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It is not easy, and perhaps not even 
ethical, to review a book written by a 
friend. Though the time is long past 
when a negative evaluation by a feminist 
of another woman's book was considered a 
political and personal betrayal, I am 
glad to be able to review Barbara 
Rigney's Madness and Sexual Politics in 
the Feminist Novel positively, and I am 
glad that a critic so incisive and so 
humane is my friend. 

Madness and Sexual Politics in the Femi-
nist Novel needed to be written. Kate 
Millett's Sexual Politics exploded in 
1969, demolishing or badly damaging the 
unqualified worship of such sacred bul ls 
a s D. H. Lawrence, Henry Miller, and 
Norman Mailer. A decade later, Sexual 
Politics remains a landmark of feminist 
criticism and political iconoclasm, but 
Millett deals with male authors, and, I 
think , writes with a baseball bat 
necessarily so , since to manage a mule 
one must first get its attention. 
Phyllis Chesler's Women and Madness fires 
sharp little projectiles at the politics 
of "mental illness" (as defined by male 
or male-trained establishment clinicians), 
as well as at mythic and artistic con-
structs and Freudian or pseudo-Freudian 
pronoun~ements about women. But Chesler 
is a psychologist , no t a literary critic, 
and sometimes leaps before looking; her 
book, moreover, lacks focus and organiza-
tion. Other feminist scholars in many 

fields have been concerned, directly or 
indirectly, with male containment and 
control of women through patriarchal in-
stitutions -- law, medicine, education, 
religion, politics, marriage, economics. 
The initially thin trickle of articles 
in literary journals and feminist pub-
lications deploring stereotypical "images 
of women" in literature has expanded into 
a flood of sophisticated critical evalu-
ations of fiction and poetry by and about 
women. But these more sensitive defini-
tions and perceptions of madness, of 
sexual politics , and of f eminist criti-
cism have begged to be brought together , 
unified, examined for validity. This, in 
a study published by one of the more 
prestigious university presses, Barbara 
Rigney has done. 

No longer is it necessary, fortunately, 
to cherish any and every badly mimeo-
graphed (and often badly written) "fem-
inist interpretation" of almost anybody's 
third-rate novel -- though I still re-
tain, nostalgically, a file drawer 
stuffed with these early offerings . Fem-
inist criticism has (except among the 
more specialized and hidebound scholarly 
journals) become respectable. A recent 
run through the tables of contents of 
current issues of a score or so of staid 
literary journals discloses the inclu-
sion, in about seventy-five per cent of 
them, of one and sometimes two articles 
by feminist critics. Tokenism or not, 
this is a far cry from 1969 and 1970, 
when mere submission of such articles 
elicited loud guffaws from editorial 
offices and tenure committees. Small, 
collectively controlled feminist p resses 
have, in the last de cade, courageously 
published a few fine feminist books 
(usually fiction and poetry) , and a few 
meretricious ones; for the most part 
these alternative presses, subsisting 



marginally on small donations and volun-
teer typesetters, designers, and proof-
readers, seldom publish literary criti-
cism. Establishment publishers -- in-
cluding especially the university press-
es -- are timid latecomers, but their 
long traditions of editorial judgment and 
expertise, their intellectual integrity, 
and their accessible channels of adver-
tising and distribution, insure in part 
that a book such as Madness and Sexual 
Politics in the Feminist Novel will reach 
and be taken seriously by academic couunu-
nities barely breached by alternative 
publishers. 

And a solid and important book it is --
though one might wish for a less mouth-
filling title. The author's purpose, "to 
reconcile feminism and psychology in the 
area of literary criticism," is fully 
realized in her analyses of Jane Eyre, 
Mrs. Dalloway, The Four-Gated City, and 
Surfacing. Rejecting time-worn Freudian 
formulae in favor of R.D. Laing's con-
tention that madness , as conventionally 
defined, is a sane response to an insane-
ly destructive society, she arrives at 
what appear to me to be unique interpre-
tations of two of the most pervasive 
literary symbol s -- the doppelganger 
and the journey of discovery -- as they 
appear in four representative feminist 
novels. Heretofore monotonously observed 
in bildungsromane about young men quest-
ing for autonomy and control in the ex-
ternal world (of which women are a minor 
and ancillary part), these concepts in-
volve the male's suppressing or killing 
his primitive, natural, "feminine" attri-
butes and rejecting (sometimes, literal-
ly, murdering) his father. The doppel-
ganger and the quest emerge, in Barbara 
Rigney ' s meticulous analyses, in vastly 
diffe r e nt per spe ctives. The ?Oppelg~nger 
h e r e i s not evil or demonic, but sympto-
matic of disordered female consciousness; 
"the protagonist inevitably finds, wheth-
er in an actual mother or in some other 
figure, a mirror image of her own split 
psyche, a doppelganger who is a manifesta 
tion of h e r schizophrenia." The search 
for and ultimate inte gra tion with t he 
mother heals the divided self -- divided 
by the alienating demands of male author-
ity figures and institutions . The jour-
ney of discovery is an inner progression 
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through time and space to discover, 
through a series of epiphanies, the 
mother in the self; healing and whole-
ness occur through symbolically giving 
birth to the unalienated self. The 
doppelganger in the feminist novel, 
Rigney concludes, is that creative, mys-
tic, holy element in the female conscious• 
ness which must be recognized, accepted, 
absorbed -- not feared, isolated, im-
prisoned. 

