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			Introduction

			The poet Anne Sexton spent the summer of 1962 swimming. Months away from publishing her second book and poised on the edge of fame, she soothed her nerves with water. When the weather was warm enough for a dip, she would step out of her house, strip nude, and slide into the pool in her backyard. She delighted in the warmth of the sun, the smooth feel of the water, the quiet of the morning. She could see an old train track from her backyard, while just out of sight, beyond the old, rolling hills of a golf course, the Charles River flowed through Newton Lower Falls, wending its way to the harbor in Boston.

			Sexton’s young daughters, Joy and Linda, didn’t like when their mom skinny-dipped. But the kids were often absent that summer, off with a babysitter or with Sexton’s mother-in-law, who frequently helped with child care. Sexton needed the time to work: though she’d only started writing poetry seriously five and a half years earlier, on a whim, her first collection had been a critical success. Fellow poets respected her; some of them expected great things. Sexton was a natural performer: an elegant woman with long legs and slim hips, she captivated audiences at her readings. But she was also a labile, anxious woman, and she frequently needed time off from mothering simply to relax. On these summer mornings, she would swim calmly from one end of her pool to the other, traversing its twenty-five-foot length.
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					Anne Sexton in her swimming pool in the 1960s

				
			
			Poetry usually followed her ritual sun worship. She would experiment with new poems, tinker with old ones, write a letter or two. One of her major projects that summer was reviewing the galleys for her next collection of poetry. The book, her second, was to be published by Houghton Mifflin in October; the esteemed poet Robert Lowell, her friend and former teacher, had already agreed to let her quote some of his words of praise. If she were so inclined, she could drive into Cambridge’s Harvard Square and review the galleys in a gabled house where she and twenty-three other women created, studied, and worked, each with her own small office. But most days, Sexton found it more comfortable to work at home—especially now that she could, to her husband’s relief, work somewhere other than the dining room table.

			
			Her home study had been built the previous summer. She described it to a friend as a “wooden tower” standing where the porch had once been. It had one long window that faced the backyard. Looking out, Sexton could see the pine trees and the blue hills from her desk, but when she was writing, she faced away from the window—“nature…becomes my enemy,” she explained. While working, she sat either in her straight desk chair or, more often, in a soft red chair with her feet perched on one of her many bookcases. She could spend hours sitting in this position, drawing inspiration from the great writers on the shelves, many of whom she’d encountered only recently—Kafka, Rilke, Dostoevsky—and many of whom she’d come to love. “I hoard books,” she once confessed to a friend. “They are people who do not leave.”

			There was another advantage to working from home. Sexton lived just a few minutes’ drive from her best friend, the poet Maxine Kumin. Tall, lean, and dark-haired, Kumin could seem at first to be Sexton’s twin, until one noticed her athletic build, her slightly hooded eyes, the sharp angles of her face. She, too, was a suburban mother and the author of a published book of poetry. She was also Sexton’s main source of emotional and creative support.

			In the early 1960s, the poets’ lives were enmeshed: they spoke on the phone every day, sometimes about writing, sometimes simply about their lives. They watched each other’s children. They served cocktails to each other’s husbands. After Sexton installed her pool, the friends developed a happy routine that blended work and play. Kumin brought her children over to swim, and she and Sexton sat by the edge of the pool with typewriters in their laps, their legs dangling in the water, and worked together on a children’s book, a nice break from their adult compositions. Though Sexton often feared social gatherings, Kumin’s dependable, comfortable company was almost always welcome.

			But in the mornings Kumin was usually still at her own home, caring for her own children. Sexton was left to appreciate her solitude. On these summer mornings, no one needed her—not her husband, not her children, not her mother-in-law, not even her friend. The day was beautifully, blissfully hers.

			

			—

			
			Everything about these summer days—the pool, the study, the solitude, the second book, the second place to write, even the companionship of Kumin—was the product of a novel experiment in women’s higher education. In the fall of 1960, the prestigious women’s college Radcliffe, the sister school of Harvard, had announced an unprecedented fellowship program, one that targeted a ubiquitous and yet marginalized class of Americans: mothers. In the words of its founder, the Radcliffe president and microbiologist Mary Ingraham Bunting, the Radcliffe Institute for Independent Study was designed to combat the “climate of unexpectation” facing women in mid-century America. As she saw it, too many accomplished female undergraduates were giving up their dreams of becoming scholars or artists because they couldn’t see how they could do research or write a book while also managing a family and keeping house. The new program proposed to get these “intellectually displaced women” back on track.

			Each woman admitted to the Institute as an “associate scholar” received a stipend of up to $3,000 (nearly $25,000 today) to spend as she pleased. She also received access to Harvard’s library resources and a private office—the proverbial “room of her own”—in a little yellow house at 78 Mount Auburn Street, just a few blocks from Harvard Yard. A mother of four children, Bunting believed that most women wanted to find a way to combine professional interests and family life: her own happiest years had been those she spent raising her children on a small farm in Connecticut while commuting twice a week to do research in a lab at Yale. As a university administrator and education reformer, Bunting recognized the role that institutions played in supporting women’s professional ambitions. She realized that you couldn’t simply tell women to work hard and keep studying if the world didn’t give them the tools and resources to do so.

			
			The Institute’s founding had been announced on November 19, 1960. A New York Times article broadcast the news to the nation: “Radcliffe Pioneers in Plan for Gifted Women’s Study.” Almost immediately, the phone in Bunting’s office rang nonstop. Within ten days, Bunting’s secretary had been inundated with over 160 letters of congratulation and inquiry. Once the application process was formalized, the Institute received nearly two hundred applications from women all across the country; other women interested in applying had been turned away because they didn’t have the requisite qualifications. And in September 1961, the Institute offered an inaugural group of twenty-four remarkable women—including Sexton and Kumin—the resources they needed to succeed: fellowship money, office space, and, most important, membership in a professional and creative female community, the likes of which had never been seen before in the country’s history.

			Imagine being a “gifted woman,” like the women accepted to the Institute, at the dawn of the 1960s. Perhaps you had graduated from one of the “Seven Sisters” colleges, maybe taken what people called a “little job” in New York after school. Maybe you even worked for the Allied war effort while your husband served overseas. Not long after the bombs fell on Japan, though, your job prospects dried up. The GIs returned Stateside, and they wanted their jobs back, or they wanted spots in graduate school so they could get even better jobs. As the Soviets built their missiles and nuclear destruction loomed, you were told that the best way you could serve your country was to build a happy home.

			Now, by all accounts, you have the perfect life: you have the high-earning husband, the rosy-cheeked children, and the Buick in the driveway. But something isn’t right. Household tasks don’t seem to hold your attention; you snarl at your children instead of blanketing them with smiles. You fret about how little you resemble those glossy women in the magazines, the ones who clean counters and bake cakes and radiate delight. (Looking at those ads, a housewife and freelance writer named Betty Friedan “thought there was something wrong with me because I didn’t have an orgasm waxing the kitchen floor.”) Everything and everyone confirm that it’s just as you suspected: the problem is you. You’re oversexed, you’re undersexed, you’re overeducated, you’re unintelligent. You need to have your head shrunk; you need to take more sleeping pills. You ought to become a better cook—all those fancy new kitchen appliances!—and in the meantime be content and grateful with what you have. The cultural pressure of the 1950s was so intense that some women, in order to survive, killed off the parts of themselves that couldn’t conform.

