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 ADRIENNE RICH

 When We Dead Awaken:

 Writing as Re-Vision

 IBSEN'S "WHEN WE DEAD AWAKEN" is a play about the use that the male artist
 and thinker-in the process of creating culture as we know it-has made of women,
 in his life and in his work; and about a woman's slow struggling awakening to the
 use to which her life has been put. Bernard Shaw wrote in 1900 of this play:

 [Ibsen] shows us that no degradation ever devized or permitted is as disastrous as
 this degradation; that through it women can die into luxuries for men and yet can
 kill them; that men and women are becoming conscious of this; and that what remains
 to be seen as perhaps the most interesting of all imminent social developments is
 what will happen "when we dead awaken".'

 It's exhilarating to be alive in a time of awakening consciousness; it can also be
 confusing, disorienting, and painful. This awakening of dead or sleeping con-
 sciousness has already affected the lives of millions of women, even those who don't
 know it yet. It is also affecting the lives of men, even those who deny its claims
 upon them. The argument will go on whether an oppressive economic class
 system is responsible for the oppressive nature of male/female relations, or
 whether, in fact, the sexual class system is the original model on which all the
 others are based. But in the last few years connections have been drawn between
 our sexual lives and our political institutions, which are inescapable and illumi-
 nating. The sleepwalkers are coming awake, and for the first time this awakening
 has a collective reality; it is no longer such a lonely thing to open one's eyes.

 Re-vision-the act of looking back, of seeing with fresh eyes, of entering an old
 text from a new critical direction-is for us more than a chapter in cultural history:
 it is an act of survival. Until we can understand the assumptions in which we are
 drenched we cannot know ourselves. And this drive to self-knowledge, for woman,
 is more than a search for identity: it is part of her refusal of the self-destructiveness
 of male-dominated society. A radical critique of literature, feminist in its impulse,
 would take the work first of all as a clue to how we live, how we have been living,
 how we have been led to imagine ourselves, how our language has trapped as well
 as liberated us; and how we can begin to see-and therefore live-afresh. A change

 Adrienne Rich has published six volumes of poetry, of which the most recent is The Will to
 Change (W. W. Norton, 1971). She lives in New York City and teaches at City College,
 City University of New York. During 1972-73 she is the Fannie Hurst Visiting Professor of
 Creative Writing at Brandeis University. This paper was written for the MLA Commission
 on the Status of Women in the Profession and read at the MLA meetings in December 1971.

 1 G. B. Shaw, The Quintessence of Ibsenism (Hill and Wang, 1922), p. 139.
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 When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision 19

 in the concept of sexual identity is essential if we are not going to see the old
 political order re-assert itself in every new revolution. We need to know the writ-
 ing of the past, and know it differently than we have ever known it; not to pass on
 a tradition but to break its hold over us.

 For writers, and at this moment for women writers in particular, there is the
 challenge and promise of a whole new psychic geography to be explored. But
 there is also a difficult and dangerous walking on the ice, as we try to find language
 and images for a consciousness we are just coming into, and with little in the past
 to support us. I want to talk about some aspects of this difficulty and this danger.

 Jane Harrison, the great classical anthropologist, wrote in 1914 in a letter to her
 friend Gilbert Murray:

 By the by, about "Women," it has bothered me often-why do women never want
 to write poetry about Man as a sex-why is Woman a dream and a terror to man and
 not the other way around? ... Is it mere convention and propriety, or something
 deeper?2

