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e Vp 1~ thesis vxpjore* the meaning of Adrlvnno chh's conception

of ”thnknnﬂ throth the body” as it dovplop .throuvh three phas

of her poetry. wrltten betwean 1965 and %981, r‘halpter' One deals with

+

" .poems from, Leaflets and The. Wlll to ChanFe (1965- 1970); in this

"phase of her work Rich atteMpts to 1ink an understandlnp of nature

, to the process by whlch thlnklnp 1s augmented by knowledpge of the
’ emotlon and ,ense }ﬁ,Chapter mwo trarpﬁ Rich's pootlc oxp]oratlon

' of the mind in the Tirst sectlon of Mving Into The “reck (19?1-19??).

P8

Tn these poems, the: wéel moves through a deplctlon of conscious and .

unconsc1oh€ dlmen51ons of the mind, and flnally posits a blsexua]

uncoq501ous*g%_xhe sourcé of a body enprﬁnzed awareness. Chapter~

- 4

' Three charte Rlch'q v1slon of a thinking 1nformed by thp body as,‘ _

it is 1ntr1ns1c to the feminist communlty. Tn these poems in . 0

'Phg’Dream of A Common Language and A Wlld Patlence Has Tarxen Me

3

rT‘h).s Far (1974-1981); the Doet moves beyond -a be]Jef in the valunA

of acknowledpnnFJthe body as. a COPPPCt1V° or. complempnt to thou”ht

she now 111ustratﬁs that her ﬂ9f1n1t1or nf ”D“V°1ral1fv” 1"” its

-

lmportance to thouvht is a process in wﬁwch thegnmgpofindividual
comes- teo an undersrandlnp of 1°r°elf as a participant in the -

4

\larger "body" of contemporary cdulture.

il

iv.
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e : o }*i Introduction .
s ; R ‘ ‘\‘ : - .

1 i

Tn "When We Dead. Awaken Writing asnRP~vi sion" ('97')’ Adrienne

& ; Lo
Rich defines the process whnch is centrql to her personal and |

A J

‘

poq*ic develppment as aﬂfeminist l{, _ L ‘ /
/ "‘ . ' l ‘\ o
Re-vigt¥n -- the act of looking back, of seeipg with \

fresh eyes, of ‘entering an old. text Srop s critical \\a

direction is.. ., . an act of survival el By
‘understand the assumptions in-.which #€ "SyRenched we
cannot "know ourselves. And.this drive t. P
for woman, is more than a search for identity: it is
part of her refusal of ‘the self- destructiVeness of. male-

dominated society. 1 ps AN

AN . : v ,
. In ra-visioﬁing her own poetry Rich observes that, as a young poet ‘

'

influenced by.?fost Dylan Thomas, Donne, a;evens and Yeats, she 1

14

relied ‘upon formallsm to resolve the u:answerable questlons thak

E her ;oetry raised; technical control was her method of keeping her

. own amblvalence as a female artlst Just below the surface of the ~

poems. She’ made 1t a p01nt in the early %Jetry of A Fhange of

~Norld (1951) and The_Diamond Cutters,(}952), to keep art and her

. . .
personal life separate. Central to Rich's maturation in the poems
N ‘ B :
of the Gixtioe;was,'in her view, ner decision to nxpress her personal
F . . ~

Y
v1olon as a woman, howevor fra"nentary ard te'tatwve, ard however

,dlvergent from conventlonal poetlc expectatlons of form and content.P

'From Snapshots of a. Dauehter In T,aw (1962) to The Will to Chanpe (1971)/~”'

‘Rich charts her evolutlon towards a poetry that expresses a female

’\

rather than universal or ''male" Consciousness;34qradually this ' poetry

.breaks with traditional lltenary stereotypes and presents, Rich clelms,
the “woman in the poem and the woman writing as one per'son.L+ Though ?1ch

concludes heer analysis and re-visioning of her work with ”Planetarlum”

P

i

' f‘ ' “1- ' ‘ :



fram the Uill to Change, it is only at thin point.that her=Pam

. perspective beging to unfold, . Tm the volumes of poetrvlwhtvh folloy 7

The.ﬁill.to Cnang_, Rich's,evelution as a teani b’formu a compiex

many-faceted journey, which has been chaftad hy a number of criticr‘.w

In "This Woman's Movement" (19/5), Nancy\ﬁ}lford charts the

growth of the' poeg as Wwoman and . feminlat from A_C ggke of Worl (19)1)

to D1v1ng,1nto The Nreck (1973). Milford notes that Rich's commitment

~

to feminism results in her evolutlon from a ”prec1oe and uomowhat

remote ooserver” of people and events 1n thc everyday world to the
" explorer- -poet, voxcé now COlquULal forms broken, ihages deeply
. "
private,. who guldeS»us 1nto the female unconscioue.) Milford

emphasizes Rich's success 1n re- v131on1nﬁ the Reyer of her ”solf“

' and by exten31on the self or consciousness of all women: ”Thc,power e

-’
of her woman' s voice crying out, I am: gurviving, sustaining,

coptiﬁuing and making whole. nb ; ‘ - o (
| While Milford's focus is the poetlc creatlon of a female psyche,
llarianne !helchel in "Mining The Pax‘th Depoelts” (1980) notes Rich's
1ntereut in re- constructlnp the lives of women who have contrlbuted
. to our Cultural history and 11tcrary norltape in the dCLUll 'orld |
- ““helchel cites poens in WhLCH icn Doetlca]lv denicts and re- v1nj(nu
the experiences of ‘such women as rmily-chklnson,»QuSSLanvpoeL.
Iatalya Gorbanevskaya, and astronomer Caroline Herochel she obsorves
that Rich, who begins by noting th;iproblemo of creatlve wpmcn,
ultlmately succeeds 1n deplctlng female otrength as ”thelpotcntlal
for [}he] transformatlon of women's llves.” Vhelchel'f/erefore
concludes that Rlch's poetry\ls not merely "polltlcal” but i

mov1ng beyond exploratlon, criticism and analysis to envision a

v1tal new future for women, it can be named ”evolqtionary."7

-
~G
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Y
Por a number of crttlcs, the eseense of Rich's ”evolutionary"

\ .
\ +

'poetry l 1ts doptctﬂon of an intenrated fem le or femini sl conscioug-

\
.nhess. "Thene: critics may be seeinp Rich's wor in terms of her state-
: ‘ \ . L

ment that ‘radical feminism must ""break down that fragmentation of

,inner”anawouteriin every poSsible;realm o e u e Rich claims in an

'interview with Harbara and Albert Gelpi in 197Q "Th psyche and the .
' world out there are being acted on and interacting inte sely all EEE—"
time ., . . . Once you stop spllttlng inner ahd outer worlds , you
,-hEVé to stop splltting all those other dichotomies . .‘. yoursel f-
other, head- -body ", . .\,"BV Thus Jane Vanderbosch observes in @
| "Beginning-Again” (1980) that as Rich moves beyond the deplctlon of

andropyny in D1v1ng Into. The Wreck and begins to concentrate on the

special 2 alities of women in community in The Dream oi a _Common |
’ iy

Language and A dild Pat&ence Has Taken Me This Far, the poet~

~1llustrates the ability of women to ”reconstltute the world by
destroyigg the dlchotomles that have kept them separgte andlafrald "
Vanderbosch'c observation that, as Rich deplcts the female communlty,
she 1lluotrates the connection between the phy51cal life- and the 1life
////br the mlnd 9 has been re-echoed by both Jendy Yartin and Mary J. _
‘Carru hers. In her'1983 artlcle, A Nurturlng Pthos‘in the Poetry .
©oof Adrlenne Rich", artln attributes Ricn's eVblutlon toward "a
‘\v181on which overcomes the habitual separation of: mlnd and body,
self and other" to the poet's ”understandlng and -acceptance of the
‘ profound connectlon between nature and human life, "IO_ Mary J;
Carruthers in "The Rg vision of The Muse" (1983) connects the
portrayal of the 1ntegratlon of body and m1nd what she descrlbes

" . as "the primary energy of the senses which is both phy51ca1 and

dintellectual" with RLch's attempt to mythologlze lesblanlsm.lrv ,
, W

- ' . ' : p 'L
. L LS. ad

ks
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, t
Vanderbosg‘}\u ”artin and quruthors all nttnmpt tn 0Yp]10ﬁtn
Rloh'u ﬂxpnr$manfntion with a mvthnlohx ‘ﬂﬁ n pUﬁLJCn wh'ch cnul!

‘success rully aocommndate her desire to dnpior an lntnnrnttqn‘nr
gmind and hody.‘ lowever, all of thesc- rrirlc, concentrate on tho i
later gtares of Rich's evolution, those poems in Dtv1nn,TntQj$__
Yreck, mhe Dream of a Common;lggg uage and A Wild Patience !'ag Taken

Me This~Far‘ This process of finding an appropriate imagery and

charting a way of'life‘in which all the aspects of self are fuscd
has. been central -not only to ?1ch'r more recoent pnotry, but als n'tn
the earliest feminist poetry. ~U{ther, what neithor "arruthvrv nor -

other critics of Rich's feminist evolution have dealt with is the

e

fact that, though integration of mind and body seems to be the poét(n
ultimate goal, she does not, for the most part, focus coually.oh the
importance, of body and mind in her d;piction\of the radical ﬂpminfnt‘
consciousnéss.w Her poetry has, rather, explored images which both
expand our understandlnﬁ of the female body, and PmphlSl?P the
1mportance,‘togboﬁh men and women, of an awareness bf the physical
aspects‘oquelf; these images,‘in which the body functions as.a
corféctive tqycontemborqry consCiousness; SULFeSs t ways of aupmerting

thought'ﬁith the knowledge of the sénses and of the emotions. “he,

following passage from (f Yoman “orn illustrates that for 2ich wuhoe

recognition of the importance gnd meaning. of the body must be,
central to any conceptlon of an 1nt9praL10n of body anfd mind and

to the creation of a femlnlﬂt consc1ousne s:
’ ]

T have come to believe . . . that female biology . . .
-..-has far more radical implications than we have yet cone

to appreciate. Patriarchal thought has limited female

biology to its bwn narrow "p9c1f1cat10n9. The feminiat -

vision has recoiled from female biology for these

reasons; it will, T believe,’come to view our physicality”
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_as a resoyrce rather than a destinx.whln orger to o
live a fully human 1ife we remmire not: only ggnkrmli‘

“of our bodies (thoush control is a prorecauisite);
wve mugl touch the unity and rosonance of our | Vo
physlcality, our bond with the natural order,
the corporeal pround of our intellisence. 12

Rich's position nas'bgen.zgnsidered.Jektreme"; as'well as Usibyll}ne

and perplexinn” by critics such as laine Showaltpr.15

ShowaitCr\
sceh to be in agreement with Ann Rosal;nd Jones who, in her study
of the French' feminist concept of "writing the body" concludes that
such ‘a pos ition iz "thooretically fuzzy“ and ”ideallst."1“ ‘lowever,
1 hOpe to show that, as Rlch'explores the process‘which she callsf;
"thi“k}"ﬁ through the body”,15 her project to inform thought with
an understanding of the body is neither vague nor ideaiist;'rather,
as Rich seeks images to express her feminist goals, the poetry
increasingly moVes towards\the'practicsl concerns of women as they
'qparticipate in the actual world |
The process. whereby Rlch attempts to=depict ”thlnklnp through

{he body" ocgurs in three stapeu. In the poetry of Leaflet and
y

The ’Lll To Chanre, "thinklng throunh the bde“ is explored in terms

o the meanan of nature and female biolosy; 1nhDJVinﬁ Tnto ‘hP

“reck, Rich constructs a bisexual unconscious as a notentwal ‘source
of xmanés that might express ner vision of a ”feelinm—thinking”;

in The Dream df-h Commgn‘Lgnguage and A_VWild Patience Has Teken Me
This Far, Rich conceives of a thinking augmented by a knowledge of

-

'the"bbdy as not only the acknowledgement of the importance of the

body, but as a broader concept of "physicality." Physicality, re-~
Yisioned‘as tne individual's awareness of her ctual, es opposed to
;cqnditioned, needs as she participates in the everyéay world, becomes
tbe ultimate female stfength, a strength that Rich depicts in the .

.



. .
W .
‘ . =~ JA
3 +
. L ot ¥ . 6 .
- N ' : “ i
. .
L ]

. [ ) - o ' . o o
‘ ‘ - co n t G x t - 0. f - t h 0 f G m i ni"s t c _O m"hn:u.n i’?‘!i‘.‘?ﬂ’ T . N e L ) ' i W.IV» B n"m’.:::m;r;[ ol A;.";::Jﬁ

fleh's concention of5”thiﬂqhwéthrnuwh Lhe body' has -pypedlels .
| = ‘ ‘ P

with the Frénch feminist HEl®me Cixous' aim €0 "write the body.,"

e

Bot? Rich and C}xpﬁs aré concerned with the probléms thatg&?fﬁé in T
articulgtiné a femhié,csﬁsgiousness yithin the, current structures ’%
,of‘lanéuage.‘ In‘f968.in a poem entitled 'The Rurning or:Rap;r Instead
of Children", Rich addreéées the post:stfuc§uralist premise;thaﬁ‘the R
"gelf! is inécfibed in the‘st:uc£Ureé df lénéuage, and thaﬁ language
haskprimaéy over thogght itself.]6 Rich concludeg in this‘Lmem that.
there is no autonomous self; she claims that she hefself‘is\enly‘a
product of gulture and language,'and cannot escape its confines,

Similarly Cixous has observed:

‘
v

&

Tndeed, as soon as we' are, we are born into
language and language speaks in us, language -
dictates its law, which is a taw of death . . . 17

Howevgy, both Rich and Cixous have determined to "re-vision" or ree X
' e “\

! y . - 0 .
conceive language in order tq express their feminist visions. . Rich

has stated:

,

Toetry is, ‘among other things, a criticism of
language. 1In sctting words together in new
configurations, .ir the mere, .immense shift 'from
male to female pronouns, in $he relatio®®mips
between words created by echo, repetition, rhythn,
‘ rhyme, it _lets us see and hear our words in a new \
: dimensiof « . . in sensucus form. 18

. ) ) ¢ .
Both women believe that a language that expresses the body can transe

form our conceptions of life. Cixous“déscribes'”writing the body"
iin the following way: ‘ e
A vWoman's body, with its thousand and one thresh-

- holds of ardor -~ ‘once, by smashing yokes and censors,
< she lets it articulate the profusion of meanings that

s
A1

v a [
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‘ run=throuph 1t in evoqy directlon - W111 make the
old single=grooved mother<tongue reverberate_WJth \
more Lthan one lanrtd Te 19

v
t

R ‘ R,
Cixous has, however, been CFLthl?Gd for her overly theoretlcal and’

elxtlst posxtlon as a wrlter who sced women 'S ﬁlberatlon prlmarlly

o, R

-

ine terms of the text rather than in the ltht of everyday llVlnF.aoy

o Rlch dlffers from ClXOUS 1n thls matter, for while Qlch recanlzes

the central role that lanpuape plays. in our deflnltlons and experlence

- .

‘of ”cons01ousness” ’she alms to. utlllze lanpuape 'as a. tool for the
-DIdCt]CaL Foal of artlculatln“ and Lrahsformlnp woman's experlonce.'
in the actual world | |
f,ike the Amerlcan femlnlst hary Dalv ?iehvhas-focused on
dlstlnpulshlng between the actual and the culturally determlned

£}

‘5:female experlence in the everyday world in order to recover ﬁﬁ
'authent1c fomale ”self ”h For both- women, JLhis orocess 1nvolves the:
‘bsubverSLOn of the stereotyplcal ouest myth whuch_ ymbollzes the
"CYCllc ”robotlzed” patterns of patrlarchal thoupht. -Daly-has.

dOoCPlbOd the femlPJ t quest as a d1veps1on from the traditional

‘.‘,q‘uest,:lh GYU/-T';C‘OlOJ’;Y (-1978)': o e

S AR ‘ . i_ : R
Journeylng centerward 1° )elf-centerinp movement
“in all directiongss TL eraseg pscudodichotnmics -

. . between the Self and otqof"rral1ty winile it

. unmasks the unrealltv of both "self" and "world"
&  as-these are portrayed betrayed in tHe language
» 'Zof the fathcrs' foreground e vl e 21

For:- both Daly and Rlch the ouest to deflne or;diseover a female ”self”__

_is an 1nward -ever-changlng proces whlch has its basis ih ”reé

i

mémberihv"° Daly, llke Plch deflnes this term not. only as the

"actwvatlon of ‘the fomal menory of repressed or: anOPPd feellngs and

2

f_thoughts; Daly also belleves as does Riehyathat the body itself;

’
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its verf "members'", must be'acknowlodmed S "as -our senses hecome
. P AR

more-alLvo, Teoenan 10&%hedr/?unl pow we have been tricked by -
l . -

[patrlarchai] texts o & o W07 Phese feminists prophesy Lhal, as

‘woman ?ecomes more aware of her'situation, she will gain the insipght

: T : o » ‘ : :
Jto vae beyond conventional knowing (what Daly has*ﬁﬁmed '

| ; . , )
”roboﬂitude”),zj‘and gain access to new vistas of conscigusness.

Daly s ”ludlp cerebratlon . .'the free play of'the intu1t|on in

J

our own space FLV1nF rlse to thinking that is vnﬁorou ' 1nformed,

mulLL—dlmenqlonal Lndonondont croatlve, toush o o o which. o firns

‘that everythlng is (onnected”z* is 51m11ar to Rich's vision of the

actave processes of wareness that can be. tapped through -the female Vs
| o . , \ N ) /r' .
senSibility:; A\ oL :
L. _‘v N\ .o !
P . \ - . S
' hlnklnp is an gctlve fluid, expanding process: /
.1ntellectlon “know1np” are recapltulatlon of -/
past processes.; In arguing that we have by no . //
means yet explored or understood our biological =/
co grounding, the miracle and ,paradox of Lae femalae //
R body and 1t° spiritual and political. mnaﬁlnﬂg, ) S
' - T am really.asking whether women cannot bcmwn"}/
last to think throuxn the body « . « '« 2%
" Purther, ir some »f ner oxveriments Withs lanouase, pnrﬂtculdrly .
Liie wrocesses of re-:anin tho experiencos tnat arisy/from~tho~
. ' * - . . ‘\v o / )
radicnl S P R F R N S TR TOITE UPFIPRT Coeent e Uimoun,

Vhough all three weriters believe, Lo uspe Daly's words, that wowman
. B _ - : : : ‘

. 25 LA :
mﬁst reckaim- tho rigshit Leoname, 70 o Pien and dali move beyond

'

theorl zing -and ac*irﬂl, seek new words,_dn re-vision old words,

%o eXpress:a_feminist,vision.

SR -*There‘are similarities hetween the femnnlqt aim to dﬁf]no an

. -

‘ authentlc experlenco an the poettc aspirétionS»of Ghar?ox "lonre o Tr

De tructlve POthCS: ‘Heide@ger and Lodern American Pfoetry (1970,

Faul A. Pove has explicated the poetic aims of (*1lson, who "is not

e

< (Y

7
£
7



trying to pro,

carliuly, rati

- encounler wit

'

. ment and Lhe

“well as ‘the e

.
*

wh1ch "lulls

1

evern aware th

s

Cbein donicd

,in motion" as

- . ) L_ S _. l. : ‘} o . . . . |9 L a

ject - somethine ideal, but ratlier to re-enact something
. . ! 0 .

cally loesl and radically terporal -- j.e. a man's

.‘ . . '. * 4‘ v . ) :
h the pﬂFLlCUL&F]LIOU of his experience, nis enviroti=
||2'/ -

history of his locale. "Mhe poemiand the‘boet,.as

ye and mind of the readerﬁ are, Bové‘@oes'onﬁl?constantly
A - . _ ] s ‘

(Olson works'aﬁainst a culture and 11ten@ry tradition

and Vrease .the mind and senoeo S0 that the poet is not

at there are normal mental and sonsual funchlonc whlch are

nim. But when the socioty and its suppont, ite_ﬁround,

that is, 'tradition'; bemfns to disintegrate, thenﬁiteﬁpernicious‘

cover- up hecomes clcar.” A : - AT

‘Tn his essay ”Projective Verse”, 0lson dlscusseswthe}formal

techniques to

encourage. Rlch, who'acknowledges CharleSsOlson

i?-"

be utlllzed in thlS protess of ta

# '

vthhe eplﬁraph to

.‘w,,\.

hangé,ag has experlmented Wlth the progect1v1st

' The Will To C

technlqueq in

", 0lson! S'central concern is that "one perceptlon must 1mmcdlately an

-directly lead
immediacy; as
~effect 1is one

thoorie° in U

sand sensitive

much of her poctry, thou h w1th s1pnlf1cant dlverpencco.

to.a fuanor>porceptlon.”30 Thls achleves a- sense of
L . L o : NS

imamcs develop, constantly chaneing direction?gghe

of the momentum and energy of the discovering, sg

consciousness. Similarly Qich, in exploring Clson's

he 7ill to Chanpe,'has, as. noted by A]bert Celpl,

Juxtaposed im

v

in whlch and

- Clson, sees h

»

feature of much of Rich's subseaquent poetry. Further, Rich, like -

ayes to 111ustrate‘”how her mlnd occupies the world

1.
on which it operates.”sy- This process becomes a

er work,as~anvon-g01ng.se;f-dlscovery process.) She - RO
Vv L - . .

-als® seems to agree with him that "form is merely an extension of-

.,,&\

= .



Lo , o = S t]"f Lo io'
content 33 . Paul Chrlstenscn explalns thi'~ bolncf in the followmnn

Bl

way: ”Oloon refer to thzs prlnc1ple,. « '« Only to OUﬂmest that

“traditional forms ‘are imposed by conventions which preserve the . .

separations of self andhworldﬂa « . by the act of freeing the‘words”
. =) . .k ' i
of the poem to assume their own partitular confipurations,‘semantic

and,typopraphical the poet is dluCOVGPlHF hls own unlqueness w3k

However, what is also central to Olson's conceptlon of the llnk

L]
between form and content 1s his bellef in an orpanlcally developlng

poem 5)’ Here he and Rich.differ; she natural]y .does manipulate

/ —

>words, like O;son, to break with contemporary notions of ”know1ng "

But Rlch's i

'

are not an organic comp031tlon, they are, rather, dellberately /

ges, in 1m1tat1np the energlzed female consc1ousness,\

| interconnected,rand even'explained, elaborated upon, for Rich's
goal is not only to illUstrate thejprocesses of the mind; she also
seeks to artlculate more spe01f1cally than Olson a.set of Value:}\

.femlnlst values. Another dlfferenceyhetween (lson and Rich is that -
‘the latter does not place her preatest emphagjo on the sound and
rhythm of the .poenm, - MNor-is Rlch as interested Ln the uhape Lhat

. the poem take on the page. “ather, Lhe co]larn-]LLn effoct Lhat

Rich develops in combinjnp dense imapge patterns with a mixture of

prose, llnes of poetry, dialogue and dlary entrles JlLuutratno the /

/
‘ {
predomlnant concern. she shares w1th Clson, a concern with chanpe//

and peress, experlmentatlon and partlcularlty,‘the characterlstlco,
accordlng to Bove, of an "open" rather than '"closed'" form poetlcs.66.
«  The complex1ty of ‘this form, mlrrorlny what- Rich descrlbes 1n
R”Orlglns and- Hlstory of Consc1ousne;s" as ”acute partlcularlty” 57
and d1verp1nr, llke ulson 85 from tradltlonal concepts of ‘art as a

permanent mdeal order,39 does present some serious. dlfflcultles in



. . . I "1. . .
. . . v N i )
. . ’ S
l . , W
. [ . . .
) .

: intcrpretation, undoubtedly becau,c of .the empha51s on ubjectlve

]

rather than unlver“allzed cxperlence. 'mhls»may be.\:y thero have boé%

few in- depth account of the evolution of chh'e fem Lnlst poetry.
. . ) .
A flrst prlornty, thon, will be te provide a detalled analysws

£

of the key poems 1n the phases of Rich's work as- T have artlculated

‘ them. The poet'3 exploratlon is not a llnear process, in each

'
-

- stage of her quest she encounters difficulties w1th both her»
definition and pbetlc expression of "th1nk1ng through the body”

However, these dlfflcultne prov1de'W1ch with - the Jmpetus to

re- concelve her goals and methods in an ever- expandlng v151on
of the slgnlflcance of the body and its relatlonshlp to, feminist "=

values, o ( ) SN T



Chapter T: Re=Visioning "ature

\

Tn T;eaflet‘;s1 (i965-68\ and he 1111 Mo Phqnwo (106&—/0\ Lhe

finst phase of °1ch s exploratlon ,'”thinkinﬁ thnHUFh the body" ir
presented as a process of re- dlocovering the meaning of nature and
re-deflning its relatlonshlp to human act1v1ty._ ‘Rich bepins the :

. quest w1th the premlse that woman, becauoe of her blologlcal

¢
© &

functions; has access to a profound knowledge of her body and
3.

emotlons. quever /hocauoe of her phy,lcallty, a.source of new

¢

11£e and of knowledge, woman has been ae3001ated Whefher*in myth:

- ' .

or 1n,da11y living, with the. processes of nature. This cultural

-assumption has'resulted in her subordinate role in patriarchy, a

culture that, accordlnp to Rich, denies the life’of the body; The

derial of the resources and JnSthtS that woman mLpht prowloe ha

1 ;
N

iled to the neanrcollapse of cplture:

4o Ve have been percelved for too many centurles as

" (1‘ - pure Wature, exploited and raped like the earth and

‘ » the oolar system; ,small wonder if we now lonpm to
become Culture: -pure _spirit, mind. Vet it is )
precisely this culture and - 1ts polltlcal institutiond -
‘which. has.split us off from itself. Tn so doinm it
nas also split itself oflf, from life, becomiry the
death culgeure of auantification, abstraction, and
the will to power which has rcachad 1ts most roaline:d
destructiveness.in this century. & *

—

. N

For Rich, then; it, follows that "nature'" mcdiated throush the female

“oen51b111ty must be re- 1notated if woman . 1q to work aFalnot the

sterllity and destructiveness of contemporary culture., : *
2 ‘
Rich!s‘concern with nature as it is related to culture is.an .

ssue ba 1r to much femJnlst etudv. Sherry ™. Ortner, for[example,;

explores the source of woman's oppression as it is rooted in:the

12
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article "Ts Temale to

—cultural interpretation of her biology. Tn her\

“ale as lature is o Culture?", "rtror cites Simdne de “eauvoir, who
. ) . : g ’
oh«orsz Ln vhe Second Sex that "the Female to“&xgreator extent

thanzthe'malc is thcqprey of -the species.” Ortn@ktelaboratés:

. ‘ ' . . \ ) ‘.

