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 This dissertation is an investigation of interpretive strategies of twentieth 

century women adapter/playwrights. Several are also performers: Wakako 

Yamauchi, Elizabeth Wong, Sheri Bailey, Anne Sexton, Pam Christian, Terry 

Galloway and Donna Nudd.  The life experiences of these artists encompass a 

diversity of economic, social, ethnic, cultural and political backgrounds; their 

artistic work responds to and challenges  a wide variety of cultural and 

psychological identity constructions that continue to prevail in our culture. In an 

effort to determine how their artistic processes impact their writing and 
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performance practices, Lee-Brown investigates the ways in which these artists read 

and respond to their own art.  

In this study, Lee-Brown maps out a relationship among feminist 

theorizations of autobiography, adaptation, audience and agency.  Autobiography is 

defined as the synthesis of lived and imagined experience, and adaptation is 

configured as an evolving process in which meanings are interpreted, reinterpreted, 

invented and re/membered.  In this way, adaptation functions as a lens for viewing 

performance and performance texts as an unending exchange of meanings.  

Identifying re/membering as an act of reclamation, Lee-Brown argues that 

re/membering functions as an inherently political and feminist strategy by linking 

the personal and the collective.  She explores the ways in which the personal 

histories of these artists resonate with broader cultural and social histories, creating 

a dynamic and often antagonistic relationship between personal and private 

experience and cultural and historical meaning systems.   

Feminist agency is configured in relation to individuality and collectivity.  Lee-

Brown locates the political impetus of the artists in this study around a search for 

affinity among women, rather than around a desire to group women according to a 

single, unified identity or struggle.  Theorizations of difference, particularly 

theorizations by women of color, play an important role in defining the temporary 

yet critical role of these alliances.  Situating the experiences and feminist 

theorizations of white women in conjunction with those of women of color, 
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difference is articulated as a strategy not only for finding possible connections 

among women, but also as a method for critiquing the ways in which cultural and 

historical formulations of whiteness impact these alliances.     

In an effort to tease out the relationships among autobiography, adaptation, 

and agency, Lee-Brown considers the ways in which these artists configure their 

relationships with readers/audiences.  She asks the question: what responses do 

these playwrights and performers intend to evoke from their audience members? 

Using feminist theorizations of agency as a lens for interpreting their artistic 

intentions, Lee-Brown identifies a number of strategies and tactics that are used by 

these artists and the common motifs that connect them.  She argues that through 

their work as playwrights and performers, these artists generate political agency by 

promoting identity constructions that foster autonomy, self-reflexivity and political 

consciousness. 



x 

Table of Contents 

Chapter 1 Autobiography, Adaptation, and Agency:  Interpreting Women’s 
Performance and Writing Strategies through a Feminist Lens.................................. 1 

Introduction ........................................................................................................... 1 
Autobiography and Formulations of the Audience ............................................... 3 
Creating Context: Adaptation as Re/Membering .................................................. 9 
Modernism, Postmodernism and Feminist Theory: ............................................ 11 
Textuality, Reader and Writer ............................................................................. 11 
Modernism, Postmodernism and Feminist Theory: ............................................ 17 
Performer and Performance................................................................................. 17 
Agency as Disruption and Undecidability........................................................... 21 
A Critique of Postmodern and Materialist Perspectives...................................... 28 
A Theoretical Impasse: Essentialism vs. Anti-Essentialism ............................... 29 
Configuring Agency As Difference..................................................................... 34 
My Notion of Agency: Multiple Subjectivities ................................................... 39 
Tactics and Strategies in Performance ................................................................ 40 
Project Rationale ................................................................................................. 44 
Chapter Overview................................................................................................ 48 

 
Chapter 2 Configuring Agency as a Cross-Cultural Encounter: Exploring 
Adaptation ............................................................................................................... 53 

Women of color: Approaching Feminism from the Margins .............................. 56 
Configuring Difference: Autobiography and the Expression of Exile in the 
Works of Yamauchi, Wong and Bailey............................................................... 62 
Reconfiguring Identities and Asserting Differences in The Soul Shall Dance ... 66 
Empowering the Self: Agency as Collectivity and Community in Wong’s Letters 
To A Student Revolutionary................................................................................ 73 
Interpreting Agency: The Role of the Audience and Playwright ........................ 91 
Conclusion: Audience and Female Agency ........................................................ 95 

 
Chapter 3 Performing Anne Sexton: Autobiography as Self-Adaptation ............... 98 

Introduction ......................................................................................................... 99 
Viewing Sexton through a Feminist Lens ......................................................... 113 
Performing the Self............................................................................................ 120 
Performing A Paradox....................................................................................... 123 
Dramatizing the Self: Confession and Female Identity..................................... 130 
Mercy Street: A Dramatic Configuration of Subjectivity ................................. 134 
Subjectivity Witnessing and Feminist Agency.................................................. 139 
Conclusion......................................................................................................... 144 

 



xi 

Chapter 4 Configuring Multiple Selves: The Adaptations of Lardo Weeping...... 149 
Introduction ....................................................................................................... 149 
Theorizing the Female Body in Performance.................................................... 152 
Autobiography................................................................................................... 158 
Presence and Absence: The Aesthetics of (In)Visibility;.................................. 163 
Bearing Witness: Configuring the Role of the Audience.................................. 168 
Agency in Performance ..................................................................................... 175 
Formulating Agency in Lardo ........................................................................... 180 
Conclusion......................................................................................................... 189 

 
Chapter 5 Interpreting Women’s Reading and  Writing Strategies....................... 192 

Overview ........................................................................................................... 192 
Discoveries ........................................................................................................ 200 
Applications....................................................................................................... 202 
Willa Cather: An Autobiographical Journey..................................................... 213 
Re-Visioning Cather.......................................................................................... 205 
Future Visions ................................................................................................... 210

Appendix............................................................................................................... 213
 
Bibliography ............................................................................................................. 221 
 
Vita ........................................................................................................................... 238 
 



1 

Chapter 1   Autobiography, Adaptation, and Agency:  

Interpreting Women’s Performance and Writing Strategies 

through a Feminist Lens 

  

Introduction 

Strategies of writing and of reading are forms of cultural resistance.   

 - Teresa de Lauretis, Alice Doesn’t  
 

How do artists interpret cultural, historical and personal meaning and how 

do these interpretations impact their writing and performance practices? Although 

there is a great deal of theory and practice dedicated to exploring the ways in which 

artists utilize feminist strategies to create, produce and view art, little scholarship 

has been produced that considers how artists use these strategies to read and 

respond to their own art. 

Feminist performance theorists and practitioners employ tactics and 

strategies for the primary purpose of interrupting and remapping symbolic, 

discursive and visual meaning systems.  Although not all of the artists that I 

examine self-identify as feminists, I believe they collectively recognize the need to 

react against what Elizabeth Grosz describes as “the overwhelming masculinity of 

privileged and historically dominant knowledges. . . .[and the need to] respond to 

the broad political aims and objectives of feminist struggles” (82).  Consequently 
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this study formulates feminism as a trajectory of responses to “dominant systems” 

of knowledge and to the oppressions that generate from systems of privilege.    

In this study, I use the terms tactics and strategies interchangeably.  

Although I do not differentiate between these terms as Michel de Certeau does in 

The Practice of Everyday Life, I do subscribe to de Certeau’s view that tactics and 

strategies work upon systems of meaning and the power structures within these 

systems. This study is not an investigation of the impact that tactics and strategies 

have upon audience members and/or readers.  Rather, it is an exploration of the 

ways in which performers, playwrights and directors employ tactics and strategies 

to communicate intended meanings to their audience and/or readers.  Though these 

intended meanings are multiple and varied, when viewed through the lens of 

feminist theory, they center around two themes: group affinity among individuals 

from different cultural, socio-political and historical backgrounds; and acts of 

resistance against cultural and socio-political meaning systems that privilege 

“historically dominant knowledges” (Grosz 82). 

In this chapter I map out a relationship among feminist theorizations of 

autobiography, adaptation and agency, and I consider the role that the audience 

plays in these theorizations.  I begin by offering my own formulations of 

autobiography, and by discussing the ways in which autobiography can function 

strategically in this study.  I then define adaptation as a revisionary process and 

argue that it provides a lens for interpreting performance strategies.  In order to 
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contextualize current theorizations pertaining to autobiography, feminist agency 

and the role of the audience, I offer a brief discussion of the relationship between 

modernism and postmodernism, and I consider the influence of this relationship 

upon contemporary literature, art, performance, and feminist theory.  I then identify 

a variety of contrasting and competing theorizations of feminist agency and discuss 

how some performance practitioners configure agency in their art.  Finally, I offer a 

rationale for this study, and I identify my research questions.  

 

Autobiography and Formulations of the Audience 

Autobiography plays a significant role in this research as a genre of 

performance and of literature that promotes feminist discourses and as a feminist 

tactic that protests “dominant knowledges.”  Autobiographical narratives offer a 

unique blend of an author’s lived and imagined experiences.  Memory plays an 

important role in these narratives, as a tool that the playwright/performer can use to 

reinvest a personal experience with new meanings.  In a study of the roles that 

trauma and victimization play in the politics of memory, Paul Antze maintains that 

memories have the potential to disrupt and to undermine notions of a unified self 

that link the past with the present (xvii).  He argues that “the past and its retrieval in 

memory hold a curious place in our identities, one that simultaneously stabilizes 

those identities in continuity and threatens to disrupt them” (xvi).  When applied to 
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performance, memories allow artists to engage with multiple and contradictory 

identifications of the past.    

In the works of the eight women artists that I study, personal histories 

resonate with broader cultural and social histories creating a dynamic and often 

antagonistic relationship between personal and private experience and cultural and 

historical knowledges.  For Lynn C. Miller and Jacqueline Taylor “. . .until a life is 

shared through performance, it does not exist at all, or at least it does not resonate 

in the broader realm of public consequence” (Introduction 3-4).    As artists 

reinterpret or re/member personal experiences for dramatic presentation, they invest 

these experiences with new meanings and communicate these meanings from 

different speaking positions.  A dialectic emerges from the tensions between the 

personal history and the socio-political circumstances surrounding these histories, 

between the individual and the community, between private and public, and I apply 

it to my examination of the role of autobiography in the works of these artists.   

Re/membering generates a dialogic interaction between past and present.1 

For feminist artists it constitutes an act of reclamation.  Francois Lionnet explains 

that “Since history and memory have to be reclaimed either in the absence of hard 

copy or in full acknowledgement of the ideological distortions that have colored 

whatever written documents and archival materials do exist, contemporary women 

writers especially have been interested in reappropriating the past so as to transform 

our understanding of ourselves” (326).  As a feminist strategy, re/membering is 
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inherently political, not only reappropriating the past for ourselves but also for 

others.  Julia Swindells asserts that “when ‘the personal’ is sunk in individualism, 

or loses its relationship to the condition of oppression, that the project fails to have 

a political edge” (231).  Re/membering succeeds as a political strategy when it 

brings the present and past into dialogue and when this dialogue is accessed beyond 

the borders of individual experience.2  In Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, 

Narrative, History, Cathy Caruth considers the ways in which individual and 

collective identities are constituted in narratives about traumatic experiences.  “The 

story of trauma” constitutes a “kind of double telling” explains Caruth (436).  This 

double telling generates from the simultaneous experience of “knowing and not 

knowing,” (3, 6).  She argues that this experience can be “read . . .[not only] as the 

story of the individual in relation to the events of his own past, but as the story of 

the way in which one’s own trauma is tied up with the trauma of another, the way 

in which trauma may lead, therefore, to the encounter with another . . .” (8).   

Caruth argues that narratives about trauma simultaneously reveal assimilated and 

unassimilated knowledge and that the self’s encounter with an other is part of the 

experience of reliving a trauma and subsequently of repeatedly engaging with the 

unassimilated knowledge of that trauma (7).  The way in which individual and 

collectives identities function in the aftermath of a traumatic experience can be 

applied to artistic processes of re/membering.   It is in the ability of the artist to link 
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the personal and the collective through processes of re/membering that generates 

political agency.  

Testimony plays an important role in the politics of memory processes.  In 

her discussion of Judith Hermann’s scholarship on psychotherapy, Ruth Leys 

discusses Herman’s belief that “testimony has both a private dimension, which is 

confessional and spiritual, and a public aspect, which is political and judicial.  The 

use of the word testimony links both meanings giving a new and larger dimension 

to the patient’s individual experience” (quoted in Leys 123).  Hermann defines 

testimony in more inclusive terms than confession.  Theorizing testimony not only 

as the expression of individual knowledge but also as the communication of 

collective experience, her differentiation of testimony and confession is also 

evidenced in feminist literary and performance scholarship particularly with regard 

to autobiography.  Rita Felski defines confession as “. . . a type of autobiographical 

writing which signals its intentions to foreground the most personal and intimate 

details of the author’s life” (83).3 However, Felski also states that feminist 

confession is “marked by a tension between a focus upon subjectivity and a 

construction of identity which is communal rather than individualistic” (92).  

Perhaps it is sufficient to say that while feminist formulations of confession 

foreground selfhood and its ability to contain multiple formulations of identity, 

many of which resonate with social and cultural experiences of other women; 
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feminist formulations of testimony foreground the political impact of these 

formulations.    

Performance scholars suggest that it is the action of articulating personal 

testimonies that politicizes the exchange of meaning between individual and 

community. Performance offers an ideal context for exploring this transaction.  M. 

Heather Carver asserts that “autobiographical performance is inherently fraught 

with the complexities of the relationship between history and representation—

between what happened and what is remembered and performed” (15).  

Performance becomes the vehicle through which testimony is communicated and 

validated.  Miller explains that “performing autobiography allows women’s life 

stories ‘to signify and resonate within multiple layers of consequence: marking the 

private, spiritual configurations of self in a public arena and creating a space for 

new possibilities for transformations and communion between performer and 

audience’” (“Witness” 321).  Most feminist theorists and practitioners configure the 

relationship between performer and audience member as an active relationship.  

When applied to autobiographical narratives and performances, this relationship is 

explored as an act of “bearing witness.”  

In her discussion of trauma narratives, Caruth suggests that “bearing 

witness” is the activity of giving voice to the unspeakable, to the unassimilated 

knowledge of a traumatic event (3).  Caruth explains, that traumatic narratives offer 

the opportunity to explore “what it means to transmit and to theorize around a crisis 
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that is marked not by simple knowledge, but by the ways it simultaneously defies 

and demands our witness” (5).  For Caruth it is the unassimilated knowledge of 

traumatic narratives that requires the act of witnessing, and it is through testimony 

that these acts of witnessing are given a voice (6).     

“Bearing Witness: Contemporary Works by African-American Women 

Artists,” an art exhibition by the women of Spelman College, a historically black 

institution offers an example of the ways in which artistic works communicate 

testimony to their audiences.  The curator of the exhibit, Jontyle Theresa Robinson, 

explains that the title of the exhibit is an appropriation of the term “witnessing” and 

is used to describe art that “gives evidence to, authenticates, and certifies the lives 

of African-Americans” (15).   Within the context of African-American history 

“witnessing” is often associated with the lynching of black men in the nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries and connotes complicity on the part of witnesses who were 

either unwilling or incapable of intervening in these murders.  However, Jontyle 

Theresa Robinson, the curator of the exhibition, suggests different associations for 

the term. “In contributing to the cultural legacy that stretches back thousands of 

years in Africa, it is critical that African beliefs be used as a reference point for the 

women and their works in this exhibition” (15). She uses African scholar V. Y. 

Mudimbe’s interpretation of  “witnessing” as it relates to the Greek phrase 

“memoriae loci, or places of memory” to explain the title of the exhibition 

(Robinson 15).  Robinson identifies how artworks in the exhibition “become 
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‘windows’ through which artists and onlookers can observe the passing of an old 

century and the beginning of a new millenium” (15).  Creating artworks that “bear 

witness” to the past, present and future, Robinson suggests that the exhibition 

becomes a “creative act of resistance and an act of empowerment for these 

warriors/women/artists” (Robinson 16).   

Feminist and performance theorist Linda Park Fuller explains that, 

“Personal narrative is always a kind of testimony. . . . [and] as a performance piece 

is even more like testimony, for the stage, like the pulpit, the podium or witness 

box, provides a platform for the unspoken-the absent-word – as well as an aesthetic 

space in which to evoke an absent world” (23).  Making their private experiences 

public, Park-Fuller suggests that performers “bears witness” to stories that “are not 

told because the telling would threaten established thinking” (24).  To “bear 

witness” is to “speak the unspeakable” (Park-Fuller 24).  Audience members also 

participate in acts of witnessing. Bearing witness to “unspeakable” acts, audience 

members respond to these performed narratives.  My study explores how both 

performers and audience members negotiate their role as witnesses.   

 

Creating Context: Adaptation as Re/Membering  

In this study adaptation is configured as a context through which contingent 

components of autobiographical performance are explored. Although many 

contemporary definitions of adaptation identify it as a literary project that involves 
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an exchange of meaning between two mediums, one of which is assumed to be a 

written medium, most of the dramatic narratives I study do not conform to 

traditional definitions of textual adaptation. In Adaptations from Text to Screen, 

Screen to Text, Imelda Whelehan notes that critics of adaptation “have focused on 

the process of the transference from novel to film, where often. . . expectations 

about the ‘fidelity’ of the screen version come to the fore” (3).  Whelehan believes 

that this kind of analysis gives primacy to the original text, a privilege that she and 

co-author Deborah Cartmell rejects by analyzing rather than hierarchizing writing 

tactics and strategies employed by authors.  Understanding adaptation as an 

evolving process rather than a judgeable product, I explore the ways in which 

meanings are interpreted and reinterpreted, invented and re/membered.  When 

understood as a process, adaptation provides a lens for viewing performances and 

performance texts as an unending exchange of meaning.  The tactics and strategies 

used to convey these meanings are a central focus of this study.  As I analyze how 

playwrights, performers and directors in my study apply adaptation processes to 

their work, I chart the ways in which these processes engage feminist and 

postmodern notions of agency.   

Peter Reynolds characterizes adaptation as a cultural phenomena that 

employs visual and illusionist practices to create performances, both filmic and 

live, that “project a specific agenda and. . . encourage a particular set of responses” 

(1). Reynolds believes that authors participate both consciously and unconsciously 
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in designing and communicating these responses.  Like Reynolds I wish to locate 

the ways in which an author’s conscious and unconscious “agendas” are 

communicated through her responses to particular experiences, events or ideas.  

Positing adaptation as multiple acts of interpretation, I explore the ways these 

artists reinterpret their life experiences and negotiate historical and cultural 

knowledge and experience according to personal systems of meaning making.   

In order to understand current theorizations pertaining to autobiography, 

feminist agency and the role of the audience, I offer one account of the evolution of 

modernism and its influence upon poststructualist and postmodernist theory.  I also 

trace the history of feminist literary theory and performance in an effort to account 

for the changing relationship between text, audience, writer and performer.   

 

Modernism, Postmodernism and Feminist Theory:  

Textuality, Reader and Writer 

 
In the late nineteen seventies radical feminist literary theorists began to 

configure agency as an act of self-perception that was specifically feminine.  They 

believed that feminist perspectives could be engaged through particular reading and 

writing processes.  Judith Fetterley and Annette Kolodny argued that patriarchal 

discourse had eclipsed women’s knowledge and experience and asserted that 

women must take control of the reading process, actively constructing an 

experience of a text that supported female values and points of view.   In an effort 
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to formulate an active role for female readers, they positioned interpretation as a 

process and the reader as agent of this process.  Their arguments were possible due 

to formulations of the reader as interpreter, a critical position that was popular in 

the nineteen seventies called reader-response.  

Inspired as a critical response to New Criticism, particularly to Wimsatt and 

Beardsley’s 1949 essay, “The Affective Fallacy” which identified the discursive 

text as the site of supreme authority, reader-response critics turned away from the 

constraints of textual meaning and elevated the role of the reader and the reading 

process (Tompkins ix).  Reader-response criticism incorporated a variety of 

theoretical lenses including deconstruction and psychoanalysis.  Its main 

achievement was the destruction of the concept of an “objective text” (Tompkins 

X). 

Susan Bennet explains that reader response critics Stanley Fish and 

Wolfgang Iser were especially important in reconfiguring the reader’s relationship 

with the text (22).   According to Fish, readers who “share interpretive strategies 

…for writing texts, for constituting their properties and for assigning their 

intentions” were part of what Fish labeled “interpretive communities” (182).  The 

notion of interpretive communities privileged the reader or community of readers 

and the strategies that they employed to understand or interpret a given text.  

Wolfgang Iser also characterized reading as a “convergence of text and reader,” but 

more importantly Iser believed that this interaction stimulated the reader’s 



13 

imagination as they used their own knowledge and experience to fill in the “gaps” 

within the text,” creating meanings “beyond what [the text] actually says” (53, 55).  

Iser’s theoretical arguments recognized the shift away from the primacy of the text 

and embraced an understanding of the reader as interpreter and decision-maker. For 

Bennet, the theorizations of Iser and Fish offered a way of understanding the reader 

as audience member who both produces and receives meanings that are 

experientially as well as textually inscribed (46).  Their theorizations also permitted 

the text to be recognized as an interaction that was inextricably bound to reading 

strategies.    

The shift away from textuality impacted feminist literary analysis in a 

variety of ways.  Feminist literary critics expanded and reconfigured new 

formulations of the reader.  In her groundbreaking work, The Resistant Reader, 

written in 1977, Fetterley depicts American literature as founded upon a principle 

of “universality” that was explicitly masculine (1).  For Fetterley, “to read the 

Canon of what is currently considered classic American literature is perforce to 

identify as male” (5).  Thus, for Fetterley and other feminist critics, making female 

viewers aware of the ways in which these texts disavowed female subjectivity and 

experience was tantamount to generating a female reader that was able to 

acknowledge and honor her experience of a text (3).   

Sex was also theorized as a lens for feminist interpretations.  In “A Map for 

Rereading” an essay that responds to Harold Bloom’s 1975 article, “A Map of 
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Misreading,” Annette Kolodny argues that “sex,” which she conflates with gender, 

plays an important role in the interpretive process of a female reader.  She critiques 

theorists who foreground the reading process and the interpretive strategies 

engaged through this process for their failure to acknowledge that these strategies 

“are learned, historically determined, and thereby necessarily gender inflected” 

(Kolodny 47).  She argues that Bloom and reader response critics fail to recognize 

that interpretive communities are part of a “shared and coherent literary tradition” 

that is subsumed by the male reader and his life experience.  As a result,  “sex” 

must be given a primary role in these interpretive processes (Kolodny 51).  For 

Kolodny, “sex” was an essential component in deciphering the conceptual and 

symbolic meaning of texts and in recognizing literature that seeks to identify and 

celebrate the experiences and perspectives of women (58-60).  

Theorists such as Tori Moi often critique these radical feminist approaches 

to textuality as essentialist. Attempting to inscribe female-authored texts within a 

specifically feminist tradition, feminist theorizations often reinscribed patriarchal 

meanings and/or failed to account for the role that history and culture played in the 

formulation of these descriptions, Moi critiques Kolodny for eliding gender with 

sex, a slippage that was later deconstructed by materialist feminists who theorized 

gender as a cultural construction and sex as a biological fact.  Moi also criticizes 

Kolodny’s failure to consider the possibility of “improper” readings by “rebel 
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feminists who might want to . . . read ‘against the grain’ and question the 

established structure of ‘legitimate literary criticism’ (73).   

Despite these criticisms, both Kolodny and Fetterley make important 

arguments concerning female experience and its ability to generate subjective 

positions from which women can read and interpret literature.  Their analysis of 

female readership positions female agency as a mode of perception and female 

experience and subjectivity as a lens of critique.  As active participants in the 

interpretive process, Kolodny and Fetterley suggest that female readers can create 

viewpoints that expose patriarchal systems of meaning.  This critical ability was not 

limited to the female reader.  The female writer could also engage in interpretive 

processes.  Offering an overview of feminist literary theory in the nineteen 

seventies, Elaine Showalter describes two types of criticism, one she characterizes 

as “woman as reader,” the second as “woman as writer” (128).  The latter category 

of feminist critique concerned women as “the producers of textual meaning” 

(Showalter 128).  Showalter labels this method of criticism “gynocriticism” and 

maintains that it focused on the study of female experience and female culture (129, 

131).  Representative of the trend in women’s literary and critical writing at the 

time, gynocriticism celebrated and emphasized women’s external and internal life 

experiences (Moi 139).  For Moi, gynocriticism also fell prey to an “essentialist” 

agenda by reinstating a canonical value system, albeit a canon that contained 

women’s literature.   
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Nearly ten years after making these anti-essentialist arguments, Moi was 

criticized by Naomi Schor for polarizing differences among feminists in their 

approach to “the politics of identity” and for ignoring many of the complexities 

inherent to an essentialist viewpoint (vii).  I will consider the debate among 

essentialist and anti-essentialist later in the chapter.  For the moment it will suffice 

to say that despite essentialist critiques, gynocriticism was important for radical 

feminists because it utilized female subjectivity as a tactic for disrupting patriarchal 

meaning systems and as a strategy that employed female experiences in an effort to 

create alternative meaning systems.  Mary Strine’s 1989 essay, “The Politics of 

Asking Women’s Questions” applied this method of critique to the writings of 

Adrienne Rich.  Focusing on the character and content of Rich’s writing style, 

Strine considers the dialogic quality of Rich’s work and Rich’s attempts to inscribe 

female identity within a social and historical context (33).  For Strine, Rich creates 

a writing style that acts as a political strategy as it disengages patriarchal language 

through a “metaphoric reordering of values” (39).   In addition, Strine’s critique 

shows how the use of metaphor in feminist narratives helped to create an aesthetic 

that was specifically feminine. 
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Modernism, Postmodernism and Feminist Theory:  

Performer and Performance 

 

The desire by feminist literary theorists to privilege female experience and 

to configure female subjectivity as a critical writing strategy can be understood in 

tandem with feminist performance theory and practice and in relation to avant-

garde performance practices and their impact upon feminist theory and practice.  In 

the 1960’s avant-garde practitioners such as Peter Brooke and Antonin Artaud 

subscribed to the belief that every day reality should inform performance.  

Reminiscent of the expressionist writings of S. S. Curry (1907) and the dramatic 

approach to literature espoused by Don Geiger (1967) and Kenneth Burke (1945), 

they believed that everyday life revitalized performance.4  Peter Brooke considered 

the ways in which reality could transform performance into a hyper reality.  

Maintaining that “life in the theater is more visible, more vivid than on the 

outside,” Brooke contended that performance generated a state of visibility and 

vitality that was akin to a “spark, a small flame that lights up and gives an intensity 

to [a]…compressed, distilled moment (Brook 11).  Artaud offered similar 

descriptions of performance and its relationship to reality.  Believing that everyday 

life was stripped of its vital forces, Artaud felt that it was the responsibility of the 

theater to restore these forces by producing a reality more powerful than what 

individuals could access in their daily lives.  He explained that “the question then 
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for the theater, is to create a metaphysics of speech, gesture and expression, in 

order to rescue it” (Artaud 90).  For Artaud, the real was synonymous with 

intensity and vitality.  It existed at the intersection of the spiritual and sensual 

realms.5   

Along with other avant-garde artists, Artaud’s formulations of performance 

created what Henry Sayre terms an “opening up of the work to forces outside of it” 

(“Performance” 97).  Sayre maintains that avant-garde notions of performance, 

“provided a way for… [feminist] practitioners to express very personal, sometimes 

astonishingly aggressive feelings about woman’s place in society. . . . allowing 

women to perform against the social structures and role models they felt were 

defined for them by society at large” (Sayre, “Performance” 98).  In integrating 

everyday reality into their performance practice, artists such as Brooke and Artaud 

validated personal experience.  This was significant for feminist performance artists 

who, a decade later, would create performances that featured autobiographical 

experience.  Performance theorist Helene Keyssar explains that the disruptive 

potential of avant garde performance was important for women artists seeking “the 

multi-voicedness that seems to me crucial for feminist theater.” (Feminist Theatre 

11).   

Although avant garde practices were inspiring for feminist theater 

practitioners, the environment in which these practices were pursued was not.  

Esther Beth Sullivan describes the apathetic responses of avant garde and leftist 
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theater companies to feminist concerns, “while these organizations provided 

models of how theater might influence and speak to ‘political’ purposes, they 

evidenced a striking indifference to the ‘personal’ issues surrounding patriarchal 

oppression” (13).  As a result, many feminist performance practitioners moved 

from avant garde companies to companies rooted in feminist concerns (Sullivan 

14).  These new companies inspired a new notion of theater that was by and for 

women.   

Figured into this new perception of theater was the formulation of an 

aesthetic that privileged transformation over individuality (Keyssar, Feminist 

Theatre 1).  Keyssar defines this desire for transformation as a strategy that resulted 

in “the theatrical manifestation of metamorphosis of contexts, actions and most 

crucially, of characters” (An Introduction xiii).  According to Charlotte Canning, 

the impulse towards transformation resulted in the use of collaborative theater 

methods and highlighted the importance of theatrical process rather than theatrical 

product (65, 66). Collaboration, transformation and collectivity became important 

strategies for feminist theater practitioners who sought to create performances that 

contested patriarchal representations of femininity.   

One of the goals of the feminist experimental theater was to create a stage 

language that incorporated both visual art and dance. In this way textuality was 

reformulated as a transgression of traditional language systems that was multi-

vocal and collaborative and that privileged the role of the female author.  Elaine 
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Aston asserts that “a feminist line of enquiry whose premise is founded on the 

notion of theatre as multi-authored rather than adhering to the conservative 

principle . . .of the single (male) author/dramatist as the controlling agent of 

theatrical production” offers the opportunity to view the female performer “as 

author of a potentially subversive theatrical site. . .”  (32).    

The move towards a theatrical language that embraced physical movement 

and innovative narrative techniques is traced by Gabriele Griffin.  She characterizes 

feminist theater from the mid eighties to the early nineties, as involved in “a move 

from issue based theater to theater preoccupied with formal innovation, and theatre 

of style and physical theatre” (Griffin 195). She also depicts the nineteen eighties 

as a period of “fragmentation as women from diverse backgrounds began to argue 

that not all women are oppressed in the same way for the same reasons” (Griffin 

206).  In contrast, Griffin explains that the nineteen nineties was engaged in 

understanding the limitations of the feminist movement.  As postmodernism took 

center stage in the formulation of feminist criticism, the problematics of female 

identity and the relationship among self, home, politics and subjectivity 

predominated critical discussions of female performance, writing and reading 

strategies (Grifffin 213).  These new themes in feminist performance engaged 

theorists and practitioners in multivocal processes of meaning making.  Tactics and 

strategies were used by feminist theorists and artists to create intersubjective spaces 
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for women to view themselves and other women’s experiences.  The stage became 

a site for women to engage in new processes of knowing.   

 
Agency as Disruption and Undecidability  

Although it is theorized in a multitude of ways, the impetus to “bring about 

change” fuels all feminist theory and performance practice.  A variety of feminist 

perspectives across numerous decades configure feminist empowerment in 

performance according to its ability to intervene in representational sign systems.  

From these theoretical positions questions arise such as do performance strategies 

that potentially resist, disrupt and transcend representational sign systems 

materially impact women’s socio-political and economic oppressions?  How can 

feminist empowerment address the needs and values of a diversity of women?  

Does feminist performance reinscribe “Woman” as an essentialist category? Do 

theorizations that position feminist performance as an intervention require 

homogenous and essentialist notions of audience?   

Feminists’ answer these questions very differently and I spend the next 

portion of this chapter discussing different formulations of these arguments and 

addressing criticisms that arise as a result.  However it is important to recognize 

that I categorize feminist positions for clarity rather than accuracy.  A performance 

theorist who advocates a materialist feminist position may share little in common 

with a rhetorical theorist who advocates a materialist position.  This is because 
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these categories are somewhat arbitrary and artificial, yet necessary for the 

successful communication of knowledge and ideas and for acts of political 

resistance.     

Diane Elam approaches female agency from a materialist and 

poststructuralist perspective.  In Feminism and Deconstruction Elam addresses the 

ways in which women’s bodies and experiences impact processes of representation.  

She advocates discursive practices that deconstruct and decenter language systems, 

believing that these practices reveal the contradictions inherent to these systems.  

Elam identifies female empowerment as a horizon of possibilities shaped and 

manipulated by the intentions of the author and their conscious and unconscious 

responses to representational meaning systems.  Agency is not a material response 

to a work of art, but a response to the material conditions that inform a piece of art.  

Elam explores the intersection of deconstruction and feminist theory.  She believes 

that empowerment is engendered through the articulation of difference. Difference 

is an effect of deconstructive strategies and it creates an experience of 

empowerment when it contests hierarchical meaning systems (Elam 24).  

Difference stimulates change that exists in a continuing state of movement and 

transformation (Elam 24).  Perhaps this fluid understanding of difference is best 

articulated by Maria Lugones in her article “Playfullness, ‘World’ – Travelling, and 

Loving Perception.”  Lugones advocates “world travelling” as a method of 

inhabiting other perspectives without denying our own.  By traveling to another 
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‘world’ we learn not only about our dissimilarities but also about our sameness.  In 

this way, we see the plurality in ourselves and in others (Lugones 398).  For 

Lugones, “without knowing the other’s ‘world’ one does not know the other and 

without knowing the other one is really alone in the other’s presence because the 

other is only dimly present to one” (402).    

Grounded in this perspective of difference is what Elam identifies as 

“ethical activism.”  Ethical activism is a type of agency that involves a particular 

understanding of subjectivity as mutable and interdependent.  Elam believes that 

subjectivity is a creator and a creation of networks of responsibilities to others and 

the self (105, 110).  This network of responsibilities “precedes and exceeds” the 

other (110).  Elam argues that ethical activism “involves the recognition of debts 

that cannot be paid, as endless” (110).  Most importantly, ethical activism involves 

the constant struggle to create stability in the face of difference, to respect 

difference, to embrace and accept difference but to avoid seeking sameness within 

it.  I think Elam aptly articulates the postmodern investment in difference and the 

ways in which this provides feminism with a strategy for uniting women from 

different cultural, ethnic, and social experiences.  Her formulation of ethical 

activism also posits “affinity” among women as a necessary political goal.     

Postmodernism and its relationship with modernism inform Nick Kaye’s 

discussion of agency.  Kaye identifies performance as an event that interrogates the 

assumptions of modernism and the ways in which art and history are predicated 
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upon these assumptions. As a predecessor to modernism, postmodernism forces 

those who author and respond to performance texts to recognize history and its 

impact upon our interpretive strategies. According to Kaye, postmodernism makes 

visible the dynamics and assumptions hidden within modernism’s meaning systems 

by appropriating these meaning systems in ways that reveal the impact of these 

systems upon the viewer and the world in which s/he lives.  He believes that 

postmodernism is a revelatory process that forces the reader into a self-reflexive 

interaction with contemporary systems of meaning (Kaye 140).  As a postmodern 

event, performance can force readers to interrogate their own knowledge and its 

cultural, social and political biases.  Kaye considers the role of narratives in the 

performance work of artists such as Karen Finley and how they interrogate the 

meaning systems that modern culture labors to keep intact. Referring to Finley’s 

performance, The Constant State of Desire, Kaye explains that Finley’s 

appropriations of language and abuse create a performance that resists “ a 

capitulation to male violence” (131).  Kaye argues that Finley’s appropriation of 

cultural meanings and formalist strategies such as objectification and representation 

position her in an ambivalent relationship with these meanings.  More importantly 

her strategies of appropriation stimulate the audience member to “call into question 

not only the distance and perspective. . .[they] might wish to establish in an address 

to such material but her [Finley’s] own implication in the processes of 

objectification and abuse she ostensibly attacks” (Kaye 129).  In essence, Finley’s 



25 

narrative strategies create a disjointed and obscured reading of culture that is 

incompatible with traditional frameworks of meaning.  Although I believe that 

critics who question the efficacy of Finley’s performance offer important insights 

into the ways that her appropriations of violence often reengage misogynistic 

readings of her performances, Kaye’s discussion exemplifies how performance can 

be used to stimulate reflexive responses that question meaning constructions and 

the part we play in their dissemination.   

Understanding agency as a process of  “disidentification,” Judith Butler 

combines a postmodernist perspective with feminist theories of gender difference 

and literary formulations of discourse.  She explores the normalizing process of 

sexual differentiation that constructs gender in our society and the ways in which 

performativity interferes with this normalizing process (Butler Gender 25).  

