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ABSTRACT

This dissertation investigates Adrienne Rich’'s process of
awakening consciousness and her contributioh to feminist
criticism in establishing criteria and defining'principies fqr
literéry investigation. It demonstrates that through Rich’'s,
;riﬁical choices of strategies, language, themes and imagery -
one can trace her basic revisidnist posture which is essential
for the establishment of a feminist/female poetics.

This analysis contemplates moét of the articles contained in
Rich’'s two collections of prosev(1966—1985) and on ten poems
selected from her first seven bqoks of poetry (1951-1973). The
analysis is based on tﬁe proposals and insights of feminist
criticism, besidés theories thét involve relations of power,
.domination, ideology and myths as applied to gender.relations.

The study of Rich’'s poetry in the context of her procéss of
awakening consciousness and of feminist criticism in general
demonstrates the connections_among.the perception,_ comprehension
and transformation of the relations of domination that have
determined the secondary roles of women in society and in

literaﬁure.
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RESUMO

Esta dissertag3o investiga o processo de déSpEftar da
consciéncia de Adriénne Rich e, também, sua contribuigdo a
definigdo de critérios e principios para a critica iiteréria
feminista. Demonstra-se que essa autora, ao escolher criticamente
estratégias, linguagens, temas.e imagehs, torna possivel tra;ar
sua postura revisionista;.essencial ao estabelecimento de uma.
poética feminista e prbprié da mulher enquantq género.

| Esta an&lise contempla artigos contidos em dois livros dé
pfosa (1966—1985) e dez poesias selecionadas de seus éete:
primeiros livros de poemas (1951-1973). Fundamentei a andlise em
propostas e Jinsights da teoria e critica feminista, aliando-as a
teorias que envolvem rela;aés de poderﬁ dominagdo, ideologia e
mitos, procurandq aplica—las as rela;Bes de género.

0 estudo desses poemas e artigos criticos dé Adrienne Rich,
no contexto do seu processo de deépertar dav consciéncia e da
critica feminista, demonstra as conexdes existentes entre
pefcep;&o, compreensdo e transforha;&o das relagbes de dominag3o

que determinam os papéis secundarios da mulher na sociedade e na

literatura.
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INTRODUCTION

Women have traditionally been assigned secondary roles in
literary history. This fact, which is a result of women’'s
inferior social position in patriarchal éulture; has attracted
thé interest of many thinkers and writers, who have disagreed
“with and tried to change sucﬁ unjust and undesirable status quo.
Mary Wollstonecraft, Virginia Woolf and Simone de Beauvoir are
some who have carried out this task.

Marvaollstonecraft, iniA Vindication of the Rights of Women
‘(1792), claims for education, employment,.legal and political
rights for women together with human rights in general. She
laments the trivial concern with women’s education and stresses
the importance of stimulating women’'s ability to reason, instead
of instructing them only to inspire love. For her, women's
inferiority is due to the way they have been'raised and formally
educated in society. ,

Almost two centuries later, Virginia Woolf publishes A Room
of One’'s Own (1929), the first major work in the areé of woman
and literature  that e#poses the problems of women writers in
androcentric culture. Woolf believes that man and‘woman write
differently (109), not only because they are biologically
Adistinct humans beings, but also because they are brought up in
different ways. Social and historical ﬁircumstances, plus a
millenary culture in which male values prevail, have made 'women
face putward and inward barriers which have directly affected
their art. Some of the obstacles are the mythi;al images of women

created by male oriented society, which are presented as natural
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in everyday life; these same mythical images pervade the woman
writer's instrument of communication: langQage. Indeed, Virginia
Woolf believes that the English language is unsuited for women’'s
use (79,85). She advises womén to be courageous enough and write
their female selves freely by breakihg the senfence and the
sequence of the expected traditional order imposed by a male
centered cultufe.

In the article "Professions for Women" (1931), Virginia
woolfvreaffirms the necessity of women writers to battle with
myths of femininity, materialized into images creafed by
androcentric éociety. For her, women writers face .“phantoms",
which are nothing but préjudices and conventions that women szt
overcome. "Killing the Angel in the Héuse" is the first step fpr
the woman writer (57-59), for the reason that the angel prevents
women from expressing themselves freely. The angei, according to
her, tells lies, is charming, sacrificesiherself, has no wish or
mind of her own, but rather sympathizes‘with the wishes and minds
of othefs. The beauty and gracefulness of the angel .is her
purity. So after killing the angel, the woman muét speak about
her body and sexuality, abouf the passion which according to the
myth of femininity does not suit her. But as Virginia Woolf says,
"telling the truth about [her] own experiences as a body" |is
the most difficult task, because inwafdly and externally woman in
general "has many ghosts to fight, 6any prejudices to overcome"
(60). In summary, if woman wishes to write like a woman, she has
to demystify not only the female mytﬁical images which surround

her psyche, her consciousness or inward world, but she has also
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to demystyfy the way she has‘been led to interpret the outward
world. |

In 1949 Simone de Beauvoin publishes hér-famous h;storical,
biological, sociological, mythical and psychoanalytical research
on woman: The Second Sex. In her book sne emphasizés that the
myfh of femininify has hindered woman’s development in all areas
of life. By the myth qf femininity DeBeauvoir méans'the myth of
noman as‘the "Other", as mann has made her. Simone de Beauvoir’'s
understanding is that man hés established.himself as the One,
{the essential, ‘the subject,  the transcendent) by means of
instituting woman as the Other (the inessential, the object, the
immanent being). Man—-one needs the existence of woman-other, so
as.to accomplish his desire of being a subject. Recognizing that
this myth bhas been perpetuated by the educational and social
tradition of patriarchy, Simone de Beauvoir devotes one chapter
of hér book to depicting the misogyn} of  some classic male
writers in portraying. images of woman.x In the chaptef entitled
"My th and Reality"; de Beauvoir affirms that the ambivalence of
the variety of myths of women, such as those of angel and
monster, reflects man’'s dréams, hopes and fears régarding woman .
The myth of woman as the other has been very advantageous to the
ruling gender because it justifies man’'s domination. The feméle
artist, therefore, becomes afraid of showing hersélf;_She does
not show her anger, she is not authentic (717-723). The woman'
writer has been captured by these myths, but she hés to destroy
them, so as to give birth to a female aesthetics (291, 717-720).

In the late 1960°'s the internatinnal feminist movement

proposes to reassess the culiural importance and contribution of
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woman, trying to rethink and recreate her identity. writéfs and
critics alike begin to focus more consistently and spgcifically
on the issue of woman and literature, contributing therefpke to
the process of feminist criticism in defining principles and
establishing criteria for literary investigation. Foremost among
the women poets who consciously concenfrates on her role as a
woman in society and literature is  Adrienne Rich, who can
therefore be seen as representative of the brocess.

The American poét and critic Adriénné Rich was born in 1929
in Ma;ylaﬁd, and has been writing poetry since her childhdpd. In
the 1960°'s she .began her political activities, firét in the
protests against the Indochina War and later the Vietnam Nar. In
the 1970°'s Rich engaged in the feminist movement and since thén
she has closely associated her role as a poet with feminist
politics. Throughout her poetry and criticism Rich has shown that
feminism énd poetry are concerhed witb the traﬁsformation of
personal and collective consﬁience; S0 ‘gs tq create a more just
society.

In her influential article "When We Dead Awaken: Writing as
Re-vision" (197;), Rich discusses some of the problems of being
and becoming a woman writer in the male controlled literary
field. Like many women critics and or poets, such as‘ Muriel
Rukeyser (1971), Gilbert and Gubar (1979), Elaine Showalter
(1985), Rachel DuPlessis (1985) and Alicia Ostriker (1987),
Adrienne Rich believes that only a revision of conventional
gender roles in society and literature can lead wohénbwriters to-
become aware of their condition and thus take.a political stand

in rewriting their ~own literary history. For Adrienne Rich
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“re—vision.—_the act of looking back, of seeing with fresh eyes,
of entering an old text froh a new critical direction - is for
women more than a chapter in cultural history: it is an act of
survival" (1979:35). Indeed, Rich’'s article "When we Dead Awaken:
Writing as Re—vieion" is cited by almost every feminist critic
whq'wante to point eutnthe ene who first defined the practice of
revisionism. Adrienne Rich‘'s basic proposition is_ a radical
process of revision of both the private and public sphefes, S0 as
to enable the woman writer to break ‘with conyentions and
mythology; and finally start a fundamental transformation of
reality: te move from the category of "other" ("object") towards
the category of "subject".
| This trajectory and the definitions that it entails is what
I propose to examine in this dissertation. I have chosen Adrienne
Rich because by becoming painfully.aware of her condition in
patriarchal culture, she hes, unlikef other female writers,
written consciously as a woman and triee.to find apbropriate and
innovative ways to describe this new psyche; she has invested her
poetry with the urgency of a persona} quest - and succeeded,. as
the great recognition she has received in the wider «critical
community clearly attests. Besides, she has criﬁically analyzed
other female writers’ and her own development in the context of
feminism, providing an invaluable document of the contemporary
feminist stance. | |
My objective is to investigate Adrienne Rich’'s contribution
to the establishment of a new poetics through her revisioﬁist
attitude in private and public life. This will be carried out by

meansvef the following research questions: What problems has
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Adriennne Rich encountered in her career as a female writer? How
hés Adriennne Rich dealt with these problems in her literary
work? How has Adrienne Rich treated other poets critically? How
do Her personal, artistic and political vie@s reinfofce each
other? Which are the predominént themes and recurrent imagery in
Adrienne Rich’'s poetry? What are her main propositions‘for the
womaﬁ poet? By answering these questions I will be able to assess
her contribution to the establishmeﬁt of a distinctly female
poetic mode.

By examining how vthe ideology. of patriarchy has lest 1its
effects upon Adrienne Rich, -as a result of her revisionist and
critical attitude regarding her private and public life, I hope
to identify specifically feminist postures_in poetry, such as the
choice of themes, language and voice.

In pursuing~'my objective, I intend. to follow some steps
which are somehow the structure of the dﬁssertation‘itself.

Chapter One will present theoretieal considerations, so as
to provide a general overview of the way gender politics operates
in literature. I will briefly describe and discuss the politics
of gender interaction in society, by inVeétigating concepts such
as politics, power, domination; ideology and myth as connected to
the woman‘s issue. Then, I_wili show how these concepts interaét
with literature, specifically with femihist literary criﬁi;ism,
and with the main subje;t of this dissertation, which’is Riech’
revisionist proposal for a new and more womanly oriented poétics.
I will also- investigate the work of critics such as Sandra
Gilbert and Susan Gubar, Elaine Showalter, Rachel Blau DuPlessis,

Alicia Ostriker, to provide a background for understanding
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Adrienne Rich’'s rupture with a conventional private world
(consciousness raising through revision), and the effects of this
rupture in her critical art;cles and poetry (revisionist posture
regérding themes, images, which.: is- called as reQisionist
my thmaking strategies applied in.poetry).

In Chapter Two I will carry out the analysis‘ of some of
Adrienne Rich’'s criti&al articles, esbecially those in which Qhe
addresses her own development and some more genefal feminist
issues.

Haviﬁg detected common concerns and proposals between
feminist criticism and Adriénne Rich, I will then move towards
Adrienne Rich’'s poetry in order to determine her way of _dealing
with her predicament as a woman and as a poet, and her way of
offering alternafives to solve it. In Chapter Three, therefore, 1
will choose some poems rangiﬁg from 1950 to approximately 1970 to
exemplify the development of her reyisioﬁist posturé in poetry.

Finally, in the conclusion qf' thé\dissertation I will be
able to trace thé évolution of Adrienne Rich’'s "poetics" - an
evélution which closely follows the contemporary feminist trends
in literature.

The importance of this study lieé ~upon the opportunity to
analyze and discuss fhe contribution of a contempdrary woman
writer to the emergence of a feminist poetics, which is based on
the recognition of female voice, feelings and experiences, on the
need for revision of social and cultural -norms, on | the
eradication of polarities, and speciaily on language. Likewise,
it is important to reseafch the emergence and deyelopment of

feminist literary criticism with its basic proposition for
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revising the politics of gender in literature and in society. So,
coﬁsidering.that literature does not only reflect a social " and
cultural reality but helps to shape thé reality we 1live in as
well, it is relevant to exemplify a wbmgn writer's prbcess of
breaking, freeing herself and her language from male centered
ideology. Finally, this ‘study is 'a valuable document and an
exemple for the ones who undefstand and believe that the

relations of gender are not'hecessarily a relation of domination.



CHAPTER I

FEMINIST CRITICISM

The issue of woman and literature starts to receive more
specific and consistent attention in the 1970's with the rise of
feminist criticism: a critical proceés which qqestibns and
challenges the literary .status quo and opposes many of the
existing practicés by establishing gender as an.inStrument of
analyéis,‘in the same way that Marxist criticism has established:
class as its basis.

One of the most famous initiators 6f feminist literary
_criticism, who has dealt witH gender implications in the literary
. field, is Kate Millett; In her bdok Sexual Politics published 1in
1970, Millett affirms thét gender inequalities afe a pfoduct 6f
andrdcentric culture; S0 woman's subsef&ience, as depicted both
in fiction and in literary history,,furthek from being a natural
state is a product of  the sexual politics of patriarchy. This
sexual ‘politics is bésed upon  a reiation of dominatiqn,
perpetuated among other ways by misogynist texts, such as through
mythical images of women created by a male-oriented culture.
Millett devotes great part of her book to exposing sexist
ideology in male texts.

Pointing out that the. relation between genders is a
political'relation, Millett gfounds her analytical explanation on
. the conception of domination of the sociologist Max wéber (31).
In the Weberian sense, ‘domination’ is a special kind of power

and consists in the possibility of imposing one’'s will (the
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dominhator's will) upon the acts, behaQin of other people (the
dominated’'s will) (Weber, 6&%4). Litﬁle,physical force has been
required in order to maintain this domination, because, according
to Weber among the possible kihds of dpminatiOn, the one. which
applies to woman's case is the "domination by authority’ - power
of mandate and duty of obedience (696) . Man’s-authority has been
so efficient, his ’mandate’"has influenced so much over woman's
will and acts that she has assumed his ‘mandate’ /her ‘obedience’
as if it had been adopted bybherself (§90).

Legitimated through long established male yalues,vpfactiCES,
beliefs and custbms; the dﬁmination of woman by man haé come to
constitute the basis of patriaréhal'ideology as we understand it
today.

Ideplogy,~according to Branca Moreira Alves in Ideologia e
Feﬁinismo: A Luta da Mulher pelo Voto no Brasil (1980: 25-24) and
to John Thompson's Studies in the Théory'of Ideology (1984:
3-11), 1s expressed by a systeﬁatizea\ set. of ideas, values,
meanings, beliefé, symbolic'practices and pétterns of behavior,
directed towards the preservation or transformation of the social
order.‘In a society of gendef inqualities, Moreira Alves points
out the dominant gender, institutionalizes, and reproduces a
systemétized set of ideas, values, meanings andv patterns of
behavior, whi;h aim at legitimating and pefpetuatingprWer over
the dominated gender. By masking its basic aim -~ domination --
ideology presents itself as the éorrect; the coherent and the
uniyersal perception of reality. In facf, the elements which
shape this reality attend to the interests of the dominant

gender, and are perpetuated as natural through the rituals and
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practices established by culture. Led to interiorize her inferior
condition as something natural and a-historical through her
ﬁrbcess of socialization (Millett, 35; Alves, 27), which is
unconscious, woman  takes for granted hef condition as the
"other".

According to Kate Millett the ideology of patriarchy is the
most pervasive ideology of our culture (35). Affecting all areas
- including literature - »by attributing and pefpetuating the
inferior condition of woman, it has been Eesponsible for the
existing ﬁyths and images of women as both characters and
writers.

Many thinkers and writers have approached and applied myth
in different senses. C. Hugh Holman in A Handbook to Literature
defines myths —— in its traditional Qense -- as the following:

Anonymous stories having their roots in the primitive

folk-beliefs of races or nations and presenting supernatural

episodes as a means of interpreting natural events in an
effort to make concrete and partlcular a spec1a1 perceptlon

of man or a cosmic view. (333)

An example of the | application of myth -=— in 1its more
. sophisticatéd sense —— is the positive signification bestowed by
early modernist poets. Holman cites Yeats and T.5. Eliot as
my thmakers who reassessed past values through the appropriation
of m;ths, because for them modern society was too fragmented
(333-334).

But, according to Roland Bartheé in his book Mythologies
(1972), myth is a type of speech -~ a system of communication, a

language - a carrier of an ideological message; myth transforms
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history into 6ature (109-129) i.e., naturalizes what has been
historically determined.

So, as elementé of the process of ideology, myths have been
one of its more effective tqols. As Barthes affirms, myth is the
most appropriate instrument of dominant ideology (142). My th
masks its real intention, which is that of maintaining the status
quo, through the distortion df reality (109ﬁ129):

In passing from history to nature myth makes a saving: it

abolishes the complexity of human action, gives it an

elemental simplicity; it organizes a world without
contradictions because without depth, a world displayed in
the obvious. Myth creates a happy clarity... things appear

to mean by themselves. (142)

Myth impoverishes reality as. it ‘"prefers -to work with poor,
incomplete images, where the meaning is already relieved‘of' its
fact and ready for a 'signification, such as typeé, céricatures,
pastiches, symbols" (127). As ideology,‘Bgrthes adds, myth takés
hold of everything, éf law, of aesthetics, of morality, of
household, and also of literature (148). In this way, patriarchal
myths of women - poftrayed into images, types and symbols -
"represent ﬁale—made reality. Mythical images of women serve to
mask cdntradictions‘(conflicts);.and thus acéomplishing.its main
function of domination, by showing oversimplified mythical images
of woman, such as the dichotomous stereotypes of angels or
monsters. So, myth, as applied in this study, has a negative
conotation. | |

As seen in the Intronctory Chapter, Simone de Beauvoir

shows in The Second Sex, how the myth'of "otherness" has served

the interests of the ruling gender._‘The materialized images of
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women into‘types, which are full of mythical meanings, are seen
as oversimplified uncritical models which hold women into lack of
"subjectivity”,.into immanence.

" Myths as serving the interests of dominant gender are also
approached bf Katev Millett ‘in Sexual Politics. For her the
steréotypes 6f "masculinity"” and "femininity" - which link the
female with docility, passivity, 1ignorance, and the male with
aggreséion, a;tivity, inteliigence — are all based on the needs
and values of the ruling gender, so as to fulfill male
aspirafioﬁs of supremacy (35). All myths, éucﬁ as that of Eve -
the sinner, the evil woman - and on the other haﬁd the Virgin
Mary - the saint, the good' - have made Qomen feel inferior,
insecure and puzzled concefning their female values, needs gnd
aspirations (35-81) .

Indeed, the ideolégy 6f patriarchy with its mythical images
of women has been one of {he_great Obsﬁécles for women ‘wrifers.
The need to form their own consciousnes;; based upon alternative
concepts of reality _ahd expressed through a new or
counter—-ideology has been recognized by writers and critics as a
‘result of the feminist movement of the 1960°'s.

Denduncing the obstacleé which prevent women frbm becoming
writers,‘éeveral womén connected to literature have undertaken to
examine their female artistic selves in patriarchal culture.
According to Tillie Olsen in Silences (1972), women’'s literary
education follows predominantly male patferns, causing them to
accept the notion that the act of creatipn is not as natural to a
woman as it is to a man. As. a resuit, the. patriarchal ideology 

disseminated in the educational system has made women silence
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themselves. In 1975 Patricia Meyer Spacks publishes.The Female
,Imaginatién, in which she declares that fhe imagination of women
writers is limited by the way reality is presented to them,
considering that women’'s lives have been orientedvtowards the
denial of the "self" (194—195). >Nomen writers, thus, face
conflict betWeen the individual imaginéfion and society’'s
demands. Furthermore, Spacks.questions the female equivalent for
A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. Whereas the self 1image
of the artist is one of freedom (16?), the image of woman _has
been one of enclosure, causing in the woman writer a sense of
frustration, ambiguity and anger. Indeed, as Ellen Moers points
out in Literary Woman (1976), women were not fraditionally
stimulated to be writers as men were. Whereas men went to coffee
‘houses, grouped into literary movements, looked for predecessors
for guidance or patronage, went on adventurous tfips and ”had
appropria#e literary education in universities; women were
restricted fo thé domestic world, chape?oned in trips, limited in
friendéhip, offered very little or no access to universities, so
as to learn literary craft (645. In order to be a womén writer,
Moers explains, one has had to rely on a male literary tradition
which has very little to do with woman’s world and éreativity. As
a consequence, women either ‘avdided writing or silenced
themselves completely. Thus, as both Spacks and Moé%s point out,
some characteristicé of female aesthetics, such as symbols,
metaphors, settings, are directly affected by their condition inl
society.

| The politics of gendér relafions, the ideology and myths

which serve its dissemination and perpetuation have, therefore,
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imposed barriers for the full develbpment of women writers, as
Adriennne Rich has well pointed out in "When We Dead Awaken:
Writing as Re-Vision" (1971). Rich states that whenever a woman
writer looks for directions, she finds out only male products, ‘a
tradition alien to her. Instead of achieving selfFidentification,

she becomes lost and confused. Thus, male control of literatufe

with its ideological control and "the-myth making tradition"
regarding gender roles and relations have created many "problems
of language and style, problems of energy and survival" (36-37).

Rich insiéts that the myths and images of women as products of
cultufe have been a genuine confusion for the female who tries
the art of writing (39).

Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar in The Madwoman in the Attic
(1979) share with Rich the view that gender politics have
inleved women into a . variety of contradictions, tensions and
anxieties. The "anxiety of éuthorship"} as Gilbert and Gubar
point out, consists in the uneasiness wémen have felt in the role
of writers. Women have not traditionally félt entitled to the
éuthority invested in "attemﬁting the pen" (50-51). Women writers
have felt divided in a society where social demands regarding
female authors either compelled them to write according to male
principles - to write like an angel and thus become accepted, or
to listen to her inner self and, by writing her femaleness, write
l}ke a monster, and in tﬁis way be excluded from literary
tradition (53—101); Gilbert and Gubar affirm that béfore moving
towards literary autonomy, the womén writer must "come to terms"

with the mythical images of herself, created by a male oriented

society. Both authors believe that before killing the dualistic
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images of the angel and the monster vinwardly and outwardly
herself, as Woolf suggests ih "Professions of Women", the woman
writer has to begin understanding "the natufe and origih" of such
images (17). Only thus can the wohah writer begin to build her
female voice, to have authority, to author a 'texf, tq have the‘
power to originate and to name, to give birthvto thévword, |

Similarly to Sandra Gilbert -and Susan Gubarvother feminiSt
literary investigations; such as Elaine Showalter’s The New
Feminist Criticism (1985), Gayle Greene and Coppelia Kahn's
Making a bifference= Feminist Literary Criticism (1985) and K.K.
Ruthven’'s Feminist Literary Studies (1985),v' have been
fundamentally concerned with gender as a determinant in literary
production, reception, circulation, interprétation and criticism.
The result is a demand for a radical revision of both female’'s
private and publi¢c spheres and of theorétical presuppositibns in
the literary field, which have been combletely grounded on male
experience. |

As a relatively new and many-faceted area of study, feminist
criticism cannot be said to have a consistent and‘unified body of
theories and methods in the application of gender difference to
reading, writing, and literary ‘interpretation. As a matter of
fact, significant debates have taken place within its field.
Annette Kolodny 1in "Dancihg Through thé Minefield" (1980)
advpcates that no single methbdology can be in the service of
chh complex issue as women’'s position in iiterature. Whereas
Kolodny suggests “playful plufalism" - multiple critical schools
and methodé ~ others are afraid that anti-theoreticism and

anti-methodolatry can restrict feminism to an exaggerated
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subjectivism. Following this later view, Cheri Register pProposes
completg objectivism. In "Américan Feminist Literary Criticism: A
Biblidgraphical Introduction"  (1975), Register’s dogmatic
position goeé so far as prescribing fgnctiohs for a literary text
s0 as to gain feminist écclaim. Between these two extreme poles
is Elaine Showalter. In her essay "Toward a Feminist Poetics"
(1979), Showalter explains that although the lack of theory and
method has exposed feminist criticism to constant attacks and to
a resistance to being accepted within the larger critical
community; one has to be cateful not to accelerate the process of
establishing rigid tenets for feminist criticism at thé’risk‘ of
threatening its authenticity. In the Introduction to her book The
New Feminist Criticism (1985),‘Showa1ter reminds us that in its
evolutionary phase one of the reasons for the increasing
discussions upon theoretical issues has been the variety of
trends within feminist criticism.

Among these many.trends, one cannﬁt fail to mention French
feminist criticism with 1its connections to» Psychoanalysis,
Deconstruction and Semiotics. Some of ifs exponents are Luce
Irigaray and Julia Kristevg; who assume that gender difference is
constructed through the acquisition of language, rather than
"through social assignment and cultural practice. Also important
is the British tradition, more Marxist in its postulates, trying
to connect gender and class to feminist literature; one of its
main focus has been  on the stuay of idéology'and >subjectivity,
with Miche}le Barrett, Catherine Belsey, Greene and Kahn as some
of the major names in this enterprise. In contrast to the Frénch

and the English, the American current of feminist criticism has
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been criticized for its eclectic nature and for its insistence on
thé socio—historical approach. However, as pointed out by Janet
Todd, in Fgminist Literary History,(1988); this sOcio—historicai
enterprise was pioneering and is stiil ~inspirational; its
approach is historical and contextual, and its main depar%ﬁre is
women’'s experiences.

In opposition to traditional criticism, one of the main
topics of feminist criticism is the combination of the
theoretical and the personal, for feminists do believe that
literaturé and personal experiences are inseparable and
politicali Janet Todd .cites Millett, Gilbert,‘ Gubar and Elaine
Showalter as the main exponents of the socio-historical mode,.
which she characterizes as liberal and humanist in its
assumptions. Despite its differences in approaching the subject,
all trends are specifically ‘concerned with gender in literary
analysis; furthermore, as Tocd adds, che ‘European trends have
richly influenced the American socio—hictorical mode ;‘empiricist
in its origins - and have, likewise, been influenced by it. All
these tendencies have contributed not only to revise androcentric
literary modes but also to build feminist critical practices‘ -
most of which are directly rélated to the personal experiences of
women writers, creating thus a new way of interpreting reality
and also a.new female consciousness.

Because 1 _ have relied primarily on the'socio-Historical
mode for my analysis of Adrienne ﬁich it will be necessary to
examine more closely the revisionist strateqgies outlined by
Elaine Showalter and others. In 1979 Showalter publishes the

essay "Toward a Feminist Poetics", in which she recognizes
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revisionist modes and stages which characterize the practice of
feminist criticism. Its first stage, feminist critique, revises
male texts so as to expose sexist ideology by depicting . and
portraying the 0versihplified images of women which have helped
to perpetuate and disseminate the female condition as the "other"
in society and in literature. Some exﬁonents of this practice
have been Simone de Beauvoir, as %hbwn in the brevious chapter,
Kate Millett, as already pointed out in the beginning of this
chapter, and.others.

