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166 Adrienne Rich

When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision
(1971) t

The Modern Language Association is both marketplace and funeral parlor 
for the professional study of Western literature in North America. Like all 
gatherings of the professions, it has been and remains a "procession of the 
sons of educated men” (Virginia Woolf): a congeries of old-boys’ networks, 
academicians rehearsing their numb canons in sessions dedicated to the lit
erature of white males, junior scholars under the lash of “publish or perish” 
delivering papers in the bizarrely lit drawing-rooms of immense hotels: a 
ritual competition veering between cynicism and desperation.

However, in the interstices of these gentlemanly rites (or, in Mary Daly’s 
words, on the boundaries of this patriarchal space), 'some feminist scholars, 
teachers, and graduate students, joined by feminist writers, editors, and pub
lishers, have for a decade been creating more subversive occasions, chal
lenging the sacredness of the gentlemanly canon, sharing the rediscovery of 
buried works by women, asking women’s questions, bringing literary history 
and criticism back to life in both senses. The Commission on the Status of 
Women in the Profession was formed in 1969, and held its first public event 
in 1970. In 1971 the Commission asked Ellen Peck Killoh, Tillie Olsen, 
Elaine Reuben, and myself, with Elaine Hedges as moderator, to talk on 
“The Woman Writer in the Twentieth Century.” The essay that follows was 
written for that forum, and later published, along with the other papers from 
the forum and workshops, in an issue of College English edited by Elaine 
Hedges (“Women Writing and Teaching,” vol. 34, no. 1, October 1972). 
With a few revisions, mainly updating, it was reprinted in American Poets 
in 1976, edited by William Heyen (New York: Bobbs-Merrill, 1976). That 
later text is the one published here.

The challenge flung by feminists at the ac^tedhterary canon, at the 
methods of teaching it, and at the biased an<^;^figm^s view of male “lit
erary scholarship,” has not diminished in the dcM^^mce the first Women’s 
Forum; it has become broadened and intensified more recently by the chal
lenges of black and lesbian feminists pointing out that feminist literary crit
icism itself has overlooked or held back from examining the work of black 
women and lesbians. 'The dynamic between a political vision and the demand 
for a fresh vision of literature is clear: without a growing feminist movement, 
the first inroads of feminist scholarship could not have been made; without 
the sharpening of a black feminist consciousness, black women’s writing 
would have been left in limbo between misogynist black male critics and 
white feminists still struggling to unearth a white women’s-tradition; without 
an articulate lesbian/feminist movement, lesbian writing would still be lying 
in that closet where many of us used to sit reading forbidden books “in a bad 
light.”

Much, much more is yet to be done; and university curricula have of 
course changed very little as a result of all this. What is changing is the

t Except for cross-references, which have been added by the editors of this volume, notes to this
essay are Rich’s. The introductory paragraphs appeared in Adrienne Rich’s On Lies, Secrets,
and Silence: Selected Prose, 1966-J978 (New York: Norton, 1979) ?1.

1. Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father (Boston: Beacon, 1971), pp. 40-41.
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availability of knowledge, of vital texts, the visible effects on women’s lives 
of seeing, hearing our wordless or negated experience affirmed and pursued 
further in language.

Ibsen’s When We~Dead-Awaken is a play about the use that the male 
artist and thinker—in the process of creating culture as we know it—has 
made of women, in his life and in his work; and about a woman’s slow 
struggling awakening to the use to which her life has been put. Bernard 
Shaw wrote in 1900 of this play:

[Ibsen] shows us that no degradation ever devized or permitted is as 
disastrous as this degradation; that through it women can die into 
luxuries for men and yet can kill them; that men and women are 
becoming conscious of this; and that what remains to be seen as 
perhaps the most interesting of all imminent social developments is 
what will happen “when we dead awaken.”^

It’s exhilarating to be alive in a time of awakening consciousness; it 
can also be confusing, disorienting, and painful. This awakening of dead 
or sleeping consciousness has already affected the lives of millions of 
women, even those who don’t know it yet. It is also affecting the lives of 
men, even those who deny its claims upon them. The argument will go 
on whether an oppressive economic class system is responsible for the 
oppressive nature of male/female relations, or whether, in feet, patriar- 
ctiy—the domination of males—is the original model of oppression on 

•which all others are based. But in the last few years the women’s move
ment has drawn inescapable and illuminating connections between our 
sexual lives and our political institutions. The sleepwalkers are coming 
awake, and for the first time this awakening has a cQljfctivp rpaliiy.;-it.i<!
no longer such aJflndyJhingJaSEfiCLQiS^e^__

“Re-vision—-the act of looking back, of seeing with firesh eyes, of enter
ing an old text from a new critical direction—is for women more than a 
chapter in cultural history: it is an act of survival. Until we can under
stand the assumptions in which we are drenched we cannot know our
selves. And this drive to self-knowledge, for women, is more than a 
search for identity: it is part of our refusal of the self-destructiveness of 
male-dominated society. A radical critique of literature, feminist in its 
impulse, would take the work first of all as a clue to how we live, how 
we have been living, how we have been led to imagine ourselves, how 
our language has trapped as well as liberated us, how the very act of 
naming has been till now a male prerogative, and how we can begin to 
see and name—^and therefore live—^afresh. A change in the concept of 
sexual identity is essential if we are not going to see the old political 
order reassert itself in every new revolution. We need to know the writ-
2. G. B. S^iiw^'neQuintmence oflbsenism (New York: Hill & Wang, 1922), p. 139.
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ing of the past, and know it differently than we have ever known it; not 
to pass on a tradition but to break its hold over us.

For writers, and at this moment for women writers in partieular, there 
is the ehallenge and promise of a whole new psychic geography to be 
explored. But there is also a difficult and dangerous walking on the ice, 
as we try to find language and images for a consciousness we are just 
coming into, and with little in the past to support us. I want to talk about 
some aspects of this difficulty and this danger.

Jane Harrison, the great classical anthropologist, wrote in 1914 in a 
letter to her friend Gilbert Murray:

By the by, about “Women,” it has bothered me often—^why do 
women never want to write poetry about Man as a sex—^why is 
Woman a dream and a terror to man and not the other way around? 
... Is it mere convention and propriety, or something deeper? ^

I think Jane Harrison’s question cuts deep into the myth-making tradi
tion, the romantic tradition; deep into what women and men have been 
to each other; and deep into the psyche of the woman writer. Thinking 
about that question, I began thinking of the work of two twentieth-cen
tury women poets, Sylvia Plath and Diane Wakoski. It strikes me that 
in the work of both Man appears as, if not a dream, a fascination and a 
terror; and that the source of the fascination and the terror is, simply, 
Man’s power—to dominate, tyrannize, choose, or reject the woman. 
The charisma of Man seems to come purely from his power over her 
and his control of the world by force, not from anything fertile or life- 
giving in him. And, in the work of both these poets, it is finally the 
woman’s sense of herself-—embattled, possessed—that gives the poetry its>' 
dynamic charge, its rhythms of struggle, need, will, and female energy. 
Until recently this female anger and this furious awareness of the Man’s 
power over her were not available materials to the female poet, who 
tended to write of Love as the source of her suffering, and to view that 
victimization by Love as an almost inevitable fate. Or, like Marianne 
Moore and Elizabeth Bishop, she kept sexuality at a measured and chiseled 
distance In her poems. - . „

One answer to Jane Harrison’s question has to be that historically men 
and women have played very different parts in each others’ lives. Where 
woman has been a luxury for man, and has served as the painter’s model 
and the poet’s muse, but also as comforter, nurse, cook, bearer of his 
seed, secretarial assistant, and copyist of manuscripts, man has played a 
quite different role for the female artist. Henry James repeats an incident 
which the writer Prosper Merimee described, of how, while he was liv
ing with George Sand,

3. J. G. Stewart, Jane Ellen Harrison: A Portrait from Letters (London: Merlin, 1959), p. 140.
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he once opened his eyes, in the raw winter dawn, to see his com
panion, in a dressing-gown, on her knees before the domestic hearth, 
a candlestick beside her and a red madras round her head, making 
bravely, with her own hands the fire that was to enable her to sit 
dovvn betimes to urgent pen and paper. The story represents him as 
having felt that the spectacle chilled his ardor and tried his taste; 
her appearance was unfortunate, her occupation an inconsequ
ence, and her industry a reproof—the result of all which was a 
lively irritation and an early rupture.’*

'The specter of this kind of male judgment, along with the misnaming 
and thwarting of her needs by a culture controlled by males, has created 
problems for the woman writer: problems of contact with herself, prob
lems of language and style, problems of energy and survival.

