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Tiivistelmä 

 

Tutkin pro gradu -tutkielmassani Sylvia Plathin julkaistua päiväkirjaa, The Journals of Sylvia 

Plath 1950–1962 (2000). Lähestyn päiväkirjatekstiä  kahtaalta: tutkin minkälaista 

naistaiteilijaa teksti tuottaa, sekä minkälaista subjektia omäelämäkerrallinen teksti luo. 

Tutkielman teoreettinen konteksti on feministinen omaelämäkertatutkimus, sekä feministinen 

taiteilija- ja nerodiskurssien kritiikki.  

 

Jaan työni kolmeen päälukuun temaattisten kokonaisuuksien mukaan. Aiheen ja teoreettisen 

taustoituksen jälkeen käsittelen ensimmäisenä taiteilijadiskurssia historiallisena instituutiona, 

joka tuottaa taiteilijapositiota miehille jättäen naiset ulkopuolisiksi taiteen kohteiksi ja 

kuluttajiksi.Tutkin tässä yhteydessä Plathin päiväkirjojen esittämää taiteilijuutta, jota 

kirjoittaja neuvottelee itselleen romanttisen ja modernistisen neropuheen vaikuttamana. 

Päiväkirja esittää kirjoittajan aviomiehen Ted Hughesin nerona. Suhteessa häneen kirjoittaja 

on ensin muusa, mutta vähitellen oma taiteilijanrooli tekee muusana olon riittämättömäksi. 

 

Toisessa temaattisessa pääluvussa keskityn naiseuden ja feminiinisyyden esittämiseen 

suhteessa taiteilijadiskurssiin. Feminiinisyys esiintyy ensin esteenä subjektiksi tulemiselle, 

mutta väitän, että päiväkirja kehittelee kuitenkin taiteilijuutta naiselle mahdollisena positiona. 

Toisten naiskirjailijoiden kuvaaminen tuottaa vertauskohteita, joita kirjoittaja sekä kritisoi, 

että idealisoi. Naiset ovat päiväkirjassa rollimalleja, kilpailijoita, sekä tukijoita. Äitiys 

näyttäytyy tekstissä keskeisesti, mutta ambivalentisti luovuuteen sidottuna. Päiväkirjan 

kertoja argumentoi naisten luovuuden riippuvan heidän naisellisuuden täyttymyksestä 

äitiyden kautta. Toisaalta äidin rooli jättää kirjoittajan traditionaalisen taitelijakuvaston 

ulkopuolelle.  

 

Lopuksi käsittelen omaelämäkerrallista subjektia ja taiteilijasubjektia feministisen 

omaelämäkertateorian avulla. Väitän, että The Journals of Sylvia Plath problematisoi 

subjektin koherenttina muuttumattomana olemuksena jo päiväkirjan tekstuaalisessa 

fragmentaarisuudessaan. Temaattisella tasolla subjektius kyseenalaistuu päiväkirjan osissa, 

joissa kuvataan luovuuden estymistä. Kun luovakirjoittaminen ei suju, päiväkirjan kirjoittaja 

kokee subjektin hajoavan, tai jakautuvan dikotomisesti mieleen ja 

ruumiiseen.Kirjoittamattomuuden tuloksena on subjektin hajoaminen, mutta samalla se on 

myös syy luovuuden ehtymiselle. Naiseuden ja feminiinisyyden heikko asema 1900-luvun 

länsimaisessa kulttuurissa ja taiteilijapuheessa problematisoi osaltaan päiväkirjan kirjoittajan 

mahdollisuuksia tulla naiskirjailijana subjektiksi.  

 

Hetkittäin naissubjekti ja luovakirjoittaminen näyttäytyvät mahdollisina päiväkirjan 

kertojalle. Osoitan tutkielmassani, että The Journals of Sylvia Plath on luettavissa 

pirstaloituneena narratiivina, jonka kerronnassa aukenee subjektipositioita naiselle, 

taiteilijalle ja päiväkirjan kirjoittajalle. Päiväkirja tuottaa subjektinsa jatkuvassa muutoksessa. 

Se keskustelee naiskirjailijan subjektiviteetista stereotypioita ja niiden muunnelmia 

rakentamalla ja purkamalla. Historiallisen taiteilijapuheen sukupuolittuneisuus on keskeinen 

tekijä naistaiteilijoiden etsiessä omaa paikkaansa.Osoitan myös, että päiväkirjaa on 

mielekästä lähestyä omaelämäkerrallisena tekstinä, vaikka perinteisessä 

omaelämäkertatutkimuksessa päiväkirja on ollut vain harvoin tutkimuksen kohteena. 
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1. Introduction 
 
 

I began, realizing poetry was an excuse & escape from writing prose. [. . .] I ran through 
my experience for ready-made ’big’ themes: there were none: Ellie’s abortion? Marty’s 
lack of a child? Sue Weller’s weepy courtship with Whitney? All paled, palled – a 
glassy coverlid getting in the way of my touching them. Too undramatic. Or was my 
outlook too undramatic? Where was life? It dissipated, vanished into thin air, & my life 
stood weighed & found wanting because it had no ready-made novel plot, because I 
couldn’t simply sit down at the typewriter & by sheer genius & will power begin a 
novel dense & fascinating today & finish next month. (Plath 404) 

 
In literary studies Sylvia Plath, the poet, has been the subject of much criticism 

and research. Along with Virginia Woolf, Plath has often symbolized the troubled 

woman artist of the twentieth-century. The above passage from The Journals of 

Sylvia Plath articulates the contradictions that arise in discussing the position of 

an artist as a gendered subjectivity. As I read the passage I want to ask what the 

significance of prose is here, if it is avoided by writing poetry? Against what 

cultural backdrop is ”Ellies’s abortion” a big theme for the writer but not dramatic 

enough for fiction? Whose definition of life is she applying? What genius lives a 

life that could be turned into a novel without dramatization? This thesis paper 

explores how The Journals of Sylvia Plath negotiates the tensions between 

femininity and creativity. The quote above illustrates that The Journals does not 

only discuss becoming a writer, the artistic processes with its failures and 

successes, but that these themes entwine with the gendered experience of life from 

a woman’s perspective. The writing negotiates for subjectivity on the level of the 

narrator’s experience, but as any text it also takes part in cultural discourses.  

 

Earlier research on Sylvia Plath and her works tends to focus on the ’real’ Plath, 

analyzing her fiction and poetry through what can be known about her as a 

historical figure. Plath’s suicide at a young age and marriage to the famous poet 

Ted Hughes have sparked numerous biographical studies and influenced the 

interpretation of her poems as evidence of madness, oppression, true love, or 

feminist pioneering.1 The Journals of Sylvia Plath 1950–1962 newly compiled 

from the original manuscripts and published in 2000 has been less studied than its 

predecessor, the heavily edited version from 1982. Jacqueline Rose (1991), Lynda 

                                                
1 Studies based on biography for example: A Closer Look at Ariel: A Memory of Sylvia Plath 
(1974) by Nancy Hunter Steiner, Bitter Fame: The Life of Sylvia Plath by Anne Stevenson, The 
Silent Woman: Sylvia Plath & Ted Hughes (2005[1994]) by Janet Malcolm. 
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Bundtzen (1983) and Sandra M. Gilbert with Susan Gubar (1994) have discussed 

portrayals of creativity, writing, and being a woman artist in The Journals. Yet, 

these studies have used The Journals mostly as a resource for historical 

background. The Journals has been mostly used to prove claims on Plath’s life, 

rather than studied for its literary aspects or its autobiographical form. 

 

This thesis studies The Journals of Sylvia Plath as a narrative construction of a 

subject. The narrator of the journal wants to identify and she identifies herself as 

an artist and as a woman. The source material offers a multilayered discussion on 

writing both as a creative process and as an autobiographical construction. I am 

interested in reading The Journals of Sylvia Plath as a narrative which constructs 

and performs gendered creativity. I will not attempt to contribute to the field of 

research which focuses on the person Sylvia Plath, nor do I wish to make claims 

about the ‘real’ writer that lived.  

 
Earlier Research 

To lie and regret the emergence from the womb as the umbilical cord is snipped, neatly, 
and the knot tied. To regret, regret, and know that the next move will be to arise, to 
walk to the toilet, one foot after another, to sit on the seat, sleepily, releasing the bright 
yellow stream of urine, yawning, and undoing rags from brown hair and curls. To get 
up, brush teeth, wash face, and begin again, in the merciless daylight, all the rituals of 
dressing that our culture subscribes to. (Plath 50) 

 

My interest in the production of a gendered subject in The Journals of Sylvia 

Plath and its relation to cultural discourses posits this thesis in multiple ways. The 

primary field of research is the study of discourses of artistic creativity and 

gender. Because my example is literary and the artistic activity I study here is 

writing, another research context is the feminist study of autobiographical writing. 

In this paper I understand creativity as artistic expression and as production of 

artworks. Because of my source material The Journals of Sylvia Plath, creative 

activity here usually refers to creative writing, but I am not taking part in 

delineating the meaning of creativity in general. For the purpose of this thesis, it is 

not important to try to outline the borders of creativity versus non-creativity as 

such. I do not wish to imply that writing should be valued more than creative 

actions and solutions in everyday lives of non-artistic women. The term creativity 

is always shifting in meaning, just like the concepts of femininity, womanhood, 
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and femaleness. In the context of this thesis, I view creativity as the power to 

change and renew. This is linked to the human ability to think and manipulate (or 

influence) our environment and ourselves. Creativity is not only linked to 

questions of what is done, but how something is done, expressed, or interpreted. 

 

Artistic creativity and processes through which creative individuals become self-

identified artists have been popular research topics recently both in Finland and 

elsewhere. These questions have been studied with and without a perspective on 

gender. The approaches to gender and its relation to artists and creativity have 

varied greatly depending on what historical period the research was conducted 

and on its theoretical focus. The relationships between gender and creativity and 

gender and artist identities have been studied from various points of view, from 

humanities to neurology. Most recently in Finland, Kari Uusikylä (2008) 

addresses the question of creativity and women. Uusikylä supports an approach 

by which creativity can be biologically and neurologically defined. Gender equals 

biological sex, which can be split into the simple binary men/women. From this 

angle, Uusikylä offers a reading trying to prove that women are indeed as capable 

of creativity as men. He also emphasizes sexual difference by adding that 

women’s creativity is different from men’s but this difference does not equal 

inferiority. Uusikylä’s interest in women and feminine creativity does not make 

his research feminist, as it does not question how this knowledge about gender 

and creativity is produced in the sciences he quotes. 

 

A pioneering feminist study into the conceptual history of the gendered idea of 

genius by Christine Battersby (Gender and Genius 1989) represents the other side 

of Uusikylä’s coin. Battersby believes that the gendered epistemology in the 

concept of artistic creation rules out the possibility of a creative woman. Even 

though her approach has dated and echoes the radical feminist definition of 

femininity as a special difference (which, if expressed, results in distinct forms of 

creation), I will refer to Battersby for a historical contextualization of how artistic 

production is gendered as exclusively male. Although questions have been asked 

about the conceptual interdependency of creativity and gender, critical inquiry 

into gendering has been varied. As Taava Koskinen shows and Kari Uusikylä’s 

latest book confirms, terms such as genius and creativity have often been used in 
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research without an extensive attempt to deconstruct their context (Koskinen 9–

14). 

 

How a researcher conceptualizes gender in any research project has an influence 

on the perspective and the results of the study (Järviluoma, Moisala, Vilkko 18–

19). While this is a founding premise of poststructural feminist theories, it has not 

been acknowledged sufficiently in research on artistic creativity. Historically, the 

inquiry into artistic creativity has defended one of two sides. The first appears to 

be a gender-neutral inquiry into creativity and the artist, but it is based on an 

unannounced masculine bias and is not interested in deconstructing the myth of 

the genius. The other side is the feminist revision of creativity which is concerned 

with including women in the category of acknowledged artists. This feminist 

revision has not been very interested in how definitions of women and 

femininities effect the notion of who can be an artist and what is deemed creative. 

 

Deconstructing and reevaluating the genius mythology is necessary in order to 

understand and change its logic. Taava Koskinen’s (2006) article collection is the 

most recent Finnish inquiry into the gendered conceptions of geniuses and artistic 

personas. This collection of essays aims at deconstructing the structures which 

assure the prevalence of the historical genius mythology. Following Livia 

Hekanaho (“Bobby Baker…” 2006) in Koskinen’s collection, I am inspired to ask 

how women and femininities are represented in conjunction to artistic creativity. 

In this thesis I ask the question specifically of The Journals of Sylvia Plath. My 

project does not aim at redefining women’s creativity or women and creativity, 

which is what Hekanaho criticizes Christine Battersby for (Hekanaho, “Bobby 

Baker…” 221). As Hekanaho points out, the danger in using essentialist 

definitions of women, such as Battersby’s view that all women are birth givers, is 

that feminism becomes a project of relegitimizing terms such as genius without 

critically deconstructing them (“Bobby Baker…” 218–222). 

 

In this paper I will be reading The Journals of Sylvia Plath for the different 

gendered representations of creativity. This thesis takes part in the on-going 

discussion on the gendering of creativity. I produce a reading that emphasizes the 

knowledge produced by recent feminist studies about the constructedness of 
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gender. This critical awareness of the cultural and historical production of 

concepts is located to a time and space by the literary material of The Journals of 

Sylvia Plath. Earlier studies of The Journals have not concentrated on the journal 

as textual production. Even recent studies, such as Marsha Bryant’s (2004) essay 

have tended to concentrate on the real life character Plath, or the mythical 

iconography that has been produced after the writer’s death. A new kind of 

interest in The Journals is noticeable in Monica Diaconu’s (2002) approach: in her 

essay on the performance of femininity she looks at the possibility of reading The 

Journals as subversive performance. Part of the interest in published journals in 

general is the close relationship to their author and to the concept of time, because 

journals are written in fragments over days, years, and life times. The questions of 

“self”-representation and subject construction are pressing in studies of 

autobiographical texts. This thesis paper concentrates on the latter. Therefore I 

limit the scope of my study within what The Journals of Sylvia Plath produces 

textually. 

  
Sylvia Plath’s Published Journals 

 

The unedited version of The Journals of Sylvia Plath 1950–1962 was published in 

2000. Before this publication there had been a much shorter and heavily edited 

version of her diaries The Journals of Sylvia Plath, first published in 1982. The 

consulting editor of this first public version of The Journals was Plath’s husband 

Ted Hughes. His principle in editing was to leave out passages that mentioned 

real people in negative light, or referred to sex or arguments (see Hughes xi–xiii; 

Rose 74–101). The Journals of Sylvia Plath 1950–1962 is a collection of 

chronologically organized journal entries. They were most likely not written for 

publication, although they include fragments of letters, poems, character 

delineations, and other material, which did become part of Plath’s published 

writing. The Journals was written in a characteristic personal diary style; entries 

often begin with a date, there is reference to past and future, and the text is 

fragmentary and varies in style (on diary stylistics see Makkonen; Gannett).  

 

Usually a journal’s relation to time and space is considered different from literary 
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autobiography or fiction, because a journal is written in fragments and in 

immediate relation to lived events (Makkonen 234–235). This emphasis on 

journal writing as a practice of recording and reflecting has often cast the journal 

outside the studies of autobiographical writing and outside of literature. I extend 

Maria Kaskisaari’s view on autobiography here to argue that fiction and 

autobiographical writing (including journals) are not as far apart as traditional 

literary studies have presented, because a creative use of language is a necessity to 

all expressions of experience in any genre (Kaskisaari 23).  

 

The Journals of Sylvia Plath 1950–1962 is a combination of different styles and 

aims: poetic, fictive, matter-of-fact. The Journals includes passages that were 

used in published fiction, notes, letters, full poems, as well as text written without 

a clear aim, such as inverted, introspective speeches, rules, rants, notes, and so 

forth. At the beginning of The Journals, the narrator is 18 years old and in 1962, 

when the published journal ends, she is a 30-year-old published author, a mother 

and a wife living in England. During the narrative of the journals, the writer goes 

through changes in life, leaving home for College, studying abroad and finding a 

husband and starting up a family in a new country. In this thesis paper the above 

mentioned events form a kind of plot for the narrative, but my focus is on the 

text’s continual negotiation regarding artistic creativity and the narrator’s 

undulating representations and constructions of it.  

 

Creative writing, preparation, planning, making notes, and reflecting on successes 

and failures are central subjects throughout The Journals. Comparisons to other 

artists and attempts to analyze how gender affects a writer’s chances as an artist 

are also reoccurring themes. The young writer often analyses and criticizes her 

craft: “My trouble? Not enough free thinking, fresh imagery. Too much 

subconscious clinging to clichés and downtrodden combinations. Not enough 

originality. Too much worship of modern poets and not enough analysis and 

practice.” (Plath 88) This quote demonstrates that the journal writer uses the 

diary as a space to construct and direct her growing into an artist.  

 

Often, creativity and writing are explicitly linked to gender, as when the narrator 
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states: “To be god: to be every life before we die: a dream to drive men mad. But 

to be one person, one woman – to live, suffer, bear children &learn others lives & 

make them into print worlds spinning like planets in the minds of other men.” 

(Plath 306) Here, with a few short sentences, the writer presents her vision of the 

difference between the masculine creative world and the feminine one. The 

narrator is concerned with how being identified (and identifying herself) as a 

woman artist influences her choices and chances artistically and socially. In this 

paper The Journals of Sylvia Plath operates as an open window into arguments 

about creativity, women, and femininity. Journal writing does not offer complete 

or consistent conceptualizations but it discusses, defends and argues against 

multiple ways of negotiating creativity and gender.  

 

As a reader of a journal, I am constantly balancing out the text’s implications on 

lived experience and something called ’reality’. I also know that the text is 

constructed, that it omits and fictionalizes, edits and emphasizes. A journal text in 

its in-between position and special relation to time and place questions the 

possibility of separating and dichotomizing texts, narratives, creative processes 

and their results. In interpreting and reading the text it is important not to deny or 

simplify the multiplicity of meaningful layers that will occur in research. Like 

other forms of autobiographical texts, journal writing can be divided into three 

layers (auto/bio/graphy): the subject, the lived experience, and the act of writing 

(Saresma 94–95). I also wish to emphasize that The Journals of Sylvia Plath is a 

hybrid of processes and results: it can be read as a narrative of becoming an artist 

(subject) but at the same time it is an artwork in itself (textual level). 

 

Methods 

 

My research question crosses the borders of disciplines: it builds on literary 

studies but contextualizes literary material within cultural and historical 

discourses of the gendered artist. It also builds on conceptual history and cultural 

studies to produce a perspective on the textual production of the position of a 

woman artist. The frame for this kind of inquiry comes from conceptualizations 

rather than a single method. If knowledge is conceptualized as a ‘truth effect’ of a 
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power structure, it means that research is a way of both “producing and affecting 

the truth” (Rojola, “Sukupuolieron…” 28). As well as being necessarily situated 

in some relationship with research methods, a feminist research project should 

also position itself with different feminisms (Rojola, “Sukupuolieron…” 30). 

These ideas of knowledge emphasize the place of the researcher as a transparent 

and subjective position. In addition to concepts, feminist research operates with 

contextualization. Rojola describes contextualization as crucial to feminist 

research because new strategies of contextualization and new articulations can 

result in new conceptual spaces (“Sukupuolieron…” 36–37). One of the feminist 

strategies in literary studies is to politicize the concept of literature and question 

its fixity (Rojola, “Sukupuolieron…” 34). The choice I make in reading The 

Journals of Sylvia Plath without excluding it from the category of literature is a 

conscious attempt to expand the borders of traditional delineation.  

 

Autobiographical writing has been studied in feminist literary studies since the 

1970s. Then autobiography was considered a direct route to the lives and 

experiences of the women who needed to be emancipated. More recently, the 

focus of the feminist autobiography studies has been the texts themselves, 

discourse, and representations (see Järviluoma, Moisala, Vilkko; Saresma; 

Kaskisaari). Before the poststructuralist and feminist studies of autobiography, 

there was a tendency in literary studies to consider published journals less 

valuable and less literary than the genre of literary autobiography. Literary 

autobiography was more valuable because it is constructed from one perspective 

of time, looking into the past from now. One possible reason for this is the 

feminization of journals as a genre. The unpopularity of journals or diaries in 

literary studies can be explained by the gendering of journal writing as feminine 

and therefore inferior (Gannett 100–103). This perception may be responsible for 

the fact that journaling, journals and their different historical forms have not been 

a popular subject of study while literary autobiographies have enjoyed ample 

attention (Makkonen 229). Even in the 2000s, feminist studies of autobiographical 

writing tend to privilege the study of literary autobiographies while portraying 

journals as a disruption in the genre. Järviluoma, Moisala, and Vilkko choose to 

discuss autobiographical texts provided by ordinary Finnish citizens who 

constructed and sent their stories for the specific research. Tuija Saresma asks 
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questions about autobiographical writing by examining non-literary women’s text. 

Despite the initial interest in ‘ordinary’ women’s writing, these researchers 

theorize autobiography as distinct from journals and diaries (Saresma 68; 

Järviluoma, Moisala, Vilkko 54). 

 

Leena Rantamäki’s master’s thesis on Anaïs Nin’s journals argues for a reading of 

a journal simultaneously as an artwork and as autobiography. Rantamäki studies 

the representation of the process of becoming a woman artist, which is what I will 

analyze in The Journals of Sylvia Plath. Rantamäki differs in her use of theory: 

she builds on the 1970s and 1980s emancipatory feminist theories, and as a result 

she does not distinguish the Nin of the journal text from the historical person. 

Instead, Rantamäki reads Anaïs Nin’s journals as the place where the truth about 

an “I” is revealed, not constructed (48). 

 

Following Anna Makkonen, I argue that a journal text can be read and is read 

similarly to fiction. The reader of a personal journal finds reoccurring themes, 

becomes familiar with the characters and anticipates events. Makkonen stresses 

that despite having been written in fragments, the journalist comments on what 

has been told before thus creating narrative coherence (235). Also, the reader is 

accustomed to filling in the gaps which a text always has, whether a fictional 

novel or a diary. Makkonen reminds us that journals are influenced by other 

genres of writing including fiction, and that in the eighteenth-century the novel 

was influenced by the journal. She shows that journals need not be considered as a 

problem within literature or the study of autobiographical writing (Makkonen 

241).  

 

In my reading of The Journals of Sylvia Plath, incompleteness and inconsistencies 

on the level of narration and style do not complicate the possibility to follow a 

narrative, or to analyze themes. Understanding autobiographical writing as “self”-

narration, a process where a subject is constructed in discourse, allows me to 

concentrate on the text itself. Reading autobiography as a construction process of 

subjectivity is an approach introduced by Leigh Gilmore (Autobiographics), Tuija 

Saresma (Omaelämäkerran…), and Maria Kaskisaari (Kyseenalaiset subjektit). 

