


This issue is for Barbara Grier (Gene Damon),

who wrote sixteen years for The Ladder, editing
it four of those years while averaging sixty let-
ters a day to isolated lesbians across the country;
who gathered the most complete bibliography of
lesbian literature available; who knows with such
clarity the importance of lesbian writing and
publishing to our lives: '""There are many women to
find, many lesbians to write about and for. We
are the women to do this...We have to go out on
hills and listen for the wild sweet singing of
our past and record it for our future.'" (Grier to
Lesbian Writers' Conference, Chicago, 1975.)

Beth writes: "I know you're a legend but I
don't get choked up over legends. What moves me
is the woman Barbara: not-very-humble, not-so-
patient, but infinitely generous. For twenty
years you've been encouraging lesbian writers and
lesbian readers by sharing your time, your love,
your energy, your knowledge. Thank you, dear
Barbara. Your life blesses us all."

-Beth, Catherine, Harriet

-photo: Donna McBride
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The process of getting an issue out is as exciting
as falling in love--and for the same reason, that
the actuality is never exactly what one anticipated.
All along I had expected this issue of Sinister
Wisdom to be a sequel to the Margins issue I edited
in August, 1975--that is, reviews of lesbian-femi-
nist writing. When the articles began coming in,
they were many and they were good. There seemed
no way to select among them until Jan Clausen of-
fered '""The Politics of Publishing and the Lesbian
Community.'" Since Jan's article dealt with a cru-
cial question for writers, publishers and presses,
it became the focus for an entire section of the
magazine.

-When I received permission to include the MLA
panel, it became a natural focus for a section of
in-depth articles concerning lesbian aesthetics
and criticism: does "lesbian writing" exist? if
so, what is 1ts unique character?

Another focal point was my interest in the con-
nections and convergences in the thinking of all
of us--and how such convergences transform our
lives and hence our writing. So I asked several
writers to speak to this point, and their response
became the first section of the magazine.

The review section of this issue, unlike the
Margins of a year before, is not comprehensive.
Reviews are few and primarily of the most recent
or least reviewed lesbian fiction and poetry.

There is no mention of drama or of lesbian
biography (the decision to cut out biography hurt
most because we lost Elly Bulkin interviewing
Susan Griffin and Frapces Doughty's brilliant
piece on Margaret Anderson). Although lesbian and
feminist magazines publish much of the newest,
most exciting lesbian writing, space limitations
(which were really money limitations) precluded
the serious consideration they deserve.

Still, despite its limitations, we are pleased
with the issue. We feel that the variety of views
expressed here by lesbian writers is representative
of the variety that exists. And we believe that
we are presenting a forum in the true sense: an
open-ended discussion of the current questions in
women's publishing and criticism.
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THE OLD DAYS

Every one wants to know

how it was in the old days
with no sun or moon

in our colourless sky

to warn us

we were not insane

only the harsh searing eye

of unblinking madwomen and men
calling our star a zoo

and I have no bride to recall
only many women who whisper

I was always virgin

because I never remained.

I remember you only through the eyes

of all the forgotten others

on Monday a cat in the sorceresses' alley
screeched out your death

in another years language

and I had forgotten

your name

like a promise of hunger

trapped into mornings

alone.

Every one wants to know how

it was

in the old days

when we kissed stone into dust
eternally hungry &

paying respect to the crippled earth
in silence and in tears

surely one star fell as the mountain
collapsed over our bodies

surely the moon blinked

once

as our vigils began.

-Audre Lorde



"We are discovering the way the world is, not
what we have been told it is, and to the extent
we hit the mark we share vision."

-Pamella Farley



susan griffin

I want to send you something rough--not unworked, unthought,
but rough, showing, as Eva Hesse once wrote, ''the mark of
the hand.'" First, it seems to me that the convergences we
notice, the ones that excite us, are transformations, and
that transformations are transformational. We are a com- |
munity of those coming to speech from silence. This is an f
elementary fact we share--a history of illiteracy, suffoca- |
tions, spiritual and literal, burnings of body and work, the|
weight of the inutterable surrounding all of our lives. And
in no way can this shared history be separated from what we
write today, nor from our love of each others' voices.
Tillie Olsen has written two pieces of work transformational
to me on the subject of silence: ''Silence, When WriterS'Don'ﬁ
|

of writers and literature, the other, the story of a life
robbed of speech, singing at its end.) And today, I read,
with recognition, in Ellen Moers' Literary Women, this sen-
tence: ''Nevertheless, in their shared commitment to voicing
the unheard, Sand and Gaskell appear to stand together as
women writers. They shared that heightened feminine sense
of the preciousness of language to those who are self—taughtw
|’
\

Write'" and '"Tell Me a Riddle.' (The one about the silences
|
|
\
i

who only yesterday, in the case of women and Ze peuple both,
had no voice.'" And on the same page, Moers quoting Sand:
"oblivion is a stupid monster that has devoured too many
generations. ..Escape oblivion...Write your own history, all

of you who have understood your life and sounded youl_heart.;

To that end alone I am writing my own..."

This week I have been reading and writing about the humus,
and about all the delicate cycles which keep the soil a-
live--the passage of nitrogen through air, plant, soil,
micro-organism, the exchange of oxygen and carbon dioxide,
the intricacy of the relations of living things. (And of
course, there was a theory in 19th century patriarchy that
the soil was dead. A fixed, stable reliability.) And I
have been thinking that indeed thought, too, especially in
the twentieth century, and most specifically the study of
literature, and even literature itself has been treated as
dead. The universal. The classic. The major writer. The
standard. The eternal form. And like all dead things,
this version of literature has been separated from all that
sustains the living, from intricate relations with other
living forms. So, for instance, in this old patriarchal
study of writing, we never encounter the question (let alone
the answer) why does this writer write? Yet, this question
is central to all our writing now.

|



Why we write, as feminists, is not separable from our lives.
We have woven together a kind of textured echo chamber, a
flexible moving acoustical system, the new sounds we utter
changing the space even before we hear each syllable. Our
writing, our talking, our living, our images have created
another world than the man-made one we were born to, and
continuously in this weaving we move, at one and the same
time, toward each other, and outward, expanding the limits
of the possible. (But this paradox of the nature of move-
ment is reflected in the universe.) And whatever faith I
have in existence, I feel most acutely in my writing and in
my love for other women, and it is out of these reasons that
I write: ‘How I love clarity and how I love women who are
thinking clearly about our condition.