The éecond staée, gynocritics, focuses on women writers and
aims at the recovery. and rereading of female literature
throughout fime and space. This mode is also concerned with
style, themes, genres, images and patterns of individual or
collective female writers. Gynocriticism also includes the
research of female creativity, linguistics and the problems of
woman with male COnstrufted language. Thé tontroversial issue of
a unique female language, the trajéctor;.and stgdy of individual
or collective female literary traditions are its main concerns.
The program of gynocritiecs is to build a female frame for the
analysis of women’'s productibn, based ' upon a female culture, so
as to free literary criticism from male modes and models. This
culture is to be built considering the experiences‘of women, the
female way of  interpreting reality and the fofmation of a
specifically female consciousness. Séme names are impoftant in
regard to gynocriticism, suchvas.Patricia Meyek Spacks, Sandra
Gilbert and Susan Gubar, as mentioned before.

From this trend, a fhird stage has emerged .whicﬁ is

especially important since one of its major exponents - Adrienne
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Rich - is the object of this dissertation. One of the concerns of
this trend is to define a female way of writing, the expression
of a female aesthetics, revealing a unigue fémale consciousness.

Exhaustive discussions - and research regarding a wunique
female language have taken place within feminist criticism. After
-examining four theories regarding gender différences in women’'s
writing - biological, linguistic, psychological, and cultural,
Elaine Showalter, in "Feminist Criticism in the Wilderness"
(1981) argues that the specific features of women’'s writing are
outcomes nf their complex cultural 1locus in relation to the
general dominant culture. Showalter contends that female culture
is never purely woman defined, for its productions havé to cross
the boundacies of the dominant male culture in order to be
uttered. Such is the case of language, which is the raw material
for writérs, .and which isk pervaded by. dominant ideological
elements and myths. Woman's use df language reveals a
" double-voiced discourse, containing botn dominant and marginal
stories, images, themes, metaphocs, tone, plots, and so on. Thus,
the first task of feminist criticism, according to Showalter, is
to plot the cultural locus of female literary identity and to
show how the forces of such locus intersect with‘.the woman
writer’'s cultural field, so as to discover, understand and show
the situation pf woman’'s literary text, in order to discern
between inherited male patterns and a typically female mode. As a
resuit, the study of a female language, which is the third
revisibnist feminist trend, not only demands that female writing

be recognized as such, but also revises theoretical suppositions
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which have taken for granted the universality of discursive
forms.

More recently, in the Introduction of her collection of
essays Speaking of Gender (1989), Elaine Showalter states that a
meaningful chénge‘in the humanities area has taken place in the
1980°'s: the rising vof ”genaer" as a "category of analysis”.
Placed together with other important categories of analysis, suth
as those of class and race, gender difference has been 'accepted
not only as a matter of difference - man/ woman and male/female -
but also ;s a matter of powerband domination. As Showalter points
out,‘ whereas feminist criticism of the 1970's  focused
specifically on female modes of reading and wfiting, fehinist
criticism of the 1980°'s has emphasized the study of ggnder as
determining distinct,modes of reading and writing.

The fundamental task of establishing a female cultural
tradition has been achieved tﬁrough révision. By examining male
and female texts, anmalyzing the basis of the cohstruction of
gendered culture, detecting and understanding the forces that
intersect in any woman writer’s cultural field, a new way of
interpreting reality has been articulated.

Revisionism is defended by a great number of female «critics
and writers as a strategy for achieving a more woman—centered
poetics. Some of the most influential advocates of revisionism
are Showalter, Gilbert and Gubar, Elizabeth Meese; Greene and
Kahn, among others. Showalter agrees in The New Feminist
Criticism that the fundamental ideas of feminist critiéism have
come from revisions and reconsiderations of 1literary theary

itself. Gilbert and Gubar believe that for a woman writer to
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define herself as an author she must‘ revise and therefore
redefine the terms of her socialization (1979:49), which ihplies
a revision of her private and qulic spheres including a revision
of tﬁe mytﬁical images imposed by a male centered culture.' In
"I ife Studies, or, Speech After a Long Time of Silence: Feminist
Critics Today"v (1979), Sandra Gilbert affirms that feminist
éritical awareness is born together with a revisionary sense of
transformation. In another article, "What do Feminist Critics
Want? A Postcard from the Volcano” (1980), Gilbert argues that
feminist ériticism must revise the ideas and meanings of literary
history and literafy interpretation. She also says thatvwoman has
been culturally alienated due to.her‘muted condition, and only a
revision of the basis of her condition can lead her to a new
direction. Gilbert stresses the 6eed for the prefix ‘re-' in any
practice towards a female literary theory, such as re-viewing,
re-reading, re-—-imagining, re—thinking,f re—writing, re-vising,
re-interpreting, so as to re-make not ”;nly history and culture
but also 1literature. In sum, feminist criticism wurges - a
"re-vision of_pqrselves,‘our texts, our traditions", according to
Gilbert (44). For Gilbert and Gubar revision shall lead any
feminist to face her coﬁdition as woman, to face the politics of
gender in patriarchal society and, fundamentally, tq "redefine
the terms of her socialization (1979:49), which means that women
should revise the process by which she has interiorized the
dominant (patriarchal) 'rules, norms,v behaviours, values and
myths. |

In the, samé way , Elizabeth Meese, in Crossing the

Double—Cross:The Practice of Feminist Criticism (1986), in the
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chapter entitled "Sexual Politics and Critical Judgement",
affirms that "the principle task of feminist criticism, in
providing a necessary re-vision of the politics of "truth’, is to
make its own ideology explicit". If we seek to transform the
structures of authority, we must first name them, and in doing
s0, unmask and.expose them for all to see. Likewise, we should be
suspicious of gaining our ‘equality’ within an unoisturbed
hierarchical system. Furthermore, this "new politics” must not be
based upon negation but upon the positive deconstruction and
reconstruction of woman through the efforts: of feminist
practioners (17). The feminist critic, in order to work toward
the transformation of society, "attempts a particular kind of
duplicity: she works within the present order so that.she can
destroy it; she borrows its tools in order to subvert it" (147).

In Feminist Scholarehip and the ‘Social Construction of
Woman, Greene and Kahn reaffirm the fe@inist need not only to
revise concepts previously thought asponiversal, which indeed
Have served particular interests, but also to reestablish a
female perspective concerning rtheir experiences and cultural
contributions. Greene and Kahn;s main stance is that gender is a
social construction, and thue the central task of feminists is to
""deconstruct’ thebsocial construction of gender and the cultural
paradigms that support it" (2). Thus feminist literary critics
take charge of the connection of ideology and literature by
focusing on the ways ideology has been inscribed within literary
forms, styles, conventions, genres and the institutions of
literary production. Roland Barthes’'s, in Mytﬁologies (1973), hae

called these critics as 'myth deciphers’, and Greene and Gayle
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borrowed this term for feminiét critics. Thus, "a ‘feminist
interpretation of litérature.inVolves decoding many of the same
systems of sighifidations with which social @ scientists are
concernéd" (). In sum, for Greene and Kahn, one of the
revisionist solutions for feminist criticism in accessing a more
womanly oriented theory is deconstructionism. Based upon Jacques
Derrida’s model of deconstruction, both authors think in terms of‘
binary oppositions (private/public, nature/culture, male/female,
subjective/objective), which "implies the subordination of the
second elément to the first" (26). As ‘Greene and Kahn ,explain,

"deconstruction aims to expose and dismantle an epistemology

built on a set of hierarchical oppqsitions in which ‘man’ always
occupies the privileged position" (26). For them; bnly
deconstructionism can dismantle a historical male—-centered

criticism and its systems of theories or critical brocedures.
This kind of criticism attempts to shdwlkhat'is not visible, what
is ‘muted’. Its strategy enables the muéed group to speak.

One of the revisionist critics who will base my analysis of
tﬁe Changeé of Adrienne Rich’s poetry is Alicia Ostriker, who in
Stealing the Language: The Emergence of women'é Poetry in
America, explores a collective lfemale tradition in American
poetry. Her study aims at evincing the writers’ choices in
exploring experiences central to their gendgr and in discovering
"forms and styles appropriate to their exploration" (1987:7),
which ends in transforming the»history of poetry. Focusing on the

phases which characterize the emergence of a cultural movement in

terms of woman’'s poetry, Ostriker revises and recognizes several
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stages of development characterized by specific choices in tone,
subject, theme, plot and form, as it follows.

In reviewing her study, I am particqlarly interested in the
characteristics of female poetry after the explosibn of early
modernism. During  the 11950'5 formalism, nostalgia and
conservatism sprung from postwar America. The New "Criticism
required a rigid orthodoxy in literature and literary innovations
were not sought or expected. According to Ostriker, it was nqt a
good time “for women writers. The typically female poetry
"springing from the will to change was hibernating but not dead"
(56). Women's production of that time was thus marked by the
notion of confinement and cohstraiﬁt. Indeed, the poetry 6f this
period conveys a humble and modest persona. The poet appears to
be consciously uncritical of-her condition. These poems followed
masculine patterns of Content and form.

The second phase is centered on thé‘quest for an autonomous
definition of self. In the 1940°'s, whenmkhe woman poet begins the
expioration of her identity, she confronts two selves: on one
hand thefe is a feminine heritage which has been male delineated,
and on the other hand there 1s a wild and almost unexplored
female latent side. As Ostriker has observed "a woman seekihg for
identity is like a woman attempting to give birth to  herself"
(59). As the subservient, marginal and muted part in ‘the
traditional gender relation, where man is the dominator, the
woman poet feels marginalized, inferior and inadequate. As the
other in a relation where man is the subject, the woﬁan poet

finds herself without any autonomy; she feels inadequate for her

identity has been defined by‘others. She has been assigned two
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'antagonistic roles: the angel or the monster, resulting in
crisis. This crisis leads fo a blurred identity, in spite of
being undesired by her. Poems of fhis nhase reveal a fragmentéd
woman who is unable to join her divided selves or to achieve her
wholeness. This self-division reflects in the style and/ or the
substance of her poetry: whereas the style may be hard, cold,
rigid, rational, demostrating control, impersonality, and
dispassionateness through the use of parody énd modkery, the
substance may be hér daily life and feelings where she questions
the roles'of daughter, wife, mother, the domestic routine, the
classrnom, the job market. The poét may show her indignation with
these roles through thé position of complainer. She is, torn,
alone, "unlearning to not speak" (60), confused and tormented
("Divided Seives:The Quest for Identity", 90)5 Ostriker also
points out that when searthing for an identity woman has
encountered the complications arising frnm a desire to draw the
proper "maps of the female body, the fennle passions, the female
mind and spirit" (90), thus attempting thebdemythification of
these mysteries.

In the attempt to define her proper identity, the woman
poet’'s innlination is to start with her body as a ‘means to
analyze reality. By looking for the meanings of her body and thus
speaking of .them as cnnnected with reality, women poets have
shown during the last two decades a move away from unorthodoxy.
In doing so wonen writers ha?e broken with the convention that it
is unfeminine and pronibited_for a female poet to write about her
attitudes towards the body. it must be remembered that female

biology has been male organized so as to serve the species
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through pregnancy, childbirth, lactation. Furthermore woman has
been related to nature as an object to be desired or feared; this
suits De Beauvoir’'s thought that women should threaten
"traditional interpretatiqns:of woman as the desired and dreaded
other"'(DeBeaﬁvoir 108), by resisting qonventional significations
and implying alternatives. Women poets have explored "their
bodies with decreasing embarrassment and increasing eﬁthgsiasm"

(Ostfiker 92). Women writers have written about the sensations of
making love, ébout their faces and hands, their menstrual
periods, their necks and breasts, aé a means to reléase theif
anatomy so long entrapped in taboos. Several strategies arise
from this need of expressing bodily experienées: some reject the
body.on account of its vulnerability{ others affirm the body as a
source of power. The body as.a source of power - for exampie -
gives rise to some specific imageries, which revise elements of
nature through the reference of femalé: body, such as: water,
moon, earth, and living things. These mé&aphors serve aé examples
of womén's alternative visipn, differiﬁg from the traditional
vision. The female body relafed to the imagery of water, for
example, comes to mean security instead of the conventionalized
feminine dread. This attitude of women poets .-shows their
awareness regarding the 1linking of body and intellect and the
politics of both.

In ﬁhe fourth phase towards her task of self-awareness the
woman writer releases her anger and violence as a reaction to the
realization of man's power and woman’'s powerlessness. This is a
necessary phase because the poet comés into contact with the

repressed anger and breaks conventions by expressing it in verse.
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This enables fhev woman poet to fdster her procesé of
consciousness raising. There are three patterns in an increasing
order of complexity within the story of female rage: the
viétimization, the huge explosion of violence and.the,critique of
gender polarization (Ostrikef 127). The victimization writing is
‘characterized by woman’'s indignance toﬁards man’'s rationality and
control. One position is the demythification of the masculine
power, through the image of man as cold; abstract, mechanical,
armoured, firm, inflexible, authoritative. Another pattern of
releasing‘anger is when the woman poet responds with violentb
language, ""generating .an extraprdinary eruption of vengeance
fanfasies... twisting and inverting the plot qf ~victimization"
(140). The woman poet thus becomes aggressive, furious, scornful,
embodying what is most dreaded and repressed in traditional
feminiﬁe imagery. A revenge fantasy with an inversion of plot -
table turning fantasies - hay be, for exémple, a woman killing a
man. Madness, murder, suicide are all ;iolent imageries used by
the female poet as a way of releasing her anger. These
destructive images may be the only liberating aét for the feeling
of powerlessness of the woman poet. The desire to die, to kill
and to become mad derive from her powerlessness for they would
bring the obliteration of consciousneés.' The poét' usés these‘
destructive desires to disguise her position and diminish her
powerlessness, yet a more effective solution for her problem is
not accomplished. |

Finally, in order to analyze and depict the politics of
anger and violence in female poems one has to consider the

principle of duplicity. This principle, which may be encountered
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in'most female poems of all phases, és well as in other genres,
clearly transmits one message and covertly a contrary one.
Indeed, this principlé requires'ffom the reader a decodification
of‘the unspoken message. "I want to kill "may also mean "1 want
to die", and "I Qant to die"” wmay also wmean "I ~want to kill"
(Ostriker, 1987: 149).. The delicitous nature of female rage in
poetry may explain the politics of anger: the Origins of anger
which is due to a gender relsfion where woman is the dominated,
and also‘the consequences of_woman's indignation regarding this
situation.

The release of anger is a nécessary step for the process of
a critical consciousness towards a more genuihe female self,
cultsre and poetry. Instead of proposing a solution for the
gender relations of power these poems exhibit a woman rebelling
angrily against gender iméges and relations. The woman poet
becomes aggrsssive, exhibiting a cOnvedﬁional masculine feeling
and behaviour proper. of the system shs\condemns. Sometimes the
female persona’s anger may be misdirected towards the wrong
target, that is, at other women, instéad of at patriarchy. These
woman poets are most of the time authoritarian, oppressive,
violent, offensive, aggressive and destructive. .The release of
anger 1is only a phase which characterizes ‘the woman poet’'s
consciousness of her cultural position. This attitude does not
suggest a different gender structure from that of .
dominance-submission, but only retaliates and serves to reinforce
gender polarization. The poet entraps herself and the readers

into the idea of an immutable, disgusting and hopeless situation.

In chapter five Ostriker writes about the quest of female love
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and desire. She wuses the “term "imperative of intimacy" +to
describe how women = poets have revised and . eradicated_
conventionalities regarding - the meaning of love cdnnected to
woman. Love can be either the erotical love in relation to lovers
independently of sexual option, the friendly love regarding
family, and the integration of the self; The “imperative of
intimacy" challenges the traditional meaning and boundaries of
love, with the <classical gender polarities of dominance .and
subordination, by proposing touch, mutuality and interaction with
her self énd with other women. These pbems proposevthe healing
and the union of the divided selves not only within the womén
(individual and personal) but also among all women (communal and
public). Another feature of these poems is the close intimacy
between woman (private) and poet (public), of poet and reader, of
body and intellect, bf.angel and monster. In sum, "the imperétive
of ihtimacy" imﬁlies the ‘eradication: of  any dualism, any
polarity, any divisions which have ;erved to reinforce any
relation of power. So, the imperative of intimacy refuses to
distance a woman’'s self from her other selves, a woman from other
women, by driving the female poetv to "the ‘dream of a commom
lanjuage“. This is no more than a communal idéntity and implies a
common and unique ;onscioqsness, a common and wunique world»
(history and culture), a commom and unique éystem_ of
communication, a commom and uﬁique literary heritége more female
oriented.

Finally, in .the chapter "The Thieves of Language: Women
‘Poets and Revisionist Mythology" (1987) Alicia Ostriker advoéates

what she terms "revisionist mythmaking" as the major strategy for
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redefining both . a female consciousness and a female culture.
Ostriker shows that in this way woman is able to hold a more
authoritative stance. For Ostriker myth depersonalizes people,
thus, in order to allow their muted or marginal experience to
surface women poets must revise and debunkrthe my ths ehbedded in
male language and experience, regarding gender relations and
roles. The.result of such practice is a female Atransformative
poetics, in which the poet moves from the position of 6ther
towards the. position of subject. This tactics of "revisionist
mythmakiné" is.one in which :the poet simultaneously revises and
"deconstructs a prior ‘myth’ or ‘story’" ‘(classical and modern
myths, fairy and folk tales), which was formerly acceptéd. and
defined by the dominant culture and "constructs a new myth
which includes, instead of,exciuding, herself“ (212). Ostriker
continues affirming that "whenever a poet employs a figure or
'story previously acceptgd and. defined 6} a culture, the poet is
using myth, and the potential ié alwayspﬁresent that the use will
be revisionist" (212). This means that the poét may use
traditional figures, taleé, thoughts, gender archetypes or
stereotypes aiming at revising, demythifing, destroying and then
proposing others more femaie—centered., The épparent rigidity of
myths presented in types such as -archetypes or stereotypes are
challenged and replaced by open forms less crystalized, such as
prototypes, which are the original and fundamental types opened
to transformations. These women poets are rather worried in
contributing with values and types accessible to discussions and
changes than imposing closed and rigid significances. With this

attitude women poets show to be against repeating the inflexible
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attitudes of the male—centeéed cul ture and literéry criticism
they criticize. Indeed Rich declares in hef article "When We Dead
Awaken" that revisionist attitude is "an act of survival® ...‘and
"we need to know the writing of the past, and know it differently
than we have ever known it; not to pass on a traditionvbut to
bréak its hold over._us" s0 as to tell anotﬁer story (37). This
reflects, therefore, a new consciousness and a new interpretation
of reality. Ostriker affirms that by transfqrmingbthe self the
woman poetvis at the same time_tfansforming cul ture.

Anotﬁer revisionist critic is Rachel Blau DuPlessis who in
her book Writing Beyond the Ending: Narrative Stfategies of
Twentieth Century Women Writers (1985) carries out a «critical
study of how some women writers of the twentieth century attempt
the production of culturally needed and feasible meanings, by
revising, delegitimating and inventing new open—ende¢ stories
based ubon existent myths. DuPlessis'Sﬁudy-isv grounded on the
belief that any liferarybtext or lite;;ry convention, such és
plot, character, tone and theme, éxpresses idéology. For her any
literary convention depicts and interprets social experiences,
and thus influences the way people think, behave and see world.
As DuPlessis ésserts, stories ‘are ideologies that ‘'shape’ our
concept of reality. Thus, considering that literary conventions
function according to dominant ideology, the solution is revision'
of cultural and literary. conventions,v attempting for
counter-ideological solutions regarding the fundamental
contradiction.

As a matter of fact the proposal of thoseb writers, as

criticallly analyzed by DuPlessis, is that of creating strategies
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for writing beyond the eétablished limits by using. types and-
forms which are further from male idealized gender roles and
images and nearér to female reality. Writing in this way, or
re-~writing, means that the muted side of woman is then explored
through revision and manifested through language. DuPlessis
focuses on the many specifically revisionist strategies employed .
by contemporary novelists and poets, including the one which
particularly interests us: "revisionar* my thpoesis". Similar to
Ostriker’'s strategy the namevbf this kind of strategy as chosen
and applied in this study is ‘"revisionist mythpoesis", or
"revisionist hythmaking". |

In "'Perceiving the Dtﬁer Side of Everything': Tactics. 6f
Revisionary WMythpoesis", DuPlessis‘ affirms that contemporary
women poets are revising "culturally resonant material”, such as
classical and modern myths, biblical matters, and fairy tales.
Working with Roland Barthes’' concept of'@yth; she sees the aim of
a critical revisionist my thpoesis a;‘ that of transforming,
crossing over the established culturai values and conventions in
literature, by exposing its contradictions.'

There are two main téctics of "revisibnary/revisionist
my thpoesis" which reveal the poet'slattitude towards the poetry:
displacement and delegitimation. This first occurs whenever there
is a dislocation, a movement of attention to . the other side of
the story.vThis is what Virginia Woolf called as "breaking the
sentence” in A Room of One’'s Own (1977), as seen in the previous
chapter. According to DuPléssis, displatement is an engaged
identification with otherness, "é participant observer's

investigation of the claims of those parts of culture and
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personality that are taboos, despised, marginalized" (133).
Whenever there is a displacement of attention to the other ' side
of the story, it means thatbwhat was previously marginalized and
despised about women becomes the focus. This ‘displacement’
brings about a commitment with the writer’'s category of the
other. The persona is conscious of her condition, but she feels
unable to change the situation. The new sentence comes‘ffom the
other side of eyerything, érticulating things which were not
noticed before; the new sentence gives authority to ﬁhe teller
and powervto the story, so as to confront the cultural weight of
society. Another aspect of displacement is that it puts the
female ego and voice at the center of the tale through a reversal
of the traditional plot, role, image, and/or story »regarding
gender roles and images. | |

The second factics of the critique of my th is
"delegitimation” of "the known tale,; a -critiﬁué 1evgn unto
sequences and priorities of narrative"rkIOB). This implies the
revision and critical creation upon the established story: tone,
theme, imagery, gender ro}eé and images. One example may be a
conventional feminine persona 6rvprotagonist who ié the other and
turns to be a female unconventionai subject of the tale; story or
poem. Delegitimation is just'like.“breaking the sequence", which
is the other tactics suggested by Virginia Woolf (1977). It.ig a
break with conventional morality, values Aand po}itics. ' By
breaking the sequence of plot structures.through the changing of
the sequence of events of a previous story, the woman poet allows

her own consciousness to take precedence over cultural 1literary
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conventions. That 1is, there is a change of consciousness and
therefore a break with the eétablishment.

-DuPlessis also approaches revisionist mythmaking in the
article "“"The Critique of Consciousness and‘Myth in Levertov,
Rich, and Rukeyeser" to illustrate how poets Denise Levertov,
Adriennne Rich and Muriel Rukeyser have "invented
self-exploratory and culturally reevaluative quest plots, so that
the act of cultural criticism bgcame their central lyric act,
from the critidue of language and consciousness to its necessary
extension; the discussion of the individual in history" (124).
The first task of the woman poet is to "kiil the angel in the
house", which implies "the critique of old feminine
consciousness" (124), and also of the prevailing culture with its
ideology, myths, stereotypes and archetypes, besides: the
eradication of gender taboos. The second task implies .ih the
revision and destruction of patriarchaltideolbgy with its myths
through "aggressive truth—telling from“}emale experiences"” plus
the "expression of muted insights" (125). So, by breaking the
sentence and sequence of traditional myths which support critical
perceptions about the nature of womén, and by reevaluating myths
which invalidate and cripple women, Rukeyser, Levertov and Rich
have contributed to the transformation of traditional ' practices
and new theories for feminist criticism. According to DuPlessis,
if women writers had not gone beyond the "ending" of the implied
story, they would have been doomed to be muted fofever.

Both Ostriker and DuPlessis point out the necessity for
women writers to revise, analyze and empty the brevious myths of

their old signification, and then replace this myth by filling it
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with a more female signification, according to the female
writer's new interpretation of reality. In sum, by breaking the
sentence and the sequence of plot structures,vwomen are not only
able to express their formerly .muted experiences, feelings,
desires, values, but also to create a more female culture and
poetry.

Indeed, the strategy of "revisionist my thmaking", as a
whole, aims at transforming consciousness and culture through the
demythification of male ideologyrand its myths, by proposing a
more female oriented consoiousness and culture not so closed and
inflexible to changes as conventionally presented by siereotypes
and archetypes. Prototypes of gender roles and images are offéred
as solutions; most of the time the writer shows to be opened to
other transformations, sometimes presented as prototypes of
gender roles and imageg. | |

In "A Common Language: The Americén woman Poet"”, Barbara
Gelpi’'s revisionist position leads ho} to apply a model of
literature from underprivilegod_groups in order to describe the
phases that a femaie litefary culture may develop gradoally
towaros a more authentie female literary culture and history.
Gelpi recognizes five ways which characterize the female poet’'s
reactions in regard to their dominated cultural condition. Anger
- indignation regarding her cultural 1locus - 1is the basic
reaction, which consequently leads to other reactions. In the
first stage the female Qriter ignoreé her histofical condition.
As she supresses her anger much of her creative potentiality
tends to be trapped in her psyche. Considering that the writer is

uncritical of her condition she may identify with the oppressors,
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and may also sho@ fear of the unknown without attempting any
self-investigation. In the second phase the writer acknowledges
her victimization but as sométhing natural and immutable; she can
become aggressive and feel self-scorn, self-hatred, body-hatred,
man—-hatred, mother-hatred. The female wiriter as a victim is a
moaner; her poetry may be a lamentation. In regard to this phase
of woman’'s awakening consciousness, Rich affirms in "When We Dead
Awaken".that "much ofl woman’'s ppetry has been of the nature of
the blues song: a ‘cry of pain, of victimization, or a lyric of
seductiond (48). Thus the female writer shows in her poetry the
double consciousness which is the result ofvthe conflict between
her own feelings and desires and the ones assigned‘to her. Then,
in the third stage ' the female author releases her anger, her
indignation, as a reaction against'seeing herself as a fated
victim. This is the creative anger and thus the writing may be
violent and excessive (270). Gélpi, né&ertheless, argues tﬁat
this is only an intermediate phase tow;}ds others in which the_
female writer, inétead of complaining or releasing her anger
starts to demythicize male ideologies and myths and consequently
the attempt of creating a more female self and cuiture. For
Gelpi, anger cannot be "a permanént_source of creativity" (270).
>In this way the writer transcends the phase of releasing anger,
towards a new vision of self and culture and therefore a new
basis for creativity (270). This is the fourth pﬁase in which the
female writer starts to ré—integrate the self replacing the
victim creature or tﬁe parélyzed compiainer _by the woman in
search of her identity, her plaﬁe, culture and poetry. Accarding

to Gelpi these stages above, though not always in a fixed order



38

ar sequence, méy characterize the woman process towards a new
female literary tradition. For Gelpi these steps or catégories do
not always serve for aesthetic analysis. They serve fundamenta;ly
for defining a female state of‘ consciousness, and also for
conveyiﬁg the historical progression of 'the female writer as
appears in her works.