From this perspective it is not important to argue about the relationship between 
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the textual and the lived ‘reality’. If autobiographical writing has a special 

relationship to time (past and present simultaneously) as Järviluoma, Moisala, and 

Vilkko suggest (53), then this time relationship is even more heightened when 

reading a journal text. Typically, the writer of a journal refers both forward and 

back in time creating a seemingly continuous narrative (Makkonen 235). The idea 

that journal writing is constructed with this multi-directional relationship to time 

and history allows me to conceptualize autobiographical writing as “self”-

narration (Järviluoma, Moisala, Vilkko 53).  

 

Understanding journal text as a narrative subject production thus allows me to ask 

questions about the construction of gender, creativity, and artistry. I can ask how 

these specific textual constructions relate to the historical and cultural negotiations 

of gender and artistic creativity. If autobiographical writing is “self”-narration 

(and I include journaling in this category), then language is clearly more than a 

communication tool in this constructive process. As Järviluoma, Moisala, and 

Vilkko describe: “Language in autobiographical story-telling is [...] not just an 

instrument, and we cannot see through it to the ’real’ life events narrated in life 

stories. The role of the narrating subject (auto) in actively constructing her 

identity in autobiographical practices is central.” (61) 

 

This emphasis on the role of language in constructing subjectivity echoes Judith 

Butler’s (Bodies That Matter) notion of performative gender. Butler’s idea that 

gender is constructed and given meaning in repeated and coded performances 

without there being an original or natural gender can be used in conceptualizing 

autobiographical writing (Järviluoma, Moisala, Vilkko 62). Understanding “self”-

narration as a performative act means that there is no prior identity or interiority, 

but a subject is performed and thus created in the writing process (Järviluoma, 

Moisala, Vilkko 62). The Journals of Sylvia Plath explicates gender continually in 

its passages, which is why thinking of autobiographical writing as a way of 

performing, repeating, and reassuring a gendered subjectivity resonates with the 

journal text itself: “Must get my hair cut next week. Symbolic: get over instinct to 

be dowdy lip-biting little girl. Get bathrobe and slippers and nightgown & work 

on femininity.” (Plath 467) 
 



 13 

Above all I will approach The Journals of Sylvia Plath as a critical feminist reader 

interested in following thematic developments in the narration, which constructs 

subjectivity. By reading The Journals of Sylvia Plath thematically, I will establish 

a dialogue between the conceptualizations of the gendered artist definitions now 

and in the past. Here I refer to the belief among cultural historians that if 

researching something from the past (history) is thought of as a dialogue between 

different levels of history, the dialogue results in knowledge about now as much 

as about the past (see Immonen 23–24). 

 

Contexts  

  

The main context in which I read The Journals of Sylvia Plath is the cultural 

discourse of naming and delineating artists and their creativity. Liisa Saariluoma 

outlines the historical shift to conceptualizing the artist through originality and 

individual experience rather than tradition. This shift took place during the 

Romantic period in the nineteenth century. As I showed earlier, The Journals of 

Sylvia Plath dedicates many entries to this issue tying together the writer’s life 

experiences with the intention of asking what they mean to her as an artist. The 

combination of lived experience and art is understandable if we remember that 

from the Romantic period onwards art was ideally based on personal experience 

instead of tradition. The modern artist valued expression motivated by his own 

experiences and interpretations. (Saariluoma 7–8.) In The Journals of Sylvia 

Plath, this gendered modern artist ideal privileging experience and originality 

collides with the experience and originality of a woman, a gender category that 

simply could not be included without changing the definition of the artist.  

 

Even the Modernist ideology held on to the privileging of personal originality that 

wells from experience and denies tradition. This approach questioned the 

possibility of a realist depiction and brought the questions of language into the 

center (Saariluoma 8–9). In the nineteenth century, it became necessary to 

understand each literary genius through their personal history. As a result of the 

modern artist definition emphasizing the biographical history of the author 

became the predominant way of interpreting art (Saariluoma 8). This idea of an 

author remained unchallenged in literary theory and criticism until the 
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introduction of structuralism and poststructuralism in the 1950s and 1960s 

(Saariluoma 9). The Journals of Sylvia Plath is situated in this period of change in 

defining the artist and the author.  

 

There have been two main opposing perspectives in the debate about gendering 

artistic creativity. The first approach is to view creativity as a male attribute 

related to male procreation and virility, and therefore to the long history of 

domination of men and masculinities in the Western social organization. This 

definition denies women the possibility of anything but procreation. The second 

view was introduced by Virginia Woolf in A Room of One’s Own (1928) and later 

in the actions of women and in various feminist theories. This argument assumes 

that despite the masculine bias, women are and have been creators of art. To prove 

this case, it has been necessary to find positive examples of women’s creativity 

from the past. At first the feminist study of autobiographical writing in its various 

approaches was part of the feminist emancipation project of proving that women 

had in deed always written, been creative, and recorded their thoughts. Päivi 

Kosonen defines this kind of 1970s feminist literary studies as “a project of 

making the invisible visible.” (31) In the current feminist theories of 

autobiographical writing the focus has shifted to questions of subjectivity, voice, 

and authority. In this thesis the additional contexts to the creativity discourse are 

the context of feminist studies of autobiographical writing, and the question of 

becoming a gendered subject.  

 

Concepts 

 

Because of its border-crossing multi-disciplinarity, feminist research has to be 

especially critical and transparent about the concepts it employs. I will outline my 

main concepts: women, femininity and masculinity, artist and genius, and the 

subject.  

 

I conceive of woman as a political category. Talking of women is necessary but 

with the awareness that the lived experiences, bodies, politics, and styles are 

marked by difference. Conceptualizing gender as a social and cultural 

construction means that a woman appears in repetitions and styles, and that 
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gender does not pre-exist in biological sex organs or inner sex. Emphasizing the 

construction of gender in discourse brings forth its close relationship to the 

dialogue of culture and nature. Also, discussing gender as performance does not 

result in arguing that gender can be chosen and changed by free will. Despite the 

constructedness of gender, it is clear in our everyday social activities that strict 

socially upheld rules govern and profoundly affect the gendered subjects. Subjects 

are affected in their everyday experience and in what they imagine to be possible 

for them. This is evident also in The Journals of Sylvia Plath, as I will show. 

However, as much as it is important to deconstruct representations of gender and 

women, it is justified to still operate with the concepts woman and women 

because those identities continue to be produced and represented as inferior 

subjects. For example, Rosi Braidotti (Nomadic Subjects) raises the issue of the 

bodily, experiencing women. Braidotti suggests that talking about women is still a 

political act.  

 

I discuss femininities and masculinities both as specific qualities represented in 

The Journals of Sylvia Plath and as categories frequent in theories of gender. I 

understand femininities and masculinities as styles and performances that can be 

constructed and realized by any subject. Regardless of gender or sexuality, 

femininity and masculinity still operate in tension with the binary women/men 

(see Butler Bodies That Matter; Grosz Space, Time…). Performances of 

femininity redefine the term, as the term defines some gendered performances. By 

this I mean that these terms are not fixed, and for example male masculinity is 

different from female masculinity. 

 

In this thesis the term artist is understood as broader than genius, and refers to a 

professional position within a specific creative field. The term artist relates more 

to doing and profession, less to persona and gifts, and it does not have as strong 

connotations of exceptionality as genius. The word genius is from a specific 

discourse in which some creative individuals are considered to be more gifted and 

innovative than others. This gift elevates their position and respect socially, 

making them geniuses. Genius also still connotes innate ability and continues to 

carry residues of its old meanings related to spirits, as I will show in chapter 2.  
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One of the large questions I take part in investigating with this thesis paper is 

asking what subjectivity is. There cannot be definite answers to this question, but 

in the following I introduce the conceptual frames of discussing subjectivity. 

In this paper I negotiate between a tension formed by two directions of 

conceptualizing The Journals of Sylvia Plath: reading the text as a process of 

gendered subject production, and as an autobiographical text commenting on and 

negotiating with the arts discourse of a specific time. This tension is at least partly 

caused by the different ways of understanding subjectivity, which have 

implications on how subjectivity is theorized. 

 

The feminist theories of the 1970s brought up the importance of gender in 

dialogue with the structuralist and postructuralist theories of the subject as a 

construction in language (Kosonen, “Huomioita minästä…”; Weedon, 

“Subjects”). The early aim of the feminist literary theorists for example was to 

politicize the subject. Until then subjectivity had been represented as gender 

neutral, or masculine by the influential theories on subjectivity and language of 

Jacques Lacan, Roland Barthes and Émile Benveniste. In this thesis paper I begin 

from the poststructuralist and feminist premises that subject is an effect of 

language, never completely referable to in language, or in the expression “I”. 

Thus, subjects become and exist in discourse, which may form a narrative. 

Subjects appear through the telling of the narrative, as does the narrative itself 

(Rojola, “Teksti nimeltä…” 89). Chris Weedon writes: “According to Benveniste, 

the subject who says ‘I think’ should be held distinct from the subject whose 

existence is assumed in the act of thought. Thus the subject can no longer be seen 

as unified and the source of knowledge.” (125) Here Weedon is describing the 

splitting of the “I” in text into “the subject of the enunciation” and “the subject of 

the enounced” (125). Roland Barthes continues from this duality of the subject, to 

multiplicity and fragmentation, as Lea Rojola shows (“Teksti nimeltä…” 90–91): 

the multiple “selves” in autobiographical text are all illusions, without truth-value 

or connection to the author of the text or its narrator. Importantly, Rojola notes 

that the Barthesian subject cannot be expressed in any single reference, such as 

“self” or “I” (“Teksti nimeltä…” 94). In this conceptualization the signs “I” and 

“self” can at best represent some fleeting side or a part of the subject, which 
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always escapes capturing in language. The subject is thus always something 

different, something more than the referents “self” and “I”.  

 

The subject is always gendered, and from a feminist perspective this is central in 

re-evaluating subjectivity. Luce Irigaray stresses the importance of language as 

the only way into subjectivity for women. Cultural and political subjectivity 

follows from subjectivity in language (Irigaray in Korsisaari 60). Irigaray’s 

emphasis on language as a precondition is based on the psychoanalytically 

defined subjectivity (Weedon 120). In this Lacanian interpretation subjectivity is 

based on misrecognition; “the inability to control meaning motivates language.” 

(Weedon 121) Those feminist theorists who have based their approach to 

subjectivity on psychoanalytic theory, such as Luce Irigaray and Julia Kristeva 

relate femininity to the unconscious, usually as located there, repressed, and 

rejected (Weedon 121–122; also Saarikangas, “Muukalaisena…” 22). This 

interpretation implies that women’s inability to become cultural and political 

subjects has its roots in the psychoanalytical structures of subject formation.  

 

Writing in 1989, Päivi Kosonen divided the postructuralist and feminist 

approaches to the autobiographical subject arguing that postructuralist theories 

ignore gender in their analysis (32). The early feminist theories of autobiography 

in the 1970s can be criticized for excessively stressing autobiography as a 

mimetic document of a pre-textual experience (Kosonen 36). In the 2000s, the 

feminist study of autobiography does not divide itself from postructuralist theory, 

but it also attempts to bring back the issue of agency. It is now often suggested 

that the politics of subjectivity is more complex than a strictly textual formation. 

Tuija Saresma stresses that subjects are relational and exist through relations to 

others. Saresma also argues: “the autobiographical subject can be fragmentary, 

time relational and constructed in discourse, yet at the same time it is built in 

performance, formed by experience and enables agency.” (88) Emphasizing the 

construction of subjects and their dependence on others does not mean that the 

implications of agency and gender politics are forgotten.  
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Thesis and Structure of the Research Paper 

 

In the context of the gendered discourse of creativity, I argue that constructing and 

maintaining multiple subject positions enables the woman narrator to identify 

herself as an artist, while this continuous negotiation informs the art she is 

producing. I show that The Journals of Sylvia Plath can be read as a narrative in 

which the subject negotiates the cultural and social definitions of gender and 

creativity. I also present the journal form as a narrative formation where 

subjectivity is created, and discuss its place in feminist studies of autobiography. 

The text I study is a subjective narrative of a woman writer and it simultaneously 

speaks on the cultural and historical levels of the creativity discourse. I thus read 

The Journals of Sylvia Plath as a text that highlights the general themes of how 

creativity and an artist’s subjectivity have been gendered historically and by the 

narrator of the journal.  

 

The thesis paper is divided thematically into three main chapters followed by a 

short conclusion. This thematic division into three parts allows movement from 

the conceptual historical context, through the feminist theories of autobiography, 

towards the context of theorizing the subject. In addition to theory, the three main 

chapters are divided into examining different aspects of The Journals of Sylvia 

Plath. The first chapter focuses on representations and performances of the artist. 

The second chapter on the journal’s portrayal of women and femininity, and in the 

last main chapter the central focus is on writing and writer’s block. 

 

Chapter 2, Gendering Creativity, the Artist and the Genius examines the 

historical production of Romantic and Modernist conceptions of artist and genius, 

because they provide an important context to The Journals of Sylvia Plath. Then I 

discuss the masculinization of the genius through the representation of Ted 

Hughes in The Journals. I also examine the mythology of the genius through The 

Journals’ construction of the position of a muse for the narrator herself. Chapter 

3, Becoming a Woman and a Writer, begins with an introduction to the feminist 

theories of autobiographical writing, which I will use to analyze the 

representations of femininities and women in The Journals. Then I explore the 

duality, which marks the narrator’s representations of other women, and the 
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connections, which the gendered artist discourse builds between men’s creativity 

and women’s procreation. I show how pressing and influential this debate is in the 

narrative and how it complicates creative writing. 

 

In Chapter 4, Creative Writing, Journal Writing, and the Subject I will begin 

with a theoretical discussion on journaling as a form of “self”-production. Here 

the autobiographical subject is presented as continually changing and multiply 

identifying. I then relate the problems in creativity to problems in becoming a 

subject. I will analyze the connections between fragmentation of the subject and 

the writer’s inability to create artistically. I also view examples from The Journals 

where writing is beginning to flow, work has been accepted for publication, and a 

subject position as a woman and an artist seems possible. I also suggest that the 

female subject represented in The Journals is never fixed and conclusively 

defined but always shifting and changing. Thus it challenges the masculine-biased 

discourses of art and artists. 
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2. Gendering Creativity, the Artist and the Genius  

 

In this chapter I inspect the historic gendering of creativity and the artist, as well 

as the term genius. This overview precedes an analysis of The Journals of Sylvia 

Plath where I ask how the text posits its subject, the woman who aspires to be a 

professional fiction and poetry writer. I also ask how influential are the traditions 

of gendering artists as male and masculine? I approach the questions from two 

points of represented in The Journals: the portrayal of Ted Hughes, the poet and 

Plath’s husband, allows a discussion of the masculine bias of the genius 

mythology. Then I analyze the journal writer’s own strategy of fitting to the 

masculine tradition through the role of a creative muse.  

 

Romantic and Modernist Definitions  

 

One way of deconstructing the structures of arts that reinforce concepts such as 

genius is to take a critical look at the cultural and conceptual history. Tere Vadén 

has explored the genius myth, its etymological development, and its construction: 

Vadén argues that the concept of genius was a powerful tool in strengthening the 

institution of arts and in gendering the aesthetics at the same time (406–431). The 

word genius linked together at least two layers of meaning, because it is a 

combination of words that used to be separate: in Roman Latin the word genie is a 

protecting and empowering spirit, which every living and non-living thing has 

according to the belief. Ingenium is a quality instead of a being. From the sixteenth 

century to the eighteenth century, the word genius referred to the nature and 

quality of a person or a group (For etymological history see for example Vadén 

414–415; Battersby 27–28; Koskinen 14–24).  

 

Little by little the separate meanings merged into one word, combining both the 

spiritual and god-given connotations. This shifted emphasis to individuality and 

talent. Vadén argues that the early use of the word emphasized genius as a 

superior capacity to understand the truth. Thus this definition battled against the 
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stronghold of Enlightenment ideology and early biosciences, which argued for the 

possibility of explaining everything through scientific examination (415). The 

Romantic shift and the concept of genius are instrumental when the arts as an 

institution aims to legitimize itself as separate from the influence of scientific 

research and religion (Vadén 417). As Vadén notes, we are reminded here that the 

institutional aspect of arts plays a role in the definitions of terms such as genius.  

 

To make arts and creativity respectable in society, the Romantic elite 

conceptualized genius as the very grounding of creativity. A genius was a person 

who is in no need of regulation or influence from his environment because he 

creates his own circumstance. This definition of artistic creativity based on the 

genius himself allows the arts to conceptually separate from philosophy and 

theology (Vadén 416). The greater aim in the arts and aesthetics of the time was to 

confirm a special position of social and cultural value for the arts institution and 

its artists. To reach this aim it was argued that geniuses have the ability to access 

divine powers and to embody a divine spirit (Vadén 417–418).  

 

Vadén’s analysis demonstrates the political and ideological background of any 

such term as genius or artist. Gender politics are explicitly present in the 

nineteenth-century aesthetics. Taava Koskinen points out that Immanuel Kant 

and Edmund Burke devised the central terms of aesthetics, sublime and beauty, 

emphasizing the femininity of the latter term and the masculinity of the former. 

Criticism of this gender-related categorization and its effects is central to the 

different feminist projects of deconstruction. White European males who are 

ignorant of gender, race, and class have defined the terms of the traditional 

aesthetics, Koskinen adds. (Koskinen 23–24.)  

 

Romanticism is a period starting from the middle of the eighteenth century 

(Battersby 13–14, 72–76, 103–104). During Romanticism artists began to be 

valued for individual imagination, ideas, and experience (see Sarjala 288–289, 

Battersby13–14, Saariluoma 7–8). Personal experiences were highly regarded in 
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the Romantic philosophy, and these individual experiences informed ideas about 

artistic production. The discourse represented artists, and especially geniuses, as 

sensitive to their personal life experience. Experience offered artists the most 

valuable inspiration for their work. Deviating from the social norms and codes of 

culture, suffering from mental illness, and non-hetero sexualities were accepted as 

tokens of true genius when it came to artists (Hekanaho, “Tove Jansson…” 261–

262, Battersby 14–15, Vadén 416). Otherness and social outsidedness were 

positive traits of artists (Koskinen 30). Therefore various forms of deviation from 

social norms were not only accepted but became expected of artists. The 

Romantic artists and geniuses were stereotypically portrayed as different from the 

norm.  

 

Yet, not all deviations produced believable artist identities. What remained 

problematic and rejected were women artists. Christine Battersby (Gender and 

Genius) continues to offer a valuable perspective to the conceptual history of 

genius, and to the logic by which the category of women was excluded from the 

discourse. As in the structure of society at large, so in the arts: women remained in 

the margins. Battersby notes that the move from mimetic art and craftsmanship to 

the valuing of the individual artist’s subjective vision and fingerprint coincided 

with the tightening of the gender bias (23–25). Genius was linked to male 

procreation, penis, and sperm in the ancient Greece and the Roman Stoicism 

(Battersby 21, 49). Because of the above and other historical strategies of linking 

artistic creation to male virility and masculinity (Battersby 21, 23, 25, 26, 28, 36, 

40–41), femininity, when linked to women, is the troubling presence being held at 

bay.  

 

One possible way of theorizing this historical gendering of the artist is to see it as 

a function of the closet. The closet is a concept coined by Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick 

(Epistemology of the Closet) in order to theorize discourses on homosexuality. 

Sedgwick’s argument is that the twentieth-century Western culture can be 

examined through the binary deadlock on discourse on homo/heterosexualities 
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(91). Homosexuality as the secret and repressed subject became central to culture 

during the nineteenth century and Romanticism. According to Sedgwick, it was 

then that sexuality and knowledge became to be synonymous (73). Minoritizing 

women and universalizing the idea that only men can be creative is a cause in the 

non-position that women inhabit in the discourse of artistic creativity. Following 

Sedgwick’s view on minoritizing and universalizing discourses, I argue that there 

are such identities as women artists, but their existence is closeted (an open 

secret). The universalizing discourse privileging male artists continually 

reconstructs their position. By deviating from the normative performance of 

femininity and womanhood, women have sometimes been included in the 

historical category of geniuses. Generally feminine women have been excluded 

from this category, as Livia Hekanaho shows with the case of Gertrude Stein 

(Hekanaho, “Bobby Baker...”; also Parente-Čapková 196). Hekanaho shows that a 

queer performance of sexuality often makes a woman artist more acceptable in the 

discourse. This is because identifying as lesbian, for example, is stereotypically 

understood as masculine and therefore makes the artist less connected to the 

rejected category of women (“Tove Jansson…” 261).  

 

Historically, the discourse on artists has rejected femininity in women, while 

men’s femininity has been accepted from time to time. Viola Parente-Čapková 

notes that at the turn of the twentieth century the Romantic ideal of masculinity 

arrived at a crisis. This is evident in the decadent fin-de-siécle literary movement 

and its play with femininity (194). While abstract femininity becomes central to 

the aesthetics of Modernism, femininity associated with women and their bodies 

is considered vulgar (2006: 195). As Parente-Čapková concludes, real women 

artists’ positioning to this modern aesthetics is problematic (195). While 

Romanticism gave way to Modernism, the definition of genius as the creator of 

high art continued to exclude women’s femininity (Hekanaho, “Tove Jansson…” 

262). Yet, the aesthetic sensitivity associated with femininity was desirable for a 

male genius creating with his seed. This appropriation of femininity as a 

celebrated trait of the virile male artist is a partial inversion of femininity that 

deepens the discursive exclusion of women by accepting, even celebrating, 

femininity associated with men (Battersby 20, 36; Hekanaho, “Bobby Baker…” 

217).  
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The acceptance of male femininity in this discourse relates to homosexuality. 

Battersby suggests that for the Romantic male artists homosexuality is not a sign 

of pathology, but a marker of superior thinking and abilities that cannot be shared 

by women (Battersby 21). The important point is that sexual acts are less confined 

in the Romantic discourse than gender definition based on biological bodies. The 

Romantic male artists were spoken about, and they spoke of themselves, as birth-

givers, midwives, or expecting parents. As Battersby puts it, the genius was 

exceptional if he was “like a woman: in tune with his emotions, sensitive, 

inspired.” (103 [emphasis original]) All these traits were unappreciated in women, 

and regarded as innate in them at the same time.  

  

Modernism is the period in arts beginning in the late nineteenth century and 

continuing through the first half of the twentieth century. Lisa Rado locates 

Modernism between the years 1890–1945 (9). Although in the strictest sense 

Modernism is over when The Journals of Sylvia Plath 1950–1962 begin, its 

theories and artists, activities, styles, and definitions are what Sylvia Plath’s 

education and knowledge vastly consists of. Thus Modernism provides the 

medium through which she looks into the past, Romantic arts, and history. But 

Modernist ideas construct the culture that The Journals criticizes and attempts to 

separate its narrator from. The Modernist discourse did not cease to rely on the 

gendered genius ideal it inherited from Romanticism (Koskinen 25, Elliott and 

Wallace 92). In Modernist discourse genius referred only to the individual and his 

abilities, and no longer to god-given spirit.  