			
			Women like Sexton and Kumin didn’t want to amputate their passions. Neither did the writer Tillie Olsen, a communist organizer from San Francisco who planned to write the great proletarian novel; nor the painter Barbara Swan, a portraitist who grew up in Newton and studied at Boston’s finest art school; nor the sculptor Marianna Pineda, who was born in Evanston, Illinois, and apprenticed at various ateliers in the United States and Europe before settling down in Brookline, Massachusetts. Each of these five women won admission to the Institute during its first or second year. They gathered in Cambridge, where they met historians and psychologists, composers and scientists, poets and painters—all of whom were women.

			Many Institute fellows hadn’t experienced such female community since their days at Vassar or Sarah Lawrence. Others—including Sexton, who never earned a college degree—were experiencing this kind of camaraderie for the first time. At the Institute, a woman could forget about her housework and her children and simply be a mind among other minds—at least until the dinner hour. The founder of the Institute often called it a laboratory. It was also an incubator where new growth could take place.

			The results of what Bunting called her “messy experiment” were not what she, or anyone, anticipated. For the women it supported, the Institute was nothing short of life changing (one called it her “salvation”). It offered each of the writers and artists discussed in this book a crucial mix of solitude and community, ideal conditions for artistic growth. For the first time, these women found themselves in a community of the like-minded. They conversed about everything from their best publishers to their worst marital spats. They read each other’s work and collaborated on different projects. Many a woman discovered that problems she had once felt were hers alone—an absent husband, an excess of housework, a condescending male colleague—were in fact common, even structural. In other words, there was nothing wrong with her, but there might be something wrong with the world.

			
			The Institute became a site for the development of influential feminist art and thought. The writers and artists there encouraged each other to represent female experience in all its difficulty and complexity. They broke taboos about what was a fit subject for lyric poetry; they etched their experience of womanhood into stone. Along with the other associate scholars, they discussed the feminist polemics of the day. (Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique, a book that Bunting had helped Friedan develop, was published during the Institute’s second academic year.) They also advanced some of the first critiques of the ideology behind the nascent women’s movement. Was motherhood always a form of oppression? Did all women, regardless of race or class, suffer in the same way? Can a woman ever really have it all? At the Institute, with each other, they began to tease out some possible answers to these important questions.

			Together, the women of the Institute learned to take themselves seriously; when they left Radcliffe, they insisted that the world do the same. The feminist activist and civil rights organizer Carol Hanisch coined the second-wave slogan “the personal is political” in 1969. Far earlier in the decade, the women of the Institute discovered this truth for themselves.

			

			—

			This book is about a small group of women writers and artists who operated as a hinge between the 1950s and the 1960s, between a decade of women’s confinement and a decade of women’s liberation. It tells the story of their careers, their friendships, and their art as a way of describing how and why the feminist movement reemerged in 1960s America. But this book is also about their particularities, their inner lives, their conflicts. It attends to the rich, idiosyncratic, loving, competitive relationships that form between women—the kinds of relationships that so often go unexamined and unrecognized.

			
			During their two years at the Institute, from the fall of 1961 through the spring of 1963, Sexton and Kumin met a number of “intellectually displaced” women who thrilled at this chance to jump-start their studies. They befriended historians, learned from psychologists, and listened to educational researchers. They became especially close with three other artists who attended the Institute during its first two years: Olsen, the writer; Swan, the painter; and Pineda, the sculptor. These five women formed a close, collaborative clique. Joking about the Institute’s application standards, which required that applicants have either a doctorate or “the equivalent” in creative achievement, they called their friend group “the Equivalents.”

			The women in this group were unalike in many ways. Vibrant, moody Sexton was a WASP from money who wrote openly about her experiences of mental illness and motherhood while also worrying that her subject matter would prevent her from achieving success. Kumin wrote neat, formal poems about the natural world. A Jewish woman from Philadelphia who never felt that she fit in, Kumin dreamed of escaping the Boston suburbs for the New Hampshire countryside, though she feared that abandoning Sexton would be disastrous. Olsen was charismatic, passionate, an activist who, in the 1930s, had published inventive reportage and fiction. At the Institute, Olsen, at age fifty, hoped to write her long-awaited great proletarian novel, which would underscore the importance of all human lives. Swan, a painter from the Boston suburbs, had studied at the School of the Museum of Fine Arts and received a traveling fellowship to paint in Europe. She painted and sketched portraits, including her own, that exposed the sitter’s soul. Pineda, a sculptor since her teenage years, had grown up in privilege and had made a living as a working artist. Her life-sized figurative sculptures portrayed pregnancy, labor, and motherhood in unprecedented ways.

			Each woman entered the Institute at a crucial moment in her artistic career. Fresh off the surprise success of her first book, Sexton wanted to become what she called a “lasting” poet. At the Institute, she wrote her strongest collection of poetry and became confident in herself and in her career. Kumin, who was also just starting out as a poet, used her time at the Institute to rekindle her scholarly interests and experiment with different genres; soon after her fellowship, she wrote the first of three novels and became a writer known for her prose as well as her poetry. Olsen, a mother of four, came to the Institute to escape an overwhelming life at work and at home and with the hopes of finishing an ambitious novel. While there, she wrote something far more important: a revolutionary theory of how material oppression had shaped the literary canon. Swan, meanwhile, had long wanted to experiment with media other than pencil and oil paint, but it wasn’t until she came to the Institute that she had the time and resources to explore lithography. And Pineda, fascinated by what she thought of as the “mythological” feminine, used her Institute time to create a series of female oracle statues.

			
			The years at the Institute were a tipping point in each of these artists’ lives. For the unstable, prolific Sexton, these years were a once-in-a-lifetime blend of productivity and quietude. She began to think she might no longer need therapy. As soon as she left the Institute, however, her mental illness worsened, her writing came in fits and starts, and she once again sought professional help. Kumin’s years at the Institute prompted her to think about how to cultivate peace in the rest of her life. During her fellowship years, Kumin began to search for an escape from the demandingly social, creatively stifling Boston suburbs. She bought a farm in New Hampshire—a move that would define the rest of her life and work. Olsen made good on the literary promise she’d shown decades earlier: the research and writing she accomplished at Radcliffe propelled her to literary fame. Her time at the Institute marked her transition from wage laborer to literary celebrity. For Swan and Pineda, two sociable people who usually worked in solitude, collaborating at the Institute drew them into community once again. Swan, who later referred to the Institute years as “a real turning point,” started collaborating with the poets (she later illustrated her friends’ books and designed their covers), while Pineda, inspired by the women she encountered, began an important sculpture series; one sculpture would end up in Radcliffe Yard. The Institute provided the Equivalents with a refuge, but then it pushed them back into the world, for better and for worse.

			
			Among the group, the relationship that remained strongest and most consistent throughout these years was the one between Sexton and Kumin. It therefore serves as the backbone of this book. Their creative, intimate bond predated their years at the Institute—they agreed to apply at the same time, but they kept their preexisting connection a secret from Institute administrators—and outlasted the end of their fellowships. It persevered through career ups and downs, changes of address, emotional crises, and divorce. This isn’t to say it was always easy: Kumin was sometimes overwhelmed by Sexton’s needs, while Sexton, in the last years of her life, struggled to grant her reliable companion autonomy. It is because of these ambivalences and complexities that I spend the most time studying the bond between these two women, drawing on their interviews, their letters to each other, and their essays in praise of each other’s work. Kumin and Sexton left us a rich archive of their friendship, the love they had for each other, and the words they used to express it.

