in actuary graphs.

Bhe concludes with the peint that “in the end it’s fear /

that drowns you.’ kotc the fear in ‘an ant in 2 pot of Q&oe-
olate, / it beils / and surrcundg you," Phrases suth as

these in the rroselike atanza recall to the reader most vividly
nhat fear af drowning:

X swan~~but the tide came in like ten thousand orgasms.

I gswom~-but the wavaes were hizhor than horses' necks.

‘e e The dying

went on and on in water as white and clear

as the gin I drink eaah day at halfepast five.

Gsln# dewn zgr the last t11 the last breath 1yin¢,

I gragple with czels 1ike apeq~~lt'a ether, it's queer
aﬁﬁ ﬁ'Sﬂ, ab l&at, itts dcnw; Mow the scavengers arrive,
and haerd crawlsrs who come %o clean up the ocean floor.
and death, that old buscher, will bother 2 no more.{16-7)

Animal images ave prominent. Besmingly, they indicate Tear.
These aninal images recur in anotuer poen “Suleide Note.”

Bettar, ‘

gesplis the worms talking to

the mare's hoof in the field;
betier

despite the season of yowir girls
dropping their blood;

better somechow

to drop myself quickly

into an old room.

Dear friend,

T will have to sink with hundrada of othoers

on a dunbwalter into hell.

I will be a light thing.

I will enter death '
1ike gomecone's lost epticﬂl lens.
Life is half enlarged.

The fish and owls are fiarce today .
Idfe tilts backward and forward.

;van whc wazsps ecannot find my eyes.
o5

Gyes that were immediste once.
Eyes that have been urul; awake,
eyes that told the whole slorysw
poor dumb aninmals. (?5~6}




Gnats, moths, fish, a donkey, and bats are mentioned in the
sane poem. These images give an eery feeling of watchffule
ness and death. Fach has an aspeet of the unknown, particue
larly bats, who inhabit dark, cool places like a temb. Each
ercaturae ls repulsive to touch. Fish repressent life in the
beginning and the owls and oyes indieate watchfulness and
knowledge even through darlmess. Truth is the present state
of wisdom, The noths beat against the light of truth or
knowledge cnly to harm themselves. Gnats never lot one rest
and thus the quality of watchfulness again.

Suicide by knives and pills as well as drowning is
salient, In “The Addict” the imapes are again stark and
realistic: |

Don't they know

that I promised to diel

I'nm keeplng in practice.

I'm merely staying in shape.

The pills are a mother, but better,
avary color and 25 goed as sour hailﬁg
I'm on a diet from death,

I iike them more than I like me.
Stubborn as hell, thoy wont't let 2o,
Iots kind of marriage.
Tels Tiad of war

where I plant bombs inside
of wrself, (85}

“nives are nentlionsd most often as sulelde weapons~= "1 care
ried a2 'mife in oy y@ck@ﬁﬁmnﬁﬁ "There are no Inives for
eutting your throat.” The same death wish is seon aven in
the title of the poem "Wanting to Die.” She spoabs of the
tools of suicide in images of sharpness for hnives--"I know

wall the glass blades you mentlown;” water for drouninge-
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“Varmer than alr or water, /1 have rested, drooling at the
mouth-hole;” and eating and tonpus for pills--~Teaten the enemy,”
"o drug so sweet,” snd "To thrust all that 1ife under youwr
tonmue, Iranically:

u* suleides have a special languara*
¢ carpenters they want LQ oW W ieh tools.

hey never ask why build. (52
The point for Amnne in suleide is not which tool, but:

“Thig time I hunt for death, / the ﬁight T lean toward: /
the night T wonkt.” This 1@nging for death is novhere more
evident than when it is stated in the poem on the death of
Sylvia Plath, "how did you crawl inﬁ@, / evawl down alons/
into the death I wanted so badly and for so long.” In the
entire poem "Sylvia's Death” Aone Sexton seems to have yearned
for this destruction as svidenced by her attempted suicides.
In sddressing the poem to Miss Plath she talls ag if they
had a conspiracy for the suicide~-death pact. She says,
“old suicides / and I kﬁﬂW'at the news of your death, a
terrible taste for 1t, like salt.” She repeats four tines
in parenthoses & ﬁummaﬁian 0f,ﬁnguish. 411 are sinilar to
this one:

( hﬂ,{} 7‘2&
) ¥

&n¢ ﬂaw, Sylvia,
vou agaln

w1th death again,
That rids home
with cur boy.) {39}

It can be assumnod that the repetition in each of these stangas
of “gur boy” lc a refercnce to sulelide, fAnne Sexten has ale

ready tried for “ocur boy” before and failed., 'The “home” is



death.

Since mogt of the suicide poems are in Anne Sexton's
'lasb valure, it iz posgible thabt sulcids was a part of the
RABG @f axperionss 50 clase to her that she won unable to
examine oy write about the exporiences until time had passed

and she had more perspective on thom, Thisn oo

L

in "The Nouble Tmene™ in P@ﬁkln‘ of her mothorts attitvde:

Part way bock from Bedlanm | ,
I pame to iy mother's house in Glouncester,

- ® % w

I zannet forgive yﬂur suicide, ny mother said.
She twrned Tron mu, as 1 death were eatehing,
as 40 da“ = transferrad, ,

ring had eaten inside of her. {55)

anng Sexton’s thﬂ”i@nCds with death are evident, as in *0ld";
“Death starss like a dream, / full of chjects and my sister's
laughter,” "Sweet taste--my mouth so full / and sweet running
out.” Dbual the starkness of the last line “In a drsam you are
never elzhty” leads one to believs dread of age may be a con-
tributing Jactor Lo attempbéd suicide.

It is ouite noticaable that attempted suicide may have
been sncourazed by the everprosent gullt foelings. In sUce-
ceedinn lines:

Too late, ,
LOO lqte, to live with youwr mother, She witches said,

& &

Too 1@;@ to ba forsiven ngw, the witches =maid.
T winbtered in Boston

1 3 » » % | .

with the witchss at ny side. {53~55)

bt
&

The reverso ig also tmae. OGuilt iz caused by suicide attempts;

{ o
po
<

aowevar, in i last of this volume the witches are addressed:
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“Sweet witeh; you are my worried puide.” The witeh image
seens 0 be dropped until the last poen "Live” in Sexton's
last wvolume, where witeh is mentioned only conce and in g way
that seems to show in itself hor noving toward gsanity and
order and away from the witch: “The witch comes on / snd you

paint her pink.”

Yeath iz prevalent in the poems in an aspoect other than
guicide. In "The Uouble Image” all images have z darlk, fore

boding guality. They also have a double quality of the image
of her mother's death and her own living death. Death of
Anne Sexton's father and mother is also mentioned. Part &
is illustrative:

G,

In morth light, my smile is held in place,

the ghadow mariks my bone.