In rereading Virginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own (1929) for the 
first time in some years, I was astonished at the sense of effort, of pains 
taken, of dogged tentativeness, in the tone of that essay. And I recog
nized that tone. I had heard it often enough, in myself and in other 
women. It is the tone of a woman almost in touch with her anger, who 
is determined not to appear angry, who is willing herself to be calm, 
detached, and even charming in a roomful of men where things have 
been said which are attacks on her very integrity. Virginia Woolf is 
addressing an audience of women, but she is acutely conscious—as she 
always was—of being overheard by men: by Morgan and Lytton and 
_^aynard Keynes and for that matter by her father, Leslie Stephen. ^ She 
drew the language out into an exacerbated thread in her determination 
to have her own sensibility yet protect it from those masculine presences. 
Only at rare moments in that essay dd you hear the passion in her voice; 
she was trying to sound as cool as Jane Austen, as Olympian as Shake
speare, because that is the way the men of the culture thought a writer 
should sound.

No male writer has written primarily or even largely for women, or 
with the sense of women’s criticism as a consideration when he chooses 
his materials, his theme, his language. But to a lesser or greater extent, 
every woman writer has written for men even when, like Virginia Woolf, 
she was supposed to be addressing women. If we have come to the point 
when this balance might begin to change, when women can stop being 
haunted, not only by “convention and propriety” but by internalized

When We Dead Awaken

4. Henry James, “Notes on Novelists,” in Selected Literary Criticism of Henry James, Morris 
Shapira, ed. (London: Heinemann, 1963), pp. 157-58.

5. A. R., 1978; This intuition of mine was corroborated when, early in 1978, I read the corre
spondence between Woolf and Dame Ethel Smyth (Henry W. and Albert A. Berg Collection, 
The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations); in a letter dated June 
8, 193 3, Woolf speaks of having kept her own personality out of A Room of One's Own lest 
she not be taken seriously: . . . how personal, so will they say, rubbing their hands with glee, 
women always are; 1 even hear them as I write." (Italics mine.)
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fears of being and saying themselves, then it is an extraordinary moment 
for the woman writer—^and reader.

I have hesitated to do what I am going to do now, which is to use 
myself as an illustration. For one thing, it’s a lot easier and less danger
ous to talk about other women writers. But there is something else. Like 
Virginia Woolf, I am aware of the women who are not with us here 
because they are washing the dishes and looking after the children. Nearly 
fifty years after she spoke, that fact remains largely unchanged. And I 
am thinking also of women whom she left out of the picture altogether— 
women who are washing other people’s dishes and caring for other peo
ple’s children, not to mention women who went on the streets last night 
in order to feed their children. We seem to be special women here, we 
have liked to think of ourselves as special, and we have known that men 
would tolerate, even romanticize us as special, as long as our words and 
actions didn’t threaten their privilege of tolerating or rejecting us and 
our work according to their ideas of what a special woman ought to be. 
An important insight of the radical women’s movement has been how 
divisive and how ultimately destmctive is this myth of the special woman, 
who is also the token woman. Every one of us here in this room has had 
great luck—^we are teachers, writers, academicians; our own gifts could 
not have been enough, for we all know women whose gifts are buried or 
aborted. Our struggles can have meaning and our privileges—however 
precarious under patriarchy—can be justified only if they can help to 
change the lives of women whose gifts—and whose very being—con
tinue to be thwarted and silenced.

My own luck was being born white and middle-class into a house full 
of books, with a father who encouraged me to read and write. So for 
about twenty years I wrote for a particular man, who criticized and praised 
me and made me feel I was indeed “special.” ’The obverse side of this, 
of course, was that I tried for a long time to please him, or rather, not 
to displease him. And then of course there were other men—writers, 
teachers—the Man, who was not a terror or a dream but a literary master 
and a master in other ways less easy to acknowledge. And there were all 
those poems about women, written by men: it seemed to be a given that 
men wrote poems and women frequently inhabited them. These women 
were almost always beautiful, but threatened with the loss of beauty, the 
loss of youth—the fate worse than death. Or, they were beautiful and 
died young, like Lucy and Lenore. Or, the woman was like Maud Gonne, 
cruel and disastrously mistaken, and the poem reproached her because 
she had refused to become a luxury for the poet.

A lot is being said today about the influence that the myths and images 
of women have on all of us who are products of culture. I think it has 
been a peculiar confusion to the girl or woman who tries to write because 
she is peculiarly susceptible to language. She goes to poetry or fiction 
looking for her way of being in the world, since she too has been putting
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words and images together; she is looking eagerly for guides, maps, pos
sibilities; and over and over in the “words’ masculine persuasive force” 
of literature she comes up against something that negates everything she 
is about: she meets the image of Woman in books written by men. She 
finds a terror and a dream, she finds a beautiful pale face, she finds La 
Belle Dame Sans Merci, she finds Juliet orTess or Salome, but precisely 
what she does not find is that absorbed, drudging, puzzled, sometimes 
inspired creature, herself, who sits at a desk trying to put words together.

So what does she do? What did I do? I read the older women poets 
with their peculiar keenness and ambivalence: Sappho, Christina Ros
setti, Emily Dickinson, Elinor Wylie, Edna Millay, H. D. I discovered 
that the woman poet most admired at the time (by men) was Marianne 
Moore, who was maidenly, elegant, intellectual, discreet. But even in 
reading these women I was looking in them for the same things I had 
found in the poetry of men, because I wanted women poets to be the 
equals of men, and to be equal was still confused with sounding the 
same.

I know that my style was formed first by male poets: by the men I was 
reading as an undergraduate—Frost, Dylan Thomas, Donne, Auden, 
MacNiece, Stevens, Yeats. What I chiefly learned from them was craft.® 
But poems are like dreams: in them you put what you don’t know you 
know. Looking'back at poems I wrote before I was twenty-one. I’m star
tled because beneath the conscious craft are glimpses of the split I even 
then experienced between the girl who wrote poems, who defined her
self in writing poems, and the girl who was to define herself by her 
relationships with men. “Aunt Jennifer’s Tigers” (1951), written while I 
was a student, looks with delibeiftte detachment at this split. ^ In writing 
this poem, composed and apparently cool as it is, I thought I was creat
ing a portrait of an imaginary woman. But this woman suffers from the 
opposition of her imagination, worked out in tapestry, and her life-style, 
“ringed with ordeals she was mastered by.” It was important to me that 
Aunt Jennifer was a person as distinct from myself as possible—distanced 
by the formalism of the poem, by its objective, observant tone—even by 
putting the woman in a different generation.

In those years formalism was part of the strategy—rlike asbestos gloves, 
it allowed me to handle materials I couldn’t pick up barehanded. A later 
strategy was to use the persona of a man, as I did in “The Loser” (1958):

A man thinks of the woman he once loved: first, after her 
wedding, and then nearly a decade later.

6. A. R., 1978; Yet I spent months, at sixteen, memorizing and writing imitations of Millay’s 
sonnets; and in notebooks of that period I find what are obviously attempts to imitate Dickin
son’s metrics and verbal compression. I knew H. D. only through anthologized lyrics; her epic 
poetry was not then available to me.

7. In the original essay, “Aunt Jennifer’s Tiger” was quoted in full; in this volume it appears on 
p. 4.
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I

I kissed you, bride and lost, and went 
home from that bourgeois sacrament, 
your cheek still tasting cold upon 
my lips that gave you benison 
with all the swagger that they knew— 
as losers somehow learn to do.

Your wedding made my eyes ache; soon 
the world would be worse off for one 
more golden apple dropped to ground 
without the least protesting sound, 
and you would windfall lie, and we 
forget your shimmer on the tree.

Beauty is always wasted: if
not Mignon’s song sung to the deaf,
at all events to the unmoved.
A face like yours cannot be loved 
long or seriously enough.
Almost, we seem to hold it off.

II

Well, you are tougher than I thought.
Now when the wash with ice hangs taut 
this morning of St. Valentine,
I see you strip the squeaking line,
your body weighed against the load, '
and all my groans can do no good.

Because you are still beautiful, 
though squared and stiffened by the pull 
of what nine windy years have done.
You have three daughters, lost a son.
I'see all your intelligence . _
flung into that unwearied stance. —

My envy is of no avail.
I turn my head and wish him well 
who chafed your beauty into use 
and lives forever in a house 
lit by the friction of your mind.
You stagger in against the wind.