From the beginning this movement involved personal trans-
formation as part of a recognition of political circumstance:
And yes, this was for me too a starting point of terrible
transformation, meeting with a group of women, not raising
_our consciousness so much as piercing through the language
we had been given to find hidden realities, testimonies,

each utterance allowing all of us more vision, until finally
we found ourselves using the power of our minds, turning
this inward vision outward. From the shared experience to
the vision of how things are.

But this is not an-easy movement: the pure terror for in-
stance, of recognizing how deeply ingrained is rape in the
male concept of male sexuality. How far flung and far back
the practice. How our daily lives are salted with threats
of violence. To live with this insight. (Even after my

own work on rape several years ago, reading Susan Brownmiller's
book kept me in a continual state of shock for days.) One
cannot keep such a vision to herself. One could not even
visualize it fully alone; we first began to speak of the
reality of rape together, we saw the signs of woman-hating
together, almost holding hands, like children in a dark
house. And now we live with the ghosts we have routed. The
old punishments and the old lessons we force into conscious-
ness. Mother-hatred, self-hatred, fear and awe of the
fathers. And we do battle, not only with the ghosts of pa-
triarchy within us, but with reality again: we see men are
still in power, and to survive we transform, re-tell old
stories, listen, hear again.

This is a kind of bravery, and I am in love with this quali-
ty, and this affirmation, Do you see what I see? And there
is joy 1n these shared perceptions and a kind of healing.

Listening to the work of Carroll Smith-Rosenberg, I am made
aware of the redemptive quality of history, how deep the
need to restore our past, how deep the need to transform
our past. I had written (in Woman and Nature: The Roaring
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Inside Her, a long prose-poem work I am near completing) a
piece called "Her Body," a recounting of tortures (in the
name of cure or cosmetics) to the female body in patriarchy.
Now, as a curative response to that section, I write a
piece called The Years, naming parts of the body as our
history, our resistances to torture. "History'" is the hair
of this body of resistance:

HISTORY

"We begin to see that so far from being in-

scrutable problems, requiring another life to

explain, these sorrows and perplexities of our

lives are but the natural results of natural

causes, and that, as soon as we ascertain the

causes, we can do much to remove them." :
—-Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Women and Economics

"The history of mankind is a history of re-
peated injuries and usurpations on the part
of man toward woman, ' having in direct object
the establishment of an absolute tyranny over
her. To prove this, let facts be submitted to
a candid world." 7
—-Declaration of Sentiments and Resolutions,
Seneca Falls, 1848

Fine light hairs down our backbones. Soft hair
over our forearms. Our upper lips. Each hair a pre-
cise fact. (He has never permitted her to exercise
her inalienable right to franchise. He has compelled
her to submit to laws, in the formation of which she .
had no choice,) Hair tickling our legs. The fact of
hair against skin. The hand stroking the hair, the
skin. Each hair. Each cell. (He has made her, if
married, in the eye of the law, civilly dead.) Our
hair lying against our cheeks. The assemblage of
facts in a tangle of hair. (He has taken from her all
right in property, even to the wages she earns. He
has denied her the facilities for obtaining a thorough
education, all colleges being closed against her.)
Hair rounding our vulvas. How continual are the signs
of growth. How from every complexity single strands
can be named. (He has created a false public senti-
ment by giving to the world a different code of morals
for men and women.) Hair curling from under our arms.
How tangles are combed out and the mysterious laid
bare. (He has usurped the prerogative of Jehovah him-
self...) Hair which surprises us. Each hair traces
its existence in feeling. (...claiming it his right
to assign for her a sphere of action, when that belongs
to her conscience and to her God.) Which betrays our
secrets. The mysterious becomes the commonplace.

Each hair in the profusion has its own root. (He has




endeavored in every way he could, to destroy her con-
fidence in her own powers...) Hairs grow all over
our bodies. Profusion is cherished. Profusion is un-
raveled. Each moment acquires identity. Each fact
traces its existence in feeling. (...to lessen her
self-respect...) We are covered with hair. The past
reveals itself as a story we might have lived. The
past is cherished. (...and to make her willing to
lead a dependent and abject life.) We stroke our

bodies; we remark to each other how we have always
loved the softness of hair.

Transformational works, conversations, acts, lives, the

list ‘could go on. Mary Daly writing of process. Virginia
Woolf of-Shakespeare's sister (but even more of her own
mother). Judy Grahn writing, speaking these lines, "I will
not shut my mouth against you./ do you not turn away your
shoulder,/ we who grew in the same bitters/ that boil us
away/ we both need stronger water./ we're touched by a simi-
lar nerve.' Adrienne Rich, "A dream of tenderness/ wrestles
with all I know of history/ I cannot now lie down/ with a
man who fears my power/ or reaches for me as for death/ or
with a lover who imagines/ we are not in danger.'" This

list could continue indefinitely.

I remember a scene from a film (taken from a novel by Bertolt
Brecht) called The Shameless .0ld Lady. In this film, an

old woman, after the death of her husband, changes her life
completely, sells all her kitchenware, refuses to live with
her children, befriends a young prostitute, stays up nights
with a group of men and women drinking and talking, and
finally, just before her death, takes off in a new automo-
bile to tour the south of France with her young woman friend.
Two scenes in this film are, for me, unforgettable. In one,
a man, a shoe repairman and the intellectual of this nightly
drinking group, holds a book before his assembled friends
and reads from it a passage about the collective nature of
thought. That no one really ever conceives an idea alone,
that thought has a social genesis. One of the men in the
group challenges him, protesting that he is not reading this
but is making up the passage from his own mind. The shame-
less old lady looks on approvingly at the dialogue, de-
lighted by all this talk, such an isolation has her life
been before.

