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ABSTRACT

This thesis explores the consequences of collaboration between artistic 

couples, focusing on gendered power dynamics and addressing the importance and 

difficulty of discussing biography.  The introduction provides various examples of artistic 

partnerships from the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, from Camille Claudel and 

Rodin to Gertrude Stein and Alice Toklas.  The first chapter exposes Ted Hughes’s efforts 

to rewrite the narrative of Ariel, Plath’s posthumously published collection of poetry. 

However, a close reading of  Plath’s arrangement reveals her resistance to her husband’s 

control as she constantly indicts Hughes for his betrayal and asserts her feminine agency 

independent of him.  The second chapter focuses on Georgia O’Keeffe and Alfred 

Stieglitz, who promoted O’Keeffe’s career, heralding her as an essentially feminine, 

American artist.  Stieglitz perpetuated this view both in his criticism of her work and by 

displaying her as a sexual object in his photographic portrait of her.  Despite O’Keeffe’s 
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resistance to Stieglitz’s promotion, critics adopted his view due to his privileged position 

in the art world.  My thesis opens up questions about how gendered power dynamics 

affect the personal and professional lives of artist couples and how assumptions about 

gender filter our reading of the lives and work of women artists.

Dr. Amy Reid 
Literature

Dr. Cris Hassold 
Art History 
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Introduction: 

Collaboration and Gender Inequality in the Twentieth 

Century

The idea that “the author is dead” has haunted both the scholarship of the 

twentieth century  and my career at New College.  Formalists aim to read texts 

independent of any historical, biographical or cultural context, but I will argue that this 

line of thinking ignores the value of personal experience.  Discussing, for instance, 

Sylvia Plath’s powerful, autobiographical poetry without addressing her unique, personal 

experience seems both impossible and futile.  It is precisely Plath’s groundbreaking use 

of autobiography that makes her poetry so revolutionary, allowing the reader to relate to 

her work on both an intellectual and personal level.  My project, exploring 

“collaboration” between artist couples who share both their personal and professional 

lives, necessitates a firm grounding in biography.  In this thesis, I will discuss how artists 

influence one another, how they collaborate and work separately, how power dynamics 

come into play in the elaboration of their work and their affective lives, and how many 
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artists leave traces of their relationships in their work.  Writing this thesis without 

addressing biography would not only be near impossible, it would also ignore an essential 

element that enriches our understanding of art.  

One of the major difficulties of this project is the problem with labels. Originally I 

conceived of my thesis in terms of “collaboration,” but I soon found that this word fell 

short in describing the complex interplay between couples.  The dictionary definition of 

“collaborate” is “to work jointly with others or together especially in an intellectual 

endeavor” (Merriam-Webster online).  However, this term fails to describe, for instance, 

how Ted Hughes edited Sylvia Plath’s plan for her book, Ariel, publishing his version 

rather than hers following her death.  The term also fails to address issues of power 

dynamics.  Since the complex relationships between artists who share their personal and 

professional lives are so diverse and difficult to summarize easily, we will explore a few 

examples that illustrate different trends among artist couples to better understand how 

they “collaborate.” 

One of my primary goals is to explore how gender figures into collaboration in 

couples, more specifically, why so many female artists are overshadowed or controlled by 

their male partners.  I am especially interested in the inequality present in the twentieth 

century , a time we generally envision as an age of progress, especially with the 

increasing interest in women’s rights.  Still, both of my primary case studies, Sylvia Plath 

and Ted Hughes and Georgia O’Keeffe and Alfred Stieglitz, represent the trend of women 

being controlled by their husbands.  Ironically, although both Plath and O’Keeffe are now 

household names, their husbands held the position of influence during their relationships. 
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Why and how did this happen? Can we explain this phenomenon simply by citing male 

privilege? The marriages of Sylvia Plath and Georgia O’Keeffe are not isolated examples 

but belong to part of a larger pattern. In order to explore questions of collaboration and 

power dynamics, we must look at some other examples of how artists interact in their 

personal and professional lives.

 Many artist couples follow the model of Pygmalion and Galatea.  In the classical 

tale, Pygmalion makes a sculpture of a woman, Galatea; after he falls in love with her, 

Venus allows her to come to life.  He is credited with creation and all that comes with it: 

power, agency, and recognition, while Galatea is an inanimate art object, devoid of 

agency or thought, but idealized for her beauty and passive sexuality.  Camille Claudel 

(1864-1943) and Auguste Rodin (1840-1917) follow this model in that Rodin mentored 

Claudel, who became his muse; he helped her become an artist, made art works modeled 

on her face and body, and made her his lover.  Also, Rodin and his muse were not equals; 

there was a large age disparity and Claudel never achieved the same level of success as 

her mentor.  

Starting in 1884, Camille Claudel worked as an apprentice under the much older 

(he was 44 when she was 20) and more accomplished Rodin.  He became her lover soon 

after, despite continuing to live with his long time partner, Rose Beuret.  During their 

relationship, Claudel posed for countless sculptures and contributed her artistic skill to 

many of his works.  Only recently (in the last three decades) have Claudel’s talents and 

contributions to Rodin’s art been recognized,1 allowing her to finally receive the credit 

due her.  However, we must not focus solely on her victimization.  It is important as well 

1 See for example the feature film Camille Claudel. Dir Bruno Nuytten. Les Films Christian Fech, 1989. 
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to explore how she refused to conform to society’s expectations, challenging ideas about 

female intellect and sexuality.  Claudel was certainly a victim of her time and place, but 

she was not passive and unaware.  Camille was institutionalized in 1913 because of a 

mental breakdown hastened by the lack of recognition and acceptance she received; not 

only were her family and society disapproving of her lifestyle and her career, but she had 

to watch her lover and mentor achieve great success while she suffered in his shadow. 

  Rodin and Claudel collaborated on many projects, but Claudel’s modeling (in 

both senses of the word) received little to no recognition.  Claudel often contributed to 

projects without any compensation: “she posed for several of his sculptures, an extremely 

time consuming task that was normally a paid profession, and that kept her away from 

her own sculpture” (Higonnet, 18).   She played a double role (modeling and sculpting) in 

the creation of The Gates of Hell, a large work started in 1880 (Figure 1). The critic, 

Paris, notes the importance of Claudel’s contributions, writing that “Rodin allowed 

Camille to model the hands and feet of several of his larger compositions, which, 

considering the importance Rodin attached to hands, was a great tribute to Camille” (9). 

She also modeled the hands and feet of The Burghers of Calais (Figure 2), 1886, meaning 

she contributed to both of the monumental projects that helped make Rodin’s name. 

However, Claudel was not only denied credit for her contributions to Rodin’s art, she was 

also mistakenly denied credit for her own work.  Due to the lack of examples of Claudel’s 

work and her relative anonymity in comparison to Rodin, many sculptures, such as 

Brother and Sister (Figure 3), 1890, were attributed to Rodin even though Claudel helped 

model them.  Also, critics claimed that Rodin really sculpted some of the works Claudel 
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made, echoing a timeless denial of woman’s artistic abilities (Higonnet, 24).

Clearly, Claudel collaborated with Rodin but received little recognition for her 

contributions.  Any acclaim Claudel garnered was for her own work; she was never 

mentioned as an assistant or fellow artist on any of the sculptures she did for Rodin.  In 

contrast, Rodin was awarded countless prizes, commissions, and praise by the art world. 

So why was Claudel ignored while Rodin garnered more and more acclaim?  It is 

undoubtedly true that Rodin denied Claudel credit for the work she did on his sculptures, 

but we must also take into account how he defended her artistic talents: “He denied 

allegations that he had sculpted works she signed, and even defended her right to 

represent sexuality” (Higonnet, 24).   The fact that Rodin had to defend Claudel’s ability 

and right to create reveals a societal fear of intellectual, creative women.

Claudel was denied recognition not only because she was a female artist, but also 

because she blatantly displayed female sexuality in a non-passive manner.  In The Waltz 

(Figure 4), 1893, and The Age of Maturity (Figure 5), 1902, Claudel reveals her 

revolutionary approach to depicting femininity. As Higonnet writes, “her treatment of the 

female body – by contemporary standards corporeally unidealized yet expressively highly 

charged – shifts it from the visual status of passive object to that of desiring subject. It is 

impossible to see these women, as Rodin’s women were so often seen, as essentially 

sexual creatures” (27).  Rodin’s nudes are even more sexually explicit, but he did not 

incur as much criticism as Claudel.  In all aspects of her life, society asked her to 

conform; “Both in her professional career and in her personal life, she still had to choose 

between the rigidly distinct options of respectability or sexuality,” to again quote 



6

Higonnet (24).  In contrast, just as Rodin’s art did not cause a scandal, his personal life 

was not cause for concern as he already ascribed to society’s notions of masculinity by 

having a young, beautiful mistress, and by depicting male sexuality as powerful and 

females as passive objects of desire.  

Sadly, Claudel’s rejection of societal standards did not result in fame and fortune 

(as it did for Rodin), but in madness.  Paris notes how Claudel’s family repeatedly 

expressed its disapproval of her relationship with Rodin and her choice of occupation: 

“Nor could she avoid hearing the voices of … her mother and sister, a constant harangue 

designed to drive even a less fragile person mad” (Paris, 20).  After years of being denied 

credit for her work, enduring criticism for her lifestyle choices and for depicting female 

sexuality immodestly, Claudel eventually went insane.  While the criticism she received 

must have played a large role in her madness, Claudel did not seem worried about being a 

social outcast as much as she was obsessed with the idea that Rodin had made her 

invisible, that he had stolen her genius from her and that she did not receive any credit for 

her work; as Paris writes, “The persecutor who took form in her mind was never the 

public or the critics but Rodin, always Rodin … In her delirium, all of them were part of 

a plot whose sole function was to rob Camille of her ideas and to plagiarize and ruin her 

work” (Paris, 63).  As we shall see in the case of Plath and Hughes, feeling as though 

your partner has sapped your creativity can generate very intense emotions; in the case of 

Claudel, these feelings resulted in madness. 

In contrast, while there was a large age disparity (over 20 years) between Frida 

Kahlo (1907-1954) and Diego Rivera (1886-1957), the couple mutually supported one 
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another, even if society was slow to recognize Kahlo as a serious artist.  In fact, Rivera 

was incredibly supportive of his wife’s work from the very beginning.  Their first 

meeting consisted of Frida showing Diego some of the paintings she made during her 

convalescence (she was seriously injured in a bus accident as a youth, causing her to be 

an invalid for the rest of her life). She asked him if she should keep painting and he 

replied that she had talent.  He continued to support Frida’s painting throughout her life, 

admiring her power of expression: “Rivera loved her shockingly self-revealing subject 

matter, her courage to paint” (Herrera, 121).  However, while Rivera encouraged Kahlo’s 

painting, he still held  the position of power from the start due to his formal training, 

experience, and male privilege.  Moreover, the inequality that arose was not only due to 

Frida’s lack of experience and her gender, but also because of the way she presented 

herself and took a backseat to Diego’s ambitions. 

Many saw Frida’s work as amateurish, especially in comparison to her husband’s 

paintings.  Perhaps this perception was influenced by their differences in approach and 

style; Frida painted small portraits and Diego painted large murals, which were seen as 

more impressive.  Furthermore, their approaches to art also ascribe to gender 

expectations; “she was more personal and saw the world in relation to herself, 

specifically in relation to her body. He took in the world with his erudite and deeply 

curious mind, transforming what he saw according to his elaborate political mindset” 

(Herrera, 126).  Similarly, their views about their own art prescribe to gender 

expectations; “Rivera liked to think of himself as both a disciplined worker (a painter, he 

said, is a worker among workers) and a demiurge; Kahlo preferred the role of the 
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charming amateur who produced little paintings” (Herrera, 121).  While Kahlo was by no 

means an amateur in terms of her skill, she did downplay her abilities, preferring to see 

her work as a diversion rather than an occupation; “Rivera was the complete professional 

… he put in Herculean hours and it was obvious to everybody that painting was the 

center of his life. The center of Kahlo’s life was Rivera. She taught herself to paint 

because, she said, she was ‘bored as hell in bed’ [after her accident] … She painted when 

she felt like it” (121).   Kahlo was seen as an amateur, but it was a view she herself 

perpetuated. 

Kahlo’s wedding portrait, Frida and Diego Rivera (Figure 6), 1931, illustrates the 

way Kahlo sees herself in relation to her husband.  For instance, Diego holds a palette 

and brushes while Frida does not portray any signs of being a painter; she merely holds 

her husband’s hands, playing the role of the dutiful wife.  Also, Rivera’s stance is 

stronger, representing his dominance in the relationship; Herrera writes, “Rivera stands 

solidly on his two feet – on a separate and firmer ground than Kahlo who seems to float 

like a doll.  And he turns away from her” (132).  This could reference Diego’s famous 

philandering.  Rivera had many affairs during his marriage to Kahlo, who usually 

dismissed his infidelity, being aware of his unfaithful nature before she married him 

(although his affair with her sister was not overlooked).  However, Diego was possessive 

when Frida became involved with other men: “Those with women Rivera could tolerate, 

but her attachment to other men infuriated him, even prompting him to pursue one 

interloper with a pistol. ‘I don’t want to share my toothbrush with anybody,’ he said” 

(Herrera, 133).  Apparently women did not count as “anybody;” Rivera was only 
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threatened by male sexuality, which could challenge his claim on Kahlo.  This reveals a 

clear inequality in their relationship and Rivera’s view of  heterosexual sex as a sign of 

ownership.

After their one year divorce (which lasted from 1939-1940), Rivera and Kahlo 

were remarried on Frida’s terms: “Kahlo agreed to remarry Rivera on the grounds that 

they would refrain from sexual intercourse and that each would pay half of the household 

expenses. She accepted the fact that her marriage would not be monogamous and that she 

would have to live a rather independent life” (Herrera, 134).  Kahlo realized her 

dependence on Rivera had potential for heartbreak, but she and her husband found a way 

to support one another even if they could not have a conventional relationship; “mutual 

dependence allowed for the autonomy that was necessary for their art” (135).  While 

Frida may not have held the same amount of influence as her husband, his support and 

her skill still allowed her to realize a certain amount of notoriety, which is more than can 

be said for many female artists (such as Claudel, for instance).  Also, Kahlo and Rivera 

serve as an interesting comparison with O’Keeffe and Stieglitz, as the two couples follow 

a similar model of a much older, established husband who supports his wife’s art. 

Although, as we shall see, Stieglitz’s “support” was not always in his wife’s best interest. 

Perhaps the best known collaborative couple, Jean Paul Sartre and Simone de 

Beauvoir mutually supported one another and Beauvoir was widely recognized as an 

intellectual writer and philosopher. However, Sartre was still seen as superior to 

Beauvoir, not only by society at large, but also by Beauvoir herself.  At first glance, 

Beauvoir and Sartre seem perfectly equal; they were close in age (Sartre only three years 
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older), had an open relationship where each partner had affairs, and they were both 

influential and prolific writers who mutually influenced each other’s work.  Furthermore, 

the two usually lived separately, allowing both to have lives independent of the other. 

Despite these facts, critics assumed that Beauvoir borrowed certain ideas and themes 

from her partner in her writing, calling her “La Grande Sartreuse” and “Notre Dame de 

Sartre” (Durant, 201).  However, critic Toril Moi explains that neither of them borrowed 

more from the other and that it was a mutual collaboration: “[w]hen two brilliant 

philosophers discuss their ideas and their writing practically everyday of their lives, it 

would be incredible if they learned nothing from each other.  Beauvoir surely deepened 

and sharpened her sense of what her questions were by discussing them with Sartre, just 

as he elaborated his ideas by discussing them with her” (4).  Even with this reciprocal 

collaboration, I still hesitate to designate the relationship between Beauvoir and Sartre as 

one of equals. 

Many critics as well as Beauvoir herself viewed her as playing second fiddle to 

Sartre.  From the beginning, Sartre and Beauvoir were set up to compete since they met 

while studying for their aggregation examination in philosophy, a highly competitive and 

challenging French national exam.  Beauvoir was the youngest person to ever pass the 

aggregation, even though she did not have the same prestigious education as some of her 

male peers, such as Sartre. As Moi writes, “Whereas Sartre’s trajectory from Henri IV to 

Louis-le-Grand to the ENS [Ecole Normale Supérieure] and coveted first place at the 

aggrégation represents the accumulation of the maximum possible amount of educational 

capital in France at the time, Beauvoir’s Cours Désir, Institut Sainte-Marie and Sorbonne 
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have a decidedly inferior value” (83). This difference in education also implies a 

difference in class, as the schools Sartre attended were markedly upper-class 

establishments and Beauvoir’s were clearly bourgeois.  Despite her educational 

disadvantage, Beauvoir still managed to rank number two at the aggregation, defeated 

only by Sartre (who had failed the examination the year before).  

But even before she literally came in second place to him, Beauvoir sees herself 

as intellectually inferior to Sartre.  She recounts in her Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter 

how she and Sartre had a debate in the Luxembourg Gardens, resulting in her defeat: “I 

struggled for three hours. In the end I had to admit I was beaten; besides, I had realized in 

the course of our discussion, that many of my opinions were based only on prejudice, 

dishonesty, or hastily formed concepts, that my reasoning was at fault and that my ideas 

were in a muddle” (quoted in Moi, 38).  Moi sees Beauvoir’s acceptance of defeat as 

emblematic of how she viewed herself in relation to Sartre in general: “For the rest of her 

life she continues to perceive herself as intellectually and philosophically second to 

Sartre” (41).  It is important to note that Beauvoir never deems herself inferior to any 

other man, only to her lover.  Sexual attractiveness and intellect are often treated as 

mutually exclusive attributes of women, which, according to Moi, may explain 

Beauvoir’s perception: “Again we are confronted with the intellectual woman’s dilemma 

under patriarchy: from childhood she is used to seducing by being interesting, yet when 

she grows up, she discovers that she can never seduce solely by being interesting” (44). 

Beauvoir feels like she will not be attractive to Sartre because of her intellect alone; to 

again quote Moi, “While Simone de Beauvoir may well want Sartre to admire her 
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intellect, she must have known – or at least obscurely felt – that under patriarchy her 

sexual needs and desires would have been badly served had she won the crucial 

discussion” (44).  Patriarchy causes society to be more interested in female beauty than 

intellect (and sees these as mutually exclusive), but Beauvoir does not fully identify with 

either extreme, finding a middle ground that would make her the most attractive. 