I finished college, published my first book by a fluke, as it seemed to 
me, and broke off a love affair. I took a job, lived alone, went on writing.
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fell in love. I was young, full of energy, and the book seemed to mean 
that others agreed I was a poet. Because I was also determined to prove 
that as a woman poet I could also have what was then defined as a “full” 
woman’s life, I plunged in my early twenties into marriage and had three 
children before I was thirty. There was nothing overt in the environment 
to warn me: these were the jiffies, and in reaction to the earlier wave of 
feminism, middle-class women were making careers of domestic perfec
tion, working to send their husbands through professional schools, then 
retiring to raise large families. People were moving out to the suburbs, 
technology was going to be the answer to everything, even sex; the family 
was in its glory. Life was extremely private; women were isolated from 
each other by the loyalties of marriage. I have a sense that women didn’t 
talk to each other much in the fifties—not about their secret empti
nesses, their frustrations. I went on trying to write; my second book and 
first child appeared in the same month. But by the time that book came 
out I was already dissatisfied with those poems, which seemed to me 
mere exercises for poems I hadn’t written. The book was praised, how
ever, for its "graceMness”; I had a marriage and a child. If there were 
doubts, if there were periods of null depression or active despairing, 
these could only mean that I was ungrateful, insatiable, perhaps a mon
ster.

About the time my third child was born, I felt that I had either to 
consider myself a failed woman and a failed poet, or to try to find some 
synthesis by which to understand what was happening to me. What 

■lightened me most was the sense of drift, of being pulled along on a 
current which called itself my destiny, but in which I seemed to be 
losing touch with whoever I had been, with the girl who had experi
enced her own will and energy almost ecstatically at times, walking around 
a city or riding a train at night or typing in a student room. In a poem 
about my grandmother I wrote (of myself): “A young girl, thought sleep
ing, is certified dead” (“Halfway”). ® I was writing very little, partly from 
fatigue, that female fatigue of suppressed anger and loss of contact with 
my own being; partly from the discontinliity of female life with its atten
tion to small chores, errands, work that others constantly undo, small 
children’s constant needs. What I did write was unconvincing to me; my 
anger and frustration were hard to acknowledge in Or out of poems because 
in fact I cared a great deal about my husband and my children. Trying 
to look back and understand that time I have tried to analyze the real 
nature of the conflict. Most, if not all, human lives are full of fantasy— 
passive day-dreaming which need not be acted on. But to write poetry 
or fiction, or even to think well, is not to fantasize, or to put fantasies 
on paper. For a poem to coalesce, for a character or an action to take 
shape, there has to be an imaginative transformation of reality which is

8. See The Fact of a Doorframe, p. 7B.
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in no way passive. And a certain freedom of the mind is needed—free
dom to press on, to enter the currents of your thought like a glider pilot, 
knowing that your motion can be sustained, that the buoyancy of your 
attention will not be suddenly snatched away. Moreover, if the imagi
nation is to transcend and transform experience it has to question, to 
challenge, to conceive of alternatives, perhaps to the very life you are 
living at that moment. You have to be free to play around with the 
notion that day might be night, love might be hate; nothing can be too 
sacred for the imagination to turn into its opposite or to call experimen
tally by another name. For writing is re-naming. Now, to be maternally 
with small children all day in the old way, to be with a man in the old 
way of marriage, requires a holding-back, a putting-aside of that imagi
native activity, and demands instead a kind of conservatism. I want to 
make it clear that I am not saying that in order to write well, or think 
well, it is necessary to become unavailable to others, or to become a 
devouring ego. This has been the myth of the masculine artist and thinker; 
and I do not accept it. But to be a female human being trying to fulfill 
traditional female functions in a traditional way is in direct conflict with 
the subversive function of the imagination. The word traditional is 
important here. There must be ways, and we will be finding out more 
and more about them, in which the energy of creation and the energy 
of relation can be united. But in those years I always felt the conflict as 
a failure of love in myself. I had thought I was choosing a full life: the 
life available to most men, in which sexuality, work, and parenthood 
could coexist. But I felt, at twenty-nine, guilt toward the people closest 
to me, and guilty toward my own being.

I wanted, then, more than anything, the one thing of which there was 
never enough: time to think, time to write. The fifties and early sixties 
were years of rapid revelations: the sit-ins and marches in the South, the 
Bay of Pigs, the early antiwar movement, raised large questions—ques
tions for which the masculine world of the academy around me seemed 
to have expert and fluent answers. But I needed to think for myself— 
about pacifism and dissent and violence, about poetry and society, and 
about my own relationship to all these things. For about ten years I was 
reading in fierce snatches, scribbling in notebooks, writing poetry in 
fragments; I was looking desperately for c'lues, because if there were no 
clues then I thought I might be insane. I wrote in a notebook about this 
time:

Paralyzed by the sense that there exists a mesh of relationships— 
e.g., between my anger at the children, my sensual life, pacifism, 
sex (I-mean sex in its broadest significance, not merely sexual 
desire)—an interconnectedness which, if I could see it, make it 
valid, would give me back myself, make it possible to function lucidly 
and passionately. Yet I grope in and out among these dark webs.
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I think I began at this'point to feel that politics was not something "out 
there” but something “in here” and of the essence of my condition.

In the late fifties I was able to write, for the first time, directly about 
experiencing myself as a woman. The poem was jotted in fragments 
during children’s naps, brief hours in a library, or at 3:00 a.m. after 
rising with a wakeful child. I despaired of doing any contirtuous work at 
this time. Yet I began to feel that my fragments and scraps had a com
mon consciousness and a common theme, one which I would have 
been very unwilling to put on paper at an earlier time because I had 
been taught that poetry should be “universal,” which meant, of course, 
nonfemale. Until then I had tried very much not to identify myself as a 
female poet. Over two years I wrote a ten-part poem called “Snapshots 
of a Daughter-in-Law” (1958-1960), in a longer looser mode than I’d 
ever trusted myself with before. It was an extraordinary relief to write 
that poem. It strikes me now as too literary, too dependent on allusion; 
I hadn’t found the courage yet to do without authorities, or even to use 
the pronoun “I”—the woman in the poem is always “she.” One section 
of it. No. 2, concerns a woman who thinks she is going mad; she is 
haunted by voices telling her to resist and rebel, voices which she can 
hear but not obey.^

The poem “Orion,” written five years later, is a poem of reconnection 
with a part of myself I had felt I was losing—^the active principle, the 
energetic imagination, the “half-brother” whom I projected, as I had for 
ipany years, into the constellation Orion. It’s no accident that the words 
cold and egotistical” appear in this poem, and are applied to myself.' 

The choice still seemed to be between “love”—womanly, maternal love, 
altruistic love—z love defined and ruled by the weight of an entire cul
ture; and egotism—a force directed by men into creation, achievement, 
ambition, often at the expense of others, but justifiably so. For weren’t 
they men, and wasn’t that their destiny as womanly, selfless love was 
ours? We know now that the alternatives are false ones—that the word 
“love” is itself in need of re-vision.

There is a companion poem to “Orion,” written three years later, in 
which at last the woman in the poem and the woman writing the poem 
become the same person. It is called “Planetarium,” and it was written 
after a visit to a real planetarium, where I read an account of the work 
of Caroline Herschel, the astronomer, who worked with her brother 
William, but whose name remained obscure, as his did not.^

In closing I want to tell you about a dream I had last summer. I

9. In the original essay, section 2 of “Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law” was quoted in full; in this 
volume it appears on p. 9.

1. In the original essay, “Orion” was quoted in full; in this volume it appears on pp. 29-30.
2. In the original essay, “Planetarium" was quoted in full; in this volume, it appears on pp. 38- 

39.
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dreamed I was asked to read my poetry at a mass women’s meeting, but 
when I began to read, what came out were the lyrics of a blues song. I 
share this dream with you because it seemed to me to say something 
about the problems and the future of the woman writer, and probably of 
women in general. The awakening of consciousness is not like the cross
ing of a frontier—one step and you are in another country. Much of 
woman’s poetry'h^ been of the naf^e of the blues song: a cry of pain, 
of victimization, or a lyric of seduction. ’ And today, much poetry by 
women—^and prose for that Matter—is charged with anger. I think we 
need to go through that angej and we will betray our own reality if we 
try, as Virginia Woolf was trying, for an objectivity, a detachment, that 
would make us sound more like Jane Austen or Shakespeare. We know 
more than Jane Aust^c" Shakespeare knew: more than Jane Austen 
becaij^«*R*lives are more complex, than Shakespeare because we 
know more about the lives of women—^Jane Austen and Virginia Woolf 
included.

Both the victimization and the anger experienced by women are real, 
and have real sources, everywhere in the environment, built into soci
ety, language, the structures of thought. They will go on being tapped 
and explored by poets, among others. We can neither deny them, nor 
will we rest there. A new generation of women poets is already working 
out of the psychic energy released when women begin to move out towards 
what the feminist philosopher Mary Daly has described as the “new 
space” on the boundaries of patriarchy.’^ Women are speaking to and of 
women in these poems, out of a newly released courage to name, to love 
each other, to share risk and grief and celebration.