The other scene I love is a brief silent moment during which
one of the women (the younger or the older, I can't remember
which) brushes the other's hair.

And one other scene. This from a film I want to see. It

is a film made by a woman about two women who live together.
This is a scene from their daily lives. It is a film about
the small daily transformations which women experience,



allow, tend to, and which have been invisible in this male
culture. In this film two women touch. In all ways pos-—
sible they show knowledge of what they have lived through
and what they will yet do, and one sees in their movements
how they have survived. I am certain that one day this film
will exist.

deena metzQer

Dear Beth,

Here is an excerpt--or rather a ccllage--from The Book
of Hags...I think it holds together and <illuminates the
tssue of both "transformational works'" and "simultaneous
discovery'--and perhaps the source of the two...communal
internal reality...which is not a contradiction in terms...
but a recognition of the fact that our inner life is our
common life--or as Virginia Woolf said it--"our real lives
are our common lives." In this case there were two trans-
formational events--MEMOIRS OF A SURVIVOR which I had not
read as well as THE FOUR-GATED CITY which I also had not
read.--as well as a death shared, taken in, treated as,
experienced as i1f it had happened to me or allowing Arda's
experience (she is my dearest friend) to happen to me as if
I were she...the point is...that as we explore and appreci-
ate and develop our differences--as we travel into the inner
reality--we meet each other...we discover, rediscover, invent
and create and affirm our common reality.

e

Somewhere on an island on a rocky coast a woman is
writing alone. The island is very bare. The rocks are
composed of sandstone and disintegrate when anyone attempts
to climb them. It is impossible to get a foothold. May-
be they are not sandstone. But they are a yellow stone.
And the sun makes them appear even more yellow. Hay colored.
Dry hay. Or wheat. No corn. It is a bare coast. For-
biddins = H o R rye

The woman is writing a journal. She is the last or al-
most the last. For years the women have been dying. One
by one. Stricken in their youth or middleage. Just as
things were beginning. An unknown assassin. Just at the
- moment when everything was possible. Education, power,
consciousness, self. They sickened and died. That is not
true. They did not die of their own accord. Something
sickened them and they died. They were murdered. Stricken.
Poisoned. Assassinated. Suddenly. The doctors call it
cancer. It is. But of what nature? And why now? And why
so many? And so young?

Somewhere on an island with a rocky coast a woman is
writing alone. She is writing in a journal which she calls
Alma. Or she is writing a letter to a woman called Alma.

10



Somewhere on an island with a gentle coast a woman is
sitting alone. The beach is deep and soft, bordered with
dark trees and palms. The trees cast sharp black shadows
on the sand. Black and yellow. Deep yellow. Sunflowers.
Tigers. Her name is Alma.

She is an old woman, so dry and twisted and thin, there
is no place for death to hold on to her. The sun seems to
have sucked all the wet life out of her leaving a husk grat-
ing against the ground.

There are two women, one is named Ana and the other is
Alma and this is their book or the book Ana is writing or
what remains to us of it...or an invasion.

There have been three kinds of death essentially. Death
by hunger, death by cancer and death by madness. Everyone
who says it is a plot is executed or incarcerated or com-
mitted. 'So there are four types of death essentially.
"Death by hunger, death by cancer, death by madness--and mur-
der. .

And there is resistance. And memory. And there are
survivors.

You must remember that what is discussed here has to
do initially only with women. The men have been shooting
themselves for years. It is not surprising to come across
a body lying in the street with a hole in it, flat and
black as a punctured tire. Or in a field. Or under a bomb .
But the women began dying mysteriously...

When I write these words, I am afraid. I didn't intend
these words. I do not know where they emerge from. Whose
are they? Who is speaking?

The demon is at the throat. The heart pounds. The
words appear unbidden on the page...

"This is the book I would write if I were to die in a
year."

Dear Doris Lessing:

A woman was writing a novel about which she knew almost
everything and which had been planned in her mind for seve-
ral months, maybe even a year. It was a simple book about
voices. One winding into another...women's voices and how
we talked to each other and the new sweetness which was an
old sweetness which we shared...

Then Ana appeared. She named herself. Implanted her-
self in the book. Took over.

"Who are you?" I asked.

"I am on an island,'" she answered, ''and I am a survivor.

When I read those words, I shivered. I had been think-
ing about survivors since I had seen those trees, thousands
of years old, struck by lightning and burned from the geni-
tals down to the roots, Sequoias, survivors, trees like
women whose feet, branches, leaves, bark have been destroyed
by fire, peeled, undressed, stripped by fire, devoured by
fire within and without, and who nevertheless survive.
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This is not the book I intended to write. In June, I
began this book. In October, Aurora died. She opened her
legs and death entered her body before she could cry out.
She had not learned to make the sounds which ward off death.
She pulled up her legs exactly as she had when giving birth,
and death entered instead.

I had thought this was to be a book on conversation,
woman-talk, but Ana came and I began to write a book on
death and madness instead.

Ana appears. She writes doggedly from her yellow is-
land. I write also. We match each other in intensity,
fighting over the bones of our lives. What belongs to
whom? I try to let Ana speak...she has ten years on me,
she knows how this comes out. She writes and writes. "Af-
ter all," she declares, "how many times do we have to say
it...we are not writing for entertainment; we are writing
for our [kiyes.

I had started the novel in June. Earlier, I wrote to
you, inviting you to a conference. There, after the speak-
ers, a young dancer who could only speak in a whisper came
to the stage and began speaking in a voice which we could
barely hear, pointing to her throat, the gesture of one
making a flower with her fingers, opening and closing, where
if we looked, we could see a rose or a thorn. "I had been
silent for thirty years. I never spoke. I had cancer here
in the throat where the words lodged, eating the life away
with acid claws. The hole enlarged in my throat and wouldn't
heal. The day I was scheduled to have it burned' away, I
bought a blank book and began to write..." :

Until now I have been afraid to tell this story, not
knowing who it belong to and in whose interest it was shared.