T is ulmply a fact’ that proportionately more of a woman’s body - o
. : . ) B ' i g

gpace, far a Vreater percentage of ‘her lifetime . + « is taken up.

with the natural processes surroundinklthe reproduction of the

¢

species."?  For this reason woman is considered by her culture to
be “closer to nature." Ortner eontlnues, "The male, in contrast

lacklnp natural creative functlons, must (or has the opportunlty

6

b\3 assert his creat1v1ty externally . . Thuﬁﬁ since maleness

is Fenerally a55001ated with the activities of culture, woman is

_net only clo er to nature, but is also less involved w1th or allgnea

~with culture. - Her sOCial roles and her ps&chevare shaped to a large
t ) H . . “ »

extent by this categorization. Woman is in general associated with

_dcmestic resncnsibilities ~- the home and child- rearlng, as a result

according to Crtner, who draws’on Nancy Chodoraw's studles of women,

" her psyche 1s,characterlzed;bé'ﬁpersonallsm,and partlcularlsm.”/
Yet'as the bearer of’cnildren, and the one most responsihle

for the1r acqulsltlon of s001al skills, woman dnes have a cultura]

3 1

rcsponalbll)ty, Wthh 1s 1nternreted in a number of ways, even in a
'Fiven culture, homan'may-be seen as caught, because of her
reproductlve functlon, between nature and culture, and is therefore
.reyarded as 1nfer10r. She may be seen as "mediator" between nature
'and\culture;’that ls, in her'role4as mother,’the woman is believed
to transform ‘tﬁ'é@"natural",'_ the child, into a culturally- des1rable

"adult, This' socializing process is essentlal to c1V111zatlon, and

for this reason, the activities of the woman as "synthesizing agent"

-

ae,
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depicts the effect that patriarchal "ambiguity or "ambivalence"

of identity. Yoman is, it seems, torn betweem the knowledge of her

‘powerful physicality and her recognition that, whether worshipped

, : / | o 1y
\ ‘ /' ' ' )
are often controlled -- in terms of, for cxample, permissible S
scxual acfivities'and allowable rolc ChOiCPG;. "hirdly, woman's

}@eouhcd closenesg to nature can encompass what :rtner ‘describes

- ",\“u

as "symbollc ambigultyx* because of her 1ntermodiate position botwoen

- nature and. culture, woman may- be perceived 51mui1aneou°ly as both

"

witch and goddess, death and llfe.8 f/}m6he de Reauvoxr 1n,The Second
x/ ) * ‘ ’
Sex describes this ambivalence:

“woman the Qther as Mature and as
ow being. But we know what ambivalent
Tings ilature 1nsp1reo in man. e exploits
her, but she crushes him, he is born of her and
dies in her; she is the source of his being and « o
the realm that he subJuyates to his will. 9

Wan seek

i

Therefare, as thner and de Beahvoir conclude, woman can be-seen as
a threattto the wili of han, end to the Cohesion of.culturc or as\
an essential requirement for the 1ntegratlon of both nature and
‘cuyture, self and other.\

Tn her poetic exploration of the meaning of nature, Rich ihitially

toward both nature and woman has had on the female's present scnsoe

. or feviled, she is nevertheless powerless, defined and controlled .

by patriarchal culture. Her identity, then, 7rounded as it is in

her body, results in a double conflict: on the one hand woman
feels a d1v1slon between h???elf and this predomlnantly male culture;
‘on the other hand since she does participate, however mlnlmally,

in patriarchy, a c%}ture in which mind dominates, she experiences

. a further d1v151on w1th1n herself between mind and body. However,

: the allenatlon that woman is deplcted as exper1enc1ng in the early

1



-

wk‘. ' | . . . (\. ‘.

poems of this phase is gradually transformed as the poet strives to

"mel thought and feeling out of the old cycles . o . a process which

'will leave neither.surfaces nor depths unchallenged, which enters o
society at the most essential level of the subjugation of women and

nature by men." " Tn.order to transcend poetically woman's present
identity, -the pbet‘re-defines not only woman'S‘relationship to nature,
but also, through‘thengradually developing end changing definition of
hature ln the poems, she re-conceivés the importance of nature to
é‘éulture; o
Rich begins her definitian nf nature in two early-poems'in which
nature and culture are in opposition., In "5:30 a.m." (Leaflets),

Rich compares femaleness to anlmal exlstence, woman's phy51ca11ty

¥

results 1n her peroonal v1tallty, but she is, like an anlmal ”hunted”
by culture. In the sequel poem, “Abnegatlon” (Leaflets), the woman,

¥ Rich claims, ”could be'" more animal than human, more in tune with

e

nature thanwculture however, it is clear that the ‘poet yearns for

¥

an anlmal v1talltv and 11v1ng -in-the-momeént that is 1ncompat1ble

v .

with the ”qelT”-COnscnousness of human c1v111zat10n. In "Planetarium”

—— -
e —

(The Will To Change) and "Tear Gas" (Uncollected Poems 1957-1969),

fich begins to re-define and re-evaluate nature and to integrate it

as much as possible into the structures of culture.hShe now Cohceivee

of hature .as the translatlon o'f the "pulsatlonsﬂ of - the body into.

intuition anq-emotlon, In ”Images for Godard" (the Wlll To Change)

and "Walediction Forbiddlng Pau;nlng” (The Will. To Change), Rlch

IS

explores the means of creatlhg an. aesthetlcs Wthh can fully express

these phy51cal and emotlonal)lmpulses.
dhat is ceptral to Rich's definition of nature is that;ﬁas she

. . . R - ¥ - e . R a .
tries to go beyond cultural conceptions that have pre-empted our -

s
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knowledge of nature, she more and more*é&omes to see culture and

nature as irreconcilable. The v1ta11ty or the woman in "5:%0 a.m.",
] ' ]

the special deers of the -astronomer in ”Planotarium”,dthe COUPDVO

N 'ﬁ

of the persona in "Tear bas” who must step into "the. ma e / flbld

1ts structures to re- dlscover a natural human source for thlnklng.

- -

As she puts thls lnto practlce in ”Valedlctlon” the poet goes 50

"~ far as to reject almost entlrelyrthe conwentlons of languége,
_convenfions fhiCh form the underpinnings of culture, The chailenge'
.that Rich faceshis whether it is .possible, WithouE;the'conventiohal
tools for comuunication, to exprese a vision &f nature meaningful‘
to othersbas weli'as‘to herself. | ‘ |

"5 30 a. m.” (196%) the first poem in Rich's re—definition of

e

nature compares the experlences of woman to those of a -Tox puroued

J——

-

by a hunter. he pocet illustrates that the woman is closer to nuture
thar to.culture; she suggeets'that womah should live as much as
possible accordiry to thezcycles ofzher body. ‘'owever, there are
rewards and extreme dangers 1ntr1ns1c in such a dec151on. .
The woman presented in the ‘poem has both aAnatural and cultural
dimens1on." Though,”blrds" and Uperlodlc blood" link woman with
'nature'“"old recepitulatiOns" 1 the woman's eummarizing of the
terms of her life upon the arrlval of her period, links her to culture,
and to the human' tendency to lnterpret nature and natural phenomena.
In deciding to reject.the "pills / for bleeding, pills for |

4



_the feats of both:

)
4

panic" (Le flét‘, p.515 which woﬁld alter the natural state

'&

body, it seems that the poet-persona is choosing as much as
to neﬂato all that is cultural and therefore "unnatural," Ho%ever,

in rajectlng the antldotvs and preventatives provided by cultunf,v

the woman puts herself at the mercy of her body, it can lead her,

as it can the fox, to freedom or confinemenx, to life or to:death,.

Tn juxfaposing the wbman's periodic blood with the fox's"

Mtrails of blood", Rich suggests that the woman, in the natural,

. \ . .
undrupped state that her period symbolizes, has escaped pregnancy

as the fox escapes death., The blood of both woman and fox represents
, , \ v

their'vitality and their will to survive. The poet-persona claipg——m—

‘that both she and the fox are ''beautiful", and she is amazed by

our miracle escapes,
our whiplash panic flogging us on
to new miracles! (Leaflets, D, 31)

Perhaps”fﬁeée escapes are'miracﬁlOUS Because neither are controliea
by the mind; the faox and the poet, it seems; have access to thellﬂ
§ﬁontaneous e&érgics of the body; A

lowever, the noet also p}esents the alteénativelfate of both
woman and fox. The woman,'in'trying fo be attuned to her pédy,
may -get .pregnant; ‘and pregnancy, in the ways that culture, that the
medical profession, treat it,\is an alienating experiencé:

~dull needle groping in the splnal fluid,
weak acid in the bottom gf the cup,

forebodlng, foreboding. Leaflet?, p.51)

. The @ull‘needlérand'Weak acid are in_@ontrast with the rarlier

B . i . . i . ) *‘ l ‘)
~ “whiplash" escapes, though even this faEé, since it is the natiural
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death of the fox. Perhaps, like Susan Gilbert, Rich believes that

"the confinement of pregnancy ceplicatec,the confinement of society."

repercussion of the body, is prcferab]e‘to the pxllu that culLurn

offers, 'The fate of Lhe pregnant woman is compared Lo the death

of the fox, captured at last by the hunter:
o one tells the truth about truth,
That it's what the fox

sees from his scuffled burrow:
dull- jawed, onrushing

. killer . . . . (Leaflets, p.31)
Such an existence is '"truth", it seems, because it involves a,direct
confrontation with life and death. For this (gason it is dangerous
but uplifting; However, the fact remains that the emphasis in the .

poem is on death, and the poet does not make clear- whv pregnancy,

.the engendering of new life, would be so.closely connected with the

12

lience, the,operation itself, in which th£‘y0man is at the mercy of
the doctors, in which her natural ?trenpths are dimin¥shed by tne
accepted cultural practlces, imposes a’ klnd of death sentence on her
oplrlt i |
Rich concludes the poen: S
being that P

inanely single-minded .
will have our skins at last. (Leaflets, p.31)

The “ambiguity of "inanely single-minded" sugrests the phrase applies

1

‘to both hunter-culture and fox-poet, perhaps because the poet feels

‘that the polarization of nature and culture is a destructive one.

+

However, if thisksplit is destructive, the poet only chooses to
indicate how the fox-poet will be destroyed -- the hunter will have

her "skin.'" Further, Richvoffers no viable solution to‘the female




]

~dilemma -- the trap of ﬁer biological functions. The woman, 55 ﬁich
makes clear; is capablélor neither the "instinct" of the fox, nor of
its rreedom.‘ No mﬁtter how vital she may be'iﬁ refusinf ﬁhe pills,
she 1is doomed ts be "hunted'"; in fact, she faces a kind of death as
surely 1f she takes the pills as if she refuses. Further, the drugs,
other than being unnatural do save the woman frdm the literal or
ftgurative death that she feels is imposed by prﬁgnancy. Tpls pull

" between drugged and undrugged consc1ousness,.birth control and
prcpnanry, remains unresolved. Thg,repetitlpns throughout the poem
of '"blood", '"pills", '"foreboding" éhd "truth" emphasize, as does the-
broken rhythm of the péem, the pulsing df the blood, ﬁhe heaving of
the breath.that mirror her fear as she struggles between the pull

‘0of nature and culture.

In "Abnegation" (1968), the poet is more accepting of the
supremacy of culEEre. Yhether she likes it or not, culture does
take érecedehce oVer nature. Rich never condones thé male
civilization‘that estranges women and nafure alike; she new more
readily admits her participation‘in that séciety, but at the same
time yearns f@r a more ”nétural” way ofllife. ' /

In'thisrfoem, ghc fox, amain éssociéted with‘the female
experience, is “a yfxen / dancing in the’half_--li}ght."‘3 She is
”séxy" and "Egyptian;supple in her sharpness." "In her nerves the
~ past / sings, a thrill of self—preservatlon” (L egflets, p.38).

This predomlnantly phy31ca1 existence' is contrasted w1th the male‘
culture, a culture of the mind: '"the dreams of dead v1xens, / the

apotheosis of Reynard, / the literature‘of fox~-hunting" (I, eaflets,

pP.38) The fox, a part of the natural world does not have the

need for dreams9 delficatlon, llterature, as do thinking belngs.L

TN



Further, the vixen-fox has no sense of time, of past or prosent,
‘uverythinm is oxporionced in the moment., For this reason tho fnx's
present is ”immaculate.“ For Rich, animal existence scomn tn'umbody ——
a pure source of origin, a vitality and integration with one's
surroundinps that she implies havo been lost in the "self”—conscious
culture.

,While the fox "springs toward her den", Rich, ‘a participant of
the male culture, is on her way to a hOUSe "nailed together by

acottlsh/@ovenantcrs” (Leaflets, p.38). Her "1nsf1nct” 1s ﬂmprtified"

-
[

by, it secems, the activities of consciousness which are a, part of

culture; religious archives, heirlooms, birthrights, even the ®o-

called 'virgin" forest, are constructions of a culture, impoded upen

the nstural'environment; the Covenanters have nailed theirylives

toéether and chopped meaning into the hills. through an act ér will,

Tt is the fox, free of the trappinés of consciousness, who is re-~

" garded by the poee es truly alive, _a totslity of being. Though

once more the fox has "no future / except death", Rich declares,

"I could be,more / her sister than theirs' (Leaflets, p.33). N ‘
“The "could be" seems ta sxpress both Qich's yearning Tor the -

natural existence Qf'%he:nnimal, and her awarcness of the nxcent

to which she cannot achieve it., She is, she implies, more body

'than mind, more natural than culturel; however, '"gould be” also

admits that theugh:she wants to be like the fox, she is not;'her

instincts, as she has stated, are, unlike the’ fox's, "mortified."
Compared with the earlier poem, in which body rhythms pre-

dominate; the structure of "Abnepatlon” relies on logical pro-

gressisn of thought, and on the '"rational" analysis of animal and

huméﬁ“éétiViiies. This emphasizes, whether Rich intended it»or »

v
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;,néi, that the poet is 'a tthkJnr belr\r and n partlelpaﬁt 1n her
B cul1uro' mho aana] tt“‘"DrOSPntnﬁ"”“,;;iS ”v1ta]1t‘”. is beyond
the'“w“

@,w
Cag humdﬁ*ver51on of the f0x s‘hlmmaculate present o

est" human pOSSlellty, hoWewer, Qlch clearly yearns for

)1nce 1t seems that nature, as a llfe of anlmal 1nst1nct

~1n confllct w1th the thought processes of human belnps ~in

'1f;”Planetar1um” (1968) 1n The WllltTo Chanpe Rlch attempts to re- deflne

» l.

'the meanlnp of nature in a way that llnks it to female: thought
ﬁemale experlence.\ Tn tnlS poem ?1ch creates a portralt of Parollne
~Her$chel’ the female ast}onomer, she. attempts to 1llustrate that the

1nLellectual achlevements of Herschel ~-- and. by exten51on all women

~ ~

-

= have theJr bas1s 1n woman s closeness to nature.
o The stargered rhythm of the poem is 1m1tat1ve of the female
\rusteonomer's eye mov1np from star to star, trylnF to dlscern the

,hapes of the constellatlons.b olmllarly,‘Rlch's.”lnner” eye moves
from‘tmage"to 1mage thought to emotlon, trylnﬁ to make known ”Jzt 1
tfs_unknown trylnF to deflne the bonds between woman.and nature.

The constellatlons, ”Ealahies of- women” Ain the shapes of;hmonsﬂégs”ﬁ
surses t ‘the male v131on of women,ta being both powertui‘andfeared,
.'jab"witc}” who must be‘controlled ]1Pe nature,-hu the oroering CL
processes of culture.’ Hence these women 1n thejgklpswarea“doing
"penance for 1npetuousness” (Vlll p.l}) More nature than oulture;
o more body than mlnd they are subordlnate to the male ”spaces ~of
the mlnd" (will, . 13). | -

- But these ”natural” soﬁrces of femlnlty are what allowed® Herschel—

she wnom the moon - ruled / llke us / lev1tat1ng 1nto the ‘night sky /

| r1d1np theepollshed lenses” f¥ to. make her astronomlcal dlscoverres

7 t

(a3,
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Further, 'lerschel, and by extension, nll'womon are des cr1hod
» . R : C L

as congstituting a pouer ful, conogu&raivd COH‘(lnn”ﬁ*‘”‘

. every impulse of \light eypiodlnp
from the core : ‘
as life flies out o s ’(ﬂxll, pwlé)

' . b & 9
o ) oo ‘

Femaleness is, it sceems,; associated with fire and energy; like the -
9 ) . T Ve . f

-

‘stérs, female consciousnéSs'burns bfiphg;y and inten ely. Tycho,

‘the male astronomer is perceLved as the unbalanced one, not the witch,

3

Tn '"the mad webs of Uranmsoorg“\ho is but an ”eyo”-”encountcrinn Lhe
- - . ' - . . - : '

NOVA" (4ill, p.l14),

Yloman, who is also the NOVA, the new.star, has ro. i =n truly

discovered or described. She is more complex than ai ma discovery ”

lésér, pulsa;,'radio impulse;,.She is a "galagtic cloudﬂ; ”gn

insﬁrpbent'in the shgpe‘/‘of a woman'; she is the;femiﬁist,poet )
tryinp’to "franslate pulsationé / into imagés.”‘&She'is bombarded -
by all the data of culture, but is heréelf :as a woman, "the mos £
}accuratelv transmjtted ae languape in the unlvorso” (Illl zq)
In splte of thls portralt of a conplcx, chchtrated belnm, the poet
also ésserts that'WOman 1sA/untranslafabIé”‘nﬁd ”{nvoluted.““Yntil =
the poct -dimplies Lhat tha undnrctandwnﬂ of Fﬂmnlvrhnﬂ wiLlytraanorT .
Qurlqbnéeppions of naturc® and ‘culture, will allow for "the relief
of the'body‘( and tHeArecdnStrﬁction of the-mind“.(ﬂill, bflh)u

 Tn "Tegr Cas”;'a pbeﬁ written3ﬁ¥year later in ]969, Rich'pdsité
'that the first étep in WOman'o understandlnp of herself is the

.expre551ON’éf her emotlonal experlences. This will be her bond

with naturc. As sie putslgll ”Jher Ve Dead Awaken ertln Ao~

Re-vision': - SRR g



can stop ‘being unted, not only by ”conventwoﬂ ‘ L _W‘
o and, proprwe1y, but hy Jntorna1|7fwi fears’ oFa
bein:s and’ saying themsolves, then it Lﬂ<

'y If we have com;b%o the point . . «» When women

extraordinary moment v « o o 15 4 R

: B n _

. N . .‘ “ o o .
Bmotion, what Judith HcDaniel has termed the "subjective physical
sed ", is “now seen as the focus” for profound polltlcal change n16

As R1Ch Jllustrates woman's experrences are not the,”old 1deas of

. a rcvolutlon?; instead, the female boet-persona declares, ''my

n1? Her politics is a ”natural”.response,
A \ : i
diverges completely from the male emph;sisv

"politics js;in my bodly.
~a feeling=thinking thas
on mind.

. Mo illustrate the’se@os"sibilitiec “the poem is‘besed oh a
comparison betWeen the boef;persona; a woman who must break free of
vpatrlarchal oppreoslon, and, the polltlcal demonstrators at Port Dix
, who, in 1969, protested-agalnst the treetment of G.I.‘pr;soners.'
Rieh; like the_demohsprators, must oVercOme tpe fear that is

associated with rejecting culfural‘strugtﬁreS'of sdthority. She
. ’ \ \

must "demonstrate' her female vision , which is her rebellion'against(
i . . . L3 o \

patrlarchy.
N

Phe toar of both tne ‘poet- persogz and the demonstrators aro
Anatural reqctio“.to a cu]tura] pneno enon.: The demons tratoru
2

cry because they have’ been ﬁassed Rlch s ;ears "run wild" in

response to»phevcultural affllctlon that surrounds her -~ '"cesspool’

-/ stricken brooks', "violence licking at old.people.and-/ children"

.

-(Poemg,'p.139). Out”of-this»crying comes a. profound relief fhat is
physical' and ehotiohal* "that your body was hexg; / you had done

it, every last refusal was over.” ‘Further,vthe ratlonallzatlons
S o

.0f culture -- ﬁfal e prlde,;felse indifference, false / courege” =

| have been.defeated by the natural impulse (Poems, p.139).

o gt
PN
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f 4’ Howevor, as the poen develops, Rich ra)sn”_a Furthor problem
- an her uaaroh For A union of "natural" and "cult Ltural" JnﬁuL,vs, tho
ff% problem of expressing this ”thinking through the body” with lankUaﬁé.

¥hen the poet declares that she is "alone, alone witl lanpuapge / and

without me.:

F'L(Poems, P.139), she intimates that ihhercnt'ih the

struetufes ef lahyuape is the separatlon of dy and miﬁd, natural
-1mpulse and cultural maniféstation. The processe ; of'isnguage arec
patterns of’ thoupht pdtterns of culture; yet to express hor fce]lnru,
her 1nlehts,.the poet requ1res a word "that will vhod 1tso]f 11ko
a tear / onto the page / leaving its stain" (Poems, p.lhO) She
implies that only when words are @@ phy51ca1 and substantial as a
:tear will she fulflll her goal communtcate her vision, and move her -
“7ﬁiisteher. %he suggests that it is only when languame’ha; chanﬂed
that-the world can change, with the- force of an axe' breaklnp down
a'doorr The old ”keys” "the o£q>idehs of a revolution . . . the

: o ‘ .
'.good society (Ppenms, p.1uo/, seemed possible goals because they

vere creatlons of the mind, but in fact HaVe-remaincd ideas,

unactJal ize On the other hand, 0he clalmo, iy politics is in
ry hody, accruinﬁ and exn panding with evors / adil of recintance
and eaéh of my fai1Urﬂ~.” Mo hﬂdv Ls not Mo rdrtf'y 8 is ot

fully‘understood' but the poet noverfhelg's insiﬁtf_”thelﬁiLL Lo,"~g:
chanpe beplns in the bOdJ not in the mlnd” (Eggg_ Pe140) .

Te express the body in the med1Um of the mind which is in
this tase, words, requires; Rich claims, that languame be’ both
lphySICal like "a hand“,and‘vlsual!_a "language 1like pinmcnt"releasod
on the board /_biéod;black, sexual green, reds . . (Joems, P140) .
'Yef the .poet claihs in despair, "These images are not what I mean®
(Eggmg, P.141). Tn the poem's final section she shifts hcr_emphasis’

N . | -

¥
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- from the images which ,ho has found inadeaquate to-a more direct

expression of emotion, ,he rejecL" ”Compjetﬂncfs" and aouthnt1(

-

order, thtead‘exprebsing the conquion of her personal fears.
Apparently addres Sth a man with whom she is intimately involved,

" she expresses one. feeling after another in a rush like tears falling:

*

‘That she wants to have your Chlld that T want us to have mercy
on each other . : E ‘ , L ’
that T want to take her hand .« - : - ey

that I see you changing (Poems, p.141). 6 T
. O B L. N A' .

Her expression of emotion, likeAthe eouraﬂe of the demonstrators at
Wort Dl;, is the truth of her personal experlence,‘and a symbol of

her rebelllon agalnst patrlarchy. Further, by llnklnp her tears: w1th'
those of..the demonstrators, Rich 1mp11es that at the core of our v
cultural act1v1t1es'1s this baslc ”DOlltho oT the body.” Moreover;

. though emotlons are often uncertaln and. seem 1ncomplete from a more

rational perspectlve “they bear a truth of thelr own'~:R; Delleves

N el

that even her ”repetltlons are beatlnﬂ thelr way / tOWard a place:
T e e whcrc [her] body QIT& no longer demonstrate out81de |}he malé]3
. .utOCRQde“ (Qggm_ p.lh]). lier emotions, she 1mplles,¢w111 flnally»
‘carrx ier to another way ‘of knowing, ofnliving,m Rich:suggests”that
when hor-bod”‘is set- freo she’will be” anaole of'a comﬁlete trans—
‘formation of 1dent1ty. _;he can ”Uheel” toward - ”another klnd of
o action.“_ Whlﬁ 1s femalc actJon,.and fear is 1nvolved becauso personal
1nvolvement is esoentlal but the poet malntalns, "it's not the worst/
Xt _‘ way to 11ve” (Poems, p.lql) | | '
) Tn'Sum;‘”Tear Gas appears. to.claim that emotlons are a way of

knowing that the ”male” tulture denies. The poet 1ndlcates-tha§

emotion'can be a méans of inte"ratlng body and mind, and is a brldpe

n;" ..,i}

between an 1ndef1nable nature and a too- consc1ous culture.‘.Further,

¢
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if thore is to be a brldpe bctween ngture and‘kulturo lannuagc.muotau
he of the body as val as ‘the m1nd Tn Cvaluatlnﬂ this clnim,it
| nt be sald that ”Tear (tas" does, in many wayn; bmhody QL(h

1on of a more phygwcal more emotlonal languape. [ﬁ” p]to of
the poet's claJm that emotion lu more fmportant than any poom,’*
"Tear. Gas” is povwer ful because 1ts'seem1nF]Y unstructurcd form, thotV“
hlnmlmate tone, the cllmactlc image of a woman transformed into a o”l
bird, all illustrate that emotion can be expressed w1th words,

. T”Lch'e frustratnon with lanpuape in "Tear Par“, whethor it

seems JUStlfled or not is. cru01al in her continuing exploration.

1In "Images: for Godard" (1970) in The Will To FhanFe, the poot'v

concern with 1anﬁuage leads her to experlment with an aesthetics
that can’ express nature understood, as in "Tear Gas", to comprise
the emotlons. ‘In order to counteract the cerebral effectu of .

‘language, the poet utilizes the fluid, ever-chanylnp efrecto of film.
(

As‘she does so, her concern w1th the deplctlon OJ'ImYSJCalltY and

,Of émoiwon as thc human connect1on with nature is transformed she
5 - ‘
now . COﬂCQlVGo of nature in termo of an even more basic’ human eourco,

a natural” source undorLywnJ Omotlon itself, which she names "Lhe

i

momont of chanpe. - '

,-

Section one of this five~part poem is based on a quotation

from YWittgenstein in which the “sterility of language is described:

!