Furthermore, both Sartre and Beauvoir seemed attracted to members of the 

opposite sex who fulfilled their gender expectations.  Sartre admitted his preference for 

pretty women not involved in intellectual pursuits.  As he is quoted in an interview, 

“There are of course ugly women, but I prefer those who are pretty … Then, there is the 

fact that they’re oppressed, so they seldom bore you with shop talk. . . . I enjoy being 

with a woman because I’m bored out of my mind when I have to converse in the realm of 

ideas” (quoted in Menand, 1).  As discussed above, Beauvoir wanted to downplay her 

intellect in order to seem more attractive to Sartre.  However, there were also specific 

qualities that Beauvoir found attractive in a man, namely superiority; as she writes in her 

memoir, “If in the absolute sense a man, who was a member of the privileged species and 

already had a flying start over me, did not count more that I did, I was forced to the 

conclusion that in a relative sense he counted less: in order for me to recognize him as my 

equal, he would have to prove himself my superior” (quoted in Moi, 40).  Beauvoir seems 

to want someone superior, but she also discredits male superiority because of man’s 

privileged position, or as Moi puts it, “on the one hand, she would seem to be saying that 

she cannot actually imagine desiring a man if he does not appear to be her superior; on 

the other she also implies that any superiority he might have would not really be 
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credible” (41).  While Beauvoir does see Sartre as a step above her, she does not nullify 

his superiority by citing his gender, she merely accepts it as fact.  To her it was not 

important why Sartre had the greater intellect, but simply that he held the position of 

power, which was clearly attractive to Beauvoir. 

However, like Frida Kahlo, Beauvoir’s feeling of inferiority to her partner did not 

hinder her from engaging in intellectual endeavors. Nor did Sartre try to control her or 

stand in the way of her career.  There was mainly inequality only in who was seen as 

more intellectual, an opinion supported by Beauvoir herself.  

Gertrude Stein and Alice Toklas represent a lesbian couple who follow the model 

of heterosexual gender roles, with Stein playing the more dominant (male) role and 

Toklas that of dutiful wife.  That being said, their relationship fostered growth and 

supplied support for one another.  For example, Gertrude Stein, before Alice’s arrival, 

was living under her domineering older brother, Leo.  Her brother was not supportive of 

her experimental writing, forcing her to create in private: “Leo Stein was amused by and 

often critical of his sister’s writing effort, which he was later to call an ‘abomination’ … 

Undoubtedly Stein’s unwillingness to show Leo this more experimental work was based 

on the fear of further ridicule from him ” (Benstock, 152).  However, once Leo moved 

out, Gertrude was free to rediscover writing; “In putting aside the domineering and 

pestering brother who had made her feel stupid and insignificant, Gertrude Stein put aside 

the language by which that brother had imprisoned her in silence” (163).  

According to Benstock, Toklas replaced Leo Stein’s influence, which is reflected 

in Gertrude’s change in style: “In accepting Alice’s love, Stein learned a new language 
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(or rediscovered a language she had known in childhood) and exchanged monologue for 

dialogue, preaching for joking. Her writing ceased imitating the patriarchy” (163). 

Toklas proved to be more than just inspiration for Stein’s writing, as she actively 

participated in her literary endeavor: “Alice served as more than a silent ear patiently 

attending her lover. She was, as all the evidence from the early poetry suggests, capable 

of asking pointed questions, of giving opinions on narrative structure and poetic methods, 

of participating in a dialogue of ideas” (Benstock, 164).  It is clear in Stein’s writing just 

how important Toklas’s ideas were to her: “As Alice’s knowledge of Gertrude’s writing 

methods increased and as she was taken into greater confidence by her lover, her opinions 

became more markedly evident, and Gertrude relied more heavily on her insights” (164). 

Toklas served as Stein’s muse but was not a silent Galatea. 

Toklas did more than inspire Stein’s writing, she also took care of her as a wife 

takes care of a husband.  To quote Janet Malcolm, she did almost everything for Stein, 

“man[aging] the practical details of Stein’s life almost to the point of parody” (Two Lives, 

28).  But one must not underestimate the value of Toklas’s wifely role since it was 

precisely her care that allowed Stein the time and energy to create: “The division of 

household labor between the two women, with one doing everything and the other 

nothing, was another precondition for the flowering of Stein’s genius” (Two Lives, 40). 

While Toklas played the role of “wife,” she contributed much more to the relationship 

than just cooking and cleaning; she helped Stein realize her full potential, providing her 

with intellectual advice and freeing her from domestic obligations and a domineering 

brother. 
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Clearly, Stein hugely benefited from her relationship with Toklas, but can we view 

this relationship as one of “collaboration”?  What about a relationship of equals? Toklas 

was not an artist herself but served as Stein’s muse, inspiring her innovative writing and 

freeing up her time for this endeavor.  Most importantly, Stein wrote Toklas’s 

autobiography, an ambiguous act, for Stein subverts the definition of autobiography by 

writing it about someone other than herself.  Is Stein trying to make a statement about the 

“oneness” of their relationship, that she was basically the same person as Alice due to 

their love and partnership? Or should we view this as Stein appropriating Toklas’s 

identity, manipulating her lover’s voice in order to create the illusion of objectivity, or at 

least a second voice removed from her own? One cannot guess the authorial intent of this 

enterprise, but the fact remains that writing Toklas’s autobiography robs Alice of her 

ability to narrate her own life as she sees it.  Similarly, Stein placed herself in the position 

of power in the relationship, assuming male privilege; Benstock claims, “their model for 

marriage was a paternal and heterosexual one … No sooner had Leo left 27 rue de 

Fleurus [their home in Paris] than his sister began to imitate his worst habits. Like him 

she was self-absorbed, self-indulgent, childish, tyrannical, opinionated and domineering” 

(166).  While Toklas and Stein supported one another, their partnership was not one of 

equals, as each played a clearly defined role in the relationship, which put Stein in the 

privileged position.  Clearly, even in homosexual relationships, hetero-normative gender 

roles can still affect power dynamics. 

Leonard and Virginia Woolf represent a couple who jointly collaborated in an 

equal manner, founding the Hogarth Press together.  Leonard chose what would be 
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published, kept track of the finances, and generally managed the press. Virginia also 

played a vital role, writing her own work to be published by the press and critically 

reviewing the manuscripts that were submitted. She also performed many menial tasks 

such as setting type and stitching bindings (Spater and Parsons, 108-9).  Both writers 

contributed much to the project, fostering its success; as Spater and Parsons say, “It was, 

in every sense of the term, a joint endeavor dependent on two people of quite remarkable 

talents. Few husband and wife pairs could have done what the Woolfs were able to 

accomplish” (109).  Leonard and Virginia Woolf represent a couple who mutually 

collaborated without one having control or privilege over the other.  In fact, Virginia 

commented on how the Hogarth Press allowed her a huge amount of freedom: “I’m the 

only woman in England free to write what I like” (quoted in Spater and Parsons, 108). 

Unlike many other women, Sylvia Plath, for instance, Virginia had a marriage that 

afforded her with a great deal of support and freedom that was not tainted with betrayal 

or unequal power dynamics. 

Wayne K. Chapman contrasts Leonard Woolf and Ted Hughes in their roles as 

posthumous editors of their wives’ work.  He says that Woolf is usually praised for 

publishing his wife’s work where Hughes’s editorial decisions have been famously 

challenged and criticized:

Leonard’s role as the preservationist of Virginia’s literary properties and 

the perpetuation of her reputation as a writer is generally a salutary one. 

Conversely, Ted Hughes’s role as executor and editor of Plath’s work is 

notorious, especially for the degree to which his self-serving intervention 
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in the editing of Ariel and The Collected Poems is supposed to have taken 

place in the time after her suicide. (65) 

The similarities between Virginia and Sylvia’s situations abound: both women were 

married to writers, both committed suicide and both left their husbands to deal with their 

literary legacy (arguably Plath did so inadvertently).  So why has Leonard been seen as a 

preservationist while Hughes is often viewed as a selfish interloper? 

Chapman implies that Virginia and Leonard’s joint collaboration in running the 

Hogarth Press set the groundwork for Leonard to posthumously publish her work, since 

he had been publishing it during her life.  Virginia left Leonard a loving suicide note in 

which she says, “Will you destroy all my papers,” but does not use a question mark 

(quoted in Chapman, 66).  Chapman sees Leonard’s publishing of Virginia’s work, her 

diary and some of her correspondence as heroic rather than going against his wife’s 

wishes; he asks, “Aren’t we indebted to him for choosing to interpret the sentence in the 

interrogative, rather than the imperative, and to have given her the afterlife that enjoins us 

today as her public?” (66).  He seems to think that Virginia’s love for her husband 

justifies this choice, in contrast to Plath and Hughes’s vitriolic relationship at the time of 

her death; “Ted Hughes was never left a love note such as the ones Virginia left Leonard 

and her sister Vanessa Bell when she decided to end her life” (67).  Chapman implies that 

society has heralded Leonard as a preservationist because he loved his wife and that his 

occupation during her life justified his actions after her death.  However, the main issue 

that Chapman does not emphasize is the fact that Leonard did not tamper with Virginia’s 

work before publishing it, while Ted Hughes did substantially alter Plath’s Ariel.  
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Chapman admits that Hughes altered Plath’s plan for Ariel, but posits that Hughes 

did not act selfishly in editing it.  He believes Hughes’s claim that he edited the book in 

order to make it better: “Arguably a better poet than Plath, Hughes should not have 

asserted himself so much into the work he aspired to improve in the posthumous editing 

of it” (67).   Furthermore, Chapman obviously privileges Hughes over Plath.  Chapman 

clearly does not think that Hughes did anything wrong in his editing of Ariel, but argues 

that the common perception of Hughes as self-serving explains why Hughes and Leonard 

Woolf have been treated differently, despite very similar projects.  I strongly disagree 

with Chapman’s interpretation of Hughes’s editing (which represents a popular view that 

will be discussed later), but one important thing to note here is that scholarship is also 

subject to prejudice and male privileging.  Neither Sylvia Plath nor Georgia O’Keeffe – 

perhaps two of the most influential female artists of our time – were safe from patriarchal 

prejudice in their personal and professional lives, nor (even more surprisingly) in the 

criticism of their work. 

During the Plath / Hughes marriage, Ted garnered fame for his poetry while 

Sylvia spent most of her time caring for their children. Plath’s work received relatively 

little acclaim or attention during her lifetime.  However, in the last year of her life, Plath 

wrote perhaps her best book, Ariel, which recounts the speaker’s anger, fear, and sense of 

betrayal by her husband. This book is strongly autobiographical, many of the poems 

loosely or very blatantly referring to the couple’s separation due to Hughes’s infidelity. 

Since Sylvia Plath died without a will, Ted Hughes was left completely in control of the 

publication and arrangement of all of Plath’s written materials, including the unpublished 
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Ariel.  Hughes famously edited Plath’s plan, excising many poems and adding others that 

she did not plan to include, creating a version much different than the book Plath 

envisioned.  Many scholars have argued that Hughes had various reasons for editing 

Plath’s original manuscript, ranging from protecting himself and others (such as her 

children and her mother) from the scathing poems to wanting to make the book better. 

The reasons are less important than the fact that Hughes completely and deliberately 

changed Plath’s narrative as a whole.  In this way, Hughes not only controls the way the 

public views Plath’s work, but also the way that the public understands the circumstances 

of her suicide.  While their dynamic may have been more equal during Plath’s life, their 

relationship ended on a decidedly uneven ground, with Hughes publishing his version of 

Ariel. 

In Hughes’s editing of Ariel and in the text itself, it is apparent that Plath and 

Hughes were involved in a power struggle.  Throughout the book, Plath reveals fears of 

living in Hughes’s shadow and expresses her feelings of being creatively stifled.  She also 

demonstrates her desire to overshadow her husband by writing over his manuscript for 

The Calm, using his texts against him to reveal his abandonment and crimes against her. 

In contrast, Hughes’s power over Plath is signified by his complete control over the 

publication of all of her work.  In terms of collaboration, Ted Hughes and Sylvia Plath 

used each other’s work both as inspiration and a way to exert control over the other.   Due 

to Plath’s suicide, Hughes had full control over her work.  However, Plath has gotten the 

last word with the recent publication of  Ariel: The Restored Edition, which follows 

Plath’s original plan.



20

Georgia O’Keeffe and Alfred Stieglitz had a much different dynamic than Plath 

and Hughes, but in both instances, the vision and agency of the woman was 

misinterpreted and suppressed by the man who controlled and manipulated his partner. 

While Plath and Hughes started out their relationship at similar points in life, Georgia 

O’Keeffe was 23 years younger than Stieglitz when they first met at Alfred’s gallery, 291. 

Due to his reputation in the community, Alfred Stieglitz launched O’Keeffe’s career, 

working tirelessly to promote her art.  However, Stieglitz’s influence, while helpful in 

garnering fame, was also detrimental to the way the public perceived O’Keeffe.  

Stieglitz claimed full control over O’Keeffe’s work from the very beginning, 

asserting the authority of his interpretations of her work and spreading his views to other 

influential critics.  His respected opinion allowed his view of O’Keeffe’s art as inherently 

feminine and sexual to dominate the criticism for the majority of the twentieth century  . 

O’Keeffe denounced this Freudian interpretation multiple times, but Stieglitz’s position 

of authority continued to influence the critics nonetheless.  Moreover, Stieglitz created 

Georgia O’Keeffe’s public image with the serial portrait he made of her and exhibited in 

1921.  After this exhibit of Georgia’s body, critics began associating the images of 

O’Keeffe in the incredibly intimate photographs with the meanings of her paintings, 

focusing on her femininity and sexuality.  In many ways, Stieglitz not only controlled 

Georgia’s public image, he also influenced the way other art critics interpreted her work.

Clearly, the two couples’ circumstances are very different.  For instance, Georgia 

was at least somewhat complicit in Alfred’s promotion of her art, unlike Plath who was 

deceased at the time of Ariel’s publication and was therefore unable to have any control 
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over the publication of her work.  While Georgia stated her dissatisfaction, even rage at 

sexual interpretations of her work, she still allowed certain materials to be published and 

exhibited.  In both of these cases, we can see how male privilege can disrupt more mutual 

collaboration within artist couples.  However, I resist assigning male privilege as the only 

factor in why women artists are so often controlled or overshadowed by their male 

counterparts. We have seen how the outcomes of romantic relationships amongst artist 

couples vary according to individual personalities, age differences, attitudes and gender. 

While their circumstances differ, most of these women were seen as inferior to or were 

controlled by their partners; others struggled to establish equal footing (such as Stein and 

Toklas and the Woolfs).  Even women of creative brilliance are subject to male privilege 

and societal prejudices.  My study of these twentieth century  artists demonstrates that 

society is not as equal and enlightened as we would like to think, and that feminism still 

has a large role to play in working towards equality.
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Chapter 1:

“I have a self to recover” – Plath’s Ariel as Textual 

Evidence Against Ted Hughes

Sylvia Plath’s collection of poems, Ariel, is perhaps her most famous and widely 

read work, a book rife with pain, betrayal, and fear.  But, while these are some of Plath’s 

most powerful and personal poems – written during a time of marital strife – this 

collection was published posthumously, leaving her estranged husband, Ted Hughes, 

completely in control of the publication and arrangement of the book.  Plath did leave a 

meticulous account of the process of writing and a clear plan for the arrangement of Ariel, 

but Hughes published a version much different than the book Plath envisioned.  Many 

scholars have defended Ted Hughes, arguing that he altered Plath’s original plan in order 

to protect himself and others (such as her children and her mother) from public scrutiny 

or that his alterations were motivated by aesthetics.2  Regardless of Hughes’s motivations 

for altering Plath’s plan for Ariel, the fact remains that his changes go beyond minor 

2 See, for instance, previous discussion of Chapman’s article and following discussion of Upton’s study.
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editorial decisions and alter the narrative of the book as a whole.  Where Plath’s version 

seems to emphasize re-invention, struggle, and revenge, Hughes’s arrangement diverts 

attention away from himself and the broken marriage and instead focuses on Otto Plath 

(her deceased father) and the inevitability of Plath’s suicide; he represents Sylvia Plath as 

a victim of her time and place rather than consumed by a personal wrong. This way, 

Hughes shirks the burden of guilt and passes it back to Sylvia and Otto.  

While Plath and Hughes may have started their marriage with an ideal of mutual 

collaboration and support, their careers as writers had become a struggle for power by 

the time of Plath’s death.  Although she had been recognized and published during her 

lifetime, Hughes had garnered far more literary acclaim than his wife.  Throughout Ariel, 

Plath reveals her fears of living in Hughes’s shadow and expresses her feelings of being 

creatively stifled.  Plath writes Ariel to ensure that she makes her mark, that she does not 

become a “no one” like the speakers in her poems.  However, nothing shows Plath’s 

desire for power over her estranged husband like her appropriation and writing over of 

his manuscript for The Calm.  Similarly, Plath also writes on the backside of her own 

novel, The Bell Jar, in both cases borrowing themes and events and challenging and 

revising the texts in order to reclaim her agency. Bundtzen compares the way Plath uses 

these two texts: “Plath appears to be challenging the poetic stance of her husband or else 

finding inspiration in what is written on the reverse for her own imagery… Plath is also 

gazing backward, engaged in an effort to revise her life and over-writing old selves with a 

refigured identity” (Bundtzen, 6).  Plath’s practice of writing on the back of old 

manuscripts is similar to a palimpsest, or writing done on paper that has had previous 
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writing erased.  In using and questioning Hughes’s text, she erases (or overshadows) his 

work and supposed literary authority.  Especially since many Ariel poems reveal 

Hughes’s betrayal and control, Plath uses Hughes’s own work against him to expose his 

controlling influence over her and his abandonment.  

Contrastingly, Hughes’s power over Plath is signified by his complete control over 

the publication of all of her work.  Not only did he publish Ariel to his own liking, he also 

allowed The Bell Jar, Letters Home (a collection of Plath’s letters to her mother, Aurelia) 

and The Journals of Sylvia Plath to be published.  Clearly, Plath had no say in what could 

or could not be published, nor could she do anything about Hughes rearranging her 

poems since she was by that time deceased.  While Plath writes over her husband’s work 

to reveal his crimes against her, Hughes tries to erase Plath’s accusations against him in 

Ariel by editing her book.  However, the poems that most explicitly reveal Hughes’s 

obsessive control and the speaker’s fears of being erased are the exact poems that he 

excises, seemingly fulfilling Plath’s poetic prophecies.  Both Plath and Hughes made 

moves without his / her partner’s consent, demonstrating their individual struggle for 

power and their desire for their voice to be heard over the other.  While Plath may not 

have been able to control how her book was published, she has finally gotten the last 

word with the publication of Ariel: The Restored Edition, (2004) edited by her daughter, 

Frieda, which presents her original plan for the book. 

It is a well established fact that Hughes altered Plath’s clear plan for Ariel without 

her consent.  Hughes admits that Plath had already created an arrangement for Ariel  

before her death: “Some time around Christmas 1962, she gathered most of what are now 
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known as the Ariel poems in a black spring binder, and arranged them in a careful 

sequence” (Collected Poems, 14).  Hughes admits to editing her plan by adding poems 

she had envisioned for a different book: “The Ariel eventually published in 1965 was a 

somewhat different volume from the one she had planned. It incorporated most of the 

dozen or so poems she had gone on to write in 1963, though she herself, recognizing the 

different inspiration of these new pieces, regarded them as the beginning of a third book” 

(CP, 15).  He then admits, “It omitted some of the more personally aggressive poems 

from 1962, and might have omitted one or two more if she had not already published 

them herself in magazines” (CP, 15).  Hughes claims that his choice to remove the 

“personally aggressive” poems was due to advice that they would not be well received by 

the public: “Several advisers had felt that the violent contradictory feelings expressed in 

those pieces might prove hard for the reading public to take” (CP, 15).  Hughes admits to 

completely altering Plath’s arrangement but implies that he did so in order to make the 

book more marketable. 