The steps above with their categories and modes and also the
female poet révisionist attitude, on which the steps ére based,
show that female poets are doing away with the concept that
conventioﬁal gender patferns‘and myths are‘naturaly immutable and
ideal. The myth that woman cannot be a poet who creates her own
literary_strategies s0o as to write her femaleness is_ therefore
destroyed. In the place of fhis myth a new woman poet emerges; a
new woman in search of her identity and of her own .values,
customs, language and images; a new woman creating her own myth
based upon her own experiences and emotionSa Thesé women poets,
such as Anne Sexton, Sylvia Plath andﬂédrienne Rich have been
creating their own literary . trédition by going, searching and
writing beyond the establishéd ‘endings’.

Such a revisionist gttitude has, in fact, motivated and
directed the careers of many female writers in recent decades.
But one certainly .can not talk about revisionist attitude
without referring to the poet and critic Adrienne Rich, who was
the first to thebrize, in the article "When We Dead Awaken:
Writing aéARevision" the stfategy of ‘"revision". Adrienne Richb
has been one of the great exbbnents of the revisionist mythhaking
strategy, from her process of awakeniné consciousness oﬁwards.

Revisionist mythmaking has been of great use in demonstrating the
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constant transfqrmations‘ of Rich’'s poetry towards a female
poetics.

Revisionist posifion in general is, indeed, the basis for
the analyéis of Rich's arficles and poetry. In order to support
the analysis of the changes of Adrienne Rich’'s poetry throughout
her career, I base my analysis on the theoretital propositions”
preseﬁted above. Adrienne Rich, as seen next, is the outstanding
e*ample of a woman writer who revisea and transformed her private
and public life completely, showing how a woman writer can take
conscio@sﬁess of her conditioh, and instead of giving up, propose

another ideology and other more woman oriented myths.



CHAPTER 11

THE CRITICAL CONCERNS OF ADRIENNE RICH

The revisionist attitqde which has been the fandation of
feminist criticism ~and theory has motivated and conducted
Adrienne Rich’'s career. It has also‘pkovided_the basic solution
for the many problems she'en#ountered as a woman and a poet in a
male cehtered culture. In this .chaﬁter I will examine the
elements fhat have formed Adrienne Rich's worldview and tﬁeir
influence on her poetics. The fdcus will be on ‘the critical
essays comprised in her two books, On‘Lies, Sgcrets and‘Silences,
Selected Prose 1966—1978, published in 1979, énd Blood, Bread,
and Poetry 1979-1985, first issued in 1986 (from now'dn referred
to as OLSS and BBP). |

In OLSS Adrienne Rich shaws the pracess af  re-disravering,
re—seeing, re—-reading, fe—analyzing, re—-building (re—vising)_ her
self, the reality surrounding her and also her poetics. As a
consequence of her process of transformation, it does not show a
linear and smooth development.v Rich says, "1 trust the
contradictions and reﬁetitions in this book tq speak for
themselves"” (18). Sometimes she disagrees with herself, while at
others she finds herself tender and severe in relation to her
being and a;ting. Adrienne Rich confesses.that this‘book is "part
of the‘ effort to define  a female consciousness, which is
political, aesfhetic, andtnerotic", and which declines the
inclusion in "this culture of female passivity" (18); Adrienne

Rich draws and defines her ‘revisionist attitude by revising ther -
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own poetry, the texts of othér female poets, and also some social
issués. In the process Rich questions male céntered culture, its
ideology, its institutions, its effects upon women and.men. She
tries to understand, demythicize and wunveil the lies (thé
distortions fegarding women’'s images and desires), the secrets
(what both genders have been hiding about women), and the
silences (Qhat woman has nevér said for fear, or for ignorance),‘
regarding women from the perspective of gender relations. Tﬁe
essays comprised in this bobk serve as a sample of the best
feminist ériticism of the first phase. They show the trajectofy
of Rich’'s process of awakening cohsciousness from the cafegory of
"other" towards the categofy of "subject", her analyses of others
female writers as well as a revision of some issues linked
directly with womah,'such aé education, work, family, bfeminism,
motherhood, lesbianism.

In BBP Adrienne Rich connects yiterary production with
politics in society and particularly inmliterature. Similarly to
her early articles but with a broader understanding'of..feminism,
Rich grounds her critical esséys and lectures on gender,‘but she
adds other categories .which also characterize and influence
women. At this time Rich shows the need of the feminist movement
to reyise and redefine its lines so as to be coherent with the
fight for all women. Rich also declares that all the essays have
been re-vised, re-—-evaluated, and re-written before the book was
published, and that they are, therefore, "indicative of a
continuing exploration, not of a destination” (xi;). For her,
gender, class, race, réligion and sexual option converge as

points of domination: "“there is no ‘primary oppression’ or
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‘contrédiction;, and it is not patriarchy alone that must be
comprehended and dismantled" (xi). Rich reinforces and enlarges
the feminist principle that the prlic and the personal are
political, and that, as dimensions of a totality, these elements
are in£erdependent on one another. As a matter of fact Adrienne
Rich asserts that the prose.contained in this book focuses “less
about poems themselves and more about the social and hiétorical
conditions of their makiné" (xiii), hence the title of her book:
thé blood that relates to the hard work, the suffering, pf a
woman wrifer making poetry in a.cpunfry which aims at pfofit - a
capitalist country, a male centered culture, a white supremacist
couhtry; the bread which means financial support for a female:
boet; the poetry that refers to the.writing of poetry as é result
of the cultural, historical,v geographical, social and political
conditions for such. |

Iﬁ order to achieve the objéctiveg;oflthis chapter, 1 lwill
follow three main steps. First, T will ;resent a brief historical
‘introduction of Adrienne Rich’'s personal and public @ life,
attempting to show how Rich has focused‘on some of the aspects
that influenced the formation of her worldview. Then, I will be
pointing out some of the ‘problems and contradictions Rich has.
confronted in a male centered culfurg. Finally I will be showing
that, as Rich becomes increasingly aware of her problems and
contradictions, her situation becomes unbearable, and so she
begins to question and embark in a process of ‘awakening
consciousness’, with the consequent loss of effectivenéss of the

dominant ideology and myths upon herself.
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The poet and critic Adrienne Rich was born in Meryland in North
America, a white and male eominant culture, in 1929. As‘ she
herself says, she " was "the ' daughter of-va Jewish father and a
Pretestant mothef”, a "thte woman th had never known hunger or
-homelessness, growing up in the suburbs of a deeply .segregated
city in which,«neighborhoods'were also dictated along religious
line: Christian and Jewish” (1987:168). Among the established
cultural privileges of class, colour, and to a certain extent
nationalify, which place Rich at the center of the establishment,
there were some underprivileged characteristics, such as those of
being female and Jewish, which place her at the margins as a
writer. Actually, these were some of the aspects that heve
influenced Adrienne Rich’'s wofldview and how she has related with
reality - her consciousness - ‘which in  turn have: dikectly
influenced in her poetics.?*

Rich's.worldview has been influeeced by many fpkces -
persoﬁel, social, historical, cultural, economical, and
political conditions - which inevitably involve the many
relations of power 1in society. Her worldview, in this way, is
inevitably politi;al,‘as she herself affirms : "my personal world
view at sixteen, as at twenfy—six, was itself being created by
political conditions" (1987:171). Rich’'s worldview therefore
reflects the politics of gehder, of colour,'ef class, of eexual
option, of nationality, of Efeligion, of the contemporary woman,
of traditional literature and its criticism, of the emergent
- feminist ;riticism, as she herself recognizes:

I was not a man; I was white in a white-supremacist
society; I was being educated from the perspective of a
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particular class; my father was an "assimilated" Jew in an
anti-Semitic world, my mother a white southern Protestant;
there were particular  historical currents on which my
consciousness would come together, piece by piece. My
personal world view was shaped in part by the poetry I had
read, a poetry written almost entirely by white Anglo-Saxon
men, a few women, Celts and Frenchmen nothwisthstanding.
Thus, no poetry. in the Spanish language or from Africa or
China or the Middle East. My personal world view, which like
sO many Yyoung people 1 carried as a conviction of my
uniqueness, was not original with me, but was, rather,
untutored and half-conscious rendering of the facts of blood
and bread, the social and political forces of my time and
place. (1987:171) ‘ ‘

The ideology of the dominant group had therefore pervaded Rich’'s
life, by influencing her consciousness and consequently her art.
Although not perceived at first her worldview is later understood
as related not only to 'her gender, but  also to many other
forces. And, though Rich affirms that these dimensions have
constituted her as "a complex identity" (1987:xii), some of them
will be approached in isolation for analytical purposes.

The fact of being born and raised in The United States of
America, for instance, forms the bhsis of her thinking.
Contradicting Virginia Woolf, who said, "As a woman my country is
the whole world", Adrienne Rich's revisionism emphasizes: "as a
woman I have a country; ...l need to understand how a place on
the map is also a place in history"™ (1987:212). As an American
woman Adrienne Rich shows to be aware of the influence of
American culture, ideology, and myths upon herself:

As women, I think it is essential that we admit and explore

our cultural identities,' our national identities, even as we

reject the patriotism, jingoism, nationalism offered to us

as ‘'The American way of life’'., (1987:183)

Indeed, Rich emphasizes how her national and cultural identity

has affected her whole life. Socialized to perceive the world
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according to the interests of American ideology and its myths,

she saw herself, at eleven, as the center of the universes:

Adrienne Rich

14 Edgevale Road

Baltimore, Maryland

The United States of America
The Continent of North America
The Western Hemisphere

The Earth

The Solar System

The Universe (1987:211-212)

Only much later does she realize that the image America has
attempted to spread all over the universe - as free, united,
helpful, the best country of the universe - contradicts its
reality. Rich takes awéy the mask that veiled her country and
concludes that the UsA is classist, mysoginist, racist,
imperialist and anti-semitic:

Our government keeps telling us that its thumbprint of

violence all over the world is for our protection, our

national interests and security. Yet in this free country,
in this city of art and culture and "free" enterprise, men
and women are picking their food from garbage cans on

Broadway. In this advanced technological society, 40 percent

of all adults can barely read and 20 percent are

functionally illiterate. In this «city, as across the
country, Black and Hispanics women and men, and white women
are living in the very basement of economy, a whole
generation of youth is being wasted by neglect and violence,
while a generation of elders —— 72 percent of them women --

is dying in poverty, forgotten. (1987:161)

By exposing some of 1its contradictions, Rich demythicizes the
ideological American reality and frees herself from its hold.

Another of the "privileges" enjoyed by Rich is that of being
white in a female body. The politics of colour therefore

influenced her being and acting, as she recognizes in the

following text written in 19634:
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" This body. White, female; or female, white... I was defined
as white before 1 was defined as female....The politics of
location...the implications of white identity were mystified
by the presumption that white people are the center of the
universe. (1987:215)

In the 1light of such declaration, Rich then demythicizes the
American discourse which conVeys that everybody, independently'of
colour, is to be considered equal.

A high level of educatioh and her middle-class social
condition were some other aspects which contributed-to_Rich's way
of interpreting the world, as she points out in her outstanding
article "When We Dead Awaken”. Indeed the importance of this
article lies in the fact that through revision Adrienne Rich
theorizes the female author's process of awakening' consciousness
and that she uses her own process to exemplify it: "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" (1979:38).

When compared to many other women of her time and place,
Adrienne Rich was really fortunate in terms of education, class
and colour. She graduated from Radcliffe College in 1951, and did
not suffer from starvation, or illiteracy, or prejudice against
her colour, as many American women did. Regarding her gifted
situation in comparison to other women, she says:

Like Virginia [Woolfl I am aware of the women who are not

with us here because they are washing the dishes and looking

after the children. ...And I am thinking also of women

...who are washing other people's dishes and caring for

other people’'s children, not to mention women who went on

the streets 1last night in order to feed their children.
(1979:38) '
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Positively, Adrienne Rich shows that she was aware that she and
the other women who were tﬁgether with the same pQrposes, had
some advantages over other women .

Developing this idea, Rich emphasizes that she and women. in
general have internalized and tried to fulfill the myth‘of the
"special woman", "romanticized”" by men:

...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. (1979:38)
éware that by embodying this myth women did not threaten male
hegemony, Rich exposesl one of the aspects of the myth of the
"other". Besides the "specia} woman...is also the token woman"
(1979:38), that woman who is encouraged to see herself
differently from others due to some talent.'vMaintéining a
separatist position in relation to othef'womén and sometimes even
hating them, the special womén stays at thev side of man
(1987:1-10).

Adrienne Rich acknbwledges that her father was the man who
"encoﬁraged [her] to read and write" (1979:35). Rich's father
was indeeq very influential on her choice of a career. He offered
her,vamong ofher thingé, the opportunity to study the great
classics and taking up the éraft of writing poetry. In regard to
this subject, Wendy Martin - a researcher of Adrienne Rich’'s

life and work - cites Rich's own words saying that her father

pushéd her to "work, work/harder than anyone has worked before",
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and to strugéle for excellence (1984:167). 'Rieh learned her
lesson - her cfaft - very well,

As many women poets, Adrienne Rich etates that she. learnee
the craft of writing poetry from the men she most admired and who
were conventionally considered ae bhighly instrumentalized and
intellectualized men. Rich is aware that she started writing
within a traditional male deminant literary framework: "I know
that my style was formed fifst by male poetry: by the men I was
reading as an undergraduate —.Frost, Dylan Thomas, Donne, Auden,
MacNiece,IStevens, Yeats. What I chiefly learned frDm‘them was
craft"” (1979:41). Though a talented poet, Rich in fact learned-
her lesson by behaving and writing -aecording to the myth of the
"other", the traditional mythical image of the "angel", the
‘special woman and to a certain extent the token woman in society
and in literature. In her first poetry one can notice that she
" followed conventions with an uncritical ﬁensciousness as if these
literary modes were_the only ones-suited‘to'a woman poet.

Althoggh Adrienne Rich herself declares that her styie was
shaped firstvby male poets (NNDA 1971) one cannot forget that -
throughout the time - Rich'slstfle also received influences from
Emily Dickinson. In her arficle “Veeuvius at Home:The Power of
Emily Dickinson“ (1975), for instance, Adrienne Rich reveals that
for "years ([she had] been‘ not so much envisioning Emily
Dickinson as trying to visit, to enter her mind, through her
poems and 1etters..." (159). In spite of Dickinson‘s influence,
Adrienne Rich’'s first wrote as male centered cultufe determined:

like an "angel".
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Indeed, Wendy Martin comments that "as a young woman, Rich
wrote elégantly crafted, tightly rhymed, prize-winning pqetry"
(168). As she followed feminine conventionalized ways of writiﬁg,
Adrienne Rich was respected for writing‘in .ab"pure and lovely"
way, as the special woman, deli¢ate and ffail, fhe obedient
submissive angel poet who writes according to the roles assigned
to her. She was thus acknowledged for fulfilling the expectations
and ihterests of a ‘male. centered criticism, rather' than
fulfilling her own female désires and needs. Indeed, her first
'collectioﬁ of poehs A Change of World (1951) was praised by W. H.
Auden for its female modesty and neatness, suggesting, thus,
obedience and respect for male masters. As he nofes "eo. the
poehs a reader will encounter in this book are neatly and
modestly dressed, speak quietly but not mumble, respect _their
elders but are not cowed by them, and do not tell fibs: that, for
a first volume, is a'good deal" (quotedf in Gelpi 126-127). And
Randall Ja?rell, in a review of The“\Diamond Cutters (1955)
exalted the myth of the angei with its _characteristics‘ of
~femininity, of sweetness, in AdriennebRich's poems:

It seems to me that she herself is, often, a good poet who

is all too good —-- one who can afford to be wild tomorrow;

meanwhile, today, she 1is also an endearing and delightful

poet, one who deserves Shakespeare’'s favorite adjective,

sweet. (quoted in Gelpi 129)
In the light of such criticism upon Adrienne Rich's early work,
we can perceive that until the beginning of the 1960°'s, Adrienne
Rich lived according to the dominant ideology, as if it were her
own ideology. Her litérary production fbliowed fhe cultural

tradition of the literary establishment, in terms of both content
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and form, as I will attemptvto show in the next chapter. At no
homent of Rich's early poetry ére there hints that she was. aware
of her situation as "the other" (the marginal, the muted, the
dominated, the secondary). .MQch to the contrary,. Rich first
believed that the literary principles presented to her were the
only valid ones. As a tqken woman she believed that incdrporating
the myth of the special woman, shé‘would be accepted by thé
traditional critical community. Though in 1971 Rich‘would affirm
that litérary production conQeys unconscious knowledge - "poéms
are like dreams: in them you put whaf you don‘t know you know"
(1979:40) -~ during the fifties and sikties, Rich still had a
rather uncritical view of her role as a poet.

Al though, on the one hand, Rich’s education privileged her
with a high standard of taste'plus a wide knqwledge of poetry, on
_the other, this male-centerd education hindered her development
as a woman and writér in many ways. Educétion, as an apparatus of
ideplqu, was thus a means to make Ricgvbelievé that the images
and roles attributed to women, in society and literature were
natural and universal. Later on, as developed in this same
chapter, Rich becomes aware fhat these feminine imageé and roles
afe unsuited to her new female aspirations. At this momént
patriarchal ideplogy conveyed throqgh education will enter in
conflict with Adrienne Richfé femaleness in emergence. The basic
conflict refers to what culture haé said to be female and woman’'s
desires, feelings .and needé. So, Adrienne Rich .denounces how

ideological has been the education offered to woman:

As women have gradually - and reluctantly been admitted into
the mainstream of higher education, they have been made
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participants in a system that prepares men to take up roles
of power in a man—centered society, that asks questions and
teaches "facts" generated by a male intellectual tradition,
and that both subtly and openly confirms men as the leaders
and shapers of human destiny both within and outside
academia. (1987:127) '

But in the beginning of her career she behaved as most educated
or special women did, striving to please her father, her masters

‘and the traditional dominant literary criticism, as she observes:

So for about twenty years I wrote for a particular man, who
criticized and praized me and made me feel 1 was indeed
"special". The obverse side of this, of course, was that 1
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. (1979:38-39).

Rich's words show her awareness of her uncritical consciousnesgl
of the past.

Another problem Rich.:faced due ;to this .male centered

culture, with its ideology>‘and myths”waé 1the lack of female

- reference tb counterbalance male distortions of female images and

roles, 1in society and in litérature (as characters or as

writers). By 1971 she realizes how the mythical images of women

have really hindered her deVelopment as a woman writer:

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....[The woman writer] goes to poetry or fiction

looking for her way of being in the world, since she too has
been putting words and images together; she is looking
eagerly for guides, maps, possibilities; 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
or Tess or Salome, but precisely what she does not find is
that absorbed, drudging, puzzled, sometimes inspired
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creature, herself, who sits at a desk trying to put words
together. (1979:39) ’ o :
Whenever looking for directions, for‘examples which would become
_compatibie with her female being in emérgence, Rich fand almost
nothing that could help her éearch. When she did find modéls, she
encountered different, unsuitable images and values from what she
was really feeling and experiencing at that moment of her life.
Rich suffered a disjunction between what was said to be female
and what she was experiencing and discovering-aﬁbut herself and
about hisfory and cUthre.

Progressively aware of this contradiction, Rich becomes
criticél of the historital.pdsition énd the role of women :

... historically men and women have played very different

parts in each other’'s 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 copyst of manuscripts,

man has played a quite different rqle for the female artist.‘

(1979:36) : -
Furthermore, Rich shows to be aware that this culture has
assigned to the female writer a conventional feminine tone, style
or subject. Woman had to "be determined not to appear angry", but
"be calm, detaﬁhed, and even charhing...“, Fémale writers had, as
Rich points out, to show‘iov bé'without passion. These female
writers, including Rich at the beginning-of her career, had to
keep sexuality far from their pdems, by being cool and special
(1979:36-37). |

Looking back at her early career, Rich recognized that she

too was convinced that poetry was an art which expressed higher

spiritual values. In "Blood, Bread ‘and Poetry" (1984) she
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confirms her attitude during the fiftieé: "I still believed that
poets were iﬁspired by some transcedent authority and spoke from
some extraordinary height" (1987:171). Believing in the old and
the quite conventional concept that in order to be an artist, one
hés to be kind of blessed by soﬁe God, or inspired by some
mefaphysical force, she first léaw the artist as completely
disconnected from any social, political or cultural influence.
Furthermore, the "beauty" and "pleasure" of  art was above
everything:

I had grown up hearing and readihg poems from a very youné

age, first as sounds, _reﬁeated, musical, rhythmically

satisfying in themselves, and the power of concrete,
sensuosly compelling images... I came into my twenties

believing in poetry, in all art, as the expression of a

higher world view... (1987:168,171)

During the fifties, Adrienne Rich also believed that the poet
achieved "universaiity" ‘and authority f‘speaking as a man to
men’, as Nordswortﬁ had phrased it" (1997:17i). But, as DeShazer
affirms, later Rich would resent "the implication that the woman
poet should seek cfeative poﬁer and sustenance from a ‘superior’
male for;e" (1986:135). Rich’'s revisionist position, itherefore,
made her acknowledge how harmful these kinds of influences had
been to her, and also to seekifor a specific tradition centered
in self-definition.

The story of her "conQQrsion experience"” can be found in
"When We Dead Awaken”, and deserves a closer scrutiny.
Ackhowledging that "very prd#lem'which has'no name", which Betty
Friedan analyzes in The Feﬁinine Mystique®, Rich deécfibes her

life in the silent 1950°'s:
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I finished college, published my first book by a fluke...
took a job, lived alone, went on writing, fell in love. I
was young, full of energy, and the book seemed to mean that
others agreed I was a poet.... as a "full"” woman's life, 1
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 fifties...the family
was in its glory. Life was extremely private... I have the
sense that women didn’'t talk to each other much in the
fifties -~ not . about their secret emptiness, their
frustrations. (42)
But like many women of her generation, she begins to'sense a
growing dissatisfaction with her private and public life. And it
is this sénse of emptiness which leads her to a reexamination. of
herself and triggers a conscious striving to: move from  the

condition of "other" towards that of the "subject" of her female
existence. As she tell us:

I went on trying to write; my 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'tf written. The book was

praised, however, for its ‘gracefulness’'. (42)

Thus, in spite of achieving a certain meaéure of respect from the
critical establishment, Rich did not feei she was fulfilling
herself as a poet, especially as a woman poet.

Actually, Rich’'s dissatisfaction shows that the dominant
ideology starts t6 fail. As a woman wfiter in patriarchal culture
Rich was expected to feél very satisfied with the lifé and poetry
she was 1living and creating. Rich was first made to believe
through the dominant ideology and myths that she was a free
individual and thatlfhe life she waé living wés chosen by her -
the lifé of a true woman: a recognized poetess, the wife of a

professor at Harvard, and a mother; Though at this time Rich was
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not yet conscious of this ideological stratageﬁ which was behind
her dissatisfaction, things were not going on according to what
the establishmént expected. FDQminant ideology was not being s0
effective for it was not hiding the domination as it was supppSed
to (cf. Althusser, 1985:90).

In spife of her great dissatiéfaction Rich could not show it
in public, otherwise she' would be .labeled an anleasing,
probably an abnormal woman because; according to the dominant
values and its myths, Adrienne Riéh was living one of the best
lives WOmén could live: "I had a marriage and a child. If thefe
were doubts, if there were periods of null depression or active
despairing, these could only mean that I was ungrateful,
insatiable, perhaps a monster" (1979:42). After the birth of her
third child (by her thirties) Rich felt as if she were . "dead".
She felt as if all her energies ‘weré being sucked and that
instead of living a life, a life was livihg her:

What fkightened me most was the sense ofv 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 experienced 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.

(1979: 42-43). .

Rich then realizes that she was ndt the free szject who had
chosen her destiny, but thaf some other fbrces had imposed on her
a life she had not chosen: "A‘lifé.l didn’'t choose chose me: even
my tools are the wrong ones for what I have to do" (1974:63).

Under such.circumstances Rich had only two alternafives: she

could either consider herself a "failed woman and a failed poet"

(1979:42), or she had to attempt to understand and alter those
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"mysterious forces" which éffeéted American women after the
second world war (the 1950's and the very begihning of the
1960'%): the widespread belief in America that women's happiness
"was inside the thome, in the domestic/private realm, in .taking
care of children, house and husbénd (cf. Friedan, 1964).

In feminist critical terms, Adrienne>Rich's dissatisfaction
arises from the division between two selves which plagués S0 many
women writers. One of the %elves fulfills her own needs, desires,
wishes, which had been silenced and are now coming to the
surface. fhis.side is the muted, the wild, and marginal part,
which is "unwomanly" and nﬁt socially' accepted; this same side
has been conventionally labeled as the mythical image of witch or
.wise woman. The other self is the one which fulfills the
' male—-created myth of the "other" and therefore fits the mythical
image of the angel in society gnd in literature. This woman
follows the "feminine style", for she isjsubmissive and fragile,
and lives almost ‘always in .the'privaté‘realm.. The angel woman
rarely goes beyond the limits assigned in patriarchal culture. In
iliterature, according to Gilbert and Gubar, this side relates to
the feminine heroine, the feminine persbna, the feminine subjects
and tone, the embodyment of the mythical image of the "angel in
the house", the one which‘ﬁolds her anger anq does show her
femaleness, her inner self as a woman (197%a:xv-xxvi). Rich was
divided between these two sides, as if they were distinct and
completely separated from oﬁe another. But she is conscious of
this division. She affirms: that ‘"patriarchy has always split
fwomen] intob virtuous women and whores, mothers and dykes,

madonnas and medusas" (1979:226). Moreover, Rich declares in 1979
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how much and how long this same division has made her uneasy:
“Much of the first four decades of my 1life was spent in a
continuous tension between the world the Fathers taught me to
seé, and had rewarded me for seeing, and the flashes of insight
that came through the éye of the outsider" (1987:3). The
consequences of this psychosocial dilemma ére reflected in her
poetic production as well:

‘1 was writing very little, partly from fatigue of suppressed
anger and loss of contact with my own being; partly from the
discontinuity of female life with its attention to small
cores, errands, work that others constantly undo, small
children’s constant needs. What I did write was unconvinecing
to me: my anger and frustation were hard to acknowledge in
‘or out of poems because in fact I cared a great deal about
my husband and my children.(1979:43) ' '
Thus, Rich begins to analyze and question her career in
connection with her private roles as wife, mother and housewife.
As she affirms: "Trying to look back and understand that time I
have tried to analyze the real naturevof the conflict”" (1979:43).
Her conclusion is that though she was made to believe that these
roles would make her naturally feel that she was living ab full
woman life, these roles instead restrained her "full life" as a
woman and writer.

Rich truly felt that the personal and public female roles
‘assigned to her did not suit her wishes and desires, and the
needs of her latent femaleness now in emergence. She concludes
that acceptance of the traditional mythical feminine roles (wife,

mother, housewife, daughter-in-law, teacher, boetess) and

attitudes (passivity, sweet,‘frailty, abnegated, unselfish) were
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hindering her poetic development, by keeping her from

ffansforming and growing:

c..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
in no way passive and a certain freedom of the mind is
needed - freedom 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 imagination is to
transcend and transform experience it has the question, to
challenge, to conceive of alternatives, perhaps to the very
life you are living at that moment. (1979:43)

In order to obey the demands of "the subVersiVe function of the
imagination" she had to question, expose and free hersélf from
the condition of a woman in patriarchal society.