 I think Jane Harrison's question cuts deep into the myth-making tradition, the
 romantic tradition; deep into what women and men have been to each other; and
 deep into the psyche of the woman writer. Thinking about that question, I began
 thinking of the work of two 20th-century women poets, Sylvia Plath and Diane
 Wakoski. It strikes me that in the work of both Man appears as, if not a dream,
 a fascination and a terror; and that the source of the fascination and the terror is,

 simply, Man's power-to dominate, tyrannize, choose, or reject the woman. The
 charisma of Man seems to come purely from his power over her and his control
 of the world by force, not from anything fertile or life-giving in him. And, in the
 work of both these poets, it is finally the woman's sense of herself-embattled, pos-
 sessed-that gives the poetry its dynamic charge, its rhythms of struggle, need, will,
 and female energy. Convention and propriety are perhaps not the right words, but
 until recently this female anger and this furious awareness of the Man's power over
 her were not available materials to the female poet, who tended to write of Love
 as the source of her suffering, and to view that victimization by Love as an almost
 inevitable fate. Or, like Marianne Moore and Elizabeth Bishop, she kept human
 sexual relationships at a measured and chiselled distance in her poems.

 One answer to Jane Harrison's question has to be that historically men and
 women have played very different parts in each others' lives. Where woman has
 been a luxury for man, and has served as the painter's model and the poet's muse,
 but also as comforter, nurse, cook, bearer of his seed, secretarial assistant and copy-
 ist of manuscripts, man has played a quite different role for the female artist.
 Henry James repeats an incident which the writer Prosper Merimee described, of
 how, while he was living with George Sand,

 he once opened his eyes, in the raw winter dawn, to see his companion, in a dressing-
 gown, on her knees before the domestic hearth, a candlestick beside her and a red
 madras round her head, making bravely, with her own hands, the fire that was to
 enable her to sit down betimes to urgent pen and paper. The story represents him as

 2J. G. Stewart, Jane Ellen Harrison: A Portrait from Letters (London, 1959), p. 140.
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 20 COLLEGE ENGLISH

 having felt that the spectacle chilled his ardor and tried his taste; her appearance was
 unfortunate, her occupation an inconsequence, and her industry a reproof-the result
 of all of which was a lively irritation and an early rupture."3

 I am suggesting that the specter of this kind of male judgment, along with the
 active discouragement and thwarting of her needs by a culture controlled by
 males, has created problems for the woman writer: problems of contact with her-
 self, problems of language and style, problems of energy and survival.

 In rereading Virginia Woolf's A Room Of One's Own for the first time in some
 years, I was astonished at the sense of effort, of pains taken, of dogged tentative-
 ness, in the tone of that essay. And I recognized that tone. I had heard it often
 enough, in myself and in other women. It is the tone of a woman almost in touch
 with her anger, who is determined not to appear angry, who is willing herself to
 be calm, detached, and even charming in a roomful of men where things have been
 said which are attacks on her very integrity. Virginia Woolf is addressing an audi-
 ence of women, but she is acutely conscious-as she always was-of being over-
 heard by men: by Morgan and Lytton and Maynard Keynes and for that matter
 by her father, Leslie Stephen. She drew the language out into an exacerbated
 thread in her determination to have her own sensibility yet protect it from those
 masculine presences. Only at rare moments in that essay do you hear the passion in
 her voice; she was trying to sound as cool as Jane Austen, as Olympian as Shakes-
 peare, because that is the way the men of the culture thought a writer should
 sound.

 No male writer has written primarily or even largely for women, or with the
 sense of women's criticism as a consideration when he chooses his materials, his
 theme, his language. But to a lesser or greater extent, every woman writer has
 written for men even when, like Virginia Woolf, she was supposed to be address-
 ing women. If we have come to the point when this balance might begin to change,
 when women can stop being haunted, not only by "convention and propriety" but
 by internalized fears of being and saying themselves, then it is an extraordinary
 moment for the woman writer-and reader.

