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PATRICIA GRACE: aspects of her stories in Waiariki
and The Dream Sleepers, by Keri Kaa

“And from the two — the land, the woman — these
ones have sprung. And  by the land and by the woman
held and strengthened. Now from knowing this, the
old one in turn draws strength as the old light dims, as
the time of passing comes."
This paragraph from the ending o f  Transition sums up

for me the essence o f  Patricia Grace the woman, the
Maori, the writer.

Patricia the woman is modest, unassuming and a
person o f  great integrity.

Patricia the Maori is ‘sprung’ from the land o f
Raukawa, a descendant o f  an illustrious line-up o f  chiefs
both male and female.

Patricia the writer is important because she uses her
gifts to  articulate for many o f  the silent Maori people, their
agonies, hidden feelings, pain, joy and secret dreams.
While her stories are rooted i n  the land o f  her childhood
and her Raukawatanga, they have a universal appeal
because they are about ordinary happenings, living,
loving, fighting, dying, dreaming.

As I re-read them the words o f  Carl Sandburg come to
mind when he talks about travelling and seeing —

“The wonder of human mind, heart, wit, and instinct.
People flung wide and far born into toil, struggle,
blood and dreams . . .  You wonder, you weep, you
question and then you say:
‘This will be haunting me in a long time with a
loveliness I hope to understand better’. ” ’
For me Patricia’s stories have a haunting loveliness.

My  responses to them vary from shrieks o f  delight, to
solemn agreement, to  tears, to  acceptance because the style
o f  writing is such that I can feel and dream and get into the
heads o f  her characters.

I respond warmly to Rose i n  A Way of Talking because
many Maori  women l ike Rose and me, have been sent
away from our small villages to be ‘educated’ .  We
eventually go home with our new found city ways,
mannerisms, vocabulary and sophistication and we
frighten our families because we have a new hard edge to
us. We have been educated beyond our village roots and
our new ways and our anger causes our families much
pain. We struggle t o  f i t  into village ways o f  talking,
thinking, dressing and living. Because we are ‘‘better
schooled” we must make the cultural switch. While there
is great pride in our achievements, we carry the burdens
for those left at home, who do not have the opportunities
to express their hopes and dreams, to others o f  the
majority culture.

Patricia writes about human events and everyday
happenings. Going fishing, planting, sewing, gardening,
making bread, eeling, placing bets at the TAB.  In the story
The Dream the family spend ages trying to  interpret
correctly Raniera’s dream. I have lost count o f  the number
o f  times I have sat around and listened while my  relations
have tried to  interpret dreams so that they can get their bets
right at the TAB.  I have myself on occasion phoned
dreams through to cousins who have placed bets on  the
right horses. I was once sent a koha o f  $12 as my  share o f  a
TAB win i n  exchange for my  dream.

I t ’s  this instant recognition o f  oneself i n  familiar events
that gives her stories for me, an enchanting quality. As the
‘ordinariness’ o f  her characters shines through, so does the
‘wairua’ o f  her Maoritanga.

Most oft he  stories in Waiariki are told by women, only
four are narrated by men.

I n  A t  the River, the o ld  lady tells the story o f  the old
man’s last eeling expedition. She talks about her dream,
her ‘moemoea’ because she has seen the ‘waitohu’ (omens)
indicating the o ld  man’s death. :

The o ld  lady has had a dream, a dream o f  death.
“He came to me in the dream, not  sadly but smiling
with hand on heart and said, “ I  go but do not weep.
No weeping, i t  is my t ime!” ’
The morepork visits her.
“Go, ”  I said to the bird. ‘‘He comes not  with you
tonight. He is well and strong. His time is not  he re . ’
But it cried, the morepork. Its call went out. Out and
out  until the tears were on my face.’
Our o ld people are close to  death, most o f  them talk

about welcoming death. Patricia explores with great
sensitivity a hidden subject i n  a clear and direct way. The
““wairua’’ shines through.

Let me illustrate with two stories from my  own family.
Our mother knew that our father was dead hours before
the hospital phoned. She had dreamt that she was sitting i n
a tub outside the meeting house at home, washing herself,
when our father arrived to  have a chat. He  was wearing
purple robes and when he turned away the back o f  the
robes were undone. Wife-like she pointed this out but he
simply smiled and walked East. By the time the hospital
phoned through with the news that our father had died
they were amazed at her calm acceptance and her answer,
“ ]  know because he came to  say goodbye and it ’s a
peaceful going because he is heading East t o  new life and
new hope.”’

Our village is Te Urunga O te Ra, the place o f  the
Rising Sun. To head East in death is symbolic, to  face East
i n  l i fe is strength — giving.

The morepork features strongly in my own family as a
good or bad omen. Our mother says when the morepork
screams, i t ’s bad news, but when he sings cheerfully
everything is fine. Late last year one o f  my  brothers nearly
died and was saved by some emergency surgery. He  was i n
hospital for two months recovering. The night he came
home, the owl  sang and sang all night after being silent for
two months. One o f  my  guardians, ‘kai t iaki’ is an owl.
We don’t f ind i t  easy to talk about this hidden part o f  our
lives, we are ever alert to the cynical challenges from
pragmatic thinking friends. We have grown up surrounded
by a belief i n  the supernatural; we have learned to accept
the inexplicable, and to  bend with the mauri o f  the world
o f  spirits. I understand perfectly the hidden meaning i n  the
story A t  the River:

“The two have come to bring me sad news of him. But
before them the bird came and before the bird the
dream.’ :
Enough  o f  symbolism, now  let us  l ook  a t  re lat ion-

ships between young and o ld  people i n  the story.