I ‘calkl my friend Arda. !'In' the merning, ' SIatell sher, ‘T
don't recognize myself. I am someone else. When I speak,

I don't recognize my voice. I don "t know whoe:  It=am:. S leiam
saying things I have never said before.'"

'"I didn't recognize Aurora's voiece,'" Arda says huskily.
"When I went to see Aurora, I didn't recognize her, her
face distorted into a moon. If I didn't know what bed she
was in, I would have walked by without turning, had she
called me. There was someone else in her bed who called
herself Aurora, so I talked to her as if she were my friend.
Death came at night. In the transition from woman to star
to planet, the body distends and we do not recognize our-
selves."

"If I can't recognize myself, then what ean I rely on?"

"Look,'" Arda says, '"you are going through this birth

mildly. You are not dying of cancer, you don't have to kill
your body in order to live...you are not making such a ter-
rible war upon yourself...it is not a struggle to the death,

but only a painful birth. Let Ana go, let her free. Let
her say what she needs to say."

"But now there are two of them. There is Ana and then
there is Alma."

12



"Let them be,'" Ana insists.

"Ana," I say, '"Ana and Anna Wulf and Anubis. The jackal-
headed guide. Do you remember, Arda, when I went away after
having started the novel, long after Ana arrived and im-
planted herself, I read The Four-Gated City and discovered
that Martha was the survivor. I read the book through the
night. There was a storm, the electricity failed and I lay
in the dark for hours, conjuring the presence of Martha nee
Anna. They are the same in part. I lay in the dark with
my heart pounding, wondering about the invader who had en-
tered my novel, who bore a name I could not ignore, who had
learned something in another life, another book, about such
entrances.

"I. do confess, I was afraid.

"When I returned, Arda, I opened the newspaper and read
that Lessing had written a new book. Can you guess...?"

; "I can't," Arda says, shaking her head but looking di-
rectly at me.

"Memoirs of a Survivor.'

"Is it your book she's written? Have you read it?"

HNesas Incan' b viNotuyets: < Nots unti 1 Ana s finiishe s e sBub
it is about a woman who is a survivor after everything breaks
down, according to the review. It is not unlike my book."

Arda looks at me severely. 'Well, it's clear, isn't it.
We don't write our books, we just take them in from the air.
They speak through us. We are simply mediums shaken by the
terrible words which are spoken through us."

"But I wanted to write about us, the strong parts which
act against the death and rape and madness.'

"Hmmm, you've added rape,' Arda notes, looking down.

UWhys not2!W s askivher Flisinee Eimisthitnkiing about, that too
and making lists and gathering statistics. One out of three
now dies of cancer, almost everyone I meet has been raped,
five out of nine in my last class had been institutionalized
for madness. Rape. Cancer. Madness. Rape. Cancer. Madness.
This is not what I want to write about. I want to write
about us and all I find is death and madness. The Book re-
peats itself; the words repeat themselves. I no longer
finish a sentence but that I write it again and then again.
And finally all I can do is write death and madness, death
and madness, death and madness across the page.

"Do it,'" she says.

"I began to write," the dancer said, "to allow the words
which had accumulated in my throat to spill onto the page.
They came in strange grunts, shapes, grimaces, at first,
which I am just coming to recognize. The important thing,"
she hoarsely whispered, "is to speak. Is to speak. Don't
be afraid to speak. Silence is death,' she said.

In the beginning when I first discovered who Ana was,

I wanted to silence her...to pull her words from the page.
Now I let her write; I give her paper upon which to type.

I will not be the one to refuse her words. As long as she
writes, we can hear her, as long as we listen, she is alive.
She is a survivor. Soon there will be many of us.



I must ask you--do I have the right to Ana--as I asked
Arda if I had the right to Aurora.
This is the end, in its way, of the letter.

"Do I have the right to record this? Do we have the
right, Arda, to make such use of each other? To write it
down when it is not ours to begin with. When it is your
dead, not mine.'"

The truth is, it is not clear to me who is Ana and who
am I. Sometimes I laugh at myself for worrying about it.
After all, Ana knows better than I that it is necessary to
give up false divisions. She laughs at me for these sepa-
rations. Ana is older and wiser. Knows something I don't
know. Yet the same questions crop up repeatedly in my mind.
What belongs to me? What belongs to her? What is mutually
ours? I ask these questions again and again and I hear her
laughing.

When I sit here at the typewriter, I tremble to shake
voices off me.< [istithis, alreal® storyror: fictions ol f vitoiis
real,' the publishers say, ‘'it cannot be used.' Am I per-
mitted then to write only what you might have said, but
didn't.. Elcan?t. % You getiin theWway. | I remember ourscon—
versations. How you looked. What you said. Any resem-
blance to characters living or dead, alas, or dead, or dead
or dying or going mad or mad...is not coincidental. Any
resemblance is unavoidable. Every resemblance is inevitable.

What is it that I know, Arda? How to take in a life so
that it is mine. I take you in. And Ana also. But there
is always the moment of humiliation from loving so much.

"When I stayed with you in the hospital the summer your
father was dying, when I sat with you, day and night for an
entire summer, neglecting my children, if that is neglect
to take someone else's dead into herself like one's own...
that summer, Arda, did you think less of me?"

"When Aurora was dying, you were afraid of being in-
vaded, Dinah. You were afraid I would pull you down, that
we would go into the pit together. Once when I went to see
Aurora, you held me in your arms, crying because I couldn't
cry, then you said sternly, 'don't make a myth of this!"

"I was embarrassed to love you so much."

Every morning we take the paper into the kitchen in
order to read the deaths. We turn the pages. We begin the
day .

"A friend said that I reminded him of a woman whose body
was falling apart and whose soul stuck awkwardly through the
holes in the flesh. I imagined flesh pucking out of a hole
in a stocking just above the run. Or the breast peeking
obscenely through the blouse when the infant turns away. Or
the fat at the waist which folds over the belt. The women
he meets these days do not dress properly, and I least of
all. He turned away."

Hilet: i gaiak Be kKind:

"Kind! To whom? He doesn't deserve it."

