Four Poets on Patriarchy:
Levertov, Sexton, Rich, Plath

Philip Williams

Modern American poetry is generally chavacterized by tones of
personal expression and confession, At the same time—and sometimes
in the same poets—there has been a strong current of social concern
that reminds us of the writers of the 19303, Protests ranging from opposi-
lion fo the Vietnam war fo outcries against the so-called “Star Wars”
program, from the struggle for justice for blacks to Greenpeace action
to safeguard the earth’s environment and ecology, have kept many
leading poets socially and even politically involved in a fashion not
seen in the era of Robert Frost. Wallace Stevens, Marianne Moore. and
T. S. Eliof,

Of the social issues of our time, none has been raised mare often or
more resoundingly than that of women’s rights: the call for sreater
justice and equality for women in Americar society, in the home and
in the work place, Increasingly this movement has come to cenler in
protest apainst the patrizrchal traditions that have oppressed women of the
West from earliest recorded nistory, not Isast the male-centered misdirec-
lion of the bhiblical tradition that is the hackground of all literary history
in the calture of the West.

As these protests move nearer center siage. it has been the women

themselves who have olaved lhe Ieading roiss: few males have been
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eager and ready “to preside”—to paraphrase Winston Churchill— “at
the dissolution of our empire.” Among the leaders of the movement
against the patriarchal assumptions of Western society, a number of fine
American women poets have been in the vanguard. Tour in particular
may be considered in this context; their slrugples against the prejudices
that handicap women have become crucial —in different ways, of course—
for appreciation of their work, Denise Levertov (born 1923), Anne
Sexton (1928-74), Adrienne Rich {(born 1929), and Sylvia Flath (1932-
63} may be seen as outstanding leaders, nol only in lheir achievements
in poetry, bul also for their protests apainst the patriarchyl

Having named them together, one must immediately admit that there
are very striking differences in their response to their situalions, and in
the oulcome of their lives, It is helpful to consider them in pairs, with
Sexton and Plath on the one hand and Levertov and Rich on the other, as
represenling two sides of the subject. Sexfon and Plath felt [rustration
and fAnally fury, and went fo extremes in perscnal protest—ending as
tragic suicides. Levertov and Rich, having won repulations as first-rate
poets in the same genre—an intense perscnal, “confessional” approach—
then tfurned 1o direct confrontation in social aclion movements lo become
leaders in forthright assaults against the wall built by the enemy they

defined quite specifically as “patriarchy.”

I. The Personal Protests of Anne Sexton and Sylvia Plath

Amme Sexfon and Sylvia Plath had a number of experiences in
commmon besides the special concerns of their lives as women who
worked as poets, Sexton recounted some experiences and ideas which

they shared when she wrote In tribute to Plath after the latter’s death
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at her own hands:

I can add for Sylvia, only a small skelch and two poems—one poem
written for her at the news of her death and the other, written a
vear later, wriiten directly for both of vs and for that place where
we met, . . "balanced there, suicides sometimes meeal.”. . .

I knew her for a while in Bostor. We did grow up in the same
suburban town, Wellesley, Massachusetts, but she was aboul four
vears behind me and we never met. Even 1f we had, I wonder if we
would bave become close friends, back then—she was so bright, so
precocious and determined 1o be special while I was only a boy-
crazy thing, flunking mest subjects, thinking I was never special,
We didnt meet. . . until she was married to Ted Hughes and living
in Boston. We met because we were poets. Mez, not for protocol,
hut for truth, She heard. . . that I was auditing a class at Bosten
ITniversity given by Robert Lowell, . . kind of followed me in,
joined me there and so we oriited around lhe class silently. Ifwe
talked at all then we were fools. We knew too much aboui it to
talk. Silence was wiser, when we could command it . . sometimes
letting cur own poems come up, as for a buicher. as for a lover,
Both went on, We kept 25 guiel as possible in view of the father?

Lowell, whom they both called tsacher but came fo resist as they
progressed, is by no means honored here In that image of “father.” As
we shall see, both Sexton and Plath wrote bitterly satiric poems about
their fathers, whom they held responsible for mental disturbances that
marked their lives. Both of them, as biographical studies show, grew
up in tensions with parents as children, in unsatisfied marriages with
hushands they came to reject. and with children they loved but cculd
not care ford Elizabeth Janeway writes of them: “Plath and Sexton

“unction nat jusl as autheors but also as exemplary figores for their
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readers. . . . Each endeavored lo combine a life in the fraditional mode
with a career as a writer, and each broke down™ (Holfman, p. 372).

Using their own family crises for poetry of intense and frightening
personal revelations, they heiped lead that touch new “confessional
schoal” that characterizes American poetry in tae late 1950s, foreshadow-
ing the wviolent social revolts of the '60s, Much of the harsh, vital
subjectivity Sexton and Plath expressed was grounded in fighting their
memories of being put down by men. and sesing their mothers suffer in
their “dutiful” wifely roles, This is symbolized in the way they atlacked
their “fathers,” who in both cases, by all accounts, deserved this special
wrath.