Defining performativity as a series of acts that are constituted by what they 

produce, Butler explains that performativity repeats, reenacts and reexperiences 

cultural acts, disproving the notion of the “real” by showing the real to be “a 

regulatory fiction” (Gender 141).  Disrupting the process of sexual differentiation 

by questioning the ways in which sexual difference is configured, performativity 

provides a theoretical perspective from which to explore and configure processes of 

differentiation that disrupt gender constructions.  Butler believes that agency may 

be engaged performatively through practices that “underscore disidentification with 

those regulatory norms by which sexual difference is materialized”  (Bodies 4).  
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Butler’s notion of performativity and the role that disruption plays in the 

performative process are examined by Geraldine Harris in Unstaging Femininities.  

Harris exemplifies how female agency is created when shifting, unstable and 

potentially transgressive acts of reception are experienced by an audience (73).   

Unable to construct ideas and/or meanings that are informed by their individual and 

collective experiences and knowledge, audience members temporarily experience a 

moment of “undecidability.”  Harris links female agency to reception processes by 

positing that ‘undecidability’ makes the reader/audience member temporarily 

incapable of integrating the information that they receive into traditional cultural 

paradigms.  This moment of ‘undecidability’ provokes the reader/receiver to 

question these cultural paradigms, an action that may lead them to further question 

and contest the ramifications of these cultural meaning systems.  Harris offers a 

telling example of this process of undecidability as she recalls her own ambivalent 

responses to Annie Sprinkle’s performance of Post Porn Modernist.  She explains: 

The self-revelatory nature of the performance in itself becomes 

therapeutic, with Sprinkle describing the continual reenactment of ‘100 

Blow Jobs’ as a means by which she has been able to transcend the pain it 

represented.  Sprinkle’s recounting of her own experience of the positive, 

physical, spiritual and economic benefits of sex combined proselytizing and 

salesmanship [. . .] wild west medicine shows and talk shows on the lines of 

Oprah.  As evinced in the programme notes.. .sex is being sold as a magic 
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elixir, a cure all for the problems of existence in the late twentieth century. 

(Harris 160) 

Harris finds that she cannot help but reject Sprinkle’s subjectivity “as an 

effect rather than a critique of certain cultural myths” (160).  However, her outright 

rejection of Sprinkle’s performance simultaneously causes her to question the 

validity of her own responses.  Harris explains, “ [. . .] I became aware that these 

perceptions arose out of the part of my own subjectivity that is constructed through 

another set of imperialist, nationalist cultural myths” (160).  As she attempts to 

synthesize each of these responses she experiences a moment of “undecidability” as 

she realizes that each response appears to negate the validity of the other.   Harris 

chronicles several moments during the performance where she realizes that her 

conscious and unconscious responses to the performance are products of her own 

cultural, social and political conditioning.  In this way she explores the ways in 

which she reinterprets her responses to Sprinkle’s performance and how this 

process of self-interrogation creates a “double movement, a dis-identification in 

which an identification has already taken place and been disavowed” (Harris 163).   

“Disidentification” offers agency to the female reader/spectator by allowing them 

to engage in their own reception process and to consider their implicit participation 

in the systems of power that they critique. 
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A Critique of Postmodern and Materialist Perspectives  

 Although Harris’ theorizations of “undecidability, ” Elam’s notion of 

ethical activism and Butler’s theorizations of performativity do not discount 

materiality, they remain tied to discursive formulations of the self and subsequently 

are in danger of falling prey to the “linguistic foundationalism” that Susan Bordo 

faults Butler for in Gender Trouble.  Bordo warns that Butler and other feminists 

inclined toward a “postmodern inclination to emphasize and celebrate resistance” 

must also consider the “recuperative tendencies” inherent in this celebration (294). 

Dana Cloud faults both postructuralist and radical feminist for being “idealist in 

their formulations of power as matters of language, discourse, culture and 

psychology—and never as matter of material benefits for real people who deploy 

discourses in the maintenance of an oppressive social systems” (137).  Teresa Ebert 

is suspect of feminists inclined toward postmodern notions of resistance that fail to 

account for the “problems of labor and exploitation and ignore their relation to 

gender, sexuality, difference, desire, and subjectivity” (ix).  She criticizes Butler for 

“constructing a supplementary circuit in which all the fundamental concepts of her 

social analytics are equivalent – or tropically slide into one another” (Ebert 214).  

For Ebert, Butler’s understanding of “power as materiality as discourse as 

citationality as performativity” fails to address economic power and to consider the 

ways in which social relationships are played out in the economic political arena.  

She criticizes Elam for a “maverick” approach to history and politics that valorizes 
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“individual freedom from authority rather than emancipation from socioeconomic 

exploitation” (220).  For Ebert, Elam reduces feminist politics to a series of 

indeterminacies that never consider the “forces and relations of production” (221).  

In conjunction with the criticisms of Bordo and Ebert, Carol Stabile faults 

postmodern social theory for displaying an idealism that “’the real’ no longer refers 

to concrete, objective, reality, and compares it to anti-essentialist feminism which 

“dissolves the political category of women. . .into a ‘discursive construct’” (399).  

Although I do not take a marxist or socialist position in this study, I believe 

it is important to consider these criticisms, particularly in relation to the broader 

feminist movement and the ability of feminists to create affinity among one another 

by acknowledging their differences.  One of the major differences confronting 

current feminist discussions about identity is between cultural and “difference”6 

feminists and postmodern and materialist feminists.  It is their oppositional stance 

that informs the ways in which agency is interpreted and deployed in many of the 

performances in this study. 

A Theoretical Impasse: Essentialism vs. Anti-Essentialism  

In the late nineteen eighties, a theoretical impasse, or “stall” resulted 

between materialist feminists and feminists accused of “essentializing” female 

identity. 7  Elizabeth Grosz notes that although “essentialism” is a term “rarely 

defined or explained explicitly in feminist contexts, [it] refers to the attribution of a 

fixed essence to women.  Women’s essence is assumed to be given and universal 
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and is usually . . . identified with women’s biology and “natural” characteristics” 

(84).  Both Grosz and Naomi Schor associate the essentialist critique as a reaction 

against both egalitarian feminists (Beauvoir, Friedan, Millett) and French 

“feminisms of difference” (Grosz 90).  Egalitarian feminists were labeled 

“essentialist” for obscuring women’s oppressions by advocating for the universal 

inclusion of women in patriarchal society and cultural.  French feminists whose 

attempts to “define or designate women or femininity” were criticized for 

generalizing women’s experiences and for eliding “particular historical, cultural, 

ethnic and class positions of particular women” (Grosz 93).  The crux of 

essentialist/anti-essentialist disagreements centered around conflicting formulations 

of female identity as an ideological construction and as a material subject or series 

of subjects.   

From a materialist, anti-essentialist perspective, Jill Dolan describes the 

“stall” as a theoretical “teetering between the deconstructive possibilities and the 

essentialist problems of writing on lesbian subjectivity” (42).  Foregrounding 

subjectivity, the material body poses problems for postructuralists or materialists 

who consider the mechanisms of power enacted through representations of the 

female body.  Carlson explains that from a materialist perspective, “In the 

enactment of representations one also assumes all their cultural association – the 

display of gender, the frame of reference, the spectators’ narrative expectations – 

which form part of the controlling mechanisms preventing a challenge to 
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convention” (175).  However to focus on the proliferation of subject positions 

instead of the material body generates another set of problems. Naomi Schor argues 

that “anti-essentialism, in its zeal to jettison the body, tends toward an idealist view 

of language” (xi).  Diana Fuss notes poststructuralists’ objection to personal 

experience “as the ground (and most stable ground) of knowledge production,” 

(103) but maintains that while personal experience is always in negotiation with the 

power systems that create it, materialist feminists often fail to consider how 

personal differences among women (economic, class, social, political) illuminate 

this power negotiation (103-4). These critiques, primarily guided by the tenets of 

postmodernism and materialist feminism, fail to see the ways in which anti-

essentialist critiques are dependent upon their own essentialist agendas (see Schor, 

Fuss). 

The contributors to The Essential Difference, namely Schor, Fuss, and 

Grosz, all argue for a feminist position that brings anti-essentialist and essentialist 

theorizations of feminisms together.  Schor and Fuss both argue that politics is the 

essentialist component of all feminist perspectives.  According to Fuss, “politics is 

precisely the self-evident category in feminist discourse – that which is most 

irreducible and most indispensable.  As feminisms essential component, it 

tenaciously resists definition” (111).  Writing from a materialist feminist 

perspective, De Lauretis understands that, “. . . feminist theory is all about an 

essential difference, an irreducible difference, though not a difference between 
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woman and man, nor a difference inherent in ‘woman’s nature’ (in woman as 

nature) but a difference in the feminist conception of woman, women, and the 

world” (qutd in Schor, Introduction xiii).  From these perspectives, essentialism is 

understood as a politics of location, and becomes a key component of theorizations 

about agency, empowerment and resistance.  “The anti-essentialist ‘where’” says 

Fuss, “is essential to the postructuralist project of theorizing reading as a 

negotiation of socially constructed subject-positions.  As its linguistic containment 

within the very term “displacement” might suggest, place can never be entirely 

displaced, as it were, from deconstruction.” (111).  Positionality is foundational to 

feminists who seek to recuperate an essentialist position.  Fuss distinguishes 

between the Lockean and Aristotelian, or the “nominal” and the “real” formulations 

of essence: “Real essence connotes the Aristotelian understanding of essence that 

which is most irreducible and unchanging about a thing; nominal essence signifies 

for Locke a view of essence as merely a linguistic convenience, a classificatory 

fiction we need to categorize and to label” (99).8   Utilizing Fuss’s definitions of 

real and nominal essence, Schor suggests that “there is no real essence of 

essentialism, but a whole series of nominal essences” (xii).   

Fuss’s comments segue into a final consideration of essentialism as a 

strategy, a concept recently introduced by Gayatri Spivak in her work with the 

Subaltern Studies group. In an interview with Ellen Rooney, Spivak enumerates 

specific guidelines by which strategic essentialism might effectively function as a 
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cultural critique.  Spivak argues that an essentialist position must continuously be 

used as a strategy “. . .all along the way, even when it seems that to remind oneself 

of it is counterproductive. . .otherwise the strategy freezes into something like what 

you call an essentialist position” (154).  In other words, essentialism does function 

as a critique only when its effectiveness as an instrument of political mobilization is 

apparent (Spivak 153).  In the context of Fuss’ definitions of real and nominal 

essence, Spivak’s comment suggests that when invoked as a strategy, essentialism 

will be interpreted as both a real and nominal essence.   Because a strategy is not a 

theory and therefore is not suited to all situations, Spivak maintains that the 

decision on whether to deploy essentialism as a tactic requires sensitivity and 

mindfulness; “one has to be careful to see that they [strategies] do not misfire for 

people who resemble us so little that we cannot even imagine them in the strong 

sense” (154, 155).  Fuss describes Spivak’s critical but supportive stance on 

essentialism as suggesting that “a provisional return to essentialism can 

successfully operate in particular contexts, as an interventionist strategy” (107).  

For Fuss, Spivak’s comments imply that “when put into practice by the 

dispossessed themselves, essentialism can be powerfully displacing and disruptive” 

(107).   
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Configuring Agency As Difference 

Seeking expression for voices of women relegated to the margins of society 

and culture, Chicana writers Cherrie Moraga and Gloria Anzaldùa published The 

Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color (1981), a collection 

of personal and critical essays, poems, and journal entries by women of color.  

Norma Alarcon describes the writers of Bridge as “aware of the displacement of 

their subjectivity across a multiplicity of discourses: feminist/lesbian, nationalist, 

racial, socioeconomic, historical” (356).  Her view is supported in the opening 

paragraphs of the Forward to Bridge, as Toni Cade Bambara explains that many of 

the authors in the collection seek to educate white feminists about the multiple 

“allegiances and priorities” that make current alliances with Anglo feminism 

impossible (vi).  Alarcon argues that though Bridge writers “problematized many a 

version of Anglo-American feminism,” white feminists continue to ignore the 

critical concerns of women of color by failing to reevaluate the notion of feminist 

subjectivity as an “autonomous, self-making, self-determining” unified and 

coherent identity (357).  Writing seven years after the publication of Bridge, 

Alarcon’s views describe a major theoretical tussle between what Mae Henderson 

calls the “tension between social constructionism and the competing narrative of 

essentialism that has engaged postmodern discourse” (xxxi).  Alarcon’s comments 

contextualize later discussions by women of color as part of an ongoing response to 

Anglo-American feminism and as part of an ongoing dialogue among women of 
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color about difference and collectivity, subjectivity and multiplicity and the impact 

of experiential knowledge upon identity constructions.   

Maria Lugones allows her personal experiences as a woman of color to help 

formulate a version of feminism she calls “pluralistic” because it generates multiple 

forms of identification with “ourselves” and with “others” (390).  In her 1990 

article “Playfullness, ‘World’ – Traveling and Loving Perception,” Lugones 

characterizes her experience as a woman of color as that of an “’outsider’ to the 

mainstream White/Anglo organization of life in the U.S.” (390). She suggests that 

this experience necessitates the practice of “world traveling” where women who are 

“outsiders” seek multiple points of identification with other women from other 

“worlds” (Lugones 390).   Lugones explains the process of “world traveling” as a 

process of identification where the “world traveler” is required to see through the 

eyes of another.  She uses her relationship with her mother to exemplify this 

process, “Loving my mother. . .required that. . . I go into my mother’s world, that I 

see both of us as we are constructed in her world, that I witness her own sense of 

herself from within her world” (Lugones 394).  Through acts of world traveling 

“we can understand what it is to be them and what it is to be ourselves in their 

eyes” asserts Lugones (401).  Through “world traveling” Lugones seeks to impact 

women at a material level.  “When I came to the U.S. I learned that part of racism 

is the internalization of the propriety of abuse without identification.  I learned that 

I could be seen as a being to be used by White/Anglo men and women without the 
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possibility of identification. . . .They could remain untouched, without any sense of 

loss (Lugones 392).  Creating a lasting relationship between self and other, “world 

traveling” cannot accommodate separation and exclusion, instead it forces 

“travelers” to seek multiple points of identification in themselves and in others.  It 

engages an understanding of identity as multiply constructed by factors such as 

race, gender, ethnicity and class and seeks to unify women not through their 

similarities but through their differences.  

A desire to foreground difference as a source of commonality among 

women is shared by many women theorists of color. However configuring 

difference as a site of empowerment presents challenges for women. Speaking from 

her own experience as an African-American feminist/writer/critic, bell hooks faults 

perspectives of commonality based on a “totalizing notion of black experience” as 

essentialist and alienating to many women who do not identify with particular 

narratives of black experience (52).  However, hooks insinuates that unity based on 

difference challenges black women not only to accept differences in others, but also 

to interrogate their own responses to these differences (40).  As women scrutinize 

the actions, behaviors and thought processes that distinguish them from other 

women, they may seek to justify their own behaviors rather than engage in the 

more difficult and transformative task of confronting the conflicts and 

contradictions inherent in these distinctions.  hooks encourages women to 

communicate through processes of “critical affirmation” that allow them to both 
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affirm and examine their differences while avoiding critiques that are “. . .rooted in 

a negative desire to compete, to wound, to trash (59).  hooks’ assertions suggest 

that understanding difference rather than commonality as a site of empowerment 

can generate an enriching and revolutionary bond among women of all colors.   

Understanding configurations of difference as sites of empowerment is a 

principle that guides much of the artistic and theoretical work of writer, director, 

and theorist Trinh T. Minh-ha.  In Women, Native, Other, Minh-ha defines 

difference as what is “grasped both between and within entities, each of these being 

understood as multiple presence” (94).  Minh-ha defines difference as a process of 

continuous transmutation where the self exists as “infinite layers” (94).  

Understanding the self to be multiple and fluid, Minh-ha articulates difference as 

the gaps between these identities, and also as the variations within them.  She 

applies her theorizations of difference to her films.  In Surname Viet Given Name 

Nam, Minh-ha creates a montage of cultural identities through visual images, 

voiceovers, and music.  Slow motion pictures of Vietnamese women dancing and 

black and white photographs of women in their youth are juxtaposed with 

dramatizations of these women’s lives.  Narratives and songs spoken in Vietnamese 

overlap with narratives spoken in English.  English subtitles denote the words to 

songs and repeat passages in the narratives.  The film is non-linear.  Narratives are 

excerpted, interrupted and repeated.  Authenticity is called into question as 

documentary footage is mixed with dramatic footage.  The film also offers a 
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metacommentary of its production: a documentary of its own documentary process.  

The actors are interviewed about their desires and expectations for the film.  The 

comparatively loud voices and overt mannerisms of American Vietnamese women 

contrast markedly with the timorous voices and movements of Vietnamese women.  

Surname Viet Given Name Nam, like many of Minh-ha’s films, foregrounds 

differences among women. Using repetition and nonlinear sequencing of images, 

creating contrasts by juxtapositioning visual images and overlaying vocal 

narratives, Minh-ha promotes interpretations of her films that resist traditional 

reception processes.   

In her essay titled, “Black Feminisms” Kadiatu Kanneh argues that 

configurations of differences do not promote “a stable place on which to build 

mutual identifications or communities of recognition” (88).  In her discussion of 

This Bridge Called My Back, she considers how “Feminist identification becomes 

a matter of uneasy alliances, of negotiating difference, of interpreting the meaning 

and validity of sexuality, class heritage, culture and even race” (89).  Kanneh’s 

insights provide a lens for understanding how formulations of difference in the 

works of Minh-ha and other feminist artists offer the possibility of important yet 

temporary alliances not only among women of color, but among women of all 

colors.  The experiences and feminist theorizations of white women must be placed 

in conjunction with those by women of color.  Difference must not only be used as 

a strategy for finding the possible connections among women, but also as a method 
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of critiquing the ways in which cultural and historical formulations of whiteness 

impact these alliances.     

  

My Notion of Agency: Multiple Subjectivities  

In this study I draw on multiple formulations of agency, applying them to 

the diverse intentions of the different artists in this study.  Because this study is 

focused on the interpretive strategies and practices of artists rather than of their 

audiences, it is important that my discussion of agency is applicable to these 

strategies and practices.  Consequently, I ground my discussion of agency in 

theories of difference.  My review of some of the critical literature by women of 

color reveals the ways in which foregrounding differences among women generates 

self-reflexivity, interrogates traditional strategies of meaning making, and creates 

an awareness and acceptance of “otherness” as an essential component of political 

and social inclusion.  I apply configurations of difference among women of color to 

all of the artists in this study, identifying the political goals of these artists as a 

search for an affinity among women, rather than around a desire to group women 

according to a single, unified identity or struggle.  Configurations of difference also 

foreground cultural, social and historical meaning systems and the ways in which 

they impact women’s relationships to one another and to themselves.  

Difference and strategies of differentiation play an important role in 

postmodern and materialist formulations of agency.  Butler’s formulation of 
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performativity provides a theoretical framework for understanding the ways in 

which reading and writing strategies “disrupt” interpretive processes by repeating, 

reenacting and revising culturally and socially constructed meanings.  Geraldine 

Harris’ notion of “undecidability” suggests that self-reflexivity and interrogatory 

reading practices are possible only when multiple and contradictory interpretations 

are accessed by the viewer.  

I consider the ways in which the writers that I study engage in these 

postmodern tactics; however, I also consider how essentialist constructions of 

identity work in conjunction with these tactics.  Fuss and Spivak suggest that 

dialogism is inherent to feminist politics.  For it is through the notion of a fixed, 

“real” irreducible “truth” that formulations of disruption, displacement and fluidity 

are meaningful.  I adopt Spivak’s notion of “strategic essentialism” not only as a 

means of understanding the ways in which power is recuperated by many of these 

performers and playwrights but also as a way of problematizing their own positions 

within these texts.   

Tactics and Strategies in Performance 

In the following pages I offer some examples of the ways in which theater 

practitioners formulate agency and apply it to their own work.  These examples 

offer further discussion of the roles of the female artist as author, performer, 

director and audience member and how these roles impact her reading and writing 
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strategies.  They also reveal some of the ways in which tactics and strategies are 

consciously deployed in performance. 

In an interview published in 1990, the British actress Tilda Swinton asserts 

that making meaning systems visible is essential to the realization of female 

empowerment.  Swinton considers how certain performance strategies help 

audience members to engage in viewing processes that use their knowledge of 

cultural, historical and social meanings to subvert and disrupt the ways in which 

these meanings generate, promote, and reify institutional practices, behaviors and 

beliefs. She believes that the use of archetypes and iconic images in performance 

illuminate the systems of representation from which mythic symbols and culturally 

inscribed images are derived.  In other words, some performance strategies allow 

women to participate in these meaning systems in ways that empower them to react 

against these meaning systems.  Texts about women’s experience articulate the 

intersections of historical and cultural meaning and the ways in which women may 

negotiate and disengage the ways these meaning systems impact their lives.  

Swinton believes that these texts may generate a growth of consciousness in 

women and a desire to question the ways in which culture impacts their self-

identity(ies) (220, 222).   

Swinton also considers how gender constructions are invested with 

historical, cultural and social meaning.  She advocates androgyny as a valuable 

strategy for achieving gender dissolution because “the fundamental icons of any 
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culture are based around sex differentiation” (225).  Embracing the contradictions 

that exist in the absence of gender binaries, women can enjoy a female 

consciousness that nurtures creativity, receptivity and progressive thinking.  

Swinton sees androgyny as a feminist response to cultural constructions of 

gender.  Her ideas relate to those of materialist feminists such as Jill Dolan, Lynda 

Hart, Sue Ellen Case and Teresa de Lauretis who believe that gender transgressions 

provide the most successful strategies for disengaging gender constructions.  

Creating alternative ways of viewing gender that cannot be articulated within 

heterosexual and patriarchal representational meaning systems, gender 

transgressions “critique, resist and offers alternatives” to traditional meaning 

systems (Case 242).  As a critique of male power and desire, gender transgressions 

explore the extent of the “collusion [that exists] between gender oppression and 

cultural institutions” (Case 242).  Similarly Teresa De Lauretis argues that art 

which seeks to “. . .escape gender, to deny it, transcend it, or perform it to excess” 

succeeds in revealing and disrupting social and cultural discourses and practices 

that fuse gender, sexuality and reproduction (21).  By intervening in these meaning 

systems, gender transgressions initiate a process of empowerment as women assert 

their sexual desire.  These transgressions also address sexuality through difference. 

De Lauretis theorizes this as part of “the struggle with language to rewrite the body 

beyond its precoded, conventional representations” (29).  It is a struggle to “re-

create the body as other-wise. . .but with a material and sensual specificity that will 
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resist phallic idealization and render it accessible to women in another sociosexual 

economy” (de Lauretis 29).  In this way, gender transgressions locate difference 

outside of identity formations based on gender and sexuality.     

Discussing the role(s) that difference plays in the articulation of female 

agency, performer, director, and writer Joan Lipkin discusses her conscious efforts 

to communicate an activist agenda to her audience members.  She advocates 

writing that moves beyond self-referentiality and forces the author to consider the 

multiple and different experiences of the audience.  This writing strategy engages 

writers in a ‘politics of inclusion’ where they embrace ideas, behaviors and 

perspectives that are outside of their own realm of experience (372, 374).  Lipkin 

believes that this writing process stimulates female agency as it creates a 

questioning audience and forces audience members to identify the social and 

political contexts that influence their points-of-view (371).  Like Elam, Lipkin 

believes that these investigations require audience members to think in terms of 

difference.  Similar to Lugones’ discussion of difference,  Lipkin asserts that 

thinking in terms of difference forces audience members to recognize their 

inescapable participation in cultural, historical social systems of meaning and the 

responsibilities that are a consequence of this participation (375). Like Elam, 

Lipkin believes that a recognition of responsibility is a precursor of female agency.  

Creating encouragement and empowerment, responsibility is the recognition of 

alternative possibilities (Lipkin 372).    
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These discussions of various writing and performance strategies contribute 

to a postmodern and feminist understanding of agency as a process that engages a 

series of acts for the purpose of creating a reflexive and resistant relationship 

between a reader and a text.  However, I do not offer these strategies as 

prescriptions.  Agency must be understood as a generative process.  Particular 

effects can be observed and theorized, but they cannot be limited to a particular 

methodology or practices. 

 

Project Rationale  

This study directly speaks to a theoretical trend in literature, art history, 

performance and cultural studies during the last thirty years that has removed 

meaning from the discursive realm of traditional textuality and reinterpreted it as 

fluid, temporal and multi-vocal.  No longer a privileged site of meaning, new 

configurations of textuality situate meaning within the relationships among author, 

director, writer and performer.  This shift and its influence upon feminist theory 

and practice offer important insights into the ways that female and feminist artists 

receive, reinterpret and rearticulate cultural and historical meanings.  It offers ways 

of understanding feminist theorizations of perception and reception as cultural, 

historical and political negotiations and situates memory as a primary site for this 

discussions.  
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Many contemporary feminist scholars configure the viewing process as a 

spectatorial act that engages the female reader in an ongoing critique with issues of 

class, race and gender identity.   Feminist and lesbian scholars also consider the 

role that experiential knowledge plays in the interpretive process.  These scholars 

believe that acts of writing and performance that utilize experiential and 

autobiographical practices provide an opportunity for women to contest culturally 

inscribed behaviors and ideologies and to formulate their own expressions of 

personal and group identit(ies).   

In the wake of these theorizations, adaptation is being studied as a reception 

strategy.  Appropriating historiographic interpretations of the past in ways that call 

into question current cultural constructions of meaning, adaptations necessitate a 

negotiation between the cultural context of the original text and contemporary 

perceptions of that context.  Adaptations both interrupt and reveal the cultural 

production of history and the ways in which this production affects ideological 

systems of meaning. Feminist scholars are particularly interested in how adaptation 

engages a process of re-visioning that is capable of transgressing representational 

and mimetic meaning systems, making the viewer aware of their participation in 

these meaning systems.  Moreover, the study of adaptations coincides with current 

literary scholarship that addresses experimental narrative forms and how they 

intervene in cultural and historical discourses and in current debates about 

postmodern theory and material culture.    
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 Agency serves as a theoretical lens for articulating and interpreting textual, 

performance and reception strategies used by female adapters.  Discussions of 

agency respond to the strategies that women use to transgress, disrupt and 

reconfigure female subjectivity and identity constructions and inscriptions of 

female embodiment.  Agency is also articulated as an act that exposes historical and 

cultural ideologies and their material and psychic impact upon our perceptions.         

 My study will explore the ways in which adaptation promotes reading and 

writing strategies and how these strategies may contest ideological and 

historiographic constructions of culture.  I intend to advance feminist and 

performance scholarship by answering the following questions: How do women 

read their own writing? What role does agency play in their reading process(es)?  

Critical and popular audience responses will play a limited role in this study.  I will 

investigate how audience responses impact the reception and perception processes 

of the female artist, but I will not draw conclusions about the political and/or social 

efficacy of these artists based on audience responses to their work.  In order to 

determine the role that agency plays in the reception processes of these artists, I 

will use a variety of methodologies to identify and explore specific tactics and 

strategies that these artists employ in order to transform and contest ideological and 

material culture.  

 My methodological approach to this study will synthesize feminist 

scholarship from a materialist, postmodern and cultural perspective and includes 
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feminist autobiographical theory.  Using published and unpublished manuscripts, 

letters, interviews, autobiographical and biographical narratives, oral and written 

production histories, performance reviews, and political, cultural and social 

narratives that have or had the potential to impact the work of these artists, I 

employ analyses of performances and performance texts in order to identify how 

these women formulate agency, the role that these formulations play in their own 

processes of reception and perception, and the material effects of these 

formulations upon their work.   

 My case studies consist of the works of a variety of twentieth century 

adapter/playwrights.  These women come from diverse economic, social, cultural, 

ethnic  and political backgrounds.  Of these women, Wakako Yamauchi and Sherri 

Bailey are the only playwrights whose adaptations may be considered “traditional” 

in the sense that they are adaptations of previously published prose.  The lives of 

these women span the entire twentieth century and participate in a multitude of 

social, historical and cultural events.  Their works address a wide variety of cultural 

and psychological identity constructions that continue to prevail in our culture.  

Through the multiple voices of these authors, I access various perspectives of 

female viewing and determine how these perspectives influence the ways these 

women understand and communicate their art.    
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Chapter Overview 

 This project consists of five chapters.  Chapter one is an overview of the 

work. It introduces my research questions, outlines my methodology and reviews 

the critical research that has inspired this project.  In the three chapters that follow I 

apply my methodological approach to the works of seven women artists.  My study 

addresses a broad spectrum of artists, born into different socio-political 

circumstances and impacted by different political histories and personal 

experiences.  My investigation of these artists and their reading and writing 

strategies concludes in chapter five where I present my conclusions and suggestions 

for further research.    

The role of autobiography in each work is central to my investigation as are 

the ways in which lived and invented experiences converge in these works. Chapter 

two focuses on the intersection of historical and personal experience and 

investigates three artists of color: Sheri Bailey, Elizabeth Wong and Wakako 

Yamauchi.  Although this chapter centers around Baileys’ dramatic adaptation of 

Nella Larsen’s novel, Passing, my analysis of the plays of Elizabeth Wong and 

Wakako Yamauchi complicate and expand my investigation of Bailey’s work.  

This chapter solely relies on critical analyses of performance texts rather than on 

the performances themselves.  Traditional adaptation practices involving the 

exchange of meaning between literary and dramatic art forms are studied as are 

nontraditional adaptation practices involving reconfigurations of personal 
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experiences for dramatic presentation. The research questions that guide this 

chapter are: How do historiographic discourses and cultural belief systems impact 

the ways personal histories are re/membered by women of color? What is the role 

of memory in this process? How are lived and imagined experience fused in these 

texts? For what ends? How is agency configured by these writers and how do their 

writing strategies promote their artistic intentions?  

Chapter three investigates adaptation strategies as they pertain to the 

performance of self in public discourse as well as in dramatic prose.  This chapter 

focuses on the impact of socio-cultural meaning systems upon personal acts of 

meaning making.  I study the ways in which Anne Sexton negotiates her self 

identity in response to social and cultural meaning systems (particularly from her 

perspective as an upper middle-class, white woman) and consider how she presents 

contradictory configurations of selfhood for the public through her writing and 

through performance. In particular I examine her semi-autobiographical play, 

Mercy Street, her only and unpublished dramatic work.  I complicate and expand 

my discussion of Sexton’s work with an examination of Pamela Christian’s solo, 

autobiographical performance of Sexton’s life: The Excitable Gift.  This chapter 

relies on critical analyses of performance texts as well as on video taped interviews 

of Sexton “performing” multiple personas for the public and upon videotaped 

performance footage of Christian’s performance.  The principle questions for this 

chapter are: How does Sexton negotiate multiple and contradictory notions of 
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selfhood in her writing and in her public performance of self? How do these 

notions of selfhood respond to social and cultural configurations of femininity? 

How does Sexton configure her relationship with her audience and readers? How 

does this relationship promote her artistic intentions? How can feminist notions of 

agency be applied to Sexton’s life and work?  

In chapter four I continue my discussion of  The Excitable Gift while 

centering my investigation around Lardo Weeping, a solo performance conceived 

and written by artist and playwright Terry Galloway and directed and produced by 

performer and academic Donna Nudd.  In this chapter I configure adaptation as a 

re-visionist process of script development.  I explore how feminist theory and 

audience expectations impact the ways in which Galloway, Nudd and Christian 

reinterpret their performances and rearticulate their scripts.  The female body is 

central to my discussion as a site where personal and socio-cultural meanings are 

exchanged.  In particular I consider how prescriptions of white, heterosexual 

femininity are played out upon the bod(ies) of Galloway/Dinah.  The following 

questions guide my discussion: How is autobiography used as a dramatic 

framework in Lardo and Gift and how do the personal experiences of the 

performers inflect this framework? Why do questions of authenticity and 

accountability arise in response to the material presence of Galloway and 

Christian in these performances?  How do the performances of these women 

critique socio-cultural configurations of femininity? How do these narratives and 
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the ways in which they are actualized construct a relationship between the 

performer and the audience? How does this relationship promote the artistic 

intentions of the Galloway, Nudd and Christian? How do feminist notions of 

agency inform these intentions?   

In chapter five I offer my conclusions to the question: how do women read 

their own art?  Based on my discussions of Sexton, Christian, Bailey,Wong, 

Yamauchi, Galloway and Nudd I consider how adaptation provides a context for 

viewing autobiographical performance and promotes a lens through which 

theoretical and practical applications of feminist agency can be understood.  I will 

discuss how future work in this area may examine the role that tactics and 

strategies play in the adaptation process as a means of illuminating the historical, 

socio-political and cultural forces that shape the goals and agendas of feminist 

writers.    
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.End Notes 
 

                                                 
11 Pierre Nora contrasts history and memory in his discussion of Lieux de Memoire.  He contrasts 
“sites of memory” that “organize” and “crystalize” the past, with “real environments of memory” 
where “collectively remembered values. . .pass from the past to the future (7).  For Michael Lambek 
and Paul Antze, Nora’s distinction “figures memory’s continuous, dialectical movement in and out 
of consciousness rather than the distinction between a flat, preconscious and an alietnated, 
exquisitely self-conscious historical time” (xvii).  Michael Lambek,  introduction. Tense Past: 
Cultural Essays in Trauma and Memory. eds. Paul Antze and Michael Lambek. (New York: 
Routledge, 1996) xvii. Pierre Nora, “Between Memory and History: Les Lierux de Memoire.” 
Representations. 26 (Spring 1989): 7-47.  
2 Lambek and Antze characterize memory as “part of an identity discourse” that situates individual 
and collective memories in dialogue with one another (xiii, xxii). 
3 Postcolonial theorist Caren Kaplan considers the “destabilizing effect” of testimony.  She 
recognizes testimonial literature as “a form of ‘resistance literature’ that expresses transitional 
material relations in neo and postcolonial society and disrupts mainstream literary conventions” 
while also “. . .providing a powerful critique of the colonial discourse inherent to Western feminist 
discussions of identity politics in autobiography” (210).  See “Resisting Autobiography: Out-Law 
Genres and Transnational Feminist Subjects.”  Women Autobiography Theory A Reader eds. 
Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson (Madison: U of Wisconsin P,1998) 208-216.  
4 See Don Geiger, Sound, Sense and Performance of Literature (Baton Rouge: 1967), Paul H.Gray 
“The Romantic as Reader: S.S. Curry and Expressive Aesthetics,” Quarterly Journal of Speech 364-
371., Kenneth Burke,  A Grammar of Motives (New York: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1945).  The tradition 
of oral interpretation offers a theoretical and cultural lens for understanding the impact of narrative 
upon performance.  Claiming that lived experience was a vital part of the reading process, Geiger 
and Burke followed in the paths of Romantic/Expressionist writers such as Curry who emphasized 
the role of the personality within the interpretive process.  Formulating narrative interpretation as a 
process and subjective experience as a part of this process, Curry, Geiger and Burke characterized 
reception as an interchange between the reader and text.   
5 Artaud’s prescriptions of the real will inform later discussions of presence and absence as it 
pertains to the female body in performance. 
6 Grosz identifies feminisms of difference as those forms of feminism that have been subjected to 
essentialist critiques of universalism and biologism.  However she discusses difference not only as a 
category of identification but also as a concept that can be deployed strategically.  
7 According to Marvin Carlson, the “essentialist” position is particularly associated with cultural, 
mythic and autobiographical performance (164).   
8 Schor acknowledges the importance of Fuss’ definition of nominal essence while noting that these 
definitions may easily be conflated, “. . .keeping alive the dream of an essentialism without a body, 
a language without a referent, or better, a referent outiside of language” (x). 
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Chapter 2   Configuring Agency as a Cross-Cultural 

Encounter: Exploring Adaptation 

 

I write because I have to write.  I do believe that everything is 

political, but I also believe that what makes it powerful is if it’s personal 

and human[. . .] If the writer concentrates on the specifics and complexities 

of human beings, the politics will resonate.  

Jessica Hagedorn, Interview with Emily P. Lawsin 

 
 

In The Politics of Life, playwright, activist and academic Velina Houston 

characterizes women’s writing as a process that “reveals the feminine experience as 

a political experience” (1).  For Houston, personal experience, particularly 

experience that is tied to cultural practices of femininity, is a context in which to 

understand and challenge social and political oppressions.  Although several of the 

plays in this chapter do conform to traditional definitions of adaptation, my study 

expands upon these definitions, configuring adaptation as a reinterpretation of 

personal experience.  I focus on the ways in which these reinterpretations 

historicize the past, and I explore the ways in which women writers and 

playwrights use individual experiences to communicate more inclusive experiences 

of national and cultural exile.  Exploring how identity configurations are 
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interpreted, created and reified through the adaptation practices of women writers, 

this chapter informs my ongoing study of the female artist as reader and interpreter.  

I argue that female artists whose voices are relegated to the margins of mainstream 

culture invent adaptation practices that uniquely create empowering visions of 

personal experiences for their audience/readers.  I identify feminist agency as a 

series of possible and potentially transformative interpretations that an artist, both 

intentionally and unintentionally, makes available to an audience or reader(s).  

