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What Julie Goodspeed-Chadwick sets out to do in this excellent and long-
overdue book is not an easy task. Lives Revised is not a biography, it is a book about
biography or, in other words, a biographical study. Writing about Assia Wevill still feels
like a risky and polarizing enterprise. That is why Goodspeed-Chadwick’s contribution
is much needed in order to contextualize Assia’s life and work in a way in which we
can fully grasp her life and legacy. As the author explains, any work on Assia will
undoubtedly summon the presence of Ted Hughes and, therefore, Sylvia Plath. But
Goodspeed-Chadwick is clear in her task — her main interest lies in Assia. Here,
Goodspeed-Chadwick attempts to dispel the myth and even lack of knowledge
surrounding her by looking at what gender, mental illness, sexuality, and trauma
studies can reveal about Assia’s life and work. This is not only a revisionary work, as
the author draws on recordings recently made available, as well as private documents
and archives at the British Library and Emory University.

Lives Revised is a book which will make readers grapple with their own
ingrained biases about women, gender, and, more specifically, Assia Wevill. As
Goodspeed-Chadwick states in her introductory chapter, “Assia’s story is one that
reveals the power, limitations, and enticements of gender, in addition to the
punishments we dole out to women who are too beautiful, too successful, and too bold
for our liking” (17). These are cautionary but also brutally honest words. The following
chapter offers an interesting perspective, as it examines Assia and Hughes as subjects
in interviews and other written accounts by other people. This implies a myriad of
differing opinions on both subjects, their lives, and their relationship, giving us a more
panoramic view of these figures. The author is most intent on providing archival
materials for others to act on it.

In this chapter, Goodspeed-Chadwick creates a careful narration by quoting
what others said about Assia and Hughes, always providing context for such remarks.

These perspectives exemplify the difficulty of creating a cohesive and coherent
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narrative around Assia and her relationship with Hughes. Goodspeed-Chadwick
meticulously delves into the sexism and misogyny both Assia and Plath had to face.
In fact, there are several points in common in Plath’s and Assia’s stories, as both were
shaped by sexism, violence, and trauma. Both had to confront Hughes’s aggressive
attitude towards women and the patriarchal values imposed on them. Even us as
readers and scholars might end up internalizing that devastating patriarchal values,
perpetuating them non-stop. For that reason, Goodspeed-Chadwick admonishes
readers against reinforcing patriarchal stories and advocates a trauma-informed
perspective which might finally help us to “do away with victim blaming altogether and
accept that everyone suffered to varying degrees, with drastically different outcomes”
(50). In fact, such a perspective might lead us to overcome the sensationalism-imbued
fabricated story around Plath, Hughes, and Assia.

After paying attention to what others said about them, the author turns to what
Assia and Hughes said and recorded about themselves and their relationship in
chapter three. In order to help establish a fuller narrative, Goodspeed-Chadwick puts
forward the concept of intersectionality as a means to explore “Assias’s experience as
a middle-aged woman and ethnic minority” (67) in ways never examined before. In
that line, the author emphasizes Assia’s achievements and how patriarchal society
discredited and punished her for it by erasing her life and work. Most significantly,
Goodspeed-Chadwick also acknowledges the importance of trauma in Assia’s life,
considering her a victim of trauma and suicide due to her lack of a feeling of belonging.
Retracing her history of mental iliness, the author delineates how damaging the
consequences of laying the blame of Plath’s suicide on either Assia or Hughes or both
were and still are. What is most remarkable in this chapter is Goodspeed-Chadwick’s
effort in giving voice to Assia by unmaking the myth around her through her own
writing. This written legacy opens up a new perspective on Assia which lets us see her
struggle to come to terms with traumatic experiences, her personal and professional
life, most especially her relationship with Hughes and the children, both as mother and
stepmother. Thus, the author vividly paints the daily circumstances Assia endured
through her own writing and closes the chapter by featuring Assia’s own words in an
original poem.

Before concluding her work, Goodspeed-Chadwick addresses Hughes’s
perspective, focusing on his coping with trauma through writing. The author studies

the way Hughes portrayed Assia in his poetry yielding control over the whole narrative
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through racist and sexist viewpoints. For that purpose, Goodspeed-Chadwick devotes
some time to analyze Assia’s presence and representation in Hughes’s poems, a very
interesting point to raise questions in readers’ minds and foster new conversations
regarding their problematic relationship — and portrayal. Aware of the healing
properties of writing, Hughes tapped into an autobiographical vein which would serve
as a means of dealing with traumatic experiences, most interestingly, in those texts
never intended for publication. This last part of chapter four offers an outstanding study
of Assia’'s — and Shura’s — presence in Hughes’s poetry, including drafts and
notebooks never previously accessed.

In her concluding remarks, Goodspeed-Chadwick once more foregrounds the
importance of not pitting Plath and Assia against each other: that is the trap of our
misogynist world. If we want to have a more panoramic picture of their lives and works,
we need to overcome internalized patriarchal values and carry out a feminist recovery
of silenced and buried voices, such as Assia’s. Goodspeed-Chadwick equips her
readers with new tools, archival materials, and perspectives to contribute to a more
sustained scholarship about Assia. As the author cautions, the way in which we
reconstruct and retell lives and stories reflects our own values and world. Goodspeed-
Chadwick’s strongest point lies in giving voice to Assia and paving the way for future
— and much-needed — research on her. This is an invaluable contribution which helps

to enlighten our understanding of Assia’s and, so, Hughes’s, life.



