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Redefining Literacy: 
An Interview with Jacqueline Jones Royster 
Interviewed by Celia C. Kavanaugh, ed. 

Jacqueline Jones Royster is the Director of the 
Comprehensive Writing Program at Spelman 
College, which is a writing across the curriculum 
program. She is also the Senior Associate Editor of 
SAGE: A Scholarly Journal on Black Women. She 
spent winter quarter of 1991 here at OSU as a 
visiting associate professor of English, teaching two 
courses: Honors English 367: Honors Intermediate 
Essay Writing, and English 880: (Seminar) Literacy 
and Social Change. She is currently working on a 
new book, tentatively titled Literacy and Social 
Change. 

Q: I've heard a great deal of positive feedback about 
both the English 880 seminar and the paper you 
presented on Literacy and Social Change. Some of 
the most frequent comments were concerned with 
your definition of literacy. Can you tell me a little 
about how you define literacy and how that definition 
differs from others? 

A: Literacy has many definitions depending on 
purpose and context. In my view, it's more than just 
the process of encoding and decoding text. It's the 
ability to gain access to information, process it, use 
it, and to create meaning. An explanation that 
accounts for just the encoding and decoding of texts 
is too limiting. The goal with literacy is to find and 
make meaning. The broader definition provides me 
with an operational framework for looking at 19th 
century Black women's texts. I examine how these 
women through their works made meaning of their 
lives. Through their uses of literacy, we can see 
evidence of an intent to bring about social change. 
One of their purposes in participating in what I call 
'literacy events' was often to create change in the 
socio-political conditions of their people. 

Q: What genre of 19th century Black women's 
writing are you focusing on? 

A: I see a distinction between creative uses of 
writing and essays. My primary focus is on essays. 
Some of the poets and novelists of that era used 
texts to mirror certail'.l kinds of things to their 
readers, to facilitate understanding of social 
conditions and offer directions for change, but they 
did so through their characters or the narrator's 

Jacqueline Jones Royster 

voice. In essays, on the other hand, the women 
wrote as themselves, from their own ethical core. 
The primary purpose was to activate the audience in 
one way or another. Many of these essays were 
given as speeches. Others were articles in 
newspapers and magazines. Fortunately, there is a 
record of what and how they were thinking. 

Q: How :did you become interested in the essay as a 
field of study? 

A: The essay as a genre has not been particularly 
valued in academia outside of freshman 
composition. I have always been a person who 
enjoyed reading novels, short stories and poetry. 
But in 1983, I read Alice Walker's In Search of Our 
Mother's ~ardens. I was struck by the social 
criticism, the intellectualism. At that time everyone 
was talking about Walker's novels: Meridian, The 
Third Life of Grange Copeland, The Color Puq;1le, 
and about her poetry. I was surprised that few 
people were praising Walker for her essays. I heard 
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people discuss her as a poet and a novelist, but I 
didn't hear people talking about her as a thinker. 
People were talking about the renaissance among 
Black women writers. With the word renaissance 
we're talking about a re-birth. We're talking about a 
history, a tradition. I asked myself, "what is Alice's 
tradition as a writer of essays?" 

I discovered that a whole lot of Black women had 
written essays, and that many of the essays were 
focused on social change. The intellectual tradition 
of Black women writing as themselves, not through 
their characters, represents also a tradition of Black 
women as leaders in their communities, a leadership 
that is committed to social change. 

Q: In your book, you will be focusing on Black 
women writers of the late 19th century. Could you 
talk about a few of the writers you are researching? 

A: Two of the writers that I'm centering on in the 
book are Ida B. Wells-Barnett, who is best known for 
her work in the anti-lynching campaign, and Anna 
Julia Cooper. I hope to bring in, to some degree, 
other writers as well, perhaps even some from the 
20th century. 

Q: Tell me about these two women. Who was Anna 
Cooper? 

A: Anna Julia Cooper was born a slave but she was 
also one of the first generation of college educated 
Black women. She received a bachelor's degree 
and a master·~ from Oberlin College and a Ph.D. 
from the Sorbonne. She was principal of the M 
Street School in Washington, D.C., for about four 
years, but was fired through what were probably 
racist and sexist discrimination. She was rehired 
later and actually taught there, before and after her 
principalship, well over twenty years. Cooper was a 
classicist. She was fluent in four languages: Latin, 
Greek, German and French. She taught Latin, 
Greek and French, and she also taught 
mathematics. Cooper was the first Black woman to 
be president of a college, and she was also active in 
the Black clubwomen's movement. 

In 1892, she published A Voice from the South, a 
collection of essays that many scholars agree was 
and still is stellar in its analysis of race and gender. 
The book belongs to the early generation of feminist 
texts. It's one of the first by a Black woman, and still 
among the best. 

Q: What about Ida Wells? 

A: Ida B. Wells-Barnett is currently much better 

known than Cooper. Among other things, there has 
been an airing on PBS of a documentary focused 
primarily on her anti-lynching campaign. The 
campaign started in the 1880's and continued for 
thirty years. The entire campaign can be seen as a 
literacy event. The way that she uses language in 
her work is phenomenal. The choosing of details, 
how she packages those details, the underlying 
messages of the works, the organizational patterns 
of the text as a whole in order to get people to see 
things the way that she wants them to see those 
things. She was truly a master craftsperson. I am 
most amazed by the consistency of passion she 
was able to maintain throughout the total process. 

Ida B. Wells and Anna Julia Cooper were insightful 
writers, and in some ways they show that they were 
also victims of their times. They internalized, as we 
all do, some of the prevailing beliefs of their socio-
cultural context. The demand, then, is for us not to 
be too quick to put people on pedestals or to 
dismiss them without seeing their fullness. We 
need, I think, to keep our critical visions sharp, to 
see what's there and what's not there. We shouldn't 
assume that either everything is there or nothing is 
there for us to learn. How else can we know, learn 
or carry messages? 

A critical perspective allows us to recognize that we 
are often victimized and empowered by the exact 
same things. For example, in her call for justice, 
balance and equity, we can say that Elizabeth Cady 
Stanton was a racist. Still, she did have interesting 
and important things to say about white women's 
empowerment. Her vision just was not inclusive of 
Black women and poor women, a critical flaw. Even 
so, we can't afford to forget either side of her 
politics, to blind ourselves to her fullness as a 
person. 

0: I'm really interested in reading your book when 
it's finished. I'm also wondering why you chose to 
come to OSU this quarter? 

A: I wanted to come to OSU to work on the book 
away from my regular responsibilities at Spelman. 
The time at OSU has been very positive and 
productive, although there's never enough time. I 
have no particular regrets about the experience 
itself. I've enjoyed meeting people, and I've had 
some of the best conversations of my life. It's 
definitely been time well spent. 

Editor's note: Royster expects to complete a full 
draft of her book by September, 1991 and hopes 
tor publication at some point in 1992. 
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Celebrating Our Diversity: Politics, Power, Culture 
By Willa Young, Gay, Lesbian and Bisexual Student Services, The Ohio State University 

The 1991 Gay, Lesbian and Bisexual Awareness 
Week was held February 24 through March 1. The 
theme for the Week was "Celebrating Our Diversity: 
Politics, Power, Culture." This year, for the first time, 
the Week was planned by a nine-member, 
University-wide committee. Previous Awareness 
Weeks had been organized by the student group, 
Gay and Lesbian Alliance (GALA). The shift to a 
University wide Planning Committee not only lifted 
the sole burden from GALA but led to wider 
participation in planning the Week's events. Twenty-
four programs took place, each reflecting the 
Week's theme, and over 800 individuals participated 
in the events. Programs covered a broad array of 
content areas and incorporated a variety of 
presentation formats such as films, lectures, round-
table discussions, participatory workshops, panel 
discussions, and performances. 

Awareness Week programs were designed to 
compliment the Week's theme. Not only was there 
an attempt to target programs to both lesbian and 
gay audiences but to the bisexual population as 
well. One program, "I Think One of My Friends is 
Gay or Lesbian," was aimed at a primarily 
heterosexual audience, and another was directed 
specifically to gay, lesbian and bisexual students of 
color. In addition, presenters in the various 
programs were chosen to represent the diversities 
of age, gender, race, sexual preference, and political 
perspectives within our constituencies. Attempts 
were made to truly honor the diversity within the 
OSU gay, lesbian and bisexual communities. 

Though all Awareness Week activities were open to 
the general public, programming was focused on 
celebrating gay, lesbian and bisexual peoples. 
Thus, programming was primarily for gay, lesbian 
and bisexual people rather than about them, and in 
keeping with the Week's theme, one aspect of the 
programming emphasized power. The Planning 
Committee envisioned power as empowerment and 
devised four events under that area of concern. A 
reception and resource fair kicked off the Week. It 
provided an opportunity for various community and 
campus organizations to pass out literature and 
answer questions about their services. In addition, 
the reception brought together students, staff and 
faculty at an event celebrating the pride of being 
gay, lesbian or bisexual at OSU. Three other 
programs were part of empowerment efforts. A 
graduate and professional student research round 

table discussion highlighted the growth in research 
on gay, lesbian and bisexual topics and worked to 
further the legitimacy of such academic 
specialization. A self-defense and confrontation 
training workshop covered verbal and physical self-
defense techniques with a focus on confronting 
homophobic attacks. Additionally, a program for 
gay and bisexual men explored issues surrounding 
AIDS. Those participating spent time discussing 
issues of "blame," taking credit for responsibly for 
spreading safer sex messages, and dealing with 
feelings of being seen as purveyors of the disease. 