This chapter specifically explores the works of Wakako Yamauchi, a 

second generation (Nisei) Japanese-American writer; Elizabeth Wong, a playwright 

of Chinese descent who grew up in Los Angeles’ Chinatown, and playwright Sheri 

Bailey whose southern American and African-American heritage informs many of 

the themes in her writing.  These artists all use personal narratives as a means of 

generating self-identification among their dramatic characters and as a means of 

performing these self-identities to others. Although these artists emerge from 

different cultural experiences, each of them speaks from outside the arenas of 

American society that hold and maintain political, economic and social power.  

They share hyphenated identities as Americans and as “others” (Japanese, Chinese, 

and African).  Because these artists are writers rather than performers or directors, I 

do not analyze the theatrical productions of their work or interpretations of these 

productions by audience members.  Instead I analyze and critique their writing 
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strategies as they pertain to their prose and performance texts.  I also reference 

interviews that concern their interpretations of these texts.   

My analysis examines the ways these playwrights revisit personal histories 

through processes of adaptation that interweave personal and imagined experience.  

I apply feminist notions of agency to their adaptation practices, interpreting their 

work as expressions of feminist politics.  As I investigate how feminist 

configurations of difference, particularly theorizations of difference by women of 

color, can be applied to the works of these artists, I consider how these 

configurations not only foreground the conflicts that generate from these 

differences, but also how they function as a strategy of alliance among women of 

different ethnicities and cultural experiences.  Gloria Anzaldùa claims that even the 

terms “diversity’ and ‘difference’ are vague, ambiguous terms, defined differently 

by white feminist and feminists-of-color” (xxi).  For Anzaldùa, the importance of 

theorizing about difference is the creation of ideas that “are partially outside and 

partially inside the Western frame of reference (if that is possible), theories that 

overlap many worlds (xxvi).9  

In this chapter, I consider how configurations of difference in the works of 

these artists promote emotional and psychological expression as a means of 

developing political awareness.  I also consider how individuality is expressed 

collectively and how affinity is created through the fluid acknowledgment of 

difference.  
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Women of color: Approaching Feminism from the Margins 

Womanist 1. From womanish.  Opp. Of “girlish,” i.e. frivolous, irresponsible, not 

serious.)  A black feminist or feminist of color.  From the black folk expression of 

mothers to female children, “You are acting womanish,” i.e., like a woman.  

Usually referring to outrageous, audacious, courageous or willful behavior.  

Wanting to know more and in greater depth than is considered “good” for one.  

Interested in grown-up doings.  Acting grown-up.  Being grown up.  

Interchangeable with another black folk expression.  “You trying to be grown.” 

Responsible. In charge.  Serious.  

Alice Walker, In Search of Our Mothers Gardens  

 Employing specific renderings of history that problematize cultural 

differentiations of femininity and masculinity, the dramatic works of Yamauchi, 

Wong and Bailey link culturally prescribed roles and expectations produced by 

these differentiations to broader economic and political inscriptions of difference.  I 

interpret configurations of difference in these works according to theorizations by 

women of color, many of whom seek alternative alliances and identities that serve 

their own needs and personal experiences.  I discuss the theorizations of women of 

color in opposition to those of Anglo-American, middle class feminists in order to 

contextualize experiences of political and cultural marginalization faced by these 

women and in order to exemplify the ways in which some women-of-color 

negotiate these challenges. 
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In her 1983 book In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens, Alice Walker creates 

the term “Womanist” to describe women who self-identify as feminists and as 

African-Americans.  She critiques universalist assumptions of “woman” promoted 

by white, middle class feminists through her appropriation of the term “womanish” 

and reinvests the term with meanings that oppose its cultural and political 

connotations as inferior to and/or of lesser value than white masculinity.  

“Womanist” suggests “willful” and autonomous behavior, and a “womanist” is a 

woman who “loves other women, sexually and/or nonsexually” (Walker xi).  

Walker situates the term outside of heterosexist gender inscriptions and within 

social and cultural traditions that affirm female experience: a “womanist. . 

.appreciates and prefers women’s culture, women’s emotional flexibility (values 

tears as natural counterbalance of laughter), and women’s strength” (xi).   

Walker’s terminology resonates for many black women like 

writer/playwright Glenda Dickerson who uses the term “womanist” rather than 

“feminist” to describe her position as an autonomous speaking subject who honors 

and validates distinctly African-American female experiences (117). Moreover the 

term “womanist” also locates Dickerson’s artistic consciousness at the intersection 

of race and gender issues.  Dickerson and other African-American women use the 

label “womanist” to protest previous theorizations by Anglo feminists that 

privileged white, middle class experience as the primary unifying force among 

women.  Mary Maynard explains,  
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In the early days, cozy assumptions were made, both explicitly and 

implicitly, that all women could be defined in terms of a universal 

‘sisterhood.’. . . Challenges to these ideas have come from a variety of 

sources, but many originated from Black women in the US and Britain. . . . 

They argue that the focus in women’s studies work on white women’s 

experiences . . . [which] constitutes a form of racism, in which the concerns 

of a small group of white women are prioritized and treated as the norm. 

(251) 

Through their writing, Dickerson and other African-American women attempt to 

transgress forces of social and cultural domination, which, ironically, often 

generate from feminists who promote universalist assumptions about women.  

Characterizing African-American women’s experiences of exclusion, Dickerson 

asserts that these women (of whom she is one) are “triply locked out: by class, race, 

and by history” of the structures and institutions that hold power (110).    

 Despite the transgressive use of the term “womanist,” many argue that it is 

also exclusionary in that it prioritizes African-American experience and ethnicity 

over other sites of difference (i.e. gender, sexuality, class).  Audre Lorde’s famous 

essay “The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House” offers a 

more inclusive understanding of difference.   Delivered at the Second Sex 

Conference in September of 1979, her essay dares women to focus on their 

differences, particularly on differences related to race and class privilege.  Lorde 
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declares that “Without community there is no liberation, only the most vulnerable 

and temporary armistice between an individual and her oppression.  But 

community must not mean a shedding of our differences, nor the pathetic pretense 

that these differences do not exist” (Lorde 112).  This statement, like so many 

statements in this profoundly evocative speech, explodes the validity of feminist 

theorizations that do not account for the multiple axes of differences among 

women.  Lorde demands that these differences be central to a new configuration of 

feminism that values the “creative function of difference” and understands 

interdependency among women as the basis of a feminist community (111).   

Lorde also asks her audience and readers, especially women of color, to 

give voice to their own experiences of fear, pain and domination.  Testifying about 

her own experiences as a survivor of breast cancer in her memoir, The Cancer 

Journals, she declares, “I have come to believe over and over again that what is 

most important to me must be spoken, made verbal and shared, even at the risk of 

having it bruised or misunderstood” (Lorde 19).  In Journals Lorde positions 

subjectivity as a mechanism of visibility.  She challenges women to recognize self-

expression as a political tool that can lead to individual and communal 

empowerment and to “genuine change” (112).10 

 Lorde’s challenge to white feminists and to women of color echoes across 

decades of feminist theory and practice.  Cherrie Moraga and Gloria Anzaldùa’s 

edited essays, A Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color 
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(1981) respond to Lorde by critiquing Anglo-American feminist’s promotion of a 

unified and privileged vision of feminist identity11 and by seeking alliances among 

women of color.  bell hooks recognizes the importance of “critical interrogations 

and interventions that address white [feminist] racism” and the role of difference in 

alliances among women of color.  hooks proclaims, “collective black experience 

has been about the struggle to survive in diaspora.  It is the intensity of that 

struggle. . .that has led many black women thinkers, especially within the feminist 

movement, to wrongly assume that strength in unity can only exist if difference is 

suppressed and shared experience highlighted” (51).  With the emergence of 

postcolonial theory, discussions of difference and diasporic identities have included 

third world voices.  Postcolonial theory contributes to the ways difference is 

configured across cultures by addressing the role of ethnic and racial differences in 

the production and reiteration of cultural and national meaning.  Balancing unity 

with difference is central to these discussions.  Homi Bhabha recognizes the need 

to “. . .take absolutely seriously the idea that one has to be able to find a way of 

talking specificities within communities. . .and in some way constituting a more 

communal re-historicization. . .which does not end up in a totalized or homogenous 

sense of community” (20).   

How can this balance between affinity and diversity be achieved in 

performance? Joni Jones explores this question in her performance installation, 

Searching for Osun.12    Jones describes this installation, a part of her continuing 
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ethnographic research on the Yoruba people and their relationship to the female 

deity Osun, as “my overtly subjective and selective meditation on Nigeria” (1).  

Positing diasporic identity as a continuum of difference, Jones offers 

“multivocality” as a strategy for “mitigating the authority of the ethnographer and 

[for] providing varied, even contradictory perspectives that the audience must 

synthesize” (5).  Creating art that self-consciously presents her interpretations of 

particular cultural experiences, Jones situates herself in the work as an “interpreter 

of culture” (5).  “Searching for Osun” provides an exemplary model of the ways in 

which difference can generate alliances.  The participation of a woman from the 

audience who is Yoruba makes it possible for the audience to compare and contrast 

her movement, her carriage, her speech with Jones and other non-native performers 

(Jones 5).  As audience members are invited to participate in the performance 

installation, they are able to “contrast their own culturally inscribed bodies with 

those from the community being shared” (Jones 5).  Searching for Osun 

demonstrates how “undecidability” can function in performance.  As the 

performers and audience members recognize the dissonance of their own bodies in 

relation to those of other audience members and performers, they experience a 

period of “undecidability” as they confront this dissonance. By integrating multiple 

voices and perspectives, Jones’ performance creates numerous entry points for 

audience members to negotiate these multiple and contrasting voices and 

perspectives.   As performer and audience members interact with an “other” culture 
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they demonstrate how affinity can be achieved by recognizing and embracing 

difference.  

 

Configuring Difference: Autobiography and the Expression of Exile in the 
Works of Yamauchi, Wong and Bailey 

 
Read as abject, Asian-Americaness thus occupies a role both necessary to 

and mutually constitutive of national subject formation – but it does not result in 

the formation of an Asian-American subject or even an Asian-American object.”  

 - Karen Shimakawa, National Abjection  

 
 

For many women artists, acts of writing, performing and speaking offer the 

ultimate tools for validating life experiences and for protesting politically and 

culturally sanctioned histories that privilege Anglo-American experience over 

experiences of people of color.  Shirley Lim proclaims, “to insist on the validity of 

my material history is the most revolutionary act possible in a society that seeks to 

deny autonomy and value to people like me” (450).  Doubly colonized as both 

women and as immigrants, Lim explains that women who seek autonomous 

identities apart from political and patriarchal inscriptions of femininity turn to 

writing as a form of legitimization.  Despite the fact that women’s “attempts to 

observe, reflect, and articulate their subjectivity are most accepted only in the 

domestic world,” Lim believes that writing, as an expression of an autonomous 
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female subject whose self-knowledge and consciousness is not dependent upon 

patriarchal formulations of femininity, is a revolutionary act (448-449).  Lorde’s 

The Cancer Journals provides an example of this type of writing.   Positioning 

herself in a variety of speaking positions, Lorde engages with the diverse 

experiences and knowledges of her readers.  In the first section of Journals, 

originally given as a speech for the Modern Language Association, Lorde speaks 

from multiple points of identification: “Because I am a woman, because I am black, 

because I am lesbian, because I am myself, a black woman warrior poet doing my 

work, come to ask you, are you doing yours?” (21).  Lorde’s voice seems to ring 

from the page.  Presenting herself as multiple subjects, she seeks dialogue with 

“others” from these multiple points of identification and challenges them to take 

action. 

Many writers utilize certain tactics and strategies to communicate from 

positions of political, social or cultural marginalization.  Wendy Law Yone, an 

American author of Asian descent, explains that exiled immigrants must rely on 

memory to witness their experience (Words 301).  Recognizing that a condition of 

exile can exist on a variety of levels, women writers use memory to testify about 

the past and to give visibility to experiences erased by history.  Jane Blocker writes 

that “remembrance is a process, not a task to be completed; it is carried out through 

constant repetition and renewal” (3).  Remembering is the continuous process of 

disassociating from the past in order to reclaim it again and again.  In her 
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discussion of the work of Cuban-American performance artist Ana Mendieta, 

Blocker proposes an understanding of exile as “a staged identity to which we 

become witness” (27).   This section of the chapter explores the ways in which 

Yamauchi, Wong and Bailey blend personal and imagined experience in their 

writing.  I explore the ways in which identity formations are configured through 

processes of re/membering and consider how these processes promote self-

reflexivity and group identifications.  As adapters of their own narratives and 

personal experiences, and as adapters of the narratives and experiences of others, 

these writers create alternate visions of the past.  The characters in their plays 

articulate individual and cultural knowledge by bearing witness to these visions and 

seeking transformation through them.13  

Although I choose to interpret the works of these women through the lens of 

autobiography, I do not promote personal experience as the primary means of 

interpreting their work.  The danger of labeling the works of any writer, particularly 

a writer whose life experiences are not reflective of Anglo experience, as 

autobiographical is to risk creating an essentialist vision of the work.  Editor Frank 

Chin warns of this danger in his 1974 introduction to Aiiieeeeee! An Anthology of 

Asian-American Writers, a groundbreaking anthology that features the work of 

playwrights of Chinese, Japanese and Filipino ancestry.  Chin maintains, “the 

distinction between social history and literature is a tricky one, especially when 

dealing with the literature of an emerging sensibility” (35).  He argues that 
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literature comprised of characters whose diction, behaviors and beliefs do not 

legitimize white Anglo experience is assigned second tier status in Western 

literature as social commentary rather than as art (Chin 35-36).  Although Chin’s 

comments were written nearly three decades ago, many of his criticisms still hold 

true.  Writers of color continue to be valued for their ability to mark ethnic or 

cultural difference in their works and the double identification of minority writers 

as Asian-American, Japanese-American, African-American continues to 

differentiate these writers from their Anglo counterparts.  

Chin’s commentary not only provides insights about reductive and 

essentialist interpretations that are often applied to Pan Asian literature, but it also 

offers what Garrett Hongo lauds as “a powerful critique on the psychological and 

artistic damage that stereotypes promulgated by postmodern popular culture, 

censoring and textual exclusion. . . have on Asian-Americans attempting toward 

self-knowledge” (Hongo 5).  Editor Frank Chin outlines the ways in which “Asian” 

writers subscribe to hegemonic notions of difference by internalizing racial 

stereotypes that engender self-contempt (27-28).  Chin explains,  

“. . . self-contempt itself is nothing more than the subject’s acceptance of white 

standards of objectivity, beauty, behavior, and achievement as being morally 

absolute, and his acknowledgement that, because he is not white, he can never fully 

measure up to white standards” (28).  With this acknowledgement comes the 

conditioning of generations of ethnic minorities to believe that they are perpetual 
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outsiders of the culture into which many of them were born, and to accept the 

paradox that cultural inclusion is possible only when their status as “outsider” is 

acknowledged.  Although Chin’s universalist use of the male pronoun is 

problematic, his commentary illuminates the dual exclusions faced by Asian-

American men and women whose lifestyles and cultural experiences are not valued 

and whose economic and cultural livelihood is undermined by racist mechanisms of 

power (33). 

 

Reconfiguring Identities and Asserting Differences in The Soul Shall Dance  

In the scholarship on the formation of an American character and the production of 

a national literature, a number of items have been catalogued.  A major item to be 

added to the list must be an Africanist presence –decidedly not American, decidedly 

other. 

- Toni Morrison, Playing In The Dark 
 

Wakako Yamauchi’s short story And the “Soul” Shall Dance was among 

those published in Chin’s anthology, Aiiieeeee!.  Her story presents experiences of 

economic, political and cultural exclusion for two generations of Japanese-

Americans – Issei (first generation) and Nisei (second generation).  In the United 

States, identification as Issei and Nisei evoked ethnic solidarity for Japanese-

Americans.  Ronald Takaki explains, “Racial exclusionism defined the Japanese as 
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‘strangers’ and pushed the Issei into a defensive Japanese ethnicity and self-

reliance” (180).  Rather than define themselves according to or in opposition with 

American stereotypes of Asian identity, Japanese-Americans asserted independent 

identities for themselves.  

A Nisei (second generation) herself, Yamauchi’s childhood and adolescence 

were deeply impacted by American historical, political and cultural politics prior 

to, during and after WWII.  Yamauchi was in high school in 1942 when the federal 

government issued an executive order that forced all individuals of Japanese 

ancestry to relocate to internment camps. The experience of living in these camps 

as well as the choice to leave when opportunities presented themselves profoundly 

impacted Yamauchi and other Nisei.14  Yamauchi explains the significant influence 

that her life experiences and cultural upbringing as a Nisei have upon her writing.   

A lot of us Nisei are unsure and inarticulate, having grown up in racist 

America, bound to our parents’ Enryo syndrome.  Enryo means self-

restraint  - retreating from your space and your due. . . . Because of these 

influences on my development, I’m filled with self-doubt.  That’s why 

stories stay close to home, with people I know. (MELUS 5)  

 
Yamauchi’s statement relates to Chin’s discussion of self-contempt.  Conscious of 

her own retreat from a society that does not value Japanese traditions and culture, 
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Yamauchi recognizes the “self-doubt” that she experiences as a result of her status 

as “outsider.”   

Despite her desire to write about stories that are “close to home,” Yamauchi 

admits that any writing “reflects its economic and political times, however subtle.  

Even fictional characters don’t live in vacuums.  They’re shaped by cultural and 

political attitudes. . .” (Yamauchi, MELUS 9).  Yamauchi’s writing is particularly 

reflective of her own experience and of those individuals she knew growing up.  

She talks about her writing as a process of sharing stories from her own life as well 

as from those of others.  She also speaks of the role that memory plays in 

synthesizing and creating new contexts and visions for these stories.  Referring to 

“And The Soul Shall Dance,” she explains how the short story evolved from a 

series of incidents in her childhood that placed her in the company of her 

neighbors, the Nagoaka’s.  She also describes the story as an imagined expression 

of her neighbors, inspired by her own questions about their life and marriage.  She 

explains, “. . .when I grew older, I thought, “What made him and his wife like 

that?. . . . So I wrote the story, tried to find out, in my mind, what was keeping Mrs. 

Nagaoka alive.” (Women 522).  

After the publication of “Soul” in Aiiieeeee!, Yamauchi’s work received a 

great deal of attention.  Garrett Hongo, who would later publish a compilation of 

Yamauchi’s plays, prose and essays, explains that after reading “Soul” the artistic 

director of East-West Players, a theater company in Los Angeles, helped Yamauchi 
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to garner the funding necessary for her to adapt the short story into a stage play 

(Hongo 5).15   An investigation of Yamauchi’s adaptation practices are not only 

helpful in understanding the ways in which she reinterprets lived and imagined 

experience, but it also reveals the role that difference plays in Yamauchi’s 

formulations of the Japanese-American psyche.  Both the play and the short story 

revolve around processes of subject development that performance theorist Dorinne 

Kondo characterizes as “de-essentializing moves. . .[that] historicize and politicize 

identity formation” (7).  

Autobiography functions on dual levels in “Soul.”  Not only is the narrative 

a product of Yamauchi’s own life experiences and imagination, but the main 

character, Masako, is also engaged in a retelling of events from her past.  Masako, 

like many of Yamauchi’s narrators, is a female narrator who recounts her story in 

the first person. She introduces her memories as past events that have never before 

been told.  “It’s all right to talk about it now,” states Masako; “Most of the 

principals are dead, except of course, me and my younger brother, and possibly 

Kiyoka Oka, who might be near forty-five now. . .” (“Soul” 19).  Her words 

suggest that she is one of the few individuals still living who can “bear witness” to 

these events.  Why Masako has waited until the current moment to tell her story is 

unclear.  Perhaps her silence was an act of cultural respect for her elders who did 

not wish to be reminded of the past.  In any case, because so much time has 

elapsed, Masako gains hindsight about these events and inserts her commentary 
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into the narrative.  Her commentary explores the ways differences are constituted in 

the behaviors and thoughts of her neighbor Mrs. Oka.  Her commentary parallels 

Mrs. Oka’s behaviors with those of her mother, a woman of the same generation 

and age.  We learn that Mrs. Oka, who was full of “strangeness,” was a source of 

fear and confusion for Masako’s mother (Mrs. Murata) and a source of anger to her 

husband who frequently beat her (“Soul” 20).  It is only when Masako can perceive 

the events in retrospect that she considers that Mrs. Oka “lived with something 

unendurable” (“Soul” 21).  Masako recognizes that at the time she did not 

“perceive the violence of the purple welts-or the masochism that permitted her 

[Mrs. Oka] to display these wounds to us” (“Soul” 21).   Forced to marry her dead 

sister’s husband and to move to a nation where she is exiled from her cultural 

traditions, Mrs. Oka rejects her life by refusing to conform to gender roles and 

expectations.  In fact her rejection of feminine roles is so complete that Masako 

speaks of her decidedly “masculine” habits, but also recognizes these habits as a 

“protest of the life assigned to her” (“Soul” 21).  Mrs. Oka’s failure to play the 

expected roles of an Issei woman places her in stark contrast to Masako’s mother’s 

skillful negotiation of these roles.  In this short story, the obvious disparities 

between the women suggest a more subtle connection that I identify in my 

discussion of the dramatic adaptation of “Soul.”        

Yamauchi’s adaptation removes Masako from her role as narrator.  Her 

insights are replaced by more emotionally overt dialogue and by subtle interactions 
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among the characters.   Mrs. Oka plays a less central role in the play, but her inner 

turmoil is mirrored in the life of her newly arrived stepdaughter, Kiyoko.  Coming 

from Japan after a long separation from her father (Mr. Oka), Kiyoko is poorly 

prepared to adjust to a new home, a new language and a new culture.  Masako who 

has been eagerly awaiting Kiyoko’s arrival, expects that she will be a playmate, but 

is shocked to find that “the girl she expected is already a woman.  She [Masako] 

stands with her mouth agape and withdraws noticeably” (Soul 183).  Like Mrs. Oka 

and Mrs. Murata, there are manifold differences between Kiyoko and Masako.  

However, personal differences foreground the similarities shared by these women. 

Though Masako’s mother cannot accept Mrs. Oka’s behaviors, she recognizes her 

struggles.   After all, it is Mr. Murata who suggests that “a man’s horse is as 

important as his wife” and it is Mrs. Murata who “rises wearily” day after day to 

the commands of her husband  (Soul 159).  In showing the ways in which both 

women experience sexism, Yamauchi creates parallels between their lives, 

expressing affinity through difference. 

Yamauchi’s dramatic adaptation of “Soul” was made into a television 

movie that aired in the late seventies.16 Identifying with the psychological struggles 

of the characters and their experiences of exclusion, viewers like Chinese-

American writer Elizabeth Wong were profoundly inspired by the adaptation.  

Wong explains, “I saw people who looked like me having truthful emotional 

upheavals.  Upheavals that I didn’t completely relate to, because Nisei were not 
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part of my experience, but I was relieved finally to see reflections of myself in 

popular culture” (Wong, Women 497).   Like Yamauchi, Wong’s childhood was 

impacted by experiences of cultural and political exile.  Wong explains that “when 

you do not look like everyone else, you quickly discover that you are treated like a 

stranger in a strange land” (Women 498).  But as an adult Wong will not accept this 

feeling of marginalization: “I am an American.  If anything, I abhor the hyphen that 

makes me Chinese-American, because I am American” (Women 499).  

Beginning a career as a playwright after working as a journalist for ten 

years, Wong uses her writing to theorize a relationship between identification and 

difference.  Similar to the ways differences are configured in Yamauchi’s writing, 

interpersonal and intercultural differences provoke cultural critiques in Wong’s 

writing and initiate alliances among her female characters.  Exploring the 

interdependency of race, class and culture upon contemporary American values and 

behaviors, her writing foregrounds differences among individuals and groups in an 

effort to generate empathy and understanding among her readers and audience 

members.  I will discuss the strategies that Wong uses to communicate these 

themes in the following section.  
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Empowering the Self: Agency as Collectivity and Community in Wong’s 
Letters To A Student Revolutionary 

 
History, after all, is the version of the victors.  The history books are slanted in 

favor of the successful conquerors.  Literature, on the other hand, documents the 

version of the conquered. I’m on the side of literature. 

-Wendy Law Yone, Interview with Nancy Yoo 
 

Wong’s play, Letters to A Student Revolutionary is inspired by a real life 

correspondence that Wong shared with a Chinese woman whom she met during a 

1984 trip to China with her family, a correspondence that ended after (and quite 

possibly due to) the Tiananmen Square massacre.  Although Wong admits that 

there are only a few lines in the play that actually come from this correspondence, 

she explains,  “Sometimes when you adapt real life experiences, the facts of that 

experience must be abandoned to get at the meaning of that experience” (telephone 

interview 2-26-03).  In this way, Wong’s real life correspondence becomes the 

impetus for the play’s dramatic structure.  Amy Ling describes Letters as a “drama 

out of an undramatic form. . . . Each woman describes her life in her letters.  The 

real “action” of the play, however, is internal” (17).  Letters functions as an 

adaptation of lived experience coupled with Wong’s own imagined retellings of 

these events. 
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In Letters, self-identities are generated in response to experiences of exile.  

Through processes of re/membering, Wong’s characters access and reinterpret their 

relationship to these experiences.  In the play, Bibi, a Chinese-American woman 

writes to Karen, a Chinese woman living in Beijing.  Bibi asks Karen about her 

mother.  Karen responds, “my mother is dead,” then re/membering the moment of 

her mother’s death Karen recalls, “When I was five years old, fifteen years ago. I 

remember. . .A warm day in a rice field. My mother is in the field. She has long 

black hair. . .” (Letters 287).  Karen proceeds to tell about the “man who watches 

everything,” about the gunshot that kills her mother and about her brother, “. . .the 

little red guard” who reports his mother to the government for stealing food.  “My 

mother took property that belonged to someone else. . . . She stole food to feed us,” 

states Karen (Letters 288).  As she re/members her mother’s murder she inserts her 

own commentary into the narrative: her mother “was punished.  Not for stealing, 

but for resisting” the orders of the state (288).  As members of the state, Karen 

implicates herself and her brother in the murder of her mother.   

Offering historical and political context for the events leading up to her 

mother’s death, Karen’s self-realizations are bound to an understanding of her role 

in these events.  This interplay between individual and communal identities is a 

dynamic that characterizes much of Wong’s work and underscores her 

understanding of spirituality and politics.  In an interview, Wong explains her 

desire to “examine how we live, how we think, how we might do better” (email 
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interview).  She acknowledges, “. . .a lot of people try to divorce politics and 

spirituality. . .but I see that in order to have effective politics you must be embued 

with a certain kind of spirituality . . . that will help you aspire to your best nature” 

(Wong, telephone interview).  For Wong, spirituality and politics are inseparable.  

Each necessitates “. . . reexamination, looking closer at one’s own humanity [and 

grappling] . . .with the question of change. In other words, you can always do better 

even if it is to recognize your own goodness and the grandness that is what it means 

to be human” (Wong, telephone interview).  The process of self-examination that 

Karen undergoes during her “reexamination” of her mother’s death exemplifies 

Wong’s understanding of political engagement.  

Theorizing the self as both individual and necessarily communal, 

differences operate in Wong’s writing as strategies of identification.  Her characters 

acknowledge their individual differences while recognizing the cultural and social 

implications of these differences and the ways they manifest common experiences 

of oppression.  Bibi and Karen gain insights about their life experiences through the 

questions they pose to one another in their letters.  Their written correspondence 

initiates a self-examination that leads both women to an awareness of the ways that 

stereotypes inform their belief systems and the contradictions that shape their 

current behaviors.  Bibi challenges what she perceives as Karen’s naive and clichéd 

notions of freedom while Karen scolds Bibi for presuming to understand her point 

of view.   
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BIBI.  I think we are singing the same blues. 

KAREN.  Are we? 

BIBI.  Well. . .you want to be a somebody. So do I. Same blues. 

KAREN.  No we’re not. You live in a democracy, the individual can vote. 

You can count for something. 

BIBI.  That’s funny. I never felt my vote counts for anything.  It all happens 

without me. 

KAREN.  You have the luxury to be selfish. To think of only yourself.  You 

live in paradise. I live in hell. 

BIBI.  Well Karen, it can be hell living in Paradise. 

KAREN.  I want Democracy. Democracy for me. Freedom of speech.   

Freedom to choose.    

BIBI.  Freedom to be confused. But if you like America so much, join in on  

the national pastime. . . .let’s go shopping. 

KAREN.  Democracy is not the same thing as capitalism. 

BIBI.  Oh, you have the old definition. (Letters 298-299) 

The dispute between the women is indicative of their struggle to identify with the 

world in which they live.  A desire to assert their national identity and a desire to 

seek political autonomy propels their thoughts and actions.  History, politics and 

societal codes of conduct are the backdrop of their search for self-definition and 

understanding.  While conspicuously imposing their views upon one another, they 



77 

generate new points of identification with one another and with the world in which 

they live.  Both Karen and Bibi begin to realize that they must assert their national, 

political and personal identities in spite of the challenges they face.  “I am Chinese” 

affirms Karen.  “And I am American” says Bibi, “and I will live my own life, my 

way. . .even if it kills me (Letters 301).  The irony of Bibi’s statement is that Karen 

rather than Bibi, will risk her life for her beliefs, but the significance of these words 

for both characters is that they mark an evolution of self-understanding.  Their 

perspectives are broadened through their relationship with one another and through 

their associations with different socio-political communities.   

Wong suggests that self-empowerment results from communal 

identifications that evolve out of processes of self-scrutiny and self-exploration.  

The political consequences of self-scrutiny lie in the actions and choices that people 

make when they are motivated by compassion. Wong intentionally infuses her 

writing with social consciousness. “Part of my job as a playwright is to change and 

improve things” (Women 497).  However, for Wong, “Change. . .[is] not always 

specifically speaking about governments and about problems but also about change 

in the way we view ourselves” says Wong (telephone interview).  The audience 

plays an important role in this.  As an agent of change, Wong believes that her 

writing must pose questions to the audience that inspire audience members to “look 

closer at one’s own humanity,” an examination that “is always going to beg the 

question of change”(telephone interview).  “Writing plays is my aggressive act” she 
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explains; “Getting a play produced is an aggressive maneuver waiting for the 

counter-maneuver of an energized audience” (Women 515). 

She hopes that her writing achieves multiple levels of resonance with her 

audience members. “I’m writing to instigate conversation” says Wong (Women 

514). Believing that Letters offers multi-layered readings, she suggests that 

audience members may find resonance with a variety of issues: “the social 

relationship between the two women, the politics that impact their actions and 

decisions, the imposition of national identity upon their individual thoughts and 

actions, and the ways in which communism and capitalism undermine their search 

for democracy” (telephone interview).  In a personal interview, Wong spoke with 

me about her desire to use theater to respond to contemporary issues through her 

plays.  She hopes that her audiences will “learn to honor things that we resist” 

(telephone interview). Applying her theorizations about audience and agency to 

Letters, she suggests that interpretations of the play should develop from a series of 

questions implicitly presented in the text.  Should Bibi and Karen have a political 

agenda?  “If so, what do they do with it? Can they make their way in the world with 

these political notions in their head and what are the consequences of these notions 

once they are put into service?” (telephone interview). For Wong the significance 

of these questions is not that they elicit particular responses from an audience, but 

rather that they beckon the audience to scrutinize their relationships with one 

another and with the ideas that impact their lives.  In this way, Wong hopes her 
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audience members will gain greater self-awareness and insight into the ways their 

identities are influenced by culturally and socially sanctioned values and beliefs.    

  

The Transgressions of Bailey’s Passing: Identity and Difference 

Her aberration was a protest of the life assigned her; it was obstinate but 

unobserved, alas, unattended. “Strange” was the only concession we granted her. 

Wakako Yamauchi, And The Soul Shall Dance 

 

Kiyoko-san was looking so nice. . .her hair all curly.  Of course, in our day, 

straight black hair was desirable.  Of course, times change.   

Wakako Yamauchi, “And The Soul Shall Dance”  
 

Similar to the artistic work and creative insights of Yamauchi and Wong, 

Sheri Bailey’s adaptation of Nella Larsen’s novel Passing offer a lens for 

examining autobiography as an adaptation of lived and imagined experience.  By 

interpreting the reading and writing strategies of these playwrights as responses to 

political and cultural experiences of exile, I continue to foreground the relationship 

between identity and difference in their works.  Applying the reading and writing 

strategies used by Yamauchi and Wong to Bailey’s adaptation, I consider the role 

that memory and collectivity play in her complex rendering of this relationship.    
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When African-American playwright Sheri Bailey was commissioned in 

1997 by Nancy Davis and the Townstreet Theater in Los Angeles to write an 

adaptation of Nella Larsen’s novel Passing, she gained the opportunity to 

reacquaint herself with the novel that she had read years before.  Mae Henderson 

outlines the importance of ‘passing’ in African-American literature as a thematic 

device that functioned to destabilize race as an essentialist category and present 

personal and social identities that transgressed these categorizations (xxxvii).  

Henderson labels “Passing” as a literary genre that “succeeded the slave narratives 

as a critique of race and racial differences” (xxxii).   

The term “passing” indicates the transgression of racial categorizations of 

difference that separated blacks from whites and denied them equal access to 

political, social, and economic opportunities.17  As a social critique, “passing” 

narratives denounced exclusionary social structures that segregated black and white 

individuals and prevented blacks from accessing the privileges and rights granted to 

white society.  As a form of narrative protest, passing narratives critiqued literary 

paradigms through which racial differences were either valorized or demonized and 

grappled with racial stereotypes that were commonly used in American literature.  

Stereotypes such as the tragic mulatta often surfaced in passing narratives.  

Doomed to failure because her “black” blood contaminates her “white” blood, the 

tragic mulatta is a character that Barbara Christian describes as “caught between 

two worlds, and since she is obviously the result of an illicit relationship, she 
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suffers from a melancholy of the blood that inevitably leads to tragedy” (16).  

McLendon explains the mulatta as a figure of self-hate whose only redeeming 

qualities can be linked to her “white blood” (14-15). 18  

As metaphors for various socio-political and historical transgressions, 

connotations of the term “passing” provide multiple lenses for interpreting Larsen’s 

novel.19  Baileys’ adaptation evokes many of these interpretations while suggesting 

female sexuality as the primary motif for “passing.” Because Bailey’s adaptation is 

principally influenced by Deborah McDowell’s introduction to the 1986 edition of 

Passing, lesbian overtones characterize the relationship between two African-

American women, Clare Kendry and Irene Redfield.  Elaborating upon the 

historical, economic and socio-political influences that guide the experiences of 

these characters, Bailey exposes how their lives both contest and reify cultural and 

historical representations of black femininity.   

As an autobiographical narrative, Passing reflects the lived experiences of 

both novelist Larsen and adapter Bailey.  Like Clare and Irene, Larsen was a light 

skinned African-American woman who, under certain circumstances, was able to 

pass for white.  Similar to her characters, she lived most of her life in Chicago and 

Harlem.  She married into a well- respected African-American family and her 

marriage, though troubled (she was eventually divorced from Elmer Imes in 1933 

after fourteen years of marriage) afforded her the privileges and respect of an upper 

middle class lifestyle.  Bailey also identifies with the events and experiences in 
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Larsen’s narrative. She acknowledges that a many of the details in Passing “were 

part of my life because of my black womanhood in America. . . . I certainly 

identified with the women on a number of levels” (telephone interview).   

The novel and the play are set in the 1920’s in Harlem at the height of the 

Harlem Renaissance.  As the novel and the play commence the protagonist, Irene 

recalls a letter sent to her by her childhood friend, Clare.  After she reinterprets the 

contents of the letter to herself, her husband and the spectator, she burns the letter 

in an attempt to rid herself of all evidence relating to their last meeting.  Because 

the lives of Clare and Irene have taken significantly different paths since childhood, 

their recent reunion after nearly a decade initiates a slow but steady unraveling of 

all the pretenses that construct their lives.  Pursuing and acquiring economic wealth 

and stability and the freedoms afforded to members of white bourgeoisie society, 

these light skinned women of African-American heritage inhabit lifestyles that 

force them to suppress and deny their need for psychological, sexual and emotional 

freedom.  

In the novel and the play, identity formations continuously merge and re-

form as Clare and Irene mirror and refract their perceptions and experiences onto 

one another.  Each woman is both a reflection of the other and a reminder of what 

is desirable but unobtainable within the parameters of the lives they live.  Clare’s 

thoughts and actions frequently call into question the classist, racist and sexist 

stereotypes that Irene has incorporated into her sense of self.  Anne DuCille asserts, 
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“As my own reading no doubt reveals . . . Clare, however central to the unraveling 

of the plot, is a foil against whom Irene’s middle-class consciousness develops or, 

more correctly, deteriorates in demonic degrees” (108).  Their interactions with one 

another prompt Clare and Irene to consider the instability of their carefully 

constructed lifestyles and the instability of the identity formations upon which these 

lifestyles are based.   

