Wilkerson 5

‘No more masks! No more mythologies!’
     This line from ‘The Poem as Mask,’ written in 1968 by Muriel Rukeyser,
 reads as a refutation of the life of suppression and secrecy experienced by women in general, and lesbians in particular, before the sweeping social changes of the Feminist Movement within Western culture. In contrast, iconic feminist/lesbian poet Adrienne Rich begins her ground-breaking work ‘Diving into the Wreck,’
 written within five years of Rukeyser’s poem, with the line ‘First having read the book of myths’ and refers to ‘the grave and awkward mask’ needed for the dive. 
First having read the book of myths,

and loaded the camera,

and checked the edge of the knife-blade,

I put on

the body-armor of black rubber

the absurd flippers

the grave and awkward mask.    
                                                      (lines 1-7)
At first reading, there may seem to be a contradiction here. Is the mask of the woman poet something to be stripped away, or is it perhaps a necessary tool for making sense of the complexities of creative endeavor for the lesbian writer of the late twentieth century?  In Rich’s poem, when the narrative persona reaches the depths, the reader is told ‘I am he; I am she’ (line 77); the speaker is figured as both mermaid and merman. 
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        
                                                       (lines 52-57)
Though expressed in the virtually unavoidable words of gender dichotomy, Rich seems to reduce the significance of gender by assigning both labels to herself, emphasizing the difficulty of creating a common language. When the collection Diving into the Wreck came out in 1974, Rich entered the center of contemporary feminist discourse. In the poem, the feminine configuration is as powerful and significant as the male; still the poet must use the linguistic tools available to access her power. As to the function of the mask, perhaps in this particular instance wearing the mask serves as protection from the water’s depths, enabling the diver to retrieve the female literary voices long silenced by patriarchal tradition. 
        Yet the mask behind which women have felt they must hide is also part of the patriarchal culture of repression to be rejected, as Rukeyser writes in a transformed ‘Orpheus’ poem twenty years after her 1948 Orpheus poem. She says of the first poem ‘When I wrote of the women in their dances and wildness, it was a mask’ (lines 1-2). Read without the use of mask as a symbol of poetic concealment, the 1948 ‘Orpheus’ poem uses a classical reference, the story of Orpheus and Eurydice, to explore the psychology of separation and death. Though the voice of the 1948 ‘Orpheus’ is male, according to Lorrie Goldensohn Rukeyser’s intention was ‘to rework ‘Orpheus’ as the psychobiography of a woman poet. Ultimately, Eurydice’s descent to hell and Orpheus’s loyalty as husband becomes only a shadow of the primary story of the poet whose sufferings led to the Orphic mysteries.’
 
The 1948 ‘Orpheus’ is less abstract than the 1968 poem. Rukeyser had long been fascinated by the Orpheus story, and this was not the first poem she had written based on the legend. In this version, the narrative begins after the murder of the title character:

The mountaintop stands in silence a minute after the murder.

        The women are furies racing down the slope; far down,

        copper and black of hair, the white heel running, escaped line

        of skirt and foot,

 among the leaves and needles of the witness tress. 
                                                                                  (lines 1-5)    
‘The older poem, constructed like a court masque of English tradition, uses as an organizing symbol the power of music, centers on a static drama of transformation, and ends with a final song of unity.’
 Feminist and gender issues remain outside the poem’s focus.
           But after the turbulence of the Women’s Movement (and her own unwanted and unprepared for hysterectomy after giving birth to her son), a more mature Rukeyser realized that, as DuPlessis argues,  ‘the myth blunted her sense of personal reality; it was a ‘mask’ of covering, not a ‘masque’ of wholeness and vision.’
 Without major cultural change, Rukeyser and other female poets would never find their unified voice.
The Poem as Mask

          Orpheus

When I wrote of the women in their dances and wildness, it

        was a mask,

on their mountain, god-hunting, singing, in orgy,

it was a mask; when I wrote of the god,

fragmented, exiled from himself, his life, the love gone down

        with song,

it was myself, split open, unable to speak, in exile from myself.
There is no mountain, there is no god, there is memory

of my torn life, myself split open in sleep, the rescued child

beside me among the doctors, and a word

of rescue from the great eyes.

No more masks! No more mythologies!

Now, for the first time, the god lifts his hand,

the fragments join in me with their own music.

Though the concept of speaking from behind the safety of a mask resonates with the history of women’s poetry, there is a great deal more depth revealed by the poetic mask tradition.           

             In the Romantic period of lyric poetry, John Keats admired the many masks of Shakespeare, equating the ability of the writer to disappear into the creation of a character with Shakespeare’s genius. In Keats’ 1817 letter to his brothers George and Tom, he attempts to explain this quality as negative capability, ‘when a man is capable of being in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and reason.’
 The concept of negative capability appears only once in the letters of Keats, but has been thoroughly developed in critical discussion since the poet’s time. For Keats, the concept was connected to the struggle between the current self and the imagined self, and his own attempt to retrieve eternity from a world of change. In this guise, the mask represented the self that might be if the poet would leave himself open for constant experience flowing in from universal selflessness.
             Irish poet W.B. Yeats elaborated on the concept of the mask in art throughout his life. Yeats’ long career spanned many genres: poems, plays, essays, and his philosophical treatise of esoteric symbology A Vision. Early on, Yeats began his fascination with the concept of the mask (initially referred to as pose) as a symbol for the discrepancy between the true self and the outward persona we show to the world. In his poem ‘The Mask,’
 Yeats uses the concept of chosen concealment to illustrate that it is often the mask with which one is in love, rather than the actual person; thus relationships in the world can never be trusted: ‘I do not know if you are a friend or if you are an / enemy’(lines 12-13). 
            Through his friend and colleague Ezra Pound, Yeats discovered the work of scholar Ernest Fenellosa who had spent many years studying the Japanese form of the Noh play. In his discovery of the Noh play tradition, Yeats ‘at last had found a form where all could be symbolic’(Ellmann, p. 217).  In Yeats’ group of essays Per Amica Silentia Lunae, he discusses ‘the mask, the anti-self, and their supernatural counterpart, the daimon.’
  In these essays, further developed in the subsequent A Vision, Yeats asserted his belief that man’s happiness depended on the energy to assume another identity, something other than one’s own persona. 
           According to Keats critic Thomas McFarland, ‘When one places a mask over one’s face one presents oneself as another self. One hides and thereby repudiates the first face, replacing it with a second face that automatically becomes the presented self.’
  There are additional levels of meaning to the concept of the mask in western literary tradition, including the simple use of a created narrative persona. Among the Modernist poets, the strategy of hiding personal emotion beneath the voice of that persona is exemplified by the work of Eliot, seeking ‘a consistent illusion of a separated persona.’
 Pound, in contrast, created an interplay between the poet and mask persona, using ‘the dissonance between his voice and the historical location that voice represents.’(Christ, 218)  As a precursor to feminist/lesbian poetry of the women’s Movement, the Modernist use of the poetic mask becomes both a place for emotional catharsis and a method of speaking hidden truths. 
The Lyric “I” and the Hidden Female Voice
             The reason for the centrality of the mask in lyric poetry is that much of its force is derived from presenting thoughts and emotions as concrete images; ‘showing’ rather than ‘telling’ – where images perform an obliquely discursive meaning. A familiar quotation from Yeats’ 1937 A General Introduction for my Work describes this essential quality of poetry: ‘A poet writes always of his personal life, in his finest work out of its tragedy, whatever it be, remorse, lost love, or mere loneliness; he never speaks directly as to someone at the breakfast table, there is always a phantasmagoria.’
 To approach the wreck in Rich’s poem is to acknowledge the depths beneath which certain concrete specificities of living have been 
drowned; the mask here enables perhaps a retrieval of sunken treasures. Alicia Ostriker sees in Rich’s wreck ‘not the shared, exclusive langage des femmes desired by some but a vigorous and various invasion of the sanctuaries of existing language, the treasuries where our meanings for “male” and “female” are themselves preserved.’

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.         (lines 52-56)
 Rich relies on the power of language and direct observation to make sense of culture’s oppression of women. As DuPlessis states, ‘Like Rukeyser, but in a darker tone, Rich places her emphasis beyond the culturally validated frames of story and myth on the absolute and concrete perception of the seeker.’ (p. 8) Viewing the items encountered in and associated with the wreck as the barrier of patriarchal culture and poetic tradition which has chosen to leave women out of ‘the book of myths,’ it becomes clear that the only way to change the status quo and find a voice for women is to know the existing culture – to see it clearly for ourselves. We will ‘find our way/ back to this scene’ (lines 89-90), just as Rukeyser’s 1968 Orpheus still raises his hand to create a new myth and ‘the fragments join in me with their own music.’(line 14) 
My Use of the Mask
In my own poetry, I often assume a separate identity in the aesthetic context of the poem’s created world. Some of my verse is personal and autobiographical, in the sense that my emotions and ideas are not hidden beneath a separate persona. On the other hand, more often I create a persona from which I speak in the first person. In the tradition  of nineteenth-century poet Emily Dickinson, I sometimes delight in assuming an imagined identity in the context of my writing, perhaps a persona so abstract that the reader finds him or her hard to identify. In discussing Dickinson’s work, Kirkby states, ‘In the poems and letters, Dickinson adopts the persona of countless ‘supposed persons’ boy, wife, corpse, etc; the ‘I’ in any given poem is simply the speaker of that particular poem.’
 In one rare instance when Dickinson considered publication, she sent a letter along with a few verses to Atlantic Monthly editor Thomas Wentworth Higginson, cautioning him not to assume that she herself could be identified as the poetic persona: ‘When I state myself as the Representative of the Verse – it does not mean me – but a supposed person’
. Remembering, however, the complex implications of the mask in lyric poetry, Dickinson’s simple denial of ownership of the poetic voice leaves unanswered questions for the contemporary student of poetry.
Sometimes my poems feature a character in the third person, observing or recalling an incident or a scene, or creating one purely out of imagination. As in the following poem, the lyric ‘I’ is present but purposely obscured in order to leave the emotional possibilities open for the reader:
Running Path

Footfalls on solid concrete,

pumping of blood and joints -

Aerosmith echoing in my ears. 
That man paid for my ticket.