Yhat could I have been dreaming as I sat thers,
all of we waiting in the oyes, the sone

of the smile, the young face,

the foxes! ﬂnara,

In south light, her smile is held in place,
her cheeks wilting like a dry

srehid; my mocking mirror, my overthrown
love,-' first image. She eyes me fron that fa
that stony head of death

I had outgrown.

The artist caught us at the turning

we smiled in our canvas home

bafore we chose our foreknown scparate ways.
The dry rad far fox coat was made for burninb,
I rot an the wall, my own

Dorian urnv‘

ind this was the cave of the mirror,

that double woman who stares

at herself;, as if she were petrified

in time--two ladics sitting in umber chairs.
Tou kissed your grandmother

and she cried. (60)



Deaths of her brother, an Lrsbic girl, a friend Detsy,

Llizabeth, her mother and father, sn old meid aunt, and a

fellov Hew lngland poet oceur in various poems

These

deaths

are brought zbout as seen in imeges of wor, burisl slive, an

airplaene erask, cancer, and hesrt attack.

%]

Perhaps the most horrifying picture of

toric thicf,” found in inue Sexton's lootry io

L

Lant of

death, the ¥

Johnny

Poley who wos bthe narrator's brother, bdss Sexton's first

5Py

stanza gots our sympathy for Johnny ole in de

childhood gamos near the sea. This imﬂfb of &

ried out in the descripticn sf his hgrrifying death in a

beach assault. She ondsz this poem with the image of

memory

that teands to tie with tha asath imoge in each of these desth

roens:

He wos tall zud tweaty thsat July,

but there was no balanc& to help

only the shells came tralgbt wvu evelie
This woz the {irst beach of asssult;

the odor of < aath hung in the air

like rotting \otmtouW, the junkysrd

of landing eraft waited open and rusting.

The bodies were ctrung out as if they were
still rsaeh 1ng for each athar, vhare they lay
to blacken, to burst throuzn their verfect

skin, &nd Johnny ole waw one of thenm,
He gave in like s swmall nwmve, o sudden
hole in his belly znd the yeurs 21l gone

where the Pacific noon chipped its light out,

loose

ILike a bean beg, outflung, ho
and anonymous, he lay. Uia tue

for its battle season? Does he 1lie there

forever, whore bhis rifle waits, gliaunt
and straight?. . I think you dic again
and live ugain, '

Johnny, gach sumner thot moves inside
my =zind. (32)

sca move fire

Another horrifying desth is striking in "The foss

of His
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Skin®, although this poem is not 2 confessional or autobiog-
raphical poen as are most of the poems with z death theme.
The peader 15 inside the mind of a young girl whe is being
buried with her dead father. Insight into the poem is given
by a quatatiéﬂ bafore the poen from "Children of the Degert"
by Harcld Feldman. It explains the Arabic process of burying

alive young girls with their dead fathers as a sacrifice to

1

the goddesses of the tribe.

- The death of Olizabeth, whose relationchip to Amne i
not clesr, affccted Aanne deeply.  Anne's imagoes of & casket
are breathtaling and real.

You lay in the nest of your real death,

~‘Y¢& ia% in the crate of your last death,

But were not you, not finally you.

They have stuffed her cheeks, I sald;

This clay hand, this mask of Iligzabeth

ire not true., From within the satin

ind the suede of this inhuman bed, g

Something cried, let me go let me go. (11)
Also quite real is the spell of the ash and bones in part 2:
Interestingly, the idea of death seems to have been & release
fopr Zlizabeth, as evidenced by the "let me go" phrases. Miss
Sexton must have {elt of death 23 a release when she attempted
suicide. Anne is again in the process of sorting and reminise
eing in thils poen,

A narrative of death is perceived in the poem "4 Story
for Rose on the Hdnight Flight to Boston,” Except for a
ehanes axchanze of tlckets, Anne herself would have been
killed in an zirplane erash (ironic since she has tried to

cormit suielde). Amne gave Betsy her return ticket, Anne
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tells Hose as they are flying to Boston, “A reason to worpyy,
/ fose, when you fix on an old death like that / and outliviag
the iupect, to find you've pretended,”

Canecor is the cause of Anne's mother's doath as teld in
“The Double Imace” and in "The Operation.” Anne seems barely
t¢ have ascaped death by this cause as in “The Operation’ she
goes through the same process her mother had only vegently

underzone with fatal results. "The Operation” ic considerced

il

one of Amne's best poens.¥ The imagery supperts this jodge-
meat.  One particularly stunning verse %alkes one right inte
surgery with her in a drugged stupor:

The great green people stand

over me; I roll on the tabls » ,
under a terrible sun, following thelr command.
to eurl, head touching knee if I am able.
Next, I am hung up like 2 saddle and they begin.
Pale as an angel I float out over my own skin.

I goar in hostile alr

over the puro women in labor, o

over the orownlng heads of babies bzing born.
I plunge down the backstair

calling mother at the dying door,

w0 rusih baek to my cwn skin, tieé'wher& it was torn.
Its merves pull like wires

snapping from the leg to the rib, :
Strangers, thelr faces rolling like hoops, requirs
WY arn. T au 1ifted into my aluainum erib. (14)

Tch autoblogeaphy can boe found in reminigeing through

letters and sorting materials alter death. DReniniseence is

gomaon. LU is Douad in the poem "Punnel” about her New Sngla

ancestry. Rominiscence of old letters and the death of an old

B e e
“Richard Howard, "Pive Poets,” Post

v, CI (1963}, po Alh.



maid sunt is in "Sorie Fereign Letters--"then you were ming.
they wrapyeﬁ you cut of here / with your bost hat over your
face. I cried / because T was seventeen.,” In the title poenm
of ANl Iy

@nly shree months after her motherts death. His death as told

oty Ones Anne Sexton's fathey hus fust died

in "The Truth the Dead Xnow” is the result of 2z heart astask.
Anne is sorting his materials after Mis death and reminiscing,
In "Scmswhers in Africa” to s fellow New IZnglend poet,

who alase dicd of

G

aneery she construohs the imgwe of o prinmie
tive Afriean tribal custon of death in the form of o woman
placing the man's Body in a boat and going down the river
“with the ivaryg the copra and the pold,” The &magaé in this
poen show a kind of beauty in death rather than the horror as
shown in other p@umg. l |
Guily ig Important pgrhicularly in the desth of Mes

Sexton's father and mother. In “Lament™:

Semeone is dead,

Lven the trees lnow it,

Those poor old dancers Wha come on lewdly,

all pea-green searfs and apine pole.

