The Confessional Mode in Modern American Poetry
Plath, Sexton, and Brooks
Class Length: 75 Minutes

Important Content Note
Two of today’s poems—Plath’s Lady Lazarus and Sexton’s Wanting to Die—directly address suicide and suicidal ideation. These topics may feel intense or personal for some readers.
Our approach in this class is literary and analytical, not therapeutic. We will examine:
· How the poems are constructed
· How language, form, and imagery create meaning
· How personal material is shaped into art
If at any point you need a moment, please feel free to step out briefly. Your well-being matters.

What Is Confessional Poetry?
The term “confessional poetry” emerged in the late 1950s and 1960s to describe a group of American poets who wrote in the first person about deeply personal subjects that had often been considered inappropriate for poetry.
Key Features of Confessional Poetry:
· First-person voice (“I”)
· Psychological interiority
· Explicit discussion of taboo subjects (mental illness, sexuality, trauma, suicide)
· Autobiographical resonance
· Free verse or flexible form
· Emotional intensity
Both Plath’s Lady Lazarus and Sexton’s Wanting to Die belong to the confessional genre. However, “confessional” does not mean “unfiltered.”
It does not mean diary-writing. Instead, confessional poetry transforms lived experience into crafted, structured, intentional art.

Sylvia Plath – Lady Lazarus
Context
· Published in Ariel (1965), after Plath’s death.
· Engages themes of death, identity, resurrection, and power.
· The speaker repeatedly “returns” from death.
Confessional Dimensions
1. Autobiographical Resonance
· Plath attempted suicide multiple times.
· The poem mirrors these experiences—but reshapes them theatrically.
2. Theatrical Self-Presentation
· The speaker performs her death for a “crowd.”
· Suicide becomes spectacle.
3. Mythic Transformation
· Biblical Lazarus.
· The phoenix rising from ashes.
· Holocaust imagery.
Plath does not merely “confess.”
She mythologizes her suffering.
The poem’s declaration that “Dying / Is an art” transforms personal despair into artistic mastery. The speaker moves from victimhood to defiance.
Literary Focus
When analyzing this poem, consider:
· How repetition creates rhythm.
· How metaphor enlarges personal experience into myth.
· How anger functions as empowerment.

Anne Sexton – Wanting to Die
Context
· Written during Sexton’s struggles with depression.
· Published in Live or Die (1966).
· Explicitly categorized as confessional.
Confessional Elements
1. Direct Address
· The poem begins: “Since you ask…”
· It feels like a conversation.
2. Calm Tone
· Unlike Plath’s theatricality, Sexton’s voice is steady, almost quiet.
· Death is personified as something that waits.
3. Psychological Intimacy
· “Suicides have a special language.”
· Focus on method rather than moral justification.
The poem does not dramatize death as revenge or spectacle.
Instead, it presents suicidal ideation as repetitive, intrusive, and persistent.
Literary Focus
Notice:
· The use of tercets (three-line stanzas).
· Free verse structure.
· Personification of death.
· Imagery that shifts from concrete to abstract.
Again, Sexton’s poem is not a cry for help—it is a constructed literary artifact shaped by craft.

Gwendolyn Brooks – kitchenette building
Context
· Based on Brooks’ experiences in segregated Chicago housing.
· Focuses on poverty and constrained dreams.
· Uses a collective “we.”
Unlike Plath and Sexton, Brooks is not typically labeled “confessional.”
But her poem raises an important question:
Can confession be communal?
Key Features
1. Collective Voice
· “We are things of dry hours…”
· This is not the isolated psychological “I.”
2. Material Reality
· Rent.
· Feeding a family.
· Onion fumes.
· Garbage.
3. Dream vs. Survival
· Dreams are fragile.
· Survival is urgent.
Brooks’ poem “confesses” the reality of systemic poverty and racial segregation. The interior life is shaped by economic constraint.
Literary Focus
Notice:
· Juxtaposition between dream imagery and harsh reality.
· Use of sensory imagery.
· Structural balance in stanza form.
Brooks expands the confessional mode beyond private trauma to social testimony.

Comparing the Three Poets
	Poet
	What is being “confessed”
	Tone 
	Scope

	Plath
	Trauma, rage, resurrection
	Theatrical
	Mythic + Personal

	Sexton
	Suicidal ideation, depression
	Calm, intimate
	Psychological

	Brooks
	Poverty, racial constraint
	Reflective, restrained
	Communal + Social


Plath and Sexton turn inward.
Brooks turns inward and outward simultaneously.

Why This Matters
Confessional poetry reshaped American literature because it:
· Challenged the idea that poetry must be impersonal.
· Opened space for mental illness and trauma in literary discourse.
· Expanded what subjects were considered “fit” for poetry.
However, confessional poetry is not raw exposure.
It is crafted revelation.
These poets:
· Use structure deliberately.
· Employ metaphor strategically.
· Shape rhythm and repetition intentionally.
Their work demonstrates that personal material becomes powerful when transformed through artistic technique.

Questions for Reflection
1. What distinguishes confession from autobiography?
2. Does Plath’s theatricality make her poem more or less authentic?
3. Why does Sexton’s calm tone intensify the emotional effect?
4. In what ways does Brooks complicate our definition of confessional poetry?
5. How does identity (gender, race, class) reshape what can be confessed?

Final Takeaway
Confessional poetry is not simply poetry about feelings.
It is:
· The deliberate shaping of private experience,
· The artistic transformation of vulnerability,
· A public act of controlled revelation.
Plath turns suicide into spectacle and defiance.
Sexton renders ideation as intimate and persistent.
Brooks transforms social constraint into communal confession.
Each demonstrates that the personal becomes literature not through exposure alone—but through craft.
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