Sexton, in “All My Pretty Ones,” tells of fnding ber father's albums
after his death:

. . .boxes of pictures of people I do nol kmow,

I touch their cardboard {aces. They must go. . . .
T'll never know what these faces are all ahoul,

I lock them in their book and throw them ourd

Continuing more bitterly, she says thal within weeks afier her mother’s

deaib, she was given this impression of her father:

. solveni but sick, you meant
to marry thal pretty widow in a one-month rush,
But hefore vou had thal second chance, I cried
on vour fat shoulder, Three days later you disd. (11. 27-30)

In the lasl two lines she says she will pardon him, bul not with a very
kindly spirit: “whether you are prelty or not, I outlive you,/bend down

my slrange face to yours and forgive vou.”
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Plath’s farnous poem “Daddy” hoils over with very similar bitterness.

She begins her attack on him with a passionate outcry:

You do not do, you do not do

Any more, black shoe

In which T have lived like a foot
For thirty years, poor and white,
Barely daring to breathe or Achoo.?

After labeling him “panzer-man. . Fascist,” she curses his “beot in the
p

n

face, the brute/Brute heart of 2 brule like vou. . ."” and ends sixteen
verses in language of venom, accumulated over iwenty yvears following

his death, with what seems to be sadistic glee:

There's a stake in your fat blaclk heart

And the villagers never liked vou.

They are dancing and stamping on vou

They always knew it was vou.

Daddy, daddy. you bastard. T'm through, {SPCP. p, 224)

This poem also touches on her hostility to her husband, who laft her
wilh their two tiny children after six years of unstable marriage,
{Their wedding had come five mouths after they first met at Cambridge,
where Sylvia—after a brillian® record at Smith Collese—iwas studying
on a Fulbright fellowskip.) Early in the poem she had written, “Daddy,
I have had to kill you.” But the symbolic act strikes even closer home;
now that she and Hughes are separating, she ends by mereing figures

of husband and [zther:

1f Tve killed one man, Ive killed two

The vampire who said he was you
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And drank my bleod for a vear,
Seven years, if you want to know,
Daddy, you can lie back now, (SPCP, p, 224)

The poem stresses vet another major theme that was a bond between
Plath and Sexton: an allusion fo her first suicide attempts when she
was in high school and cellege. (After 2 year in a mental hospilal, she
relurned to graduate swmma cum lawde at Smith and later was called

1o teach there.}) As Sexton wrole,

Often, very often, Sylvia and I would talk at length about our
first suicides; at length, in detail and in depth, ... We lalked
death with burned-up intensity, both of ws drawn to it like moths
to an electric light bulb, . ., Thus we weni on, in our [ashion,
ipnoring. . . the poems left Dbehind.  Poems left behind were
technique—lasting but. actually, over. We talked death and this
was life for us, lasting in spile of us, or belter, because of us.
. . . I know that such fascination wilh death sounds slrange (one
does not argue that it isn't sick—one knows it is—tihere’s no
excuse), and thal people can not understand. They keep, every
vear, each year, asking me *why, why?” So here is the Why-poem,
for both of us. . .. I do feel somehow that it's the same answer that
Sylvia would have given. (Newman, p. 175)

The poem Sexton then quotes is entitled “Wanting to Die.” I assumes
the question “Why talk of suicide?”—and responds by saying she (and

by implication, Plath) cannol give reagons.

Since vou ask, most days [ cannot remember.
I walk in my clothing, unmarked by that vovage.
Then the almost unnameable lust returns.
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Even then I have nothing against life.
I know weil the grass blades you mention,
the furniture you have placed under the sun.

But suicides have a special languace.
Life carpenters they want to know which tools
They never ask why build.

Twice I have so simply declared myself,
have possessed the enemy, eaten the enemy,
have taken on his craft, his magic. . . .

To thrust all that life under your tonguel—
that all by itself becomes a passion.
Death’s sad bong; bruised, you'd sav.

and yet she waits for me, vear after vear.
1o so delicalely undo an old wournd,
to empty my breath from its bad prison, . .. (NAMP, p. 1202)

Writing on Sexton in his bock Coifemporary American Poekry, Ralph
J. Milis, Jr. rightly notes that “this poel’s power lies in her falenl for
dramalizing her own existence in the wide ranze of ils moods. memories.
aspirations, desires, and for doing this withoul evading (he Necessay
consequence of having to face herself squarely i the mirror of her art,”s