 I have hesitated to do what I am going to do now, which is to use myself as an
 illustration. For one thing, it's a lot easier and less dangerous to talk about other
 women writers. But there is something else. Like Virginia Woolf, I am aware of
 the women who are not with us here because they are washing the dishes and
 looking after the children. Nearly fifty years after she spoke, that fact remains
 largely unchanged. And I am thinking also of women whom she left out of the
 picture altogether-women who are washing other people's dishes and caring for
 other people's children, not to mention women who went on the streets last night
 in order to feed their children. We seem to be special women here, we have liked
 to think of ourselves as special, and we have known that men would tolerate, even
 romanticize us as special, as long as our words and actions didn't threaten their
 privilege of tolerating or rejecting us according to their ideas of what a special

 3Henry James, "Notes on Novelists" in Selected Literary Criticism of Henry James, ed.
 Morris Shapira (London: Heineman, 1963), pp. 157-58.
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 When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision 21

 woman ought to be. An important insight of the radical women's movement, for
 me, has been how divisive and how ultimately destructive is this myth of the
 special woman, who is also the token woman. Every one of us here in this room
 has had great luck-we are teachers, writers, academicians; our own gifts could not
 have been enough, for we all know women whose gifts are buried or aborted. Our
 struggles can have meaning only if they can help to change the lives of women
 whose gifts-and whose very being-continue to be thwarted.

 My own luck was being born white and middle-class into a house full of books,
 with a father who encouraged me to read and write. So for about twenty years I
 wrote for a particular man, who criticized and praised me and made me feel I was
 indeed "special." The obverse side of this, of course, was that I tried for a long
 time to please him, or rather, not to displease him. And then of course there were
 other men-writers, teachers-the Man, who was not a terror or a dream but a
 literary master and a master in other ways less easy to acknowledge. And there
 were all those poems about women, written by men: it seemed to be a given that
 men wrote poems and women frequently inhabited them. These women were
 almost always beautiful, but threatened with the loss of beauty, the loss of youth-
 the fate worse than death. Or, they were beautiful and died young, like Lucy and
 Lenore. Or, the woman was like Maud Gonne, cruel and disastrously mistaken, and
 the poem reproached her because she had refused to become a luxury for the poet.

 A lot is being said today about the influence that the myths and images of women
 have on all of us who are products of culture. I think it has been a peculiar con-
 fusion to the girl or woman who tries to write because she is peculiarly susceptible
 to language. She goes to poetry or fiction looking for her way of being in the
 world, since she too has been putting words and images together; she is looking
 eagerly for guides, maps possibilities; and over and over in the "words' masculine
 persuasive force" of literature she comes up against something that negates every-
 thing she is about: she meets the image of Woman in books written by men. She
 finds a terror and a dream, she finds a beautiful pale face, she finds La Belle Dame
 Sans Merci, she finds Juliet or Tess or Salome, but precisely what she does not
 find is that absorbed, drudging, puzzled, sometimes inspired creature, herself, who
 sits at a desk trying to put words together.

 So what does she do? What did I do? I read the older women poets with their
 peculiar keenness and ambivalence: Sappho, Christina Rossetti, Emily Dickinson,
 Elinor Wylie, Edna Millay, H.D. I discovered that the woman poet most admired
 at the time (by men) was Marianne Moore, who was maidenly, elegant, intellec-
 tual, discreet. But even in reading these women I was looking in them for the
 same things I had found in the poetry of men, because I wanted women poets
 to be the equals of men, and to be equal was still confused with sounding the same.

 I know that my style was formed first by male poets: by the men I was reading
 as an undergraduate-Frost, Dylan Thomas, Donne, Auden, MacNiece, Stevens,
 Yeats. What I chiefly learned from them was craft. But poems are like dreams:
 in them you put what you don't know you know. Looking back at poems I wrote
 before I was 21, I'm startled because beneath the conscious craft are glimpses of
 the split I even then experienced between the girl who wrote poems, who defined
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 22 COLLEGE ENGLISH

 herself in writing poems, and the girl who was to define herself by her relation-
 ships with men. "Aunt Jennifer's Tigers," written while I was a student, looks
 with deliberate detachment at this split.

 Aunt Jennifer's tigers stride across a screen,
 Bright topaz denizens of a world of green.
 They do not fear the men beneath the tree;
 They pace in sleek chivalric certainty.