I don’t have the ticket now

because you took it earlier.

Flying metal chairs 
hit random revelers.
I’m going to kill him.

It takes everything I have.

Dazed, perhaps dead, he crawls

meekly into a wooden box.

Out of steam for running,

my bloodied path dims into nothing.

The man dances in the distance.

For me, the above poem reflects an embodiment of generalized pain and anger, masked beneath the concrete images of an obscure narrative. I cannot point to a particular incident or observation in my ‘real’ life that is described by the content of this poem. The emotion portrayed is recalled, though not the lived experience; a certain degree of obscurity is part of my poetic style. As stated in the Introduction to the collection of essays Strong Words, ‘no good poem ever steps fully into the light or becomes completely accessible, but remains, instead, almost infinitely approachable.’
 

The Mask of Marginality

     Particularly for poets speaking from the margins of mainstream society, the strategy of the mask has been enabling, making it possible to voice certain tensions. Black poets of both genders have written of the pain of oppression and exclusion from the earliest days of slavery in Western culture. Examples include writers of the Harlem Renaissance like Countee Cullen, Langston Hughes and Gwendolyn Brooks; in ‘Palm Tree King,’ 
 John Agard uses the mask of a stereotypical African-Caribbean dialect to protest the prejudice he experienced as a black man in a white-dominated culture. Prolific contemporary poet Quincy Troupe contends that poets from culturally marginal groups evolve a kind of mask to protect themselves from those ‘who were carnivorous and they think you're helpless.’
 In answer to the question of how he uses the mask in poetry, Troupe replies: ‘Sometimes artists wear masks when they're creating a persona. Some masks speak for you. Some artists wear a mask all the time and then sometimes take it off. And sometimes taking it off gets you into trouble’(p. 49).
           For mid-twentieth-century female poets like Adrienne Rich, Minnie Bruce Pratt, and many others, the concealment characteristic of writing poetry as a lesbian in a staunchly 
heterosexual culture became not only a source of fascinating tension in their poems, but ultimately a source of transition. The overt expression of lesbian identity marked the changes in women’s poetry that reflected a growing attitude among the female writing community. The ultimate transition would be to secure the right to speak our own poetic voice in a world of male writers attempting to speak for us. During the consciousness-raising process of the early Women’s Movement, poetry was not a luxury, but a powerful tool to express the unexpressable and find a voice for the silenced. 

            It may be helpful here to note that loving, even passionate, friendships between women were accepted in the Victorian era and earlier; many poems that we might now read as ‘lesbian’ were actually documenting this kind of intense platonic relationship. Christina Rosettti’s 1859 ‘Goblin Market’ might be of this type, although there certainly is a sensuality in the text that encourages a contemporary lesbian reading. It is important to remember that same-sex desire became even more taboo in the late nineteenth century with the advent of the sexology studies of Krafft-Ebing and Havelock Ellis and the psychological theories of Freud. Fictional prose and poetry that could once have been interpreted as depicting female friendship suddenly hinted too strongly of ‘inversion’ or ‘unnatural behavior.’ As Jessica Walsh notes, ‘Turn-of the-century poet Charlotte Mews, rumored to be a lesbian, was so frightened of mental illness that she ultimately committed suicide in 1928 by drinking Lysol while voluntarily in a mental institution.’
 In Mews time, same-sex attraction (or even the rumor of such) also meant the stigma of mental illness.          
           As a post-Women’s Movement poet, I hope that my work reflects a sort of gender-fluid world in which anyone can say anything or ‘be’ anything in terms of sexual desire, attraction, and passion. Feminist theorist Susan Moller Okin argues for the general value of a society free from gender, in which ‘in its social structures and practices, one’s sex is of no more social relevance than one’s eye color or the length of one’s toes.’
 Okin’s vision of a gender-free society refers largely to the elimination of assumptions connected to gendered sex roles, which would mean that women (and men) could participate fully and freely in any sphere of public life to which they were suited by talent and inclination. This is the freedom (both personal and literary) that poets of the mid-twentieth century Women’s Movement with their radical, out-spoken poems sought to produce for future generations: a world in which brilliant, innovative poets like Romantic Era Scottish poet Anne Bannerman would not be lost in the larger world of patriarchal poetic history. As contemporary readers, it becomes difficult to separate our current understanding of lesbian identity from how it existed in the undercurrent of women’s poetry in the first part of the twentieth century. As in the example of the tragic fate of Charlotte Mew, ‘one cannot escape awareness that lesbianism in Mew’s time was considered by most medical professionals to be a mental illness, not a subversive lifestyle’(Walsh, p. 221). Yet it seems important here to caution ourselves not to read too much meaning into the subtext of earlier poetic works – many female poets strove to perfect their craft while maintaining restraint about anything personal that might reveal more than was comfortable or profitable.

The Marginal Female Voice
         According to Romana Huk, ‘There is an established tradition of attributing ‘double-voicedness’ to all genres of women’s work in the modern age.’
 Virginia Woolf’s image of Shakespeare’s rhetorical sister who found herself unable to create due to lack of support has been referred to by many contemporary female writers; I used this image as a prototype for my description of Tolkien’s warrior princess Eowyn in a 2007 article focused on gender performativity. Woolf, in the iconic A Room of One’s Own, placed the female writer firmly outside the realm of the accepted literary community, lamenting the fact that women had to speak through a filter of male academic tradition and female marginality in order to speak at all.
         And indeed this was the method of having one’s poetic voice acknowledged in the patriarchal world of poets that continued through the early part of the 20th century. Female poets like Elizabeth Bishop worked to develop their craft, influenced by the poets they admired, and displaced the marginality of their female voice into an art of restraint. It may seem counterintuitive to cultivate restraint when rebellion was called for, but the goal of being accepted and published generally outweighed the impulse to rebel. As Eliot advised in ‘Tradition and Individual Talent,’ ‘Someone said: ‘the dead writers are remote from us because we know so 
much more than they did.’ Precisely, and they are that which we know.’
  Irish poet Eavan Boland began writing later than Bishop – in the 1960s – yet still found that the world of poetry in Dublin was perceived as the male world of Burns and Yeats. Boland only later found an artistic space that would begin to connect her life as a woman with her voice as a poet. She advises aspiring female poets to ‘negotiate a position with the poetic past which is appropriate to her project and faithful to her imaginative freedoms.’

     Though Elizabeth Bishop was known to live with her lover Lota Soares in Brazil and to spend her later years with partner Alice Methfessel, the poet was never open about her private life during her lifetime. Yet even in earlier poems that have nothing overtly female about them (much less same-sex desire), there is a hiddenness, a voice within a voice, that speaks of what is not spoken. In ‘The Gentleman of Shallot’ from Bishop’s first collection North & South, the title character sees his reflection in a mirror that distorts the true image:

But he’s in doubt

          as to which side’s in or out

of the mirror               (lines 24-26)
The gentleman cannot see himself clearly, but claims not to find this situation disturbing.