Sexton. as her statement on Plath kas indicated. began her work in
postry rather late in life, “afler seeing the eritic 1A, Richards lecturing
abeul the sonnet on television,” it is smd? Unlike Plath, however, she
won early popularity and critical honor by her wnting, publishing
many volumes of poelry and being awarded a Pulitzer Prize—perhaps
the highest literary award in the United States—far her collection, Live

or Die (1867), In all her bocks of poefry (there were ten before her
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death, three more later), “her subjects are her own mental breakdown;
her strained relationships with parents, husband, children; her amatory
experiences; her need for, and inabilily to find, religious faith” (Hoff-
man, p. 499). She had married rather young and had two daughfers.
Tn 1974, afier several hospitalizations, she fulfilled her death-drive with
“medications.” Just before that she had toured college campuses, giving
impressive teadings of her poems accompanied by a rock musical
group, . . . She was 47 vears old when she died; her [riend Sylvia Plath
had been only 30 when she placed her head in an oven and turned on
the gas eleven years hefore, in 1963,

Sexton, though born earlier and living longer, always looked upm
Plath as her senior, though at the time Plalh died, a number of Sexion's
books had been published, while only one of Plath’s collections of poems
appeared before her suicide. Sexton said that alter Plath’s death, in
reading 2 book of her last poems. she found that Sylvia peinted to her as
having influenced her work. “She gave me and Robert Lowell. . .
credit for our breakthrough into the persenzl in poetry. T suppose we
wmight have shown her something about daring—daring 1o tell it true.”
Stressing Plath's originality, however, Sexton says, “Maybe 1 did give
her a sort of daring, but that’s all she should have said. ... What
matters iz her poems. These last poems siun me. They eat time®
{Newman, pp. 178-9).

Critics agree that in the brief years of her development, FPlath moved
from early works of genius, proving her technical mastery of traditional
and modern verse forms, to even finer experimental work that showed
her own way of seeing and saying things. She reached a culinination

when poetic hallucinations—often of terror and cruelty—found nniquely
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personal expression in original poems seldom if ever matched, . . . But
her early work ought not be neglected; one fine sonnet from her college

days well expresses tensions she felf as a “Female Author.”

All day she plays at chess with the hones of the world;
Favored (while suddenly the rains begin
Beyond the window) she lies on cushions curied

And nibbles an oeccasional bhorbon of sin.

Prim., pink-breasted, feminine, she nurses
Chocolate fancies in rose-papered rooms
Where polished highbovs whisper creaking curses

And hothouse roses shed immorzal hlooms.

The garnets on her fngers twinkle cuick
And blood reflecis across the mamuscript:
She muses on the odor, sweetl and sicle
Of festering gardenias in a crypt.

And lost in subtle metaphor, reireass
From gray child faces crying in the streets.
{from *“Juvenilia,” SPCP, p. 301)

The subjects of her later work mainizan concerns of being a woman
writer, but there is a recognition of other sufferers {rom lime 1o lime,
as seen in her allack in *Daddy” on Fascism-—abuses of power in
nolitics as well as in the family, There are a few references of social
concern in parts of “Three Women,™ the long “Poem for Threa Voices™
she produced for BBC in her last vear., But each of the thres women,
in a maternity ward, is basicaliy—and naturallv enough—maost absorbed
in the perscnal prospect of her baby's birth, and changes it must bring

for a troubled new moather, (Qne woman recalls the men of her office,
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and the “mals” impression they made on her as ske thought of mother-

hood—*something about them like cardboard.”

That fat, flat, flatness from which ideas, destructions,

Bulldozers. guillotines, white chambers of shrieks

Endlessly proceed—and the cold angels. the abstractions.
(SPCP, p. 177)

Here are the ifmages by which men are oflen porirayed in the

women's movement, showing slavery to rational ‘scientific” values from
which comes violence against human life and nature iisell—a *head-
cenleredness” that needs the balance of female ~hLearl”
) Sexton, who had faced her marital failure aftar bearing two daughters,
agoniges on the same theme, but talks even more about her breakdowns
and inward alienation. There is no radical shift in lzter work, unlike
Plath’s. Mills underscores the strong marks of spiritual searching in
Sexton, who had been hrought up as a Catholic, and thersin been
troubled as a woman. Te cites a set of poems “prefaced by the follow-
ing statement of the Catholic theologian Romano Guardini: ‘I want no
pallid humanitarianism—if Christ be not God. I want none of him. I
will hack my way throuph existence alone, . [ 7 (Mills, p. 2213,

Like similar probing by Eugene O'Neill (and so many of the WMeiji
period writers of Japan), from a human viewpoint this was a search
that failed, We feel her pain and consternation in a verse she dedicated
to “my friend, Ruth, who urges me to make an appointment lor the
Sacrament of Confession™—a poem she called “With Mercy for the

Greedy.”

Concerning your letter in which you ask
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me Lo call a priest and in which you ask

me to wear The Cross that vou enclose. . .
I pray to its shadow,

that gray place

where it lies on your lstier. . .deep deep.

I delest my sing and I try to believe

in The Cross?