Barbara Rigney arrives at these conclu-
sions not through abstract conjecture 
(there's been too much of that in femi-
nist criticism), but through meticulous 
examination of language, plot, .character, 
·and imagery. I was particularly impress-
ed by her interpretation of the patterns 
of fire, drowning, and bondage in Jane 
Eyre, and of mirrors, photographs, illus-
trations, and watery reflections in 
Surfacing. The imagistic links betwee n 
Clarissa Dalloway and the feminized and 
martyred Septimus Warren Smith are par-
ticularly illuminated in the discussion 
of Woolf's novel. 

"A woman writing," says Virginia Woolf in 
A Room of One's Own, "thinks through her 
mothers." Barbara Rigney demonstrates, 
in rich detail, how this is done. The 
book points toward new definitions and a 
new methodology in psychological criti-
cism. Freudian analysis, with its per-
vasive "Oedipus complex," never made much 
sense when applied to Woolf and Bronte 
(or Shakespeare, for that matter). 
Jungian criticism is something of a cop-
out; anima happily supplements animus, 
but the other way around produces mon-
sters. Barbara Rigney breaks new ground 
in Madness and Sexual Politics in the 
Feminist Novel, unify ing a number of here 
tofore diverse approaches to literary 
criticism, psychoanalysis, and political 
theory, and suggesting further directions 
for f eminist criticism. 

MBM 
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Kannenstine, Louis. 
The Art of Djuna Barnes: 
Duality and Damnation. 
New York, New York University 
Press, 1977. 

Scott, James. 
Djuna Barnes. 
Boston, Twayne, 1976. 

These are the only two books published 
on Djuna Barnes so far. Both attempt to 
place her only famous work, Nightwood, in 
the context of her stories, plays, other 
novels, and, in Kannenstine's case, her 
early journalism and poetry. Their con-
clusions about the meaning of Nightwood 
and the other works are remarkably con-
sistent, indicating that in spite of the 
apparent difficulties of her style and 
the labored self-consciousness of her 
narrative and dramatic methods, Barnes 
is relatively accessible to readers 
weaned on Joyce and the modernist poets. 
Her works are an elaboration of the theme 
articulated in Nightwood: "man was born 
damned and innocent from the start, and 
wretchedly -- as he must -- on these two 
themes -- whistles his tune." 

Scott follows the texts almost exclusive-
ly, glossing each work and considering 
special problems at the end of each chap-
ter. Kannenstine works more with themat-
ic motifs and style, and has examined the 
body of criticism up to about 1976, as 
we ll as more of the minor works of 
Barnes 's canon. Taken together, the 
books give a coherent and sympathetic 
account of her career. Kannenstine is 
more suggestive, and provides a better 
bibliography and index than Scott , but 
his book is riddled with typographical 
error s -- a rather poor showing for New 
York University Press. 
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Rubinstein, Roberta. 
The Novelistic Vision of Doris 
Lessing: Breaking the Forms 
of Consciousness. 
Urbana, Ill., University of 

.Illinois Press , 1979. 
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The author of this long-overdue analysis 
offers "preliminary maps of the multiple 
forms of reality" represented by Doris 
Lessing's eleven major novels. Ruben-
stein begins with the early novels and 
traces increasingly complex patterns in 
the later works, maintaining, as does 
Anna Wulf in The Golden Notebook, that 
"all self-knowledge is knowing, on deep-
er and deeper levels, what one knew be-
fore." 

Rubenstein's book centers around what she 
considers the mythic aspects of Lessing's 
novelistic world. Her analysis of 
Lessing's symbolism involving houses and 
rooms is particularly fascinating. Her 
illumination of Lessing's interest in 
and use of Sufi mysticism is invaluable 
for scholars of Lessing. Yet, one wishes 
that Lessing's concerns with such areas 
as politics and psychoanalysis had re-
ceived equal attention. Rubenstein's 
book would perhaps have benefitted from a 
less extensive reliance on Northrup Frye 
and at least some attention to R.D. 
Laing, whose ideas more directly influ~ 
enced Lessing. 

Still, this book is a welcome addition 
to a woefully inadequate number of crit-
ical works on an author who has so pro-
foundly influenced the feminist movement 
and the course of contemporary litera-
ture. 
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Susskind, Teresa. 
A Room of One's OWn Revisited: 
Virginia Woolf's Masterpiece 
Fifty Years After. 
San Francisco Press, 1977. 

This book asks many more questions than 
it answers: 

Looking backward over nearly half a 
century raises tantalizing questions 
in the modern mind. Is the woman of 
the mid-1970's, after fifty years of 
grumbling since her enfranchisement, 
nearer to economic independence and 
a room of her own? Has she achieved 
equality in education and hence a 



better nourished mind with which to 
write a better book? Is she still 
playing the role of the magic mirror 
to reflect the figure of man at twice 
its natural size? Has her own image 
changed at all? 