			

			—

			The Equivalents is the first book to tell the story of the Radcliffe Institute’s emergence, a crucial and yet often overlooked event in the history of American feminism. The story of second-wave feminism usually starts with the publication of Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique in 1963, and with good reason. Friedan’s galvanizing polemic—which recast the suburban home, the emblem of American success, as a “comfortable concentration camp”—resonated with thousands of women who wrote to her with praise and gratitude; according to the historian Stephanie Coontz, the book “sold approximately 60,000 copies in hardback, a large number even nowadays, and nearly 1.5 million copies in paperback.” Three years after the book’s publication, Friedan and a group of like-minded women founded the National Organization for Women (NOW) and began agitating and advocating for women’s civil rights. Barriers began to fall: birth control became legal, abortion reform commenced, and women brought sexual discrimination cases before the courts. By the time radical feminist organizing cells sprang up in the late 1960s, “women’s liberation” was well under way.

			
			What this story misses, however, is how the groundwork for feminist revolt was laid, sometimes unwittingly, by women reformers, educators, and artists of the 1950s and early 1960s—a decade that can appear to be a dead zone for liberation politics. With a few exceptions, the women at the Radcliffe Institute didn’t think of themselves as revolutionaries. Some of them didn’t even think of themselves as feminists. They were well-behaved women; they had not yet made history. Their earnest efforts at self-expression enabled those who came after them to make bigger, bolder changes. Sexton’s poetry, often called confessional, inspired the angry young women who would later take to the streets. Olsen’s talks about the challenges of working-class motherhood riveted audiences; her classes on the literature of poverty radicalized college English departments. Friedan—who had originally invited Bunting to work with her on The Feminine Mystique, and who stuck with the project after Bunting dropped out—must have been pleased to see what her former collaborator’s project had produced.

			The story of the Institute also connects back to a long history of feminist thinking on creative work and intellectual production. In 1929, Virginia Woolf published the essay A Room of One’s Own, based on two lectures she had delivered in October 1928 at the women’s colleges of the University of Cambridge. The title is taken from a declaration she makes early in the essay: “A woman must have money and a room of her own if she is to write fiction.” The rest of the essay describes a frustrating day spent by an anonymous woman at “Oxbridge”—a composite of Oxford and Cambridge—who is trying to think about her upcoming lecture but keeps being interrupted. She is shooed from the grass, prevented from entering the library, and forced to eat a bad dinner because she’s not allowed to dine in her female friend’s room. The essay articulates the importance of material resources for writers and intellectuals—Woolf refers to “the urbanity, the geniality, the dignity which are the offspring of luxury and privacy and space”—and is perhaps best remembered for this. But it expresses too desires for female community and for intergenerational support between women. Sitting with her friend, the narrator imagines an alternate history wherein her friend’s mother had made money instead of bearing thirteen children:

			
			If only Mrs. Seton and her mother and her mother before her had learnt the great art of making money and had left their money, like their fathers and their grandfathers before them, to found fellowships and lectureships and prizes and scholarships appropriated to the use of their own sex,…we might have looked forward without undue confidence to a pleasant and honourable lifetime spent in the shelter of one of the liberally endowed professions. We might have been exploring or writing; mooning about the venerable places of the earth; sitting contemplative on the steps of the Parthenon, or going at ten to an office and coming home comfortably at half-past four to write a little poetry.

			

			They might have lived like male writers and scholars who support each other’s intellectual growth. The Institute made Woolf’s supposition into something real.

			I discovered the Equivalents when I was in my late twenties. I was finishing up a doctoral degree in English, and I was contemplating my future. I was dating a man whose career took precedence over my own. A child of the “girl power” 1990s, I was committed to the idea that I could pursue my intellectual interests and devote myself to a career while also having a happy family. I could and would do it all! Still, I couldn’t shake the sense that I was going to have to choose between my professional dreams and being a mother. My own mother had struggled to balance career and family even with a supportive spouse. Whenever I thought about raising children, I was filled with dread.

			Alone in Radcliffe’s library, on the same grounds the Equivalents once walked, I opened manila file folders and sifted through old papers. I read about women who couldn’t find adequate child care. I read about women who feared social opprobrium for leaving their children alone while they, selfishly, went off to work and to learn. I read about jealous husbands, condescending male teachers, books sacrificed at the altar of domestic tranquility. I took very good notes.

			
			Later, I unearthed old cassettes, recordings of the seminar talks delivered during the Institute’s first years. Across fifty-five years, I could hear the clinking of sherry glasses and the rustling of skirts being rearranged. I felt as if I’d discovered a lost world, one that was oddly familiar. I listened to Kumin charm her audience with tales of a pouty teenage daughter who took revenge by insulting her mother’s books. I listened to Sexton read her poetry in a clear, loud voice that belied her intense society anxiety. I listened to Swan joke, in her slight Boston accent, about the “backbreaking labah” required of lithographers. I listened to Pineda speak seriously about the significance of sculpture throughout history. And I listened to Olsen describe the challenges of balancing motherhood, a day job, and writing fiction. She talked about how little time she had alone, how she wrote on city buses and late at night. At that moment, I felt lucky to be the only one in the library—and luckier still to have a boyfriend who lived in a different city.

			The years passed. I left my boyfriend; I finished my degree. I visited other libraries: in Austin, Texas; in New Haven, Connecticut; in Palo Alto, California; in Washington, D.C. I kept reading: notebooks, letters, manuscripts, recipe books, bills. I read about child-care challenges, maternal guilt, debts unpaid, dreams unrealized. I read, too, about the ways these five women offered each other understanding, support, and recognition. And I read letters in which the writer, pressed to her limit, responded to a friend with jealousy or with rage.

			I knew what it felt like to be hopeful and what it felt like to rage. The gender revolution that began decades ago remains unfinished. So much has changed since the days the Equivalents walked through Radcliffe Yard: Title IX is on the books, female CEOs are on the Fortune 500 list, books by women receive praise in the pages of national magazines. But study after study reports that within heterosexual couples women still do more of the housework. As of 2018, women made just over eighty cents on the dollar compared with men. There is still no widely available state-supported child care.

			
			We’re still trying to find, and to fight for, solutions. And as one of the inaugural members of the Institute told me when we spoke in the spring of 2016, women still need institutional support. They need places where they can find community and inspiration, and they need material assistance to pursue their dreams. This is the story of what five women achieved, over fifty years ago. It is, in part, a story of how they changed the world. It is also a story of how much remains to be done.

		

	
		
		
			
			

			PART ONE

			

			1957–1961

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 1

			

			Little White Picket Fences

			THE SUN WAS ALREADY SETTING one evening late in the winter of 1957 when twenty-nine-year-old Anne Sexton, shaking with nerves and clutching a cardboard folder, walked down Commonwealth Avenue, the main thoroughfare in Boston’s Back Bay. She passed Victorian brownstones, statues of local luminaries, and large, stately trees. She soon arrived at her destination, a large stone building on the boulevard’s north side.

			She passed through the building’s imposing gray facade and walked through the opulent ballroom hidden inside. This was one of her first trips out of her home in Newton in recent memory; to accomplish it, she had requested the company of a kind neighbor named Sandy Robart. Sexton had always been a nervous woman, but these days she was something more: anxious, fearful, choked by self-doubt. Public places of any kind produced intense discomfort; most days she didn’t leave her house. She had recently attempted suicide; she would make a second attempt in just a few months.