Numerous events reflected the politics aspect of the 
Awareness Week theme. Jeffrey Escoffier, publisher 
of Out/Look magazine, delivered an address on the 
role of public debate in defining the many cultures of 
lesbian and gay life, and he spoke on the developing 
paradigms within gay and lesbian studies. Urvashi 
Vaid, Executive Director of the National Gay and 
Lesbian Task Force and The Advocate's 1990 
Woman of the Year, gave a talk proposing an 
agenda for achieving lesbian and gay freedom. 
Local attorneys presented information on legal 
issues pertinent to gay men and lesbian women 
such as parenting and custody, wills and powers of 
attorney, and employment law. Other programs that 
may be broadly defined as "political" included a 
panel discussion focused on issues which confront 
parents who are gay, lesbian or bisexual and a 
program on the difficulties experienced by those 
who identify as bisexual given their status as a 
minority within a minority. A small group gathered to 
share information about domestic violence as it 
relates to the gay, lesbian and bisexual population, 
and presentations in each of the three OSU 
Residence and Dining Halls areas addressed what it 
is like to be a gay, lesbian or bisexual individual and 
tried to negate some of the misconceptions and 
stereotypes regarding gay, lesbian and bisexual 
persons that continue to be present in the general 
population. 

Programs attending to gay, lesbian and bisexual 
culture covered a broad spectrum of interests. 
Films ranged from the historical/political Before 
Stonewall: The Making of a Gay and Lesbian 
Community and The Life and Times of Harvey Milk 
to Reflections, a lesbian erotic film. Concern with 
significant relationships was the theme of two other 
programs. One focused on the relationships 
between lesbian, bisexual and gay people and their 
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heterosexual family members. The other centered 
on how to deal with the feelings and attitudes often 
present when one believes a friend to be lesbian or 
gay. A program for gay, lesbian and bisexual 
people of color spoke directly to often overlooked 
issues of cultural diversity. It provided an 
opportunity for gay, lesbian and bisexual people of 
color to discuss common experiences and explore 
issues related to identity. Still other workshops dealt 
with beginning to explore feeling of same-sex 
attraction and with the continuing process of 
"coming out." Finally, the Week was capped with a 
coffee house where those with various sorts of 
"talent" performed for other members of the 
communities in a talent show. 

ANNOUNCING GAY LESBIAN AND BISEXUAL 
AWARENESS WEEK 1992!!! 

Planning is already underway for Gay, Lesbian and 
Bisexual Awareness Week 1992. It is currently 
scheduled for the week of February 23-29. 

The Politics of Recovery 
By Brenda Direen 

In junior high school I gave speeches on poor 
women's rights to safe, legal abortions. In 1979 I 
marched in my first "Take Back the Night" march. In 
1981 I moved back to Columbus and immersed 
myself in radical politics of all kinds. This whole time 
I felt ashamed to be alive, I wanted to die, I thought 
I'd never be good enough in any way, shape or 
form. 

In late 1981 I began to wonder if I was an alcoholic. 
I drank daily and went to sober support meetings 
daily. After ten months of living hell, deeper suicidal 
feelings, and finally giving up on my way, I went into 
t_reatment for seven months. Shortly after leaving 
treatment a friend invited me to an incest survivors 
support group. With tears and fears I went. I had 
no idea I was an incest survivor, but after doing 
some reading, I knew I acted and felt like one so I 
kept going back to the support group. 

During this time I knew in my gut that I needed to 
take a break from politics, release my rage, heal my 
wounds and find my own inner power. I struggled 
for a couple of years with my guilt around not being 
"politically involved." Soon I began to see that 
staying sober was the most radical statement I had 
ever made to the patriarchy. As time went on I 

Awareness Week 1992 will take on an arts and 
culture focus; thus, the newly forming planning 
committee will choose a theme and plan events 
which reflect those topics. 

Holly Hughes will be artist-in-residence during the 
1992 Awareness Week. Her residency will be co-
sponsored by the Wexner Center for the Arts and 
the Gay, Lesbian and Bisexual Student Services 
Office. Information on performances and other 
activities Hughes will participate in will be available at 
a later date. 

Anyone interested in volunteering with the Gay, 
Lesbian and Bisexual Awareness Week Planning 
Committee should contact the Gay, Lesbian and 
Bisexual Student Services Office located in Room 
340, The Ohio Union, 1739 N. High Street, 
Columbus, Ohio, 43210 or call the Office at (614) 
292-6200. Programming suggestions are also 
welcome, and may be submitted to the Office either 
by mail or by phone. 

realized that staying sober and helping others stay 
sober was for me a powerful political form of change 
for the women's movement. I was no longer 
numbing out the pain of "their" abuse and 
oppression with "their" alcohol and "their" drugs. By 
not being intoxicated, I could still hold the control of 
my body in my hands and not "theirs." By staying 
sober I could begin to find the self love necessary to 
begin my recovery from incest and sexual abuse. 

This has been my "second stage" of political action. 
By recovering from my incest I have begun to find 
my voice, my self love, my boundaries that form the 
basis for my assertiveness. I have stopped abusing 
myself. I have found hope, joy, empowerment, a 
sense of freedom that marching in the streets will 
never give me. 

The historical forms of radical political action are still 
needed. We need to act loudly and in public to 
assure that people don't forget that we are 
demanding freedom and full respect as women; but 
without truly claiming these things within ourselves 
first, we cannot make people "give" us these things. 
We instead need to constantly remind people that 
we are claiming and living our lives free of their 
oppression and with full self respect. 



Marches such as the Lesbian and Gay Rights March 
on Washington, D.C. in 1987 will always be food to 
my soul, but so will grassroots action. Today, my 
grassroots action consists of staying clean and 
sober, consciously recovering from incest, talking 
with other women who are wondering whether or 
not they need recovery from incest and/or 
substance abuse, taking them to meetings, working 
with professionals to help them understand what 
needs women surviving substance abuse have in 
treatment, choosing not to be anonymous in the 
community, and most of all, talking about incest and 

Dianne Abbott, M.P. 
By Allison Fanning, Call and Post Staff Writer 

Dianne Abbott Call & Post photo 

Allison Fanning graduated from OSU in August of 
1990 with BA in Journalism. 
Diane Abbott is the first Black woman elected to 
British Parliament. She was elected in 1987. This 
article is a composite of an interview conducted by 
Allison Fanning in March of this year, and text from 
Abbott's lecture, "Great Britain and the Development 
of Black Communities," given at t~e Frank Hale 
Cultural Arts Center at The Ohio State University in 
Columbus. A version of this article appeared in the 
Call and Post. 

"Whether we are out of Europe or America; we are 
ultimately out of Africa." Abbott says the history of 
Blacks is interlinked with America's as well as 
Britain's, and part of what has made Great Britain so 

7 
substance abuse out loud in restaurants, shopping 
malls and other public places. 

Censoring my recovering voice will leave many 
women I don't know thinking they are alone. 

The clarity, courage and support that my Goddess 
and the women who continue to walk me through 
my recovery one day at a time have given me, and 
continue to give me, shows me what radical 
feminism can truly do-- it can set me free and send 
me to the outer limits of all oppressive boundaries. 

rich are the resources and capital from the slave 
trade that followed a triangular path between Africa, 
the United States and England. Britain's industrial 
movement was also provided by the slave trade. 
''The cities in Britain were literally built on the blood 
of slaves. " She also said that the British Empire built 
power through the exploitation of material resources 
from Africa, such as diamonds and gold. After 
World War II, a large number of Blacks, led by their 
dreams, migrated to Great Britain and were 
regarded as a "novelty." When the economy was 
depressed, the British looked to Black labor to 
rebuild it. 

Britain has never had a civil rights issue similar to the 
issues in the United States because many of the 
Blacks were never denied the right to vote. 
Although civil rights, per se, have not been an issue 
in Great Britain, race relations have been. 
"Problems with race relations were seen in their 
most tragic form in the 1980's during the race riots. 
Young Blacks who were raised in Britain, but were 
not accepted as British and were subject to racism 
and police harrassment took to the streets in 
London and Liverpool. " Community relations had 
failed and the demand for Black representation 
began to emerge. There is now a demand for Black 
political representation in England. Abbott states "if 
irt weren 't for the people out in the streets, we 
wouldn 't be where we are today. " 

She also adressed issues concerning the Black 
community internationally. ''The first issue is to build 
confidence and a sense of pride. What holds back a 
community is lack of respect, lack of self-respect 
and lack of pride. Education is essential to the 
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Black community. We need to educate ourselves 
about ourselves. We are proud people and come 
from a proud descent." She expresed deep concern 
about the Middle East issue. "we need a new 
international order based on justice, equity and 
respect. We need world relationships ... and then we 
need to influnce the countries to which we [Blacks} 
have come. We must stop backing brutal dictators. 
Justice and respect should be the new world order." 