In thirty-three pages, Susskind summa-
rizes Woolf's book, attempts thumbnail 
biographical sketches of women writers 
since Woolf, and devotes perhaps three 
pages to the social aspects of the wom-
en's movement. One feels justified in 
evaluating the contributions of this book 
with the same brevity: negligible. 
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Broner, E.M. 
A Weave of Women. 
New York, Holt, Rinehart and 
Winston, 1978. 

A weaver of cloth develops a rhythm in 
her work; throwing shuttles back and 
forth over different, repeating layers 
of warp. E. M. Broner's writing in A 
Weave of Women captures such rhythms~ 
picking up themes, carrying them through 
in repetitions as she tells a beautiful 
story of women supporting one another; 
of women validating their experience of 
.vomanhood through creation of rituals to 
mark important events and to assist one 
another through critical passages. 

Set in present-day Israel, this novel 
makes use of a society richly bound in 
tradition -- ancient, beautiful, oppres-
sive. The theme of women oppressed in a 
male society comes into especially sharp 
focus against such a background. The 
men in this society are, in the aggre-
gate, dangerous rapists and oppressors 
that must be resisted; on the other 
hand, individual men, who respect the 
women in their lives, are an invaluable 
element in the whole cloth which is 
.created in A Weave of Women. Through 
the use of poetic language, Broner de-
velops a mythic, powerful voice and 
speaks with authority of women in strug-
gle and of the support they find with 
each other. 

PB 
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Sand, George. 
She and He. 
Chicago, Cassandra Editions, 
1978. 

She and He was written when Sand was in 
her fifties. It is a tale of great 
passion and tragedy. Sand was a "libera-
ted woman," a scandal in her time. How-
ever, to this generation, her conceptions 
of male-female relations seem somewhat 
outdated. What was written as a tragic 
story today seems a bit silly. 

Therese Jacques is a young artist of 
well-established fame. She lives alone 
after a tragic marriage to a bigamist, 
which ended in divorce and {supposedly) 
the death of her young son. 

Laurent de Fauvel is another artist. 
Still struggling for fame, he falls in 
love with Therese and tempts her away 
from her pledge to have no more dealings 
with men. Alas! "Poor Therese! Her 
intoxication did not last eight whole 
days." Laurent's true nature asserts 
itself: his selfishness and love for 
the "low life" prompt him to abuse where 
he so recently adored. 

The remainder of the book describes our 
victim's struggles in freeing herself 
from him and then, again and again, suc-
cumbing to his promises to change, his 
excuses of brain fever, etc. She is 
saved, in the end, by the miraculous 
reappearance of her son, with whom she 
retires to the country and to whom she 
devotes herself. 

Aside from the historical and literary 
interest this book may have, it is not a 
book likely to appeal to many contempor-
arv readers. 

PB 
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Sand, George. 
Lavinia. 
San Lorenzo, Calif., Shameless 
Hussy Press, 1976. 

Lavinia is a very short novel, almost a 
short story. It is a distillation of 
Sand's vision of the independent woman. 
Her novels are primarily about the roman-
tic entanglements between men and women 
and the resulting tragedies. In Lavinia, 
we see a woman ten years after a betrayal 
by a callous man. She has become so 
strengthened by this experience that she 
can resist renewed passion and the temp-
tations of security and of position in 
society: the one, because "you cannot 
arrange the future as you will, and .•. 
though your lips may be sincere today, 
the frailty of your heart will force you 
:to lie tomorrow" and the other, because 
"a man •.. always sells too dear the 
protection he bestows, by always making 
it felt." 

In a time when men were writing passion-
atenovels of romance,_ Sand' s voice rin9s 
out telling of the betrayals, th,e wealc-
nesses, the failings of love beyond the 
happy ending. For Sand's heroines, the 
ihappy life is one untouched by passion, 

ldevoted to "travel, reverie, solitude, 
the uproar of the world, to walk through 
it and laugh at it, and poetry to endure 
the past, and God to give hope for the 
f uture." 
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Sand, George. 
Leone Leoni. 
Chicago, Cassandra Editions, 
1978. 

George Sand was 30 when she wrote this 
book. She tossed it off in a week's 
time, partly to distract herself from a 
dreary stay in Venice, the setting for 
the story. 

This is a reprint of a 1900 edition of 
the book. The translation is formal and 
awkward, yet the power of George Sand 
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as a writer is obvious. This is a com-
pelling, romantic story of a woman ~on-
surned by a fatal and overwhelming passion 
for a man with a destructive weakness. 
Sand's unconventional ideas show up here 
and there, as in her description of the 
institution of marriage -- "that species 
of servitude" -- and in the heroine's 
role as a mistress. The story is based 
on the disasters two people bring on 
themselves through their weakness, ig-
norance, and lack of moral strength. Sand 
does not moralize; but simply describes 
the coming together of two such people 
and the inevitable results and it 
makes good reading. 
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Sand, George. 
My Life. 
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New York, Harper & Row, 1979. 

This is the first major translation into 
English of the autobiography of George 
Sand, the 19th century French novelist 
who is better known today for h~r eIT1an-
cipated lifestyle than for her writings. 
~ Life was first published in install-
ments in a Parisian newspaper during 
1854 and 1855. The translator; ·oan 
Hofstadter, has edited heavily; the 
original was full of homilies and di"" 
gressions, and the entire first third 
was primarily correspondence between 
Sand's father and his mother. Hofstadter 
has done a good job of extracting the 
parts of greatest interest to today's 
audience. 