However, it is hard to imagine that his choices were not also motivated by 

personal reasons, as he himself admits.  Hughes elaborates in 1971 about his editorial 

decisions, clearly revealing his desire to excise the accusatory poems: “I had already 

started rearranging the collection, cutting out some pieces that looked as if they might let 

in some facile attacker, cutting out one or two of the more openly vicious ones, and a 

couple of others that I thought might conceivably seem repetitive in tone and form” 

(quoted in Bundtzen, 25).  Here Hughes suggests aesthetics were a reason for editing, but 

he also seems to have omitted certain poems due to their content.   He reveals his real 
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reasons for editing: “I would have cut out ‘Daddy’ if I’d been in time … I also kept out 

one or two that were aimed too nakedly” (quoted in Bundtzen, 25).  He admits to wanting 

to excise “Daddy,” the poem that perhaps most clearly indicts him.  Hughes also claims 

to want to protect others involved, such as their children and Plath’s mother: “my 

obligations are not so simple as a scholar’s would be. They are first, towards her family, 

second, towards her best work” (quoted in Bundtzen, 21).  But if Hughes was so 

concerned with public opinion of Plath and how that would affect his children and Plath’s 

mother, why did he allow Letters Home and Sylvia’s journals to be published?  Clearly, 

his reasons are really thinly veiled excuses for excising poems that continue the theme of 

betrayal and accusation, his word choice of “nakedly” revealing his fear of being exposed 

to the public.  

Clearly, there are many reasons why Hughes may have edited Ariel.  Did he do it 

because he truly felt that he was making the book better by excising, rearranging, and 

adding certain poems? Was it to protect his family? Or did he want to suppress her most 

“personally aggressive” poems that indicted his betrayal and control? Was it a little of all 

three?  Scholars overwhelmingly agree that Hughes altered Plath’s original plan, but there 

are many varying opinions about his motivations for editing and how his changes affected 

the reading of Ariel, whether for better or worse. 

One popular argument defends Ted Hughes’s editorial tampering as being 

motivated by aesthetics; he was trying to make the book more palatable, more profitable, 

or just plain better than Plath’s version.  Upton, using a similar argument to Chapman, 

claims that Hughes’s editorial choices demonstrate his superior tastes: “If we study his 



27

choices for omissions, many may strike us as primarily aesthetic” (261).  He then gives 

specific examples of poems Hughes excised and how his decisions made the book better: 

“The faint tropes of space in ‘Thalidomide’ echo too closely those of ‘Nick and the 

Candlestick’ … ‘A Secret,’ ‘The Jailor,’ and ‘Stopped Dead’ use exclamatory lines and 

rhythms that are deployed more forcefully in the brilliant ‘Daddy’ and in context dilute 

our sense of the uniqueness of ‘Daddy’ as a master poem” (261-2).  He calls Hughes’s 

version “more dramatic,” “more powerful,” and “more poignant,” than Plath’s.  Upton 

implies that Plath’s version of Ariel is inferior to Hughes’s; “To read the restored version 

[Plath’s original plan] is to encounter a book that is more furious, more unwieldy, and 

more repetitive than the Ariel we have had available for over forty years” (261).  Upton 

talks about the version that Hughes published as if it were the original and as if Plath’s 

were the second edition rather than the other way around.  What Upton does not explain 

in his article is why Hughes edited a book that already had a clear plan?  It begs the 

question, what right did Hughes have to tamper with Plath’s work?  

Most scholars agree that Ted Hughes altered Plath’s arrangement for at least partly 

personal reasons, but the level of anger that this fact generates varies from scholar to 

scholar.  Marjorie Perloff and Lynda K. Bundtzen convincingly argue that Hughes’s 

editorial decisions robbed the public of the Ariel Plath had planned.  Perloff states that 

Hughes’s version of Ariel focuses on different themes than Plath’s arrangement: “Indeed 

the arrangement of Ariel 2 [Hughes’s version] implies that Plath’s suicide was inevitable 

(‘I have done it again’), that it was brought on, not by her actual circumstances, but by 

her essential and seemingly incurable schizophrenia” (314).  Perloff touches on a 
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common observation: Hughes constructs a narrative that portrays Sylvia Plath’s death as 

an inevitable occurrence, not one brought on by the abandonment of her husband (as 

many feminists claimed).3  Perloff focuses on how Hughes changed Plath’s narrative in 

order to shirk responsibility for her suicide and to avoid public scrutiny.  

Bundtzen agrees with Perloff and quotes extensively from her study.  She mostly 

quotes Perloff to explain how Hughes altered Plath’s narrative (31-33).  Bundtzen also 

elaborates on Hughes’s motivations for his editorial choices, citing his aesthetic reasons, 

familial obligations, monetary concerns, and personal shame. She notes how the nature of 

the omissions relate to the motives behind the decisions: “Excision of material painful to 

survivors was clearly a motive for some editorial decisions” (19).  However, she argues 

that Hughes was most interested in protecting himself from public scrutiny; “surely Otto 

Plath, long dead, could no longer be hurt by ‘Daddy,’ so if anyone’s feelings might be 

hurt by its verbal abuse wouldn’t it be Hughes himself, who is ‘the model’ of ‘Daddy’ … 

Or if Hughes’s concern was for Aurelia Plath’s feelings, why did he leave in ‘Medusa,’ 

which caused great pain to Plath’s mother?” (26).  Throughout her book, Bundtzen 

demonstrates how Hughes’s editorial decisions reveal his self-serving motivations and 

how his changes alter Plath’s well planned narrative.

 Bundtzen explains the popular claim that Hughes’s decisions to edit Ariel were 

motivated by aesthetic concerns.  She reveals the bias against confessional poetry and 

notes Hughes’s support of Judith Kroll’s study, Chapters in a Mythology: The Poetry of 

Sylvia Plath, where the author criticizes reading poems in terms of their biographical 

context.  Furthermore, Bundtzen quotes Kroll’s value judgment of confessional poetry: 

3 See, for instance, Jacqueline Rose’s book, The Haunting of Sylvia Plath
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biographical detail, then, does not explain the impact of her [Plath’s] 

poems as works of art (in reading a really bad sensationalistic confessional 

poem, we can readily perceive that the subject matter shocks, fascinates, 

and moves us, while on the other hand, we see quite clearly that the poem 

has no value as art). (40) 

Kroll claims that good poets do not ground their work in biography and good critics do 

not rely on biography when discussing good poems.  It is no wonder that Hughes openly 

endorsed Kroll’s study (the only one he approved with such enthusiasm), since this 

negative opinion of confessional poetry allowed Hughes to claim that he was trying to 

make Ariel better by excising the poems that explicitly reference her (and by extension 

Hughes’s) personal life; as Bundtzen claims, “if Hughes deleted ‘personally aggressive’ 

poems, perhaps he was ‘purifying’ Ariel and protecting the ‘immortal’ body of Plath’s 

work from being sullied with ‘really bad sensationalistic’ blots” (40).  However, the 

critics (such as Upton and Chapman) who stress Hughes’s aesthetic concerns do not 

mention the issue of biography but rather bring up Ariel’s repetitiveness.  I would argue 

that this formalist stance is another thinly veiled excuse for Hughes to omit painful or 

embarrassing materials from Ariel.  Furthermore, I would argue that focusing on the 

biographical details that abound in Plath’s poetry does not mean that one cannot also 

discuss the formal qualities of her work; the two are not mutually exclusive.  Finally, the 

fact that Plath employs autobiography does not diminish the value of her work but 

enhances the level of emotional depth.  Plath’s strongly autobiographical work 

necessitates a firm grounding in biography as it helps enrich our understanding of both 
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her life and work.    

Wagner represents more of a middle ground in the criticism as she both 

sympathizes with Hughes (perhaps because her book focuses on Birthday Letters, 

Hughes’s response to Ariel), but also acknowledges his role in editing Plath’s plan. 

Wagner does admit that Hughes’s arrangement changes the narrative Plath created: 

“Plath’s Ariel began – as does the published volume – with ‘Morning Song,’ but  it ended 

with ‘Wintering’; so the first word of the book was ‘love’ and the last ‘spring.’ This gives 

the selection a positive upward movement that the published collection does not have; the 

latter ends blackly” (23).  And Wagner implies that Hughes’s version highlights the 

inevitability of Plath’s suicide, which takes blame away from Hughes.  However, Wagner 

avoids indicting Hughes for his editorial choices: “Hughes omitted, too, several poems 

critical of himself … This has been perceived as carelessness at best, censorship at worst” 

(23-4). Wagner, unlike some scholars, resists writing Hughes off as a selfish, controlling 

husband though she does admit that he completely changed Plath’s narrative.  

While there are many different opinions about Hughes’s editorial decisions, it 

seems like too much of a coincidence that the poems he excises are exactly those that 

most blatantly accuse him of being duplicitous and controlling.  Hughes excised eleven 

poems from Plath’s list, eight of which were written from October to November, 1962. 

This is especially significant since Hughes left Court Green, the family home, for good in 

early October.  These “October poems” are rife with themes of abandonment and betrayal 

and are perhaps the most powerful of Plath’s Ariel poems.  Furthermore, Plath seems to 

foresee Hughes’s editorial tampering as she repeatedly expresses fears of becoming a “no 
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one” or being erased in her poems. Of course, it could be argued that Plath was merely 

paranoid or insecure about her literary standing, and that Hughes’s abandonment caused 

her to reevaluate her identity, but it is also clear that she feels that she has been controlled 

and overshadowed by her husband.  Also, Hughes completely changes the entire narrative 

of Ariel to focus on Plath’s inevitable suicide, including nine poems from 1963 that he 

knew she intended for another collection.  It again seems too much of a coincidence that 

he would construct a narrative that conveniently distracts from the accusatory poems.  I 

will argue that Plath’s original plan for Ariel is textual evidence against Hughes as she 

constantly indicts his duplicitous and manipulative behavior, constructing a narrative that 

first reveals Hughes’s crimes against her and then grapples with her identity and agency 

independent of him.  In this chapter, I will compare Plath’s arrangement with Hughes’s to 

show how he suppresses her narrative. I will also explore how Plath uses both Hughes’s 

play, The Calm, and her own novel, The Bell Jar, to re-imagine her identity, challenging 

pre-existing expectations and exposing how her marriage stifled her creativity. 

Plath’s arrangement shows that she planned to include “The Rabbit Catcher,” 

“Thalidomide,” and “Barren Woman,” but Hughes omitted these poems and included 

“Sheep in Fog” instead.  While the poems Plath planned to include in Ariel indict her 

husband’s manipulation and her misery over their failed marriage, “Sheep in Fog” 

illustrates Plath’s inevitable death and addresses Otto Plath’s role in her depression.  “The 

Rabbit Catcher” is perhaps the first poem Plath wrote after finding out about Hughes’s 

affair: “[it] responds to a visit by Assia and David Wevill that first aroused Plath’s jealous 

suspicion” (Bundtzen, 45).  Also, the first drafts of this poem were written on the back of 
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the manuscript for The Bell Jar, which suggests themes of purging oneself of societal 

expectations for women and finding one’s own voice.  

 The first lines of “The Rabbit Catcher” set up the idea of being trapped, “It was a 

place of force – / The wind gagging my mouth with my own blown hair” (Collected 

Poems, 193).   The diction of “gagging” causes the reader to imagine a kidnapping or a 

forced trap; it also implies the inability to speak.  This references Plath’s feeling that her 

marriage constricted her “voice” or her creative instinct, which has parallels in The Bell  

Jar: “It is the impact of marriage on Esther’s budding ambitions as an artist that she finds 

most threatening. Buddy Willard smugly confides his belief that Esther won’t want to 

write poems once she becomes a wife and mother” (Bundtzen, 62).  Clearly, like Esther, 

the speaker of the poem feels that her marriage ensnares her mind, as Bundtzen says, “If 

the ‘Rabbit Catcher’ is about marriage, it is also about the way marriage enthralls a 

woman’s creativity” (62).  The word “gagging” also relates to the episode in The Bell Jar 

when Esther wakes up from her suicide attempt: “Esther has, of course, literally purged 

herself on [sic] the poison she consumed at the Ladies’ Day banquet, but also regurgitated 

the images of the perfect housewife created for mass consumption by Ladies’ Day” (61). 

Like Esther, the speaker desires to rid herself of expectations of femininity and 

motherhood; “[the themes from The Bell Jar] encourage Plath, as she composes, to purge 

herself of feminine inhibitions about what wives properly should and should not do” (62). 

This poem reveals Plath’s feelings of being creatively stifled by her marriage and 

hindered by societal expectations for women, especially those for wives and mothers.  

The next line reinforces this idea of marriage as a trap that takes away the 
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speaker’s agency, “Tearing off my voice, and the sea” (CP, 193).  As an author, “voice” 

relates to Plath’s personal expression in poetry; the speaker’s feelings of being  deprived 

of her voice is particularly poignant when considering Plath’s feelings of living in 

Hughes’s shadow; “Their marriage was a collaboration of two writers, but an unequal 

one, in which Hughes’s early success ensured his dominant position” (Bundtzen, 63). 

Furthermore, records show that Hughes assigned Plath multiple subjects for poems, 

which demonstrates his dominance over her writing (63).  Therefore, Sylvia’s choice to 

write this poem (and others) about Ted’s crimes against her can be read as her attempt to 

escape his control over her voice: “For Plath, the treatment of him as her intimate 

tormentor in marriage was a strategy for releasing herself from a relationship in which he 

exerted a great deal of influence over her subject matter” (Bundtzen, 63).  Plath writes 

these poems to purge herself of her husband’s control and to embrace her own voice. 

The remainder of the poem relates the speaker’s fears of being trapped and her 

desire to reclaim her agency.  The speaker escapes as the snares do not catch anything, 

but ruin themselves attempting to ensnare prey, “And the snares almost effaced 

themselves – / Zeros, shutting on nothing” (CP, 194).  Plath challenges Hughes, stating he 

cannot ensnare her mind, proof of which is this poem.  The next line of the next stanza 

relates the traps to birth, “Set close, like birth pangs.” (194).  Plath relates her fertility as 

an aspect of her femininity that she can embrace and that the rabbit catcher cannot undo 

or control (a point especially significant considering that Plath had recently given birth to 

her son Nicholas).  Furthermore, this poem seems directly inspired by the birthing scene 

in The Bell Jar: “Esther is told that the mother is given a drug to make her forget the pain 
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and Esther sees her hoisted on what ‘looked like some awful torture table’ (Bundtzen, 

62).  In both The Bell Jar and in this poem, giving birth is likened to torture.  However, 

the speaker in this poem relates that while the rabbit catcher cannot trap anything 

(meaning he cannot control her mind or body), she has the power to create.  Again,  The 

Bell Jar inspires Plath to embrace her agency and “ to regain control of her own fertility, 

symbolized in the woman’s power to give birth” (62).  Plath works in dialogue with her 

own text to regain her own voice and embrace her reproductive and creative powers.

The next stanza focuses on how the rabbit catcher can also ensnare the speaker 

with sex.  She describes the man’s hand in terms of its sharpness, likening it to the snare, 

“I felt hands round a tea mug, dull blunt, Ringing the white china.” (CP, 194).  The 

violent imagery sets the tone as the next lines further explain Plath’s association of the 

traps with death and sexuality, “How they awaited him those little deaths! / They waited 

like sweethearts. They excited him” (194).  Plath references la petite mort: “[these] lines 

define sex as a snare, a ‘lure’ to women that offers only masochistic and deathly 

pleasures” (Bundtzen, 59).  This reference is bolstered by the tone of excitement created 

by the exclamation points and the sexual connotations of  “excited.”  The rabbit catcher 

attempts to ensnare the speaker’s mind, using sex as a lure, especially interesting 

considering Plath’s fears that marriage and having children would ruin her career as a 

writer.

The last few lines again address Plath’s feelings of intellectual subordination, 

“Pegs too deep to uproot, and a mind like a ring / Sliding shut on some quick thing” (CP, 

194).  The rhyme ring /thing emphasizes the allusion to marriage, which ensnares the 
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speaker.  The rabbit catcher traps the speaker, making her submit to his intellectualism: 

“[it] is a simile that suggests the pounce of a man of reason on the woman’s flight of 

fancy – or perhaps the killing pronouncements and judgments of a writer husband already 

secure in his fame, at home in British high culture” (Bundtzen, 67).  Circularity works to 

link the first stanza’s concerns about creative stifling with the last stanza’s theme of 

intellectual domination.  

Perloff argues that Hughes did not omit this poem because it is too “personally 

aggressive,” but rather because it makes explicit her broken marriage with the line, “We 

too had a relationship” (CP, 194).  But I would argue that this poem clearly reveals how 

Plath feels controlled and trapped by Hughes.  The speaker ends the poem by saying that 

as literal snares kill rabbits, the metaphorical snares of her marriage are killing her, “The 

constriction killing me also” (194).  This phrasing is particularly chilling knowing that 

Plath later committed suicide.  It is no wonder Hughes omitted this poem, which clearly 

blames him for stifling her and also foreshadows Plath’s eventual suicide in light of this 

entrapment.  

“Thalidomide,” another poem cut by Hughes, mirrors the happy, positive 

beginning of Ariel, “Morning Song,” which celebrates the birth of Plath and Hughes’s 

daughter.  Bundtzen argues that this excision greatly alters Plath’s narrative: “Plath’s next 

two poems ‘The Rabbit Catcher’ and ‘Thalidomide’ are excised by Hughes, hence 

diverting Plath’s reader from the indictment of her propitious beginning in ‘Thalidomide,’ 

a poem intended, it would seem, to cancel ‘Morning Song’ with a second conception and 

birth” (129).  Thalidomide was a drug that was used in childbirth in the 1950s and 1960s 
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that was later found to cause birth defects, which explains the descriptions of the baby as 

being amputated and having a “half-brain.”  Plath references her recently having given 

birth to Nicholas, who is metaphorically deformed by his father’s betrayal.  The last three 

lines refer to Hughes’s infidelity, “The glass cracks across, / the image / Flees and aborts 

like dropped mercury” (CP, 252).  The glass implies duplicity, the crack and the 

“abortion” suggest the dissolution of the Plath / Hughes marriage, and the mercury 

alludes to poison and birth defects.  It is unsurprising that Hughes would excise a poem 

that depicts their child as deformed because of his father’s duplicity.  But this omission 

also affects the developing narrative of pain and anger directed towards Hughes.  Without 

this poem, the reader is left with the happy “Morning Song” which emphasizes Plath’s 

happiness before her marriage fell apart. 