Our language can be seen as an: an01ent city:
a maze of little streets and.squares, of old
and new houses with .additions from various

perlods, and this surrounded by a multitude
of new boroughs with straight regular street 1
and uniform houses. 18 L . |

Rich, then transforms this statementinto a.movie-like poem, in which

[l
i

she is 'driving to the.lintte / of the city of wotds', observing

¢ !
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that' the 1andaeape of 1annuape becwmee incre asxnwly terllc, llke N

;uhurbn , and superflvfﬁt tranvlwnt' Like ”,nuxttorv“ waiting to
‘ j
be évicted, Plnal]y she reaches "the limits" of thns city of

language: here wheré words fail she declares, "my face must have '
a‘mean'ing.”J9 The face, usually the focus of attention in person
to persoh commuhication, w111 ne 1onper have recourse to words as

v

a sou% of meahing. ~ Instead, physical expre551venes .must, Rlch
implies"take precedence over. the abstractions of 1anFuaFe. The
,‘face is now more clo;ely alanPd with, the body than with the mlnd
only the body can express, Rlch 1mp11es, ‘the actual person. o

" She states, "To. know the extremes of llght / T sit in ®his

darkness” (4111, p.47?) as, in sectlon two of the poem, she 1m1tates

‘ the fluldlty of fllm to sugpest the way that the body and lanruave

mlght be unlted again. "er portrayal of the ”present flashing'" * -

(¥ill, p.47) empha51zes the impact of obJects in their shape and

thelr movement on the consc1ousness

-

The sea glltterlnp in the sun | ﬁa
; G The sw1rls of nebula o '

in the espresso cup o . <
_ratndrops, neon spectra - : o

on a vinyl raincoat (Will, p.bS)

13

The sw1r11np sea becomlng the grounds 1n the esprosso cup becomlno
the neon spectra suggests the sensuous apprehenswons of Lhe mind as
it is "washed over'" by strongly v1sua1 images.

In sectlon three Rich takes the sensuous response of the mind

a step further. "She now. conslders an aesthetics of ”1bve, to move -

porpetually / as the body changes' (Will, p 48) This creative

process dlffers from the flow of v1sual 1mages deplcted in section

{3
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two because the eye of the artist is not juet«nh@£r>nnw tho physical
data of tho outs1de world. Nov, in depicting love, '"the eye [L ]
'sunk jnWard « « o« bleeding with speech" (__ll/)p.hB). ""he alert
‘mind is not only grasping the phy51ca1 reallties of the world
around it the mind is also 1n touch with the ”inner” life qf the
body. “In depicting phystcal love, the poet sugyests that the artist
can illustrate a depth of communtpatlon and understanding between
two péople»that'surpasses mere Sensual contact.’ Rich stgtes, ﬁshoot
the same~scene / over and ouer” (Will, p.u8), for she believes that
this,series of images has more potential for‘oommunication‘than.any
pther. fu ‘ f; ‘ ‘ | o ii*

8 Tn the following sectlon, Rich elaborates further on the’
deplctlon of love. Godard's Alphaville 1s an unsucce 5s ful fnlm,

,1n the }oet's opinion, because 1t shirks from attempting to portray
love as the all- -encompassing human emotion that Rich believes it to
be, The ”real”~f11m, that 1s, the film w1111np to deplct love,
. would not end as Alphav1lle does with a woman saylnr "T. love you'",
This scene from Godard presents love as merely anvldea; it does not.
‘convey the actualities of iove, which,-for Rich,Aenbraco "horror and
war and sickness", as well as the purely physical experience of.iovef
‘"to touch the breast / for a woman . . . to knou the sex of a man
(i1, p.q9). ‘The poet states'that we ”suffer” because Alphev111
does notwprov1de us with this example of a truly physical and
‘emotional love. Instead, like language, Alphav1ll relnforces o
cerebral response which is, for’Rioh essentlally sterlle.
. Slnce language and fllm havo falled in Rich's: estlmatlon, to

- capture "the emotlonal and physical experlence that are the human

- sources of nature, the poet determlnes to define her own aesthetics.

7

/
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Ghe will, qhn clalms in . the 1a section of the poem,"f}@amj the

i

fl]m-makor 5 odream but d]ffornnt]y o/ free in tro darl as if aoleop”
(HlL , p.u9): she will try-to capture the ftuxdity; the immediacy .
of human perception as the film-maker does; but “she will peﬁetrate

beyond the verebral experience of art by ”freelnﬁ” her conscious

" mind in a near—sleeplnp state. - The "interior monologue of the poet"
{

will, it seems, rely on material from the unconscmous. The result

vill be the expr9051on of Rich's newly conceived definition of nature,

"the moment of change" (Will, P.4i9) .
What Rich seams to be indicatink by this term is'e spontaneous

source of life in every person, a present-tentred source of energy

v

‘& in which the experience of love, for instance, exists in a natural
. state, one in which the senses and the emotions are.ihvolved.- This .

vital ”moment of change“ capable, as “chanpe” suggevts, of constant

4

,transformatlon, is a way of knowing, of experlen01ng with which .our
cu]turally 1mpoqed consciousness has lost:touch.

| Clearly the poet perqona must chlCt th1s ”moment of chanve”
with as she says, '"the mlnd-collectlnp devourlnp” (7111 De 49)'
but when Rich declareh that "the notes for the poem ‘aré the only

RS
Vi »
‘poem%*(mi_] p.hq\ it seems that she is dowyjng the mind its

,Uocwatwon vnth 0ter11e cercbral activity. Tnstead, she suggests
~that only the fragments of experience before they have been too
hlrhly ordered or abstracted can express this germ of life.

There is 1ittle ev1dence of an awareness of-the body or qf the

emotlons in thlS final section. Tnstead, it seemsithat Rich is

more.cohcerrrd with defining the aesthetlc process 1tse1f by which

she nopes-to tap a more natural human source.D“The key concept in

\
x

this creatlve act is defined in the last- ]1ne of the poem "The
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moment of change is the only poem" (4ill, P.h9).  such an acsthotics

will rcauire that the poel move beyond conventional structures of

meahing and beyond the usual usagcs'or‘language in ordor to realiwe

her pgoal, a vital human source that can restore the llfe-nfrxrmlpﬁ
aspects of nature to human act1vm¢y~’)/f : o o
jIn ”V?IeQiption Ferbidding Mourning" (1970) in "The Will 7T b "
Rich attemhts to depict "the moment of change' which she hgs"adVOcated
in 1Imagés for Godard." In striving to‘portray nature'as this entirely
"inner" experfence, Ric¢h presents akscene which embedies the complex

human response to separation and loneliness. Rich's poem, as a reply

-to Donne's famous poem, in which one person takes leave of another,

‘suggests that Donne tried to repress nature by relying on conventional

unrestrained suffering,

aesthetic and cultural artifice. Rich's version rejects such an
aesthetics, and exposes instead the poet-persona's spontaneous

ET

“In Donne's'”A Valediction' ~orb1dd1np Nournlnﬂ“, thourht takes
precedence over emotlon as the poet develop the elaborate conceit

of the compass, which symboliZes a love "so much refined'", 50 "inter-

assured of the mind." '"his love, s0 nure, 5o swuiritual, 2=i Lo ol

in thourht:vcare L”o;, eyes, lips, and hands to "sn.”PO “hourh 1

has a physical aspect, throushout the poen the .physical manifestations

of love -- those of ”sublunary lovers" -- are secondary -- aevern
inferior -- to the spiritual aspeclts of love., Therefore Donne

advises his loved one to '"make no noise", to not ”pfefane" their
love with, a physical‘expression of sorrow at hi.s'depa\r"cuir‘re.?'1

Rich does, howevcr5 respond in her version of ”Valediction"

-

with her phy81cal affllctlons ”“y sw1r11np wants. Your fro
1122

lips. She rejects the false_comfort,Donne~strives3for with "
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allure, in any ronCOLL or conf:nuration - 1nclud1np her own == to

‘ alleviape "the pain'" of human isolation. Further, Rich intimates

that words, abstrac§ and meaningless, actually'heighten‘her pain:

1

; The srammar turifted and attacked ‘me, -
Themes written under duress. - C
mptiness of the notations., (Will, p.50) ,
The ltalIClzed ”my bleeding Ls under control" the stacatto effect of
C"swirling wantﬁ” "frozen ljps” convey the paln that underlies the
rules of grammar, the structures*qf Multure. "The ‘poster in the '
bus that said: / my bleedlng _§ g_gg; control', llke "the red plant
‘in the cemetery of wreaths', suggests the repre551on of the human
and the natural by language, and bypa&i\eultural abstraction (Will,
p.50). |
Rich counters this 1sol tlon and meaninglessness in her attempt
to depict "the moment of change”, the poet's total response to a ‘
depar;ure. Her'expression of emotional and phygical suffering ié;hs
her, it seems, further and further from the oonventional'use'of .
lannuage. She rejects,metaphors‘because, presumably, they are an
example of the distancing effeots of languase; the poet declares
that her images will remaio "unglossed.," ”Néir, glacier, flashlight's
(¥ill, p.50) are the'worde she then utilees;-these‘images;}both
concretelénd obscure, are the poet's attempt to "do somethlng very
common in fpeﬁ] own way" (¥ill, 'p.50).
Rich's obscurity in this poem, however deiiberate, raises'an
unacknowledged problem. ‘Thouér the poem may be her "natural or
_mwwaciuaiwpeaetton~to a'parttﬁ? as opposed to Qonne's artificial

-Tesponse, its rejection of conventional metWods of commonication



Q’,’a’ .

makes it aﬁ

5t incomprehensible. lMNot_only are "hair, glacier,
Flashlisht" difficult to interpret, the "landscape' describod as

a “timeﬂf&ﬂlll, p.50), again confusing, is also a metaphor, thousth

the poet claimed she would not use this device. 'Whether she feels

her metaphor is more or less mQaningful than the "unglossed"

‘images, or-whether it is interided to express, 1like thm,,a‘dnliherate

subversion of meaning, what becomes clear is that meaning is’
essential, and that the rules of lanfuage are necessary tools. She

concludes the poenm:

. ‘\’
“hen T talk of taking a trip I mean forever,
I could say: *those mountains have a meaning,
but further than that I could not say. .

To do something very cbmmon, in my own way. (Will, p.50)

- : ™,

Unlike Donne, the poet does not promise a return; but if this is a -

s

farewell to the structures of language, it is questionable what the

<

poet will henceforth communicate. Her remark about the mountains,

which are, it scems, concrete but devoid of personal meaning, only

‘ . 0 (
emphasizes this.

1

Tt seems, then, that in trying to dofine nature as an

~increasingly ‘inner human source, Rich has tanned arn cxnericnce oo

insular that it cannot be communicatéd. ' A \

| By the conclusion of Rich's exploraﬂion in ﬂcaﬂlets and The Wi

to Chanpge, nature has evolved through a number of mganings: il was
depicted in térms of animal vitaiity in "5:30 a.am." and "Abnegation";
then it was portrayed in."Planetarium" as it is man;fpsted in female
intuition; in'”Tear‘Gas”,nature was embodied in emotion, and finally

1t was described in "Tmages" and 'Valediction' as an even doeper)/>/x

sourée of energy called '"the moment of chahge;” The question to

!

5N



be asked 1s:l hothave thqse poetic definitions enriched our" .
undprnLuﬁdinﬂ of hnturo?‘
"5:50 a.m." (Leaflots) successfully con§eys the "bhody" N
- conscliousness of the woman iﬂ the poém and links her experience
to the spontaneous instinctive awareness of a fox. The rhythms
of breathing which seem to be the basis for the pocmis structure,
as well as the '"trails of blood'" and "miracle escépes" that woman
and fox each experience, are indicative of an eiistence in which
tﬁc body predominates., Hoﬁcver, the dangers of this waf’ofilifq,
" __the "onrushing / killerﬁ (Le flets, p.31) in the form of hunter
orfhospital procedure, makes the poet's affirmation of the body,
her aecision to throw away pills and confront life and death, an
unconvincing decisioﬂ, particularly aé the poem énds with the
approaéh_df the'kiiler; |
In "Abnegation" (Legfletg), the sequel poem, as we move away
from the §ensations of the body to the séraightforward ﬁrogressignS'
of thought that sﬁggest the mind of the ﬁoet—personé?‘}he meaning
of nature becomés a more familiar one; The woman in the poem,
"instinct mortified" (ngilgﬁg, P.393) by”her participaﬁion in this

' N \ ’ ' I3 » PR :
male culture, yvearns for the fox's living-ih-the-moment. The

s

_contfasts betwéeq the,fok, ”every hair 6n her pelt alive'" (Leaflets,
p.385,‘springing foward,her'deﬁ,.ang £he poet-persona's own rather
resigned journey ddﬁn‘a man-made road to a man-madg house, part |
of a histsrical-ahd literaby tradition; may illustrate that our °
‘cultﬁfe is avsterile-act of will and an act of self-consciouSness;
but these polarities herély sét up a rather obvious stere&typicai~
comparisoﬁ betweén ahimal,and human existence. Further, the'ﬁoman's

dissatisfaction with culture cannot be resolved, because there is no

. : %,



3 3
i v . h : .
- Way the woman, !could bg' an animal whatever her identification with S
the fox may,be. | o

In "Planetariqm" (4ill), the_poet has begun towexplOro other '
means of defining and validatihg nature. Caroline Herscholf depictod =
strikingly as a witch influenced by the. pulse of the body and the
rays of the moon, is nevertheless capdble of culturally accepted
and valued insights. The portrait of Herschel then, seems. an apt

choice to illustrate the link between woman and nature, and between

nature and culture.

" 'In "Tear Gas" (Poems), the witch ié transformed into the actual
woman who must confront patriarchy. As the‘definitioh of nature
now evolves from Rich's imaginative re-conceiving of the forces
that motivated Herschel to}the more realiQZic depiction of iHe
value of the emotions, nature becomes someihing both accesgible'hnd.f
pdwerful; "The parallel thét R}ch-draws between the demonstrators at - °
Fort Dix énd the aﬁti—pétria}chal woman successfully illusié;tes
that embtioh 1s crucial to both personal and ﬁolitical realms.’ The
image BT the tear, the response of both woman and demonstrators, is
an effective embodiment of the connection between "the politics of
the body" ana the "old ideas" (Poems, p.141) that comprise AT
conventional thinking; whé?;gmption is expressed, both body and mind -

»

- are capéble of drématic change, as the final image of the woman
transformed 1n£5 a bird powerfully suggests7\

"Images for Godard" (Will) seems tp be a~turAing point in Rlch'sd”
definltlon of nature. -'She has moved from the image of the fox, &o the
witch, fo the bird, and perhaps feeling in thls subseauent poem

that she can only accompllsh so much within the "male stockadg"‘of

~1an.guage, she begins to search for a vehicle of expression that ¢ .
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: thls very deep personal sounce; she moves progress1vely away from

“break free~of lanyuaqe s confining structures. In utilgzinﬁ the

tochn:ques of fllm the poet concludes that both film anﬁ language
1

have proV1ded us with 1deas estranged from actual experlence. ,Rlch'
dec1slon to try fo get beneath 1deas, even 1deas about phy51ca11ty :

'or cmotlon, leads her to the new concept of nature as "the moment
@

of change“ (Wlll P 49) Thls concept env;sages ‘a foundatlon of

L}

human response. Wthh beglns in the body,'lt 1soa spontaneous in-the- .~
moment complex of experlence in whlch all aspects of one s being ==

N #

PHQPSV emotlon thouphtl—-‘are fused. “But as Rlch tries to capture

o o . .

the bedy and more and more into the realm of thought ‘ Her concept "-}ﬁwl
f Mthe moment of change" as-an. Jnterlor monologue,as Pthe notes:

for the poem” (Wlll p.49), whlle it 1s 1ntended to be a prescrlptlon ‘

\‘l ! YR

for tapping a natural human source, 1s, nevertheless,'a hlghly

' abstract V151on. These words have- lost the experlenhal ass001atlons

that the earller poems relled on,.and are, rather '1deas about
aesthet1Cs. The loss of body con801ousness, the loss of emotlon
that beglns to emerge 1n the aesthetlc concerns of ”Imapes“,

cul'wnate@mmn the last poem in the sequence ”"aledlctlon”'(ﬁnll)

'.”oro it seems that Rich hopes'to tame the poetlc manlfesto of ”Tmaﬂes”

~and apply 1t that is, she attempts_to be»all'nature, to be at that

: moment of chanpe W1th1n herself §he rejects.the‘EOnventiOnsvof

;

: lanFuawe because -they fall to 1ocate or 1nterpret the body. She

L :
uses concrete 1mapes w1th no apparent contextual s1en1flcance to

?

express her unlque natural response. But "halr” ”gla01er" and,
flashllght” (Wlll p. 50), now separated from the usual referents

of communlcatlon,-are v1rtually without s1gn1f1cance. If these

words are contrasted with the earlier- sequence of images.;n "5:30
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-1 m." or the emotlonal torrent of words in "Tear Gas', it becomes |
' P
Clea; that Qlch's denlal of the structuroa of lanruaﬁo does not
) i
achleve a ony con301ou>nees,,but rather draws the reader into a

@

mental exer01se if s/he is to make . any ‘sense of Rlch s ch0lce of’
words.l Thus, what we flnallyureallze is that "nature”.was more
comprehen31ble when presented’w1th1n the conventlonal uses of
language. Rlch's flnal experlment in separatlng culture and
‘nature S0 totally, hae resulted in a poem in which the natura.l ‘ ,
Jslso subJectlvely deflned that(lt 1s 1mp0851b1e to approhend.
It’seems,that‘Rlch's exploration of nature has led to tiie
realization that either nature‘is filtered through‘and possihbly

distorted by culture, or it:is'entirely separate and beyond

fa‘f"t‘iculation. Perhaps this is why Rich in Diving Into"[‘he Wreck

leaves pure nature behlnd, instead she beglns to explore the mind
ltself in- 1ts role as. the .source of 1nterpretat10ns of both nature

and culture. o ‘ ' o L : ,d
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Chapter T1: Towar&e a Blsexual Unconsc1ous

t

In Rich's in.i‘tial exploration of "thinking through the body",
in which, as i illustrated in chapter‘one,-she tried to re-evaldate'
‘the signlflcance of "nature” the poet reached an aesthetlc 1mpasse
because thls pure’ source of origin seems to °)-2 1ncompat1b1e with the
processes of the mind. Therefore, in the next phase of her work

,comprlslng the flrst‘sectlon of D1v1ng Into The Wreck1 (1971 72),’uw

) Rlch moves from a con51deratlon of "nature" to an enqulry 1nto the

H

mind 1tse1f as the source of all perceptlons, both natural and o~

@

cultural. Rlch turns to the mlnd Stlll seeklng 1mages that w1ll
.eXPress what she calls a "corporeal 1ntelI1gence"' she‘ls seeking

words'that -as- Shantal Chawaf puts 1t ”regenerate us, narm‘us,
~ ;

Lg51Ve blrth to us {;- . lead us to act and ‘hot to flee.”2 In’this

group of poeMS,Rlch attempts to realize her femlnlst vision by ‘
N

. exploring both?consc1ous and unconsc1ous d1mens1ons of the~m1nd
Her, aesthetlc gaal throughout this process agaln seems to be s1m11ar

E to t\xat of (‘hawaf

-

LanFuaFe through writing has moved away from its

. 8 ~original sources: the body and the earth-. . . . ‘

v ‘ Abstraction has starved language .. . . wordsy have
t ' a sensorial quality. Their role is to develop-

RS , _»consc1ousness and knowledge by lleeratlng our

5 S '.unconsclous .g. 3 @ ,
'"Ih“this phase of her work, then, Rich beglns by examining’ the
; con801ous structures of the mind, The conventional male and female

patterns of thought are exposéﬁ by the poet as shallow modes of
-¢

4 PerCeptlon, antlthetlcal to the mult1~&evelled kndylng that orlglnates

in the body. Rich goes on to ﬁ%Westlgate the concept of the

: t_: . : o j. . '37- S .~&ro

A
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. unconscious, and explores the means of liberating what she believes

to be its transformative. powers, Rich's attempt to use the

X . o ' R .. S .
unconscious as a source of images that ' might express a '"thinking

through the body" is similar to Yélene Cixous' beyief‘that in order

@

. to "write the body", the feminist writer must "include the domain

of fhe‘unconsciqus .+ + . in order to revolutionize the dominant’
discourse to its{Verx‘cqfe.”h.Cixbus 5elieves'that patriarchal
'ideoldgy is basgd.on~the rgpression of the_unCoPsc}ous,“esﬁéciall&
the female's. This vision of the“uncoﬁéci¢us differs from the

Freudian conception, which, €Cixous declares, ''tells you old stories."
' . . . . t :

The female unconscious, she believes, is a more fundamemtal state; -

she names it "libido . .*. which is not sd easily controlled . ..

This unspoken unconscious,. free of cultural constraints, must inform

the genuinely political text."” o L

/ ! - N ' C ‘. "~
In further consensus with Cixous, Rich see e unconscious as

H

.both a. source of inspiration and ag}a,neCessary eaiion, She
: . . g o
believes the unconscious exerts a paiﬁéple ianuenceygo beI:tapped”
in tﬁe writing of bdetry,e Rich élso a¢know1ed§és that the primhcy
. - O L ) -
of thousht, of lansuage, ultimately entails redlying on the perceptions
of conséioudness in order to interﬁret the preverbal unconscious |

[N

processes.7 She is, therefore, deliberately constructing an

unconscious as she draws on its resources; 'this paradoxical feat, *
~ involving the reconciling of the idea of an autonomous self.with

.that of avprescriptive network of language; iS‘acbomplished;by Rich
in fwo ways. bFirstly,‘likg Cixous, She_ig concernéd wifh'a separafe,
more essential "'female" uncénscious;;as Cixous has déscribéd,‘such'é
coﬁﬁeption of the unconsqious élldws for.the.pbssibility of moving
be&ondAthe-fegtrictibns of language to establish a radical viéyon

of self. Secondly, and central io*thg‘explo}atioﬁ of consciousness’

= " o

Ll ' : ‘



‘and,thevunconsoiousxin this phase of Rich”s7work; is her‘belieﬁ

'v39 B

~ that, ih moving into the purer sources of the female unconscious, the.
‘ ! : R ‘ _

S A : : ‘
core of self that may be dfscovered,'the actual foundation of the .

"unconsc1ous that w1ll be revealed is bisexual. Tn an interview with

Barbara and Albert Ge1p1 in 1972, Rich has stated, "a poetry which 2

‘ d afficm a blsexual visioﬂ. or which could afflrm a whole other
dﬂ%}of being- male and ° female as part of its consc1ousness, as part
of its tradltlon, such a poetry would e« o o it seems to me, be

churnlng up new unconscious materlal whlch we would be fascinated
N

8

and 1nfluenced by." The blsexual unconscious, uncovered as the

~

femlnlst poet delves into her own female unconsc1ous, mlght, then,

+

in expandlng our knowledge‘of self, inspire images wh1ch could-

 express a thinking informed‘bthhe bodx» and transform our present

4
conceptlons of language and con501ousness.

The androgynous or blsexual person, according to the llberal

femlnlst deflnltlon, possesses the physxcal characterlstlcs of one

-~

'or the other sex,.but md’lfests a comblnatlon of male and female

behav1oural tralts,_as-they are presently 1n ex1stence. The llberal
feminisf believes that a psychologlcal evolutlon towarqs androgyny

could be achieved by offering the same educatlonal opportunities

'to.both men and women, wath,no,attempt to enforce stereotypical,
" gender-based behavioural traits. The eradication of sexual

'differentiation‘would result, in the oplnlon of these fem1n1sts, in

the liberatlon, psychologlcally and soc1ally, of both sexes.9

Jane Vanderbosch has noted the functlon of the androgyne in
thls phase of Rich's work the androgynous or bisexual person

"s1gnif1es Rlch's‘. . - attempt to integrate the male and the-

- female.into a. holistic vision‘of the human e e e o The androgyne'

.symholizes the poet's belief that’women‘are.androgynoﬁs because



" . women,'"

»

, . . ‘ . _ I I O
they have had. to"learn the male in order to’ surv:ve in the fﬁﬁ )

-

patriarchal world and to retain the female in. ordor to oxx,t as

10 Vanderbosch omlts to mention that in the poems of

" Diving Into the. Wreck in which Rich affirms bioexuality, she

‘moves beyond the liberal femlnist Jeflni ion, and 1s, it seems,_“

.

in agreement w1th Helene Cixous, who sees bisexuality as "the

-

original condition of every individual . .- .which‘is subsequently
'dlsplaced and transformed by culture." 1 |
However, Rich's and r'J.xous' conceptnons.of blsexuallty
diverge 51gn1flcantly.< Qich seems to agree w1th Cixous that
blséxuality is neither heterosexual nor homosexual but Clxousﬁ
IClaim-that bisexualityvis a state of dynamic exchange oetween
"people,,”a multiple and inexhaustible course Qith millions.of
" encounters and:transformatnons”.12, is'nct e&ident;in Rich's
poetic vision.. Thdugh Rich's definition of "thinking through.the
body” 1nvolves a more holistic way of thinking and acting which is
energized oy the body, her attempt to express this process in the‘“
poetic‘deplction.ofébisexuality does not .evoke the unending .
possibilities”for human interaction*that Cixous envisions. Tnstead,
'Ricn's,exploration\culminates with the portrait of the‘individuaf
biserualfunconscious.b | | | o
The poet's hypothe51s that the unconsc1ous 1s bisexual, is,
llt seems, related to her earlier 1nterest in nature in Leaflets

f

previous chapter, Rich's exploration of nature culminated in the

examined in the

and Theﬁj&il to Change.' In this earlier poetry,

’advocaCy of "the moment.of change".' According to Rich, this .