In some . ways, the biography is disappoint 
ing. More than half the book covers 
Sand's childhood. Her adult iife, with 
its struggles so similar to those of con-
temporary women, Sand passes over -almost 
as an aside. It is fascinating reading; 
however. Sand was a perceptive observer 
of people and her own self, and good at 
telling her story, replete with traumas 
and sorrows, in absorbing fashion. 

PB 
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Munro, Alice. 
Dance of the Happy Shades. 
Toronto, McGraw-Hill Ryerson, 
1968. 

This collection of short stories by Alice 
Munro won Canada's 1968 Governor-Gener-
al's Award for Fiction. It is a fine, 
even collection of stories set, for the 
most part, in central Ontario and deal-
ing with "ordinary people" who live or-
dinary lives. All of the stories "ring 
true," much as do Margaret Laurence's 
Manawaka stories, suggesting that they 
were artistic reconstructions either of 
actual experiences or of imaginatively 
lived experiences. 

Two of the stories, "Walker Brothers 
Cowboy, " and "Boys and Girls," concern 
a young girl whose father was a fox farm-
er. Those stories were written with such 
intimate knowledge of the details of the 
fox farmer's (and of his family's) life 
that I suspect they are based, at least 
in part, on Munro's early life. "Boys 
and Girls" is a sensitive account of a 
young girl, the right hand helper of her 
father and the idol of her younger broth-
er. It tells of her growing up and of 
her mother's desire to pull her away from 
the barns and the "men's" work -- for 
example, her mother says to her father, 
"Wait till Laird gets a little bigger, 
then you' 11 have real help." One day, 
her brother now grown bigger, the girl 
in a compassionate act betrays the 
"men ' s " world. In the final lines of 
the s t ory, Laird "tells on" his sister 
and Munro writes: 

"Never mind," my father said. He 
spoke with resignation, even good 
humour , the words which absolved and 
di smissed me f or good. "She's only a 
gi r l, " he said. 

Growing up to womanhood in the thirties 
and forties, particularly in rural Cana-
da or America, was very much like 
that -- and Munro has caught the actual-
i ty of t he expe rience while suggesting 
the overtones of feeling and rebellion 
which ~any girl/women experienced. Per-
haps I singled out "Boys and Girls" 
because it spoke, in part, to my early 
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experience, but I recommend the entire 
collection. Alice Munro is, as Hugh 
Garner says in his forward to Dance of 
the Happy Shades, a "literary artist." 
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Swansea, Charlene and Barbara 
Campbell. 
Love Stories by New Women. 
Charlotte, N.C., Red Clay 
Books, 1978. 

Red Clay Books is a publishing company 
run by women. From over 300 solicited 
stories on the subject of love by women, 
the editors chose 18. The collection 
makes fascinating reading. Women are 
portrayed in a wide range of the situa-
tions in which women seem always to have 
found themselves: living alone, in 
marriage, divorced, Lesbian. In fact, 
the selection of stories is almost too 
pat; some of the stories seem to have 
been chosen more for their topic than for 
their worth. 

In spite of the catchy phrase in the 
title "new women," the stories show that 
wome n are still responding, underneath 
all the rhetoric of liberation, in many 
of the same ways they have always dealt 
with life. Love is still an obsession, a 
passion, still at the center of women's 
thoughts and lives. 

Women writers face a difficult time in 
developing their craft and getting pub-
lished. Their commitments to families 
and jobs take time and energy, Frequent-
ly their themes and stories are not wel-
comed by publishers. This sampling of a 
number of hitherto unpublished .writers 
is impressive and enjoyable. 

The book is, in spite of its minor fault~ 
an excellent addition to the growing body 
of women's literature. 

PB 
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Gilbert, Sandra M. and Susan 
Gubar, Eds. 
Shakespeare's Sisters: Femi-
nist Essays on Women Poets. 
Bloomington, Ind., Indiana 
University Press, 1979. 

With this collection of excellent essays 
on English and American women poets from 
Anne Bradstreet to Denise Levertov, the 
editors set out to prove that, contrary 
to Virginia Woolf's theory, Shakespeare 
had not one but many sisters, a good 
many of whom not only survived but tri-
umphed in the literary world. 

The first section is devoted to poets 
before 1800, a period the editors call 
"the age of silence," when women did not 
publish their poetry, but nevertheless 
wrote eloquently about their daily lives. 
An analysis of the nineteenth century 
includes essays on Emily Bronte, Eliza-
beth Barrett Browning and others. The 
most noteworthy contribution to this 
section is Adrienne Rich's paper on Emily 
Dickinson, who, Rich theorizes, chose se-
clusion and withdrawal from life as the 
only means to artistic freedom. 

A section on contemporary poets includes 
essays on Anne Sexton, Sylvia Plath, 
Denise Levertov, May Swenson and 
Gwendolyn Brooks. One only wishes that 
an equally close examination of images 
and styles could have been applied to 
such other poets as Margaret Atwood or 
Diane Wakoski, who only receive passing 
mention. 