			She walked through the building’s foyer and wondered what she was doing there. She wasn’t cowed by the signs of old money. Wealth was familiar to her. It was what the building concealed that frightened her: a small poetry workshop, run by the Boston Center for Adult Education. Sexton, who had been writing poetry seriously for only several months, who had no college degree, who had a bad history in classroom settings, had uncharacteristically decided to enroll in the course. Until that winter evening, only two people had read her poetry: Dr. Martin Orne, her psychoanalyst; and her mother, Mary Gray Harvey. The idea of showing her poems to other people—other poets—was terrifying. And yet here she was, in matching lipstick and heels, with flowers in her dark hair, about to enter a classroom for the first time in a decade.

			
			She stepped into the room; heads turned. The workshop had been in session for some weeks, and newcomers weren’t common. The instructor, John Holmes, sat at the head of a long oak table. A man with thinning hair and a long, hangdog face, he was the personification of dour New England. Holmes was a fixture in the Boston poetry scene: teaching workshops, reviewing books, and working as a professor at Tufts. Many of Holmes’s students had published poems, including a thirty-one-year-old mother of three who was also present that evening. Her name was Maxine Kumin.

			Sexton and Kumin regarded each other: it was a bit like looking into a mirror. Both women were thin, dark-haired, and attractive. Unlike Sexton, Kumin was not a native New Englander, though by the time the two women met, Boston had become her home. Kumin was an assimilated Jewish woman from Philadelphia whose pawnbroker father had earned enough to send his daughter first to parochial school, then to Radcliffe College. For Kumin, education had been a way of becoming an individual, someone who could escape from her mother’s expectations. Sexton, by contrast, came from New England wealth. She relied on her parents for financial support and on her husband for emotional caretaking. Sexton was emotionally volatile, plagued by anxiety, depression, and suicidal urges. Kumin kept her temper in check and steered away from instability. She was immediately wary of this nervous, glamorous stranger—a woman who somehow fascinated and repelled. Both were there to do something that felt uncertain, even untoward: to establish themselves as poets. Each had to gather her courage to attempt this, an obviously solitary effort. What did it mean for them to encounter each other in this terrifying space?

			

			—

			
			Sexton once summed up her life prior to 1957 as follows: “I was trying my damnedest to lead a conventional life, for that was how I was brought up, and it was what my husband wanted of me. But one can’t build little white picket fences to keep nightmares out. The surface cracked when I was about twenty-eight. I had a psychotic break and tried to kill myself.”

			For much of her life, Sexton had believed she was dumb. She believed this because many people in her life told her so. Born in 1928 to a wealthy family in the comfortable Boston suburb of Newton, the youngest of three daughters, Anne Harvey was a skinny and fidgety child in a household that prided itself on grace and decorum. She couldn’t sit still. She often refused to eat. She tugged and twisted her hair until it tangled. As an adolescent, she showed up at the dinner table speckled with acne; her father, disgusted, refused to eat in her presence. Unlike her two sisters, who attended elite private schools, Anne attended public school for most of her youth (she was kicked out of a Waldorf school because she failed at naptime). By the time she got to high school, the boarding school Rogers Hall, she had been held back three times by teachers who considered her unintelligent, a “terrible nervous wreck,” and “high-strung.”

			If Anne was dumb, her mother was smart. Mary Gray Harvey, who came from a wealthy family in Maine, was a petite, attractive woman, a true lady. She had been raised like a princess by her doting father, the editor and publisher of a newspaper, and she thrived on being the “brilliant” one in the family. Her husband, Ralph Harvey, a businessman who drank too much, held Mary Gray in high esteem, constantly reminding his daughters, “Oh, your mother is smart; mother is brilliant.” “She was the ‘writer,’ the cultured, brilliant one,” Sexton told an interviewer in the early 1960s. “She kind of over-powered us, I think, at times.” (The only thing Mary Gray actually wrote was her husband’s business correspondence, but Ralph Harvey lauded each letter as a “masterpiece.”) Mary Gray had a cultured air: she read a book a day, and she’d attended the prestigious Wellesley College. Although she never graduated, she let it be known that she had the highest IQ of all the girls on campus. To her, there was something admirable about simply being intelligent, as opposed to deliberately educating oneself. Mary Gray presented knowledge as something you simply picked up, as you would a canapé, when it suited you.

			
			Anne tried and failed to impress her mother. When she was a teenager, she presented Mary Gray with a poem she’d written that had been accepted into the school yearbook. Mary Gray read over her daughter’s work, paused, and then launched an investigation. Surely this was not her daughter’s original work; surely she had copied it from somewhere. She sent this poem and others Anne had written to a family friend, a professor in New York, and asked him to find the source from which her daughter had plagiarized. (The professor wrote back: the poems were original, and they were promising.) Anne, chastened by the experience, didn’t show her mother any more poems. Soon, she stopped writing them altogether.

			Foiled in her creative pursuits, Anne tried to emulate her mother’s stable, high-status domestic life, and she succeeded—but only with lots of help from Mary Gray herself. When she was nineteen, Anne was dating an upper-class boy from the Boston suburbs, Alfred Muller Sexton II, known to friends and family as Kayo, and she feared she was pregnant. On the advice of Mary Gray, the couple drove south, to North Carolina, where the legal age of marriage was eighteen for both men and women. (In Massachusetts, it was eighteen for women and twenty-one for men.) They married, and Anne Harvey became Anne Sexton. The pregnancy was a false alarm—Sexton had started menstruating on the trip south—but the marriage stuck. The young couple bounced back and forth between their respective parents’ households before finally finding an apartment in Cochituate, a town just ten minutes from the Harveys in Weston. (The Harveys had moved there in 1941; their house, built from scratch, included seven bathrooms and five garages.) While Kayo served in the Korean War, Mary Gray steered her daughter away from tempting flirtations and encouraged her to recommit to her marriage. When Sexton did eventually become pregnant—she’d flown out to San Francisco to meet her husband during his leave—Mary Gray tended to her, took her shopping for maternity clothes, took her on vacation to Florida, and allowed her to move back into the Weston family home. With Mary Gray’s financial help, the young Sextons paid for a house in the comfortable suburb of Newton. They started to carve out something like an independent adult life, though Kayo—who had dropped out of Colgate University, where he had been pursuing medicine—worked in the wool business under his father-in-law.

			
			As long as Mary Gray was alive, Sexton never stopped craving her mother’s praise and fearing her criticisms. A harsh word from Mary Gray stung more than any of the insults Ralph had flung at young Anne when he was drunk. Sexton thought that if she could raise a family and run a household as her mother did, she would finally earn approval from this cold, elusive woman who always seemed to know what was best—the best dress, the best drink, the best book to demonstrate that you were cultured. As she later put it, “I had to be just awful or as good as my mother.”

			By August 1955, with her mother’s assistance, Sexton had put together an admirable life: she owned a house in the suburbs, she was tall and beautiful and well-off, and she was mother to two daughters, Linda, age two, and a newborn, Joy.

