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FEMINISM AND
POETRY



PREFACE TO THE
SECOND EDITION

The subtitle of this book is ‘Language, experience, identity
in women’s writing’. I might also have added ‘tradition’,
since the transformation and appropriation of tradition is
its constant theme. Since it was first published in 1987,
feminist writers and critics have vigorously continued the
work of revaluing traditions and transforming the accepted
canon. Changes have been particularly significant in two
areas: women’s writing before 1800, and post-colonial
writing. The map of English literary history now looks
quite different after the rediscovery and publication of the
writings of women from 1500 onwards, a process which is
still continuing - and not in English studies alone.
Feminism and Poetry was never intended to be a compre-
hensive survey of women poets writing in English, and I
have not tried to theorize the continuing process of
canonical transformation in this second edition; the book’s
scope remains generally twentieth century (though I have
taken advantage of the republication of the eighteenth-
century poet Mary Leapor).

Post-colonial writing is another matter. The past decade
has seen a marvellous flowering of poems, novels and
autobiographies by men and women of the countries once
dominated by Europe, including the nations once belonging
to the British Crown; within this global context, the
achievements of feminist post-colonial writers are particu-
larly striking. At the same time, post-colonial literary
theory, with its formidable combination of intellectual
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viii + PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

energy and powerful ethical critique, has become
increasingly important for literary studies in general and
feminist criticism in particular. Black and post-colonial
critics — and imaginative writers — have effectively chal-
lenged the false universalism of an approach which
celebrates a tradition of ‘women’s writing’ without
enquiring about the exclusions and injustices underpinning
that tradition. It seems to me that to engage with this post-
colonial critique is a necessary act for feminist critics, unless
we don’t mind being almost as insensitive to our own
assumptions of privilege as the patriarchs whom we attack.

In order to try to take account of this post-colonial
critique of identity and tradition, I have written a long last
chapter on feminism and post-colonial poetry. I have been
aware during its writing that the critiques of tradition made
by these feminist poets (and by novelists) are easily as subtle
as the literary theorists’, as well as usually being more direct
and satisfying, but I did not feel that the poetry would be
best served by close-reading alone. It is necessary to set up
the theoretical model (which is generally implied by the
poems themselves) in order to interpret their complexities.
The last chapter therefore uses the same format as the
others: a theoretical exposition which is then worked
through close readings of a series of poetic texts, including
a discussion of one sequence by the Irish Eavan Boland and
one by the Guyanese-British Grace Nichols. I have also
inserted some additional references into the end-notes and
have brought the bibliography up to date.

Chapter 6 was written during a period of study leave from
the University of Kent, spent as a Visiting Researcher at
Georgetown University in Washington, D.C.; I am very
grateful to the Departments of English and of Women’s
Studies at Georgetown for their warm welcome, and I
especially thank Leona Fsher and Kim Hall for their
practical kindness and intellectual generosity. I also thank
Carol Gangnath for typing up the notes. I owe much to
conversations with Laura Marcus and Claire Buck, and with
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Abdulrazak Gurnah, Sue Wiseman, Denise Decaires Narain
and especially Lyn Innes at the University of Kent: I thank
them all. And of course I thank Patrick too, for all his help
and kindness.

Jan Montefiore 1993



PREFACE TO
FIRST EDITION AND
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This book is about women’s poetry and the ways in
which feminist criticism reads and theorizes it. I am
concerned throughout with two opposed but related
topics: first, the question of what is specific to women’s
poetry, and second, the ways in which women poets
engage with the masculine discourses by which poetry is
normally defined, which at once do not and don’t include
women. [ begin with a discussion of women’s experience
in poetry; after that, the first part of the book is
concerned with the subject of women in tradition; that is,
both the ways in which women poets negotiate their own
relation to English poetic tradition, and their creation of a
tradition of their own. In the second half of the book I
develop the subject of specifically female experience and
language into a discussion of women’s identity in poetry,
drawing extensively on the concepts of identity developed
by psychoanalysis, especially the work of Jacques Lacan
on the concept of Imaginary identity and of Luce Irigaray
on women’s alienation in language. Much of this material
is necessarily complex and difficult, but I have tried to
avoid jargon and to make the arguments clear for the
non-specialist reader.