But then Sexton, as a lapsed Roman Cathoiic, makes an unusual “con-

fession”—not one to take to a priestly “father's booth™:

My friend, my friend, I was bomn
doing reference work in sin, and born
confessing it. This is whal poems are;
wilh mecry for the greedy,

they are the tongue's wrangie.

the world’s potlage, the rat's star. (11, 26-32)

Although Sexton—and Plath—iike authers of the Romantic movement
earlier, thus regarded art with a religivus devolion, lhey were not
“saved.” Their poetry, Lhowever, nsing out of their despair and thelr
inward alienation mirroring the world arcund them, has brought striking
revelations of human “entrapments” —mot least of women ia patriarchal
society—in our time. Of course it is not proper to aktribute all (heir
expressions of persopnal protest to thelr sense of special suffering as
women. As we have seen. hoth nad experiences of mental breakdown
while still very young. Zoth, however, attributed much of thair illness

to ecarly family relations; Plath made very explicit charges against hoth
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her father and her mother, as we have seen.

Plath’s marilal failure tock an even greater toll, as her friend, the
scholar and author A, Alverez, has shown in a book that became a
bestseller® Yet like all the other extensive studies of Plath, his obser-
vations would stop short of labeling her “feminist.”® Like Sexlon she
is a witness in a different manner, Janeway writes in her essay on

“Women's Literature”:

Plath’s poetry, and her life, were completed before the new [eminist
consciousness had begun to find éxpression, but her work has
become a touchstone for the women's movemenl and is best con-
sidered in this context. She and Anne Sexton represent a poetic
current that is central to the cultural identity of the first phase of
the movement, (Hoffman, p. 371)

Adrienne Rich also wrote of these two in relation to the work of
their “revolution,” saying, “Anne Sexton and Sylvia Flath, in their very
different voices, began to speak of the guarrel with themselves—which
was found to be also the quarrel with others.” In Sexion and Plath
“a subjective, personal rage blazes forth, never belore seen in women’s

poetry,™

II. The Protest against Patriarchy: Levertov and Rich

Adrienne Rich wrote one of her early poems “for Denise Levertov,”
to whom it is dedicated. She gave it the title “The Roofwaller,” and
uses a mode in which a new “feminist awareness” mingles myth with

the “every-dayness of women’s lives” (Hoffman, p, 359},

Over the half-finished houses
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night comes, The builders
stand on the roof, It is
culet after the hammers,
the pulieys hang slack.
Giants, the roofwalkers,

on a listing deck, the wave
of darkness about to hreak
an their heads. The sky
is a torn sail where figures
pass magnified, shadows

on a burning deck.

I feel like them up there;
exposed, larger than life,
and due to break my neck.

Was it worth while to lay—
with infinite exertion—

a roof T can't live under?
—All those blueprints,
closings of gaps,
measurings, calculations?

A life T didn't choose

chose me: even

my tools are the wrong ones
for what T have o do.

'm naked, ignorant,

a naked man fleeing

across ihe roofs

who could with a shade of difference
be sitting in the lamp lignt

against the cream wallpaper
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reading—not wilh indiflerence—
about a naked man

fleeing across the roofs. (ARDP. po. 19-20)

One cotuld never be sure of all meanings intended here, and indeed
some of the very special nuances may only be known to the two poets,
who—each having won a high reputation for a respected hody of
writings—are drawing together in their feminist protost. Difficult as il
is, however, "The Roolfwalker” is compriszd ol images not hard to
comprehend; it also gives clear indication thal these two women feel
closely related as walkers and worleers in a scene of awesome complexity
and uncertainty., Leverlov and Rich, indesd. bave felt many of the
tensions that led 1o personal tragedy for Sexton and Plath. DBut there
iz this very significant dilference: they have zllied themselves with
organized movemenis for soclal change, advancing veyond their indivi-
dual sense of outrage at the injustices ihat the “oppressed”—and nol
least the women of the world—have had io endure. This change is
symbolized in the aclion of the poem. moving from questioning—“Was
il worth while to lay. . . a rool I can’t live under?” (marriage, home,
and [lamily?)—to involvement, with “indifference” named and rejected.

In “The Roolwalker” Rich Las ollowed a free “crvganic” form thal
Levertov har already used elfeclively, and lor hich she is known—
because of her wide influence—as “the wvolce of the 1960s" (Holfman,
. 536). Here Rich uses an image patlern to create a dark, insecure
situation. mirroring the hostile world which both wrilers address with
their poetry of protest. The narrator is speaking as one “exposed” lo
dangers, like the carpenter who is obliged to work high up on a roof,

All things appear “slack, dark, torn,” and tlhe roof itsell is like a
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“listing. burning deck,” threatening all wwho wonld trv to pass there.