Freedom is the fundamental poiﬁt. Freedom of thought and
action is the first requirement for a revisionisf attitude toward
concepts, values ané behaviours, espe;ially where poetry is

‘

concerned:

You have to be free to play around wiﬁh 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 experimentally by another name. For writing is
re-naming. (1979:43)
Believing in the transformative power of words, she imparts a new
urgency to her poetry. Imagination or, as she terms it, "the
energy of creation” becomes an invaluable instrument in Rich's
search fpr balance and for fulfillment. Her worldview and her
poetry begin to change, but not without struggle and cdﬁflict:
«..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 imaginative activity,
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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. There must
be ways..., 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.(1979:43)

The division between the traditional and the emergent woman must
be healed, for they exist in the same person. Rich also concludes
that personal and public life are connected and that both spheres
are political, considering that they have to_do with the relation
of power between genders in society and in literature. "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" (1979:44). Rich had beén looking for "clues" to solve
her problems for about ten years,‘and in;the late fifties, as shé
declares, she began writing "directly about éxperiencing herself
as a woman" (1979:47) . Her ~first book exploring hersel f
cohsciously as a woman with her éonflicts, needsband wishes is
called Snapashots of a Daughtér in Law, published in 194&3. Tﬁe
poetry of this book marks the beginning of a poefics that can be
termed - at least from the perspective.of the 1990'5 - feminist.
Her critical stance also acquires a "feminist“_and therefore
political turn. In 1966 she analyzes in her first critical
article, "The Tensions of Anﬁe Bradstreet“, the connection of the
private life and the poetry of Bradstreet - the first woman poet‘

considered as being American. But it is in "When We Dead Awaken"

that her critical views are more ‘fully developed, as she
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advocates the revisionist attitude which has made her central for

the feminist literary 'criticisﬁ of the 1970’'s and.1980's. Her
plea for revision "as an act of survival" has indeed 1aunched "a
» radical critique of literature"” which forms the base of gender
criticism as wé know it today. But only a full rendéring of the

conclusion of her essay can give us the full impact of her ideas:

Re-vision —— the act of looking back, of seeing with fresh
eyes, of entering 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 understand the
assumptions in which we are drenched we cannot know
ourselves. 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 impulses,
would take the work first of all as a clue to 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
[emphasis mine], and how we can begin to see and name -
and therefore 1live - 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 writing 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. (1979:35) '

It was this revisionist insfance which in fact_enabled Rich to
learn about her female being gndvbehaviour, the writers’ cultural
locus, thé language which is full of doﬁinant ideoiogy and myths,
‘the connecfion of social and cultural events with her'self, the
kind o% education offered to oppressed groups, the life of other
women and female writers,'ébout the family as a patriarchal -
in;titutiqn. Such a position‘has been AdriennékRich's fundamental

solution for a more woman—-oriented poetry, as we shall see in the

next chapter.
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Throughout the .1970'5 Rich increasingly engaged in the
feminist literary movement and social projects, searching for an
instrument to afticulate and cqmmunicate her personal and = public
revisionist position. Her essays of this period reveal a deep'
concerﬁ with social issues, demonstrating therefore that Rich was
not only worried with her self, but also with the world
sorrounding her. Education, literature, motherhood, the feminist
movement, female work and family are some of the topics of the
essays comprised in her book OLSS, which range from 1966 to 1978.

In régard to education Rich deécribes .her experience with
other teachers in attempting to change the dominant way of
teaching English language to marginal groubs, such as Black,.
Hyspanics, Irish and 1Italian, and‘affirms that the edQcational
system and the Engliéh language are inadequate for marginal
groups V("Teaching Language in Open Admissions" 1972).‘ The
education at the qniversity level versqé gender relations is a
microcosm of ‘society with its 'malef\centered culture. Rich
proposes a radical transformatioh of the university as a whole so
as to be more woman—centerd, hot ohly-in cgrriculQm, but also in
physical space, in order to create é more balanced and humaﬁe
university in terms of relations of gender, without repeating
"the devouring ego” of male culture ("Toward a Woman-Centered
University" 1973-1974). Adriénhe Rich also emphazises the need of
fostering womén'to be_more criticél regarding their condition,
and of encouraging them to take chafge of their beings and lives
as grown up and responsible human beings ("Taking Women Students

Seriously" 1978).
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Concerning literature versus relations of gender, Adfienne
Rich’investigates. some writérs' literary work and péiﬁts out
their conscious or unconscious strategies of writing their
femaleness in forms and contents considered unwomanly
(unfeminine) by traditional criticism. Whereas in Eleanor Ross
Taylor's poetry she shows the parallél between the waste and the
‘power of man ih wars versus the waste_and the power of woman ih
society and in wérs ("Womaﬁ: ﬁbserving, Preserving, 'Conspiring,
Sufviving: The Poems of Eleanor Ross Taylor" 1972), in Jane Eyre
by Charlofte Brdnte, Rich shows that the main female character
represses her sexuality. in the figure of another female
character: the madwoman imprisioned in the attic. Rich
shows that poetry tan become a powerful insfrumént for powerless
women because througﬁ the forms and contents a female poet can
tfansform‘the-old language of poetry into a more suifable way of
communicating her femaleness. Many femaié poets alluded to themes
and tones that were coherent with thei; private lives, such ,aé
daughterhood, abortion,'love of a powerless mother, menopause,
self—violence, self—contembt, self—trivialization, victimization_
("Anne Sextbn:‘ 1928—1974", 1974),. the re-definition of love,
rape, the fetishization of the female boay, violence against
women'("ﬁower and Danger: Works of a Common Woman" 1977). Rich
states that in the case ‘of Emily Dickinson she createa
unorthodox codes of metaphbrs,'images, strategies, points of
stress, so as to write her discoveries and her obtion for
"spinsterhood and seleSioﬁ at home, as a.strategy "to  freely
explore in deep the states of the mind, and aléo to control the

world ("Vesuvius at Home: The Power of Emily Dickinson", 1975).
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Adrienne Rich shows how patriarchy has made use of myths
'referring to motherhod and fathérhood ‘as‘ a  strategy bof
domination.k The saéredness of motherhood as a heterosexual
institution, the.vmyth of the.nuclear family ("Motherhood in
Bondageﬁ 1976 and "Motherhood: The Emergency and the Quantum
Leap" 1978), plus the myth that man through the figure of father
and husband is entitled the head of the family, are some of the
myths which should be radica}ly revised andv demythicized
("Husband-Right and Father Right" 1977);

Concérning female work Adrienne Rich points out that the
kinds of work offered to woman reflect her éubserQient condition
in society through the myth of female Unselfishness in roles such
as secretary, waitress, and nurse ("Conditions for Work: The
Common World of Women® 119746). As a solution Rich proposes a
radical re-shaping of female worldview so as to demythicize
gender work, and help in the re—éésessment of women into
professional positions and institutionsrconéidered unwomanly .

The issues of love ahong women and lesbianism are also in
need of a. radical revisioh. Adrienne ‘Ri;h bélieves " that
lésbianism has been strongly attacked because this 1is a way of
maintaining women separated from one aﬁother and also of
.diverting people’s attention. from racism, pdverty, unemployment
("The Meaning of Our Love for Women Is That We Have Constantly to
- Expand” 1977). Moreover Adrienne Rich settles twévmeanings for
the term lesbianism: one which refers to female’'s bonding
(friendship), and other which concerns.female sexual option ("It
is the Lesbian in Us..." 1976 and “"Women and Honor: Some Notes on

Lying" 1975). Thus, Rich proposes that women tell the truth - and
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reveal their secrets in what concerns their lesbianism, and also
to respect all women as equals and as suffering very similar
oppressions.

Still in OLSS Rich focuses on some variety of topics.
Regarding the images of woman Rich affirms that the antifeminst
woman is a creation of patriarchy, such as the case of the token

woman ("The Antifeminist Woman" 1972). In - what concerns sexual

violence, such as rape, Adrienne Rich links with the violence and
horror of Vietnam war, and affirms that both have been male
actions ("Caryatid: Two Columns” 1973).

By the end of the book  Adrienne Rich starts to enlarge her
focus of analysis of feminism. Rich claims that the differences
of women - race, colour, class, sexual option - .must be
considered and respected, so as to unite all kinds of women
("Disloyal to Civilization: Feminism, Racism, Gynephabia" 1978).

Proposing a radical reshaping of attitudes, behaviours,
‘ideology and myths, Rich defines in OLSS her feminist project as
linked to the transformation of personal, political and public
aspects of the self:

Feminism begins but cannot end with the discovery by an

individual of her self-consciousness as a woman. It is not,

finally, even the recognition of her reasons for anger, or

the decision to change her life, go back to school, leave a

marriage (though in any individual life such decisions can

be momentous and require great courage). Feminism means
finally that we renounce our obedience to the fathers and
recognize that the world they have described is not the
whole world. Masculine ideologies are the creation of
feminine subjectivity; they are neither objective, nor
inclusive "human". Feminism implies that we recognize fully
the inadequacy for us, the distortion, of male-created

ideologies, and that we proceed to think, and act, out of
that recognition. (207)
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Adrienne Rich’'s prdject is extended to her other book of essays,
BBP however within a larger vision of feminism. |

The articles collected in BBP, and which span the years
5etween 1979 and 1985, similérly to the previous book,_focus on
educatibn; feminism, feminist criticiém, lesbianism, female
education; but from a-~mbre extended point of view of feminism,
society and literary creation. Here Adrienne Rich’'s inquiriesvare
based upon the premisse that»alllwomen,vindependently of colour,
race, sexual option, religion and nationaliﬁy, are to be
cohsidered and respected as women. The differences exist for
uniting instead of separating one woman from the other.

In what affects education Adrienne Rich believes in a female
education which stimulates women towards the subjectivity of
their own being, soO aé to create a more stt society. For such,
Rich points out some of the obstacles to achieve this female
'éducational objective, as well as thel‘ways to overcome them.
ﬁirst, Rich warns female étudents to t;ke care and to avoid the
embodiment qf the mythical image of the "tqken" woman,'as it has
been offered by patriarchy as a privilege of fewvwomen ("What
Does a Woman Need to Kno&?" '1979). Rich states that the purpose
of woman’'s education is formal knowledge plus the development of
a critical and transformativé conéciousness.about her and other
female’'s condition, as well as of society’s relationé of power in
general ("The Soul of a Noman's_Collegéﬂ 1984). Furthermore,
fhere is the need to teach students the hiétory of. women’s
domination plus the atrocities ;ommiffed against all kinds of

women, so as to make students realize that their condition is
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historicél and mutable, and not naturai as conventionaily
preached ("Resisting Amnesia: History and Personal Life" 1983).

In what relates to lesbianism versus feminism Adrienne Rich
believes that feminism should help in eradicating all kinds of
segregation from the movement and from society, otherwise
.feminiéts would be incoherent, because all women independently of
colour, sexual option, etc. have been exploited by patriarch
capitalist America ("Compulsory Heterossexuality and Lesbian
vExistehce" 1980 plus "Invisibility in Academe" 1984). Here
echoing ﬁuriel Rukeyeser;s Cry, "No More masks, no more
mythoiogies", Rich claims once more for "mo more prejudices, no
more domination" (1973:1).

The divisions that women havg confronted have been
innumerable; thus it is time to eliminate any reason of human
being;s conflict and fragmenfation. Adrienne Rich’'s diVision
referfing'to her Jewishness in an ant;;semitic country had led
~her - when. young - to hide . her Jewisﬁ identity, so as to be
accepted in some central part of sociéty; instead of being
considered marginal ("Split ‘at the Root: An Essay on Jéwish
Identity" 1982). Later on, Rich noticed that her Jewishness could
not be neglected, because it was bart of herself . In an attempt
to solve such division Adrienne Rich analyzes the stigma of being
Jewish, thé actions and the.otherness of the Jews, and finally .
recommends the elimination of all hierarchies, prejudices,
archetypes, stereotypes from feminism and society i"If Not with
Others, How?" 1985).

Concerning feminism and nationality Adrienne Rich empﬁazises

the importance of_identifying herself as an American, and also of
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‘ havihg consciousness that"her country has. committed = many
attrocities, segregations and oppressions  inside America and
throughout the world. Wars, racism, exploitation of third world
beople have been some of the USAvactions (9Nor£h American Tunnel
Vision" 1983). Furthermore, Riéh states that the fact of being a
feminist from a developed country does not give any Americén
feminist the brerrogative of interfering in women’'s movements

from underdeveloped countries. For Adrienne Rich, the best

feminist to deal with the particular patriarchy of her country is .

the feminist of her own country, because each country has its own
realityvand necessities ("Going There and Being Here" 1983).

In regard to literature\and education Adrienne Rich proposes
to.introduée in the canons and in traditional disciplines female
writers never taught before ("The Prnblém of Lorraine. Hansbery"
1979)..Rich also states that going towards a more feminist:
griticism implies the enlargement of; its field wifh other
categories of analysis that refer to mwoman’s characteristics,
such as.race, nafionality, religion, added to gender ("Toward a
Mdre Feminist Criticism” 1981). Being coherent with her new

2 .

position  of feminism linked with literature, Adrienne Rich
points out that in Elizabeth'Bishop' poetry there are some themes
which revegl her marginal location directly linked with her
lesbianism; indeed Bishop's marginal condition pushed her to
identify with other marginal groups such as the poor énd the
biack, as some of her poetry shows ("The Eye of the Outsider:
Elizabeth Bishop'é Complete Poems 1927-1979" 1983).

At the end of the book, Rich shows that she is aware that

poetry, rather than reflecting the artist’s unique transcendental
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illumination, reflects the artist’'s consciousness which is formed
by social, historical, geogféphical, cultural, political aspects
of a particular time and space ("Blood, Bread and Poetry:
The Location of the Poet" 1984).

Finally, in the utopic year of 1984, in Europe, Adrienne
Rich writes "Notes Toward a Politics df Location" (1984). In this
article she urges that the basis of the new feminism research
and practices are gender plus the.other categories related to
wbmen; colour, race, sexual option, religion and ciass. Thus,
Rich affifms that not only gender influences in the production
and reception of literature, but geographical location, culture,
history, sexual option and colour influence women’s consciousness
and thereforev their being and acting in sqciety and: in
literature. quthermore, all relations of power bf a- specific
time and Space must be revised and eliminated inside feminism‘andi
in society. Indeed Adrienne Rich declargé that_her idea regarding
feminism has changed a lot since s;e entered the feminist
movement. Rich’'s definition ofkfeminism'has been transformed, as
seen above, and enlarged its scope. So, Rich reinforces the need
for the union of women with the respect of every one’‘s
difference,‘and she also re-affirms that all pre—conceived‘images
and prejudices concerning female differences should be revised
. and eradicated fromv feminism and society. In this way, by
respecting the differences anq stressing thé similarities women
will acquire a more cohereﬁt position in feminism and in society.
This shqws that Adrienne Rich’s search éontinues, the changes

Continue‘ And as I conclude this chapter there. is only one
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-certainty - Rich and her poetry will continue to change and to be
chariged 5y revisions and rereadings.

In the next chapter I will present some of the thanges which
can be perceived in Adrienne Rich’s poetry in the twenty years

which marked the development of her feminist consciousness.
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thes to Chapter qu

1 Michael Lowy, As Aventuras de Karl Marx contra o Barag
de Munchausen: Marxismo e Positivismo na Sociologia do
Conhecimento, trad. Juarez Guimar3des e Suzanne Felice Lewy,

(Ed. Busca Vida Ltda., 2nd ed., S3o Paulo, 1788). Worldview and
consciousness are here used as conveyina similar meanings, in a
simplified approach. I have based these definitions upon Michael
Lowy 's. Whereas Worldview is how_ the person perceives the world
which is conditioned to a certain culture, context, historical
and political moment, consciousness is how the person relates
with the world as ideologically presented to her/him. The person
changes according to the changes of her/his worldview. Different

i different_ being and beh lour. In _th £
zigér%t5¢s;cgg?%egé;tergbrldv?ewg cause ‘gz*?erent congcfgagnega
therefore different poetics. '

= Betté Friedan, The Feminine Mystique {New York, Dell
Publishing Co., Inc., 1963) pp 11-27.



CHAPTER III

ADRIENNE RICH'S POETRY: 1951-1973

.In this chapter I will analyze some of the transformations
of Adrienne Rich’'s poetry. For su;h 1 have selected ten of
Adrienﬁe Rich’'s poems, starting.from her first poetical writings
.in the 1950°'s and continuing ¥qr a period éf approximately twenty
years, so as to iliustrate the evolution of her critical.feminist_
consciousness of self, culture and poetry. Far from aiming at gn
exhaustive examinatioh of the transformations‘of Adrienne Rich’'s
poetry, this study propbses a partial analysis of‘hith'sl'poéfry
and 1its characferistics, cdnCentrating on‘thé beginning of .her
process of "awakening consciousness”.

Fpr the purpose of exémination, thé following phases may be
recoghized: (1) confinement and constraiht; (2) division between
what has been assigned to her as feminine and what ie emerging
from her inner; latent self; (3) the exploratiﬁnyof her identity
and the reality surrounding Her, whichv may result in the
unconventionai expression of her‘body; (4) The release of 'anger
which is proper to her .indignation concerning kher muted
cdnqition. (S) exploration of her love towards every kind of
woman, independently of colour, religion, and sexual option; (6)
revisionist—mythmaking'which inQolveéﬂthe practices of rédefining
woman'’'s consciousness and culture with the demythificatiqﬁ of
conventiohal'myths‘regarding genders and the subsequeﬁt creation
of more female oriented myths. The underlying. objective ié to

show the attempt to create a new language and new imagesv which
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can express in a more authentic female way a new vision of the
self, world and'poetry; accofding to the principles discqséed in
Chapter.Dne._ |

Even though every choice is ultimately a matter of» personal
préfgrence, in reflecting the ten poems to be analyéed, and which
. are transcribed in full in the Appendik to this diséertation; I
have kept in mind certain guidelinés. Besides the obvidus
pre&ccupation with thronology, 1 have tried to conteﬁplate ever?'
volume of poetry publishedb by Rich from 1951 to 1973, the vyear
her most highly acclaimed work - Diving into the Wreck - was
published. Except for The -biamnnd Cutters (195%), all of her .
volumes are indeed represented by either oné or two poems.
Another criterion which cannot be overlooked is that ofb critical
evaluation. Almost all of tHe ten poems selected have beén hailed
by critics and by Adrienne_ Rich herself as landMafks in her
poetical production, as their inclusiph in°' Poems:Selected .and
New, 1950¥1970, in the Gelpi‘s Norton Critical Edition of her
poems, and in most anthologies pf - contemporary American poetry
can attest. In the anaiysis which follows,'the readér will be

able to take a full measure of their importance.

Adrienne Rich’'s first poehs, comprised in A Changé of World
{1951) and in Diamond Cuttefs (1955), afe marked by the formalism
and conservatism of a poet‘ who foliomed establisheq literary
patterns. Her. w;iting chQeys the confinement and constraint

proper of her powerlessness in a male centered culture. The woman

in her poems is a victim of dominance and subordination, but she
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cannot yet berceive this predicament. She Iis uncrit;cal of'.hef
subservient position, and as a result there is a detaéheﬁent froﬁ
her self, her emotions and tﬁe world presented to hef. Sometimes;
howevef, the speaker unconsciously demonstrates that thefe are
other - less masculine - alternatives.for this muted and passive
woman. The wiid side of this woman is still wvery blurred and
unknown. Thus, most of the time she does not ﬁonsciously explore
or afticulate this side for fear.or unéwareness.

"Storm Warnings'" (1951) shows a female persona entrapped 1in
a house, protecting herself from the threats of a storm. She is
instinctively aware of thé impending storm. There is an air of
antecipation for the "winds are walking overhead" (1.3) and the
sky 1is becoming dérker "by moving accross the land" (1.34). Aware
of the immiﬁent peril, the persona prepakés for the coming of the
storm. She '"leaves the vbook upon a pillowed chair" (1.3) and
shuts éll the windows. Her only movement;is to "walk from window
to closed window, watching/ Boughs strain against the.sky“ (1.7).
The persona recognizes the coming of the storm as a warning that
she is in trouble, but as shé'is unconscious of her positioﬁ, she
does not realize that her problem is a conflict between her
.assigned category as fthe other" énd her latent feelings and
desires. She unconsciously protects herself in this closed plaée.
The'persona's condition as "the other" imprisions her into a
state of immanence, that is within the limits of'her .inferior
condition. Instead of being - open and attémpting to understand
this‘dilemma; she confines herself even mbre by "[cipsing] the
shutters“ and "[drawing]» ﬁhe curtains as the sky goes biack"

(11. 21-22). In spite of all her efforts to protect herself from
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the dangefs outside, another force, stronger than herself - - the
imminent wind - — insists on entering what <c¢ritic B.Gelpi in
"Adrienne Rich: The Poetics of Change" terms her ‘"weather-proof

sanctuary"” (131) through the only "unsealed aperture” (1.24): the
key hole of the door.

Fgrfhermore, the noise of the wind - - "thé insistent
whine" - - demonstrates‘the breaking down of the persona’s sole
.instruments of defense. The drawing of curtains aﬁd the 1lighting
of candles are not sufficient for combating this storm:

This is our sole defense against the season;

These are the things that we have learned to do

Who live in troubled regions. (llf 25-27)
In fact, altﬁough realizing she is "in troubled regions”, in
"Storm Narnings" the persona is unawaré of the future struggles
she will confront.vShe is ignorant of the nearest approximation
of the conflict between her assigned passive role, which implies
her present life of confinement and reéfraint? and the opposite
role which may grant her hore freedom of thought and movement,
thus eﬁabling her to opt for what can emerge from herself .(tﬁe
subject of her bwn being). The 1life she 1is living is
metaphorically imaged by the house she encloses herself in: the
subservient feminine poet following traditionai patterns of being
and writing. The other 1life, which the persona is completely
ignorant of; is latent, although beginning to stir. The storm
refers to fhe writer’'s female consciousness still in the state of
half-sleep, and which, if awakened could lead her to start
behaving and writing uncbnventionally. ‘And, in transforming her

consciousness and culture, she could risk being unaccepted. For a



75
while Adrienne Rich describes, with a ‘detachment proper of her
uncritical stance, a woman who encloses herself against the
threats of an unknown world. She pfefers to remain actionless and
- be the disconnected and emotionless spectator of this other 1life
in which she may one day be a'subject, and which may shake and
destroy her apparent safety.

Another poem of this phase which refers to Adrienne Rich's
unconséious duality betwéen her assignéd " feminine private 1life
and her létent female poet is "Aunt Jennifer'é Tigérs" (1951). In
this poem, also from A Chénge of World, Rich shows on the one
hand Aunt Jennifer’'s feminine domesti; ‘art of tapestry which
portrays unconsciously unfeminine. charactefistics through the
image of the tigers. The tigers, on the other hand, are strong,
"proud” and "unafraid" (1.12), and represent creative power, ple
freedom of daring. In Adrienne Rich’'s unconscious the artist -
AAunt Jennifer - transferé to her art.{he latent wishes of a
Tfemaler artist to be like the tigers (strong, courageous,

creative, unafraid):

Aunt Jennifer’'s tigers prance across a screen,

Bright topaz denizens of a world of green.

They do not fear the men beneath the tree;

They pace in sleek chivalric certainty. (11. 1-4)
Nevertheless, Rich shows thfough the image of uncle’'s wedding
ring how the conventionalities of a marriage have hindered Aunt’'s

full development as an artist. As described in the second stanza,

the heaviness of the ring - - marriage duties - - obstructs and

delays the artist’'s development: .

Aunt Jennifer’'s fingers fluttering through the wool
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Find even the ivory needle hard to pull.

The massive weight of Uncle’'s wedding band

Sits heavily upon Aunt Jennifer‘s handf (11. 5-8)
The conclusion is that the "ordeals" of hgr marital ‘status’ make
her a vi;tim of the gender roles, such as in ﬁarriage. Her
husband, imaged by .the heévy wedding band,v ié oppressive.
Conventional marriage has constrained her life as a whole. By the
time Aunt dies she is "still ringed with ordeals she was mastered
by" (1.10). Sd evén in death she continues to be repressed and
oppressed by the confinements of the wedding. But on the other
hand, her art lives on, conveying her unfulfilled desires: "The
tigers in the panel that she made/ Will go on prancing proud and
unéfraid" (11. 11-12). As critic Claire Keyes comments in her
book The Aesthetics bf Power (1984), Aunt "never integrates the
‘tigers’ into her pshyche", because "to accépt the implication of
being a tiger is to unwﬁmén heréelf" (p.22), that ié, tq_ become
unfeminine. | |

At_thé time the poem was written, Riqh was writing in a
feminine way,‘propEr of her condition as the ofher, the muted.
Moreover, the speaker in the poem 1is detached frbm‘ her
description, as if she were outside the acfion' and Jjust
cqmmentingvupon it, as 1if she were the spectator of another’'s
life. One sign of this is that Rich chooses a character faf from
her generation, as if Aunt Jennifer was completely oﬁtside
Rich’'s life. This was . a .kind of disguise or mask applied
unconsciously (Keyes 18). Bdt, atcording to Rich herself; "poems

are like dreams: in them you put what you don’'t know" (WWDA 40).
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Thus, almost twenty years later, the poet makes the following

observation:

Looking back at poems I wrote before I was twenty-one,

I'm startled because beneath the conscious craft are

glimpses of the split I even then experienced between

the girl who wrote poems, who defined herself in :

writing poems, and the girl who was to define herself

by her relationship with men. "Aunt Jennifer’'s Tigers"

(1951), written while I was a student, looks with

deliberate detachment at this split.... : _

In writing this poem, composed and apparently cool as

it is, I thought I was creating a portrait of an

imaginary woman. But this woman suffers from the

opposition of her imagination, worked out in tapestry,

and her life-style,....(1971:40)
Aunt Jennifer may be perceived, then, as representing the
Adrienne Rich of that time, who was unconsciously divided between
the "girl" poet and the "girl" who had to define her self through
her relatibnship with men, such as through the roles of marriage:

wife, housewife, mother.

In her. second phase Adrienne Rich begins to challenge
tradition by gradually freeing herself‘from male inflgeﬁces and
attempting to build a more femaie tradition, as_her third book
Snapshots of a Daughter—in;Law {1963) illustrates. Some of the
characteristics of this phase may be also detected in Necessities
ovaife_(lqbé), Leaflets (19469) and The Will to Change (1971).
This is the time when Rich estarts to be conscious of the manyv
consequen;es ihvolving the fact that she - as a woman - is

_powerless and muted (the other), whereas man is powerful end
dominant (the subject). Tﬁe process is gradual, as she remarks in

"When We Dead Awaken": "The awakening consciousness is not like



78v
the croséing of a frontier - - one step and you are in another
country" (48).

In the first section of the tit1e poem of the coilection,
"Snapshots of a Daughter—in—Law", Rich deplores the wasfe of
energy and time that women dedicate to the fulfillment of the
male-created mythiéal image of women as sweet, combliant; and
ornamentally beautiful. Iﬁ fhe title she derides the "feminine
sources of authority: her marital status and family relationship"”
(DuPlessis 125) and shows her frustration at the figure of her
mother—in¥1aw (DeShazer. 149) or her mother’'s attitudes in
relation to herself, marriage and man.

