
Introduction
• Anne Sexton was a Pulitzer Prize 
winning poet of the 1960s
•She had mental illness
• This summer I listened to her 
therapy tapes to better understand 
her mental illness and to learn how 
mental illness affects others. 
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Results

Methods
• Listened to therapy tapes each day
•Conducted interviews with experts 
•Visited and documented the archives 
of Anne Sexton’s biographer, Diane 
Middlebrook

• She originally started writing poetry at the 
invitation of her therapist, who thought she was 
creative

• She also wrote plays. Her ideas, she said, for 
the plays came from her understanding of 
dialogue that she practiced in therapy. 

Objective of the Study
What do Anne Sexton’s therapy tapes 
about her mental illness and her 
creativity?

• For bipolar disorder, Anne Sexton fits 
many of the criteria for mania and 
speaks about having suicidal thoughts 
and depression with her psychiatrist

• Her poems “The Sun” and “Sylvia’s 
Death” touch on her experiences with 
mental illness.

• Many of her ideas for poems were 
thought up in therapy

Discussion
• There is evidence that though Anne 
Sexton was only diagnosed with 
hysteria at the time, she may have had 
bipolar disorder
•There is thought to be a significant 
link between mental illness and 
creativity. Anne Sexton seems to fall 
under this pattern. 

Questions
• Where there any other times when 
Anne Sexton was formulating ideas 
for her poems in therapy?

Conclusion
• Anne Sexton’s mental illness and 
therapy allowed her to make great art. 
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• Anne Sexton, names a part of herself 
“Elizabeth” which she acts out when she 
is more manic.

• She was admitted to mental hospitals 
several times during the three years of 
tapes, because of depression and suicidal 
thoughts
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Bottom left: Anne Sexton in her 
early adulthood

Top right: One of the three boxes 
that contained all 300 hours of 
Anne Sexton’s therapy tapes
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