In Bailey’s adaptation, self-differentiation functions as a strategy of identity 

formation.  My previous discussion of hooks is applicable here (see chapter one).  

Unable to “critically affirm” the differences between herself and Clare, Irene 

justifies her own thoughts and feelings by dismissing and disparaging Clare’s 

words and actions.  As her interactions with Clare force her to observe and 

experience emotions she has long suppressed, she experiences confusion and anger.   

When Clare honestly expresses sexual desire for Irene, Irene responds with self-

consciousness and fear.  “One day we’re going to do it in a big fluffy bed” says 

Clare (Passing 57).  “We’re going to burn in hell,” retorts Irene (Passing 57).  Just 

as Clare embraces her sexual desires for both men and women, Irene represses her 

sexual and emotional longings, fearing they will destroy the heterosexual, middle 

class life she has carefully constructed.  Through this emotional juxtapositioning, 

Bailey suggests that Irene suffers from “homophobia from within as she struggles 

to maintain this image of being the perfect, upper class, Negro wife of a doctor. . 

.it’s ludicrous! . . .while Clare doesn’t have those conventions at all” (telephone 



84 

interview).  But Clare must embrace a different façade as she claims the identity of 

a white women, subsequently denying her African-American heritage and isolating 

herself from the people and places that constructed her past.   

As Clare and Irene identify themselves in relation to and in opposition with 

one another, their “tussle for power” allows them to develop multiple points of 

identification and to continuously readjust their perceptions of one another and the 

world around them.  Bailey explains the relationship between Clare and Irene as  

. . . having gone through these phases where they trump each other in terms 

of who has power [. . . ] when they were younger [ . . .] Irene probably was 

the one who was in charge in terms of what they [she and Clare] did and 

where they went and all that kind of stuff, how they reacted.  But as they get 

older, Clare got stronger in terms of understanding what was important to 

her and what she was willing to do and so forth [. . .] when they meet again 

they are kind of on equal footing and I see it as really being a [. . .] tussle 

for power [. . .] And so everything is kind of set as a backdrop against the 

power struggle that is going on between Clare and Irene (telephone 

interview).        

I recognize the antagonistic quality of their relationship as a source of 

empowerment and validation for both women.  In the next section I consider how 

self-empowerment is negotiated through acts of re/membering.   
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Re-inventing the Self in Passing 

Ancestors: In Praise of the Imperishable 

 Much more than just one woman, 

there are endless spirits 

roaming inside me 

River Mothers 

moving, and  

memory much  

older  

I 

And  

who but we 

fall heir to such 

memory, such dream? 

River Mothers moving,  

History wrapped around my tongue 

There are spirits, stirring inside me 

Sandra Jackson-Opoku 

Bailey’s adaptation historicizes the lives of Larsen’s characters by 

imaginatively reinventing their biographies. Conceiving new characters and 
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memory scenes, Bailey creates historical and political contexts for the play’s action 

that comment upon its African-American heritage.   

In the play, Bailey invents memories for Irene and Clare that reveal how 

historical and cultural circumstances impact their life choices.  In the play and the 

novel, memories summon forth events from the past.  In the novel, Irene’s point of 

view is the reader’s main source of information.  Her musings communicate her 

paranoid and unreliable point of view to the audience.  Regretting an impulsive 

invitation she extends to Clare, she immediately feels,  

. . . foolish, what an idiotic impulse to have given way to!  She groaned 

inwardly as she thought of the endless explanations in which it would 

involve her, of the curiosity, and the talk. . .It wasn’t, she assured herself, 

that she was a snob. . .but that she had a natural and deeply rooted aversion 

to the kind of front-page notoriety that Clare Kendry’s presence in Idelwild, 

as her guest would expose her 

to.” (Passing 186)    

Although the memory scenes in Bailey’s play are structured in a way that gives 

Irene greater control over the dramatic action, they also present Clare as an 

autonomous character whose beliefs and actions are not dependent upon Irene’s 

thought processes. Interweaving the past and the present, Bailey creates memories 

that inform the audience about both Irene and Clare’s past and suggest motivations 

for their life choices and actions.   
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In the adaptation, memory scenes evoke cyclical patterns of time that 

prevent a traditional, linear reading of the play.  Bailey explains that writing 

“Passing” forced her to use writing strategies that were different from her previous 

techniques. “I was used to writing scenes that, you know, had a beginning, middle 

and end and with “Passing” I was really aware of writing more cinematically. . 

.scenes were short and they moved quickly.  The background was almost as 

important as the characters were” (telephone interview).  In Bailey’s adaptation, 

memory sequences complicate the ways in which the characters are perceived by 

one another and by the audience, and they contextualize the behaviors of the 

characters by offering possible motivations for their actions.  

In the first scene of the play as Irene muses about her childhood relationship with 

Clare, her memories are mimed by another actor onstage.  This memory leads to 

another, more recent remembrance of a meeting with Clare that is dramatically 

recreated.  These recreations make the audience privy to information that is 

unavailable to the other characters, particularly to Clare’s husband.  In scene five, a 

meeting at Clare’s home between Irene and Jack (Clare’s husband) is interrupted by 

a memory scene where Clare is fighting with children who are presumed to be 

making fun of her alcoholic father.  The scene then cuts back to the present as Jack 

tells Irene, “I would be obliged if you would tell me what she (Clare) was like as a 

child. . .Careful Clare offers precious few clues.” (telephone intereview 10).  The 

irony is of course that the audience has just viewed a scene from Clare’s childhood, 
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but both Clare and Irene refuse to grant Jack access to these memories. “Thank you. 

I’m sorry Mr. Bellew, I must confess to being guilty of the same [secretiveness] . . . 

especially as the years age” replies Irene (Passing 10). 

Not only does Bailey invent personal histories for Irene and Clare, she also 

creates characters to populate them.  Partially based on Larsen’s character Claude 

Jones, a boyhood acquaintance of Clare and Irene and Ralph Hazelton, a dark and 

“fascinatingly handsome” man who dances with Clare at the Negro Welfare 

League, Bailey creates “Albert Brickhouse” a character who serves as a bridge 

between the past and the present.  Called after Bailey’s maternal grandmother’s 

surname, Albert Brickhouse connects the scenes Bailey creates with those she 

adapts from Larsen’s novel.  Bailey explains that she needed a character “who 

knew them both and is able to connect, draw the dots from the past to the present. . 

.to support the telling of the story” (telephone interview).  Bailey invents scenes 

between Clare, Irene and Albert, where Albert performs the role of social critic.  In 

love with Clare, but aware that she denies her lower class upbringing, Albert 

appears frequently in a series of flashback scenes trying to get Clare’s attention and 

to remind her of her social and racial status as a black woman and as the daughter 

of an alcoholic janitor.  Unappreciated and the object of Clare’s disgust, Albert’s 

attempts to win Clare’s love always result in behaviors that breach socially and 

politically sanctioned behaviors.  Albert’s character is first introduced during the 

previously cited flashback scene where Clare is fighting with some schoolchildren 
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who are making fun of her father.  Albert claims that his attempts to help Clare 

fend off these bullies are met with a deep scratch across his face: “Look what you 

did to my face” he exclaims (Passing 8).  Clare’s reply is an admonition: “I’ll do 

worse if you don’t leave me alone” (Passing 8).   Her reply is countered by another 

admonition from Albert, “You need to come down off of your high horse, girl.  

Your daddy be doing the soft shoe ‘cross the barroom floor and you got the nerve 

to be lookin’ down at somebody” (Passing 8-9).  This is the first of many 

comments by Albert that insinuate (as well as Irene) the dangers inherent in 

resisting socially and political sanctioned performances of race, class and gender.  

Clare’s derision toward Albert is again observed in a later scene when Albert tries 

to help Clare’s father by finishing his work when he’s “passed out cold at the 

saloon” (Passing 15).  But Clare chides Albert for his actions: “there’s nothing a 

poor colored man will ever be able to do for me, Albert Brickhouse” (Passing 15).  

Clare’s response attests to her sense of entitlement for the social and economic 

privileges enjoyed by white, upper and middle class Americans, and Albert’s 

uninvited interactions with Clare and Irene continue to emphasize the ways in 

which Clare and Irene strive to fulfill their desires.   

Albert also exposes the multiple performances of passing in which Clare 

and Irene participate.  In scene fourteen Clare and Irene meet Albert on the elevator 

at Sears and Roebuck.  As the elevator operator, Albert greets them saying, 

“Welcome to Sears and Roebuck ladies. What floor would you like? . . . .Are you 
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two white or colored today?” (22).  Albert’s comment insinuates that racial identity 

is a conscious choice for Clare and Irene.  Although his question is left 

unanswered, it looms as a reminder that Clare and Irene must ultimately face their 

choices.   

As their interaction continues, Clare and Albert trade witticisms until Albert 

says to Clare, “You so empty from never being filled up. It’s sad. Your old man 

done you wrong Clare” (Passing 23).  With the mention of her father, Clare hits 

Albert just as the elevator doors open.  As white women, Clare and Irene are 

immediately cast as victims by the white salesclerks on the floor.  Albert, as a black 

man, is immediately cast as their perpetrator and fired.  Screaming, “You think they 

white? They ain’t white. They coloured” (Passing 24).  Albert’s words are 

dismissed by virtue of his black body.   

In Albert’s final scene in the play, he meets Irene near an ice rink.  Unlike 

previous scenes this one takes place in the present time of the play.  As he and 

Irene exchange casual greetings with one another, Clare’s white husband, Jack, 

who has met Irene and believes that she is a white woman, sees Irene talking to 

Albert.  Because Albert’s dark-skin marks him as a black man, his familiarity with 

Irene also marks her as black.  Subsequently, Jack offers his hand to Irene, but once 

he makes this connection withdraws his hand, and says “pardon me” to Irene and 

walks away.  In this scene Albert functions as the catalyst that disrupts both the 

racial and social passing of Irene and Clare.  Clare’s identity as a white woman is 
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revoked as a result of her association with Irene whose identity as a white woman is 

revoked because of her association with Albert.20  Both scenes underscore the 

potency of racism and its impact upon those who choose to pass as well as those 

who do not.  They also illuminate the tenuous balance between performing 

whiteness and “passing” as white and between tacit participation and deliberate 

participation in a society where privileges are acquired through the domination of 

others.   

Diane Elam defines agency as a response to the material conditions that inform a piece of 

art.  Through the invention of Albert Brickhouse, Bailey foregrounds how societal and historical 

circumstances materially and psychologically impact the lives of Clare and Irene.  

 

Interpreting Agency: The Role of the Audience and Playwright   

Important plays are rich with cultural and political substance.  They reflect 

a social consciousness without losing a sense of the personal. . . . For theater 

should not only entertain but also enlighten. 

 - Velina Hasu Houston, The Politics of Life  

 
In “Passing” opportunities for self-empowerment and autonomy are 

generated when the characters become agents of their thoughts and behaviors.  

Creating a scene and characters not present in Larsen’s text, Bailey presents Clare 

as a teenager, whom, because of her father’s death is living with her Aunt Pearl, a 
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white woman.  Their conversation alludes to Clare’s future and is a response to 

Clare’s question: 

CLARE. What could be worse than being away from everything familiar 

and  those I love most? 

AUNT PEARL.  Trying to survive in this world as a poor, Black woman. 

CLARE.  You’ve described me to a tee. 

AUNT PEARL.  You can pass and you can marry well which would make 

you a  rich, white woman. . . 

CLARE.  What if one day someone from Chicago tracks me down? 

AUNT PEARL.  You must learn to live invisibly. (Passing 29) 

The exchange between the women offers motivations for Clare’s later decision to 

pass as a white woman.  In the novel, Clare’s motivations for passing as a white 

woman are only offered from Irene’s perspective: “If, at the time of choosing, Clare 

hadn’t precisely reckoned the cost, she had, nevertheless, no right to expect others 

to help make up the reckoning.  The trouble with Clare was not only that she 

wanted to have her cake and eat it too but that she wanted to nibble at the cakes of 

other folk as well” (Passing 212).  For Irene, Clare’s decisions are self-indulgent 

and her desire to reunite with the black community is the product of her insatiable 

desire – to have the cake, eat the cake, and nibble those of others.  In the play, 

Bailey offers economic and class issues as the basis for Clare’s decision.  She also 

shows the psychological and emotional strain that this decision has upon Clare.  By 
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foregrounding Clare’s thoughts and behaviors within a social and historical 

framework, Bailey complicates Clare’s motives while making her responsible for 

her decisions and actions. 

Bailey negotiates many of the ambiguities in Larsen’s narrative by creating 

solutions to many of the questions posed by Larsen.  Is the simultaneous attraction 

and repulsion evidenced between Clare and Irene the result of repressed lesbian 

desire?  Is Irene’s conviction that Clare and her husband are having an affair a 

delusion or a reality?  Is Clare truly  “without feeling,” inattentive to danger and 

full of malice or are these descriptions the product of Irene’s unstable psyche?  

While offering answers to many of these uncertainties, Bailey’s adaptation also 

poses new questions. 

In another scene that occurs in the novel as well as the play, Clare visits 

Irene’s home and the two talk in Irene’s bedroom. The irony of this location is not 

lost on Clare or Bailey.  As Clare enters the room she says to Irene, “So this is 

where it all happens (18).”  The joke of course is that Irene and Brian never have 

sex in this room or any other and that the woman with whom Irene wishes to share 

her bed with is standing before her. But the sexual undertones of their conversation 

turn to an even more revealing commentary about motherhood and racism.  Clare, 

who only has one child, a daughter, explains to Irene that “It was a long seven 

years before we were blessed with her pale, tiny scream.  We lost our first two” 
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(Passing 20) Clare seems to imply that her first children died in infancy, but her 

words are complicated by conversation that ensues.  

IRENE.  There probably hasn’t been anyone dark in your family since the  

1700’s. 

CLARE.  Even Negro children are born pale.  Complications show up a few 

days    later when we start to get a “little color.”  

IRENE.  Your first two got too much color? 

CLARE.  I considered everything. Killing the child. Killing myself. Being 

killed by Jack. Being kicked out on the streets.  Existing in some 

dangerous hole without money or shelter.  After Jack saw them, I 

only ever allowed the midwife and no one else. 

IRENE.  You paid your midwife well? 

CLARE.  It was a substantial sum. 

IRENE.  Money can’t do it all. 

CLARE.  It’s a tremendous help. (Passing 20) 

The question of whether Clare’s children are dead or still alive is never answered.  

But the suggestion that Clare has somehow rid herself of two of her children 

because they “got a little color” is shocking, yet it illuminates the enormous cost of 

passing for Clare.  The opaque dialogue requires the audience to draw their own 

conclusions about Clare’s children, and about the emotional and psychological 

costs of these decisions for Clare.  For myself, Bailey’s depiction of Clare in this 
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passage harkens back to Irene’s description of her at the beginning of Larsen’s 

novel as someone who holds “no allegiance beyond her immediate desire. She was 

selfish, and cold, and hard” (Passing 172).  Yet, I feel uncomfortable with this 

reading of Clare because it seems far too reductive for a woman who faces such 

complicated choices.  I asked Bailey about this passage.  “As for Clare's allusion to 

the deaths of two earlier children; it was my intention to allow the audience to 

decide what they believe.  Personally, I don't see Clare in the same light as Toni 

Morrison's ‘Beloved’ character who kills her child to save her from enslavement, 

but I try not to sit in judgment” (email interview).  By “not sitting in judgment” 

Bailey insinuates that the audience is free to choose their own interpretation of the 

passage. However by layering Larsen’s narrative with these additional details from 

Clare’s past, Bailey hints at latent meanings that lie below the surface of Clare’s 

dialogue and invites the audience to engage their own points of view.  Like Wong, 

Bailey hopes that the audience will become agents of their interpretations by 

finding parallels and disparities between their lives and the lives of the dramatic 

characters. 

   

Conclusion: Audience and Female Agency  

Many women writers of color see autobiographical writing as a means of 

empowering women to speak both as individuals and as members of a collective.  

By giving voice to a particular experience, writers make their personal knowledge 
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accessible to a community of readers who may find parallels with these experiences 

in their own lives.  Documenting their personal experiences, they also validate their 

knowledge and perspectives and engage in a dialogue with the broader cultural and 

national community.  Using individual experience to inform their worldview, Lim 

believes that writers, especially women of color consciously retain a “rootedness” 

in their own subcultures while generating conversations that can engage other 

cultural perspectives (Forward, xv).21   

Mae Gwendolyn Henderson and Hertha D. Sweet Wong discuss the 

significance of writing from multiple perspectives, particularly as they pertain to 

women of color.  Henderson describes the “interlocutory” character of black 

women’s writing as a dialogue with singular or multiple “other(s)” as well as with 

the “otherness within the self” (344).  Wong problematizes the ways in which 

Native American configurations of subjectivity are understood in opposition to 

Western formulations of subjectivity; just as male subjectivity is opposed to female 

subjectivity by Western culture.  She argues that binary constructions which cast 

subjectivity as either relational or individual are not sufficiently complex and 

maintains that “subjects exist in kaleidoscopic relation to multiple, simultaneously 

overlapping positionalities” (170).     

Yamauchi, Wong, and Bailey fuse lived and imagined experience to create 

alternative ways of viewing history.   Inextricably bound to historical and cultural 

practices of femininity, their critique of racist, classist and sexist identity 
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constructions offer ways of viewing female consciousness as powerful and 

liberating.  Creating female characters that are both empowered and empowering, 

Yamauchi, Wong and Bailey present female consciousness that is in the process of 

liberation.  As their female protagonists seek identifications with the world around 

them, they function as catalyzing forces of change, as they question their 

relationships with socio-historical and cultural meaning systems and prompt their 

audiences to do the same.   Like Lorde who speaks from a variety of vantage points 

and uses different writing styles to communicate her experience, Yamauchi, Wong 

and Bailey bring the past into dialogue with the present by creating acts of 

resistance that unite individual and collective experiences and suggest multiple 

points of identifications through which audience members can interpret their 

narratives. 

In the next chapter I consider how the past and the present are configured in 

the works of Anne Sexton.  I discuss how Sexton appropriates the past through the 

reconfiguration of lived and imagined experience, and I continue to investigate how 

affinity is achieved through the recognition and contestation of individual and 

collective differences.   
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End Notes
                                                 
9 For Kadiatur Kanneh, texts such as Moraga and Anzaldúa’s A Bridge Called My Mother’s Back 
promote the recognition of similarities and distinctions among national, cultural and ethnic 
identities, identifying differences among women of color and the “conflict within [these] differences 
in the context of feminism.” (88). See Kanneh Kadiatu,. “Black Feminisms” Contemporary Feminist 
Theories. eds. Stevie Jackson and Jackie Jones (Edinburgh: Edinburgh UP, 1998) 86-97  
10 Lorde’s desire for “genuine change” alludes to a society where racism, sexism and homophobia 
no longer prevail (see “The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House”).   
11 See my overview of feminist theory and women of color in chapter one.   
12 Searching for Osun was performed at the Jones Center for Contemporary Art in Austin, Texas, 
February 2001. 
13 D. Soyini Madison references Gloria Anzaldùa and Cherrie Moraga’s expression, “theories of the 
flesh” to characterize what people of color experience as “life lived” or as the “root of our beginning 
and the root of our understandings” (319).  For Madison, the political, social and cultural 
circumstances informing our personal experiences provide us with particular ways of viewing daily 
lives.  The act of “rooting” writing in these experiences forces the artist to consider how culturally 
and socially inscribed meaning systems impact the ways she interprets her own work (319).   
14 Discriminatory legislation such as The Alien Land Law of 1913 denied land ownership to aliens 
who were inelligible for citizenship. This legislation was directly aimed at persons of Asian descent 
who were denied naturalizations rights under U.S. immigration laws.  See James Okutsu, "Asian 
Land Laws," Asian-American Encyclopedia, Vol. 1 (Marshall Cavendish, 1995) 16. 
15 And The Soul Shall Dance was produced by East-West players in the winter of 1977-1978. 
16 The televised version of the play was not adapted by Yamauchi.  
17 In Thadious Davis’ introduction to Passing he illuminates the significance of the Supreme Court’s 
1896 ruling on Plessy vs. Ferguson.  The ruling supported racial segregation of all public facilities 
provided that the accommodations and services offered to non whites were “separate but equal”.  
Davis describes the decision as designed to keep “Americans with even the smallest fraction of 
African heritage” in a state of “degradation and servitude” for the next half century  (Davis viii).   
18 Jacqueline McLendon reviews the history of the mulatto in American literature. She notes the 
similarities in the depiction of the mulatto/a as inextricably bound to his/her black heritage.  
McLendon explains how race is “pseudoscientifically” defined as the presence or absence of black 
“blood,” a belief that implies “. . .one cannot escape the racialized body simply because one has 
white skin” (14).     
19 See Judith Butler’s discussion of Larsen’s novel.  Butler suggests that “race,” “sexuality,” and 
“sexual difference” “cannot be constituted save through the other” (168).    
20 Butler discusses the strategies of “passing” used by Clare and Irene and the cultural codes by 
which race becomes legible: “Clare passes not only because she is light-skinned, but because she 
refuses to introduce her blackness into conversation, and so withholds the conversational marker 
which would counter the hegemonic presumption that she is white.  Irene herself appears to “pass” 
insofar as she enters conversations which presume whiteness as the norm without contesting that 
assumption. . .It is only on the condition of an association that conditions a naming that her color 
becomes legible” (171).    
21 Lim’s discussion of  cultural rootedness directly references Cornel West’s discussion of the “new 
cultural politics of difference” [See Cornel West, “The New Cultural Politics of Difference,” Out 
There: Marginalization and Contemporary Cultures, eds. Russell Ferguson et al. (Cambridge: MIT 
Press, 1990)19-38.  Lim underscores the significance of West’s belief that transformative 
intercultural dialogue will only occur if writers who challenge mainstream culture’s constructions of 
racial and ethnic identities, retain a deep connection to their own cultural heritage.  
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Chapter 3 Performing Anne Sexton: Autobiography as Self-

Adaptation 

 
Introduction  

 
Woman, mother and the feminine functioned in the text of traditional 

autobiography to signal the place of lost innocence, the forces of desire pressing 

upon the individual, or the source of salvation” (19). 

 
 

In this chapter I continue to explore how women’s autobiographical reading 

and writing practices respond to cultural and political identity constructions. As in 

the previous chapter autobiography is investigated as a synthesis of lived and 

imagined experience and adaptation is configured as a revisionary process that 

responds to the dialectical tensions of autobiographical writing and performance.  

These tensions are characterized by Julia Swindells as conflicts between 

“consciousness and the social world” (4).  She explains, “Whereas Western 

European educated man can both speak for his ideological environment and be seen 

to represent it, women, black people and working-class people, because of their 

political position, are not placed to conceal [these] tensions” (Swindells 4).  For 

Swindells positionality becomes a major factor in identifying these tensions and in 

provoking conflicts between them; “speaking from any kind of subordinate position 
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in the culture reveals a contested and often highly embattled relationship between 

the two [tensions]” (Swindells 4).   

Grounding this chapter in autobiographical feminist theory, I remap the 

relationships put forth in the previous chapter.  Rather than focus on the ways 

identity formations are generated through processes of differentiation, I consider 

how subjectivity functions in autobiographical writing as a site of polyvocal 

expressions that affirm and negate conflicting and contradictory ideas of what it 

means to be a woman (Bloom 5).22  As in the previous chapter, I continue to 

analyze and critique the writing strategies of these artists while expanding my 

examination of their work to include their performance strategies.  My 

interpretation and application of feminist agency is informed by feminist 

theorizations of autobiography that examine self-presentation as acts of subject 

formation.  

I investigate the works of poet, playwright and performer Anne Sexton, and 

playwright, performer and academic Pam Christian in order to account for the ways 

in which their lives respond to experiences of marginalization.  As white, middle-

class women separated from one another by more than a generation of culturally 

and political inscribed meaning systems, I am interested in how these artists 

construct acts of self-representation that comply with, question and transgress 

cultural prescriptions of Anglo, middle-class femininity.   
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Applying Sidonie Smith’s theorization of the autobiographical subject as 

“severally situated within diverse, sometimes congruous, often competing even 

contradictory discursive fields” (20) to my study of Sexton and Christian, I explore 

the “polyphonic possibilities of selfhood” that Smith argues are necessary for the 

disruption and reinvention of female identity formations (58).  Echoing similar 

sentiments, Carol Hanbery MacKay asserts that the goal of women’s autobiography 

is to “explore the self (and selves) [women]. . . and their societies have suppressed” 

(xii).  She believes that this exploration is an essential characteristic of writing by 

women who do "not necessarily wish to adopt a male model of political and 

psychological development” (MacKay xii).  Her theory of creative negativity 

identifies subject formation as a method of self-expression and identification that 

“works to create serial selves: they comprise a sort of rhetorical and performative 

morphing from one fictional self to another, and the activity never stops, is never 

allowed to crystallize” (MacKay 3).  For MacKay, women’s autobiographical 

writing serves as a strategy for achieving female agency by creating alternative and 

multiple identity formations that contest patriarchal constructions of femininity.  

Recognizing subjectivity as a temporary and fluid state of identification, both 

MacKay and Smith argue that the autobiographical self is multi-voiced.  Speaking 

simultaneously or successively, these voices have the potential to resist and 

transform traditional meaning systems. As I study the work of Sexton and Christian 
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I consider how polyvocality embues Sexton’s artistic work and how it is manifested 

in her public self-presentation.  

Although Sexton never labeled herself a feminist nor espoused a feminist 

aesthetic, my own interpretations generate from a feminist perspective and I apply 

Teresa de Lauretis’ formulation of feminist viewing to guide my interpretation of 

her life and work.  De Lauretis explains that artists who engage in a feminist 

critique must grapple with “the conventions of seeing, and the relations of desire 

and meaning in spectatorship [that have] remained partially anchored or contained 

by a frame of visibility that is still heterosexual, or hommo-sexual, and just as 

persistently color blind” (35).  She advocates feminist critiques that examine how 

interpretive acts are impacted by culturally, socially and politically determined 

knowledges.23  I formulate agency as a series of possible interpretations that an 

artist, both intentionally and unintentionally, makes available to an audience and 

consider how these interpretations potentially resist and transform socially, 

culturally and historically conditioned values and beliefs.  As I identify the 

assumptions and intentions that promote these interpretations, I try to comprehend 

how conceptions of audience inform the ways Sexton and Christian weave 

autobiographical experience into their art.   Realizing the impact of female 

experience upon the narratives of these women will also be necessary for 

understanding their autobiographical rendering of self.   
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 As I configure a dynamic relationship between the artist, her experientially 

influenced reading and writing practices and their potential impact on her audience, 

I use adaptation as a context from which to explore these changing dynamics. In 

her critical analysis of adaptations, Imelda Whelehan suggests that those who 

interpret adaptations should  

 . . .consider among other things, the choices made by the adapter, the 

conditions of those choices, other possible options and their possible 

effects.  As well as considering their own historical vantage point, the 

adaptation’s audience needs to consider the historical context and 

technological constraints within which the adaptation is produced. (17) 

Whelehan suggests that any study of adaptation must explore how information is 

articulated across different mediums. Although her discussion of adaptation is 

limited to dramatic and filmic narratives, I believe that this critical approach is 

essential for understanding any method of adaptation. In this chapter, I will explore 

how Christian and Sexton adapt their life experience for public consumption 

through the writing of poetry and drama and through the public performance of 

self.    
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Confessing the Self 

. . .Sexton resisted the temptations to dodge or distort, and the continuity and 

strength of her achievement remain the primary witness to the ability of 

confessional art to render a  life into poems with all the intimacy and complexity of 

feeling and response with which that life has been endured.  

- J.D. McClatchy, “Anne Sexton: Somehow to Endure” 

 

Throughout her professional career, Anne Sexton’s reputation was fused to 

the title “confessional poet.”  In many ways, the highly personal content of 

Sexton’s poetry and her inattention to formal style (particularly in her later poems) 

helped to define the genre of confessional poetry and the ambivalent responses to 

it.  In 1967 M.L. Rosenthal described confessional poetry as “a poetry of suffering.  

The suffering is generally “unbearable” because the poetry so often projects 

breakdown and paranoia” (Rosenthal 65).  Rosenthal lists the pitfalls of this style of 

writing, “sentimentality, self-dramatization, and the assumption that universal 

feelings are the private property of the poet himself as a uniquely seismographic 

instrument are among the manifest dangers of this situation” (65).  Twenty years 

later Michael Burns suggests that “what has given much confessional poetry and, 

for many of us the last books of Anne Sexton, a bad name is the inattention to the 

craft of the poem” (130).  Analyses like these that are critical of confessional poetry 

in general and of Anne Sexton’s poetry in particular may, in part, be responding to 
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radical changes in aesthetics typified by the emotionally evocative style and highly 

personal subject matter of confessional poetry.  Sexton’s poetry did not support 

what Shari Benstock describes as “the white, male, heterosexual ethic underlying 

the Modernist aesthetic of ‘impersonality’ (e.g. the transformation of the textual “I” 

from the personal to the cultural) (153).   

Criticisms of confessional poetry can also be understood in relation to the 

genre of confessional writing.  As part of a literary tradition spanning centuries and 

informed by various scholarly practices including religion, philosophy and 

psychiatry, confessional writing depicts an authentic or “truthful” rendering of life 

experience.  Leigh Gilmore argues that “‘telling the truth’ so totalizes the 

confession that it denotes the imperative to confess, the structure of that 

performance and the grounds for its judgement” (55).  In order to understand the 

relationship between confessional writing and truth telling that Gilmore articulates 

it becomes necessary to question how the reader interprets “truth” and to identify 

the cultural, political and historical premises by which “truth” is defined.  “The 

canonizing question, ‘What is truth?’” says Gilmore, “cannot be separated from the 

process of verifying that truth” (55).  Rita Felski chronicles formulations of “truth 

telling” pertaining to religion and philosophy.  She describes Rousseau’s 

Confessions as a “celebration of unique individualism,” and contrasts this form of 

confession with those of Catholic confessors (St. Augustine, St. Teresa) who 

utilized “self-analysis. . .as a means of exposing the fallibility of humanity and 
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affirming the ultimate authority of a divine knowledge beyond the individual’s 

grasp” (Felski 87).  These diverse formulations of truth telling can be subject to 

what Gilmore describes as a “recuperation by a variety of practices and discourses 

interested in controlling and structuring the confessing subject’s speech” (56).   

When applied to confessional poetry, particularly confessional poetry by women, 

Gilmore suggests that truth-telling becomes “a cultural production entwined with 

our notions of gender so completely that even the structural underpinnings of truth 

production are masculinist” (57).    

Writing about her experiences as a middle-class, white woman, wife and 

mother as well as about her struggles with mental illness, the content and style of 

Anne Sexton’s poetry countered masculinist assumptions of truth and authority.  

Her poetry generated a reexamination of the parameters of truth telling by 

illuminating the growing paradox of confessional writing.  Kay Ellen Capo 

explains this paradox as a demand for “truth,” and a  simultaneous rejection of the 

moral, emotional and physical vulnerabilities revealed in these “truths” (Capo 

90).24  The “moral, emotional and physical vulnerabilities” articulated in Sexton’s 

writing defied principles of rationality, individuality and cohesive subjectivity 

espoused by Western philosophy.  Creating stories that not only resonated with her 

own experience but with the life experiences of others, Sexton’s writing promoted 

“identification, interdependence, and community,” elements which Susan Stanford 

Friedman claims are “key. . . in the development of a woman’s identity” (38).    
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Recognizing “truthtelling” as a problematic lens for interpreting the 

“confessional aesthetic” and Sexton’s work, J.D. McClatchy argued that as 

therapeutic procedures, psychotherapy and psychoanalysis provided useful lenses 

for understanding confessional writing as a process of  “recounting,” of 

reinterpreting the past (34). In his article, “Anne-Sexton: Somehow to Endure” 

McClatchy suggests that participation in conscious and unconscious acts of 

“recounting his or her most intimate experiences. . .not only reveals the neuroses 

that have obscured the real experience and self but also work toward what Freud 

once called a Nacherziehung, an after education” (34).  He recognizes that the 

conundrum of an “after education” is that: “we learn what we are by relearning 

what we have become” (McClatchy 34).  His understanding of confessionalism as a 

process of reinterpreting the past provides a framework for a discussion of the 

psychological and narrative complexities of Sexton’s poetry that I will frequently 

appeal to in this chapter.  Identifying narrative as “the most distinctive structural 

device in confessional poetry,” McClatchy suggests that by “recounting” events 

from the past, confessional narratives sequentially present personal histories that 

“lead readers through [these histories] so that they themselves experience the 

dramatic life of events and feelings” (34).  The ways in which Sexton’s 

appropriates narrative structure in her work will be considered in my later 

discussion of her unpublished play, Mercy Street.   
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In the next pages I wish to consider how Sexton responded to the paradoxes 

of the confessional genre and to consider how she both colluded with and rejected 

masculinist formulations of authenticity and “truth.”  I apply McClatchy’s 

discussion of “recounting” to Sexton’s reading and writing practices in order to 

understand how she responded to formulations of female identity in her art and in 

her public performance of self and how her responses encouraged her readers to 

embrace different expectations of her work.   

 

 

Appropriating Confession 

Late April and you are three; today We dug your garden in the yard. To 

curb the damage of your play, Strange dogs at night and the moles tunneling, Four 

slender sticks of lath stand guard Uplifting their thin string.  

W.D. Snodgrass, “Heart’s Needle” 

 

In The Practices of Reading, Denis Donoghue argues that reading practices 

are guided by a series of assumptions, prejudices and agendas and culminate in a 

specific interpretation (36).  As a founder and a student of confessional poetry, 

Sexton used the confessional mode to interject her own interpretation of female 

experience into the social and cultural discourses of the time.  McClatchy describes 

Sexton as “the most persistent and daring of the confessionalists” whose major 
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achievement could be observed through her ability “. . .to render a life into poems 

with all the intimacy and complexity of feeling and response with which life has 

been endured”(30).  Sexton understood confessional writing to be the interpretation 

of an autobiographical encounter that the reader could experience as familiar.  

Alicia Ostriker maintains, “of all the poets subsequently labeled confessional or 

extremist—Snodgrass, Lowell, Berryman, Plath—she was the least reticent 

personally, and the most eager to have her poems ‘mean something to someone 

else’”  (64).  Sexton differentiated autobiographical truth from “poetic truth” and 

identified the latter as a reflection of her life experiences rather than an accurate 

depiction of these experiences.  She valued “poetic truth” as an important 

component of confessional writing because it transformed an individual experience 

into a communal experience.  

Lawrence Jay Dessner suggests that “poetic truth” is a necessary outcome 

of any form of confessional writing due to the fact that “While the ‘confessional’ 

poet may strive to. . .tell the most personal and intimate of painful and shocking 

truths, the manner of the telling of the home truths must put in question their 

truthfullness” (142).   Believing that the inscription of any lived experience 

necessarily involves the negotiation and manipulation of meanings, Dessner 

suggests that “confessional writing” produces a “deliberate fiction or falsification, 

at most a necessarily modulated or transfigured version of some original 
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autobiographical impulse” (144).  Sexton explains how her own work generates 

from these “falsifications,”  

As an easy example, in my long poem to my daughter and 

about my mental illness, I don’t imply that I was ever in an 

institution more than once, but that was the dramatic truth.  The 

actual truth was something quite different.  I returned quite a few 

times, and the fact that I have two children was not mentioned in 

this, because the dramatic point was I had one child, and was writing 

to her.  It made it a better poem to distort it this way.  I just don’t 

mention it.  So you don’t have to include everything to tell the truth.  

You can exclude many things.  You can even lie (one can confess 

and lie forever) as I did in the poem of the illegitimate child that the 

girl had to give up (Marx 75).  