In the first two iines the ' speaker «criticizes her
mother—in—-law’'s wasted youth dedicated tovthe improvement of her
physical beauty:

You, once a belle in Sheveport.

with henna-colored hair, skin like é peachbud.(11.1-2)

The poet criticizes and mocks her mother—-in-law, almost accusing
her of doing something repugnant and worthless. From the poet’'s
perspective the wdman's mistake is to be entrapped by male
created “feminine" values. This woman, whb once waé "é» belle",
lives nowadays in her past,'for this is what remains fér her. She
copies her dresses and plays husic at the piano which refers to
fhe memories»of a past in which she was glorified by the beauty
of her her youth. Though dedicated to art,.instead of creating
her owh art - music and/or lyrics - she is dependent on male

defined models. Even the very act of playing piano was typically'
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feminine, and most of the time learned in order to entertain that
kind of society.

still have your dresses copied from that time,

...and play a Chopin prelude

called by Cortot: "Delicious recollections

float like perfume through the memory." (11. 3-6)
Rich’'s choice of quoting the .French pianist Al fred Cortot,
(1877-1962) - Q;Delicious recollections flogt like 'peffume
through the memory’'" - when référring to Chopin's‘Prelude'No 7
Andantino (Gilbert and Gubér, 1985 2026) suggests that this
woman lives on memories. The. poet applies a critique of
traditional woman consciousness and behaviour by ridiculing not
only the mother—in-law's over éaré to her beaq£y, but also the
.over attéchment to her past. Quoting from a man’'s lyric, tHe poet
cenéors fhis woman who lives in the past. |

Today, this same woman has a deteriorated and decayed mind
which drives her to fruitless attitudes of an empty life full of
unimportant experiences:

Your mind now, moldering like a wedding-cake
heavy with useless experience, ...

crumbling to pieces under the knife-—edge
. of mere fact. In the prime of your life. (l1. 7-11)
When comparihg "mind".to a "moldering wedding—-cake" the speaker
is ridiculing conventional marriage whose feminine duties have
deteriorated the woman’s mind. As a wedding cake becomes old and
moldy, so does her mind in these circumstances. Furtherhore, this

woman's mind has become mistrustful, full of doubts and gossips:

... rich /with suspicion, rumor, fantasy," (11. B-9). Since she
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, .
has chosen this assigned life, instead of another emerging from
her inner female will, her deteriorated mind is doomed to .Be
filled "with useless experience", full of "suspicion", "rumof”,
and "fantasies". But her life‘means nothing, it collapses - -
"crumbling to pieces” - - by the knife edge of mere fact" (11.
1-5). This kind of vain feminine life decays beceuse in face of
reality. it makes 'ﬁo sense. fhe daughter—inelaw uhmasks
traditional feminine life and gives plate.to facte insteaq\ﬁgf
fantasies: the mother—-in-law has submitted herself to the myth of
the other. The daughter—in—law is so annoyed and dissatisfied
with such thinking regarding the feminine images that she becohes
"Nervy, glowering" (1.12) and thus attempts to become another
kind of woman:"[growing another] way" (1.13). She attempts to
replace the old plot with a new one, in which she could include
herself. This denotes that the daughter—in—lew is beginning to
awaken.

fn section two of the poem the daughter—in-law rebels by
"banging the - coffee .- pot into the sink" (1.;4). Though she -
searches for other ways — -— su;h as other plots - - she is
divided between her vrebellioe and bher house tasks: her wild
female side and society’'s feminine demands. She does the domestic
dgties against her will; she  does them because she was aesigned
these obligetiohs. She tsv-angry.’ Nevertheless, as the
daughter-in—-law’s rebellion is traditioeally an inappropriate
femininevbehaviour, she feels an*iety and guilt. These feelings
are expressed in  the poem +through voices: the "angels' chiding

her"” (1.15). The angels represent the patriarchy seductively

persuading her not to change. These angels are depicted as
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representing "the good", whose duty is to protect pedple. in
fact, these angels represent the feminine myth ofv the ‘'good
girl”. Patfiarchal ideology"and its myths have beenr so much
internalized by the persoha that these angels become psrf of
herself, forming thus part of her worldview. So, after rebelling
and reproaching herself thrbugh the "angels’' voices" the persona
looks out of the window, but she loqks "past the raked gardens to
the sloppy sky" (1.168). Although. she tries to empty the old
vessel and fiil it with a new content, she gets trapped by
patriarchal ideology and its myths. In this way the persona feels
and writes her lost, dissatisfied, _puzzléd,' anxious and
completely divided woman self, demonstrating that the myth of
"the other" and its consequences - hold her into Her immanent
condition.

This image above represents. again a sonflict between
traditioh and her latent feﬁalensss whigh is»beginnihg to emerge.
This.may'mean that everything on earthr- - matsrial things and
cultural valuss - — such as the persona's own self and her house,
sre superficially arranged and organizsd so as to fulfill
society’'s demands. But the sky, which symbolizes a dirsct
manifestation of transceﬁdense, of power, the regulator of the
order (Chevalier,. and Gheerbrant '227) .is not well defined.
Besides, it is presented as being vulnerable to any disorder. At
-any moment a storm or snow or 'wind coming from the sky can
dismantle this apparent order. Now she is nst safely enslosed
within walls as in "Storm Warnings”. At this moment the .persona

"1s completely confused and divided.
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This section, according to Rich 1in NNDG, Yconcerns a woman
who thinks she is going mad; she ié haunted by voices teliing her
Vto.resist and rebel, voices which she can hear but not obey"
(45): "Have no patience.../Be insatiablé," that means to be
selfish by ‘forgetting other women; "Save Yourself; others you
cannot save" (1.19). Ambivalénce and torment make the persona
anxious and nervous. The persona’s confiict'between moral values,
customs and behaviour internalized by her and her lateht
femaleness which is now beginniné to awaken has been so turbulent
and ardent that she even burns herself during traditional
domestic duties:

Sometimes she’'s let the tapstream scald her arm
a match burn her thumbnail,

or held her hand above the kettle’'s snout

right in the woolly steam. They are probably angels,

(11. 20-23) : ’ :
Once again domestic tasks are present fn the pefsona’s 1ife as
making part of her basic confiict. Her functions have been
cul turally designated as something natural and immutable.
Although she hates these duties and thus becomes angry and
careless 1in doing them, her desire to rebel against such.
.crystalized feminine duties torments her even further. She is
torn. Thus, hukting herself is é kind of self—punishment.

In spite of these torments, the persona éffirms that these
are minor sufferings if compared to her lack of sleep, lack of

wholeness, lack of time, lack of peace, lack of energy and lack

of hope. Every day she wakes up with this feeling of "lack" and
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her suffering ié doubled. She is thus unable to foresee any
solution: |

.;............;....They are probably angels,

since nothing hurts her anymore, except

each morning’'s grit blowing into her eyes.(11l. 23-23)
fhe "grit blowing into her eyes" means the lack ofvsleep, and
obviously the reasons and consequences for this lack qf sleep;‘
Anxiety, confusion, .torment, conflicts, guilt and division are
some of the symptoms of her situation.'lﬁ is as i1f she were in a
labyrinthbwith no exit. But what makes hef go on is the
- increasing dissatisfaction with this situation. Instead of
hearing the angels voices and stoﬁping her search for a.solﬁtipn,
she continues questioning and revising feminine conscionness and
established culturé. Indeed, later in article "When We >Dead
Awaken"” (1972) Rich comments abput tﬁe connection of this poem to
her fragmented real life: "I despaired of doing any continuous
work at this time" (44). |

In the third section of the poem the speaker says that any
woman_who reasons is entrapped in the my thical image of a
monster..Furthermore, this kind of woman runs the risk of
-becoming a monster in the literal meaning, because instead of
being furious at patriarchy - - the real enemy - — she may turn
her anger towards other women. The sisterhood Adrienne Rich later
talks about in On Lies, Secrets and Silences, as discussed in the
previous chaptef, is completely ignored by this kind of thinking
~woman. Such gbsence of female bonding amohg ambitious " thinking
women who aspirelfor recognition within the prevailing culture is

~one of the results of patriarchy. And the immediate and specific
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produét of this fact is the token woman (éee previous chapter).
In this way, the poet deals with Spme of the consequences  of
patriarchal ideology and its mythsiregarding women .

In the first stanza of this third section the speaker shows
not only that society condemns the woman who reasons but also
that woman internalizes and thus acceptsras natural this mythical
image of woman as monstef. Alluding to Yeats’ question in '"Leda
and the Swan" - "Did she put on his knowledge with his - power?/
Befo?e the indifferent beak.could let her drop?", Rich answers:

A thinking woman sleeps with monsters

the beak that grips her she becomes..." (11.26-27)

According to DuPlessis in "The Critique of Consciouéness‘ and
Myth"; this kind of woman may acquire knowledge and power from a
male centered cultural system, but as cénventionally any thinking
woman béars "unfeminine" characteristic;, she 1is inevitably
stigmatized as a monster. She who "“sleeps" with monsters
naturally becomes oné. A monster woman - the e*treme épposite of
the an angel-woman — may come in  many guises: strong,  evil,
dangerods,_ugly, extremely sensual, 1intelligent, smart or dumb,
_stupid, or may even possess supernatural-powers {witch-craft),
such as: Medea, Circe, Grendel's mother in Beowulf, Lilith, Maga
Patalogica by Walt Disney, the step—mother in Snow—White, (125).

This myth, which Rich critici;es, has been'socially created
s0o as to preserve the stath~quo. Whenever a woman dares "to
think".beyond the limits prescribed to her, the myth of the
monster-woman captures, stigmatizes ana_marginaiizes. her. Her

wings are thus ideologically cut before she can fly further.
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Because any thinking woman is a menace to the establishment,- she
is depreciated by being called a monster, so as to nullify any of
her iﬁtentions of transformations. The principle of naturalness -
- as pointed out by Barthes and applied to myths (discussed in
the first chapter) - - makes society believe that the hyth.of the
woman—monster is natural and not culturally crgated» throughout
history. The significance of the myth conveyed by'the image of
the monster-woman is here presented_.as _Eeflecting society;S
internalization of this myth which isv therefore crystalized,
dense and immutable.

In answering Yeats’'s question "Leda and tHe Swan"' (as
commented above), Adrienne Rich tries té show how patriarchy has
been aggressive, deceitful and authofitarian-through the creation
of divisive -and oversimplified feminine mythical images and
scripts, such as‘thé monster-woman. Yeats questions if the woman
took any aanntagé before .Zeus' beak‘bppressed, weakened and
degraded her so violently. The Greek vmythicai ‘tale of the
beginning of Greek civilization serves to Yeats as a wéyv to
rescue the disintegratéd and deteriorated modern society through
literature. Indeed, Yeats tfies to call tﬁe attention of the
readers to the imperative of a violent action, so as to announce
the need of the beginning of a new social and political order,
considering the chaos of that period. The Greek mythical tale of
the beginning of Greek civilization, which involves Zeus and
Leda,.tellg thét ‘Leda was\yisited by Zeus, who disguised as a
swan ravished her. L.eda was completely unaware and unconscious of

leus’' aggressive intentions and actions in using her to become

pregnant in order to give birth to the beginning of Greek
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civilization: Helen and Clytemnestra (cf. The Norton Anthology of
English Literature 2313-2314). So, whereas Yeats’' intention was
to borrow this misogynous tale fOr_showing the necessity.of a
violent and tricky action for réscuing the old values and
conventions, Rich applies the myth to show that this‘ male
centered culture is autocratic, violent, manipulative and tricky
in creating and naturalizing the mythical tales, as well as the
mythical images and scripts referring to gendgr relations: and
images. One consequence of the myth of the woman—-monster, for
instance, is that it divides and frightens women not to dare
unconventional roufes:

The beak that grips her,IShe becomes. And Nature,
that sprung-lidded, still commodious
steamer—trunk of tempora and mores

gets stuffed with it all: the mildewed orange-flowers,
the female pills, the terrible breasts

~of Boadicea beneath that foxes’ heads and orchids.
(11.27-32) '
This myth of woman—-monster is convenient - "commodious" - for

patriarcnal society. With these words the poet shows how societ*
has made "Nature" convey thrbugh the image of‘a “stéamer—trunk of
tempora and mores" the history and culture of the myfhs regarding
femininity.

The speaker is using irony when she alludes to Boadicea: a
woman, leader of a tribe in Norfolk, who was famous for her‘
political deeds in the history of. England. Phy$ica11y Boadicea
was described as a very tall, big woman with long_red hair down
to her knees; she had a threétening aspect and a harsh voice (Mc
" Donald 51). When after the death of her husband, Boadicea was not

recognized as the queen of .her people, she attacked and invaded
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hany Roman cities until sﬁe was finally defeated by a Roman
official in a battle. As a result Boédicea committed suicide;
Thus, Rich ridicules batriarchal mythical images Acf either the
angel or the monster. On the one hand, Bbadicea’s monster image
is perceived by the descriptionsb of her physical appearance anq
unfeminine acts. On the other hand, there is irony concerning tﬁe
angel image referring mainly to Béadicea’s feminine beauty and
behaviour. The poet alludes to Boadicea as wearing traditional
feminine adornment: "flat foxes heads and orchids" (1.32). These
feminine adornments would not bhave suited Boadicea’'s way of
being, although society would have wished it thus. Rich is also
ironic in her criticism.of the myth that nature has created woman
to be weak, vain, superficial and that any thinking-woman is
doomed to failure.

Rich criticizes the thinking women who sgrviQe in patriafchal
society by becoming token women . In the second -stanza of  this
third part the poet shows how patriaréhai my ths iead woman td
internalize and ‘"express the monstruous dimensions of their
éelf—hatred through hostility toward'each other" (DuPlessis 125).
Two women manifest their ahger and hatred fowards each ‘other,
instead of fowards . the reél vsource of wrath: patriarchy. They
behave just like men do: "Two .handsome women, gripped in
argument* (1;33)f' The adjective b"handsome" for women confirms
that the behaviour of these women is male characterized. Their

reference of courage and power is male although they scream over

domestic households:

Each proud, acute, subtle, I hear scream
across the cut glass and majolica
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like Furies cornered from their pfey:

The argument ad feminam, all the old knives

that have rusted in my back, 1 drive in yours,

"ma semblable ma soeur!’ (1l1l. 34-39)
These "handsome"  women are in an "argument ad feminam”". Rich
borrows the historical phrase "ad hominem", and adapts to the
feminine case. Instgad of carrying out‘an intelligent argument,
however, they arevfull of personal "feminine" prejudices and
emotions. Both mésculiné and. feminine charactekistics are mixed
and disordered within the token woman. This confusing blend leads
her io a blurred identity; They argue according to the méle
created myth of the Fgries: the mythological female figures who
were goddesses of vengeance. (BGilbert and Gubar 1985: 2027) So,
Ricﬁ‘uses mythé' and conventional sayings to chara;terize these
women who keep on playing fhe role of the other by imitating
man’'s attitudes. These women_drove "old kniyes" into one  another
with the vengeance with which the patriakchy has been lacefatihg
them: "the old knives/ that have-rusted in ﬁy back, I drive in
Yours"(11.37-38). Then, Rich finishés this section implying that
one of the Qery first acts woman has.to take is to be sincere and
faithful not only to her éister but also to her reader, instead
of cultivating and spreading the hypocrisy implied in the
transformation of Baudelaire’'s line - - " 'Hypocrite reader! like
me, my brother’" - - into "ma semblabie, ma soeur!" (Gilbert and
Gubar 1985: 2027). |

Frustated with the women types available until.now, Adrienne
Rich decides to depict and analyze tﬁe two distinct chéicesv for
"a thinking woman", whenever she attempts . to bé héardv and

accepted within patriarchal Culture. The choices are to be either
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a token woman (as developed above), or a woman poet who public
undertakes a feminine style. Furthermore Rich also shows that:
these choices do not eradicate woman's division between her
intellectual and professional spheres and her domestic feminine
duties.

These choices are consequences of a marginal and oppressed
woman who, searching for a way to express her rational capacity,
resigns herself.to androcentric prescriptions. So, Rich radically
criticizes and condemns the tdken woman, considering that . her
characteristics are fruitless, worthless, useless, and damaging
for the emergence of a more female centered culture. Such woman
spends too much energy in being baggressive and offending other
women who are in reality just like her. Their relations result in
no positive achievement. - - "no pure fruifion" (1.41). fn
opposition, there is a‘constant negative source of annoyance - -
“thorn” (1.41) - and contempt, "scprn" .(1.42) among them. Rich
also stresées that a confused and diVidéd mind, plus the sense of
being repressed, has led the woman poet to a conflicting '"being
and écting". When Rich writes "Rea&ing while waiting/for the ifdn
to heat" (11.43-44), she evinces once more the split between
woman’s domestic and intellectual sides. This 1s also the
condition of the woman poet who writes accdrding to feﬁininity,
but speaks her own self through metaphors. Rich borrows a line of
one of Emily Dickinson’'s poem - "My Life had stood —— a Loaded
Gun -—- " (1.45) - wﬁere tbe poet uses a superb metaphorical
language to communicate her inner feelings. As ﬁich observes in
"Vesuvius at Home: The Power of Emily Dickinson", Dickinson had

her kind of dialect which was her '"native language" (161).
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According. to Rich, Dickinson overcame her feminine prescribed
poetic lahguage through ellaborated metaphors, considering hef
limitations of gender. |

So, 1in attempting some explanatidn for the disappointing
women types Adrienne Rich demonstrates Her empathy for
Dickihson'élprivatE' and public 1life; at the same time Rich
reinforces - oncé more -— fhe division of the thinking woman
between intellectual and-domEStic work. Comparing both the lives
and the poetry of both Dickinsbn and Rich we can say that Rich
does not make use‘ of metaphors with. thé same purposes of
Dickinson. This occurs because Rich is able to deai with  her
conflicts, confusions, anxieties more clearly and openly. Like
Dickinson, Rich’'s latent female consciousness ié still similar'to
a "loaded gun"; this means that Ri;h'sbpowerful female energy has
been repressed though ready to explode at any time._Anyway. the
release of her powerfull female energyv'— such as deception or
anger - is not a negative act, but a ﬁositive one, considering
thaf she speaks out her dissatisféction with her inferior
condition in patriarchy. Rich empathizes with Dickinson’s
intellectual and private life, because she not only feels that a
more female and explosiQe part ofv her is rgady to explode, chh
as Dickinson's.case, but she also stresses the cpmenal duality
and conflict between intellectual and domestic feminine épheres.

Immediately after quoting Dickinson’'s words, Rich comments
about the poet's domestic life: "in that Amherst pantry while the
jellies boil and scum” (1;46). ‘Then she refers to her own
domestic duties, such as "iron! (1.44) and '"dusting" (1.49). At

-the end, the persona appears as "iron-—-eyed” (1.48), suggesting
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her emotiohless staring, insinuating imposed ways ofbbeing énd
acting. So, male centered ideologies and myths have- constantly
ruled her life, considering that the persona keeps on being torn,
conflicted and disordered; This 1s illustrated with:therlést line
— "dusting everything on the whatnot evéry day of life" (1.49),
which suggests that the woman remains mechanically doing vain and
useless domestic feminine chores. This obssgessive act of "dusfing
everything" means Qasting her energy in doing nothing meaningful
for her own self and life. It is a sign of anxiety, which in turn
is a result of her conflict and of hervblurred identity. She does
not see any solution. She feels unable to join her diyided.selves
and achieve her wholeness.

In section five the poet once more refers to the "doll
woman", whose only aim is to please man. She illustrates this
through her use 6f a line from Ode XXIi, "*Dulce ridens, dulce
loquens'"; by Horace - ‘'sweetly laughing, sweetly speaking”
(Gilbert aﬁd -BGubar 1985: 2027). She implies that, for man, a
woman ‘has to speak and smile sweetly. Tﬁe poet also mentions
woman’'s custom of "{shaving]l her legs until they gleam/like
petrified mammoth—tusk" : (11.‘ 51-52), meaning the dead
artifi;ality of an object which wasAonly extracted and .polished
to serve as adornment.

In the first stanza of section six the speaker criticizes
woman’'s use Qf art as an instrument of seducfion; another
cultural custom which én£rap5 woman .

When to her lute Corinna sings

neither words nor music are her own;

only the long hair dipping
over her cheek, only the song



92

of silk against her knees

and these :

adjusted in reflections of an eye.(11.53-59)
The spéakerké first line is taken from a poem by Thdmas Campion
(1567-1620), representative of the Renaissance love poetry in
which woﬁan is . usually presented as object of love and
inspiration of the creative process. Rich’'s speaker also implies
that this woman believes that only through man's "love" she will
achieve happiness and fulfillment. So, woman sings to seduce man.
And this feminine ritual:of singing involves other aspects thch
can Help her‘ in the "art": the long hair‘ and the sensual silk
fabric touching "against her knees”. Art here is only a feminine
instrument of seduction. And wﬁat 'impeils this woman’'s use of
"art" is the illusion of "love".

| Love‘entraps woman. In the second stanza of the sixth part‘

the poet revises and criticizes fhe meaqing and consequences of
"love" for woman. The woman is "Pinned dbwn/bby love, for [hef]
the only natural ac£ion" (1.60-61). Such love, described by Rich
in WWDA as " ‘womanly, maternal love, altruistic love -- a love
defihed.and ruled Ey the weight of an entire culture (46)"--
hindérs woman ' s developmenf. As Rich continues, "the word "love"
is itself in »need of re-vision" (47). Sq, the persona is
"poised", "trembling", and "unsatisfied" (1.60) before the
"unlocked déér", but "love" pins hef down. As the woman is so
ideologically gripped by fhe ymeaning and promises of ~this

feminine love, she does not do anything to free herself.



93

Adriénne.Rich‘forewords section seven with a quotatipn frbm
Mary Wollstonecraft's A vVindication of the Rights of Woman
(1787):

To have in this uncertain world some.sfay

which cannot be undermined, Is

_of the utmost consequence.'(11.69—7l)

In Nollstonecfaft's words women have to resist in order fo have
their own perception of‘ the world. Women should not follow the
demands of a feminine education produced by and  for man’'s
interests. The.peréona though, "brave and partly gobd/ who fought
with what she partly understood" (1l1l. 72—73), and ih a way . "few
men about her would or could .do more" (1.74) is labeled "harpy,
shrew and whore". So any thinking women is considered an .anomaly
of nature. She may be a harpy, which in Greek mythology is a
cruel creature with a woman’'s face and birds wings and claws ( cf
Webster ' s Unabridged Dictionary); she may be a bad temperéd,
scolding woman, sharp-tongued — a shfew; or she may be that
creature which can demolish the_ sacredeness of family and drive
the weak man craiy with her sensual powers. Such are‘the ‘myths
that man, threatened aﬁd vulnerable, has created in order to
presefve his hegemony .

In section eight Adrienne Rich analyzes and criticizes tﬁe
tragic doom of women who are not in the prime of their lives
anymore, and whose beauty has deterioriated Qith age. By quoting
‘Denis Diderot’'s (1713-1784) thought about woman in his Letters a
»Sophie Vbllénd: "'You all die at fifteen’', said Diderot” (1.76),
the speaker in the poem is critically ironic. She fidicules

patriarchal belief thgt women.no longer youthful -~ in "atheir;
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middle years"” (1.84) — are useless. They are then considered kind
of dead for society, for they "turn part legend, part convention"v
(1.77). And, though fhey could haQe done something different -
"all that we might have been, /all that we were" (11.80781) -
their dreams and hopes were sacrificed in the name of a society
which says that they are dead because their youth has passed.

In the first stanza of section nine the persona questions
Samuel.Johnson's.remarks abbut a woman’'s preaching: 4‘Not that 1t
is doﬁe ‘well, but/ that it is déne at all?’" (11. 85-86).
According to the interpretaﬁion of Keyes the persona refers to
women in thekpublic realm (59), when she claims women to take fhé
chances Drito put them aside: "Yes, think of the odds! or shrug
them off forever" (11.86-87). The persona believes that "time’'s
precious" (1.89) and that there is not even a second to 7waste..
Woman's obscure origin - "blight" - has been respohsible for
women's lack of courage in transposing fbarriers. Their obscure
origin has méde them accommédated —‘ "sinecure" (1.91). The
persona reproaches herself and women for these failings (Keyeé
59): "mere talént. was enough for us —;" (1.92), instead of
looking for new horizons_beyond just talent.

In the seéond stanza of the nintﬁ section, the persona
explores the ways in which patriarchy has made women dependent.
The épeaker reminds women of the kind of society they live in and
consequently of their limitations: -"Sigh no more, ladiés./ Time
is male"” (11.94-95). The persona isvbeing ironic when.sﬁé advises
women to péy attention not only to the kind of women they have
been (the socially accepted), but also be aware that the daring

woman is socially punished:
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and in his cups drinks to the fair

Bemused by gallantry, we hear

Our mediocrities over-praised,

indolence read as abnegation,

slattern thought styled intuition,

every lapse forgiven, our crime

only to cast too bold a shadow »

or smash the mold straight off. (11. 96-104)

+

Women have been stimulated and encouraged to be mediocre,
reinforcing their category of "the other". Whenever attempting at
obtéining any space in the public realm, which contradicts the.
establishment, they were seen as criminal ("crime", aé above),
"monsters", "whoresf, .“shreﬁ“ or “harpy". Anq no£ many haye

wanted to risk the isolation which comes with breaking the’rulesz
J‘ '

For that, solitary confinement,
tear gas, attrition shelling. :
Few applicants for that honor. (11. 105-107)

But at the end of the poém Adrienne Rich envisions a new
idealized woman whose tfaditional characteristics have been
destroyed.

The advent of this new 'woman is an apotheosis. She comes
from heaven, thué soaring above or transcending her objectified

being, the bearer of concrete possibilities:

her mind full to the wind, I see her plunge
breasted and glancing through the currents.
taking the light upon her

at least as beautiful as any boy

or helicopter, poised, still coming,

her fine blades making the air wince

but her cargo

no promise then:
delivered

palpable

ours. (11. 111-122)
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But she must be "more merciless to herself than hiStoryﬁ (11.
109-110). Through fhis .new idealized woman the poet. makes a
painful critique of'old'consciousness_and myths. Disengaged from
patriarchal myths and'neérér to a more female consciousness, fhis
ideal woman is fhee and courageous. New joy in her freedom.
illuminates her owh beihg: "taking the liéht upon her" (1.113).
Furthermore this fidealized” woman is no longer alone. Her cargo
is communal: "ours'".

Thus we. can = see how the poeh "Snapshots of a
Daughter—-in-Law" reflects Rich'S'inifial and basi; conflict. The
persona.is torn between sqciety's demands of'feminine‘rqles as
wife, mother, housewife and poet and the demands 'of her
femaleness which 1is beginning to emerge (1971 44). As a
chnsequence, she begins to.feel the‘ necessity of searching for -
an autbndmous self definition. But, in her exhiorafioh, she
encounters a blurred and fragmented idehtity; She confronts a
duality: a strong dominant male heritagé on oné side, and a wild
ahd muted femaleness in emergehce on the other side. She also
encounters oversimplified and dualistic male images of woman as
angels or as whoreé..Now, she is confronted .with "problems of
contact with herself, problems. of language and style, problems of
enerqy and survival" (1971 37).