To the eye of a feminist, the work of Western male poets now writing 
reveals a deep, fatalistic pessimism as to the possibilities of change, whether 
societal or personal, along with a familiar and thr&dbare use of women 
(and nature) as redemptive on the one hand threatening on the other; 
and a new tide of phallocentric sadism and 'overt WSman-hating which 
matches the sexual brutality of recent films. “Politiral” poetry by men 
remains stranded amid the struggles for power among male groups; in 
condemning U.S. imperialism or the Chilean junta the poet can claim 
to speak for the oppressed while remaining, as male, part of a system of 
sexual oppression. The enemy is always outside the self, the struggle 
somewhere else. The mood of isolation, self-pity, and self-imitation that 
pervades “nonpolitical” poetry suggests that a profound change in mas
culine consciousness will have to precede any new male poetic-—or 
other—inspiration. The creative energy of patriarchy is fast running out;

3. A. R. 1978: When I dreamed that dream, was I wholly ignorant of the tradition of Bessie 
Smith and other women’s blues lyrics which transcended victimization to sing of resistance 
and independence?

4. Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father: Towards a Philosophy of Women’s Liberation (Boston: 
Beacon, 1973).
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what remains is its self-generating energy for destruction. As women, we 
have our work cut out for us.

Vesuvius at Home; The Power of Emily Dickinson
(1975) t

This essay was read in its earliest form as a lecture at Brandeis University, 
and in its present version as one of the Lue»i Martin Donnelley lectures at 
Bryn Mawr College. It was first printed in Parnassus: Poetry in Review. TTie 
problem of taking Emily Dickinson seriously is still with us today. “The 
Belle of Amherst,” a specious and reductive “one-woman show” based on 
Dickinson’s most femiliar poems and on the kgendary version of her life 
and character, was a Broadway anT television Tut m 1976-77-;,^^n^ is now 
being made into a film. The: , stul almost no adequate criticism 01 Dick
inson’s poetry. 'The best scholarly efforts have centered on her life (e.g.. Jay 
Leyda’s The Days and Hours of Emily Dickinson; Richard Sewall’s respectful 
and useful two-volume biography) but most biographers have been conde
scending, clinical, or sentimental. Virtually all criticism of this poet’s work 
suffers from the literary and historical silence and secrecy surrounding intense 
woman-to-woman rel^ionships—a central element in Dickinson’s life and 
art; and by the assumption that she was asexual or heterosexually “subli
mated.”' As Toni McNaron has written: “I am not waiting to turn Dickin
son into a practicing lesbian. . . . What I do want is a lesbian-feminist 
reading of her poetry and her life as the most accurate way to handle that 
otherwise confusing constellation of myth and feet surrounding her.”^ The 
distinction made here is a vital one: to “prove” that a woman of the nine
teenth century did or did not sleep with another woman, or women, is 
beside the point. But lesbian/feminist criticism has the power to illuminate 
the work of any woman artist, beyond proving her a “practicing lesbiah” or 
not. Such a criticism will ask questions hitherto passed over; will not search 
obsessively for hq)p*^&u^^''^mance as the key to a woman artist’s life and 
work; will asl > siisu xanfcto be for-herself and how she identified with 
and was able womenjs culture, a women’s tradition; and what the
presence of other women rneant in her life. It will thus identify images, 
codes, metaphors, strategies, points of stress, unrevealed by conventional 
criticism which works from a male/mainstream perspective. And this process 
will make women artists of the past—and present—-available to us in ways 
we cannot yet predict or imagine.

t Except where otherwise indicated, notes to this essay are Rich’s. The introductory paragraphs 
appeared in Adrienne Rich’s On Lies, Secrets, and Silence: Selected Prose, 1966-1978 (New 
York: Norton, 1979) 157-58. This selection has been edited for publication here; asterisks 
indicate deletions.

1. This includes Albert Gclpi's sensitive, imaginative, and exceptionally sympathetic essay on 
Dickinson in his The Tenth Muse: The PsycAe of the American Poet (Cambridge, Mass.: Har
vard University, 1975).

2. Toni McNaron, “The Necessary Struggle to Name Ourselves,” to be included in an anthology 
tentatively entitled The Lesbian Persp^tive in Research and Teaching, edited by Sarah Hoag- 
land and Julia P. Stanley.
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I am traveling at the speed of time, along the Massachusetts Turnpike. 
For months, for years, for most of my life, I have been hovering like an 
insect against the screens of an existence which inhabited Amherst, 
Massachusetts, between 1830 and 1886. The methods, the exclusions, 
of Emily Dickinson’s existence could not have been my own; yet more 
and more, as a woman poet finding my own methods, I have come to 
understand her necessities, could have been witness in her defense.

“Home is not where the heart is,” she wrote in a letter, “but the house 
and the adjacent buildings.” A statement of New England realism, a 
directive to be followed. Probably no poet ever lived so much and so 
purposefully in one house; even, in one room. Her niece Martha told 
of visiting her in her corner bedroom on the second floor at 280 Main 
Street, Amherst, and of how Emily Dickinson made as if to lock the 
door with an imaginary key, turned, and said, “Matty: here’s freedom.”

I am traveling at the speed of time, in the direction of the house and 
buildings.

Western Massachusetts: the Connecticut Valley: a countryside still 
full of reverberations: scene of Indian uprisings, religious revivals, spiri
tual confrontations, the blazing-up of the lunatic fringe of the Puritan 
coal. How peaceful and how threatened it looks from Route 91, hills 
gently curled above the plain, the tobacco barns standing in fields shel
tered with white gauze from the sun, and the sudden urban sprawl: arco, 
MacDonald’s, shopping plazas. The country that broke the heart of Jon
athan Edwards, that enclosed the genius of Emily Dickinson. It lies 
calmly in the light of May, cloudy skies breaking into warm sunshine, 
light-green spring softening the hills, dogwood and wild fruit-trees blos
soming in the hollows.

From Northampton bypass there’s a four-mile stretch of road io 
Amherst—Route 9—^between fmit forms, steakhouses, supermarkets. 'The 
new University of Massachusetts rears its skyscrapers up from the plain 
against the Pelham Hills. There is new money here, real estate, motels. 
Amherst succeeds on Hadley almost without notice. Amherst is green, 
rich-looking, secure; we’re suddenly in the center of town, the crossroads 
of the campus, old New England college buildings spread around two 
village-greens, a scene I remember as almost exactly the same in the dim 
past of my undergraduate years when I used to come there for college 
weekends.

Left on Seelye Street, right on Main; driveway at the end of a yellow 
picket fence. I recognize the high hedge of cedars screening the house, 
because twenty-five years ago I walked there, even then drawn toward 
the spot, trying to peer over. I pull into the driveway behind a generous 
nineteenth-century brick mansion with wings and porches, old trees and 
green lawns. I ring at the back door—the door through which Dickin
son’s coffin was carried to the cemetery a block away.

For years I have been not so much envisioning Emily Dickinson as
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trying to visit, to enter her mind, through her poems and letters, and 
through my own intimations of what it could have meant to be one of 
the two mid-nineteenth-century American geniuses, and a woman, liv
ing in Amherst, Massachusetts. Of the other genius, Walt Whitman, 
Dickinson wrote that she had heard his poems were “disgraceful.” She 
knew her own were unacceptable by her world’s standards of poetic con
vention, and of what was appropriate, in particular, for a woman poet. 
Seven were published in her lifetime, all edited by other hands; more 
than a thousand were laid away in her bedroom chest, to be discovered 
after her death. When her sister discovered them, there were decades of 
struggle over the manuscripts, the manner of their presentation to the 
world, their suitability for publication, the poet’s own final intentions. 
Narrowed-down by her early editors and anthologists, reduced to quaint
ness or spinsterish oddity by many of her commentators, sentimental
ized, fallen-in-love with like some gnomic Garbo, still unread in the 
breadth and depth of her full range of work, she was, and is, a wonder 
to me when I try to imagine myself into that mind.

I have a notion that genius knows itself; that Dickinson chose her 
seclusion, knowing she was exceptional and knowing what she needed. 
It was, moreover, no hermetic retreat, but a seclusion which included a 
wide range of people, of reading and correspondence. Her sister Vinnie 
said, “Emily is always looking for the rewarding person.” And she found, 
at various periods, both women and men: her sister-in-law Susan Gil
bert, Amherst visitors and family friends such as Benjamin Newtoi), 

‘’^Gharles Wadsworth, Samuel Bowles, editor of the Springfield Republi
can, and his wife; her friends Kate Anthon and Helen Hunt Jackson, the 
distant but significant figures of Elizabeth Barrett, the Brontes, George 
Eliot. But she carefully selected her society and controlled the disposal 
of her time. Not only the “gentlewomen in plush” of Amherst were 
excluded; Emerson visited next door but she did not go to meet him; she 
did not travel or receive routine visits; she avoided strangers. Given her 
vocation, she was neither eccentric nor quaint; she was determined to 
survive, to use her powers, to practice necessary economies.

