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Pretace

... \ow she started out of the torpor common to us
all and asked me in a whisper (everyone whispered
there):

“Can you describe this?”

And I said: “I can.”

Then something like a smile passed fleetingly over
what had once been her face.

LRANS. RICHARD MCKANE

[n these lines excerpted from a brief piece called “Instead
of a Preface,” Russian poet Anna Akhmatova suggests the
power of the writer—in this instance, the certainty and strength with which she
will create living testimony to pain, political upheaval, and human suffering.
The writer in these lines, Akhmatova herself, demonstrates the primacy ac-
corded a voice that can carry shared experience and give it the permanence of
written language. If often for different purposes and with different means and
contexts, such are powers of the myriad voices featured in the Prentice Hall An-
thology of Women'’s Literature.

Yet it is with some irony that I choose Akhmatova’s as the powerful voice
with which to begin this anthology. In an attempt to create a useful volume of
manageable length for readers of literature written by women, I have limited the
scope of the anthology to the turn of the twentieth century and onward, focus-
ing primarily on women writing in various traditions in English. As readers
might be aware, debates rage about the value of writing that has been translated,
reflecting the concern that much is “lost in translation.” While I appreciate these
issues, one must consider as well the value of disseminating work that even
widely educated readers might not otherwise find accessible.

There is a formal section in this anthology devoted to Akhmatova, but her
compelling, powerful work, even in translation, only marginally represents the
international writers whom we could not feature. By including the words of this
early twentieth-century Russian poet, we are compelled to remember several
things: first, that no anthology on women writers of the twentieth century can
ever pretend to be complete; and second, that writers whose work comes to us
in English, however varied and deep, however representative of numerous tradi-
tions and genres, cannot and do not represent the whole of valuable writing by
women.

Xix



xx Preface

The Prentice Hall Anthology of Women’s Literature presents work by women
from the very late nineteenth century and onward, from “turn-of-the-century”
literature through modernism and the era before the Second World War,
through post-war and contemporary literature and beyond. Perhaps fittingly
and symbolically, we begin with Alice James and Emma Lazarus. Put simply,
James’s life represents the dark side of fine breeding: an outstanding intellect
and wit imprisoned by her womanhood and stifled by her imposing, over-
achieving father and brothers. While the dates of her life and death rest firmly
within the nineteenth century, hers are very much twentieth-century concerns:
her brother, Henry James, himself admitted that girls in their family seemed

“scarcely to have a chance.” Lazarus, in “The New Colossus,” speaks for the out-
sider, the oppressed immigrant to the United States, with a voice that we now
find perhaps overly confident about the promise of a welcoming, sheltering
United States. Yet, she might also seem to speak for those born here but kept on
the fringes of society by elitism, racism, and prejudice—or those brought here
in earlier times, for insidious purpose, and against their wills. “The New Colos-
sus” also stands at the front of this anthology to represent all that Lazarus might
never even have foreseen when she titled her poem: the “new,” rich evolution
and expansion of literary canons and of feminist and other forms of critical
thought and of more penetrating, inclusive ways of looking at traditions, texts,
and experiences.

From James and Lazarus, the anthology proceeds towards a vast collection
of writing by women over the last one hundred years with an emphasis on con-
temporary writers. Through an often agonizing, add-and-cut process, I de-
signed this collection to range from frequently anthologized, celebrated writers,
such as Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Alice Moore Dunbar Nelson, Edith Wharton,
Tillie Olsen, and Zora Neale Hurston, to equally impressive and significant, if
less-familiar, names, such as Mina Loy, Miriam Raskin, Jill Bialosky, and Allegra
Goodman. Many of these authors are associated with important literary, histori-
cal, and artistic movegents of their respective times. For instance, Gertrude
Stein, Virginia Woolf, H.D., and Mina Loy were important forces in literary
modernism; Zora Neale Hurston, a folklorist-novelist, not only celebrated and
preserved regional dialect, but was also an important part of the Harlem Renais-
sance; Anzia Yezierska, a social documentarian, reflected the lives and the trials
of hopeful immigrants to the United States in the early twentieth century. As a
recent essay in the New York Times Book Review indicates, Allegra Goodman is
one of the few writers who integrates the religious world (in the case of her new
novel, the world of Orthodox Jewry) as a matter-of-fact underpinning of her
narrative. What will literary history name this type of writing— or will it go un-
named? How does such “naming” by the literary establishment guarantee or al-
ternately deny historical importance to a work? This volume celebrates these
and many other writers who might, in fact, defy categorization—even when
they have been associated with literary movements or styles—or about whom
literary-historical categories have yet to be named. Perhaps inclusion in an-
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thologies such as this will assure authority to those who might otherwise go un-
read.