I §%§§§*"euuld have ﬁtoppeé i, (7).
In “'Tha daiting %ead 1 abant hex mabhar in a rest h@me. Bite
tving a#wa*$ at thb npper frmnt wiwﬁaw’and ’Hatching for anynne
from her wooden acgn, and always writing in "her leather
books! that Tno one came'=eapparently whether it was true op

r’?ﬂ

not, inneg says:

Qamaenthal,‘Th@ Hew Poets, p. 136G.



How she is always dead ,
and the leather books are nmine. Today I see the head

ike sone pitted angel, in that high window.
tha uaiting head doing? It 1&0:: the same.
lean ferward as I turn to go?f "
I hear it call to me Delow

ne gne eams no one came. (44}

The iaagmned neliness and death of an wnbura ¢hild in “The

Lo be trying to

1t suces
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In the reprssentative poem “The Double Image® the image
of witches, which is used most often to indicate madness, are
numerous«—«"Ugly anszels spoke to me: They tastled / like green
witches in nmy hoad, latting‘dcmm leak like z broken faucet.”
The image of doon is Irightening and definite. Other ideas
of witches are In part 1 {alweady guoted} and dispersad

through this poan-=~"1 let the witches take awav ny seilty

‘soul,” “fwect witch, you are my worried guide,” "too late,
o Live with your mother, the witches sgid,” notilng awaat
to spare f with witches at my side.” Thess vitches repreaent
the guilt associated with Amns’s insanity, but this asgpect of
the madness will Le discussed lator.
Pathetic pletures of the insane are cverywhere in the
posns
«vsie stand in broken
lines and wait while they unlock
the door and count us at the lrozen gates
of dinn@r, The shibboleth is &paxsn
and we nove to gravy in our snmock
of smiles. We chew in rows, our plateﬁ
seratel and whine like chadk

7 schoel. (3)

(XN

The ovher llues of 'You, Doctor krtiu” the dogtor waiks
from Wreandast Lo nadasse”™ to the "lorge chlidren”
¢hilldren” where the ‘moving dead still tall / of pushing
shedr ouies aguinst the Slanuse of cure.” Lnothey pleturs of
the "orasy ladices” of the "meutal house” Lu vividly portrayed
with irony in “Riiyg the Dells.” The chavectors ave admost
nechanicad as Ghey tap thelr bells as the "belledady” points

3
shey tell

&

o them, and “although we ave no betber fov it 4
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B

you 0 go. And you do.” There ls g hopelesoness ia thig
carly poon.

In "Ring the Bells” the ladies arc roferrod to as “heos
cansht in the wrong hive.” The dasgo of bees reccenrs In
pocms on insanity. In “Said the Poot to the Analyse™:

Words are like labels,
or coins, or better, like swarming bees. _
I confess I am only broken by the sources of things:

as if words were counted like dead beas in the attie,
unbuekled from their yellow eyes and their dry wings.(17)

In “Lullaby™ the image iz changed slightly to “yellow moths.”

Fear of death, of insanity continues throughout Miss
Sexton's poctry. The images are gruesome, startling, horri-
fying, but believable. Fear is a type of suppressed hysteria
in "Music Swims Back to Me.”™ In this poem 1t is posaible
Miss Sexton is eriticizing the way "the strong and brutal
folk of the world, and all the institutional structures in-
eluding ths gavernménts, handle the innocents, each lost in
his own needs, sufferings, and self. "% The imagery is
frightening and, of course, quite effective. The "strapping
of stars,” "locking in chairs,” and actual denial of fear add
to the building of uneasiness then end in 2 smell, simple,
saﬂ, plaintive word, "Hister?” The night she came she was
not afraid but the madness and emotions associated with mads
ness end in fsar.

In "Kind 8ir,"” a poem addressed to Thoresu, she is lost

in a woods afraid to takee-"this inward loock that socisty

1zﬁcsanthal,.2§g;gg§ Pogts, p. 133.
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scorna-~."  She searches to find nothing worse than "myself,
eaught between the gropes and the thorns,” a frightening image
of a dying mind., She sgain seems afraid of what she will find
in her subeconscious mind, her "night mind” that "saw such
strange happenings, untold and unreal.”

Perhaps almost as pathetic as the Pear ars the interw
twining emotions of loneliness and boredom. An has said
that loneliness is the curse of being & writer or an artist
or even a human being. This loneliness causes her to scen
not a part of the carth,+3 Through all of sexﬁanfa poensg,
with the exception of one or two love poems, she seems to be
faeing insanity, death, and fear glone. Loneliness is couplad
with all kinds of events in her life. The sense of aleneness
and loneliness is particularly apparent in those poems in
which she i3 trying to "ride cut” the mental institution. In
“Her Bind” this gort of loneliness is mentioned and pervades
the entire poem. 4gain the witeh imagery insures us that ine-
sanity is involved:

I have gone out, a possessed witch,

haunting the black air, braver at aight;

dreaming evil, I have done my hitch

over the plain houses, light by light:

lonely thing, twelve~fingered, out of nind,

A woman like that 1s not a woman, quite.

I nave been her kind, (21) o

Ian "Noon Walk on the Asylum Lawn” insanity is combined
with fear and loneliness. The fear is exemplifiesd primarily
by italicized lines of the Twenty-third Psalm breaking through

rlﬁPatficia Yarx, ‘Interview With Anne Sexton,” Hudson
Review, AVIII (1965), p. 566. - P
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the poen while loneliness pervades all parts of the poen,
particularly in the last twe lines. Repeating the Psaln
should dispell fear, but she finds no relief because religion
is not the "sale place” for her.

The swamer sun ray
shifts through a sus iciaus tree.
thoursh I walk thro the valley of the 5

It sucks the air
and looks around for me.

The grass speaks.

I hear green chanting all day.

b will fear no evil, fear no ovil
ades exten

and reach 1y way.

The sky breaks.
It sags and breathes upon my faae;
%§“§-f : of . mie;, mine enenies

There is no 3afe placea f39}

Images of nature, the sun, the grass, and the sky, seem to
give a lonely, nocking atmosphere. Confusion and hopolesse
fiess result. Bvan though she i in the sunlight, her mood
iz in the shadows, opposite of the day. The sun bacones an
eneny becguse 1t is looking for her; the grass is reaching
for her. She was right to fear because the sky is brealking
and sulfocating her. The repeating of the Psalm does not work
because the world is full of encmies and therz ic no safe
place.

In one of Hss Sexton's best poems “Flee on Tour Donkey”
she is fleeing insanity. In speaking again of the asyliwm in
the last stanza, there are images of insanity such as “brains

that rot like black bananas® that are unforgettable:
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Turn, wy Huﬂb»rsl ‘

Yor @nca malke a delib&rate daeision.

There gre brains that rot here

like black bananas.

Nearts have pyrown as {lat as dinner plates.

Anmme, Anne,

flee on yaur donke

flee this sad hote

ride out on some hairy beast,
galleyp baclward prossing

ynur buytocﬁs to his withers,

yli to his clumsy gait somehow.
Aide oub

aﬂw old way you please!