           The uncertainty

           he says he

           finds exhilarating. He loves

           that sense of constant re-adjustment.      (lines 39-42)                                                                                  
The reference to constant readjustment and uncertainty could mean many things in the moment of composition; knowing Bishop’s personal life as a single woman and a lesbian in a pre-feminist culture, it does not seem a leap of identified persona to see her own doubt reflected in the gentleman’s mirror. The poem ends with the persona’s unequivocal claim of satisfaction with his lot:

               He wishes to be quoted as saying at present:

               “Half is enough.”                          (lines 43-44)

         It seems compelling to ask here: was half enough for Bishop? Was it comfortable and acceptable to the woman personally to remain a mainstream poet noted for the restraint of her verse and the poetry of concealment? Margaret Dickie asserts that ‘As a poet, Bishop played with concealment, not just to keep secret her lesbianism and her alcoholism, but because it allowed her to hide – behind masks and in complicated structures – a range of emotions and sympathies she did not want to acknowledge fully.’
 Bishop lived with alcoholism and other emotional issues, and this sense of life being difficult is often present in her work. As Mark Ford describes in an essay about Bishop’s use of bird imagery in her poetry, Bishop’s sandpiper ‘exists in a similar state of controlled panic’
 as does the poet.
     Bishop was not known for writing conventional love poetry, yet Dickie finds in Bishop’s early poem ‘Imaginary Iceberg’ the hint of longing for something that cannot be grasped and held, but is magnificent to imagine. For many lesbian poets who have spent years – decades – hiding from themselves and everyone around them, Dickie’s concept resonates. Like the iceberg and the sailors in Bishop’s poem, Dickie relates the complexity of seeing and being seen to the hidden lives of lesbian lovers: ‘seeing and seeing what is hidden from sight are the special gifts of lovers excluded from the common code of love’s expression’(p. 87).
     Critic Marilyn May Lombardi, after studying the body of Bishop’s unpublished work archived at the Vassar College Library, suggests that Bishop might have written more overt love poems had she lived in a later era. In particular, Lombardi discusses one unpublished poem revealing the poet’s delight in the company and the sexuality of women, ‘Dating from the early forties, ‘Vague Poem (Vaguely Love Poem)’ upsets all our preconceptions about Bishop's natural reserve.’
 The imagery of this poem is beautifully grounded in descriptions of her lover’s body:
Just now, when I saw you naked again, 

I thought the same words: rose-rock; rock-rose…

Rose, trying, working to show itself,

Forming, folding over,

Unimaginable connections, unseen, shining edges

Rose-rock, unformed, flesh beginning, crystal by crystal,

Clear pink breast and darker, crystalline nipples,

Rose-rock, rose-quartz, roses, roses, roses,

Exacting roses from the body, 

And the even darker, accurate, rose of sex.

 The rose-rock geographic formation appears in quite different form in the published poem ‘Faustina, or Rock Roses.’ According to Lombardi, ‘Her decision to suppress her more explicit poems speaks volumes about her understanding of what was expected of her as a poet and how much her audience would tolerate before taking offense’(p. 72). Though the world changed dramatically in the first half of the twentieth century, two world wars did not change the fact that female writers clung to recognition by a mere thread and could not risk being openly lesbian.
        How did Elizabeth Bishop construct her femininity as a poet; to what extent was she able to accomplish the most difficult literary goal of saying covertly the truth of her life while balancing on the tight-wire of public acceptance? Femaleness imposed on women of Bishop’s era ‘a censorship, both self-generated and external, as they confronted immediately a literary vacuum as well as the legal and social sanctions against their love’(Dickie, p.2). Though some of the legal and social sanctions have shifted during the course of the twentieth century, many openly lesbian poets, myself included, still feel the impetus to speak in coded language for self protection. Yet I hesitate to write in such an encoded way since this would be to fail to speak to the lesbian audience for whom my voice may resonate most clearly. For example, the following sonnet was written as a sexual tribute to my partner, veiled by a description of the Arizona landscape:

Raining in Sedona

Red earth uncleft is not defiled by touch

By sudden rain anointed, sanctified

With halting fingers parted, reddened blush

The smallest opening, smallest movement tried

Falling wet and trickling down my hand

The dust of waiting earth is moistened new

Enjoining passion, melting tight-closed land

Red-earth is cleft and glistening with dew

If holy tender rain becomes a storm

My hand, my touch, your body sorely bruised

And hot with hurt the crevice that was warm

Should love’s soft earth become so roughly used

Only gentle rain the earth takes in

Only touching tender hand to skin

Like Bishop’s “Faustina, or Rock Roses, there is an obvious “insider” lesbian reading of the poem.

        Bishop herself did not want to be noted as a “woman poet,” even when this label was applied to refer to her as one of the greatest woman poets of her time. Perhaps she feared that identifying as a woman in particular edged her that much closer to identification as a lesbian. Even Adrienne Rich, known for her ground-breaking overtly lesbian verse since the 1970s, admits ‘that it was the coded possibilities of poetry that allowed her to express herself freely and to continue to explore so-called unnamable sensations’(Dickie, p. 147). All poets who speak from the cultural margins of society are compelled to make choices regarding the level of openness they express in their work. Like Bishop, I strive for my poetry to ‘support silence and a place for the unexplained.’

Shifts in the Lesbian Lyric Voice

         Elizabeth Bishop never reached the space of being totally open about her lesbian identity, though she did dedicate Questions of Travel to her lover of more than a decade: Lota de Macedo Soares. Poets of the succeeding generation, including Adrienne Rich and Minnie Bruce Pratt, moved during their writing careers from a position of veiled language and the hidden self to an honest, and often celebratory, poetic acknowledgement of their lives as women and lesbians. The earlier poems of these women show a distance between self and voice in their work that hints at 
their later overt personas. Examining some of the changes that developed in the work of Rich and Pratt may highlight the key question of this study: is there a valuable quality contained in the hidden that is lost in greater freedom of expression?
          Adrienne Rich published her first collection while still a student at Radcliffe, winning the 
prestigious Yale Younger Poets Prize for A Change of World. Poems such as ‘Aunt Jennifer’s Tigers,’ ‘Boundary,’ and ‘At a Bach Concert,’ reprinted in both the Collected Early Poems and The Fact of a Doorframe (1984), earned the praise of W.H. Auden, the judge for the award, and other members of what Rich later viewed as the literary canon of white male power and patriarchy. The preface to the collection, written by Auden, states that Rich’s poems ‘are neatly and modestly dressed, speak directly but do not mumble, respect their elders but are not cowed by them, and do not tell fibs.’
 From a contemporary perspective, Auden’s words typify the defusing of the female voice, praising Rich’s ‘technical expertise, finely-tuned structure, and acceptably feminine emotional restraint’ (Auden, Foreword).
          In ‘Aunt Jennifer’s Tigers,’ Rich tells us that ‘The massive weight of Uncle’s wedding band/ Sits heavily upon Aunt Jennifer’s hand’(lines 7-8). The haunting aloneness reflected in ‘An Unsaid Word’ reminds the modern reader, aware of Rich’s later feminism, of what the poet and feminist theorist will later call into question as compulsory heterosexuality.

                       She who has power to call her man

                       From that enstranged intensity
                       Where his mind forages alone,
                       Yet keeps her peace and leaves him free,
                       And when his thoughts to her return
                       Stands where he left her, still his own,
                       Knows this the hardest thing to learn.
Auden’s words from his oft-quoted Foreword seem doubly outlandish to contemporaries of Rich in her political, personal and literary development: ‘In art as in life, truthfulness is an absolute essential’(Auden, Foreword).
       Rich married and had children, only later coming out as a lesbian; this legacy of concealment and struggle is shared by many women of my generation, including not only Rich but American poet Minnie Bruce Pratt. In my own development as a woman and as a poet, I have echoed in my work the difficulty of ‘learning the lesson’ of traditional female roles and heterosexuality and ultimately rejecting it:

Single Mom of Small Children Found in the Closet

Therapists always tell you to be clear about what you need,

To think clearly, and speak clearly,

                                    like clarity is some kind of prize.

I’m not so sure that clarity is all that great, really.

I think I prefer the hazy impressions that drift across my mind

In the twilight zone of just-before-sleep…

Snippets of conversation, impossible ideas, half-forgotten images,

And everything seems to connect on its own

                                                                  without my help.

The best part is that I’m not expected to do anything at all.

Clarity, again. There’s always too much to handle, more to do,

And I know it makes sense to

                                                      be sharp, think fast, be clear.

But the sharpness hurts sometimes.

The vodka is a cushion and a veil. 

Like Rich and many others, I struggled to reconcile my inner self with my external image, and this disjointed state was reflected in my poetry. As Catharine Stimpson says of Rich’s poetry written during her marriage, I wrote about “deromanticizing heterosexual love…and the strains and loneliness within marriage.”
 For myself, certain that I could not write poems about lesbian love, and would not write about heterosexual love, I wrote about the pain of hiding and my attempts to carry on with a ‘normal’ life in spite of the tension. 
         Of course, women writers, including the identifiable sub-group of lesbian writers, are no doubt thankful for the freedom of expression we now claim. Yet Okin’s view of a gender-fluid culture raises a critical question for the lyric poet, particularly a contemporary lesbian poet: how might she translate that ideal of openness into a language that also honors the very real female experience of oppression? And ever crucially, what dynamic quality in creative work, or quality arising from the ‘quarrel with the self,’ may be lost by letting go of access to the complexities of women’s loss and pain? To use Yeats’ analogy, the ‘Breakfast Table Ginna’ claims a female and lesbian identity of strong womanhood – yet the Ginna who writes lyric poetry makes use of (and needs) the phantasmagoria of painful memories and subjective reality.
         I have never intended that my poetry directly express a lesbian voice. Categories and labels can serve to support assumptions about division and difference; when we define something or someone, we also identify what lies outside the boundaries. Yet I most definitely want to speak as a female, as a woman who identifies with the lived experience of women and subsequently rejects the heteronormative poetic voice. I want to be true to Audre Lorde’s 1977 assertion that poetry ‘forms the quality of the light within which we predicate our hopes and dreams toward survival and change, first made into language, then into idea, then into more tangible action.’
 To again use Lorde’s words, my work has led me to the personal space I now inhabit as ‘a bridge across my fears.’ But at the same time, I further hope that I retain access to the intensity of those fears and painful emotions, which can serve as a springboard for powerful poetry.
         The voices that speak through my own poetic personae are inseparable from my identity as a woman and as a lesbian; the poems I create come from the trajectory of my own lived experience. Part of my journey is personal; part has been my intellectual journey, encountering an historical pantheon of female poets flirting with, and sometimes clinging tenaciously to, an awareness of same-sex desire. Before there was a category called ‘lesbian,’ or even ‘homosexual’ how did female writers create a literary space for same-sex attraction? This question will be approached by examining three major influences on my creative work as a poet:  the influence of the Gothic genre and its quality of obscurity, the poetry of loss and absence as it relates to the gendered poetic persona, and the tension produced in poetry through concealment and restraint of the poet’s voice. These three areas of enquiry are connected by the exploration of what is hidden and what of poetic value can be found in this hidden realm.
Historical Perspectives
            In the history of lesbian poetry, one imperative is to acknowledge the poetry of Sappho, whose passionate woman-praising lyrics seem to speak of a lesbian poetic tradition. Her contingent of like-minded women originated from the isle of Lesbos, from which the term lesbian was eventually derived. However, there are complications in assigning a poetic language labeled lesbian in our contemporary sense of the word to the poetry of Sappho. 