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

 When Aunt is dead, her terrified hands will lie

 Still ringed with ordeals she was mastered by.
 The tigers in the panel that she made
 Will go on striding, proud and unafraid.4

 In writing this poem, composed and apparently cool as it is, I thought I was
 creating a portrait of an imaginary woman. But this woman suffers from the oppo-
 sition of her imagination, worked out in tapestry, and her life-style, "ringed with
 ordeals she was mastered by." It was important to me that Aunt Jennifer was a
 person as distinct from myself as possible-distanced by the formalism of the poem,
 by its objective, observant tone-even by putting the woman in a different gener-
 ation.

 In those years formalism was part of the strategy-like asbestos gloves, it allowed
 me to handle materials I couldn't pick up barehanded. (A later strategy was to
 use the persona of a man, as I did in "The Loser.") I finished college, published
 my first book by a fluke, as it seemed to me, and broke off a love affair. I took
 a job, lived alone, went on writing, fell in love. I was young, full of energy, and
 the book seemed to mean that others agreed I was a poet. Because I was also deter-
 mined to have a "full" woman's life, I plunged in my early twenties into marriage
 and had three children before I w.s thirty. There was nothing overt in the environ-
 ment to warn me: these were the '50's, and in reaction to the earlier wave of fem-
 inism, middle-class women were making careers of domestic perfection, working to
 send their husbands through professional schools, then retiring to raise large
 families. People were moving out to the suburbs, technology was going to be the
 answer to everything, even sex; the family was in its glory. Life was extremely
 private; women were isolated from each other by the loyalties of marriage. I have
 a sense that women didn't talk to each other much in the fifties-not about their
 secret emptinesses, their frustrations. I went on trying to write; my second book

 4Adrienne Rich, A Change of World (Yale University Press, 1951). Quoted by permission
 of the author.
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 and first child appeared in the same month. But by the time that book came out I
 was already dissatisfied with those poems, which seemed to me mere exercises for
 poems I hadn't written. The book was praised, however, for its "gracefulness"; I
 had a marriage and a child. If there were doubts, if there were periods of null
 depression or active despairing, these could only mean that I was ungrateful, in-
 satiable, perhaps a monster.

 About the time my third child was born, I felt that I had either to consider
 myself a failed woman and a failed poet, or to try to find somne synthesis by
 which to understand what was happening to me. What frightened me most was
 the sense of drift, of being pulled along on a current which called itself my
 destiny, but in which I seemed to be losing touch with whoever I had been, with
 the girl who had experienced her own will and energy almost ecstatically at times,
 walking around a city or riding a train at night or typing in a student room. In
 a poem about my grandmother I wrote (of myself): "A young girl, thought sleep-
 ing, is certified dead."'5 I was writing very little, partly from fatigue, that female
 fatigue of suppressed anger and the loss of contact with her own being; partly
 from the discontinuity of female life with its attention to small chores, errands,
 work that others constantly undo, small children's constant needs. What I did
 write was unconvincing to me; my anger and frustration were hard to acknowl-
 edge in or out of poems because in fact I cared a great deal about my husband and
 my children. Trying to look back and understand that time I have tried to analyze
 the real nature of the conflict. Most, if not all, human lives are full of fantasy-
 passive day-dreaming which need not be acted on. But to write poetry or fiction,
 or even to think well, is not to fantasize, or to put fantasies on paper. For a poem
 to coalesce, for a character or an action to take shape, there has to be an imagina-
 tive transformation of reality which is in no way passive. And a certain freedom of
 the mind is needed-freedom to press on, to enter the currents of your thought
 like a glider pilot, knowing that your motion can be sustained, that the buoyancy
 of your attention will not be suddenly snatched away. Moreover, if the imagina-
 tion is to transcend and transform experience it has to question, to challenge, to
 conceive of alternatives, perhaps to the very life you are living at that moment.
 You have to be free to play around with the notion that day might be night, love
 might be hate; nothing can be too sacred for the imagination to turn into its oppo-
 site or to call experimentally by another name. For writing is re-naming. Now, to
 be maternally with small children all day in the old way, to be with a man in the
 old way of marriage, requires a holding-back, a putting-aside of that imaginative
 activity, and seems to demand instead a kind of conservatism. I want to make it
 clear that I am not saying that in order to write well, or think well, it is necessary
 to become unavailable to others, or to become a devouring ego. This has been the
 myth of the masculine artist and thinker; and I repeat, I do not accept it. But
 to be a female human being trying to fulfill traditional female functions in a tra-

 ditional way is in direct conflict with the subversive function of the imagination.
 The word traditional is important here. There must be ways, and we will be find-