]

inner original source of energy exists separately from culturally-

conditioned thought, and is our most‘basic experience of self,

2
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in which senses, emotion and thought are fused. -Thie total "self"
awarehess underlying our soc1al or culturally 1mposed consc1ousness,
will, Rlch states in "Images', be tapped by' the poet in a near-

sleeping state. 1> This suggests that Rich herself sees. the connectlon

between thi moment of change, thls pure source of energy, and the
0 v

The link with bisexuallty follows, s1nce, as 1

, unconscious.
mentloneﬁ earl er, the poet at this time conceives of androgyny as
- our "natural" state, one’ that has been blocked by patr1archal l

condltionlnF

S
[

As Rlch beglns in thlo phase of her work to experlment wlth the
idea of a blsexual psyche, she must first prepare the reader for the - -
Journey from conscmous to uncon501ous realms. "Tn the early poems of

. thls group, the poet considers, then reJects the present patrlarchal
bias in cons01ousness, the blaS towards ratlonallty and obJect1v1ty.~l
She- then deplcts the consc10ushess or mode of thlnklng that she
,335001ates with the’female stereotype, the woman as numxurer, -as
well as the alternativée’ femlnlst way of thlnklng, in which woman

tstruggles to separateaher self from patrlarchal defln}tlons. Both
of these female states of consciousnesereem*to'be’{nadeouate' o

| because they do .not embody the dynamic process whwch as'stated in
the introduction, she belleves ”thlnklnp” to be. 'In her. concern
for: complete transformatlon of what we like to describe as'"thought"
Rich looks ahead to Mary Daly who, in Gxn—Ecology_(1976),_descrlbes
our conventional ways of knowing as "robotitude"..”'r This~‘ |
mﬁaintenance level”‘of thought islmerely'ritualized_behaviour,'
and'Daly cites de Beauvoir to reinforce‘her own vision: "Life'ls_

\
occupled 1n both perpetuatlng itself and in surpa551ng itself; if

- 15 -

: ,all it does is main®ain 1tself then living is only not dying. ",

’ : B . N .
{ . . v ‘ o
, | , o ) .
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" This constant state oﬁ;routine‘"maintenanoe”‘thinking must'bev
replaced' Daly claims, by 'be-ing", which'recults from”"breakinn
the casts” of patrlarchal thotht and releasiny the latent

16 1,

transformatlve potential of the authentlc female self ‘
seeklng, like Daly, new ways of thlnking and being, Rich rejects
-stereotyplcal ways of know1ng not only because she believes them
to be repressive patterns that deny actlve participation in life,
Rich also belleves that the male way of thlnklng, like the nurturing
female and radical feminist consc1ousness, has denled or 1ost touch
with its relatlon to the body. In casting a51de these condltloneu
thought proéesses, the poet provides the motlvatlon for ”d1v1ng“
beneath their surfaces into the depths of her own subgectlve
sources, here she hopes to find a- revolutlonary alternative to
present conceptlons of thought, an-’ alternatlve that will re- v1tallze
:"knOW1ng" by emphasizing the value of our senses and our emotlons.
d§lnce Rlch, like Daly and ClXOUS sees the female, in her opp051t10n
Ato patriarchal values, lnvher "difference'", as the‘potent source.

of thishmore total human awareness, in the later stages of this
_phase the poet enters the female .psyche; here her vision’beginS'to
change. . She leaves the material world behlnd along with rational
thought processes. The poetlc form becomes more fluld linking
surreal images'in complex patterns of a55001at10n. The 1ncrea51ngly
sonOrous voice likeWisewcontributes to the sense‘that the poetic .
vision has shifted from waklng to dreaming consc1ousness. The
’dream voyage ¢ulminates in the tltle poem 1n Wthh the poet ‘
»"dlscovers” the blsexual self the being that. she hopes will -provide

F a startlng p01nt for insights 1nto ”thlnklng through the body

This exploratlon is not w1thout obstacles, however. As we«will see,,

0
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_one of the difficulties that Rich must contend with is the problem
of»emerging‘from the'unconscious and presenting androgyny as a’

ﬂtanplble possiblllty for ¢ Qngciou 1ife.
In r alk With A Man (1971), Rich uses a female persona

to explicate'the conflicts between male and female consciousness.
In this poem, man and woman, symbolizing respectively obaectivity
and subjectivity, thought and feeling, are on a desert where the
lives of both are in danger. It is the male cons01ousness that
- -Rich, speaklng through- the woman 1n the poem, flnally rejects.
This mascullne way of thinking is resp0n51b1e,-she implies, for
o the desolate‘State of naturewand the sterile modes of huhan inter-
action depioted in the poem. |

The desert at nlgh noon, steeped in silence, with "deformed
-cliffs" is the place where man and woman are "testing bombs” which -
. are, .the persona states, experlments ‘with themselves. This stark:
”ghost town'" is all’that remalns of'ah earlier life, a life that
we are told was "given up" in order to ""change the face of" the
natural;world, and make, as thevbombs suggest, scientlﬂ&c ”progress"
;_(Diving p13) The past ex1stence, in contrast w1th the present -
_”condemned scenery", was one in Wthh all the senses played a part:

' O

whole L.P. colléctions:
o bakery windows :
' ~full of dry, chocolate-filled Jew1sh conles,
~the language of love-letters, of suicide notes,
afternoons on the riverbank (Diving, p.3)

»

{f the couple who haVerost.this;nicher life are to survive

the desert and escape the“destruotion‘ofvhumankind the poet4persona

“J’suggests that they must achieve "an acute angle of understanding"j

'(ining, pe 3). Compared to an "underground rlver" .penetrating the
f) : S S
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desert, this life-giving understanding is not based‘on isolated
thought -- it is described as something the woman can "feel" (Diving,
P.3). The drive of the river, ”forcing its way between deformed
cliffs" (Diving, p.3), embodies the energy required to! revive the
environment and re-vitalize the existence of man and woman, However,
the communication and salvation linked with feeling that .the woman
envisions,is a futile hope, because between herself and the man there
existS‘a "silence""they‘are unahle to takevconstructiue actiong;l'
because the man sees the woman as an ”emergency.” For this reason
\3¥the woman declares,d

Out here I feel more helpless '
with you thanzylthout you (Diving, p. 3)

The’ male 5 way of dealing w1th the emergency is the" antlthesls

.. of the woman's ”feellng-know1ng.” Hls seemlng obJect}v1ty, hls

ratlonal consc1ousness, that which allows him to talk "of the danger ./
as if 1t were not [themselves] / as if IEhei] were testlng anythlng
else” denles the need for emotion. (D1v1n y D L), Further, theoman,
unllke the woman, has no connec on with the llf9-°ustalnINF aspects
of nature, Hig "dry heat" suggestlve of the annlhllatlnp heat of the
d’rt and hls eyes, V°1nlster stars that "reflect lthts that spell
out: PXIT” (QlVlng, P. 4), are . symbols of an unnatural destructlve
*forCe. .The male' s 1rrat10nal adherence to 1solated “thought has,‘
“then, allenated him from: the natural world and ‘his fellow beings;.

this mode of consc1ousness w111 be respon51b1e, Rich declares, for
b'the "ex1t“ of the human race. The poem then ends'on a negatlve note;
hav1ng regected the male way of thlnklnF, Rich neplectu to eluc1date

‘how the strengths of the emotlve female consciousness mlght provide

bthe 1ns1ghts for phy51cal-and spiritual survival.
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Tn "When We‘Dead Awaken“ (1971), the paot does turn her \
attehtion to the female‘mihd and attempts to describe a feminist
consciousness: -that is, the mind of the anti-patriarchal woman.
However, as the woman in thia poem struggles to'define Herself{

CWe see‘that her rejection of male thought is not a.solution in
. itself, for she must now decipher and express her gown vision, her
aUthentic'female consciOUSnesé. ;Ironically what thie woman finds
"is that her pereeptiens have‘beenvtainted/by hep participation, A
"‘however uhwiliing, in dbntempora}y_culture. |
\ Whereas‘in "Trying To‘Talk”‘the male mind was a desert of
rationality, the female consciousness in this peem is about as
static; it is described as a tapestry into which are'vaen the
"afflictions" of patriarchy. The female}aWareheSs ofythe'network
" of cultural catastrophes has, in a sense, resulted in a kind of

“mental and emotional paralysis} it is not the vital ”thinking
through the body" that Rich has pos1ted as- ag e11x1r for contemporary
con801ousneso.‘

In:the first settion of the poem, as Rich describes cultural
‘data ”butside ouf skins”, then 'the female persona's;inhef "scars of

e e de01 1ons ,and flnally her w1ll to change expressed in the

arge to "remake” c1v111zat10n, the poet 1llustrates that the "stains'"
of patriarchy have permeated the fabric of the mlnd on many 1evels.]8
Not only the "social" cohsciousﬁeSs,_but what we Like to think of
'aa-our more individual, "natural" self has been affected. Thus the
contaminatiohlof the "guerrillas .« o o advancing“,'”the trash . . .
in the dump" (Divin y p 5). has penetrated even the supposedly

pristine female psyche, ‘the "self" that 1s theoretlgally "¢loser to

nature." Fven the feminist, retallatlng agalnst the current female
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‘stereotypes, "working to pick apart / working « o o to remakq/.
this cloth of darkness, / this woman's gargent" (Diving, p.9) is,
Rich. implies, a yyprqduct of the larger c&ltural forces., lHer
experiencé,of herself, of the central importance of her emotions,
of her physicality, are conditioned'and infringed upon by her
unavoidable participation in patrlarchy.

Because of the all-pervasiveness of cultural conéamination,
Rich posits in the second section'of the poem that "the fact of
peing separate"'(DiQ'n ’ p.éd, the experience of the ahfi-patriarchal
woman is, in'fact,'a rather sterile existence, that "enters [heﬁ]
livelihood 1like . . « a chest of seventeenthhcéntury wood", its lock
"shaped like a woman's head'" (Diving, pp.5-6)e .Not dnly is female
identity at present an unkn0wn’because “fhe key";to~interpretihg
the complexity of female experience has not been found; also this
""non-existence" seems to be the antithesis of "bodg cohséiousness” -
the chest is "wooden'', from the "North";'insgrutable; even its
compartmehts and panels do not suggest the energized potential that
one mlght assume to be part of the femlnlst perspective.

~Yhat is possible in terms of authentic feminist activity is
bringing ”things of your own" (Diving, p.6) to thi; chest. mThis
process begins in keepiné.a diary, and then develops, asfthe finai
section of the poem indicates, into the stre;gth to admit that what
is culturally "true" might not tally with one's own experience. The:
poet-persona cites the falluresu§} the soc1ety around her, knowing

that these atr001t1es are 'causes for hesitation" (Div1n ’ p.6);

but the realization that culture 1s the "dlsproof of what we thought 3

possible" (D1V1n R p.6) is, in 1tse1f a 11berating perspective, for

the refusal to accept the rape of the land, the "failures of
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Mediéation" the words o+ « o thick with unmeaning", is, the poet
declares, bringing one ''closer to the truth / of the lies we were
living" (Diving, p.6). ° *

The last liﬁjs of the. poem depict the potential for new life
that may result from the negation of patriarchy "a ‘weed / flowering
in tar a blue energy piercing « o o a bedrock disbelief" ( 1v;ng
pP.6) is the symbol of the possibilities for growth that may be
released; this 1mage also suggests the kind of intense effort that
will be’ required if the authentic consc1ousness, buried under layers
of patriarchal thought, is, like the weed, to break,through.

Perhaps because paﬁfiarchal influences seem to be so intrinsic
to both mele‘and feminist consciousness, the poetlnow abandons the
concept‘of a pdre source of ''self." Instead of rejqctieg a_socially-
~}defined identity as she did in.the‘previoﬁs poem, Rich now experiments
with mirrqr imageeief the ponventional feha&anself, using the
culturally-accepted image of femininity as the basis of her
7exploration of a new, more physical and emotional way of knowing.
In‘”The Mirror In Which Two Are Seen_As One" (1973),different aéfects
of the female consciousness are presented in a dialogﬁe in which the

"yom" addressed and the ”sieter" depicted are mirrored back and forth

to suggest that the’ reflectlon of change may lie dornant in our

present seemingly 1nescapable modes Qf perceptlon. As the images
accumulate, Rich illustrates how the’body,”ﬂﬂlintrins1c to the ;
.. female sense of self, has been u§ed.againsf the woman,rather than

: to'p:Omote wholeness of being., The. poet tries to conceive of a

way that woman's physicality might be re-ins%ayed‘to,radically alter
the presenf stereotype, ; -

The domestic activities of the woman in the first section of
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the poem are, then, ﬁreseﬁted as ihey have been culturall& defino&,

and as they deny the needs of thevgctugl woman. Her'culinary

efficienqy, her assured ﬁtalking of lpve”19 initially seem to be - . -

the model of energy and confidence. However, these imagés are

“then inverted; énd thé sense of activity and,productivity they:
suggest is reversed. to illustrate that the conﬁentional domestic
woman's life is actﬁallx}cgunte -préductivevand self-denying:
"love-apples cramp {}ef] sidewayS“/ with éudden emptiness" (Diving,
p.lh). Her hands, no ionger effidient, are ''raw with scraping « o«
& / like sweat or tears" (Q;g%pg,

one line to the next:jillué£ra?ing

Jjuice runs down [hen] cheekb‘

P.14). As these images £l
that the nurturing female self-destructive female are
\actuaily reflections of the same consgi&usness, they convey. the
nightmar;éh éntrapment of the conventional femaléQWEo ig all
"glamor" 6n the surface, but fnside, "bleeding / [heé] he?rt out"
(Diving, p.14). The forward movement of the poem,éréated by the
enjambmént aﬁd active verbs,emphasizes that the damége to-seif
proceeds as surely as do the cqoking and cleaning-activities that
‘the stereotypiéal female appears to so readily embrace.

| In section two of the poem, the self-negating aspects of this
éﬁereotyée pf the life;giviné‘fémale are expanded further .as Rich
depicts friehdship getween two women.VFAé Susan Van Dyne has >

observed,''the exchange between the two women ja isfies a greater .

/
section on 120

range of ‘desires than those imblied in_ The "Sister",

‘or aspect of the female self defined, inspiré se response:

you blaze Tike lightening about the room ° .
) flicker around her like fire
o dazzle Yyourself in her wide eyes (Diving, p.15)

’ . 1
- .
' i P

-
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* Phe. vision of‘woman is one that suggests physical energy as well as

nmotionalﬁuitality;°JThe‘”listinéﬂaﬁlher unfelt needs / thrusting
. :

_thcotenets of your 11fe Z\ingo @er hands” (D1v1ng p.15) surgestS'

—

the total exchange and communlcation between the two women. However

the fact that ”words fail .<z¥~-{n the stare of her hunger" (D1v1n )
«p.l5) 1ndicates that th1s surface 1mpre551on is agaln a superflclal
: one, the multlffaceted v1s;onvof all*sustalnlngmlove is more .an
idea than the‘%ruth ofg?emale'exPerienee. The tears of the women
are not "pos1t1ve” as suggested by Van Dyne21,'1n fact Rich's
'»,_response, “nglp ry up your tears / we are 51sters” (Diving, p.15) is
-A.more likely to be irgnic.: For in splte@of the rush of 1mages of
.:1love 1n‘thls sectlon, the poet 1n31ghtfully suggests the reeds of
ﬁbody and mlnd whlch 80 unmet even 1n this seemlnvly ful filling
relatlonshlp. The poet suggests that at some very ba51c level,
_— .there is an astonﬂshlng ”hunger”, one both phys1ca1 and splrltual

u)

yet the flood of the gestures of love eontlnues

r you hand htr another book

+ scored by your pencil -
You hand- her a record . - . P -,
of two flutes in;Tnd}a reciting1g(niving, pe15) v

+

Thespoem does not 1llustrate that these attempts(at comfort are T

effertlve or 1neffect1ve, but 81nce llterature\an{;muslc, llke

~nvlanguage -are part of the condltnoned perceptlons and responsgs

» whlch have shaped and conflned this false female cons01ousness,
."@1t seems llkely that they w1ll fail to satlsfy the deeply-felt
ﬂunmeg‘heeds. krbh A ;ﬂ‘h “ o ﬁR* R {
| In sectlon three,the nun, the nurse, the womgggzylng 1n |

o childb;rth, the woren who- dled at blrth contlnue to reflect the ;o
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”wasted energy and hOrrlfylnp restrmctlons imposed on women's. 11ves._
Rloh suprests that 1n their- acceptance of culturally deflned
behavlour womm%enw;themsel@es respOns1b1e for their spiritual
;T" "death The multlple 1mageslpf blrth are like the mlrrorlng of the
:e | fragmented female con501ousness they are also the evocation of
8 ffmeanlngless repetltlon, the wonds reflectlng and - 1ntensifying their
 own llmltatlons and sterility.
However,,the self-abnegation that'”your_mother‘dying-fn

childbirth‘over and dver”'(Diwin‘; pP.16) embodies is in contrast

with the poem's final image of hope. The woman gives blrth to herself:

S
Exer] two hands grasping E&er] head
draw1ng it down against the blade of life
her] nerves the nerves of a midwife
learnlng her tra&e (Diving, p.16) '

PR

e

| .

The,mirror;refiects-hot‘the selfesacrificing_nurturer bdt»the new

::lf4directed woman, "Learning her trade" , the last line, stresses

Tos

néss ‘that w111 be requlred to move beyond the rltuallzed

;hav10ur of the female stereotype to. a new deflhltlon of self.

h_M“Frasplh _”and ”draw1ng” embody the - effort and awareness that was
i, F,,

'_lacklng in the” flrst portrart’of the woman who scaled ~talked,

: jburnlshed, ”no motlon wasted” (DlVlng Pe14) further, the verbs

i

7

aSSOCfated w1th g1v1ng blrth suggest the concontratlon and, deter-

mination that is. 1ack1ng 1n the earlier deplctlon of ”your mother

'dylng in chlldblrth over and over.”

Rich has, then,'extended the possibilities of female consc1ous- o

ness in transformlng woman.s blology. Nowé as woman glves bgrth-"

-n.

to herself her ﬁody is the source of powerful ehfrgy and the key

ﬁ"does the woman glve ‘birth to her new consc:,ousness’> What does she/

e

& R R
to her own fulflllment. However the questlon stlll remanns 'ggﬂ,»-.c'a
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become as she leaves ’Qind the prescrlbed female role? - .

In “Waklng In The Dark” (1971), a five-part poem that explores~
the nature of the dream world glch suggests that the vital material
--of the unconsrlous mlght free  woman from the stasis of stereotyplcal

'concepts of femininlty,._allow1ng her to truly glve birth to a more

. .authentic self

| Throughout this poem Rich, clearly dlstlngulshes between what
she cons1ders to be a cultural and a natural dream state., The former
1is a ”dream” in which body and mitd are controlled by culture. The
'latter, where conscious structures are truly rellnqulshed ‘is the

source of. a V151on of female power whlch doei not 1nvolve control.

® .

It is to thls fertlle unconsc1ous that woman must surrender herself.!
" In sectlon one of the poem, Rich captures the slow1ng-down of

perceptlons that precedesusleep. She ponders in this half-waking),
half-sleeping stQte the problems of human control and lack of

control lnithe actual world. Rich states,,”we‘are composed of -

L3

‘molecules . . arranged w1thout our Knowledse and consent nea Sﬁe
,then compares our lack of blologlcal control w1thxthe subver31ve

controls of the medla the w1rephoto ofathe‘man from Rangladesh

':1s "his’ presence for‘the wgrld;" ”Knowinvvnothinﬁ about it", this

man becomes a symbol of thfrd werld starvatlon (D1v1ng, p 7). ﬁich.

also 1mplles that those who ldok at th1s photo on the front page of

- the newspaperv"k i_w“OthymF aﬁ%utx?l " The medla shapes thls man's
' 5

ldentrty Just asﬁit predetermines our response to him, The poet,

thpn, sugg%yts that body and mlnd -our sense of self and our sense

of another are -at present beyond our - personal control‘ Further,

w1thout control over these aspects of our llwgis we are as 1ack1ngu1
I S
'self-determlnatlon as a "flpure in the paving. stones" (D1v1n s Do 7)

. - - - ‘t' B . ! ///

-
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~In sectionjtwo,thcse pre-slegep perceptlons bepln to dis colve
and re~-form as Rich depicts the closelydtextured dream world.
Powever, even in the poet- persona s dream it seems that cultural
1mages have penetrated. Here, as in the conscious world people
are estranged from,body and mlnd ‘and from each other. Though a

. nlghtmare of societal fragmentation is deplcted Rich's recouhting

of her dream 1nd1cates £h %utkhjdream personages accept the
w‘&‘a*

. afhy g
L
destructive forces about i) »xthey actually weep for/"The Man
Wlthout A Country"- (D1v1ng, P. 7), a fl(tlonal_ahagaé:;r who wishes

/

never to s%e Amerlca agaln, yet there seems to be more reason>to

envy than to pity hlm, for - confu51on and chaos have overtaken the

»c1gy: . : ' o o ' B i

\

We were standing in 11ne out51de of somethlng .

two by two, or alone in pairs, or 'simply alone, . B
. looking into windows full of scissors,

windows full of shoes. The street was closing,

the city was closing, would we be the lucky ones

to make it? ( Jiving, Pp. 7) o, _ ' ;j/

LA }
o

The repeated visions?of bloodJ the repetition of "you" suggest
. . & . ’ ; [ ‘ ~ . . ’ "
~mounting terror:

-

They are dumplnﬁ animal blood Jnto the sea
to brlng up the sharks. L

“vVY@& worship the blood * o
you call it hysterical bleedlng
~ .you want to drink it like milk-
, ‘you dip your finger into i¥-and wr1te
: -~ _you faint at the smell of it
you dream of" ‘dumping me into' the sea . (Diving, pp. 7 8) .

.

RlCh S response to these horrlfylng acts, de51res and dreams

e

.

suvpests both phy51cal abd mental suffering:
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. Sometimes every '
' aperture of my body .

leaks blood. ‘I don't know whether . -
to pretend that this is natural (Diving, p.7) - .

4

 She asks, "Tg there a law about this, a law of nature?" (D1v1n ) p 8»
-as shewwonders about her own sufferlng, and about the "they" d’ ',
"you" who are obsessed w1th “blood. Though she wonders if male fear
and hatred of women is "a law oi nature", llke menstrual bleedlngya
or an-"instinct", like the shark's attraction"to-blood, she~concludesr
that the male '"dream" of dumping her' into the sea, like her‘own'
dream of. sorrow for "The 'Man Wlthout A Country" are not natural, but
further 1nstances of cultural contamlnatlon which has penetrated |
both con501ous and dream worlds. As RlCh llp;; male hatred of women,
"the tragedy.of sex" (D1v1n ;mp.8), to the destruction of -the natural
- world, it is -clear that at hhe,root of patrlarchal afflictions. she\ |

\&, \‘

} percelves the denial of t sources of life -~ both nature and "\

womanhood. This culture . of *war and death is !g man's world" (Diving,

p 8); and men are, Rich states, S0 estranged from life sourceﬂ?that
they have '"sold [thelr world] to the machines" (D1v1n s Po 8)

-

As Rich- walks the ”unconscibus forest” ‘she reallzes, ”nothlng

"will save this" (D1v1ng, p 8) Patrlarchal deflnlglons of male and
female, patrlarchal consc1ousness, even the cultural\rqterpretatlons
.of the unconsc1ous are' she 1mp11es,~”unnatural"’conceptlons of
‘.humanlty, These accepted bellefs malntaln a dangerous, if- precarlous,
lﬁcdntrol B | )

Yet there is a vital source, tapped through rellnqulshlng
control that RlCh creates as a solution to the pressure that culture

.exerts over consciousneas and unconsc1ous. -This is a female source;

e

> ’ - i . : . B .
' . - Lo 0 . L
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hefe in the femalc unconscious -- that which men havelfailed to

explore -=is the posslbllity for the reassertion of natural
_experlence. It seems that Rlch sees the female‘unconsc1ou,, free
‘of condltloned responses, more natural than cultural as the Lgug
unconscious, a realm»as yet untapped and undefineh. Here, in
sinking 1nto a seemlng powerlessness, new human ‘resources -—Qfor
both men and women —- can be envisioned.

In the fourth section—of-”Waking", Ricn uses Leni[Rienfenstahl's
film, Olympia, to depict'thenpoetic process of tapping the deeper
unconscious soufces beyond'societal controls. The flrst step, Rich
sd@gests,.is the con801ous examination and regectlon of the structures
of culcufe. Hence Rienfenstahl's film, created as Nazi propaganda,
embadies the cultural'oppressiOn that Rich is rejecting. vIt‘is'
interesting that.thé film depicts '"bodies riding Phe‘air“’(Divin ’
P.9); yet'tnese-bodies are not free;*chey are; in fact, constrained_i
by the film—méker,'who‘manipulates them to expreéss a fascistic

Vision. Rich then symboliCally,re—winds this film:

The bodies rising
arching back to the tower

Ctim oackward (Diving, p.9) -
s

‘The poet tries to conceivé™of the film as it could have existed

-before Nazism, before patriarchy. In this version of Rienfenstahl's

film, the inagination, drawing on the female urf®onscious, is free

of all restraints. The diving bodies likewise have marec freedom,

more power:

‘The bodies falling again
- freely ‘
'faster than light. - "
the water openlng '
like air R B :
like realization (Diving, p.9)

)
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. This creativity is not only used to transform the-significance

, of the»body, in the poem's final sectlon,creat1v1ty 15 expressed
through the body, through physical love to re-vision an entire way\

of life. Unlike the earlier male-'dream" of violence in which the
naturelvworld:is denied,lthe_female dream of love is one in whi¢h
self end otherﬂere united and are associated with the natural world
as. they "[stream] through the slow / citylight forest ocean" (Div1n ’
' p.10)e Female love: transforms even the urban env1ronment

the traffic flows?off from us - . -
pouring back ‘like a sheet ) ' :

the asphalt:'stirs with tendernéss

there is no dismay (Diving, p.10) )

"‘,{M ‘

: ; . .

The city is no longer describéd in terms of War,\line¥ups and rations;
reCreated now by the female unconscious,it is an,environment whiéh

| expresses openness instead oferestriction, peace instead of violence.
Further, the»sense,of motion created as one;image merges with

another; the sense of energy -expressed by verbs such as lA'flow"//,‘
'”pOuring", "streams", "stirs', indicate that in the female unconscious
'there is freedom from the constrlctlng structures of patrlarchy, so

oppressively deplcted in the earller poems.'

I However, as the poet concludes the poem, she is forced to admit:
' - ®
Thls 1s the saying of a dream
on waking
"I wish there were somewhere
actual we could stand (Diving, p.10)

In the real world she must still confrant "the wildwood / where the
-split begsn" (Diving, p.10). In this"world female love is not ..
,enough‘to_heal'patriarchal dualities, Reconcilang the split ‘between

'nmale/femgle, culture/nature, thought/feeling will, she implies,

4
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$equire a re—Visioninﬁ of that most basic assumpLioﬁ of contemporary
culture: that men'ahd‘woman are two scparate crcetions.