Abbott also addresed economics in her lecture, 
particularly the crippling level of debt for Third World 
countries. For every dollar earned by Jamaicans, 
sixty cents is paid back in debt." 

Abbott worked as a grassroots activist in the Labor 
Party for many years. She was involved in local 
politics and served as a city councilor from 1982 to 
1986. She first came to national political attention by 
being part of a group of Black activists who set up a 
National Black Members Caucus in the Labor Party. 
She combined her political party involvement with 
community organizations activity. 

She has also been actively involved in the Black 
Media Workers Organization in Britain, where she 
produced the first directory of Black journalists. The 
organization is designed to bring together people of 
color in the media and organize training and skills, 
and encourage the mass media to employ Blacks. 
"There are more Blacks in the [British] media now 
than in the 1970's but not as many [as there are] in 
the United States." 

Her political interests are wide and varied. She is 
particularly concerned about the plight of the poor 
and minorities. In 1989 she was appointed to the 
Treasury Select Committee of the House of 
Commons, which oversees economic matters. She 
has traveled as part of an official Parliament 
delegation to Eastern Europe and America. She has 

also taken part in hearings on Third World Debt and 
Britain's economy. 

Her constituency is Hacknay North and Stoke 
Newington, an inner-city district of London with a 
population of 92,000. It is one of the poorest 
districts in Britain. Over sixty percent of her 
constituents are Black, the balance include a long-
established Jewish community, Irish, Asian, 
Vietnamese, Greek and Turkish communities. Her 
goals are to improve the conditions for her 
constituents and to make it possible for more Blacks 
to enter the Parliament. Out of the 650 members of 
the British Parliament, only 42 are women. Abbott 
also would like to see changes in the British 
economy. She said that a lot of jobs have been cut 
back and that unskilled jobs which once existed in 
factories are no longer available. This job loss is 
particularly felt by the poor and minorities because 
the do not have access to education because there 
is not enough [government] money being spent on 
education. 

She has had a noteworthy career in administration 
and journalism. When she graduated from 
Cambridge University with an honors degree in 
History, she went to work for the Home Office as an 
administrative trainee and was the highest ranking 
Black woman at that time. While in that position she 
worked on penal policy. She went on from there to 
work for the well-known National Council for Civil 
Liberties. She was the national Race Relations 
Officer and played a leading role in civil rights 
campaigning. In 1979 she left full-time civil rights 
work to pursue a career in journalism. She has 
worked in different branches of the media, including 
public relations, free-lance journalism and television. 
She was also active in her trade union, the Film 
Technicians Union, and served on a number of 
national committees, one of her appointments being 
that of full-time National Organizer. 

L'ecriture Feminine in the Poetry of 
Amparo Romero Vasquez 
by Teresa Rozo-Moorhouse, Ph.D., Assistant Professor of Spanish, University of Hawaii at Manca 

Like other Colombian contemporary poets --Renata 
Duran, Guiomar Cuesta Escobar, Monica 
Gontovnik, Orietta Lozano-- born in the '50's, 
Amparo Romero Vasquez belongs to a group of 
poets who are very conscious of the power in 
language both as a tool to subvert preestablished 

patriarchal codes and as a means to create new 
meanings in dealing with topics which had once 
been taboo for women --one's expression of sexual 
jouissance. 

In her poetry,Amparo Romero Vasquez deals with 



universal themes --love, life, death-- which she 
explores through her self-consciousness, thus 
offering her reader a new female discourse. This 
new discourse, l'ecriture feminine, is what I would 
like to present in my analysis of representative 
poems, such as "Extrarios jeroglfficos," "Liquidos 
vertidos," Ecos de un clamor," and "Estoy." 

In "Extrarios jerglfficos," the reader of the poem finds 
a recreation of love play in a discourse which typifies 
what Luce lrigaray explains about women's bodies: 

Woman has sex organs just about everywhere. 
She experiences pleasure almost 
everywhere... The geography of her pleasure 
is much more diversified, more multiple in its 
differences, more complex, more subtle, than 
is imagined --in an imaginary [system) 
centered a bit too much on one and the same 
(p103). 

The persona in this poem writes a new language 
which describes a previously untold love-play 
experience and its derived pleasure. Although she 
could have expressed in one single sentence her 
enjoyable feelings, this persona recreates in twenty-
nine lines the multiple sensations her body feels as a 
result of her lover's fingers caressing her entire 
body. Line by line, she recreates her jouissance in 
each movement of her love-play affair. In so doing 
not only does she subvert a patriarchal system but 
she transforms the reader's perception of a 
woman's body, and brings to light a new conception 
of pre-love-play which will no longer be relegated to 
the man's world: 

EXTRANOS JEROGLIFICOS 

Tus manos esclavizan 
me sublevan y congregan 
son finfsimas parasitas 
escalando mis murallas 
se reparten 
son avidas pisadas 
que recorren mis caminos. 
Tus manos encallan 
se beben mis brebajes 
par mis espejos 
seductoras se resbalan 
crecen 
se refugian en mis profundidades 
son las gritos de mi came 
ellas hablan 
me pueblan 
reclaman noche a noche sus derechos. 
Tus manos fecundizan 
flotan como algas 
hacen desbordar mis rios 
tientan mis volcanes 

nadie como ellas conocen 
mis extrarios laberintos. 
Tus manos herramientas que me exploran 
aves mensajeras que retornan 
siempre al punto de partida 
tatuaje en mi de tu locura. 
Tus manos amantes y sencillas 
errante eco que me siembra. 

(Los gritos de las columnas, p.68) 
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A woman who reads "Extrarios jeroglfficos" may 
understand the persona's awakening of 
consciousness in relation to knowing her own body; 
she may see this persona's appropriation of her 
own space as a recovering of what had been 
enigmatic; and she may act as a voyeur in the 
drama of the persona's jouissance derived from her 
own body. A man who reads this poem may see 
her apparent appropriation of male territory as a 
threat --it had always been a faux pas forwomen to 
be so overt. On the other hand, he may learn to 
understand an emerging new woman who chooses 
to speak rather than to maintain silence as has been 
the custom for millenia. Both men and women will 
learn to see each other as equally capable of 
experiencing enjoyment derived from love-play. 

In "Uquidos vertidos," the reader is confronted with 
a new discourse of a woman's nostalgia for the 
absence of love. The persona in the poem subverts 
an ancient tradition among people of many cultures 
which prohibits women to have sexual desires. It 
seems as if the speaker wants to defy the false 
foundation of any marriage contract and also to 
subvert a state that Carole Pateman described in 
The Sexual Contract: "Some husbands may allow 
their wives equal pleasure to their own. However, 
the wife's enjoyment depends entirely on the 
benevolence of her husband and what he does, or 
does not, permit her to do."(p.158). 

From the beginning of "Uquidos vertidos," the 
speaker, the "I," establishes qualities of a new 
woman who evokes and re-lives past love 
experiences: 

LIOUIDOS VERTIDOS 

Hoy soy nuevamente yo 
extrariandote 
hirviendo en mis arterias 
la llama alucinante de mis danzas 
la misma de ayer 
intentando llenar mis urgencias 
atravesando puertas 
hacienda el inventario de estos pasos 
resuelta y libre para buscar tu asombro 
simplemente buscando tu sonrisa 
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en la lluvia que lame los tejados. 
Hoy soy nuevamente yo 
saltando las murallas 
reviviendo en mis pupilas 
el ritual enervante 
de tus lfquidos vertidos 
flotando en el tiempo 
ese silencio 
herida y gemido 
fiebre y !echo 
manos que se fugan y me encienden 
brazos tentaculos de lava 
rostros y latidos anunciandome 
el misterioso mundo que se abre 
para recorrer los extranos 
laberintos de tu cuerpo. 

(Los gritos, p. 71) 

This persona is no longer the passive woman whose 
sexual pleasures "depend on the benevolence of 
[her] husband[s]" (Pateman p.159). She has the 
characteristics of the new woman capable of 
expressing her own desires and feelings toward sex. 
As one can read at the end of the poem, this 
woman, contrary to tradition, explores the lover's 
body, and gets to know his own labyrinths as much 
as he explores hers. In "Uquidos vertidos" there is a 
woman who does not fit Cixous and Clement's 
archtype in "Sorties: Out and Out: Attacks/Ways 
Out/Forays" Qhe Newly Born Woman, pp.63-230). 
This persona knows what she wants for herself, how 
to obtain pleasure, and how to write her body in 
ecriture feminine. 