YTosyourselsfsY
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"But I'm doing it again, putting his words in the book.
Recording someone else. Why does it matter so much? Why
don't I know how to be casual about another life?"

"You're relentless."

'""A soul snatcher. Look, I told you, I don't mind the
pain of caring. I den't mind mourning. I don't mind grief.
I can bear that. I mind the sanctions against it. The stig-
ma. I always hear a voice mocking me: 'can't you live your
own life?'"

"It isn't .only mine,'" Arda answers.

"No. It has never been only yours."

""Nor Elizabeth's, Leyva's, Tamara's, nor Aurora's. 1015
didn't only belong to Aurora. Imagine if she had died and
it had not made a difference. Imagine, if it didn't matter."

"When his friend died suddenly, we talked about it for
a moment. Then he returned to his work."

""He had no words, Dinah, don't you see he was born with-
out- language for such moments.

"It isn't my voice which mocks you. It wasn't Tamara's
voice which mocked you. When you rode with her in the am-
bulance, when her heart was too heavy to beat steadily, she
didn't say, 'live your own life.. I have nothing to do with
yousiil .

"When Tamara was struck, she went gray and said, 'I have
a terrible pain in my heart.' But when I looked at her chest,
even opening her blouse, I couldn't see the pain. I looked’
for it, but it didn't even cast a shadow. She had to tell
me where and how and even then I couldn't feel it. When you
were sick, Arda, and almost died, I was swimming far away

in a river and you were fighting for your life...I can't bear
that separation. I have nightmares of how it doesn't matter
when someone dies. A man falls in the street; traffic con-
tinues. A woman stumbles or screams; the conversations in-
terrupt, one looks around, then continues..."

""When Aurora died,'" Arda whispers, '"her face shone like
the moon. The spirit had finally broken through the body
which had held it prisoner. The body died, it's true, but
her spirit hovered translucent before my eyes. I dadnteE
turn away. I only wished it had emerged sooner, that so
much had not conspired to keep her caged and silent."

"Why aren't you in a rage?'" I grab her arms in my hands.
"Why are you weeping? Why do you go about your life mourn-
ing? Remembering, March is the month she began to die, April
is the month she went to bed. June was the month of her
journal. August...September was the month we said, 'not
now, there is too much death in this month, too many black

birds, too many crows, wait...October.' She waited. October
was the month she died...why don't you rage?"
“ousdor it fortme it Arda 'says,, it ts your job. !

"Why mine?"

liBeecauseSyousiclaimSitis= Wioutracel

"But what if Aurora hadn't torn her body open, maybe if
she had been content to live quietly, without speaking, may-
be if she had not torn herself apart, she would still be..."
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"She would be dead. Earlier. Suffocated. The entire
body turned to stone...or erupted in*a thousand wounds and
pustules. She would have died in a plague...you rage!"

""And don't you think less of me that I fight this for
you. I barely knew Aurora. I take her on as if she were
my dead. Don't you think less of me that I don't have my
own dead?'"

"Everyone has dead...too many. No one has her own dead.
They belong to all of us. And you're absurd wanting more,
yours, when you hate death so..."

The book writes itself. It dictates what must be said.
I am the medium. The words pass through me, water going
from one river to another. The fish follow the river. The
fish spawn. The riverbed does not pride itself on facili-
tating this activity.

This is a journal which belongs to several women. No-
thing is secret here. Everything written down has been
agreed to. The journal is authentic nevertheless. Life
holds us with a thousand mundane calls. Dinners to cook.
Letters to write. Talk. Yet there is something else. T
have no grandiose plans except survival.

Arda sits in the chair. I sit across from her. !'"Dare
I say all this about us?"

""Call it anthropology, if you must," she says sternly.
"Call it field work, Journalism. Oral history."

"I imagine my mother reading this, feeling the pain
erode the pleasure. 'Why do you have to say all this,' she
asks." - ;

Arda nods. '"There is no way she'll understand. I do
the work I do because my mother's dead. My work is orphan's
work."

"Write that down," I tell her, "it'll make a wonderful
title for a book." :

'""No! You write it down. Remember, I'm the archive;
you're the scribe."

"So there Arda. I've stolen it. It's on the page. It's
yours though. Take it back if you want it."

""And why do you persist in thinking only one of us can
use it. Shall we footnote every thought and breath so as
to know who thought of it first. The first man up to
Everest. The first man on the moon...That isn't our game,
is it? That only the first counts. Each idea they devise
gets used up so quickly, one shot and it's done. No wonder
the thought is so thin, it doesn't have flesh on it. The
witch was right. Hansel was thin as a bone. He did need
fattening. He only chewed something once. But the hags
chew the bones and marrow like a cud."

'""Once, Arda, I wrote a story about a woman and read it
and she said, so sadly, 'Oh I wanted to write it...'"

""Of course. Did you encourage her?"

i¥es but-she ‘feltiitiwasitoo  latess sLshad teild st Sand
now it wasn't hers anymore."

"She was wrong, wasn't she?"
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"Yes. That was her disease. Another form of silence.

"We tell these stories again and again. It is never
enough. They do not empty. Yet sometimes it is like talk-
ing to a mirror. You open your mouth and my words emerge.
I ean'thtelil=ustapart,

"You never learn, do you."

"Well, look at me. I grow fat. I feed on you. I take
you in. I-plunder you. Everything I see is mine. Every-
thing Shearfisimines, .

"Ours! Don't fixate on the notion of property again!"

In the morning I write in my journal. Like Ana. Then
I write the book. I put you in this book, you Alicia,
Aurora, Tamara, Arda, Elizabeth, Leyva. And you also, Ana
and Alma, though I do not ask your permission. In the end
I will send out a little piece of paper asking you to allow
me to commit this outrageous act. This is your journal, but
I do not-know another way. How can I write about my life

as if you had not stepped into it. I have no life separate
from yours.
I expose us nakedly. I want to look at the snake women

in yourselves, at the raw flesh beyond the skin, at the
bone, the place where life and death meet in us and dance
together. You live in me, hot creatures, whose mouths suck
and chew my bones. Your feet in my breast, on my breast
bone, are the only remedies I know against the boots which
would tread my spine.