 

Lisa Rado emphasizes the activity of women during Modernism and borrows 

Gasquoine Hartley in redefining the period as the time when women and 

femininity became part of cultural production on all fronts (11–12). Rado wants to 

contest the view of Modernism as a monolithic and misogynist unified movement 

of privileged white men, even though white men continued to define the 

mainstream of high art. Like Parente-Čapková, Rado argues that the question of 

femininity and its complex relation to women causes the crisis and is at the center 

of the modernized Western society (9). Rado suggests that during Modernism the 
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rate and pace in which societies embrace the newest inventions in the fields of 

technology, psychology, and arts is more immediate. She argues that more people 

could be reached than ever before. This means that there is more interdisciplinary 

and cross-referential activity between large areas of culture and politics. 

Modernist high art demanded devotion and time from its consumers as it often 

operated closely with theoretical concepts. The popular, widely consumed forms 

of ‘low art’ provided a platform of change in which femininity and women 

figured largely. I will return to the issue of popular art and its feminization in 

Chapter 2 when I discuss the representation of other women writers in The 

Journals of Sylvia Plath. Lisa Rado’s perspective on Modernism places women 

and femininities in the center of the Modernist discourse. 

  

With the division of arts into high and low forms, high art retained its superior 

hierarchical value. The gendered division of practices and art makers became an 

integral part of the discourse. Through their research on the Bloomsbury group, 

Bridget Elliott and Jo-Ann Wallace argue that in the artist community of the early 

twentieth-century England it was still more socially challenging to be a woman 

artist than a homosexual male artist (59). This statement assumes that homosexual 

acts were subject to some level of marginalization in the artist communities. Elliot 

and Wallace also argue that femininity associated with men was not as devalued 

as femininity in women.  

The general consensus formed by the male artists active in the period was to 

subscribe to the Romantic definition of genius, thus continuing the rhetoric that 

excludes women and marginalizes their artistic efforts (Elliott and Wallace 95; 

also Battersby 38–41).  

 

Taava Koskinen, Livia Hekanaho (“Bobby Baker”), and Christine Battersby all 

agree that the modernist genius cult further emphasized the masculine definition 

of genius and continued to link creativity to male procreation. A new distinction 

existed between genius and talent; the latter lacked originality and masculine 

qualities. While femininity was a weakness, in this discourse masculinity was 

associated with male virility, physical strength, and will. Misogyny was part of 

the rhetoric of the Virility school of Writers and artists such as Jackson Pollock, 

Henry Miller, Ernest Hemingway, and Norman Mailer, whose works define the 
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ultra-masculine streak of Modernism. According to Christine Battersby these 

kinds of representations of masculinity coincide with Freudian interpretation of 

creativity as an act of sublimating male sexual libido. Battersby offers an 

interpretation of ultra masculine writing as an act of compensation. She sees the 

continual need of these men to affirm their masculinity as linked to their use of 

new writing techniques. The new techniques threatened their masculinity because 

they were defined as effeminate and even feminine (Battersby 40–41). This is the 

controversial context on which The Journals of Sylvia Plath projects an image of 

the poet Ted Hughes. He becomes both the embodiment of the masculine genius 

and the husband who fathers his fellow poet-wife’s writing. In the end he also 

becomes a rival.  

 

The Modernist genius continued to be glorified for being outside and critical of 

organized society and bourgeois life styles (Koskinen 25). The distinction 

between genius and talent, as well as the close proximity of questions of class and 

mental health appear in The Journals of Sylvia Plath when the narrator 

contemplates on why she is not able to write: “I feel, am mad as any writer must 

in one way be: why not make it real? I am too close to the bourgeois society of 

suburbia: too close to people I know: I must sever myself from them.” (Plath 459) 

As a highly educated and well-read writer, the narrator of the journal is aware of 

the gendered descriptions and prescriptions for Modernist poets and artists, which 

give her the role of a muse rather than an artist. In the final part of this chapter, I 

show that the narrator of the journal attempts to negotiate an artist identity by 

refusing the roles of a recluse or an avant-garde artist, who withdraws from the 

normative society. The narrator’s identity as an artist employs facets of the genius 

and the muse.  

  

Ted The Genius  
 

I married a real poet, and my life is redeemed: to love, serve & create. (Plath 346) 
 

In discussing and forming a woman writer The Journals of Sylvia Plath also 

positions men and masculinities. The narrator is painfully aware of gender 

inequality. As the next quote shows, the privileging of men and masculine culture 

is scrutinized in the entries with poignancy and irony: 
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I hated men because they didn’t stay around and love me like a father: I could prick 
holes in them & show they were no father material. I made them propose and then 
showed them they hadn’t a chance. I hated men because they didn’t have to suffer like a 
woman did. They could die or go to Spain. They could have fun while a woman had 
birth pangs. They could gamble while a woman skimped on the butter on the bread. 
Men, nasty lousy men. They took all they could get and then had temper tantrums or 
died or went to Spain like Mrs. So-and-so’s husband with his lusty lips. (Plath 431) 
 

The narrator of the journal views men as a privileged gender not only for their 

social freedom, but also because unlike women, men appear independent from 

social judgment; they can do as they please while women are bound by duty. I 

understand this freedom to be the right for individual agency without having to 

consider social conventions as much as women had to; men could have sex before 

marriage and they could travel alone. As I noted before, the ability to deviate from 

behavioral norms has been one defining characteristic of artists already in the 

Romantic definitions. The narrator is openly critical of the social gender roles of 

women and men. She is, however, also concerned with finding a man, a male 

counterpart, and a companion in the early parts of The Journals.  

 

Before Ted Hughes’ entry into the journal passages, frequent depictions of dates, 

infatuations, and male ideals illustrate the difficulty of balancing between what is 

socially expected of the narrator as a privileged white American woman, and what 

she desires. Expectations are in conflict with desire in the areas of personal 

achievement, society, and especially sexuality. The writer is perfectly aware that a 

woman’s sexuality is socially regulated: “This is I, I thought, the American virgin, 

dressed to seduce. I know I’m in for an evening of sexual pleasure. We go on 

dates, we play around, and if we’re nice girls, we demure at a certain point.” 

(Plath 13) This passage shows how conscious the writer is of her “American 

virgin” role as culture-bound performance, which allows certain sexual behavior 

while it delimits other behavior. I argue that in The Journals of Sylvia Plath the 

controlling of women’s sexuality and pleasure influences representations of men, 

their function, and their role in constructing gender.  

 

The early journal entries’ concern for merging a career as an artist and a future as 

somebody’s wife appears logical when we consider the cultural history. In the 

United States of America of the 1950s women were often sent to get a higher 
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education, but the idea still persisted that their sole career was to be a wife and a 

stay-at-home mother. By the mid-twentieth-century logic, valuable womanhood is 

achievable through performing femininity in appropriate proportions: being a 

seductive beauty, marrying, and having children. As Susan Alexander and Alison 

Greenberg note, the most frequent subjects of advertising in the 1940s was the 

role of a wife, and subservient serving of others (men, children) (104–105). This 

was the decade presiding The Journals’ representation of idealized motherhood. 

 

The young writer of the diary sees heterosexual marriage looming ahead as an 

inescapable constrain: “I dislike being a girl, because as such I must come to 

realize that I cannot be a man. In other words, I must pour my energies through 

the direction and force of my mate. My only free act is choosing or refusing that 

mate. And yet, it is as I feared: I am becoming adjusted and accustomed to that 

idea” (Plath 54). This quote presents the gender hierarchy of the heterosexual 

couple bluntly and critically. The ending suggests that despite the writer’s 

awareness of the gendering of the heterosexual couple she cannot fight against it, 

but is slipping into accepting it. For the narrator of The Journals, the journal 

works as a place where she negotiates ways in which she might be able to pursue 

a career in writing, even though this desire is not culturally encouraged. For a 

while the answer is to be an established artist before marriage. As suggested with 

the previous quote, the other option developed in The Journals is to marry an 

artist. 
 

The narrator’s own standards for an ideal male partner are defined by “the simple 

bourgeois life I come from with its ideals for big men, conventional men.” (Plath 

206) She constructs a stereotypically class and color faithful standard for a dream 

man, as she introduces attributes that largely coincide with the culturally 

generalized description of the ideal heterosexual white male: “healthy physical 

bigness,” (Plath 206) athletic and tall body, knows both technique and practice in 

his field of work and is serious about his profession (in Plath’s case all men write)  

(Plath 206–209). When Ted Hughes first appears in The Journals, the narrator 

represents him as an answer to her ideals. Yet, in the course of The Journals, his 

portrayal moves gradually from the idealized towards criticized.  
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The good-looking and talented male poet first visits the text in a description of a 

Cambridge campus party: “He said my name, Sylvia, in a blasting wind which 

shot off in the desert behind my eyes, behind his eyes, and his poems are clever 

and terrible and lovely.” (Plath 213) Then Hughes is depicted as a perfect husband 

and artist: “my own husband-in-poetry’s words: I am married to a poet: miracle 

of my green age. Where breathes in the same body, a poet and a proper man, but 

in Ted?” (Plath 341). In addition to these idealizing representations, in the end he 

becomes a rival in his masculine embodiment of the genius: “Must try poems. DO 

NOT SHOW ANY TO TED. I sometimes feel a paralysis come over me: his 

opinion is so important to me. Didn’t show him the bull one: a small victory.” 

(Plath 467) 

 

In The Journals of Sylvia Plath, the writer is critical of the gendering definitions of 

art, creativity, and the ideal of the mythical genius. She is especially critical of the 

uneasy combination of the concepts women and writing, as this early quote 

illustrates:  
And there is the fallacy of existence: the idea that one would be happy forever and aye 
with a given situation or series of accomplishments. Why did Virginia Woolf commit 
suicide? Or Sara Teasdale – or the other brilliant women – neurotic? […] Will I be a 
secretary – a self-rationalizing, uninspired housewife, secretly jealous of my husband’s 
ability to grow intellectually and professionally while I am impeded – will I submerge 
my embarrassing desires & aspirations, refuse to face myself, and go either mad, or 
become neurotic? (Plath 151) 

 

Women writer’s suicides and the need for being a successful writer are presented 

together here. The narrator suggests a connection between the reasons for suicide 

and these women’s position as women and creative artists. Yet, the latter half of 

the quote paints the narrator’s personal fear of ‘madness’ as a fear of becoming a 

housewife who does not realize her vocation as an artist. The passage thus 

suggests that neither actively pursuing a creative career nor its denial can shield 

“brilliant women” from neurosis, madness, or even suicide. The above quote also 

relates the choice of being an artist to the act of recognizing or “facing” oneself. 

This is a Romantic representation of the vocation of an artist, which posits 
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creativity and inspiration inside the subject, as a calling that should be answered to 

in order to realize the potential of the unique subject.  

 

While this unequal gendering of the artist is continuously a source of anxiety in 

The Journals, with male artists the narrator does not shy away from the 

traditional mythology. Although the romantic acceptance and adoration of 

femininity in male artists remained a feature of the Modernist genius ideal, there 

was a parallel idealization of ultra-masculinity. The depiction of Ted Hughes is an 

example of this idealization, as he is the celebrated figure of a traditional male 

genius at the height of his sexually loaded creative powers: 

Then the worst happened, that big, dark, hunky boy, the only one there huge enough 
for me, who had been hunching around over women, and whose name I had asked the 
minute I had come into the room, but no one told me, came over and was looking hard 
in my eyes and it was Ted Hughes.  I started yelling again about his poems and 
quoting: “most dear unscratchable diamond” and he yelled back, colossal, in a voice 
that should have come from a Pole, “You like?” and asking me if I wanted brandy. 
(Plath 211) 

The scene continues by detailing the events of the encounter lengthily, suggesting 

its significance to the writer. At first, without identifying the man to the audience, 

his physical appearance is described stressing the point that other women have 

noticed him in the room too. This and the words used to describe him (”big”, 

”dark”, ”hunky”, ”huge enough”, ”colossal”) relate to the reader a specific presence 

of heterosexual masculinity. I suggest that what is being written out is a myth, or 

some kind of a cultural desire.  

 

The kind of masculinity created in the quote above, and in the ones following can 

be interpreted through the concept of hegemonic masculinity (Connell, 

Masculinities). Connell believes that models of masculinity are culturally 

constructed and they become the ideals by which other and all masculinities and 

femininities are judged. When The Journals describes Hughes’ physical qualities 

linking them to heterosexual desire and to his artistic creativity, it uses many of 

the ingredients that have been the cultural signifiers of the hegemonic ideal for 

white heterosexual masculinity. Therefore in the depiction of Ted Hughes, The 
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Journal constructs the cultural ideal. 

 

Demetrakis Z. Demetriou interprets Connell when he emphasizes that the 

function of this flexible ideal of masculinity is that it constantly appears superior 

to femininities and other kinds of non-hegemonic masculinities. This happens even 

though different media act as reproducers of hegemonic masculinity, which can 

always be redefined (Demetriou 340–342, 348). If this is so, then we can see a 

connection between the textual construction of the mythical masculinity ideal in 

the form of Ted Hughes, and the narrator’s continual struggle to find herself a 

justified position as an artist. Virility and all kinds of sexual activity are important 

aspects of the stereotype of the genius (Battersby14). Since Romanticism, the 

link between the male artist and his sexuality has been emphasized in 

psychoanalytic discourse: “It is only males who can sublime (alchemists’ 

language) or sublimate (Freudian language) their sexual drive into art” (Battersby 

70). The journal’s portrayal of the male genius is in line with the misogynist claim 

that “for a male, art is already displaced sexuality” (Battersby 70 [emphasis 

original]) as she comments on Hughes: “His poem ‘I did it, I.’ Such violence, and 

I can see how women lie down for artists. The one man in the room who was as 

big as his poems, huge, with hulk and dynamic chunks of words.” (Plath 212) This 

interpretation justifies the narrator’s desire to engage in sexual acts with him.  

 

Christine Battersby notes: “Whether the great artist visits brothels, is homosexual, 

murders his wife or is simply promiscuous, he can still be celebrated as a great and 

god-like human being.” (14) Even though the journal passage appears humorous, 

Battersby’s argument seems to be true for the narrator who imagines the object of 

her desire with many other women. The idea of the heterosexual male genius takes 

on comic proportions in the next passage where the narrator expresses her desire 

towards a mythical faun-like lover. He is sexually active and uncontrollable, as 

well as unpredictable from the perspective of the norm-biding citizens: 

 
Please let him come, and give me the resilience & guts to make him respect me, be 
interested, and not to throw myself at him with loudness and hysterical yelling; calmly, 
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gently, easy baby easy. He is probably strutting the backs among crocuses now with 
seven Scandinavian mistresses. And I sit, spider-like waiting, here, home; Penelope 
weaving webs of Webster, turning spindles of Tourneur. Oh, he is here, my black 
marauder; oh hungry hungry. I am so hungry for a big smashing burgeoning burdened 
love: I am here; I wait; and he plays on the banks of the river Cam like a casual faun. 
 (Plath 233) 
 

 
This passage conjures up the Romantic, promiscuous genius. The quote from the 

journal does not only mythologize Hughes, but depicts the narrator herself as 

Penelope2, and a woman of knowledge; she is supposed to suppress her sexual 

desire for the “casual faun” and let him find her, while she studies Webster and 

Tourneur.3 Her imaginary depiction posits Hughes as the active, creative genius, 

while the narrator’s desire and activity need to remain hidden, within the four 

walls (Penelope) and the journal pages (the writer). She is “the spider-like” 

Penelope waiting and the “casual faun” with “seven Scandinavian mistresses.”  

 

As the husband, Hughes becomes a frequent character in The Journals of Sylvia 

Plath. His role expands from the desired but unattainable genius to a successful 

model for creative writing, an example, and a teacher: 

 
I am so glad Ted is first. All my pat theories against marrying a writer dissolve with 
Ted: his rejections more than double my sorrow & his acceptances rejoice me more than 
mine - - - it is as if he is the perfect male counterpart to my own self: each of us giving 
the other an extension of the life we believe in living: never becoming slaves to routine, 
secure jobs, money: but writing constantly, walking the world with every pore open & 
living with love & faith. [. . .] Together we are the most faithful, creative, healthy 
simple couple imaginable! (Plath 271) 

 

The quote expresses two desires: the need to see marriage to Ted as proof of 

fitting into the norms of social organization, and the desire to deviate from the 

norm. The journal writer underlines her effort of making her husband the priority 

in the heterosexual marriage by describing the great emotional impact of his 

successes and failures in writing. The other desire contradicts the first one. It is 

the need to show that despite marriage these two people do not want to live by the 

                                                
2 According An Etymological Dictionary of Classical Mythology by Elizabeth W. Kraemer, 
Penelope symbolizes a faithful wife who waits for her husband, in this case Odysseu, keeping 
other suitors away.  
3 Cyril Tourneur was a popular writer in King James’ England of the16th century. In The Journals 
mentioning Tourneur is a reference to university education, as is the mentioning of Webster (the 
dictionary). 
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social norms. This is a way of presenting their mutual desire to be artists as an 

innate and justified need. Presenting the vocation of an artist in terms of innate 

needs is one strategy for the journal writer to justify her wishes to deviate from 

social norms. This may be a reason why The Journals often uses the Romantic 

and the Modernist genius imagery in descriptions of an artist, despite the problem 

of gender brought up by her continual reference to the mythology. In The 

Journals Hughes plunges into the world of publishing and recognition before the 

journal writer. At first she resolves to declare his success more important than her 

own. Yet, the strive to represent Hughes and Plath as equals after declaring him 

the priority tells that the narrator’s subservience may be a test of that role and a 

suggestion of how she should be feeling. 

 

The Journals constructs Ted Hughes as the genius husband whose help, teaching, 

loving support, and personal success the wife cannot admire enough: “consider 

yourself lucky to have been stabbed by him; never complain or be bitter or ask for 

more than normal human consideration as an integrated being.” (Plath 570) Despite 

these imperatives, the journal writer is bothered by the masculine genius and 

quickly acquired social respectability when she struggles to combine her own 

aspirations in writing to her role as the feminine homemaker. Then she sees her 

husband’s success as a question of gender: “I’m tired too. And tired of the terrific 

drifting uncertainty of our lives. Which, I suppose, from his point of view, is not 

at all uncertain, for his vocation of writing is so much stronger than mine.” (Plath 

525) 

 

In watching and helping her husband write, publish, and establish him in the 

literary institution, the writer of The Journals is constantly reminded of her 

difference and the fixed social connotations of being a woman. At times in The 

Journals, the husband-poet’s advice and caring turn into stifling and controlling. 

The following passage illustrates how the hegemonic masculinity appears to the 

narrator when it is no longer idealized. Now the narrator does not take Hughes’ 

ideas of working on writing without criticism: 

 
My danger, partly, I think, is becoming too dependent on Ted. He is didactic, fanatic – 
[. . .] It is as if I were sucked into a tempting but disastrous whirlpool. [. . .] I enjoy it 
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when Ted is off for a bit. I can build up my own inner life, my own thoughts, without 
his continuous ‘What are you thinking? What are you going to do now?’ which makes 
me promptly & recalcitrantly stop thinking and doing. [. . .] He gives orders – mutually 
exclusive: read ballads an hour, read Shakespeare an hour, read history an hour, think 
an hour & then ‘you read nothing in hour-bits, read things straight through’. His 
fanaticism & complete lack of balance & moderation is illustrated by his stiff neck got 
from ‘exercises’ – which evidently are strenuous enough to disable him. (Plath 401) 
 
 

What the journal writer realizes here is that even though Hughes may be able to 

achieve success as a male artist by his method of working, his experience and 

ideas may not be helpful to her. She suggests that her husband’s continual 

presence when she is writing contributes to her inability to create; his help appears 

to come in the form of prescription, as an attempt to control the unsettling 

wavering of the journal writer. The end of the passage expresses a serious 

criticism by questioning the sanity of Hughes’ discipline because he himself has 

disabled himself as a result of his workout. The transformation of Hughes in The 

Journals becomes evident in the writer’s perception: as a poet-husband Hughes 

represents not only the physical presence of another person and a necessary half in 

heterosexual marriage, but he embodies the masculine idea of arts which by 

definition marginalizes the woman writer.4  

 

Muse with Aspirations 
 

Security is inside me & in Ted’s warmth. The smell & feel of him is worth a private 
fortune a year & how lucky I am – there are no rules for his kind of wifeliness – I must 
make them up as I go along & will do so. (Plath 412) 

 

What then are the consequences of defining oneself as the writer-wife of a genius? 

The above passage underlines the narrator’s sense of being an unconventional 

wife in an unusual setting. There is an insinuation that as an artist’s wife her role 

is something different, less socially defined than in a marriage of non-artists. Yet, 

as I suggested about Ted Hughes’ representation as a genius, the journal writer 

presents herself first and foremost as a conventional wife and secretary of the 

masculine artist-husband. She maintains the house, cooks, types, edits, and sends 

out the manuscripts of the husband artist. She also celebrates this conventional 

role division likening her reality to other women’s dreams and fiction: 

 

                                                
4  More examples from Plath 523, 524–525, 529. 
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– I blink every time I see him afresh. This is the man the unsatisfied ladies scan the 
stories in the Ladies’ Home Journal for, the man women read romantic women’s novels 
for: oh he is unbelievable & the more so because he is my husband & I somehow love 
cooking for him (make a lemon layer cake last night) and being secretary, and all. And, 
riffling through all the other men in the world who bore me with their partialness, the 
only one. How to make it sound special? Other than sentimental, in my novel: a gross 
problem. (Plath 376) 

 

This passage emphasizes Hughes’ masculinity in the recognized and desired way, 

in which romantic fiction written for heterosexual women depicts the ideal man. 

The quote functions as justification for the writer’s domestic activity; it becomes 

almost her duty to serve the superior masculinity other women can only dream of. 

Still, the last part of the quote reveals uneasiness as the narrator shifts from a 

wife’s perspective to an artist’s view point: in the traditional world of respectable 

creative arts and artists, she suggests, happy domesticity and the romance of a 

married heterosexual couple are not subjects for acclaimed art. This view is in 

sharp contrast to the world of romantic novels mentioned in the quote. 

 

The narrator of the journal sees a problem in the relationship between her fairytale 

-like reality and her desire to use her experience as a source for her art. It is 

important to remember that the narrator chooses to juxtapose Ted Hughes and her 

own domesticity. Nevertheless, the journal entries greatly emphasize the pleasure 

gained from performing the role of a wife. Even on their honeymoon in Spain 

where American kitchen appliances and new inventions are not available, The 

Journals portrays an enthusiasm towards homemaking: “Never did a new bride 

queen it over her deep-freeze, washing machine, pressure cooker et. al. as I do 

over my one-ring petrol stove, single frying pan, cold water sink, tangles of straw 

for cleaning, and iceless storage pantry, where I keep my vegetables, bottles of 

oil, wine and vinegar, and all my cooking preparations.” (Plath 248) The old-

fashioned kitchenware of their honeymoon house causes the narrator to take her 

duty even more seriously than if she was using the new American appliances. The 

suggestion sounds almost like a reassurance and an imperative to feel enthusiastic. 
 