The third long stanza expresses the nagzine doubts and frustration
directly, as the mythic mode moves the narmator into the mind of the
voolwalking carpenter. Now the speaker really is “dus 1o break my
neck,. . . my tools. ., . the wrong ones/lor what [ have o do/. .. I'm
naked, ignorant,” The implication is that nerhing of the past—family
nurture, education, all the later experiences—has oreparad one to meet
the challenges faced. Is this not awareness of a condifion often true
for women in a culture they feel to be shaped oy and for men?

But a sense of vocation hes intervened: ~A life T didn't choose/chese
me." New e commitment to work for reforms arises, contrasted with
the observer who ironically denies “indifference” swhile playing a role
of passiveness in the face of evil. After recognizing the basic existential
choice that every persen must confront hotween a parficipant’s dangerous
involvement and the outsider’s safe nbservaliou, tao speaker chooses not
lo be simply “reading” about things, As fo Lhe interesting problem of
wly a masculine Image—*a nalted man fleeiag acruss the roofs,” twice
evoked—is made the center of Lhe action, 1 believe it parallels Emuly
Dickinson’s occasional use of @ boy's or man’s figure for her poelic
persona.  Whenever her speakers attempt things rthought to be
unwomanly—to go harefoor, for example—male *“masks” allow instant
credibilily. But then thinking further, as we must with zood poems,
we feel the poet’s Irony in uncovering our vrejudiced swereotype of
passivily for type-casling women. The assumptions of “anwomanly”
vis-awis a roofwalker/builder role, are wrong =t the very core. . ..
Banzai for “The Roofwalker™ on this point too! (Women poets of the

past made such protesis in dilferent ways: Amy Lowell smoked cigars,
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Marianne Moore was a baseball fanatic. In their time, perhaps no
belter channels were open to undermine (he “fzminine images”™ men
had imposed upon socisty,)

Levertcv—brilliant, home-educated-—was widely honored for her
achievements long hefore she embarked on a radical political course in
the mid-1960s, Her first book. The Douhle Tmage, appeared in 1946
when she was only 23, The nexl yvear she was married to the American
novelist, Mitchell Goodman., Her husband was a protestor, prosecuted
—togelher with a group thal included the well-mown medical docter
and aulhor, Benjamin Spock—ifor outspoken cpwnosition {o the Vislnam
war. Levertov wrote poems aboul this, and went io North Vietnam to
dramatize the protest, reporting aboul this in sssays collected in The
Pog! in the World ¢1973). Her poems and arlicles focus on many such
social issues.

Although she was born in England, Leverlav had very early felt
slrong infAuences from across the Atlantic, especially the poetry ol Hilda
Doolitile and Willlam Carlos Willlams., Kenneth Rexroth was among
the first to study her poems, giving her very enthusiaslic acclaim as
one of the wisest and most humane minds in modern poetry.'?  Not
long after moving (o York with her husband, she Degan fo call herself
an American poet. Her British ancestry, however. was very influential,
as she writes in one of her autobicgraphical poems, “Iilusirious Ances-
tors.” We see how her biblically-modeled prophetic ole had ils rools
in her family heritage; her mother was descended from the Welsh
mystic, Angel Jones, “whose meditations/were sewn inlo. . . coats and
britches,” as her poem says,® An illustrious ancestor of her father

was a respected leader of the Jewish mystical movement, Hasidism: he
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understood “the languape of the hivds” [11. 3-4). Her own [sther,
while preparing to be a rabbi. became a zealous Christian,  After
being ordained an Anglican priest, he wrote books boldly calling for
the unification of Christianity and Tudalism (Wagner. p, 24). Her older
sister, who died when Denise was 40. was also an activist in many
causes. Levertov writes often of her, as in "A Note to Olga.” where
ihe feminist notes ate clearly sounded against the ough but comic

“copsT:

On the Times Square sidewalk
We shuffle along, cardboard sigus
—Stop the War—

clung around our necks.

The cops
hurry about,
shoulder to shoulder,

comie,

Your high soprano
sings oul from jusl

in back of me—

We shall—I turn
vou're, I very well know,
not there,

And your voice, they say,
grew hoarse
from shouting af crowds. . .

vol oveveome
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sounds then hoarsely
Trom somewhere in front,

the paddywagon
gapes,—It seems
- you that is Iified

limp and ardent
oft the dark snow
and shoved in, and

driven away.

In 1870, revisiling Iialy after many years, Levertiov feli demeaned by
rude men who “still prowl as they used to,” Iere she writes as a
wornan challenging the chauvinist sexist stance of the men who look
upon wemen simply as sex objects, Her fine satiric peem is stronger
for the dellness of tone and the humor she can bLring to bear on a

subject thai, in a woman's view, must be guite disgusting.

. . .MNo sexual revolulion here. no Women’s Lib.
That’s the third car to slow down.
(The difference is, more cars,
new ones loo, I see). ..
Evidently
I must give up my slow stroll.
(And in me the diference
i8, I'm not scared,
I find them only foolish, they're
in my way.
But do they spend every evening
cruising?. . )
(frem “Staying Alive.” Part 111 v; TSA, pp. 62-3)
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In her Preface to the volume Te Sim Alive, Levartor sums up some
of her later poems—and her social views—in one profoundly powerful
senlence, which relates women's cmeerns w wider issues of social evil,

especially militarism and imperialism and swar.