			But she struggled with the responsibilities of motherhood. She found herself reacting with anger and violence to her children’s needs. She once threw her older child across a room in frustration. She was eventually diagnosed with postpartum depression. “My heart pounds and it’s all I can hear—my feeling for my children does not surpass my desire to be free of their demands on my emotions,” she once wrote to a therapist. As the months ticked by and Joy approached her first birthday, Sexton’s symptoms lingered and deepened. Worried she would hurt her children, she contemplated using her sleeping pills to end her life. One dark night, she stayed awake for hours, fighting her worst impulses, and then, on a therapist’s recommendation, checked herself into Westwood Lodge—the same institution her father had gone to when he needed to dry out. Mary Gray cared for Linda, while Kayo’s mother, Billie, took in Joy. Sexton was released from Westwood Lodge after a couple of weeks, but her mental health continued to decline. She took an overdose of barbiturates in November 1956, one day before her twenty-eighth birthday. Her new therapist, Dr. Martin Orne, sent her to Glenside, a grim institution that put her at a safe distance from her family. “Her family was not very sympathetic about her problems,” Dr. Orne later recalled. He diagnosed Sexton with hysteria in the Freudian sense.

			
			Sexton was released from Glenside after several weeks. It was a hard winter. Linda returned to her, but Joy stayed with Billie. Sexton was lonely and listless. “I walk from room to room trying to think of something to do,” she wrote to Dr. Orne. “I have this almost terrible energy in me,” she explained, and “nothing seems to help.” All that she’d learned about homemaking eluded her; she found herself incapable of baking a potato. She relied on Kayo as a child depends on a parent, and she feared his absences. He was often quite patient with her, but at times he exploded into rage. He was sometimes physically violent with Sexton (more often in the later years of their marriage). She loved her daughters, but she resented the way they circumscribed her life. “Who would want to live feeling that way?” she wrote to Dr. Orne in February 1957. It was a question that reverberated daily through her mind.

			Desperate, Sexton searched for a reason to go on living. She found it somewhere she never expected: lyric poetry.

			On Dr. Orne’s recommendation, Sexton began watching educational television; her analyst thought it would stimulate her mind and distract her from her emotional troubles. One Thursday evening in late 1956, just a month after her suicide attempt, Sexton tuned in to the local public television station WGBH and watched a program called Sense of Poetry. A Harvard English professor appeared on-screen; he looked every bit the academic, with his bald head and spectacles. His name was I. A. Richards, and he was one of the most influential scholars of English literature on either side of the Atlantic. While teaching at Cambridge in the 1920s, he had developed a practice of closely reading poetry without recourse to historical or biographical context. Richards called this “practical criticism”; by the time this practice spread to American universities, in the 1940s and 1950s, it was called New Criticism. This style of literary criticism appealed to university English departments at the mid-century because it made the study of literature seem scientific rather than dilettantish. It was also a very teachable method, perfect for educating undergraduates—or viewers of public television.

			
			In truth, Sense of Poetry was a bit boring. Richards wasn’t particularly dynamic, though he hosted several different educational programs throughout his career (despite his professed distaste for mass media). He read out famous poems, such as Keats’s “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” enunciating precisely so viewers could hear the scansion and rhythm of the work. Sometimes, a poem scrolled down the screen, or a helpful chart appeared, but otherwise the camera fixed on this austere man, who seemed better suited for radio than for the screen.

			The program was dry and purely educational, and Sexton was rapt. She watched as Richards described the structure of a sonnet—fourteen lines, three quatrains and a couplet, ABABA CDCD EFEF GG—and took careful notes. “I could do that,” she thought to herself. The show over, the night dark, she wrote a sonnet of her own. Like an approval-seeking high school student, she showed the sonnet to Mary Gray. This time, Mary Gray believed the poem was original; she even suggested a better image to capture the poem’s sentiment. Sexton was grateful: she’d finally earned her mother’s approval, and she’d found a new way of managing her distress. She would order her disorder in verse.

			Suddenly poetry flowed from Sexton faster than tears. Between January 1957 and December of the same year, she wrote more than sixty poems—a remarkable output. Most of them marched out messages and morals in regular rhythm, like the poems one would find in The Saturday Evening Post, the leading middlebrow magazine. Many referred to therapy or to Freudianism, and some addressed Dr. Orne himself: “Appointment Hour,” “The Psychosomatic Stomach,” “A Foggy Adjustment.” She typed up her poems carefully and presented them to Dr. Orne, who offered her the approval she craved. Untutored in the craft, unburdened by a traditional literary education, Sexton proceeded by instinct, learning “unconsciously,” a word she used frequently to describe her method. She set herself little challenges—write a poem in syllabic rhyme, write a double acrostic—just to see if she could succeed. When she made a second suicide attempt in late May 1957, Dr. Orne pointed to her poetry as her reason to live. “You can’t kill yourself,” he told her. “You have something to give.”

			
			Sexton didn’t fully understand what she was doing as a poet; for years to come, she would describe poetic technique as “trickery.” She was an unpublished amateur. She submitted a few poems to publications, signing them “Mrs. A. M. Sexton,” but she heard nothing back. She considered finding a classroom of some sort, somewhere, and trying to learn as she had never done before. Dr. Orne recommended enrolling at Boston University or Newton Junior College. A return to school was a gamble for the girl who had been kept back and kicked out, undermined by teachers and family both. With her mental health still precarious, she weighed the risks against the possible rewards. She would have to leave the house and meet strangers; that would be terrifying. But perhaps some of these strangers would understand her in ways her family never did. Maybe, if she could push through her fear, she would find those she called “my people.”

			

			—

			When Sexton appeared in Holmes’s workshop, Kumin was at once “taken” with the stranger, as she later recalled, and “terrified.” Kumin marveled at the new student’s looks: Sexton was “tall, blue-eyed, stunningly slim,” a woman who was “all intimidating sophistications in the chalk-and-wet-overshoes atmosphere” of the classroom. Kumin’s style was plainer, and her manner was “much more closed up, restrained,” as she put it. She wore glasses on occasion and drew her hair back in a bun. Even in her thirties, she could easily slip back into the role of the student. She felt herself to be the “chief frump,” while Sexton was “really chic.”

			
			But despite appearances, the two women had more in common than they realized. Both were mothers of multiple children—Sexton had two, Kumin had three—and both made their homes in Newton. Though Sexton had plenty of help from her mother-in-law, she still found her home life stifling. “Nothing seems worth while [sic],” she wrote to Dr. Orne in February 1957, around the same time the workshop began. “I feel like a caged tiger.” Kumin felt similarly. “I chafed against the domesticity in which I found myself,” she later wrote. “I had a good marriage and our two little girls were joyous elements in it. But my discontent was palpable.” Like Sexton, Kumin had enrolled in the workshop with “great fear and trembling.”

			Kumin hadn’t been raised to be a poet or an intellectual; she had been raised to be a lady. Born Maxine Winokur in Philadelphia in 1925, “Max,” as she preferred to be called, bristled against mandatory femininity and her mother’s grooming. Doll Winokur was an elegant woman, sophisticated and eager to appear fully assimilated into American society (she discouraged the use of gesture in her children; Kumin thought for years that only Jewish people used their hands during conversation). Kumin once recalled, “My earliest visions of my mother place her in an evening dress, about to depart in a cloud of French perfume for an important social event.” Originally from Virginia, Doll was the kind of woman who demanded care and caresses as her birthright.

			Pete Winokur, Max’s father, owned the largest pawnshop in the city of Philadelphia. Doll, status conscious, encouraged the children to refer to their father simply as a “broker” on school forms. She also tried to mold her only daughter into the perfect lady, and at every turn young Max resisted. Chubby when she was little and athletic in her adolescence, Max preferred running wild at summer camp and swimming competitively to sewing and socializing among her urbane peers.