In this place everyone talks to his own mouth.
That's what it means to be cragy.

Thase I loved best died of ite=

the fool's disease. (10~11)

Bees or hornebs are used as images of insanity agains

Hornots have been sent.

They eluster like floral arrangementa on the screen‘
Hornets, dragging thelr thin stingers,

hover 0utside, all knawing,

hissing: the horne -
I heard it as a c¢f
but what wa;nit ;hat ‘he meant?

Cah ““&ﬁ§?3&ﬁ7.tévuaﬁﬁ and Doe and Reppy? o
" tho remembers what lurks in the heart of man°
What ¢id the Green Hormet mean, he knows?
Or hav# I zot it wrong?
Is it The Zhadow who had seen.
‘me from y bedside radio? (5)
Gonfuaien and mixad imagas of madnasa amp hasize these linaéu
In otﬁer l*u 5 these im ares @f 'tha foolts éiuﬂasc“ brzng o
mind‘manj guesticng of themes f@und tnroughaut her postry.
TH@ guilt Anne ﬁexnan feel ﬁaaoeiatea W1th nadness 1w
¢loagr in “Tﬁe Double Imape.ﬂ ﬂh@ ia aertamn that “"The blama,
/1 hearé them 53y was minu.* &h@ has @ guilty soul*jfrmm

her ° ald debb.”



anue tries Lo deny the gulld, Lo move away from Jeary,
conivolon, ond loneliness gy she struggles toward sanity.
vhe trdes w find "The Lost Ingyodicut.”

Today io uade of yesterday, each time I steal
*award rites I do not know, waiting for the lost
?vd*uuu, as 1f salt or money or even lust

wcnld keep us calu and prove us whole at lass.

Tet, there ils always the guilt in the backeround as Anne
strugzles on “The Road Back.”

mﬁcr- iz no word for tine.

Today we will

net whlx. to number anothor summer

or wabch 1is white bird inte the ground,

To say, all cars,

all Labthors, all mothers, all
ild"en and lovers will

31«3“\7@;‘ uu A\M”*A'“t :

about that th*ng in the slky,

soing ui‘ﬁu«uﬁ

Tike a porsistent rumor

that will ceb us yet. (433

T -

The white Uird aluaye in the background is "an old slibabrossz.”
Vhaet botter symbol for puili!  The albatress is hept frem boe
ing o elicil because when used a% first it is only & symbol
for awhwardness. when it is aypliad te the past the quality
of guilt becomes spparent. The slbatross has o second syne
bolic quality in signifying that 1t is coming inte the land
from the sca. The albatress then becomes g crcative symbol
of ancther swaner as he only comes to land to broed.

The third nojor division of subjectrmattew in Anne
Sextont's poctry iz religion. Inmages of Ch 4“n*ny, man
that indicate g background of Cathelicisn, run through the

poems of Lnne Scxton. That Anne Bexton's Yframework of
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reference is ultimately raligimus”iﬁ'ia probably undeniable.
She is not, however, religlous in the same gonse of the middle
class churchgoing dmerdcan public. She seems to cut to the
heart of the matter in each religious reference and in each
religious poem. She probably is “religilous” in the sxistenw
tial sense.}’ lNot in the “ordinary comforts of piety,” but
involving “one's struggle to survive, to somshow come to terms
with the terriblc mystery of exiatence.%iﬁ The idea in itself
of her poetry being confessional tends to lead to roligion.
Insges of the crucified Christ recur in many poenms. She seens
to connect the concepts of suffering and religion. There are
Biblieal images in poems with several different thomes.

4 modern story of the ark is told in "Venus and the ark,”
Rather than a ship for "riding out” o flood, this ship is a
space ship or missile maﬂn@d;By “Two male Ph.D.'s,” insects,
snakes, fish, rats, and sueh m@darn.eanveaiances as "twenty
bars of food, ton brief cures, / special locks.” It bobbod
not on the ocean of rain bubt “in the mists of Venus.” The
old and witherad Ph.D.'s think “This is the end, / This is
the last of a man like me!” but they receive the promise @f'

a new w@r1& ag
| over the mists

of Venus, two fish creatures stop
on spangled legs and crawl

151euonnell, imeriea, p. 730,
161p14.
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from the belly of the sea.
ind from the planet park
thoy heard the new fruit drop. {20)

The poens on religion follow s trend from one volume o
the next; they will, therofore, be treated as proups of res
ligious poens froa each volunms.

In “The Double Image" Anne Dexton states, "There is no
special God to refer to.” Part 2 shows rosentment of religion
by the child: | |

- There was a church where I grew up ,

with its white cupboards where they locked us up,

row by row, like puritans or shipmates o

singing together. My father passed the plate. (55)
"Hoom Wall: ﬁﬁ the Asylum Lawn” has been quoted and it will be
remembered that lines of a Psalm run through the posm. The
only other major reference to religion in To Bedlam and Part
Way Back is In the last poem, "The Division of Parts.” Anne
Sexton's mother has died recently and Anne has Just received
her division of the mether's money. She says, "It is Good
Friday. / Dlack birds pick at my window sill.” Blaek birds
as lmages of death are used throughout the poom.  Other birds
images add credence to the idea that as bees dencted madness,
- birds denote religion. The division of Chiristian holidays
- goes through the poem alsc, The “obstacles of letters, family

silver, oyoclasses and shoes” have been sorted and "Like some

unseasoned Christmas, its scales / rigged and resct, / I

bundled cut with gifts I‘dié not choose."” R
Sﬁffering is linked with most religious iﬁagesg' The

last two stanzas of prt 1 of "The Divigion of Parts” tell a
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great deal gbout Annets Feelings about religlon:

now the hours of The Cross

rewind, In Euatan, the devout

worl: thelr cold kneas ‘

toward that sweet nmartyrdon

that Chrigt planned. Iy timely loss
is oo customary to note; and vet

I planned to suffer

and I camnot. It does not pleaso
my yanzes bones to watch
~where the dying is done

in its ugly bours. Black birds pock
at my window glass
and Jaster wﬁi& take its ragged son.