Because this book is not a survey of women poets in
general, or even of women poets writing in English in the
mid-to-late twentieth century, but rather an attempt to
theorize both the problems of women’s poetry and some
of the solutions, I have had to be selective in my choice of

X



PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS - xi

the poetry to be discussed in detail. Each chapter begins
with a theoretical exposition, which is then worked
through detailed criticism of the work of particular poets,
who are mainly though not exclusively American and
English women writing in the twentieth century, with
Americans slightly predominating. I have consciously
tried to focus on poems which have had little - and in
some cases no - previous critical attention either from
‘mainstream’ or feminist criticism: many of the texts
discussed may be new to readers. Women's poetry is
much richer and more various than has been generally
recognized: this book, though not a survey, does attempt to
bring to readers’ notice some of the unknown or
unfamiliar work by women. For the same reason, I have
devoted relatively little space to women poets whose
work is already widely known, like Emily Dickinson and
Sylvia Plath (though my extensive discussions of Adrienne
Rich are obvious exceptions to this rule). All this
selectivity has inevitably led to omissions which I regret.
There are women poets whom I admire but whose work I
have not mentioned (notably Elizabeth Bishop, Gwendolyn
Brooks, Denise Levertov, Mina Loy and Marianne
Moore) and others whom I discuss only briefly or in
passing (such as Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Emily
Dickinson, H.D., Charlotte Mew and Sylvia Plath). I am
also aware that Black women poets, except for Audre
Lorde, get little coverage. If I had had more time for
research, this book would have been more inclusive. I hope,
however, that one good result of these gaps will be to
make clear that this book is intended to open debate, not
to be an ideally comprehensive last word on women’s
poetry.

I am grateful to the Board of English and American
Literature at the University of Kent for giving me a term’s
study leave in which to draft part of the book, and a
year’s leave of absence which has enabled me to edit and
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re-write the manuscript. Many people helped me durmg
the writing of the book with conversation and ideas; I
should particularly like to thank Claire Buck, John Ellis,
Laura Marcus, and Michael Worton; also Sheila Shulman
for courteously answering queries and directing me to the
work of Irena Klepfisz. I am also grateful to the students
of the Women’s Studies MA at the University of Kent
who attended the seminar on the ‘Feminist Aesthetic’,
especially Roisin Battel, Iris Dove, Wilma Fraser and Val
Heys, and also to Kate McLuskie, together with whom 1
taught this course; also the members of the Psycho-
Analysis group at the University of Kent, especially
Stephen Bann, Ben Brewster, Elizabeth Cowie and Martin
Stanton, for shared ideas and feedback: also my editor,
Philippa Brewster for her helpful directions, especially at
the editing stage of the book. Fnally I thank the many
people who helped me out with child care, especially my
sister Catherine Grace, and my husband Patrick Cockburn
for his encouragement and support throughout the whole
enterprise.

Portions of Chapters 1 and 2 first appeared as articles: ‘In
Her Own Image: Contemporary Women Poets’, in Poetry
South-East (Autumn 1981), and ‘Feminist Identity and
the Poetic Tradition’, in Feminist Review, no. 13 (Spring
1983).