			She rejected an invitation to join her high school sorority (like a college sorority, but for high school girls), mortifying her mother, who had encouraged Max to transfer to this high school from a public school because of its social opportunities as well as its superior education. “The passage through adolescence was a lonely, introverted time,” Kumin later wrote. “Forced to attend dancing classes on alternate Saturday nights, where all of the popular girls were indifferent students in my French or history section, I hid in the ladies’ room until the ordeal ended.” Academic work soothed her anxieties: “I took refuge in scholarship; getting all A’s was my only balm.”

			
			Her hard work resulted in admission to one of the prestigious Seven Sisters schools, the female equivalent of the Ivy League, which was all male at the time. Max matriculated at Radcliffe in the fall of 1942, where she made her first discouraging foray into poetry. Buoyed by first-year hubris, she skipped an English prerequisite and registered for an advanced creative writing course taught by Wallace Stegner, the man Sinclair Lewis once called “one of the most important novelists in America.” At the time, Stegner was writing the semiautobiographical The Big Rock Candy Mountain, his fifth novel. He had strong ideas about what constituted good fiction. He believed that a writer must unearth the truth about an experience, handle it carefully, and then include something serious or surprising. “Some element of the unexpected is necessary,” he once explained, “or some element, at least, of the—what would you call it?—profound.” Such profundity eluded young Max. While her classmates were writing the kind of “good, fat fiction stories” that appealed to Stegner, she was making aborted attempts at both prose and poetry. “I was just floundering,” she later remembered. “He [Stegner] let it be known in no uncertain terms that I was totally without talent. And I was making a big mistake if I thought I was going to be a writer. Certainly I shouldn’t try to be a poet, because I just didn’t have it.” Despondent, Max decided to give up on creative writing and focus on literary history; she eventually won a prize for her senior thesis. She didn’t write poetry again for eight years.

			In the interim, she followed the path laid out for the East Coast, middle-class white women of her generation: marriage, children, Cape Cod colonial house. Twelve days after she graduated from Radcliffe with honors, she married Victor Kumin, a Jewish engineer she’d met on a blind date in Boston. Vic had spent World War II working on a secret project in Los Alamos—Kumin eventually realized he was working on the atomic bomb—and the couple wrote to each other during their time apart, cementing a relationship before Kumin’s parents, back in Philadelphia, even had a chance to meet their future son-in-law. Following Vic’s job prospects, the young couple moved first to Woods Hole, then to downtown Boston, then finally to Watertown.

			
			But Kumin wasn’t content. She still yearned for intellectual excitement. It was through school that she’d become someone other than “the pawnbroker’s daughter.” She thought of her high school Latin teachers as inspiring people who had transformed her life. She had always taken solace in study.

			And so after the end of the war, and with Vic’s encouragement, Kumin used her savings to go back to Radcliffe to study for a master’s degree in comparative literature. The couple lived frugally and Kumin worked during the summer, but the sacrifices were worth it: she received her master’s in 1948. Soon after, she gave birth to her first child, a girl named Jane. Another daughter, Judith, followed in 1950. As a self-identified housewife, though, she remained discontented. While other women were happy to host bridge games and steer Girl Scout troops, Kumin took adult education classes and picked up freelance work as a researcher. She kept up her freelance work even as Vic’s career advanced; his income enabled the family to move to Newton, a step up from Watertown, and buy a house at 40 Bradford Road.

			Sitting in her Newton home—a Cape Cod colonial—in 1953, pregnant for the third time, Kumin made a life-changing decision. She subscribed to The Writer, a Boston magazine, and purchased Richard Armour’s guide Writing Light Verse. Even though she’d promised herself that she’d never again write poetry, she wondered if she might have the skills to write poems that weren’t serious. She played with the kind of four-line verses that she saw in the pages of Cosmopolitan and The Saturday Evening Post. “And I made a pact with myself,” she later recalled: “If I didn’t sell anything by the time this child was born, I would chuck all my creative discontents.” She would heed Stegner’s cruel prediction.

			
			Eight months into her pregnancy, she sold her first poem to The Christian Science Monitor for $5, more than the cost of Armour’s instructional book. Her investment had been recouped. The poem paled in comparison to the Renaissance poetry she admired as an undergraduate:

			
				There never grows so red the rose,

				So sound the round tomato

				As March’s catalogues disclose

				And yearly I fall prey to.

			

			But as a form of validation—a license to continue her little indulgence—it would do. Kumin exchanged her freelance work for the chance to feed this muse. “I had found a profession that was infinitely portable,” she later wrote. “I could try out lines in my head while doing the dishes or hanging the laundry—no dishwasher, no dryer—or conveying a child to a music lesson or the dentist. I grew adept at composing in the car while I waited for the musician or patient to be trained or treated.” Within two years, she had been published in The Wall Street Journal, Ladies’ Home Journal, and The Saturday Evening Post. The Post was one of the leading magazines at the time, a real coup. There was just one detail that rankled: Vic had had to supply a letter, signed by his employer, certifying that Kumin’s poem was original.

			By 1957, Kumin was consistently earning money from her poetry. The checks sustained her ambition. She always got a thrill when her name appeared in print. Perhaps somewhere out there in California, Stegner was flipping through the Post and stopping, surprised, when he saw her name on a page.

			Publication eased her self-doubt, but it didn’t cure her loneliness. “I continued to write in isolation,” she later remembered, stealing time away from household chores to craft a few lines and then returning to the bustle of family life. As happy as she was with Vic and her three children, a part of her wanted intellectual community, even though she knew it could throw her life into chaos. She was busy enough at home, as a letter to her mother from around this time indicates:

			
				Up sooner than betimes; dryer broken, youngest out of underpants. All underpants soaking wet on line. Pouring. Ten minutes of earnest persuasion…Find plastic bag to protect violin case. (Pouring harder.) Write check for violin teacher. Overdrawn? Live dangerously…Find cough drops for middle child. Middle child coughs anyhow…Husband’s sales director coming for dinner. Husband has clean shirt? Whiskey sours? No rye. Can’t find noodle pudding recipes. Find it. Make pudding.
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			The letter continues in this vein, stacking up household tasks like bricks. How could she add another obligation? Decadent as it was to sign up for yet another adult education class, this one with John Holmes, Kumin did just that.

			Throughout their first classes together, Kumin studied Sexton. There was something dramatic about her, and Kumin wasn’t sure she liked it. Kumin had recently lost a friend to suicide, and she had the sense that this newcomer was unstable in just the same way. Worse, Sexton didn’t seem self-conscious about her instability; many of the poems she presented were about her experiences at a mental institution. As the weeks passed, Sexton began to speak openly in class of her suicide attempts. Her behavior horrified Kumin, a woman who prided herself on being presentable—in this way, at least, she embodied her mother’s ideals—and who kept shameful secrets hidden away. At Radcliffe, Kumin had learned how to write and talk like a sophisticated intellectual. The idea that one would willingly reveal all the mess that lay underneath one’s social persona—it not only confused her; it repulsed her. She decided to keep her distance.