The clutter of worghlp
that you taught me, Hary
is ¢ld. I inmitate
a nencry of belief
that I do not own, I teip
on your death and Jesus, ry stranger
floats up over
ny Cheistian home, wearing his straight
thorn tree. T have cast my lot
- and an one third thief
of you, Time, that rearranger
of estates, equips
ne with your garments, but not with grief. (62«3)

Gray,

Hot eﬂly does she find no comfort: in religion, she may be
putting away her guilt in relation to her mother as she plans
to suffer but cannot. Zven time deoes not equlp her with
grief. She only imitates "a memory of bellef” thabt she does
not own but Jesus is 8 stranger to her. Irvonically, she has
a ‘Christlan home.” Continuing in the poem, the Christ image
is uged. “And Christ still walts...And now, while Chrdiast
stays / fastened to his Crueifix / so that love may praiae /
his sacrifice / and pot the grotesque metaphor.” Therc is
the command on Good Friday, “Annel Convert! Coavert! but
Anne is resigned to the idea that "Lont will Yeep its hurs

for someonc else. Chrigt knows enough / staunch puys have
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hitehed on him in trouble, / thinking his sticks were badges

e

to wear,” Jome only turn to religien when thay are in
trouble, but Anne Sexton is stronger because she will not
turn to him bucause of trouble. Sticks reforring to the
Cress could exenplify the wearing of stigmata as 2 symbol of
individual sufforing which brings the person closer te Christ
through suffering as he did. The key %o religion for Miss
Jexton is:
N Por all the way I've coms

I'11 have to go again. Instend, I must convert

te love as reasomable

as Latin, as solid as earthenware:

an %@yilibrium .

I naver knew., (65}

r Ones finds the Christ lmage uscd a preat

deal more. Suffering is an interwoven image. Part 2 begins
with &z quotation from Guardini:
I wgut no pallid humenitarianism

~--If Christ be not God, 1 want
none of him; I will hack my way

~

through existencs alonz...{17)
This entire seotion congisting of oix pooens has a religious

contaxs., JSome of the poems such as "The Abhortion” deal with

- &

a relizicus question: “Somebody who should hare been born /
is pone.” Tho repetition of this phrase tends to indicate
euilt. U4 Curse Againet Slegies” atrikes at “pilous talk” a
“ghin-iipped preacher” gnd those who attempt to live with the
dead. “Chosts” “Uailing / for Duoifor” scem to bo iy the fornm
of women, @an,-aﬁﬂ childyen.

Hew ironic is the guotation explaining “With lerey for

the Creedy,” sinee Amne is 3 confessional poct. The quotation
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“For God Thile Sleeping” puts the leepar the seone of the
crucifivion. fgain the Chedst dmare is coptainly not bBeautie
Pols

hung up like a plg on. exhibit,

the dolicate wrists,

the beard drooling blood and vinesar;

hooked to vour own welght,
jolting toward death andﬁr vour nanevlate, (ﬁk)

The “Skinny man” is “somsbody's fault” but the sleeper is
“not to blame Tor all this.” The skinny man is oanly a “poor
old conviet.” | |

“In the Deep Museum” assoclates suffering with the agony
of Christ even more directly than in "For Cod While Sleeping”
and "With lercy for the Greedy.” She believes primarily in
“the suffering Christ of the crucifix.” It is the “image of
tortured suffering” and possibly "a symbol of unselfish love
and redemption. 37 4, R. Jones continues this interesting
conoept:

Thng the crogs s at one and taa sane time an ‘

inape of intonse agmng which can Yo realised ‘

personally, and a geometrie synbmi of the

intorsection of the bineless uaraxvy ol God

and the world of man which is changeless and

impersonal. OSimilarly, the man who uu,f~r“ in

a world of suffering and evil can be trang-

cended by the mind that ercates in the une

chanping, tineless world of art. mﬁrauﬁ“

the world of pﬁetmc inapination, man can nevo

fraﬂ the reglm of necessity into the *@alﬂ

of fresdon,ds

amne ﬁ@iinit&ly-rajecta the Christian concept of resurrection

17Jenas, Critical ‘ua gter 'y P 25,
1814,
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in "In the Deep Museum". The voice is the voice of Christ
himself confessing in the tomb, "I lied. / Yes, I lied, Or
else in some damned cowardice / my body would not give me up."

One of Anne's most horrifying images is then conjured:

It is ting; it is an odor with a face

like ¢ :k:ln or a dc s IS hg: sores.

It is hurt, I think meh i ttlo head.,
It bleeds. I have !‘ mra whores
and now I must wait 1 not dead
nor alive, stroking a uny n.n:lld. A rat.

His mth test me; he waits like a good cook,

knoui his own forgive him ¢
s I fomn ny ﬁ;m‘tho money he took. h?zh
As he is consumed, there is again irony:
Unto the bellies and jaws

of rats I commit my prophecy and fear.

Far below The Oron I correct its flaws.

We have kept the miracle. I will not be here. (26)

This same type of rejection is evident in "Letter Written
on a Ferry While Crossing Long Island Sound.” Anne continues

the image of illusion of the four nuns:

t.heir g: g ?rls,
£ ST oot v

each mouth opens
wider than a unkm o

dark girls sing for this.

on black
the s umut smiles

or ha s

or shoes.

They eall back to us

from the gauzy edge of ise,

good news, good news. (57-8

Puff, air, flying, breath of dolphins, wings and gausy give
the poem an ethereal effect. There is still a Juxtaposition
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of this etiereal effect with a firsness. Uog is 2 tradition-
al syubol of the good shepherd or Christ. Dogs are lowly,

but flying dogs sre positioned between the low and the hiph

of flying. Paradise is congidered hish and etheraal, but by

suding "gouzy edge" paradise is wmade to se 1nawt unreach-
able, There is ne tactile bteginning to paradiss. iss Sexton

has been released frow the restrictions of Christion fundamen-
tal beliefs and the "good newsY is sure to msan hapriness for

others, in this case the nuns, being zlso relessed. Tekiag

the place of these restrictions for Amne Sexton is a religisn

such as that in %The Starry Hight.® Tho introductory guota-

3

tion for this poew proves her feelings of need for religion:

Thiat does not keep me from hoving o terrible
need ofw-chall I say the Wﬂ?d*ﬂ?tdlél@ﬂ. Then
Igo out at night to paint the sturs {9)

(3 T VAl GOGH in a letter %7 his brgth@r

Her answer would bo the same as Van Gogh's except she wrote
the fellowing poems:

The town does not exist

except vhere one blackensired tree siips

up like 2 drowned woman into the hot sky.

The town is silent. The “;bnt boils with eleven stars.
Ok starry starry nightl! This is how

1 wont to dic.

It moves. They are ali aslive.

Fven the moon bulges ia its orange irous

to push children, like a god, from its eye.
The 0ld unscon serpent swallows up the stars.
Oh starry starry aight! This is how

I want to die:

into that rushing beast of the night,
sucked up by that grest dragon, to split
from my life with no flag,

no belly,

no ery. (9)



The imares lend a dark quality to the poem. The tree is
black-haired and mast "glip up.” A further image of ime
prisomment is shown in the moon bulging in itz orange iroas.
4s the harvest mooa comes up, it seems larger on the hordgon
than at any other point in its path aeross the sky. és it
noves across the sky, the stars in its path are ne longer
visible. It becomes a serpent swallowing them. These images
add o the effect of dying with little effort, or being swale
lowed up. There will be no suffering and agony for‘anna

Sexton in her death. Her answer is her poetry and love in

“The Blacl Arb." =--"Our oyes are full of terrible confessions.”
Beligion ig also confession. In "For Blesanor Boylan Talking
with God” religion is confession for Zlsanor but not for Anne.
Anne's religious confession is her poetry. Dleanor's is to
God, but Annc denles God as well as Jesus. |

In Live or Die Miss Sexton's hunger has bgen for Jesus.