In addition to “The Rabbit Catcher, ” and “Thalidomide,” Hughes also cut 

“Barren Woman” ( a poem comparing Hughes’s mistress, Assia Gutman’s barrenness to 

the speaker’s fertility) and replaced them with “Sheep in Fog.”  Instead of Plath’s 

arrangement, which stresses her personal anger, “Sheep in Fog” relates the inevitability 

of Plath’s death and focuses on the effects of Otto Plath’s death on his daughter.  This 

poem was written in January of 1963, about a month before Plath’s suicide; it belongs to 

the group of later poems Perloff calls “death poems” that Plath began as a separate 

volume.  But Hughes included this poem because he believed that it best captured the 

major theme of the book: “ [it is a] small cool poem [that] is the epitaph and funeral 

cortege of the whole extraordinary adventure dramatized in the poems of Ariel” (quoted 

in Bundtzen, 130).  However, while this poem does relate Plath’s depression and 
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foreshadows her suicide, it (unlike most of the other poems) does not address the sources 

of her misery, namely Hughes.

The first stanza of the poem introduces the tone of sadness and disappointment, 

“The hills step off into whiteness / People or stars / Regard me sadly, I disappoint them.” 

(CP, 262).  The second stanza continues the tone of hopelessness, “The train leaves a line 

of breath. / O slow / Horse the color of rust” (262).  Rust brings up associations of decay 

and neglect, seemingly a reference to Plath’s marriage and her husband’s betrayal.  The 

third stanza is the most ominous in its portrayal of depression, “Hooves, dolorous bells 

––– / All morning the / Morning has been blackening” (262).  Plath plays with morning, 

as in the beginning of the day, and mourning, as in grieving.  The fourth stanza addresses 

the speaker’s femininity or fertility, “A flower left out. / My bones hold a stillness, the far 

/ Fields melt my heart.” (262).  The flower is “left out” due to her ambivalence toward 

her feminine powers.  Contrasted against the image of still bones or a skeleton, we see 

her feelings about her femininity as a source of unease. 

The last stanza is perhaps the most obvious reason Hughes replaced the other 

poems with this one, as it addresses Plath’s issues with her father, “They threaten / To let 

me through to a heaven / Starless and fatherless, a dark water” (CP, 262).  Not only does 

this poem relate Plath’s extremely dark attitude, which was to lead to her death, but the 

last few lines redirect our attention from Hughes to Otto Plath; as Bundtzen claims, 

“[Hughes] reshapes Plath’s narrative such that the lineaments of Otto Plath take 

precedence over his own image” (130).  In an essay on this poem, Hughes sums up what 

he thinks is the aim of “Sheep in Fog”: “to deal with terrible news about her father and 
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her fateful bond with him” (quoted in Clark, 110).  Clark agrees with Bundtzen’s 

interpretation of Hughes’s motives for excising this poem: “his interpretation of Ariel 

rested upon Plath’s obsession with Otto Plath rather than her feelings of marital betrayal” 

(Clark, 110).  “Sheep in Fog” has a tone of impending doom and hopelessness, relating 

her unresolved issues with her father and Plath’s feelings of being “left out,” all of which 

distract the reader from her more “personally aggressive” poems that make clear her 

feelings for Hughes. 

Hughes also excised “A Secret,” “The Jailor,” and “Amnesiac” from Ariel.  All 

three of these poems were written on the back of pages of the typescript of Hughes’s play, 

The Calm, a reworking of Shakespeare’s The Tempest.  Plath’s palimpsest, her 

appropriation of her husband’s texts, can be read as a rejection of his influence over her 

and as an ironic way to expose his betrayal; Bundtzen writes, “Not only does she write on 

his ‘backside,’ but she subverts ‘the calm’ of Hughes’s ocean in the  play, creating a 

swelling tempest of angry accusation on her own textual surface” (99).  Bundtzen sums 

up Plath’s project with these poems: “They were about exhumation – dragging her father 

from his grave, dredging up the past for inspection and exorcism – and about violating 

taboos against self-exhibition. Making her private life and feelings public is exactly what 

Plath dared to do” (106).  But Hughes did not want Plath’s (meaning his) private life to be 

exposed, especially since Plath paints him in a very unflattering light. Ironically, 

Hughes’s decision to try to stifle Plath’s voice only seems to corroborate the accusations 

she makes against him – that he is controlling and obsessed with sexual privacy. 

Hughes’s omission of Plath’s most “personally aggressive” poems both sheds light on the 
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“truth” of her claims and also explains Plath’s language of mystery, silence and 

suppression.  

“A Secret” reveals a father’s betrayal and the desire to cover up any scandal, 

which parallels how Hughes left the family very soon after their son Nicholas’s birth and 

how he excised this poem from Ariel.  This poem was written the same day that Hughes 

left the family for good.  Also, Plath incorporates elements from Hughes’s play into her 

poem: “what resembles a baby’s cry on the island in The Calm and the knife wielded by 

one character to protect the food provisions are both incorporated” (Bundtzen, 104). 

Plath uses Hughes’s own work to express her feelings about his betrayal and to expose 

his lies and efforts to control her.

The poem’s first lines bring up the theme of secrecy, “A secret! A secret! / How 

superior.” (CP, 219).  The poet uses many end stopped lines and caesuras, giving the 

poem a jilting, nursery rhyme like rhythm, which creates an ominous tone in the work.  In 

the first half of the poem the speaker directly addresses the baby and reveals that he is 

proof of the secret, “The secret is stamped on you, Faint, undulant watermark.” (219). 

The third stanza ponders the inextricable mark on the baby, “Will it show in the black 

detector? / Will it come out / Wavery, indelible, true” (219).  The lie detector first brings 

up the idea of a betrayal.  

Starting with the sixth stanza, the speaker is in dialogue with the person who 

wants to hide the secret, the father of the baby.  He expresses his desire to get rid of the 

the manifestation and reminder of his betrayal.  The sixth stanza hints at violence, the 

knife recalling Hughes’s The Calm, “A knife that can be taken out / To pare nails, / To 
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lever the dirt. / ‘It wont hurt.’ ” (CP, 220).   The reference to Hughes’s play allows the 

reader to assume that the father’s voice stands in for Hughes.  Right after the father is 

introduced, the secret is revealed, “An illegitimate baby – / That big blue head!” (220). 

The “dirt” that the father wants to get rid of is his baby, who is “illegitimate” because his 

father does not want him. 

The next stanza relates the father’s desire to hide the secret, “ ‘It smells of salt 

cod, you had better / Stab a few cloves in an apple / Make a sachet or / Do away with the 

bastard’” (CP, 220).  The baby literally smells fishy, so they must cover up the secret. 

The first line of the next stanza repeats his wishes, “‘Do away with it altogether’” (220). 

Then, the penultimate stanza suggests similarities between giving birth, a bottle of stout 

opening and a stampede, “Horns twirling and jungle gutturals! / An exploded bottle of 

stout, / Slack foam in the lap. / You stumble out,” (220).  The fact that stout is often given 

to new mothers hints that the baby has been born.  The frantic rhythm mirrors the 

description of  the baby’s birth as an explosion.  But just as soon as he is born, the father 

kills him, “Dwarf baby / The knife in your back.” (220).  Giving birth and writing this 

poem reveal the secret, which exhausts the speaker, “‘I feel weak’ / The secret is out.” 

(220).  Giving birth signifies Plath’s power of creation through her femininity since the 

father (or Hughes) cannot control her body.  Violence is his only recourse.  “A Secret” 

reveals Hughes’s abandonment of the family and his obsessive desire to suppress scandal, 

which explains why this poem was omitted.

“The Jailor” explores the relationship between a prisoner and a torturer, focusing 

on Hughes’s obsessive desire for control and suppression.  The first line sets up the 
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relationship, “My night sweats grease his breakfast plate” (CP, 226).  The speaker implies 

that her work or the torture nourishes the jailer.  While he may seem to be in control, the 

speaker diminishes his power by making fun of him, “Is that all he can come up with, / 

The rattler of keys?” (226).   The next stanza’s end stopped line brings attention to the 

violence, “I have been drugged and raped. / Seven hours knocked out of my right mind” 

(226). The seven hours may allude to the seven years Plath and Hughes were married. 

Then, Plath describes the speaker’s role as little more than sex toy or fantasy, “Lever of 

his wet dreams” (226).  The next stanza relates the speaker’s ignorance of the jailer’s 

activities that she realizes once the sleeping pill wears off, “Something is gone. / My 

sleeping capsule, my red and blue zeppelin / Drops me from a terrible altitude” (226). 

The sleeping pill represents the speaker’s blindness due to love, but once it wears off she 

is literally dropped, much like Plath was “dropped” by Hughes.  

The rest of the poem deals with the jailer’s stifling of the speaker’s creativity, a 

theme Plath repeats many times in Ariel.  The fourth stanza opens with the speaker 

lamenting her inability to create with the jailer’s torture, “O little gimlets – / What holes 

this papery day is already full of! / He has been burning me with cigarettes” (CP, 226). 

The gimlets could reference vodka gimlets and the effects of alcohol on artistic creation. 

But the holes in the paper probably represent the jailer destroying the speaker’s writing, a 

gimlet being a hand tool for drilling holes.  This relates to Plath’s fear of her marriage 

stifling her creativity and her fears of being erased: “Plath’s persistent accumulation and 

careful hoarding of inscribed manuscript pages and typescripts prophetically counteracts 

the very threat defined in these poems of becoming a ‘no-one’ and ‘no-body’ or in writing 
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terms, the persistent danger of empty pages, of textual lacunae or holes” (Bundtzen, 89). 

For Plath, her identity is strongly rooted in her writing, so her fear of losing her creative 

instinct reveals a fear of losing her identity.  Furthermore, it is the jailer that ruins her 

writing, again alluding to Plath’s feelings that Hughes hindered her from reaching her full 

literary potential.  In the last line, the caesura and the end stop bring even more attention 

to the speaker’s feeling of a lost identity, “I am myself. That is not enough” (CP, 226). 

The speaker has lost herself, resulting in feelings of inadequacy: “The poet has no stable 

self and the ‘self’ that she projects is therefore not enough” (Perfloff, 323).  The speaker’s 

insecurities mirror how Plath often feared the dissolution of her marriage would 

drastically and permanently change her identity.  

However, the speaker begins to admonish the jailer for his duplicity and question 

his power.  She reveals the jailer’s cruelty and betrayal, “My ribs show. What have I 

eaten? Lies and smiles.” (CP, 226). The next stanza again demonstrates the jailer’s 

duplicity, hurting her “With his armor of fakery.” (227).  The speaker wonders how she 

came to be jailed, “How did I get here? / Indeterminate criminal,” (227).  These lines 

parallel Hughes’s play: “Throughout The Calm, Hughes’s characters have  no control 

over their fate. They vaguely understand their suffering as a mode of punishment but like 

the speaker in ‘The Jailer’ who also asks, ‘How did I get here?’ they are ‘indeterminate 

criminals’” (Bundtzen, 100).  Once she becomes more aware of her situation, the speaker 

begins to question the jailer’s power, “I imagine him / Impotent as distant thunder, / In 

whose shadow I have eaten my ghost ration” (CP, 227).  The reader connects these lines 

to Plath’s feelings of being in Hughes’s “shadow,” her “ghost ration” representing her 
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work.  The speaker then comes to realize her role and the jailer’s dependence upon her, 

“...What would the dark / Do without fevers to eat? What would the light / do without 

eyes to knife...” (227).  The speaker recognizes that the jailer needs her, as Perloff claims, 

“The poem moves toward the recognition that the dependency has perhaps been mutual, 

that the jailer needs to have someone in his jail” (323).  The last few lines make this point 

even more clear: “...what would he / Do, do, do without me” (227).  The last line 

references rape with the sexual connotation of “do,” reminding the reader of her torturer’s 

sexual need for her.  Clearly, Plath means to draw parallels between the torture and 

control the jailer exerts over his prisoner and how Hughes enacted similar control over 

her.  Ultimately, Plath’s writing of this poem reclaims her agency and her identity as she 

proves that she can create independently of the jailer, but it would seem he cannot 

necessarily “do” without her.

Another poem that was written on the reverse of Hughes’s play, “Amnesiac,” is 

also another one of Plath’s  efforts to both expose Hughes and to come to terms with her 

identity independent of him.  First, the speaker emphasizes the hopelessness of the 

situation, “No use, no use, now, begging Recognize!” (CP, 232).  This first line was 

inspired by Hughes’s The Calm: “family ties are at least momentarily suspended by the 

amnesia imposed on all of Hughes’s characters ... the characters either are reluctant or 

refuse to embrace their nearest and dearest, and recognition does not lead to any uplift or 

enlightenment” (Bundtzen, 102).  The same is true in Plath; recognition only results in 

abandonment.  

The second line suggests Plath’s insecurities about her writing and being erased 
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from literary history, “There is nothing to do with such a beautiful blank but smooth it” 

(CP, 232).  Again, we can read Plath’s practice of meticulous record keeping of her poetry 

as an effort to counteract these fears of being forgotten:

 One way of viewing Plath’s decision to save all evidence of her 

composition and revision process is that it answers to an anguish 

repeatedly expressed – ironically in its most pronounced form – in several 

of the poems Hughes would chose to delete … This is precisely what she 

fears and also believes – that she is being erased and forgotten ... 

obliterated from consciousness by her ‘Amnesiac husband.’ (Bundtzen, 86)

Hughes’s decision to omit the poems that most clearly express Plath’s fear of erasure only 

proves that her fears were founded.  

The next lines expose the 1950s feminine ideal, which the speaker rejects, “Name, 

house, car keys, / The little toy wife – / Erased, sigh, sigh. Four babies and a cocker” 

(Restored, 71).  The first line lists things a woman acquires in a marriage, objects that can 

be easily lost or forgotten. She humorously uses “cocker,” which could be read to mean a 

dog, an important part of a perfect family; but it may also reference her husband’s 

cockiness, his sexual organ or it could be a cacophonous nonsense name. The “little toy 

wife” is erased, implying both the husband’s abandonment but also the speaker’s refusal 

to be an objectified woman.  All of these markers of identity are erased, allowing the 

speaker to come into her own as Plath does in writing this poem. 

A few stanzas later, the speaker condemns “barren women” and the man who 

desires them over his fertile toy wife.  She implies he had incestuous desires for his 
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sterile sister, “Like the red-headed sister he never dared to touch” (CP, 253).  He wants 

another barren woman, implying both the ease of replacing her and that he has another 

perverse desire, “He dreams of a new one – / Barren, the lot are barren!” (233).  The 

repetition in the last line of the stanza sounds like an accusation and emphasizes the stark 

comparison to the speaker’s “four babies” and her fertility.  Plath again uses fertility as a 

symbol of female power. 

The last stanza explains the title of the poem as the speaker adopts the voice of 

“he” who wants to forget and never return.  The end-stopped lines, caesuras, and the 

rhyme give this stanza a lilting rhythm and a sense of determination,  “O sister, mother, 

wife / Sweet Lethe is my life. / I am never, never, never coming home!” (CP, 233).  The 

repetition in the last line also lends a sense of permanence and absolute resolve. This 

stanza also has roots in Hughes’s The Calm: “Like Hughes’s characters who hypothesize 

that they may have inadvertently dropped into the Land of the Dead, the husband in the 

Plath poem … invok[es] the river of forgetfulness that carries its travelers into Hades” 

(Bundtzen, 103).  He may want to forget, but the permanence of the written word makes 

this impossible. Plath lays out Hughes’s cowardice and betrayal, writing over his own 

work, trying to erase his dominance over her and refusing to let him forget.

A seventh excised poem, “The Detective,” was written shortly before Hughes’s 

permanent departure.  The speaker of “The Detective” is Sherlock Holmes, who talks to 

Watson about a mysterious crime, “The death weapon? No one is dead. / There is no 

body in the house at all” (CP, 208-9).  The absence of a body relates to Plath’s fears of 

losing her identity: “the ambiguity of ‘no body in the house at all,’ hints at the self-
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erasure and self-abnegation of being the wife of a ‘somebody,’ a ‘great man’” (Bundtzen, 

91).  Similarly, Bundtzen argues that the poem itself stands in for Plath’s physical body; 

“Writing is evidence, then, not only of the creative process but also of her threatened 

existence and her suffering presence in these poems, of her professed grievances and 

tortures. The textual body comes to substitute for her actual body in displaying her 

psychic wounds” (87).  “The Detective” exposes Plath’s fears of losing her identity 

through her husband’s abandonment.

 Later, the speaker announces that he has figured out why there is no body, “It is a 

case of vaporization. / The mouth first, its absence reported / In the second year. It had 

been insatiable / And in punishment was hung out like brown fruit / To wrinkle and dry” 

(CP, 209).  This relates Plath’s fears of losing both her creativity and the literary standing 

that she garnered through her relationship with Hughes (Bundtzen, 94).  However, the 

victim’s mouth has been missing for quite some time, punished for being “insatiable,” 

perhaps a reference to Plath’s active mind or even her sexual appetite.  This implies her 

creativity and /or agency was hindered even before the murder, or before Hughes’s 

abandonment. 

The next stanza communicates Plath’s fears of losing her feminine power.  Her 

body and her fertility represent her agency, “The breasts next. / These were harder, two 

white stones. / The milk came yellow, then blue and sweet as water” (CP, 209).  The 

breasts signify her womanhood and their vaporization suggests Plath’s feelings of being 

de-feminized by her husband leaving her for another woman.  Just as Plath believes that 

Hughes is threatened by her intellectual capabilities, she also thinks he is afraid of her 
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fertility (Bundtzen, 93).  The moon, representing femininity, presides over the speaker, 

whose inability to perform expected motherly duties is further explained, “There was no 

absence of lips, there were two children, / But their bones showed, and the moon smiled.” 

(CP, 209).  The speaker has lost every marker of her femininity; her mouth and breasts 

vaporize and she is unable to suckle her children.  Plath constantly imagines her fertility 

as representing her female power, so the inability to create children, like the inability to 

create poetry is synonymous to death or being powerless. 

The themes explored in this poem have parallels to The Bell Jar: “[Esther] 

chastises herself for stupidly needing male attention, either to ‘materialize’ for other 

women or because she is a fool for love and romance” (Bundtzen, 93).  Esther realizes 

her faulty thinking in assuming that a man’s love gives her life meaning.  Plath relates 

Esther’s insecurities to her own fears: “Without Buddy Willard’s attentions, Esther would 

vaporize again for her fellow woman students, just as the little wife of ‘The Detective’ 

disappears – dissolves into a ‘no-one’ and ‘no body’ – when the husband withdraws” 

(94).  In this poem, written so close to Hughes’s abandonment, Plath expresses her fears 

of losing her identity. 

Like most of Plath’s other Ariel poems, the “bee poems” (the sequence of five 

poems about beekeeping) address Plath’s concerns about her separation from Hughes: 

“they allegorize Plath’s fears that she would lose ‘her individuality’ and become a ‘honey 

drudger,’ another ‘unmiraculous housewife,’ if she were to become similarly ‘hived’ in 

caring only for her home and her children” (Bundtzen, 135).  These poems also relate to 

Plath’s feelings about her gender: “the bee colony offers a double image of femininity – 
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the queen creator-destroyer and dust-eating worker – adequate to Plath’s conflicted 

feelings toward her womanhood and her own creative powers as an artist” (135). 

However, unlike most of the other October poems in Ariel, the bee poems lack blatant 

accusations or desire for revenge; “the speaker refuses an identity as a vengeance seeking 

housewife” (141).  Rather, the speaker contemplates a menacing winter that she hopes 

she and her bees will survive. 