Sexton understood “poetic truth” to be the synthesis of “truth” and “fiction” and 

she  continuously used her understanding of “poetic truth” to negotiate her identity 

as a confessional poet.  In an interview with William Heyen and Al Poulin she 

describes this negotiation.  Suggesting that her writing is confessional in that it 

depicts “my experiences. . . about feelings, disorientation, mental hospitals, 

whatever,” (Heyen 134) Sexton recalls the ways in which this subject matter met 

with disapproval, “I was told over and over, ‘you can’t write personal poems; you 

can’t write about madness”(Heyen 135).  Her mentor and teacher, John Holmes 
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was particularly critical of the subject matter of her poems and admonished her to 

stop writing about domesticity and madness.  Holmes’ criticisms (in the form of a 

letter) inspired Sexton to validate her own writing practices. Her poem titled “For 

John Who Begs Me Not to Inquire Further,” suggests that Holmes’ criticisms arise 

from a psychological fear of self-revelation, “. . . although your fear is anyone's 

fear, like an invisible veil between us all” (To Bedlam).  Holmes’ inability to 

sanction self-disclosure as a valid literary practice was also a sexist response to 

Sexton’s work.  It was not so much the personal content of Sexton’s poetry that 

generated his criticism, but the fact that she wrote about personal experiences that 

were culturally gendered as “feminine.”  In 1960 W.D. Snodgrass’ book-length 

poem, “Heart’s Needle” won the Pulitzer Prize as well as the praise of Holmes and 

other renowned poets.  Ironically this praise was due, in part to the highly personal 

content of his poem (the poem was about his daughter).25  Although Sexton 

experienced dramatically different responses to the highly personal content of her 

own work, she recognized the personal quality of her writing as a uniqueness worth 

promoting.  In “For John” she declares, “Not that it was beautiful/ but that, in the 

end/ there was a certain sense of order there/ something worth learning in that 

narrow diary of my mind/(?).  In an interview years later, Sexton reflected upon 

Holmes’ reproaches with  “a new little theory. . .if you could document the 

imagination, experiences, everything, even some wit, whatever, of one life [. . .] it 

might be of some value to someone someday just to say, well [. . .] this is what she 
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had to say about her life” (Heyen 135).  Sexton believed “poetic truth” was a 

vehicle through which she could create art that captured the needs and desires of 

her readers, and a means of validating the artistic merit of her work.  

“Heart’s Needle” strengthened Sexton’s commitment to personal subject 

matter.  The poem gave Sexton permission to use personal experience as a muse for 

her writing.  Diane Middlebrook contends that “Heart’s Needle ” “. . . emboldened 

her [Sexton] to take a formally elaborate but emotionally direct approach to 

autobiographical material that was pressing urgently for expression. . .” (78).   

Sexton also cited the poem as the impetus behind her decision to bring her oldest 

daughter home to live with her again and frequently referred to “Heart’s Needle” as 

an example of how poetry should call people to action.  Sexton’s discussion of 

“Heart’s Needle” offers a glimpse into her own formulation of agency and 

audience.  Like her frequent references to Kafka’s statement that “a book should 

serve as the axe for the frozen sea within us,” Sexton believed “Heart’s Needle” 

symbolized a principal quality of art: art must motivate audiences.  She felt that all 

poetry should interact with the reader so that they could become agents of the 

poem’s meaning.  In this way the poem could inspire the reader to change by 

evoking a new thought or action.  Sexton felt it was her job to make her poems 

“immediately comprehensible” to her audience, and believed that by writing in the 

confessional mode she could achieve this goal. Sexton recalled, “At the time 

everyone said, ‘You can’t write that way.  It’s too personal; it’s confessional [. . .] 
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But then I saw Snodgrass doing what I was doing, and it kind of gave me 

permission” (Middlebrook 79). 

 

Viewing Sexton through a Feminist Lens  

If everyone could be liberated, could be fulfilled, it would be wonderful, 

marvelous.  It’s too bad that women couldn’t rise up and free the men somehow.  If 

they could be paid well enough, they could say, ‘Wait a minute.  Let me go to work.  

You stay at home.”  

Anne Sexton, interview with Gregory Fitz Gerald 

 

In order to understand how Sexton adapted her life experiences for public 

consumption it is necessary to understand the major cultural and ideological 

influences upon her writing. In addition to the impact of American spiritual beliefs 

and practices upon her work, Modernist notions of selfhood also influenced 

Sexton’s reading and writing strategies.  Clive Bloom explains that Modernist poets 

were in search of an authentic voice, attainable only through language that was both 

“individual and universal; poetic and vernacular; a withdrawal into the self as an 

expansion of the self into the conceptual space of ‘America’ (1).  Sexton did not 

subscribe to the Modernist, patriarchial premise that the best literature authentically 

depicted universal truths (or white male experience) (Moi 47).  But perhaps what 

Sexton did inherit from Modernism was a desire to bring individual and popular 
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experience in dialogue with one another.  Recalling Sexton’s quest for “poetic 

truth,” it is clear that she regarded the personal as a way of accessing ideas and 

behaviors that were inclusive of broader human knowledge and experience.  In 

addition, the modernist focus on language and structure must have appealed to 

Sexton whose poetry not only evokes meaning through content but just as 

markedly, through her use of vernacular language and blank verse.  Defining the 

present by looking through the past was a preoccupation for Modernist poets 

(Bloom 3).  Sexton appropriated this Modernist proclivity by eliding the present 

with the past.  In Transformations, a compilation of modernized Grimms’ Fairy 

tales, Sexton presents what George describes as a “version of culturally resonant 

myths. . .[that] suggest their meanings are both different from and darker than the 

public that consumed them had imagined” (xix).  Subsequently rather than using 

mythic and historical narratives to locate what modernists believed were “essences” 

of human experience, Sexton used these narratives to amplify the present, making it 

more tangible, more visceral for the reader.  

Modernism was highly influential to many literary theoretical positions that 

gained popularity during the early and middle part of the century.  Among these 

were feminist theorists who prioritized the female reader and her interpretation of 

the text, arguing that the textual interpretations should engage a feminist 

consciousness.26  Although Sexton’s work was valued by feminists for its complex 

rendering of cultural, social, psychological and ideological tensions and their 
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impact upon women’s (especially middle-class, white women’s) lives, Sexton 

asserted that her early work was devoid of any feminist influence.  “You see,” she 

says, “when we began, there was no women’s movement, we were it” (Kumin 

172).27  Alicia Ostriker characterizes Sexton’s work as part of a group of women 

writers (like Plath) who “. . .mostly in utter isolation, unaware of each other’s 

existence, twisted with shame, pain, fear or madness, or the fact of it, and one of 

them already dead by her own hand – were for the first time writing directly and at 

large from female experience” (128).28  Although Sexton professed isolation from 

feminist ideology, her work offered complex and ambivalent responses to issues 

relating to female experience, issues that had until that point been taboo. 

When Sexton began to seriously write poetry in the late 1950’s the 

women’s movement was still in its infancy.  Simone de Beauvoir’s treatise, The 

Second Sex, was the primary feminist text of this time.29  De Beauvoir argued that 

women’s liberation hinged upon equal social, economic and political opportunities 

for women.  She maintained, “it is through gainful employment that woman has 

traversed most of the distance that separated her from the male/ and nothing else 

can gain her liberty in practice” (679).30  For de Beauvoir, economic independence 

was tantamount to individual liberty: “Once. . . [a woman] ceases to be a parasite, 

the system based on her dependence crumbles, between her and the universe there 

is no longer any need for a masculine mediator” (679). 



116 

Sexton’s feminist sensibilities were aligned with liberal feminism in that 

she sought to confront rather than to change the social and cultural norms that 

devalued her experiences as a woman.  She understood liberation as an experience 

of personal freedom for both men and women.  She maintained that “Like, 

women’s lib, I believe in men’s lib [. . .] Because many men are stuck in dreadful 

jobs they loathe [. . .] [they] would love to throw it all over, but he’s got to bring 

home the bread for the wife, who is very unhappy bringing up these draggy kids” 

(Fitz Gerald 198).  Like de Beauvoir, Sexton suggested social and political equality 

as the means of escaping culturally determined gender roles, “It’s too bad that 

women couldn’t rise up and free the men somehow.  If they could be paid well 

enough, they could say, ‘Wait a minute.  Let me go to work (Fitz Gerald 198).   

The liberal feminist tenets that Sexton seemed most willing to embrace fall 

prey to the assumptions that inform de Beauvoir’s notion of feminist emancipation.  

Valerie Bryson describes these as the “uncritical acceptance [of] a male paradigm 

that places reason above emotion, mind above body, and culture above nature, and 

which equates man with the former and women with the latter” (Bryson 154).  By 

inscribing a feminist agenda within cultural and political meaning systems, Sexton 

and liberal feminists participated in the insidious ways these systems limited 

women’s exercise of power.   

Participating in the public’s appropriation of her life and art, Sexton helped 

to construct a version of her life history that preserved masculinist aesthetics. 
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Descriptions of Sexton’s poetry as “primitive,” “raw”, and “natural” implied that 

her poetry was the product of good luck or accident rather than skill, and intimated 

that it failed to cultivate cultural and social sensibilities associated with high 

culture.  The labels further connoted enlightenment notions of femininity through 

the use of gendered language that reflected dichotomous thinking correlating 

femininity with nature and the private sphere and masculinity with culture and the 

practices of the public sphere.  Joan Landis explains that enlightenment thinkers 

relied on “universality and reason to sustain, not to eradicate the (sexual) 

differences erected by the order of nature . . .[enlightenment thinkers] celebrated 

the ancient version of public and private life and longed for a world that could once 

again be inhabited by noble, public men and domestic, virtuous women” (47).  

Indicating that she experienced feelings of inadequacy about her work, she readily 

accepted many of these depictions of her poetry.  Adapting them into her own 

autobiographical discourse, she freely admitted that she had no education and 

characterized herself as “not an intellectual of any sort.”  These self-

characterizations supported the notion that her poetry was a product of “luck” 

rather than of hard-work and skill.  Her lack of formal education suggested that she 

did not have the knowledge or skills to be part of the masculine aesthetic heritage 

that defined American poetry.  By dismissing her knowledge and efforts in this 

way, she assisted the public in undervaluing female experience by positioning her 

poems as impulsive and unrefined.  Characterizations of her poetry as “natural” 
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connoted that it was guileless and naive.  Speaking about her writing processes she 

affirmed these characterizations saying,  “The fact is I couldn’t help. . .[writing 

confessional poetry]. It’s just natural to me”(Heyen 134). 

Despite frequent self-deprecating remarks, Sexton did promote some of the 

goals of feminism through her work and through her commentaries about her work.  

Writing about experiences that were biologically and culturally determined as 

“feminine” (suicide, madness, maternity and abortion), she sanctioned women’s 

life experiences as topics of public discourse.  Because The Second Sex had been 

instrumental in bringing women’s issues into the public domain, Sexton was often 

compared to de Beauvoir.  Charles Simmons, in his review of  Sexton’s poem “The 

Operation” compares the groundbreaking subject matter of Sexton’s work to The 

Second Sex: “until recently neither woman nor men made literature from this kind 

of experience.  Now that it is possible, women have used the option more than men.  

Some of them, in fact, seem to have been waiting in the wings, to talk at last about 

the untalked about” (qutd in Middlebrook, 173).  Validating women’s experiences 

as important topics of public discourse, Sexton also shared an affinity with radical 

feminists who identified Sexton’s poetry as a vehicle for consciousness-raising 

among women.  Writing about Sexton’s later poetry, Ostriker considers how 

Sexton confronted the questions of “what it means to be feminine—not simply to 

the self but to the culture and within the religion created by that culture” (71).  

Despite these alignments with liberal and radical feminism, Sexton did not identify 
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with either.  Middlebrook claims that Sexton was very ambivalent about her 

relationship with the feminist movement, “the question of whether she was a 

feminist bothered Sexton, possibly because of the word’s associations with anger” 

(365).  When asked by a critic if she was a feminist Sexton’s replied, “I suppose 

there is social criticism in my poems.  I don’t know.  I try to write true to life” (qutd 

Middlebrook 165).31   

Despite her ambivalence toward the feminist movement, she offered 

complex and varied formulations of personal experience through her art, and she 

was strategic in the ways she fashioned “female” identity in her writing and in her 

public performances.  Originally begun as therapy for her various psychoses, 

Sexton’s writing often exposed the contradiction between “womanliness” and 

“masquerade,” a psychoanalytical concept introduced by Joan Riviere in her 1929 

essay “Womanliness as Masquerade.”32  Riviere argues that womanliness is the 

presentation of certain characteristics and behaviors that construct a “masquerade” 

in an effort to “avert anxiety and retribution feared from men” (303).  Sexton’s self-

presentation often appears designed as a consciously manipulated masquerade. 

Appearing to participate in the social and cultural roles of middle-class wife and 

mother, her public appearances markedly show the slippage between various 

performances of self. As she appears to claim the prestige and corresponding 

authority that come with public notoriety, she also seems to dismiss this authority.  
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Her words and actions project sharp wit along with sensual pleasure.  Constantly 

testing social norms, she both invites and repels sexual innuendo.  

 

Performing the Self 

I have gone out, a possessed witch, haunting the black air, braver at night; 

dreaming evil, I have done my hitch over the plain houses, light by light: lonely 

thing, twelve-fingered, out of mind. A woman like that is not a woman, quite. I have 

been her kind. 

Anne Sexton, “Her Kind” 

In interviews, public lectures, personal letters and through her prose and 

poetry, Sexton created and performed a variety of personas.  These personas 

complement and contradict one another; their dialogic interplay complicates the 

ways in which femininity is configured and interpreted in Sexton’s art.  In the 

following pages I consider how Sexton multiply constructs her “self” for her 

audiences and dramatizes these selves in Mercy Street.  I analyze the ways in which 

Pam Christian interprets subjectivity in Sexton’s work and I examine how she 

configures these interpretations in multiple versions of her solo performance, The 

Excitable Gift.   

The film USA: Poetry Outtakes provides many opportunities to observe 

Sexton’s performance of selves.  The film, produced after Sexton’s death from the 

leftover footage from an earlier (1966) film titled USA Poetry, shows Sexton 
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facilely moving among contradictory subject positions.  In the made-for-television 

film, Sexton is viewed reading several of her poems and interacting with the 

interviewer and the film team.  The eye of the camera seeks to capture Sexton’s life 

within the socially acceptable roles of mother, housewife, and wife and sexualizes 

her image within the confines of these roles. Close-up camera shots pan up and 

down Sexton’s body capturing her demurely crossed legs, the handsome contours 

of her face, the shapeliness of her back and buttocks as she bends over to show 

director/producer Richard Moore a book of genealogy.  Creating images of 

Sexton’s body that insinuate her sexuality while burying this innuendo in the midst 

of conversations and actions relating to her life and poetry, the camera eye 

constructs a visually coherent narrative of Sexton as mother, wife, beautiful object, 

and writer.  When interviewer Richard Moore asks Sexton about her poetry, his 

questions sensationalize her writing by positioning it as incongruous with socially 

acceptable and gender specific roles and behaviors. Jokingly referencing one of her 

poems, Moore quips “you are this puritanical, beautiful chick in All-American 

clothes, now how do I handle that” (Sexton, Outtakes).  Understanding that this 

incongruity is what makes her poetry palatable to many audiences, Sexton plays 

with these inconsistencies in her response to Moore. “I don’t know how you handle 

that but that’s gonna be your problem cause underneath it a bad witch writes her 

poems.”  Sexton does not offer Moore any resolution to his question.  Instead, she 

alludes to the witch who first appears in her poem, “Her Kind” from Bedlam and 
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Part Way Back, published in 1960.  The witch, “lonely thing, twelve-fingered, out 

of mind” personifies women who “act out” (Middlebrook 114).33  Sexton’s 

flirtatious reply suggests that in order to play the contradictory roles that Moore and 

others require of her, she must “act out.”  

Throughout the film, Sexton breaks the illusions being created by the 

camera by engaging with the socially perceived paradoxes that create her public 

image.  Aware that her public identity is directly linked to the subject matter of her 

poems and not wishing to be perceived as psychologically unstable, Sexton 

jokingly directs the cameramen to delete certain discussions that they are filming: 

“I assume we’ll cut judiciously so I don’t sound like a total nut.”  However, Sexton 

also uses assumptions about her mental instability as an excuse for her to “act out.”  

She pardons herself for drinking a beer, “. . .[it’s] just to keep my voice wet. . .will 

it ruin my image if I drink half a beer?”  Throughout the interview she 

conspicuously draws attention to her performance of self making the audience 

aware of the roles that she must assume and the disparity between her own life 

experiences and those roles.  As they enact moments of mother-daughter 

camaraderie for the camera she asks her daughter Linda, “Are we fake?”  

Completing a reading of one of her poems she asks Moore, “How do I look with 

the camera’s eye that sees what I don’t see?”  Sexton’s questions illuminate the 

careful crafting of her performances as well as the disruptions inherent in these 

performances. Her self-awareness provokes a female-centered critique of the 
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cultural and social mechanisms that normally render women’s cultural role playing 

invisible.   

 

Performing A Paradox  

I think I what I was looking at more was what constitutes genius for one 

thing [. . .]and social phenomena and how a social climate supports the voices of 

those geniuses [. . .]. 

(Pam Christian, personal interview 9-27-02)   

 

 The particular tensions and paradoxes that mark Sexton's life and work are 

explored in Pam Christian’s one-woman performance of Sexton.34 As the play 

begins Christian/Sexton tells her absent daughter Linda, “At this moment in time, 

everything I’ve ever known comes to light (Gift 1).”  Her statement frames the 

performance as an opportunity for Sexton to explain her life choices to her 

daughter.  The Excitable Gift also provides Christian with the opportunity to 

communicate a specific vision or “essence” of Sexton’s life.35  Incorporating 

portions of Sexton’s poems, excerpts from her correspondences with fans and 

family members and excerpts from interviews, Christian’s performance examines 

the ways in which Sexton constructed herself as a public spectacle. Judith Mayne 

characterizes spectacle as a “self-conscious display” but cautions that this display is 

not “necessarily contestatory, radical or otherwise profoundly critical (15).   In The 
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Excitable Gift Christian presents Sexton as highly self-conscious and introspective 

about her thoughts and behaviors but only semi-conscious of the ways political and 

social tensions may have impacted these choices.   

For Christian, a particularly significant component of Sexton’s self-

presentation was her ability to push the limits of what was, at that time, culturally 

acceptable behaviors for women (personal interview 7-1-03).  Sexton’s inability or 

lack of desire to hide the socially unsanctioned and often tragic events in her life 

contributed to a presentational style that Christian characterizes as “hypnotically 

and shockingly honest” (personal interview, 7-1-03).  Christian sought to 

incorporate these aspects of Sexton’s self-representations in her performance of 

Sexton’s life.  Musing about the expectations of her audience, Christian/Sexton 

proclaims, “sometimes I would wear something really revealing like my tight red 

satin dress with buttons that would suggest some of the bottom and most of the top. 

I gave them what they really wanted. I mean we’re all interested in BODIES, right, 

why deny it?” (Gift 12).  The brashness of Sexton’s statement conveys Christian’s 

interpretation of Sexton as “shockingly honest.”  Her unapologetic self-awareness 

illustrates what Christian recognizes as Sexton’s “gut honesty” combined with “. . 

.a real joy in performing and a real delight in. . .seeing what people’s reactions 

were going to be…” (personal interview 7-1-02).  Christian portrays Sexton as 

aware of what motivates her behaviors, but inattentive to the sexist implications of 

seeing herself as an object.    
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Christian explains her own self-conscious process of making performance 

choices that would convey her interpretations of Sexton to the audience.  In The 

Excitable Gift Christian/Sexton reads her responses to letters from doting fans.  

These are letters that Sexton actually wrote and Christian explains that she chose 

them because they “were exemplary of the types of letters that she got and how 

much she loved getting those letters…she lived for the attention” (personal 

interview 7-1-02).  These letters not only exemplify Sexton’s desire for attention 

but also reveal the respect that Sexton felt for her fans.   

Mr. Prescott Edwards, thank you very much for sending me your work.  I 

cannot possibly criticize your poetry at this time, but truly believe, after 

having read every word, that only you could have written this.  I encourage 

you to keep writing, we must all keep writing.  We are, after all, working on 

the same poem, that one great unified poem. 

   With all my love, Anne Sexton (Gift  11) 

Although Christian does not perform Sexton methodically writing the letters, she 

reveals the generous outpouring of time and effort that Sexton spent crafting 

responses to them. Prefacing her reading of these letters, Christian/Sexton recalls, 

“The world was mesmerized with Sylvia, but I was making a name for myself too.  

In fact, I was receiving mail daily.  Oh how I lived for that.  I remember the fun we 

had, Linda, staying up late at night, letting the spaghetti sauce simmer and opening 

and responding to each letter one by one” (Gift 11).  Her words are expressive of 
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the joy she received in sharing her work with others.  By ritualizing these events 

Christian/Sexton emphasizes the significance of these correspondences.  

Christian/Sexton’s reading of her letter to Mr. Prescott Edmunds is followed with 

the remark, “it seems that there were a lot of people who loved your mother now” 

(Gift 11).  Signifying her need for approval, this statement reveals Sexton’s 

insatiable need for attention and a great desire to be loved. 

Sexton’s desire to shock her audience (and to risk rejection) contradict her 

strong desire for love and approval.  These tensions are characteristic of the 

dialectic that defines Sexton’s work and that typifies Christian’s depiction of 

Sexton.  Sexton’s simultaneous appeal to and rejection of life and love, death and 

fear are most clearly revealed at the conclusion of Gift.  Interpreting the last 

moments of Sexton’s life, Christian explains, “I know now what I have to do.  I 

have to go away. I have to fall asleep, I have to leave.  And this time….this time 

I’m sure I will succeed” (Gift 18).  As Sexton prepares to renounce her life through 

suicide, she interrupts the somber mood she has created to beckon Linda to 

embrace life – “I wrote unhappy—but I lived to the hilt.  You too, Linda—Live to 

the HILT” (Gift 18).  Christian/Sexton defies her own mortality with these words, 

suggesting that for Sexton death and life are inseparable.        

Performing the paradoxes that issued forth from all aspects of Sexton’s life 

and work posed specific challenges for Christian.  She explains her struggle to 

create a relationship with the audience that would reflect Sexton’s empathy for her 
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audience/readers as well as Sexton’s intense need to foster this relationship in her 

work and her presentation of this work.  “She was very vulnerable and I think she 

was looking for who she was,” explains Christian (personal interview 9-27-02).  By 

directly addressing most of her monologue to the audience (who were surrogates 

for Linda), Christian was able to connect with the audience on an emotional level. 

After performing in larger venues, a smaller stage (Chicago House) gave Christian 

the opportunity to perform the show as “more of an actual conversation and less of 

a performance” (personal interview 7/01).  Her performance elicited responses 

from audience members that were similar to those Sexton received from her fans.  

Christian explains “People would write me letters saying things like, ‘I’ve had 

suicide in my family and this was. . .a way for me to think about that in a different 

way” (personal interview 7-01-02).  Such responses to Christian’s work are 

indicative of the ways in which Sexton’s writing and performance nurtured intimate 

relationships with audience members.           

Another of her primary challenges in creating Gift was how to communicate 

Sexton’s subjectivites and how to transition and differentiate between these 

different “selves.”  Throughout her life, Sexton moved fluidly within various 

private and public identities.  Some appeared highly self-conscious and carefully 

crafted, others seemed spontaneous and careless.  In The Excitable Gift Christian 

uses props and physical movement to denote Sexton’s changing points-of-view.  

Beginning the play at her desk, Christian/Sexton performs herself with confidence 
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and authority.  Recognizing the influence of her childhood experiences upon her 

poetry she asserts, “I wrote accounts like these of my childhood experiences, long 

before it was fashionable to do so” (Gift 1).  At a small table with bottles of liquor 

and pills, Sexton appears confused and fearful that she cannot maintain her sanity: 

“all I knew was that I couldn’t cope with the pressures of living.  And by the time 

Dr. Orne started prescribing pills for me, I felt I needed them to cope” (Gift 4).  At 

a podium, Sexton/Christian is nervous and vulnerable, “My name is Anne Sexton 

(drops paper and recovers) and I’d like to read you a poem. . . .I hope you like it.” 

(Gift 4).  Attempting to communicate multiple points-of-view, Christian explains 

that “a big part of my rehearsal process was REALLY defining when she [Sexton] 

is on stage and when she is performing in real life and when she drops it all. . .” 

(personal interview 7-1-03).  

Memory sequences also play a significant role in communicating Sexton’s 

selfhood as multiply constructed.  At the beginning of the performance, 

Christian/Sexton recounts a memory that she [Sexton] has of her mother.  

Addressing Linda as she spins a napkin ring between her fingers, Christian/Sexton 

becomes a child who is speaking to her mother; the napkin ring becomes her 

playtoy.  “Mother, mother. Don’t cut my meat. I’m old enough” cries 

Christian/Sexton.  She performs this “regression” in lyric mode, her movement 

diminutive and childlike, her gaze fixed above the audience at an imaginary point 

that represents her mother.  In this way Sexton/Christian inhabits Sexton’s girlhood 
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“self.”  Later in the performance, Sexton/Christian asserts that her poetry gave her 

the courage “to remember things I didn’t even know I could remember. . .” (Gift 7).  

Upon making this assertion, Sexton begins to slowly retreat into her past, “. . 

.things I remembered. . .I remembered, I re. . .I think. . I remember that. . . Daddy is 

drunk (Gift 7).  The scene Sexton recalls is a thinly veiled description of incest.36  

She begins her recollection sitting in a childlike position in a chair, her arms are 

straight, her hands are in front of her, her legs are crossed.  While sitting, she 

delivers some of her lines in lyric mode, without allowing her voice to suggest a 

childlike quality.  Unlike the previous scene at the dinner table, Sexton/Christian 

does not fully “become” her youthful self.  Instead she conflates her youthful self 

and her adult self and merges her childhood memory with one of her poems, “Is he 

really drunk? I don’t know. I can’t tell.  I always think things are different than they 

really are.  It was only important/to smile and hold still/to lie down beside him./and 

to rest awhile” (Gift 7).  Sexton/Christian’s subtle shift in focus (she makes eye 

contact with the audience) and her movement from sitting to standing are all that 

mark this transition from memory to poem.  In this way, a recollection of a 

childhood event is seamlessly joined with an adulthood reinterpretation of this 

event.  

Performing the role of mother, child, poet, and woman, Gift is full of 

moments where Christian/Sexton reveals herself as multiply constructed.  Memory 

sequences not only help to reveal theses multiple selves, but also demonstrate the 
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ways in which lived and imagined experiences are blended in her memory, in her 

poetry and in her performance of self.   

 

Dramatizing the Self: Confession and Female Identity 

“Well, for a while, oh a long while. . .I was called a ‘confessional poet.’ 

And for quite a while I resented it.. . And then I kind of looked around and I thought 

“Look, Anne, you’re the only confessional poet around” 

Anne Sexton, Interview with William Heyen . 

 

Sexton configured herself in a variety of ways for her audiences.  Ostriker 

suggests that for Sexton, “the self was the center, self the perimeter, of her vision” 

(64).  Indeed, Sexton constructs herself as both a protagonist and an antagonist in 

her self-presentations. My examination of her unpublished play, Mercy Street, 

reveals how she reinterprets her life experiences for dramatic presentation.  The 

play operates on a variety of levels as a confessional piece.  Appropriating Catholic 

and Protestant traditions of confession, cultural practices of truth-telling and 

psychoanalytical techniques of remembering, Mercy Street is the story of the main 

character, Daisy’s quest for emotional and spiritual autonomy.  In the play, Daisy’s 

identity is constructed in relation to these confessional practices.  Remembering 

events from the past and bearing witness to these memories, Daisy inhabits 

multiple subject positions.  The audience plays important roles in Mercy Street as 
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witnesses to Daisy’s confessions and as participants in these confessions.  Focusing 

on the ways Daisy uses multiple subject positions to negotiate psychological and 

emotional tensions, I apply theorizations of feminist agency to Daisy’s quest for 

emotional and spiritual autonomy. 

Mercy Street relies heavily on Christian theology.  Although Lois Ames 

described Sexton’s adaptation of the liturgy as a process of “disembowlment” 

where Sexton “siphoned it [the liturgy] into your play chunk by chunk,” her 

abridgment and reordering of prayers, creeds and songs of praise are still legible as 

Christian liturgy (124).  In order to fully understand how Sexton appropriated 

Christian (especially Protestant) formulations of confession and how they appeal to 

theorizations of feminist agency, it is necessary to briefly overview Christian 

beliefs and practices pertaining to confession.   

During the nineteenth century, American Revivalism was a Protestant 

movement that both promoted and rejected enlightenment notions of individualism, 

self-knowledge, and a strict belief in the delineation of the public and private 

spheres.  The revivalist movement accorded spiritual redemption to any individual 

who was willing to participate in specific confessional practices. Believing that 

direct knowledge of God could be accessed through personal experience, revivalist 

leaders, particularly Grandison Finney, understood salvation as an act of self-

affirmation.  Finney required all persons who sought reform to authenticate their 

experiences of God (Hardesty 16).  This meant that both men and women must 
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publically testify about their experiences and witness the testimony of others.  

Unlike ecclesiastical churches that theorized salvation as achievable only through 

the authority of an intercessor, churches practicing revivalism celebrated individual 

agency.   

Particularly significant for women was the fact that Revivalism also 

contradicted social and cultural directives that situated women in the private, 

domestic realm.  In order to present and witness testimonies, women were 

compelled to enter the public arena (Hardesty 64).  They were also encouraged to 

think on their own, to occupy positions of leadership and to defend their personal 

thoughts and beliefs (Hardesty 67).  Because revivalist teachings sought to 

transform the world through social reform, these women became sensitized to 

many forms of oppression including their own (Hardesty 113).  Advocating 

feminist issues, Protestant reformers such as Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucy 

Stone politicized their pursuit of women’s rights by organizing and educating 

women through the formation of national women’s associations and women’s 

right’s conventions.  Their struggles to occupy the public sphere mark the genesis 

of feminism as a movement; a movement that was later termed first wave 

feminism.37   The tenets of their struggles would be pursued by liberal feminists 

throughout the twentieth century.   

The ways in which the tenets of Protestantism directly impacted Sexton are 

not easy to determine.  Although she was sent to a Congregational church as a 
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child, this had limited impact upon her spiritual beliefs (Middlebrook 8).   In an 

interview with Gregory Fitz Gerald, Sexton does refer to her great-grandfather 

Dingley who, when asked by the minister of his church to remove nude statues 

from his house refused to remove the statues.  Sexton praised her grandfather for 

standing up to the minister and for supporting artistic beauty (Fitz Gerald 194).  

More importantly she felt his decision to worship God at home instead of at church 

showed an independence and expansive understanding of God that she admired 

(Fitz Gerald 194).  These beliefs are echoed later in life through her friendship with 

the Father Dunn, a Catholic priest and admirer of her poetry.  Sexton explains that 

although Fr. Dunn and others offered her the opportunity to study Christian 

doctrines and to be baptized, she was not interested in experiencing the Christian 

version of God.  Sexton explained ”. . .it would ruin, it would formulate, my 

thinking: I’d want him to be my God anyway.   I don’t want to be taught about him/ 

I want to make him up.” (Fitz Gerald 192).  However her personal experiences with 

religion impacted her artistry; in Mercy Street she uses Protestant constructs of 

agency to configure testimony and witnessing as acts of self-knowing.  The play 

offers an example of how Sexton’s use of the confessional mode grapples with the 

social and political tensions over women’s right to occupy public discourse.   
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Mercy Street: A Dramatic Configuration of Subjectivity 

Beware of false prophets [ . . .]. Do men gather grapes of thorns or figs of 

thistles [. . .]. Not everyone that saith unto me Lord, Lord, shall enter the kingdom 

of heaven. 

 - Audio Voiceover, Mercy Street 

In 1969 Sexton was invited to New York for a staged reading of her play 

Tell Me Your Answer True at the American Place Theater.  As a result of the 

reading, the play was accepted as part of the fall production line-up at American 

Place.  Sexton retitled the play Mercy Street and began a revision process that 

would culminate in the off-Broadway October 1969 production.  Based on 

autobiographical events from Sexton’s life, Mercy Street is the reinterpretation and 

dramatization of Sexton’s personal history.  Allying herself with Daisy, the main 

character, Sexton explained, “I never was Daisy…but yes, there is a lot of me in 

her” (Berg 7).  Inspired from the events of Sexton’s early life and from the guilt, 

anger and fear trapped within these memories, Sexton dubbed Mercy Street “my 

confessional melodrama” (L. Sexton 361).  Sexton explained that the play is “about 

all the subjects that my poems are about—my mother, my great-aunt, my father, 

and the girl who wants to kill herself.  A little bit about her husband, but not much” 

(Sexton, Kelves 99).   

Dramatically and literally set in the Christian church, the play was 

performed at St Clement’s Episcopal Church in Manhattan.  Sexton identified 
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Mercy Street as a morality play and contrasting viewpoints of sin and salvation 

inform the play’s action (Sexton, Kelves 99).   According to Catholic belief 

systems, guilt is the inevitable response to sin and salvation is something 

achievable only with the help of an intercessor (priest).  From a Protestant 

perspective, sin constitutes a “willful disobedience to God’s moral law” and 

salvation is available to all individuals who publicly attest to their sins and their 

personal knowledge of God (Hardesty 61).  Both Catholic and Protestant 

viewpoints are challenged by the main character Daisy who suffers from 

psychological and spiritual torment.   

Played overtop of conversations among Daisy, Dr. Alex, Amelia, Ace and 

Judith, audio recordings of excerpts from Episcopal and Catholic liturgies and New 

Testament readings interrupt and transition many of the scenes in the play.  These 

excerpts reference the event that frames the play: a celebration of the Eucharistic, 

the Christian ritual of redemption.  As Mercy Street commences, Daisy participates 

in the Eucharist in the hopes of attaining mercy, forgiveness and the purging of her 

sins.  When she comes to the altar to receive the Eucharistic sacraments, she reveals 

her confusion and despair, “Am I to walk forever from the breakfast into madness? 

Where is a supper I may take? Christ? Where is my Christ?. . .” (Mercy C).  

Seeking her own version of Christ, Daisy’s search is ongoing.  A series of  

“remembrance scenes,” dramatic reenactments of events from Daisy’s life, follow 

the Eucharist. 38  The priest who presides over the Eucharist transforms into Daisy’s 
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psychiatrist, Dr. Alex, and summons the dead souls of her family - mother, father, 

and great aunt Amy.  Presumably modeled after Sexton’s own relationships with 

her psychiatrists, Dr. Alex is the intercessor for Daisy’s salvation.  As priest, he 

offers Daisy “the body of Christ. . .the blood of Christ” in atonement for her sins.  

As Dr. Alex, he rejects the notion of Christ as savior and offers himself as “the 

surgeon of the psyche” (Mercy D).   As the spirits of Daisy’s past gather together, 

Dr. Alex urges Daisy to revisit the angry and torturing behaviors that filled their 

lives together: “Straight into the crisis, Daisy. Plunge into the middle of it” (Mercy 

I-9).    

Daisy’s guilt is understood in the context of her relationships with Aunt 

Amy and her father, Ace.  Sexual innuendo is the primary dynamic in Daisy’s 

interactions with her namesake, Aunt Amy.  A character modeled after Sexton’s 

great aunt, “Nana,” Diane Wood Middlebrook describes Mercy Street as the “. . . 

fully imaginative use for her [Sexton’s] complicated childhood relationship with 

Nana and claims that [Aunt Amy] is the dramatic equivalent of Nana: a compilation 

of “. . .Sexton’s memories. . .[and] on details she had learned since Nana’s death” 

(322).  The sexual undertones that mark the relationship between Daisy and Amy 

are made overt in a conversation between Daisy and her mother, Judith. Cast as a 

twelve-year-old in a remembrance scene evoked by Dr. Alex, Daisy seeks comfort 

from her mother.  When her mother calls her “my little gal” Daisy replies, “that’s 

what Aunt Amy says after we hug and kiss” (Mercy I-26).  Troubled by her words, 
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Judith responds, “It makes me shiver the way Aunt Amy keeps touching you and 

stroking you. . . .women just touch other women that way” (Mercy I-26).   

Aunt Amy’s affection markedly shifts after Daisy’s “climatic” scene with 

her father. The object of the wrath of Amy and Judith, Ace is thrown out of the 

bedroom that he shares with his wife, Judith; he then goes to Daisy’s bedroom.  

The interactions between Daisy and Ace begin innocently.  They sing and play 

together.  However, when Daisy says she is cold and moves under the covers, Ace, 

who is drunk and lonely, offers to “stretch out” too.  As he curls up next to Daisy, 

his actions seem childlike. Humiliated and sexually frustrated, his incestuous 

behavior seems to be pitiable rather than evil.  However, when Ace finally snuggles 

up next to Daisy, they are immediately discovered by Aunt Amelia who proclaims 

“filthy…both of you” (Mercy I-39).  Aunt Amelia’s condemnation is as bitter for 

Daisy as it is for Ace.  When Daisy asks for her teddy bear, Amelia hurls it at her, 

“take your filthy teddy bear” she screams (Mercy I-40).  Daisy cannot except Aunt 

Amy’s derision and her search for salvation is conflated with her quest to renew 

Aunt Amy’s love.  As Daisy moves back and forth in time, a desire to be united in 

love with Aunt Amy drives her thoughts and actions, “I need to wear her [Amy’s] 

life, enter her death” explains Daisy (Mercy I-13).   