Once upon a time

my hunger was for Jesus.

0 my hunger! My hunger]

Before he grew old |

he rode calmly into Jerusalem

in search of death,
This hunger has led a lover of Miss Sexton's in the past to
choose a religion she has rejfected. In “Uother, Jack and the
Rain® Anne Sexton suggests resentment of religion for thisg
reason. “How Jack says the Masa / and nother died using hor
own bones for crutches.”

In Live or Dic concopto of religion and Christ are cars

ried further in “"The Legend of the One~Byed Man.” Here is a



deecp study of guilt in self as well as in Judas, and here
enters the suile in religion.

Like Cedipus I am losing ny sight.

Like Judas I have done my wroag.

Their punishuont is eover;

the shame and disgrage of it

are all used up.

But as for me, |
look into ny face , \

and you will know that crimes dropped upon mo
as from a high bullding '
and although I cannot spealk of then

or explain the degrading details

I have remembered much
about Judage= o
about Judas, the old and the {amous=-
that you overlocked.

The story of his life
is the story of mine., (22)

The rejection and denial are still evident as she says the
Rew Testanent

is vory small.,

Its mouth cpens Jour tinggww

as cut-of-date as ¢ prehistoric mongter,
yet somehow man~-made

held together by pﬁlﬁﬁaﬁ

like the stone jaw of a backehoe.

It pouses out the Judale pround,

taking its cwn backyard _

1ike a virgin daushber. (22-3)

Anne even blames Christ for not saving Judas from the deed.
The construction of the Cross and Judas' betrayel are’dis-
cussed” matter-ofefactly, and then the poem ends in underw
statement which is all the more striking:

Judas had a aother.

His mother had a drean.

Because of this dream

he was altopether managed by fate
and thus he raped her, ‘

4s a crime we hear little of this,
Also he sold his God, (24)
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with the new order she has developed through this suffering
and agony in loneliness, fear and confusion because her lines
testify to this fact with outstanding imagery.



'CHAPTER IIT

Without a doubty&nhé:&@xtmn‘a imagery is pertinent to
subject and mere-aye@ifiaélly‘t@ftﬂemes in her peetry. The
heightened perceptimnfﬁhich_brings haw imagery to focus indi-
cates that sensation is the most relisble aspect of Judging
themes. These gensations mapnify the emotions of fear,
loneliness, and rarticularly guilt., The clarity of the
individual images helps to answer some of the guestions
that can be raised as to concepts or themes. This emotional
simplielity moves her themes away'fraﬁ‘invalved meanings such
as those of T. 3. Eliot. The human suffering, personal,
rhysical, nsychle, and sp&bitu&i are clearly reccgnizable in
Anne Sexton's autobiographical poetry. Through this suffering
she seems to realize the m@aniﬁg of human 1ile more vividiy,
more intensely, and more profoundly. She is frighteningly
honest, so her themes hide nothing. Sheiseea_and feels the
.nightmarea she writes about. She reveals these through self-
dramatization. ler themes are appropriaie to our time, and
the inages used will make these themes understandable to
other generations,

Anne Sexton is not the only poet whese nental breakdown

or reéprsonsl, private, and painful crises added stature to

60
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poetry. T. 8. Fliot wrote The Wasteland in & sanitarium
recovering from a breakdown. Wordsworth wrote some of his
best poetry aifter & mental breakdown. At this time:

It ia as if Wordsworth stripped man naked

in order to realise the humen condition at
the barest level of subsistence, and &t the
same time found that the syrropriate form and
language in which to realise his viaifn.maat
itself be naked, stark and elemental.+

Anne Sexton's vision is “naked, stark and elemental.” Her
themes are unconipliceted., BShe did not wish to be puzzled
over, but to be understood.
In an interview with Anne Sexton the following conver-
sation took place:
HARX: Do you find that you deal very nmuch
with the same themes? There do geen to be
recurring themes throughout. '
SEXTON: Yes, there's the mother-child thaume,
and death very much, although, I think,
paybe less. v writer, any artist I'n sure,
is chbsessed with death, a prerequisite for
life. I'm afraid they ere gquite ragetitivs,
but I thiak that’s all right. I don't think
you need toc many themes. I could defend
this, not just because it gseens to be what
I'm doing, but in other writers that I've
loved. 5 could defend their repetition of
a thene.”
Besides the themes of mother-child and death, the poet's
themes have here been divided into love and religiang Actually,
the mother-child theme is a rortion cof the love coneept, In
studying the themes illuminated and pgiven focus by the images

Anne Sexton uses, several concepts can be delineated. Anne

ljones, Critical {uart

2rarx, Hudson Review, p. 569-70.
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A

berseil has railssd the gquestion of ene concept in the Quoe
tation above when she says, “death, a perereguisite for life.
tvite strangely, but seemingly guite important, there is a
preat Geal of reblrih in Ler oeus on deatvlic

Lven ucye strangely the reblrih seems to incorporate a

rebirth sorevhere &t the beginndng of life in tho age of

Fish ira

rery abounds in at least a Cogsen of Anne Sexton's
TOBNS, anu whaﬁ striking is agm&? it is! The robirth iﬁ'ge
is the theus of the roen Venus and the Art' which hag ale
ready been gusted, “Two Tish creatures’ witl : Uspangled legs”
crawl frow the seavand the “new fruvit ér@ﬁgfé:?a* In "The
Dxorclsts: there ls again a ¢linbing from the sea. The
iragery of lizhtening belling / arcund cur shin gives a
£ et

sipn of ereation, In the rnoem ‘Water* the Tin: are nalked.”

there is a rising from the water in this poem alss. Love

>

Song for K. Cwvme beping with an italieizod verse with the

@

same irages 1het conbure the sane theme:
3 day w,~ for geath
e caue down to Crail sea
“,ahed e fgaa be ﬁgies.
% \".fb : %
Lg "ushed a; tx' d Q¥§_%ay with ne.

w A i w etk S
3 f,«U,

and i »3‘.‘5" i_@_y

m
§J
r3 itk
o1
PNE
=8
-

This creativiiy thene i portreyed exaetly in “The Suny
I have neard ol fish
coming up fory the sun
wht stayed forever,
shoulder t snoulder,
avenues of fish that never gzot back,
all thelr "roud srots and golitudes
sucked ocut of them. (3}

The same ides rung throush [(flss Sexton's seetry. The giver

f' Sh ¥
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of breath / she murmurs, / exbaling her wide lung like an
encrmous fish,” “evesn though I dressed the body / it was still
naked, still killed. / It was caught / in the first place at
birth, / 1ike a fish," “I'm all one skin like a fish,” “an
unrehearsed fish jumps / on the surface of Eche Lake” are
enly a few guotations exenplifying the beginning or rebirth
from the sea.