While The Journals of Sylvia Plath portrays Hughes as a genius, the text posits 

the feminine homemaker-narrator as his muse. Livia Hekanaho notes that 

typically the muse is related to the mundane and repetitive aspects of everyday 

life, which the genius characteristically ignores in order to concentrate on artistic 
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creation (“Tove Jansson…” 275). Hekanaho stresses that even though the 

genius/muse dichotomy is not only applicable to heterosexual artists and their 

partners, it follows the masculinity/femininity divide. The next passage from The 

Journals shows that already before Ted Hughes takes the place of the genius, the 

narrator idealizes and discusses the idea of being a muse of a masculine, creative 

man. This next letter-style passage conjures up feminine sacrifice in its eagerness 

to become a servant to the masculine geniuses. Still, the narrator also expresses a 

resistance to the role of the muse: 

Now if I were inclined to a career as a lawyer or journalist that would be alright. But I 
am not. I am inclined to babies and bed and brilliant friends and a magnificent 
stimulating home where geniuses drink gin in the kitchen after a delectable dinner and 
read their own novels and tell about why the stock market is the way it will be and 
discuss scientific mysticism [...] anyhow, this is what I was meant to make for a man, 
and to give him this colossal reservoir of faith and love for him to swim in daily, and to 
give him children; lots of them, in great pain and pride. And I hated you most, in my 
unreason, for making me woman, to want this. (Plath 221) 

The writer is addressing her words to a lover with whom she does not see a future, 

therefore predicting herself a future of a single lonely woman. The beginning of 

the quote implies that being single would be an option for a career-oriented 

woman. But the narrator in the text desires the traditional domestic role with 

children, a husband, and the home as her workplace. Carefully she paints a stage 

for the domesticated feminine woman who gets satisfaction from serving her 

husband and their children and from admiring the men that pass through their 

domestic environment. Her imagined satisfaction comes from the knowledge that 

she provides facilities for the male genius’ creativity while her creativity is 

procreation. Yet, after associating this imagined and noble female sacrifice with 

“great pain and pride” the tone ruptures from idealizing into hatred. Even when 

imagining a position as a muse, the writer comes to resent the idea because she 

has other conflicting aspirations.  

 

After being married to Ted Hughes in The Journals, the narrator writes herself as 

the feminine, less worthy assistant and admirer of her partner. Her pleasure comes 

from feeding the body that holds the mind prone to abstraction. On what is first 

presented as the Spanish honeymoon and a writing holiday of two writers, the 

woman writer ends up studying a cookbook: “instead of studying Locke, for 

instance, or writing - - - I go and make an apple pie, or study the Joy of Cooking, 
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reading it like a rare novel.” (Plath 269; see also Plath 249, 259) Yet, to contradict 

her complete devotion to domesticity, she does not forget to mention his work’s 

effect on her own artistic efforts: “Ted is working at the main table on the 

elephant and the cricket stories. Living with him is like being told a perpetual 

story: his mind is the biggest, most imaginative, I have ever met. I could live in its 

growing countries forever. I also feel a new direct pouring of energy into my own 

work.” (Plath 249) At this early stage of portraying marriage in The Journals, the 

husband’s creativity is a source of inspiration to the wife. The narrator presents 

her artistic work hierarchically lower than her husband’s.  

 
 

What I cannot ignore and what is presented in the above is that even while The 

Journals repeats what seems to be a traditional genius/muse dichotomy, there are 

ruptures. In these ruptures the narrator is as much the artist-in-formation and the 

writer as her genius husband. She writes herself into plural subject positions, even 

ones that in the traditional dualistic thinking have cancelled each other out. The 

role of a muse is more valuable than the role of a wife because a muse is defined 

through the genius; she aids the genius by the creation of an environment and 

inspiration and acts as the genius’ typist and secretary (Battersby 52; Hekanaho, 

“Tove Jansson…” 274). The position of a muse entails willingness to learn from 

the genius, to know less than him, and to accept a student/teacher hierarchy. The 

narrator of the journal says:  “I live for my own work without which I am nothing. 

My writing. Nothing matters but Ted, Ted’s writing & my writing. Wise, he is, 

and I, too, growing wiser. We will remold, melt & remold our plans to give us 

better writing space.” (Plath 347) In The Journals, being a muse operates as a 

learning position for a woman whose desire it is to become a recognized artist 

(maybe even a genius) of her own right.  

 

The tone and emphasis with which The Journals discusses the role of a wife and a 

muse change in the course of the text. In the early entries before marriage and at 

the beginning of married life, the narrator often idealizes the role of a wife, and 

men as geniuses and superiors to women. Later in The Journals, she states that the 

role of a wife and a muse are not satisfactory and fulfilling to her. The writer 

portrays the role of a muse negatively, for example, when her own writing does 
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not advance in the way she expects. The portrayal also changes when Hughes as 

the husband disappoints her by what she suspects is infidelity with female 

students at the Smith college, where the narrator is teaching (see Plath 387–395): 

“I have served a purpose, spent money, mother’s money, which hurts most, to buy 

him clothes, to buy him a half year, eight months of writing, typed hundreds of 

times his poems. Well, so much have I done for modern British & American 

poetry […]” (Plath 391). Faced with the stereotypically genius-affiliated sexual 

activities of her husband outside of their marriage, the narrator no longer calls 

Hughes “a casual faun” with “seven Scandinavian mistresses,” (Plath 233) as she 

described him at the beginning of their courtship. Now the genius-like behavior 

upsets the narrator making her resent the sacrifices she has made to facilitate his 

writing. 

 

But rejecting the definition of herself as a wife and some kind of a muse is not 

only a strategy for the narrator to survive the disappointment caused by her 

husband. The following passage from an earlier part of The Journals shows how 

the writer thinks she can earn the right to marry a man of her dreams by 

succeeding in artistic work. She wants to excel in writing poetry, which in the 

1950s was still a genre reserved for the male geniuses (Elliot and Wallace 70): 

“So I am, however, not worth the really good boys; or is it me? If poems were 

really good, there might be some chance; but, until I make something tight and 

riding over the limits of sweet sestinas and sonnets, away from the reflection of 

myself in Richard's eyes and inevitable narrow bed, too small for a smashing act of 

love, until then, they can ignore me and make up pretty jokes.” (Plath 208) The 

idea that a woman becomes worthy of a good spouse through her career as an 

artist is an unconventional thought in the context of the 1950s, where the role of a 

wife was procreation and homemaking. In the above quote, a woman artist is 

looking for the approval of the ‘superior’ gender, expecting that this approval will 

result in becoming sexual partners. This is not the conventional heterosexual 

male/female premise for marriage. The narrator wants to be approved for her art, 

and then loved for her accomplishment. This underlines her determination to 

become an artist, to renegotiate femininity and creativity as combinable concepts.  
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3. Becoming a Woman and a Writer 
 

I find myself horrified at voicing the American dream of a home & children – my vision 
of a home, of course, being an artist’s estate, in a perfect privacy of wilderness acres, on 
the coast of Maine. I will no doubt be an impractical vagabond wife & mother, as a 
manner of exile. (Plath 411) 
 

In the previous chapter I examined masculinities and femininities in The Journals 

of Sylvia Plath and their connection to the Romantic and Modernist genius 

mythology. From the attempts of assimilation to the predominant gender 

hierarchy at the cost of subjectivity as an artist, I now move to specific 

representations of femininities and their relationship to artistic creativity. In the 

quote that opened this chapter, the narrator visualizes her version of the American 

dream. The passage builds an internal tension between repudiating the dream of 

the home and family while at the same time rephrasing it. The suburban house 

becomes “an artist’s estate” in isolation, and the wife-mother is not bound to the 

location of the home but moves instead like a “vagabond”. This quote 

simultaneously gives in to the American dream and modifies it to escape its 

constrain, “as a manner of exile”, as the quote ends. By adding this last sentence 

the narrator suggests that it is necessary to escape the traditional American dream. 

I will argue that the dual sense of surrendering and exiling is central in how The 

Journals represents the roles of a woman and an artist. 

 

The main question here is what kind of a woman and an artist does The Journals 

of Sylvia Plath construct and under what conditions? The first part of the chapter 

discusses feminist theories of autobiographical writing and their 

conceptualizations of gender of the written “self”. In this part I also discuss the 

uses of the binary femininity/masculinity in The Journals and in theory. To show 

the complexity and shifts in how The Journals constructs the writer’s identity, I 

discuss how the narrator represents other women and especially other women 

writers. The last part of this chapter weaves together examples from The Journals 

and from feminist theory to show how artistic creativity and procreation have 

been conceptualized as mutually exclusive when it comes to women. Here I also 

discuss the narrator of the journal’s attempts to overcome this by representing 

motherhood as a prerequisite for women’s successful creativity. 
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Representations of Femininities in Autobiographical Writing  
Symbolic: get over instict to be dowdy lipbiting little girl. Get bathrope and slippers 
and nightgown & work on femininity. (Plath 467) 

 
 

The conceptual incompatibility of women and creativity in the history of Western 

thought stems from cultural definitions of women and femininities. This 

incompatibility has never been a factual reality, since there have always been 

actively creative women. But on a cultural level of conventions and practices, the 

gendering of creativity and the subject position of an artist has produced lasting 

effects. The material and conceptual conditions for women producing art have 

been different from men’s, and at least until the mid-twentieth century, the 

conditions have been significantly inferior. Virginia Woolf discussed the material 

and cultural conditions for women’s creativity in A Room of One’s Own first 

published in 1928. As feminist theorist of autobiographical writing Leigh Gilmore 

puts it, it is the visibility of women’s creations, their “means of cultural 

expressivity” that has been denied. Gilmore emphasizes the role of social 

organization by saying that the problem is more connected to power constructions 

than art production (27). Power is in the hands of those who choose whose works 

get printed, published, seen, and read. 

 

In my analysis of The Journals of Sylvia Plath, the question of women’s creativity 

entwines with the concept of the written “self”. The written “self” refers to the 

textually presented subject and narrator of the autobiographical text, but being a 

textual construction it cannot refer to the subject as a whole. Järviluoma, Moisala, 

and Vilkko point out that the role of language in production is not only 

instrumental. A “real self” cannot be revealed underneath the narration and thus 

the narrative subject is all that can be read in autobiography (Järviluoma, Moisala, 

Vilkko 61). Maria Kaskisaari describes autobiography as a conscious event of 

narration, which produces subjectivity. Autobiography is a discourse that creates a 

space for the subject (Kaskisaari 5). Reading The Journals of Sylvia Plath for the 

narrator’s becoming a woman artist is justified by the approach Kaskisaari takes 

to the textual subject. 
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As the above shows, feminist theory of autobiography is especially interested in 

the question of forming and representing subjects. Calling a text autobiography is 

already an act of marking it with some loose philosophy about subjectivity. Maria 

Kaskisaari sees fiction and autobiography closely related: both borrow and repeat 

experience, a “self” is born through acts of narrated experience, and creative use 

of language is necessary to all kinds of written expressions (Kaskisaari 23). This 

view justifies my interest in the written construction of the artist Sylvia Plath by 

underlining the importance of creating subjectivity in language. In 

poststructuralist feminist theories, the re-evaluation of the subject has lead to 

criticism of simple representational categories such as women. Tuija Saresma 

compares the feminist deconstruction of the concept woman to literary theories’ 

deconstruction of the Author. As a result, it is possible to see the subject now as 

fragmentary, incoherent, and constructed in language. At the same time, feminine 

subjects can be theorized and we can instigate and recognize agency and political 

debate, despite the Death of the Author (Saresma 87). 

 

I suggest that in The Journals of Sylvia Plath the performance of femininity and 

creativity coincide with the construction of the subject. In the case of 

autobiographical writing, such as journal text, a woman writer has to find ways of 

justifying her agency and her voice. The autobiographical text can be understood 

as both the site where this voice is created (in the act of writing in the journal) and 

where the possibility of using this voice publicly is negotiated (the narrator’s way 

of discussing her artist position). Viola Parente-Čapková argues that the question 

of women writers’ relationship to their creativity is closely linked to the 

construction of feminine subjectivity. Parente-Čapková explicates how the 

closeness of life and writing results in the importance of agency as a category that 

unites text and context: “A (woman) agent’s life, her creations and the context of 

creation form a historic place, and a discursive web in the institution of literature.” 

(197)5 Parente-Čapková suggests that when ’becoming a woman’ is understood as 

a question of styles, and interpretations of a culture governed by rules and 

                                                
5 Original quote in Finnish: “(nais) tekijän elämä, hänen teoksensa ja niiden luomisen konteksti 
ymmärretään historiallisena paikkana, tekstien summana, diskursiivisena verkostona kirjallisuuden 
instituutiossa.” (Parente-Čapková 197) All translations by A.J. unless otherwise marked.  
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limitations (here she refers to Judith Butler, but also to Rosi Braidotti and 

Elizabeth Grosz), then becoming a woman writer can be described as “a conscious 

textual strategy through which to negotiate different cultural norms of gendering as 

well as the discourses of womanhood, feminine creativity, and gender.” (Parente-

Čapková 199) 6 This approach emphasizes cultural constructedness while at the 

same time reminding us how choices in gender performance and subject 

positioning are restricted by conventions.  

 

Many parts of The Journals of Sylvia Plath can be read as textual negotiation and 

a testing of the borders of conventions. The following example highlights the 

narrator’s perceptions of femininity as performance limited by cultural 

conventions. This next passage from The Journals illustrates how culture 

prescribed the notion of constructing womanhood:  “I have come with great pain 

and effort, to the point where my desires and emotions center around what the 

normal woman’s center around, and what do I find? Barrenness.” (Plath 500) This 

quote brings forth the labor and deliberateness with which the ‘normality’ of 

womanhood has to be attained, and it links this norm to procreation. Social norms 

are tangible but their fulfillment requires complete internalization even in the 

areas of “desires and emotions.”  

 

The narrator of The Journals often discusses the performance of femininity in a 

manner that underlines its relation to culture. This does not mean that she depicts 

radical deviations from cultural conventions. Rather, she acknowledges the power 

that culture has on gendered behavior.  

 
After this charming little bouquet of idyllic description I will be earthy and matter-of-
fact.  I will say that I hated bobby pins and buttons when I was little. I liked the clean 
quick flash of zippers, but despised the round, fingered little objects on shirts and 
sweaters. I ran away screaming when a woman bent cooingly over a baby-carriage and 
crooned 'My, what a dear little button-nose your baby has!' I was nauseated by the sight 
of bobby pins. I would not touch them. Once, on the day I was going home from the 
hospital after having my tonsils out, a woman in my ward asked me to carry some 
bobby pins to the lady in the next bed. [...] They were cold and shiny, as with grease, 

                                                
6 Original quote in Finnish: “voidaan Naiskirjalijaksi tuleminen nähdä tässä valinnan ja rajoitusten 
dialektiikassa] tietoiseksi tekstuaaliseksi strategiaksi neuvotella erilaisten sukupuolta koskevien 
kulttuuristen normien, naiseuden, naisluovuuden ja sukupuolen diskurssien kanssa.” (Parente-
Čapková 199) 
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and sickeningly suggestive of warmth and disgusting, intimate contact with dirty hair. 
(Plath 54) 
 

In this early passage, the narrator repudiates femininity in the form of bobby pins. 

I understand the symbolic bobby pins contrasted with the “quick flash of zippers” 

as a criticism of the social pressure on women and girls to perform femininity 

within the narrow constrains of culture. This observation is also an example of 

constructing a gendered subject in autobiographical text. In this case, specifically 

constructing the subject who needs to strategically repudiate femininity in order to 

become an artist. 

 

Achieving subjectivity as a woman artist can depend on textual strategies. Leigh 

Gilmore’s (Autobiographics…) approach to the subject and identity is greatly 

inspired by Michel Foucault and Teresa de Lauretis’s works. Like Tuija Saresma 

and Maria Kaskisaari, Gilmore is interested in multiplicity and the webs of 

discourses and fragmentation, instead of the production of a linear narrative. She 

formulates a practice of ‘autobiographics’, which is both a style of self-

representation and a reading practice “concerned with interruptions, eruptions, 

resistance and contradiction as strategies of self-representation.” (Gilmore 42) 

Gilmore argues that although internalized and externalized power structures may 

strongly suggest so, femininity is not the only available gender performance to 

women (20). A feminist intervention in gendered discourse can simply be a 

refusal to be named (or ‘interpellated’), a refusal to answer to a given subject 

position (Gilmore 21).  

 

While Viola Parente-Čapková asks how a woman becomes an artist in 

autobiographical texts, Leigh Gilmore’s question is “how women negotiate the 

interrupted discourses of self-representation.” (45) Textual identity is 

characterized by a “rhetoric instability”, which a reader with political aims can 

also interpret as the (illusion of) stability of the “I” (Gilmore 44–45). Gilmore is 

not interested in arriving at a coherent unified reading of a woman’s voice, but is 

content with the contradictory fragments of “self”-representational text. I am 

reading The Journals of Sylvia Plath from this perspective. Instead of unity I find 

continual shifting of perspectives, positions, and textual expression. In addition to 
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being fragmented as a narrative, The Journals includes passages where the 

relativity of the “I” is explicitly contemplated: 

As for free will, there is such a narrow crack of it for man to move in, crushed as he is 
from birth by environment, heredity, time and event and local convention. If I had been 
born of Italian parents in one of the caves in the hills I would be a prostitute at the age 
of 12 or so because I had to live (why?) and that was the only way open. If I was born 
into a wealthy New York family with pseudo-cultural leanings, I would have had my 
coming-out party along with the rest of them, [. . .] How do I know? I don’t; I can only 
guess. I wouldn’t be I. But I am now; and so many other millions are so irretrievably 
their own special variety of ”I” that I can hardly bear to think of it. (Plath 34) 

This passage shows the young journal writer’s fascination with the question of 

identity and this question’s relation to cultural conditions. The narrator of The 

Journals discusses the gendered socially constructed subject, making stereotypical 

guesses of how different family backgrounds would mold a young woman’s life. 

The last sentence of the quote reveals a fascination with the idea that identity and 

the experience of the “I” are produced in social and cultural structures.  

 

One important context for the feminine subject of The Journals is psychoanalytic 

theory. Psychoanalytic theories and their feminist interpretations have been 

influential in conceptualizing women as subjects. Psychoanalytic theory is also 

the main discourse that influences the use of the terms femininity and masculinity 

in The Journals of Sylvia Plath. These theories had a great influence in scientific 

and popular explanations of human psyche and behavior from the early twentieth 

century onwards. The narrator of The Journals appears well aware and educated 

in Freudian and other psychoanalytic theories and in their practice. This 

awareness can be read from many passages in The Journals, such as the following 

where the narrator uses explicitly psychoanalytic terms to discuss the social 

controversy of writing as a woman: 

Now for jealousy. I can loop out of that one easily: by excelling in some field my mate 
cannot participate actively in, but can only stand back and admire. That’s where writing 
comes in. It is necessary for the survival of my haughty sanity as bread is to my flesh. I 
pay the penalty of the educated, emancipated woman: I am critical, particular, 
aristocratic in tastes. Perhaps my desire to write could be simplified to a basic fear of 
non-admiration and non-esteem. (Plath 100) 

What Plath is suggesting is that a woman’s writing for publication is often an 

attempt to become accepted as a subject. And ‘emancipation’ which Plath equates 

with a personal ability to judge and choose is represented as conflicting with this 
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urge to write for love and to marry. There are two threads to follow in this quote: 

the psychoanalytic interpretation of women as non-subjects and the notion that 

early liberal feminism has already emancipated women in a way that conflicts 

with the psychoanalytic definition of a subject.  

 

In feminist literary studies psychoanalytic theory has been used to strategically 

reinterpret the Freudian definitions of femininity and masculinity. Feminist views 

on psychoanalytic terminology help to understand that the question of subjectivity 

is discussed in many complimentary approaches. Juliet Mitchell argues that 

Sigmund Freud was aware of the fact that within psychoanalytic discourse the 

terms feminine and masculine were being used with different meanings. Freud talks 

of a biological meaning and a sociological meaning as well as a usage, which simply 

connotes activity versus passivity without reference to gender (Mitchell 31). 

Freud himself privileges this last definition. To counter Freud’s unwillingness to 

admit that there is no “one-to-one correlation between biology and psychology,” 

(Mitchell 31) Mitchell’s article shows that femininity in psychoanalytic theory 

has often been defined as a purely reproductive matter related to the bodily organs 

(30). Mitchell points out that one of Freud’s basic assumptions about male and 

female development was that both males and females have a need to repudiate 

“the implications of femininity.” (32) This is a reason why Freud keeps 

discussing femininity and masculinity instead of activity and passivity. Mitchell 

explains: “The two famous concepts of the castration complex (in men) and penis-

envy (in women) are correlatives; they express an identical fear of (and necessary 

for) the feminine position.” (32) As from the perspective of cultural history 

discussed earlier, so according to feminist psychoanalytical theory it is the 

feminine that poses a problem in becoming a subject. 

 

Another concept in psychoanalytic interpretations of women’s subjectivity is the 

idea of being at a threshold. Linda Anderson (“At The Threshold…”) analyzes a 

woman subject in autobiographical writing and deliberately interprets Freudian 

theory ‘wrong’. Anderson suggests, for example, that in equating femininity with 

hysteria Freud unintentionally reveals that femininity is not a pregiven attribute 
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but a construction (“At The Threshold…” 56). By referring to other feminist 

attempts of reinterpreting the psychic development of women, Anderson opposes 

Freudian definitions of femininity as non-subjectivity and non-agency. Anderson 

subscribes instead to a definition of a woman’s psychic position as being 

“continually at a threshold.” (“At The Threshold…” 58) She argues: “the process 

of becoming a subject, achieving autonomy in this view carries within itself as 

well a process of return to the maternal origins. The return can never be 

completed, however; if it were the woman would be simply assimilated to the 

maternal body in a place outside language.” (Anderson, “At The Threshold…” 

58) This interpretation sees movement as an integral part of women’s subjectivity.  

 

In the context of popular science and culture of the mid-twentieth century when 

The Journals of Sylvia Plath was written, women’s subjectivity represented an 

unresolved but significant problem. As we have seen, femininity was defined 

through strict gender definitions while at the same time it was also used as a 

concept not always linked to women.  

 

Representing Other Women: Rivalry vs. Connectedness 
How odd, men don't interest me at all now, only women and women talk. (Plath 466) 

The representations of women in The Journals are integral in constituting the 

narrator as a subject and as a woman artist. Järviluoma, Moisala, and Vilkko 

emphasize the importance of representing others in autobiographical writing. 