”Diving‘Into The Wreck" (1972) is Rich's attempt to conceive
of a uﬁion of male'and female cﬁaracteristics as they may exist in
a natural state in the.uncohscious. The poet now expands her visien‘
of ‘the female sen51b111ty, powerful in its separation froe patrlarchy.
She d1ves deeper to the very sources of this female self where she
finds an androgynous ”core” a unlon of male and female in the psyche.

| In order to prov1de a unlque mythos fd% thl newly-created self,

Rich taps the patterns of the traditional quest but re-examines

their coht-.ent.23 " The "'poet's exploratioﬁ; depicted as an”underwater
f,journey td\the site of "the wreck'", in fact engapsulates-mnch'of her

own femirist quest“tb define. the possibilities of conscious agd‘
“'runcoescious life._ Hewever, as we shall see, the androéynous psyche,
‘ rather than exempllfymng a reinvigorated consciousness, a response

to life that trans cends the,é;er;ilty of patriarchy, exemplifies

1nstead the limitations that lanpuaﬁe ahd consciousness impose on

our natural 1mpuloes. |

Throughout "Divina' Rich tries to dfsyidmuish between the words
,and ideas.of cultureg and.a material,’ﬁhysical aspect of Life ﬁhat
is not eypressed by abstractlon, that islnot in the books. Rich

g

beglns by con‘crastlntr heruelf the heroiﬁefexﬁlorer, with the

v

stereotypical hero of patrlarchy, who 1is both archetypal man and

cliché media figure. Using the banal language of the media, Rich

disclaims any similarity -between herself and ”Foiﬁpéau with his /

”P* 'hlle he

assiduous'team o o o [anq] sun-flooded schooner.
remains a part of tne cultural conventions, Rich dives beneath

these mere surfaces into the sea of her own unconscious; here, she

o
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;believes,'she'will discover "the thing itself" . . . an original

self . . . "and not-the myth" (DiVin , P.23). She is entirely
alone in her exploratlon, for she has left behlnd condltloned
perceptlons of the outer world ~and conventlonal deflnitlons of

the unconscious itself. "For this reason, in spite of "the book

of myths", ”caﬁerah and "knifeﬁ she carries as aids in her exploration,
| "there is no one / to tell [ﬁeﬂ when the ocean / will begin" (D1v1n ,
pP. ?3) She must herself try to d1st1ngu1sh between cultural
eonditioning and original self. ‘

-

.~ The descent into the unconscious is a gradual process:

Rung ,after rung and still _ ' .
The oxygen immerses [her] (Diving, p.22)

)

- The tools of the actual worid are relied on 'initially, but,soon_the‘
rubber suit,fthe mask, the ladder are seen as‘ridiculoes'eneumbrances
| that must be discarded.i_The‘expiorer dives deeper through the blue
ligpt, clearLatoms; She crawls like an insect; her flippers now "
crippiihg her. Finally " [she is] blacking out" ., . . she has entered
the-unconscious, where action is '"'not a question of power" (Diving,
p.235. Action is, however,ﬁdirecfly related to body-knowledge -
W1thout the preconceptlons ‘and parapherna11° of the outer world, she“

- must 'learn alone / to turn [her] body w1thout force" (Diving, p. 23)
she practises: the less of conscious control, the surrender to the
forces~of the unconsc1ous. She claims it would be easy to forget
what she came for in this t;meless zone, but she must remember that
she "came_to'ekplore the wreck" (Divin s p.ZBS} .The wreck; "the

thing itseif . . ; not the story of the wreck", is "more permanent /
than fish or weed" (Diving, p.23); it ?s; it seems, a natural
foundation uporn ¥hich culture has imposed its abstract conceptions'

,———/
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of identity.

' As in the traditional quest, the “treasure" that Rich, the
heroine-explorer, is meant to find will transform her life. However,
.Rich‘shreWard is not an object extraneous to her; it is, rather, the
. self at its core, bearing "evidence of damage", "the ribs of-disaster"
(Diving, p.24). ‘Rich could be suggesting here that the dee;est
human resources nave been deformed through neglect. She has, however,
sat least 1dent1f1ed thls long-lost source which stlll possesses a
"beauty” now "threadbare." The result for the explorer is an ~
‘ 1ntegratlon of the fragments of consc1ousness. The diver perhaps

’

symbollzes Rlch s bellef that the depths of the unconscious form

a fluid, many-levelled source of energy, for the explorer has now
vbecome "dlver" "fouled compass" and the wreck itself (D1v1n , P.2L4).
She is the source of all visions -~ and revisions -- of life. Her

central reallzation is that she is both mermaid and merman,fmal%
and female; She dec}anes "We are, I am, you are . . . the one

who find dur way / back to this scene" (Diving, P.24), as if to also
suggest that this bisexual bsyche“is a collective phenomenon. The
androgynous self is not recordéd in ”the book of myths" (Diving, p. .
24), . but it is given 1life through Rlch's redlscovery proces>.' This

self in the final stanza of the poem is, ”by cowardice or courage"

the "one" who has come back to this orlglnal scene,

~./
carrying a knife, a camera

a book of myths
in which

our names do not appear. fDiving, p.24) e

However; this androgynous and potentially integrated'self at
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| ﬁhe site of the wreck 'does not cepture the potential of the ''natural"
conseiousness that Rich has described as “active, fluid, and ’
‘expanding." Because this new-found eelf'hae>been conceived in terms
of cultural ertefeebq éi?compass, barrels, logs, camera and kj}fe -
it has unfortunately become anchored to this mdﬁdane equipment.
Instead of transcending the ordinary world, this supbosed radical
self now seems a part of ?t, reeembling the stereofypical skin-
diver.. | | |

Perhaps this is why Rich leaves the androgynous self swimming
about the wreck, still clutching the book that denies her/his
e#istence -- she may be suggesting that she sees the conflict
betweeh ﬁind'and body, culture and nature as insolvable. She may be
recdgnizing that the structures of lanéuagé, and of consbiousnesé,
dinhibit her eﬁvisioning of adpoinf of origin that precedes‘rational
control.

‘Rich'e exploration of conscious and unconscious realms, begun,
it seems, with the conviction that contemporary‘eonsciousness must
be revitalized by re-eetablishihg its relation to the Body, has
evolved from a deplctlon of patrlarchal consciousness to a depiction
of the androgynous uncon001ous. To gauye Rich's effectlveness in
transformlng our conceptlons of the processes of the mind, it might
be useful_tp reconsider the comments of Mary Daly, referred to in the
,‘introduetionvto this}chapter; Daly's conviction that feminists must
breek out of the "casts" of patriarchal thought, and strive to
‘generate "e-motion'", theé energy to "stray off the tracks of tradition

that betray women and nature“25, though it post-dates Rich's

exploration in .Diwing IntokThe'Wreck y 1s s1mllar to Rich's alm

to dlscover a female way of knowing that patrlarchy has denied,

B
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ARich's success as a poet will depend, then, on the extent to which
her particular focus, to depict "thinking throuyh tho body allowo
her to move beyond the usual patterns. and images of contemporarp
thought,

*

The first poem in this phase of Rich's work, "Trying To Téiw

‘With A Man", sets up the irreconcilable conflict between male and
female consciousness. Man, described in terms of his eyes which
like ‘a neon sign, flash ”FXIT” possesses a conSCiousness devoid )
of emotion, and alienated from nature. He is, it seems, responsible
for the desolate state of the enVironment which man and woman
inhabit. Woman, whose emotive capacities are compared to a river
that could save,the desert, is‘disreéarded by the "rational'" male.
The result of this denial, the poet-persona states, can only beé

,the extinction of the human race. However, the poet's images do .
not truly go beyond present conceptions, the male/female, thought/
feeling dualities, while aptly portrayed in the poem, are nevertheless
familiar stereotypes ¢ And while the rationality and ObJeCthIty
of the masculine consciousness are clearly\repudiated ~the poet -
does not attempt to explicate the strenﬂthc of the female conscious-
ness, or to offer any potential union of male and female that might
express a thinking augmented by the power of the emotions and the

: energy of the body. ‘

In "When We Dead Awaken”, the problem of moving beyond
conventional categories of thought in order~to define a'femin1561 . '
consciousness is exploredv The two images initially utilized the
tapestry and the wooden chest are apt in suggesting the difficulty'
of making contact with an authentic consciousness. The tapestry,

into which is woven the "afflictions" of patriarchy, effectively



‘ effic1ent housewife is, for example,'”hands o« o ol

- or friend is "the stare of. ... . hunger"” (Dlvin
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. embodies “how inextricablj culture and consciousness are bound. Tbe'
image of the locked wooden chest suppests that, though there may be
an autheéntic. way of knowing and being that is separ&te ‘;om culturals
contamination, it is not conceivable, Just as the key to the wooden
chest has been lost s0 too the means of separatlng self and‘culture
is 1rretrieVably lost or beyond our ﬁkesent uﬁderstanding. As Rich
attempts to show ‘a way that thinking mith move out of the trap of
cultural imperatives, she uses the image of a weed«flowerlng %n
tar; this is the‘Symbol of growth, made possible, she posits, as
one.begins to admit that the way of llfe imposed by culture is. a
lie. The problem with thls resolutlon is that the 1mage of the (
weed, while it does suggest hope, as well as a flerce v1ta11ty that
could embody the reconnection of. con301ousness w1th the energy of.
the body, is a rather famlllar emblem of rebirth. (llke a tree
: growing in BrookLyn), and coming as 1t does afterkthe poemmf 11sg

o -‘lr.‘:

of patriarchal dlsasters, the weed is not conv1n01ng, but $¢herl

mindset,

o
Lo

Tn ”The error In Vhlch Two Are Seen As G

geP thé;a tué@} .

e
R W}

trlﬁgered as Rlch begins to lllustrate poetically
of woman's physicality. By ,using images tQ,create'a‘ﬁ

effect, Rich depicts the female étereotype, juxtapasv

P N

R

'(Diving, p.Ih),and the . reflectlon of the all- glv }ale;louérff

®
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thinking and acting are based on cgnventlon and stereotyping, rather;

e

. : .o 62
spiritual -and emotional hunger that cannot be satigfied as long as

wos .
&

than actual human need., The poem“presents one image after another, ??
finaily culminating in the disturbing portrait of woman dying in
childblrth However, the pattern is suddenly broken; the image of

the woman giving birth to her self effectively makes the point that
woman' s  bhysicality, the basis of her social role as nurturer, must

be re~conceived as a tool for the development of her own being.

..Though 'this sudden mirroring ®f the woman motherlng herself may.

seem unexpected and even unconvincing after the sense of entrapmént'
that the earlier images'suggest,,it seems that Rich is experimentingv
with ways that rigid-ﬂreconceptions can be transcended. The ‘mirror

device, like a hypnotic chant, or a process of free assoc1at10n, '

"~,
-

perhaps suggests the ,way that the mind can "know" op—a preconscxoue

-,

let%l, what is beyond its grasp in everyday patterns of thought

Thls depiction, then, of the movement out of stereotyplcal thlnklng
and beyond it. to a way of be1ng~1n whfgh woman(s phy51ca11ty 1s‘zsed
to re- v1tallze and transform her consc1ousness, rather than 1mpoverlsh
iﬁj makes thls poem a turnlng point in Rlch's exploratlon of the mind

The - movement away from everyday consc1ousness and the attempt

to portray a healthy body- centred kpow1ng are taken a step further

f in "Waking In The Dark" Wthh depicts the energy that 1s\created

and expressed by physical love, the transformation of both self and
culture that results is the poetlc 1?epln1ng of an experlence 1n

wh1ch the structures of patriarchal consciousness dlssolve in the '
female unconsc1ous. Scenes of motion and transformation predomlnate

in this energlzed dream; the female self is movingly portrayed as

a person who is a thlnklng-feeling body. . Diving, touching, feeling,

? ‘ -
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- hair ‘and drowned starlng face do n;} suggest the vital- trahsformatlve
g

\

‘lp,10).’ This fluid transﬁormation seems to'he the reallzatlon of

7female sens;bllity. ) ,*,

she "streams" through a city that‘”stirs;withltenderness" (D1v1ng

Rich's poals as expressed in "Trying to Talk”sand "Yhen Ve Dead

Awaken'':. 'she has re-vitalized the desert and created a powerful

B4

Howeve t her quest does not stop at thls p01nt for."Vaklng In

The' Dark" }s, as the poet declares at its conclu51on, "the saylng of

A\i dream" (D1v1n y p IO) Slnce RlCh belleves that a. llfe in Wthh

‘_the body is as cruc1al as the mlnd is not only concelmable but has

E its potentlal w1th1n each of us, she goes on 1n "D1v1ng” to try to
hdebcrlbe a, natural core of self whlch has been denled by culture, 5”-'

'_but is, nevertheless, 1ntact.‘ This foundatlon of both c0n501oueness ’

'\5

K

: o

. l

5 o

.and the unconsc1ous 1s blsexual in acknowledglng our blsexual

4

1

source;.“lch belleves that patrlarchal duallsms,fprounded 1n male-

_femahe dlstlnctlons, w1ll be eradlcated and that the untapped

N
unreallzed energies of humanklnd w1ll be set free.p' '

This male and.female»belng,,however, who is supposedly beyond

4

4the.bonceptions‘of patriarchy, is'notlthe radical 1mage We mlght

% B

have anticipated. Tt dOes not, for one th;no, seem conv1nclng as an

RS : 3 R "

‘ orlelnal source for 1t is. Frounded 12 the commonplace 1mages of

,ungerwater exploratlon. 'mven the mor dream—llke 1mages of-streaming~

powers df tﬁ%iuncon 01ous as ”Wakl " does. Though the poet can

~depict the "dreamw, ors potentlal of an 1ntegrated female self in

""Waklng”: when she attempts in "D1v1nF” to actuallze this self, she

o the upposedly orlglnal state of the unconsc ous, fail to evoke L
R P
. asSocxgﬁzg&s of elther radlcal e

: f.»potentialivbe%guse ”camera" ‘Rnlfe
e 9 - " T /} .,,7" . AN T . }L ce

%QESBS a55001atéd wlth the androgynous psyche,

is unsuccéssful., h

i

o
rgy or newly concelved human

»

”hook”.(D;y;gg, p.Zu)parex

N
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, DlVlnb,Tnto«The Wreck. In‘"Cuttlnp The Ma
“”the 1nner world that [chﬁ] shows us is T

.the same way as the outer world”

-belng and a product of her culture.‘

’unconscious,'thatvresults‘in Rich‘

& female commupity.

64 .
B g ' .‘ : L - ' . . . Toeen
too-familiar images of the everyday whjﬁd
Rosemary Tonks has also observed this problem in the poom Ggf

i

onks notes that

e o »in much

26

and therefore seems, 1nauthcnt1c.

It 1s p0531ble that Rich, obsessed in Tonks"v1ew by "the burdens

‘fof the modern world" has: come up agalnst the extent to wh1ch ”1nner”_t

r.27

2%

is "outer” Tonks suggests that Rich's 1map1nat10n is ”exhausted'

but it is also p0551ble that the poet's ful]—stop in th1s phasc

A a

resukte from her QWn awareness of the 1mpos51b111ty of 1magln1np
) 1 4“

‘clear cuﬂ poetlc alternatlves to what; currently ex1sts._ She cannot

in other WOrds, escape’ the outer controls of culture, of consc1ous-

nessa and surrender to the uncon3017hs because she 1s a consc1ous
. '

| It seems to be pre01se1y this dlffnculty of dlstlngulshlnﬂ/
between outer apd 1nner_11fe, betws en_consclousness and the’
s grow1np interest in the next -

bhase of" her work in more prapmat‘c ways of expressing‘her ' N
) {

conCeptlon 'f ”thlnk1nr throuvh the body” . She choos c,, jn faet,

'.;to\eﬁplore the possﬂollltlcu for/ a fem]nlst poetics, for a re-
\ .

I

‘ evalﬁation of.the body's s1gn1f1cance, as these poeslbnlltles arc

vmanifested in‘the "outer! worldv Hav1ng rejected in thls phase the.
/

current stereotypes of male and female cons01ousness, the poet now -
- 3 . S . v

applles her femlnlst re-v151onlng where it” canhtake on a more_

practlcal 51gn1f1cance - 1n the day by—day a¢t1v1t1es of the.

- L’.}h e
i
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Me This F‘ar2 (1978 81) 'is Rlch's reJed&lon of . the androgynous»

LY

L3
/‘
e

‘ C H‘:‘ o ',"‘/‘ . » \ ) )
Ehapter T17: <Women in: Community , ‘ - :
, - r . o
St

B 4 )
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The most obvious and cruciai‘development that-occurs‘in The

-~

Dream of a Common'Lanpuape1 (197u 27) and A Wlld Patlence Has Taken

[

-uncons01ous which she had advocated in D1v1ng Into The’ Wreck and .

her subsequent determlnatlon to explore~ the potentlal of women actlng

»~

f in the world partlcularly as part of a separate female community.

“This development is linked to D1ch s dec151on to 5€vér contact w1th‘

a male world she cannot understand or condone. "The man-who- wouldv

” J/ v

understand / the lost brother, .the twin" is, she now clalms, an'

1llu51on, he is as much ”male" as the patrlarchal man, the ”mutant”
. the ”blood compelled exemplar / of a 'botched c1v1llzatlon'”; he

'manlfests, she declares ”a pa531v1ty we mlstake / -- 1in the

"3

@ .
: desperatlon of our’ search -/ for gent]eness‘. . . Speaking

perhaps fnom her personal frustratlons as a lesblan femlnlst Rich'

now sees androgyny as-a ”useless term bt

o - ®

Her conclus1on mlrrors the conV1Ctlo%§§€f many radlcal femlnlsts.

PR

Tnltlally theyhad mar@talned that androgyny -—nnot as a blologlcal
’fact% but as & social and psychological alternatlve -- would be a

rpractlcal means of alterlnp current soc1al structure % Thls theory

{

was soon reJected as both overly optlmlstlc and 1mpract1cal the

A7

. ‘grOW1ng conv1ct10n of these femlnlsts was, rather, that sex-related

|

e behaV1our is too dedply)lngralned to permlt a yok:ng of male and

female characterlstlcs.s,x SV - : R ,

2 . "ﬂ

Rlch 1n her earller exploratlon of the mind, noted in Chapter‘

Two, had attempted to eplct blsexuallty as a natural 1mpulse rooted e

PRI , ; ; f*»/

1/‘ o ‘ S N e
P ‘ “65PA .J: o :
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'in the unconscious; her Suhsequehtbdeeislon‘fo move,beyondeandrodwﬁy."
results psrtly from her échnowledgement, likeﬂthatlof other radical
feminists,'of‘the'practical diffioulties’of‘aotually intemrdting
"male.and'female'Characteristlcs in our present»culture. Rut'és a
poet, Rich also experienoed'problems‘ih‘the'creative‘e&pression of
~androgyny or blsexuallty. Though she.suceessfully portreyed the '
sterlllty of patrlarchal thought and the t;;hsformatlve potentlal
of the feminine -dream world, she could not depict an even more
’ . elemental experiehoe, bisexuality, which it-seeﬁs she,believod, in
@@ﬁ“: this phase of her'work, to be the foundation“of'both~conscious and
- uhconscious‘activity. The pdet's inablIityvto oonceive of such e‘
state arose from the limitations that cohspiOUSness inevitably

i

1mpeses on any goal to deplct an unconsc1ous substrata of experlence,
* o

%urther, it’ became clear that the poet's cons crousneSs, her own

”1nner" world .was 1tself a reflectlon of. the ”outer" world. Hence

I

the flnal poem in this phase, ”Diving Into. The Wreck" 'not only

?o

reflects the problem of trylng to move beyond conSCLOusness to deflne
a pure, unlque uncon501ous realm, as 1t seems the poet 1ntended th1s

poem also seems to 1nd1cate that Qlch found it almost 1mp0551ble to‘

Dy .o L . -

‘separate inner and outer. worlds. B - _a“gg ‘;,
"o

Where Rlch' gstrength of vision did emerge 1n her exploratlon

- ; ,of the blsexual psyche was in the complex portrayal of the“female

sen51b111ty in "Waking In The Dark . " wa taklnF that ”dream” asv
.,5, “

much as poss1ble into the llght of‘_ay?ﬁRlch beglns to explore the

meanlngs of strength and power asgthey are experlenced by women.-~'
\.

It "is Rich's vision of female strength that is ﬁhe source, in- thls
#

¥

new pha e of her work of 1maFes that exﬁf%§s a thlnklnp lnformed

by the body. “ N S .

- o

4 . o !
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Prev1ously, "thhnkjnn throuph tho body” ‘was’ portrayed, as

lndlcatod in rhaptorc one and two, in the symbollc terms of nature

/

fidﬂd andropyny. How, in the poet's prﬁ"hnt concern with female

&trenpth, she illustrates how an awareness of the body itself, a

gYoundedness in the body, as 1t is the source of our actions 1n

"the Norld can re- v1tallze thought. Thls body awareness, Rich

believes,_ls partlcularly common to women. It 1s, in fact, the

"sourCe of thelr strenyth.6_ The poet suggests that once women have

g.

2extr1¢ated themselves from "the 1nét1tutlon of heterosexuallty .Q.-.'”

k't

a maJor buttress of male pOWer” 7 becomlng as a result "the presldlnp

geniuses” of t%%%; bodles,8 they can bepln to experience thelr

‘natural streg§ths. These ,women's freedom to experlence their

phy51ca11ty, ‘whether as lovers or friends, can, Rlch belleves,

result 1n "a world in which women will truly’ create new life,
i ' S

‘brinyinb”forth not only children ... . but the visions and thg

thlnklny hecessary to sustaln,;console and alter human ex1stence ”9”,

In thc poems of The Dream of a Common LanFuaFe and A Wild ggy

Patlence Has Taken Me Thls Par Rlch's belief that woman's strené&h{ i‘

of v1SJon lo llnked to her, Pnowledne of herself as a physlcal being

X

Ais exﬁiopeq in an-everrexpanolng deflnltlon of what ”phy81ca11ty“

means. The poet moves. beyond a concept of power as Rhe recognition
. - N &

. of physidal‘and'emotiohal needs to a definition of power as the

decision’

’ * -

“to act on'the actgal female experlence, rather than be

swayed‘"‘ the condltloned notlons of. self condoned by patrlarchy.

i

"This process is compllcated by the poet's requal to overs1mp11fy

~——

1ssues, at the same time that she clearly wants to valldate female s

strenFth.« q‘he meaning of power, re- v181oned with reference to the'

'independent woman, as well as to women llvlng and worklng_together,.

Vo

@
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‘@ "
becomes “a way of'thinking and actlng that is completcly separate
frdm stereotypical "'male" concepts of pOwer'-?‘that'is, power seen
. ag domlnatlon and force.

‘In ”PoWer" (1974), 1n The Dream of a Common Languape, Rlch

1llustrates the ways in whlch female ‘strength has been mlsused
as a result of patrlarchal preconceptlons. Marle Curle is the

example,of a woman ''consumed" by her own ambitions: .

1 . N “

Her body bombarded for years ;. by the element
she had purlfled ] :
She died . a famous woman 19

'Jﬂ?3 - Claire Keyes has observed that as early’ as Smapshots of a

‘PDaughter—ln-Law 1n 1962 Rich has depicted the problematlc aspects
11

of female creativity. The present portrait of Marie Curie again
~ explores the dangerous‘repercussions of the female drive to create;
in‘this poem‘Rich does . not emphasizeyCuriels successful experimentation, .
but rather,.the;‘ \wounds" that resulted from it.  Curie's self- |
destructianis rooted in the fact that;she nerates her own body; . she
is driren_entirely by her mental obsession.' Tronieally,Vshe finally
sacrifices her entlre life, body and mind. Like the stereotybl&alh
nurturlng Egmale, she gives herself up to:a cause that entirely
depletes her. yothlng is truly creative, Rich 1nt1mates, if it l
reqoires this, kind of selanbnegation. |

Tt is also p0581ble ‘that the _poet, piven her abhorrehce'of _
contemporary v1olence, is 1nt1mat1np that Curle S dlscoverles ~
and Curie herself -- were abosed by the male domlnated culture in

,whlch she was a partlclpant Thus Cun;e'v self "fllcted ”WOunds”

are, in a sense, the result of her i
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-in upholding mind at the expense of body, has both damaged the

scopo 0f Purle s womanhood and the potentlal of her life's work.
As Rlch str1Ves to understand Curle s p051t10n she compares

AT
herself to a&ﬂs.ckhoe”, to suggeét the need to look beneath the

surfaCes of current deflnltlons of su0cess and fallure. Rlch
"digs"'and "divulges" out of a "crumbllng flank of earth" (Dream,
p 3); she probes the hlstory of wOmen but must herself provide the

explanation that patriarchal thlnhlng has ignored.or overlooked;

[

she desires also to/seek "a tonic . . . for living on this earth"
(Dream Do 5), a "resource" healthler than the one dlscovered by
Curie, In her attempt to find. thls cure, Rlch leaves us ‘with.an

1mportant 1n51ght 1nto the famous chemlst's death
. . ) M R

her wounds ~came . from the same source as her power
s o (Dream, p.3) -

b

The poet's "oure”, then, 1s an 1n51ght that can be applled to the

creatlve endeavours of women in general, The poem's conclu51on,

' w1th "power" and ”wounds” at oppos;te ends of,the poetlc 11ne, and

’

its repetltlons of" "deny", warn of the dan%frs in female creathltx,

partlcularly when there 1s a refusal to acknowledge the physical

needs of the self. " ' ’ o \

13

In “Phantasia for Elvira Shatayev” (1974) the poet s p9581m1sm

a%out the uses and mlsuses of femlnlne power agaln emerges as Rich

- W

deplcts the t;agedy of Plv1ra Shatayev, leader of a woman's cllmblng

team thls womanﬁﬁled along w1th her company in a storm on Lenln

. Peak, August 1974.“2 It &

to validate the communal enbrgy that these women experlenced
a0 ) .9&'
Marlanne Whelchel deScrlbes'%hIs pq%g as .a: ”fully reallzed‘ i
" of Womeé in-a cooperative;: :

A

. e AL
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'eveh requires,cathe unity of love .ii.power."]j However, as in

~the, c11mbe?s nearly eclipses thelr achievements,

v
. ‘ \’/
o A
. (1”
4 .

