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I the present dissertation, am  smpecifically  concerned

with Anne Sexton’ s & book in which she rewiltes
in verse sistesn fairy tales from the Brothers Grimm.
Relving basically orn the assumption that changes in meaning
F

pffectuated by alternative retellings of fairv tales csn tell us

muech about the culture from which it derives, 1 analyvse six of

SQexton’ s rvevisionist poems in terms of the transfo
women & social and sexual ildentities were suffering at the time
the ook was published, 1971, My main purpose is to verify  how
e h Seton has modernized the tales anrc deaythiclzed
conventionsl  sex-role divisions and marriage  expectations they

COMVEY .
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RESUMO

L

R mresente digssertacdio, 214 e Lo gepectfiosnente

CrrENv e @i

onde anne SBeston g

contos de fadas dos DrmEos Srimm.

W ETTEAD

sercialments na  ddéia de  gue  smadancas  em

Baseando-me @

significado efetuadas por versies sidternativas de contos de fadas

poden nos  dizer  sulto sobre a cultura  ogue  lhes dew  origem,

arnalisn seis  dos posmas revisiomisteas de Sexton em btermos  das

social & mexual da ol e

transtformacties  oue ss lderntidad
eetavam sofrendo & dooce da publicacéo do Livro. i, Mezta

20 mociere l 2o [l

chietivo prirncipal & verificar o guanto

comntos @ demitificou mogelos oristalizados de sEHlals @

gupectativeas conjugals que esTes Dropagam.
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INTRODUCTORY CHAPTER

ANNE SEXTON AND THE CRITICS

Wherr  we msust  desl o with
prablems, we instinctively resist
trving the way that leads theowah
ghsouwrity and darkness. We wish to
by only of the e ivooal
resulitse, and completely forget that
these results can only be bkrouwgiht
about whern we have ventuwred irnte
and emerged again from derbness. ..

—- Carl Jung,. The Stages

"She  weites  like & man” wsed Lo be the highest possible

praise  to the work of & woman writer in the @ssle-oriented

bese

literary community of post-World Ware 11 America. What wouwld  then
e the gerneral oritical response to the postry of an "uneducated”
housewife, rebesrsicg  her fiest soves Iinto & poetloc universe

v concerned with the "universality? of male experience?

gxclusive

Born  Anne Gray Harvey, Anme Bextorn begsn wreiting poetry

geriously atter & swicide attempt on her 28tk bivihdsay, in 1954,

)
e

Bimidarly k. tiwe  women interviewsd by Betty Frisdan  in

Feminine Mystioue, Sexton could not find self-fulfillment in  the

restricted limits bHowsewdfery imposed  on wornen s individuaal



wbomy was mobh Bven

Feo s o wriotam of the mys

L CILYER

aware of  the creative powsr within berselt. When b o&n

i

interviewsr  why  she had begun weilting postry somewbzt late  in

o edplained:

Tife (she was almost 30, bew

Lintil twanty-—~aight i LA
v dec o who dident know e couilad do
arvy bhing but makes white sswoe snd di
bhabies. I didn’t inuw Iohad any crestive
geptiee. I owas & i wof L S i DhreiEm
the bouvrgeols. middl ] cream, ALl T wanted
was & little pilece oy b marvied, Lo
huv& cha i teving my damnedest
Y S for : ] I ow
Beougtet e s 1T was Lomy s bandd
ME o Bub e canmot bodld little white
d mightmares ouwt. The st ¥
afzout btwentvesiobtb. 1
to kill myvself

Foliowing hospitealization for suicidad depressivensss and  thanks

o the advi o f s h e WG EenCoura e to weite

ag & form of therapy-- "don’ bt Bill vourself," the doctor said,

Yo posms might mesn somethdng o someons else someday - (e84 ) .