 5"Halfway," in Necessities of Life (W. W. Norton and Company, 1966), p. 34.
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 24 COLLEGE ENGLISH

 ing out more and more about them, in which the energy of creation and the energy
 of relation can be united. But in those earlier years I always felt the conflict as a
 failure of love in myself. I had thought I was choosing a full life: the life available
 to most men, in which sexuality, work, and parenthood could coexist. But I felt,
 at 29, guilt toward the people closest to me, and guilty toward my own being.

 I wanted, then, more than anything, the one thing of which there was never
 enough: time to think, time to write. The fifties and early sixties were years of
 rapid revelations: the sit-ins and marches in the South, the Bay of Pigs, the early
 anti-war movement, raised large questions-questions for which the masculine
 world of the academy around me seemed to have expert and fluent answers. But I
 needed desperately to think for myself-about pacifism and dissent and violence,
 about poetry and society and about my own relationship to all these things. For
 about ten years I was reading in fierce snatches, scribbling in notebooks, writing
 poetry in fragments; I was looking desperately for clues, because if there were no
 clues than I thought I might be insane. I wrote in a notebook about this time:

 Paralyzed by the sense that there exists a mesh of relationships-e.g. between my
 anger at the children, my sensual life, pacifism, sex, (I mean sex in its bxoadest sig-
 nificance, not merely sexual desire)-an interconnectedness which, if I could see it,
 make it valid, would give me back myself, make it possible to function lucidly and
 passionately. Yet I grope in and out among these dark webs.

 I think I began at this point to feel that politics was not something: "out there"
 but something "in here" and of the essence of my condition.

 In the late '50's I was able to write, for the first time, directly about experienc-
 ing myself as a woman. The poem was jotted in fragments during children's naps,
 brief hours in a library, or at 3 a.m. after rising with a wakeful child. I despaired
 of doing any continuous work at this time. Yet I began to feel that my fragments
 and scraps had a common consciousness and a common theme, one which I would
 have been very unwilling to put on paper at an earlier time because I had been
 taught that poetry should be "universal," which meant, of course, non-female.
 Until then I had tried very much not to identify myself as a female poet. Over
 two years I wrote a 10-part poem called "Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law," in a
 longer, looser mode than I'd ever trusted myself with before. It was an extraor-
 dinary relief to write that poem. It strikes me now as too literary, too dependent
 on allusion; I hadn't found the courage yet to do without authorities, or even
 to use the pronoun "I"-the woman in the poem is always "she." One section of
 it, No. 2, concerns a woman who thinks she is going mad; she is haunted by
 voices telling her to resist and rebel, voices which she can hear but not obey.

 The poem "Orion," written five years later, is a poem of reconnection with a
 part of myself I had felt I was losing-the active principle, the energetic imagina-
 tion, the "half-brother" whom I projected, as I had for many years, into the con-
 stellation Orion. It's no accident that the words "cold and egotistical" appear in
 this poem, and are applied to myself. The choice still seemed to be between
 "love"-womanly, maternal love, altruistic love-a love defined and ruled by the
 weight of an entire culture; and egotism-a force directed by men into creation,
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 When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision 25

 achievement, ambition, often at the expense of others, but justifiably so. For
 weren't they men, and wasn't that their destiny as womanly love was ours? I know
 now that the alternatives are false ones-that the word "love" is itself in need of
 re-vision.