/

‘20

”Power",‘the body is sacrificed to the mind, in this case to
Shatayev's ideal of a pdrely female love. Hence, throughout this}
poem, though Rich is eager to affirm female energy‘anQ‘communality,

her’ambivalehce overshadows her‘admiration just as the death of

4 .
M =

, - The women s insights, the}r unlty, ‘are mov1ngly depicted by

¥ /

thepoet - S A ' .

‘ After the long training - the early -sieges
we are mov1ng almost effortlessly. in our love

We. w111 not live . '
‘to settle for less. We have dreamed of thlS
all of our llves (Dream, p.6)

-

. ¢
This union of female strength is, however, symbolized by the mountaln

"c11mb which is also associated with isolation and death. Ahd,

ironically enough the poem actually begins with the death of the

' cllmbers, it is from thls ”sleep” that Shatayev speaks of the

women's communal experlence with "a voice no longer personal ( )re m,

P, 4) 4ﬂhe poem depicts from Shatayev's: perspectlve the event" that

- led to the women's deaths. .ach woman had for years felt her own

' enerpy, her ”yes” bulldlnp, flnally these femalc advonturer" are

together; now their collectlve power is, Shataycv declares, "out

- of all words' (Dream, p L),

l

In thls poem, Rlch 1s, it seems, str1v1ng to deflne a source

‘of female strength that is a tanglble energy, and one: beyond ‘any

current-deflnltlon; Sadly, though, the women's v1ta11ty has led

them to thelr destructlon. Further whether Rich intends such a

,‘meanlng or not, it is thke women's speechlessness,’ thelr ex1stence

-beyond words, that emphaslzes thelr n@abllltx to speak because of

g
e
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their death, Similarly, the women, “tgheig; frozen cyes ‘unribbonod”,

have the uncarthly 5owér to ”Ftltch“l. . e thg”bluencss_of the sky
together eie o "like d quilt' (Dre m; p.%), to, it seems, coﬁpletcly
roqconcoive the nature of the world; but they achieve this ability
to "re v151on" at the cost of their 1lives. Shataygv's ”forces”;
"so taken up and shared/and given back" (Dream, p.5), finally remain
only as an abstract value: |

- When you have'buried us | told your story

ours does not end we stream S

into the unfinished - the unbegun
the possible (Dream, p.5)

V “The movement through the poem is, then, from the team's féeling
of thelr strength, to their speaking from-déath to finally théir
transform%tion into a rémote,Luﬂéarthly.realm ofuyet-to-be-conceived
possibiiit§: Sbétayev's husband, depicted as an interloper on:both
‘the women and the natural scene, his :éléated'bOOtsdies 1eaving
their Feometrlc bite" in the snow (Qgggﬂ, Pelt), is the surv1vor.
'Fhe broken rhythm of the poem, as though imitating: %hatayev s
gasping last breath, emphasizes that thoqgh she has achieved this‘
union withother wdmén, she iS now ‘beyond experiencing if in the
bactUai world. =~ = | ‘ - > gﬁ&ﬁu
'The ambivalence thét Rich Has PprO“Pd with regard xt;o tgo
appllcatlon of female energy nn "Power'" and "Phantasia' is more
directly confronted 1n Y"Origins amd Hlstory of Fonsclousﬁess”
.«.(19/2—?4)., In thl$ thnee-part_pocm, in which a womd§§ urns.away
-from the cultural pressures to-conform to heteroséﬁgﬁilty and
embraces lesbianism, Rich suggests that'the stre@gt% of woman,
her true strength, emerges whén she_rejects socihi conventions,

including cultural notions of power and achievement, a A acts

Nes.



A S k T
: S o2 _
instead on the basis of her actual experience as a females Tt ° . 2
scems that Rich is suﬁgosting that Curie, and even Shataycev, who

* ——

- felt 'within: herself a source of female energy that could not be

\

denied acted on””male” or conventlonal conceptions of power. Their

4» LR

. acts of w1ll denled the body and .led to their destructlon. Now, in

"Origins", the v1sion of' female strength that Rich depicts is not

"single'"-minded determination. The gource of woman's strength

begins with' the acknowledgement of the body and. 1ts needs, once

woman has reallze@ her authentic self as opposed to the culturally
N !

‘imposed femlnlne 1dent1ty, she can reach out and love another

e

p&rson. The trust and understandinv‘that can develop between two

- women who regeet patrlarchy and tap thelr own ‘sources of energy gives
1'them "a common language” whlch unllke the "oppressor's language“'

can permit both self fulfillment and creative commynal act1v1ty.

In the first sectlon of “Orlglns” th1s "drive / to connect” 14

that is, the need to understand one's. experiences and to communlcate
them in a meanlngful way wlth another person, is 1nh;b;ted by '"the

whiteness of the wall /1behind the poems'" (Dream, bp. 7) This

”whiteness“'.rebresentlnﬂ the absence of examples of female strcnpth

'female loVe, makes life for the poet- -persona "a crisis."

»'Phe poct uses the symbol of the crucifixion Lo repre sent her
own efforts to expand the meaning of "female." Ier alm as a feminist
is to move beyond the restrlct;ve conventions ahd traditions of
patriarchy,’and to resurfectxa new nadical Vision of woman. Tn

particular, Rich uses Erich Neumann's The Origins and History of

o

Consciousness as a male vision of femininity from which she diverges

e e

to depict a history that-is;unioue to female experience; tHe decision

to become lesbian. : ’ s
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Rich bepins to define the origins of women's strenpth, “then, ;
by linking her reJoction of the accepted patriarchal Vlalon of life |
and literature to a rejection of heterosexuality. ™"When she claims
that"DunJ envy is not simple' in thinking of '"the experienced
crucifixions" of lovers (Dre m, p.7), she cleverly expresses her
ambivalence about both"confOrming and not conforming to convention.
On the one hand, she clearly sees heterosexual relations, like the .
cruc1fixion,'as a sacrrﬁice of the body for the sake of the/splrlt
yet on the other hand, she Stlll yearns, it seems, for the blind

rd
faith that allows the Eovers to accept the conventionalirelationship

and the unquestioned avenues of behaVioun. The,poet-pefsona's“
rejection of heteroseguality and the codes&of'patriarchy is envisioned
as "Walking'into clear water ringed/bysi snowy‘wood'/ white as cold
sheets'", an act which, she fears, can only result in the death of °
the only "self” she knows: the one cnlture has imposed

But it lS, in fact, in breaklng With heterosexual conventlons
/that the poet- persona s energies begin to be restored. The absence
she anticipated is, instead, a kind of rebirth. "“The water / is
miid" (Dream, p.7); the poet-perSOna floats there, realiziné that
in 3sserting the needs that originated in her body, in acknowledéing )

her sexuality as a phenomenon separate from cultural conditioninp,

she is "clear now / of the hunter, the trapper / the. Wardens of the

mind” (Dream, p.?7). This is the genesis of the poet's partlcular
history of women, and unlike Neumann's penception of the feminine
.as the essential complement to masculinity, the poet depicts woman
seeking a physical bond w1th another woman., |

In section two of the poem, what Rich descfibes_as the'ease oi
taking ''each other's Iites into our hands, as'bodies"3(Q£ggm,'p.8),

<, F
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is, she realizes, only thefirjt step in beginning to live as fully

aware, sensdte and sensitive women.  Their rejection of hetoro—
. Bexuality gives the lesbian lovers the power to '"conceive" of eacﬁ
ofher:'that is, éo acKnowledge their physical needs and begin to
tvuiy lives But until they‘"wake” from the fertile darkness of thoir
physicality; until they confront the ""common, .acute particularity" y
of everyday %&ving (Dream, P. 8), they are shadows, not people.
_They must .therefore, try to understand the paradoxes of "lov1ng
the  flesh" and "the mugger" in the stree;.v Fach must acknowledge
"her own inward scream" (D;ggm; p.8). N

In seotios three, Rich elaborates further on the néed to face
the "acute particularify” of life, as it is central to the sources
of womanfs strength,‘to her rebirth;'-Richvclaims if.is not "simple”'
“to - " /

wake from sleep inbthe neighbourhood 4 -
of one neither strange nor familiar L
whom we have chosen to trust. (Dream, p.9) ~ .

14

However, tﬁexlesbian 10vers' courage, their climbing '"downward hand

over hand as on a rope t juivered'/ over the unsearched" (Dream,
' p.9),must be tested even ﬁurther =& ey dare to be entirely

open to each other.‘ Until they embrace each oth lives more

Completely, not just as bodies, but as entire and,intricste
beings, their '"history'" is a primitive one,

where the nlght becomes Ctheir) 'inner darkness,and sleeps \¥
like a dumb beast head on her paws, in the corner.

‘ _ - _ - .. (Dream, . p 9)

This revised conception of woman, theh, links female strength s
: > _ ’ e,

, . . A ’ N - ’ ‘ . . ‘:A'-
to lesbianism. The lesbian lovers are "climbers' as were Flvira:
’ T . ¥ : .



Shatayev's team, but in breaking with,patriarchalLésnvénti;ns,&thetuﬁr!
Journeyfnn is into their inner domain.. TIn turninr inward, the two‘f‘t
women in ”Origins" face the undoniable needa of the body,gand thesq‘
'needs can resuht 'in an even deeper ”phy81ca11ty” as .the women choosg |
to take an all-embracing attitude toward the multi-levelled experlence
of their sharedriife. Having no predetermined love-rituals, no |
destructive norms, to‘be'influenced by, their sole source of strength
will be their trust, their deep love for one another. s

» In the ”Twenty-One Love Poems" (1974-76), Rich continues to
descrlbe the power that is 1nherent in the lesblan relatlonshlp.'
This conception of-female energy, as Mary J. Carruthers describes
it, "Springs'. . + from the oerceptlon that women together and in
themselves have a power whicH is transformatlve,‘but that in order
to‘reéover their power women need to move psychically and through
netaphor to a place‘beyond the well-travelled routes of patriarchy

nld

A e e e Hence Rich's concern in this section of The Dream.of a
\ .

Common Language is with the creatidn of a new way of life that is

L3

made possible when'women try to tap their authentic sources of

i power. Aga}n, it is the'physieal love between the two women which
gives them the incentive to begin livingnafresh. _This ”erotic"~

- coninection®; o erves Carruthers, is "the primary energy of the
senses which is‘bo h physical and intellectual w16 ‘Further, the

| depth of trugt of vh1ch Rich concelves requires that the lesblan

lovers face the llmlbatlons and rewards that are 1nherent in all

’ aspects of their lives, whether ‘physical or intellectual, personalv

or pul“f ' As the flrst person persona articulates her deepest
thoughts and feellnp both her loved one and to the reader, 1t

seems that the strength that was initial _based on trust now

evolves 1nto the more profound power that results from

o

L 4
Mo
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#

+in thls poem are on an exploratlon of language and 1life:

' | _ 76
thg’ meaning of llfe - es“&} is liveq, ‘hd as 1t can be expressed ‘:“t‘

through new perceptions of lanruare. In the "Love Poemw" the

PR,

encrgy suppressed bi’Curie and Shatayev 1s now expressed infusinp

the poems witho re-vitalized images and rhythhs.

In Poem I, the poet- persona observes that thﬁ/acfual ekperiences
of the lovers have not been "imagined" by their literary heritage, |

likewpse the lesbians have no. offici history. However, the strenpth

of these women is derived from- their declsion to llve out their un-

told history; thelr choice of lifestyle emhodies the expnnded

.....

deflnltlon of "physicality", so central to female power, tha; Rich
v

has been exploﬂing.‘ The lesbians' "animal pa551on" 17 ks at the

)

source of thelr strqngth Rlch compares these women to trees, ﬂrooted"

(1

1nmthe c1ty, surv1v;ng in spite of the city's ”suiphurlc alr" thelr

”exuber§nt Buddlng” symbolizes their vitality as they accept the
R
"acute particularlty” of the urban world "lérasplng] [}helrﬂ lives

Ry

LnSeparable‘Y from ..;~ pornogtaphy o o .Jrainsoaked garbage, the

tablold %rueltfese.i Al (Dream, p 25).' This, then, is a life in"
: I
Whlch thq lovers dccept what they are, and what they can and cannot M

PR

' change.« rhe sense of movgnént in the poem, as thoth these women

w2
are walglng through the streets, the vital 1magery of the tree

B AT

a“blazln‘“ and ”ouddlng”, both suggest the vigor of this liTe whlch,

’ L

fas Rlch deciares in Pqem VII, is lived: out as it is imagined.

In‘Poem XIII the poet -pepsona- further mythologlzqs the lesblan

r. Sk E

experlence 1n sugpéstlng th such women must take the lanFuage of

patrlarchy and use 1t ‘to express thelr unique v1slon.: The women

2

out in.a country that has no language ~ -
no laws . , .

- whatever Hﬁﬁﬁ~:§L}§/pure 1nvent10n . . t’g



ok

* - )
dreams pm surv1val of the fe t11e oa51s, gradually become a 81mple,'

3
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‘ y . M
RO As th’by [cimve] throu‘ph the ‘desert / wonderinF if the water ‘”111 ‘»

: 4
,; hoid out“ (Dream " p. 51),/R1ch shggests that thelr surv17al without

Ve )

» ﬁﬁ?' the uauah)cultural supports, is, at tlmes, uncertaln. Yet thelr

-

"halluc1natlons turn to slmple v1llages” (Dream, b. 31) thelr

'

but tanglble, reallty, thls reallty 1s based on a re-v151on1ng of
\ » J
conventlonal notxons of llVlng.. A woman 5 volce ”51nglng old songs /

‘,'w1th new words" (Dream p.31) will make known the experlences of

women. Hence, thouph Joanne %&et Diehl, 1s correct in notlng that
Rlch -does not succeed in re-lnventlng names for the lesblan ST
| GXperlence,.? the poegidoes,\nevertheless, flnd ‘a reallstlc solu&lon
1n femlnlst re-v1s;gn1né The bass notes of thls new woman-centredv
- . v

L "~mu31c.are Rlch states, not overpowerlng, but qu1et .as 1f to
W'};'sUﬂrest that the women, 1n thelr seemlng acqulescence, can st111
- ' N 2 "

. ‘assert thelr 1dent1ty. Thetflute "pluckeannd ftngered by women

(Dreamw De 51) suggests the p0531ble reversals

coe f
nout51de the l

'

- RV
S

'4eXper1ences in thelr own way. ' :,: SRS .'._'gt."¢ug“‘-' “

e -~
.

The re—v1slon1ng 15lextended 1n Poem XVII to a- re-def1n1t30n~

B
\

w‘,of the Teanlng of love. The poet-persona declares, "no one 1s fati}

o " 20

‘or doomed to loue anyone that LS gerely the ”story“ women are

\i'told and the story that they make of thélr llves. Rlch declares

T o,

: _ ;
-__‘that Trlstan und Isolde,,w1th 1ts ”po%son cup” and’ ”penance” (Dream,

-

w0 iy o

oo P 33) must ‘be . replaqed by the>experfences of ”real" WOmen._ Thls,”“
Rich clalms, 1s the dlfference between love<and death, a dlfference

ux . _
women should knawland admlt.: Death for the-poet means aeCeptance

N

.4\

.ﬁ,°f cultural norms‘that neverd”llstened” to WOmen, nQ%Er alIOWeo

them tp establlsh a herltage thﬁt would‘help them "1nstruct" each

.

"’5 ‘ RS E o

iw:.
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and transformations that can occur as women begin to- descrlbe thelr -

2



vy
She- deflnes love as tﬁe w1111nrneor to acknowleare tho‘ )

N
LS . ' 8

forces ”w:thln" and ”W1thout”; thlS awarene)s of- oLf ‘and thc forcov_‘

A that work agalnst trie selfhood 1s, as .,stated earller phyolcallty”

as a 11fe %erspect1Ve in Wthh all, aspects of llfe m%st bq undorstood
‘Y\A" - C ’ ‘ . : . ‘ :
. : thls we were, thls is how.we trled to love, . -
L : and thése are the° forces they had ranged against- us,. ©-
’ : - aud these are the forces we had ranged within us, -
“w1th1n us. and against’ us, agalnst us, and within us.

(Dream,bp 3&)

The repétltlons of “w1th1n” and ”apalnst” the - sense o%%é coﬁﬁg -¢a15

R

]

~ ¢ ‘. P __\._ - ‘#

ness 100k1nﬁ W1th1n and wnthout emphasxzé’\Ehe effort and enerpy
requlred to bgb"phy51cal”' that 1s, to experlence llfe to the full
Ip Poem XIX the poet re- concelves her llfe 1n de01d1np not only
. I‘to accept the harshest realltles - ”Wlﬁt@P,‘Clty, anFer, povwrty,
S and death“zl;;- but also to live fully in. thls‘“present L xﬁerxfaoe,
f,i, is’ ”naked” strlpped of false 1deallsm, empty conv1ct10n, sﬁe”must\

Cadmit 6there are no mwracles” (Q@gam, p. 34) ’ HOWGVGr in VPYLHF to ;
. e | W g 2
llve llfe asvlt 1a“ﬁm¥§£ is. @nﬂﬁ‘?ﬁate reward lgr \'Ithh to. strlve

- the. poet declareo thgt the boné’betWeen two peop%e s ”her01c 1ﬂs1to
, ordlnarlness” (Dream, P 35) Th1s newly deflned ”mlraclc“ Js horo;r

b%Fause 'as the poet persona tells US, 'nothunp in- 01v111zatlon“

makes love ”slmple' (Dream, p 5)) fOVe b&‘@%e poet's def1n1tlon
- 3
1s not Just emotlon but d totﬁllway of llfe embrac1n% body and

-

ﬂ!ﬁd ~1t 1s “her01c” because thp/ﬂordlnary”.lwhen llVPdJ;Mth;”fhﬁ

flercest attentlon“ (Dream, p })),'no lonper ‘hasg any relati

. our usual sense of ord{nary as ”mundane.” ﬂI ad everydaxslf\_;
.'”“ ’ ¢ b "',
Al is a challenglng, tumultuous“course. ft ;s the “slow-plcked ha&}j

Lo \U’
traverse of a pltch” (Dream, p 3)) ovenerﬁetlc commltmont @b&; -

lnfe emph331zed by»the rhythm Of tre poem, becomes, Qlchgﬁéat031;_4'
L - , ‘ S ‘;f?f e e .




S L

4to 11fe in body and m1nd 1t‘w1ll be apparent to.others. Thi’

)"

“_: 1nteractlons W1th the publlc world ~In ‘the flnal sect on of The

/ ‘ .
’ . . " . . o ' . '
r;”voutine;"j In;uging the words "routine" and "ordinary” in these- new

4uwayo, Rlch\stres.es the break w;th conventlonal notlons of self; _in

[ “r

requ1r1np the. reader to ponder both 0ld and new meanlngs, she demands‘,

-

_an ‘active encounter w1th the poem, ‘this is an extensmon of her bellefkm

n “flerce attentlon” to all aspects of llfe. Further, her amblguoqu

v

flnal remark, look at the iaCés of those who have chosen it" o
1nt1mates that~not many people are capable of this awareness, thlS"

concluding llne also suggests that if one does attempt to be attuned

) w1th_all.of,the(faculties;alert may:beawhat Rich‘has describgd in

iﬁﬁ Lies; Se_retS'and Silence as. the”feministwchoicexto takeLa stand'

L B3

o agalnst "the pass1¥1ty of the twentleth century mlnd”t a pa551v1ty

.whlch 1s, Rich belleves, manlpulated by %Qntemporary culture.22

It seems then. that the 1esb1an experleﬂce, reou1r1ng a new

o ,language and a new way of 11v1ng, becomes a self perpetuaﬁ;ng source

' + pr)

of energy. The mythologlz1ng of their experlences alloWS for what

'11v1ng

= Ca'rruthersde?es as a new’ "wholeness of belnp; ué> Further, this"

B ' _—
_ égLrn self now draw on the strength of an 1nbegrated llfestyle,

',‘Jn order to channel even more power,'”the fmercest attentlon” 1nto

keeplng 1n touch w1th and actlng on the actual exper;ence.

Rut thc freedom and confi dcnce that the lesblan couple B i
‘experlence as the Ppart1c1pat2 1nyllfe s ”acute partlcularlty' is,'
1p a eense, undermfned Ln Rlch s deplc‘}on of her experlences w1th
gpeople and events extraneous to the love relatlonshlp.\ The 'i_'
dlfflcultles that the poet was able to transcend w1th the mutual

support of her 10ver are problems not so easlly surmountéd in her

el

A

@

Can

Dream Qf a Common Languag 1n a poem entltled "A>Wom n Dead In i g



s

. .+ to where your breéasts had been . o

. who has now dled of

as a

too: ﬁbte - that“thelr real ”ch01ce” was not to adopt a

.
4

)

— * ‘ ‘ v ) ' “ . . 1 ) ! ao

“Hler Forties" (1974-7/), Rich 11llustrates that "tginkjnp throuyﬁ the

. | ’!
body”; the femalo otron Lh to acl on the actual experlenco rthor

~than be swayed by convontion, hy a culture of thé mlnd l ofton

.‘lnhlblted in splte of her ”fleﬂ;est attentlon" to her needo. Hence,

ihls ‘poem, in whlch Rich reflects on her frmendshlp WIth a woman

"who has died of‘cancer, the pqet-peqsona deplcts her own'confllct

between what she wishes she ‘had said to. her friend, and what she

actually -did;
" T.would fiave touched my:fingers . - [

(M

. but we,never»dideuch‘things 2L

oor -
TR
AT

e . . : . . T VT
. . N N ‘s"

e BRE *1

In thls poem, 1n whlch scars symbollze a denlal of the self

_‘express them elves. .R;ch ;,grets her denlal of 10Ve for the frdend

\

Her frlend the "dean of women" dles
/

esult Qf both ner chosen llfestyke “and cancer.w In fact, the
. _

poet 11nks the “rush of cells”.(Dream,'p 58) that cause théﬁyoman s

.

"death with the career and llfestyle she chose. Both women are

L

f”scarred" because they d1d not reéllzo - or 1n Rlch's case, reallz

-conventlonallyed noilon of ”woman” but to expreos thetr true -

»

"»needs.. rl‘he result of thelr refusal of sclf lS thelr sufferlﬁ? --{

-both phy81cal and emotlonai

ﬂ ‘ ' : B
Looklng back on this fnlendshlp, the. poet persona remembers'; o

,@that as chlldren, sleeplng s1de-by 51de, the love between her

.

- pand her ﬂ§m2nd "took the form of aokes and mute . ;', loyalty“

.v‘(Dream, p 55Y ‘As adults, Rlch wore "the face of the proper
fmarrlage"- her - frlend "the face ofthe independent woman"( e mé

k'fp.55) Throughout thelr frlendshlp, the poet suggests that both

«

L8

o



' e Rd ' " . ﬁ‘i‘ - - ' N " - . - - . . .
~women believed, S o B N . R .

v \‘ * . . . ‘ 4 . '
‘There are things I will not share
with everyone (Dream, p.53)

{

- Rich wonders-noW]at'herpown reservations -- what she has with-
. [y ' ’ : L. . '

‘held from both herself, and her friend:

¢

:hiderrom her o : L

what ha@lfI. denied her e S
what lodes suffered (Dream, p 54) : f

. ' . ."}” M ; .
'.T«or she real;zes that her f‘rlend is "ever‘oman Cshe( ever loved;'

(Drea t'v,5h) Furtuer, had the poet communlcated openly, she

that her frlend m;ght have valldated her experlences,‘

: - . f“ .

mlght have conflrmed for ev ”eyerythlng,vou feel is true" ﬂiteam,
&

. P.56). The trapedy deplcte3”1n¢the poem 1 an Qlch reallzes, that.

herreallzatlons hav'e come{too 1ate.f What h s kept ‘her in check "

IS . Y AN

. throughout her frlend's llfe was not’ Just her§EIf b what 2§r v

, frlend repiesents - conformlty and .denial. of iptual eiperlence‘—- f“'

P

cultural mores that both Women were unknOW1ng1y v1ct1mlzéd by. %ﬁt"

Rlch~was saved by the ”uncontrollaole llﬁht wh1ch began to pour‘

_— _
from gvery wound and suture” (Dream, p. 54) Tn contra tlng her own -

-”heallnp” presumably the result of her_”row1ne femlnl t consc1ous-
: - 1 YL

.ness, w1th theieeualLypowerful reallty of her frlend's dlseased ?
”body, Rlch su g ‘ts both the control that our bOdleS exert over our
'llves,-as well as the close tle between the body and our‘seemlngly ‘

~”rational" "consc1ous” ch01ces. Rich’ must also admit th0ugh that?

P x

: there is much we cannot understand or control' and that*lt is
. e »

_‘1mp0551ble to apply onef§ own’ bellefs to the llfe of another*‘

£ . .
CN s &’ o SRS

; dldn't know your ch01ce'<;"§~ - : T SRR P

or how by then you had no. ch01ce Lo

S . . ~
[ . .« v .

sy

.~



Rich learns from this experience, that her redgponsibility, her

. . I never told you how I loved you :
o WL neveh«talked at your deathbed of your death (ngﬂﬂ, p.5?)

. .
Ve

strength comes in being honest with‘herselr:

+

She véws. to try to be more hor st in the future -- "more crazy«»

i

mournlng, more howl more keening” (Dream, p.58).  Her strength

# "
comes from her determlnatlon to valldate her emOth’h t in the
p r :

actual sltuatlon she 1llustrates the almost in taboos

‘ﬁ

'apalnst such 'self- egposurez

In? Trans%ipdental Ptude" (1977),the frus": a that the poot

1n1t1a11y faces in recognlzln;yi i{{ys that culture hao denled her
Valldatlon for her authentlca‘ :;Q“ Lo experlence is Fradually B
s transforméd into the profound ;k i'gth made posslble throuph falth
ot Ho'fr ‘Righ's faith is not ther onventlonally ”transcendent"

bel ef ' Instead, ag the poet observes the Vermont countryslde, as - |
L 2 . -

she, ponders the detalls of everyday 11v1n ’she flnds a falth that

115 tanﬁlbly, phx81callx based 1n woman é wﬁberlence. Qlch' portralt
R

‘_of a~female or - fem1nlst cons01ousness and way of life has‘been ' f”
' . . _ Py :

gdescrlbed bJ Jane Vanderbosch as tife creation of "a. new land,capo‘

v

:wthat is metaphorically within the body of womon.”?5 ”oweVnr tho

fbody atgelf %@?éentral ,in Qloh's bellef to woman' s experlence 1t
[ . . )).