Anne Klinck, discussing the homosexuality of Sappho and evaluating both the evidence in ancient documents that mention the poet and in perceptions of Sappho’s lesbianism throughout history, finds that evidence from her poems themselves is sparse. Predominantly, Sappho’s poems speak of tender relationships and passion, but, according to Klinck, these passions are not as ‘carnal’ as the later reputation would imply.
 Judith Hallett makes the point that Sappho’s veneration as the ‘tenth muse’ by her contemporaries and in later Greek texts resulted in resistance to any later ‘accusation’ of homosexuality. 
Similarly, in the works of later scholars, the wide-spread patriarchal repugnance regarding female homosexuality led critics to ‘insist that Sappho’s primary erotic allegiances were heterosexual, citing as evidence that she was infatuated with Phaon, was married, and had a daughter.’
 For women writers of the nineteenth century, Sappho became the emblematic figure for both the poetess and the ideal feminine woman, while male writers and critics continued rumors of sexual transgression on the part of the original mythic Sappho. Ironically, there is no original Sappho, except she who survives only in small fragments written in an ancient language. ‘Because there is no ‘original’ woman to stop this recursive logic, the poetess is identified with the always already dead lyric persona of Sappho.’
 For contemporary critics and poets, interest in Sappho has shifted primarily to acknowledging the poet’s seminal role in the development of the subjective voice. 
         It seems that the reputation of Sappho as a lesbian poet grew proportionately to the disapproval of aberrant female sexual behavior throughout the progress of Western Christian cultural history. Not surprisingly, other female poets of the classic era such as Erinna and Nossis, according to critic Kathryn Gutzwiller ‘have been rendered practically invisible, because [their work] was taken up by male poets and incorporated into poetry that was written once again from a masculine perspective.’
 This process of assuming control of the female literary voice by male writers – telling our stories for us - is a large part of what poets involved in the 1970s Women’s Movement fought to change. In a 1972 interview with The Saturday Review, Adrienne Rich declared, ‘the whole of lyric poetry is written in a sense as a misleading script of women.’
 Scottish poet Caroline Gonda agrees that the lyric tradition in poetry has ‘been shaped by white, Western, liberal humanism, and its assumptions.’

Gothic Connections to Subverting the Male Poetic Voice
            The question remains then: how did female poets speak of forbidden same-sex love before the twentieth-century poetic shift that accompanied the Women’s Movement? As contemporary poet Minnie Bruce Pratt asks about a childhood companion: ‘How had we recognized each other, with no language for who we were?’
   In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the answer for some female writers was the Gothic genre in both poetry and prose. This ‘literature of terror’ with a female subject and a deliciously frightening atmosphere was culturally accepted as ‘women’s writing,’ one of the few outlets available for a female writer – although Gothic fiction written by men was often used as a didactic tool to reinforce feminine ideals and to explicitly ‘other’ unacceptable female transgressions. Critically, the now-familiar term ‘female Gothic’ was first used by Ellen Moers in her 1976 text Literary Women.

            Gothic novels occupied an ambiguous cultural space in the literature of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries; Gothic fiction was perceived as both the realm of women readers and a dangerous door to unnatural female sexuality. In this context, ‘unnatural’ includes any sexual deviance from sanctioned marriage: heterosexual promiscuity, prostitution, cross-class coupling, and homoerotic activity. As Adriana Cracuin points out in the introduction to her text Fatal Women of Romanticism, the historical period that gave rise to the Gothic genre in Western literature was also the period when women initially struggled with the: 
dangerous choice between, on the one hand, the agency and specificity granted through sexual difference, with its often crippling sacrifices and exclusions, and, on the other hand, the untried promises of liberty and equality that feminists such as Wollstonecraft and Robinson saw in the French Revolutionary ideals of (male) citizenship.

           During this period, novelist and poet Charlotte Dacre made the courageous choice to subvert male expectations of proper female sexual behavior in her writing - and paid the price of scathing criticism from the male literary establishment. In its review of Dacre’s novel Zofloya, The Annual Review commented on the dissonance between ‘the sexual content of Dacre’s novel and Dacre’s sex’(Cracuin, p. 113), lamenting that the ‘principal personages in these wild pages are courtesans of the lewdest class, and murderers of the deepest dye’(p. 113). Male reviewers of her time also accused Dacre of suffering from ‘maggots in the brain’ which irretrievably corrupted her writing (Literary Journal, June 1801) and of using words like furor which 
belonged to the male domain of medical sexual discourse (Monthly Literary Recreations, July 
1806). In other words, the commercial value of Dacre’s writing skills was not in question (Zofloya sold well and was reprinted in a pirated pamphlet); what was questioned is the fact that a woman might be familiar with the darker side of human sexuality and violence. Her chief offence seems to have been her refusal to behave with appropriate modesty and passivity by creating openly sexual and often violent female protagonists who posed an ominous threat to male power and agency.
      As they operate on the periphery of the fictional landscape, archetypal characters of the Gothic genre seem to be eerily consistent with the tension of suppressed same-sex desire in the work of many female poets: the vampire, the seeker of forbidden knowledge, and the wanderer. In some ways, each of these archetypes inhabit the search for authentic lesbian voice made by Rich, Pratt and other poets of the mid-twentieth century: hunger that is taboo, knowledge of ourselves which we fear to recognize, and disturbed wandering from the path set out for us by society. My attraction in my own poetry to the Gothic sensibility involves key aspects of the hidden and the subversive, including transgression of the boundary between the living and the dead. The abstractness of lyric poetry seems to lend itself to the expansion of boundaries; I can talk to the dead, see their shades, even become one of their company. The content of a poem is never limited by what actually is in the concrete world. I have always been fascinated by the possibilities opened up by believing in fantasy and the supernatural; Gothic atmosphere and characters allow the incorporation of the dark side of the fantasy world in my poetry. 
Vampires are a prime example of transgressing the boundary between life and death: the ‘living dead.’ These creatures are associated with darkness, death and insatiable hunger. Paulina Palmer discusses the tradition of the ‘lesbian vampire’ in Lesbian Gothic: Transgressive Fiction; same-sex desire is assigned to female vampire characters in order to place homosexuality outside the margins of possibility for ‘real’ women. ‘The sexually transgressive behavior of revenants, vampyres, and demon lovers, because they are typically incestuous, necrophilic, sadistic, or homosexual, is noted by all who write on the subject as an expression of the writer’s dissatisfaction with the sexually repressive legacy of Christianity.’ (Cracuin, p. 119)
In Sheridan Le Fanu’s 1872 Carmilla, the title character is both a representative of the undead and a lesbian, although same-sex desire is not actually labeled lesbian until long after Le Fanu’s time. Carmilla preys upon the isolation and vulnerability of young girls to win their devotion and ultimately rob them of life. The plot of Carmilla, particularly regarding the qualities and behavior of the title character as a homoerotic vampire, strongly resembles Coleridge’s earlier tale ‘Cristabel.’ Arthur Nethercot discusses the many connections, contending that ‘it seems possible that LeFanu had either made the same interpretation of Coleridge’s poem as I [Nethercot] was to make [labeling it a vampire story] and had reflected it, consciously or unconsciously, in his story; or else he had been reading more or less the same sources as Coleridge read, and applied them with often surprisingly similar results.’
 For the purpose of my study, the conflation of same-sex romance with the dangerous vampire/victim relationship is the critical aspect of both these works. 
The anti-heroines of Dacre’s most familiar novels, Zofloya and The Passions, embody the ‘predatory lesbian’ archetype in a slightly different manner; Faderman terms female characters who operate through sex and or violence to get what they want ‘carnivorous flowers.’
 These female characters may appear at first exciting and attractive, but the narrative soon reveals their true natures. Le Fanu’s Carmilla exemplifies the beautiful and seductive female vampire, the epitome of a ‘carnivorous flower.’ 
Interestingly, the description of lesbians as predatory and dangerous sounds very much like the back-counter pulp fiction of the early twentieth century which depicted the ‘evil, decadent butch lesbian’ who won an innocent girl’s friendship only to ‘ruin’ her sexually by ‘turning her into’ a lesbian. Examples include Odd Girl and The Third Sex by Artemis Smith, a pen name for philosopher and early 1950s gay/feminist activist Annselm Morpurgo, which were published by Beacon Books in 1959. The moralistic tone of these stories, like Carmilla and Zofloya, renders it impossible for any ‘good girl’ to identify with the lesbian character. To give in to same-sex attraction is to suffer disgrace, exile and death.
In The Apparitional Lesbian, Terry Castle equates depictions of lesbians in fiction with ghosts and other supernatural characters, giving as one example Daniel Defoe’s 1706 The Apparition of Mrs.Veal. The title character’s dear female friend dies and then mysteriously reappears on the street one day, attempting to kiss the astonished Mrs. Veal. The corporeal woman, of course, waves off the kiss as inappropriate, only to later discover that her friend had returned in spirit form. According to Castle (and there are many more examples contained in her study), this sort of portrayal of same-sex desire renders it ‘an impalpability, a misting over, an evaporation, or ‘whiting out’ of possibility.’
   In my poem ‘On Victoria Street,’ the subtle ‘misted over’ portrayal of a former lover inhabits the poem, but her presence is never fully explained.
 On Victoria Street
Snatches of city sound 