The bee sequence has many parallels to The Bell Jar, significant given that these 

poems were written on the backside of that manuscript.  In these poems, Plath avoids 

identification with her mother and her story of the ditched wife  (Otto Plath died and left 

Aurelia little money to care for her small children).  In The Bell Jar, Plath reveals disgust 

for single women and the idea of marriage as a practical decision: “Defying this all-

female social order and its devotion to good housekeeping and feminine hygiene, Plath 

describes herself – in a manner dripping with sarcasm – as seeking passion instead of 

security in her mate and ultimately marrying the ‘wrong’ sort of man” (Bundtzen, 143). 

Plath did marry the “wrong” sort of man, and she still ends up in exactly the situation she 

aims to avoid; like her mother, she is left to care for two small children alone with very 

little money.  Particularly in “Stings,” Plath’s speaker identifies with the queen, 

distancing herself from the “honey drudgers” like her helpless mother, whom she refuses 

to become.  Again, Plath tries to form her own identity separate from that of wife and 

mother in order to quell fears that Hughes’s abandonment would cause her to become a 

“no one.”

Similarly, Plath uses the structure of the bee hive as an alternative to the 
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prescribed gender roles of human society.  In The Bell Jar, Esther is discouraged by 

society’s expectations for women: “At least one of the factors contributing to Esther’s 

eventual mental breakdown is the sense Plath gives us that bright young women like her 

heroine will eventually be forced to give up their aspirations when they marry” 

(Bundtzen, 150).  This fact that women were expected to devote themselves entirely to 

wifely and motherly duties combined with the sexual double standard exposes the 

unequal status of men and women.  But Plath posits the bee colony as an alternative to 

this structure as it is the female worker bees who do all of the work and it is the queen 

who is the most powerful and important member of the hive. The male drones serve 

primarily as sexual partners for the queen and then they are killed by her.  Clearly, Plath 

challenges society’s unequal treatment of women; as Bundtzen argues, “This topsy-turvy 

version of femininity and masculinity may be seen as in dialogue with The Bell Jar’s 

underlying allegory and narrative – indeed in argument with its depiction of seemingly 

intractable norms for submissive female behavior toward the superior male” (154).  

“Stings,” the penultimate poem of Ariel, represents the speaker’s recognition of 

her feminine powers through identification with the queen bee.  The first two stanzas 

portray beekeeping as a feminine, domestic occupation, “Eight combs of yellow cups, / 

And the hive itself a teacup, / White with pink flowers on it. / With excessive love I 

enameled it” (Revised, 86).  This recalls accounts of Plath decorating her home: “Plath 

lavished her artistic efforts on Court Green’s furnishings, painting and enameling 

furniture and doorways, sewing curtains, choosing red for everything (Bundtzen, 146). 

The next stanza shifts to express the speaker’s concerns that the hive is dead, “ Brood 
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cells grey as the fossils of shells / Terrify me, they seem so old. / What am I buying, 

wormy mahogany? / Is there any queen at all in it?” (Revised, 86).  But any experienced 

bee keeper (like Plath) would know that there was a queen.  As Bundtzen writes, “These 

details betray a speaker who is naïve about the meaning of a hive and blind to its sexual 

energies. Plath must have known that it is precisely the presence of brood cells which 

assures a new beekeeper that the hive contains a queen” (188).  The speaker, a housewife, 

is ignorant of the workings of the hive, Plath associating housewifery with naivety.  This 

ignorant identity is not acceptable to Plath; instead, she aligns herself with the queen.

Later, the speaker compares the queen with the worker bees, illuminating the 

feminine symbolism inherent in a bee colony.  She compares the female bees, distancing 

herself from the workers, “I stand in a column / Of winged, unmiraculous women, / 

Honey-drudgers. / I am no drudge” (Revised, 86).  She says that she was like the workers, 

which caused her to lose her inspiration, “And seen my strangeness evaporate, / Blue dew 

from dangerous skin” (Revised, 87).  The Greeks and Romans believed that bees made 

honey from dew and that the Muses lavished inspiration on the poet in the form of dew. 

Also, honey and honey bees are traditionally associated with poetry: “This representation 

of poets and orators as honey-tongued bees, and the metaphorical exchange between the 

work of honeybees and poets, is a tradition of long standing, then, from Pindar to Virgil 

to Dickinson” (Bundtzen, 165).  Plath then contrasts the queen with the worker bees, 

describing the hive as pure but thoughtless, “Here is my honey-machine, / It will work 

without thinking, / Opening, in spring, like an industrious virgin” (Revised, 87).  The 

worker bees are thoughtless or ignorant like the housewife, Plath rejecting them in order 
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to establish an identity outside the domestic sphere. 

Furthermore, the honey-drudgers are sterile.  The worker bees clean and purify the 

hive, “To scour the creaming crests / As the moon, for its ivory powders, scours the sea” 

(Revised, 87).  Bundtzen sees this description as highlighting the sterility of the bees: 

“There is also something odd about the repeated ‘scour’ and ‘scours’ to describe the labor 

of the bees. Instead of collecting nectar, dew, or pollen, instead of being fertilizing 

propagators of flowers and fruit, these bees are cleansers” (188).  The speaker rejects the 

drones because of their sterility and explicitly links her identity to that of the queen, a 

symbol of feminine creation and strength, “They thought death was worth it, but I / Have 

a self to recover, a queen” (Revised, 88).  Again, Plath celebrates her new self-

identification.

The last stanza recounts the second flight of the queen, “Now she is flying / More 

terrible than she ever was, red / scar in the sky, red comet / Over the engine that killed her 

–– / The mausoleum, the wax house” (Revised, 88).  The description of the queen’s flight 

is a perfect metaphor for Plath’s speaker in Ariel, red with anger and made “more 

terrible”  by her new-found freedom, challenging the “wax house” of societal standards.  

However, this second flight is biologically impossible.  Bundtzen quotes a bee expert, 

Maurice Maeterlinck, to explain the impossibility of the queen’s flight: “she will never 

again leave the hive, unless to accompany a swarm” (Bundtzen, 189).  Plath uses poetic 

license in suggesting a second flight, signifying her independence and creative power. 

The flight of the queen is also important as the queen possesses both the male and female 

elements; Bundtzen writes, “Before mating with the drones, a queen bee is capable of 
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laying eggs, but ironically they all hatch as drones … What must have been especially 

appealing to Plath is the queen’s possession of a male principle even before the bride 

flight, and then the fertile sufficiency of the queen after her nuptials” (189).  The queen 

does not need a male to create, just as Plath does not need Hughes in order to write.  The 

description of the queen as a “red comet” signifies how she disembowels her lover after 

they mate, his entrails flying behind her.  In doing so, the queen is able to create, “The 

queen internalizes the drone’s sexuality that is necessary both to complete her own and 

for the full exercise of her creative power” (190).  Just as the queen must escape her 

“mausoleum, the wax house,” Plath must escape her domestic prison, rejecting male 

authority and society’s expectations for a good mother and wife.

The last poem of Plath’s Ariel, “Wintering,” explores the promise of catharsis. 

The time of the year drones leave the hive coincides with when Ted Hughes left Plath; 

“The timing of Hughes’s departure in early October from Court Green and the enforced 

leavetaking of the drones is a parallel that could not have escaped Plath. Drones are 

commonly expelled from the hive in late September or early October” (Bundtzen, 193). 

This relates to the poem’s theme of purging oneself of all harmful or dead elements, 

perhaps referring to Hughes as such.  The speaker describes this time of the year and her 

small harvest, “This is the easy time, there is nothing doing. / I have whirled the 

midwife’s extractor, / I have my honey, / Six jars of it.” (Revised, 89).  Plath likens her 

jars of honey to her own creation or her six-year marriage (Bundtzen, 195).  Then, the 

tone changes from a sense of ease to the speaker describing the house as menacing, “This 

is the room I could never breathe in. / The black bunched in there like a bat” (Revised, 
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89).  The next stanza furthers the speaker’s fears and unease in the house, “Black 

asininity. Decay. / Possession. / It is they who own me.” (89).  Bundtzen explains the 

speaker’s feelings of being haunted by the past, “winter begins to look like a gothic 

prison, and the speaker, not unlike the heroine of gothic novels, has a sense of being 

inhabited by the house’s past, ghosted and dispossessed of her selfhood” (195).  The 

speaker reveals fears of being possessed by the past, unable to create her own identity. 

But the “they” the speaker refers to suddenly becomes the bees. She says the bees 

try to survive the winter when they are not making honey, “This is the time of hanging on 

for the bees –– the bees  / So slow I hardly know them” (Revised, 89).  They all cluster 

together for warmth, “Now they ball in a mass, / Black / Mind against all that white / the 

smile of the snow is white. / It spreads itself out, a mile-long body of Meissen” (Revised, 

90).  Following Bundtzen, I see this as an analogy for the process of writing: 

“Allegorically, the blackness of the mind opposed to the obliterating whiteness of winter 

snow is … black ink against blank white paper, the writing process as an act of both 

survival and purgation during the winter months” (Bundtzen, 198).  Moreover, the bees 

purge the hive of the male drones, “They can only carry their dead. / The bees are all 

women, / Maids and the long royal lady. / They have got rid of the men” (Revised, 90). 

The bees clearing out the dead is likened to the author ridding herself of “dead” ideas; 

“Plath asks us to imagine a hive cleaning that spatters the snow with bee corpses, or 

metaphorically, with whatever is dead inside the poet, served up on snow compared to the 

finest bone china from Meissen” (Bundtzen, 198).  Plath may be referring to her 

husband’s influence as part of what is dead inside her, especially in light of the next 
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stanza and the analogy of the bees purging themselves of male drones. 

The last stanza continues this theme of purging. The speaker identifies the time of 

year and questions whether the bees will survive the rest of the winter, “Will the hive 

survive, will the gladiolas / Succeed in banking their fires / To enter another year? / What 

will they taste of, the Christmas rose?” (Revised, 90).  The timing of this blooming is 

significant: “February is also when the queen bee begins laying eggs again, in preparation 

for early spring flowers, and when bees are seduced out of the hive’s protection by a 

winter thaw” (Bundtzen, 199).  But it is also when bees purge the hive of the dead, 

excrement, and extra wax.  February is also the month that Sylvia Plath committed 

suicide.  The Christmas rose is used medicinally but can be dangerous: “The root of this 

plant is a powerful cathartic, and administered carelessly, as its Latin name suggests, may 

poison rather than cure the patient” (Bundtzen, 199).  Like the plant, the flight of the bees 

in the winter could also be fatal (199).  Similarly, the last line of the poem is deceptively 

hopeful, “The bees are flying. They taste the spring” (Revised, 90)  While at first this last 

line seems infinitely hopeful and promises rebirth, we must also remember (especially 

with the repetition of “taste,” which previously promised the potentially dangerous 

Christmas rose) that spring could bring disaster.  Plath looks toward the future with 

ambivalence; she sees the promise in starting her life anew without Hughes, but she also 

sees the difficulties ahead in forging her own identity and coming to terms with betrayal.

Hughes did not excise the bee poems, but followed them with 11 “death poems,” 

10 of which were written in January, 1963, just one month before Plath committed 

suicide.  These “death poems” do not posit the possibility of hope like the bee poems, but 
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instead suggest her suicide; “the inevitability of death is everywhere foregrounded” 

(Perloff, 329).  Hughes himself even admits that Plath meant for these poems to be part of 

another volume, not to be published with the Ariel poems.  He later defended his decision 

to change Plath’s ending, arguing that the bee poems provided a “positive resolution” that 

did not come to fruition in light of her suicide” (quoted in Bundtzen, 133).  Perloff 

questions Hughes’s motives for including these poems: “One can argue, of course, that 

Hughes is simply completing Plath’s own story, carrying it to its final conclusion … But 

it is also possible that, in taking advantage of a brief spell of depression and despair, 

when death seemed the only solution, Hughes makes the motif of inevitability larger than 

it really is” (330). Hughes tacks on the “death poems” at the end of Ariel to distract away 

from the more “personally aggressive” poems that blatantly accuse and berate him for his 

betrayal.  In doing so, he suggests that Plath’s suicide was inevitable, stemming from 

unresolved issues with her father.  The ending that Hughes creates for Ariel completely 

changes the narrative of the book as a whole, altering Plath’s plan of struggle, revenge, 

and the hope for rebirth, and changing it to end tragically.

The first poem in this sequence, “Hanging Man,” is the only poem not written in 

1963; it was written in 1960, too early to be considered part of Ariel or the death poems. 

This poem recounts Plath’s suicide attempt in 1953.  The first lines describe shock 

therapy, “By the roots of my hair some god got hold of me. / I sizzled in his blue volts 

like a desert prophet” (CP, 141).  It is important that the speaker references an outside 

force as directing her; neither she nor anyone else (such as Ted Hughes) is responsible. 

The last lines reveal that the speaker is unapologetic, “A vulturous boredom pinned me in 
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this tree / If he were I, he would do what I did” (142).  The reference to being pinned in a 

tree recalls a crucifixion, the speaker implying that she attempted suicide to achieve 

redemption. It is ambiguous who the “he” the speaker refers to could be, but it could be 

assumed that Plath is referencing her dead father.  Plath often commented on her 

unresolved issues of abandonment with her father and how they influenced her suicide 

attempt in 1953 (Bundtzen, 117).  Her unapologetic stance about attempting suicide 

creates a foreboding feeling augmented by the fact of Plath’s later successful attempt. 

Bundtzen argues that Hughes included this poem in order to suggest that Otto Plath 

influenced his daughter’s eventual success in taking her own life: “he presses [this poem] 

on the reader as delineating the original trauma and source of Plath’s final despair” (133). 

Furthermore, since this poem suggests that Otto Plath was the reason that Plath attempted 

suicide in the past, the reader assumes that she had the same motivation in 1963, which 

overshadows the possibility that Hughes’s affair had anything to do with her suicide. 

“Words,” written on February 1, 1963, just days before Plath’s suicide, is the last 

poem in Hughes’s arrangement of Ariel.  The last stanza of the poem creates an ominous 

tone, “Words dry and riderless, / The indefatigable hoof-taps. / While / From the bottom 

of the pool, fixed stars / Govern a life” (CP, 270).  Words, the most important element in 

a poet’s work, do not comfort but signal despair and death; as Perloff claims, “they are no 

longer connected to the poet who gave them birth. The connection between self and 

language has been severed; there is only fate in the form of the ‘fixed stars’” (330). 

Where in other Ariel poems, the speaker relies on words to form her identity, in this 

poem, words signal death or the loss of identity.  Also, the speaker’s resignation to fate 
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suggests the inevitability of her death.  Clearly, this poem presents death as the only 

option, not motivated by a personal wrong, such as her husband’s affair. 

In conclusion, Ted Hughes edited Sylvia Plath’s plan for Ariel, excising poems 

that accuse him of betrayal and obsessive control and replacing them with poems that 

highlight Plath’s inevitable hurdling toward death.  He alters the narrative of the book 

which presents a speaker enraged and grappling with her new-found independence and 

identity as a single woman, mother, and author.  Sylvia Plath works through her anger 

and pain to an ending that views the future with hope, even if that hope is tainted with 

fear as well.  She uses her husband’s work (as well as her own) as a palimpsest, which 

can be seen as a form of “collaboration,” subverting previous avenues of control.  Plath 

tries to find her own voice and writes Ariel in order to escape her fears of living in 

Hughes’s shadow, being controlled by him and society’s expectations.  But Hughes did 

control Plath’s work, his editorial decisions representing collaboration as betrayal.  Plath 

had no say in his decisions to edit her book, even though she had created a clear 

arrangement for Ariel.  Hughes refuses her narrative of accusations and feminine power 

and replaces it with suggestions of Otto Plath’s role in Sylvia’s ongoing depression and 

how her suicide was bound to happen.  In the case of Plath and Hughes, the death of one 

partner allowed the other complete control, even more than was present during her life. 

However, while Hughes may have been able to momentarily silence Plath’s voice, her 

original plan for Ariel (recently published and increasingly well known) will continue to 

document a woman’s struggle to reclaim her identity and free herself from the control of 

a domineering and unfaithful husband.  Furthermore, Plath’s original plan, when read 
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against Hughes’s edited version, provides textual evidence against him, proving Plath’s 

fears of being erased by her husband were founded.  While Hughes may have used his 

privileged position to censor Plath, she has gotten the last word with the publication of 

her original plan. 
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Chapter 2:

“Finally a woman on paper” – Georgia O’Keeffe as 

Represented by Alfred Stieglitz
 

Alfred Stieglitz (1864-1946) had the power to (and did) launch Georgia 

O’Keeffe’s (1887-1986) career.  But he did so at the expense of shaping O’Keeffe’s 

public image to be that of a sexualized, essentially feminine artist.  Starting in 1916, 

Stieglitz gave the relatively unknown O’Keeffe a yearly show at his gallery and generally 

promoted her art, which resulted in her fame and fortune.  However, Stieglitz claimed full 

control over O’Keeffe’s work from the very beginning.  His respected opinion allowed 

his oversimplified and insulting view of O’Keeffe’s art to dominate the criticism for the 

majority of the twentieth century.  O’Keeffe denounced this essentialist interpretation 

throughout her life, but Stieglitz’s position of authority in the art world continued to 

influence the critics nonetheless.  Moreover, Stieglitz created Georgia O’Keeffe’s public 

image not only through his popular interpretation of her work, but also through the serial 
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portrait he made of her and exhibited in 1921.  After this exhibit of Georgia’s objectified 

body, critics began associating the representations of O’Keeffe in the incredibly intimate 

photographs with the underlying messages of her paintings.  Not surprisingly, after 

Stieglitz’s exhibit of Georgia’s nude body, few critics could talk about her art without 

focusing on her femininity and sexuality.  In this way, Stieglitz both controlled Georgia’s 

public image and influenced the way other art critics interpreted her work.

While Plath and Hughes started out their relationship at similar points in life, 

Georgia O’Keeffe was 23 years younger than the established, married Stieglitz when they 

first met at Alfred’s gallery, 291.  In both cases the male tried to privilege his vision of his 

female partner in order to control her public image.  In both instances, the vision and 

agency of the woman is misinterpreted and suppressed by the man who controls and 

manipulates the personal and professional life of his partner.  However, the two couples’ 

circumstances are different, as Georgia was at least somewhat complicit in Alfred’s 

promotion of her work, unlike Plath who was unable to have any control over the 

posthumous publication of her poetry and personal materials.  

In this chapter, I will explore how Alfred Stieglitz molded Georgia O’Keeffe’s 

public image and how other critics adopted his view.   Specifically, I will discuss 

O’Keeffe’s early drawings (the first to be exhibited), her Specials, and how Stieglitz 

assumed authority over the interpretation of her work from the very beginning.  I will 

also focus on Stieglitz’s serial portrait of O’Keeffe and how critics responded to his 

portrayal of his lover.  I wish to expose the oversimplification of Georgia’s work as 

expressing feminine, sexual experience by privileging interpretations based on 
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O’Keeffe’s view of her own art and by looking at her influences.  In doing so, I wish to 

reveal Stieglitz’s sexist assumptions and misconceptions and how he propagated his view 

so that his opinions came to dominate the criticism. 