The remembrance scenes are Dr. Alex’s attempt to exorcise Aunt Amy from 

Daisy’s psyche.  As her “intercessor” Dr. Alex claims, “I’ve been your parent and 

Aunt Amy for twelve years” (Mercy II-12A). Referencing the psychological 
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practice of transference, Dr. Alex claims that Daisy has projected her images of 

Aunt Amy and her parents upon him.  In an effort to release her from her “sins,” 

Dr. Alex beckons her to leave the past behind, “. . .things of this world [are] not 

things of the dead.. . .I’m not Aunt Amy. . .I will not become Aunt Amy” (Mercy 

5). 39 But Daisy rejects Dr. Alex’s formulation of salvation. Rather than accept 

Christian and psychiatric notions of salvation, Daisy succumbs to madness.  During 

her final meeting with Dr. Alex, Daisy seems to collapse under her guilt.   

DR. ALEX.  Daisy, you want to be hurt because you are afraid of your past, 

afraid of the dead. 

DAISY.  Dead is red and dead and red have gone to bed.  Dead and red  

have gone to bed, she said. 

DR. ALEX.  You want to be dead? 

DAISY.  Yes [. . .] death is a sleep, a sleep I could keep. 

Red is the color of Daisy’s guilt, and the image of blood that signifies this guilt 

prevails in this final scene between Daisy and Dr. Alex.  Mercy Street concludes 

with a reenactment of the first scene as Daisy is again at the altar and again makes 

the same supplication to Christ, “am I to walk forever from breakfast into 

madness?” (B).  She appears no closer to achieving her own understanding of 

“Christ,” and subsequently, no closer to finding salvation.    
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Subjectivity Witnessing and Feminist Agency   

“Oh Mary, fragile mother, hear me, hear me now.  I am the unbeliever”  

- Daisy, Cullen Mercy Street 

 

Although McClatchy argues that chronology is an essential component of 

confessional narratives because it allows the reader to “experience the dramatic life 

of events and feelings for themselves,” Daisy’s quest for salvation is not 

representative of this linear style (34).  There is no resolution, and subsequently, no 

release from the tensions that fuel the journey.  Perhaps one of the reasons that 

Walter Kerr believed Mercy Street was “impotent to complete itself” was due to the 

fact that the play did not adhere to a linear plotline (II3).  Searching for a unifying 

theme, Kerr only interpreted “fragments that won’t come together” (II3).  Among 

his frustrations with the play was “its refusal, or inability, to name the sin or 

sickness at its center” (Times, Kerr).  But Sexton was not interested in giving 

Daisy’s struggles a specific name.  Daisy’s struggle for salvation and for a 

relationship with God mirrored Sexton’s lifelong struggle with the same.  The 

purpose of the play was to explore the struggle, not offer a solution. 

Sexton uses a variety of narrative techniques including flashback, 

simultaneity, and repetition to communicate Daisy’s psychological struggle.  

“Recounting” past experiences, Daisy uses multiple points of view to reconfigure 

herself in relationship to her memories.  Journeying deeper into the past, Daisy and 
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her Aunt both reinterpret their memories using a process they call “doubling off.”  

“Doubling off” was a term coined by Sexton to describe her own manic and 

psychotic episodes of free association.  Exemplifying and identifying “doubling 

off” Aunt Amy cries,  

Oh! I could keep doubling off. It’s like purling off…no…it’s like 

casting off.  You make a double, a conversation that goes on between your 

two selves and then it starts…starts to scream obscene things and then it 

rolls down the hill and the other joins in, howling with laughter, calling off 

its own words, own signals, little plaything, away from itself…then these 

two are over, are dead…They are cast off, double trouble.40 (Mercy II-9) 

Similar to the montage-like quality of a dream, Daisy and Amy layer words and 

ideas one upon another, creating narratives that Daisy claims have, “. . .nothing to 

do with rational things” (Mercy II).  Daisy engages in acts of  “doubling” in other 

ways.  She conflates herself with Amelia calling herself a “namesake with the same 

face” (Mercy I-12).  She speaks of her desire to wear her [Amelia’s}life, enter her 

death” (Mercy I-13).  Moving back and forth through time, she is thirty-nine, then 

twelve years old, then twenty-seven.41  Daisy’s present self is a reconfiguration of 

her past selves.  Her identity is splintered into competing self-concepts that counter 

love, compassion and forgiveness, with self-loathing and despair.  As Daisy 

recounts the past, she configures herself in realationship to it.   
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Witnessing plays a significant role in these reconfigurations.  According to 

Linda Park Fuller those who bear witness to the testimony of others or who 

witness/testify about their own truths also “beget” those truths (27).  Like 

Protestant acts of witnessing, autobiography affords the performer(s) the 

opportunity to reinterpret the past, creating their own truths.  In Mercy Street 

witnessing is synonymous with remembering.  As Dr. Alex commands that Daisy, 

“. . .watch and remember.  I’ll breathe your past back into you mouth to mouth” 

(D). His words insinuate that she must bear witness to the events that he 

summons/conjures from her memory.  Instead of passively listening to their 

monologues, Daisy becomes a primary participant in their narratives.  McClatchy’s 

definition of “recounting” is also applicable here. Multiply configuring “her selves” 

in relation to her past, Daisy’s doublings creates new pasts and different 

relationships with guilt and salvation. 

Witnessing is also presented in relation to and in contrast with Christian 

(Catholic and Anglican) theology.  In the final version of Mercy Street, Daisy and 

two Witnesses participate in the Eucharist and consequently “bear witness” to the 

Christian faith.42  In contrast, previous versions of the play cast the Witnesses as 

morality figures. When the Male Witness taunts Daisy, saying “you have a hungry 

soul like a dog in a garbage pail” (I-1A).  The Women Witness then chides, “and 

we are its witnesses” (I-1A).  The role of the Witnesses in these earlier versions of 

the play is to personify the torments of Daisy’s mind and to foster her madness.  



142 

Her quest for salvation through Christ (at least through her personal vision of 

Christ) is incompatible with their desire to reinforce her guilt and feelings of 

damnation. 43  

In many ways, Mercy Street documents Sexton’s own experience of 

“doubling off.”  Repetitions of nonsensical phrases, dissonant images, and 

overlapping dialogue communicate Daisy’s psychological struggle to the audience 

while creating an antagonist viewing experience for many audience members.  

Using a mixture of persuasion and reproach, Dr. Alex asks Daisy to embrace the 

present and to leave Aunt Amy and the past behind.  But as he beckons to Daisy to 

live in the present, Aunt Amy beckons to her to live in the past.  When Dr. Alex 

asks Daisy, “If you want to be alone inside your own world you can be; if you want 

help you can have it .  Which will it be?” Daisy hears Amelia as well, “Daisy let’s 

play a game of rummy together.  You get the cards, our favorite game” (Mercy II-

12A). Daisy responds to Dr. Alex’s question with “I love Aunt Amy enough for 

everyone” (Mercy II-12A).  Hearing her words, and interpreting them as her 

intention to cling to the images of the past in her mind, he becomes more frantic, “. 

. .damn it to Hell you [Daisy] recognize me, I’m here, I’m real, I had an onion for 

lunch smell them. . .” (Mercy II-12A).  But Daisy just becomes more certain that 

she must live in the past with Aunt Amy, she says to Dr. Alex, “You cannot change 

the night into day.  The grave is my house I have made my bed. . .” (Mercy II-

12A).  As the dialogue jogs back and forth between Daisy and Dr. Alex and Daisy 
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and Aunt Amy, the audience must interpret disparate ideas, diverse emotional 

content, and the contrasting intentions of the speakers.  In this way, the audience 

experiences moments of “undecidability” where they are temporarily incapable of 

integrating the information that they are receiving.44  During these moments of 

“undecidability” the reader tries to comprehend their own responses to the 

information that is presented to them.  

“Undecidablity” can be applied to Ostriker’s critical discussion of Sexton’s 

work.  In her essay “Anne Sexton and the Seduction of the Audience,” Ostriker 

argues that Sexton’s art is subject to the common artistic assumption that “all art 

affirms what it represents, a sense in which all viewers consent to what is viewed. . 

.”(16).  However, it is Ostriker’s point that the role of the audience is not to consent 

but to consider.  “I do not think Sexton encourages simple imitation. . . .she 

represents; she does not endorse, just as she does not condemn” (17). Aware that 

Sexton’s work is often criticized for its ambivalent responses to gender roles and 

for its failure to condemn female victimization, Ostriker concedes that “the absence 

of protest, it must be said, is a defining characteristic of Sexton’s” (16).  In Mercy 

Street the feminist reader must grapple with a variety of disempowering images of 

Daisy.  She appears to be psychologically and emotionally unstable, spiritually lost, 

and she implies that suicide is her only path to peace.  The feminist reader is also 

confronted with Sexton’s portrayal of Ace, whose incestuous behaviors are 

depicted with a neutral if not sympathetic light.  However, Ostriker suggests that 
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Sexton’s depictions of Ace and Daisy do not preclude other interpretations of theirs 

actions.  By creating multiple and diverse identities for her characters and by 

allowing them to continuously change and develop their reactions to one another, 

Sexton provokes multiple readings and responses of her work.  In this way, she 

promotes her own formulation of poetic truth: that art should capture the various 

needs and desires of readers.  By offering readers multiple interpretive vantage 

points, Sexton gives audience members the opportunity to become active viewers, 

questioning the actions and motivations of Sexton’s characters and their own 

responses to them.  

    

Conclusion 

“Daisy Cullen, the cracked-up, suicidal heroine of Mercy Street, is a 

woman much like Mrs. Sexton. 

 - Review of Mercy Street NYTimes 9-9-69 

 

It is impossible to interpret Sexton’s artistic work without knowledge of the 

life that informed that work.  Although Sexton did not claim to be a feminist, 

applying feminist autobiographical theory to her life and art allows her work to be 

interpreted as culturally and socially resistant.  More importantly, exploring the 

ways in which Sexton appropriated the confessional genre of poetry offers insights 
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into how essentialist constructions of femininity can be used strategically to contest 

and to question masculinist notions of truth and authority.   

Remembering, recounting and reordering the past are essential components 

of Sexton’s narrative strategies and allow her to create multiple and contrasting 

identities for herself and for her characters.  My study of The Excitable Gift 

exemplifies how these strategies work in conjunction with Sexton’s self-

presentation.  Christian’s performance underscores many of the emotional and 

social paradoxes that defined Sexton’s life, and explores how Sexton constructed 

herself in relationship to these paradoxes.  Both The Excitable Gift and Mercy 

Street exemplify the ways in which Sexton configured memory and subjectivity in 

her life and art.   

I believe that Sexton’s narrative tactics in Mercy Street promote feminist 

readings of the play even though the characters, in particular Daisy, fail to become 

agents of their actions and thoughts.  Harris’ notion of undecidability is particularly 

applicable to the acts of  “doubling off” that occur in Mercy Street.  Daisy and Aunt 

Amy experience moments of undecidability as their stream of consciousness 

narratives temporarily thwart their ability to make “sense” of their words and 

thoughts. In addition, this “doubling” allows Daisy and Aunt Amy (and Sexton) to 

experience what Harris defines as  “disidentification” or “double movement” as 

they disavow their identification with themselves and each other.        
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In this chapter I identify Mercy Street as Sexton’s life testament.  Over a 

period of eight years, the play became the vehicle through which Sexton 

continually reinterpreted her past.45 Portraying the events and relationships that 

primarily impacted her early life, Mercy Street chronicles Sexton’s ongoing and 

unresolved struggle with identity.  Perhaps Sexton’s inability to resolve her life 

struggles reflect her fear of formulaic thinking and her desire to continually “make 

things up.”  In any case, Mercy Street focuses on her characters’ thought processes 

and on their ability to express their emotions rather to resolve their conflicts.  In the 

next chapter, I examine Lardo Weeping and the many tensions and paradoxes that 

inform the conflicts that the main character, Dinah wages among her many 

“selves.”  Like Mercy Street, Lardo Weeping offers another example of the ways in 

which women playwrights dramatize the socio-cultural, historical and political 

tensions inherent to personal experience.  
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End Notes 
 

                                                 
22 See Leslie Rebecca’s discussion of Nonunitary Subjectivity in Under the Sign of Hope: Feminist 
Methodology and Narrative Interpretation (Albany: State U of New York P, 1998).  
23 As a film studies scholar, she is particular interested in the relationship between the artist and her 
audience, a relationship referred to in film studies as spectatorship. 
24 See Capo’s discussion of “For John, Who Begs Me Not to Enquire Further” in “Redeeming 
Words,” Anne Sexton: Telling the Tale, ed. Steven E. Colburn (Ann Arbor: U of Michigan P, 1988) 
88-102. 
25 Diane Wood Middlebrook claims that “Heart’s Needle” “can be singled out as the first in what 
became known as the ‘confessional’ mode of contemporary poetry, mainly because it was emulated 
by Robert Lowell, the most influential poet in Boston, perhaps in America at the time”(78).  
26 See discussions of feminist literary theory in Chapter One. 
27 Sexton is referring to herself and Maxine Cumin, her writing partner and one of her closest 
friends. 
28 Ostriker considers herself to be part of this group of women writers who were writing in the early 
sixties. Ostriker is also referring to Plath who committed suicide in 1962.    
29 The first American translation of The Second Sex was published in 1953. 
30 De Beavoir’s belief that socio-economic and political freedom must be available to women as 
well as men expanded the tenets of liberal feminism set forth in the Seneca Falls convention of 
1848, namely that women should be given equal rights under the law and equal participation in 
politics and religious activities (Bryson 39). See Valerie Bryson’s discussion of Beauvoir: Feminist 
Political Theory An Introduction, (New York: Paragon House, 1992). 
31 See Sexton’s conversation with Yorifimi Yaguchi in Middlebrook’s Anne Sexton A Biography, 
365.  
32 Sexton was hospitalized for a variety of psychological breakdowns throughout her life. In 1964 
she was put on thorazine a medication that Middlebrook explains was widely used “to treat 
psychoses such as schizophrenia, to relieve hallucinations and delusions, and to quell mania of the 
kind Sexton displayed in her "doubling off” (226).  “Doubling off” was Sexton’s term for a 
cacophony of voices inside her head that she would hear during manic episodes.  She dramatizes 
this experience in her play, Mercy Street.   
33 See Middlebrook’s discussion of point of view in “Her Kind” as well as George’s discussion of 
the ideational and autobiographical “I” in Sexton’s work.   
34 Performed at the Mary Moody Theater, St. Edward’s University January 1995.  Performed at the 
Chicago House Theater in Austin Texas, February–March 1995. 
35 See my discussion of “essence” and The Excitable Gift in chapter four. 
36 Sexton writes of an almost identitical incident in her play, Mercy Street.  However, in the play, 
the incest is overtly expressed.   
37 See previous discussion of feminist movement. 
38 In the play, the term “remembrance scene” is used to describe an important event or series of 
events in Daisy’s life.   
39 Transference was a practice that was used by Sexton’s psychiatrists in her own treatment. 
40 In previous versions of Mercy Street, the Witnesses primarily engaged in acts of “doubling off.”  
Diane Wood Middlebrook characterized their speeches as “wild riffs…[that] added comic energy to 
the play, and disrupted the atmosphere of realism that prevailed in the remembrance scene” (327). 
41 At thirty-nine, Daisy was the same age as Sexton. 
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42 In the Episcopal and Catholic churches the bread and wine is actually believed to acquire the 
essence of Christ’s body and blood during the Eucharist. Participants in the Eucharistic celebration 
bear witness to Christ by consuming the “body and blood” of Christ. 
43 In earlier versions of the script the Witnesses were named “Flesh”, “Confession”,  “Backbiter“, 
and “Charity,” (in later versions they are referred to as Male and Female Witnesses). Sexton writes 
of her desire to keep the Witnesses in the script despite the director, Chuck Maryan’s objections. 
See Anne Sexton: A Self-Portrait in Letters, eds. Linda Gray Sexton and Louis Ames (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1977) 337. 
44 See my discussion of Geraldine Harris’ notion of undecidability in Chapter One. 
45 Sexton actually began to write the play eight years earlier in 1962. It was titled The Cure as well 
as Tell Me Your Answer True before it was renamed Mercy Street.  
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Chapter 4   Configuring Multiple Selves: The Adaptations of 

Lardo Weeping 

 
Introduction 

 
“Joyce Carol Oates said that everything is autobiographical, it’s simply coded 

differently. . . .I draw upon things, feelings I’ve had, but I also draw upon things 

that interest me.  I like cabaret theatre, to keep the crowd jumping.  I want to get 

somewhere in performance—I’m talking about an emotional place, an epiphany, an 

understanding”  

- Terry Galloway, interview with Nathan Hipps 

 

This chapter continues to seek answers to the question – how do women read 

their own art?  The ways in which performance theory and practice articulate the 

relationships among audience, adaptation, autobiography and agency is explored in 

this chapter.  I offer my own formulations of these relationships and apply them to 

the solo autobiographical performances of Terry Galloway, Donna Nudd and Pam 

Christian, artists who straddle a variety of artistic roles including performer, 

playwright, and director.  Christian, Galloway, and Nudd speak from a variety of 

culturally marginalized positions as lesbians, as disabled artists and as European-

American women.  As women who belong to academic communities, their work is 

overtly informed by feminist theorizations of performance and by feminist 
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critiques of contemporary culture.  As I investigate the ways these artists produce 

and reinterpret their own work, I consider how performance theory informs their 

scripting and performance choices.  

In the previous chapter, I investigated Sexton’s public performance of self and 

her dramatic configuration of self in Mercy Street.  In this chapter I continue to 

examine the ways subjectivity is configured in live performance and in dramatic 

scripts.  As in the previous chapter, my discussion of The Excitable Gift is used to 

expand and to complicate my analyses of Galloway’s and Nudd’s performances of 

Lardo Weeping and my analyses of the tactics and strategies that they employ 

when revising their performance scripts.  I also explore the role of the audience in 

this revision process.  As I identify the strategies that Nudd and Galloway use to 

reconfigure subjectivity in Lardo Weeping I consider how these strategies gain 

legibility through performance theory and praxis. 

In the introduction to Voices Made Flesh, Lynn C. Miller and Jacqueline 

Taylor describe the process of performing autobiography; the “writer takes the 

reader on a journey as she develops a stance toward her subject, negotiating a 

model of impersonation as she embodies her subject, and reinvents the context 

wherein the subject can live and breathe” (5).  In this chapter I continue to 

configure autobiography as the fusion of lived and imagined experiences, and 

adaptation as acts of re-vision and reinterpretation.  However, unlike previous 

chapters, I explore Lardo Weeping and The Excitable Gift as autobiographical 
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performances that fuse the artists’ experiences and perspectives with those of the 

characters/personas that they perform.  Multiply revised and reformulated, these 

performances present versions of the lived experiences of historical and fictional 

characters without eclipsing the lives of the artists who created them. Pam 

Christian describes her relationship to her performance personae, Anne Sexton: “I 

didn’t try to be Anne Sexton but I tried to present an essence of her. . . .so it wasn’t 

as though I was trying to pass as her but I was trying to offer some kind of 

experience of her” (online interview).  As I examine the ways in which these 

women configure identity in their work, I identify re/membering as a strategy that 

promotes multiple subject formations. I also continue to study how agency is 

theorized by these artists and how these theorizations impact their reading and 

writing strategies.  Exploring how testimony and acts of witnessing impact the 

reception of Lardo and Gift, I argue that these performances potentially give 

visibility and power to politically and culturally marginalized individuals and 

groups.  
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Theorizing the Female Body in Performance 

As I constitute myself first and foremost as a performer, I often find my writer’s 

‘un/learning body’ crashing clumsily through paper, landing in a heap on the 

stage.  As I lift my head up from the pains of falling. . .I feel the joining of voices in 

my body with other bodies on the ground(ing) of that staged social space”46  

- Tami Spry, “Illustrated Woman”  

In the late nineteen sixties “performance” began to be theorized in opposition 

to theater.  Michael Vanden Heuvel explains that drama was understood as “a form 

of theatrical expression. . .constituted primarily as a literary artifact, according to 

particular ‘dramatic conventions,’ (3) while performance was theorized as a force 

of destabilization and displacement that “breaks down the illusion of rational 

control and power over meaning” (5).  Published in 1979, Rose Lee Goldberg’s 

Performance Art from Futurism to Present offered the first definitive history of 

performance.  Nearly ten years later a second revision of her book included a more 

recent investigation of performance spanning the nineteen eighties.  Marvin 

Carlson’s Performance: A Critical Introduction (1996) now offers the most recent 

and most definitive discussion of “performance,” its relationship to art, theater, 

dance and the impact of modernist, feminist, poststructuralist, and postmodern 

thought upon its evolution over the last half century. 
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The body figures centrally into their discussions about performance.  Goldberg 

explains that “demonstrations which concentrated on the artist’s body as material 

came to be known as body art” (153).  Goldberg and Carlson consider the 

multiplicity of ways that the body functioned in performance.  Carlson cites the 

opening issue (1970) of the magazine Avalanche for its description of forms of 

body art being performed at that time: “. . .the works present physical activities, 

ordinary bodily functions and other usual and unusual manifestations of 

physicality.  The artist’s body becomes both the subject and object of the work” 

(qtd in Carlson 102).  In the eighties, the body also became a site of protest.  

Carlson explains that performers began using the body to express pain and 

suffering and to reject social and political constructions of sexuality and gender 

(Carlson 157-159).  In this way, the body became a catalyst for new identity 

formations and a vehicle for social and political protest (Carlson 159-159).    

These theoretical shifts inspired many feminist artists to examine their personal 

struggles with social and political oppressions.  Peggy Phelan explains, “feminist 

art began to be recognized as a specific aesthetic practice, a recognition that was 

rooted in a political awakening” (19).  No longer bound by the masculinist 

assumptions inherent to many of the premises of performance, “art became the 

arena for an enquiry into both political and personal revision. . .” (Phelan 21).    

Artists like Carolee Schneeman used performance to re-present the female 

body in relationship to masculine power.  Transgressing the social and cultural 
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taboos about the female body, Schneeman’s performances featured the naked 

female body as the central image.  Collapsing the signification systems of 

traditional, consumer theater, she attempted to prevent readings of female bodies 

as fetishized objects by presenting them as autonomously desiring subjects.  

Schneeman describes her film Fuses (1965) where she filmed herself and her 

partner, James Tenney, making love: “Even though the film doesn’t fulfill the 

pornographic expectation in terms of its editing or rhythms or organization. . . 

.everything in heterosexual lovemaking is there. . .And there’s no objectification or 

fetishization of the woman” (Angry Women 71). 

In Lardo Weeping and The Excitable Gift the female body is continuously 

reinvested with multiple and contradictory meanings.  Socially, politically and 

culturally inscribed, the female body is both object and agent in these works.  

Donna Nudd, the director and dramaturg of Lardo Weeping, a one woman show 

written and performed by Terry Galloway, describes Lardo as “a day in the life of 

Dinah LaFarge – a large, outspoken, unemployed, middle-aged, agoraphobe” 

(“Postmodern” 25).  Nudd characterizes Dinah as a strange mix of “liberal feminist 

ideals” and the “shifting, fragmented, multiple and contradictory identities” that 

characterize a postmodern, feminist self (“Postmodern” 25).  In Lardo, Dinah’s 

body is the site of her personal and political struggles. 

From a pragmatic perspective, Dinah’s life is in economic ruins.  She is 

running out of money, and as the bills pile up Dinah finds it difficult to provide for 



155 

the requirements of daily living.  As the performance begins, Dinah enters the 

stage from the audience. She wears a thick band to pull back her hair, large glasses 

that come down low upon her nose, a bathrobe which covers an ankle length dress 

that Nudd explains is the combination of a “classy blue dress from Lane Bryant 

and a polyester, floral, moo moo from Walmart,” and giant fuzzy slippers 

(“Feminists” 12).  Dinah is clearly dressed for comfort, not for fashion.  Her body 

is disproportionately large, though not comically so.  Galloway wears a body suit 

that significantly increases the size of her chest, torso, legs and arms.  The suit 

does not extend to her neck, arms and face, creating a visible contrast between 

Dinah’s bountiful body, and Galloway’s much smaller build.   

Entering the stage through the audience, rather than from the back of the stage, 

Dinah immediately disrupts the convention of the fourth wall while also 

establishing herself as one of the audience members.  She follows this entrance 

with a critique of the Emily Dickinson poem she’s just finished reciting. Once she 

finishes the poem she again breaks the fourth wall by welcoming the audience “to 

another evening at home” (Lardo 1).  Her attitude is nonchalant: “I’m not quite 

prepared for our visit yet. So if you could just give me a minute to finish my coffee, 

get alert, put out my mail, hmm?” (Lardo 1996, 1). Direct address is crucial to 

Dinah’s self-presentation.  Throughout Lardo she interrupts her monologues to 

question the audience, to shame them, and to elicit their empathy and support.  

Adapted over the course of more than a decade, later versions of the show feature 
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Galloway/Dinah in a “fat suit” with detachable body parts.  The suit literalizes 

Dinah’s obese body while metaphorically rendering her psyche.  It contains 

Dinah’s multiple and diverse selves and provides a lens through which her multiple 

and divisive selves can be read.  

As I will discuss later, Dinah’s deconstruction and reconstruction of her 

“body” at the conclusion of Lardo parodies cultural inscriptions of femininity, 

revealing the masculinist assumptions that produce them.  However, Dinah’s 

“body” functions critically throughout the performance, revealing her personal 

struggles with identity formations.  These struggles are metaphorically rendered 

through Dinah’s obsession with her body and with food.  Throughout the 

performance, the merest connotation of food stimulates Dinah’s appetite. As she 

describes her efforts to “bring home the bacon” her words trigger a search for food.  

There is no bacon but she finds a banana, and satisfies herself with the fact that 

bacon/banana, B/B are the “same food group” (3).   

But Dinah does not eat the entire banana or even half; she takes only a few 

bites and then sets it aside.  When her reinterpretation of Emma Goldman’s quote, 

“If they will not give you work, ask for bread .  If they will not give you bread—

take the bread” generates a craving for a potato chip – she only allows herself one.  

The theme of scarcity and Dinah’s struggle for self-control and empowerment are 

particularly prevalent in later revisions of the script.  Instead of eating ice cream out 

of a full container, the post 1992 version of the script has Dinah scraping the ice 
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cream off the container’s bottom.  Instead of receiving a full bag of groceries as she 

does in the 1990 version of the performance, later versions have Dinah receiving a 

bag of empty groceries with a printed message inside that reads, “No money. No 

food! Manager Tom.” (Lardo 1996, 16).  When viewed through the lenses of 

excess and scarcity, Dinah’s body is metaphorically rendered as both subject and 

object of her insatiable appetites.  This struggle between excess and scarcity is 

indicative of other polarities that rule Dinah’s life, between her desire for autonomy 

and dependence, self-love and self-hate, self-control and mayhem and reveal 

Dinah’s appetites not only for food, but for ideas, for companionship, for love.  

Dinah’s desire to deny her physical needs can also be interpreted as form of self-

punishment inspired by feelings of worthlessness.  In the context of her economic 

poverty, her actions inspire a harsh critique of capitalism particularly with regard to 

accountability.  Dinah is not only a victim of the poverty produced by Capitalism, 

but she feels responsible for her poverty.   

Feminist performance theory and practice offers ways of understanding how 

socio-political and cultural factors impact Dinah’s paradoxical relationship to her 

body.  It also offers ways of understanding how Dinah construct her “selves” in 

relation to her body and in relationship to lived and imagined experiences.   
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Autobiography 

“Performing autobiography allows one’s life stories to signify and resonate 

within multiple layers of consequence[. . .]” 

- Lynn Miller, “Witness To The Self”  

 

Two trends that marked the exploration of the female body in visual art and 

performance centered around the utilization of personal and imagined experience.  

Cultural feminists promoted the use of autobiography in performances in an effort 

to encourage the idea of a universal women’s culture (Carlson 125).  In addition, 

Carlson maintains that beginning in the nineteen seventies autobiography was 

utilized in performance “. . .with a consciousness of the political and social 

dimensions of that material” (150).  Autobiographical narratives became a vehicle 

for exploring the relationship between self-identity and feminist collectivity and for 

critiquing cultural and historical constructions of femininity.  The establishment of 

imaginary selves or personas was another common performance practice.  Carlson 

explains that this style of performance, “did not deal with autobiography or ‘real-

life’ experience, but with the exploration through performance of alternative, 

imaginary, even mythic selves” (152).   

The introduction of the personal into art held important implications for 

feminist performance as a mode of disruption and as a method of reclaiming the 

female body as an autonomous agent.  In a discussion about performance and 
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theater and the impact of the personal upon that relationship, Sayre maintains, “the 

personal can be anything that disrupts the naturalism of the stage, interferes with 

character and announces acting.  The personal need not, therefore, assert itself 

overtly: it can exist, as it always has in art, as a kind of tache, as a gestural mark 

that indicates the presence of a controlling, artistic, often ironical point of view, 

one that disrupts the scenic event” (Sayre 79). 

According to Sayre the insertion of the personal into a dramatic narrative is 

potentially disruptive due to its ability to interfere with the meaning systems that 

produce the narrative.  As feminists in the seventies and early eighties rallied 

together according to shared political and social concerns, consciousness raising 

and its slogan - “the personal is political” impacted the ways women conceived of 

performance.  Phelan explains that “personal experiences, many of which had been 

the source of personal shame, were seen anew as symptoms of larger political 

factors” (30).  Autobiography became a feminist performance strategy that allowed 

women to politicize their personal experiences by connecting individual 

oppressions to cultural and historical systems of power.    

Autobiography is integral to Lardo Weeping and The Excitable Gift as a 

performance context, as a strategy for communicating multiple identity 

configurations, and as a catalyst for feminist critique and resistance.  In Lardo, 

Dinah presents herself as the product of multiple identities – both real and 

imagined.  Dinah LaFarge is a fictional character whose autobiographical 
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narratives account for both her lived and imagined experiences.  Dinah is also a 

semi-autobiographical character, whose life experiences, worldview and 

personality mirror her creator, Terry Galloway.  In a personal interview Galloway 

explains that Dinah is “. . .an embodiment of my inner self-and not so much as a 

disability advocate or performer, or lesbian but [as] my inner rage and fury, my 

inner judge, my inner critic of the way I perceive the world.” Dinah’s self-imposed 

exile also bears similarities to Galloway’s own life: “I retired once when I was in 

my twenties and stayed in my room for a year and wrote and brooded. I did it 

again after I had a nervous breakdown” (online interview).  Having experienced an 

emotional and psychological “collapse” herself, Galloway complexly renders the 

mounting psychological and emotional pressures in Dinah’s life.  

Dinah’s exile is humorously depicted. Her front door is laden with a half a 

dozen bolts and chains. She opens the front door only when absolutely necessary 

and only when she is in possession of her handgun.  From the time she opens the 

door to the time she closes it, Dinah lets go of a blood curdling scream that is 

meant to ward off friend or foe.  However, like all of Dinah’s narrative, humor is 

intermingled with pathos.  Dinah is lonely and in desperate need of company.  

Unable to emerge from her self-imposed exile, the audience acts as surrogate 

companions.  Nudd references Joyce Carol Oates’ belief that “all work is 

autobiographical, it is just differently coded,” and considers the ways in which 

Dinah’s personal experiences transcend material reality/existence (online 
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interview).  “It is important to note that this is not a realistic play, with a closed 

fourth wall, featuring the lonely, eccentric Dinah” explains Nudd (online 

interview).  In Lardo, Galloway’s personal experiences are imaginatively 

reconfigured in the mind and actions of Dinah LaFarge.  

Lardo is also a tribute to Galloway’s personal history as a performer.  The 

performance reincarnates various theatrical personas from Galloway’s past.  

Bubbles Le Rue, a bawdy whore Dinah embodies during her performance, is a 

persona Galloway had previously performed at Esther’s Follies, a comedy club in 

Austin, Texas which Galloway cofounded in the 1970’s.  Dinah’s character was 

also inspired by Galloway’s cross-gender performance of Falstaff in college. In the 

play Dinah references the ‘Falstaffian theatricality” of her flesh that makes her 

seem “somehow false through and through (Lardo 1996, 18).”  As Galloway 

rewrites these characters into Lardo, she creates a complex interplay among 

Dinah’s “selves” that both critique and resist cultural identity formations.   

Dinah’s monologues describe a nonconformist autobiographical history.  

The audience learns that her only two jobs were as a clerk of a 7-11 (a job from 

which she “retired”) and as a dog catcher.  No longer willing to venture out into a 

world where she feels an outcast, she confines herself to her overstuffed apartment 

and lives off the witty and ingenious thoughts that “gallop through . . .[her] noodle 

every day” (Lardo 1996, 4).  For peace of mind and the less important task of 

paying her bills, Dinah submits letters, anecdotes, literary adaptations, and poems 
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to a variety of magazines, newspapers (in particular The Weekly World News) and 

miscellaneous publishers. However, her attempts to share her beliefs and values 

with the outside world are repeatedly rejected or ignored.  Dinah receives short, 

impersonal responses to her lengthy, meticulous and personally crafted letters and 

literary submissions.  She explains that she sent her teleplay, “an intellecutal 

revision of the ‘Honeymooners in which Ralph and Alice Cramden are replaced by 

Gertrude Stein and Alice B. Toklas” to ABC and they responded with a form 

letter.  Dinah is aghast by their lack of taste (she believes the teleplay is “a chance 

of a lifetime opportunity”) and professional etiquette (Lardo 1996, 12).  

Dinah lives in self-imposed exile. Despite her decision not to participate in 

society, she still encounters daily crises.  Utterly broke (she has five dollars to her 

name), Dinah is faced with the reality that her bills are overdue and that she needs 

groceries.  Dinah’s economic poverty and her decision never to leave the house 

reduce her daily life to a series of behaviors: habitual eating patterns, frequent 

conferrals to her food chart, and periodic entries into her cassette recorder.  By 

repeating these behaviors consistently and frequently, Dinah brings harmony to her 

daily life and promotes interpretations of her identity as fixed and stable.  

However, using these behaviors to interrupt and transition her thought processes, 

Dinah simultaneously undermines this notion of a fixed and stable identity.  Her 

musings about the moon are interrupted by an urge to eat ice cream.  Her story 

about the three pork chops and the three pigs, a story that promotes a realignment 
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of power where the pig triumphs over the wolf, is punctuated by “Pressing 

Correspondence of the day, Letter one hundred twenty-seven,” which ridicules 

American world power by suggesting that American troops “reestablish. . .world 

domination” through a mass mooning of the enemy (Lardo 1996, 16).  Poignant 

narratives are abruptly mocked; burlesque humor quickly evolves into biting satire.  

As Dinah moves from one narrative to the next, from one behavior to another, she 

casts herself as a series of multiple and mutable selves.  Similar to the ways in 

which Irene and Clare define themselves in opposition to one another in Passing, 

Galloway/Dinah juxtaposes her many selves.  In Passing and in Lardo, self-

differentiation functions as a strategy of identity formation.  

 

Presence and Absence: The Aesthetics of (In)Visibility; 

“So it wasn’t as though I was trying to pass as her but I was trying to offer 

some kind of experience of her.”   

- Pam Christian, personal interview 9/27/02 

 

As Dinah promotes and disrupts fixed notions of identity, she generates a 

dialectic that can be understood in relationship to feminist performance theory.  In 

his discussion of modernism and its impact upon performance, Carlson explains 

the dialectical relationship between presence and absence in feminist performance.  

According to Carlson, modernist artists espoused an understanding of art as 
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“essence” and promoted a belief that art projected a primary or fundamental 

meaning (Carlson 124).  Carlson describes modernist art as “consisting [of] only. . 

.simple actions, devoid of narrative, mimesis or aesthetic shaping” (125).  

Modernism prompted artists to reinterpret art as an extension of everyday life and 

to interpret movement, the use of space and the use of everyday objects in that 

space as the evocation of a particular moment in time.  In the late nineteen sixties 

and early nineteen seventies, “performance” developed in response to these 

modernist tenets.  Additionally, “performance” was highly influenced by the 

artistic phenomena of “conceptual art.”  Instead of seeking to create an aesthetic 

experience from a given material or object, conceptual artists sought to make 

material or objects the focus of an artistic experience (see Goldberg and Carlson).  