breathe over my shoulder as 

I ponder through Westminster streets.

Warm afternoon pub-crowds 

soothe the burn of your tattoo, 

stinging my back under my coat.

I would drink you away if I could. 
Who gave you permission to drink vodka

in a watercolor-corner of this London pub?

If I keep on walking until all the pubs 

are closed, could I leave you behind?

Pushing open the discerning door, 

I dare to look back.

And there you stand, 

quietly smoking and watching -

you turn away, too.
Similarly, the possibility of ever living fully as one’s self haunts the early work of feminist/lesbian poets like Rich and Pratt; as previously noted, many of the features of the Gothic - frustration, secrecy, self-doubt and fear – form the heart of many a ‘coming-out’ story. Perhaps this is at least part of the reason that I have been so attracted to elements of the Gothic genre in my poetry. Masking female power (often associated negatively with lesbianism in patriarchal culture) with elements of the spectral and an atmosphere of the supernatural can serve as a strategy for lesbian poets, both past and present. One poet of the Romantic period who concentrated on Gothic themes resulting in an androgynous, sometimes masculine, poetic voice is one of my strong influences: Anne Bannerman.
Little is known about her personal life; the daughter of working-class Scottish parents, much of her writing life was spent doggedly pursuing recognition for her talent. The majority of the information about her publication history comes from correspondence among friends and literary acquaintances, particularly Robert Anderson, editor of Edinburgh Magazine; many of her poems first appeared in this and other periodicals such as the Poetical Register and the Monthly Mirror. Her first volume of poetry appeared in the spring of 1800; the second, entitled Tales of Superstition and Chivalry, was originally published in 1802. As a poet I agree with Elfenbein that ‘the volume’s weird, fragmented tales appear today as her most interesting work’ (p.131), at the time of publication the text did not sell well and was ill-received by the critics. In 1807, Bannerman published by subscription a quarto volume consisting of most of her previously published poems; after this less-than-successful effort, Bannerman took a position as a governess and virtually disappeared from the Edinburgh literary scene.  There may be more to uncover here, however: in the archives of the National Library of Scotland, I found a poem entitled ‘On the Loss of a Child in Infancy’ in the anthology Casket published in 1829 by John Murray and attributed to ‘Miss Bannerman.’ It seems to me likely that Bannerman continued to write and submit work until the end of her life in 1829. 
What remains of Anne Bannerman’s unique poetic style reflects both the fearful subjective female experience of the Gothic aesthetic in poetry and the dynamic of a more characteristically male poetic persona in the Romantic period: ‘sublimity, obscurity, medievalism, and enthusiasm.’(Elfenbein, p. 125) Walter Scott praised Bannerman’s poetry for its ability to excite the imagination in his 1830 ‘Essay on Imitations of the Ancient Ballad’:  
   Miss Anne Bannerman likewise should not be forgotten, whose Tales of Superstition and Chivalry appeared about 1802. They were perhaps too mystical and too abrupt; yet if it be the purpose of this kind of ballad poetry powerfully to excite the imagination, without pretending to satisfy it, few persons have 
            succeeded better than this gifted lady, whose volume is peculiarly 
             fit to be read in a lonely house by a decaying lamp. 

For me, it is exactly this quality of ambiguity and uncertainty surrounding traditional divisions between male and female, between life and death, and between the real and the imagined that attracts me to Bannerman’s unusual aesthetics. She also seems to share my fascination with exploring the boundaries between life and death - between reality and fantasy. I attempted to express my connection with the long-dead poet in the following poem:

My Picnic with Anne

I wonder if you ever had a picnic in a kirkyard;

there are intriguing ones in Edinburgh, old even then.

You would bring your meager meal, perhaps a loaf

and cheese and a bottle of cider – spread your handkerchief

over a damp marble stone – and share your lunch 

with the melancholy spirits of poetry and death.
I would happily join you there, Anne – even bring butter

for the bread and a wee bit of cake for us to share.

We would sit in silence, with only an occasional word –

the calm and comfort of kinship among Scottish tombs. 

Bannerman’s ability to situate her female characters in a marginal space of androgynous poetic voice emerges from the juxtaposition and blending of seemingly-opposing qualities in the work of a female poet in a male-dominated culture. In several of her poems, the poet speaks from the persona of a disembodied character of violence, either a revenant or a natural phenomenon such as a storm. ‘Bannerman’s natural and supernatural destroyers often prey on patriarchal Christian institutions, those of chivalry and superstition, as her volume’s title indicates.’(Cracuin, p. 178) 
 The subversion of gender dynamics created by a hidden female persona is illuminated by the presence of the veil to complicate the trajectory of male desire in Bannerman’s poem ‘The Dark Ladie,’ taken from her 1802 collection.
  Bannerman uses the Gothic motifs of a mysterious castle setting and equally inscrutable veiled woman to equate femaleness with power. Though intuitively it seems incongruous to equate covering with power, here the idea of the mask works in the Dark Ladie’s favor, allowing her to subvert the ability of the male characters to configure her as object.

The verse tale is told in third person, but the piece resonates with the power of the Dark Ladie over the bravest of knights gathered at the castle. The poem ends in mystery, without ever clearly explaining the origin of the lady’s veil or the face, voice and penetrating stare that the veil covers. The expected power of the male gaze, the position of the sexualized female as object, and the heteronormativity of gendered interaction are all subverted by Bannerman’s literal and symbolic use of the veil.
The mysterious veiled female guest surrounded by male guests at Sir Guyon’s castle subverts their male power by refusing to reveal her identity or allow herself to be viewed. At midnight, the lady rises and fills her cup with wine to pledge the disturbed gathering of men. Her voice, though we do not know her words, is described as ‘so deadly deep’(line 52) that the pulse of each knight is frozen in his body. After a momentary loss of their senses, the gaze of the men returns to the Ladie – only to find that she has vanished from sight. Not only is she hidden from them by her veil, but now is altogether removed. The poet tells us that ‘They gaz’d – but she was gone!-‘(line 60). Though weary, both Guyon and his guests have trouble finding sleep that night. In stanza sixteen, we learn that, even with eyes closed, the Dark Ladie in her black veil yet appears before each man. Her image is accompanied by the tone of her eerie voice and the vision of the empty spot on which she had stood before vanishing. To a man, they are alarmed and disturbed by the inhuman quality of the lady’s voice, and their inability to objectify this wayward female. 
The concept of the male gaze as it relates to sexuality and power in a patriarchal culture was first articulated by feminist film scholar Laura Mulvey. In her seminal 1975 article in Screen, ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,’ Mulvey postulated that the condition of the cinema, similarly to language itself (hence a relation to written fiction), is structured such that the male gaze encodes dominance while the female is placed in the position of powerless object. Though woman signifies the erotic by providing the focus for the male gaze, she is excluded from sexuality except as it serves to define woman as sexual lack. Mulvey used the framework of psychoanalysis to explain the sexual difference structured into the male gaze with female bodies as the source of both erotic pleasure and castration anxiety; ‘the socially established interpretation of sexual difference which controls images, erotic ways of looking and spectacle.’

Gender issues presented in Gothic literature are often reflective of the concept of subversion of the male gaze. In Bannerman’s ‘The Dark Ladie,’ subversion of the dynamics of the gaze is exemplified by Bannerman’s inscrutable female protagonist, creating for the reader different possibilities of seeing and being seen as female. Keats’ romantic narrative poem ‘Lamia’ according to Robert Miles
  also treats the gender relationship as Appollonius impales Lamia – a representation of an aggressive male gaze penetrating a feminine body.
          Like the mysterious, veiled Dark Ladie, many of Bannerman’s female characters resist heterosexual roles, yet cannot quite be identified as lesbian. While the veil hides one’s face, the mask of the poet pervades the performance in lyric poetry. Many of Bannerman’s poems are translations or fictional treatments of works with a decidedly male point of view (‘Sonnets from Werther’ and ‘Sonnets from Petrarch’); again, the use of masking behind a created voice and the shift of gender identity freed by verse. 
            Sonnet from Werther IV.