In "Ecos de un clamor," which belongs to an earlier 
book --Silente evocaci6n-- the reader can find a 
speaker confronted with her own solitude, her 
body's needs for love, and her compelling 
justifications for defying a Judea-Christian worldview 
of the female human body. Although the woman in 
this poem does not behave as stron~ly as the 
previous personae in "Extranos jeroghficos" and 
"Uquidos vertidos," one can infer the 
transformations this speaker suffers as she 
expresses a latent sex drive by using a new code of 
language, just as Helene Cixous suggests in her 
manifesto for l'ecriture feminine: 

ECOS DE UN CLAMOR 

Este cuerpo 
Simple y sencillo 
lleno de paginas y desolaciones 
Reclama: 
Tu beso 

blanco de los inviernos. 
Tu beso 
purpura de los veranos. 
Tu beso 
desnudo de las primaveras. 
Tu beso 
habitado porlas ausencias 
en las madrugadas 
inexplicablemente eternas. 

II 

Este cuerpo 
poblado de tenues ocasos 
sigue anhelando 
el argumento difuso y fragil 
de tu tenura. 
Sigue clamando 
tu penetraci6n nocturna. 
Sigue rastreando 
tu caricia envuelta en el frfo 
glacial de extranas sombras. 

Ill 

iOh este cuerpo! 
Con olor a felpa, a sexo limpio 
cual lagrima clara de rocfo, 
a espuma de Champana 
a piel de porcelana. 

Este cuerpo 
cop6n de amor, poema 
fragmentado en besos. 
templo donde la soledad 
hiere en silencio. 

IV 

Este cuerpo 
Retiro conventual 
conde el sentimiento aprende 
a burlarse de si mismo, 
te necesita con urgencia 
en las horas, en los dfas 
en las circunstancias mutiladas, 
huerfanas de afecto 

(Silente evocaci6n, pp. 15-16) 

As one reads "Ecos de un clamor," a new code of 
language arises, created by words and images 
relating to the persona's body. The first stanza, 
"Este cuerpo" embodies solitude, nostalgia and a 
latent desire. In the second stanza the speaker 
returns to solitude as a leitmotif and becomes a little 
more specific in expressing her sex drive, though 
her wording is covert. Her embodiment of l'ecriture 
feminine becomes clear in stanzas three and four 



which together form part three. "Este cuerpo" 
emphasizes the body; it is distinctive in odor and 
cleanliness and it is no longer seen as dirty and 
sinful as in the Judea-Christian tradition. In the 
second half of the third part, she reverts to the 
portrayal of a traditional female role: "Este cuerpo" is 
sanctified and equated with sacred vessels utilized 
for religious purposes. In the final stanza, "Este 
cuerpo" embodies a more open desire, and the 
speaker evinces nostalgia, loneliness, and 
abandonment. "Ecos de un clamor" summarizes 
the silent voices of other Colombian and Latin 
American women who are still not capable of 
seeing, feeling and thinking on their own. In so 
doing, "Ecos de un clamor" seems to defy the 
following state cited by Benoit Groult in New French 
Feminism: " ... I often tend to think of the female 
organ as a dirty thing or as a wound, though no less 
attractive because of that, yet dangerous in itself like 
all bloody, mucous, contaminated things ... Woman, 
that obscene and infected horror."(p.69) 

The last poem, "Estey," like "Ecos de un clamor," 
belongs to Silente evocaci6n. It deals with the 
ambivalent jouissance of postcoitum. In spite of the 
fact that the speaker feels trapped in a relationship 
shich alienates her, one can see that this is a strong 
woman who still enjoys the pleasures of her sex: 

ESTOY 

Estoy sintiendo aun tus elementos. 
tus jadeos, la subienda de tu rio 
en las honduras de mi vientre. 
Estoy volviendo al loco frenesf 
que tu y yo como amalgama de fuego 
engastamos en los musics, 
en mi vulva y en tu ritmo. 
Estoy aleada a tu resperaci6n 
a la ceremonia de tus manos. 
a tu pecho donde el amor y la tristeza 
fueron huespedes de noches 
embriagantes como el vino. 
Estoy a orillas de mis enfrentamientos 
combatiendo el misterio de tu sangre 
que me llama desde el profundo 
nucleo de su plasma. 
Estoy aqui.. .. habituandome 
a tu nuevo silencio, a tus calculados 
y desbandados pasos. 
Estoy escribiendo en el 6valdo 
de los recuerdos, los signos 
primigenios de tu rostro. 
Estoy a qui.. .. y no setoy 
porque a veces me desmembro, me desdoblo 
y retorno a tu principio, al sin fin 
de tus ingenios, y caigo enajenada 
entre tus trampas de hombre surtidor 
transformador de la palabra. 

11 
(Silente evocaci6n, p.20) 

The persona in the poem subverts a patriarchal 
system by expressing in a simple language her 
sadness for what she no longer possesses --/a 
jouissance du sexe-- but in so doing, she introduces 
a new discourse by appropriating her space and her 
body and creating in the process new images which 
only a woman can conceive:" ... la subienca de tu rfo 
/ en las honduras de mi vientre ( ... your river rising/ 
1n the depths of my womb);" "Estoy aleada a tu 
respiraci6n / a al ceremonia de tus manes (I am 
alloyed to your breathing / to the ceremony of your 
hands)." 

Beginning with line thirteen, the persona starts a 
transformation process. She is pulled by two forces 
--her awakening to consciousness and her 
attraction to her lover. She comes to recognize her 
trapped situation and confronts the dilemma which 
tortures her. 

The reader of "Estey" senses that the persona seeks 
to question her own identity but has only one mirror 
in which to search --her lover: 

Estoy aqui. ... y no estoy 
porque a veces me desmembro. me desdoblo 
y retorno a tu principio [ ... ] 

I am here ... and not here 
because sometimes I fall apart, I unfold 
and return to your beginning[ ... ] 

At the end of the poem, even though there is an 
apparent fall, the persona conquers her own self 
through writing about her experience, and in so 
doing subverts a traditional feminine role. 

In these four poems, the utilization of ecriture 
feminine serves to awaken consciousness in 
readers of both sexes. Amparo Romero Vasquez, 
like many contemporary women in the world, is 
preoccupied with an important issue --to restore 
women's identity. She writes her body as a way to 
make sacred what had been taboo; and in so doing, 
has created new images possible only to a woman's 
mind. With her weiting, Romero Vasquez has 
disturbed more than a few countrymen who still 
believe in traditional roles for women, i.e., 
maintaining the silence as they have done for 
millennia. 
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English Translations: 

Strange Hieroglyphs 
(Extranos jeroglificos) 

Your hands enslave 
they raise me up and summon me 
delicate creeping vines 
climbing my walls 
branching our 
advancing eagerly 
retracing my pathways. 
Your hands run me aground 
they drink my potions 
through my mirrors 
seductively they slide 
grow 
take refuge in my depths 
they are the cries of my flesh 
they talk 
they inhabit me 
night after night demanding their rights. 

Your hands make fecund 
float like algae 
make my rivers overflow 
tempt my volcanoes 
no one knows as they do 
my strange labyrinths. 
Your hands crafted to explore me 
carrier pigeons that always return 
to the starting point 
tattooing your frenzy on my skin. 
Your hands loving and simple 
a wandering echo sowing my furrows. 

Translator: Angela McEwan-Alvarado 

Flowing Liquids 
(Liquidos vertidos) 

Today I am again myself 
yearning for you 
the hallucinatory flame of my dance 
burns in my veins 
the same as yesterday 
trying to fill my needs 
passing through doors 
taking inventory of these moves 
resolved, free to explore your amazement 
merely looking for your smile 
in the rain lapping at the rooftops. 
Today I am again myself 
leaping the boundaries 
renewing before my eyes 
the exhausting ritual 
of your flowing liquids 
floating in time 
that silence 
wound and moan 
fever and couch 
hands that escape and inflame me 
arms --tentacles like lava 
faces and heartbeats announcing to me 
the mysterious world one unlocks 
to trace the strange 
labyrinths of your body. 

Translator: Angela McEwan-Alvarado 

Clamorous Echoes 
(Ecos de un Clamor) 

This body 
simple and plain 
full of pages and desolations 
Clamors for: 
Your kiss 
white in winter, 
Your kiss 
purple in summer, 
Your kiss 
naked in spring, 
Your kiss 
where absence dwells 
in the mysteriously 
eternal dawn 

II 
This body 
filled with dying sunsets, 
continues longing for 
the diffused and fragile story 
of your tenderness, 



continues clamoring for 
your nightly penetration, 
continues tracing 
your caress wrapped in the 
glacial cold of strange shadows. 

Ill 
It's this body! 
Smelling like plush, like sex 
clean as a crystaline drop of dew, 
like bubbles of champagne 
like porcelain skin. 

This body 
calyx of love, poem 
crumbled into kisses, 
temple where loneliness 
pierces the silence. 

IV 
This body, 
A cloistered retreat 
where sentiment learns 
to laugh at itself, 
needs you desperately 
all the hours, all the days 
in all the mutilated circumstances, 
bereft of feelings. 

Translator: Angela McEwan-Alvarado 

Creations 
The Culturally Literate March 

(To the tune of "Modern Major General" 
With apologies to Gilbert and Sullivan, 
but NOT to E.D. Hirsch, Jr.) 

I am, indeed, the image of the ideal intellectual; 
I've memorized a List of items vast and circumspectual. 