Although every attempt has been made to locate copy-
right holders, I have been unable to contact some of
them, to whom I offer my apologies. I would like to
thank the following for permission to reprint copyright
material: Kingsley Amis for 8 lines from his poem ‘A
Bookshop Idyll’, from A Case of Samples; Anvil Press
Poetry Ltd for 3 lines from ‘Christmas Sermon’, from
Peter Levi, Collected Poems; Georges Borchardt, Inc., for
an extract from Monique Wittig, The Lesbian Body; the
Literary Executors of Vera Brittain for 1 line from ‘To
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My Brother’, from Verses of a V.A.D., quoted from Scars
Upon My Heart, ed. Catherine Reilly (Virago, 1981);
Carcanet Press Ltd for 16 lines from ‘Drawing you, heavy
with sleep, from Sylvia Townsend Warner, Collected
Poems, ed. Claire Harman (Carcanet, 1982); Carcanet
Press Ltd and New Directions Publishing Corporation for
6 lines from ‘Tribute to the Angels’ and 4 lines from ‘The
Walls Do Not Fall’, from H.D., Trilogy (Carcanet, 1973)
(Copyright © 1973 by Norman Holmes Pearson); Faber
& Faber Ltd and Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Inc., for 2
lines from ‘The Love Song of ]J. Alfred Prufrock’, from
T.S. Eliot, Collected Poems 1909-1962; Faber & Faber
Ltd and Random House, Inc., for 10 lines from ‘The
Question’, from W.H. Auden, Collected Poems, ed.
Edward Mendelson (Copyright 1934 and renewed 1962
by W.H. Auden); Harvard University Press for poems
284, 518 and 640 from The Poems of Emily Dickinson,
ed. Thomas H. Johnson (Copyright © 1951, 1955, 1979,
1983 by the President and Fellows of Harvard College);
David Higham Associates Ltd for ‘Easter Monday: in
memoriam E.T., from Eleanor Farjeon, Frst and Second
Love (Oxford University Press, 1959); Houghton Mifflin
Company and A.D. Peters & Co. Ltd for 11 lines from
‘Snow White’; 7 lines from ‘Rumpelstiltskin’, 3 lines from
‘Briar Rose’ and 21 lines from ‘Rapunzel, from Anne
Sexton, Transformations (Copyright © 1971 by Anne
Sexton); Irena Klepfisz for extracts from ‘Bashert,
published in Different Enclosures: Poetry and Prose of
Irena Klepfisz (Onlywomen Press, 1985) and in Keeper of
Accounts (Sinister Wisdom Books, Montpelier, Vermont,
1983); Little, Brown and Company and Harvard Univer-
sity Press for 4 lines from poem 601 from The Complete
Poems of Emily Dickinson, ed. Thomas H. Johnson
(Copyright 1929 by Martha Dickinson Bianchi; Copy-
right © renewed 1957 by Mary L. Hampson); James
MacGibbon, executor, for 8 lines from ‘The Frog Prince’,
14 lines from ‘I rode with my darling’ and 35 lines from
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‘Angel Boley’, from Stevie Smith, Collected Poems
(Penguin Modern Classics); Onlywomen Press and Alison
Fell for 10 lines from ‘Girl’s Gifts’, from One Foot on the
Mountain: An Anthology of British Feminist Poetry
1969-1979, ed. Lilian Mohin (Onlywomen Press, 1979);
Onlywomen Press and Sheila Shulman for 12 lines from
‘Hard Words’ or why lesbians have to be philosophers’,
from Omne Foot on the Mountain, ed. Lilian Mohin;
Oxford University Press for 10 lines from Anne Stevenson,
Correspondences, and 14 lines from ‘Black Mountain,
Green Mountain’, from Anne Stevenson, Minute by
Minute; Sidgwick & Jackson for 16 lines from Judith
Kazantzis, The Wicked Queen; Times Literary Supple-
ment for 3 lines from Carol Rumens, ‘Outside Oswiecim’;
Virago Press Ltd for 11 lines from ‘Sing a Song of War-
time’, from Scars Upon My Heart, ed. Catherine Reilly;
A.P. Watt Ltd on behalf of the Executors of the Estate of
Robert Graves for 1 line from ‘To Juan at the Winter
Solstice’ and 2 lines from ‘Dialogue on a Headland’, from
Robert Graves, Poems Selected by Himself; Yale Univer-
sity Press for 8 lines from ‘Amazon Twins’, 10 lines from
‘Artemis’ and 8 lines from ‘Rapunzel, from Olga
Broumas, Beginning with O.