The persona’s turmoil highlights the feminist fhesis that
the private and the public are interconne;ted'and political. In
the poem, nevertheless, the persona is nqt cpnécious of this; and
so she depicts such turmoil as a. private vand 'an individual
conflict. In many ways the fragmented identity qf the persona may

be taken to reflect the poet’'s real life. In a retrospéctive
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analysis of "Snapshpts of a.Daughterfin—Law", Rich acknnwledges
having written this: ten—part poem over a two year period:
1958-1960. She declaresz that the poem '"was jotted in fragments
during children’'s naps, brief hours in a library, or at 3  A.M.
after rising with a wakeful child" (1971 44). In "Snapshots" the
persona sometimes shows her disgust regarding women who hgve
dedicated their 1lives only to the vain improvement of théir
physical appearence and to their marfiages'_success: sometimes
she portrays woman’'s identity as deformed or even blurred;
sometimes she shows women without sisterhood - one attacking the
other instead of  directing their indignation to/ anger at the
real enemy: patriarchy; at other timés she is aggressive and on
occasion seems to complain about gender polarities and - its
consequences; sometimes she shows glimpses of é female writer
puzzled, torn and tormented between feminine duties and her
dissatisfaction to these. Most of the time she portrays an empty
female identity with signs of crisié as the result of the
internalization of her identity as the othér. At the end Rich
shows her inner desires to ‘transcend this situation for she
delineates a new but ideélized woman who encountefs her
wholeness. |

" Besides illustrating many characteristics of the second
phasé, as stated in the beginning'of this chapter and in tne
first chapter, this poem is also an example of the strategy of
"revisionist mythmaking". The poet’'s indignation regarding the
basis of gender relations is demonstrated through a radical
critique of old female conSciousness, male ideology and myths

regarding_gender roles (Ostriker 57). She revises some myths,
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such as historica} figures and thoughté, by criticizing and
ridiculing their meaﬁing regarding relation of gender, with its
assigned roles. This poem involves "reevéluations of social,
political, and philosophical.values" {Ostriker 235). The pefSona
tries to kill the angel in the 'house, but she is still tbo
disturbed and frustfated to transcend her position as the other
merely idealizing a transformed woman nearer to femalenesé. The
speaker excludes the subject "I" from the poem. The persona is
the "she", and this showsvthat the poet is still unable to expose

her "female" self.

In "Prospective Immigrants Please Note" (1962) - the last
poem of the collection Snapshots of a Danhter—in—Law - Adrienne.
Rich strengthens her decision to define herself. Though aware of
the risks and dangers 6f such an undertaking, the bdét decides to
go on by leaving her past life behind and starting a new phase.
She emphasizes that the reward of abandoning the past is the
discovery of a more authentic 'I;. In her constant "you" referrai
to the persona, the poet is advising not only hefself but also
the ones - "immigrants" - who intéhd to explore unknown and wild
paths of self and culture. According to cfitic Gelpi in "Adrienne
Rich: The Poetics of Change“'there ére either a "safe security or
a dangeroqs passage" (1975, 135). So, before undertaking this
ekploration, the persaona warns the "prospectiVe.immigrants" of
the two options. |

Either you will

go through this door
or you will not go through. (11. 1-3)
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Each of these two choices has its own implications and
consequences for the woman immigrant.

The poet declares that although the "immigrant" may decide
on going through, she may be_tempted to return to her previous
immanence:

If you go through

there is always the risk

of remembering your name.(11.4-6)

Going back could be the easiest way to avoid more conflicts,
apprehensions and anxieties. This "going back”, in DeBeauvoir's
terms, only reinforces the maintainance of the myth of the other,
by hindering woman from achieving her critical consciousness, and
finally her subjectivity. As Simone de Beauvoir writes in The
Second Sex, "It 1is an easy road; on it one avoids the strain
involved in undeftaking an authentic exiStence" (21).

But if the "immigrant" decides for going through, she " will
certa;nlf encounter conflicts and divisions. The best attitgde,
as the speaker warns, is to .revise these dualities maybe
experience them - live them in full - so as to understand what'is
happening to her:

Things look at you doubly

and you must look back

and let them happen.(l11. 7-9)

If the "immigrant" denies entering in contact with such
conflicts, she might retufn to the same place of "the other",
remaining with problems masked and unresolved. 'This.woman will
thus live her alienated life in the feminine region pfeScribed

for her.
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In the next part there is irony when we are told that if fhe
woman "imﬁigrant"_does vnot go through shev may "live worthily#
(11.12). This living "worthily" means keeping‘the rale of the
other. The irony lies in the fact that the speaker condemns this
attitude. Mockingly, the wohan is praised for acting according fq
what is expected of her, for remaining in her immanence. By
applying irony Rich is making a critique of old consciousness and
attitude. The poet implies that the maintainance of such mediocre
behaviour will prevent the prospective "immigrant" froh seeing,
knowing and experiencing what she hés never experienced before,
and from probably freeiﬁg herself from her immanence. The price
for not attempting to cross the other side of the door‘ is
unawareness — "much will blind yog,/ much will eyade you'  (11.
16-17).

In spite of the risks and dangers fimplicated in  this
symbolic act of opening a door towards ah unmapped wild route and
region, Rich commits herself to change' by taking this journey,
which according to critic Wendy Martin imbliesv an uncertain
future as well. As Martin commented in "From Patriarchy to the
Female Principle”, the personé is not only unpreconceived
concerning thebfuture and placé she is going, but also completely
aware ofvsuch an undertaking-(1975, 179):

The door itself

makes no promises.

It is only a door. (11.20-21)

There are no hints of what is behind - the door. There isl only
Rich’'s cdurageous option ‘plus her_ action of opening the door,

which for Martin "is extremely important because it marks a



101
fundamental change" in Rich’'s way of dealing with reality.
Furthermore, the poet shows her determination in exberiencing,
confronting and berceiviﬁg conflicts, anxieties and dualities.
Her attitude demonstrates her openness to ény different feeling
and experienée, and' also her fearlessness to face
unconventionalities.(1975, 179) .

Still based on Gelpi and Martin’'s intérpretation, between
tHe two routes of the beginning‘of the poem;' Adrienne Rich,
through the persona; commits "herself to live in the present - to
process" (Martin 1975, 179). The past does not provide her _with
the kind of conscioushess, ;qstoms and values apprdpriate to her
emergent modern woman who is anxious tp understand and search for
her self, her life,.Culture, and the tonnection of‘these with her
poetry—-making. | |

According to the above readingv of "Prospective 'Immigrants
Please Note", we can conclude that as.Adrienhe Rich feels the
need to discover more about ‘herself and also aﬁout her rélation

with the world, she sees herself as a daring immigrant going

towards unknown regions.

In the poém "Necessities of Life" (1962), ffom Necessities
of Life, Adrienne Rich, tired of the turmoils she has been
confronting, decides for'exploring, understanding and looking for
her identity (personal) and for an explanantion to her existence;
but differently from previdus poems shé is now connecting  her
search to historical, social‘énd cultural contéxts. According to

Wendy Martin, the poems around 1962 reveal the poet’'s impatience
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with her inner conflicts, splits and confusions. ("From
Patriarchy to the Female Principle"'l78). In order to fulfill her .
needs, the pqet revises the~past by being ironical at cultural
and historical figures and sayings, as weli as "[paringl away
the layers of social conditioning, ritualizéd rqles and
programmed responses" (Martin 179’. Tradition is no longer viable
for this woman and poet. As Keyes remarks in The Aesthetics of
Power, ﬁhe poét abandbns the'modernist prescription against “the’
peréonal" and "autobiography" in .poetry, and adopts the "I"
persona. JAlthough she never”identifies herself as a woman, the
image patterns betray a female mind at work".(69)..

In the firét stanza of “Necessetiés of Life", thé, persona
starts to look for her identity and feels as if she NEfé giving
_birth to her self (Ostriker 1987, 59): "Piece by'piece I seem/ to
re—enter the wdrld:"(ll. 1—2)5 This re—entrance into the world
means the persoha's first glimpses of awakEning'ffom that kind_of'
sleep - from that kind of death—like state - as if she were
isolated from the world for‘ab period of time. The prefix re- in
the verbs referring to her entrance into the world means that at
this moment she is giving birth to hérself with fresh eyes and in
different ways.

This kind of re—bifth,'as Keyes observes, is .artistically
portrayed in bainterly images (69). The speaker compares the
" persona’s rebirth with the pointillists's process of painting in
tiny dots_ {cf author qfd. in Gelpi 1975, 22); an art that
requires patience and time as ‘is the case of Adrienne Rich

working upon her own subject-self. Indeed, these painterly
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metaphors - painting with tiny dots - implies a gradual and
cautious ‘re—-entrance’ into the scene of life:

a small, fixed dot, still see
that old myself, a dark-blue thumbtack

pushed into the scene,
a hard little head protruding

from the pointillist’'s buzz and bloom. (11. 3-7)

Furthremore, adcording to critic Wendy Martin "to determine the
essentials of her ... reality, Rich turns to nature to learn what
she can aont the fundamental characteristics of life"
(1975:179). And so the poet interprets and compares the persdna's
sounds : ering hérb birth with the pointillists’'s
(post-impressionists) painting her paintings. She makes the noise
of a bee and flourishés - "buzz ahd‘bloom" (1.7).

Nevertheless, after beginning her procéss of re—-entering the
world, there is an abruﬁt shift of process. Now, the persona
starts another process of feeling and Seiﬁg‘blurred, as well as

undefined. Once more the illustration is in painterly images:

After a time the dot

begins to ooze. Certain heats
melt it. ’

blurring into ranges
of burnt red, burmning green, (11.8-12)

As the dot starts to leak out slowly through small openings,

because the heat liquifies ‘and fuses 1it, sd does the persdha

start to realize her malleable and formless identity. Some other
images also elucidate her confused, obscure and stained identity.

The colours "blurring intp ranges” are like her inner self, life
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and poetic language blurring, as well. Indeed some forces have
guided her to be and accept as natural her biurring identity,
thch is a result of her category of the other: her imannent and
inessential state of being passive.

These multiple forces are thé various influences that héve
formed the peféona's idehtity. She has, in fact, come under the
influence of histqrical figg?es, as if she were devoured aﬁd then
thran up conveying resté of‘eath 6f her devouring self:

whole biographiesvswam up and

swallowed me like Jpnah

Jonah! I was Wittgenstein,
Mary Wollstonecraft, the soul

of Louis Jouvet, dead ‘ v

in a blown-up photograph. (11. 13-18)
In this waf many thinkers, wr;ters; artists and biblical Vfigures
have influenced her and her pbetry. She was eaten by these
persoﬁalities just like Jonah was swallowed by a great fish, and
released after three days. The personalities are: Wittgenstein
(1889-1957), a philosopher especially important fbr his work in
linguistic - analysis and semantics;  Mary Wollstonecraft
(1759-1797), LoQis Jouvet (1887—1957), abFrench director, a;tor,
designer and tecﬁnician. |

Many persons and issues influenced ﬁhe poet/persona’s life
gnd_poetry, and’aimost ate and torh her quickly - "wolfed"” - into
pieces. That is, the persona was almost fragmented into pieces
of nothing. But she 6vercomes the influences by revising and

cutting with traditions. She radically alters the meaning of the
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myth that a woman writef ddés not‘create by herself, £hat she
cannot be a creatrix.

When the persona decides on the rebirth of self through the
re—shaping‘of.herself, the poem turns to_the second part. The
speaker dismantles the myth that woman is to "nature”" as well as
man is to "culture". Considering that the plan of ﬁuiture is to
submit and.transcend nature,:women who are‘seen as part of nature
will be culturally subordinated and oppressed. This 1is a
"natural act". (Dﬁtner, 101—102). This means thaf while woman
procreateé, man createé. In: this way, Adrienne Rich revises,
denies, empties this myth from its’original meahing by vin:luding

herself. She gives birth to herself and .poetry:

I learned to make myself

unappetizing. Séally as a dry bulb
thrown into a cellar

I used myself, let nothing use me. (11. 20-23)

As Ostriker says "the‘idea of giving birth unaided, to the self
governs the dry bulb metaphor" (21?). The poet’'s created image of‘
the "dry bulb”" for the persona is an act of rebellion against the
myth that a woman should be attractive, beautiful and charming so
as to conquer the love of man. Rich presents the opposite extreme
of patriarchal myth. The pé?éona has learned to .give birth to-
others_or, even to herself in a feminine way; but here she

confrbnts the myth, by aggressively presenting herself as
"unnapetizing”. She despisesball attractive masks to seduce men.
She is disgusting. Anywa} this scally dry bglb is "trown‘intq a

cellar”, probably to be re-planted and later germinated in
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another less aégressive form. That.is the feason thé peréona says
thét noboby has used her, but only " herself. She also confronts.
the belief that women are used by men, through the reversa1  of
roles: she uses her own self for self-fertilizing intentions.

The persona’s unconventional act brinés about "a'moment of
intense awareness of the liftle pleasures of life", according to
Keyes (71). For her the days are now different:

now and again to lay

one hand on a warm brick

and fouch_the sun’s ghost

with economical joy, (11. 27-30)

The persona’s felation to nature is positive for her development.
*"The sun, for instance, is a source of energy" (Chevalier and
Gheerbrant 836-841) and joy. And, touching the sun is like
acquiring the necessary energy for "life". The speakek is also
aware of knowing, speaking and search?hg her basic - "bare" .—
necesities for a decent flife" coming f;om her inner self.

The persona is not only in constant revision but she is also
conscious that the past has fo be analyzed and destroyed as wéll.
The present is here and now waiting for future worthwhile results
for her self, life, poetry and culture. Dne of her necessities is
to "live" in constant'movement, changing establiéhed‘ meanings,
such as fhat ofrthe'private'nof being public. |

At the end_ a new unconventiohal woman seems to be really
emerging. She then refers to old women, who complete the whole
cycie of birth: birth, youfh, rebirth and mathity. The persona
may wish to be "like oid women khitting, breathless/ to tell

their tales" (11.41—42). As these old women are anxious to tell
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their stories, so is the persona in need to tell not only what
has been happening to her and wﬁat she has been searching, but
also what she has been encountering. The persona needs to write
both her private and public-seif in poetfy; she is in need of a

more adequate language for speaking this woman in transformation.

Ih Leaflets (1965-1969) Rich brings together personal and
pubiic realitiés by demonstrating that both afé political. As
critic Wendy Martin points.qut in "Adrienne Rich: A Evolucao de
um Poeta", this was a timé of political turmoil, éuch as the
Vietnam War —>which affected and shook the emotions of American
people - the student moveménts in France and the>USA, the rerlt
in Argelia (379). This waé also the period when Adrienne Rich
became polifically active through her involvement in the protests
aéainst the Vietnam Nar; And, as seen ;n "Teaching Language in
Open Admissions" discussed in the previous cﬁépter, at about 1949
Adrienne Rich engaged in the educational writing program for
disadvantaged students, pérceiving that 1language (with its
ideology and myths) is a fundamentai political devite in
relatiqns of power; and as such language can be used as a means
for changing reality (51-68). Acknpwledgiﬁg the need of self
transformation and of speaking of her self. (psyche, domestic
roles and emotions) in poetry, Rich realizes that as a poet her
main instrument, language, is a language resulting from a male
centered culture, and which does not adequately transmit her

emergent political side.
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In "Implosions" (Leaflets) Adrienne Rich evinces her desire

to use language as an instruhent of tranéformation. Increasingly

conscious of  patriarchy as a barrier for social and personal

development, she focuses on issues such as the follqwing: herself

as a woman and poet (consciousness/worldview), society in general

(beople‘s consciouéness and culture), the established divisions

betweén pers;ﬁal and public (bolitical); mind and body; boetry

and politics. In her search for a more adeduafe languége Rich
uses her body to transmit herself.

By sfating "I wanted to choose words that even you/ would
have to be changed by" (11. 3-4), the berspna declares her inner
intention to uée "words" as instruments qf change. The word
"éven" may imply her wish to modify not only herself, the world
and poetry, but also You-reader, You-womah, You-man, You-poet.

Society, nevertheless, far from being careless and with no

useful purposes - "wanton" - is ;hdeed savage, violent,
tempestuous and dark - "wiid“ - besiées being vulnerable aﬁd
trembling —'"wavering". The following words, which introduce the
poem, are Rich's quotation from Abbot Small, one of her

student’'s, probabiy from her writing classes to disadvantaged

people:

The world’'s

not wanton

only wild and wavering.(11.1-3)
This thought shows the hopelessness and disbelief toward a
society that is_manipulative,v deceitful and most of the time

'contradictory by preaching peace, enjoyment, harmony and

certainty. In fact, there is no bspace for fun and useful
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purposes, but only for.uncektain, violent and barbarous actions,
such as wars.

The poet stresses that the dominant group’s language is able
to deceive . people thrbugh the ideological speech that ‘wars’
bring aﬁout freedom, peace, proteCtibn and help for the ‘good’
people and nation. Disguised as the defense of the weak and poor
people, waré tend to hide ec6n0mic, political and ideological
intenﬁions of domination.  Bringing dreadful consequences to.
people and nature any kind of war conveys the meaning of the
statementﬁ "All wars are useless to the dead" (1.9). As critic
Keyesb‘declares, war is "the senseless destruction, the
incalculable human waste, the degfadation of being part of a
superpower so morally turgid" (108) - the United States of
America. Althoggh society pfea;hes that the ones who die in wars
are heroes, the persona disﬁantIES this widely accepted thought.
War, as an imposition of the ddminant group, leaves people in a
position of powerlessness. %

Even  though the persona wishes to use language as a
political device of transformation, male centered éulture and its
stratageﬁs, such as idéology, its myths, and wars hinder her aim:

"My hands ére knotted in the rbpe

and I cannot sound the bell (11, 10-11)

She shows patriarchy’é power of paralysing het. She may be 'too
disappointed and wunable to find aﬁ_ appropriate language to
express her thoughts. She also feels incapable of freeing herself

from the dominant ideologies and myths which pérvéde language.
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In spite of her intention of using_languagé with political
purpoges, the persona is entrapped by reality. Dominant groups
use of all instruments to maintain their position of '"tﬁe
subject". One of these devicés is "the ideological appargtuées" -
as.illustrated by language - and the'other is "the repressive
apparétuses" - as illustraﬁed by wars (Althusser, 1995). Though
the persona believes that she is unable to. do anyﬁhing, as she
feels tied down by the ﬁowerful' instruments and actions of
society - “The foot is in the wheel" (1.16), she still seems to
hold the vattitude-that she must fight with the internal. and
external enemies in order to effect change.

Having, so”to speak, set the “scene"‘for. the poem in a
world in which uncértainﬁy énd violence dominate, the poét starts
by giving the persona a first person pqsition and focusing on the
issQe qf lénguage= the choice of words that can briﬁg about
change. The pefsona then invites the rgéder-to feel the meaning
of her méssage concretely, by touching gart of her‘body and thus
comprehending the meaning of her poetic language:

Take the word _

of my pulse, loving and ordinary

Send out signals, hoist

your dark scribbled flags

but take '

my hand {11. 6-10)

She persuadeé the reader to perceive her "word" by sensing the
beating of her heart through her pulse. But the poet also wants
to know the reader’'s reaction to her words, and thus She'aéks the

reader to answer her with any kind of signals, such as by putting

the flag up: "hoist”. It does not matter whether the reader’'s
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answer is confusgd, dim, badly written or not. The most
importanf is communicatibh - exchange of intentions and feelings
- which fulfiils the aim of the pqet: ;omprehension of meanings
between poet and reader. So, as the speaker asks the reader to
sense and try to understand her "words"vtrans$itted through tﬁe
language of her body. The stratagem is to use her body to attempt
a .moré effective communication. The words themselves are
lifeless. But her message is political. And the_"even you" (1.4),
as already mentioned, hints at the possibility fhat this reader
may be an enemy.

In the context of the time when the poem was written, a
period marked by the American .people's disbelief in. the
'gbverment, DuPlessis’ commenté are illuminating: The "Vietnam War
becomzs a focal issue, since, in a historical sense, it is the
concrete political reality in which (women poets] feei.
ihplicated,}and in a symbolic sense it epitomizes thé,destructive
values and acts that the old—consciousne;s can produce” (128).

.At this moment, the persona - among many people - is a
victim of the war.. She is a prey of patriarchal culture, which
for her is tﬁe creator of_many atrocities, such as people’'s
physical and phsychological death. The speaker declares:

When it's finished and we're iyings

in a stubble of blistered flowers

eyes gaping, mouths staring
dusted with crushed arterial blues (11. 17-20)

Empathizing with the dead - '"we" - 'she has suffered the
consequences of war in spite of her conscious intention; she is

entrapped by reality. She must fight with the internal and
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external enemies in order to effectively transform conséiousness
and culture.

At the end of_the poem the persona shows hef; disappointment
at not having the certainty fhat her woﬁds Have been effective:

1'11 have done nothing

even for you? (1ll. 21—22)

Thus the persona reinforces her political stance as a poet. With
Rich,'she seems to question and criticize herself as a poet who
has been — until now — unable to demythicize traditional concepts
witﬁ her pbetic lénguage. But she implies that hef poems are
takihg an incfeasingly politiéal turn.

In this poem and in othefs from Leaflets Rich strives for a
definition of her poiitical identity and position in society and
the reality surrounding her. Following the phases outlined in the
beginning 6f this chapter and in the first chapter, we can say
Rich has reathed the third hhasé, considering that she defines
. herself asba political poet whp uses even the sensual langquage of
her body to speak her political awareness as a woman. She is
willing to use the power of poetic lénguage.for transforming old
consciousness and culture, 'though vso far she has ha;dly
succeeded. As a matter of fact, the poet demonstrates efforts to
overcbme the establishment, but she is still hindered by dominant
idéologies and its myths, and her dead body on the battlefied is
-one evidence of her subjection. Atvthe end, however, the poet
implies that she has not given up looking for more effective ways
to help her to understand and change herself, others and culture,

though it can be “even for you" (1. 22).
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In "Nightbreak" written in the same year as "Implosioné" and
alsa included in Leaflets, Adrienne Rich makes a critique of old
‘consciousness and culture by approaching the fundamental feminist
interconnection of the personal with thé public spheres and also
by demonstrating that the private is political. qu such, Rich
explores and connects the.meaning of the imagery of her body and
of war in patriarchal society, from a political stance,

In‘ the struggle to define herself, Rich, through the
persona, starts by showing fissu?es and anger towards her
historical ana cultural situation. As Martin comments in "From
Patriarchy to the Female Principle", the persona .is angry for
being_a victim of a history and of a culture that has cfeated and
assigned her a life unsuited‘to her; thus she discovers that the
personal (psyche) is political and that they cannot be .sebarated
(181). What the persona of an earlier poem "The Roofwalker"
(1961) says may be applied to the poet herself: "A iife_I didn’t
choose / chose me” (Rich 1975: 63),.

As night comes the peksona feels that sémething is wrong.
Somethiné is fractured. She is. angry; but it seems a fictitious
and illusory anger. In fact, she is unable to define what is
lacerated, and what angef "is this. She has not entered in
éonscious contact with her anger yet. She.really feels and knows
that she is disappointed with her cul tural lﬁcus in society,
which has fractured her. Nevertheless, she hopes that a new day
- imaged by “morﬁing" - may bring either illumination,
solution, brightness or éven destruction of this unclear

fragmentation and anger:
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Something broken Something

I need By someone

I love Next year

will I remember what

This anger: unreal

' - yet

has to be gone through

The sun to set

on this anger (11. 1-9)

The persona complains, declares and tries to understand that what
is desintegrated into pieces are her inner self, body and life..
Her desintegration added to anger "[havel to be gone through".
Al though unware,’the persona is really angry at the situation
that is tearing her up. In line five she begs to have her anger
sustained to the end. She may also realize that this anger ' and
desintegration are results of the patriarchal culture she lives
in. So, the poét implies that . the "sun to set” may either
symbolyze the sources of heat, light, truth, knowledge, enekgy
and life, or even death of the old and birth of the new
(Chevalier and Gheerbrant 836). And thus lines eight and nine may
help the persona to cope, comprehend and resolve this mixture of
fragmentation and anger within herself.

In fact the persona suggests that she wishes to revise,
understand and destroy not only traditional concepts regarding
women — such as the fragmentation and anger approached above -
but also society's.atrqcities. Although she knows that the world
is presented as serene and peaceful, she feels that in reality
something which is the opposite of the appearence 1is being
hidden. So, tired of what comes into sight, the persona decides

for a more unconventional position.
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The persona searches for transformations rather than kthe
crystallization of states, concepts, values and ideas regarding
woman and society. She denies what 1is useless to hér. She wants
to clear up her path of destructive conventionél céncepts and
values, and acquire trénsformative tools:

: I don't

collect what I can’'t use I need

what can be broken. (11. 24-26)
So, the old and useless - wﬁich may mean . trédition, myths,
archetypes and sfereotypes - seem to have become too heavy. She
then tries to shift the desintegration of her self (as seen in
the first sténza) towards the destruction of established images,
values and concepts. #or such écts of breaking,’destruction and
hurting are essential, considering that after revising thevvold_
this is the second stage for a less fragmented self towards a
more suitable life. |

Though it seems contradictory for 'a fragmented woman to
revise and break.established values and concepts internalizéd by
her and society, this is the way towards a more unifying self and
society.‘The persona has been living the basic feminist axiom of
‘division’ wﬁich éhe has to break down with, as Rich herself
deciares in an . interview given to Barbara and Albert Gelpi in
1974: "Once you stop splitting inner and.outer, you have to stop
splitting all those other dichotomies, which i think proceed from
that. Yourself-other, head-body, psyche-politics, them¥us“ (119).
Then, bf breaking down with the splits that have fragmented her,
the pérsoha_would be able to ‘refbuild a more unified and female

self and culture.



116

The pérsona empathizes with the destructions of the victims,
nature and cities during the Vietnam war. Aggressively she
compares her body to a battlefield, ‘as critic Wendy Martin
comments in "Adrienne‘ Rich: A Evolucao de Um PDetaf; The
persona’s "body is  transformed intoc a graphic metaphor to the
hqrrors_of the war" (379):

In the bed the pieces fly together

and. the rifts fill or else

my body is a list of wounds

symmetrically placed

a village _

blown open by planes _

that did not finish the job (11. 27-33)
By comparing the lacerated appearance of a woman’'s body with that
of a village -after a war attack, Adrienne Rich criticizes
patriarchy’s control and oppression not only of women but also of
the powerless in general. Indeed, as Ostriker points out,
self-annihilation is the ultimately artistic, ultimétely ironic
answer to domination, oppression and violence (1987:102). The
poet destroys the traditional belief that a_woman;s body serves
the sacredeness of procreation. By criticizing and destroying
these myths the ﬁoet removes the patriarchal mask which haé
distorted the cultural meaning of a woman’'s body. The fact is
that the female body has indeed been used, misused and abused. It
has been used for controversial prOpagandés in outdoors,
magazines, for naked pictures in calendars in garagés, for being
réped even by the husband, father, or brother.'Thus, the female
body has been so morally and physically repressed, oppressed,

wounded and disrespected that the poet dares delineating in words
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its horrible appearence. Her . words describe vigorously and
aggressively her disgusting,vunattractive and-qnfeminine body.