P

Dexton found in writing &

prArpose dn her Life, & sort of

& mig hacd Deen Lo her-- wWrliticng now had become her

chief responsibility. Vhreough  postry ber  feelings of  self-

displacemsnt and emobional cottdo finally come to a sort  of

orcder. Even i strictly formal and sesthetic {(ssp. in her  early

clom

poaatey ), this order, paradodically enough, gave her the fre

poss all bhe wild forces that had been so long lsperisconed in

e Yharied TFo" fAs Sexton herseldt pat it in arm  interview o

Fatricda Mary, "vou could let some extracordinary andmsis out 3F

verd had the right cage,. and that cege would be fore' (80)

a3



Fand in Pernd with et

Seqton e poetic development goes

continuouws  struagle  with pesvehologdcel problems  and  recurrent

e red o take

ey

mospitalization  irn mental institutions. But ded
e wiriting bevond the therapeutic-amatewrish condition., Sexton
enrolied  in a poebry woorbshop offered by the Boston Dernter frar
Aodult Education, tawaht by Jdobn Holmes, s member of  the  senior
faculity &t Tufte University., The workshop represented the second

af Sexton’ s swsreness of e

and one of the most declsive moment

own creative skills. The first, as she herselt tells we, was
among the "insane” peocple she met in the mental ingtitution. in
the language of the schizophrenics, Sexton found & @ poebtic

language-— & language whose mesning e condensed and oot opes L

stated, a language not only of words but of silence (Middle ook

oo oy restriching role

198 . Among  orazy people. and remo

@ e Lo macdwoman—-— was abkle to look

ot housewife and mother,
for & mew ddentity, speak o a new language. Thirough therapy, zhe

.

rrringsE and ta

nl:T

Was  given s chance  to deoo

and here Lifs. Smong

Lo conmections etweesn ey newuro

the poes i Holmes s worksop, Sexston experienced  tnhis  same

amEetere . The

feal ing o f

TR R aly

Fimally found & place of her own. Trying o explain this f

L e, Heeborn oomoaess Dhe worbksbop with bthe  mental

i i1 thw micdle  of th@

very shiy . wrl
3 Lhiemm i For
e most Lopor

that § felt 1 belonoss : « Whern 1

E TS
e




r

aced peErsorn, o thougr I was
I went into tne merthal
t. . : . bhat there wers obiverr
peaple like me. It made me fell better-— morse real,
maneg. [ Te ty hbhese are my people.” Well, at the
Jobire Holme that 1 sttended for two vears, i
fouwrd 1 be! b the poets, that I was real there,
argd | had "these areg my oDeople’ (Middiebrook

i the Deginning, writing poetry  represented for Sexton
delving  into the depths of the wurconscious Tor an understanding
wf her disturbed self. After ail, sbhe told an interviswer,

Ypmoetry milbke bthe unoons

sious. The unconsclous ls there toa  feed

it little images, little svmbols, the snswers, the in

in

clothites i

krow  not of" {(Kevies 83). Differently from most of her  Boston
contenporaries, like Adriernne FMioh, Svilivia FPlaitth and Maxing Kumin

whio  eventual ly became her best frisnd  and  collaborstor -
Bexton  had  no formsl educsation and did not feeld bouwnd  to any
literary traditiorn. We know that both FBich and Flath began
writing in the modes of the best metaphvsical snd modernist
poetry ., @verntually growing out of these models as they gsined a
poetic ldentity of thelr own., But the imprint of tradition was
rot arn indelible mark in Bexton s education. In fact, she had the
advantage of nobt baving had a repressive traditionsl education,
sl velt of recelving both the insteruaction and, later on, the
acacdemic  oredentizale she needed (honorary Dooctor of  Letters,
Tuttse Uy full professor at Boston Uy honorsey Doctor of  Letters,

Fairfield WU, amorng others.)  This detachment from s formal

"

literary education to a great extent enabled Sexton to devise her

own poetic agsthetics and to desl with certain subjiect matters

rever  previouwsly  accepted or considered sultable for Yhigh?



literatura.