Suppose Jonathan Edwards had been born a woman; suppose William 
James, for that matter, had been born a woman? (The invalid seclusion 
of his sister Alice is suggestive.) Even from men. New England took its 
psychic toll; many of its geniuses seemed peculiar in one way or another, 
particularly along the lines of social intercourse. Hawthorne, until he 
married, took his meals in his bedroom, apart from the family. Thoreau 
insisted on the values both of solitude and of geographical restriction, 
boasting that “I have traveled much in Goncord.” Emily Dickinson— 
viewed by her bemused contemporary Thomas Higginson as “partially 
cracked,” by the twentieth century as fey or pathological—has increas
ingly struck me as a practical woman, exercising her gift as she had to, 
making choices. I have come to imagine her as somehow too strong for
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her environment, a figure of powerful will, not at all frail or breathless, 
someone whose personal dimensions would be felt in a household. She 
was her father’s favorite daughter though she professed being afraid of 
him. Her sister dedicated herself to the everyday domestic labors which 
would free Dickinson to write. (Dickinson herself baked the bread, made 
jellies and gingerbread, nursed her mother through a long illness, was a 
skilled horticulturist who grew pomegranates, calla lilies, and other exo
tica in her New England greenhouse.)

Upstairs at last: I stand in the room which for Emily Dickinson was 
“freedom. ’’ The best bedroom in the house, a corner room, sunny, over
looking the main street of Amherst in front, the way to her brother Aus
tin’s house on the side. Here, at a small table with one drawer, she wrote 
most of her poems. Here she read Elizabeth Barrett’s Aurora Leigh, a 
woman poet’s narrative poem of a woman poet’s life; also George Eliot; 
Emerson; Carlyle; Shakespeare; Charlotte and Emily Bronte. Here I 
become, again, an insect, vibrating at the frames of windows, clinging 
to panes of glass, trying to connect. The scent here is very powerful. 
Here in this white-curtained, high-ceilinged room, a red-haired woman 
with hazel eyes and a contralto voice wrote poems about volcanoes, 
deserts, eternity, suicide, physical passion, wild beasts, rape, power, 
madness, separation, the daemon, the grave. Here, with a darning needle, 
she bound these poems—heavily emended and often in variant ver
sions—into booklets, secured with darning thread, to be found and read 
after her death. Here she knew “freedom,’’ listening from above-stairs to 
a visitor’s piano-playing, escaping from the pantry where she was mis
tress of the household bread and puddings, watching, you feel, watching 
ceaselessly, the life of sober Main Street below. From this room she 
glided downstairs, her hand on the polished bannister, to meet the com
placent magazine editor, Thornas Higginson, unnerve him while claim
ing she herself was unnerved. “Your scholar,” she signed herself in letters 
to him. But she was an independent scholar, used his criticism selec
tively, saw him rarely and always on her premises. It was a life deliber
ately organized on her terms. The terms she had been handed by society— 
Calvinist Protestantism, Romanticism, the nineteenth-century corseting 
of women’s bodies, choices, and sexuality=rCOuld spell insanity to a 
woman genius. What this one had to do was retranslate henDwn unor
thodox, subversive, sometimes volcanic propensities into a dialect called 
metaphor: her native language. “Tell all the Truth—^but tell it Slant—.” 
It is always what is under pressure in us, especially under pressure of 
concealment—that explodes in poetry.

The women and men in her life she equally converted into metaphor. 
The masculine pronoun in her poems can refer simultaneously to many 
aspects of the “masculine” in the patriarchal world—the god she engages 
in dialogue, again on her terms; her own creative powers, unsexing for 
a woman, the male power-figures in her immediate environment—the
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lawyer Edward Dickinson, her brother Austin, the preacher Wadsworth, 
the editor Bowles—it is far too limiting to trace that “He” to some spe
cific lover, although that was the chief obsession of the legend-mongers 
for more than half a century. Obviously, Dickinson was attracted by and 
interested in men whose minds had something to offer her; she was, it 
is by now clear, equally attracted by and interested in women whose 
minds had something to offer. There are many poems to and about 
women, and some which exist in two versions with alternate sets of pro
nouns. Her latest biographer, Richard Sewall, rejecting an earlier Freudian 
biographer’s theory that Dickinson was essentially a psychopathological 
case, the by-product of which happened to be poetry, creates a context 
in which the importance, and validity, of Dickinson’s attachments to 
women may now, at last, be seen in full. She was always stirred by the 
existences of women like George Eliot or Elizabeth Barrett, who pos
sessed strength of mind, articulateness, and energy. (She once charac
terized Elizabeth Fry and Florence Nightingale as “holy”—one suspects 
she merely meant, “great.”)

But of course Dickinson’s relationships with women were more than 
intellectual. They were deeply charged, and the sources both of passion
ate joy and pain. We are only beginning to be able to consider them in 
a social and historical context. 'The historian Carroll Smith-Rosenberg 
has shown that there was far less taboo on intense, even passionate and 
sensual, relationships between women in the American nineteenth-cen
tury “female world of love and ritual,” as she terms it, than there was 
l^ter in the twentieth century. Women expressed their attachments to 
other women both physically and verbally; a marriage did not dilute the 
strength of a female friendship, in which two women often shared the 
same bed during long visits, and wrote letters articulate with both phys
ical and emotional longing. The nineteenth-century close woman fHend, 
according to the many diaries and letters Smith-Rosenberg has studied, 
might be a far more important figure in a woman’s life than the nine
teenth-century husband. None of this was perceived or condemned as 
“lesbianism.”^ We will understand Emily Dickinson better, read her 
poetry more perceptively, when the Freudian imputation of scandal and 
aberrance in women’s love for women has been supplanted by a more 
informed, less misogynistic attitude toward women’s expieriences with 
each other.

But who, if you read through the seventeen hundred and seventy-five 
poems—who—^woman or man—could have passed through that imagi
nation and not come out transmuted? Given the space created by her in 
that corner room, with its window-light, its potted plants and work-table, 
given that personality, capable of imposing its terms on a household, on
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a whole community, what single theory could hope to contain her, when 
she’d put it all together in that space?

“Matty: here’s freedom,” I hear her saying as I speed back to Boston 
along the turnpike, as I slip the ticket into the toll-collector’s hand. I am 
thinking of a confined space in which the genius of the nineteenth- 
century female mind in America moved, inventing a language more 
varied, more compressed, more dense with implications, more complex 
of syntax, than any American poetic language to date; in the trail of that 
genius my mind has been moving, and with its language and images my 
mind still has to reckon, as the mind of a woman poet in America today.

In 1971, a postage stamp was issued in honor of Dickinson; the por
trait derives from the one existing daguerrotype of her, with straight, 
center-parted hair, eyes staring somewhere beyond the camera, hands 
poised around a nosegay of flowers, in correct nineteenth-century style. 
On the first-day-of-issue envelope sent me by a friend there is, besides 
the postage stamp, an engraving of the poet as popular fancy has pre
ferred her, in a white lace ruff and with hair as bouffant as if she had 
just stepped from a Boston beauty-parlor. The poem chosen to represent 
her work to the American public is engraved, alongside a dew-gemmed 
rose, below the portrait:

If I can stop one heart from breaking
I shall not live in vain
If I can ease one life the aching
Or cool the pain
Or help one fainting robin
Unto his nest again
I shall not live in vain.