From their first meeting in 1916, Stieglitz privileged his own ideas about 

O’Keeffe’s art and began to control the public’s perception of it.  By this time, Alfred 

Stieglitz was a 52 year old, wealthy, influential gallery owner and the leader of a group of 

artists now known as the Stieglitz circle.  As a gallery owner, he had enormous power 

over which artists he would show and promote.  He also influenced the art world with his 

prolific writing about art and modernism.  Unfortunately, his opinions were not always as 

informed as they were influential.  This fact is illustrated in how Stieglitz interpreted 

O’Keeffe’s early work.  When Anita Pollitzer, a friend of Georgia’s, first showed 

O’Keeffe’s drawings to Stieglitz in 1916, he immediately started framing her work in 

terms of her gender, reportedly exclaiming, “Finally a woman on paper” (quoted in 

Eisler, 7).  Stieglitz kept the drawings, writing to O’Keeffe that he would like to meet her 

and hang her paintings.  However, Stieglitz did not wait for her permission to show the 

drawings at 291, which demonstrates his sense of authority and privilege and also marks 

the beginning of his control of O’Keeffe’s work.  

Furthermore, when O’Keeffe heard about the exhibit that Stieglitz was having 

without her consent, she rushed to 291 to confront him.  Unphased, Stieglitz tried to 

convince O’Keeffe of her ignorance and his special understanding of her work, saying, 

“You don’t know what you have done in those pictures,” to which she angrily replied, 

“Certainly I know what I’ve done. Do you think I’m an idiot?” (quoted in Eisler, 120). 
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Stieglitz believed that O’Keeffe was a great artist, but he also thought that she did not 

understand the real meaning behind her work, discrediting her intelligence and artistic 

intuition: “[he saw her as not] an idiot but an idiot savant perhaps, unaware of what she 

had made” (120).  Stieglitz believed in a feminine proclivity for unconscious creation: 

“Stieglitz maintained that unconscious powers initiated the creative process and that they, 

as the scientists had proclaimed, were stronger and more developed in women … Yet, 

there is nothing to suggest that Stieglitz ever concluded that O’Keeffe’s work could 

surpass his own or that of other men” (Lynes,16).  For Stieglitz, stronger powers did not 

translate to stronger work.  While he seems to make a positive statement about woman’s 

special powers, he does so in order to show that men and women are not in fact equals, 

but rather just different.  Furthermore, Stieglitz not only held this opinion, but circulated 

it to others, constructing an identity for O’Keeffe based in ignorance: “Before Stieglitz 

could create Georgia O’Keeffe, the first great American woman artist, he had to 

deconstruct her. She was not only pure, she was primitive – ‘The Great Child,’ he called 

her – innocent as he believed a child to be – of herself, of sex, of art” (Eisler, 120).  In 

fact, Stieglitz’s role in the promotion of O’Keeffe is perhaps best illustrated in his 

subsequent assertion of his privileged reading of her work, claiming that he was 

responsible for “initiating her into the significance of what she was painting” (quoted in 

Fryd, 126).  Stieglitz credits himself with O’Keeffe’s success, assuming that he helped 

her understand her own work when really he just perpetuated his own understanding of it. 

Stieglitz not only promoted O’Keeffe based on his personal, sexual interpretation of her 

work, he also asserted his role of creator, denying O’Keeffe the credit.  
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  Stieglitz always claimed that O’Keeffe’s art was essentially sexual and female, 

labels she fought her whole life to escape.  Stieglitz’s remarks about O’Keeffe’s early 

drawings demonstrate his sexist view of female painters, saying that her work sprang 

from “the seat of her deepest feeling … her Womb” (quoted in Fryd, 126).   He also 

remarked on how O’Keeffe’s work captured “the fire and flow of a fresh sensualism in 

her feminine forms” (quoted in Fryd, 126).  This view caught on among many critics, 

who followed Stieglitz’s example of associating females with their biology and 

unconscious powers.  Stieglitz also exaggerated the sexual aspects of her work: 

“[Stieglitz’s] remarks promoted the notion that, because O’Keeffe’s art was a revelation 

of her psycho-sexual energies, it had already attracted ‘unusual interest’ and thereby, he 

implicitly invited others to respond to it in terms of modern concepts of human sexuality” 

(Lynes, 23-4).  Stieglitz’s opinions were often ill informed, but nonetheless adopted by 

many others due to his privileged position; as Lynes writes, “because he [Stieglitz] was 

the voice of one of the most important avant-garde circles in America, his belief in the 

relationship of O’Keeffe’s sexuality to her art was especially difficult to dismiss” (24). 

Stieglitz perpetuated ideas about O’Keeffe’s work displaying essentially feminine, sexual 

expression, but his view was not supported by O’Keeffe even as it was adopted by others.

While it may be true that Georgia’s work is very sexual, her early drawings 

demonstrate how Alfred exaggerated the sexual aspects to the point where her work was 

seen very one-dimensionally.  O’Keeffe’s Specials are related to love and sex, but they 

are an expression of her personal experience, not of the universal feminine: “ [The 

Specials] derived from her intense feelings for Arthur Macmahon … Brought up with 
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Victorian notions of courtship and sexuality and living through a time when these 

conventions were being challenged and restructured, O’Keeffe seems to have channeled 

her anxieties and feelings into these drawings” (Fryd, 118).  O’Keeffe rejected any sexual 

interpretation of her work and saw her drawings as an expression of her unique internal 

feeling: “O’Keeffe truly hated the female sexuality readings of her early work. But she 

never failed to support the spontaneous eruption theory of her abstractions, maintaining 

that they were ‘things in my head that others didn’t have’”(Whitaker, 38).  O’Keeffe 

stressed how her work expressed her individuality, while Stieglitz stressed her universal 

feminine experience.  Focusing solely on the sexual overtones of the work dismisses 

other more meaningful elements; as Whitaker writes, “her early outrage against the 

Freudian readings of her images suggests that she believed she was exploring her whole 

psyche – not just her sexuality” (45).  O’Keeffe’s work was reduced to a very one 

dimensional and essentialist interpretation when instead her project was to relate her 

unique experience, which was not solely sexual. 

 Also, it is ironic that Stieglitz viewed these drawings as representative of 

distinctly American female experience when O’Keeffe’s work was actually heavily 

influenced by male artists, some of whom were European or drew from art of other 

cultures (such as Dow’s interest in Eastern art4 ).  Also, her drawings rely heavily on 

abstraction, which was seen as exclusively masculine.  Furthermore, Alfred’s gallery, 

291, allowed O’Keeffe to see many European masters.  In fact, the Specials are an 

amalgam of all of O’Keeffe’s experiences and training:

4 Arthur Wesley Dow (1857 - 1922 ) taught O’Keeffe at Teacher’s College in 1914, known for the strong 
influence of  Asian art in his work.
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The Art Nouveau line derived in part as a result of her studies in Chicago 

and from the commercial art she produced for advertising agencies; the 

sparse quality and balance obtained in her paintings was influenced in part 

by her affinity for Japanese prints and Dow’s exercises; the bimorphic 

aspect of her subjects stemmed from years of painting flowers; and the 

abstractions within her art were influenced by the nonobjective painting of 

Dove and Kandinsky. (Drohojowska-Philp, 104) 

 It is also clear that O’Keeffe drew heavily on Dow’s influence: “In the 1915-16 drawings 

she seems to have adopted many of the vegetal shapes and graphic patterns found in 

Dow’s own representational work and in the illustrations to his book Composition 

(1914)” (The Metropolitan, 5).  Clearly, Georgia had many influences and her work did 

not spontaneously erupt from her womb.

But O’Keeffe did not simply draw from male sources, she created her own unique 

visual language out of a variety of influences.  The Specials represent the moment when 

O’Keeffe’s experiences and artistic influences culminate into her personal style.  She felt 

that her personal experiences influenced her work: “O’Keeffe considered this tortuous 

period of longing and fulfillment [for Arthur Macmahon] to be the fulcrum that launched 

her into the abstract language of her imagination” (Drohojowska-Philp, 103).  O’Keeffe’s 

departure from her influences created her own unique visual language: “Where O’Keeffe 

asserted her personal vision was in her application of these design concepts and visual 

motifs to an abstract idiom … Moreover, the 1915-1916 drawings exude a sense of vital 

energy and movement that was never an issue in Dow’s theories” (The Metropolitan, 5). 
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Perhaps O’Keeffe’s innovative use of abstraction and her generally unique work partly 

inspired the claim that her art sprang from her womb instead of from tradition, but 

Stieglitz was undoubtedly the main source of this interpretation.  As Paul Rosenfeld (a 

friend of Stieglitz) writes about O’Keeffe, “No inherited rhetoric interposes between her 

feeling and her form of expression. Her concepts … come out of the need of personal 

expression of one who has never had the advantage of the art treasures of Europe and has 

lived life without the help of the city of Paris” (quoted in Whitaker, 38).  Despite 

evidence to the contrary, critics were convinced of O’Keeffe’s essentially American 

identity and her place outside the tradition. Basically, critics othered O’Keeffe, inspired 

by Stieglitz’s branding of her.

While it is clear that O’Keeffe drew from many various sources and influences, 

this fact was often ignored in favor of sexual interpretations.  For instance, O’Keeffe’s 

Special No. 1 (Figure 7), 1915 and Special No. 2 (Figure 8), 1915, are both heavily 

influenced by Art Nouveau (Whitaker, 44).  But the most popular way to interpret these 

works was a “simplistic reading that ignored Art Nouveau in favor of the fashionable new 

interpretations of Freud’s theories” (Whitaker, 44).  For instance, “the highly 

characteristic erotic, uterine and phallic overtones” are actually derived from Art 

Nouveau tropes rather than Freud’s theories (Whitaker, 44).  O’Keeffe also drew from 

Art Nouveau flambeau, which were popular amongst applied artists of the time 

(Whitaker, 47).  Stieglitz and his followers misread O’Keeffe’s Art Nouveau symbolism; 

“In Special No. 2 the more definitively rendered oblong ‘jewel’ strongly suggests a 

scarab, a stone prized since ancient times for its eye symbolism. (Freud’s famous link of 
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the eye to the phallus was undoubtedly known to Stieglitz)” (Whitaker, 47).  Whitaker 

offers an alternative interpretation of the Specials based on the history of art rather than 

relying solely on sexual overtones; “O’Keeffe’s elevated, centralized scarab-eyes are 

haloed with light, a type of encirclement reminiscent of the mandorla from in sacred 

Christian art … Are they meant to symbolize the inner eye of the young artist – an eye 

striving to see and experience true reality?” (48).  Unfortunately, even today an 

interpretation of O’Keeffe’s work based primarily on art history is rare, arguably due to 

Stieglitz’s influence.  

Not only did Stieglitz speak and write openly about his interpretation of 

O’Keeffe’s work, he also influenced the way others viewed her work through his 

photography.  Starting in 1917, Alfred Stieglitz began his serial portrait of O’Keeffe, a 

project he continued until 1937.  Over the course of their relationship, Stieglitz 

photographed O’Keeffe in many different poses, places, and in various degrees of 

undress.  Alfred claimed that his intent was not simply to show Georgia’s physical 

appearance, but to explore her inner experience as well, saying he wanted to explore “the 

physical and psychological evolution of O’Keeffe’s many selves” (quoted in Eisler, 186). 

Not only was the series supposed to delve into O’Keeffe’s psyche, it was also meant to be 

a document of growth and change. Many years later, Georgia talked about Alfred’s 

intentions with the photographs, “His idea was not just one picture. His dream was to 

start with a child at birth and photograph that child in all of its activities as it grew to be a 

person and on throughout its adult life.  As a portrait it would be a photographic diary” (A 

Portrait by Alfred Stieglitz).  Eisler claims that these photographs were meant to 
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exhaustively explore every aspect of Georgia O’Keeffe: “Stieglitz’s portrait embraces the 

most public and private extremes of O’Keeffe’s being, icons of a remote, enigmatic 

woman that merged with her paintings to create her identity as an artist together with 

sexual exploration of her body” (184).  However, while Stieglitz promoted the series as a 

complex exploration of O’Keeffe’s persona, most of the photographs focus on her 

sexuality.  Unsurprisingly, most critics focused solely on the sexual aspect of the 

photographs and later linked the serial portrait to the meaning of O’Keeffe’s paintings. 

This focus on her sexuality was a view O’Keeffe battled the rest of her life to escape, but 

once her private life was exposed to the public eye, she was viewed primarily through 

Alfred Stieglitz’s lens.  

One of the underlying issues with these photographs is how much each artist 

contributed, which in turn questions whether this portrait was a “collaboration” or should 

be seen as Stieglitz’s project.  Scholars argue the degree of control O’Keeffe had over the 

photographs of her: “In the current debate, some insist that Stieglitz’s extended portrait of 

Georgia O’Keeffe … was ‘as much her doing’ as his.  Others disagree. She may have 

provided ‘the stimulus, and the hints,’ but in deciding when and how to photograph, he 

was the one in control” (Whitaker, 30).  It is very difficult to decide the level of control 

each exerted since both artists played a huge role in the making of the photographs that 

transcend the simplistic roles of model or photographer; as Eisler claims, “Nor is the 

notion of collaboration instructive of the complex, equivocal, inter-changeable roles of 

the two artists who were also lovers, the seesaw of subject and object, performer and 

director, onstage and offstage personae” (187).  However, despite the fact that both artists 
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contributed much to the project, Stieglitz was undoubtedly the one in control as the 

portrait was exhibited and discussed as his work, and he was the one who decided where 

and how to photograph O’Keeffe.  That being said, O’Keeffe cannot be viewed as an 

innocent or ignorant bystander as she willingly participated in the portrait’s making.  In 

many ways, O’Keeffe asserts her will in the portrait, but the ultimate authority belonged 

to Stieglitz. 

Due to the sexual nature of the photographs, many scholars are preoccupied with 

discerning the level of O’Keeffe’s complicity in the creation of the portrait, questioning 

why she would allow Stieglitz (who was married to someone else when he started the 

project) to objectify her and put her sexuality on display.  Some argue that O’Keeffe 

permitted Stieglitz to photograph her this way because she was deeply in love with him 

and believed in his work.  Other reasons include O’Keeffe’s knowledge of the artistic 

tradition of objectifying the female nude and her belief that Stieglitz’s project was to 

elevate woman’s status to that of man’s (Whitaker, 160)  Others argue that O’Keeffe was 

completely complicit in Stieglitz’s fetishization of her body (Fryd, 148). While it is 

undoubtedly true that Georgia O’Keeffe played a large role in the production of this 

portrait and that she was aware of what she was doing, Alfred’s control, his vision, can be 

seen in almost every picture.  Eisler argues that Stieglitz had ultimate control over this 

series: “whether the model appears remote and mysterious or completely absorbed into 

her own body, the tropism of her gaze, the position of her limbs and torso, or the angle 

from which we see her buttocks or pubic hair discloses the photographer’s presence” 

(Eisler, 187).  While O’Keeffe was undoubtedly a willing participant in this portrait, it is 
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hard to discern exactly her motivations behind participating in the project, especially 

considering Stieglitz’s control. Visual evidence is perhaps the most telling in how each 

participated in the project. 

The formal and technical aspects of the photographs reveal much about Stieglitz’s 

intent for and role in the project.  Most obvious is probably the fact that Stieglitz did not 

deny O’Keeffe’s eroticism, using intense focus in order to capture every inch of her body 

and face.  Furthermore, the textures and gradations of color Stieglitz uses in these 

photographs further emphasize the sense of touch and eroticism; “Transcending the poor 

quality of postwar paper, Alfred’s virtuoso printing rendered a richly varied palette of 

tonalities and textures never seen before, conveying the sense of touch that was his 

special pride” (Eisler, 185).  Also, Stieglitz used different gradations to create these 

textures; “By infinite gradations of matte tonalities, Alfred translated the pale flesh of 

Georgia’s belly and breasts, the brown aureola circling the darker nipple, the dusting of 

pores and moles, the feather of down that moves from navel to pubes” (185).  Black 

represented for Stieglitz “the erotic leitmotif of his Song of Songs, his canticle to 

woman’s sexual mystery” (185).  This is particularly evident in Figure 18, for example 

(more on this later).  Stieglitz’s style of photography clearly focuses on touch and 

textures, creating a sense of eroticism and intimacy.

O’Keeffe’s modeling reveals her role in the portrait.  The model had to be very 

deliberate in her pose; “These were not snap-shots: the creation of the slower glass 

negatives required the subject to remain motionless for three to four minutes” (Fryd, 

148).  Because O’Keeffe had to hold her pose instead of just posing for snap-shots, it is 
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easy to view O’Keeffe as participating in Stieglitz’s vision.  However, O’Keeffe’s facial 

expressions reveal her level of control over her representation. While Stieglitz may have 

dictated her pose and her attire, O’Keeffe’s expressions seem to have been decided by 

her.  When her face is pictured (there are many photographs where it is not), her 

expressions usually communicate her deliberation and her inner experience; when given 

the chance, O’Keeffe asserts her individual personality. 

 In contrast, the fact that O’Keeffe is rarely without a prop is significant, 

considering the supposed focus on her inner experience.  The props (which are usually 

articles of clothing that do not actually cover her body) hinder any inclination to focus on 

O’Keeffe’s inner experience as they often highlight O’Keeffe’s sexuality.  Also, this use 

of props is emblematic of the dramatic staging present in the photographs, Stieglitz 

exaggerating O’Keeffe’s femininity and masculinity in order to create a highly sexualized 

nude or an androgynous persona.  Furthermore, O’Keeffe is never doing anything besides 

posing, she’s not caught painting or writing, most likely because Stieglitz posits O’Keeffe 

as an erotic object, “a woman on paper.”  Stieglitz does not stress her occupation or her 

inner experience but rather objectifies her and focuses on her sexuality. 

In this portrait, Stieglitz portrays the many facets of O’Keeffe’s personality, most 

notably her “feminine” and “masculine” sides.  This illustrates the complex exchange 

between O’Keeffe and Stieglitz: “Both strongly androgynous, Stieglitz and O’Keeffe 

engaged in a dynamic interchange of sexual identities and appetites in the process of the 

portrait’s making” (Eisler, 187).  The earliest images are perhaps the most erotic; “Forty-

five photographs depict O’Keeffe in the nude. Seventy-five percent of these were 
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produced during the first two years of her relationship with Stieglitz, when she was 

photographed, according to the model, ‘with a kind of heat and excitement’ after 

lovemaking” (Fryd, 137).  Many of these early photographs emphasize O’Keeffe’s 

sexuality and femininity: “In seventeen images, her long hair flows freely and loosely; 

only in a few does she wear a conventional dress. A group of sixteen photographs 

represent the model frontally, bust length, and wearing an open white robe, often 

revealing her breasts” (137).  