Together with ber first workshop experience  with  Johbn
Holmes, Bexrton was granted s scholarehip to the éntiocch College
Nriﬁ@rﬁ Conference, where she went in the summer of 1988 -

Meedie" - gxclusively to work with

attracted by the posm "Heset
WLl Brodarass.  Working  with Snodgrase  was  aneother decisive

the

~
-5

moment in fBexston’s  career. He made her  absodorn o CTE )

conventions she bad  assimilated into her  poebtry wunder  the
influence of Jobn Holmes, such as allusions to classical
ey e

Titerature oy LDasing the poem  on general  abstractions. The:

influence of "Heart' s NMeedlie,” & pogm about Snodgrass s loss  of

hie  dauabter theoual divorce, was orucial to the solidification
af Sextorn & postic stvle and cholce of sublect matter. Reading

the poem, when she bereelf was separated from her daughter due to

g b kesp on writing

emotional dissbiliity, gave her the courag

swcihy "intimate" poetry. Bhe felt, "if he had the couwrage, then I

had cowrage” (89). When Sexton smet Snodgrass,. she had  already

ok, her first

Wi tten three guarters of Ta

published book, which appeared in 1960, and, az she tells an

Fimy

drtery iewer, he was the first establisbed poet to libke her  work

e At luen o SBexton ls evident in two of e

(89,  Snodors

host Bedlam poems, "Unknown Birl i Bhe Materoity Ward,” and "The

Double—-lmage," in which she esplores suwch delicate guestions  as

bhe pain of lose and the conflicting relationships betwesen mother
and daughter .

o

When still at Holmes' = workshop, Sexbtorn  was painfually

dentity of her own.

SRRy SIERFE O &L fECrE e S

strugoling  to ish
Dowever, advizsed her notbt

11



madhouse. “That dsn b & 1t sulbdect for oo

fie  a&n  apprentice not  very  confident ot e own literary
abilities, Sexton even tried to take Holmes s advice: "I bried to
mimd them. [ tried te write the way the others, especially Mawine
wrote, but bt gidm bt work. I oalwave  ended up sounding like
myveslf" (8%9). It was Snodgrass and later on Fobert Lowell, with
wham Bnodorass suwgaested that she studisd, who, in & way, allowed

o

to dare herseld and to sound like herself.

Bexton beasn attending owell s writing seminasar  at

p

Boston University. There she melt George Starbuck, and in danuary

By lwid sthy Jedirned bhe group. Platih,  who bad & wery

traditionsl irntellectual fraining, was, at this timg, wrilting

WEETY Formal intellectusal poems (before the outhburst of paessio

and  hatred vebt to coms in

Pe o wWihiile  Sewnton waes  daringly

writing out of her own privabte pain with no covers or

Ia}

CERTTE I LG .

arnc  defin v working bhee way into the confessional  mode-—-an

aesthetic  that her poetry helped chabliskl, Evaluating Lowell s

intfluence, Sewtorn  saids "He helped me fto distrust  the

muslcal  phrase and bo look  for the  franbne

af ardinary
speech. o o e didnt tesch me what to pult into & posm, but what
o lesove out” (BO-11,

B bthe time of the pubdication of her first boobk, o

s

by ddentified, noet

sympithetically, @RE &

e bhe title

sLgQQests, the ook desls dirvectly with  the author’ g CHATY

gapsriences at mental drstitutions: the dmplications of madness:

pairtful and often problems

tic relationship betwesn mother and

pos
-



dgaughter; and especially with the feeling that once vou have Deen

te  bedlzm, you never fully re

covar-- bhe nesd to probes dnto the

depths  of  the unconscious that coms

with madness and

i@V Lakes vou Lra oo Lo bl same HomE vow DDoe lett.,

3 .

Confessional postry, s Moo, Rosenthsl has noted is s poetey of

hl

Y. Uften compared to other =zo-called conf

auf fering

Porebs, such as Lowsll, Berrvmarn, gy, Broddors

storn had her own peowliar wavs of spoaking out her swuffering.

Hhe wes

e masks,. Her langus is strikingly  divy

collogulilaly her metaphors are often brillisnt and vivid, bringing

the most obscoure  psvoehologioadl conflicts e astounding
comoretiong e dmagery dis sdmple and sssertive. Sexton sehts

ST} braurrier

o

to her own wedlting about controversiszl and delicate

matbers suweh as madness, swioide, dncest, abortion, menstruation,

addiction- the darik and painflial side of mhiman & stence. In her

o ey, Soexton "oonfe "obke bthinas that most people  dresd  to

-

admit ag part of their own lives. She assumes bthe madwoman, the

e

neurotic, the vwuinerasble, the strong and the weak, the de
ard the hopeful besing thset lives in each one of us.