I Am 
(Estoy) 

Even now I am feeling your elements, 
your panting, your river rising 
in the depths of my womb. 
I am returning to the wild frenzy 
that you and I like an amalgam of fire 
generated in our thighs, 
in my vulva and in your rhythm. 
I am alloyed to your breathing 
to the ceremony of your hands, 
to your heart where love and sadness 
were in residence on nights 
as heady as wine. 
I am at the edge of my confrontations 
fighting the mystery of your blood 
that calls me from the depths 
of its plasma. 
I am here ... growing accustomed 
to your new silence. to your calculated 
and scattered steps, 
I am writing in the oval 
of memories, the first sign 
of your countenance. 
I am here ... and not here 
because sometimes I fall apart, I unfold 
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and return to your beginning, to your endless 
cleverness, and enraptured I fall 
into your traps of a man both purveyor 
and transformer of the word. 

Translator: Angela McEwan-Alvarado 

If you can't say something nice 
Don't say anything at all 
Be nice 
Be sweet 
Anger and bitterness 
Are wrong 
Hide them 
If you feel them 
Smile smile smile 

Pat Peterson 

My teachers said the List would make me able to communicate; 
They told me if I learned it I'd be culturally literate. In high school 

I saw a film I studied hard and memorized the practices Ameri-cain; 
I learned each item's reference as far as I could ascertain. 
And with this List I got a grip on wisdom professorial; 
Besides it helped me get some dates with women sophomorial. 
I've aced the college entrance tests like SAT and ACT; 
You know for sure the level of my knowledge is exemplary. 
I've memorized a List of items vast and circumspectual; 
Indeed I am the image of the ideal intellectual. 

I know vacuum, vassal vaccine, virgin, Vichy, and velocity, 

In which Clifton 
Fadiman 
Quoted some ancient Greek: 
"Man is the measure of all things." 
Then 
I did not think to ask 
Where woman was in that equation. 

Pat Peterson 
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And Kipling, Kenya, Kafka, Coast Guard, Comet and Choreography, 
And Tolstoy, Trotsky, Tulsa, Tucson, Tripoli, and Thomas Mann, 
And Girl Scouts, Goebbels, Gauguin, Goethe, Gilbert and friend Sullivan. 
Ontongeny, I know, does recapitulate philogeny. 

My parents raised me 
To expect 

Don't ask me to explain it; but I learned it at my teacher's knee. 
And Lewis Carroll's Alice met with Tweedledee and Tweedledum; 
You see, I haven't read it but I know that's where the quote is from. 
I know AC/DC, CIA, and FBI, Catch 22, 

To be treated like shit 
So when I was 
It didn't occur to me 
At first 
That anything was wrong 

And HUD and PLO and DNA and C02 
I've memorized a List of items vast and circumspectual; 
Indeed I am the image of the ideal intellectual. 

Carolyn Cutler 

Across Iowa 

Hours from home, a weekend 
dancing, drinking, among 
friends who warn of your jealous 
girlfriend, I sit, chair drawn close, 
smoke between us, surrounded by men, 
their gowns glittery with laughter. 

Cheryl, the most recent asset to walk 
on stage flashes his 
gown across mirrors, lips 
a beat behind the music. As your eyes 
catch him in synch I see you 
in the past, a girl living 
on midwestern plains, waiting for love 
your finger ringed by a boy 
wanting to keep you 
home to get his supper 
and watch his kids. As if you know 
what I see you shift 
your knee, rub against 
the inside of my thigh--
heat between my legs. 

The stage goes quiet, the paced 
pounding from the other half 
of the bar changes 
to slow waves. Your hand closes 
over mine, you pull 
me into the next room, 
stand at the bar talking 
with women you know, who watch 
frustration in your hands, 
the strangeness you feel wanting 
someone beyond your lover's arms. 

I hear your voice echo "intriguing", 
move back to the room filled with men 
in mini-skirts flitting 
table to table, nervously 
gauging prospects for getting laid. 
Desperation bristles in air, 
makes me want to rip this cord, 

Pat Peterson 

turn off the current flowing between us 
not hear you say in my ear the next second 
you want to 
tell me a secret, close me in 
to the men's bathroom part 
my lips with your tongue, our bodies connected 
at hip and thigh, 
the closest we'll come 
tonight to making love. 

Your face pulls away 
skin afire with the danger 
of dangling your body above 
a lusty pit of drunken 
women like me feeding 
hunger, filling your breaches 
in ego and love 
Maybe you'll think 
of me when your lover holds you 
close. pretend 
I am her, vision me 
in your arms, your thighs my tongue 
lingering to taste you 
come and come. 

Before I can ask, you push open 
the door. escape to the safety of music, 
leave me to watch you move 
through tables, bodies to a laughing friend 
I lean against a wall, give someone a light, 
find your lover a few feet away, 
her eyes removing my clothes 
piece by piece. 

Tonya Laubach 

Daughters 
Like kittens 
To be placed 
In good homes 

Pat Peterson 



The Final Word 

The end is near. It's almost time. 
Before you go, you call - - Mother. 
For comfort, for courage 
To face the dark, the last sleep. 
Calling. Wanting. Needing. 
The love only a mother can give. 

Child of abuse, who do you call? 
For the hand that strikes? 
Words that deny? Touch that condemns? 
From eyes that do not see? 
Still wanting? Needing? Hoping? 
For love only a mother can give? 

Your mouth is open. No sound is heard. 
The silence is not broken. 
Searching the guilt and the shame, 
The flame goes out. The last sigh 
The secret is kept 
With love only a child can give. 

No questions asked. 

Sandi Kaufman 

About the authors: 

Behind the curtain 

The old woman wants to kill me. 
That's what I said. 
Why? 
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Because she's not what she appears to be. 
I almost said something and she knew. 
My memory is a void. 

But the darkness is filled. 
I can almost see it and I say so. 
She knows. 

I know she knows. She knows I know. 
Heads she wins, tails I lose. 
We share the same coin. 

But today I tried to tell. 
There's a ripple in the silence. 
She knows. 

I'll roar before I die. 
She knows. 
I know. 

Sandi Kaufman 

(What they chose to share with the editor about themselves) 

Information collected by Celia C. Kavanaugh, ed. 

Carolyn Cutler has been active in battered 
women's issues since 1983, and was the director of 
a battered women's shelter from 1986-1989. She 
returned to OSU in January 1990 to pursue her own 
writing and her interests in modernism. She is 
currently working on her Master of Liberal Studies, 
studying the development of modernism from the 
deconstructive perspective of critical theory. 

Brenda Direen is temporarily based in Columbus, 
Ohio again, healing in the support of her "recovery 
homeland" while breathing deeply and walking 
through many newly recognized oppressive 
boundaries. She will be returning to the 
Chesapeake Bay area in June of 1991 to continue to 
open more of the doors leading to colorful 
exploration of her healing; spirit, dreams, sexuality. 
She is claiming the courage to voice and live a 

colorful life of her own definition. 

Sandi Kaufman's poetry is a significant step in her 
healing process. Having a degree in Secondary 
Education, Sandi has spent most of her working 
career as a legal secretary with a two year break in 
which she owned and operated a gallery devoted to 
women's art. Currently she has stepped out of the 
workforce and is devoting her time to healing the 
incest of her childhood and learning to "tell the 
secrets." 

Tonya Laubach refers to herself as a "dinosaurian 
with an attitude." She has been writing poetry since 
her near touch with death in 1984 while cutting her 
hair with electric sheep shears. She currently lives in 
Columbus and is nostalgic for her days as a sorority 
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girl. Before her extinction in this world she hopes to 
accomplish two things: prove that the Garden of 
Eden was actually filled with dinosaurs, and ride her 
motorcycle through the tundra of Alaska. 

Pat Peterson: When I decided, at about age ten, 
that I wanted to be a writer, I at least made enough 
noise about it that my parents gave me lectures 
about how one can't earn a living that way. What I 
had in mind to write was fiction, but I never got 
properly launched with it, though I made occasional 

New Reference Works on 

attempts from then at least through high school. I 
started writing verse in the sixth grade and wrote 
profusely throughout junior high and high school. 
Under the influence of college and my first marriage-
-both of which gave me the message that nobody 
was really interested in what I had to say--my writing 
tapered off and then stopped altogether for several 
years. A few years ago I started writing again, after 
participating in some poetry readings. Since I've 
been in graduate school at OSU, my writing has 
slowed down again. 

Latin American Women Authors 
Three Reviews by Dr. John M. Bennett, The Ohio State University Latin American Studies Library, 
Columbus, Ohio 

Bibliography of Women Writers from the Carribean (1831-1986) 

By Brenda F. Berrian and Aart Broek, Washington, DC: Three Continents Press, 1989 

The value of this work lies primarily in the enormous 
number of aut_hors covered (1067), which should 
make it an important source for bibliographic 
information about lesser-known writers. The works 
disadvantage lies in its rather complex organization: 
the primary division is into the four language regions 
of the Carribean and the Guyanas (English, French, 
Dutch and Spanish) which is reasonable enough, 
but then the unannotated entries are further 
organized by a complicated division of writings into 
numerous "genres", some of which are a bit vague 
(such as "broadcast literature," "other writings," 
"commentary," and "folklore") which can make 
access to the total number of entries for a specific 
author a time-consuming process. Fortunately, 

Spanish American Women Writers: 
A Bio-Bibliographical Source Book 

there is a four-part index to help with this. Each 
section also includes a listing of author's names and 
the countries they are associated with. The work 
may prove useful not only to scholars with interests 
in Carribean women's writing, but to those 
interested in writers like Jean Rhys who developed 
their careers largely outside the countries of their 
birth. 
There is one annoying omission: the place of 
publication for the journals and magazines cited is 
not included. Some of these publications are rather 
obscure and this lack will make accessing them 
somewhat more difficult. A list of such journals 
would be a useful appendix to a second edition of 
this work. 