Their argument that an autobiographically narrated “self” is always constructed in 

the representations of others is helpful in analyzing the depiction of other women 

artists in The Journals of Sylvia Plath (Järviluoma, Moisala, Vilkko 57). I argue 

that the narrator’s depiction of Val Gendron, the first woman author she meets in 

person, works simultaneously as a description of an artist and as a reflection 

against which the creative writer Sylvia Plath takes form. 

 

The construction of the fiction writer Val Gendron7 is an early example of how 

the narrating voice portrays a woman writer. She writes extensively about 
                                                
7 A footnote in The Journals adds that Gendron’s birth name is Ruth C. Fantus and she was born 
in 1913. 
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Gendron’s working and living conditions and links these descriptions to being a 

woman writer: 

She is small, skinny, sallow, with black hair done up in back in a bun and braids under 
a visor khaki cap. A pointed face, glasses, and a dry, sarcastic drawl.  Cats she has, in 
her shack, red-painted (she says) and no phone. Signs of loneliness? Of living too long 
with Val Gendron. Who to talk to? Who? I will find out. I will be no Val Gendron. 
But I will make a good part of Val Gendron part of me – someday. [...] She has said I 
may visit her: a pilgrimage – to my First Author. (Plath 124–125) 

At first Gendron is a positive example of a woman who has made writing part of 

her identity. According to the quote above she has not combined writing to the 

traditional role of a housewife or a mother. Without much knowledge about Val 

Gendron’s career as a writer, we can assume that she is from an earlier 

genereation of American writers (see footnote 7). Because she is not well known 

for her writing, her contribution was most likely not part of what is know as 

Modernism. Gendron was probably a contributor in the popular entertainment and 

magazine fiction, which was named ‘pulp’ in the early twentieth-century. As 

Kakie Urch notes, successful women writers dominated pulp fiction and 

advertising as early as in the 1920s (19–20).  

 

Initially, the narrator of the journal is looking for advice and support from the 

experienced woman: “So I asked her about a lot of things – how she got writing 

and where published, and where worked. She talked nicely to me - - - cynical, 

hardbitten, with a sneer.” (Plath 124) But she emphasizes that despite her sense of 

sameness, she is also critical of Gendron’s choices. The narrator underlines the 

loneliness of Gendron’s life with only cats and books as her companion. She also 

notes that Gendron smokes “2 cartons of Wings (cheap, non-advertised) a week,” 

adding that the writer has lost her ability to taste (131). As the above quotes show, 

she typifies the writer as thin, dry, and cynical. Gendron’s portrayal in The 

Journals resonates with the modernist era’s stereotype of women who choose to 

study and then work for living. What appears to be compromised is the 

performance of femininity. To the journal writer these choices are problematically 

juxtaposed to her ideals of femininity. Not to have children, a husband, and to live 

alone signifies a social failure in the narrator’s view. 

 

In later passages about one of her favorite instructors at the Cambridge 
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University, Dorothy Krook, the journal writer expresses her inspiration to become 

as academically capable as her (see Plath 338, 374). Yet, she continues to 

construct problematic representations of academic and creative women without 

husbands and children. As a Smith College student she compares marriage and 

career in the following terms: “I must stay aware of this: I could be more of a 

prisoner as an older, tense, cynical career girl than as a richly creative wife and a 

mother who is always growing intellectually.” (Plath 164) It is apparent that the 

writer considers both marriage and the lifestyle of a single career woman as forms 

of imprisonment. Her normative interpretations of gender and femininity are the 

constructors of this prison. The following passage from The Journals highlights 

her awareness of the socially constructed gender system and its restricting power: 

I am obligated in a way to my family and to society (damn society anyway) to follow 
certain absurd and traditional customs – for my own security, they tell me. I must 
therefore, confine the major part of my life, to one human being of the opposite sex. 
..that is a necessity because: 1. I choose the physical relationship of intercourse as an 
animal and releasing part of life 2. I can not gratify myself promiscuously and retain the 
respect and support of society, (which is my pet devil) –and because I am a woman: 
ergo: one root of envy for male freedom. 3. Still being a woman, I must be clever and 
obtain as full a measure of security for those approaching ineligible and aging years 
wherein I will not have the chance to capture a new mate – or in all probability. So, 
resolved: I shall proceed to obtain a mate through the customary procedure: namely, 
marriage. (Plath 99) 

Despite the strongly ironic tone of the quote and the writer’s ability to see the role 

of social conventions in deciding her personal choices, she nevertheless concurs 

that in order to survive socially she has to be married to a man. Again, this 

passage reminds us how an understanding that identities are performatively 

constructed does not result in an immediate ability to perform differently. As 

Parente-Čapková suggests, becoming a woman is restricted by rules and 

limitations, even when we understand that its construction takes place 

discursively (199).  

  

In addition to being critical of women writers and intellectuals who remain single 

and thus, in the narrator’s view, forever lack the experience of fulfilling their 

femininity, the journal writer expresses homophobia (see for example Plath 363). 

This dismissal and fear of gay men and women affects her opinion of writers such 

as Djuna Barnes, whose novel Nightwood the narrator comments on as “all 

perverts, all ranting, melodramatic.” (Plath 350) When the narrator expresses 
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rivalry towards other women writers, she deems it necessary to refer to their 

sexual orientation: “No reason why I shouldn’t surpass at least the facile Isabella 

Gardner & even the lesbian & fanciful &jeweled Elizabeth Bishop in America.” 

(Plath 322) Even when she admits her admiration for a woman, she needs to 

specify: “My old admiration for the strong, if Lesbian, woman.” (Plath 525) 

Lesbians are to the writer odd and disturbing, as they do not conform to the 1950s 

ideal of a heterosexual nuclear family.  

 

The Journals of Sylvia Plath represents lesbian desire as a cause to women’s 

position outside the canon of literature. The knowledge that these women do not 

desire to be male genius’ muses makes the narrator resent them, because she 

represents the role of the muse as one of the few options of relating as a feminine 

woman to the socially respected class of artists and geniuses. Leigh Gilmore notes 

that in autobiographical writing rhetoric is constantly involved: what is written 

and remembered is always and necessarily a choice in the process of constructing 

a “self” (25). I see the strong repudiations of lesbian writers as a way of 

constructing a heterosexual woman writer’s identity through the othering of 

women writers. This rejection of lesbian women is based on the assumption that 

their sexual desire is culturally questionable and reflects on their work. This may 

be one way of expressing professional ambition and competitiveness by making 

unprofessional distinctions between her and other women writers. 

 

It is also worth noting that in making a distinction between lesbian and 

heterosexual women writers the narrator suggests that sexuality matters in the 

construction of artists. In the Romantic genius discourse, which was largely a 

discourse excluding women, homosexual activity did not appear to be of much 

interest in definitions of great artists (for example Battersby and Hekanaho, “Tove 

Jansson…”). As Michel Foucault (History of Sexuality. An Introduction Vol. 1) 

has argued of the twentieth-century culture in general, the Modernist genius 

definition was marked by an increasing preference of heterosexuality. This move 

from sexual activity to conceptualizing sexuality as a defining identity seems to 

be what the narrator of The Journals is interpreting. The added tension here 

comes from the attempt of being valued as a woman artist. The narrator uses 

evaluation of heterosexuality and homosexuality to strategically portray her 
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identity as more valuable than others. The tendencies of the mainstream normative 

discourse offered support for this interpretation. 

 

When The Journals of Sylvia Plath was written most artists were men, still the 

narrator confines her professional competitiveness particularly among other 

women writers. At times she seems to subscribe to the modernist idea that women 

cannot compete with all writers regardless of gender but form their own gendered 

sub-genre of literature. This is evident when she writes about her rivals and 

admired “poetic godmothers”: 

Arrogantly, I think I have written lines which qualify me to be The Poetess of America 
(as Ted will be The Poet of England and her dominions). Who rivals? Well, in history – 
Sappho, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Christina Rossetti, Amy Lowell, Emily Dickinson, 
Edna St. Vincent Millay – all dead. Now: Edith Sitwell & Marianne Moore, the aging 
giantessess and poetic godmothers. Phyllis McGinley is out – light verse: she’s sold 
herself. Rather: May Swenson, Isabella Gardner, & most close, Adrianne Cecile Rich – 
who will soon be eclipsed by these eight poems. (Plath 360) 

While the narrator lists her competitors, she is writing down the history and her 

inheritance from women writers before her. What begins as a competitive 

checklist ends up being an acknowledgement of those women writers who inspire 

her to become better at her craft. This is an example of the ambiguity in The 

Journals: often what begins as an opinion ends up rupturing into something else. 

It is important to stress that when the journal writer competes with women artists, 

she seems to feel able and creative. In comparison, her competition with Ted 

Hughes appears more related to problems at writing (see Plath 467).  

 

Switching and changing perspectives is a feature of journal writing. As Eeva 

Jokinen has pointed out, to form a subject in the writing is to write rhetorically 

and see what one actually thinks as it appears in the writing (140). As I have 

shown, in The Journals comments on other women writers usually touch upon 

their performance of femininity in writing and as women artists, as well as their 

sexuality. The narrator’s wavering between more and less conservative views on 

these issues can be perceived not only as opinions but also as steps in the process 

of positioning her subjectivity. As Leigh Gilmore suggests about autobiographical 

writing in general, these passages can be understood as “the cultural specificities 

of self-representational experimentation” in this case of a narrator named Sylvia 
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Plath (63).     

 

Virginia Woolf appears in The Journals mostly as an idol, someone the narrator 

aspires to be like. The narrator of the journal discusses Woolf primarily as a 

woman artist. Despite the sense of continuum from one writer to another, there is 

a criticism that she extends to Woolf. She criticizes Woolf for not sufficiently 

depicting the ‘real female experience’. According to the narrator, this 

incompleteness is explained by the fact that Woolf did not have biological 

children, or a conventional family life: 

V. Woolf’s tiresome The Years finished last night. [. . .] Surely, this is not Life, not 
even real life: there is not even the Ladies’ Magazine entrance into sustained loves, 
jealousies, boredoms. The recreation is that of the most superficial observer at a party of 
dull old women who have never spilt blood. That is what one misses in Woolf. Her 
potatoes and sausage. What is her love, her childless life, like that she misses it, except 
in Mrs. Ramsay, Clarissa Dalloway. [...] Out of this fragmentary welter the best works 
rise. Of course life is fragmentary, deaf people not hearing the 
point, lovers laughing at each other over nonsense, but she shows no deeper current 
under the badinage. (Plath 495) 
 

What is the “deeper current” that the narrator is missing in Woolf’s writing in 

general? It appears connected to the personal history of the writer Virginia Woolf, 

which the narrator here combines with her interpretation of a literary text. The 

“blood not spilled” refers to not having any biological children, and the “potatoes 

and sausage” to the norms of domestic existence. This may also be a question of 

class and of national differences: domesticity in Woolf’s depiction is that of an 

English upper class in the early twentieth-century, whereas The Journals of Sylvia 

Plath privileges an American mid-twentieth-century version of middle class 

homemaking. In the journal writer’s language, the “blood not spilled” and the 

“potatoes and sausage” signify something essential for a woman writer’s full 

experience of life. She combines the Romantic idea of valuing personal 

experience as the basis of art with the misogynist claim that women’s only 

original purpose and experience is procreation. With this philosophical move, The 

Journals attempts to create an ideal in which a woman can successfully become a 

writer, a wife, and a mother. The narrator interprets and criticizes prose in light of 

the author’s life experience. This intertwining has personal value to the writer. 

The suggestion that Woolf’s prose is missing depth and life reveals the journal 

writer to have a separate, gender-based literary aesthetic for women writers.  
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The gendered aesthetic reserved for women writers in The Journals of Sylvia 

Plath is based on a dichotomy. In reference to the modernist perspective 

represented by Virginia Woolf’s experimentational style of narration 

(fragmentation, non-linear presentation), the narrator of the journal continues to 

yearn for a “deeper current”. She engages in dichotomizing the surface and the 

inside. As in the Romantic tradition, the inside remains privileged. Woolf’s 

approach is in stark philosophical contrast with this dichotomy because one of the 

principle ideas of modernist writing is the inseparability of form and content, or 

the surface and the inside. The Journals actively combines the Romantic 

aesthetics and the mid-twentieth-century’s artistic conservatism to counter the 

modernist experimentation, which threatens the dichotomy of the surface and the 

inside.8   

 

Knowing that even Virginia Woolf turns to domestic chores when she cannot 

create, or her creations are rejected is a relief to the narrator who struggles to 

combine her ideals of a housewife and a writer:  
instead of studying Locke, for instance, or writing - - - I go make an apple pie, or study 
the Joy of Cooking, reading it like a rare novel. [. . .] And just now I picked up the 
blessed diary of Virginia Woolf which I bought with a battery of her novels saturday 
with Ted. And she works off her depression over rejections from Harper’s (no less! - - - 
and I hardly can believe that the Big Ones get rejected, too! ) by cleaning out the 
kitchen. And cooks haddock & sausage. Bless her. I feel my life linked to her, 
somehow. (Plath 269) 

 

The reference to studying John Locke emphasizes the privileging of the content 

and especially the value of experience, since Locke is known to be the advocate of 

empirics (Craig 600). The act of studying philosophy is more valuable in the 

journal than attending to domestic chores. Relating strongly to Virginia Woolf of 

all women writers is not without particular meaning: Woolf has been the most 

unanimously accepted woman writer who has a place in the canon of Modernist 

literature. This acceptance is confirmed in the quote, when the narrator mentions 

that she bought the diaries of Woolf with Ted Hughes. By comparing herself with 

Virginia Woolf, the narrator is simultaneously aspiring both to transcend the label 

‘women’s writing’ and to relate to it.  

                                                
8 See quote from The Journals on page 17 of this thesis or Plath 495. 
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If Virginia Woolf has successfully entered the canon of literature, then she is an 

example of movement from a sign to a sign maker. Viola Parente-Čapková 

suggests that one way of analyzing the Western women’s literary history is to see 

it as a dialogue between women and the aesthetic tradition. This aesthetic tradition 

has nurtured different representations of women (Parente-Čapková 195). In this 

history women have become the makers of signs after having been allowed to 

exist only as the bearers of signs. The following quote from The Journals of 

Sylvia Plath brings up one embodiment of successful femininity, Marilyn 

Monroe. This dream is written by a woman making the transition to a sign maker: 

 
Marilyn Monroe appeared to me last night in a dream as a kind of fairy godmother. An 
occasion of “chatting” with audience much as the occasion with Eliot will turn out, I 
suppose. I spoke, almost in tears, of how much she and Arthur Miller meant to us, 
although they could, of course, not know us at all. She gave me an expert manicure. I 
had not washed my hair, and asked her about hairdressers, saying no matter where I 
went, they always imposed a horrid cut on me. She invited me to visit her during the 
Christmas holidays, promising a new, flowering life. (Plath 513–514) 
 

The writer describes Monroe in sisterly terms calling her a godmother, because 

Monroe is willing to share her knowledge about femininity. The unity created 

between Monroe and the dreaming narrator is based on gender, or the necessity of 

its performance in a specific way. The narrator of the journal appears inferior to 

Monroe because she has dirty hair and is in need of ‘tips’ from the superior 

expert. The femininity of Marilyn Monroe is from the world of cinema and film 

stars, thus she represents ideals rather than realities. Also, being the object of 

(hetero)sexual desire is a crucial part of Monroe’s public appearance.  

 

The quote relates the prospect of getting advice from the most sexually fetishized 

woman of her time to the prospect of meeting with the most critically acclaimed 

male figure of modernist literature, T. S. Eliot. Again, this passage combines the 

construction of femininity and the construction of subjectivity as an artist. Both 

figures represent their own extremes: the overperformed femininity as an object of 

desire, and the masculine genius who is responsible for constructing the 

Modernist ideology, which excludes femininity. To return to Viola Parente-

Čapková’s analysis of women writer’s passage from signs to sign makers, I 

suggest that in the above quote Marilyn Monroe and T.S. Eliot represent the 
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gendered dichotomy and distance in a woman’s passage: from passively 

signifying to actively creating significance.  

  

In The Journals of Sylvia Plath, the writer’s relationship to other women and 

other women writers is not only one of sisterly sharing of tips on hair and make-

up. I have argued that this question of how the journal represents other women is 

linked to textual subject construction and thereby to the process of becoming an 

artist. In the cultural and conceptual definitions of creativity and artistry, other 

women can be evaluated for their choices, failures, and successes, but at the same 

time, they are necessary for support and positive comparison. When subjects are 

understood as relational in the sense that they exist only in their relations to others 

(Saresma 80), then the representation of other women in The Journals is essential 

to the question of becoming a woman artist.  

 

Artistic Creativity and Procreation 
I will be stronger: I will write until I begin to speak my deep self, and then have 
children, and speak still deeper. The life of the creative mind first, then the creative 
body. For the latter is nothing to me without the first, and the first drives on rich earth 
roots of the latter. (Plath 286) 

 

In addition to representing other women, the question of becoming a woman 

writer is embedded in how creativity is conceptualized in The Journals. Here the 

relationship between procreation and artistic creation becomes important, because 

the narrator represents them as interrelated: “We will publish a bookshelf of books 

between us before we perish! And a batch of brilliant, healthy children!” (Plath 

270) Throughout her journal entries the narrator of The Journals prepares for, 

argues against, and fantasizes of the effects of motherhood and child rearing on 

her artistic work (for early passages see Plath 55–56).  

 

Entries in The Journals ricochet from position to another, sometimes postponing 

and fearing motherhood until the narrator is an established poet on her own right: 

“The horror, day by day more sure, of being pregnant. Remembering my growing 

casualness about contraception, as if it couldn’t happen to me then: clang, clang, 

one door after another banged shut with the overhanging terror which, I know 

now, would end me, probably Ted, and our writing & our possible impregnable 
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togetherness.” (Plath 294) The other way in which The Journals represents 

motherhood is idealistic and romantic. In such passages the narrator wants to 

believe that only with the experience of motherhood will a woman write to her 

full potential: 
It is not when I have baby, but that I have one, and more, which is of supreme 
importance to me. I have always been extremely fond of the definition of Death which 
says it is: Inaccessibility to Experience, a Jamesian view, but so good. And for a woman 
to be deprived of the Great Experience her body is formed to partake of, to nourish, is a 
great and wasting Death. [. . .] A woman has 9 months of becoming something other 
than herself, of separating from this otherness, of feeding it and being a source of milk 
and honey to it. To be deprived of this is a death indeed. (Plath 495) 

 

This passage binds a motherhood-oriented definition of womanhood together with 

the Romantic literary idea of experience as the source of life, and as the most 

valued topic for writing. The writer combines a culturally endorsed view of 

womanhood with the Romantic notion of experience as life and inexperience as 

death. When this ideal was developed the word artist referred to men only. I read 

this as a curiously creative internalization of the oppressive logic that grants only 

men the right to be active creative subjects. As other examples will show, the 

narrator of The Journals complicates her interpretation many times by countering, 

denying, and shifting her points of view. 

 

Feminist and non-feminist arguments have used motherhood in attempts to 

construct creativity of women as distinctly different from men’s creativity. In 

arguments for women’s subjectivity as artists, motherhood has also represented a 

hindrance. Following Ebba Witt-Brattström, Viola Parente-Čapková uses the term 

constructivist essentialism to describe the strategy by which women writers have 

systematically attempted to turn over the oppressive formulation that women are 

(defined by) their bodies (Parente-Čapková 200–201).9 The constructivist 

essentialist strategy in literature means giving new empowering meaning to 

metaphors and symbols applied to women (Parente-Čapková 200). Parente-

Čapková adds that mothering has been one of the most popular metaphors to 

reevaluate. In this discourse women’s artistic creativity has usually been located 

in the procreative powers of her body (200–201).  

 

                                                
9 Parente-Čapková writes about the early modernist women writers. 
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What Parente-Čapková calls a constructivist essentialist view on motherhood and 

women’s creativity can also be understood as a feminist interest in material, 

experiencing and moving bodies. For example, Ursula Le Guin argues for the 

rights and appreciation of creative mothers and wives when she discusses the 

everyday conditions in which women write. In “The Laugh of the Medusa” 

Hélène Cixous has celebrated motherhood as a woman’s unique chance to 

understand difference. She talks of writing “with white milk” when she 

encourages women to find their own language through embracing the feminine. 

The metaphors Cixous uses are often bound to biological womanhood and 

femininity. Also, Adrianne Rich chooses to view a woman’s embodiment as a 

resource rather than a destiny. Rich argues that once a woman is freed from the 

strains imposed on her body, by what Rich calls the patriarchal order, a woman 

can redefine and re-experience her embodiment and fully appreciate motherhood. 

Rich also says that it is the patriarchy that has caused women to play down 

femininity, making them eager to stress supposedly gender-neutral humanity 

instead (40). 

 

Some passages from The Journals of Sylvia Plath can be considered a part of 

constructivist essentialism. From another perspective, I understand The Journals 

as part of a strategy of women to make space for the rejected feminine styles and 

ways of living. In her study of femininity in The Journals of Sylvia Plath, Monica 

Diaconu suggests that the narrator of the journals is in fact creating “a discourse 

that anticipates the feminist revaluation of   motherhood in the late [19]70s in the 

works of [Hélène] Cixous and [Julia] Kristeva.” (Diaconu 93) Constructing 

reproduction and motherhood as the sole purpose of all women is one of the 

narrator’s strategies whereby she negotiates between culture and nature. The next 

quote depicts an interpretation of the cultural expectations mixed with an 

idealization of reproduction as the ‘true experience’ of the feminine woman’s 

body:  
I want to be an Earth Mother in the deepest richest sense. [. . .] If I could not have 
children- - - [...] - - - I would be dead. Dead to my woman’s body. Intercourse would be 
dead, a dead-end. My pleasure no pleasure, a mockery. My writing a hollow and failing 
substitute for real life, real feeling, instead of a pleasant extra, a bonus flowering and 
fruiting. Ted should be a patriarch. I a mother. My love for him, to express our love, us, 
through my body, the doors of my body, utterly thwarted. (Plath 500) 
 

The subjectivity of the narrator is thus constructed through her mothering 
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abilities. Her body represents the potential to consume the heterosexual marriage, 

whereby her husband’s masculinity is also dependant on procreation. She 

specifies that without the possibility of reproduction, pleasure and sexual 

intercourse will be insignificant. And without the bodily experiences, artistic 

creativity also dies. Here once more, the narrator attaches sexuality to the question 

of creativity. Both creativity and sexual activity appear subordinate to procreation 

in this interpretation.  

 

In addition to arguing that the development of her own artistic creativity is 

dependant on childbearing, the previous quote from The Journals underlines the 

hierarchy and roles in heterosexual marriage. A woman’s primary role is to be a 

mother who can then write as “a pleasant extra.” This role also facilitates the role 

of the “patriarch”: a woman creates physical expressions of romantic heterosexual 

love through her body in the form of biological children. It is the everyday life 

marked by procreation which she refers to as “real life, real feeling.”10  

 

Conceptualizing the performance of femininity as strategic masking is another 

way of looking at the linking of motherhood and the artistic creativity of women. 