Moreover, similarly to the previous‘poem, the persona also
makes a radical critique of wars, as being a creation of the
dominant group. By aésociating the "horrors of wars" with a
woman ‘s body, Rich exposes a repulsive society whose ultimate
‘target is domination. |

At the end Adrienne Rich demonstrates that most of the time
the enemy is '"invisible"” (1.35), and. that it 1is time for
carefully Fevising and .recbnnecting. the biown up - pieces of
herself. As she séys "the enemy has withdrawn/...become
~invisible" (11.34-33). Indeed the worst enemy Iis dominant
ideology and its myths, bécausé they act through fhe subje;tidn
"of the person, they are not clearly and honestly presented but
distorted instead. And thQs »night breaks (1.42) giving the
persona a time to rest, think, re—energize herself, revise and
finally re;connect the pieces of herself scattered on.the ground
of her mind énd life. Then, it will be time to wake up with the
ceftainfy that the‘personal and pubiic are intercoﬁnected and
that both are political, and finally that the persona has to
encounter the most appropriate toois for confronting patriarchy.

Thus, aCknowlquing in tﬁis book the politics of ianguage as
being,either an instrument of transformation or an insfrument of
alienation (subjectipn), Riéh theorizes later on that "poetry is
aone all a concentration of the ’‘power’ of language" (1977:248).
In this volume, according to critic Martin in:“Froﬁ Patriarchy to
the Female Principle", Rich "transcends the dichotbmy between art

and life, aesthetics and politics", by writing in poetry her
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constant reviéions and transformations of self, context, culture
énd society (181). In the two poems analyzed here, which
'illustrate the third stage of development, the persona
unconvén£iona11y makes use of her body to speak herself. As Rich
affirms to Barbara and Charles Gelpi in ”Three Conversations”,
“you have to be constantly critiquing even the tools that you use

to explore and define what it is to be female" (119).

In her sixth book The Will to Change (1971), Adrienne Rich
continues exploring her - identity by intensifying‘and extending
her‘will to change herself, her poefry, and her culture. She
deepens her earlier convintions realizing that the échieyement

of changes implies a more integrated woman than that fragmented

one in "Snapshots" (Keyes 111-113). Furthermore; the poet also
confronts racism, capitalism, sexism and the violences of
patriarchy. And Rich keeps on investigating "the failures of a

culture based on the greed and repression which denies the basic
neeps of most of 1its population - women, childrén,'the aged,
Blacks, Mexicans , Indians - and all nther people who are not
part of the patriarchal elite” (Martin, 1975:183).

It is in this volume that Adrienne Rich fully shows her
awareness of how language can hinder‘ self-fulfillment and
self-knowledge. Her famous lineé, "thisl is fhe nppfessors's
language/ yet I need it to talk to You"  (1975:149), show how
confined Rich feels 'in a 'language which_ prevénts her from
understanding, defining and articulating her own reality (Martin,

1975:183). So, in her need and willingness to change, Adrienne
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Rich begins to experiment with uncqnventional‘ language. Her
images, metaphors, and strategies become increasingly ‘"open
rather than closed forms, characterized by spontaneity instead of
planned, rational discourse" (Keyes 113).

For Adrienne Rich language is not the standardizeq‘speech of
an elite, but the most important political instrument in
achieving,authenﬁieity -cand fulfillment. Through language Rieh
keeps to ner objective of revising, denying, reversing and or
destroying male created mytns. Furthermore, as she states in e
later article - "Power and Danger: Works of a Common Woman®” -
"poetry is above all a concentration of‘ the power of 'langgage“
(1977:248). Through language Adrienne Rich re-invents images,
words, rhymes and rhythms so as to creete alternative and new
~ways of seeing and iterpretingvreality. indeed, Rich declares
fhat "Poetry, is among other things, a criticism of language”
(1977:248). |

One of her main strategies in her movehenf tpwards a more
female point of reference is revisionist’ mythmaking, as it
charecterizes the sixth step in the development of woman’'s
poetry. Sometimes Rich breaks with conventional values preserved
by mythological stories, transcending the destructive ideblogiee
of the myths that she herself nas internalized throughout’ her
process of socialization. On other occasions Rich appropriates
traditionelbmyths regerding genders and transforms tnem into
positive interpretafions of the female image (ctf. Funck,
19§0:14—16). |

In The Will to Change Rich chooses the woman figure - most

of the time courageous women - as a point of reference for her
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.life, poetry and the changes.that she herself is undergoing. She
is no longer complaining, lost, aloane and without any female
models or directions, as she waé in her first phases, e.g. the
courageous male | "roofwalker" ("The Roofwalker", 1961), or the
ideal woman coming as a helicopter or a bird, as portfayed in
"Snapshots of a Déughter-in—Law". Rich discovers a real,‘ rather
than an ideal, role model; ‘she replaces the ideal with the
historical (Keyes 115).

In the epigraph to "Planétarium" (1968) Adrieﬁne Rich’'s
reference to Caroline Herschel - the .astronomer whp was not
recognized accordingly because she was a woman - indicates. tﬁat
the poet was inspired by the woman astronomer when writing the
poem:

MThinking of Caroline Herschel

(1750-1848) astronomer, sister of

william; and others.” :

-Indeed, by revealing her deference to Caroline Herschel, the poet
demonstrates her shift - .from a male to a female referenée. As
Keyes remarks, "Rich’'s meditations upon Herschel lead her to
deeper.insights about women‘and about her own role as a woman
poet" (144). |

Rich starts the poem with thé ﬁegative malé created image of
woman. Her female model, far from: being idéal, is initially
portrayed as a "thinking woman", who is labeled a monster by

patriarchal society:

A woman in the shape of a monster
a monster in the shape of a woman
The skies are full of them (11. 1-3)
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The poét shows Herschel as marginalized and somehow divided
between being a woman and a scientist ("monster"). In fact the
images of ‘"woman" and "monster"” initially blur the persona’s
identity, but she also refers to the fact thgt there are lots of
monster—-women in our so;iety. |

These monster—women (my emphasis) are doomed to suffef,
however. They do not have enough cerage to confront and overcome
the establishment:

Galaxies of women; there

doing penance for impetuousness

ribs chilled ‘

in those spaces - of the mind (1l. 13-16)

As Keyes notes, the impetuousness of these women is frozen not
externally buf in their very minds. They are unable to use their
power, for they. are trapped by patriarchal idéology and myths,.
They are paralyzed, and this illustrétgs the effectiveness of
patriarchal ideology with ité my ths regérding gender roles (117).
Thesé women, differently from Herschel, still accept their images

as_natukal.

Nevertﬁelesé, through _Hefschel,‘ Rich transforms the
traditionally derisive concept by embtying it of the negative
patriarchal meaning, and filling it with creative, energetic and
positive female meaning -(Keyes 116). Caroline Herschel has
reséarched and discoVered many absorbing things in the universe,
such as commets and stars; and "like us" - the persona includes
herself in this'category - she is»jﬁst like a wit;h conveying the
positive and female power: "levitating into the ﬁight sky/ riding

the polished lenses" (11.11-12). She seeks and travels to achieve
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her objectives. This witch scientist is as 1light as a feather,
free to move wherevef and whenever she wishes. bifferently from
the women-monster who are ‘“chilled” in their inner and outer
selves, Herschel is in command of her body and mind. Her polished
lenses symbolize the éonventional_ witch’'s broom: the ‘witches'
vehicle. This is the wunconventional instrument with which she
takes her journeys inward and outward - thfough the spaces of
herself and of +the universe. In this wéy, Rich modernizes and
re-writes positively the myth of the witch from a female
persbective.

The witch: scientist has a harmonious relationship. with
nature. Indeed this witch scientist travels ‘and discovefs new
thingé in the universe through her polished lenses, a device
which enables her to be and to act energetically freely. The ppet
presents Herschel as an astronomer who discovers "8 commets" and
progresses to the NOVA (1.20): a new and briiiiant star.

This NOVA signifies a whole new female giqwing existence:
both inner and outer. According to critic Keyes, NOVA means life:
vitality connected to woman (117). For Rich it means a renewed
and lively sensation make "every impulse of light [explodes] /

. from the core” (11.21-23) of her bodfvinto space. The jpurney
from now on is from inside to outside and from outside to inside.
There is an energetic wave surrounding Caroline Herschel’'s life.

The scientist-witch becomes neither paralyéed, nor a tdken_
woman as others women have. Her eye is fully professional -
"virile, precise and absolutely cértain’“, in  the astronomer
Tycho's words. Hershel is not afraid of acquiring virile

characteristics and being callled monster. "This is a risk she is
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willing to take" (DeShazer 147). 1In fhis way Rich’'s use of images
and her choice of diction demonstrate how the poet has. overcome
the conventional division between masculine and feminine
characteristics (Keyes 117). So, language becomes a political
instrument for eradicating .conventional values and for
transcendihg destructiye ideologies and myths. As Keyes properly
remarks, "Rich’'s theme 1is pqwerlessness versus power" (117), with
Herschel representing female—power, and the other women
representing feminine powerlessness. |

The persona wants to experience a "iife", fer she does not
want to have lived "in vain" (1.25). She wants_to have new and
eneréetic experiences, as ‘1llustrated by Tycho's words: “'Let me
not seem to have lived in vain'" (1.25). The persona is neither
afraid of applying masculine terms to express herself nor does
she mind being called a mqnster for exhibiting masculine traits.
She shakes and awakens‘ her consciousness and goes on toﬁards
‘discovering, revising and transforming not only herself, but also
others and culture, when she writes:

What we see, we see _ ,

and seeing is changing (11. 26-27)

The speaker’'s use of "seeing" in this poem means her crucial. act
of fe—vision, which 1is her process of awakening consciousness.
This is an act of transformation: from the poet’'s previpus image
of herself and the world.vThis "seeing"” makes the persona change
her previous worldvie@. Furthermore, her. reference to the
"heartbeat of the pulsar/ Heart sweating tﬁrough my body" (l1.

30—31)»demonstrates the' internal emotibns speaking through the
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poet’s body, which characterizes one of the revisionist ways of
breaking with the status quo. This is the reason ‘for thié
"seeing” being a politicél act. Rich overcomes the division
between body and mind and breaks with conventions as she writes
her emotions through her body. And once more the‘ power of
language is evinced.

Though she has been' bdmbarded, the persona‘remains strong.
"Her route, however, 1s not through the stars but thrpugﬁ the
power of poetry" (Keyes 118). This powef is in the remainder of
the poem, which 1is divided into her previous hegative {muted)
existence and then the emergenée' of a positive (speaking)

existence marked by her process of "awakening consciousness":

I am bombarded yet I stand

I have been standing all my life in the

direct path of a battery of signals

the most accurately transmitted most
untranslatable language in the universe

I am a galatic cloud so deep so0 invo-
luted that a light wave could take 195

years to travel through me And has.
taken I am an instrument in the shape
of a woman trying to translate pulsations

into images for the relief of the body
and the reconstruction of the mind. (l11. 26-27)

During her whoie life this woman persona has been subjecfed to
.male cul ture. She has not beén able fo communicate her self and
her worldview be;ause she has ' been bombarded by‘a male dominant
;ulture, with its m}ths and language. This language has been for
her untranslatable. It topk» her fifteen years to start her
process of awakening consciousness. But, then she positively
becomes a "galatic cloud“ - "an instrument in the shape of woman"

(11.42—43) trying to speakk her inner feelings - "trying to
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translate pulsations“ (11.43-44) into images: words. Critic Keyes
~has observed that, when the persona de;lares "I'm an instrument
in the shape/ of a woman" (11.42—43); she illustrates that there
is a positive shift from the beginning of the poem; when she
declared that she was "a woman in the shape of a monster"
(11.1—2); Now Adrienne Rich, through hegpersona, is proclaiming
her "awakening conscioussness" - her freeing bherself from
patriarchal dominance. With such evolufion the division between
private and public is exterminated. As Keyes says, "[Rich]
shows [through languagel] - her sense of being woman while she
takes on the function of the poet" (119). And, as Rich herself
States about "Planetarium"”, "at 1last the woman in the poem and

the woman writing the poem become the same person" (1971:47),

In "I Dream I1'm the Death of Orpheus" (1968), Adrienne RicH
appfoaches many subjects proper of her'historical moment. Moved
by diséatisfaction with. herself, her poetr?, culture and
society, and now sﬁirred by "rage as a form of female creativg
power" (De Shazer 153), ‘"the sense of her own power as a poet”
(Keyes 12)), the poet demythicizes the myth of Orpheus. By
appropriating the tale of Orpheus, 'ﬁich transfprms not only the
plot bqt also the the gender of the  heroic figure. Througﬁ the
" tactics of "revisionist m&thmakiﬁg" - 'which characterizes the
‘"sixth mode — the poet once more uses the politics of langﬁage to
reviée_and tfansform established gender images and scripts. In
this way Adrienne Ricﬁ strengﬁhens the‘feminist hypothesis that

thg personal and public are interconnected and political}
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‘According to Keves this»poem is "a modern feshaping of the
myth of Orpheus in the underworld" (120). Rich bases her poem not
only upon the‘tradifional mythical story of Orpheus but also upbn
Jean Cocteau’'s modernizad version.in the film Orphee (1950), in
whiCh Death, personified as a woman in a Rolls Royce and followed
by motorcyclists dressed in black leather, cqmés from thé
underworld in the pursuit of Orpheus (cf. Gilbert and Gubaf 1985:
2032)
In the original mythical stofy Drpheus'— the poet—musician -
implores the superiors beings - Pluto and Proserpinev— to allow

him to stay with his beloved wife, Eurydice, whothas just .died

(Brandag 141—191). Orpheus is permitted to go to the underwﬁrld ;.
Hades - £0 bring his wife ba;k to the world of the 1iving beings.
In thé granting of this wish certain stipulations are imposed.
One of the stipulations is that,‘on.the journey from Hades to the
upperworld, Eurydice has to walk behind Orpheus, and Orpheué is
forbidden to look back. But, during the journey Orpheus is
tortured mentally by the doubt that Eurydice is nof actually
behind him. Unable to resist he does look back and then his
beloved Eurydice is swept back to the underworld;' As Orpheus
loses his other half, he also loses himSelf as.an ihdiQidual, a
poet and é musician. He doeé not sing or compose anymore. There
is no 1qnger harmony within himself (Brandéo 147). Accordiﬁg to
the myth, Eurydice repfesents the feminine, the ineSsengial, the
object, the immanent being (the inferior, the muted, the passive
ﬁkinciple, the obscure/wild side ), in short "the other", wheréaé
Orpheus represents the masculine, the essential, the active

principle, the transcendent being, "the subject". In Simone
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deBeauvoir’'s sense, as previously seen, Orpheus as a manv needs
the woman in order to be completed (108). Yet, in "I Dream I'm
the Death of Orpheus" Adrienne Rich captures and transforms the
siginificance of this mythical story.

With a more critical consciousness the persona describes a
journey towards her female.wild part, which is beyond the limits
set down by society. This is a journey b"thfqugh a lqnds;ape of
twilight and thorns" (1.8), but she takes it anyway in order to
explore and fescue her wild and muted female side, which under
patriarchal control is in a death-like state;_

I am a woman in the prime of life

driving her dead poet in a black Rolls—-Royce

through a landscape of twilight and thorns. (11. 6-8)
As DeShazer says, '"driving through the streets of Hades is an act
of defiance, insbired not only by the. song of the -legendary
singer but by hersélf” (153). Also,'aslﬁritic Keyeé infers, the
title of the poem indicétes that the_ bersona kills Orpheus for
usurping his power so as to- have enough courage and strength to
walk through paths never allowded to woman before (121). The poet
then absorbs the cpnventional male power as a strategy to awaken
her own power . By reversing the genders»roles of the tale - the
heroic protagonist is now a woman -~ Adrienne Rich is applying
what DuPlessis calls the revisionist tactics of displacement (see
Chaptef 1), sovas to criticize and change self and culture.

» The woman hero starts her Jjourney of Qelf—discovery

"rapidly" through the wild, muted and unknown route, with

determination:

y
S
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1 am walking rapidly through striations of light and

[dark] _

thrown under an arcade. (11.1-2)

She is aware not iny of her position in society bqt also of the
need of a raaical act.

As a hero-woman in a male—;entered society, she has latent
but non-recognized powers Jjust as  in the myth Orpheus is
restricted by'the superior béings of his time {Keyes 121):

I am a woman in the prime.of life, with certain powers

and those powers séverely limited
by authorities whose faces I rarely see.(11. 3-5)

3 woman with a certain mission
which if obeyed to the letter will leave her intact.
(11.9-10)

1f she succumbs to the rules set down, she will bé doomed to
remain deprived of her femaleness forever. But this persona is
energetic and resolute. She 1is as powerful and as‘_hefdic as
Orpheus, and her anger at her maIEfpresCribed limitations imparts
her with more creative and powerful actions regarding new
meanings for her woman being. Thé same Qoman who drove‘her dead
poet in a black Rolls—-Royce through hard and obscure paths'is ﬁot
afraid of fhe dangers ~of the path. She Has the vﬁnerVes of a
pantherﬁ and "contacts among Hell’'s Angels"” (11.11—12).»ThusA the
poet shows that the naturalness of the myth _(és developed by
Bérthes and discussed in the first thapter) is merely another
myth; that is, this is a distortion of the reality, because after
demythicizing Rich shows the possibility. qf transforming by
empty;ng the myth frbm its male meaning and filliﬁg if with a

more female significance (cf. Ostriker 212-213).
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Although the woman is conscious of her limitations, she
defies the laws of society by using unfeminine power and courage:

‘A woman feeling the fullness of her powers
at the precise moment when she must not use them

a woman sworn to lucidity

who sees through the maynhem, the smoky fires

of these underground streets (11.13-17)
This woman breaks up with traditional values perpetuated through
mythological stories and tradition, and transcends the
deétructive ideology which she has internalized. Unlike Orpheus

she succeeds . in her objectives, . in spite of the many

restrictions. Aware of the chaos and confusion of the streets -

her route - she is able and resolute to defy traditions.
At the end of the poem the persona who is representing "the
other" - the muted and wild side - looks and walks backward "on

the wrong side of the mirror", without any fear. Though she looks
backward éhe shows vthe mutability of tHe myth as she does not
have the same negativekfate of Orpheus. On. the cbntrary, this
wéman who is awakenihg her dead-poet from a death like state  is
now reconstructing herself courageously. By "iearning tq walk
backward against the {wind]l" and "on theiwrong side of the

mirror"” (11. 18-19), the awakening woman poet is demonstrating
her unconventional act Which revefts positively. She 1looks
backward ;onfronting and overcoming the difficulties of walking'
against the wind. The wind here symbolizes the "natufal"
limitgtions created by established patriarchal values. Moreover,

when she looks "on the wrong side of the mirror“, she is
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" inverting the traditional images of .femaleness "reflectedf in
literature.

Through this poem Adrienne Rich shows that she, among many
contemporary poets, is a political poef in search of hef identity
as both woman and poet in a patriarchal society. By wusing
revisiénist my thmaking, Riéh shows once more the pbwer of poeti;
language in éreating other ways of interbreﬁing the world. "By
chalien@dng us to a ﬁore honéstb realization, shé has recovered
something of the function of the poet among his people: not by
fransmitting their legends and tales but by offering herself -—-
without pretensions, with hohest hesitations -—- as the mirror of
their consciousness and the medium of their transformation"
(Gelpi 148). Later, in 1977, Adrienne Rich would declare that
"poetry is above all a concentration of the power of language,
which is the power of our ultimate relationship to everything in

the universe' (248).

In the book Diving Into the Wreck (1971-1973) Rich is consciously
furthering and emphasizing her previous searches of self, culture
and poetry. According to Adrienne Rich’'s own commentaries, on the

Jjacket of her book, some of the 1issues approached are the

following:

A comihg—home to the darkest and richest sources of my
poetry:. h

sex, sexuality, sexual wounds, sexual -identity, sexual
politics:

many names for pieces of one whole. I feel this book
continues the work I've been trying to do - breaking down
the artificial

barriers between private and public, between Vietnam and the
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lover's bed, between the deepest images we cafry out of our
dreams and the most daylight events "out of the world." This
is the intention and longing behind everything.l write.
{cited in Keyes 133)

Ri;h has ‘thus become conscious of‘hef cultural locus in the
relations of gender, of her radical feﬁinist poéition anq its
outcomes in her_poetry.

. One of the results of  her growing awareness is "an angry
voice"’(Keyes 133) that breaks with the male myth that it is
unfeminine for a woﬁan to externalize énger (seé Ostriker, 1987).
An outstandihg poem illustrating anger 1is "Phenomenoiogy of
'Aﬁger" written’in 1972. In this poem Rich showé in an aggressive
tone the féct,. the circumstances and tHe experience of the
phenomenon of anger, ité characteristics, the consequences of
repressing or:releasing anger; 1f repressed, anger may lead woman
to madness or depressipn that .resuits in lack of energy and
purpose. This is negative for women’'s creative power of writing,
because repressing anger ' can lead women either tob write
inauthenticélly or even to stdp writing. Another consequence of
”the repressed anger is suicide or murder, as Adrienne Rich points
out in her poem. Both consequences are cbmpletely destructive.
But.in "The Phehomenology of Anger" Adrienne_Rich releases her
anger perhitting herself the fantasy of destrﬁying her.enemy with
"his own weapons (Martin, 1975:185):

White acetyline
ripples from my body

on the true enemy.(11. 59-60, 63)
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Furtherhore the persona battles with the oppressor that creates
and commits horrors in wars. And thus exfernalizing anger, as one
.of the subjects of this vdlume, is a necessary and vital
achievement for the poet. &he finélly has the opportunity to
declare to the oppreséor: g | haté you”. And at the end Rich
describes her visionafy dream of : a tommunity of people in
harmony with themselves and with nature:

I wouid have loved'to live in a world

of woman and men gaily

in collusion with green leaves, stalks,

building mineral cities, transparent. domes,

little huts of woven grass

each with its own pattern——— (11.99-104)

But this is a utopian vision of the world because it»is far from
being similar to the modern contemporary world of Post Industrial
Revolution and two World Wars. In our world, in reality,
"machines hurtle us through space, poison our air and water,
anesthetizing us to our bodies, to naﬁUre" (Martin, 1975:186).
Anyway anger 1s a vigorous crgative fprqe as a step for providing
further transformations towards a more female yisidn qf tﬁe
world.

Al though anger is one of .the subjects approached in Diving
into the Wreck, there are still other topics. The review of the
historyvof American womeﬁ ("From an Old‘House of America") is one
of them. Others are the deeﬁer re—exploration of self and culture
and also of the power to transform bpth; conscionness. But the
siﬁgle most importaﬁt subject is the revision and destruction of

the myth of femininity and masculinity as well as the eradication
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of the polarization of both through the creation of a more femalie

oriented myth.

The poem "Diving into the Wreck" (1973) - which was written
during the most politicized phase of the feminist movement -
characterizes an advanced stage in Adrienne Rich’'s process _of
self-redefining. As "Diving" was written during.the same period
of Rich's celebrated article — "When We Dead Awaken: Writing as
.Re—vision" (1971) - the poem reflects Rich's questionings and
feminist proposals of such time. In her wuse of revisionist

language Rich, similarly to the prévioqs poem, "I Dream I'm the
Death of Orpheus", tries to understand her self in.relation to
male concepts_and values regarding gender roles and images. It is
an attempt to reverse scripts and values, "Diving" destroys »old
meanings in order to proposeinew modes of thinking.

In this poem Adrienne Rich is fully characterized as a
contemporary revisionist mythmaker. Differently from the
modernist mythhakers - Yeats, Pound, Eliot, and Auden - she never
bemoans the decline of the past or the death of Arcady. On the
contrary, Rich refuses to bé nostalgic, and to see the past as
desirable. She utilizes the concept of "pélimpsest", as a decayed
past serving as a basis for a revisionist, critical attitude
which ends in the deétruction‘of old and conventional meanings
and their simultaneous replacement by the néw emergent present
(Ostriker, "Stealing", 235-236). | |

For Rich, as we have seen, rgvision is for woman_npt only

one more chapter in the‘history of culture and literature, but an



134
act ofvsurviving, as well: "there is another story to be _told"
{1971:34-49). Guided ‘by_her emergent world?iew, Adrienne Rieh
searches for explanation of vher own history in relatidn to the
history of civilization. Searching for the ‘origins of existing
relations of gender. Rich iooks for history in the wild and muted
regions of self and culture. By going beyond the mythical images
prescribed to her, towards a more adthentic femele significance.
"It is exactly ‘this other story’ that her poem "Diving into the
Wreck" tries to tell" (Funck 17).

-Stirred by her dissatisfaction regarding the causes and
consequences of her cultura1'16cus, the polarization of woman and
man, the relations of power between genders, and the culture she
iives in, Adrienne Rich - 1in "Diving into  the MWreck" -
consciously resolves to strive for a sdlution. By analyzing the
cultural "assumptions” that have prevented her from having access
to her fundamental energies {(Martin, 1984:191). With ~courageous
determination instead of hiding herself 1into her wounds, the
persona resolves te investigate "the caverns, the scars, the
depths or the wreckage" (Vendler 170).

The persona’s exploration is represented by her dive info
the ocean 1in an underwater journey towards a mysterious wreck.
According to Martin, "the poet decides to return to her primal
origins, tp plunge into the depths of hen pshycic and eultural
past” (1984:189), regardless of any painful eonsequences, such as
the difficulties, dangers and sufferings that such kind of
journey. may imply and cause. As the persona’s jounney is
disturbed by “the_book of m%ths", which symbolizes the eultural

entrapments, Rich consciously describes the persona-diver as
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being cautious and "éven methodic" in her preparations for the
dive (Keyes 152). Her Jjourney aims at deciphering each part ‘of
_the sea-voyage, as well as the wreck:

First having read the books of myths

and loaded the camera

and checked the edge of the knlfefblade,

I put on

the body—-armor of black. rubber

the absurd flippers

the grave and awkward mask (11. 1-7)
The conscious actions - "read", "loaded", “checked” - plus her
loneleness fKeyes 152), and a11 the traditional ' equipments -
"knife—-blade", "5ody—armor", "flippers", "maskf - for helping
and protecting her "descent" are evidences that this journey
éymbolizes the persona'é analytical plunge into her self and
culture. Such revisionist critical position, the descent into the
ocean, in fact replicgtes.the poet’'s process of exploring fhe
unconscious. | ; |

Like any common diver the persona uses the established
equipments and devices of our culture for achieving her aim. They
are all part of "the book of myths",.as the only existing
instruments and attitudes‘that. can‘guide her in her search, on
this symbolic underwater sea journey. But such traditional  and
contradictory artifacfs and rituals are ambiguous. At the same
time that they were created for making the diver's trib easier,
they also hinder her descent towards the deep and mysteribusv
origins of life. The. flippers are "absurd" (1.6), the mask
"awkward" (1.7), and the "ladderﬁ is useless (1.13).

In the critique of patriarchal myths through the revision

and destruction of its previous significance, the use of the
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ladder for‘diving is a good exaﬁple. As the‘only safe'tool thét
can aid her "déscent", it nevertheless is given a negative
meaning, as it becqmes really inessential for her plunge.

There is a.ladder.