Ah! Not on me she turn’d her wand’ring eyes!

   On me who saw but her, but her alone;

Yet still I thought! Alas! My soul relies

   On airy phantoms, when its peace is gone.
Yes! I would go! Could this devoted breast

   Give back her image? – but in vain I rave:

For ever present, on my brain impress’d,

   Her eyes dark luster lights me to the grave!

Thus the dread loadstone, on the torrid steep,

   Rocks the tall vessel on her straining keel,

   Draws from the oozing seams the central steel;

The masts’ torn fragments drifting on the deep:

   Yes! One must perish! Charlotte! Be it mine

   To give my life, and purchase peace to thine!

In these poems, Bannerman powerfully and believably speaks from what we might identify as a heterosexual male persona. Presumably, given the culture of her time, she could not overtly speak about or to a woman as a woman. She never identifies her poetic persona as male, except for the source material being acknowledged as ‘Sonnets from Werter.’ It is possible, but virtually unverifiable, that Bannerman had homoerotic attachments during her lifetime, suggested by the fact that she never married in spite of a strong financial impetus to do so – and by her long-term relationship with fellow poet Anne Grant. As asserted by Bannerman researcher Andrew Elfenbein, the poet chose to remain unmarried and only late in life took her ‘proper’ place as a governess, which meant that she ‘almost automatically occupied an anomalous gender position in a society that expected women to marry.’(Elfenbein, p. 128) Like the work of the Modernists whom she predates by a century or more, Bannerman’s poetry remains something of a ‘shape-shifter’ regarding poetic persona – moving from male and female characters with ease and speaking through the voice of both. Again, the Gothic genre opens the door for subversion of the ‘male-only’ writer’s voice and the power of the male gaze by operating in undefined subjective and linguistic territory. 
           Another of Bannerman’s lyric poems featuring what Cracuin identifies as a fatal female persona is ‘The Mermaid.’ Though not an unusual subject in a Romantic poetic vision of lost and waylaid sailing ships and their hapless crews, Bannerman’s mermaid is both the speaker and the power of the poem. Rejecting the expected scenario of a mermaid as the sexualized object
created by the male imagination, this mermaid informs the reader: ‘Mine was the choice, in this terrific form / To brave the icy surge, to shiver in the storm’ (lines 19-20). The mermaid is not only the agency of power in the poem, she constitutes a critique of the Romantic ideal of female behavior. The final two lines of ‘The Mermaid’ place the speaker in the role of voluntary exile and agent of destruction: ‘With callous heart, to hidden rocks decoy / And lure, in seraph-strains, unpitying, to destroy’(lines 69-70). Bannerman’s mermaid is not a vague imaginary figment of misogynistic fear – she is a real creature who deals in seduction and death, taking her victims by surprise.
             Cracuin identifies five of the ten works in the original Tales of Superstition and Chivalry as embodying ‘female figures who are never satisfactorily unveiled:’(p. 160) ‘The Dark Ladie,’ The Prophetess of the Oracle of Seam,’ ‘The Penitent’s Confession,’ ‘The Prophecy of Merlin” and ‘The Festival of St. Magnus.’ This obscuring of the female object operates both to subvert the male ideal of female ‘truth’ and reinforce the aesthetic of mystery and the surreal that permeates all of the poet’s work. Bannerman’s poems often leave the reader with a sense of unanswered questions; I recognize this reliance on the unexplained in my own poetry. It is as pointless to anticipate clearly identifying Bannerman’s Dark Ladie as it is to ask me the identity of the girl in my poem ‘Of Clocks and Green-Eyed Girls.’ 
The cuckoo clock ticks far away.

Time and madness on hop-scotch squares,

odd bedfellows in a wooden box.

The cuckoo won’t come out.

In an Austrian village a clock shop

reverberates – how will I know

which clock to mind 

and which to dash to the floor?

There is no clockmaster.

Only a girl with green eyes

framed in a small round window.

I find no words to say.

On a night bus in Scotland,

my watchman awaits. 
Time trips over its feet

to move ahead in the dark.

Stopping just short of the clock shop,

distant ticking fills the quiet.

It will only take a month for the girl

to grow fat on milk and bread.

Concrete steps on grey pavements
mark the numbers on the clock.

Far away by Austrian pines

the girl’s eyes flick in the night.

Like the Dark Ladie, my green-eyed girl is difficult to see – always partially hidden and never accessible. There are suggestions of place, but they are disjointed in linear time and space, unsettling the reader as Dacre’s demon lovers and Bannerman’s violent mermaid might have done in their time. I have intentionally conveyed a vaguely ominous atmosphere in which time and one’s own passion can never quite be controlled or even explained, only approached, somewhat ominously. The ‘concrete steps’(line 21) are both steps to be climbed and the heavy footsteps of an approaching crisis.

        The quality of the unexplained also figures prominently in Terry Castle’s text The Female Thermometer.
 Castle proposes in this text that the invention of the term “uncanny” as a description of what does not fit into explainable phenomena arose as a result of the Enlightenment effort to purge superstition and subsequently rely on empirical evidence. Using historical data about reactions to such inventions as the automaton, the magic lantern, and spirit photographs, Castle discusses connections between Freud’s later concept of the uncanny from a psychoanalytic paradigm and the uncanny in Romantic and Gothic literature. This particular concept that was defined by Freudian theory in the late nineteenth century explains what appears frighteningly odd in our immediate perception as images born out of repressed memories now disguised by our imagination. 
As many feminist theorists, including Adrienne Rich, have pointed out, if heterosexuality is compulsory, any behavior outside its perimeters will be labeled as illness. A healthy, well-adjusted lesbian cannot exist. Psychoanalysis, as originally conceived by Sigmund Freud, connected same-sex behavior in women to mental illness and ‘hysteria.’ Freud and his system of psychoanalysis operated under the assumption that ‘normal’ sexual development depended on binary sexual identity and heterosexual identification. On a personal note, it should not be surprising that being told, directly or covertly, that one’s very existence is not normal would lead to depression and other mental health issues sometimes reflected in lesbian poetry. If an odd image I invent like ‘a girl with green eyes framed in a small round window’ somehow resonates for a particular reader, there is almost certainly some tie for the reader to a forgotten memory, or some submerged symbolic apprehension.

         To return to Gothic writer Charlotte Dacre, most of her poetry focuses on female sexuality in relation to the supernatural and undead, often using the Gothic figure of the Demon Lover. Dacre’s use of the demon lover motif contrasts to pervading tradition in her era; historically, portrayal of the demon lover was designed as a cautionary tale for women who dared to diverge from their expected feminine role. According to Toni Reed, the Biblical story of the Garden of Eden serves as a prototype for later demon-lover stories. The basic tale of an innocent, vulnerable woman seduced to her ruin by an evil spirit or Satanic lover later appeared in English and Scottish ballads. ‘The earliest written version of the ballad, a British broadside issued during the late 1600s, is known by a long title which begins, “A Warning for Married Women.”’
 

          Dacre used this archetypal character of traditional ballads and Romantic poetry to subvert the expected regarding the boundaries of feminine behavior by speaking of the Demon Lover as desired and summoned by the female speaker. Dacre’s poetry never overtly crosses the boundary into the realm of homoerotic desire, yet, like Bannerman’s work, opens the door for all types of ‘forbidden’ love by creating scenes of female sexual power and agency mingling with death and decay. ‘Dacre’s evident interest in extreme states of passion, bordering  on madness, and her exploration of  women’s unnatural and supernatural experiences’ (Cracuin, p.120) illustrate one feature of the Gothic that continues to intrigue me as a writer: the opening of possibilities inherent in blurring the boundaries between the corporeal and the imaginary. The poem ‘The Mistress’
 not only exhibits a Gothic conflation between the living and the dead, but also insists on hiding the gender identity of the lover. In the first stanza, the mourning mistress asks the spirit of her dead lover to follow her everywhere, and asks, ‘Art thou from earth or from heaven exil’d?’ The third stanza is particularly indicative of the Gothic sensibility:
Thou formest my pleasure, thou formest my pain;
     I see thee, but wo is my eye-sight to me;

Thy heavenly phantom doth near me remain,
     But ah! Thy reality where shall I see?

                                                                           (lines 9-12)

These four lines abound in dichotomies and unanswered questions. The poet sees her lover as source of both pleasure and pain – a common motif of the lesbian vampire genre. Yet we still have no way to determine the gender of the dead lover. And is the ghost emanating from Heaven or Hell?; the reader must decide, as the poet has left that question unanswered as well. Finally, the fourth line, in the context of the speaker’s misery, raises the fundamental mystery of the nature of reality itself.