Transforming O’Keeffe into a sex-object, Georgia is often cropped; “In only three 

images is O’Keeffe standing with her entire body and head visible” (Fryd, 141).  There 

are many versions of this cropping, some focusing on her hands, feet, legs, or face, others 

picturing O’Keeffe “reduced to a torso” (Eisler, 187).  Fryd explains the effect of the 

cropping: “The identity and individuality of the subject – Georgia O’Keeffe – are thus 

transformed into a generalized representation of Woman … O’Keeffe becomes ‘woman 

as spectacle,’ for Stieglitz declined to render the nude in a romantic, pictorial haze that 

disguised sex as artiness” (Fryd, 147).  Stieglitz objectifies O’Keeffe in many of these 

photographs by reducing her to certain body parts, sometimes portraying her as purely 

“masculine” or “feminine,” other times demonstrating her androgyny.  

There are many photographs of O’Keeffe’s torso, which deny Georgia her 

individuality and fetishize her body.  Since you cannot see her face, she becomes a 

generic woman.  In one, Georgia O’Keeffe: A Portrait (Figure 9), 1919 the model is nude 

and shown from the neck to the knees.  Also, her arms are raised so that she is truly just a 

torso, a sex object on display.  The viewer is reminded of The Venus de Milo (Figure 10) 
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and other images that represent an ideal version of female sexuality devoid of agency. 

Another photograph from 1918 (Figure 11) is almost exactly the same, showing her nude 

from breasts to knees, her arms lifted almost completely out of the picture.  Again, the 

viewer is presented with a sex object that cannot stare back and has no identity. Perhaps 

the most shocking is a torso from 1919 (Figure 12) that shows a close up of O’Keeffe 

sitting nude, exposing her breasts and genitals.  This photograph is much more explicit 

than the others as the model spreads her legs and close up focus is employed. This image 

is reminiscent of Gustave Courbet’s L’Origine du Monde (Figure 13), 1866.  Another 

two, (Figure 14), 1919, and (Figure 15), 1924, focus on O’Keeffe’s breasts.  In these, her 

hands or arms are visible, but they serve the purpose of squeezing or emphasizing her 

fetishized body parts.  Clearly, these cropped images objectify O’Keeffe and portray her 

as a faceless sex object.

Stieglitz fetishized many specific parts of O’Keeffe’s body but paid particular 

attention to her hands and feet.  Early on, Stieglitz photographed O’Keeffe in front of her 

paintings, using her hands to emphasize the work: “In some of these, O’Keeffe stands 

before her early charcoal drawings, establishing a relationship and juxtaposition between 

her head or hands and the two-dimensional, rounded, undulating forms in the background 

paintings” (Fryd, 137).  Arrowsmith claims that Stieglitz created a sense of intimacy and 

sensuality by focusing solely on her hands: “Stieglitz photographed O’Keeffe’s hands 

with as much interest as he photographed her face. In doing so he suggested both his own 

intimacy with her touch, and the sensuality at the source of her painting” (54).  In 

Georgia O’Keeffe: A Portrait – Hands and Watercolor, June 4, 1917 (Figure 16), 1917, 
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Georgia’s hands gesture and frame her circular, womb-like watercolor, conjuring a sense 

of feminine nurturing.  Her gestures are graceful and seem intimately connected to the 

painting: “she gestures as if to conjure her imagery from a cosmic brew of body and 

mind. Everything she touched, Stieglitz seemed to be saying, even the air around her, was 

charged with fresh significance” (Arrowsmith, 54).  Also her hands seem to be gently 

smearing the paint onto the canvas, suggesting her role in its creation.  In this photograph, 

O’Keeffe’s hands stand in for her brush, “equating hands with the artistic creative act” 

(Fryd, 143).  The focus on her hands in front of her painting suggests both her identity as 

an artist and as a woman.  However, the fact that she does not hold an actual brush 

suggests her naivety rather than her status as a professional artist. 

Stieglitz also often fetishized O’Keeffe’s hands.  For instance, Georgia O’Keeffe:  

A Portrait – Sculpture (Figure 17), 1920 shows O’Keeffe grasping a phallic statue with 

her left hand.  O’Keeffe made this statue in 1916 and reportedly stated that the sculpture 

was of a mourning woman, a homage to her recently deceased mother (Messinger, 27). 

However, because of the way the sculpture is held, it unmistakeably resembles a penis. 

O’Keeffe’s grasp of the statue fills up most of the foreground, and the stark white of the 

statue juxtaposes against the black of O’Keeffe’s blouse.  The statue and O’Keeffe’s hand 

dominate the picture, the rest of O’Keeffe fading in the background, further emphasizing 

the sexual connotations: “the angle of this three-dimensional sculpture, its shape, and the 

position of her hand all suggest manual manipulation of an erect penis, possibly a 

replacement for Stieglitz’s genitals” (Fryd, 143).  This photograph suggests an intimate 

act, an aspect further emphasized by the cropping, focus, and gradations of color. 
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Stieglitz manipulates the possible interpretations of her sculpture, bringing attention to 

O’Keeffe’s role as the female partner in their sexual escapade with her firm grasp of the 

statue.  But it is also important to note that O’Keeffe grasps a phallus that she made, 

which suggests her sexual potency in possessing the symbol of male power.  Alfred 

clearly emphasizes O’Keeffe’s sexuality with this photograph, suggesting her desire for 

the penis and her possession of the phallus.

Stieglitz also creates explicit messages with O’Keeffe’s feet.  In Georgia 

O’Keeffe: A Portrait – Feet and Sculpture (Figure 18), 1918, her feet hold the sculpture 

at the base, again creating sexual implications.  As previously discussed, the stark 

blackness of this photograph creates a sense of powerful eroticism, black having special 

value for Stieglitz.  Whitaker notes the sexual implications as feet are, “[f]requently 

regarded as phallic (particularly in Freudian terms)” (154).  Again, Alfred calls attention 

to Georgia’s sexuality with her “manual manipulation.”  But also, her feet (phallic 

symbols), holding the phallic statue suggest O’Keeffe’s sexual power.  Stieglitz 

foregrounds O’Keeffe’s sexuality, emphasizing her desire and sexual potency.   

Stieglitz also pays special attention to O’Keeffe’s breasts, although he fetishizes 

them in a surprising way.  In five photographs, O’Keeffe offers herself to the camera, 

squeezing her own breasts.  In one photograph from 1918 (Figure 19) she holds both of 

her breasts.  In another of the same year (Figure 20), she exposes and frames one. 

O’Keeffe’s sexual act against her own body may stand in for Stieglitz; as Fryd writes, 

“these works also imply eroticism, sexuality, and auto-eroticism, although O’Keeffe’s 

manipulations of her breasts do not appear pleasurable; her firm grasp and the twisting of 
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the misshapen breasts suggest instead discomfort.  O’Keeffe’s grabbing her breasts may 

also signify Stieglitz’s “fantasy of possession” (Fryd, 137).  However, especially 

considering that O’Keeffe stands in front of her drawings and Stieglitz linked O’Keeffe’s 

hands to her art, her grabbing her breasts could also imply O’Keeffe’s self-fertilizing: 

“her hands (the makers of her art) are receiving direct nourishment from her breasts” 

(Fryd, 157).  Also, Stieglitz took many photographs of O’Keeffe’s disembodied hands 

plucking at fruits, such as Georgia O’Keeffe – A Portrait – Hands and Grapes (Figure 

21), 1921.  Due to the traditional symbolism relating fruits to breasts, these photographs 

imply that O’Keeffe’s art (symbolized by her hands) is nourished by her femininity (her 

breasts), echoing Stieglitz’s opinion that O’Keeffe’s work sprang from her womb.  

There are many theories as to why Stieglitz would reduce O’Keeffe to fragments. 

Some theorize that he had a need to assert his masculinity: “it can be argued that Stieglitz 

obsessively photographed O’Keeffe in a multitude of fragmented images to assuage his 

own fear of castration” (Fryd, 148).  But also, fragmentation was beginning to be a 

common practice in photography; “He certainly knew his former disciple Man Ray’s 

symbolic amputations of women’s bodies … Inspired by Strand, Stieglitz had already 

played with cubist effects, shattering and slicing planes of geometric form. Through 

cropping, framing, or disorienting camera angles, photography was ideally suited to 

rearranging reality” (Eisler, 189).  Photography was the perfect medium for Stieglitz’s 

fragmented project, as Eisler claims, “New techniques and ways of seeing were also 

perfectly adapted to the fetishizing of women’s bodies; where once the male gaze alone 

could isolate, or reproduce through memory, the erotic icon – foot, hand, breast, genital – 
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the camera now fixed that regard, creating a surrogate fetish object, the photograph” 

(189).  Stieglitz capitalized on his medium to objectify O’Keeffe by fragmenting her 

body.

There are few pictures that depict O’Keeffe as purely “masculine,” just as she is 

rarely shown as purely “feminine.”  But some photographs do depict O’Keeffe as 

extremely mannish.  One example is Georgia O’Keeffe: A Portrait (Figure 22), 1918, 

where O’Keeffe gestures in front of her work, wearing very masculine clothing, her hair 

tucked under her hat, hiding her femininity.  This photograph is representative of the 

masculinized O’Keeffe: “she has slick, tightly coiffed hair and wears severe black 

clothing and no-frills hat that hide her body and obscure her gender. These photographs 

suggest a more androgynous, even masculinized person, aloof, independent, and strong” 

(Fryd, 150).  Where the more “feminine” photographs of O’Keeffe (such as nudes and 

fragmented images) often foreground O’Keeffe’s sexuality, these photographs portray 

O’Keeffe’s masculine persona and do not turn her into a traditional sex object.

However, there is a middle ground where O’Keeffe is objectified while she also 

wears masculine clothes. When nude, regardless of “masculine” elements,  O’Keeffe’s 

body is fetishized.  In Georgia O’Keeffe: A Portrait (Figure 23), 1918, O’Keeffe wears a 

bowler hat with her hair tucked in, calling attention to her masculine style of dress.  She 

also holds a frilly nightgown over her naked chest, reminding us of her sex and her 

sexuality.  The play of articles of clothing, suggestively placed, emphasize O’Keeffe’s 

androgyny: “her long hair and nipple – secondary sexual characteristics both – are 

covered by those articles of dress most symbolically ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’” (Eisler, 
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188).  Stieglitz brings attention to O’Keeffe’s masculine attributes such as her style of 

dress while also highlighting her sexuality. 

Most of the photographs from the series picture O’Keeffe’s body, or at least show 

parts of her body engaged with her work.  Two photographs from the portrait show 

O’Keeffe’s work without her presence.  These photographs demonstrate how Stieglitz 

manipulated her work in order to foreground O’Keeffe’s sexuality, much like the way he 

photographed O’Keeffe, focusing on her erotic nature.  For instance, Georgia O’Keeffe:  

A Portrait, Show at “291,” 1917 (Figure 24), 1917 shows Special No. 12 (Figure 25), 

1918, placed near her plasticine sculpture from 1916.  The phallic statue pointing toward 

the wispy, feminine forms suggests a union of the masculine and feminine or the sex act. 

On their own these two works would not generate this blatant of a sexual message, 

especially since O’Keeffe stated that the sculpture was of a mourning woman.  But 

Stieglitz manipulates O’Keeffe’s art in order to make a statement not necessarily present 

in the work. 

Another photograph, Georgia O’Keeffe: A Portrait – Painting and Sculpture 

(Figure 26), 1919, captures O’Keeffe’s painting Music – Pink and Blue (Figure 27), 1919, 

with the same sculpture she made in 1916.  Stieglitz again manipulates two of O’Keeffe’s 

works in order to create a pointedly sexual statement:

the sexual reading of O’Keeffe’s artistic intentions by artists and critics 

was deliberately masterminded and astutely controlled by Stieglitz. (Visual 

proof  for this statement exists in the photograph he made that shows 

O’Keeffe’s 1916 phallic form sculpture placed in front of her 1919 
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painting Music – Pink and Blue). The implication of intercourse in this 

photograph is as clear as it is contrived. And Stieglitz knew exactly what 

he was doing when he exhibited in 1921. (Whitaker, 44) 

In photographing her work this way, Stieglitz assumes authority over O’Keeffe’s vision. 

He tampers with O’Keeffe’s work, overshadowing her intended message with what he 

sees as the central message: sex.  Others saw his work and conflated his vision with 

O’Keeffe’s: “the more explicit 1918 and 1919 photographs on this theme were shown by 

Stieglitz in 1919 and 1921 and were almost immediately interpreted as proof that 

O’Keeffe had created her abstract images from the specificity of her own sexual 

experience” (Whitaker, 154).  These photographs demonstrate that Stieglitz not only used 

O’Keeffe’s body to highlight her sexuality, he also took control of her drawings and 

sculpture in order to privilege his understanding of O’Keeffe’s art as communicating her 

sexual experience. 

Critics were fascinated by Stieglitz’s serialized portrait of O’Keeffe, especially by 

the erotic element.  Critics saw Stieglitz’s photographs of O’Keeffe as representative of 

her as an artist: “The audience and critics recognized this model’s identity as an artist, 

and applied to her paintings the photographer’s emphasis upon his wife’s femininity and 

sexuality. These photographs therefore advanced O’Keeffe’s position in the eyes of the 

public as a woman artist engaged in capturing the female experience” (Fryd, 149).  Even 

to this day, many scholars interpret O’Keeffe’s paintings solely in terms of her female 

experience or the sexual meanings of her work.  It can be argued that the view of 

O’Keeffe’s paintings as purely sexual stemmed from the intimate, erotic portrait Alfred 
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made of Georgia and his subsequent promotion of her.  By the time O’Keeffe had the 

next exhibit of her work in 1923, critics had the image of the portrait indelibly marked in 

their imaginations; they saw O’Keeffe as expressing female experience – meaning her 

sexuality – because she was portrayed as a sexual object in the portrait.

Paul Rosenfeld, an art critic and friend of Stieglitz, viewed all of the photographs 

in the serial portrait (even the photos shown that were of inanimate objects) as erotic. 

Rosenfeld noted Stieglitz’s position of authority and saw the photographs as “documents 

of the submission of their subjects, animate or inanimate, to Stieglitz’s will and desire” 

(Lynes, 45).  We can trace how Rosenfeld’s perception of the portrait influenced his 

interpretation of O’Keeffe’s art in the essays he wrote about her new work.  His review in 

The Dial, only ten months after Stieglitz’s exhibit of the portrait of O’Keeffe, 

demonstrates how Rosenfeld obviously related Stieglitz’s portrait of O’Keeffe to her 

work: “Rosenfeld referred to O’Keeffe precisely in terms of the female types Stieglitz’s 

photographs had suggested – ‘a white radiance,’ and ‘innocent one,’ ‘a girl’” (Lynes, 46). 

Rosenfeld uses the same language as Stieglitz’s essay “Woman in Art,” saying that her 

paintings “registered the manner of perception anchored in the constitution of the woman. 

The organs that differentiate the sex speak. Women … always feel, when they feel 

strongly, through the womb” (quoted in Lynes, 46).  Rosenfeld’s preoccupation with sex 

is also seen in his use of many sensual descriptions and words that relate to the body. 

This is strange given the fact that O’Keeffe’s work rarely deals with human figures. 

Clearly, Rosenfeld’s perception of O’Keeffe’s work is almost exclusively formed by 

Stieglitz’s interpretations.
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Vanity Fair also published an essay by Rosenfeld called “The Paintings of 

Georgia O’Keeffe.”  In it he states, “whatever it is she may paint, that is not curiously, 

arrestingly, female in quality. Essence of very womanhood permeates her pictures” 

(quoted in Eisler, 276).  He went even further to discuss O’Keeffe’s dual sexuality in her 

work: “ In her art, he said, the female principle was defined by its opposite, by ‘rigid 

hard-edged forms [that] traverse her canvas like swords through cringing flesh’” (quoted 

in Eisler, 276).  Rosenfeld also compares O’Keeffe to the “sexual prophet,” D.H. 

Lawrence: “Rosenfeld’s comparison cast Georgia in the role of liberating life force, 

moralist, as well as artist” (276-7).  In general, Rosenfeld focused on O’Keeffe’s gender 

and her sexuality, which reportedly infuriated her.  

O’Keeffe felt betrayed by her friend, although Stieglitz was not bothered in the 

least by sexual readings of her work.  Alfred loved publicity of any kind, even at 

Georgia’s expense; “Stieglitz loved controversy, sensation, and all that went with them. 

As far as publicity was concerned, he was convinced that the ends justified the means” 

(Lynes, 60).  O’Keeffe did not share this attitude with Stieglitz, rejecting sexual 

interpretations: “[she] disavowed interpretations that embodied a masculine position 

embraced by her lover and male friends. O’Keeffe never claimed to represent the female 

body or female sexuality, but instead something ‘only a woman can explore,’ which may 

include female experiences, feelings, relationships, attitudes, and perceptions” (Fryd, 

128).  Georgia wrote to MSS in 1922, trying to change the perception of her and her art. 

Rather than explicitly rejecting the critical stance that she abhorred, she decided to 

emphasize what she thought was important to the understanding of her art.  She starts by 
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outlining her artistic education and experience.  She then characterizes herself as an 

independent artist: 

I have not been in Europe.

I prefer to live in a room as bare as possible.

I have been much photographed.

I paint because color is a significant language to me … (Lynes, 182)

Her simplistic diction, syntax, and the way she writes these sentences like lines of poetry 

bring attention to her individuality. Lynes explains O’Keeffe’s aims with this essay: 

“Obviously, O’Keeffe was trying to portray herself as a strong willed, independent person 

and serious artist … she wanted to make it clear that she was something of an iconoclast, 

a painter who was free of European influences and a woman who disdained the frivolous” 

(61).  She was trying to downplay her role in the scandalous portrait and get away from 

interpretations like Rosenfeld’s, which focused on her innocence and purity, her sex and 

sexuality, rather than her innovative style and vision.  Ironically, even as she tries to 

distance herself from Stieglitz’s interpretations, this essay demonstrates how Stieglitz’s 

view of her art infiltrated even O’Keeffe’s consciousness.  Her claims mirror Stieglitz’s 

promotion of her as an essentially American artist, free of European influence.  As 

discussed previously, this was not true.  Perhaps she supported this claim because it 

helped promote her career or maybe she really believed it.  Regardless, we can see the 

degree of Stieglitz’s influence as he even convinced O’Keeffe of her essentially American 

style.  