I send out letters to everyone: Arda, Elizabeth, Leyva,
Tamara. ''Be warned. Prepare for an invasion. This is the
book of our lives." A book of healing. While we write it,
while we peel the skin from each other, we make a graft.
Here where I am naked, where I have been burned by fire, I
take some skin from the inside of your thigh, and there
where you are stripped and the flesh is vulnerable, I give
you something to cover yourself with from the softest part
of myself, from under the arm, the breast. There will be
no scars, I promise you. This is a book of healing. This
is a book of healing, of grafting each other's skin over
our wounds while we lie still, thigh to thigh until it takes.

The women gather their old flesh into sacks and carry
it along the road. Under bridges in the middle of the night,
they tell stories to one another. Each secret told gains
a year.

"Why are you telling me this?' one asks.

"So I won't die."

They gather the secrets up like stones and put them in
a rag bag, in a soup, under the house. The sack is as heavy
as that which drowned the witch. It is with these very
rocks that they were stoned once upon a time.

Once upon a time...

And no more.
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lesbians & Literafture

4 seminar at the Modern Language Assoctation, San Francisco,
December, 1975, with June Arnold, Sandy Boucher, Susan
Griffin, Melanie Kaye and Judith MeDantel

Judith MecDantel:

I wanted to open this seminar today. I'm going to be
talking about some of the problems of teaching traditional
texts as a lesbian feminist critic. I do have a problem
and this problem came to my attention about two years ago
when I was doing a seminar on The Woman's Voice in Modern
Literature. 1In a discussion group on Mrs. Dalloway one of
my students was going on and on about why Clarissa pre-
ferred Richard Dalloway to Peter. This conversation ended
when a young woman raised her hand and said, "I don't
understand why we're talking about Richard and Peter. Why
didn't Clarissa get it together with Sally?" And I thought,
now that's a problem I hadn't really considered. I'll come
back to that, because "Why not Sally?'" is the title of this
talk. 5

I wanted to preface my thoughts on Clarissa Dalloway
with some of the problems I have found teaching in this
traditional academic environment. I think that we're just
beginning to understand some of the dimensions of feminist
criticism, and I personally am beginning to ask if I am
reading differently as a lesbian feminist than friends who
are feminists. And I think I am. But if I am, how does
it work? What happens? If there is such a thing as a les-
bian feminist criticism, is it limited to explicating
images of lesbian sexuality in standard works? Or to find-
ing closet dykes where none had been suspected? Or denying
that label when it has been used as perjorative for certain
types of female portraits? And then I wondered, perhaps
lesbian feminist criticism is a political or thematic per-
spective, a kind of imagination that can see beyond the
barriers of heterosexuality, role stereotypes, patterns of
language and culture that may be repressive to female sexu-
ality and expression. I obviously have an opinion, but no
answers. Still I do know I am reading differently from a
friend who read Mrs. Stevens Hears the Mermaids Singing
without realizing that Mrs. Stevens was a lesbian.

This past fall, I began reviewing Mrs. Dalloway with
Dora Odarenko, a colleague of mine in the English Depart-
ment of Skidmore College, who could not be here today to
present these remarks with me. We began to recount the
familiar and freguent statements about relationships in



this novel; for example, Woolf says of Clarissa and Sally,
"They spoke of marriage always as a catastrophe.'" Mrs.
Dempster is thinking about pretty young Maisie Johnson and
she says to herself: "Get married...and then you'll know...
But whether I'd have chosen quite like that if I could have
known...Pity she asked of Maisie Johnson, standing by the
hyacinth beds.' Peter observes about Clarissa and Richard:
"With twice his wits, she had to see things through his
eyes—-one of the tragedies of married life.'" Clarissa
thinks of Sally's uniqueness: '"it was bound, Clarissa used
to think, to end in some awful tragedy; her death; her
martyrdom; instead of which she had married, quite unex-
pectedly...'" When Clarissa and Peter face each other at
their reunion, she sits with her scissors and he fiddles
with his pocket knife. When Richard buys his wife flowers,
he goes to her '"bearing his flowers like a weapon."

Why is this kind of selection not trivial, obvious?
Dora-and I had the impression it was not and we confirmed
this by looking at the function of certain major images
in the novel itself which sustain that impression. There
are two passages of vivid and sensual description of female
sexuality that simply can't be ignored. One occurs as
Clarissa realizes that in "something yielding to the charm
of a woman...she did undoubtedly then feel what men felt,"
and then goes into a description of female sexuality as a
curative. The second, and much more extensive, is given
to Peter's consciousness as he listens to a battered old
woman sing of Love. "As the ancient song bubbled up oppo-
site Regent's Park Tube station still the earth seemed
green and flowery; still, though it issued from so rude a
mouth, a mere hole in the earth, muddy too, matted with
root fibres and tangled grasses, still the old bubbling
burbling song, soaking through the knotted roots of infi-
nite ages, and skeletons and treasure, streamed away in
rivulets over the pavement and all along the Marylebone
Road, and down towards Euston, fertilising, leaving a damp
sHaamist!

There is power here, transforming power, in this des-
cription, and in contrast, the most obvious male images
one remembers in the novel are not transformative; if they
illuminate, it is only briefly: "a match burning in a cro-
cus; like an inner meaning almost expressed.' Or the male
images become ludicrous in context, as in the scene when
Miss Kilman, 'fingering the last two inches of a chocolate
eclair...opened her mouth, slightly projected her chin,
and swallowed down the last inches of the chocolate eclair,
then wiped her fingers, and washed the tea round in her
cupkt:

This sense of deliberate and provocative emphasis is
heightened when we look at the mythic women who appear in
the novel...there are no male counterparts for the terms
in which these goddess women are presented. The old woman
singing becomes '"the voice of an ancient spring spouting
from the earth.' She has sung "through all ages—--when the
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pavement was grass, when it was swamp, through the age of
tusk and mammoth, through the age of silent sunrise, the
battered woman...stood singing of love, love which has
lasted a million years, she sang, love which prevails"...
and when she ever dies, '"laid her hoary and immensely aged
head on the earth, now become a mere cinder of ice...then
the pageant of the universe would be over." No parallel
male image appears in the novel.