Edited by Diane E. Marting, New York: Greenwood Press, 1990 

This reference tool will serve as a valuable adjunct to Cypress' work and a useful extension of Marting's 



earlier work, Women Writers of Spanish America: An 
Annotated Bio-bibliographic Guide, Newark: 
Greenwood Press, 1987, which is more 
comprehensive and has briefer annotations and 
essays. This new work consists of articles on fifty 
major Latino women writers from across the 
Spanish American world and primarily from the 20th 
century, although it also includes such writers as 
Sor Juana Ines de la Cruz, Mercedes Cabello de 
Carbonera, Madre Castillo, Gertrudis Gomez de 
Avellaneda, Clorinda Matto de Turner, and Salome 
Urena de Henriquez; writers from the 19th century 
or earlier. Each writer is treated by a different 
scholar and is represented by a brief one to three 
page biography, a three to six page discussion of 
"major themes", and a two to five page bibliography 
of works by, translations into English of, and works 
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about the author in question. Also included are two 
chapters in Native american women writers and 
Latina writers in the United States, a bibliography of 
bibliographies and general criticism, and various 
·indexes. The bibliographies are highly selective and 
will serve as excellent starting points for research. 

Although some of these authors have received 
similar treatment in other works on Latin American 
literature, several have not, and this work fills some 
gaps in the reference literature. The consistent 
format of treatment for each writer means that 
Marting's compilation could serve not only as a 
resource but also as an ideal foundation for 
comparative studies on women's writing in Latin 
America. 

Women Authors of Modern Hispanic South America: 
A Bibliography of Literary Criticism and Interpretation 

By Sandra Messinger Cypress, David R. Kohut, Rachelle Moore, Metuchen, N.J.: 
The Scarecrow Press, 1989 

Part of a projected series of volumes on 20th 
century Hispanid American women authors, this 
volume covers the countries of Argentina, Bolivia, 
Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Paraguay, Peru, 
Uraguay, and Venezuela. The bibliography consists 
of selective critical studies, largely from journals, 
arranged by author within country divisions, all 
preceeded by a section of general studies on 
Hispanic American women authors. The entries are 
not annotated. One of the most valuable aspects of 
this bibliography is the great number of authors 
listed, many of whom have received no similar 
recognition elsewhere. While it includes extensive 
listings for major writers (such as Juana de 
lbarbourou, Alfonsina Storni, Maria Luisa Bombal, 

Films of Yvonne Rainer: 

Gabriela Mistral, Clorinda Matto de Turner, Delmira 
Agustini, Teresa de la Parra, and Griselda 
Gambaro), the bulk of the compilation consists of 
listings for relatively little-known and unstudied 
authors, who have not previously received major 
bibliographical treatment. This work, then, should 
serve not only as a valuable resource guide to 
previously scattered materials, but as a source for 
ideas for further research and study on writers who 
have been comparitively ignored as yet by 
academia. The compilers state that the volume's 
coverage is systematic up to 1986, with random 
additions up to press time. This is a valuable and 
needed research tool and should prove useful for 
some time to come. 

Approaches to Feminist Filmmaking 
by Connie Richards, Center for Women's Studies, The Ohio State University 

The two films by Yvonne Rainer, shown at the 
Wexner Center in conjunction with Rainer's 

appearance on November 2, 1990, were both similar 
and different. The Man Who Envied Women and 
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Privilege are both obviously works of a feminist 
filmmaker. Both deal with subject matter important 
to feminists, use techniques frequently employed by 
feminists in making film, but they address the ir 
audiences in very different ways. 

The Man Who Envied Women addresses an 
audience of feminist filmmakers, feminist film critics, 
students of film and feminist theory. It is a film about 
relationships. We discover near the beginning of the 
film that we are going to hear something about the 
relationship between Jack, whom we see on the 
screen moving around his apartment, and Trisha, 
whose voice we hear from off-screen, talking about 
her break-up with Jack and about his womanizing. 
We learn about the relationship between the 
economically disadvantaged of New York City and 
the real estate developers who are purchasing 
abandoned buildings and turning the lofts into 
condominiums. Trisha also functions to tell us 
about the artists who have previously rented these 
lofts as affordable living and studio space and are 
now being displaced. Trisha, in voiceover, tells us 
about another relationship, that between the 
"disappeared" of Latin America and the homeless, 
the "disappeared," of New York City. 

Jack tells us something of relationships as well. We 
see him discuss his relationships with women with 
an off-stage therapist, while we see footage of old 
films in which women are victimized by men. We 
hear Jack talk about his love of, and respect for, all 
women, but we have already heard Trisha discuss 
his womanizing, we have seen Jack in action with a 
female student who comes to his apartment to talk 
with him. Through Jack we examine the 
discrepancy between what is said about oneself and 
how one's behavior is perceived by others, the 
difference between word and action. Jack's lecture 
to the students points out another relationship, that 
between language and communication. Hearing 
him ramble on about critical theory as the camera 
scans first the students and then the converted loft 
in which the lecture is being given, removes us (the 
audience) from his words enough that we cannot 
get a sense of what he is saying. Is this lecture 
really communication in any practical sense? Are 
the students sitting in rapt attention, internalizing 
Jack's brilliant insights or are they bored, 
uncomprehending, with glazed-over expressions, 
pretending to be mentally present? It was clear from 
the discussion with Rainer the following day that 
there was no consensus among viewers on this 
point. 

These discrepant interpretations point out another 
relationship, that of the film situated between the 
filmmaker and the audience. Is it possible for the 
audience to know the filmmaker's intent? And how 

does our background, our position within or without 
feminist theory, impact how we, the audience, view a 
film? Rainer uses several techniques in this film 
which are often used in feminist filmmaking. She 
has two actors play Jack to keep the audience from 
becoming too caught up in identification with his 
character. The female protagonist, Trisha, is heard 
but not seen. This keeps us from becoming too 
involved with the narrative, and diverts our attention 
from it to the multiple themes of the film. Rainer also 
uses a variety of "refilming" techniques, some 
documentary film footage, old movies, as devices to 
maintain distance between the audience and the 
narrative, the filmmaker and the narrative. Her 
intent, as she stated in the seminar, was to open up 
enough space for the development of a dialogue 
between her and the audience. 

The success of this dialogue depends to some 
extent on the familiarity of the members of the 
audience with the references to psychanalytic 
theory, which is evoked by the title of the film and is 
central to the dream sequence where Rainer herself 
plays both Trisha and Trisha's mother. Trisha's 
mother makes love to Jack and watches as Trisha, 
wearing a mask, does the same. A level of 
familiarity with the literary theorist Foucault is 
necessary to get some sense out of the corridor 
scene between Jackie, the symbol of the "femme 
fatale" image of film, and Jack. The speech that 
Jack recites is about "power" being "everywhere" 
and we see the interplay between the two 
characters as one of shifting power. This dialogue 
between filmmaker and audience is central to The 
Man Who Envied Women but never overtly revealed. 

Dialogue with the filmmaker is also central to 
Rainer's latest film, Privilege, but the audience is 
addressed more directly, on a personal rather than 
a theoretical level. In this film the dialogue first takes 
the form of Rainer's interviews with a variety of 
women about menopause. We see each 
interviewee on film as she describes her feelings and 
we hear Rainer off-camera as she responds. We 
also see Rainer draw a bizarre mouth on herself with 
lipstick and proceed to recite a speech by Helen 
Caldicott which indicts women for being too "wimpy" 
to take control of their lives and of the greater 
society. From her method of handling the interviews 
we understand that Rainer is sympathetic with the 
interviewee's views on aging. From her method of 
performing the Caldicott speech we also understand 
Rainer's position on it as one of "negative" criticism. 

Much of the rest of the film is presented as a film-
within-a-film; the filmmaker Yvonne Washington is 
making a film on menopause and is interviewing her 
friend Jenny, who reveals much in relating a 
flashback to an earlier period of her life. As Jenny 



remembers her arrival in New York City, we see her 
first meet, then form an alliance with a lesbian in her 
apartment building. We see her awakened by 
domestic violence in the next building and when the 
police arrive, we see them take the female victim to 
Bellvue as if she were the crazy one. We hear from 
the man of this couple a very accurate statement 
about the stratification of skin color in his native 
Puerto Rico, as well as in his present home. We are 
given to understand that family violence, and the 
blame placed upon women, are consequences of 
living in a racist society. 