As a new vehicle for “concept art,” Goldberg explains that performance 

“reflected conceptual art’s rejection of traditional materials of canvas, brush, or 

chisel, with performers turning to their bodies as art material” (152).  While 

modernist artistic principles still played an important role in the ways performance 

was theorized, the meaning of these principles meanings began to be reconfigured 

(Carlson 124-125).  Henry Sayre identifies “presence,” a modernist concept, as an 

“aesthetic experience. . .[that] is always dynamically present before us, endlessly 

recoverable in the work of art itself” (1).  Postmodern theorists reconfigured 

“presence”; rejecting the notion of a “fixed locus of original meaning,” they 

promoted an understanding that “all discourse, all action, all performance [was part 
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of]. . . a continuing play of signification where. . .a final, authenticating meaning 

of any sign is always deferred” (Carlson 135).  From a postmodern perspective, 

“presence” signified a dialectical relationship between “presence” and “absence” 

(Sayre 1, Carlson 137) and was frequently applied to the relationship between the 

body and the audience in performance.  Performers used the corporeal “presence” 

of their bodies to evoke the “absent” events articulated in their narratives.  Peggy 

Phelan discusses this aspect of feminist art in the nineteen eighties: “. . .the trace of 

absence that constitutes the illusion of presence,” argues Phelan, “make vivid what 

is normally lost to sight” (42).   

The work of the Cuban-born body artist, Ana Mendieta, exemplifies the ways 

in which presence and absence are artistically configured in relation to one another.  

In her series of earthworks titled, Siluetas, Jane Blocker describes the ways in 

which Mendieta used earth materials – grass, flowers sand, snow, ice – to create 

silhouettes of her body in nature.  Mendieta’s Siluetas illustrate a theme that 

pervades many of her works: the notion of the vanishing art object (Blocker 17). In 

Mendieta’s Silueta de Laberinta, Mendieta uses pigments to create a shadow of her 

figure at the site of an ancient ruin.  Blocker explains: “the shadow is the 

disincarnation of the body, it marks nothing so much as Mendieta’s absence” (99).  

As the Siluetas disappear, purposefully set ablaze by Mendieta, or left to 

disintegrate or erode, Blocker recognizes the fleeting aspect of these artworks as 

central to their meaning (Blocker 23). As material objects, both witnessed by a 
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small audience, or as images captured on film and accessible to a much larger 

group of spectators, Mendieta’s artworks fuse absence with presence.  Palpable yet 

impermanent, the visceral presence of the Siluetas evokes the absence of 

Mendieta’s living body and the eventual absence of the Silueta itself.  Making her 

body the central image of her art, Mendieta’s work is highly personal.  Creating a 

dialectical interplay among contrasting emotions, behaviors or ideologies is a 

common performance tactic and an attribute of autobiographical writing and 

performance. The ways in which feminist artists understand the audience’s 

interpretation of these dialogic interactions is fundamental to the ways they 

configure resistance.  

Christian maintains that the greatest difficulty in performing Gift was in 

negotiating the gaps between her interpretation of Sexton’s life and the audience’s 

understanding of these interpretations.  For Christian, assumptions of authenticity 

mark one of the dangers inherent in performing historical characters.  Inevitably, 

comparisons are made between the historical figure and the performers’ 

interpretation of the historical figure, and these comparisons are used to measure 

the artistic value of the performance.  A second danger of performing historical 

characters occurs when the performer is conflated with the historical character that 

they perform.  Christian explains that after performing Gift at an academic 

conference, one of the audience asked her “how could you have been born at that 

age?” assuming that Christian was Sexton, rather than a performer dramatizing an 
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interpretation of Sexton.  In order to prevent a conflation and/or a comparison 

between the historical figure and the performer, Christian sought to communicate 

an “essence” of Sexton.  She explains “I never said I was going to be Anne Sexton 

and I would always say. . .I am really trying to bring for an essence of her” 

(personal interview 9-27-02).  In attempting to bring forth an “essence” of Sexton, 

Christian wore a wig and clothes that she felt Sexton would wear.  She had her 

nails manicured and painted.  However, creating a simulation of Sexton’s physical 

appearance was not Christian’s goal.  Rather, it was an attempt to convey her vision 

of Sexton; “I didn’t really feel like I could really convey [an] . . .essence with short, 

really short. . .and blonde hair” (personal interview 9-27-02).  If Christian’s 

decision to simulate Sexton’s physical appearance conjured comparisons between 

herself and Sexton; her decision to preface her performances with slides showing 

images of Sexton conjured contrasts between herself and Sexton.  By invoking “an 

essence” of Sexton, Christian creates a complicated interchange between presence 

and absence in her performance.  Her performance choices can be understood in 

relation to Galloway/Dinah’s stiptease in that they allowed the audience to 

recognize the similarities and disparities between the performer and her persona.  

Her decision to address her entire performance to Sexton’s daughter Linda also 

highlighted the importance of the acknowledged but absent other. 
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Bearing Witness: Configuring the Role of the Audience 

When you watch my performances, I suggest that you do what you probably do 

when you watch the news on television. It is a question of not letting yourself be 

taken in by the images and of continuing to reflect about what is behind these 

images  

 - Orlan, “Intervention”  

 

Sidonie Smith writes that the “autobiographical subject finds him/herself on 

multiple stages simultaneously called to heterogeneous recitations of identity.  

These multiple calls never align perfectly.  Rather they create spaces or gaps, 

ruptures” (110).  In autobiographical performance as in other forms of 

performance, artists make conjectures about the ways that their audiences will 

interpret these gaps.  In an effort to understand how Galloway, Nudd, and 

Christian communicate intended meanings to their audiences and how their 

performance strategies are impacted by audience responses, I review modern and 

postmodern formulations of reception as it pertains to performance.   

According to Herbert Blau, theorizations about the dynamic interplay between 

the construction and reception of meaning systems in performance was inspired by 

the “participatory ethos of the late sixties” (7). Blau describes the questions that 

still pervade discussions about the audience.  
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. . .in regard to what the audience sees and understands. . .there has also 

been a shift to the diversity of the response and, what still remains to be 

seen, the relation of response to signifying practice.  Not only then who 

speaks? who listens? But who constructs meanings? And in what positions 

of language? since variant social interests are contending to disarticulate the 

process of signification, the signifier itself, from. . . the dominant and 

oppressive systems of meaning (Blau 8).   

He suggests that theorizations of reception processes are constantly reconfigured 

because “the audience. . . does not exist before a play but is initiated and 

precipitated by it; it is not an entity to begin with but a consciousness constructed” 

(Blau 25).  Continuously engaged in interpretation, the audience, as individuals 

and as a collective consciousness, is involved in a process of signification made 

legible or obscured at any given time during a performance.  

Sayre traces the interest in understanding the audience in terms of reception 

processes to Roland Barthes whom “by 1964. . . . had opened himself to what 

amounts to a theory of signification based on the idea of reception. . . .[Barthe] 

inevitably finds himself face to face with the receiver’s response to the sign, with 

his own subjectivity” (256).  The recognition that subjectivity played an important 

role in the relationship between the audience member and performer was explored 

by a number of avant-garde performers in the sixties including Jerzy 

Growtowski.47  
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Postmodernism ushered in a new emphasis on the audience and its role in 

performance.  No longer focusing on the austere and visceral character of 

modernist/minimalist performance and the “essences” they invoked, postmodern 

theorists privileged the circumstances that generated and informed a given 

performance (Carlson 139).   Central to these circumstances was the audience.  

Carlson argues that a significant aspect of postmodernism’s impact upon 

performance is in the way it configures the audience.  “When theorists speak of the 

performative quality of art as being its most postmodern aspect, they are frequently 

concerned precisely with the contingency the work must undergo when it becomes 

involved in the process of reception” (Carlson 139).  As a process, reception 

involves the interdependent and dialogic relationships among audience, performer, 

performance text, and director.  The multiple and varied character of these 

relationships suggests a way of understanding performance as generative of 

numerous interpretations with diverse meanings.  Understanding the audience in 

relation to the postmodern concept of reception generates a more complex vision 

of audience members as individuals with multiple and diverse points of view.   

The growing interest in audience reception promotes an interest in 

configuring audience members as active participants rather than passive observers.  

Feminist artists who testify about their personal experiences in performance cast 

audience members as witnesses to these narratives. “Theater exists for a witness,” 

says Phelan.  To bear witness is to verify, to approve, to protest.  From a historical 
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and cultural perspective, “witnessing” connotes both a passive and active 

relationship among individuals and their knowledge of specific behaviors and/or 

events, suggesting both passive viewing and active testimony.  In her discussion of 

Mendieta’s work, Blocker explains the multiple roles that audience members must 

play as witnesses of her work.  Due to the transitory nature of Mendieta’s art, 

audience members help to document her art by bearing witness to her life 

performances. Because Mendieta’s art  “places difficult demands on us as viewers. 

. .to relinquish the desire to acquire and preserve the discrete object as a thing of 

quantifiable value,” Blocker argues that whether audience members view 

Mendieta’s art live or through documentary photographs, they must actively 

engage with her art by interrogating the ways they determine value and create 

meaning (109).  

 Witnessing also plays a critical role in theorizations about the audience in 

autobiographical performance. Linda Park Fuller argues that autobiographical 

performances engage the audience members as participants in acts of witnessing. 

Sharing their personal beliefs and experiences with others, the audience bears 

witness to the performer’s embodied testament. 48  Relating her own understanding 

of autobiographical performance to those of other performance scholars, 

particularly Soyini Madison, Park-Fuller argues that “performance, because it is 

witnessed by an audience, gives visibility to a marginalized group, and with 

visibility comes engagement” (34).  Park-Fuller recognizes “engagement” as an 
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expanded understanding of the self in relationship to social, historical and political 

selves and promotes an identification of the self “as members of a certain group” 

(35).  

When I ask Galloway about the role of the audience in Lardo she explains that 

“as Dinah has born witness to the lives of other creatures which, like her, are in 

danger of becoming extinct – the dodo . . .intellectuals like Gertrude Stein, poets, 

aids-ridden ladies of the night,” one of the roles of the audience is to “bear witness” 

to Dinah’s life (personal interview).  No longer able to speak for themselves, these 

beings are given a voice through Dinah’s performance.  Demonstrating Park-

Fuller’s concept of witnessing, the audience participates in Dinah’s performance by 

observing and responding to the ways in which Dinah asserts herself in relation to 

different identities.  Using direct address Galloway and Nudd stimulate this 

interaction between Dinah and the audience in a variety of ways.    

In an interview Galloway remarks that Dinah’s interactions with the audiences 

are informed by her own defensive attitude towards them.  However, this 

antagonistic relationship is tempered by what Nudd describes as Galloway/Dinah’s 

desire to “charm the audience into loving her, and her opinions, and her body, and 

her whole self” (online interview).  Through direct address Dinah constructs an 

ambivalent relationship with her audience as she poses questions, levels 

accusations and shares insights with them.  Because Dinah’s questions are 

rhetorical and because she is “notoriously thin-skinned” the audience is never 
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given the opportunity to respond to her diatribes; nevertheless their role as witness 

is essential to her performance.  Utterly convinced that she possesses a winning 

lottery ticket, she exclaims, “I have brought you here tonight to witness my 

triumph” but when her triumph fails to materialize and her plans for the future are 

dashed she feels angry and ashamed.  Projecting her insecurities onto her audience, 

she recognizes the voyeuristic aspects of witnessing and chastises them for 

reducing her to an image.  As she begins to binge on the rest on the food that 

remains in her apartment, she turns to the audience and tells them, “if this is all 

you can see I don’t want you looking at me” (Lardo 1992, 22; 1996, 23).  

Projecting her own emotional responses onto her audience, Dinah continuously 

manipulates the audience’s role in her performance.  She criticizes them for 

doubting her, “I feel like Peter Pan trying to convince a pack of Hell’s Angels to 

chant ‘I believe in Tinker Bell, I believe in Tinker Bell’” (Lardo 1990, 32; 1992, 

22; 1996, 21).  She seeks validation and respect as she reveals her insights about 

high and low culture and her secrets about Automatic Mind Control with her 

audience.  She tries to intimidate them by “accidentally” firing her gun during the 

performance.  Galloway admits that many of these tactics are inspired by her own 

ambivalence towards audiences, but maintains that “I am always, despite my 

temper and rush to judgement, looking for ways to reconcile [with the audience]”  

(online interview).  Although Dinah’s audience is never invited to respond to her 

narratives, she recognizes that her survival and the survival of her narratives are 



174 

dependent upon audiences who will “bear witness” to her world.  Dinah’s private 

world cannot exist without public recognition.  Dinah recognizes this irony as she 

welcomes the audience to her home, “I hope you are comfortable.  This is my 

private life my private persona” (Lardo 1996,4).    

 Christian’s performance of Sexton promotes similar relationships with the 

audience.  Christian discusses Sexton’s “very wry and sardonic humor. . .and [her] 

real delight in shocking people” (online interview).  Like Dinah, Christian’s Sexton 

enjoys pushing the limits of interpersonal intimacy with audiences but feels a sense 

of vulnerability and embarrassment directly after her transgression.  When 

Christian/Sexton compares her experience of music to that of sex, she tells Linda, 

“You hear it? It’s just like sex [pause] that is it! [pause] I don’t know what I listen 

for, but when it comes, I just turn on. . .” (Gift 14).  Once her revelry is over, she is 

self-reflexive, “Have I said too much, love? Do you hate your mummy now?” (Gift 

14).  The changing dynamics of Christian/Sexton’s interaction with her intended 

audience indicate her overwhelming need for an audience to hear and respond to 

her words.   

New performance choices, resulting from a change in performance venues 

and responding to critiques of previous performances resulted in a different 

relationship between Christian/Sexton and her audience.  Christian explains that an 

interactive style of address replaced a more presentational style.  The intended 

effect of this choice was to give less emphasis to Christian’s depiction of Sexton’s 
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personal struggle with drugs and greater emphasis to Sexton’s relationship with 

her audiences.  Instead of informing audiences about aspects of Sexton’s life, 

Christian wanted to present an interpretation of Sexton’s life and create a viewing 

experience for the audience.  Christian explains, I wanted. . .[to] find a way to 

actually connect with my audience rather than just report. I wanted an action as 

opposed to reporting information” (online interview).  Instead of passively 

observing Gift, Christian hoped her audience would feel part of a conversation 

between themselves and Christian/Sexton.  As Linda’s surrogates, the audience is 

never directly invited to respond to her monologues, but Christian found that some 

audience members responded anyway.  When she asks Linda, “Have I said too 

much” a female audience member responds, “Oh no not at all, you just go right 

ahead” (online interview).  Her response exemplifies Park-Fuller’s definition of 

engagement. As the audience members bear witness to Christian/Sexton’s 

performances, they bring visibility to Sexton’s world by interacting with it.   

 

Agency in Performance  

Although the audience is a central focus in feminist performance theory, 

Jon Erikson warns against some of the pitfalls of this reasoning.   In his 1990 

discussion of postmodernism and appropriation published in Theatre Journal, 

Erikson criticizes the assumptions made by some postmodern theorists of 

performance who configure the audience as. . 
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simply a projection of themselves, and that, since they desire a certain 

theatrical strategy to work (usually to illustrate an already assumed theory), 

[believe] it does indeed work for everyone.  It is assumed without 

qualification that a particular [performance] strategy ‘undermines’ or 

‘subverts’ or resists’ whatever representational system it is engaged with, 

whereas for other audience members without such agendas, these effects 

might not be experienced at all” (235).  

Erikson’s understanding of audience as multiply constructed and not subject to a 

single vision or interpretation is an important consideration when theorizing about 

agency in feminist performance.  

Charlotte Canning similarly documents the universal assumptions made 

about audience members by theorists and practitioners of the feminist theater 

movement (1969 to the mid 1980’s).  Initially “based on the premise of providing 

relief, solidarity and strength to women engaged in the daily struggle against 

oppression” the feminist theater movement later fragmented as a response to this 

semblance of solidarity (Canning 188).  Canning explains that assumptions of 

“universality and commonality were eroded by questions of the differences 

implicit and explicit in race, class and sexuality (201).  

Materialist feminism responded to these questions by configuring women’s 

oppression as a response to social, political and economic systems of power.49  Jill 

Dolan explains that a materialist approach to feminist theater configures 
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performance as “ideologically marked representation, which borrows variously 

from psychoanalysis, poststructuralism, and Marxist criticism” (Presence 86).  

Elaine Aston argues that “materialist feminism is arguably the most significant 

[lens for viewing feminist performance], not just in terms of political objectives, 

but because it is the domain in which a feminist practice has extensively 

collaborated with theory” (Feminist Practice 12). Appropriating a postmodern lens 

for feminist purposes, materialist feminists question formulations of the self as 

coherent and autonomous.  Carlson asserts that “Materialist feminism has 

generally sought to utilize the postmodern decentering of the subject. . .to 

encourage both performers and spectators to think critically about the whole 

traditional apparatus of representation, including in particular the subject/object 

relationship (170). Postmodern formulations of performance focus on its resistant 

possibilities.  Jeanie Forte asserts that through a postmodern lens, feminist 

performances become a “strategy of intervention” as they disrupt dominant 

systems of representation (251).  

Gender is a central concern for materialist feminists seeking strategies of 

intervention that foreground a decentered subject.  In Technologies of Gender, de 

Lauretis considers the “possible love affair between feminism and postmodernism” 

as she explores a “feminist theory of gender. . .’[that] points to a conception of the 

subject as multiple, rather than divided or unified, and as excessive or 

heteronomous vis-à-vis the state ideological apparati and the sociocultural 
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technologies of gender” (x).  Sullivan explains that materialist feminists, of whom 

de Lauretis is a central figure, focus on gender “as a construction resulting in the 

distinction between women and ‘Woman’ – or the distinction between real 

historical beings who are women and the fictional Woman who has been drawn in 

and by dominant ideology supposedly to represent them” (27).   According to de 

Lauretis, feminism beckons to a “radical rewriting, as well as a rereading, of the 

dominant forms of Western culture; a rewriting which effectively inscribes the 

presence of a different and gendered, social subject” (xi).  In reformulating the 

goals of feminism Sullivan believes that de Lauretis, “focuses on the potential to 

bring about change” (27).   

A materialist critique provides insights about performance strategies present 

in Lardo and Gift by examining the ways in which fixed notions of identity are 

continuously undermined in these performances.  Making Dinah’s eccentricities 

immediately evident to the audience, Lardo begins with Dinah’s arrival at the 

kitchen table, cup of coffee in hand, she pours in four spoonfulls of sugar, sips it, 

“…makes an exaggeratedly sour face; pours the coffee into the sugar bowl, stirs it, 

pours it back into her cup, sips it…ahhhhhs!” and then begins to recite a poem by 

Emily Dickinson (Lardo 1996, 1).  Dinah’s recitation of the Dickinson poem 

introduces another important characteristic of her persona  – her ability to merge 

multiple and contradictory identities. Dinah not only recites Dickinson’s poems, 
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she recognizes “Emily” as a kindred spirit. “Emily Dickinson. Another woman who 

had sense enough to stay in her room and view with alarm!” (Lardo 1996,11).    

Dinah’s playful monologues invent imaginative worlds where she is free to 

become anyone and anything (persona and animal).  Dinah reinvents her body in 

order to inhabit the characters who live in these worlds.  Prone to creative 

brainstorming, tangential thinking and musings about the past and future, she 

allows herself to inhabit different people and animals at different times and in 

different places.  Conjuring the presence of princess Diana, she is “able to think of 

her a whisky straight in hand. . .sitting out on the balcony of her palace musing 

over the differences of this age or wondering however could she have saved her 

marriage, her romance” (Lardo 1996,7).  Recognizing her diminishing social value 

in a society that is increasingly ruled by appearances and wealth, she identifies with 

the dodo bird, “a much maligned –now extinct of course---flightless fowl. . . .A 

victim. But a noble one” (Lardo 1996,7).  Dinah imaginatively invokes the 

presence of the bird as she “takes on an the aspect of a noble dodo” and conjectures 

about its struggles with extinction (Lardo 1996,9): 

 She retired  

to the island of Rodriguez, 

that last noble Dodo 

and laid her last “Ack!”  

exact “Whah!” 
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one egg “Woo!” 

And sat with it  

Long after the yoke had spoiled  (Lardo 1996, 10) 

The dodo represents Dinah’s own struggle with a world in which she finds herself 

increasingly estranged.  Her decision to embody the dodo exemplifies her penchant 

for  inhabiting various personalities, and thereby undermines any attempts by 

herself or others to construct a fixed identity.  

 

Formulating Agency in Lardo 

 My previous discussions of Lardo and Gift explore how Galloway/Dinah 

and Christian/Sexton call attention to essentialist identity constructions while 

undermining these constructions.  I now consider how adaptations of these 

performances respond to essentialist accusations of universalism and 

inauthenticity. How do questions of appropriation and positionality contribute to 

feminist formulations of “strategic essentialism? How can the concept of “strategic 

essentialism” be applied to these performances? 

In the first incarnations of Lardo Weeping, Dinah’s obese body is bound to 

standards of realism and traditional notions of femininity.  When read from within 

the confines of realism, the ability of a performer to authentically re-present a 

character and/or circumstance becomes central to the success of the performance.  

Nudd explains some of the audience feedback she and Galloway receive.  
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Our friends’ comments and the particular circumstances of the 

production began to raise a number of questions about our representation of 

this obese fictional creation of Terry Galloway.  Foremost among them was 

the issue of exactly what our responsibility was when placing a large 

woman character on center stage and exactly to whom we would be held 

accountable. Further questions resonated: Is it necessary or even possible 

for us to tell an “authentic” story of what life is like for a large, white 

woman in America? Must we give the expected, politically correct 

interpretation of obesity?  (“Feminists” 6) 

These comments also call into question issues of authenticity, identity, and 

appropriation and eventually cause Nudd and Galloway to reinterpret Dinah’s 

“body politic” (Nudd, “Feminists” 7). Is a woman who inhabits a body that is a 

socially acceptable weight able to responsibly perform a character of a socially 

unacceptable weight? Is it politically effective for Galloway to speak from a 

position from which she can claim no personal knowledge? 

In her article, “The Problem of Speaking for Others” Linda Alcoff cautions 

against an “un-self-conscious appropriation of the other” (24).  She enumerates two 

major critiques pertaining to the “problem of speaking for others” (Alcoff 6).  The 

first involves positionality and a “recognition that where one speaks from affects 

the meaning and truth of what one says. . .one cannot assume an ability to 

transcend one’s location” (Alcoff 7).  The second deals with positions of social, 
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political and economic privilege and the understanding that “the practice of 

privileged persons speaking for or on behalf of less privileged personas has actually 

resulted. . .in increasing or reinforcing the oppression of the group spoken for” 

(Alcoff 7).  As Nudd and Galloway struggle with the issue of appropriation, Nudd 

writes of how after seeing Lardo, “a large academic feminist muttered to some 

friends. . . ‘fat jokes, nothing but fat jokes.  When she (Galloway) starts making 

deaf jokes, then maybe I’ll listen’” (Nudd, “Feminists” 8).  Galloway’s anger at this 

comment is generated from the irony that her two previous autobiographical shows 

‘contained more than their share of deaf jokes’ (Nudd, “Feminists” 8).  ‘No one has 

the monopoly on weight’ is Galloway’s response to the women’s comments.   

Despite Galloway’s defensive remark she and Nudd begin to reconfigure their 

conceptualization of Dinah’s body. They hire a visual artist to create a “body” with 

removable “parts” for Dinah (Nudd, “Feminists” 16). The “fat suit” is eventually 

modified by costume technologists who make it “look less cartoonish and more 

‘lived in’ and. . .[make it] hold together until the moment in the show where 

Galloway rips them off” (Nudd, “Feminists” 16).   The fat suit functions as a 

deconstructivist strategy that Jeannie Forte explains, “hinges on the awareness that 

“Woman’ as object, as culturally constructed category, is actually the basis of the 

Western system of representation” (252).  The fat suit is symbolic of a mask, which 

when donned allows Galloway/Dinah to “take on the unmasking of the very 

opposition in which [she] is opposed” (Forte 252).  Designed with the capability to 
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deconstruct and to reconstruct, Dinah’s new body adds a completely new 

dimension to the performance.  Lardo Weeping  concludes with a “strip tease” 

wherein Dinah tears off her body parts.  This strip tease is unexpectedly interrupted 

when the power company cuts of Dinah’s electricity due to unpaid bills.  Dinah’s 

reaction to the interruption is at first frustrated: “I knew I should have paid that 

phone bill,” and then relieved, “you want the truth? Actually I’m relieved.  I mean 

for god’s sake, how much more introspection could a body take?” (Lardo 1996, 

27).   

Galloway and Nudd also grapple with the question of Dinah’s self reflexivity 

and agency.  Galloway describes the conclusion of the first versions of Lardo that 

include the strip tease as a “huge burst of self-loathing” where Dinah ends the play 

in a feeding frenzy (Hipps 96).  The “self-loathing” that Galloway ascribes to 

Dinah’s performance suggests that the strip tease is an act of annihilation.  

Although at this point in the revision process Galloway’s actions could be read as 

disempowering or defeatist, it can similarly be interpreted according to Judith 

Butler theorization of the abject.  In Bodies That Matter  Butler describes the abject 

as  

Designating [ . . .] precisely those ‘unlivable’ and ‘uninhabitable’ zones of 

social life which are nevertheless densely populated by those who do not 

enjoy the status of subject, but whose living under the sign of the 

‘unlivable’ is required to circumscribe the domain of the subject.  This zone 
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of uninhabitabilty will constitute the defining limit of the subject’s domain; 

it will constitute that site of dreaded identification against which—and by 

virtue of which—the domain of the subject will circumscribe its own claim 

to autonomy and life. In this sense, then, the subject is constituted through 

the force of exclusion and abjection. . .” (3).  

Butler argues that subject formation is bound to the domain of abjection that 

derives from identification with and repudiation of “zones of uninhabitability.”  In 

her discussion of the performance artists Orlan, Tanya Augsburg argues that the 

simultaneous identification and repudiation of “the abject” allows performance 

artists like Orlan to “explore the subversive possibilities” of abjection (300).  In 

Lardo, Galloway/Dinah’s strip tease becomes subversive when acts of self-

annihaltion make visible Galloway/Dinah’s identification with the abject.  

Nudd and Galloway search for the subversive potential of the strip tease. Nudd 

explains that a revised version of the script tease incorporates an unproduced 

song/poem written by Galloway titled “ Miss Bones. . .an anorexic strip tease 

number in which the character pulls off strip after strip of velcroed-on flesh until 

she is reduced to her skeletal self” (“Feminists”10).   When this version of the strip 

tease is performed, responses from the audience include that of a female college 

student who understands Dinah as a “. . .eccentric woman who would put on a fat 

suit every morning and strip it off every night [and] that Dinah got some perverse 

and inexplicable pleasure in this daily routine” (“Feminists”14).  Although naive, 
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the fact that Dinah does literally shed her body lends credence to the student’s 

(mis)interpretation.  Criticisms by feminist academics watching the show clarify 

other the problematic politics embedded in the scene.  Lynn Miller asks “what 

happened to Dinah LaFarge? Where exactly did Dinah—the character that the 

audience has come to love and admire-actually go?” (Nudd “Feminists” 15).  

Dinah’s “disappearance” resonates with Peggy Phelan’s description of performance 

as “the impossibility of maintaining the distinction between temporal tenses, 

between an absolutely singular beginning and ending, between living and dying. . 

.[and] the generative force of those ‘betweens’” (8).  For audience members who 

are unable to embrace the betweeness inherent to Dinah’s performance of self, the 

deconstruction of Dinah’s body creates an essentialist interpretation of Dinah as 

body.  These interpretations suggest that the absence of Dinah’s flesh make further 

significations impossible.  However, I think Millers’ comments urge Galloway and 

Nudd to further explore Galloway/Dinah’s “betweeness” and to make selfhood a 

more slippery construct.     

Audience responses to Lardo stimulate further revisions.  Final versions of the 

performance reconfigure the strip tease into a self-reflexive critique and celebration 

of the ways in which Dinah’s body signifies her socially and culturally constructed 

selves.  As she pulls off her “boobs” she speaks to the audience: 

Hey, maybe we ought to try selling ourselves on the market in strips like 

this. We’d make a killing Grrrr. 
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And these? Oh nipples come cheap.  A quarter a piece.  But maybe baby for 

you one thin dime.  Here take two.  Ouuuh. No more nursey for baby. 

Maybe I’m just not the nurturing type.  

Ouuu (She grabs her belly in a jolt of pain) Ouuu (again Wooow Mama 

woo ma a what Mamma is this! (she pulls out an umbilical cord that is a 

phone).   

This must be my hotline to my inner self.  (Lardo 1996, 25) 

Nudd explains that the revision of Dinah’s strip tease seeks to “complicate the 

vision” of Dinah’s body as “both literally and culturally constructed” (“Feminists” 

20).  The “fat suit” and strip tease help to situate Galloway as not/Dinah, in the 

sense that she is not an obese and that she is not trying to appropriate the real life 

experiences of a fat woman.  As Dinah parodies a strip tease, ripping off pieces of 

artificial flesh attached together by Velcro, her performance is severed from any 

moorings in realism.  Reflecting upon the cultural and social inscriptions that 

construct her body, the pieces of her “flesh” signify her fragmented selves.  When 

Dinah’s strip tease is interrupted due to a “blackout” resulting from months of 

unpaid electric bills, Dinah decides to enact a quick “recovery” and somewhat 

hastily reapplies her body parts.   

In addition to the changing significations of her “body,” Dinah’s speaking 

position also changes dramatically in these scripts.  Dinah’s ability to evoke an 

essentialist interpretation of herself  and her ability to transcend this interpretation 
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depend upon her self-reflexivity and her recognition of her body as a cultural 

metaphor.  When Dinah essentializes herself as body, she is trapped within the 

confines of this image.  As witnesses, the audience act as catalysts for her 

changing self-image. She rebukes stereotypical notions of obese women as she 

goads the audience, “Don’t tell me. I’m eating because I’m childless.  I’m eating 

because I’m frustrated. I’m eating because I’m lonely (she makes a rude noise with 

her lips).  You and my mother.  I don’t need that kind of superficial 

understanding” (Lardo 1996,20).  The vulnerable and timid Dinah who hides in her 

body, eating bananas dipped in ice cream and who hides from the world in a tiny 

ramshackle apartment also confronts her paralyzing self images and the society 

that creates them.  Her ability to reject essentialist notions of herself are dependent 

upon her ability to fully embody them.  

Christian’s decision to present an “essence” of Sexton is a tactical move that 

seeks to deflect essentialist construction of authenticity.  For Christian, the success 

of essentialist mappings are dependent upon the performer’s ability to evoke “fair 

context” through the “practice of building context. . .out of which the actor 

communicates the work” (“Rethinking” 1-2).  Christian suggests that “fair 

context” is particularly applicable to “realistic or real-time performance” because it 

brings visibility to the artist’s performance choices and the “actions, circumstances 

and ideologies” communicated by these choices (“Rethinking” 4).  When applying 

“fair context” to Gift, Christian considers how although “I wasn’t as conscious of 
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some of the these issues as I am now. . .but if I defend the performance for what it 

was and wasn’t. . .I was drawing out prominent characteristics. . .and I was 

organizing them in a particular way to show something about Sexton” (personal 

interview 7-01-02).  Christian claims that the performance could be written in 

multiple ways.  Gift offers one possible interpretation of Sexton’s life experiences 

that were documented in a growing number of books and recordings.50   

In her performance program Christian writes that “although [Sexton’s] life was 

exceedingly tragic, I find her talent more startling [ . . .] In this piece I explore the 

persona of this complicated and unpredictable woman.”  Christian’s decision to 

explore Sexton’s talent as a writer is foregrounded at the beginning of the 

performance.  Sitting at her typewriter, Sexton/Christian spends several minutes 

silently musing over her writing, she becomes frustrated, excited, and angry.  The 

audience watches her begin to type, stop and start again.  Christian’s desire to 

convey Sexton’s identity as a poet and the “the immediate experiences felt in her 

poems” is communicated as Sexton/Christian recites her poetry throughout the 

performance (Barnes 49).  Christian’s decision to abridge most of the poems in 

The Gift met with the criticism of reviewer Lynn Miller for failing to  “. . .trust the 

power of Sexton’s language” (Miller).  Nevertheless, her decision to perform 

Sexton engaged in the act of writing, and her decision to include so many of 

Sexton’s poems in the performance helps to evoke “fair context” by making her 

interpretive lens visible.  In addition, direct address is used during much of the 
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performance to remind the audience of the performance premise – Sexton’s desire 

to craft a deeply personal letter to her oldest daughter, Linda.  Making the audience 

Linda’s surrogates, Sexton’s/Christian’s use of direct address not only to 

contextualize the performance premise, but also to diminish the audience’s 

expectation of “authenticity” by disengaging The Gift from the assumptions of 

theatrical realism. 

 

Conclusion 

As a revisionary practice, adaptation functions not only as a lens for 

interpreting the performance strategies of Galloway and Christian, but also as a lens 

for interpreting the development of their performance scripts.  In this chapter I 

consider how audience feedback influences the performances choices of Galloway, 

Nudd and Christian, I examine how their interpretation of this feedback impacts the 

ways they revision future performances. I also discuss bearing witness not only in 

relation to the performers, but  but also in relation to the audience members.  As 

Galloway/Dinah and Christian/Sexton bear witnesses to their lived and imagined 

experiences, the audience members bear witness to their testimony of these 

experiences.   

The strategies and tactics that I identify in Lardo Weeping and The 

Excitable Gift can be understood in relation to feminist formulations of agency.  

Undecidability is fostered in Lardo in Dinah/Galloway’s stream of consciousness 



190 

narratives.  Not privy to the thoughts inside her head, the audience is temporarily 

unable to make “sense” of her monologues.  These moments of undecidability also 

occur for Dinah.  Before she begins her strip tease, she unsuccessfully tries to 

“make sense” of her life and her relationship with the cultural and social 

circumstances that shape it.  Nudd also documents moments of undecidability that 

occur during the scripting process.  She recognizes moments where she and 

Galloway have difficulty intellectually assimilating the feedback they receive from 

audience members.  More importantly, this feedback provokes Nudd to question 

her own feminist assumptions, experiencing what Harris’ defines as 

“disidentification,” or “self interrogation.”  These experiences of “undecidability 

and “disidentification” promote self-reflexivity on the part of Christian/Sexton and 

Galloway/Dinah, allowing them to critically assert themselves into the cultural and 

social commentaries that define them.  

In this chapter I also apply materialist feminist configurations of the self 

and essentialist definitions of nominal essence to show how Galloway/Dinah and 

Christian/Sexton create identities that they simultaneously deconstruct.  In Lardo 

and Gift, Galloway and Christian strategically insert essentialist construction of 

femininity and obesity into their performances.  Their self-reflexivity (which may 

be generated from instances of undecidability) makes it possible for 

Dinah/Galloway  and Sexton/Christian to disrupt and contest these essentialist 

constructions.   
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End Notes

                                                 
46 ‘un/learning body’ is a reference to D. Soyini Madison, article “Performing Theory/Embodied 
Writing” in Text and Performance Quarterly 19 (1999): 107-24. 
47 Growtowski desired to create a relationship between spectator and performer that would enable 
both to explore their inner being.  In Towards a Poor Theater Growtowski refers to the actor as a 
catalyst for the spectator, asserting that “the spectator may be stimulated into self-analysis when 
confronted with the actor” (44).   
48 See my previous discussion of American Revivalism (Chapter II) and the ways witnessing 
constructs women as agents of their personal experiences.   
49 See Rosemary Hennessey and Chrys Ingraham’s discussion of postmodernism and Materialist 
feminism in “Introduction: Reclaiming Anticapitalist Feminism,” Materialist Feminism A Reader in 
Class, Difference, and Women’s Lives (Routledge: New York: 1997) 1-16.  
50 Christian explains that Diane Wood Middlebrook’s biography on Sexton was published shortly 
before she began work on the The Excitable Gift  and that the performance incorporated much of the 
information from the biography.  In addition, Linda Gray Sexton’s autobiography was published 
while Christian was writing the script and inspired her to make Linda the intended audience of her 
performance. 
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Chapter 5   Interpreting Women’s Reading and  

Writing Strategies 

 
Fiction is a ghastly joke God played on women.  It is a solemn and terrible 

act to be a woman writer when most women are seen as frauds, liars, or 

sentimental fools. 

 - Willa Cather, “The Autobiographical Journey” 
 

Overview 

 
In this study I ask the question “how do artists interpret cultural, historical 

and personal meaning and how do these interpretations impact their writing and 

performance strategies?”  In order to answer this question, I map out a relationship 

among feminist theorizations of autobiography, adaptation and agency, and I 

consider the role that the audience plays in these theorizations.   

In Chapter One I define autobiography as the synthesis of lived and imagined 

experience and use it as a lens for exploring the artistic work of women artists in 

this study.  Following the definitions of adaptation set forth by Imelda Whelehan 

and Deborah Cartmell, I identify adaptation as a revisionary process and ask the 

question: how do the women in my study reconfigure lived and imaged experience? 