. . . The personal response that moves from the identificalion of my
lost sister, as a worker for human rights, with the pacifists “going
limp” as they are dragged to tae paddyiwagon in Times Sguare
in 1966, to the understandine by 1970 that “thers comes a time
when only anger/is love,” iz ong shared by many of us who
have come hil by bit to the knowledge that opposition lo war,
whose foul air we have breathed so long that by now we are
almost choked forever by il, cannct be separated from apposition 1o
the whole system of insane greed, of racism and imperialism, of

which war is only the Inevitable expression. .. (TSA, p, viiD)

Adrienne Rich voiced her feclings acainst zexism at an early age: in
the course of time, she came to leadersnhip in protests on whal she
terms lhe “patriarchal” abomionaiiom of Western szociety, When Rich
visited Japan soms years back, she made points that sue oflen stresses:
people who name things have lhe power, and men have so far done all
the naming., Iven definitions of feminine characler, femininity, lomale-
ness have come froma males, She writes that it has been “A man’s
world, But finished./They themsclves have sold it to the machines.”

Rich’s first book, 4 Change of World (1951) —published in the Yale
Series of Younger Poets—developed, she said, from Lhe conflict in her
between the girl who defined herself in making poems and the girl
who had {o define herself by her relations with men. Writing fo a

friend in 1872 she called her later work “a coming-name 1o the darkest
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and richest source of my poetry: sex, sexuality, sexual wounds, sexual
identily, sexual politics, many names for pieces of one whele” (NAMP,
p. 12203,

An heners sludent at college. with a book of poems published at ape
22, Rich was married and had three sons belore she was 30. Her
hushand, a Harvard University professer, and she joined in Vietnam
war prolest marches, They also fought against sexuzl and racial injus-
tice in the radical 1960g, She left him in 1970, 17 years afler their
marriage, and began to place the pleces of her life in a new “whole.”
She was soon more deeply involved in special activilies that have earned
her recognition as a leader of the feminist movement.

Rich's realistic sense of the complexities of her cause as well as ler
confident sense of mission are shown in a poem ol 1970, her vear of

personal crisis and decision,

T am a woman in the prime of life, with cerlain powers
and those powers severely limited

by authorities whose faces I rarely see. . . .

A woman with a certain mission

which if obeved to the letter will leave her intactls

Though she had clearly not been a man-hater, she has found implica-
tions of an evil patriarchal domination in all of the assumptions that
are bound up with heterosexuality, and she has lectured widely and
writlen provocalive essays about these main links of women's bondage.1®
Suggestions of this appear even in one her earliest poems. showing how
a2 woman’s role has too often besn defined as that of pleasing and

serving her man: she must be the dutiful wile, never dislracling her
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hughand from his work—which of cowrse is taken o ha far mors impor-

tant than rtaising the children and caring for the home.

She who has the power lo call her man
From that estranged intensity
Where his mind forages alcne,
Yel keeps her peace and leaves aim free,
And when his thoughts to her return
Stands where he left her, still his own,
Knows this the hardest thing to lsarn.
(*An Unsaid VWord.,” ARP, p. 3)

Later, in “Snapshots of a Daughler-in-Law,” the view is more strained,

and a far more aggressive lone is soumded, as we can recognize from

the following seleclions taken from the ien startiing verses of that

posm:

Your mind now, meoldering 1i%e wedding-cake.
heavy with useless experience, rich

with suspicion, rumor, faniasy,

crumbling to pieces under ihe knife-edge

of mere fact, In the primz of your life,

Nervy, glowering, vour davghter
wipes the teaspoons, grows another way. (Fart 1)

A thinking woman sleeps with monsters.

The beal tuar grips her, she becomes. . . . (Part 3)

“Ty have in this viccriain wodd some stoy [Rich’s note:
awhich canno? bz wnderinined, @ these wwords from

of the ulinost conseguence.” Mary Wollstonecraft]
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Thus wrote
a woman, partly brave and parily good,
who fought with what she partly understood.
Few men about her would or could do more,

hence she was labeled harpy, shrew, sud swhore, (Part 7)

Sigh no more, ladies.
Time is male
And in his cups drinks to the fair.
Bemused by gallantry, we hear
our mediocrities over-praised,
indolence read as abnegation,
slattern thought styled intuition,
every lapse forgiven, our crime
only to cast too bold a shadow
or smash the mold straight off. {(Part 9; ARP. pp. 12-15)

In her laiest work there are poems frankly affirming love for another
woman; her more recent—and most radical—writing openly supporls
leshianism as the ultimate course lo women's liberation. This posilion,
of course, aligns her with a very small group who are In controversy
with almost all of the “sisters”—at least in America—for whom they
have been doing baitle. Nevertheless, at least one respecled scholar
has written a book placing Rich at the pinnacle of women's advances
in poetry. Wendy Martin, in studying An Americen Triplych, compares
Rich with Anne Bradstreet and Emily Dickinson, and infers that she
must be ranked with her iwo great predecessors!”™ In leadership for
women's rights, Rich has faced a more open world and thus has achieved
more for women. Martin scems 1o support Rich in her lesbian stance.