			Her plan failed. The following September, as the Holmes workshop kicked off its second term, Kumin and Sexton bumped into each other at the Newton Public Library. As they chatted cordially, they realized that they lived quite near each other: Sexton in Newton Lower Falls, Kumin in Newton Highlands. They decided it was only practical for them to start commuting to Boston together. Sexton usually drove the two of them to class in her old Ford; when the workshop concluded, she’d drive them back to the suburbs. All those hours driving down Route 9 undid whatever suspicions Kumin harbored. Soon, she was offering to drive Sexton to poetry readings around Greater Boston. That year, they went together to listen to the renowned poet Marianne Moore, then seventy, who dressed for the reading in a cape and fantastic hat. They also went together to hear the English poet Robert Graves, who was, in their shared opinion, “ghastly.” The readings provided something like a poetic education for Sexton, who had never formally studied poetry the way Kumin had.

			
			And then there was the teaching in workshop. Holmes had an odd teaching method: he refused to distribute copies of student poems. Instead, he read a poem aloud, and the class would listen for the poem’s strengths and weaknesses. The method honed the poet’s ear. Soon, Sexton and Kumin were running a mini-workshop of their own, using the same method: one of them would call up the other on her rotary telephone, read out a line or two, then wait for feedback.

			It wasn’t easy keeping the conversation going with children running around. Kumin, writing at home, felt as if she were working in the “eye of the hurricane.” Sexton faced a similar storm. Her children climbed all over her, and she hushed them: “Sh! poem! Maxine!” With one finger in her ear, Sexton tried to get a sense of the whole poem and suggested changing a word here, a line break there. Sexton and Kumin were often surprised when, later, they saw what each other’s poems looked like on the page. Though each poet sat at her own desk, in her own house, they felt intimately connected. Sometimes they stayed on the phone for hours.

			One snowy winter Sunday in 1958, Sexton called Kumin to ask if she might come over and share a piece of writing—something she wasn’t even sure could be called a poem. She’d been listening to a 45 on repeat, an old song that reminded her of her time at Glenside, and she’d written down some of her memories of the place. (She’d had to climb over Kayo, who was building a hi-fi set, each time she wanted to replay the record.) Kumin said yes, and Sexton hopped into her Ford.

			Just several minutes later, Kumin was welcoming Sexton into her home for the first time. It was a new level of intimacy. They sat awkwardly on a couch—they’d never seen each other outside a classroom, a car, or a lecture hall—and Sexton handed over a draft of the poem “Music Swims Back to Me.” “Is this a poem?” she asked.

			The poem takes place at what seems to be a mental institution. The speaker, physically restrained in a chair, listens to snatches of a radio song and asks some anonymous “Mister” how she might find her way home. She’s lost in a place where “everyone…was crazy.” She glimpses older women in diapers and menacing shadows. She hears, or imagines hearing, a song she first heard on her first night in this strange place. The poem circles, repeating its refrain—“Oh, la la la, / this music swims back to me”—again near the end, like a mind caught in its own inescapable cycle. There’s no regular meter to anchor the poem. There’s no clear path home. With its strange, discordant rhythms, “Music Swims Back to Me” was a break with Sexton’s earlier poetry, which was usually in iambic pentameter, a form Kumin found juvenile.

			
			Kumin was floored by “Music Swims Back to Me.” This new poem was serious work. As the workshop progressed, Sexton continued to experiment with more complex rhymes. That winter and spring, she composed three poems—“Unknown Girl in a Maternity Ward,” “The Double Image,” and “You, Doctor Martin”—that were especially strong. “Unknown Girl,” a dramatic monologue, contained striking images of mothering: a baby tips over “like a cup”; the mother’s arms fit the child “like a sleeve”; the mother, ashamed not to have a partner present, “tighten[s] to refuse” her child’s “owling eyes.” Sexton was beginning to discover her knack for image making.

			Watching and listening to Sexton unspool her soul, Kumin was inspired to write more about her own life—her loud father, her elegant, infantilized mother. She was not inclined to write about any present frustrations, the way Sexton did, but she did mine her past. In a poem called “Halfway,” she recalled her house in Philadelphia, which stood halfway up a hill in Germantown, “between a convent and a madhouse.” It was a strange place to grow up. Kumin had been educated by nuns, despite her Jewishness, and she was at once fascinated and confused by Catholicism. Her youthful impressions inform the poem: the sounds of Mass and the cries of “the mad ones” mingle in the air, and the speaker can’t remember which is which. Was the Mass coming from the convent or the asylum? Were the screams the prayers of nuns or the cries of an impaled Christ? The speaker sees, as only an outsider can, the way pain and pleasure, sadism and asceticism, commingle in the Catholic tradition. “But I have got / The gardens mixed,” Kumin wrote.

			
			It must have been

				The mad ones who cried out to blot

				The frightened sinner from his sin.

				The nuns were kind. They gave me cake

				And told me lives of saints who died

				Aflame and silent at the stake.

			

			The young speaker listens to the legends of Christ; she thinks she sees “their Christ” and begins to cry. The poem ends as it began, in a house on the hill, granting some kind of clarity to memories that remain elusive.

			Over the course of the workshop, Kumin composed several more poems about her childhood. Some take seemingly unremarkable events and render them unusually frightening. In “A Hundred Nights,” her father is an “avenging ghost” who smacks the bats flying through his house; he aims to “stun,” not to “kill.” The young speaker cries and wishes her father would stuff the chimney to keep “those flapping rats” outside. The “crepey nights” loom large in her memory, even though her parents claim they were infrequent (there were, in fact, not “a hundred nights” of bat combat, as the title implies). “Once, before my father dies,” she resolves, “I mean to ask him why he chose / to loose those furies at my bed.” The speaker wants an acknowledgment of the effects of such violence on her vulnerable child-self.

			“A Hundred Nights” was Kumin’s effort to capture a man with a temper, a father who chased his wife down flights of stairs when they fought until Doll, imperious and composed, locked herself in her music room and played a Steinway piano for hours. Kumin also began to write more about motherhood. The poem “The Journey” is dedicated to “Jane at thirteen”; the speaker bids goodbye to her daughter and remembers how she, too, was once thirteen and was once “stunned, like you, by my reflection.” She greets, but also says goodbye to, a younger self.

			Marianne Moore, a poet championed by Ezra Pound and T. S. Eliot, wrote difficult poetry about abstract concepts: the natural world, poetry itself. “I, too, dislike it,” perhaps her most famous line, might just as well express the reaction of a frustrated reader, befuddled by her line breaks and stumped by her syllabics. Some poets, such as Elizabeth Bishop, followed in Moore’s footsteps, though Bishop’s poems are more plainspoken. Sexton and Kumin, however, took a different approach. Their poetry was smooth, not discordant, candid, not inscrutable. They believed that the direct expression of difficult, personal experience was as necessary as meditations on the meaning of art.

			
			Though both poets wrote out of personal experience, their work—quite different in tone—reflected their distinct temperaments. Sexton was energetic, a woman who drew admirers to her like bees to an open flower, whereas Kumin was charming but reserved. Kumin was skeptical of emotional intensity, and she disliked too much social time. Once she settled in Newton, she began plotting ways to escape suburbia for the peace and quiet of the country. Sexton, nerves soothed by drink, would be the last guest to leave a party.

			And yet they became intimate companions. This was partly a function of proximity—their two homes were mere miles from each other—and partly a sign of their complementarity. Kumin was stable where Sexton was inconstant, responsible where Sexton was flighty. She offered Sexton the knowledge she’d gleaned from college, and Sexton showed Kumin how to write from a place of feeling rather than thought. Their shared inquiry into the use and value of personal experience, and of poetry, drew them together. The bond they hatched by happenstance would endure for as long as both of them were alive.