Atoa bime when L tersoey demanded that pogtey dealt

with universal abstracits ziomal School constituted a

by e with tradition, dealing openly with, [ would sav, s orad

universals but zeldom ackrnowledged as such. Confessiconal poetrw

refuses bhe alisnation traditional literary norms impose on Lhe

creative subject by assuming rno distance between the artiset and
»

the  work  of  art. Sz Lillian Robinson puts 1t referring Lo

ARl

wometn ' s writing, "the pesrvson, the personality and the expres

i gy

{232y, He

af  personality are one sing with the



"

o fe

suthorial  distasnece of "hiab poestry, slomal posts  have

enlarged the range of acceptable subject matter to incorporsts

into their work idntimate encobtional sxperiences, often  considered

grbarassing  and, sometimes, taboo. The

Lo persoral ., T

confessional self bnows no boundaries betwesen the private and the

public. It is, sz Farl Malkofd has polnted oult, an expande

since 1t meroes interior with exterior events, oregating & whole,

(9

rce cannot be  distinguished

i which these two leve

e sociated from sach other. he self responds to esperisgnce

arnd 1l both sgent and victim of its own sxperience-— the public

bhe private and vilce-vErss®. i other words, T

(LaT .

sional seld encompasses all 1t perceives

Writing in the Confessiomnal wmode and therefone breaking wiith

b has often been acoused e f

&  whaol tradition, &Snne o

imdulging  in ssif-pity and self-dramatization.”

Indeed, Sexton

akhably f

dramatizes & self that is unmi gaminineg, so it ils  no
WO e Bhat, im & predominacmtly madle  literary  snvironment,

ical ideale o f disscciation of

F

gover e By the Mew Orit
gensibilibty  arnd  rabtional obdectivity, her ooems inspilred  moaoh
controveray .

(e of Sexton’ s earviiest censors {(still in the vears of her
apprernticestin, and the one who, i coposing her work, arcused

i her a more acute awarenesss of bher strenath as & peoet, was Jobn

Holmes.,  Working hard and opening her poems for discussicon,  both

in Lowell = seminar and i Holmes s workshop, Seston felt she had

gathered enough material for a book. Bhe then submitted the poems

bo HMolmes' s oriticism, snd his resction mede evident how  deeply



wnbappy he was with her fext. Himgeld & very traditionad ety

HMolmes did mot find in Sextorn’ s poems the reguired elements  for

Thigh'"  poetry-e- no authorial ol SV CE ey elevating litersey

allusions, e Cuniversality” of theme. By his

ﬂ
if‘

BELONEE We oan
tell how shoocked and oven embarrasssd he was at the  way Sexton
exposed her private pain. Holmes condemnsd the very sources of

s posmee- her own edxperience &t oa mentsl  dnstituwtion-e

claiming that she was being too self-centered and thal by writing

alasat her

i

Hiatric euperience,. she was Torgingeg others  to

ligten to her., in a selfish sattituwde., Holmes finally accused

it

o
4

Bestorn of  wsing  poetry Lo purge e own neuroses and

teaching  or helping her readers in any way. His oritical advice

was straightforward snd franks

I distrust the wvery  source and
subject of a great many of vouwrs poems, namely a@ll
those that describe and dwell on vyouwr  time i the
hospital... 1 am unaaﬁy""" that what looks like &
rillisnt g inring migiik turn out to be so
gself-centered and so narrow a disey that 1t would be
clinical cnly.

wirilch M S RN ptul aAbout agserting e
hospital and psyvehiatric experience seems Lo me  very
sel fist all & fu?Clﬁq athers. to listen Lo vou. Etals!
nothing given the listeners mothing Lhut teaches
them or helps them... L0 bothers me YO UEE
by thiie wav. It s all & relea for I . but  is
it for sinvone ] sraapt & 2 spectecle 5 CHTHE T 6
e L@ LG {feb.l9%%) (Middleb

R wly Fimw bivat Holmes”

advice was not & oritious of her

poatry , put overt cernsorship. He did not even suggest  that  the

poems necded b be revisedy rather, bhe said bBluntlys Yelorm Tt

publish {theml in a book.’