The editors do not perhaps achieve " the 
redefinition of literary history," to 
which they aspire, but they provide some 
solid lite rary criticism in areas often 
neglected by male scholars. 
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Lane , Gary, Ed. 
Sylvia Plath: New Views on 
the Poetry. 
Baltimore, Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity Press, 1979. 
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I have never been entirely patient with 
Sylvia Plath, having been convinced that 
if she had just tried a bit harder she 
would have emerged a sane, sound woman, 
and her poetry would have remained just 
as passionate and effective. Now, on 
reading this anthology of essays on her 
life and work, I feel suddenly defensive 
of Plath. 

The essays, the great majority written by 
recognized male scholars, seem to me to 
lack the essential human quality which 
enables one to forgive Plath her ex-
cesses. Her poetry, the authors almost 
unanimously maintain, is much too sub-
jective, reflecting "a graph of afflic .... 
tion," "the shriek of her ego," "a bogus 
spirituality," "the gleeful craft of a 
mad child." Hugh Kenher, in an essay 
cynically entitled "Sincerity Kills," 
concludes that reading Plath's Ariel_ i .s 
"bad for anyone's soul." Another critic 
maintains that the poem "Daddy," surely 
one of Plath's most horrifying, is" .•. 
the product of the graduate seminar, a 
slick, knowing Freudianism" which treats 
with "witty sophistication any personal 
anguish, no matter how deep." 

What galls so is that the essays are 
terribly well-done, insightful and care-
fully psychoanalytic. The personality 
of Plath, split between Sylvia and 
"Sivvy," the relationship with the mother 
who becomes Medusa, the ambivalence 
towards the father and towards all men, 
are all exhaustively analyzed. Murray 
Schwartz and Christopher Bollas, in one 
of the kinder treatises, theorize that 
the death of Plath's father left her 
identity unconfirmed, "her womanliness 
not accepted. " 

One fault in the anthology. is the repe-
tition of attempts to frove that Plath's 
poetry was influenced by Yeat·s and Rilke. 
One such essay would have been suffi-
cient, and one doubts the essential rel-
evancy of such arguments anyway. 

In general, however, the anthology is a 
brilliant effort at the "demystification" 
of Plath. But one senses, after all, a 
kind of fear on the part of almost every 



writer. Plath's anger and passion unman 
them all. She yet, in fact, eats men 
·" like air." 
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Levertov, Denise. 
Collected Earlier Poems, 1940-
1960. 
New York, New Directions Pub-
lishing Corp., 1979. 

Wagner, Linda Welshirner. 
Denise Levertov: In Her own 
Province. 
New York, New Directions Pub--
lishing Corp., 1979. 

Two recent acquisitions of the Women's 
Studies Library are of interest to read-
ers of Denise Levertov. The first is a 
collection of her earlier poems -- some 
. previously uncollected work, some pub-
lished in her first four books through 
1960. The second is part of the series 
Insights: working papers in contempor-
ary criticism, and is a collection of 
interviews given by Levertov, critical 
essays by Levertov, and critical essays 
about Levertov. These two volmnes com-
plement each other in presenting tne de-
velopment of Denise Levertov's art 
through her work and her conunents on her 
work. 

The poems from the previously uncollected 
series move from Levertov's early life 
in England to her first years in New 
York, and many of these are personal ex-
plorations, considerations of "the com-
mon rituals of life," as in "Folding a 
Shirt" where Levertov isolates an epiph-
any-like moment for a woman in the poem. 
The outstanding poems throughout this 
collection are also explorations of pos-
sibilities, isolation, conununication, 
and the art of writing itself. 
Levertov's imagery is clear, precise and 
effective, as in "Everything That Acts 
is Actu~l.": 

The black moon 
turns away, its work done. A tenderness, 
unspoken autumn. 
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We are faithful 
only to the imagination. What the 
imaginat.ion 

seizes 
as beauty must be the truth. What holds 

you 
to what you see of me is 
that grasp alone. 

Linda Welshimer Wagner has done an excel-
lent job in editing Denise Levertov: In 
Her Own Province. There are two lengthy 
interviews with Levertov reprinted here 
and the poet has much to say about her 
work. Included are eleven essays by 
Levertov about poetry and writing in 
general. Her essays on Anne Sexton, 
Chekhov and poems by women are especially 
recommended. The final section is a se-
ries of essays on Levertov's writing. 
The essays deal mostly with the latter 
portion of her work through her eleventh 
book, The Freeing of the Dust. The com-
ments by poets Hayden Carruth and David 
Ignatow are notable . 

These two books are excellent companion 
pieces; we look forward to a collection 
of Levertov's later work in one volume. 
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Levertov, Denise. 
Life in the Forest. 
New York, New Directions Books, 
1978. 

Life in the Forest, Denise Levertov's 
latest collection of poetry, is divided 
into five sections of independent, yet 
thematicall y linked poems. Levertov was 
inspired to new directions in her poetry 
after reading the early poetry collection 
of the Italian writer Cesare Pavese. Her 
admiration for his ability to maintain a 
presence in his poems while writing about 
persons other than himself is r eflected 
in the first section of this collection, 
"Homage to Pavese," and in many of the 
poems throughout t he book. 