Monica Diaconu interprets the shifting and moving representations of the 

narrator’s femininity as a strategy to subvert the norm (85). Diaconu reads the 

representations, which seem to follow the stereotype of femininity for women in 

the middle of the twentieth century, as momentary acceptances of “the mask of 

the ‘feminine’ body.” (87) Diaconu sees the benefits of masking according to the 

norm: “having her body function as a pre-packaged commodity assures a kind of 

security, the security that this commodity will be bought since it is up to the 

standards.” (87) Yet, as I argue with Diaconu, these passages can be read as a 

strategy to move towards a subjectivity which cannot be defined within the 

constrain of the stereotyped femininity or the category of women (87). 

 

Mimicry, parody, and over-performance can also be strategies of questioning the 

norms and stereotypes of gender. Viola Parente-Čapková and Monica Diaconu 

borrow Luce Irigaray to discuss mimicry as a strategy of subversion. It is a 
                                                
10 See also Plath 501 where the narrator compares herself to women who she knows all have 
mental and physical impairments, but they have children. 
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strategy of women writers to draw attention to the constructedness of their 

position as feminine (Parente-Čapková 203). In “The Power of Discourse” Luce 

Irigaray introduces ways in which women have subverted and can continue to 

deliberately question the prescribed stereotypes of femininity (76–80). The main 

strategy is mimicry, which consists of acts of over-performing and of “playful 

repetition” of stereotypes (Irigaray 76). The mimetic strategy can take the form of 

interruption, questioning, parodying, irony, and so forth. Through mimesis it is 

possible to draw attention to the performed structures of femininity. As such, 

mimesis is one tactical step in the process of freeing concepts, styles (femininity), 

and subjects (women) from a static understanding of gender (see Irigaray 76). The 

contrasting of the positions towards procreation and creativity as an artist reminds 

me of the dual process of engagement and exile which I introduced at the 

beginning of this chapter, in the image of the “impractical vagabond wife & 

mother.” (Plath 411) If the contrasting of procreation and creativity is a form of 

strategic mimicry, then the image of the subject in the quote is a merging of the 

stereotypical roles and subverted definitions. This created image holds the 

possibility of finding a way out of dualistic separations of femininity and an 

artist’s identity.  

 

There is another aspect to how The Journals represents creativity and mothering 

as linked. This perspective is visible in passages about the mother of the narrator 

as an object in the way of creative writing. In the next quote the narrator of the 

journal discusses her relationship to her mother: 

Read Freud’s ”Mourning and Melancholia” this morning after Ted left for the library. 
An almost exact description of my feelings and reasons for suicide: a transferred 
murderous impulse from my mother onto myself: the ”vampire” metaphor Freud uses, 
”draining the ego”: that is exactly the feeling I have getting in the way of my writing: 
mother’s clutch. [. . .] How can I get rid of this depression: by refusing to believe she 
has any power over me, like the old witches for whom one sets out plates of milk and 
honey. (Plath 447) 

Here the writer suggests that mothering not only is the metaphorical counterpart 

of artistic creation, but mothering can also stand in the way of creativity. The 

writer’s own mother may represent multiple threats: she has compromised her 

creative ambitions in order to be a good mother to the journal writer, thus the 

example she sets is the prioritizing of mothering (see Plath 430). For this reason, 
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the mother also projects expectations onto her child. The creative child 

experiences the expectations as pressure. This view of mothering and the lack of 

artistic creativity influence more than just the portrayal of the narrator’s 

relationship with her mother. It has an impact also on her representation of her 

own role as a mother and an artist simultaneously. The narrator repudiates 

motherhood and constructs it as the opposite of artistic creation: “Must never 

become a mere mother and housewife. Challenge of baby when I am so unformed 

and unproductive as a writer. A fear for the meaning and purpose of my life. I will 

hate a child that substitutes itself for my own purpose: so I must make my own.” 

(Plath 525) This passage is the opposite of the cultural stereotype that women find 

fulfillment in life through mothering. It also contradicts the many entries in The 

Journals where motherhood is represented as a precondition to a woman’s 

creativity. Here the construction of subjectivity as an artist does not depend on 

procreation, and the process of becoming an artist is more valuable than 

mothering and homemaking.  

 

Women’s ability to bear children and be mothers can be a threat to masculinity. 

Nancy Chodorow discusses the centrality of women’s mothering as a 

psychoanalytic explanation for why women are unsettling in the traditional 

Romantic and Modernist definitions of an artist. Chodorow notes that historically 

mothering has been experienced so influential in society that masculinities, and 

social and cultural gender roles have had to develop in opposition to or in 

competition against mothering and reproduction (See Chodorow 173–190, 191–

209). If artistic creativity is rooted in masculine compensation for a lacking ability, 

then a woman aspiring to the social position of an active artist experiences the 

contradictions that arise from outside and within, the society and her own 

submergence into it. 

 

When the narrator of the journal expresses her anger towards her mother and links 

it to her inability to write fiction, she is writing both from a psychoanalytic 

perspective and from a perspective that idealizes mother-daughter relationships. 

As someone who is acquainted with the theories of Freud and Jung, she defines 

her relationship to her mother as the most important relationship in terms of her 
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own development from a child to an adult. The Journals contains an extensive 

section devoted to psychoanalytical reflection on the narrator’s sense of lack of 

love from her mother. There she represents writing as an act that earns her the 

mother’s approval. Therefore, to avoid dependency on her mother’s appropriation 

the adult writer does not want to write (Plath 446–450). 

 

In the journal passages about the narrator’s mother, she becomes a symbol for the 

missing tradition of women writers and the lack of positive connectedness. The 

mother’s interpretation of femininity appears symptomatic of the journal writer’s 

experience that femininity is not sufficiently explored: “I resent her too because 

she has given me only useless information about life in the world, and all the 

useful woman-wisdom I must seek elsewhere and make up for myself. Her 

information is based on fear for security and all advice pushes toward the end and 

goal of security and final answers.” (Plath 450) This yearning for “woman-

wisdom” suggests that the writer is interested in gender specific knowledge and 

experience. What is lacking in the form of woman-to-woman/mother-to-daughter 

connection becomes the idealized key to constructing the narrator’s creative 

identity. 

 

Subjectivity as a creative woman and the role of the mother are connected in 

history and politics. In the following passage from The Journals, the writer 

expresses a sense of gendered seclusion on multiple levels, such as in publications, 

narratives and dreams: “If I can work this year like mad & get one woman’s story 

published, a book of poems finished, I will be pleased: [. . .] Ironically, I have my 

own dream, which is mine, & not the American dream. I want to write funny & 

tender women’s storys [sic]. I must be also, funny & tender & not a desperate 

woman like mother.” (Plath 412) The writer’s aspirations are set within the 

gender category women. Still, she defines the kind of woman that she will allow 

herself to become, distancing herself from how she has defined her own mother.  

 

In the context of mid-twentieth-century cultural history, the central problem that 

women faced was still that the work they did at home was not considered equally 
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productive as men’s work outside the home. Simone de Beauvoir illustrated this 

point in The Second Sex (1993 [1949]). Kirsi Saarikangas suggests that because 

childrearing and household work are defined by repetition rather than creation of 

new, they are distinct from artistic work and therefore ranking below it (“Äitiyden 

esittäminen…” 103). Saarikangas applies a poststructuralist feminist approach to 

mothering, analyzing motherhood “as a position, attitude, posture, […] a special 

situation of femininity built socially, in the psyche and in the bodily processes.” 

(“Äitiyden esittäminen…” 110) Through this stance a dichotomy is 

deconstructed: artistic creativity is no longer the ‘natural’ enemy of mothering, 

and mothering is not represented as the sole purpose of women. After this 

discussion on femininity and creativity I turn to the topic of journal writing as a 

specific space for constructing subjectivity. 
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4. Creative Writing, Journal Writing, and the Subject 
 

In this chapter, I will concentrate on The Journals of Sylvia Plath’s 

representations of writing and writer’s block. I argue that the construction of a 

subject in the journal text is dependent on how the narrator’s creative writing 

process is advancing. In this context, writing refers both to the artistic activity and 

to the journal keeping itself. Also, as I speak of inability to write I simultaneously 

refer to discourses on creativity. Writing is a specific form of artistic creativity. 

First I will develop a theoretical approach to journal writing as a process of 

subject construction. Then I will analyze the representations of the “self” in 

passages from The Journals describing writer’s block. I argue that the splitting of 

the subject into body/mind arises when the narrator is unable to create. In the last 

part of this chapter, I analyze passages where creative writing seems possible and 

even publishing becomes a reality. In these glimpses and fragments the 

subjectivity of an artist and a woman appears attainable. 

  

Journaling as a Practice of Subject Production 

 
When the identity of real women is figured as the “dark continent” of femininity and 
their literary tradition is covered over and obscured deep in the heart of nowhere, what 
may a woman see of herself or other women in conditions of self-effacement and 
estrangement? What identity must she construct when the rules of sexual identity and 
aesthetic reception, indeed, of the hermeneutic act itself, are mapped onto a 
phallomorphic order? (Gilmore 52) 

 

Leigh Gilmore’s question above reminds us of the many aspects involved in 

theoretically inspecting women’s autobiographical writing. The journal as a form 

of literature works on the borders of identity and highlights the politics involved 

in investigating the relationship between experience and representation, or 

authorship. Tuija Saresma has noted that recent feminist studies of 

autobiographical writing return to analyzing the subject after having “the death of 

the author” as a starting point. Saresma talks of the subject as a political, 

gendered, and cultural agent (99). She also names subjectivity as the third aspect 

of autobiography; the ‘auto’ has now become the focus of interest in feminist 

studies of autobiography. I discussed the splitting into three of auto/bio/graphy in 

the introduction of this paper. 
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In this chapter, I approach The Journals of Sylvia Plath as a textual producer of 

subjectivity. Shari Benstock underlines that autobiographical writing “questions 

notion of selfhood rather than taking self for granted”. Theoretically “self” and the 

genre of autobiography both defy static definitions (Benstock 12).11 This view of 

autobiographical writing as a process of simultaneous construction and 

questioning helps me to read The Journals’ shifting approach to the subjectivity 

of the narrator. While something is being constructed, it is being questioned at the 

same time. As I have shown in The Journals’ representation of the role of a wife 

and mother and in the representations of femininity, subject positions are 

performed so that they can be criticized and refused. 

 

Although subjects are relational and fragmentary, autobiographical writing holds 

some expectations towards representing the subject as coherent and unfragmented. 

Fragmentation is nevertheless a result of a subject’s relationship to time (Saresma 

23). Saresma borrows Judith Butler to suggest that the subject is constructed in 

relations with other subjects (Saresma 24). In resent feminist studies of 

autobiographical writing, the emphasis on the auto-aspect has brought up the 

issue of material bodies, experience, and the connection of this layered web of 

meaning to the textual fragmented subject. The materiality of textual subjects is 

important in Saresma’s and Maria Kaskisaari’s approaches, which return to the 

politics of bodily agency (Saresma 23; Kaskisaari 9). In this chapter, I concentrate 

on the subject produced in reading and writing journal text, leaving the question of 

bodily agency in The Journals of Sylvia Plath for further study.  

 

Reading is an integral part of this textual production. Eeva Jokinen adds the issue 

of confession to the textual production of subjectivity. She names journal writing 

as a textual form where “confession produces its own subject. A writing subject 

receives knowledge about herself.” (140) Michel Foucault’s understanding of 

confession as the crucial modern compulsion has been much used in feminist 

theory on autobiographical writing. Journal writing is an act of confession. This is 

                                                
11 I believe Benstock is discussing subjectivity here, but uses the word “self”, whereas I have made 
a distinction between subject and “self”. 
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suggested by Foucault himself in the quote below where he mentions 

autobiographical writing as a form of confession:  

 
It [confession] has been employed in a whole series of relationships: children and 
parents, students and educators, patients and psychiatrists, delinquents and experts. The 
motivations and effects it is expected to produce have varied, as have the forms it has 
taken: interrogations, consultations, autobiographical narratives, letters; they have been 
recorded, transcribed, assembled into dossiers, published, and commented on. But more 
important, the confession lends itself, if not to other domains, at least to new ways of 
exploring the existing ones. It is no longer a question simply of saying what was 
done—the sexual act—and how it was done; but of reconstructing, in and around the 
act, the thoughts that recapitulated it, the obsessions that accompanied it, the images, 
desires, modulations, and quality of the pleasure that animated it. (Foucault 63)  
 

Foucault sees confession as an “effect of power.” He is interested in giving power 

a historical genealogy and understanding the construction of sexuality as an effect 

of power. The Foucauldian idea that confession produces subjects implies that 

they too are effects created in the act of confession. This perspective validates my 

interest in textual subjectivity.  
 

The textual subject is interpreted through the politics of reading practices. Leigh 

Gilmore offers insight into autobiographical writing and its relation to the politics 

of identity production. Gilmore relies on Michel Foucault’s philosophical 

perspective. Following Foucault, Gilmore describes autobiography as “the relation 

between discourses of power and identity.” (Gilmore 19) Emphasizing discursive 

construction, she brings up the role of the reader. According to Gilmore, reading is 

a political act of choosing to see a representation, and values can be changed 

through this choice (24). Rhetorical choices also guide the direction of what is 

written by the autobiographer herself, thus the ‘truth effect’ is always a 

construction (Gilmore 25). To Gilmore representation matters the most: 

“autobiographical subject is a representation and its representation is its 

construction.” (25) Referring to Michel Foucault’s view of power structures, 

Gilmore says that the networks of power represent some artists and works as 

valuable and discredit others. In Gilmore’s approach to autobiographical writing 

this evaluation and devaluation comes from the tendency in autobiographical 

narration to strive for a representation of the “I” as coherent, or unfragmented. In 

literary culture, it means that the valuable authors have been canonized as “those 
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that can be represented as identical with the unified “I” (Gilmore 36).  

 

In the case of The Journals of Sylvia Plath, the interdependency of the 

representation of a coherent “self” and successful art are acknowledged as gender-

related issues. Still, the narrator questions the necessity of unity in either field: 

“As for minute joys: I think this book ricochets between the feminine burbling I 

hate and the posed cynicism I would shun. One thing, I try to be honest. And 

what is revealed is often hideously unflattering. […] but please, don’t ask me who 

I am. ‘A passionate, fragmentary girl,’ maybe?” (Plath 165). The masculine bias in 

the modernist representation of an artist’s “self” as coherent may be one reason 

why the narrator of the journal writes from the outside of the norm depictions of 

an artist. Combined with a developing interest in the concept of the subject as a 

lived experience and as a philosophical idea, this seems to contribute to the 

narrator’s perspective on subjectivity. To her, the idea of a coherent and 

unchanging subjectivity seems fictitious. She finds it difficult to conform to this 

fiction in order to have her artistic efforts approved. I will show that depending on 

the narrator’s position to creative writing, The Journals presents the “self” as 

coherent, fragmented, or split into binaries. 

 

Leigh Gilmore suggests that in autobiographical writing the complexity of identity 

is often reduced in order to become politically visible (32). To the narrator of The 

Journals of Sylvia Plath, identifying as a woman artist is a question of identity 

politics. As the following quote shows, this question manifests itself in 

heterosexual relationships and in the genre politics of literary culture:  

 
I am not only jealous; I am vain and proud. I will not submit to having my life fingered 
by my husband, enclosed in the larger circle of his activity, and nourished vicariously 
by tales of his actual exploits. I must have a legitimate field of my own, apart from his, 
which he must respect. [...] Above all, CAN A SELFISHEGOCENTRIC JEALOUS 
AND UNIMAGINATIVE FEMALE WRITE A DAMN THING WORTH WHILE? 
(Plath 98–99) 

 

Here the necessity of constructing identity through the narrator’s own activities is 

presented at first. This is the opposite of being defined by the husband’s actions 
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in the public eye. The tone of this passage is defensive, even angry, although at 

this point in The Journals the narrator is a young college student distant from the 

realities she here repudiates. The end of the quote reveals the uncertainty she still 

has of women’s ability to produce valuable art. Again, this shows how the 

questions of gender, identity, and creativity are intertwined in The Journals. Not 

yet breaking away from the traditional gendering of the artist in the Romantic and 

the Modernist discourses, she questions the worthiness of writing by women, 

bringing up the gendered dichotomy of artworks and pulp fiction. This is a 

question that arises at various points in The Journals and it will be discussed later 

in this chapter. The above passage speaks of a determination to construct 

subjectivity as a woman, while not giving up on ambition to transcend the limits 

traditionally attached to that gender. This is where it is possible to read The 

Journals of Sylvia Plath as strategically involved in feminist identity politics. 

 

Especially at the beginning of The Journals of Sylvia Plath, the entries often 

discuss being an individual, an “I” distinct from others. The writer is interested in 

the process of becoming a subject and relates this to writing as she asks “How 

much of my brain is wilfully my own? How much is not a rubber stamp of what I 

have read and heard and lived?” (Plath 47). The next quote approaches the issue of 

being a subject through the limitations which material existence adds. It also 

emphasizes the role of language in identification: 

 
Cats have nine lives, the saying goes. You have one; and somewhere along the thin, 
tenuous thread of your existence there is the black knot, the blood cot, the stopped 
heartbeat that spells the end of this particular individual, which is spelled “I” and 
“You” and “Sylvia”. So you wonder how to act, and how to be – and you wonder 
about values and attitudes. In the relativism and despair, in the waiting for the bombs 
to begin, for the blood (now spurting in Korea, in Germany, in Russia) to flow and 
trickle before your own eyes, you wonder with a quick sick fear how to cling to earth, to 
the seeds of grass and life. You wonder about your eighteen years, ricocheting between a 
stubborn determination that you’ve done well for your own capabilities and 
opportunities…[…]and a fear that you haven’t done well enough – (Plath 63) 

 

Linda Anderson sees the importance of materiality and language in the quote, but 

she interprets them as a duality and incompatibility, which cause distress to the 

subject (Women and Autobiography… 104). Anderson’s psychoanalytic 
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interpretation leads her to suggest that the narrator of the journal’s subject is “set 

free, or set adrift, into the uncertainty of meaning, yet already given meaning by 

her culture and the signs it employs.” (Women and Autobiography… 104) 

Anderson makes no distinction for textual construction, therefore understanding 

language as a tool for making already existing subjects visible. The journal 

quote’s references to Cold war and the fear of violence are a way of expressing “a 

more complex dynamic between the social and the psychic” in Anderson’s 

interpretation (Women and Autobiography… 104) I agree with Anderson to the 

extent that bringing in the war expands the realm in which subjects are being 

discussed here. Threats to the coherence of a subject come both from the outside 

and the inside, as Anderson notes (Women and Autobiography… 105). In this 

case the narrator is as afraid of her own country’s capability of self-destruction as 

she is of outside threats. This same penetrability of the subject is evident in the 

acknowledgement that the writer exists in all three positions: “I”, “You”, and 

“Sylvia.” 

 

As the narrator of The Journals of Sylvia Plath battles with subjectivity, she also 

battles with writer’s block. Leigh Gilmore’s concept of interruption is useful in 

analyzing the subject in The Journals. The rupturing taking place in 

autobiographical writing is multifaceted and extends beyond the traditional 

definitions of autobiography as a genre (Gilmore 49). Gilmore’s theoretical 

approach, “autobiographics”, concentrates on texts disregarded in the traditional 

‘hegemonic’ definition of autobiography. The term refers to a reading strategy and 

a style of “self”-representation “concerned with interruptions and eruptions, 

resistance and contradiction as strategies of self-representation.” (42) Gilmore 

suggests that authority, the historical right to sign one’s name as the author of a 

given creation is closely related to the question of women and autobiographical 

identity. Gilmore introduces the concept of interruption: it can take place on the 

level of discourse, internally deleting the illusion of textual coherence, and on the 

external level, rupturing the ”hegemonic discourses of identity.” (Gilmore 49) 

Gilmore names four ways in which interruption may occur in or with 

autobiographical text: “the ‘preparation’ of women’s writing for publication, the 

censuring responses of readers and reviewers, the subtler infiltrations of texts by 

women, and the appropriation of women’s narratives by men.” (49) Interruption is 
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“a discursive effect of gender politics”: internally it erodes the illusion of textual 

coherence, while externally rupturing the hegemony of “discourses of identity.” 

(Gilmore 49) Interruption appears in actions against and for women’s 

autobiographical writing, taking both political and psychological forms.  

 

The editing and censorship of published autobiographies are examples of external 

interruption (Gilmore 49–51). Using William Carlos Williams’ Paterson as an 

example, Gilmore adds to the external interruptions the refusal of male artists to 

acknowledge the woman artist. This is done by not helping her publish under her 

own name. In the example poem a woman complains of not being able to be 

creative since the man has stopped answering her letters (Gilmore 52–53). 

Another example of a woman not being allowed self-representation is Sigmund 

Freud’s famous case ‘Dora’, by which he attempted to explain women’s sexuality 

and developed his own theory of hysteria through exploiting a woman patient’s 

experience (Gilmore 55–60). Both of these examples resonate with The Journals’ 

portrayal of writer’s block: the loss of voice, and the need for a gateway – in the 

form of a man – towards creativity and “self”-expression. Gilmore points out that 

as readers we can make the political choice to “ continue to romanticize identity”, 

accepting the authority of Freud and Williams and their representations of these 

women’s narratives (62). Or we can interrupt these texts by rereading and denying 

their authority.  

 

According to Gilmore, feminist theories have approached interruption from two 

perspectives depending on their definition of women. Women are either theorized 

as “figures of rupture” or as “agents of rupture.” (62–63) I see a connection here 

to how Viola Parente-Čapková separates two strategies of representing femininity 

within texts: as parody and masquerade, or through redefinitions of the 

stereotypes of femininity. As “figures of rupture”, women and femininity are 

easily idealized. As “agents of rupture”, women may act against, mimic, and make 

a parody of gender stereotypes. Yet, recognizing these representations as 

subversion poses a problem in analysis: how to prove that a representation or 

performance is strategically parodying or over-performing? As Parente-Čapková 

herself reminds us, mimicry is also limited by discourse; it takes place within “the 

dialectics of choice and limitations.” (199) I will elaborate on this issue at the end 
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of the next part, where I discuss the dichotomy of domesticity and the inability to 

write. 