0

ston’ s responze to holmes was the poem "For John, dho Begs

Mo  Not to Enguire Further . Sextorn Fnows that the guest  for  an



identity sand  the shattering of illusions bring painfual, &t

woines bl me ermliair & L, revelations. o T USRS

er illusions and to stand naked at the "truth

her  poetry. Bhe, libe Oedipus the king., has chosen to

path  of truth, howsver painful it asay be. In the epigraph to

Fart Weay Back, Sexton identifies her cowrage to guxpose
LTI S R A AR WA AR S i ¥

ared

inward views of herself with UOedipus' ¢ determination to know The

Lrutii, as she cilbtes from a of Sohopenbhauver to Goethe:s

Lo o make & 0 clean
ion that makes the

i the courag
trpast of 1t i fao BV EY lAes
philo e . He mus Dophoci g Oedipus.who,
el ing ernlightenmnent concerning bhis terrible fate,
sureues hie dndefatigable  enguiey, even  when he
divines  bthat apaliing  horeor awalts  bimo in bhe
arnaswer ., But most of us carey in owur b b bl Jocasta
wiho beags Dedipus for God s gake not te enguire
Further .

oy "For Jobere .o, Seston dramatizes her own account of bthe
Uedipus~Jocasta corntroversy . The poem, originally intended as  an

smemts, A0 oa larger sense, & defenss

m

apologia to Jobwm Holmes, repr

ot only of her own sel f-probing eand sel f-exposwre &ll along  the
ook . but of the whole school of poetry that cange to  be  called
"Confessional " fs she contends with Hodlmes' s disapproval of Lhe
lack of conventiconal standards of beauty and of s intellectusl-
philosophic ratiomality in her posms, S3exton finds out that these

througihy wivioh to Mieve  poetio bruath.

ot the only me

Most  importently. she has found out thet "the inward  look  that

gociety  soorns’ il led her to ownvell not & private bt oa
collective Ltreultl, which, to the horeor of the Jocastas the  we

angd reveals us. Mowever  awful thie

CEFY LT OurEe
truths  she wncodvers through her confessions, and  although  the

poetic sorutiny of personsl revelations smay not be beawtifual,



gt ras Found an ingomparable oeder in bthem. Bhe kb

to valus  her own existernce and her own "ugly" truths as an

of  hope."  One nesd oot look for besaty owtside of

"aooicer

areseld to Find valuable lg

Mot that it Derautd ful ,

bt that in the end, there was
A certaln s of order theres
something warth lesening
in bthat rmavvow discy of vy ominc.

L I I T T A N R O I R S R T ]

Ang 1 1 byied

to give vou something else,

—h

something outside of mysel
verrd o wenila mot brnow

that bhe worst of zoyyorme
B fimally,

sigent of hope.

o

Dexbon detfines her position an relation T

i tihe poem bhat suffering

o
-t
ot

postry . wben she suoges

athive of &ty

iw nob oa prerrog iated, indivicual iz

Fathwer, by padn o and ber sins, bher guilbt and her horeor may De

SNV ore 8, Deston ds acid  of the generality of

guffering, no matter tle personsl conbexdt dn wihich 4t is

gxperienced, or the personal standpoint from which it is viewsd:s

L

¢y haad,
e, & dnverted bowl.
At firet was private.
Thern it was more than my
AtowaEE v, o your ioss

o oy kitohen.

I baypigmed o
it owas gla

[
o

the tension betwesss Jobrn and berself by Anocluding

tem vechaoe

fiim in her own sdperience, and by Ling that his reluctance

to accept her drmer revelations resuilts from s general fesr  to

took inward and reveal cuwrssls

fhis iz somothing I owould never find
i & loveller place., my dear,
sl thouals vour Tesr s anvyone




Like an
arved I p i s
my kitochen, wvour bBitchen,
my Tagce. vour face.

i her reply to Holmes, o, as ey E. Capo has noted, move

away Trom the strictly personal level of his accusatiorns to place
i discontentment it x more universal context (BEY, His fesr  is

