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The latest reference that Iknow of to the famously fraught relationship
between Sylvia Plath and Ted Hughes occurs, of all places, ina cut from
singer-songwriter Nanci Griffith's most recent CD release, Hearts in Mind
(New Door Records, 2005). The song, "BackWhen Ted Loved Sylvia,"
written by Le Ann Etheridge, captures the haunting presence of Plath
and her relationship with her poet husband. Etheridge's lyrics gesture
toward one recent form of Plath's haunting: a nervous sense that our
time's division into opposing forces, for our own comfort or maybe even
security's sake, must be pulled togethertoward animagined stable
center. Inthe words of the song's finalstanza, "ldon't need ananswer/ |
preferto read betweenthe lines / Backwhen Ted loved Sylvia." Inthe CD
liner notes, Etheridge's "Thoughts on 'Back When Ted Loved Sylvia™
make even more explicit her neutral position: "My intention was neverto
take aside, just to telltheirstory." Etheridge receives what is to herthe
ultimate praise when a Plath expert tells her she "had done just that—
found the middle ground." It's as if, at the turninto the new mille nnium,
Sylvia Plath must be made to serve as a reminderthat the middle ground
is the idealterritory to occupy. We are urged toward the neutrality of the
center. [End Page 89]
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If it were only Etheridge/Griffith making this gesture, there might not
be much to say about Plath and biography. But the trend in biographical
studies of Plath, particularly since the publication of Ted Hughes's
Birthday Letters in 1998—t he year of his death—and Plath's unabridged
journals in 2000, similarly has been to seeka middle ground by focusing
not on Plath alone but onthe shared biography of Plath and her well-
known poet-husband, Ted Hughes. For nearly a decade now, we have had
not Sylvia Plath, but Sylvia Plath Hughes. The emphasis has beenon
Hughes and Plath's collaboration rather than theiropposition, even
though both oftensaw that latter dynamic at work. T he critical discourse
has urged conjoined readings of the lives and poetry by bringing Hughes
and Plathtogetherpersonally and observing the cross-fertilizations of
each other's work. "Marriage"—joining togetherinto one what had been
two—has become the reigning metaphor. It has become impossible to
see these two as separate and, like the politicalrushto the centerin
which this Plathiantrend is embedded, the whole impulse seems to be

the biographicalversion of "why can't we alljust get along?"

At least in part, this trend is probably a backlash against what
sometimes have beenregarded as the polarizing effects of feminist
analysis and discourse. Much of the early work on Sylvia Plath, as many

have observed, leapt to Plath's...
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