At times, I have had to choose fewer selections by a well-known author to
include the work of a greater number of writers whom readers might not other-
wise have occasion to know. I have also chosen to make this what is called a
“clean” anthology, a collection of writings by authors interrupted only by head-
notes (which have been kept fairly brief). The clean anthology allows readers
with all purposes in mind—pleasure reading, learning, teaching, or all of
these—to approach the various works without being steered toward particular
approaches, questions for interpretation, or similar strategies for the texts. My
desire to keep the anthology as unfettered as possible perhaps explains my re-
luctance to prescribe a particular focus other than to present a wide range of
worthwhile reading by women writers, primarily from traditions in English, in
roughly chronological order. The rest is up to the reader.

While I would like to suggest that anthologies are products only of intellec-
tual and teaching interests, they are not. We could not include several of the
writers we had wanted to simply because the permissions rights to acquire their
works were too costly, thereby keeping some outstanding writers from a wide
audience. In an attempt to make the size of this volume manageable and afford-
able, we decided, at least for this first edition, to include only a few works in
translation. The diversity of women’s writing is represented both through the
major genres and, where possible, the inclusion of various works by those who
wrote in several genres, as is the case of Charlotte Perkins Gilman, writer of fic-
tion, poetry, and essays. Needless to say, The Prentice Hall Anthology of Women'’s
Literature presents authors of tremendously diverse background and lifestyle,
voice, tradition, and world view.

I alternate between “we” and “I” throughout this introduction, and I do so
with a purpose. I do not say “we” in the royal sense. Anthologies such as this can
never be the product of one person, and I have been graced by the assistance of
many, some even before this project could have been foreseen. My parents,
Reinhard Holdstein and Henia Freifeld Holdstein, survivors of Hitler’s Holo-
caust, blessed me with their love of reading, of learning, of appreciating and cel-
ebrating difference while upholding and cherishing one’s personal heritage and
traditions. I must also acknowledge the English teachers in the New York City
public schools. I especially recall Mrs. Civin, Mrs. Feinsilver, Mrs. Schutz, Mr.
Phillips, and my other English teachers, people for whom the term “dedication”
must certainly have been invented. It is they who made me believe that some-
how the world of the “other”—as represented to me and my peer group by
writers such as T.S. Eliot— could somehow become mine as well. I am grateful
to them.

However, in strictly practical terms, this project would not exist at all were it
not for the consummate graduate assistant, Ted Spaniak. All for the glory of lit-
erary study, a close, personal relationship with interlibrary loan and the photo-
copying machine, and for very little money, Spaniak’s intellectual gifts and dedi-
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cation have put me in awe and forever in his debt. Spaniak is already the kind of
student whom one hopes to see on the class list at the start of the term; he is an
outstanding writer, a reliable and able researcher, and an excellent decision-
maker. He is also responsible for many of the headnotes you will read through-
out this volume. I am also grateful to Nancy Spaniak and to Ted and Nancy’s
son, Paul, for their support and patience during what must have been Ted’s long
hours at the computer or photocopier. Should they so desire, I am happy to pre-
pare for them many a home-cooked meal.

John Larrabee has certainly earned a thank-you for his thoughtful and last-
minute help with biographical headnotes. And much love and appreciation go
to my children, Emily Gilman and David Gilman, whose curiosity and ongoing
questions about the project served as both support and necessary comic relief as
they bantered with me and with their father, Roger Gilman. Thanks to Nancy
Perry, formerly at Prentice Hall, for luring me to this publisher to begin with.

Thanks, too, to the fine and helpful reviewers of the list of authors—
accidental collaborators, perhaps, but with whose advice I added more contem-
porary writers and various works to the anthology: Beth Daniell, Barbara
Hackett, Roberta Rosenberg, and John Schilb. Randy Pettit, Project Manager,
has helped this project overcome various logistic hurdles, with a tremendous
gift for detail—and kindness. And although I spoke with her only once or
twice, I share in the early, tragic loss of Bonnie Biller, who made this project oné
of her priorities during her last days at work. Thanks also to Cantor Julie Green
for emergency assistance in Yiddish. Carrie Brandon, literature editor extraor-
dinare at Prentice Hall, deserves thanks and praise for her enthusiasm, support,
and practical wisdom. Carrie is a knowledgeable, fine editor, and she is always
sensible and good to talk with. That she understands the value of good food as
the medium for crucial business and intellectual conversations is surpassed in
importance only by her abilities, her good literary tastes, and her comprehensive
knowledge of the profession.

o

—Deberat H. Helliin
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