In other sequences Peter imagines a solitary traveller
meeting an elderly woman 'who seems...to seek, over a
desert, a lost son; to search for a rider destroyed; to be
the figure of the mother whose sons have been killed in
the battles of the world.'" Sir William Bradshaw's goddess
Proportion "has a sister, less smiling, more formidable, a
Goddess even now engaged in dashing down shrines, smashing
idols, and setting up in their place her own stern counte-
nance. Conversion is her name' in this scene, but in India
she is Kali, in Africa yet another. Ineffectual, but domi-
neering Lady Millicent Bruton was a woman who ""could have
worn the helmet and shot the arrow, could have led troops
to attack, ruled with indomitable justice barbarian hordes
and lain under a shield noiseless in a church or made a
green grass mound on some brimeval haslilisaides or sl

The tension created by these images and their expecta-
tions, or rather the expectations of the reader, is never
resolved. The one moment of insight, the epiphanaic en-
counter between Clarissa and Sally in the garden, is severe-
ly limited. It occurs too early in the novel for its felt
influence to carry through to Sally's arrival at Clarissa's
party. And it is solitary. There is only void after, no-
thing replaces that moment in either woman's life. Clarissa
gives parties. Sally gardens because plants are so super-
ior to human relationships.

So when I began talking about Virginia Woolf this fall a
student came up to me and said, '"Ms. Odarenko says that
Clarissa is not a lesbian.'" I too have come to agree that
such a label is unnecessarily reductive. She is not a les-
bian. Clarissa is'a woman trying unsuccessfully to recon-
cile herself to her marriage. The perils of heterosexuality
as a rigid social and personal vision are clearly shown.

But there is no woman in this novel who understands the
implications of her own insight about these perils. We
have a sense that they bear the consequences of their
choices without fully knowing or identifying the sources

of these pressures. . Clarissa goes upstairs to her ever
narrowing bed '"like a nun withdrawing. or a child exploring
a tower.'" Clarissa is not a lesbian, but she does not know
why. She has failed those impulses, those desires, those
talents of energy and imagination which might have led her
to amazon achievement, the writing of great poetry, the
ability to feel and create trensforming love.

To return once more to my beginning question, why doesn't
Clarissa get it together with Sally? Indeed, why not? It
seems quite clear that there is some level on which this
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expectation is raised and it is unot, obviously, fulfilled
in the novel. It would be gratuitous to criticize Virginia
Woolf for raising an issue that she did not resolve. It is
fine that she raised it at all. I don't feel we can con-
descend toward Woolf for raising the important question of
what it is possible in any society for women to achieve.
The problem is that the question she raised has not been
clearly understood or explicated by conventional criticism
and it is only when we can ask, "Why not Sally?" that
Woolf's text begins to assume its full social, political
and literary dimensions.

Sandra Boucher:

I assume I am speaking to a roomful of writers--whether
we're writing poems or stories or scholarly papers or dis-
sertations or letters or diaries--some of us are partici-
pating in the creation of lesbian images in literature that
will be quite different from those given us by a previous
generation of writers.

I'm going to talk about my own experience in writing
stories--three stories in particular. My first story about
lesbians was written when I was 24 years old and just mar-
ried. The year before I had been involved in a relation-
ship with a woman and I wrote this story to terrify myself,
to keep me firmly within a heterosexual lifestyle, to lock
the door on my closet, you might say. In order to do this,
in the story I had to creaté a liaison between two women
that was so dangerous and so doomed that I would never be
tempted to try it again myself. The two women in the story
were abstractions taken from what I knew generally about
lesbians, plus a little bit of erotic detail which I had
picked up firsthand. The story progressed from falling in
love, to fear, inner torment, and intimations of disaster--
the romantic, tragic (very usual) way of looking at lesbian
relationships, at least in stories. And it ended with the
suggestion of suicide.

This story was very successful. It really did frighten
me a lot. It had served its purpose, and so I put it away.
Even though I was writing and publishing stories at that
time, this story was meant for my eyes alone. I showed it
to no one. The year was 1961. So really I was doing what
was possible for me within that historical context--of the
late fifties, early sixties.

I had a B.A. in English Literature, but it is a notable
point that I could do all the reading necessary for that
degree, and I had never come across an overtly lesbian char-
acter. In Gertrude Stein, in Carson McCullers and Virginia
Woolf, there were women who acted rather strangely some-
times, but you would never have been able to say definitely
that they were lesbians. I had not read Colette yet, or
Proust or Djuna Barnes, or the rest of Virginia Woolf, or
Margaret Anderson, or Psychopathia Sexualis, or many other
writers and books I later came upon.
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The gentlest male treatment I can remember was a novel
by Robert Kirsch, who was the Book Review Editor of the
L.A. Times. The central character was an uppermiddleclass
housewife who was going through some sort of crisis and was
having a series of brutal and thoroughly disgusting and
humiliating affairs with men. At one point she meets an-
other housewife in her neighborhood who seems to be a decent
human being, and happens to be a lesbian, and who invites
the central character to be her lover. At which the male
author speaks with horror through his character's mind,

""Oh no, not that!" and he sends her out into the world for
another encounter with a man even worse than the preceding
ones.

So this was the context in which that first story was
written. You might say it was the '"Oh no, not that!"
approach to lesbianism.

Ten years later in the early 70's it was a different
world. And I was a different person. I was no longer mar-
ried. I had become a feminist and then a lesbian. I had
been living for three years in a collective of women and
children from which we put out a feminist newspaper and did
other political work. I felt connected to and supported by
the community of women and the feminist and lesbian writers
I knew here in San Francisco.