&

fawmar" ot

self-guposure. Frivacy, then, becomess just  a

safebty devioce oros v oy negad  to heep  away from the
iltiusion-shattering powsr of revelations and from  the intimate

poeckoning for identification that Confes el poetry makes o ous
readers. Im "For Jobn...". Sexton seits new assthetic wvalues 1o

fs Dape points ouwt, she separates

= 3 L a f

asaezs Dorsfes

beauty from order and truth by admitting as proper subjects for
verae the grotescgue and the gruessome. provided that they disclose

the bruth (%

But  the disclosure of suffering and  personal weaknes

the grot atity of the humsn self that we prefer not  to

e

gew-—- L osueh & direct and simple lanowage,. &0 charscteristioc of

U
W
0
o}
]

shtyle, was vel to srouse the disapproval of many oabher

Dickey s e dlam and

- fEme

SR arnd oriti

Baok , for one, exemplifies the gerneral oritical attitude

wi i

towards confessionalism. Dickey, like Holmes, fesls unesey

A f-gorutiny conveved so 0 straightforwsrdly,

s mueh painful s

without what bhe calls "individual Livguistic =sugoestibility”

(&2Y.  Dickey also fears to see  the horeor, which could be  his

CHAHT and feels "tempted to droo Tthe poesmst fortively dnto the

nearest  ashoarn, rather then be caught with them in the e
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Im Liive pr RQiell¥%héh, her third book, winner of a Pulitzer

Frize in 1967, Bexton faces the ultimate guesticon of her life and

confronts  her  ow suwicidsl lopulses, as she

toy decide
whether life, not only for her, bt for evervone, is  worthehile
{dehmesorn 1BLY. This is Sexton’ g first volume in which the poems
are arvanged chroneologically, and this allows ws to fesl her aove
towards & mere matuwrs @ond positive view of life after having gone
through the darkness and the pain of madrnese and despair. It the
Final  poem of the book. Sexton chooses life over dezth, as  she

(el=E

4 tells an  interviewer, "1 dide & want to polson the
world... I didn' b want to be the killer” {Kevlies 943, Iy Mliwve™.
as  feminiet oritic Suzanne Juhas: has noted, Sexton  Tindeg  the

reason for and the source of 1ife in ber saperience and  ldentity

28 & woman-—— she, ag & woaman, tas bhe powsr o generate lite:
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ard there In
atter considerable diaging
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Y3 Vife-giver and Pife-maker., am  woman and poet. Sesxtton
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firet btherapsatic fTunction, and, eing s pubilic acht., bher writing
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grperience and soffering sere oommunio Yo others so that easch
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hadirn to Holmes dn "For Jobne .M. bhe ualy bruths of the  human
self may become an "asccident of hope,” & "escitsable giift.”
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2 ocollection of love posms. It btraces the most internse moments of

# love affair, which app tly lasted fowr vears, from the guiet
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wEe for  art, which for him g "artifice, something obther  than

truth-telling" (145, Both Dessner and Fields agree that the most

decide  whethor Sexston' s true  emobtionsd

amponrbant 4

conflicte were more or lesg painful than her postey convevs, byrat

wiew o e "transformations of  edperlences, and not

euperisnce ibteelf.” The only trath we can o through poetry
i bhe troth that lamgusae i able to convey-—- e, due  to o bhe
iriherent limitabions of words, medisted by oraft and artifice.

o - . . .
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&g weE have Sesn, il

wton s postry bthat the Mew Oriticism

Just  could not desal with. This inadegus e talbillshed

critioal AT Lo sppr fairly works written by women  mnade
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chaughter, el ual ity . "Womern experiencs the  woeld  throwgh
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Cenchern oy Lo forget that rnothidng bumen Ls alioen Lo oany of  ws,
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CHAPTER THO

THE BOUNGECISIFICATION ANMD MYTHICIZATION OF 7THE BRIMMS’

FAIRY TALES AND THE INPORTAMCE OF REVISIOMIGH

Padmy tales sare often relstod bto s world of fantasy. whers

gruesone and oruel sonste

ard witches are defested and both the
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await the hero at the  end
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Vi luss Lo Lo spprehended by bhailer vourng awdience.  Mors and
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