Spiritual rebirth of the human being is gseen in several
poems, sarticularly, "The Operation™:

glous idea of belng born inte a wordd of evil

and digease is gugrested in these inpges. In 3
ge far se the pperation is seen ag & re-~birth...

This same idea is gpecifically stated in "Flee on Your
Donkey.” Yhere are ideas of the ultimdte crestivn. A4zain
there iz {ish luwagery “scrape the guts out of sone dream,”
“gnd brought forth yoeung giris / to grunt ilike fish.,” There
are imsges of fewaleness and the creative process “then I
delivered her.” There is & wish of death for her mother, hut

Anne cannot fulfill the wish, There are‘imagga\@f the wonb,

pregnancy, and sgain, the sea. There im & search for identity,
gttempt at suieide, a coming back te physical life but in &
psychologically unhealithy state, “black bavanag’ "everyone
talks to his own mouth,”

In the subject of love, the images of 4nne Sexton's
poetry lead to seversl guesticns., Ie familial love healthy
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and aven redenptlive? The snswors to this idea have boen
implled in the charter on imapes. To answer this guestion,
Tamilial love must be brchen down again into the subhjeet
mattor of familial love-~husband, children, father fnd mother,
Miszn Saxton seoms to pass through g stoge waen love in map-
riaze iz ronexistont. Morrdage imazes indicate sterilisy
and fragmentations There im no fulfillment in the marrisge.
It i quits possible that this port of marviace 18 8 correls
ative of har broben world, Besause of Anne's experishces
with mental breaghdown, hor world was 9% this tims aterile
and fragunented. In later pooms ag she repains her faculties
for ovder, there 18 a hint of reunion In marriaze. Heor world
is belng pleced together dnd her rarriage 13 being picced
together., In pooms whore Anns's childrsn ars mentioned, she
pends to ses &n order shupinr in her world, Her love for
the ¢hildren and thelr return of hey love bring thia order
with feslings of wall baing to her 14fe; and, thorefors,

wha imagery ocuggests wnity snd order in her poexs. I there
is an antidote to the igalation and madness sho hasg experienced,
it must be in hor husband and c¢hildron. This is, of eourae,
not fully rosalized @t this peint, but all inmplications ars
thers.

Cn the cthor hand, she must be able to use her husband
and ¢hildron to cover the gullt she continually feels Locause
of hor father snd mother. Thura is ovidonce that in the
early childbood of Anne there was & lack of love between the
father and mothsr and Anag. Tt ig quite possible this lack
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of love could heve cauged the nevrogen that led to insanity,
The ingpes of the ¢hildhood preblens are much tore vivid in
anne’s laet voluwre in such pr nens 85 8elf in 195 5g," *Those
Cimes, " and Christmas Lve,' At the tive thde voluwne vas
written, her mether and father were Voth dead apd dnne 3
Living with her hustend snd children., Io it possiltle Thet
phe hod to spin perspective of these childhood experdencesn,
aud only elter the death of her rarents vés ghe able %o

arrange then Intc any kind of exder? It is quiite possilble

o

that whis w art of her 18fe that oould so deeply

hwet that iv vas buried In hor gabeonselons and she 188 vbe

able Lo Joce i, 4t the dsath of tlw poet's parepts, she

I

geerg to be polepscd Teom the pullt asgocisted with them,

s

Shlers

cheve 18 B reliel ¢ by putiing these

afeasing®

Fellowing the sine 1der, the ties Ik seugl love wers

not 4o deep, She whig 2lde te enter these relationships, and

ehe ws abls to wriis about veowtifel iuapes. The

burt agseelated with her pother ang fother we moeh oo vivid
PR S L T "

Lo be yritten auout unbil such later.

The auicide im che gubjert matter of deoath ig nob

Sexton's alone:

I7 there L3, in Inet, one distinctively nodern
quality is ;.m;gtura At lies in the centri-

s of the apeaking volcze ,h

- vy P
_j.'/ui. gh .WZ wi-r‘
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In mental death James Dickey coneludes that:

The experiences she reccunts are among the most
harrowing that human beings can underge; those
of madness and near-madness, of the pathetic,
well-meaning, necessarily tentative and per~
ilous attemrts at cure, and of the patient's ~
slow coming back into the humen @ssociations and
responsibilities which the old, rprevicus self
still demands. In addition tc being on an
extremely rainful subject, this is perhars &
major one for poetry, with a sickening,
frightening approvristeness to our time.?

"¢ my bunger! Ny hungerl” degeribes the poet's need
for relipien, Desrite this need she inds little comfort
in religicus ideas. “But you, my deoctor, my enthusiast, /
were betier than Christ.” Relipgion falls as a comforter.
As hag been stated before, she {inds suffering in religion,

fuilt and chacs are left to be seitled, Guily is
ultimately relieved by confeasion according to Jones:

The intclerable compulsion to confess is

irresigtibly tied to a free~fleating and

neurcotie guilt, so that the world inte

which we &s readers are drawn ls, in the

end, chantasmagorie, intensely personal

and rainfully rrivate, the woerld of Kafka,

of Joseph X. in fagt: a nightomare world 6

of gullt, suffering and sudden confrontationa.”

This is the way Anne Sexton nullifies the puilt--"a hock
should serve as the ax for the frozen sea within us, ’/ She

has set free this frozen sea within herself in her confessional

5janes Dickey, “Five First Books,” Pg

‘ tl‘ Fs ZCYTI
(19611, po 316,

genes, Critvical iuerterly, . lh.

“rranz Kafka to Oskar Pollak quoted in Live or Lie.
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mede through peetiy. Chie has sulfered preatly in her guilt

but :
The « r ig largely
rels suiieringe-
}:qu ;rabumm and uﬁi&ﬁ Lo Gchn, thécvzb
} g ach of Lt L34 ion lt k--»fq -

She sitruggles o releuse the gelif and subecuscious in her
zoetry in order o Tind wholensss snd order. Pecause she
has the fortitude vto dig into the subeonscious, she can begin
ordering her life. 8he c¢an now form an order of reality.