           The final two lines of the eighth stanza emphasize the Gothic ambivalence about life and death: the mistress’ dead lover, as a spirit, ‘might dizzily sport down the abyss of death, or tremble secure on the hazardous line’(lines 31-32), while the corporeal poet cannot. The significance of Dacre’s poetry here is not so much the issue of gender, but rather the complete ambiguity of existence itself; one may love, and maintain that passion, on either side of the divide between the living and the dead. As Shirley Jackson says of our attraction to the Dracula legend, ‘The consequences of a longing for immortality from a merely human context are horrifically realized by Dracula, who is not content with a promise of eternal life elsewhere…He occupies a paraxial realm, neither wholly dead nor wholly alive.’
 
Elegies for the Living
     One of the identifiable literary relatives of the Gothic genre is the eighteenth-century lyrical elegy, exemplified by poems such as Gray’s 1751 ‘Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard.’ Gray and his contemporaries defined the English elegy, perhaps more accurately labeled ‘elegiac poetry,’ as distinguished from the Classical elegy of Ancient Greece and Rome. The major differences between the two are the freeing of the verse from the constriction of Classical meter, and a broadening of the mode into a poetry of solitude and mourning rather than the strictly funereal. Having identified ‘songs of lament’ as the probable basis for the elegy form of Ancient Greece, Gregory Nagy offers this definition for the term lament: ‘lament is an act of singing in response to the loss of someone or something near and dear, whether that loss is real or only figurative.’
 The Romantics, including Keats, adhered to this more direct definition of the poetry of mourning, which was based on the concept of consolation: ‘the sense that underlies Freud’s phrase the work of mourning.’
 Peter Sacks, in his comprehensive 1985 study of the traditional English elegy, based his thesis on the usefulness of mourning for the elegist and the reader in creating a focus of affection in place of the lost object. In psychoanalytic terms, successful mourning ‘requires a withdrawal of affection from the lost object and a subsequent reattachment of affection to some substitute for that object (Sacks, p. 6). The more recent Oxford Handbook of the Elegy begins the study of the genre with the Ancient Greek tradition of singing to lament a death, then goes on to delve into elegiac verse from varying literary and theoretical perspectives.        

          In a chapter by Jerrold E. Hogle, he explores the connections between the Gothic genre in fiction and the elegiac tradition. In addition to the obvious similarity of the reliance on death (and the reaction to it by the living) for content and substance, Hogle contends that both Gothic fiction and elegiac verse share the need to fill the empty image of death with whatever context has been brought in to ‘read’ it. For example, both Walpole’s seminal text The Castle of Otranto and Gray’s ‘Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard’ contextualize death with the cultural and political changes of their historical time and the fading presence (depicted as ghostly) of the medieval, Catholic past.
 Similarly, in Lewis’ The Monk, an early Gothic novel set in Spain and much admired by later Gothic writers (including Dacre, who dedicated her last novel to him). The Catholic Church and the Inquisition embodied the evil that the living often viewed as supernatural.
      Between the end of the Romantic period and the advent of Modernist poetry, there appears to have been a return to the original meaning of the elegy as a poem written on the occasion of death to mourn and/or honor a specific individual. In these ‘occasional’ poems Coleridge stressed ‘authority and authenticity of original feeling;’
 the poet’s personal reaction serving as the crucial element. However, authenticity of emotion was never enough to bring elegies written by women into the forefront of the genre. According to Celeste Schenck, ‘women poets from the first refuse[d] or rework[ed] the central symbolisms and procedures of elegy mainly, I think, because the genre itself excludes the feminine from its perimeter except as muse principle or attendant nymph.
 The traditional English elegy adopted from Classical works by male poets would not fulfill the need of the elegy for women; female poets mourning their poetic ancestors (which is, indeed, only one function of elegiac verse) want connection and shared identity. In contrast, Schenck finds an element of what she calls careerism in the well-known elegies written by men; ‘the masculine elegy marks a rite of separation that culminates in ascension to stature’(p. 15) Female poets were never a part of this process or the passing on of poetic tradition.
        The extreme shifts in poetic tradition ushered in by the Modernist sensibility of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries reopened elegiac poetry to the recognition of loss of any sort, while incorporating the poet’s personal reaction to that loss. In the aftermath of World War I, the same shock and horror that pervaded Western culture also made it almost impossible to write a traditional elegy on the occasion of one death. This difficulty in coping with death through the traditional ‘consolation’ paradigm is reflected in these lines from John Ash’s poem ‘The Gloom of Turkish Music,’ in which he reacts to the death of his mother: ‘It felt strange, but sad and regrettable only in the sense that everything is sad and regrettable, or potentially so (lines 8-9).
 As in Elizabeth Bishop’s poem ‘One Art,’ the very art of living is mastering the art of losing.
One Art

The art of losing isn't hard to master; 
so many things seem filled with the intent 
to be lost that their loss is no disaster, 

Lose something every day. Accept the fluster 
of lost door keys, the hour badly spent. 
The art of losing isn't hard to master. 

Then practice losing farther, losing faster: 
places, and names, and where it was you meant 
to travel. None of these will bring disaster. 

I lost my mother's watch. And look! my last, or 
next-to-last, of three beloved houses went. 
The art of losing isn't hard to master. 

I lost two cities, lovely ones. And, vaster, 
some realms I owned, two rivers, a continent. 
I miss them, but it wasn't a disaster. 

-- Even losing you (the joking voice, a gesture 
I love) I shan't have lied. It's evident 
the art of losing's not too hard to master 
though it may look like (Write it!) a disaster.

           Long before the time of the Modernists, Edmund Burke, in his 1757 A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful , introduced the idea that the sublime could be associated with the transience and insignificance of human existence rather than the privileged place of man in a world created by God. Put simply, the sublime might refer not only to the beautiful and impressive of nature, but the frightening and anxiety-producing. Burke’s subject (think of Gothic protagonists whose fear becomes the lynchpin of the narrative) is defined by ‘anxious feelings related to self-preservation.’
 Much of modern lyric poetry reflects the will for self-preservation, such as Hugo Williams’ ‘Don’t Look Down.’
 which begins: ‘Don’t look down. Once / you look down you own / The fall in your heart, / You rock your stance / On the stone / And hear your ending start’ (lines 1-6). Both the Gothic focus on the presence of death in life and the Modernist sense of universal loss are reflected here clearly. 
             Relying on a similar concept as Keats’ idea of negative capability – insight arising from a chameleon-like presence in the world – presence can sometimes be indicated through absence. Komura discusses the relationship among, absence, representation and language as follows: ‘since language, as a system of representation, signals the absence of the represented; it is a presence – a representation, a signifier – that stands for absence: the absence of its referent, or its death.’
 The writing of a poem using language to acknowledge what is absence is the very act that gives the signified presence. David Watkins contends that elegy provides ‘a self-consciousness about the inter-relationship between presence and absence in out lives.’
 Conscious processing of loss makes us aware of what is present, both literally and imaginatively. That which we mourn the loss of in poetry might also constitute mourning for something we never had: the absence of freedom, contentment, love, power. For women writers, and lesbian writers in particular, what may be mourned is simply the voice with which to speak our truth.

         Consider Charlotte Dacre’s poem ‘L’Absence,’
 written long before the identity of lesbian carried the cultural implication it does today.

Hast thou not seen the blooming rose
Turn to the God of day?
Her fragrant treasures all disclose,
Enchanted by his ray?

Hast thou not seen the sun decline!
Her bloomy beauty fade;
And joyless of his warmth divine,
Soon perish in the shade?

How say'st thou, love? thy bosom glows,
Bereft of thee , I fade;
My vanish'd sun--thy drooping rose
Will perish in the shade.

Thou art my sun--thou art my dew,
Spirit by which I live!
Come swift then, and a life renew,
To which thou soul cans't give!

          While perhaps not considered an elegiac poem in its time, by the modern definition of the genre, this poem fits. The poet mourns the absence of her love (not identified as to gender) and forms an identity for herself based on mourning for the absent lover. The presence of both the subject (poet) and the object is created through contemplation of absence.

            Dealing with loss and absence lies at the heart of Minnie Bruce Pratt’s collection Crime Against Nature. This collection, published in 1990 and winner of the 1989 Lamont Poetry Society Selection, deals with Pratt’s loss of custody of her two sons because of her overt lesbian identity. Although there is anger in the poems, mourning is the predominant emotion; Pratt mourns not only the loss of time with her growing sons, but the loss of the identity of motherhood. In Pratt’s world – and, still, in ours – one is often hard-pressed to identify as both a mother and a lesbian. All of the stray comments and misinformed opinions of a still-patriarchal culture become extremely personal for the poet (and the reader) when Pratt’s son says, in ‘Talking to Charlie:’ ‘If you hate them – men – you hate us.’(lines 22-23). Having experienced many of Pratt’s choices and subsequent losses, these painful experiences surface in my work: the need to be loved and whole juxtaposed with the need to be accepted and nurturing. Women’s lives – and women’s poetry – must necessarily be rife with choices. And every choice comes with a loss to be mourned.
Personal Reflection 

As I end the first year of my Ph.D. research, my life as a poet is very different from what it was twenty, or even ten, years ago. My own identity as a woman and as a lesbian has evolved to not only self-acceptance, but acceptance by friends and family and a place in my community; these changes are certainly reflected in the concerns and goals I now have for the work I want to do. Like Elizabeth Bishop, I appreciate restraint in self-expression and a controlled unity in language; poetry offers both the writer and the reader a unique voice in the interplay between content and form. Yet I am aware that at least part of Bishop’s restraint arose from the cultural time period and her personal fears about censure from the public. Thankfully, the restraints I place on the details of disclosure in my own poetry come only from personal choice. The question that arises at this point in the discussion is: How do I retain the intricate delicacy inherited from female poets like Bishop and combine that quality with the raw emotion and power of later “out” lesbian poets like Rich? Further exploration of mid-century poetics at the height of the Women’s Movement may move me closer to the answer.
Hiding as Poetic Energy in Early Rich and Pratt
Though her early work conceals much, from the start Rich shared with Bishop a ‘commitment to write the truth of an existence that everywhere was trapped in lies, to both speak and keep secrets.’
  Half may have been enough for Bishop’s ‘Gentleman of Shallot,’ and perhaps for Bishop herself as a lesbian – but it certainly was not enough for feminist activists of the 1970s Women’s Movement.