Levertov manages to maintain her presence 
in style and autobiographical details 



when writing of "Chekhov on the West 
Heath," one of the best poems in the 
Pavese section. Levertov wrote the poem 
in response to a request from the organ-
izers of a Chekhov Festival at Cornell 
University. The details here are as 
precise and the imagery as illuminating 
as the components of Chekhov's finely de-
tailed short stories. It is a poem of 
growing awareness as the speaker recalls 
her childhood: 

... Ah, 
that's it: the young girl painting 
in Corot's L'Atelier, upright, absorbed, 
whose face we don't see. There I am, 
I thought, the first time I saw it, 
Startled." 

At the same time, the presence of 
janother master is indicated: 

"Often and often, as they talk and gaze, 
that year and the next, 

Chekhov is with them. 
With us. 

The small, dark-green volumes. 
The awkward, heroic versions. 

We 're not systematic, 
we don't even try to read all of them, 

held secure 
in c onviction of. endless largesse. 

And in several effective lines which 
blend the autobiographical details and 
the homage to the author, a definition is 
attempted: 

What he has meant 
and goes on meaning, can't be trapped 
into closed definitions. But it has to 

do 
not with failure, defeat, frustration, 
Moscows never set out for, 
but with love . 

Equally effect.i ve uni ties are achieved in 
the other sections of this collection: 
"Continuum," which includes familiar 
Levertov reactions to political and s o-
cial e v Pnts ; "Modulations for Solo 
Voice," more meditative, subjectiv e 
works; "Admiring a Waterfall," a return 
to lyrical poetry form; and "Life in the 
Forest," eight brief poems linked in 
theme and dedicated to a " s ometime 

lover ... friend." This last section is an 
exploration of the role of lover and be-
loved and the maintenance and submergence 
of one's identity in such a relationship. 

Life in ' the Forest is a rich collection 
and a further indication of the range of 
Denise Levertov, in style and theme. 
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Sarton, May; Serena Sue 
Hilsinger and Lois Byrnes, 
Eds. 
Selected Poems of May Sarton. 
New York, W.W. Norton, 1978. 

May Sarton, whose poetry has been collect-
ed into this rich and satisfying volume, 
is, as the introduction describes her, "a 
:contemporary wri tet of remarkable versa-
tility and scope." Her thirty-one publi-
cations testify to her artistic skill and 
to her ease in autobiography, fiction and 
poetry. 

The poems in this collection were written 
over a period of forty years; this re~ 
viewer has read many of sarton's poems 
for as long and has felt an empathic 
relatedness to the substance of her poet-
ry. The poems, as the editors state, "do 
not express an easy and comfortable move-
ment toward arrival, resolution and con-
clusion. Rather, they suggest an ener-
getic alternation of mood, antithesis of 
idea, ebb and flow of experience." 

The selections are not in chronological 
order, but are arranged by central motifs: 
the composed imagination; love; soli-
tude; nature; "in a dirty time;,; invo-
cations and mythologies; and the action 
of therapy. The process of living is 
transmuted by the poet into dynamic mo-
ments caught and retained in her compo-
sitions, and the reader shares in them, 
from the personal emotion of love to the 
public event of Kent State. Her exact 
phrasing, her sense of rhythm, her "pure 
perspective" shine in all her poems and 
are explained in: 



These Images Remain 

These images remain, these classic 
landscapes 
That lie, immense and quiet, behind 
eyes 
Enlarged by love to think only in 
shapes 
That compass time and frame the chang-
ing skies, 
Triumph of arch, of spire, triumph of 
trees, 
The pure perspective, the poignant 
formal scene. 

on a visit to Japan, she writes of a 
serving woman she met there and how she 
seemed external and alien to the lovely 
country she was observing "with a paint-
er's impersonal eye": 

So it has been for three weeks, 
until a single tired face, 
The face of a servant, 
Broke the pane of glass 
Between me and all things: 
I am inside the landscape. 

Her poem "Gestalt at Sixty" comes 
close to this reviewer in realizing the 
same awareness: 

How rich and long the hours become, 
How brief the years, 
In this house of gathering, 
This life about to enter its seventh 
decade. 

I am not ready to die, 
But I am learning to trust death 
As I have trusted life. 

Her inte raction with e xperience , her 
particular sense of being, her profound 
.feeling find expression in a poem to 
fellow women poets and writers, "My 
Sisters, 0 My Sisters": 

In the warm light that brings forth 
fruit and flower 
And that great sanity, that sun, the 
feminine power. 
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Klein, Carole. 
Aline. 
New York, Harper & Row, 1979. 

Aline Bernstein, a noted theatrical de-
signer, was Thomas Wolfe's mistress. 
Understandably but regrettably, the 
latter distinction may well overshadow 
the former. In a beautiful, clear 
prose style Ms. Klein lets us see this 
remarkable woman whole. Aline (1880-
1955) was the daughter of Joseph 
Frankau, a noted actor (about whom she 
wrote An Actor's Daughter). She and 
her younger sister Ethel grew up in New 
York City, often in relatives' boarding 
houses where h e r intense and genuine 
interest in others, and her warm, out-
going, giving nature were fostered. 

Aline designed the sets and costumes for 
a long and distinguished list of plays, 
including Shaw's Caesar and Cleopatra 
with Helen Hayes, Romeo and Juliet with 
Eva Le Gallienne, Grand Hotel, Camille, 
and Lillian Hellman's The ~hildren's 
Hour and The Little Foxes. She was the 
first woman member of the AFL Painters' 
Union, which represented scenic design-
ers as well. 