Racism is the focus of the scene in which Carlos 
breaks in on Brenda, Jenny's neighbor, while she is 
sleeping. Carlos becomes a Black man who recites 
a speech by Eldridge Cleaver about rape of white 
women being an appropriate revenge on white men. 
Obviously this speech is problematic, but so is 
racism. 

We see Jenny's relationship with Robert, who 
prosecuted when Brenda charged Carlos with the 
attempted rape. Jenny admits to tolerating his racist 
and anti-lesbian comments because she was so 
taken with his upper-class lifestyle. We are forced to 
look at our own lives and question how much we 
have tolerated in our own relationships for the sake 
of meeting even some of our needs. We must look 

at the title and see who in this film is "privileged." 
Jenny can choose to live in the building she lives in, 
Carlos and Digna, his wife, cannot, as Jenny's 
landlord rents only to whites. Jenny can chose to 
be involved with Robert, overlook his prejudices, 
and enjoy the "good life"(until he dumps her), a fact 
which is called to Jenny's attention by Washington, 
who is Black. 

Interspersed throughout Jenny's flashback are the 
interviews in which women speak in the first person 
about their feelings on menopause. These insights 
into individual women work to draw us, at least the 
women in the audience, into the film on a personal 
level. We see Jenny and Yvonne Washington 
exchange places as interviewer and interviewee in 
this film-within-the-film. Combined with the ending of 
the Rainer film, where we join the cast, the filmmaker 
and the technical crew at a party on the set, this 
serves to situate us, the audience, within the film. 
Rather than being held at a distance from which we 
can view the film from a critical perspective, as is the 
case with The Man Who Envied Women, Privilege 
engages us on a more personal and intimate level. 
Both methods of addressing the audience prove to 
be effective in creating a dialogue with the filmmaker 
and among the audience, and engaging us in the 
process of feminist analysis. 

The Woman at the Keyhole: 
Feminism and Women's Cinema 
By Judith Mayne, Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1990 

Reviewed by Laura George, The Ohio State University, Department of English & Center for Women's 
Studies, Columbus, Ohio 

The end of 1990 saw the arrival of the eagerly 
awaited third book by Judith Mayne, Professor of 
French and Women's Studies at The Ohio State 
University. The Woman at the Keyhole: Feminism 
and Women's Cinema, part of the prestigious 
"Theories of Representation and Difference" series 
from Indiana University Press, is the first full length 
feminist study of films by women. The group of 
women filmmakers examined in this study crosses 
several boundaries: national boundaries, 
boundaries between genres, boundaries between 
periods. In fact, an obsession with boundaries, with 
testing them, with questioning them, marks both the 

films under discussion and Mayne's theoretical 
explorations of women's cinema. Mayne's study 
includes the early French filmmaker Germaine 
Dulac, whose film, The Smiling Madame Beudet, has 
remained a kind of touchstone for feminist 
filmmakers and critics; Dorothy Arzner, one of the 
few women directors successful during the Classical 
Hollywood period; Maya Deren, associated with the 
American avant-garde cinema of the 1940s; and a 
host of contemporary filmmakers including Julie 
Dash, Trinh T. Minh-ha, Chantal Ackerman, Agnes 
Varda, Helke Sanders, Patricia Rozema, Yvonne 
Rainer, Laleen Jayamanne, and Ulrike Ottinger, 
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filmmakers working in France, Belgium, West 
Germany, the U.S., Canada, and Australia, and 
making films set in Berlin, Sri Lanka, Senegal, and 
Paris. Despite their widely disparate locations, these 
filmmakers all return again and again to an 
obsession with exploring and challenging 
boundaries. In her conclusion, Mayne notes that 
her investigation of a relationship between women's 
filmmaking and classic Hollywood cinema is not 
(simply) that between a dominant and a marginal 
practice, but one "based not so much on the 
dominant features of the latter but on its stubborn 
features, its own points of ambivalence" (224). That 
is, Mayne's readings of women's cinema reveal not 
only something about the workings of these films, 
but about the difficulties and blind spots of classic 
cinema as well. In Mayne's book, a similarly 
complex relationship exists between the films she 
reads and contemporary film theory; the films work 
not only as examples of theoretical concerns, but as 
interrogations of and interventions into the body of 
film theory. The book is arranged in three sections, 
with two chapters each, and this complex 
relationship between films and theory functions as a 
kind of fulcrum between the two chapters . 

In each of the three sections, the chapters fall into 
the same rough symmetry. The first works with 
some tangle or blind spot in contemporary film 
theory, together with some related images or 
metaphors from mainstream cinema. For instance, 
in her first chapter, "Spectacle, Narrative, and 
Screen," Mayne, in one of the densest and most 
rewarding sections of her book, discusses the lack 
of attention paid to the screen in film theory. In her 
hands, the screen moves from being that flat, 
unconsidered, untheorized surface upon which 
cinematic images are projected to an area that is 
actively interrogated and problematized. In this first 
chapter, she examines how screens function in 
Howard Hawks' 1946 film The Big Sleep, to argue 
that despite the way the screen represents a kind of 
blind spot in contemporary cinema theory, the 
screen has been a focus of interrogation in films 
since the inception of cinema. Mayne uses "screen" 
here not only to denote the blank white space upon 
which a film's images are projected, but also, and 
more metaphorically, the kinds of screens that 
separate spaces, that can become boundaries. In 
her analysis, screens are not absolute barriers, but 
permeable boundaries. Indeed, one theme, the 
central one, I think, that pervades her study from 
beginning to end, is precisely that of intricately and 
imperfectly permeable boundaries. It certainly 
informs and structures her analysis of "primitive" 
cinema in her penultimate chapter on "'Primitive' 
Narration." One section of this chapter turns on a 
moment, often repeated in very early cinema, in 
which a character, normatively male, looks through 

a keyhole. Mayne is concerned in her book with 
what happens when a woman looks through the 
keyhole, but not only with that. As she explains in 
her introduction : 

I am not necessarily reversing the conventional 
image, but rather asking -- as do, implicitly or 
explicitly, all of the women filmmakers whose 
work I discuss in subsequent chapters -- what 
happens when women are situated on both 
sides of the keyhole. The question is not only 
who or what is on either side of the keyhole, 
but also what lies between them, what 
constitutes the threshold that makes 
representation possible. (9) 

The center of her study, then, is not Oust) the 
women on either side of the keyhole, but the 
keyhole itself, as metaphor not only for the process 
of looking but as the space that both separates and 
connects the one looking and the one looked at. 
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In her second chapter, "Screen Tests," Mayne 
examines the ways in which the screen, this 
threshold space, is central not only to her 
investigation, but to four films by contemporary 
filmmakers: Helke Sander's Redupers, Julie Dash's 



Illusions, Patricia Rozema's I've Heard the 
Mermaids Singing, and Yvonne Rainer's The Man 
Who Envied Women. Although, as she argues at 
the close of her chapter, these four works "share a 
bracketing of women's relationships with men," that 
is, they focus on "the signifying power of female-to-
female bonds," they "do not take as their principle 
point of departure an erotics of female desire" (83). 
Instead, Mayne is concerned with the way that 
images of screens, screen images, are examined in 
each of these films. In ReduQers for example, a 
collective of women photographers move a billboard 
photograph from one site in Berlin to another. This 
photograph, of the Berlin Wall, attempts to 
destabilize an image of a rigid boundary, a 
supposedly impermeable dividing line. Despite the 
emphasis on questioning this supposed 
impermeability, the real power of the boundary is not 
simply ignored, and destabilizing boundaries does 
not become a simple end in an of itself. Ultimately, 
Mayne argues, "ReduQers is informed by the 
recognition that fantasies of interconnectedness and 
permeability exist within a context where such 
fantasies can easily have unintended results, where 
they can backfire" (55). Mayne offers similarly 
nuanced readings of the other films in this chapter, 
returning again and again to her central obsession 
with the difficulties of boundaries in cinema as a kind 
of microcosm of their difficulty everywhere, but 
particularly as they function "between" women. 
Neither perfectly impermeable nor easily 
transgressed, these screen images reflect centers of 
investigation for cinema and for feminism that signify 
a central and productive ambivalence about what 
separates us, as well as what binds us together. 

The two chapters in Mayne's next section focus on 
centrally lesbian authorship as a problem for 
feminist film theory. The first chapter, "Female 
Authorship Reconsidered," focuses not only on the 
films of Dorothy Arzner, whose name is always 
followed by the tag, "one of the few women who was 
successful as a director in Hollywood," but on the 
reception of those films by contemporary feminist 
film theorists, and in particular on the way 
photographs of Arzner (and her "mannish" attire) 
have circulated without commentary by these 
theorists. Again, then, this first chapter is concerned 
with both revealing and shifting some of 
presuppositions and blind spots of contemporary 
film theory: in this case a curious silence in 
connection with an equally curious obsession with 
the figure of the "mannish" woman director. In 
Mayne's analysis, this "structuring absence," 
becomes a telling figure, not only of a certain 
uneasiness about articulating lesbian authorship, 
but about a fascination with what happens when a 
woman is looking, when a woman is the director. 
For instance, photographs of more conventionally 
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"feminine" film directors, such as Maya Deren, have 
not circulated in feminist theory in the same way. 
This chapter is a vital articulation of a silence, a gap, 
in feminist film theory so obvious and so central that 
it has clearly been under our noses all along, and 
yet only here is it alluded to for the first time, let 
alone analyzed and articulated. 