 

Writer’s Block and the Splitting of the “Self” 

When Johnny Panic sits on my heart, I can’t be witty, or original, or creative. (Plath 
523) 

When creative writing seems difficult to the narrator, the subject often appears 

split into the binary of mind/matter. Also, in this representation the role of the 

mind is emphasized while the body appears inferior to artistic creativity. The 

narrator’s struggle with writer’s block follows a representation of effortlessly 

productive teenage years. In passages on not being able to write poetry or prose, 

the narrator uses a variety of methods to get herself to write, such as ordering 

herself: “Enough has happened, enough people entered your life, to make stories, 

many stories, even a book. So let them onto the page and let them work out their 

destinies. In the morning light, all is possible; even becoming a god.” (Plath 502) 

She sets rules and is often harsh and unforgiving: “My interest in other people is 

too often one of comparison, not of pure intrigue with the unique otherness of 

identity.” (Plath 511) And she constantly compares herself to her husband and 

other writers: “But I am dry, dry and sterile. How is it does not show? I feel Mary 

Ellen Chase even, with dozens of 2nd rate novels, best-sellers. I have not one. I 

must produce. But it is too usual to write about the lack of ideas for writing.” 

(Plath 274; see also Plath 232) Here, again the question of reproduction and 

creativity in arts are paralleled, as the journal writer expresses jealousy for not 

having published even in the feminized genre of “bestsellers.”  

 

During the course of The Journals of Sylvia Plath, the inability to create becomes 

a character with a name and gender, Johnny Panic (see Plath 522). Johnny Panic 

also becomes the name of a short story, which the journal writer keeps sending 

out to publishers (Plath 441, 460, 468). Thus Johnny Panic is an example of the 

dialectic of journal writing and creative writing in The Journals; he appears as a 

short story, a character, and a metaphor for inability to create. The fact that the 

narrator’s inability to create is constructed as a male character, Johnny Panic, is 

important for a reading in which the prevailing preference for masculinity in the 
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arts is considered significant in the struggle to write. In addition to the symbolic 

figure of Johnny Panic, The Journals presents another figure as a reason for not 

writing: the mother. The narrator of the journal uses her psychoanalytic 

knowledge to find reasons for not being able to write. She often refers to her 

mother as a reason why she started writing – to please her – and as the reason 

why, as an adult, she has trouble writing. When the narrator discusses her 

difficulty to write poetry and fiction after having made it her main vocation, her 

mother begins to appear in the discourse. In the following example, Plath is 

interpreting her therapist’s message to her: 

 
You are trying to do mutually incompatible things this year. 1) spite your mother. 2) 
write. To spite your mother, you don’t write because you feel you have to give the 
stories to her, or that she will appropriate them. (As I was afraid of having her around to 
appropriate my baby, because I didn’t want it to be hers). So I can’t write. And I hate 
her because my not writing plays into her hands and argues that she is right, [...] My 
rejection-fear is bound up with the fear that this will mean my rejection by her, for not 
succeeding. (Plath 448) 

 

As becomes clear from this passage, inability to write and the narrator’s mother 

are entwined by her interpretation of psychoanalytical discourse.  

  

As I began to suggest with Johnny Panic, one approach to the representation of 

writer’s block in The Journals of Sylvia Plath is to look at it as an internalization 

of the norm of the masculine artist. The narrator’s inability to write can be 

understood as a reaction to the difficulty of positioning herself as an artist. When 

the prevailing definition of an artist in the discourse on creativity offers subject 

positions only to creative men, a woman cannot create because as a non-subject 

she cannot have authorship. From this view, not writing is an unsatisfying but 

disastrously ‘correct’ way of interpreting the gendered artist mythology. Leigh 

Gilmore suggested that inability to produce creatively is in causal relationship to 

the masculine bias in the arts, as well as the gendering of identity and authorship. 

If this is so, then a woman who wants to write has to have repeated assurance by 

men with authority. 

 

The meaning of masculine genius and the role of male appropriation of a 

woman’s artistic work change in the course of The Journals. Leigh Gilmore uses 

Virginia Woolf’s analysis in A Room of One’s Own (1928) to argue that a woman 
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writer is exiled in two ways: as an outsider, and as an insider who continually 

mirrors the male artist without him ever returning the gaze. As I showed in the 

first chapter, the dependency on a male artist/husband is visible in The Journals of 

Sylvia Plath. The narrator represents her husband as someone whose approval and 

ideas steer the woman writer’s creative development. Yet, in my interpretation of 

the text, the narrator views her dependency on male approval as a threat to fight 

against, rather than an oppressive and on-going reality. She voices her need for a 

separate existence: “Dangerous to be so close to Ted day in day out. I have no life 

separate from his, am likely to become a mere accessory.” (Plath 524) A little 

later she continues: “Instead of working at writing, I freeze in dreams, unable to 

take disillusion of rejections. Absurd. I am inclined to go passive, and let Ted be 

my social self.” (Plath 524) Through these passages, the exile of women writers 

seems like something that is continually present and, like a black hole is ready to 

swallow the subject if she stops fighting against it. To apply Gilmore’s idea of 

rupture, what the narrator of the journal does is she interrupts the discourse on 

artists with her refusal to stop writing.  

 

Another possible result for a woman artist who internalizes the idea that only men 

can be artistically creative is falling out of representation. Voicelessness and 

selflessness are the extremes of this internalization. According to Gilmore, this is 

a negative form of interruption by the women writers who become silenced (52–

54). In The Journals, the danger of losing the ability to use language is brought up 

in connection with the social seclusion associated with the job of creative writing: 

“I don’t know if I’m the sort to stay home all day and write. I think my head will 

get soft if I have no outerwalls to measure it against. Or that I will stop speaking 

the human language.” (Plath 458) This passage continues with the narrator 

weighing up the possibility of studying for a doctoral thesis instead of 

concentrating solely on writing. The idea that professional writing entails solitude 

and staying within the walls of home can be a reason why the narrator fears for 

the loss of language. Returning to Leigh Gilmore, I suggest that this passage is 

also discussing the danger of losing access to language as a woman writer, who is 

continually uncertain of being accepted as an artist.  

 

 It appears to me that instead of being successfully cast aside by the masculine 
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standards for language, writing, and art, the narrator of the journal writes in order 

to negotiate subjectivity within the structures of language. Not losing the 

specificity of her gendered subjectivity in this process is important. The loss of 

language is crucially linked to gender in psychoanalytic interpretations. Luce 

Irigaray offers a feminist psychoanalytic interpretation of the loss of language. 

She emphasizes that language is a “masculinist” construction where femininity 

signifies silence: “Women’s social inferiority is reinforced and complicated by the 

fact that woman does not have access to language, except through recourse to 

‘masculine’ systems of representation which disappropriate her from her relation 

to herself and to other women.” (Irigaray 85) As Gilmore suggests, Irigaray notes 

that femininity cannot be expressed through language unless it happens “by and 

for” the masculine (Irigaray 85). In The Journals of Sylvia Plath, the conflict and 

dialogue between language and the lack of language are connected to gender. 

Even when writing about the inability to create, the act of writing the journal 

keeps up the process of ongoing construction of subjectivity. Thus it appears that 

the narrator considers journal writing less bound by the gendering of language, 

than writing for publication or writing in the canonized genres of poetry and 

fiction. Manifest in the loss of creativity, the inability to write is therefore a 

question of communication with an imagined audience and with the literary 

institution. Journal writing is a process of recording and constructing without the 

emphasis on communicability. 

 

Journal writing can then be a necessary part of escaping the loss of 

language/subjectivity/identity/voice, as the following passage suggests: 

“Anyway, if I am not writing, as I haven’t been in this last half year, my 

imagination stops, blocks up, chokes me, until all reading mocks me (others wrote 

it, I didn’t), cooking and eating disgust me (mere physical activity without any 

mind in it).” (Plath 284) In addition to expressing the necessity of writing as a 

means to existence, here physical nourishment and domestic chores appear 

dependent on creative activity – without one there is not the other.  

 

In The Journals, the body/mind split arises in passages about inability to create. 

There is a duality concerning homemaking. The way the narrator represents 
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domestic chores in these passages contradicts how domesticity appeared in 

chapter three’s quotes from The Journals. Now domestic imagery, cooking, and 

cleaning are present in the narrator’s discussions on inability to write fiction. 

These images appear connected to the body/mind, or matter/soul binaries, as the 

following quote demonstrates: “The great vampire cook extracts the nourishment 

& I grow fat on the corruption of matter, mere mindless matter. I must be lean & 

write & make worlds beside this to live in.” (Plath 275) Here the physical world 

of bodies and matter in need of nourishment appears inferior to a controlled “lean” 

existence of a mind that creates through writing. I understand the image of the 

“vampire cook” as a creature in between the material and the mind; he is sucking 

the creativity from the narrator’s mind leaving her body without the blood of 

creativity. Therefore her only possibility is to exist on the food and comfort of the 

material world, which leaves her “fat” and unsatisfied.   

 

When the narrator links domestic chores to the performance of femininity, they 

appear fulfilling and important. Cooking, for example, is a helpful way of 

forgetting about poetry rejections. In the passages discussing writer’s block, 

homemaking loses its value. The idea of a subject being split into mind and body 

appears especially in this context, as the narrator complains: “Not touching on my 

deep self. This bad beginning depressed me inordinately. It made me not hungry 

nor want to cook, because of the bestialness of eating and cooking without keen 

thought and creation.” (Plath 285) The same passage continues after a description 

of the surrounding nature: “Making mayonnaise, and it coming out well. Fine. 

Then, grubbing over supper, with the badly begun poem like an albatross round 

the neck of the day, nothing else.” (Plath 285) After being represented as a 

necessary part of constructing a feminine subject in The Journals, here 

domesticity is a duty separable from and unrelated to creativity. 

  

The question of genre appears as a question of gender in passages where the 

narrator plans to write fiction but hesitates with stylistic choices. It seems that The 

Journals expresses gender in its distinctions of style. It also appears that the 
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distinctions of gender are very sophisticated, but the narrator is aware of their 

nuances. The following example shows the narrator of the journal negotiating her 

way within the literary tradition and looking for her points of reference and 

inspiration: 

 
I could write a terrific novel. The tone is the problem. I’d like it to be serious, tragic, yet 
gay & rich & creative. I need a master, several masters. Lawrence, except in Women in 
Love, is too bare, too journalistic in his style. Henry James too elaborate, too calm & 
well-mannered. Joyce Cary I like. I have that fresh, brazen, colloquial voice. Or J.D. 
Salinger. But that needs an “I” speaker, which is so limiting. Or Jack Burden. I have 
time. I must tell myself I have time. (Plath 274–275) 

 

It is noteworthy that all the writers mentioned by the narrator are men. Even 

Virginia Woolf does not make the list, although she appears as a master in The 

Journals on many other occasions. From the list of writers who might qualify as 

masters for the fiction-writing narrator, it can be deduced that she wishes to 

construct a style that would be accepted in the category of art. For example, her 

statement that writing a novel from the perspective of  “an ‘I’ speaker” would 

limit too much is clearly an internalization of the Modernist literary theory, which 

devalued first person narrative. Linda Anderson believes that the historic gender 

division in literary genres partly explains why the journal writer struggles to 

produce fiction, and why she sees that her only option is to write “masculine 

mimicry” (Women and Autobiography… 109).  

 

Another point of view in The Journals’ discussion about literary genres comes 

from the presence of Ted Hughes as a controlling masculine authority. The 

narrator of The Journals expresses an aspiration to write a bestseller, although she 

adds that Hughes would not approve of this: “I feel, were it not for Ted, I'd sell 

my soul. It is so ironic to think of nobly writing and writing on this novel,  and 

sacrificing friends & leisure & turning out a bad bad novel. But I fee I could write a 

best-seller. I'm sure of it in a kind of reverse way: I am sick with what I am 

writing- - - but am sure it can grow, be re-written to an art-work. In its small 

way.” (Plath 275) In this quote Hughes appears as the gatekeeper between the 

world of art-works and the underworld of entertainment or popular fiction, which 

is represented as the feminized and less valuable option. As I suggested in chapter 
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2, in The Journals Ted Hughes represents the insiders of the masculine high 

literary tradition.  

 

Ideas of what it means to be a professional writer in The Journals are also 

modeled on the Modernist definition of an artist. In the early part of The Journals 

of Sylvia Plath, the writer is a high school student happy with her success in 

getting published in girl’s and women’s magazines such as Seventeen, 

Madamoiselle, Cosmopolitan, and Harper’s (see Plath 124, 131, 179). As the 

journal entries progress, her attitude changes and the writer becomes 

professionally ambitious. The idea of professionalism surfaces with the need to be 

defined as an artist within the art institution (Elliot and Wallace 69–79). In the 

context of mid-twentieth-century discourse on artists, this therefore instigates a 

positioning of the woman subject to a place where she is not readily welcome. 

The narrator expresses her ambition, for example, by strategically devaluing the 

popular forms of fiction and by aspiring to be published in The New Yorker. To be 

accepted as a serious writer means ability to move from the ‘low’ feminine to 

‘high’ masculine, which by its gendered definition poses contradictions to the 

narrator of The Journals. Stopping creative writing can be interpreted as a 

reaction to recognizing this cultural contradiction. 

 

Neither quitting creative writing nor adapting to the masculine definition of an 

artist offer viable options to the narrator of the journal. Linda Anderson notices, 

that the imagined freedom offered by ‘the bestseller’ is freedom from the 

masculine high literary culture (Women and Autobiography… 109). Anderson 

argues that popular forms of literature represent “the feminized other of an 

imagined artistic autonomy” and often are labeled confession (109). Therefore the 

journal writer finds the idea of a bestseller emancipating, but only for a moment. 

As Anderson notes, the journal writer’s attempt to negotiate a way out of this 

binary manifests in her willingness to rewrite and mold the narrative she 

constructs in her fiction. It is also visible in her readiness to make stylistic changes 

so that her work fits within the modern definition of an artwork “in it’s small 

way”, as the quote ends. The narrator of the journal attempts to create an in-
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between space where she may use tools from what is defined as popular fiction 

(first person narrative, using the writer’s own experiences, explicit sex scenes) 

while at the same time fitting into the fringes of the definition of artwork. This 

negotiation could be an initiation towards the idea that woman subjects could 

produce art differently stylistically, starting from their gendered experience and 

expression. In doing so, the art institution would change, as would the gendering 

of creativity. 

 

Despite many passages in The Journals where writing appears problematic and 

the writer’s creativity has stalled, there are signs of hope that the writer might 

break away from this inability to create: 

 
Mail doesn't come. I haven't had an acceptance since October 1st. And I have piles of 
poems and stories out. Not to mention my book of poems. [...] Bills come. I write 
nothing. The novel, or rather, the 3-page a day stint, is atrocious. I can't get at it. I am 
writing with a blunt pencil tied on a mile-long stick, at something far off over the 
horizon. Will I break through someday?” (Plath 273)  

 

With the question at the end of this quote, the narrator begins to negotiate for a 

state where writing fiction and poetry is not only possible but enjoyable as well. 

Next I discuss the positive representation of creative writing in more detail, 

showing how in glimpses the narrator constructs herself as an active creative 

artist. 

 

Representing the Subject as a Creative Writer 
I feel this month I have conquered my Panic Bird. I am a calm, happy and serene writer. 
With a pleasant sense of learning and being better with every story. (Plath 486)  

 

To some extend the frequency of negative representations of creativity and the 

emphasis on conflicts and struggles is due to the function of journal writing. 

Journals offer an arena for the construction and negotiation of the subject and its 

relationship to others (Makkonen, Jokinen, Saresma, Kaskisaari). These 

negotiations take place in friction rather than in an already found balance. The 

narrator herself remarks on the mood of her journal entries: “I only write here 

when I am at wits’ end, in a cul de sac. Never when I am happy. As I am today.” 

(Plath 525) Nevertheless, there are glimpses of happiness and enjoyment in The 

Journals’ representation of creative writing. I read these parts of The Journals as 
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passages where subjectivity as a woman and as an artist has been attained, at least 

momentarily. I ask what connections, and belongings, breaks, and 

discontinuations are employed in the representations of successful creative 

writing, and the representation of a woman artist. 

 

If the subject appears to be split when artistic creativity is stalled, what happens to 

the subject when writing seems possible? As the following quote suggests, the 

artist’s “self” in construction has a need to be recognized by others: “This book 

title gives me such staying power (perhaps these very pages will see the overturn 

of my dream, or even its acceptance in the frame of the real world).” (Plath 332) 

The writer refers to her journal as a witness in her progress from a dream to a 

reality. Here dream and reality mean gaining recognition by critics, editors, other 

authors, and readers. What the narrator suggests is that the narrative she is 

constructing on the journal pages will eventually read as an artist’s story from a 

haughty beginning to success in the end. Tuija Saresma’s notion of the tendency 

of autobiographical writing to aim at narrative coherence is visible in The 

Journals (Saresma 23). This desire for coherent narrative within autobiographical 

writing expresses a need to construct a stable representation of an artist’s “self”. 

 

Creative work, homework, as well as the feminine role of a wife appear in balance 

with each other when the narrator is positive. In the following passage, the 

narrator rejoices a state she is experiencing for the first time: “I feel to have come, 

for the first time in my life, to a break through into that placid, creative Wife of 

Bath humored Sea I only saw in glimpses from a very narrow, reef-crammed 

strait. The house is clean, polished. My assignments are off, and I have a list of 

others to begin.” (Plath 487) The narrator calls herself the Wife of Bath referring 

to Geoffrey Chaucer’s story from The Canterbury Tales. In the story an older 

woman marries a younger man, and reverses the stereotypical heterosexual power 

distribution by being the dominating partner in the relationship. By placing herself 

in the role of the Wife of Bath, the narrator of The Journals emphasizes her 

independence and strength as a woman. She compares her role to the definition of 

men by which women cannot be agents and creators at will. The state of her 

dwelling and her writing are paralleled in the above quote; when writing is 

fruitful, the home is easy to keep in order. The dichotomy of mind and body 
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seems to be less strenuous. Instead, both and mind and body express the same 

state inseparably. 

 

In the moments of success at writing, the narrator of The Journals of Sylvia Plath 

appears simultaneously as the figure of rupture and the agent of rupture, to borrow 

Leigh Gilmore’s terms (62–63). The writer stands as a sign of rupture in the 

literary tradition, which has fiercely resisted her identity: “My identity is shaping, 

forming itself – I feel stories sprout, reading the collection of New Yorker stories 

– yes, I shall, in the fullness of time, be among them – the poetesses, the 

authoresses.” (Plath 327) And she is the agent of rupture through her contribution 

in the form of writing: “I remember thick mal-shaped adolescence & the colors of 

my remembering return with a vivid outline: high school, junior high, elementary 

school, camps & the fern-huts with Betsy: hanging Joanna: I must recall, recall, 

out of the stuff is writing made, out of the recollected stuff of life.” (Plath 328) 

The Journals explores both of the above strategies of making space for a woman 

subject within the discourse that produces artist identities and allows the creativity 

of a woman artist.  

 

The position of an outsider brings a particular perspective with it. As I showed in 

the first chapter, this outsider’s perspective was idealized in the modernist genius 

discourse as long as it was the perspective of males and masculinities (Koskinen 

25). In the case of a woman writer, being on the outside is not a choice in the 

same way, but it can nevertheless be a beneficial perspective for the artist. The 

struggle to remain uncategorized as a subject marks the following entry from The 

Journals: “The worst enemy to creativity is self-doubt. And you are so obsessed 

by your coming necessity to be independent, to face the great huge man-eating 

world, that you are paralyzed: your whole body and spirit revolts against having 

to commit yourself to a particular roll [sic], to a particular life which Might Not 

bring out the Best you have in you.” (Plath 545) Here the narrator of the journal 

constructs herself as unnamed potential, which she is scared or unwilling to define 

through creative writing or through social actions. Again, this quote separates 

matter and soul. It divides her choices in the area of creativity to spirit, and the 

choosing of social roles to body. The particularity of the roles and lives the 

narrator imagines here sets up an illusion of permanence and the idea that once 
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defined and chosen, the roles cannot change. The Journals counters this rigid 

representation in later entries where the writer’s perspective has changed.  

 

When the narrator experiences motherhood The Journals of Sylvia Plath brings up 

the ideological connection between procreation and artistic creativity again. The 

dichotomy between creative writing and the role of a wife and mother dissolves, 

when the journal writer finds herself simultaneously pregnant and able to write 

poetry. She describes her pregnancy: “Felt warm in my tweeds, pleasantly fat-

stomached. The baby is a pleasure to dream on. My panics are seldom.” (Plath 

526) Then on the same page she continues on her work: “Feel my first book of 

poems should be published, however limited. I wrote a good poem this week on 

our walk Sunday to the burnt-out spa. A second book poem. How it consoles me, 

the idea of a second book with these new poems.” (Plath 526) Here the journal 

writer presents a new relationship between states that she previously assumed 

would cancel each other out. While this new representation shifts away from the 

dichotomy of creativity and procreation, it may be leaning towards an idealization 

of motherhood as a perquisite for a woman’s artistic creativity. As I suggested in 

chapter 3, this celebration of the experience of motherhood suggests that a special 

feminine quality or feminine style might follow in writing.  

 

Another interpretation of this newfound ability to create while pregnant is that a 

woman writer is more justified to write when she is fulfilling her social gender 

requirement of mothering. Then her femininity is certified by procreation. 

Pregnancy, therefore, counterbalances the imbalanced femininity of a professional 

artist. I will read the next quote from The Journals with the latter interpretation in 

mind. It is conceivable that the narrator is writing out a definition of a writer’s 

identity, as its representation becomes new with motherhood: 

 
A note only. My optimism rises. No longer do I ask the impossible. I am happy with 
smaller things, and perhaps that is a sign, a clue. Weary today after I o’clock night, I 
will spend my time typing up a few stories. […] The one story I want to get published 
now is Johnny Panic. […] Last night found out Lehman accepted my story THIS 
EARTH OUR HOSPITAL. […] This is satisfying. The story is amateurish in many 
ways, but not too thin in texture. (Plath 527) 
 

This passage comprises many ideological positions towards subjectivity as a 

woman writer, and gender as the source of creativity. First of all, the narrator 
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states in a positive tone that she has settled for less than before. As she formulates 

it, she has given up hope for “the impossible” in favor of something “smaller” and 

attainable. This statement has implications on her expectations towards writing 

and on how her writing is perceived by others. What is she giving up then, when 

letting go of “the impossible”? Probably, she lets go of her expectation of being 

published in the most prestigious publications. Maybe she also gives up the 

demand on herself that all her work must be exceptional before it is ready to go 

out, and that publishing gives work its value. The narrator’s need to publish the 

short story “Johnny Panic” next seems also significant in light of her previous 

statement. As writing becomes possible and she experiences success in getting 

work published, it is the story carrying the name of her inability to create that the 

narrator of The Journals needs to publish. While she is happy, even satisfied from 

having her work accepted for publication, the narrator instantly devalues it by 

saying it is “amateurish.” This I read as a trial of the earlier statement of settling 

for less. She puts to practice her new ideology of satisfaction from the small and 

realistic, if “amateurish” and therefore less valuable from another perspective. 

 

But whose voice calls her story amateurish, if the narrator of The Journals is 

expressing satisfaction at the same time? The same passage continues: “Skipped 

back from the garage in the blue light of a fuzzy moon, a warmish, windy night. 