 There is a companion poem to "Orion," written three years later, in which at
 last the woman in the poem and the woman writing the poem become the same
 person. It is called "Planetarium," and it was written after a visit to a real planetar-
 ium, where I read an account of the work of Caroline Herschel, the astronomer,
 who worked with her brother William, but whose name remained obscure, as his
 did not.

 In closing I want to tell you about a dream I had last summer. I dreamed I was
 asked to read my poetry at a mass women's meeting, but when I began to read,
 what came out were the lyrics of a blues song. I share this dream with you because
 it seemed to me to say a lot about the problems and the future of the woman writer,
 and probably of women in general. The awakening of consciousness is not like
 the crossing of a frontier-one step, and you are in another country. Much of
 woman's poetry has been of the nature of the blues song: a cry of pain, of victimi-
 zation, or a lyric of seduction. And today, much poetry by women-and prose for
 that matter-is charged with anger. I think we need to go through that anger, and
 we will betray our own reality if we try, as Virginia Woolf was trying, for an
 objectivity, a detachment, that would make us sound more like Jane Austen or
 Shakespeare. We know more than Jane Austen or Shakespeare knew: more than
 Jane Austen because our lives are more complex, more than Shakespeare because
 we know more about the lives of women, Jane Austen and Virginia Woolf in-
 cluded.

 Both the victimization and the anger experienced by women are real, and have
 real sources, everywhere in the environment, built into society. They must go on
 being tapped and explored by poets, among others. We can neither deny them,
 nor can we rest there. They are our birth-pains, and we are bearing ourselves. We
 would be failing each other as writers and as women, if we neglected or denied
 what is negative, regressive, or Sisyphean in our inwardness.

 We all know that there is another story to be told. I am curious and expectant
 about the future of the masculine consciousness. I feel in the work of the men

 whose poetry I read today a deep pessimism and fatalistic grief; and I wonder
 if it isn't the masculine side of what women have experienced, the price of mascu-
 line dominance. One thing I am sure of: just as woman is becoming her own mid-
 wife, creating herself anew, so man will have to learn to gestate and give birth to
 his own subjectivity-something he has frequently wanted woman to do for him.
 We can go on trying to talk to each other, we can sometimes help each other,
 poetry and fiction can show us what the other is going through; but women can
 no longer be primarily mothers and muses for men: we have our own work cut
 out for us.
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 26 COLLEGE ENGLISH

 THE LOSER

 A man thinks of the woman he once loved: first, after her wedding, and then
 nearly a decade later.

 I

 I kissed you, bride and lost, and went
 home from that bourgeois sacrament,
 your cheek still tasting cold upon
 my lips that gave you benison
 with all the swagger that they knew-
 as losers somehow learn to do.

 Your wedding made my eyes ache; soon
 the world would be worse off for one

 more golden apple dropped to ground
 without the least protesting sound,
 and you would windfall lie, and we
 forget your shimmer on the tree.

 Beauty is always wasted: if
 not Mignon's song sung to the deaf,
 at all events to the unmoved.

 A face like yours cannot be loved
 long or seriously enough.
 Almost, we seem to hold it off.

 II

 Well, you are tougher than I thought.
 Now when the wash with ice hangs taut
 this morning of St. Valentine,
 I see you strip the squeaking line,
 your body weighed against the load,
 and all my groans can do no good.

 Because you are still beautiful,
 though squared and stiffened by the pull
 of what nine windy years have done.
 You have three daughters, lost a son.
 I see all your intelligence
 flung into that unwearied stance.
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 My entry is of no avail.
 I turn my head and wish him well
 who chafed your beauty into use
 and lives forever in a house

 lit by the friction of your mind.
 You stagger in against the wind.

 ADRIENNE RICH 19586

 ORION

 Far back when I went zig-zagging
 through tamarack pastures
 you were my genius, you
 my cast-iron Viking, my helmed
 lion-heart king in prison.
 Years later now you're young

 my fierce half-brother, staring
 down from that simplified west
 your breast open, your belt dragged down
 by an oldfashioned thing, a sword
 the last bravado you won't give over
 though it weighs you down as you stride

 and the stars in it are dim

 and maybe have stopped burning.
 But you burn, and I know it;
 as I throw back my head to take you in
 an old transfusion happens again:
 divine astronomy is nothing to it.