Now, this is extremely strange. It is a fact that, in 1864, Emily Dickin
son wrote this verse; and it is a verse which a hundred or more nine
teenth-century versifiers could have written. In its undistinguished 
language, as in its conventional sentiment, it is remarkably untypical of 
the poet. Had she chosen to write many poems like this one we would 
have no “problem” of nonpublication, of editing, of estimating the poet 
at her true worth. Certainly the sentiment—a contented and unambig
uous altruism—is one which even today might in some quarters be 
accepted as fitting from a female versifier—a kind of Girl Scout prayer. 
But we are talking about the woman who wrote

He fumbles at your Soul
As Players at the Keys
Before they drop full Music on—
He stuns you by degrees—
Prepares your brittle Nature
For the Ethereal Blow
By fainter Hammers—further heard—
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Then nearer—Then so slow 
Your breath has time to straighten— 
Your brain—^to bubble Cool—
Deals—One—imperial—^Thunderbolt— 
That scalps your naked Soul—

When Winds take Forests in their Paws—
The Universe—is still—

(#315)

Much energy has been invested in trying to identify a concrete, flesh- 
and-blood male lover whom Dickinson is supposed to have renounced, 
and to the loss of whom can be traced the secret of her seclusion and 
the vein of much of her poetry. But the real question, given that the art 
of poetry is an art of transformation, is how this woman’s mind and 
imagination may have used the masculine element in the world at large, 
or those elements personified as masculine—including the men she knew; 
how her relationship to this reveals itself in her images and language. In 
a patriarchal culture, specifically the Judeo-Christian, quasi-Puritan 
culture of nineteenth-century New England in which Dickinson grew 
up, still inflamed with religious revivals, and where the sermon was still 
an active, if perishing, literary form, the equation of divinity with male
ness was so fundamental that it is hardly surprising to find Dickinson, 
like many an early mystic, blurring erotic with religious experience and 
jjnagery. The poem I just read has intimations both of seduction and 

•' rape merged with the intense force of a religious experience. But are 
these metaphors for each other, or for something more intrinsic to Dick
inson? Here is another:

He put the Belt around my life— 
I heard the Buckle snap—
And turned away, imperial.
My Lifetime folding uf)—■ 
Deliberate, as a Duke would do 
A Kingdom’s Title Deed— 
Henceforth, a Dedicated sort—
A member of the Cloud.

Yet not too far to come at call—
And do the little Toils
That make the Circuit of the Rest—
And deal occasional smiles
To lives that stoop to notice mine—
And kindly ask it in—
Whose invitation, know you not 
For Whom I must decline?

(#273)
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These two poems are about possession, and they seem to me a poet’s 
poems—that is, they are about the poet’s relationship to her own power, 
which is exteriorized in masculine form, much as masculine poets have 
invoked the female Muse. In writing at all—particularly an unorthodox 
and original poetry like Dickinson’s—women have often felt in danger 
of losing their status as women. And this status has always been defined 
in terms of relationship to men—as daughter, sister, bride, wife, mother, 
mistress. Muse. Since the most powerful figures in patriarchal culture 
have been men, it seems natural that Dickinson would assign a mascu
line gender to that in herself which did not fit in with the conventional 
ideology of womanliness. To recognize and acknowledge our own inte
rior power has always been a path mined with risks for women, to 
acknowledge that power and commit oneself to it as Emily Dickinson 
did was an immense decision.

Most of us, unfortunately, have been exposed in the schoolroom to 
Dickinson’s “little-girl” poems, her kittenish tones, as in "I’m Nobody! 
Who Are You?” (a poem whose underlying anger translates itself into 
archness) or

I hope the Father in the skies 
Will lift his little girl—
Old fashioned—naughty—everything— 
Over the stile of “Pearl.”

(#70)

or the poems about bees and robins. One critic—Richard Chase—has 
noted that in the nineteenth century “one of the careers open to women 
was perpetual childhood.” A strain in Dickinson’s letters and some— 
though by far a minority-—of her poems was a self-diminutivization, 
almost as if to offset and deny—or even disguise—her actual dimensions 
as she must have experienced them. And this emphasis on her own 
“littleness,” along with the deliberate strangeness of her tactics of seclu
sion, have been, until recently, accepted as the prevailing character of 
the poet; the fragile poetess in white, sending flowers and poems by 
messenger to unseen friends, letting down baskets of gingerbread to the 
neighborhood children from her bedroom window; writing, but some
how naively. John Crowe Ransom, arguing for the editing and standard
ization of Dickinson’s punctuation and typography, calls her “a little 
home-keeping person” who, “while she had a proper notion of the final 
destiny of her poems, was not one of those poets who had advanced to 
that later stage of operations where manuscripts are prepared for the 
printer, and the poet’s diction has to make concessions to the publisher’s 
style-book.” (In short, Emily Dickinson did not wholly know her trade, 
and Ransom believes a “publisher’s style-book” to have the last word on 
poetic diction.) He goes on to print several of her poems, altered by him 
“with all possible forbearance.” What might, in a male writer—a Tho-
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reau, let us say, or a Christopher Smart or William Blake—seem a legit
imate strangeness, a unique intention, has been in one of our two major 
poets devalued into a kind of naivete, girlish ignorance, feminine lack 
of professionalism, just as the poet herself has been made into a senti
mental object. (“Most of us are half in love with this dead girl,” con
fesses Archibald MacLeish. Dickinson was fifty-five when she died.)

It is true that more recent critics, including her most recent biogra
pher, have gradually begun to approach the poet in terms of her great
ness rather than her littleness, the decisiveness of her choices instead of 
the surface oddities of her life or the romantic crises of her legend. But 
unfortunately anthologists continue to plagiarize other anthologies, to 
reprint her in edited, even bowdlerized versions; the popular image of 
her and of her work lags behind the changing consciousness of scholars 
and specialists. There still does not exist a selection from her poems 
which depicts her in her fullest range. Dickinson’s greatness cannot be 
measured in terms of twenty-five or fifty or even five hundred “perfect” 
lyrics; it has to be seen as the accumulation it is. Poets, even, are not 
always acquainted with the full dimensions of her work, or the sense one 
gets, reading in the one-volume complete edition (let alone the three- 
volume variorum edition) of a mind engaged in a lifetime’s musing on 
essential problems of language, identity, separation, relationship, the 
integrity of the self; a mind capable of describing psychological states 
more accurately than any poet except Shakespeare. I have been surprised 
at how narrowly her work, still, is known by women who are writing 

^p6etry, how much her legend has gotten in the way of her being repos
sessed, as a source and a foremother.

I know that for me, reading her poems as a child and then as a young 
girl already seriously writing poetry, she was a problematic figure. I first 
read her in the selection heavily edited by her niece which appeared in 
1937; a later and fuller edition appeared in 1945 when I was sixteen, 
and the complete, unbowdlerized edition by Johnson did not appear 
until fifteen years later. 'The publication of each of these editions was 
crucial to me in successive decades of my life. More than any other poet, 
Emily Dickinson seemed to tell me that the intense inner event, the 
personal and psychological, was inseparable from the universal; that there 
was a range for psychological poetry beyond mere self-expression. Yet 
the legend of the life was troubling, because it seemed to whisper that a 
woman who undertook such explorations must pay with renunciation, 
isolation, and incorporeality. Witii the publication of the Complete Poems, 
the legend seemed to recede into unimportance beside the unquestion
able power and importance of the mind revealed there. But taking pos
session of Emily Dickinson is still no simple matter.

The 1945 edition, entitled Bolts of Melody, took its title from a poem 
which struck me at the age of sixteen and which still, thirty years later, 
arrests my imagination:
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I would not paint—a. picture—
I’d rather be the One 
Its bright impossibility 
To dwell^—delicious—on—
And wonder how the fingers feel 
Whose rare—celestial—stir 
Evokes so sweet a Torment—
Such sumptuous—Despair—

I would not talk, like Cornets—
I’d rather be the One 
Raised softly to the Ceilings—
And out, and easy on—
Through Villages of Ether 
Myself endued Balloon 
By but a lip of Metal 
The pier to my Pontoon—

Nor would I be a Poet—
It’s finer—own the Ear—
Enamored—impotent—content—
'The License to revere,
A privilege so awful 
What would the Dower be.
Had 1 the Art to stun myself 
With Bolts of Melody!

(#505)

This poem is about choosing an orthodox “feminine” role; the receptiv^ 
rather than the creative; viewer rather than painter, listener rather than 
musician; acted-upon rather than active. Yet even while ostensibly 
choosing this role she wonders “how the fingers feel / whose rare—celes
tial—stir— / Evokes so sweet a Torment—” and the “feminine” role is 
praised in a curious sequence of adjectives: “Enamored—impotent— 
content—The strange paradox of this poem—its exquisite irony—is 
that it is, about choosing not to be a poet, a poem which is gainsaid by 
no fewer than one thousand seven huiidred'and seventy-five poems'made 
during the writer’s life, including itself. Moreover, the images of the 
poem rise to a climax (like the Balloon she evokes) but the climax hap
pens as she describes, not what it is to be the receiver, but the maker 
and receiver at once: “A Privilege so awful / What would the Dower be 
/ Had I the Art to stun myself / With Bolts of Melody!”—a climax which 
recalls the poem: “He fumbles at your Soul / As Players at the Keys / 
Before they drop full Music on—” And of course, in writing those lines 
she possesses herself of that privilege and that Dower. I have said that 
this is a poem of exquisite ironies. It is, indeed, though in a very differ-
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ent mode, related to Dickinson’s “litde-girl” strategy. The woman who 
feels herself to be Vesuvius at home has need of a mask, at least, of 
innocuousness and of containment.