On a backpacking trip in the Sierras, I began thinking
about my first woman lover, the woman I had known before I
got married. Hiking along, I began to tell myself the sto-
ry of who that woman was, how we met, and what we did to-
gether and I was trying to bring her back, trying to evoke
the real woman just as she had been, and the intensity of
that experience for me. The activity of hiking in the
mountains was woven in and became the frame for the story.
And as I told it to myself over and over, I became aware
that the theme of climbing the mountain was a metaphor for
the long and difficult journey I had traveled since I knew
that woman. In writing this story--which is called '"Moun- .
tain Radio''--I was accepting her back into my life. Here's
a quote from the story to give you an idea of who she was:

"Lenora is a woman of sorrows. We sit in the back of
the shop, and we drink tea and she tells me about her
life. A long road dotted with stopping places full of
anguish, the rest rough and lonely. She is a jewish/
catholic 38-year-old reformed-alcoholic dyke who thinks
that being a lesbian is the worst misfortune in the
world. She is a small sad cocky individual permanently
barred from the respect of her fellow citizens, whose
only satisfying relationship is with her poodle, Anna
Pavlova. We sit over our tea and for hours she indulges
in her melancholy, talking in a deep caramel voice about
lost lovers."
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The story was an acceptance of Lenora, and it accorded
her the considerable importance she had had in my life.

It expressed the joy of our brief knowing of each other and
finally acknowledged my identification with her.

So, besides being an account of certain characters and
events, and a pondering on various ideas, the story was a
political statement, a declaration of loyalties, and a
definition of myself as ''a woman responsible to myself,
having chosen to love women and having opted out of alle-
giance to and support of, the Man.'" (It's interesting
that when '""Mountain Radio'" was accepted for publication in
Ms. magazine, the line I just read you was the one line
they wanted to cut.)

Thé third story I want to mention, which is called '"Re-
taining Walls," is a sequel to "Mountain Radio.'" It is
about my going back to visit Lenora as she is today. I
soon discover that she is no longer the gaunt tragic person
she had been (or I had thought she was). She and her lover
are two aging dykes, comfortably settled in the suburbs of
a Midwestern city. Superficially, it would seem they live
much like their straight neighbors, yet there are crucial
differences arising from their being two. women who love
edch other. It was the tensions within their outwardly
secure and comfortable lifestyle that struck me and that I
wanted to investigate in the story, besides my own reaction
to the changes in-Lenora and the impossibility of finding
again what we had had together.

The first two stories I've talked about were self-serv-
ing--a working out of urgencies in my own life. In '"Re-
taining Walls,'" I was more free to serve the story. I
cared a lot about Lenora and her lover, and I felt, espec-
ially when I began to read the story aloud to groups of
women, that in writing as honestly as I could about these
women, I had been writing about myself and many of us.

So there has been a progression. The first story was a
cautionary tale, the second one, a confrontation with the
past and a political. statement. Now, with '""Retaining
Walls," I am committed to an examination of what Zs in our
lives.

Susan Griffin: 3

I want to talk about silences and how they affect a wri-
ter's life. Of course many of us have read Tillie Olsen's
book on silences in which she talks about the effects of
material conditions on writers' lives and especially on
women's lives, but I want to talk today about psychic: si-
lences--silences that occur because of psychic conditigns
and particularly that silence which affects us as lesbians.

I feel in fact that the whole concept of the muse, or of
inspiration, is one that is kind of a cop-out concept. There
is something very fascinating going on in the writgr's
psyche when there is a silence, an inability to wrlte,.and
it can't very well be explained by "well, today I was in-
spired,” or "it's flowing now."
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But in fact, each silence and each eruption into speech
constitutes a kind of event and a kind of struggle in the
life of the writer. To me the largest struggles in my life
around silence had to do with the fact that I am a woman
and a lesbian.

When I first recognized my anger as a woman, my feelings
as a feminist, suddenly my writing was transformed. Sud-
denly I had material, I had subject matter, I had something
to write about. - And then a few years after that I found
another great silence in my life. I found myself unhappy
with my writing, unhappy with the way I expressed myself,
unable to speak. I wrote in a poem--''words do not come to
my mouth anymore.'" I happened also in my personal life to
be censoring the fact that I was a lesbian and I thought I
was doing that because of the issue of child custody. That
was and is a serious issue in my life, but I wasn't acknow-
ledging how important it was to me both as a writer and a
human being, to be open and to write about my feelings as a
lesbian. In fact, I think that writers are always dealing
with one sort of taboo or another. If these taboos are not
general to society, you may experience in your private life
a fear of perceiving some truth because of its implications,
and this fear can stop you from writing. I think this is
why poetry and dreams have so much in common--because the
source of both poetry and dreams is the kind of perception
similar to that of the child who thought the emperor had no
clothes. The dangerous perception. Dangerous to the cur-
rent order of things. .

But when we come to the taboo of lesbianism, I think that
this is one that is most loaded for everyone, even for those
who are not lesbians. Because the fact of love between wo-
men, the fact that two women are able to be tender, to be
sexual with each other--is one that affects every event in-
this society--psychic and political and sociological.

For a writer the most savage censor is oneself. If in
the first place, you have not admitted to yourself that you
are a lesbian, or to put it in simpler language--that you
love women or are capable of wanting to kiss a woman or
hold her--this one fact, this little perception, is capable
of radiating out and silencing a million other perceptions.
It's capable, in fact, of distorting what you see as truth
Al

To give you one example, there have been numbers and num-
bers of psychoanalytic papers, poems and articles written
on the Oedipal relationship. Everyone seems to recognize
that the son can love the mother and that then there is the
.conflict with the father. This is supposed to be a big
taboo and yet everyone can talk about it easily. And yet,
who of us really, even lesbians, can talk about the love of
the daughter for the mother? Yet all human beings learn
love from their mother whether they are male or female.
Everyone who's ever been a mother knows that for a fact, a
child learns to smile from the mother, learns to enjoy be-
ing held. The first love-affair, male or female, is with
the mother.
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I feel that the mother/daughter relationship is one that
is central to all women's lives, whether they have made the
decision to be heterosexual or homosexual. In fact, when
you come to a relationship about the mother and the daugh-
ter, you come to a relationship inevitably about the daugh-
ter and her own self. If she cannot accept the love she's
felt for her mother, if she cannot accept that identifica-
tion, she cannot