The ladder is always there
hanging innocently

we know what it i1s for,

Otherwise

it's a piece of maritime floss

some sundry equipment. (11 13-21, emphasis added)

Though completely aware that the ladder is useless for her
objective, as it obstructs and delays her way dqwn, the persona
uses it anyway, probably to expérience, understand, revise and
revérse its traditional usefulness for diving into water.

Another artifact whose significance the poet reverses are
the flippers. Instead of helping her descent, the flippers
"cripple her" (1.29). In this way Rich goes on revising and
demolishing patriarchél myth that some artifacts and attitudes
are necessary for divers who venture in the expioration of the
sea.

Throgghout the poem, the poet also destroys the traditional
mean;ng of diving vinto>the éea, by demythicizing the image of
both the diver and the sea. One of the first hints of this is the
irony attached to_ the figure of the persona as she enters the
water. Compared.to an "insect” or to a baby, the persona is seen
""ecrawling" down into the wafer (1.30).

The act of diving symbolizes a return to the origins 6f'
consciousness and civilization, ﬁhrough a symbolic death and a

subsequent re-birth. In the mythical descent pattern, after going
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deeply into Qater or oceah the persona is conditioned to a
progressive phase of re-integration and regeneration (Cheyalier
and Gheerbrant, 15-22, 592, 650). The diver turns into any mortal
human being; the mythical image of the sea as dangerpus and
mysterious becomes the difficulties and dangers that one has to
conffont in life itself, the very concept of power.

The wreck, which is the aim of the persona’s jourhe?, means
the devastation of the original meaning of personhood, split py
the genders scripts enforced through literature. The wfeck "ig -
the personal and cultural foundering of the relations betweeﬁ the
sexes" (DuPlessis, 131-132), which seems to .have ruinéd all
original thoughts, meanings, concepts.and values. In a parody of
the paradigm of ‘the hero - "the subject", Rich reverses the
hero’'s gender and destroys its archetypal meaning. The
significancé of the hero with supernatural.forces who dives. into
the water to save a lady or kill ap evil  monster . that 1is
threatening the establishment - guch as the case of Beowulf who
dives into the water to kill the mother  of the monster and
returns mature and transformed into a hero (Keyes 1533) -—- is
destroyed. Besides being a common person, she is also the object
of search. She is "the treasufe" and "the quest". Whereas "the
quest is a crittie of old myths, the treasure is the whole
buried knowlédge of the reiations | between the sexes...".
(DuPlessis 132). As the persona goes down the water, Sﬁe
progressively frees herself from any cgnventiohs
(Martin,1984:190) and, arriving at the wreck, 1is ready for the

discovery of a new revisionist meaning.
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Although the journey resembles a scientific expedition, the
purpose is clearly self-exploratory, introspective cultural
exploratory:

I am having to do this

not like Cousteau with his

assiduous  team

aboard the sun-flooded schooner

but here alone. (11.8-12)

In entering alone the depths of the dominant cultural context,
with its ideology and myths, as well as in her psyche, she seeks
to redefine her consciousness by confronting the great cultural
wreck, by herself:

and there is no one

to tell me when the ocean

will begin. (11 31-33)

As the peksona undertakes the descent, she progressively
develops. her own way of dealing with the new element -- the
water. All the tools she has culturally acquired have to be put
aside and a new 'behavior must be established. As the persona
realizes,

the sea is another story

the sea is not a question of power

I have to learn alone

to turn my body without force

in the deep element. (11. 39-43)

Learning to be alone and to do things in a new way is a must for
the poet’'s process of development. This epitomizes the behavior

of all wOmen who search for an antimythological position. To dive

into the sea may be metaphoritally compared to freeing herself
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from prescribed gender’'s scripts and images, and also by
unmasking patriarchal mythical interpretation of reality.

Adrienne Rich 1is no longer intérested in accepting the
distortions of reality presented to her wunder the form of
traditional patriarchal myths - as‘natural and immutable. She
wishes to explore carefully nbt only the devastation of her old
consciousneés, but also the collective human cdnsciousness, as
well as history, gender relations and culture. She declares:

I came to explore the Qreck

The words are purposes.

The words are maps.

I came to see the damage that was done

and the treasures that prevail. ( 11 52-356)

During her search the poet - through the persona - highlights the
importance of another tool for ihterpretation: "words" (11.
53-54). She needs 'a language less pervaded with patriarchal
myths, though these samev "words" have served as basis -
"purboses" and "maps" - for explorihg the wreck. Delegitimating
.traditiqnal language with 1its ideology and myths 1is a move
towards a more authentic form of egpression. But she can only
unmask the disfortions ofb.patriarchal'myths fromb Qithih tﬁe
system itself.

In her search for a new self and life - as represented by
the diving into the wreck - the persona is not éttracted by
values sanctioned by society; she is interested in those values
which prove pertinent to her experiences énd intentions from the
other side of the Stofy. She needs to wunmask the power of "the

oppressor’'s language'":
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the thing I came for:.

the wreck and not the story of the wreck
the thing itself and not the my th

;A;.;;;&;;ce of daMage.'(ll. b61-64, emphasis added)
With her'purposés radicaliyvclear, she.cannot accept patriarchal
myths anymore. She is nearer her aim for a _hofe appropriate
consciousness, life and culture, which requireg the destruction
of the official stories throggh an understanding of what wént
wrong, i.e., "the wreck”. | |

Upon reaching the site of the accident, the persona begins
to build a new mythical image for herself. This myth is mofe
fluid, less crystallized and more open'to transformations.v Based
on the.  "treasure" found " in +the depths of the sea, this .new

prototype reflects the extermination of the polarities between

the genders. With the’ synthesis of female  and - male
characteristics into only one - human being. The previous
fragmented individual is now a wholeness combining

characteristics of the two 'gendérs. Although still an idealized
type, this basic wholeness ‘substituteg the dualities, divisions

and distinctions of the Western consciousness and culture:

This is the place. .

And I am here, the mermaid whose dark hair
streams black, the merman in his armored body
We circle silently

about the wreck

we dive into the hold.

I am she: I am he (11. &1-66)

This new human being envisioned by the poet is the result of the

encounter and synthesis of woman and man: thé androgynous. As

Martin points out, this human being abolishes any conflict or



141
division between subject and object, "merman" and "mermaid", mind
and matter, male and female, body and spirit, private and public
(1984:190).

After revising and overcoming this ‘"wreck", the persona
perceives that the andrdgynous characterizes only a moment in the
continuous prbcess'of awakening consciousness of the persoha -
her transformatibns towards a more female cultural context:

the one who find our way

back to this scene

carrying a knife, a camera

a book of myths

in which

our. names do not appear. (l11. 89-94)

As the androgynous who keeps on revising and exploring old
meanings, she realizes the need to write herself into history, by
inscribing women in culture. This can bnly be achieved by going
beyond the limits of culture, into the muted and wild zone, in
order to search for a more female centered consciousness and
culture. But, as Rich herself declared in WWDA, the awakening of

consciousness is not like crossing a frontier and you are . there.

The awakening conscioushess is a long and continuous journey.

The.analysis above”illustrates that from the 1950°'s to the
1970's Adrienne Rich’'s poems have suffered many transformations.
These changes are the results of Rich’'s more critical and female
centered consciousness, which has emerged from a revisionist
aftitude in her personal and public life. There‘is a movement. in
her poetry from a concern with -qonfinement .and. lack of

self-awareness toward a more liberating sense of self in which
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gender plays an important role. wofking with freer forms and more
politically involved ‘themés, she manages to establish by the
early 1970's a poeticsbwhith consideraﬁly departs from her ear}y
modernist models to constitute a new and more female—orienfed
pattern. Such "poetics" is based on a recognition of the female
voice and experience, on the.need for revision of sociél and
cultural ﬁorms, on the eradication of polarities and, especially,

on language as an instrument of change.



CONCLUSION

In this dissertation I proposed to examine Adrienne Rich’'s
contribution to the development of important principles, meﬁhods
and tﬁeories of feminist criticism. With this purpose in mind; I
reviewed some ofvthe major issues raised by tﬁe.encounter ef
feminism and literature (Chapter One), critical articles (Chapter
Two) and the development of her poefry between‘ 1951 and 1973
(Chapter Three). I‘was thus able to conclude that the process ef_
feminist criticism - as a new area of literary investigation - in
defining prineiples and establishing criteria for reeding,
writing and interpreting literary texts, in many ways parallels
Rich's process of awakening consciousness. Through her
revisionist position in private aﬁd public life, Rich can thus be
considered a representative poet and critic in the development of
‘a feminist poetics, a new way of writing consciously as wohan.
and thus for feminist criticism develppment.

Since relations of gender are characterized by an imbalance
in power, a feminist stance, as iliustrated by Rich, must
necessarily acknowledge the political dimension of the literary

work. Also because of the secoﬁdary rolee attributed to woman in
society and-in.literature, it must emphasize what Rieh has termed
tthe location of the poet,"” that is, the position from where each
individual woman perceives herself. and hef eonstraints as a
writer. Not generally‘socialized to become a writer who follows

her inner needs, aspirations and experiences, the woman poet (as
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illustrated by Rich) has had to struggle against the assigned
scripts which repress her "iméginatioh" and which often silénce
her authentic voice. Encpuréged to remain within the ‘boundaries
of’the pafriarchal myfh of femininity, wbmen writers have had to
face an acute feaf of being unfeminine and therefore
marginalized.

Rich’'s basic trajectory, as we have seen, consists in
transcending the category of "the other" to bgcome "the subjeét",
a female subject. To‘accompliéh this, she has had to effect a
radical reyision of the terms of’her socialization, of the roles
assigned td Her, and consequently of her consciousness and
culture. Furthermofe, she has had to confront one of‘the vmain
issues for feminist writers, bwhiCh is tﬁe‘issue of language.’
Estabiished in and by dominant culture, the artistic instrument
of the woman poet is not value free. As Rich realizes "this is
the oppressors language/yet i need it to talk to‘you". One of her
major achievements has been the transformation of this language
which hinders the full coﬁmunicatioﬁ and development of women
towards which their genuine se}ves into a more‘ female—cehtered
language, one which is purged of the dominant.ideology and its
myths. Followiqg Ostriker's aﬁd DuPlessis’ studies on revisionist
my thopoesis as a liberating strategy for women,vﬁé could see
through Rich's?poetry how, dgring this process of transforming
male—-created myths, the woman is at the.same time transforming
her owﬁ condition, moving from the category of "other" towards
becoming the subject of her own story or‘history.

The need to reassess the femaleness of woman writer‘ implies

a feminist/political, stance, one which seeks to solve the
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inherent conflict of being a woman and a writer through»unveiliné
the cpntradictions of the dominant ideology and alsa.through the
deconstruction of mykhs concerniné genders. In this way,  the
writer hay be able fo notice that  tHe‘principle of naturainess
gives place to histbry and that.the myth conveys a changing
rather than an immutable significance. In the same  way, the
dualisms, such as those of éngel/monster, 'mind/body,
private/public, personal/political, male/female, are likely to be
destroyed. The consequent wholeness " helps heal that seﬁse of
anxiety, conflict, blurred identity‘and divided feminine self.

As one of the first feminist critics who defined and afgued
for a revisionist practice in 1life and literagre (forﬁally
presented in WWDA) Adrienne Rich illustrates her revisionist
position throughout her.critical proée. Indeed, in revising and
transforming'her own consciousness .and culture,VRich .approa;hES
and develops many of the fundamental issueé of feminism as a
movement seeking sbcial change. At the end of BBP Adrienné Rich
shows hpw her feminist stance acquires an enlarged scope, as she
goes beyond ‘“woman" to arque for a less biased ahd a less
hierarchical society in all aspects.

THrough.her revisionist position in poetry we cah notice
that Rich wmoves not only towards a more female and critical
conscipusness but also towards a more general interest in
cultural change. The fen poems analyzed marked the development of
her feminist awareness, from her "killing of the angel in the
house" (to paraphrase Woolf), throughrher incfesingly politicized
attitude, to her revisidnist stance in relation to languége and

myth. Though the poems>span ‘a crucial period of her development
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as .a poet and illustrate the first burst of consciousness of the
contemporary feminist movement, we must not forget that twenty
, yeaks have elapsed:between the last'ppgm analyzed and today. Ricﬁ
is alive and well,:but she is no longer the same woman, as some
of the- issues she fought fdr are no iohger in the feminist
critical agenda for the 1990's. And though this does _hqt
invalidate any_ofbthe things which haVe beén said here, we must
accounﬁ in this conclusion for the possibility, or better, for
the certainty.of further change. |

As Rich herself states in the book Your Native Land, Your

Life, published in 1986:

1 have wished I could rest among the beautiful

and common weeds I can name, both here and in other
tracts of the globe. But there 1is no finite

knowing, no such rest. Innocent birds, deserts,
morning—-glories, point to choices. leading away

from the familiar. When I speak of an end of suffering
I don’'t mean anesthesia. I mean knowing the world, and
my place in it, not in order to stare with bitterness
or detachment, but as a powerful and womanly series of
choices: and here I write the words, in their
fullness: ' '
powerful; womanly.

August 1981 -

August 1982 (27 emphasis added)

Adrienne Rich's continuing  transformations of self towards
the fullness and the power of womanliness remains as a suggestion
for further ihvestigation. But whoever undertakes to follow the
waters of her poetry should be aware that such waters flow in
more directions than one and heed the poet's warning:

If You have taken this rubble for my past

raking through it for fragments you could sell

know that I long ago moved on
" deeper into the heart of the matter
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_ifvyou think you can grasp me, think again:

my story flows in more than one direction

a delta springing from the riverbed

with its five fingers spread

(in Time’'s Power, 1987)

The unawakened woman of "Storm Warnings"” and/or "Aunt Jennifer‘s
Tigers"”, the divided woman of "Snapshots’, the woman who 1is
looking eagerly for her origins 'and_the origins of her culturé,
and who turns to be an androgynous in "“Diving into the wreck;"
this same Adrienne Rich remains elusive and changing and growing.

The process of poetry, such as that of living, is an endless

process.
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APPENDIX

STORM WARNINGS

The glass has been falling all the afternoon,
And knowing better thén.the instrument

What winds are walking bverhead, what zone
Of gray unrest is moving across the land,

1 leave the book upon a pillowed chair

And walk from window to closed window, watching

Boughs strain against the sky

And think again, as often whén the air

Moves inward toward a silent core of waiting
How with a single purpose time has traveled
By secret currents of the undiscerned

Into this polar realm. weathér abroad

And weather in the heart alike come on

Regardless of prediction.

Between foreseeing and averting change
Lies all the mastery of elements
Which clocks and weatherglasses cannot alter.

Time in'the hand is not control of time,

_ Nor shattered fragments of an instrument

A proof against the wind; the wind will rise,

We can only close the shutters.

I draw the cqrtains as the sky goes black
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And set a.match to candles sheathed in glass

Against the keyhole draught, the insistent whine

Of weather through the unsealed aperture,
This is our sole defense against the season;
These are the things that we have learned to do

Who live in troubled regions.

1951

AUNTAJENNIFER'S TIGERS

Aunt Jennifer's tigers prance across a screen,
Bright topaz denizens of a world of green.
They do not fear the men beneath the tree;

They pace in sleek chivalric certéinty.

Aunt Jennifer's fingers fluttering through her wool
Find even the ivory needle hard to pull.
The massive weight of Uncle‘s wedding band

Sits héavily upon Aunt Jennifer’'s hand

When Aunt is dead, her terrified hands will lie
Still ringed with ordeals she was mastered by.
The tigers in the panel that she made

Will go on prancing, proud and unafraid.

1951
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SNAPSHOTS OF A DAUGHTER IN LAW
1.

You, once a belle in Shreveport, -

with henna~colored hair, skin like a péachbud,
still have your dresses copied from that time,
and plays a Chopin prelude

called by Cortot: "Delitiaus‘fecollections

float like perfume through the memory.":

Your mind now, moldering the wedding-cake,

heavy with useless experience, rich

. with suspicion, rumor, fantasy,

crumbling to pieces under the knife-edge

of mere fact. In the prime of your life.

Nervy, glowering, your daughter

wipes the teaspoons, grows another way.

2.

Banging the coffee pot into the sink
she hears the angels chiding,,and 1ooks out
past the raked gardens to the sloppy sky.

Only a week since They said: Have no patience.

The next time it was: Be insatiable.
Then: Save yourself: others you cannot save.
Sometihes she’s let tapstream scald her arm,

a match burn to her thumbnail,

161
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or held her hand above the kettle’'s snout
right in the woolly steam. They are probably angels,
since nothing hurts her anymore, except

each morning’'s grit blowing into her eyes,
3.

A'thinking woman sleeps with monsters.

The beak that_érips Her;'she becomes. And Nature,

that sprung-lidded, still commodious

steamer—-trunk of tempofé and mores

gets stuffed with it all: the mildewed orange—flowers,
the female pills, the terrible breasts

of Boadicea beneath flat foxes’' heads and orchids.

Two handsome women, gripped in argument,

each proud, acute, sztie, I‘hear scream
across the cut glass anq majolica

like Furies cornered from their prey:

The argument ad feminam, all the old knives
that have rusted in my back, I drive in yours,

ma sémblable, ma soeur!

4.,

Knowing themselves too well in one another:
their gifts no pure fruition, but é thorn,
the prick filed sharp against a hint of scorn
Reading while waiting'

for the irom to heat,
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writing, My life has stood--a Laaded’Gun——
in thathmherst pantry while the jellies boil
or, more often

iron-eyed and beaked and purposed as a bird,

and scum,

dusting eVerythihg on the whatnot every day of life.

5.

Dulce ridens, dulce loguens,
she shaves her legs until they gleam

like petrified mammoth-tusk.
6.

When to her lute corinna sings
neither words nor ﬁQsic‘are her own;
only_the long hair dipping

over her cheek, only the song -

of silk against her knees

and these

adjusted in reflections of an eye.

Poised, trembling and unsafisfied, before
an unlocked door, that:Cage of cages,

tell us, your bird, your tragical machine--
in this fertilisante douler? Pinned down

by love, for you the only natural action,
are You edged more keen

to prise the secrets of the vault? has Nature

her household books to you, daughter-in—léw,

shown
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that her sons never saw?

7.

"To have in this uncertain world some stay
which cannot be undermined, 1Iis

of the utmost consequeéence.”

Thus wrote
a woman, partly‘brave and partly godd,
who fought with what she partly understood.
Few men about her would or could do more,

hence she was labeled harpy, shrew and whore.
8.

“You all die at fifteen," said Diderot,
and turn part legend, part convention.
Still, eyes inaccurately dream

behind close window blankening with steam.
Delicioulsly, all that we might havé been,
all that we were - firé, tears,

wit, taste, martyred ambition -

stirs like the memory of refused adultery

the drained and flagging bosom of our middle yeafs.

164
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9.

Not that it is done well, but
that it is done at all? Yes , think
of the odds! or shrug them off forever.

This luxury of the pketocious child,

" Time's precious chronic invalid, -

would we, darling, resign it if we could?
Our bilght has been our sinecure?
mere talent was enough for us -—

glitﬁer in fragments and Eough drafts.

Sigh no mbre, ladies.

Time is male
and in his cups drinks to the fair.
Bemused by gallantry, we hear
our mediocrities over praised,
indolence read as abnegétion,
slattern through styled intuition,
every lapse forgiven, our crime
only to cast too bold a shadow

or smash the mold staight off.

For that, solitary confinement,
tear gas, attrition shelling.

Few applicants for that honor.
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10.

Well,
she’'s long about her cqming, who must be
more merciless to herself than history.
Her mind full to the wind, I See‘her plunge

breasted and glancing through the currents,

'taking the light upon her

at least as beautiful as any boy
or helicopter,
poised, still coming,

her fine blades making the air wince

but her cargo
no promise then:
delivered
palpable

ours.

1958-1960

PROSPECTIVE IMMIGRANTS

PLEASE NOTE

Either you will
go through this door

or you will not go through.

If you go through

there is always the risk

166
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of remembering your name.

Things look at you doubly
And you must look back

and let them happen.

If you do not go through
it is possible

to live worthily

to maintain your attitudes

to hold your position

to die bravely

but much will blind you,
much will evade you,

at what cost whq knows?

The door itself
makes nNo promises.

It is only a door.

1962

NECESSITIES OF LIFE

Piece by piece I seem

- to re-enter the world: I first began

a small, fixed dot still see

that old myself, a dark—~blue thumbtack

pushed into the scene,
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a hard little head protruding

from the pointilist’'s szz and bloom.

After a time the dot

begins to coze. Certain heats
melt it. )

Now I was hurriedly
blurring into ranges
of burnt red, burning green,
Jonah! I was Wittgenstein,

Mary Wollstonecraft, the soul

of Louis Jouvet, dead

in a blown—up photoghraph.

Till, wolfed almost to shreds,

I learned to make myself

uhappetizing. Scaly as a dry bulb

thrown into a cellar

I used myself, let nothing use me.

Like being on a private dole,

sometimes more like kneading bricks in Egypt.

What life was there, was mine,

now and again to lay

one hand on a warm brick

168
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and fouch the sun’'s ghost

with economical joy,

now and again to name

over the bare necessities.

So much for those days. Soon

practice may make me middling-perfect,

dare inhabit the world

trenchant in motion as an eel, solid

as a cabbage—head. I have invitations:

é curl of mist steams upward

from a field, visible as my breath,

houses along a road stand waiting

like old women knitting breathless

to tell their tales.

1962

- IMPLOSIONS

The world’'s
not wanton

only wild and wavering

I wanted to choose words that even you

would have to be changed by

Take the word

169
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of my pulse,

loving and ordinary

Send out your signals, hoist

your dark scribbled flags

but take

my hand
All wars are

My Hands are

and I cannot

My hands are

and 1 cannot

useless to the deéd

knotted in the rope

sound the bell

frozen to the switch

throw it

The foot is in the wheel

When it's finished and we're lying

in a stubble

of blistered flowers

eyes gaping, mouths staring

dusted with crushed arterial blues

111 haye done nothing

even for you?

1948

170
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NIGHTBREAK

Something broken Something
I need _By someone
I love Next year

will remember what

This anger unreal
vet
has to be gone through
The sun to set
on this anger
I go on k
head down into it
The mountain pulsing
Into the oildrum drops

the ball of.fire.'

Time is quiet doesn’'t break things
or even wound Things are in danger
from people The frail clay lamps

of Mesopotamia

row and rbw under glass

in the ethnological section

little hollows for dried-

up oil The refugees

with their identical

tales of escape I don't
collect what I can’'t use need

what can be broken.



30

35

40

45

In the bed the pieces fly togheter
and the rifts fill or else

my body is a list .of wounds
symmetrically placed

a village

blown open by planes

that did not finish the job
The enemy has withdrawn'

between raids become invisible
there are |
no agencies
of relief
the darkness becomes utter
Sleep cracked and flaking

sifts over the shaken . target

What breakes is night
not day ) The white
scar splitting

over the east

The crack weeping

Time for the pieces

to move

dumbly back
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50

10

15

toward each other.

1968

PLANETARIUM

Thinking of Caroline Herschel (1750-1848)

astronomer, sister of William; and others.

A woman in the shape of a monster
a monster in the shape of a woman

the skies are full of them

a woman ‘in the snow
among the Clocks and instruments

or measuring'the ground with poles’

in her 98 years to discover

8 comets

she whom the moon ruled
like us
levitating into the night sky

riding the polished lenses

Galaxies of women, there

doing penance for impetuousness

ribs chilled

in those spaces of the mind

An eye,
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20

25

30

35

40

‘virile, precise and absolutely certain’

from the mad webs of Uranosborg
encountering the NOVA

every impulse of light exploding
from the core

as life flies out of us

Tycho whispering at last

'Let'me not seem to have lived in vain’

What we see, we see

and seeing is changing

the light that shrivels a mountain

and leaves a man alive

Heartbeat of the pulsar

heart sweating through my body

The radio impulse

pouring in from Taurus

I am bombarded yet I stand

I have been standing all my life in the

direct path of a battery of signéls

the most aﬁcurately traﬁsmitted most
untranslatable lanquage in the universe

I am a galactic cloud SO deep s0 invo-

luted that a light wave could take 15
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45

10

15

years to travel through'me And haé

taken I am an instrument in the shape
of a woman trying to translate pulsationé
into images forbthe.relief of the body

and the reconstruction of the mind.

1968

1 DREAM I'M THE DEATH OF ORPHEUS

I am walking rapidly through striations of light and dark

thrown

under an arcade

I am a woman in the prime of life, with certain powers

and those powers severely limited

by authorities whose faces 1 rgrely_see.

I~ém a woman in the prime of life

driving her dead poet ih a black Rolls?Royce
through a landscape of twilight and thorns.

A woman with a certain mission |

which if obeyed to the letter will leave her intact.
A woman with the nerves éf a panther

a woman with contacts among Hell's Angels
a woman feeling the fullnes of her powers

at the precise moment when she must not use them
a woman sworn to lucidity

who sees through the mayhem, the smoky fires

of these undergrounds streets
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10

15

20

her dead poet learning to walk backward

on the wrong side of mirror

1968

DIVING INTO THE WRECK

First having read the book of myths,

and loaded the camera, |
and‘checked the edge of.the knife—blade,
1 pu£ on

the body—armor of black.rubber

the absurd flippers

the grave and awkward mask.

I am having to do this

not like Cousteau with His

assiduous team

‘board the sun—-flooded schooner

but Here alone.

There is a ladder.

The laddef is always there
hanging ihnocentiy

tlose to the side‘of the schooner.
We know what it is fo?,

we who have used‘it.

Otherwise

it's a biece of maritime floss

some sundry equipment.

against the wind
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25

30

35

40

45

1 go down.

Rung after rung and still

the oxygen immerses me

the blue light

the clear atoms

of our human air.

I go down.

My flippers cripple me,‘

I crawl like an insect down the ladder
and there is no one

to fell when the ocean

will begin.

First the air ié blue and then

it is bluer and then green and then
black I am blacking out and yet

my mask is powerful

it pumps my blood with powér

1 haQe to learn aloﬁe

to turn my body without force

in the deep element.

And now: it is easy to forget
what I came for

among so many who have always
lived here

swaying their crenellated fans
between the reefs

and besides
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50

55

60

65

70

you breathe differently down here.

I came to explore the wreck.

‘The words are purposes.

The words are maps.

I came to see the damage that was done
and the treasures that prevail.

I stroke the beam of my lamp

slowly along the flank |

of someéhing more_permanent

than fish orvweed

the thing I came for:

the wreck and not the story of the wreck

the thing itself and do not the myth

the drowned face always staring

toward the sun

the evidence of damage

worn by salt and sway into this threadbare beauty
the ribs of the disaster

curving their assertion -

among the tentative hauhters.

This is the place.

And I am here, the mermaid_whdse dark hair
streams black, the merman in his armored body
We circle silently

about the wreck

we dive into the hold.
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75

80

85

90

179

1 ém she: lam he

whose drowned face sleeps with 6pen eyes
whose breasts still beaf the stress
whose silver, copper, vermeil cargo lies
obscurely inside barrels

hal f-wedged and left to rot

'we are the half-destroyed instruments

that once held to a course
the water-eaten log

the fouled compass

We are, I am, you are

By cowardice ou couragé
the one wﬁo find our way
back to this scene
carrying a knife, a camera
a book of myths

in which

our names do not appear.

1972