On my volcano grows the Grass 
A meditative spot—
An acre for a Bird to choose 
Would be the General thought—

^ How red the Fire rocks below—
How insecure the sod 
Did I disclose
Would populate with awe my solitude.

(#1677)

Power, even masked, can still be perceived as destructive.

A still—Volcano—Life—
That flickered in the night—
When it was dark enough to do 
Without erasing sight—

A quiet—Earthquake style— 
Too subtle to suspect 
By natures this side Naples— 
’The North cannot detect

The Solemn—Torrid—Symbol—
The lips that never lie—
Whose hissing Gorals part—and shut—
And Gities—ooze away—

(#601)

Dickinson’s biographer and editor Thomas Johnson has said that she 
often felt herself possessed by a daemonic force, particularly in the years 
1861 and 1862 when she was writing at the height of her drive. TTiere 
are many poems besides “He put the Belt around my Life” which could 
be read as poems of possession by the daemon—poems which can also 
be, and have been, read, as poems of possession by the deity, or by a 
human lover. I suggest that a woman’s poetry about her relationship to 
her daemon—her own active, creative power—has in patriarchal culture 
used the language of heterosexual love or patriarchal theology. Ted Hughes 
tells us that

the eruption of [Dickinson’s] imagination and poetry followed when 
she shifted her passion, with the energy of desperation, from [the] 

' lost man onto his only possible substitute,—^the Universe in its Divine 
aspect. . . . Thereafter, the marriage that had been denied in the
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real world went forward in the spiritual . . . just as the Universe in 
its Divine aspect became the mirror-image of her “husband,” so 
the whole religious dilemma of New England, at that most critical 
moment in history, became the mirror-image of her relationship to 
him, of her "marriage” in fact."*

This seems to me to miss the point on a grand scale. There are facts we 
need to look at. First, Emily Dickinson did not marry. And her non
marrying was neither a pathological retreat as John Cody sees it, ’ nor 
probably even a conscious decision; it was a fact in her life as in her 
contemporary Christina Rossetti’s; both women had more primary needs. 
Second: unlike Rossetti, Dickinson did not become a religiously dedi
cated woman; she was heretical, heterodox, in her religious opinions, 
and stayed away from church and dogma. What, in fact, did she allow 
to “put the Belt around her Life”—^what did wholly occupy her mature 
years and possess her? For “Whom” did she decline the invitations of 
other lives? The writing of poetry. Nearly two thousand poems. Three 
hundred and sixty-six poems in the year of her fullest power. What was 
it like to be writing poetry you knew (and 1 am sure she did know) was 
of a class by itself—to be fueled by the energy it took first to confront, 
then to condense that image of psychic experience into that language; 
then to copy out the poems and lay them in a trunk, or send a few here 
and there to friends or relatives as occasional verse or as gestures of con
fidence? 1 am sure she knew who she was, as she indicates in this poem:

Myself was formed—a Carpenter—
An unpretending time
My Plane—^and I, together wrought
Before a Builder came—

To measure our attainments 
Had we the Art of Boards 
Sufficiently developed—He’d hire us 
At Halves—

My Tools took Human—Faces—
The Bench, where we had. toiled—
Against the Man—persuaded—
We—^Temples Build—I said—

(#488)
This is a poem of the great year 1862, the year in which she first sent a 
few poems to 'Thomas Higginson for criticism. Whether it antedates or 
postdates that occasion is unimportant; it is a poem of knowing one’s 
measure, regardless of the judgments of others.

4. Hughes, ed., A Choice of Emily Dickinson's Verse (London: Faber & Faber, 1968), p. 11.
5. John Cody, After Great Pain: The Inner Life of Emily Dickinson (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

UP, 1971) [Edilore].

Vesuvius at Home

'There are many poems which carry the weight of this knowledge. 
Here is another one:

I’m ceded—I’ve stopped being 'Theirs—
The name They dropped upon my face 
With water, in the country church 
Is finished using, now.
And they can put it with my Dolls,
My childhood, and the string of spools,

( I’ve finished threading—too—

Baptized before, without the choice.
But this time, consciously, of Grace^—
Unto supremest.name—
Called to my Full—^The Crescent dropped—
Existence’s whole arc, filled up.
With one small Diadem.

My second Rank—too small the first—
Crowned—Crowing—on my Father’s breast—- 
A half unconscious Queen—
But this time—Adequate—Erect—
With Will to choose, or to reject—
And I choose, just a Crown—

(#508)
.'''i^ow, this poem partakes of the imagery of being “twice-born” or, in 

Christian liturgy, “confirmed”—and if this poem had been written by 
Christina Rossetti I would be inclined to give more weight to a theo
logical reading. But it was written by Emily Dickinson, who used the 
Christian metaphor far more than she let it use her. 'This is a poem of 
great pride—not pridefulness, but se//-confirmation—and it is curious 
how little Dickinson’s critics, perhaps misled by her diminutives, have 
recognized the will and pride in her poetry. It is a poem of movement 
from childhood to womanhood, of transcending the patriarchal con
dition of bearing her fether’s name and “Crowing—on my Father’s 
breast—.” She is now a conscious Queen “Adequate—Erect/ With Will 
to choose, or to reject—.”

There is one poem which is the real “onlie begetter” of my thoughts 
here about Dickinson; a poem I have mused over, repeated to myself, 
taken into myself over many years. I think it is a poem about possession 
by the daemon, about the dangers and risks of such possession if you are 
a woman, about the knowledge that power in a woman can seem 
destructive, and that you cannot live without the daemon once it has 
possessed you. The archetype of the daemon as masculine is beginning 
to change, but it has been real for women up until now. But this woman 
poet also perceives herself as a lethal weapon:

189
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My life had stood—a Loaded Gun—
In Corners—till a Day
The Owner passed—identified—
And carried Me away—

And now We roam in Sovereign Woods—
And now We hunt the Doe—
And every time I speak for Him—
The Mountains straight reply—

And do I smile, such cordial light 
Upon the Valley glow—
It is as a Vesuvian face 
Had let its pleasure through—

And when at Night—Our good Day done—
I guard My Master’s Head—
’Tis better than the Eider-Duck’s 
Deep Pillow—to have shared—

To foe of His—I’m deadly foe—
None stir the second time—
On whom I lay a Yellow Eye—
Or an emphatic Thumb—

Though I than He-—may longer live 
He longer must—than I—
For I have but the power to kill,
Without—the power to die—

(#754)

Here the poet sees herself as split, not between anything so simple as 
“masculine” and “feminine” identity but between the hunter, admit
tedly masculine, but also a human person, an active, willing being, and 
the gun—an object, condemned to remain inactive until the hunter— 
the owner—stakes possession of it. The gun contains an energy capable 
of rousing echoes in the mountains and lighting up the valleys; it is also 
deadly, "Vesuvian”; it is also its owner’s defender against the “foe.” It is 
the gun, furthermore, who speaks for him. If there is a female conscious
ness in this poem it is buried deeper than the images: it exists in the 
ambivalence toward power, which is extreme. Active willing and crea
tion in women are forms of aggression, and aggression is both “the power 
to kill” and punishable by death. The union of gun with hunter embod
ies the danger of identifying and taking hold of her forces, not least that 
in so doing she risks defining herself—and being defined—as aggressive, 
as unwomanly (“and now we hunt the Doe”), and as potentially lethal. 
That which she experiences in herself as energy and potency can also be
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experienced as pure destruction. The final stanza, with its precarious 
balance of phrasing, seems a desperate attempt to resolve the ambiva
lence; but, I think, it is no resolution, only a further extension of ambiv
alence.

Though I than He—may longer live 
He longer must—than I^—
For I have but the power to kill.
Without—-the power to die—

The poet experiences herself as loaded gun, imperious energy; yet with
out the Owner, the possessor, she is merely lethal. Should that posses
sion abandon her—^but the thought is unthinkable: “He longer must 
than I.” The pronoun is masculine; the antecedent is what Keats called 
“The Genius of Poetry.”