 Indoors I bruise and blunder,

 break faith, leave ill enough
 alone, a dead child born in the dark.

 Night cracks up over the chimney,
 pieces of time, frozen geodes
 come showering down in the grate.
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 28 COLLEGE ENGLISH

 A man reaches behind my eyes
 and finds them empty
 a woman's head turns away
 from my head in the mirror
 children are dying my death
 and eating crumbs of my life.

 Pity is not your forte.
 Calmly you ache up there
 pinned aloft in your crow's nest,
 my speechless pirate!
 You take it all for granted
 and when I look you back

 it's with a starlike eye
 shooting its cold and egotistical spear
 where it can do least damage.
 Breathe deep! No hurt, no pardon
 out here in the cold with you
 you with your back to the wall.

 ADRIENNE RICH 19657

 SNAPSHOTS OF A DAUGHTER-IN-LAW

 2.

 Banging the coffee-pot into the sink
 she hears the angels chiding, and looks out
 past the raked gardens to the sloppy sky.
 Only a week since They said: Have no patience.

 The next time it was: Be insatiable.

 Then: Save yourself; others you cannot save.
 Sometimes she's let the tapstream scald her arm,
 a match burn to her thumbnail,

 or held her hand above the kettle's snout

 right in the woolly steam. They are probably angels,
 since nothing hurts her anymore, except
 each morning's grit blowing into her eyes.

 ADRIENNE RICH 1958-1960s
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 PLANETARIUM

 (Thinking of Caroline
 Herschel, 1750-1848,
 astronomer, sister of
 William; and others)

 A woman in the shape of a monster
 a monster in the shape of a woman
 the skies are full of them

 a woman 'in the snow

 among the Clocks and instruments
 or measuring the ground with poles'

 in her 98 years to discover
 8 comets

 she whom the moon ruled
 like us

 levitating into the night sky
 riding the polished lenses

 Galaxies of women, there
 doing penance for impetuousness
 ribs chilled

 in those spaces of the mind

 An eye,
 'virile, precise and absolutely certain'
 from the mad webs of Uranisborg

 encountering the NOVA

 every impulse of light exploding
 from the core
 as life flies out of us

 Tycho whispering at last
 'Let me not seem to have lived in vain'

 What we see, we see
 and seeing is changing

 the light that shrivels a mountain
 and leaves a man alive

This content downloaded from 
������������193.225.200.92 on Mon, 07 Feb 2022 17:23:50 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 30 COLLEGE ENGLISH

 Heartbeat of the pulsar
 heart sweating through my body

 The radio impulse
 pouring in from Taurus

 I am bombarded yet I stand

 I have been standing all my life in the
 direct path of a battery of signals
 the most accurately transmitted most
 untranslateable language in the universe
 I am a galactic cloud so deep so invo-
 luted that a light wave could take 15
 years to travel through me And has
 taken I am an instrument in the shape
 of a woman trying to translate pulsations
 into images for the relief of the body
 and the reconstruction of the mind.

 ADRIENNE RICH 19689

 6Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law: Poems, 1954-1962. Copyright ? 1956, 1957, 1958, 1959, 1960,
 1961, 1962, 1963, 1967 by Adrienne Rich Conrad. Reprinted by permission of W. W. Norton
 and Company, Inc.

 7Leaflets: Poems, 1965-1968. Copyright ? 1969 by W. W. Norton and Company, Inc. Re-
 printed by permission of W. W. Norton and Company, Inc.

 8Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law (see fn. 6).
 9The Will to Change: Poems, 1968-1970. Copyright ? by W. W. Norton and Company, Inc.

 Reprinted by permission of W. W. Norton and Company, Inc.
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