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J. D. McClatchy on: "Anne Sexton: Somehow to Endure"
The poems of the confessionalists--Sexton especially--have a kind of chronicle effect on
readers, as one keeps track volume by volume. This pervasive need to follow the contours of
time, as if they sanctioned the truth they contain, is most clearly exemplified by Live or Die,
where the poems are arranged in no particular narrative chronology but rather according to
the compositional chronology, with the date carefully added to each poem like a clinching last
line--from "January 25, 1962" to "February the last, 1966." Such a dependence on the details
of time and place becomes a rhetorical method of definition and discovery, and points finally
to the essentially epistemological concern of confessional poetry: since all that can
meaningfully be known is my individual self, how is that self to be known and communicated
except through the honest precision of its cumulative experience?
The rhetorical importance of confessional subject matter--especially insofar as it involves a
characteristically Freudian epistemology--leads, in turn, to another consideration. In his most
important gloss on the mediation of art, Freud wrote: "The essential ars poetica lies in the
technique of overcoming the feeling of repulsion in us which is undoubtedly connected with
the barriers that rise between each single ego and the others." Or between the single ego and
its history, he might have added. And among the barriers the self constructs are the familiar
defense mechanisms: repression, displacement, suppression, screen memories,
condensation, projection, and so on. Such psychological techniques, in turn, have their
rhetorical analogues, not surprisingly those most favored by modernist poets and their New
Critics: paradox, ambiguity, ellipsis, allusion, wit, and the other "tensions" that correspond to
the neurotic symptoms by which the self is obscured. And in order to write with greater
directness and honesty about their own experiences, Sexton and the other confessional poets
have tended to avoid the poetic strategies of modernism--to de-repress poetry, so to speak-and have sought to achieve their effects by other means. Sexton's turn toward open forms, as
though in trust, is an example. In general, it can be said of Sexton's poems, as of other
confessional poems, that the patterns they assume and by which they manage their meanings
are those which more closely follow the actual experiences they are recreating--forms that can
include and reflect direct, personal experience; a human, rather than a disembodied voice; the
dramatic presentation of the flux of time and personality; and the drive toward sincerity. By
this last concept is meant not an ethical imperative, but the willed and willing openness of the
poet to her experience and to the character of the language by which her discoveries are
revealed and shared. Not that the structures of sincerity abandon every measure of artifice.
While she may have associated the imagination so strongly with memory, Sexton realized as
well that the self s past experiences are neither provisional nor final, that even as they shape
the art that describes them, so too they are modified by that very art. The flux of experience,
rather than its absolute truth, determines which concerns or wounds are returned to in poem
after poem, either because they have not yet been understood or because the understanding
of them has changed. And Sexton is sharply aware, in her work, of the difference between
factual truth and poetic truth--of the need to "edit" out, while trying not to distort, redundant or
inessential "facts" in the service of cleaner, sharper poems. In a crucial sense, confessional
art is a means of realizing the poet.
As the poet realizes himself, inevitably he catches up the way we live now: especially the

personal life, since our marriages are more difficult than our wars, our private nightmares
more terrifying than our public horrors. In addition, then, to our sense of the confessional poet
as a survivor, he or she functions as a kind of witness. What may have begun as a strictly
private need is transformed, once it is published, into a more inclusive focus--and here one
recalls Whitman's "attempt, from first to last, to put a Person, a human being (myself, in the
latter half of the Nineteenth Century, in America) freely, fully, and truly on record." The more
naked and directly emotional nature of confessional poems heightens the integrity and force
of their witness to the inner lives of both poets and readers; or, as Sexton has remarked,
"poems of the inner life can reach the inner lives of readers in a way that anti-war poems can
never stop a war."
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