At the outset of her study, Martin gives this summary:
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Adrienne Rich has a many-facetzd life: she Tas been a sludent,
wife, mother, teacher, radical feminist and leshian. political activist,
and public speaker as well as an irternationally known post. Each
of these dimensions of her experience has contributed to her vision.
As a contemporary post who is active in the public sphere. Rich
las not accepted the choices nccessitated by Bradstreets piety and
Dickingon’s privatism, As a modern woman, she has insisted on a
fusion of her private and public experience, Her poetry is
concerned with war, urban poverty. sexism. and racism as well as

with privaie emotion and the appieciation of nature. (Martin, p. 5)

Rich’s thought in bringing logether the aspects of hoth the persenal
love and the social statement ol her present lesbian perspective is

effectively expressed in a recent posm.

.. we have different voices. even in aleep,
and our badies, so alike, are vet so different
and the past echoing through our bloodsireams
is freighted with different language. diflcrent meanings—
though in any chronicle of the world we share
it could be written wilh new meaning
we were two lovers of one gender,

we were lwo women of one genzration.!?

When Rich was nominated for the Walisnz: Book Award for her book
of poems Diving info the Wreck, she caid sie could not receive the
award “as an individual, but acceptad il, in a statemant writlen with
Audre Lorde and Alice Walker, two other nominess. n the name of all

WOTTen

o

. .whose voices have gone and still go unheard in a patriarchal
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world, . who, like us, have been tolerated as token women in this
culture, often at great cost and in great pain, . . . We dedicate this
occassion to the struggle for selfdetermination of all womsn, of
every color, identification, or derived class. . . the women who will
undersiand what we are doing here and those who will not under-
stand yet; the silent women whose voices nave besn denied us, the
articulate women who have given us slrength to do our work”
(ARP, p. 204)

Though not cited by name with the other voices joining In this
historic statement, Levertov, Plath, and Sexton belong with the “articu-
late women” honored through these words, Rich sees Denise Levertov
today as a co-builder of the new “roofs” above our world of culture,
which shelter a greater human liberation for all people—male and
lemale—hecanse of the aclivity Levertov shares with Rich. though they
have had to face great handicaps and even dangers, and often worl

S

with what seemed “the wrong fools,” as imaged in “The Roofwalker,”
But less direct action has spoken too; the spiriis of the too-early
“destroyed but nol defeated® Sylvia Plath and Anne Sexton—who are
living pewerfully through their pcems—share the triumph as they shared
the agonies of the long and difficult battle against patriarchy in

American socisty and the world.

NOTES

1 Tt may seem arbilrary to choose these four authors, when many olhers might
be named. In juslification of my choices, I must say 1 have lbund these [our
to be most “popular” in important anthologies and lestbooks of USA foday that
are sources on which one must depend. The works and awards of the chosen

poets, of course, are vindication for us, as for “the makers of lhe canon.”. ..
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Two olher distinguished woemen poets, arcng many considered, are Diane
Walkeski (born 1937) and Gwendolyn Biooks (born 18171, tho rsl blaclk
woman poct to receive the Pulitzer Prize for Poetry. Wakosk:, who makes a
powerful persomal protest, dedicaled Th: Ieforcrelz Betvuwyel Poems (her lenth
volume of verse, written before she waz 22) -to zall Lhose men who belraved
me al one time or another, in hopes they will fall of their motorcycles and
breals their necks.” She writes of her fainer in much the same tone. ., .
Brooks was In her 508 when she {irsr allied herself with rthe Afro-American
movement and became a militant activizz, As a #leck wooen poer, she considers
the women's movement not very helpiu! for one who suflers as a dleck woman:
while ihe so-called Black Power Moverent is male-cenlered, thus overlooking
the needs of the black woman, Needless to sey, lhe implizcations of these issues
call for special awarenesss.

2  From “The Barlly Ought 1o Sing,” ciled e {2 o of Syluie Pleth, edited by
Charles Newman (Bloomingten: Indiara Univ. Press, 1971), p. 174. .. .Ted
Hughes is Poet Laureate of Great Britain; his editerial work on Plath's “col-
lected poems” after her suicide {in which he was a factor) s strongly chal-
lenged by critics.

