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The lat est  reference t hat  I know of t o t he famously fraught  relat ionship
bet ween Sylvia Plat h and Ted Hughes occurs, of  all places, in a cut  from
singer-songwrit er Nanci GriFit h's most  recent  CD release, Hearts in Mind
(New Door Records, 2005). The song, "Back When Ted Loved Sylvia,"
writ t en by Le Ann Et heridge, capt ures t he haunt ing presence of  Plat h
and her relat ionship wit h her poet  husband. Et heridge's lyrics gest ure
t oward one recent  form of Plat h's haunt ing: a nervous sense t hat  our
t ime's division int o opposing forces, for our own comfort  or maybe even
securit y's sake, must  be pulled t oget her t oward an imagined st able
cent er. In t he words of  t he song's f inal st anza, "I don't  need an answer / I
prefer t o read bet ween t he lines / Back when Ted loved Sylvia." In t he CD
liner not es, Et heridge's "Thought s on 'Back When Ted Loved Sylvia'"
make even more explicit  her neut ral posit ion: "My int ent ion was never t o
t ake a side, just  t o t ell t heir st ory." Et heridge receives what  is t o her t he
ult imat e praise when a Plat h expert  t ells her she "had done just  t hat —
found t he middle ground." It 's as if, at  t he t urn int o t he new millennium,
Sylvia Plat h must  be made t o serve as a reminder t hat  t he middle ground
is t he ideal t errit ory t o occupy. We are urged t oward t he neut ralit y of  t he
cent er. [End Page 89]
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If  it  were only Et heridge/GriFit h making t his gest ure, t here might  not
be much t o say about  Plat h and biography. But  t he t rend in biographical
st udies of  Plat h, part icularly since t he publicat ion of  Ted Hughes's
Birthday Letters in 1998—t he year of  his deat h—and Plat h's unabridged
journals in 2000, similarly has been t o seek a middle ground by focusing
not  on Plat h alone but  on t he shared biography of  Plat h and her well-
known poet -husband, Ted Hughes. For nearly a decade now, we have had
not  Sylvia Plat h, but  Sylvia Plat h Hughes. The emphasis has been on
Hughes and Plat h's collaborat ion rat her t han t heir opposit ion, even
t hough bot h oKen saw t hat  lat t er dynamic at  work. The crit ical discourse
has urged conjoined readings of  t he lives and poet ry by bringing Hughes
and Plat h t oget her personally and observing t he cross-fert ilizat ions of
each ot her's work. "Marriage"—joining t oget her int o one what  had been
t wo—has become t he reigning met aphor. It  has become impossible t o
see t hese t wo as separat e and, like t he polit ical rush t o t he cent er in
which t his Plat hian t rend is embedded, t he whole impulse seems t o be
t he biographical version of  "why can't  we all just  get  along?"

At  least  in part , t his t rend is probably a backlash against  what
somet imes have been regarded as t he polarizing eFect s of  feminist
analysis and discourse. Much of t he early work on Sylvia Plat h, as many
have observed, leapt  t o Plat h's...
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