And for the second edition: Gloria Anzaldua for 8 lines
from ‘We Call Them Greasers’, from Borderlands/La
Frontera: The New Mestiza © 1987 by Gloria Anzaldda,
(reprinted with permission from Aunt Lute Books (415)
558-8116); Eavan Boland for 8 lines from ‘Tirade to the
Mimic Muse’, In her Own Image, (Arlen House, Dublin,
1980), 8 lines from ‘Night Feed’, Night Feed (Arlen House,
Dublin, 1982), Eavan Boland and Carcanet Press for 2
lines from ‘An Irish Childhood Spent In London’ and §
lines from ‘Tirade to the Lyric Muse, The Journey,
(Carcanet 1982), 4 lines from ‘The Achill Woman’, 21 lines
from ‘The Making Of An Irish Goddess’, 14 lines from
‘An Old Steel Engraving’, 14 lines from ‘What We Have
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Lost’ and 9 lines from ‘Outside History’; Chrystos and
Kitchen Table Press for 10 lines from ‘I Walk In The
History Of My People’, This Bridge Called My Back, 2nd
edition (Kitchen Table Women of Color Press, 1983);
Seamus Heaney, 3 lines from ‘Ocean’s Love To Cynthia’,
North (Faber, London; Farrar, Straus, Giroux, N.Y. 1975);
Carcanet Press Ltd. for 6 lines from H.D.s Tribute to the
Angels, (Carcanet and New Directions, 1973); Jackie Kay,
5 lines from ‘We Are Not All Sisters Under The Same
Moon’, A Dangerous Knowing: Four black women poets
(Sheba Feminist Press, 1985); Stanley Kunitz, 3 lines from
Poems of Akhamatova, selected, translated and introduced
by Stanley Kunitz with Max Hayward (Little, Brown &
Co., 1973); Grace Nichols and Karnak House for 3 lines
from ‘She hasn't forgotten’, 6 lines from ‘Up My Spine’,
5 lines from ‘Love Act’, 2 lines from ‘Night Is Her Robe’,
3 lines from ‘Like Clamouring Ghosts’, 7 lines from ‘Birth
Prayer, 7 lines from ‘Yemanja, S lines from ‘Wind A
Change’, 7 lines from ‘Nanny’, 8 lines from ‘Holding My
Beads’, i is a long memoried woman, (Karnak House
1983), Grace Nichols and Virago Press for 28 lines from
‘Sugar Cane’, 8 lines from ‘Beauty, 6 lines from ‘The Fat
Black Woman Remembers’, 6 lines from ‘An Invitation’,
11 lines from ‘The Fat Black Woman Goes Shopping’, 2
lines from ‘The Assertion’ and the entire text of ‘Thoughts
Drifting Through The Fat Black Woman’s Head While
Having a Full Bubble Bath’, The Fat Black Woman’s
Poems, (Virago 1984), 8 lines from ‘In spite of me’ and
3 lines from ‘Of Course When They Ask For Poems About
“The Realities” of Black Women’, Lazy Thoughts of a Lazy
Woman, (Virago 1989); Faber and HarperCollins for 2
lines from Sylvia Plath’s ‘Morning Song’ and 1 line from
‘The Disquieting Muses’, Collected Poems (Faber 1981);
Marlene Nourbese Philip and the Women’s Press for 54
lines from ‘Discourse On The Logic Of Language’, She
Tries her Tongue, Her Silence Softly Breaks, The Women’s
Press, 1991; Adrienne Rich and W. W. Norton & Co.,
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1 line from ‘Transcendental Etude’, 17 lines from ‘The
Burning Of Paper Instead Of Children’, 4 lines from
‘Natural Resources’, 2 lines from ‘North American Time’,
2 lines from ‘The Spirit of Place’ and 5 lines from ‘For
Memory’, The Fact Of a Doorframe, (Norton 1984).
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTORY:
POETRY AND WOMEN’S
EXPERIENCE

1 Poetry as experience: radical
feminism

If this book does nothing else, it should make clear, first,
that the range, scope and variety of women’s poetry are
thoroughly impressive, and second, that the question of
women’s ‘difference’ in poetry is an important and
complex one. Defining a feminist poetics means, primarily,
understanding the significance of women’s poetry. This
entails creating and defining the terms in which the poetry
itself is to be understood, which also means taking a
subject usually considered marginal as the centre not only
of a study but also of an aesthetic: difficult exercises,
both.

For to say that women’s poems have only been granted
a marginal status in poetry criticism is simply to state the
obvious. As feminist scholars' have documented, women
poets are frequently undervalued. If recognized, they are
often misread — as with those studies of Emily Dickinson
and Sylvia Plath? which read their poems for evidence of
the poets’s eccentricity and/or neurosis; or they get
dismissed because women are supposed to have produced
few or inadequate ‘great poets’ (an assertion now
relatively seldom made in print,> but familiar in the
classroom); or they are simply ignored — a phenomenon
which I explore in some detail later in this chapter. More
beguilingly, it is sometimes argued that women’s poetry

1