       Rich unarguably is one of the key figures of feminist theory and political activism as well as a poet. During the tumultuous years of the 1970s and early 80s struggle for both women’s rights and gay rights (though the two movements should not be conflated) the political was particularly evident in her creative work. Even Rich’s early work, before coming out as a lesbian and subsequent involvement in political action, carries shades of the longing for a way to speak truthfully about femaleness and lesbian love. For Rich, women must do this not only to reassert their power to name but to ‘reestablish the bonds between themselves and nature that have been broken by patriarchal reinterpretations of the feminine.’
 Jane Roberta Cooper sees the beginning for healing of this unnatural separation between women and the power of language in Rich’s 1975 poem ‘The Lioness.’
           In the first line of the poem, the reader can feel the connection the poet has between two females of different species: ‘The scent of her beauty draws me to her place’(line 1). At this point in her development as a poet, Rich seems to make use of Elizabeth Bishop’s strategy of speaking through encoded messages about nature in order to say the truth about herself. The animal knows the truth, and communicates on a deep level with the woman in the poem. 

The lioness pauses

in her back-and-forth pacing of three yards square

and looks at me. Her eyes

are truthful.

And in lines 13 - 15:             

          Her walk
          is bounded. Three square yards

          encompass where she goes

The final three lines are each comprised of two stark words:

             Lashed bars.

             The cage.

             The penance.

The reader has the impression that the penance is imposed for the natural state of being female, and the penance itself is the enclosure of female existence in mid-century America. At the end of ‘The Lioness,’ the poet knows the heart of the wild female creature; knowledge is power, and both knowledge and power are grounded in language. As Rich saw it, poetry required a change in language if it were to serve the needs of increasingly-aware women and newly emerging lesbian poets – herself included. Yet in ‘The Lioness,’ as in much of women’s poetry before courageous women like Rich and Pratt spoke openly of lesbian love, there is a distance in the poet’s treatment of her subject, and an absence of the male figure. As explained in Terry Castle’s TheApparitional Lesbian, every lesbian identity involves the absence of a husband – the husband that is proscribed for us by patriarchal society.(Castle, p. 38)  Motherhood, as well, is connected to heterosexuality, and the children lesbians may have and love become apparitional also. Both Adrienne Rich and Minnie Bruce Pratt sacrificed their identity as mothers to claim their identity as lesbians. 

      As previously stated, Pratt’s most painful poetry comes in the 1990 Crime Against Nature, which focuses on a mother’s struggle to reveal her lesbian identity when the choice to live openly comes at the cost of sacrificing daily life with her two sons. Though she later developed relationships with her sons as teenagers and young adults, the missing years of their lives become a subject for mourning – an elegy for the living people to whom Pratt gave birth and then reluctantly let go. Reading these poems, it is difficult for the lesbian reader (who may have made similar choices) to reconcile this volume with Pratt’s overtly sexual We Say We Love Each Other published in 1985, containing this poem:
Kinky Sex

When I’m gone from you my hair

will keep growing, like seeds

in the garden, my slinky head hair

three kinds of morning glory,

my armpit hairs waggling as they sprout.

                            By the time you see

The tufts of my toes again,

they’ll have jumped in Gulf Water

and my lanky leg hairs in the Atlantic.

My nose hairs will have twitched 

in salt air.

                  By the time I come home,

forearms lush as a vacationer’s lawn,

cunt hairs curled and kinky,

the ivy in the backyard will envy me.

When I get back, water me with kisses

and you can choose whichever you want,

eyebrows to crunch like tiny dill seeds,

or my bristly asshole hairs, thistly,
or a breast hair, wispy grass stalk 
to pull between your teeth. 

In my personal opinion, fighting to be a mother in a patriarchal society that still views the term lesbian mother as an oxymoron, and publishing a poem so personal and sexual are almost irreconcilable. The collection containing this poem was critically condemned by many for its obvious erotic intensity. To understand this dichotomy to my own satisfaction, I think perhaps someone had to take the chance to travel beyond the culturally acceptable boundary in order to extend that boundary for those who come after. Ambiguity lies at the heart of poetry written by lesbian poets of my generation; are we the assertive and confident lesbians of protests and marches, or are we the defeated and mourning mothers of still-archaic courtroom decisions?
          For me as a developing poet, it seems relevant to note that Adrienne Rich, born in 1929, is of the same generation as my parents. In fact, she and her late ex-husband, Alfred Conrad, were married in the same year that my parents were married. Of course, the cultural difference between my family in the small-town American South and the Conrads in the urban Northeast is vast. When Rich began her involvement in political and social activism during the 1960s, I was still a child in central Florida; I remember having very little awareness of the changes occurring in other parts of the country and the larger world. In this respect, I have more connection with Pratt, growing up in the rural South, than I do with Rich. Yet I knew during my college years that I wanted to write, and that I identified (fearfully, and only internally) as a lesbian. As a poet, I only wish that I had been exposed to Rich’s The Dream of a Common Language when it was published in 1978 – the year I graduated from Texas Christian University. 
      It is legitimate to ask: why does the coincidence in time between myself and other poets matter to my own poetic voice at the present time? My answer is that cultural context always matters, and the literature of others to whom we are exposed as developing artists is what directs, to a large extent, our own development. It has previously been discussed in this piece how the canon of poetic tradition influenced succeeding generations of poets, both as a model of craft and as the impetus to find a new female voice in the twentieth century. I cannot help but speculate on ways in which my own poetics might have developed differently and/or more quickly had I read poets like Rich and Pratt at the height of their aggressively controversial periods.  
           Regarding my own search for the power of restraint and concealment in lesbian poetry, Rich’s collection preceding The Dream of a Common Language is an important one. In The Will to Change, the reader can feel a painfully palpable tension lying just beneath the surface of the language. The title of the collection expresses perfectly the content:  poems that approach the edge of rebellion for an “insider” reading but yet are abstract enough in language and structure to keep a tentative toe-hold on cultural acceptability. Here is an example from this collection, written in 1970:
A Valediction Forbidding Mourning

My swirling wants. Your frozen lips.

The grammar turned and attacked me.

Themes, written under duress.

Emptiness of the notations.

They gave me a drug that slowed the healing of wounds.

I want you to see this before I leave:

the experience of repetition as death

the failure of criticism to locate the pain

the poster in the bus that said:

my bleeding is under control

A red plant in a cemetery of plastic wreaths.

A last attempt: the language is a dialect called metaphor.

These images go unglossed: hair, glacier, flashlight.

When I think of a landscape I am thinking of a time.

When I talk of taking a trip I mean forever.

I could say: those mountains have a meaning

but further than that I could not say.

To do something very common, in my own way.
As Catharine Stimpson asserts when speaking about Rich’s poetry, ‘Writing gives us images from the mind and of the body, for the relief of the body and the reconstruction of the mind’
. My own poetry seems to be developing in the direction of integrating awareness of the groundedness of the physical body with what lies in the subconscious mind. One goal for me as a writer is to incorporate physical images and impressions from the world of corporeal reality into the often abstract and opaque style of my lyric verse.

     To refer to one of the key critical concepts that grew from the letters of John Keats, we might view the difficulties and tragedies of the world as ‘The vale of Soul-Making.’ In Keats’ words, ‘There may be intelligences or sparks of divinity in millions – but they are not Souls till they acquire identities, till each one is personally itself.’
 The longing to become one’s true self, no matter how difficult, is the task of the lesbian – the woman – the poet. Rich, Pratt, and many 
others came through the vale by speaking openly about the lesbian experience. Others, both throughout history and in contemporary poetry, choose the inner pain as a private path, expressing the truth behind a veil. DuPlessis suggests that ‘by self-censorship, women deny themselves the challenge of soul-making;’
 I contend that poetry like that of Elizabeth Bishop proves the falsity of this idea. If I choose stylistically and linguistically to live within carefully selected self-imposed restraints, I hope to speak the truth of woman’s lived experience with strength and beauty.
             My work can be described in the words of Emily Dickinson: ‘dwelling in possibility’ -  but not in the sense of hope for a better earthly world. I’ve lost that kind of naiveté. Like the Modernist poets, my poetry documents the pain and disarray of a disillusioned world. Yet I do believe in hope for the self – for the individual soul to find its way.
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