Thomas Wolfe first met Aline on ship-
board; at their first meeting he shook 
her with "unchecked fury ," but "his 
hands on her body filled her with such 
joy that any pain seemed a small price 
to pay ." For the next 13 years , until 
his death, they were each other's good 
and bad angels. (She wrote The Journey 
Down, an exceptionally lovely and astute 
book about their lives together.) With 
him s he drank too much and, when her de-
mands that he work hard intensified and 
he began to make his escape, she 
attempted suicide . Under h er role as 
lover, mentor, mother, Wolfe produced 
his massive novels; he was, to put it 
politely, an extremely difficult man to 
cope with, but most of the time she 
managed. 

Aline's banker husband, Theodore Bern-
stein, worshipped h er. He felt that 
Aline never wanted to hurt him,and their 
marriage survived the affair with Wolfe 



in part because of Bernstein's realiza-
tion that she was 20 years older than 
the novelist. Aline for her part felt 
that she had "opened her life to Tom anc'l. 
had managed to keep Theo and Ethel and 
the children inside it still." 

Aline Bernstein became the Esther Jack 
of Wolfe's Of Time and the River and 
The Web and the Rock. Let Wolfe's com-
ments on Aline stand as a fitting epi-
taph: "She had made her own way. She 
had supported herself. She had created 
beautiful and enduring things. She had 
never known the meaning of laziness." 
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Wilson, Michael; Deborah Sil-
verton Rosenfelt, commentator. 
Salt of the Earth. 
Old Westbury, N.Y., The Femi-
nist Press, 1978. 

This book deals with a 15-month long 
strike by miners in Hanover, New Mexico, 
and a Hollywood film based on that con-
frontation. Several events during the 
strike distinguish it from other labor 
disputes and, in a parallel manner, sev-
eral events occurred during the filming 
of the movie that distinguish it from 
typical Hollywood fare. For the miners, 
it would eventually lead to a strength-
ened union, concerned about the welfare 
of all its members. For the film-makers, 
however, it would result in blacklisting 
and relative obscurity. 

Many of the issues in the strike have a 
familiar ring in labor history: manage-
ment's reluctance to negotiate with work-
e rs, management's condescending attitude 
towards workers, the inequities built 
into the salary schedule, and inadequate 
company housing. It was this last item 
that brought a new source of power into 
the long strike: the miners' wives. The 
poor living conditions of the company 
towns impelled the women to join the 
strike. 
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When the militancy of the men began to 
fade and the Taft-Hartley Act was in-
voked, many felt the cause was lost. The 
miners could not strike during the "cool-
ing-off" period, but the women could. 
And they did, even though faced with 
doubt and outright resistance from the 
miners themselves. The union was later 
recognized by the company as a bargaining 
agent, and the women of the community 
were recognized as a potent force in the 
struggle for a better life. 

The positive resolution of the strike, 
however, was not matched by an equally 
successful movie in the usual Hollywood 
terms. At the time the film was made, 
McCarthyism was just hitting its stride, 
and investigations of the movie business 
and labor unions were widespread. "Salt 
of the Earth" was considered a "red" 
movie. Technicians, studios, and thea-
tres backed out of contracts and the film 
was shown in only thirteen theatres 
during its first year of release. The 
thrust of the book thus shifts from wom-
en and their efforts in the strike to 
the political climate of America in gen-
eral during the SO's. This shift re-
duces the impact of the book somewhat, 
but Deborah Rosenfelt's well-documenta-
ted details provide a painstakingly hon-
est portrayal of the frustrations endured 
by all parties involved in this work. 
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Tucker, Anne, Ed. 
The Woman's Eye. 
New York, Knopf, 1973. 

The Woman's Eye is a sampling of the work 
of ten female photographers. A brief 
biography of each woman precedes a selec-
tion of ten of her pictures. The purpose 
of the book, according to the introduc-
tion by Anne Tucke r, is to investigate 
the way in which wome n are portrayed by 
men by looking at photographs done by 
women. She suggests that men, whose por-
trayal of women has dominated the world 
of art for centuries , have a concept of 



femininity different from that of women. 
Consequently, men fail to respond to wom-
en's portrayal of femininity, resulting 
in a lack of interest in and support for 
women artists. 

The work of such well-known photographers 
as Margaret Bourke-White and Diane Arbus 
are included with other less famous but 
excellent artists. The selection of 
photographs includes the best known of 
each artist's work, but does not provide 
any other theme. This selection fails to 
support the purpose stated in the intro-
duction: there should have been many 
more photographs of women. Only Judy 
Dater's work provides a chance to see 
women photographed by women. What might 
have been a book of great worth is merely 
a sampling of photographers who happen to 
be women. Thus, the gap between Tucker's 
intention and the actual book is disap-
pointing and leaves the intriguing ques-
tion of women's view of women unresolved. 
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Chicago, Judy. 
The Dinner Party: A Symbol of 
Our Heritage. 
Garden City, N.Y., Anchor 
Press, 1979. 