3  EBlizabeth Janeway, commenling on the “Golhic horrors” that seem to mark
the works of Sexton amd Plath in particular, makes the wise observation that
the pain expressed in their peeiry is more tharn catharsizs: *it could not have
been written at all” unless such pain and degradation “cowdd now be perceived
as ending. ‘The abilily to look opendy al humiliabon. . .depends on a sense that
such a stale need not conlicue. . . When a life. . .without the traditional form
of palriarchal marriage becams socially and emotionally feasible whal had been

hidden began 1o emerge.” (“Womens Literature,” in Harsard Guide to Codem-
povary Aniericag Wriling, ed. by Damel Hoffman [Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
Tniv. Press, 1979}, p. 372 Basic biographies of the poets considered here
are vot to be wrtlen. but Linda Wagrer has written of Leverlov, Wandy Martin
and the Gelpis on Rich, and Newman {and cthers) on Plath (references given
below). Plath and Sexton [gsec J NicClatchy, Awnc Serion: The Artist and Her
Critres, 1973) suffered greatest family larmoil.  2ath hes told much of her own
story about the domineering German biolegy professor who was her father; he

died when she was 2ine, leaving her and her hard-working. sacrificing mother
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feeling abandoned. Rich has authored a study OF Woman Born: Motherivod as
Experience and Tpstitution (1976) which “sees 1he current motherrole as. . .
collaborator and co-conspirator with patriarchal socizy.”

4 The Novion Antholagy of Modern Poetry (hereafter cited in the texl as NAMP),
edited by Richard Illmann and Robert O'Clair (New Vork: W. W. Norton,
1973), po- 1198-9: 11. 9-10, 19-20).

5 Sylvia Plath: The Collected FPoems (hereafier cited in the text ag SPCP), edited
by Ted Hughes (New Yorlk: Harper and Row, 1981). p. 222. It is Interesting
that Hughes fails 1o list “Daddy,” her most noted poem, In the Index of this
boolk.

6 Ralph J. Mills, Jr. Comtemporary Americen Postry (New York: Random House,
1965), p. 231.

7 The Nowlon Anifwlogy of American Litsreiure, edited by Ronald Gotlesman et
al. (New Yorlke: W. W. Norton, 1975), Vol. II, p. 2301.

8 The American Tradilion in Lileralure, edited by Sculley Bradley el al, (New
York: Random House, 1981—fifth edition), Vol. IT, p. 2080.

9 A, Alvarez, The Savage God (New York: Random House. 1972), pp. 24-39.
He indicates the loneliness and depression lhe poer suffered as she sltruggled
with writing and children up to the time of her death. From his own evidence,
however, he belleves that Plath was half hoping that 2 new maid, coming 1o
her home at a time scon after the poet opened the gas pipe, mighl find her
and save her life. Doors were locked, so “calculations wenl wrong and she
lost” (p. 38).

10 Jon Rosenhblall, Swiuia Plalh: The Poetry of Initielion (Chapel Hili, N, C:
Duiversily of Nerth Carolina Press, 1979), pp. 3-22, shows the “misconception”
of treating Plalh as a “feminist.” e also argues, less convincingly, against
classifying Plath as a “conlessional post.”

11 Adrienne Ricks Poetry (herealler cited in the text as ARP) edited by Barbara
Charlesworth Gelpl and Albert Gelpi (Wew York: W. W. Norton, 1975), p. xilL

12 Linda W. Wagner, Demse [ evertor (New York: Twayne, 1967), p. 23.

13 Denise Levertov, The Jecob's Ladder (New York: New Direclions, 1961), p.
87; 11. 11-2.

14 Denise Levertov, To Stay Alive (hereafter cited in the lext as TSA—New
York: New Directions, 1972), p. 11. Note that the words in italics give the
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title of the marching hymn of the black revolunon, “We Shall Overcome.”

15 Adrienne Rich, The Wil fo Clange: Poroes, 1968-71 (New York: W. W,
Norton, 1971), Poem 19.

16 See. for cxample. her very influential essay, ~Compuwsory Heterosexuzlity and
Leshian Existence,” in Signs 5, No. 4 {Summer, 19%G). Zrica Jong, wriling in
s magazine (July, 1973), had noted thatl onc of Rich's great ploneer achieve-
ments was the envisioning of the androgynous person. a theme oresent in several

of the peems including "Diving inte the Wiyeck,” the title poem of her 1973

volume which was honored wilh the Natiemal Bock Award (see below).

17 Wendy Mariin, An American Tripfyci: L Brodsiceet, Faily  Dickwnson,
Adrienne Rich (Chapel Hill, N. C.: Universily of Noith Carolina Press, 1984), is
a splendid comparative study, well documented for interpretation of all three
poets.  Its bibliography and other crucial notes from interviews arc of gpecial
help [or study of Adrienne Rich, whose work cuile naturally has Deen given
less study in research up ta this tims.

18 Adrienne Rich, The Dveam af a Conimon Laoaguage: Preas, 1974-77 (New York:
W. W, Norton, 1978, Peem 30.