The second chapter in this section, "Mistresses of 
Discrepancy," presents readings of what Mayne 
calls "lesbian irony" in two European films, Je tu ii 
elle, by Chantal Ackerman and Ticket of No Return 
by Tabea Blumenshein. These readings both 
resonate with and demonstrate the possibilities 
opened up in film theory by Mayne's preceding 
chapter. In addition, the complexities of the screen 
continue to be a central preoccupation in her book, 
as she focuses on a repeated image in 
Blumenshein's film in which two women look at each 
other through a glass streaked with liquid. These 
intersecting gazes, through the distorted screens of 
glass and window, are often staged between 
women who are also separated by the more 
difficultly envisioned barrier of class. For Mayne, 
this figure of the screen is an object of what 
simultaneously and ambivalently joins and divides 
women, a connection that can be both desired and 
avoided. Mayne's investigation of "lesbian irony" in 
this chapter does not have much to do with any 
conventional "representation" of lesbians, such as 
we find in Desert Hearts or Two in Twenty. Instead, 
she focuses on the ways in which: 

Lesbian representation highlights contradiction 
in particularly strong ways, for lesbianism is 
both lure and threat for patriarchal culture as 
well as for feminism, and it challenges a model 
of signification in which masculinity and 
activity, femininity and passivity are always 
symmetrically balanced. (125) 

Mayne focuses on the "signatures" of the two 
filmmakers, on moments in which they appear on 
screen, to explore how in Je tu ii elle and Ticket of 
No Return, "the inscription of female authorship is 
identified within the context of lesbian desire and its 
relationship to the cinema" (149). Although these 
films are not "lesbian" films in any commonplace 
sense, they both focus on female agency and desire 
within the context of an exploration of lesbian desire. 
In many ways, this is the most challenging of 
Mayne's chapters, and the section in which she is 
most engaged with feminist theory (she takes on 
both Nancy Chodorow and Kaja Silverman, for 
instance). Again, her contribution is not merely that 
she provides insightful and graceful readings of 
these films by women, but that in doing so she 
reconfigures and challenges certain feminist critical 
commonplaces, working with the films to enact a 
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crucial intervention into feminist theory. 

In her final section, "Early Cinema and Women's 
Films," Mayne turns to a final, and equally 
compelling aspect of contemporary women's films 
as she discusses their use of "primitive" film 
techniques, and takes up another charged and 
problematic area of representation: representation 
of "the primitive." This final section of the book 
repeats the structure of the other two; "Primitive 
Narration" explores and revises critical 
commonplaces about "primitive" cinema, that is, 
those films made before the conventions of classic 
Hollywood cinema became codified. In particular, 
she explores the use of screens and keyholes in 
early films, and although she doesn't explicitly tie 
this work to her arguments in her first section, by 
this point any reference to a "screen" has become 
particularly resonant. Indeed, one of the very great 
strengths of this work is the way that after reading it 
it becomes impossible to consider any reference to 
a screen or boundary without being influenced by 
Mayne's analysis. The second chapter in this 
section, "Revising the Primitive," then focuses on the 
use of such "primitive" film techniques in an early film 
by Germaine Dulac, and in a group of films made by 
avant-garde filmmakers, before considering their 
connections to another kind of "primitive" in films by 
Trinh T. Minh-ha and Laleen Jayamanne to reveal 

how "the lure of the 'primitive' in women's cinema is 
also the lure of cultural constructions of the 'other."' 
She is concerned, here, with how, "the notion of the 
'primitive' foregrounds the often unacknowledged 
connections between the feminine and the culturally 
exotic," and she argues that, "unless those 
connections are explored, feminist film theory risks 
perpetuating a female subject fully consonant with 
white, Western notions of the self" (186). 

In summation, this is a superb book. The structure 
of the two chapters in each section creates a 
reading experience of constant dialogue, constant 
interchange between films and theory. It is as if, 
under Mayne's guiding hand, films and theory are 
reading each other. In The Woman At The Keyhole, 
women's films are not mechanical "examples" 
illustrating the explanatory power of the critic's 
paradigms, but creative interventions, powerful 
moments of meaning-making with a wonderful 
complexity that is never, ever flattened out. With this 
conception of her relationship to women's films, and 
with her care and attention to teasing out their 
nuances and contradictions, Mayne allows them to 
speak clearly, so that, together with her, they make 
substantial and crucial interventions into the body 
and assumptions of film theory and feminist theory 
itself. 
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Announcements 

4th Annual Spring Banquet: The 1991 Women's 
Studies Spring Banquet will be held on May 23, 1991 
at 7:00pm in the River Den in Drake Union. 
Reception will be from 6:00pm to 7:00pm, with 
dinner and entertainment from 7:00pm until 
10:00pm. All faculty, staff, and students of the 
Center for Women's Studies are invited. The 
winners of the Lillian Gates Women's Studies 
Scholarship, the Robin Wiehm Award, and the 
Common Differences Award will be announced at 
the banquet. Look for pictures and a story about 
the Banquet in the May/ June issue of Feminisms. 

SAGE: A Scholarly Journal on Black Women: the 
editors of SAGE are soliciting essays, personal 
narratives, and interviews for a special issue on 
relationships. This issue will focus on intimate, 
friendship, and family relationships. The deadline for 
submissions is September 1, 1991. Manuscripts 
and queries should be sent to the editors at P.O. 
Box 427 41, Atlanta, GA 30311-07 41 . 

Jan Hardy will be at Fan the Flames Feminist Book 
Collective, located in the YWCA at 65 S. 4th St. in 
Columbus, on June 8, 1991, at 7:00pm. She will be 
reading selections from her book, Wanting Women: 
An Anthology of Lesbian Erotic Poetry. She will also 
be signing copies of the book. Call Fan the Flames 
at 228-0565 for more information. 

The 1991 Gay Pride March will be held in 
Columbus on June 23, 1991. The March will 
assemble at noon in the southeast corner of 
Goodale Park, and will step off at 1 :OOpm. After the 
March there will be a Gayfest from approximately 
2:30pm-7:00pm in Bicentennial Park. There will be 
two keynote speakers this year: Claudia Brenner of 
the NGL TF will speak on anti-gay violence, and Art 
Schenck, the Midwest Representative of NGL TF will 
speak on lobbying, national legislation and how 
Ohioans can work effectively with our legislators 

Both speakers will be giving public lectures while 
they are in Columbus: 

Art Schenck will be giving a two-part workshop, part 
one dealing with effective communication with 
legislators, part two is designed to train participants 
in how to lead lobbying workshops. Workshop will 
be held on Saturday, June 22, 1991, from 1 :00-
5:00pm in the Members Lounge at the YWCA, 65 S. 
4th St., Columbus. 
Claudia Brenner will be lecturing on Monday, June 
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24, 1991. Call Stonewall Union for the time and 
location: 299-7764. 

Gay and Lesbian Alliance 20th Anniversary: 
Celebrating 20 years of visibility will be held on June 
4, 1991 from 5:30-7:00pm in the OSU Faculty Club. 
Gay /Lesbian/Bisexual faculty, students and staff are 
invited. Call the Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual Student 
Services Office at 292-6200 for more information. 

Rhonda Rivera will be speaking on sexual 
orientation and the law from 1 :00-3:00pm on June 6, 
1991 at the Frank W. Hale Black Cultural Center. 
This event is sponsored by OSU Affirmative Action. 
Call 292-4207 for more information. 

Fall 1991 North Central Women's Studies 
Association Conference to be held at Ohio 
University, Athens, Ohio, Friday and Saturday 
October 18-19, 1991. The Conference theme will be 
"Acknowledging Differences: Can Women Find Unity 
Through Diversity?" You are invited to submit a 
paper or set up a panel on any topic, but preference 
will be given to those papers of panels relating to 
differences among women: these may be the result 
of race, class, ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation, 
approach to feminist politics, body type, rural or 
urban background, physical ability, historic period ... 
Some suggested topics: African-American, Asian, 
Hispanic or lesbian imaginitive literature, 
Contemporary Jewish, Islamic or Christian feminist 
critiques of sexism in those religions and efforts 
being made to reform them, Important issues in the 
lives of mature single women, The struggle of 
differently-abled women to gain their rights, The 
struggles of women in developing countries, The 
role of unions in helping working-class women 
improve their lives and how women are fighting 
sexism within unions, The history of gay /straight 
conflicts within the contemporary women's 
movement, The special issues that stem from the 
lives of poor, rural women, Why "fat" is a feminist 
issue, The lives of aging women, and how race, 
class or sexual preference shapes the aging 
experience, Medieval women, Women in 19th 
century American culture. 
One page (250 word) abstracts due June 15, 1991. 
Send to: Linda Hurst, Women's Studies Program 

320 Scout 
Ohio University 
Athens, Ohio 45701 

More details on this conference will be listed in next 
issue's announcements!!! 
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