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Poets in Suicide Sex Shocker!

Janet Malcolm explores the lurid obsession with !

By ANDREA SACHS

UST BECAUSE CONNOISSEURS OF
poetry rarely read the National En-
quirer doesn’t mean they don't crave
sensationalism. Witness the endur-
ing legend of Svlvia Plath more than
three decades after-the writer's death.
\,er*am y Plath’s reputation as a fierce,
plished poet has endured, but i
e snocking story of her life that really
ascinates t‘.“.e iterary public
of Plath’s sumde have as-
sumed totemic significance for a cult of
followers who regard her as St. Sylvia,
the high priestess of su"erzng On Feb.
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11, 1863, she put her head 1~ a gasovenin
her London apar:,,mnt her two chil-
dren, for whom she had left glasses of

milk and a plate of brcnc and butter,
slept in a nearby bedroom. Plath’s hus-
band Ted Hughes. a great poet who is
now England’s poet laureate, had left her
months earlier for another woman. Be-
fore her death. few had ever heard of the
30-vear-old American expatriate But
with the posthumous publication of A

, the hleak, ‘nclen:\ﬂtbeaut*ful\olur**
of poetry she produced.in
the last months of her life,
Plath’s legend was born. In
1971 The Bell Jar, Plath’s
nove] about her nenvous
breakdown during college,
was published in America
and became wildly popular.
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If Sylvia Plath were alive
nda . she would be a vener-
able 61 vears old. {Given the

‘the times. she also
be on Prozac.) But the ¢
] who dies voung is re-
JTJ(:TEbE‘E'E‘d in her \Dut“fm
glory, a literary James Dean.
Attention to Plath’s life has
been paid in mserse Jropor-
tion to its bres five ex-
austive bloﬁ“:}h:fﬂ have
n written about her. In
lition. even ‘\);10 ‘\hf“ EVer
111[“@"1 »\"‘H lath 1

xcm;d”c.ﬂ to
a mculol’

Unlike Pl?f_.kw
Lh ose w I“G shared her

poet

=
"[:
’,

(‘{1

—
FJ'

gy

~

B

n

g
jsizh
wn

o

s

i

- |

“
T

‘;1,.1, the latest net

myth, compares the spread of gossiy
about the poet to “an oil spill in the dev-
astation it wreaked among Plath's survi-
vors, who to this day are like birds cov-

Sylvia Plath

with black ovoze.” No one has heen
more fouled by 'm, Plath oobleck than
Hughes. In The Silent Woman: Sylvia
Plath and Ted Hughes {Knopf; 208
pages; $23), Malcolm chronicles how
generations of feminist _,
writers have reviled
Hughes for abandon
Plath and for tampering
with and even destroving
rork, (Hughes' repu-
tion has not been helped
by that the woman
for whom he left Plath. ina

ere

ing

the fact

faot

for her absent brother. Malcolm gets no
closer to the ﬂoLt than t}”e other Plathian

detectives who have stalked him. She i
reduced to lurking around the outside "f
his British home, uninvited.

The tug-of-war between the

Hugheses and the Plath scholars
gives Malcolm the opportunity to ex-
plore the biographer’s craft, V\hmh

likens to the work of “the pr r“k
burglar, ‘m”lkm“ into a l“ouJ

1so represents

=] \
answer to her own

frey
A\-Ialcoxm

had ed
quotationb in a series of
for the

zzm’cim a'“l- yut him

macabre déja .'u also New Yorker. Despite her
gassed herself to death.) setback in court, Malcolm
Male lnnssvmpd hetic remains anc:ete1red: The
to Hughes, although he Silent Woman appeared in
nonetheless comes off ; ; the New )3 rker shortly af-
poorly in her book, willing rALCOLM: i i . ter the trial, and Malcolm
v etween herself and Plath 4
to sell the American riv‘qts has not muted her in-
to The Bell Jar, which Plath had pub- | tense, opinionated sw]e
lished under a pseudonvm in England ‘»iak‘aEm “zs at le ey to l"cw L‘ e

and which her muther did not want to be
pu 4..A,sHed in the U.S., in order to buv a
third home. Where PIath is concerned,
ughes plavs two roles that are hopeless-
lv in conflict: he is both Plath’s faithless

husband and also he iierar}' executor,
so whenever a writer is denied access t
Plath’s pan’IS he or she can accuse
Hughes o i :

i
10 MEemOoIr. Ir;steac; of Hughes,
lath’s biogr a'*Pie'aha
hes' c”"r'ol

15 3 CO‘nb(ltl‘.C ]I'JLC‘mEL.?"\’

ter, who

LITERARY JAMES DEAN: Hughes and Plathin 1956; he endures the
trials of age, while her tragic death preserved her youth and beauty

Plath as 'cmothc: literary voung ‘r(." ::f
the 1950s is so often trumpeted t
readers not interested in purchasing an

autobiography of met Mal colm should
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consider themselves fore-
warned. But when Malcolm
remembers her \ubject he
is insightful. Plath’s a

suggests \m.;CO!IIl. lie

“not-niceness,” her willing-
ness to say w'r‘.a_ many feel

but dare not articulate. Plath
“was able—she had be

cled—to confront w
the rest of us fearful-
nk from,” writes Mal-
Furthermore, Plath
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gave voice to feminism be-
instinctiv en

"uer he memon y
Plath has worn ”" celile
game of telephene wh
me original

been lost in m: retelli

message

When an acquaintance of
Plath’s confides o S Woman

The. b' ent

a hvpnotist to re-
'Lne poet, the
dime 1o go

s poet is near at nal —in her
is there that S_\qu Plath—

astonishing—may be
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