In answer to this question I explore re/membering in relation to feminist 

theorizations of autobiographical writing and performance practices.  As an act of 

reclamation, I argue that re/membering offers artists the opportunity to contest, 
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reconfigure and recreate their past in resistance to cultural and socio-political 

meaning systems.  For women of all colors and ethnicities, re/membering affords 

the opportunity to contest experiences of oppression.  Asian-American literary 

theorist Shirley Lim proclaims, “to insist on the validity of my material history is 

the most revolutionary act possible in a society that seeks to deny autonomy and 

value to people like me” (450).   

As women re/member their past by blending lived and imagined experiences, 

they “bear witness” to their reconfigured memories. Linda Park-Fuller maintains 

that “bearing witness” evokes agency in the performer and the audience member by 

telling stories that would otherwise remain untold “. . .because the telling would 

threaten established thinking” (24).  To “bear witness” is to “speak the 

unspeakable” states Park-Fuller.  By giving voice to unspeakable acts, Park-Fuller 

suggests that women become agents of these experiences (24).  

In Chapter One I also explore different formulations of subjectivity and 

identity that pertain to autobiographical writing and performance.  Lynn Miller and 

Jacqueline Taylor configure subjectivity as shared experience; “. . .until a life is 

shared through performance, it does not exist at all, or at least it does not resonate 

in the broader realm of public consequence” (3-4).  Configuring subjectivity as an 

interplay between individual and communal identities, Julia Swindells asserts that 

“when ‘the personal’ is sunk in individualism, or loses its relationship to the 

condition of oppression, that the project fails to have a political edge” (231).  As I 
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introduce the roles that subjectivity and identity may play in the reading and 

writing strategies of the artist I study, I ask: how do feminist formulations of 

subjectivity promote identity constructions that foster autonomy, self-reflexivity 

and political consciousness.   

In an effort to determine what responses playwrights and performers intend to 

evoke from their audience, I review a variety of feminist interpretations of agency.  

I consider Diane Elam’s notion of ethical activism as a form of agency that 

involves a particular understanding of subjectivity as mutable and interdependent. 

Elam argues that subjectivity is a creation of networks of responsibilities to others 

and the self (105,110).  A description of Elam’s poststructualist stance is followed 

by a discussion of postmodern feminist formulations of agency, particularly those 

of Butler and Harris.  Butler defines performativity as a series of acts that are 

constituted by what they produce.  She explains that performativity repeats, 

reenacts and reexperiences cultural acts, disproving the notion of the “real” by 

showing the real to be “a regulatory fiction” (Gender 141).  Geraldine Harris’ 

notion of undecidability is informed by Butler’s formulation of performativity and 

her understanding of the role disruption plays in the performative process.  

According to Harris, “undecidability” occurs when the reader/audience member 

becomes temporarily incapable of integrating information into traditional cultural 

paradigms.  This moment of ‘undecidability’ provokes the reader/receiver to 
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question these cultural paradigms, an action that may lead them to further question 

and contest the ramifications of these cultural meaning systems.  

Identifying the “stall” between materialist and anti-essentialist theorists and 

their diverging stances on subjectivity, I use Teresa de Lauretis’ theorizations of 

difference to connect these arguments.  De Lauretis understands that, “. . . feminist 

theory is all about an essential difference, an irreducible difference, though not a 

difference between woman and man, nor a difference inherent in ‘woman’s nature’ 

(in woman as nature) but a difference in the feminist conception of woman, 

women, and the world” (qutd in Schor, Introduction xiii).51  De Lauretis’ 

theorizations promote an understanding of essentialism as a politics of location that 

has a primary role in theorizations about agency, empowerment and resistance.  

In Chapter Two, I investigate how lived and imagined experiences inform the 

reading and writing strategies of Wakako Yamauchi, a second generation (Nisei) 

Japanese American writer; Elizabeth Wong, a playwright of Chinese descent, and 

African-American playwright Sheri Bailey.  This study is primarily informed from 

theorizations by women-of-color who seek feminist empowerment outside of and 

in contrast to white Anglo constructions of feminist agency.  These theorists 

configure difference as an essential component of feminist agency.  Believing that 

communities must be forged from the differences (particularly those differences 

related to race and class privilege) that exist among women, feminist and activist 

Audre Lorde declares, “Without community there is no liberation, only the most 
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vulnerable and temporary armistice between an individual and her oppression.  But 

community must not mean a shedding of our differences, nor the pathetic pretense 

that these differences do not exist” (112). This chapter discusses how Yamauchi, 

Wong and Bailey configure difference in relation to individual and communal 

identities.  I explore the ways in which Yamauchi’s characters find affinity with 

one another as they discover their personal differences.  My study of Wong’s work 

reveals the ways in which differences operate as strategies of identification.  In 

Bailey’s adaptation of Passing I argue that self-differentiation functions as a 

strategy of identify formation, allowing Bailey’s characters to define themselves in 

opposition to one another.  My investigation of the ways difference is configured in 

the work of Yamauchi, Wong and Bailey is complicated by Frank Chin’s 

discussion of difference and exile.  Chin outlines the ways in which “Asian” writers 

subscribe to hegemonic notions of difference by internalizing racial stereotypes that 

engender self-contempt (27-28).  My discussion of Yamauchi’s narrative and 

dramatic versions of The Soul Shall Dance, Wong’s Letters to A Student 

Revolutionary and Bailey’s and Larsen’s versions of Passing illuminate how 

notions of difference both promote and deny autonomy and increase self-reflexivity 

in the characters and the audience/readers. 

Recognizing subjectivity as a feminist tactic that has the potential to achieve 

affinity and diversity among women, I consider how processes of re/membering 

function in the narratives of Yamauchi, Wong and Bailey as strategies of subject 
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development.52 As the characters in these plays re/member their past, they confront 

the historical and political tensions that impact their life experiences.  They evolve 

greater self-reflexivity and self-knowledge as they recognize how their identities 

are shaped by experiences of exile that generate from classism, racism, sexism, and 

political oppressions.  I consider how memory scenes provide historical and 

political context for the characters’ actions, and I suggest that processes of 

re/membering function as tactics for enacting difference by women of all colors.  

In Chapter Three I investigate the life and writing of Anne Sexton through the 

lens of confession, a form of autobiography that is based upon the premise of truth 

telling.  I discuss the ways confessional writing is theorized in relation to 

autobiography, particularly in relation to feminist theorizations of autobiography 

and apply these theorizations to Anne Sexton’s public performance of self and to 

her dramatic writing.  Continuing my exploration of adaptation as a revisionary 

practice, I consider how Sexton appropriates essentialist notions of “truth” that are 

the premise of confessional writing. 

I identify a variety of tactics that Sexton employs to resist and embrace 

culturally and socially conditioned values and beliefs about her work, and I argue 

that she also uses these strategies to validate her subject matter and writing style.  I 

consider how subjectivity functions in her work as a site of polyvocal expression 

that illuminates the cultural, emotional, and psychological tensions that inform her 

life and art.  My analyses of Pam Christian’s autobiographical performance of 
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Sexton, entitled The Excitable Gift, further investigates these tensions and the ways 

in which they informed Sexton’s performance of “selves.” Finally, I consider how 

Sexton’s appropriation of the confessional genre and her multiple configurations of 

subjectivity can be applied to her unpublished play, Mercy Street.  In particular I 

discuss the ways in which witnessing is configured in the play as a method of “truth 

telling” and subsequently as a means by which Daisy may become an agent of her 

actions.  As I investigate the tactics and strategies Sexton uses in Mercy Street, I 

consider how these configurations may be read as politically resistant.   

Chapter Four continues to investigate the ways lived and imagined 

experiences are configured in women’s art.  As a revisionary practice, adaptation 

functions not only as a lens for interpreting the performance strategies of Galloway 

and Christian, but also as a lens for interpreting the development of their 

performance scripts.  Theorizations about the female body and its role in 

autobiographical performance inform my investigation of Lardo Weeping and The 

Excitable Gift.  I consider how Galloway/Dinah and Sexton/Christian negotiate 

their bodies in performance, particularly in relationship to postmodern notions of 

presence and absence.  I also consider how performance functions as the “arena for 

an enquiry into both political and personal revision. . .” as it promotes a dialogue 

between personal experience and political and social oppressions (Phelan 21).  

As in previous chapters, I continue to explore how acts of bearing witness and 

re/membering impact the strategies and tactics of these artists.  The audience plays 
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a more central role in this chapter. I consider how audience feedback influences the 

performances choices of Galloway, Nudd and Christian and how their 

interpretation of this feedback impacts the ways they revision future performances.  

Bearing witness is configured more broadly in this chapter as acts that are not only 

undertaken by the performer, but also by audience members.  As Galloway/Dinah 

and Christian/Sexton bear witness to their lived and imagined experiences, the 

audience members bear witness to their testimony of these experiences.  

In this chapter I also investigate essentialist formulations of the self as 

strategies of cultural critique.  In particular I consider Diana Fuss’ definition of 

nominal essence in relation to Gayatri Spivak’s theorization of strategic 

essentialism.  Supporting  Spivak’s belief that “a provisional return to essentialism 

can successfully operate in particular contexts as an interventionist strategy,”  I 

show how Galloway/Dinah and Christian/Sexton create essentialist identities that 

they simultaneously deconstruct. I also consider the importance of positionality (as 

defined by Spivak) in these performances.  In order for Christian/Sexton and 

Galloway/Dinah to critically assert themselves into the cultural and social 

commentaries that define them, I argue that they must make their own position 

within these commentaries clear.  
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Discoveries 

In order to answer the question, how do women read their own work?  I posit 

a variety of additional questions: How do formulations of autobiography and 

adaptation provide a context from which to understand artists’ interpretations of 

their work? How do feminist theorizations of agency provide a lens for 

understanding these interpretations? What strategies and tactics do these artists use 

to communicate their artistic interpretations?  

One of the discoveries that I make in this study is that these questions should 

be answered collectively rather than separately.  Although I am able to list a 

number of strategies and tactics that are used by the artists that I study, I believe it 

is more important to identify the common motifs that connect these strategies and 

tactics, and relate these motifs to my formulations of autobiography and adaptation.  

I first describe these strategies and then discuss the motifs that connect them. 

Re/membering is a strategy that I identify in each of these plays and 

performances.  As women reinterpret their past, they merge lived and imagined 

experience, creating new memories that potentially resist and contest their 

experiences of exile and/or oppression.  Subjectivity and processes of subject 

formation are a second strategy.  Subject formation is a process of reinterpreting the 

self as multiple and fluid.  As women re/member their past, they create multiple 

identifications with these memories. Closely linked to acts of re/membering and 

processes of subject formation, witnessing functions as a third revisionary tactic 



201 

that also promotes an understanding of the “self” as multiple and fluid.  In the work 

of Yamauchi, Sexton, Christian, Galloway and Nudd, “bearing witness” to lived 

and imagined experiences allows the dramatic characters/personae to speak about 

their oppressions and in so doing engage in more empowering relationships with 

these oppressions. 

These strategies share a number of themes in common, namely: difference, 

dialogism, multiplicity, collectivity, and self-reflexivity.  Acts of self-

differentiation are utilized by the performers and playwrights in this study to 

express experiences of social, cultural and psychological exile.  As the characters 

such as Clare and Irene in Passing re/member their past, they reconfigure their 

identities in opposition to one another.  In this way, they experience a growing 

sense of personal and social isolation.   A dialogic interplay  generates from these 

processes of self-differentiation.  As the characters/personae construct alternate 

histories for themselves, they create multiple selves through which they embrace 

and confront these histories. In this way subjectivity is continually  negotiated and 

revised and identities are continuously reshaped in relationship to lived and imaged 

experiences.   

Identity is configured collectively and individually in the works of these 

artists.  Characters that configure themselves in relation to their communities 

experience increased self-knowledge and self-empowerment.  This is exemplified 

in Letters To A Student Revolutionary.  As Bibi and Karen correspond with one 
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another, they confront multiple and contrasting points of view.  They gain self-

knowledge as they identify themselves in relation to one another in relation to 

different socio-political communities.  Although some characters like Daisy in 

Mercy Street are unable to achieve self-empowerment from increased self-

knowledge, other characters, like Bibi and Karen do gain agency over their lives 

and those of others.  

Using feminist theorizations to interpret tactics and strategies illuminates the 

paradoxes and tensions inherent to these strategies.  Understanding the ways 

different motifs are configured in relation to these strategies offers greater 

possibilities for understanding how playwrights and performers communicate 

intended meanings to their audience/readers. 

 

Applications 

 The discoveries of this research can be applied to my autobiographical 

adaptation of Willa Cather’s life, titled “Willa Cather: An Autobiographical 

Journey.”  Performed in the Spring of 1996 at the College of Communication, 

University of Texas, Austin, this solo performance imagines an interaction between 

Cather and a modern day audience.  I resurrect Cather almost fifty years after her 

death to comment upon the recent revelations by feminist literary theorists about 

her life and her art.  “Death” says Cather, “is a difficult thing to meet, mainly 

because it takes away your power.  It leaves you impotent in the face of history[. . .] 
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At least I had a little bit of control when I was alive” (script, 1).  Her pessimistic 

view of death is inspired by her inability to control the ways feminists have 

“revisioned” the autobiographical narratives that she painstakingly tried to enforce 

during her life.  The performance is a dialogue between Cather and the audience 

that reveals not only the paradoxes between past and present versions of Cather’s 

identity, but also the paradoxes that Cather struggled with during her own life.  

Cather maintains, “I began to recall the struggles of my early years when the male 

writer stood before me and split me in two” (script 2).  She describes two 

conflicting desires, the desire to sever herself from other women writers’ whose 

works did not promote masculine aesthetics, and her desire to write novels that 

valued female autonomy and power.  [See script in appendix.] 

The performance is autobiographical in the sense that it presents competing 

narratives about Cather’s life.  It also fuses my imaginative interpretation of Cather 

with lived experiences from her life.  Although at the time that I wrote this piece I 

was not as conscious as I am now of my performance choices or of the strategies 

and tactics that I employed to communicate these choices, I find that many of the 

strategies that I used were similar to those I identified in the works of Cather, 

Christian, Yamauchi, Wong, Bailey, Galloway and Nudd.  My definition of 

adaptation as an act of reclamation can be applied to this performance to reveal 

nuances of Cather’s identity.  The performance chronicles the ways in which 

contemporary feminist theorists have reclaimed culturally sanctioned narratives 
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about Cather’s life and offers “Cather” the opportunity to reclaim their 

interpretations of her life story.   

 My script communicates Cather’s own interest in personal struggle, 

“Success is never so interesting as struggle-not even to the successful, not even to 

the most mercenary forms of ambition” (“Journey” 3).53  I try to capture her 

personal struggles as I portray her as a woman with a variety of conflicting 

identities, some of which she hides, some of which she shares and others that she 

denies.  Moreover, my version of  “Cather” complicates critical commentary about 

her personal and public identities by offering explanations as to why she pursued 

certain identities.  Referencing critic Sharon O’Brien’s remark that Cather “did not 

want to be female. . .and that choice suggests self-contempt as well as self-

expression” my imagined Cather retorts, “Mrs. O’Brien. . .is a bit naive.  My 

experience throughout my life, especially as a member and as a victim of the press, 

taught me to believe that one should never express one’s view publicly” (“Journey” 

3).54  

“Journey” is framed as a confession in the sense that “Cather” is making the 

public privy to her version of the truth.  If, as Linda Park-Fuller suggests, to “bear 

witness” is to “speak the unspeakable,” then “Cather” bears witness to her life and 

also to the legacy of her life.  In doing this, she invests her life with a new set of 

“truths.”  As Cather speaks these truths, the audience witnesses them.  As I perform 
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Cather, I also bear witness to my own interpretation of her actions, thoughts and 

values.       

 

Re-Visioning Cather 

As I revisit this script, I consider how my study of women’s writing and 

reading strategies can be applied to this performance. I recall that while creating the 

script for “Journey”, my greatest dilemma was how to honor Cather’s “authentic” 

selfhood.  More specifically, how could I create a performance for a woman who 

was so reticent to be in the public eye that she lived almost as a recluse?  Even her 

publisher, Alfred Knopf described her life as “not externally exciting enough to 

appeal to biographers” (“Journey” 2).55  Attempting to honor Cather’s desire to stay 

away from the public eye, I created a character who laments her inability to control 

the public’s interpretive strategies.  “Why are my novels not enough?” complains 

“Cather” (“Journey” 2).   

Although these strategies worked well at the time, this investigation beckons 

me to reinterpret Cather using some of the discoveries from this study.  Applying 

my formulations of autobiography and adaptation to this performance, I consider a 

number of ways to expand and complicate interpretations of the performance.  

Combining lived and imaged experience, “An Autobiographical Journey” presents 

documented events and experiences from Cather’s life (from letters, interviews, 

autobiographical research) in conjunction with critical conjectures about her life 
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(the fact that she was a lesbian) and critical speculations about her life choices (her 

desire to become a social recluse late in life, her struggles with identity issues).   

Incorporating more of these events, experiences and conjectures into the 

performance would highlight the ways in which autobiography and adaptation can 

be used to appropriate and revise personal experience.   

The premise of the performance – that Cather returns from the past (and from 

death) to offer commentaries about contemporary critiques of her life and work – 

makes re/membering a suitable and even necessary means of communicating 

“Cather’s” thoughts to the audience.  My decision to bring Cather back from the 

dead offers multiple opportunities for imagined dialogue between my version of 

Cather and her audiences, contemporary critics, and perhaps most importantly, her 

many selves.  By communicating different versions of Cather’s personal history, 

“Cather’s” “self” is configured multiply in relationship to different historical, 

social, cultural, psychological and intellectual  identities.  

The tensions that arise from these multiple configurations of self and the 

paradoxes that evolve from competing versions of lived and imagined experiences 

must be addressed in my solo performance of Cather.  Difference plays an 

important role in the communication of these tensions.  The current version of 

“Journey” configures difference as self-differentiation, and highlights Cather’s 

desire to differentiate herself from other women writers.  In the performance, 

“Cather” seeks identification with “the great masters of letters. . .Whitman and 
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Carlyle” while bewailing the literary tradition of women writers, “fiction is a 

ghastly joked played on women.  It is a solemn and terrible act to be a woman 

writer when most women are seen as frauds, liars or sentimental fools” (“Journey” 

2).   An expanded and revised version of the performance should include more 

instances where Cather disavows her identity as a woman writer and allies herself 

with masculine artistic traditions that devalue her work.  Using strategies of self-

appropriation that are similar to those used by Sexton, a revised version of 

“Journey” could foreground Cather’s simultaneous desire to embrace and to contest 

masculinist constructions of artistic excellence.  “Journey” begins to communicate 

these paradoxes in Cather’s life and artistic work.  In the performance, “Cather” 

considers the tremendous impact that novelist Sarah Orne Jewett had upon her 

writing: “It was she who said to me “don’t try to write what this or that magazine 

wants. . .write the truth. . .write of those things which haunt the mind for years” 

(“Journey” 3).  Her words echo Sexton’s articulation of poetic truth.  A revised 

performance of “Journey” should elaborate upon Cather’s definition(s) of “truth” 

and the ways in which these definitions reify and contest masculinist formulations 

of “truth.”   

Using essentialist strategies similar to those used by Galloway/Dinah in 

Lardo, a revision of “Journey” could examine the ways in which “Cather” presents 

essentialist formulations of herself as a socially reclusive novelist.  In the play, 

“Cather” derides public scrutiny of her life and artistry, “. . .it appears that in this 
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day and age, a reticent life only fuels curiosity. . . .Why are my novels not 

enough?” asks “Cather” (“Journey” 2).  In a revised version of “Journey” this 

question could initiate an examination of the many ways Cather sought to control 

the public’s interpretation of her life.  Cather’s desire to promote a coherent and 

unified public identity could be juxtaposed with the many ways that her actions and 

behaviors undermine these essentialist interpretations.  The fact that Cather was a 

cross-dresser in her youth, that she did not follow cultural traditions and marry, and 

that she chose Edith Lewis as a life partner offer examples of the many ways in 

which Cather’s life contradicted the traditional and coherent identities she tried to 

promote to the public.   Increasing Cather’s self-reflexivity may also undermine her 

essentialist constructions of self by making her cognizant of her multiply 

constructed identities and the ways in which these identities undermine one 

another. 

Inserting my own “selves” into this performance becomes an important means 

of promoting essentialist strategies.  In her discussion of the subaltern Spivak 

maintains that “one has to be careful to see that they [essentialist strategies] do not 

misfire for people who resemble us so little that we cannot even imagine them in 

the strong sense” (154,155).  When applied to performance, Spivak’s (and Fuss’) 

theorizations about essentialism suggest that the performer must make visible the 

positions from which she speak.  With regard to “Journey”, this means that I must 

make visible my own relationship to the narrative that I’ve constructed about 
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Cather.  Elyse Pineau describes her relationship to her performance persona, Anais 

Nin: “I first met Anais in the House of Incest, seven years after her death.  Through 

her legacy of diaries and novels, essays and public lectures, she drew me into 

intimate conversation, then heated disagreement, and eventually, the rich and 

layered complexity of longtime companionship” (33).  Pineau’s description of her 

relationship with Nin allows me to consider my own relationship with Cather.  In a 

revised performance of “Journey” I should articulate the initial and evolving 

differences that I recognize in my relationship to Cather.  I may choose to explore 

the ways in which my own definitions of self change and evolve as I interact with 

Cather’s selves.  I may recognize the ways in which our identities often overlap and 

collide.  Pineau introduces her autobiographical performance of  Nin with the 

words: “Life begets life.  A story begets a life lived” (33).  Pineau’s reminds me 

that I must “bear witness” to my own interpretations of Cather’s life.  In bearing 

witness to the ways in which my imaginative interactions with Cather have 

impacted my lived experiences, I layer “Cather’s” commentary with my own 

commentary, creating a performance that gives legibility to a variety of speaking 

positions and that engenders a self-reflexive and open-ended conversation between 

myselves, Cather’s selves and the audience.   
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Future Visions 

 I think this study offers many theoretical and practical applications for 

performance practitioners and theorists.  I believe that exploring memory as a 

means of reinterpreting experiences of exile, not only has important implications 

for women of color, but for all those who are live at the margins of social and 

cultural systems of power.  Strategies of re/membering offer potentially 

empowering ways to configure the self as multiple and fluid, and they promote 

performance strategies that present dramatic characters as multiple “selves.”  

Although feminist theorizations of autobiographical writing and performance give a 

great deal of attention to subject formation and selfhood,  less attention is given to 

the role that witnessing plays in these formulations of self.  Linda Park-Fuller’s 

formulation of “bearing witness” as an act of “begetting” or reinterpreting personal 

experiences is very intriguing to me.  I believe that future studies should consider 

how witnessing can be configured in performance to promote self-empowerment 

and increased self-awareness on the part of the performer and the audience.     

This study also examines the ways in which performers, playwrights and 

directors use their art to confront cultural and social assumptions about authenticity 

and truth.  I consider how Sexton, Christian, Galloway and Nudd use essentialism 

in their performances as a tactic to undermine fixed and stable identity formations.  

Sexton’s appropriation of the confessional mode raises similar questions about 

authenticity, particularly in relation to truth telling.  The ways in which Sexton 
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appropriates the confessional genre can be used to interpret the works of other 

writers and performers.   

Identifying the tensions created from contrasting and contradictory 

constructions of subjectivity, this study also investigates the dialogic interplay 

among performers, their selves, and the social and political communities in which 

they belong.  My discussion of presence and absence helps to consider how these 

tensions can be promoted in writing and performance.  The ways in which these 

tensions are revealed in Mercy Street as acts of “doubling off” offer particularly 

interesting ways of formulating identity in theory and in practice. The tensions and 

paradoxes that are conveyed during acts of “doubling off” stimulate interventionist 

interpretations of performance and promote performance practices that highlight 

the multiple and fluid nature of identity.    

In her introduction to My Antonia, Penelope Lively identifies the 

autobiographical elements of Cather’s novel:  

There is an autobiographical element to the story in that Jim Burden, 

the narrator, becomes in some sense a surrogate for Cather herself.  Like 

her, he was born in Virginia and came to Nebraska as a child.  Like her 

he subsequently moves away and lives out his life elsewhere, but he is 

always drawn to the elemental landscape and to the intensity and the 

idiosyncrasy of its inhabitants.  Cather transfers to Jim her own 

observations about and reactions to the place and the people” (xxx). 
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For Lively, My Antonia is autobiographical not only in the sense that the life 

perspectives and experiences of Jim Burden parallel those of Cather, but also in the 

sense that Jim Burden is an imaginative reconfiguration of Cather.  In this way, 

autobiography and adaptation become lenses for interpreting My Antonia and raise 

inquiries not only about Cather’s past but also about the ways in which Cather 

interprets her past.  In light of Cather’s own personal history, the notion that she 

reinvented herself as a man in My Antonia is an intriguing one and begs broader 

questions about the ways in which cultural and historical constructions of 

femininity impacted her self perceptions.  Lively’s commentary underscores many 

of the findings of this study: that autobiography and adaptation offer a lens for 

interpreting women’s reading and writing strategies and that they offer a lens for 

understanding how cultural and socio-historical assumptions impact their 

reconfiguration of selves.      

 

 
End Notes

                                                 
51 Refer to chapters one and two for a discussion of theorizations of difference by women of color. 
52 See my discussion of Yamauchi’s short stories and plays in Chapter Two. 
53 See Cather’s preface in the Song of the Lark.  
54 See Bohlke, Brent L. Ed. Willa Cather in Person.(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1986). 
See also O’Brien, Sharon. Willa Cather: The Emmerging Voice. (New York: Oxford UP, 1987). 
55 Knopf to Fisher 1/06/48) 
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Appendix  

Willa Cather: An Autobiographical Journey 
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Willa Cather: An Autobiographical Journey 
 

 
PROPS: 1 table, several books placed on the table, two chairs  
 
(Reading from a book at the table) 
[. . .] She did not want to be female [. . .] and that choice suggests self-
contempt as well as self-expression, a potentially debilitating self-denial.  As 
long as Cather devalued other women, she devalued herself...In reconciling 
the seemingly contradictory identities “woman” and “writer”, she would 
ultimately challenge and revise social definitions of gender [. . .] (O’Brien 
111). 
 
(To audience) 
Death is a difficult thing to meet, mainly because it takes away your power.  
It leaves you impotent in the face of history.  At least I had a little bit of 
control when I was alive.   
 
(Standing) 
Ms. O’Brien - the author of the aforementioned remark, addresses her claims 
to the enlightened individuals of an enlightened era.  Frankly, I think Ms. 
O’Brien is a bit naive.  My experience throughout my life, especially as a 
member and as a victim of the press, taught me to believe that one should 
never express one’s views publicly (Bohlke XXVI). 
 
(Sitting on table) 
There are so many problems when one becomes a public figure.  Once at 
Grand Central Station I was trapped by an over articulating reporter who 
begged an answer to the most banal question of all time.  “Ms. Cather, what 
do you consider the greatest  obstacle American writers have to overcome?”  
After overemphasizing the fact that I did not wish to be bothered, I realized 
that I was beaten, and told him that writers had to overcome the lecture bug.  
Well, this is true.  It was my belief that writers in this country had to hide and 
lie and almost steal in order to get time to work in-and peace of mind to work 
with.  You see lecturing is very dangerous for writers.  If we lecture, we get a 
little more owlish and self-satisfied all the time.  We hate it at first, if we are 
decently modest, but in the end we fall in love with the sound of our own 
voice (Bohlke 91). 
 
 
(Standing) 
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I suppose my distaste for the public increased as I grew older.  I never 
registered at my favorite vacation spot in Jaffrey, NH.  I always went into the 
hospital under Edith’s name (Bohlke, xxvii). Ah yes, dear Edith.  Edith 
Lewis--my dearest and most loyal friend for over forty years.  We were 
separated by my death in 1947. I was ...74...73...Yet another thing I know I’ve 
been accused of---lying about my age.  But then it doesn’t matter I suppose.  
Nothing matters now.  Although I am quite certain that as executor of my 
affairs, Edith would never had sanctioned the rubbish which they now write 
about me.   
 
(Sitting at table) 
Here again I read Ms. O’Brien’s presumptions of my psychological 
constitution.  
 
When I first began work on this book [. . .] I was not then prepared to portray 
her as a lesbian writer [. . .].  But when I came across [. . .] [her] love letters to 
Louis Pound [. . .] I changed my mind (7). 
 
By the 1890’s her [lesbian identity] [. . .] resulted from several psychological 
and social processes.  Her adolescent male impersonation signified her 
attraction to a rebellious posture and may have predisposed  her to respond to 
the emerging identification between lesbianism and sexual “inversion” 
(O’Brien 111). 
 
(Standing) 
Throughout my life, I worked to preserve my identity.  Even Alfred Knopf, 
my publisher, states in a letter that my life ”was not externally exciting 
enough to appeal to biographers” (Knopf to Fisher 01/06/48). Yet, it appears 
that in this day and age, a reticent life only fuels curiosity. I destroyed the 
letters  I wrote to friends who had predeceased me.  But I did not destroy my 
letters to Louis Pound.  However, I cannot fault myself, I can only fault those 
who did not follow the wishes which I set forth in my will (O’Brien 6),  
Namely, that no letters could ever be published, nothing broadcast, 
dramatized or put into motions pictures (Knopf to Fisher 01/06/48).   
 
(Sitting on table) 
Why are my novels not enough? They are my artistry, my attempt at the truth.  
My life changed in 1908 when I met Sarah Orne Jewett.  It was she who said 
to me “don’t try to write what this or that magazine wants...write the 
truth...write of those things which haunt the mind for years”(Bohlke 292). 
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(Standing move toward audience) 
Then I began to recall the struggles of my early years when the male writer 
stood before me and split me in two:  
 
I have noticed that the great masters of Letters are men. Whitman and 
Carlyle---passionate pagans who have tapped the potent and untamed in their 
art. 
 
Fiction is a ghastly joke God played on women.  It is a solemn and terrible 
act to be a woman writer when most women are seen as frauds, liars, or 
sentimental fools.   
 
But I shan’t complain.  These are the struggles out of which I created 
characters such as Antonia Shimerda in My Antonia and Thea Kronberg in 
The Song of the Lark.   
 
When I began to write, I had no desire to confine my novels to the two 
themes present in contemporary literature.  Namely, how the young man got 
his girl and how he succeeded in business (Carlin 23). In  My Antonia  there 
is no love affair, no courtship, no marriage, no broken heart, and no struggle 
for success.  The novel was meant to be the fusion of contrasting forces.  As 
the title indicates, it is the synthesis of mind and object, of man and earth.  It 
has no settled form but sets in motion an ever-changing drama in the mind of 
each reader (Rosowski 76).  
 
(Sitting on table) 
In The Song of the Lark , Thea is the soul in crisis.  As I write in my preface 
to the novel, the chief fault of the book is that it is “a descending curve.”  
Beginning with the artist’s awakening and struggle, it ends with the life of a 
successful artist in the full tide of achievement.  “Success is never so 
interesting as struggle -- not even to the successful, not even to the most 
mercenary forms of ambition”(preface v). 
 
(Standing) 
But I believe my attempts to convey the concept of struggle is perhaps most 
explicit in the early pages of A Lost Lady.  There is a boy named Ivey Peters, 
 

“[. . .] His skin is flecked with tiny freckles, like rust spots, and in each 
of his hard cheeks there is a curly indentation, like a knot in a treehole, -
- two permanent dimples which do anything but soften his countenance.  
His eyes are very small, and an absence of eyelashes gives his pupils the 
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fixed unblinking hardness of a snake’s or a lizard’s.  His hands have the 
same swollen look as his face, and are deeply creased across the back 
and knuckles, as if the skin is stretched too tight.  He is an ugly fellow, 
Ivey Peters, and he likes being ugly.   

Now there is a woodpecker in the tree above where Ivey stands, and 
when he sees the bird, Ivey draws from his pocket a metal slingshot and 
some round bits of gravel.  He aims it a the woodpecker and sure 
enough the woodpecker drops to his feet.  Ivey throws his heavy black 
hat over it...and listens beside his hat ...announcing “she’s as lively as a 
cricket’”, he thrusts his hand suddenly under the brim, and brings out 
the startled bird...he holds the woodpecker’s head in a vice made of his 
thumb and forefinger, enclosing its panting body with his palm.  Quick 
as a flash, as if it were a practiced trick, with one of the tiny blades 
which he took from a little red leather box, he slits the tiny eyes which 
glared in the bird’s stupid little head, and instantly releases it.  The 
woodpecker rises in the air with a whirling, corkscrew motion, darts to 
the right, strikes a tree-trunk, -- to the left, and strikes another.  Up and 
down, backward and forward among the tangle of branches it flies,  
raking its feathers, falling and recovering itself...Presently it manages to 
get its feet on the  same limb where it had been struck, and seems to 
recognize that perch.  As if it had learned something by its bruises, it 
pecks and creeps its way along the branch and disappears into its own 
hole.” (A Lost Lady 23-25)   

 
(Sitting at desk) 
You see, objects and people...a bird and a boy... should be able to tell their 
own story through juxtaposition.  Just as if I put here on this table a green 
vase and beside it a yellow orange.  These two things affect each other.  They 
produce a reaction together which neither will produce alone.  I want the 
reader to see the orange and the vase--beyond that I am out of it (Carroll, 
“Willa Sibert Cather” 216). 
 
It is strange to look at your own life through the eyes of a world that does not 
know you.  To see the conclusions, the judgments that are made.  To realize 
how arrogant it is to assume you can control other’s perceptions 
 
(Standing) 
I like what Susan Rosowski says about my books that “they had taken on a 
rhythm with a labored book followed by a spontaneous one, a full-bodied 
narrative followed by one with the quality of poetry.  She even maintains that 
A Lost Lady  is akin to a Keatsian ode” (114).  Perhaps her comment is 
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especially ironic since when I finished A Lost Lady I wrote Alfred and told 
him that I believed it should be published together with other stories.  It 
seemed much too short to me.  However, he answered my suggestion with the 
statement that he and Mrs. Knopf both agreed that I should be restrained by 
law if necessary, from publishing the book with anything else (Knopf 207).  
 
I cannot of course be certain of the poetic quality of the novel, but I hope that 
it does radiate a lyrical or musical quality. 
 
(Sitting on table) 
I remember that the disparity between woman and artist began to dissolve 
form me when I was introduced to the world of opera.  It was here that I saw 
the female voice as a metaphor for self-expression and creativity. (O’Brien, 
17-)  My love for music is evidenced in two of my novels Lucy Gayheart and  
The Song of The Lark as well as in many of my short stories  Long ago I 
confided to Edith that music was the discourse of transcendence and exists 
not as an intellectual experience, but as a purely emotional ecstasy (Giannone 
4). 
 
(Standing move toward audience) 
The poetry of Sappho is the perfection of these qualities.  The music of her 
poetry leaves me breathless and utterly reconciles for me the contradictions 
which I had believed to exist between woman and artist  
 

O Gonglya, my darling rose, 
put on you milk-white gown. I want 
you to come quickly.  For any 
desire feeds on  
 
your beauty.  Each time I see your gown  
I am made weak and happy.  I too 
blamed the Kyprian.  Now I pray  
she will not seek  
 
revenge, but may she soon allow  
you, Gongyla, to come to me 
again: you whom of all women  
I most desire.  (Sappho 71) 
 

Her poetry of love and maidens has burned itself into me like fire.  No words 
of mine could ever even augment such beauty.  Yet...it is I you are here to 
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see...or is it my historically contorted image that you have come for?  Either 
way, I leave you with a passage from My Antonia.  The book is not my 
favorite nor is it my best piece of writing. However this novel has touched the 
souls of many of my readers,..a quality which, I suppose is enough to make 
any book great.  
 
(Sit in chair) 
So I leave you with the words of My Antonia: 
 

Antonia had always been one to leave images in the mind 
that did not fade -- that grew stronger with time.  In my memory 
there was a succession of such pictures, fixed there like the old 
woodcuts of one’s first primer:  Antonia kicking her bare legs 
against the sides of my pony when we came home in triumph 
with our snake; Antonia in her black shawl and fur cap, as she 
stood by her father’s grave in the snowstorm;  Antonia coming 
in with her work-team along the evening sky -line.  She lent 
herself to immemorial human attitudes which we recognize by 
instinct as universal and true.  I had not been mistaken.  She was 
a battered woman now, not a lovely girl; but she still had that 
something which fires the imagination, could still stop one’s 
breath for a moment by a look or gesture that somehow revealed 
the meaning in common things.  She had only to stand in the 
orchard, to put her hand on a little crab tree and look up the 
apples, to make you feel the goodness of planting and tending 
and harvesting at last.  All the strong things of her heart came 
out in her body, that had been so tireless in serving generous 
emotions.  It was no wonder that her sons stood tall and straight.  
She was a rich mine of life, like the founders of early races.  

(My Antonia 352-353) 
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