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 2

			

			Who Rivals?

			SEXTON AND KUMIN came of age at a strange moment for American women, after a hot war and in the midst of a cold one. During the final years of the 1940s, women were carried aloft by the country’s surging optimism. The rationing and austerity of World War II were over. Coffers emptied, flooding the country’s cultural institutions with hoarded cash. It was a buoyant time, a time to go to school, to kiss a soldier, to fall in love.

			By the 1950s, the culture had shifted from exuberant to wary. Another war seemed to be looming, this one potentially more devastating. In 1950, 61 percent of Americans thought the United States should use the atomic bomb in another war; by 1956, two-thirds had come to fear that the United States itself would be bombed, should another war break out. In an effort to avoid open conflict, now that the stakes of violent conflict were unspeakably high, America aimed to fight on the cultural front. The United States presented and promoted its beliefs, its freedoms, and its inimitable brand of happiness in the hopes of winning foreign nations to its side. The peaceful and prosperous American family became an image of national security.

			
			Though the diplomat George F. Kennan first used the term “containment” to describe American foreign policy with regard to communism in 1947, the word applied equally well to domestic life. Deviance and “softness” could not be tolerated; “red” and “lavender” menaces had to be stopped. Homosexuals, communists, and political dissidents faced public shaming. Meanwhile, women were asked to surrender the freedoms—of movement, of dress, of affiliation—they had guarded closely since V-J Day. They put down their books and wrenches and picked up spatulas. They left college in droves.

			Still, in the small circles of Boston artists in which Kumin and Sexton moved, one could find a few women watching and listening. There, a sizable and vibrant poetry scene thrived. The nation’s best poets passed through town, teaching classes and giving readings. They took the train from New York and flew overland from Iowa. At well-lubricated parties, one could hear, through the din, the resonant voices of Randall Jarrell, Robert Lowell, W. D. Snodgrass—names that would be known for years to come. And through the smoke and sea of tweed, one could spot the dresses and the pageboy haircuts that belonged to the poetry world’s few women: Sexton, Adrienne Cecile Rich, Sylvia Plath. They clasped their drinks like entry passes and shouted over the voices of men.

			Like many fledgling writers before them, these women came together to pay homage to the master teacher of their age—the kind of charming, eccentric male genius who earned fame within literary and artistic movements at the mid-century. The handsome Robert Lowell wasn’t the first to earn this kind of treatment from novice artists. Pablo Picasso, later memorialized as “terribly famous, not terribly nice,” stood at the center of cubism. The cranky, erratic Ezra Pound served as

			
			
			

			—

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
			
			
			
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			—

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/9781524733063_nav.xhtml

		
			Contents


			
						Cover


						Title Page


						Copyright


						Dedication


						Contents


						Introduction


						PART ONE: 1957–1961
					
								1: Little White Picket Fences


								2: Who Rivals?


								3: Writer-Human-Woman


								4: A Messy Experiment


								5: I Got It!


					


			


						PART TWO: 1961–1963
					
								6: The Premier Cru


								7: We’re Just Talking


								8: Happily Awarded


								9: The Equivalents


								10: Me, Me Too


								11: Mad for the Message


								12: Genius of a Sort


					


			


						PART THREE: 1964–1974
					
								13: Do It or Die Trying


								14: We Are All Going to Make It


								15: Hurt Wild Baffled Angry


								16: There’s Nothing Wrong with Privilege, Except That Everybody Doesn’t Have It


								17: Springs of Creativity


								18: The New Exotics


								19: Which Way Is Home


								Epilogue


					


			


						Acknowledgments


						Notes


						Illustration Credits


						A Note About the Author


			


		
		
			Landmarks


			
						Cover


						Cover


						Title Page


						Contents


						Start


						Copyright


			


		
		
			Print Page List


			
						iii


						iv


						v


						ix


						x


						xi


						xii


						xiii


						xiv


						xv


						xvi


						xvii


						xviii


						xix


						xx


						xxi


						xxii


						1


						3


						4


						5


						6


						7


						8


						9


						10


						11


						12


						13


						14


						15


						16


						17


						18


						19


						20


						21


						22


						23


						24


						25


						26


						27


						28


						29


						30


						31


						32


						33


						34


						35


						36


						37


						39


						40


						41


						42


						43


						44


						45


						46


						47


						48


						49


						50


						51


						52


						53


						54


						55


						56


						57


						58


						59


						60


						61


						62


						63


						64


						65


						66


						67


						68


						69


						70


						71


						73


						74


						75


						76


						77


						78


						79


						80


						81


						82


						83


						84


						85


						86


						87


						88


						89


						90


						91


						92


						93


						94


						95


						97


						98


						99


						100


						101


						102


						103


						104


						105


						106


						107


						108


						109


						110


						111


						112


						113


						114


						115


						116


						117


						118


						119


						120


						121


						122


						123


						124


						125


						126


						127


						128


						129


						130


						131


						132


						133


						134


						135


						136


						137


						138


						139


						140


						141


						142


						143


						144


						145


						146


						147


						148


						149


						150


						151


						152


						153


						154


						155


						156


						157


						158


						159


						160


						161


						162


						163


						164


						165


						166


						167


						168


						169


						170


						171


						172


						173


						174


						175


						176


						177


						178


						179


						180


						181


						182


						183


						184


						185


						186


						187


						188


						189


						190


						191


						192


						193


						194


						195


						196


						197


						198


						199


						200


						201


						203


						204


						205


						206


						207


						208


						209


						210


						211


						212


						213


						214


						215


						216


						217


						218


						219


						220


						221


						222


						223


						224


						225


						226


						227


						228


						229


						230


						231


						232


						233


						234


						235


						236


						237


						238


						239


						240


						241


						242


						243


						244


						245


						246


						247


						248


						249


						250


						251


						252


						253


						254


						255


						256


						257


						258


						259


						260


						261


						262


						263


						264


						265


						266


						267


						268


						269


						270


						271


						272


						273


						274


						275


						276


						277


						278


						279


						280


						281


						282


						283


						284


						285


						286


						287


						288


						289


						290


						291


						292


						293


						294


						295


						296


						297


						298


						299


						300


						301


						302


						303


						304


						305


						306


						307


						308


						309


						310


						311


						312


						313


						314


						315


						317


						318


						319


						321


						322


						323


						324


						325


						326


						327


						328


						329


						330


						331


						332


						333


						334


						335


						336


						337


						338


						339


						340


						341


						342


						343


						344


						345


						346


						347


						371


						373


			


		
	

OEBPS/images/9781524733063_cover.jpg
. v
. .,‘ \ : .
“Reads like a novel, and an intense one at that.. .. -
The Equivalents is an observant, thoughtful - m
; ‘and energétic account.” ©  © = - -
—MARGARET ATWOOD ‘

"The Globe and Mail (Toronto) .~~~ | ~ FINALIST
: : s NATIONAL BOOK
~ CRITICS CIRCLE

THE
EQUIVALENTS

A Story of Art,
Female Friendship,
and Liberation

in the 1960s

MAGGIE DOHERTY






OEBPS/images/002_Dohe_9781524733056_all_art_r3.jpg






OEBPS/images/001_Dohe_9781524733056_all_art_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781524733063_title_page.jpg
The Equivalents

A Story of Art, Female Friendship,

and Liberation in the 1960s

Maggie Doherty

XD
% ALFRED A. KNOPF + NEW YORK - 2020