Finished the blue mole poem yesterday to our satisfaction. Everyday is a renewed 

prayer that god exists, that he will visit with increased force and clarity.” (Plath 

527) In these sentences, the narrator refers to the voices whose definitions still 

regulate her representation of the “self”. “Our satisfaction” from a new finished 

poem reveals that to some extent, she continues to be dependent on the approval 

of outsiders, her husband especially. The last sentence reaffirms her gestures 

towards the Romantic genius myth of artists receiving creativity from God. But 

with the expression “prayer that god exists” the journal writer adds a crucial 

aspect of uncertainty: if there is no God, then the Romantic definition of artistic 

creativity loses its meaning. This hesitation holds within it the possibility of the 

journal writer’s identity as an artist; she can appear as a woman and an artist if the 

discourse on creativity is no longer defined by the romanticizing of the artist as a 

masculine male who receives divine powers from god. 



 81 

 

If being recognized by others is a condition of becoming a subject, then recognition 

by other women and the sense of belonging to a tradition is important in becoming 

an artist. In The Journals of Sylvia Plath this lineage, support, and recognition is a 

gender issue. I argue that in The Journals an influential group of women has 

facilitated and inspired the narrator’s journey into being an artist. Yet, this gender-

specific support does not appear only helpful because it entails expectations from 

the direction of these women. As I suggest, this contradiction extends to the 

women who have contributed to the narrator’s life by teaching, funding, helping, 

and supporting:  

 
I have done practically everything she said I couldn’t do and be happy at the same time 
and here I am, almost happy. Except when I feel guilty, feel I shouldn’t be happy, 
because I’m not doing what all the mother figures in my life would have me do. I hate 
them then. I get very sad about not doing what everybody and all my white-haired old 
mothers want in their old age. (Plath 432–433) 
 

In this passage The Journals portrays the woman narrator as a prodigy formed by 

the emotional and material support of older women. The narrator has been 

supported and nurtured by different women; rich women, poor women, academic 

women, artistic women, related and unrelated women, psychoanalyst women to 

name a few. This is despite the fact that mid-twentieth-century discourse on artists 

continued to define artists as masculine. These women are the people and the line 

of tradition, which the narrator is symbolically indebted to as she constructs her 

subjectivity. Although the narrator represents herself as lacking in feminine 

traditions in regard to artistic creativity, I argue that her ability to discuss this lack 

is, in fact, supported by a prominent presence of women’s tradition. The narrator 

has pictured this presence of women in passages of The Journals of Sylvia Plath. 

 

The issue of writing for the approval of others is present in The Journals even 

when writing itself is not appear as a problem: “So I shall live & create, worthy of 

Ruth Beuscher & Doris Krook and myself and Ted & my art. Which is word-

making, world-making.” (Plath 332)12 Writing justifies its writer, making her 

                                                
12 Beuscher is the writer’s psychoanalyst and Krook is her teacher at Cambridge University. 
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“worthy” in the eyes of others and in her own eyes. In addition to the husband, the 

writer’s mother appears as a regulating force when it comes to creativity. The 

mother is represented both as the reason why the narrator doesn’t write – because 

she hates her for not having a father – and as the figure whose approval she is 

continually searching for (see Plath 431–434): “Last night I knew that mother 

didn’t matter --- she is all for me, but I have dissipated her image and she 

becomes all editors and publishers and critics in the World, and I want acceptance 

there, and to feel my work good and well-taken. Which ironically freezes me at 

my work, corrupts my nunnish labor of work-for-itself-as-its-own-reward.” (Plath 

484) Projecting the mother onto the different authorities in the literary institution, 

the narrator represents her dependence on their approval as parallel to her 

worthiness in the eyes of her mother. 

 

This mother-daughter relationship is contradicted by the daughter’s desire to 

please, and her simultaneous need to be freed from expectation that molds the 

writer’s actions. As she states in the previous quote, the journal writer wants not 

only that authorities approve of her work, but that they approve of her style of 

living as well. Her basic need for approval complicates the narrator’s 

identification as an artist in the Modernist sense, as it necessitates an ability and 

aspiration to stand out from the crowd (Koskinen 25; Battersby 138–139). 

Contrary to this initially Romantic definition of artists, the narrator in The 

Journals approaches the construction of her artist’s identity from multiple 

positions. The construction of her subjectivity is thus never stable and ready, but 

constantly redefined in the writing. Either because she cannot afford to (reaction 

to oppression) or does not want to (strategy) be imprisoned by strict definitions of 

identity, the narrator attempts to perform from these positions at once: the 

conventional role of the wife and mother; the role of the highly educated and 

intelligent academic woman who somewhat destabilizes gendered social 

conventions; and the woman artist who renegotiates the gendering of literary 

tradition for the sake of her artistic creation.  

 

In The Journals of Sylvia Plath, the “passionate, fragmentary girl” (Plath 165) 

becomes “the vagabond wife & mother, as a manner of exile,” (411) who at the 
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same time expresses her sense of not belonging to the tradition of literary art by 

saying she is “neither a no nothing nor a bohemian.” (405) Parallel to this, The 

Journals also constructs an artist, who is accepted by the prestigious authorities 

of the literary institution, such as The New Yorker. When the magazine accepts 

two of her poems for publication for the first time, the narrator of The Journals 

declares: “This shot of joy conquers an old dragon & should see me through the 

next months of writing on the crest of a creative wave.” (Plath 397) As an element 

that constructs the subject, the recognition by others is translated in the 

construction of an artist’s identity into a need for public acceptance among the 

literary institutions, the publications, editors, critics, and other writers. The 

Journals of Sylvia Plath shows that even when such recognition is achieved, the 

textual construction of the subject through narration is not finished. It continues to 

change and appears in fragments that are always intricately related to cultural and 

social conventions.  
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5. Conclusion 

 
In this thesis I have connected the feminist study of autobiography with the 

historic and aesthetic discourse on artists. This discourse is always gendered. I 

have shown how these perspectives can be used to analyze The Journals of Sylvia 

Plath 1950–1962 as a textual construction of a woman artist’s subjectivity. In my 

reading, The Journals is a text where the construction of the gendered subject 

takes place on multiple levels: in the practice of autobiographical writing through 

which the journal has been produced, as well as in the thematic content of The 

Journals.  

 

The Journals of Sylvia Plath appears as a narratively fragmented but thematically 

coherent autobiographical text. The issue of becoming an artist runs along with 

the issue of femininity through the journal but the narrator’s approaches to these 

questions shift. I argue that journal text is not less literary than fiction or other 

forms of autobiography. But bringing in the theoretical perspective of 

autobiography facilitates a discussion of the formation of subjectivity in this text. 

Yet, as a reader there is no need to be concerned about the issue of ‘real’ 

experience in order to understand the themes in the journal text. 

 

At first I concentrated on the question of gendering the artist and the genius in the 

historical discourse on artists, and in the practices of the art institution. I showed 

that The Journals negotiates for a feminine subject position through different 

strategies with the historical context, which privileged male artists and 

masculinity. The narrator attempted to accept the genius mythology and her role 

as a woman outside of its definitions. As a result of this internalization, she 

represents her husband, the poet Ted Hughes, as a romantic genius and herself as 

his muse. However, these representations are not fixed but the narration continues 

to counter and question them. 

 

Next I discussed the issue of femininity and identifying as a woman through The 

Journals’ representation of other women, other women artists, and the question of 

mothering, as well as the mother-daughter relationship. Here I discovered that the 
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narrator often represented femininity as a socially maintained expectation, a 

normalizing constrain which conflicts with her desire of being recognized as an 

artist. The narration moves between repudiating and idealizing femininity. In my 

reading it appeared that this negotiation is motivated by a willingness to include 

aspects of woman-specific styles and life experiences into her construction of 

subjectivity as an artist. 

 

In the last main chapter, I looked at this artist construction of the subject from the 

perspective of subject theories and theories of autobiography. I analyzed the 

intertwining of writing processes and experiences of the subject in The Journals. I 

discovered that when artistic creativity appears unsuccessful in The Journals, 

subjectivity splits into a hierarchy of body and mind. The subject becomes 

fragmented, and is even impossible to represent. When there is hope in creative 

writing, acceptances, and a sense of ability, then the artist’s “self” is an attainable 

position. Still, The Journals cannot be read as a narrative where the end result is a 

stable, unchanging subject. As I showed, the narrator constructs a “self” that is 

constantly in movement and redefined. She anchors her identity variably to 

stereotypes of femininity and then to their subversions; she places her subjectivity 

within the literary institution’s definitions and then moves to its outside, to new 

expanding definitions.  

 

In my reading, there is no point where The Journals of Sylvia Plath fixes the 

subject of a woman artist, but the markers woman and artist move towards each 

other and away from each other in the construction process. This movement 

disrupts the historic, masculine discourse on artists. It disrupts through the 

constructed subject, which combines women and artists, but also through the 

unwillingness to stop, lie still, and be defined. Thus artists and women may be 

conceptually different as a result of a negotiation and a construction process, such 

as The Journals of Sylvia Plath. 

 

In the 2000s, the feminist studies of autobiographical writing have brought the 

issue of material bodies and the agency of women back into the analysis of textual 

constructions of the subject. Tuija Saresma and Maria Kaskisaari emphasize the 

importance of not forgetting the politics of autobiographical subject construction. 
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It is a process that has repercussions to material women. I suggest that a further 

study of The Journals of Sylvia Plath is needed from this specific perspective.  

 

I also believe that a reading of The Journals of Sylvia Plath from the perspective 

of cultural history would add to our understanding of the gendered subject in the 

context of the mid-twentieth-century North American culture. This kind of an 

approach could broaden the conception of the subject as a cultural product. 

Especially the fact that the spreading of Western consumer and popular culture 

coincides with the time when The Journals was written suggests that this context 

deserves to be thoroughly explored.  



 87 

 

Bibliography 

 
Alexander, Susan, and Alison Greenberg. “You Must Go Home Again: Duty, 

Love and Work as Presented in Popular Magazines During World war II.” 
Modernism, Gender, and Culture: A Cultural Studies Approach. Ed. Lisa 
Rado. New York: Garland Publishing, 1997. 101–110. 

 
Anderson, Linda. Women & Autobiography in the 20th Century. 

Remembered Futures. London: Prentice Hall Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1997. 
 

“At The Threshold of The Self: Women and Autobiography.” Women’s 
Writing a Challenge to Theory. Ed. Moira Monteith. Brighton: Harvest 
Press, 1986. 54–71. 

 
Battersby, Christine. Gender and Genius. London: Women’s Press, 1989. 
 
Beauvoir, Simone de. The Second Sex. Trans. H.M. Parshley. London: Pan Books, 

1988 [1949]. 
 
Benstock, Shari. “The Female Self Engendered: Autobiographical Writing and 

Theories of Selfhood.” Women and Autobiography. Ed. Martine Watson 
Brownley and Allison B. Kimmich. Wilmington: Scholarly Resources, 1999. 
3–13. 

 
Braidotti, Rosi. Nomadic Subjects: Embodiment and Sexual Difference in 

Contemporary Feminist Theory. New York: Columbia University Press, 
1994. 

 
Bryant, Marsha. “IMAX Authorship: Teaching Plath and Her Unabridged 

Journals.” Pedagogy 4.2 (2004). 
<http://muse.uq.edu.au/journals/pedagogy/v004/4.2bryant.html> Last 
accessed 19 March 2008. 

 
Bundtzen, Lynda K.  Plath’s Incarnations – Woman and the Creative Process. 

Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1983. 
 
Butler, Judith. Bodies That Matter. New York: Routledge, 1993. 
 
Chaucer, Geoffrey. The Canterbury Tales. Trans. Frank Ernest Hill. New York: 

David McKey, 1964. 
 
Chodorow, Nancy. The Reproduction of Mothering. Psychoanalysis and the 

Sociology of Gender. Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California 
Press, 1979.  



 88 

Cixous, Hélène. “The Laugh of the Medusa.” New French Feminisms: An 
Anthology. Eds. Elaine Marks and Isabelle de Courtivron. New York: 
Schocken, 1981. 

 
Connell, R. W. Masculinities. Cambridge: Polity Press, 1995. 
 
Craig, Edward, ed. The Shorter Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy. 
        New York: Routledge, 2005. 

 
Demetriou, Demetrakis Z. “Connell’s Concept of Hegemonic Masculinity: A 

Critique.” Theory and Society 3 (2001). 
<http://www.jostor.org/stable/657965> Last accessed 5 May 2008. 

 
Diaconu, Monica. “Performance and the Subversion of ‘Femininity’ in The 

Journals of Sylvia Plath”. Gender Studies 1(2002). Universitatea de Vest 
din Timişoara - Centrul Interdisciplinar de Studii de Gen.  
<http://www.ceeol.com/aspx/issuedetails.aspx?issueid=06dd3182-9966-
4e24-b119-9a1bf0813d97&articleId=29785058-cfea-45bd-b01b-
4ca6eedf35d3> Last accessed 23 April 2009. 

 
Elliott, Bridger, and Jo-Ann Wallace. Women Artists and Writers: Modernist 

(Im)positionings. New York: Routledge, 1994. 
 
Foucault, Michel. The History of Sexuality. Volume 1: An Introduction. Trans. 

Robert Hurley. New York: Vintage Books, 1990 [1978]. 
 
Gannett, Cinthia. “Gender and Journal-Keeping Traditions.” Gender and the 

Journal, Diaries and Academic Discourse. New York: State University of 
New York Press, 1992. 99–151. 

 
Gilbert, Sandra M., and Susan Gubar. “In Yeats’s House: The Death and 

Resurrection of Sylvia Plath.” No Man’s Land VOL 3. The Place of Woman 
Writer in the 20th Century. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994. 

 
Gilmore, Leigh. Autobiographics: A Feminist Theory of Women’s Self-

Representation. Ithaca and London: University of Cornell Press, 1994. 
 
Grosz, Elisabeth. Space, Time, and Perversion. New York: Routledge, 1995. 
 
  Sexual Subversions: Three French Feminists. Australia: Allen and Unwin, 

1989. 
 
 Heikkinen, Kaija. “‘Sydämessä on tuskaa’, Puuttuvan läsnäolo naisten 

elämäkerroissa.” Aikanaisia. Kirjoituksia naisten omaelämäkerroista. Ed. 
Ulla Piela. Helsinki: Finnish Literature Society, 1993. 213–234. 

 



 89 

Hekanaho, Pia Livia. “Tove Jansson, Marguerita Yourcenar, Gertrude Stein ja 
Naisneron paikka.” Kirjoituksia Neroudesta: Myytit, Kultit Persoonat. Ed. 
Taava Koskinen. Helsinki: Finnish Literature Society, 2006. 248–284.  

 
“Bobby Baker ja Naisen Paikka: neroudesta, ylevästä ja perunankuorista.” 
Kirjoituksia Neroudesta: Myytit, Kultit Persoonat. Ed. Taava Koskinen. 
Helsinki: Finnish Literature Society, 2006. 210–247. 
 
 

Hughes, Ted. Foreword. The Journals of Sylvia Plath. By Sylvia Plath. Consulting 
ed. Ted Hughes. Ed. Frances McCullough. New York: Ancor Books, 
1998[1982]. 

 
Hunter Steiner, Nancy. A Closer Look at Ariel: A Memory of Sylvia Plath. New 

York: Harper & Row, 1972. 
 

Immonen, Kari. “Uusi kulttuurihistoria.” Kulttuurihistoria – Johdatus 
tutkimukseen. Ed. Kari Immonen and Maarit Leskelä-Kärki. Helsinki: Finnish 
Literature Society, 2002. 11–25. 

 
Irigaray, Luce. “The Power of Discourse and the Subordination of the Feminine.” 

This Sex Which In Not One. Trans. Catherine Porter. Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1985. 68–85. 

 
 Jokinen, Eeva. “Päiväkirjat tiedon lajina.” Feministinen tietäminen, keskustelua 

metodologiasta. Ed. Liljeström, Marianne. Tampere: Vastapaino, 2004. 118– 
140. 

 
Järviluoma, Helmi, and Pirkko Moisala, and Anni Vilkko, eds. Gender and 

Qualitative Methods. London: Sage Publications. 2003. 
 
Kaskisaari, Maria. Kyseenalaiset subjektit. Tutkimuksia omaelämäkerroista, 

heterojärjestyksestä ja performatiivisuudesta. Jyväskylä: SoPhi Jyväskylän 
yliopisto, 2000.  
 

Korsisaari, Eva Maria. “Meditaatiota naiskielen ja naiskirjallisuuden 
mahdollisuuksista.” Ruumiin kuvia. Subjektin ja sukupuolen muunnelmia. 
Ed. Sara Heinämaa, Martina Reuter, and Kirsi Saarikangas. Tampere: 
Gaudeamus, 1997. 56–81. 

 
Koskinen, Taava. “Neroiksi ei synnytä, neroiksi tullaan.” Kirjoituksia Neroudesta: 

Myytit, Kultit Persoonat. Ed. Taava Koskinen. Helsinki: Finnish Literature 
Society, 2006. 9–56. 

 
Kosonen, Päivi. “Huomioita ‘minästä’ omaelämäkertateorioissa.” Naistutkimus – 

Kvinnoforskning 4 (1989): 31–40.  
 
 



 90 

Kraemer, Elizabeth W. Etymological Dictionary of Classical Mythology. 1997. 
<http://library.oakland.edu/information/people/personal/kraemer/edcm/p.htm
l> Last accessed 21 April 2009. 

 
Le Guin, Ursula K. “The Fisher Woman’s Daughter.” Women, Creativity and the 

Arts. Ed. Diane Apostolos-Cappadona and Lucinda Ebersole. New York: 
The Continuum Publishing Company, 1995. 16–195. 

 
 
Makkonen, Anna. “Valkoisen kirjan kutsu: eli löytöretkellä päiväkirjojen 

maailmoissa.” Lukija, Lähdetkö Mukaan? Helsinki: Finnish Literature 
Society, 1997. 227–256. 

 
Malcom, Janet. The Silent Woman: Sylvia Plath and Ted Hughes. New York: 

Alfred A. Knof, 1994. 
 
Middlebrook, Diane. Her Husband; Hughes and Plath: a Marriage. London: A 

Little Brown Book, 2004. 
 
Mitchell, Juliet. “On Freud and the Distinction Between the Sexes.” Women and 

Analysis: Dialogues on Psychoanalytic views of Femininity. Ed. Jean 
Strouse. Boston: G.K Hall & Co, 1985. 

 
Parente-Čapková,Viola. “Feminisoitu estetiikka ja naistekijyys – Naistekijäksi 

tulemisen mahdollisuudet L. Onervan varhaisteksteissä.” Tekijyyden tekstit. 
Ed. Kaisa Kurikka, and Veli-Matti Pynttäri. Vaajakoski: Gummerrus, 2006. 
194–223. 

 
Plath, Sylvia. The Journals of Sylvia Plath. 1950–1962. Ed. Karen V. Kukil. 

London: Faber & Faber, 2000. 
  
Rado, Lisa. “The Case for Culture/Gender/Modernist Studies.” Modernism, 

Gender, and Culture: A Cultural Studies Approach. Ed. Lisa Rado. New 
York: Garland Publishing, 1997. 3–13. 

 
Rantamäki, Leena. “Päiväkirja taideteoksena. Minän tietoinen luominen Anaïs 

Ninin päiväkirjassa.” MA thesis in Comparative Literature. University of 
Helsinki, 1991.  

 
Rich, Adrianne. Of Woman Born. Motherhood as Experience and Institution. 

W.W. New York: Norton & Company, 1995. 
 
Rojola, Lea. “Sukupuolieron lukeminen, feministinen kirjallisuudentutkimus.” 

Feministinen tietäminen, keskustelua metodologiasta. Ed. Marianne 
Liljeström. Tampere: Vastapaino, 2004. 25–43. 

 
“Teksti nimeltä R.B. Roland Barthes ja minä.” Subjekti. Minä. Itse. 
Kirjoituksia kielestä, kirjallisuudesta, filosofiasta. Ed. Pirjo Lyytikäinen. 
Helsinki: Finnish Literature Society, 1995. 80–105. 

 



 91 

Rose, Jacqueline. The Haunting of Sylvia Plath. London: Virago, 1991. 

 
Saresma, Tuija. Omaelämäkerran rajapinnoilla, kuolema ja kirjoitus. Jyväskylä:  

Jyväskylän yliopisto, 2007.  
 
 Saarikangas, Kirsi. “Äitiyden esittäminen ja post-partum document.” Ruumiin 

kuvia. Subjektin ja sukupuolen muunnelmia. Ed. Sara Heinämaa, Martina 
Reuter, and Kirsi Saarikangas. Tampere: Gaudeamus, 1997.102–126. 

 
“Muukalaisena Pariisissa. Reunamerkintöjä sukupuolien erilaisuudesta.” 
Naistutkimus – Kvinnoforskning 4 (1989): 17–30. 
 

Saariluoma, Liisa, and Marja-Leena Hakkarainen, eds. Interteksti ja konteksti. 
Helsinki: Finnish Literature Society, 1998. 

 
Sarjala, Jukka. “Sibelius Euroopan reunalla. Miten nerous puretaan historian?” 

Kirjoituksia Neroudesta. Myytit, kultit, persoonat. Ed. Taava Koskinen. 
Helsinki: Finnish Literature Society, 2006. 288–289.  

 
Sedgwick, Eve Kosofsky. Epistemology of the Closet. Berkeley and Los Angeles: 

University of California Press, 1990. 
 
Stevenson, Anne. Bitter Fame: a Life of Sylvia Plath. London: Viking, 1989. 
 
Urch, Kakie. “The [Em] Space of Modernism and the Possibility of Flanauserie.” 

Modernism, Gender, and Culture: A Cultural Studies Approach. Ed. Lisa 
Rado. New York: Garland Publishing, 1997. 17–46. 

  
Uusikylä, Kari. Naislahjakkuus. Jyväskylä: PS-kustannus, 2008. 
 
Vadén, Tere. “Nerous, yksilö, lahja” Kirjoituksia Neroudesta: Myytit, Kultit 

Persoonat. Ed. Taava Koskinen. Helsinki: Finnish Literature Society, 2006. 
406–431.  

 
Weedon, Chris. “Subjects.” A Concise Companion to Feminist Theory. Ed. Mary 

Eagleton. Malden: Blackwell Publishing, 2003. 111–132. 
 
Witt-Brattström, Ebba. “Till modernimens feministiska genealogi – fron 

Narcissus till Eko.” Ur könets mörker. Litteraturanalyser. Stockholm: 
Norstedts, 2003. 

 
Woolf, Virginia. Women and Writing. London: The Women’s Press Limited, 

1979 [1925]. 
 
 A Room of One’s Own. London: Penguin, 2004 [1928]. 
 
 
 
 



 92 

 
 
 

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

  

 
  
 

  

 

 

 

 



 93 

 

 