When Judy Chicago first referred to "The 
Dinner Party" in a journal entry of 1974, 
it was as one of her "small projects," 
something she could "know the limits of." 
By the time it was exhibited last March, 
the project had grown to over two hundred 
people, primarily women; it had grown 
from a set of china plates depicting 
"Great Ladies" to a sculpture/needlework/ 
narrative invocation of women's creative 
history -- a process that usually meant 
salvaging and re-creating women and their 
accomplishments trivialized or lost in 
the male-dominated mainstream. 

The Dinner Party focuses on the exhibit 
core, a huge triangular table seating 
thirty-nine guests: historic and mythic 
women, each painstakingly chosen for her 
achievement and her struggle against the 
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confines of her times. Each woman is 
represented by a sculpted plate, most of 
which incorporate a form Chicago refers 
to as "papillons," butterfly-type wings 
surrounding a central vaginal/flower 
image. It is an imagery she has worked 
with for years -- rejecting, re-embrac-
ing, redefining. Here she wanted a form 
capable of being "hard, strong, soft, 
passive, opaque, transparent ... shells, 
flowers, flesh, forest -- all kinds of 
things simultaneously." For women view-
ing the book and not the exhibit (as the 
majority unfortunately will), the plates 
that communicate most effectively are 
those that include symbols particular to 
the woman or her work. For instance, 
astronomer Caroline Herschel (chosen also 
to commemorate those women whose work was 
obscured by that of a husband or brother) 
has a plate with a central eye. The 
"witch" Petronilla de Meath (representing 
all women persecuted as witches for seek-
ing to preserve women's medicine or 
matriarchal religion) incorporates the 
traditional bell, book and candle. Some 
plates take this sense of context even 
farther, translating the core symbol into 
the decorative techniques and motifs of 
::he time: the mosaic of Theodora, the 
stained glass of Hildegard of Bingen, the 
art nouveau lily of Natalie Barney. 

While highly formalized, the majolica-
inspired plate of Isabella d'Este (who 
served as patroness to a majolica facto-
ry) is also one of the most meaningful. 
Surrounded by the ornamental motifs of 
that ceramic ware, the center female-
reference takes the form of a long arched 
passageway -- itself a reference, Chicago 
notes, to the "famed Renaissance picto-
rial space." Given Chicago's belief that 
woman's oppression was heightened by 
Renaissance humanism (which, she says, 
"excluded women"), and given her personal 
struggle against the male-dominated art 
tradition that is also rooted in that 
period, the stressed perspective in the 
female passageway signals a fascinating 
reclamation of art for woman's own. 

Perhaps it is in contrast to this preci-
sion of articulation that the remaining 
plates -- the more literal and overtly 



anatomical group -- suffer. Viewers of 
the exhibit have remarked that seeing the 
plates themselves, with their lustrous 
coloring and the tension of the rising/ 
confining wings, renders intelligible 
Chicago's more blatant, organic forms. 
Probably so. But those of us left with 
only two dimensions on a page lose much 
of the sense of context that is evoked by 
the more ornamented plates. This lack 
could have been remedied by photos of the 
plates in their setting of embroidered 
runners. However, a second volume on th~ 
needlework of "The Dinner Party" is pre-
sumably forthcoming at a later time. 
That's beside the point in this volume, 
for by the time we get to a number of 
women most important to us today (and 
most personally significant for Chicago), 
the plates look oddly alike. They lose 
their impact and leave Chicago's imagery 
idiosyncratic, a private vision in a pub-
lic setting. (Luckily, Georgia O'Keeffe 
is a glorious exception. Possibly due to 
her own artistic influence on Chicago, 
the sculpture returns a very identifiable 
tribute of O'Keeffe's bone and desert 
colors, her own flowers and forms. It is 
the most powerful single image in the 
book.) 

Other aspects of "The Dinner Party" can 
be done more justice on a printed page, 
most notably the story of the studio as 
the women involved detail its collective 
nature and the difficulties of coopera-
ting, organizing, and financing on this 
scale . Those of us who are not artists 
are helped to understand its awesome 
technical scope through the recounting of 
the processes and the frustrations (it 
took a year and a half to produce the 
first finished, uncracked relief plate). 
Yet the story told here only serves to 
underscore the next, and perhaps greater, 
~i~ficulty -- for "The Dinner Party" to 
educate women and retrieve their artistic 
heritage, it needs a permanent home where 
the entire exhibit can b e open to view. 
It is far too important for anything 
less . 
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Collins, Jim L. 
Women Artists in America II. 
Chattanooga, Tenn., Collins, 
1975. 

Unlike his earlier publication, Women 
Artists in America, Eighteenth Century to 
the Present, Collins' latest biographi-
cal reference tool concentrates on art-
ists presently working in the United 
States and, while lacking depth, the en-
tries do provide basic information on 
numerous artists not represented in other 
biographical dictionaries. 

Furnished by the artists and ranging in 
length from two to ten lines, the entries 
consist of name, medium, location and 
date of birth (occasionally), training, 
exhibitions and collections. Representa-
tive illustrations of the work of some of 
the artists are provided. Addresses, or 
at least the names of agents or princi-
pal galleries through whom the artists 
can be contacted, are not included, and 
hopefully the omission of some important 
artists is the result of non-response on 
the part of the artists, rat.her than 
oversight on the part of the compiler. 
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