In 1923, Georgia O’Keeffe exhibited one hundred pictures at the Anderson 
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Galleries.  Anger and misrepresentation continued as the brochure was accompanied by 

an essay by Marsden Hartley5 which had upset O’Keeffe years before.  In Hartley’s view, 

O’Keeffe displayed a violent type of womanhood: “With Georgia O’Keeffe, one takes a 

far jump into volcanic crateral ethers and sees the world of a woman turned inside out 

and gaping with deep open eyes and fixed mouth at the rather trivial world of living 

people” (quoted in Lynes, 52).  Lynes explains Hartley’s view of O’Keeffe’s sexuality: 

“To the tormented Hartley, Georgia’s sexuality was no benevolent life-giving force; her 

paintings were ‘living and shameless documents … unqualified nakedness of statement’” 

(282).   Lynes interprets this statement as directly inspired by the portrait, calling it “a 

clear reference to the unrepressed sexuality of the woman in some of Stieglitz’s 

photographs” (52).  Furthermore, Hartley’s article draws upon the types portrayed in the 

portrait of O’Keeffe; “She was both an exemplar of the pure and the passionate, a spirit of 

good and evil, a symbol of salvation and sin” (52).  Clearly, Hartley’s interpretation, like 

Rosenfeld’s, is directly inspired by Stieglitz’s photographs rather than by O’Keeffe’s 

painting.  Furthermore, they only focused on the erotic elements in the portrait, ignoring 

the other aspects of the photographs: “Nothing in the essays Hartley and Rosenfeld wrote 

about O’Keeffe in 1921-22 indicates that they responded to the Stieglitz portrait for what 

it conveyed about her identity and independence as an artist and about her commitment to 

her work … [They] understood her work as he did – as a manifestation of her sexuality” 

(Lynes, 53).  Critics saw O’Keeffe’s work as an extension of Stieglitz’s erotic 

photographs. 

5 Marsden Hartley (1877-1943)- member of Stieglitz circle whose paintings express pain over 
homosexual desire 
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O’Keeffe insisted on also including her own statement with the brochure. Again, 

she does not directly address the criticism she disagrees with, but chooses to assert her 

independence and desire to be true to herself in her art, saying, “I decided I was a very 

stupid fool not to at least paint as I wanted to and say what I wanted to when I painted as 

that seemed to be the only thing I could do that didn’t concern anybody but myself – that 

was nobody’s business but my own” (quoted in Eisler, 283).  Unfortunately, many critics 

made it their business to interpret what O’Keeffe wanted to say in her work.  Even more 

unfortunately, they usually reduced her to her sex.

Georgia’s statement in the brochure did not derail the most accepted way of 

viewing her work.  In 1923, critics still unsurprisingly focused on O’Keeffe’s sexuality, 

but they also focused on how O’Keeffe’s art was “an extension of the forms of her body” 

(Lynes, 25).  Most interestingly, a woman critic,  Helen Read, exemplifies how far 

Stieglitz’s influence spread and that the sexual interpretation of O’Keeffe’s work was not 

exclusive to men; “Taking Georgia at her word, Read seized on the artist’s litany of the 

ways in which she had been thwarted, blocked and silenced as the key to her meaning: a 

‘clear case of Freudian suppressed desire in paint … the work is in the way of being an 

escape. She sublimates herself in her art’” (Eisler, 284).  Clearly, O’Keeffe did not or 

could not change the discourse about her work as the interpretations that were supported 

and perpetuated by Stieglitz dominated the criticism and continue to be influential even 

today.

Alfred Stieglitz’s influence over the interpretation of O’Keeffe’s work ranges 

from his earlier view of her Specials to the exhibit of his serial portrait.  Over the course 
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of their relationship, Stieglitz maintained that O’Keeffe’s work demonstrated an 

essentially feminine, sexual expression.  I myself can testify that this view remains even 

today as most people respond to any mention of O’Keeffe with “is she the woman who 

paints vaginas?”  Why do people still associate O’Keeffe’s art almost exclusively with 

genetalia? Clearly, Georgia did not agree with Alfred’s interpretation but she seems to 

have done little to stop him from perpetuating his views and whatever attempts she made 

to try to reclaim her own identity had little effect.  Not to mention O’Keeffe herself 

actually perpetuated some of Stieglitz’s ideas. It seems as though there was little 

O’Keeffe could do to prevent his opinions from circulating since Alfred Stieglitz was 

very influential in the art community; he held the privileged position of not only being a 

man, but was also much older, a gallery owner, and very wealthy.  We can see the 

endurance of Stieglitz’s essentialist view not necessarily as a sign of O’Keeffe’s 

complicity or her weakness, but rather as representative of society’s prejudices and the 

unequal power dynamics present in their relationship.
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Conclusion 

In writing this thesis, I have become much more aware of the effects of gender 

bias.  When I first began this project, I very much expected to find evidence of male 

privileging and inequality amongst partners, but I also assumed that I would find many 

instances of mutual collaboration, female agency, and equal power dynamics.  However, 

while I did encounter a great level of female agency and resistance to gender inequality, I 

was surprised at the magnitude and effects of societal pressures; sexism seemed to 

permeate every aspect of my studies.  As I mentioned in my introduction, we typically 

view the twentieth century as a time of increasing equality and progress, which made my 

discoveries all the more startling.  During the writing process, I struggled coming to 

terms with the idea that women who I sincerely and deeply respect for their intellect and 

creativity could view themselves as inferior or could allow themselves to be taken 

advantage of or dominated.  “How could Simone de Beauvoir view herself as inferior to 

anyone?” I’ve asked myself numerous times, trying to understand how and why such a 

brilliant woman would want to downplay her intellect.  Toril Moi’s study really put things 

into perspective as she remarks on how society teaches women to think and act certain 
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ways, such as valuing physical attractiveness over intellect.  Her book really struck a 

chord and started me thinking about what it means to be a female artist in the twentieth 

century.  

These women, while incredibly creative and smart, are still human. Simone de 

Beauvoir may have written an influential feminist manifesto, but she wrote from within, 

not without, society’s oppressive ideas about her gender.  Cultural assumptions can 

influence people in surprising ways.  For instance, the lesbian couple Gertrude Stein and 

Alice Toklas followed the heterosexual model very closely with Stein cast in the 

dominant, male role.  Even though both were women, one was in the subservient position 

while the other held the position of power, playing the husband.  In the end, I have begun 

to understand that no one is immune to societal assumptions.  However, we are not 

hopeless victims, as I have learned from many of the women I have studied over the 

course of this project.

Another issue that really made an impression on me was the shocking level of 

sexism present in some of the scholarship I read.  Similar to how we think about the 

twentieth century as progressively less prejudiced, we privilege scholarship as objective 

truth, which cannot be tainted by bias.  However, I was surprised to encounter critics 

whose evaluations of art relied very heavily on sexist assumptions.  For example, I was 

appalled to read some critics’ reviews of O’Keeffe’s art, characterizing her work in terms 

of her sexuality and explaining how women’s inspiration comes from the womb.  In my 

mind, I explained this prejudice with the fact that those critics were writing in the 1920s 

when women had only just won the right to vote.  However, I have found that many of 
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my peers and other intellectuals hold similar ideas about O’Keeffe. The number of times 

someone has responded to the name O’Keeffe with a comment about vaginas is 

downright alarming.  It is amazing how certain ideas can endure even after so much 

progress and time have elapsed.  

However, the scholarship that shocked me the most was probably the critical 

defense of Ted Hughes’s “editorial” work.  I could not believe that a scholar could so 

flippantly suggest that Ted Hughes was obviously a better poet than Plath and, 

furthermore, that he could use that fact as justification for Hughes’s editorial tampering. 

Hughes’s treatment of Ariel is what really inspired this whole project.  When I first read 

about how Hughes edited the clear, meticulous plan that Plath had created, I questioned 

how he could even get away with doing it.  I firmly believe that Hughes’s motivations for 

editing Ariel were primarily self-serving.  It is far too much of a coincidence that he 

excised exactly the poems that most clearly indict his duplicitous behavior and betrayal; 

he also conspicuously added eleven poems that do not fit in with Ariel’s narrative and 

foreground the inevitability of Plath’s suicide.  Therefore, reading scholarship that 

defended his decisions with excuses like his superiority was not only infuriating, it was 

also extremely eye-opening.  Ideas like Chapman or Upton’s reflect the attitudes that 

made Hughes’s enterprise possible.  Hughes held the position of power; he was the more 

famous (and many saw as better) poet between them and was still Plath’s husband 

(another position of power) at the time of her death, which afforded him the control over 

her materials.  For years, the fact that Hughes’s editorial tampering went beyond minor 

changes remained unnoticed.  When scholars finally began to realize the scope of his 
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changes, many defended Hughes’s decisions despite his own admissions that he excised 

certain poems in order to save himself the shame of being exposed too nakedly.  The male 

privileging present in the scholarship of Upton and Chapman, for instance, highlights the 

fact that sexism endures.  However, these facts, while upsetting, have allowed me to fully 

recognize the value of feminist studies in helping to hinder unfair assumptions from 

propagating. 

Looking back at the whole process, I realize different ways that I could have 

approached the subject of artistic partnerships.  How would my thesis be different if I had 

focused more on the male perspective? What if I looked at homosexual couples 

exclusively? What if I had incorporated more theory? What if I had studied more modern 

couples? Would I have found as much evidence of inequality? I find this idea fascinating 

and I regret that I did not think of it before.  Generally, if I had to do it all over again, I 

would have liked to focus more on the idea of “collaboration.”  With this thesis, I tried to 

understand how artists interact with one another, how love, sex, and gender can influence 

a relationship and art.  Even after doing countless hours of research, thinking, and writing 

about the subject, I am still unable to easily summarize the complex dynamics of artistic 

partnerships.  Artistic influence is a complex issue on its own; adding a personal element 

(love, sex, desire, etc) only complicates matters.  In retrospect, I do not at all regret 

spending so much time fleshing out the power dynamics between artists, but I do wish 

that I could have spent more time thinking about collaboration and how intimate 

relationships can influence the way artists work together.  Additionally, considering how 

much of my project is concerned with gender issues, I wish I had a more firm background 
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in feminist theory and had more time to incorporate more theory into my thesis.
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Figure 1. Rodin, Auguste. Gates of Hell. began 1880. Bronze. Musée Rodin, Paris.
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Figure 2. Rodin, Auguste. Burghers of Calais. 1886. Bronze. Calais, France.
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Figure 3. Rodin, Auguste / Claudel, Camille. Brother and Sister. 1890. Bronze. Museum 

of Liverpool.
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Figure 4. Claudel, Camille. The Waltz. 1893. Bronze. Musée Rodin, Paris.
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Figure 5. Claudel, Camille. The Age of Maturity. 1902. Bronze. Musée Rodin, Paris.
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Figure 6. Kahlo, Frida. Frida and Diego Rivera. 1931. Oil on canvas.  Albert M. Bender 

Collection, San Fracisco, California.
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Figure 7. O’Keeffe, Georgia. Special No.1. 1915. Charcoal on paper. National Gallery of 

Art, Washington, D.C. 
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Figure 8. O’Keeffe, Georgia. Special No. 2. 1915. Charcoal on paper. National Gallery of 

Art, Washington, D.C. 
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Figure 9. Steiglitz, Alfred. Georgia O’Keeffe: A Portrait. 1919. Palladium photograph. 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
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Figure 10. Alexandros of Antioch. Venus de Milo. Circa 130 -100 BC. Marble. Louvre 

Museum, Paris.
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Figure 11. Steiglitz, Alfred. Georgia O’Keeffe: A Portrait. 1918. Palladium photograph. 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.



102

Figure 12. Steiglitz, Alfred. Georgia O’Keeffe: A Portrait. 1919. Palladium photograph. 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
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Figure 13. Courbet, Gustave. L’Origine du Monde. 1886. Oil on canvas. Musée d'Orsay, 

Paris 
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Figure 14. Steiglitz, Alfred. Georgia O’Keeffe: A Portrait. 1919. Palladium photograph. 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
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Figure 15. Steiglitz, Alfred. Georgia O’Keeffe: A Portrait. 1924. Palladium photograph. 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. 
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Figure 16. Steiglitz, Alfred. Georgia O’Keeffe: A Portrait – Hands and Watercolor June 

4, 1917. 1917. Palladium photograph. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
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Figure 17. Steiglitz, Alfred. Georgia O’Keeffe: A Portrait – Sculpture. 1920. Palladium 

photograph. National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.
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Figure 18. Steiglitz, Alfred. Georgia O’Keeffe: A Portrait – Feet and Sculpture. 1918. 

Palladium photograph. National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. 
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Figure 19. Steiglitz, Alfred. Georgia O’Keeffe: A Portrait. 1918. Black palladium print. 

National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. 
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Figure 20. Steiglitz, Alfred. Georgia O’Keeffe: A Portrait. 1918. Palladium photograph. 

J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles. 
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Figure 21. Steiglitz, Alfred. Georgia O’Keeffe: A Portrait – Hands and Grapes. 1921. 

Palladium photograph. National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. 
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Figure 22. Steiglitz, Alfred. Georgia O’Keeffe: A Portrait. 1918. Palladium photograph. 

National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. 
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Figure 23. Steiglitz, Alfred. Georgia O’Keeffe: A Portrait. 1918. Palladium photograph. 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
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Figure 24. Steiglitz, Alfred. Georgia O’Keeffe: A Portrait, Show at “291,” 1917. 1917. 

Gelatin silver print. National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.   
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Figure 25. O’Keeffe, Georgia. Special No. 12. 1918. Charcoal on paper. The Museum of 

Modern Art, New York.



116

Figure 26. Steiglitz, Alfred. Georgia O’Keeffe: A Portrait – Painting and Sculpture. 

1919. Palladium photograph. National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.
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Figure 27. O’Keeffe, Georgia. Music – Pink and Blue I. 1919. Oil on canvas. The Barney 

Ebsworth Collection, St. Louis, Missouri. 



118

Bibliography

Benstock, Shari. Women of he Left Bank. Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 1986. 

Print. 

Brownley, Martine Watson, and Ruth Perry. Mothering the Mind: Twelve Studies of  

Writers and Their Silent Partners. New York: Holmes & Meier, 1984. Print. 

Bundtzen, Lynda K. The Other Ariel. Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press, 

2001. Print. 

Camille Claudel. Dir Bruno Nuytten. Les Films Christian Fech, 1989. 

Chadwick, Whitney, and Isabelle de Courtivron, ed. Significant Others: Creativity and 

Intimate Partnership. New York: Thames & Hudson, 1993. Print.

Chapman, Wayne K. “Last Respects: the Posthumous Editing of Virginia Woolf and 

Sylvia Plath.” South Carolina Review 38.2 (2006): 65-71. Web. 7 Feb 2011. 

Clark, Heather L. “Tracking the Thought Fox: Sylvia Plath.” Journal of Modern 

Literature 28.2 (2005): 100-112. Web. 7 Mar 2011. 

“collaborate.” Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary. 2011. http://www.merriam-

webster.com. Web. 16 March 2011. 

Cornell-Richter, Peter. Georgia O’Keeffe And Alfred Stieglitz. New York: Prestel 

Publishing, 2006. Print. 

Durant, Will, and Ariel Durant. Interpretations of Life. New York: Simon and Schuster, 

1970. Print. 

Eisler, Benita. O’Keeffe and Stieglitz: An American Romance. New York: Penguin, 1992. 

Print. 



119

Fraistat, Neil, ed. Poems in their Place. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 

1986. Print.

Fryd, Vivien Green. Art and the Crisis of Marriage. Chicago, IL: The University of 

Chicago Press, 2003. Print. 

Herrera, Hayden. “Beauty to his Beast: Frida Kahlo & Diego Rivera.” In Significant 

Others: Creativity and Intimate Partnership. Ed. Chadwick and de 

Courtivron. New York: Thames & Hudson, 1993. 119-135. Print. 

Higgonet, Anne. “Myths of Creation: Camille Claudel & Auguste Rodin.” In Significant 

Others: Creativity and Intimate Partnership. Ed. Chadwick and de 

Courtivron. New York: Thames & Hudson, 1993. 15-29. Print. 

Hughes, Ted. Birthday Letters. New York: Farrar Straus & Giroux, 1998. Print. 

---. The Letters of Ted Hughes. New York: Farrar Straus & Giroux, 2007. Print. 

---. New Selected Poems. New York: Harper & Row, 1982. Print. 

---. Introduction. The Collected Poems, Sylvia Plath. New York: Harper Perennial 

Modern Classics, 2008. 13-17. Print. 

John-Steiner, Vera. Creative Collaboration. New York: Oxford University Press, 2006. 

Print. 

Koestenbaum, Wayne. Double Talk:the erotics of male literary collaboration. New York: 

Routledge, 1989. Print.

Malcolm, Janet. The Silent Woman: Sylvia Plath and Ted Hughes. New York: Vintage, 

1995. Print. 

---. Two Lives: Gertrude and Alice. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2007. Print. 



120

Menand, Louis. “Stand By Your Man.” New Yorker 26 Sept 2005: Web. 7 Mar 2011. 

Messinger, Lisa Mintz. Georgia O’Keeffe. London: Thames and Hudson Ltd, 2001. Print.

---. The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin. XLII, Number 2. New York: The 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1984. Print. 

Middlebrook, Diane. Her Husband: Ted Hughes and Sylvia Plath – A Marriage. New 

York: Penguin, 2004. Print. 

Moi, Toril. Simone de Beauvoir: The Making of an Intellectual Woman. 2nd ed. New York: 

Oxford University Press Inc, 2008. Print. 

O’Keeffe, Georgia. Foreword. Georgia O’Keeffe: A Portrait by Alfred Stieglitz. New 

York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1978. Print. 

Paris, Reine-Marie. Camille: The Life of Camille Claudel, Rodin’s Muse and Mistress. 

Trans. Liliane Emery Tuck. New York: Little Brown & Co, 1989. Print. 

Perloff, Marjorie. “The Two Ariels: The (Re)making of the Sylvia Plath Canon.” In 

Poems in Their Place. Ed. Fraistat.  Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina 

Press, 1986. 308-333. Print. 

Plath, Sylvia. Ariel. New York: Harper & Row, 1961. Print. 

---. Ariel: The Restored Edition. New York: Harper Collins Publishers, 2004. Print

---. The Bell Jar. New York: Harper & Row, 1971. Print. 

---. The Collected Poems. New York: Harper Perennial Modern Classics, 2008. Print. 

---. The Journals of Sylvia Plath. New York: The Dial Press, 1982. Print. 

Richter, Peter-Cornell. Georgia O’Keeffe and Alfred Stieglitz. Munich, Germany: Prestel, 

2006. Print. 



121

Rose, Jacqueline. The Haunting of Sylvia Plath. New York: Virago Press Ltd, 1991. Print. 

Spater, George, and Ian Parsons. A Marriage of True Minds. New York: Harcourt Brace 

Jovanovich, 1977. Print. 

Stillinger, Jack. Multiple Authorship and the Myth of Solitary Genius. New York: Oxford 

University Press, USA, 1991. Print. 

Stone, Marjorie, and Judith Thompson. Literary Couplings: Writing Couples,  

Collaborators, and the Construction of Authorship. New York: University of 

Wisconsin Press, 2007. Print. 

Tytell, John. Passionate Lives. New York: Birch Lane Press, 1991. Print. 

Upton, Lee. “‘I/Have a Self to Recover’”: The Restored Ariel.  Literary Review 48.4 

(2005): 260-4. Web. 7 Mar 2011. 

Uroff, Margaret Dickie. Sylvia Plath and Ted Hughes. Chicago, IL: University of Illinois 

Press, 1979. Print. 

Wagner, Erica. Ariel’s Gift. New York: W.W. Norton & Company, Inc, 2000. Print. 

Whitaker, Sarah. Becoming O’Keeffe: The Early Years. 1st ed. New York City: Abbeville 

Press Inc, 1991. Print.