1% %ot only a "metaphorm but also’ an 1ntr1n51c par&of‘ the female ]_lfe
}that Rlc\\ds chartlng. B -Q e -

; ' }pﬁi‘\ - ’
) ‘ The poem beglns 1n gﬁblvalence. On the one haad the poet

[N
L4
A

. percelves the vital and trenqulllty of the natural world the air, ,
”c ear tuned cricket throbblng."26 Yet thls natural beauty 1s, ‘
sadly, ”already sentlmentallzed photographed / advertised to death"

S et

/.1ts false glamour hldes even harsher truths == "h1t add run hunters” 3
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“_and ”poverty Fnashin(f its teeth llke a blin‘d cat" D Dr cam, p.72). '-g“;__‘;(ff

The poet concludeu t.hat the lovcls of 11£‘e and vasm?n:';are boundless,.
- and ia llfetime is too nanrow / to understand it all" (Qgg p 73)’
Richnthen transposes the "’fragile beauty" the "mlnutet' and

"momentary" qu.alitles of the natural world toty" consn.deratlon of(her'

own 11 fe. as a woman, which 1s, of course, even more complex.l She » x
intimates that had she been tol' to "study" her llfe like "natural ' ;,
g hlstory / or music" "perhaps her&chlevements as a femlnlst as d\*’ _‘ ‘.‘"

- woman, would have: been greater, perhaps she would have succeeded in .

“

"fleaplngj into trans‘cendence” (Dream, p. 3~) : v L

‘But human ex1stence ig not so s:.mpl%ﬁ!ot only must we all

."tak‘?.%ﬂ / everythlng at once'" (Dream\, P ),@ but also Rlch declares {4

that ‘the "wrenchi.ng-apart" from the mother, th1s cruc1al phys1cal‘

L
deprlvatlon, 1s 1mposed too soo‘ Thls!'physmal denlal, also a

¢ . P

.,,withdrawal of a- mo% baslc bond between women, and a “ce of |

knowledge1and strength,'ls reflected ‘in- the poet s frustratlons

.

‘with femlnlsm s : c s .
. Fverythln{,r . . ‘seems beyond us, | : a A
—. + «.. nothing that was said s A Y
= is: true. for,us . . . ‘(Dream, . P 74) R D
e - o, . . ‘ ' B '
However, a new—found st?ength fggan be tapped in acceptance of the .
actualitles Qf the femal.e experlence ‘and in thedeuswn to be +
p honest to th1s sense of self‘ o . o . B | . .
i S s PSR R T A
" L . R ' ‘ a . ' ! o
' " The longer I }.J_ve the more I mistrust R TR S £ S
: P Atheatrlcallty‘, the false’ glamour cast- o R N

by performance, the more I know its poverty bes1de s
. .+ thHe truths we are salvaging from ;
B RE the spllttlng-open of our llves. (Dgeam,,% 7l+)

‘,,“-'__HereA sh‘e fshgg‘ests ”'t.hat‘,‘ 'vthough ‘she,.could st'f‘i,ve ’for form.al eontrol

L2



. . L o . ‘ 84
'“mw, in her poetry and conventional cbntrol in hor 1ife, ‘she rejects this

false stre and choqses instead to stand as nhP is =~ pomeone

o:zzllng over 1ife w1th no clear answeret Her stxengﬁh 1swthe |
ﬂ‘honesty of her thoughts and feelings. Thle honé@dy means "to pull

back from the 1ncantations, / rhythms we've moved to thoughtlessly"

3

: (Dgeam “P. 7Y, a and f{naliw to "bestow / ourselves to silence . . ;?
“ffe pltch of utter lonellness" (Dre y P«?5).s However, thed

poet«persona can “be Ure-membered" not "dls—membered" by her

%ﬁe@ "mlnd / one with her body" ( ream, pa 77),'she'
Yoy

'°*n’de01des to love "'as only a woman can’ love” (_reem”gp 76). As in

)

’ o
_{the lesblan relationshlp in the "Twenty-Q ' &ove Poeméﬁ the“%oyé R

‘that the poet ‘describes is Tove extende to anomher woman. Th}o‘

@

to mastery" famlllar'tot

" refationship does not resemble “the "will

many conventlonal frq.pdshlps or love affalrs. Tt is part‘of'a new /

. - way of llfe, 55

:way of tthklng, characterlzed by ‘the concern
°w1th the detalls of actual experlence, wlth ‘Ythe many- llyed
L Aunendlng / forms in which she finds, herself” (Drggm, P 77),, 'e 5 B
' ,femake m1nd dechted 1; a complex, piytlcularlst}e—con501ou neso:

e o : o ' o -

v bits'of'yarn, calico and v lvet scraps, o ; _ O..[“
‘ and the. darkblue petal of t e oetunla, . | o G~

and the dry darkbrown lace of seaweed . . e (Dream,,p.Vb}

. "o . . .
It ls Rlch/Qeclares, in turnlng away from conventlonal "argument

“and Jargon” Jin belng true to the female perspectlve,that ”v151on
r L

he ins to happen."‘. ’ _J - o

v

o

O

I'The "self" is. integrated:
‘becomlnp now .the shard of broken glaso;
Lo o slicing llght in a corner, danggrous .
E R to flesh, now the plentiful, soft leaf , R -
DR that wrapped round the throbbing finger, sodthes the wound.
: L S - (Dream, p:77)
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The woman, at one with herself and with other women, is also a v1ta;

part of the natural world She compares her strength to the “rock--

shelf ., , formlné undeg everything that grows“ (Dream, p. 77)
‘?he foundation of falth she had earller despalred of ‘Fasping.

The transmutatlon of power, evolv1ng from love' to acceptance
to falth 1sz*ch?shaff}rmation of the strength ofnfEmlnlsm.' This
faith allow ﬁthe‘poet Lo conceive of a llfe in whlch the female
.self is not deﬁgedbphysitally, emotlonally or 1ntellectually. ‘fﬂ

1s¢achieVed in a- poem in which the poet 1s more

llowever, her:, .
%y

W@&hggrned§w1tw’the 1s§%es of feminlsm than w1ths"actual" experlence;f )

w

- )

o

because of he‘, entratlon on her 1deals rather than everyday

reallty, she As#&x% some of the more ‘11fflcult questlons of practlcal
¥ H L4 3
llvlng that "A*ﬂa%an Dead In Her Forties" raises. Only in. the ideal

Rl

world 1s honesty as ”natural” as the apples on the trees, and femlnlsm

S ——

as sta%IG&qg the rocks that cradle the multl-leveiled llfe of nature.,~
f; 3 Mb} ry
e dgsire to present he 1th 1n femlnlsm as the ultlmate
. R ‘. %‘F %d’f'a

female s-t#ﬁg@%tontlnued in A ‘Vlld Patlence Has Taken Me Thls

Far In a numhe;roY poems in thls volume, Rlch attempts to create

%u.
-

a sense-of communtty ep women, oast and present from varlous galks

jof 1igeq are QPchted 11v1ny out thelr fenlnwst bellef Thouvh

femlnlsm, as ?Jch percelves 1s a powerful force. 1ts gtrength is .

4

-

'constantly undermlned by the effects of" patrlarchal culture. 'In

-

trylnp to come to terms w1th both the achlevements of the femlnlst - C

» . O

,movement and ‘the 1nescapable restrlctlons of patrlarchy, Rlch

- K

co contlnues to waver between 1dea11sm and reallsm in- her deplctlon

Ay
X

-~ of the communlty of women.,

UCulture‘and Anarchy”’(1978) in A Wlld Batlence Has Taken Me

AThis‘Fa valorlzes femlnlsm by weav1ng the experlences of early

\
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) feminists 'with the poet's own activities as a wrlter and as a woman

performing the tasks of the day. The onse of bu1]d1np\envrﬂy‘

created both structurally ‘and thematlcally in. Juxtaposing the lives

I3

of many women, emphaslzes ?1ch's bellef that feminism, as the expreesiom
of femgde experfence »&s a.”phy icality" not merely of the body; it
'is a’ commUnfon of understanding among all women, TnlglrustratinF
fﬁé power of femlnism, the poet also supplements the "common languare"

of femlnlsts by’explorlng and “re»v151on1ng“ the meanlnFs of "culture"

and "anarchy.'" 1
“In the‘cour se. of the poem, Rich. cons1ders Susan B. Anthony in

" her role as wife and. antl abolltlonlst she calls to mlnd Jane

Addams who ”refused to be.content”27 with isolated 1ntellectual .

pursults. A letter from FllZabeth Barrett to Anna Jameson, hlghllphts

for Rich the earlier poet's 1nterest in the lcberatlon of all |

oppressed peoples._ Rlch takes note of other WOmen central to ‘

femlnlst reform and knowledge she aiso acknowledges those women mho

have yet to confront the1r oppression, .or who’ live 1n 1solat10n from K

i

thelr sisters., L S

-«

"As the poet persdna sits at her work table, the v1tal]ty of

these female flgures "the torrent of .« o . typlnF" (Patlence, pe11)
‘ -
, - as” ?1ch's companlon works nearby, and the poet'° own muslnps about

women s llberatlon gather momentum and seem to mer‘?e and become pér’
»
.of the naturaL world -Outside the w1ndow - Like ”daylllles” womet -

‘have’ had to ”run wild" (Patlence p.10) tob truly’ Frow' they have

~. had to escape the conflnes of patrlarchy, becomlng what mlght

1Vconvent10na11y been seen ‘as "agarchic' yet the act1v1t1es of femlnlsts
past and .present, compared nqt only to wild flowers, but also to a

-bulldlng thunderstorm, are, undenlably a ”culture”; women have, ﬁich -
. 2 . , : -t
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notes, for centuries '"borne, / tended, soothed y cauterizgd, /
’ . ! "\*

gtanched, cleansed, absOrbed,_endured ;§? o (Patience, p.Ih)
Further,the pérsistence of carly feministé‘"orking ”for the full/

development of Euoman s_] forces of mind and body" (P tience, pP.15)

i

has resulted in the cmpation of a feminist heritage.

However Rich realizes thit women s gift. for nurturing, as well

‘as their literature, their histoailhave gone,"unnoticed” or "gri'tly
misrepresented“ (P tience ,‘p.lh) And the fight ‘against the forces

.of patriarchy, like many reform movements, has*%een what Rich :

‘ describes as af“falSe dawp” (Pa gience, p.14)

This conflict’between feminisim va pOWerful ‘highly ciVilized

o

X

movement even in its seeming "Wildness", and patr archal culture,

that which represses both nature .and women, i ed as Rich

A 3 L3 1
continues to -draw parallels betweenﬁghe life-giving fprces of natu;e‘
& &
and the feminist movement " Like the storm breWing qutSide the
“&“Dg«rv "'&p{.,‘f;o@‘ A
Window, ‘the energy and determination of these womén will continue
to build, ‘will grow more and more tangible,andipégerful
(4 “ ] ' . ’ . : : . /
L finally the bursting of the s o~ T -
B power, release (Ratience, p.12 S y

| For the poet even the simplest tasks of the day, like picking the
'vegetables for dinner ”while the strength is in the leaVes” (p tienc
,p.15), seem to expreSS‘ “the female ‘power” that Rich intimates is -'
continuing to expand and find expreSSion in both public and private

_;realms. The earliest feminist letters, diary excerpts, speeches,

. jand descriptions of houSehold tasks combine with an ever-stronger

momentum to convey the powerful consc10usness of women,'and the poet'

i~

'love and respect for their endeavours. Feminism, then, in its

communalityyprOVides the poet with,the strength of purpose to pursue

LN
"
v ot
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hep. own goals, to uphold her dream of a "cammon T%nguare." T TH

Tn the eipght-part poem ”Wurninp The 'heel" (1981),R1ch moves
from a con51derat10n of femlnlsm to the depxction of another kxnd o E
of female community. The poet observes that the heritare of natLvo hﬂ#

Indian wenen, vitally connected to their physieality and to naturc,

has been undermined by both men'and women from patriarchal culture.
. . R : . - '\ - N A |
Though Rich continues to validate female strength,‘maintaining even

’

~in this poem that it is constantly strudgling to surVivenand assert

itself, the poet is all tao aware of the all -pervasive restrlctlons
% * » . St

that, culture exerts over both women’ and nature, past and prevont.

28

-The title of the’poem, "Turning The Wheel” suggests the

¢ -,

dilemma that Rlch confronts in thls~poem how is she F01ng to "steer“

i
her way amidst the obstacles oi patrlarchy and -still ‘believe in tho \

L

".strength of women, and how can she maintain her falth in the power-_'
ful phy51ca11ty of women when she‘ybserves that it 1s constantly ‘ \

-
"routed backward“ (Patlence, p.56) by culture°

- o

Cy The fxrst section, entltled "Locatlon"‘ueplcts the desert

made even more desolate by the effectsfgf culturew it 1~ described
as "poor, conquered, bulldOZed” (P tience, p. 52) . Ryerythlng,;
f whether of nature or~culture, has been neutrallied:- the Sbanish

‘b

arcade, the 'faceless” old woman Urlndlnﬂ cqrn,,evon the sapuaro

-

.

”shot throuyh with Ehllet ho%es” (Patlence, p.52), no longQr have

an 1ntr1ns1c meanlng. Instead they re, cultural(artlfact s, empty

..

representatlons of life rdather than 11fe 1tse1f.YZi the poet‘

descﬁ&ptlon of the cactus, seemlng to Wg;ve the fin

(Patigg p 52), sugggsts that she sees some sort Qf "naturib,'ﬁfi o

ER o r e e . - . ) ’ ‘

life,. n wever feeble,} ssertln ;tse}f 1n oplte of provi;t tectralnto.
In "Burdeh Baskets”,Rlch beglns to focus: on female’ experlence

E v

| IR <

er to i,

* .
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n*‘f as it‘\like the desert ‘has been “COlonized" by patriarchy. Theiir"ﬁg

k

\hpoot dcclare" that even "the lesbian archeologist", tryin ;to,f

| recover a. female heritage, is a victim of this culture whi

the experience of women 80 completely that they themselve F'M

l‘ "the staddard Version” "the false history" (P tience, p.53). \

- { + puberty rites of the Apache women Illustrate this process: of nq}l

”";‘the actual female experience.. The burden baskets, chen for t'f
Indian women s “puberty celebrations, must have, at one t;me+/£§eﬁ
associated with the importance of women's physicality. Now these

.

‘baskets on display in the museum are filled with strange "offerings”

»

- "cans of diet Pepsi, peanut brittle,/ Cracker Jack Heréhey bars”

(Patlenceh Pé&?) This dlsplay, S0 shocking to the poet has been

‘ ﬁ'* almost 1gnored in terms of soc1olog1cal or anth;npolopical

\ documentatlon. No attempt has been madeqto unders*and the apparent

’ *

“‘/%onnecg%en between ‘Semale sexuality and gonsumerism or to' determlne
how, such a celebration of puberty would affect woman's.sense of ﬁer |

, physicality and hefr experience of. lrfe. Instead,;the text accompanyiné

| “the baskets, {", - . | -
e o like a paticnt voice tired of explalniqﬂ

goes on to explaln a different method of weavixng.

R N , | Co _ (Fatlence P.53)

xLQ In sections three and four, entl_tled "Hohokam and "Self Patred" ’

3

the poet continues to deplct the devdptatlon of fern’ale 'culture,

r';r{;ie_rchy .i.;nye;giq.uély,ﬁ_ng‘g‘ate%,;the_, ;,_
--»'-_"";- L :“','r.; ” M B ,‘,'. d v_l- LT

Pr_al” or:physical 1mpuyse,,imp031ng 1nstead the artif1c1al.‘ In

[

ribe, the ‘{ohokaln, whose name means "those who have ceased"(Patlcnce W

P 5&) No one, not even ‘the poet,. can imagine these people.‘ Theyt
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3 \
//she afflrms the phy51cal}ty of the "real” woman, declé%inp that thgp

',female

o . : . ' [ .’,, !
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have been wiped out Qich surrests, by rulture which honeath its

'S
seeming desire to’ create a more prg perous and pivntxful life, is

~actually life- denying. Thus the "%Fts of*rpray” of the rich

; contemporary farmer ”half—erdde” ‘"half-flood' the land (] gtieng ,

*P.54). The Indian woman, associated with magical power and with
nature, carFying water to living fields, has, Rich declares, even

~ "Withdrawn ‘her ghost" (P tie ce, P« 54) Culture has,: Rich intimates,

'.,denied our bond with the natural world to. such an extent that even

the spirit of that way-. of 1ife cannot be imagined by us

Again in'“Self Hatred” Rich emphasizes how woman s sense of

Jintegrity, particularly hef bond with ‘the natural world‘ has been |
undermined. In this section Rich tries to 1dentifx with an Indian
,wpman of the past, working on a tapestry. Ohce shd embr01dered
birds and serpents but now, because she has been told she lS.

¥

l
”primltive",’she works 1nto her tapestry a Stene that denies nafure,

and denies her authentic experieice of self, the "scene of ST

. rflapefiantsy / each whi/f , . :,accurately sel f«directed" (Eat¥ence,p"¢

L 2,557, | S A
" Tn section five, ”Particularity" ?ich firhtv aFainstbiho o -}

oppr0051ve effects of cui}ure bq trying to br]nv alive in Ker own
1map1nation "the desert w1iwh the bhamaness“ (Pat]ence p.50; of

the Hohogam Rlch reJects archetype, ‘symbol, ready made abstractionsJ
|

j

ebsatr&c“ax,gns {

'ower- ﬂrouted backward” (Pat ence, p.57) However, this*'

B

ff culture, in dEnying this life of the body, keep .

,valuing of experience in the phy51ca1 is only a momentary foggs,

the poet in ”Apparitlon" section 81x,.counters it with all of the "

.“'0

fabricated 1dentitres of culture. If the shamaness*ts,jllke a I

-

. e . ) S - / . ‘
RO e * ‘ ST T . .
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~dream image, a fieryyapparitionf'if she is "sklrted llke a Ghristian", -

A}

" if she-is "shawled in dust" ‘(Patience,,p.57?), do not, RlCh warns,
- . N , o Q‘ - } .
‘assume you' "know" her, for these are only the frames of perCeption

which we have been given; these have nothlng to "do w1th ‘the actual

rwoman ; w1th "Stlll brlstllng[halr" (Patlence, P. 57), she is a)lVe

- *
.

these cultural interpretatmons.

-

C e
The portralt of Mary Jane Colter 4n sectlon seven of the poem

deplcts a ”whlte” woman, who, as part of trlarchy, has 10°t her
\‘lntegrlty much as the Indlan womar has., | Thomﬁh Colter was not a

part of the natural world of the Indians, she did. love these people,

and hoped through her archltecture, to erect a monument to thelr

way of llfe. Rlch auowes one of Colter s letters to her famlly

-
3

I.want:this- glory, ’ p (PP .
I want to place my own conception . ’ ‘ .
~and’ that of the Indlans whose land this was
~at the edge of this’ lncommensurable thing. (Patlence, p.58)

. The poet does rnot overtly comment on Coltet in the poem 1ts§lf But;

‘her earller deplctlons of the desert as a cultural wasteland ~the:
Tndlan people as enfeeble& and pathetlc,,suvront that Col?cr s‘need
for "Flory”,rhowever honourable, is, as WJch doee-;tate %Xplfggtly
in the notes on the poens, ”1nextr1cable'from<the violation'andfl{
exproprlatlon of Natlve culture by white entrepreneurs n29 -
| In the flnal sectlon of this poem, "Turning The Wheel” .Qich

'1s about to enter the - Canydﬁ wh1ch she sees as a symbol of female-

- ness: - v o g
: "~ the face ’ | .
~of annlhllatlng and impersonal t1me SN
. - stained in the colors of a woman s genitals
outlastlng every trans;ent violation- (Patlence, P. 59) ..
¢ - . N . (’ T . N

[ . : i

#
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In linklng womanhood to the 1nda§tructible rock of,the Canyon, Rlch'

¢
afflrm" her falth Jn the trennth of women, " strenpth that wllPe
f

that of the natural world \1s basic to. all maanestatlohs of llfe.

C g o
[ However ‘in splte of this reallzatlon, Rich "turns' !he whpel“, she

is unable to continue ‘her Journey 1nto the{canyon. ,/ : RS

- : ) B
2

e ~Perhaps she\turns back because the obvious conflicts between

.
\

' nature and culture, whlch the poem has 1llustrated are too palnful

+

to be’ confronted Throughout the poem, women’, assoc1ated by Rich
w1th théir phy51callty, mave been llke the canyon, both ondurlnp

: and constantly subordlnated to culture, a male~culture. It seems
. { .

that Rich's: awareness of thls never— nding struggle haéfundermlned

PR

/_'//A

‘her own strength; she declares that she*Teels ”too alone“ to
/ ,
contlnue her Journey.- However,kit is also true that .she 1s "too

~ Y,
o fllled” with a loved one who, though not on the Journey, is everT

present in the poet s m1nd It seems then, that even 'in the p%}nful

recognltlon of vWioman's negation by patrlarchy, the bonds’ between NG
“« women will per51st, anddeven " outlast every translent_v1olatlon”\ '
‘(Patience,'b.59). ‘Q ‘J,} ' /f . | |
Tn’thisﬁphase of her'WOrk> JCh has attempted to deplct her
conception of "thlnkxmp througH;the body” as it is relatled to the

: female trength or power that can be tapped through woman S

et / )
i phy31callty. The poet's v1slqn of fenale powen-has%evolved from

v

a bellef in the 1mportance of the body per se to the assertion.

\ of the actual, as opposed to condltloned -needs of the entlre<'

-\
| pe son llVlng in harmony w1th both nature and culture. Such a
\
Lo nceptlon of female ﬁower, as a total awareness of self and other,‘{‘
Al
~\ dlverpcs greatly from patrlarcnal notions of conquest - whether

e

;\\1t be conquest of,WOman,vnature or culture. Rich's success in this
. : ol -

AU R R Y ) . . .
\ et ~ —
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' phase W111 be determlned by her success in flndlnptlmages that
"iafflrm the valuo of this deflnltlon of power.
v Rlch-beglns heﬁ explorat;on of power in two eerlp poems by v‘..
‘deiineating the ways'that power'can be misused‘if it is conceivcd,

as 1t has beeq in patrlarchy; to mean'force and, 51ng1e -minded

[}

detefmlnatlon. Such a conceptlon of power 1h "Power" and "Phantasla

4

vfor Elv1ra Shatayev“ does. not however, brlng destructlon to every-"
thlnF out51de ‘the self as male power often does; rather,Rlch ‘

,‘i lllustrates how the conventlonal notlonc of power deny ‘the |
physlcal and emotlonal aspects of the seemlngly powerful per on{
thus, power as’ ambltlon is revealed by the poet to be self destructive.
‘In ”Power” (Qgggm),tmages like that of Furle 'S suppuratlnp faner

tlps work effectlvely to emphasize- how profOundly her ambition

- .
-

took precedende over the well belqg of her ”self " The poem s
repetltlon of ”deny” suggests that 1t is Curie herself who rofu sed
g : T
'+ to acRnowLedge her ‘own sufferlnu. S . o

Similarly 1n ”Phanta51a” (Dream)k as wlvira Sﬂééﬁyev and her

(SR,

female climbing team'facrifice.body.to<mind; they inevitably destroy
\\\\\themselves: The image of thJ mountain'e]imb symbolizes these
| womén's vitality; but the image of the’ snowstorm, which takes their
" lives, effectlvely ltlustrates their mlfu e of thojr powerful
vv1E§}1Ly. &\\\\: . |
n ”Orlglns and Hlstory of Consciousness" (_zggm) 0 new
deflnltlon of female power 1s beginning to emerFe. ‘The lesbian
.lovers, now beyond the realm of maie 1nfluence,-are ndtvonly in
¥touch with the needs of the body, the\meanlng of thelr phyolcallty
is extended to signify thelr dec151on E?_accept each other, not

L

just as bodies, but as whole belngs, both sensate and sensitive.



: 4 J‘ . ,I ; v. :
' The poet uses the image of an animal seeking another animal to suggest ’

, that the love, between the women'remains a'primitive impulsevuntil they
: are.abie to achleve the trust required to embrace each other'° lives
- 1n‘the1r entlrety.v |
In the "Twenty-One Love Poems" (_rggm% the power that the poet
has implied will be tapped when the lesbian couple are completely
committed to and trustlng of each’ other is realized. Now the 1mages ‘
o’ associated w1th power begin to suggest a heélthy "thinkxng through
the body" rather than the denial and death of the body for ‘the sake;
‘of the mind Thermost effective images assoc1ated w1th»the female
1overs are those which suggest a livingfin-the-moment that requires

knowing oneself e ”the‘forces;within”, and‘accepting the actual

worid'-- "the'forces without"“(Dream; p. 34) The'ebb'and‘flowv '

effect of thlS constant surveillance of 1nner and outer worlds

b embodies the constant energy and growth that the lesbian couple
expcrience as they-define a life for themselves, a life in wh1Ca

their needs are recognized, named and fulfilled 3 Whether it be

“through the a?age of the tree, . rootiqvin the city, buddlng in

spite of oollution, or in. ut11121nﬁ1 1mage of the tumultuous

h fﬂ&‘.i /3\ );'

pitch of rough waters, the poet suggests the intense and total

. iﬁVe%v;ment 1n lIife to which these,women are committed.

<

4

We should note, however, that the 1mages Rich utilizes, while
they are_inspirational,!do not convey realistjcally what M"thinking -
through<the bodv” means in'everyday,’hdman terms; How; for example,
does ‘one 11ve ”like a tree'? A more practical understanding of
Rich's 1mages is made p0531ble 1f one sges them in conJunction

’ w1th her’ re—v1sion1ng of language, a-process central to the "Love
ﬁ‘ Pgems." - When the lesbian women begin to acknowledge their ‘needs

¢ .
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‘and construct.a new life, they must ‘take the old ”tunes" of '
patrlarchy and.suhstltute the words o femaleeexperlence Aa thoy
“do so;‘the meaning of nhot only power, but of love; of ”routine“ .
of ”ordlnariness";all change. Their new meanings are tlfd to the
poet's bellef thdk "phys1callty" is ”flerce attentlon" to the details

‘of everyday 11v1ng. Thls 1s tru' female power; 1t transformS'IOVe

S 1nto deep awareness and accépfance of self and other; it makes our..