I do not pretend to have—I don’t even wish to have—explained this 
poem, accounted for its every image; it will reverberate with new tones 
long after my words about it have ceased to matter. But I think that for 
us, at this time, it is a central poem in understanding Emily Dickinson, 
and ourselves, and the condition of the woman artist, particularly in the 
nineteenth century. It seems likely that the nineteenth-century woman 
poet, especially, felt the medium of poetry as dangerous, in ways that 
the woman novelist did not feel the medium of fiction to be. In writing 
even such a novel of elemental sexuality and anger as Wuthering Heights, 
Emily Bronte could at least theoretically separate herself from her char
acters; they were, after all, fictitious beings. Moreover, the novel is or 
can be a construct, planned and organized to deal with human experi
ences on one level at a time. Poetry is too much rooted in the uncon
scious; it presses too close against the barriers of repression; and the 
nineteenth-century woman had much to repress. It is interesting that 
Elizabeth Barrett tried to fuse poetry and fiction in writing Aurora Leigh— 
perhaps apprehending the need for fictional characters to carry the charge 
of her experience as a woman artist. But with the exception of Aurora 
Leigh and Ghristina Rossetti’s "Goblin Market”—that extraordinary and 
little-known poem drenched in oral eroticism—Emily Dickinson’s is the 
only poetry in English by a woman of that century which pierces so for 
beyond the ideology of the “feminine” and the conventions of womanly 
feeling. To write it at all, she had to be willing to enter chambers of the 
self in which

Ourself behind ourself, concealed—
Should startle most—

and to relinquish control there, to take those risks, she had to create a 
relationship to the outer world where she could feel in control.

It is an extremely painful and dangerous way to live—split between a 
publicly acceptable persona, and a part of yourself that you perceive as
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the essential, the creative and powerful self, yet also as possibly unac
ceptable, perhaps even monstrous.

Much Madness is divinest Sense—
To a discerning Eye—
Much Sense—the starkest Madness—
’Tis the Majority 
In this, as All, prevail—
Assent—and you are sane—
Demur—you’re straightway dangerous—
And handled with a Chain—

(#435)

For many women the stresses of this splitting have led, in a world so 
ready to assert our innate passivity and to deny our independence and 
creativity, to extreme consequences: the mental asylum, self-imposed 
silence, recurrent depression, suicide, and often severe loneliness.

Dickinson is the American poet whose work consisted in exploring 
states of psychic extremity. For a long time, as we have seen, this feet 
was obscured by the kinds of selections made from her work by timid if 
well-meaning editors. In fact, Dickinson was a great psychologist, and 
like every great psychologist, she began with the material she had at 
hand: herself She had to possess the courage to enter, through lan
guage, states which most people deny or veil with silence.

The first Day’s Night had come—
And grateful that a thing 
So terrible—-had been endured—
I told my Soul to sing—

She said her Strings were snapt—
Her Bow—to Atoms blown—
And so to mend her—gave me work 
Until another Mom—

And then—a Day as huge 
As Yesterdays in pairs.
Unrolled its horror in my face—
Until it blocked my eyes—

My Brain—begun to laugh—
I mumbled—like a fool—
And tho’ ’tis Years ago—that Day—
My Brain keeps giggling—^still.

And Something’s odd—^within—
That person that I was—
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And this One—do not feel the same—
Could it be Madness—this?

(#410)

Dickinson’s letters acknowledge a period of peculiarly intense per
sonal crisis; her biographers have variously ascribed it to the pangs of 
renunciation of an impossible love, or to psychic damage deriving from 
her mother’s presumed depression and withdrawal after her birth. What 
concerns us here is the fact that she chose to probe the nature of this 
ei^erience in language:

The Soul has Bandaged moments—
When too appalled to stir—
She feels some ghastly Fright come up 
And stop to look at her—

Salute her—with long fingers—
Caress her freezing hair—
Sip, Goblin, from the very lips 
The lover—hovered—o’er—
Unworthy, that a thought so mean 
Accost a Theme—so—-fair—
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The soul has moments of Escape— 
When bursting all the doors—
She dances like a Bomb, abroad. 
And swings upon the Hours. . . .

The Soul’s retaken moments— 
When, Felon led along.
With shackles on the plumed feet. 
And staples, in the Song,

The Horror welcomes her, again.
These, are not brayed of Tongue—

(#512)

In this poem, the word “Bomb” is dropped, almost carelessly, as a cor
relative for the soul’s active, liberated states—it occurs in a context of 
apparent euphoria, but its implications are more than euphoric—they 
are explosive, destructive. The Horror from which in such moments the 
soul escapes has a masculine, “Goblin” form, and suggests the perverse 
and terrifying rape of a “Bandaged” and powerless self In at least one 
poem, Dickinson depicts the actual process of suicide:

He scanned it—staggered— 
Dropped the Loop 
To Past or Period—
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Caught helpless at a sense as if 
His mind were going blind—

Groped up, to see if God was there—
Groped backward at Himself—
Garessed a Trigger absently 
And wandered out of Life.

(#1062)

The precision of knowledge in this brief poem is such that we must 
assume that Dickinson had, at least in fantasy, drifted close to that state 
in which the “Loop” that binds us to “Past or Period” is “Dropped” and 
we grope randomly at what remains of abstract notions of sense, God, 
or self, before—almost absent-mindedly—reaching for a solution. But 
it’s worth noting that this is a poem in which the suicidal experience has 
been distanced, refined, transformed through a devastating accuracy of 
language. It is not suicide that is studied here, but the dissociation of 
self and mind and world which precedes.

« # «

The poet’s relationship to her poetry has, it seems to me—and I am 
not speaking only of Emily Dickinson—a twofold nature. Poetic lan
guage—the poem on paper—is a concretization of the poetry of the world 
at large, the self, and the forces within the self; and those forces are 
rescued from formlessness, lucidified, and integrated in the act of writ
ing poems. But there is a more ancient concept of the poet, which is 
that she is endowed to speak for those who do not have the gift of lan
guage, or to see for those who—for whatever reasons—are less conscious 
of what they are living through. It is as though the risks of the poet’s 
existence can be put to some use beyond her own survival.

# #

'There are many more Emily Dickinsons than I have tried to call up 
here. Wherever you take hold of her, she proliferates. I wish I had time 
here to explore her complex sense of Truth; to follow the thread we 
unravel when we look at the numerous and passionate poems she wrote 
to or about women; to probe her ambivalent feelings about fame, a sub
ject pursued by many male poets before her; simply to examine the poems 
in which she is directly apprehending the natural world. No one since 
the seventeenth century had reflected more variously or more probingly 
upon death and dying. What I have tried to do here is follow through 
some of the origins and consequences of her choice to be, not only a 
poet but a woman who explored her own mind, without any of the 
guidelines of orthodoxy. To say “yes” to her powers was not simply a 
major act of nonconformity in the nineteenth century; even in our own 
time it has been assumed that Emily Dickinson, not patriarchal society.

was “the problem.” The more we come to recognize the unwritten and 
written laws and taboos underpinning patriarehy, the less problematical, 
surely, will seem the methods she chose.

Women and Honor: Some Notes on Lying (1975)!

'These notes were first read at the Hartwick Women Writers’ Workshop, 
founded and directed by Beverly Tanenhaus, at Hartwick College, Oneonta, 
N^w York, in June 1975. 'They were published as a pamphlet by Motheroot 
Press in Pittsburgh, 1977; in Heresies: A Feminist Magazine of Art and Pol
itics, vol. 1, no. 1; and in a French translation by the* Qu^becois feminist 
press, Les Editions du Remue-Menage, 1979.

It is clear that among women we need a new ethics; as women, a new 
morality. 'The problem of speech, of language, continues to be primary. For 
if in our speaking we are breaking silences long established, “liberating our
selves from our secrets” in the words of Beverly Tanenhaus, this is in itself 
a first kind of action. I wrote Women and Honor in an effort to make myself 
more honest, and to understand the terrible negative power of the lie in 
relationships between women. Since it was published, other women have 
spoken and written of things I did not include; Michelle Cliff’s “Notes on 
Speechlessness” in Sinister Wisdom no. 5 led Catherine Nicolson (in the 
same issue) to write of the power of “deafness,” the frustration of our speech 
by those who do not want to hear what we have to say. Nelle Morton has 
written of the act of “hearing each other into speech.”' How do we listen? 
How do we make it possible for another to break her silence? 'These are some 

,of the questions which follow on the ones I have raised here.
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{These notes are concerned with relationships between and among women. 
When “personal relationship" is referred to, I mean a relationship between 
two women. It will be clear in what follows when I am talking about 
womens relationships with men.)

'The old, male idea of honor. A man’s “word” sufficed—to other men— 
without guarantee.

“Our Land Free, Our Men Honest, Our Women Fruitful”—a pop
ular colonial toast in America.

Male honor also having something to do with killing: I could not love 
thee. Dear, so much/ Lov’d I not Honour more, (“To Lucasta, On Going 
to the Wars”). Male honor as something needing to be avenged: hence, 
the duel.

t The introductory paragraph appeared in On Lies, Secrets, and Silence: Selected Prose, J966- 
1978 (New York: Norton, 1979) 185.

1. Nelle Morton, “Beloved Image!”, paper delivered at the National Conference of the American 
Academy of Religion, San Francisco, California, December 28, 1977 [Rich’s note].