Cne knows Anne Sexton has chosen and is achlieving the
world of order and life as opposed to the world of disorder
and death by the quetation bepginning her last velume:

Witk one leng breath, caught and held in

niz ¢haesy, he fougnt als sadness over

his salmtary 1ife. Dea t ery, you idiotl

Live or die, but dom’t pulson averyihing...ivii
Fram an early draft of herﬁng
vy Saul Ballow

by

and Ly her iast poem entitied sppropriately “Live.” GChe
beging with the guotatlon of Dellow repsated in part, "Live
or die, but don'y poison everytaing...’ and she beging the
POem ¢

Wﬁll, death's been here
fov a itng imge-

it has & hell of 8 lot

o do with helli

and suspicion of the eye

ayd the religicus cbjects

andg how I mourned them

when they were nade chbscone

vy my dwari-heart's doodle,

LI T B

“Jones, Critical Quarterly, p. 16,




Even so;

I kert vight on polne on,

a8 s@rt of human statement,

luwging mysell as if

I were a sawed-off bedy

in the trunk, the sbmammw trunk.
This borcare a rerjury of the soul,
It becams an @ﬁtrg@hﬁ iie

and even though I dressed the body
it was still naked, still killed.
It waz cauvght

in the first place at birth

like a figh.

- L] * #*

Today 1ife opened inside me like an epp
and there inside

after eonsiderable dipging

¥ found the gnaswar,

What & bargaini

w & »

God! It's a drean,
lovers s*rmgtir»& in the e
iike c¢elary svalks
and better,

Ha,band s?rniﬂh* nEg B re
=, hwoe gea urching,

dwood,

ziuxing couen off my hackies,

. & & @

Se I wwn't h@ﬁﬂ srovnd in my hospital shiit,
> The Black Hass and all of it.

¥ s ”_vw becanss of the son,

the dream, the execitable gift, {87-90)

In vhe roem “Ldwe” Anne Sexton seems to bs released from

wated her three volumes of

&
t“ﬁ
m
r“)

»f the guilt that has pery

noetry. Ferhaps the witing of the poetry has done a great
deal toward aievisting the puillt associated with love, death,

and religicn. She has touched

many of ner imrortant images

in this roem and she hes eumpsrized all her oejor themes.,
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. IV
CONCIUS ION

If fmerson's idea that, ﬁThe fincet poetry was first
exp&rience,"l is correct, Anne Sexton is fsr ahead of many
other contemporary writers on the way to sucecess. In her
ovwn poetry fAnne Sexton states the Yimpelling impulse behiand
her po&try,"z and her confessional attitude is established.
She writes to "make life mean something as it goes by, to
rescue it from chaos--to make 'now! last."d - She establishes
herself a2s 2 poet in =zearch of order and the eternzl "now."

We can classify Anne Sexton with W. D, Snodgrass,
Robert lowell, and Sylwvia Flath, They arce slike in their
moving away from involved mesnings to smotional simplicity.
They expfess human experiences in a new dealing with the
hitherto taboo, with the "very serious, very persohnsl emo-
tional @xp@ri@nce.h‘ They aré bound together by their air

of frankness, violence of lanpuage, autobiography in subject

, lrrancis X. Conally, Foectry: Its Power and Lisdom (Hew
York, 1960}, p. 3.
zﬁwenscn,rﬂatiwn, p. 165,

3¥erx, Hudson Roview, pe 563.

bsylvia Plath quoted in Herbert C. Burke, "few Books
Appraised-~Poetry," Library Journal, September 15, 1966, p. 104,
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matter, but primarily the themes exemplifying mental distur-
bances and guilt, with lovs, ﬁeath, snd religion,

fnne Gexton has used epigraphs in her first two volumes
of poetry that exempllly the motives of poets in the confes«
sional movement., A letter from Schopenhauer to {oethe is

quoted at the beginning of To Bedlam and Part iay Eacks:

It is the courage to wmake & clean breast of it

in face of every question that makes the phile
osopher. lie must be like Sophoclests Cedipus,

who seeking enlightemment concerning his terrible
fate, pursues his indefatigable enquiry, even when
he divines that appalling horror awaits him in
the answer, Put most of us ecarry in our heart

the Jocasta who begs @eéipus for God's sake not

to enouire further. . «

and 2 letter from Kafka to Oskar Pollak is cuoted st the be-
ginning of All Ky Fretty Ones:

+» » sthe books we need »re the kind that zct upon

us like 3 misfortune, that makes us suffer like

the death of someone we love more than ourselves,

that make us feel as though we were on the verge

of suleide, or lost in a forest remote from all

human habitatione-a book should serve as thst

for the frozen sez within us.

knne Sexton does not consider herself a part of:any
group, but still the themes of her poetry seoem to follow the
confessionalist themes--guilt, loss, and desth in o framee

work of mental distress. Thomas ¥, feiommell, the book editor

5.

schopenhauer to Goethe, lovembur, 1815, quoted in Anne
Sexton, To Bedlam and Fart iay Fack {Uaubridge, 1960C),
pe vii.

brranz Kafka to Uskor Tollak, guoted in inne Sexton,
%ll_dzkfrett Ones {Cambridge, l?él Fe Vil




71

and staff writer for the Boston Pilot, calls the travel to-
ward order from chaos a dark journey:

The Jjourney is not a calculated one, marked with

clear directions along the way (". . .here are

not signs to tell the way"), but a journey in

and out of the warious dark. The poems are frag-

ments of light that illuminate not sc much the

general landscape as parts of the _immediate ter-

rain--and that only now and then.’

As Anne Sexton attempts to create order out of disorder,
or construct fragments of light through the dark journey, these
basic themes expand with the use of contrglled images.

Because she has the gift of strong imagery to enhance
her important and universal themes, it is almost certain that
Anne Sexton will gain wider recognition as a major poet of
the confessionalists. She is even now teing published in
many new anthologies and has recorded some of her poetry for
Folkways Records, With this opportunity for more people to
read and hear Anne Sexton's poetry, a greater awareness and
appreciation for her images as related to themes will be
apparent.

Investigations of Anne Sexton's future poems should
prove or disprove the idea of the ordering of her life. The
question arises, since most of her~poems have a hint of mental
disturbtance, will it be possible for Anne Sexton to extend her
images and themes to cover new areas?

It is impossible to read the poems of Anne Sexton with=

out noticing how the appearance of the line contributes to

7McDonnell, America, pp. 729-731.
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both image and theme., The jagged lines adding to the knife
cutting image serve as an example, In an interview Anne
Sexton commented on form in her poetry, "The form is always
important...Sometimes a short line is a very sharp thing,

and the breaking of a line, the breaking of the rhythm is a
very important thing." Thus, "Content dominates, but style
is the master,"® Tt is impossible to examine image and theme
without noting the importance of the concrete form of the
poem and its addition to these areas. The intensity of
sensation in the imagery studied here gives both vitality
and order to this form. Although the themes are commonplace,
they are made to live in the imagination by the virtually

instinetive grasp of image by Anne Sexton,

8varx, Hudson Review, p. 569.
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