A

dally "routlnes" heroic rather’ than undane, and the ordinary becomes
a mlracle. el L. “_ -
However; the tremehdous'powervthatithe lesbian cGﬁple have

generated in re-v151on1ng the meanlng of life 1s blocked as they :

| attempt to interact with other people beyond the mlcrocosm of thelr
“own relatlonshlp. Now -Rich trles to reallstlcally explore how one
might stay in touch with one' 5 actual feellngs and not feel thwarted
~or allenated 1n,the publlc world The taboos agalnst genulne feeling

‘_and self- exposure are* the focus of ”A Woman Dead In Her Fortles.”

The imageé of "the rush of cells" (Dream, p.58) that 81gn1f1es the

death by cancer of the poet‘s frlend a !"dean of women" (Drea_, P.
56), is apt in 1llUStrat1np the results of a ¥ fe of repressed
emotlon,\of succumblnp to the Ctonventions of patrIarchy. However,. -
'even the poet herself, whose body 1s_not diseased, but filled with

”uncontrdllable light'" (Dream, p.54), is ihhibited from commuhicatingl

-

her 1ove for her frlend; and tho_gh she vows to keep trying. to be
N

honest she also admlts that ”thlnk' g through the body", adthg

‘on one's actual feellngs, may in me environments be vlrtually

r ~

 impossible.

The solution that he poet finds, adherence to the 1deals of

n "Transcendental Ftude" ( ream)

feminism, is convincingl \{Siiii?ed:



.because it is mlrrored by Rich's faﬁth in the complex workfnrs of
the natural world.  This falth i not other worldly, but is, 1nstead
grounded in the actualltleo of everyday life. . Inltlally both nature
.and the poet-persona s experlencgs as a woman. are percelved asv;

intricate and beyond human comprehension.v But the "mlnute, momentary

'Hlife [of naturé] --‘slugs, moles,¢;heasants, gnats" (Dream, p.73)

‘and "the many-llved,unending/forms” (Dream, p. 77) that female

. experlence embraces become a sourgeaoi falth as the poet accepts
what:she cannot know or\understand; and the . portrayal of.her‘femlnist
consciousness becomes thef bodiment'of a particularistic, rather

- than transcendental vision.: In thls "thinking through the body“(

a merylng with the everyday world that transcends the "will to mastery”
é

~ the poet persona flnds tremendous strength.: The image of the rockshelf,

at flrst the 1nscrutable foundatlon of life, is flnally, through
\
\

'falth, percelved as the source of -vitality and stablllty underlylnp

the myrlad 1eve1s of existence. Thls vision is relnforced in
a
"Culture and Anarchy” (Pgtlence) Whlch compares the force of femlnlsm

to & building storm; the poet agaln affirms her faith in the
cumulative and cvcr-transforming_powor of‘women.-

In "Turninﬁ'The Vheel” (Patience)y ?ich. attemnts to interrate
Lv_the power of wolnen 1nto the actual world in a way that ,she could -
not do in "A‘WOman Dead In He%_Fortles." In order to'balancessucCess;
fully E e_tidealism of'“TranSCendentalhEtude” and "Culture and

1

‘Anarchy" w1th the realism of "A Woman', Rich attemptS'to extend

‘_c“ a

the meanlny of a. powerful female phy31ca11ty ‘to mean faith qn one' s‘

b "
ideals as they are restralned, but ever-present in the real world.
Rich' resourcefully uses the imagevof the Grand Canyon to embody this
strongﬂvision of survival. Though the canyon has!Alike woman, been

. ) N .
b v R . I'd
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'.violated time and. time agafhuby_the activitie of ”culturo”, Rich

assort" LhaL tha."fomale Core .+ + o tho faco / of gnnlvnlattnr
and impersonal tlmc” Qpatlcgce, pP.59) is so eclemental that it
cannot be deotroyed ‘Tn comparison, patriarchy is but a "transient
‘violation” (Patie'be, P.59). This confrontatlon with reallty is
‘paln@ul -- the péet decides that she cannot confront: all that the’
Canyon rep#ésents to her, and she cuts her Journey short However,
Iln facinp’fhe actual cchdltlon of women, and y@t afflrmlnp thowr
strength to survive, Rnch 111u°trate s,the power of hnr fGMLnlst

.

beliefs. She also extends the mbanlnp of ”thlnklnp throuph the

body” to encompass reallstlc awarenes s of the actual world.

-
-
-

-



Conclusion . .
. ‘ ' !
\‘

# .
Throughout Rich's oxpl&%&iion of "thlnklng through the body”, Py

human sources in Leaflet § and The Will tg Chgng to an investigation

" of the mind in Diving Into The. Wrgck to finally, in the more recent o
poetry of The Dream of A CQmmon Lang_age and A_Wild Patience Has

<

/
Taken Me This ar, a dépictlon of the female community, tbe concept

of a uniquely feminist perspective, with its dlstlncbtve emphas1s
- on distlnguishlng g%tween authentic and culturally—lmposed experlence,

has evolved : ‘ _ : \‘

In Leaflets and The Wlll to Change Rich concelved of/”thlnklng

thrbugh the body” as an understandlng of the human relationship to
nature.- Such a v181on was besed on the poet's perceptlon that woman's
blology, its cycles and rhythms, is a phenomenon that sefms to mirror
the workings of “the natural world In defining a feminlst consoious—
ness, Qlch begins with this fundamental relation between women and
’nature, the pO”t undertakcs to trans]ate the pul sationsof the body,

: uomah's connection with ‘nature, 1nto images which express the process

. she calle ”thlnklnp through the booy " ’aer explaration 1n1t1a11y
entails acknowledgement o{ the,meaning of reproductive funptions;
however, Rich'S'vision evolves beyond the body'itself embrac1ng in
'"Planeta}ium” (¥ill) and "Tear Gas"(Poems), the value 1nherent in
female intuitions and female emotion; in the last stage of this
re-visioning of the relatioh of woman and nature, Rich attempts to

" +depict "the moment of change”;ithe;energy souice which underlies

any human act, a fusing of physical, emotional and thinking‘experience.

. L . f984
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Tn ”Tméreq”,nich defines the aeothotlc prncedure to bo uttli7vd in

caplturing ""the moment of chanrc” (Ui 1!) lowever, the prnhlem Lhnt

this poem raises is‘timat, becauap 1t is a poetic manffeeto, it

describes abstract 1deas such as ”intorlor monoloPue" (Will, p.49),

rather than the poet's goal, whieh is a.thinking fused with the

knpowledge of the eensee and the emotions. Further, as Rich goes

“on’ tn i\'Vaxledi,C’(_:_ion" (¥i11) to,achhiize her aesthetic vision, to -

depict this ever-shifting energy complex called "the moment of

change', she is again unsuccessful. Tn this final poem, as %the

poet attempts to move beyond the rigid structures of language which

she believes cannot express the body, her vision of napure becomes
not only devoid of experiential associetions, but also almost -
incomprehensible, Yer use of concrete images such as 'hair, glacier,
flashlight! (Illl pP. 50; is meanlngless because such a depiction of
"the moment of change" has Vlrtually no contextual framework. 'hat
has become apparent in thls‘flnal poem in Rich's definition of
nature is phet, as she trles to tap a more and more essent1a1 human
souree, as. she moves toward an incre351ngly purer conception of
nature, her definition becormes so insular, so personal that it

-

cannot be'commUnicated. Mature, in its pure fopm, scems to be

,antithetical to culture.

~

,”HoWever, the poems that seemed to}mest eignificani%y represent
éich's articulation of a feminist perspective were ”5T3b a,m.”,
"Planetarium" and "Tear'Gas.” The foundation of Rich's conceptlon
of "thlnklng through the body", ”the miracle and paradox of the

1 is the complex issue explored in "5:30 a.m," The

woman's understanding of her body -- her sense of its vitality and

energy, and af the same time, ﬁénvknowledge that it is the cause of

B
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hor cultural fate as potential mother ~- is central to Rich's feminist

vision, In ”Planetarium”,she begins re- visioniﬂ} the meaning of
A e

woman's body and its relation to nature and culture,. rarol.inq
Herschel, the female astronomer deplcted 1n the poem, is no 1ohger

a victim of her biology. Instead, ‘the fact that she is "ruled by

the moon" (_lll p.13), and that she\responds to her own "heart
sweating through’ [ﬁeé] body" (Will, pa14), is culturally valuable, .
for these characteristics, 1ntr1nslc to her female seﬂtibillty, have
 contr1buted to her resources as an astronomer. Thus the female' |
connection with natur€ now re- v151oned as 1ntu1t10n and 1nte111gence,
is 1llustrated by Rich to be culturally valuable. In "Tear Gas",

the notion ofk"thlnklng throuph the body" embracei emotion.
Symbollzed by the tegi emotion can, the poet suggests, contribute-
to both personal and political change. Further, the expres51on of
emotlon represents one of the poet's first attempts not only to work
against the problematic influence of patriarchal culture, but also 1
to seﬁarate the authentic experience of ”self” from the cultural
prescrlptlon. The woman who is transformed into a bird in thls

~poem is an embl@m of the potential for change that is made p0851ble

A}

as woman thinks through her body, expressing her emotions, her
1

natural reaction to pasriarchy. )

IS

Having explored female intuition -and emotion in the early phase
of her work, it is the female unconscious that Rich next considers

as a source for'khinkipgqthrOugh the bodyfk In Diving Tnto The Wreck,

in the exploration of conscious and unconscious dimensions of

_experience, Rich is, it seems, still working as she was in "Images"

with tHe idea of an original or elemental human source that exists

;sephrapely:from the soc¢ial or.culturally-imposed consciousness.

-

L)

*
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She now, therefore, corceives of "thinking through Lhe body" as the.
.- process of moving beyond "patriarchal" thinking and tapping instead o
the bisexual unconscious. In this phase.pf Rich's exploration, the
blsexual or androgynous unconscious is -the natural state of the psyche,
which has been blockéd by cultural conditioning,

In the earlier par{ of herthvestigation in Qj,x;ng Igtg‘jm' he
Wreck, in "Trying To Talk With A Man", the poet illustrates the
,fsterility,of-ﬁhe masculine consciousness; in "The Mirror In‘Which
Two Are Seen As One', the self-destructiveness of the~stereot§pical
‘female's way of thinking is explored., ' Rich also indicates the
problems involved in moving beyond conventlonal and accepted modes
of perception. to define or dlscover a separate feminist consc1ous-
ness in "When We Dead Awaken." However, as the poet attempts in the
title poem, "Diving', to depict the blsexual psyche, she fails to
‘ provide us w1th the imagesanecessary tovtransform our conceptlons
.of consciousness; ironically enough, as Rich depicﬁs the sccne-of'
the wreck and th2 diver, together symbolizing the core of heinm,
.it is.as though this.vision of human potential were\the sCene‘ofﬂany
underwater,exploration. “Tn declafing that the female"explorcr‘is
merman/mermaid, compass and wreck, as weli as diver (Diving; p.2h),
Rich is, it seems, attempting'to depict an integrated female
-consciousness. However, these uninspiring barts ofithe psyche;~
all assdciated uith underwater exploration, lack the force and
'complex1ty that the portralt?of the partlcularlstlc consciousness
deplcted in the later poems successfully embodies. T

 The 1mportant development in this phase is Rich's deplctlon

of the female unconscious in ''Waking In The Dark" (Dlv;ng). The

central role of the body in "5:30 a.m.", thelintuic;on depicted'in



-

_change, and love are tanglble possibilities,

102
"Planetar;um",‘the value of'emotion expressed in "Tear Gas" now come

together in "Waking In The Da?k" tnfthe vision of a highly energized

feeling-thinking being, swimming, diving, touching, vitally alive,

at one with the environment which is a merging of natural and
cultural realms. This conception of ”thinking through the body" is

one in which the energiesof the self have broken free of the ”casts"

 of patriarchal. thought. In such a dynamic state of being, growth

-

However, "Waking In The Dark" is a dream, as the poet admits
in its concluding lines. In her attempt to actualize the dynamic
vision of the female self created in "Waking", in the poems of The

Dream of A Comdon Language and A Wild Patience Has Taken Me This

Far, Rich focusses on the strengths of the female community in the

actual world. The elemental human sburce that Rich conce%ved as

"the moment of change" in "Images" and as the blsexual uncon801ous
"ﬁ\

~in "D1v1ng Into The reck" now has an "outer" but equally powerul

i

manlfestatlon, the authentic experience of wowen, an experience -
A\

\ :
denled_or ignored by patrlarchy, is now ‘the ba51c source of ''thinking

“through the body." Rich's decision to focus on and develop the

experiences of women in the actual world has a number of effects

on her portrait of the feminist’ consciousness: Rich articulates the

ideals'of feminism; she clarifies and makes realistic her conception
i

-0f ”thlnhlnp through the body" as a feellng-thlnklng response to an

faétual experlence. F1nally, the notion of woman's physicality, so

central to the identlty of the feminist consciousness, is now -
expanded bexond the body to ‘encompass an entlre way of life. Female
power, dlrectly related t& w%ﬁan S phys1ca11ty,'1s no longer a

biological trap, 'Insteadza;n the female community, physicality is -~

¢
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re- conceivod to mean not . only the reconnition of one's physlcal ond
emotional needs, but onc's rplationship to the world.

(Cne of thehcentraT Foems illustratinr Rich's vision, and one
cruc1a1 in the evolv1ng deflnition of the feminist’ consciousncsr is
”Origins and History of Consciousness" (_rﬂﬁ_) The .birth of the
feminist self occurs when woman breaks With conventional ways of.
thinking and feeling, determinlng 1nstead to act on her own needs and
! peiceptions. This: process of defining and responding to an authentic
self is embodied in the depiction of the .poet-persona, who rejects
heterosexuality, fulfilling her sexual needs through lesbianism.
However, the woman in the poem acknowledges that a response to the
needs of the body is only the first ‘step in~the birth of a radical
new self, She must now expand her awareness of phy51ca11ty, she must
re-interpret it as the ability to embrace another pers;n not only
. Sexually, but in the, entirety of her/his being. Such trust and
acceptance of‘another person is, in the poet's view, a powerful,
_beculiarly female, ability.2 It is also a complete preak fnom-"
patrianchal conceptions of power as domination and force. '

The ”Tove Poems" (Dream) contlxue to concentrate or the female
power 1ﬁherent in lcsbianlom.J~A° the basis of ”tninkinm throurh
the body'., lesbianism. symboll7es a proce 55 1n which the actual nced"
of self and other are understood and fulfilled.‘ Further, the lesbian
couple, wnose experience has not been "imagined'" by culture or '
literature, aae)simultaneously living ont and creating a new vision

of life. Ultimately, the "Love Poems'" seem to ley down the precepts -
‘on which the lesbian mythos is founded:. Tt is a vision in which

body and mind are integrated' and Rich's 1nsp1rat10na1 1magery also

succeeds 1n uniting ihner and outer worlds, For example, the poets
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'.declaration 1n Poem I that the lesblan couple w1ll live ”llke trces"

(Uream, pP.25) is her«statemcnt of the need to balance ahl asﬁects of

' llfe, however seemlngly 1rreconc1lable. Hence the.”anlmal pa381on”
of the women ‘is not only a phyolcal manlfestatlon,‘lt gives them the
5 strength to surv1ve pollutlon and pornography. it allows them to

"exuberantly bid!'" with re-v1tallzed conceptlons of llfe. Further7

"~ the .women in the poem not only acknowledge and attempt to- fulflll

vthelr personal needs and dreams they also try tofllve "1nseparable?.~””
from the publie world acceptlnn of what is be'yond thelr control
: .Another central 1mage, "the slow-plcked halting travsrse of a pltch”.
t (Dream, P 35), aga;n suggests the 1ntegrat10n of body and mlnd and gt .

Tpersonal and publlc worlds, The momentum and energy that this 1mage
‘supgests is symbollc of the lesblan dec131oh to pay ”flerce aitentlon” -

_ /
to the partlcularltles of everyday 11fe. Such’a cdmmitment means

i

econstant awareness of all aspects of seii) it also 51pn1§ies a way ‘
_of 11V1ng S0 attuned to the details of everyday experlence that the_

Nordlnary becomes a ”mlracle " . : e

¢ <

. “As Plch s poetic vision moves from the lesblan relatlonshlp in
ethe "Love Toems” to the actual ‘world where such femlnlst values- must
be put 1nto practlce the poet encounters a culture in which J
'tknowlcdgo and expre551on of self 1s d1scouraged in Wthh openness
\and acceptance can be dangerous. She now chooses. to draw as much
h;strength as she can from falth.'ﬂ”Transcendental Etude" (Drggm)
'Rlch'slmost ideal v£51on of the power and meanlng of female
physicallty, takes the values artlculated in the ”Love Poems” and
lncorporates them 1nto a portralt of the 1ntegrated energlzed'
"femlnlst con501ousness.‘ Lhe beg1nn1ngs~of the hollstlc cons01ous—'

l'ness deplcted in- "D1v1ng Into The/Wreck" now culmlnates in "Ptude” v

&
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in the multi-faceted awareness of the WOman, at one w1th her body,
" who understando her place in natural and cultural worlds, -ﬂhus

”thtnklng through the body”,ls 1llustrated to be female awarenos

~highly attuned to the,“acute partlcularlty”,of llfe, faith is not

transcendent but founded on actual experlence

pulling the tenets of a llfe together . ‘ T

with no mere w1ll to mastery,

only care for the. many-lived, unending
« “forms in Wthh she finds herself

becomlng,now the shard of broken glass
., -slicing 11ght in-a corner, dangerous
r to. flesh now the plentiful, soft leaf
that wrapped round the throbblng finger, soothes the wound ;
‘and now the stone foundatien, rockshelf further :
forming, underneath everything that grows. (Dream, p.77)'

‘ i}
The vision of profound integration that "Rtude" deplct is
‘hlghly 1nSp1rat10nal however, 1t is made poss1ble by the povt'"

dlsregard for certaln harsher realltles, to which she directs her

‘

attentlon in "Turning The Wheel" (Patlence) Jlere,-in tho portrayal . /
of the pllpht of ‘the native Indlan women, Rich tries to strike a o '//
balance between ideal and real worlds. The process of "thinking-_ //

through ;he‘bgdy”=now is expanded to\81gnif§ the confrontation .
between thehawAre_}ndividual and the.limltationsdas}well as the
/possiﬁilitieswof:her enyironment. Tn this e1“ht part poem-the “irand
Canyon symbolizes female’strength. Just as thls natural world,has
b€en conqdered by man;tso too femaleness,Agrounded<in wonanls | |
blolowy, and closely llnked to the natural world has been: constantly
undermlned and ”routed backward” (P tience, p. 56) by patrlarchal
_culture' The poet persona who is on. a journey to the Canyon,dec1dcs
that she cannot face the sight awaltlng her at the end: of the trlp

The canyon,. s0 endurlng, yet S0 horrlbly desecrated by the processes

t

of ClVlliZatlon,ls too palnful to confront. Hence the vision of the |

-
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fédminist consciousness at the end of the poem is one in which thé

afflictions of patrlarchy are a very-pres ont reality, and a reality -

that it WOuld be foollsh even fatal, to deny."There~is, however, -

Ve ’ ‘ .
/g/ some resldual optlmlsm expressed in the poem. The Canyon is

descrlbed as "the face / of annlhllatlng 4nd 1mpersonal tlme”
(Pétlence, p.59) -- ,an image of the essentlal infinite strength |
'of fema%eneos, further, the poet persona, 1n her own life, provides V‘f

an example of the ‘Iife- afflrmlng potentlal of feminism: . firstly, -

.throuﬁhout the poem chh has performed the valuable task of re-

o

power of thelr relatlonshlp sustains the poet it offers hope and

bstablllty in a llfe in which many obstacles must be faced
The movement from.personal ideals to more pub11C‘realities,‘u*ﬁ“
‘mlrrored in ‘the relatlonshlp between ”Transcendental Etude'" and -

”Turnlng the‘WHeel” can be seen to be the basis of the femlnlst

.process of ”thlnking throuph the body“'A While therqualltles

such as intuition, emotlon and partlcularism'Were acknowledged as.

central to feminiet avareness in each phase of poetic nvnWOrat on,

underly]nh th1~ development was the proce s of wax1n" and wanlnn\\

[

creatlve and prophetic enerples, a. process soO ev1dent in the move-

: ment frpm ”Rtudeﬂ to ”Wheel It seems~thot whether in the re-

s

visioninp of nature or blsexuallty,‘or the’ female communlty, thls
sense of erepre531b1€ energy, tempered by the forces of the actual

world, has establlshed a klnd of . momentum whlch is 1tself 1ntr1n51c
R

R ”thlnklnlr through the body "
Thls process usuarly began w1th the poet's: concern w1th a

spec1f1c problem of perceptlon in the outer or publlc world As

t

&

: . | . | ' /
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Rich undertook to re-vision the conventional conception of nature,
tisexuality r physicality, it so;:;\bhot she was inevitably led
v .

to a so‘ution‘h;ghly inspirational and’decply personal. ‘Thus the
\
re~definition of nature resulted in "the moment of chanFe“ the

exploration of the mind culmlnatedﬁln the blsexual psyche; the - .
understanding ofvc0mmunity reaChed"avcrescendo in the ‘poet's hymn

of faith in’”Transcendental Etude." While this final vision,

) v - - .

‘affirming the acknowledgemi”:’of one's actual as oppo ed to

condltloned needs, is ‘the poct's most. practlcal and accessible
deflnltlon of "thinking through the body"; it is still, llke the
earlier conceptlons of a prlstlnetpuman source underlylnp our
condltloned thlnklng, a“personal realization, and one that 1saclose'
to inapplicabie in the actual world. o :rp~\\

| However, Rich's honesty, her inteﬁrity, her'commitﬁéntbto.her
vision of “thlnklng throuph the body" as a total awareness of self

‘and other, leads her to courter the ‘seeming ease of her femlnls

-ideals with the hard facts of living in the world. Hence Rie
concludes her exploration of "thinking through the body! wi 1 the

realization_thatfwhile female potential'is not entirely ingffectivc

v /

in the acﬁualitios of daily~1iviné, this dynamic enerpy is’constantiy
"'routed backward.". It is as if Rich's final realization»is; as the
Grand Canyon illuStrates, that there is a'bedrockﬂof numan vitality
that We must, for our spiritual and phyéical survival, remain in D-
"touch" with' yet our participation in the worldlas it presently -
ex1sts requlres that we realize the restrictions and limitations.
»'1mposed by contemporary culture. *

Hence,»thq exploration of‘”thinking through  the body" has, in

moving from phaée to‘§§§ée, gradually coalesced into a total vision,
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The'inspirationel poems, "Planetarium”, “Hahing in the Dark! and. .
“Transcendental Ttude" established the central relation behween
the‘emohiveAaspects Of self énd nature;;’the poems of the‘éctdal
World, inseparable fqoh,the more‘idealistic.ﬁoeme, illustrate the
process;of‘ba;éncing }nner and 0utep-khowledge, ideal ah&_real'
ﬁorlds, made pessible'by AWafeness of'the body and openness te
its cerrective'effects. Rich's ultlmafe\conceptlon of the
feminist cons01oueneso, the process by which thought 1s augmented"
by the knowlech of the °enses and the emotlona, has, then, been

rea117ed as the poet brlngs\femlnlst ideals 1nto the patrlarchal ™

world : S L ‘ . R
. . , N ’ " ' . L e
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Adrienne Rich, "When We Dead Awaken: ”Writing\as Re-Vigion,"
in On Lies, Secxets and Silence (NewYork: 'W.W. Norton & Coey 1979),
P-BS; My use of hyphenated words (sdch as re~define . and re-conceive)

confqrms with Rich's‘acknowledgement that "re" must be emphasized,
€ Rich, "When e Dead Awaken," pp.40-45,

5 By "patriarchy" T am referring to Rich's definition in- '"Ppe
- Antifeminist oman,' Cn Lies, Secrets and silence, p.78: | would
.like to clarify here the way in which T 'am using the term patriarchy.
By it T mean to imply not simply the tracing of descent through the
father ., . «f but any kind of froup. organization in which males hold
dominant power and determine what part females shall and shall not
Play, and in which capabilities assigned to women are relegated

- Bénerally to the mystical and aesthetic gdnd excluded from the .
"practical and“political‘realms. (Tt i1s characteristic of patriarchal
‘thinking that these Tealms are regarded as separate and mutually - ;
exclusive,)" The follqwing definitions are based on Rich's Yoreword,
On Lies, Secrets and Silence, pp.9-18, 'Hale" thinking is to be
understood as the extent to which men -- and women -- are what Rich
describes as "embodiments of the patriarchal idea." 'Femalo! thinking
is used interchangeably with "feminist" to mean a reaction, by women,
against '"the passivity of the twentieth century mind;" Tt is the

need to define an "authentic'" female self. . Rich defines thig process
—of-discovery: "To question everything. 7o remember what it has '
been forbidden even to mention. To come together telling our storices,
“to look afresh at, and .then describe for ourselves " art and litbﬂa}UFOx
¢« o e « To do this kird of work takes a capacity for constant active”
bresence, a naturalistc's attention tn minute pheronena, for roading
between the lines, watchirg closely for symbolic arrangements,
decoding‘diﬂficult and comlplex fessanes . . . nf the past,v

b - . : . ‘ o -
*Oﬁlcn ""Jhen le Dead Awakern." o '/
9 3

1

. 2 tancy Milford, '"This “aman's ovement,' in Adrionne Rich's.

Poetry, ed. Barbara Charlesworth “ielpi and Albert fGelpi (Tew Vork:
.7, Torton & .Couy 1975), 1p.197-201.-

o
4

Nancy Milford, '""his ‘Joman's Movement," p.202.
7 Marianne‘Whelchel, ""iining the!?arth;ﬂépOBits'i “'omen's ”istnry
~in Adrienne Rich's Poetry, " in Readins Adrienne Rich, Revicws . and
Re-visions, 1921-81, ed. Jane Roberta Cooper (Ann Arbor: Univerﬁity
of Michigan Press; "1984), p.57. ' _ '

109;
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- w8 Adrienne Rich, "Three Conversatidng," interview with Parbara
Charlesw%rth Gelpi and A. Gelpi, in Adrienne Rich's Ioetry, ed., :
Parbara felpi. and A. felpi (Mew York: V.. Uorfon % Cqg., 1979), pps
tPloand A. Belpl ( 0T e A0 T
114=-119, f7 _ ceM e
. 9 Jane.Nanderbosch, "Reginning Again," in Readin
- -Reviews and Re-Visions 1991-81, ed. Jane Roberta Cooper
. University of Michigan Press, 1984), pp.125-435. -

.o

.Adriehnguhibh;% .
Ann Arbor:.
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