The  two  grandchildren i n  the  s tory  are so  normal. They
won't listen to the old man’s advice and wisdom. They are
disrespectful. Not all Patricia’s characters are perfect. Let
me illustrate my point with yet another story from my  own
childhood.

As children we had to help with kumara planting.
After a year at boarding school my brother and 1 decided
that the Biology teacher knew more about kumara
planting than our parents. So, instead o f  laying the roots
o f  the plants to the East i n  the traditional way, we planted
our ‘ t ipu’ every which way. When they grew they all
choked each other and died. Our father said sadly to us,
‘‘where is the science now?’’. The whole point o f  laying
the tubers East is because they thrust i n  one direction only,
the process is highly scientific. The lesson has never been
forgotten because the money made from the sale o f  the
kumara paid for our travel to and from school, That year
there was no money for extras. | really felt for those
cheeky grandchildren. Growing up is painful, but having a
granny who comforts you, eases the pain.

“And now we weep together, this old lady and these
two young ones by her. No weeping he said. But we
will weep a little while for him and for ourselves. ’ *
I wept too.
Patricia’s style o f  writing is often described as lyrical.

When she writes about the seasons o f  the year i n  the Valley
section o f  the Waiariki collection she paints a canvas o f
words. Talking o f  colour, sharp line, warmth, l ight, heat
shimmering sun-filled skies. One can see, smell, feel and
hear the sights and sounds o f  summer.

I n  Valley she describes the teacher’s first meeting with
her class.

“We find a place for everyone at the tables and a
. locker for each one’s belongings. But although they

talk in whispers and nudge one another they do not
offer me any words. And  when I speak to them they
nod  or shake their heads. Their eyes take the floor!”
I f  you've read Joan Metge and Patricia Kinloch’s book

called Talking Past Each Other this paragraph will make
sense,

Non-verbal communication is a newly discovered area
of our schoolrooms. Many o f  our children have difficulties
in  their early years at school because this silent language is
not understood or recognised by many teachers. I t ’s  not
easy to write about such characteristics without sounding
preachy but, Patricia skillfully weaves these hidden things
into her stories.

Autumn is for me another canvas o f  colour unfolding.
My response is t o  see i f  I can pa in t  the p ic ture o f  Au tumn
which she so vividly describes.

“Autumn bends the lights of summer and spreads
evening skies with reds and golds. These colours are
taken up by falling leaves which jiggle at the fingertips
of small-handed winds.

Trees give off crowds of starlings which shoot the
valley with scarcely a wing beat, flocking together to
replace warmth stolen by diminishing sun.

Each day we have been visiting the trees — the
silver poplar, the liquid amber, and the plum, peach,
and apple. And, on looking up through the branches,
each day a greater patch of sky is visible. Yet despite

this preoccuaption with leaves and colours and change,
the greater part of what we see has not  changed at  all.
The gum tree as ever leaves its shed bark, shed twigs,
shed branches untidily on its floor, and the
pohutukawa remai® dull and lifeless after ‘its
December spree and has nothing new for this season.

About us are the same green paddocks where cows
undulate, rosetting the grass with soft pancake plops;
and further on in the valley, the variegated greens of
the bush begin, then give way to the black-green of
distant hills. >>
Winter is a moving little story about the death o f  a

teacher i n  a country school. I t  has a starkness and
desolation about i t .  The introduction tells all.

“It rains
The skies weep

Asdo  we. ’ ”
Another example o f  her close attention to detail and

the feeling I have that she is not only ‘sprung’ from the
land but has a highly personalised relationship with the
landscape:

*“The trees we have visited daily are bare now, clawing
grey fingered at  cold winds. Birds have left the trees
and gone elsewhere to find shelter, and the insects that
in other seasons walk the trunks and branches and
hurry about root formations have fucked themselves
into split bark and wood holes to winter over ! ’ *
When writing about deep emotions i t  is easy to become

sentimental but i n  the story the narrator becomes the
bridge between sorrow and laughter. She remembers the
laughs shared with the teacher who’d died.

“‘She had laughed about my washing too that morning.
My classroom with the naps strung across if steaming
in the fire’s heat. I'm coming in for a sauna this
afternoon. And  a feed. I'm coming in for a feed t oo . ”
I remember taking my  nephew to school with me

because his mother was i l l .  I remember stringing up
nappies across the room during lunch hours and steaming
up the classroom. And being too scared to  open the doors
i n  case the Principal came in.

The gentle description o f  the teacher’s tangi ends with a
message o f  hope.

“It is right that it should rain today, that earth and sky
should meet and touch, mingle. That the soil pouring
into the opened ground should be newly blessed by sky,
and that our tears should mingle with those of sky and
then with earth that receives her.

And it is right too that threading through our final
song we should hear the sound of children’s voices,
laughter, a bright guitar strumming. ’ " °
I n  the Maori story o f  the Creation, Sky-father and

Earth-mother are forcibly separated by Tane, God o f  the
Forest. Their grief is terrible and Rangi’s tears cause a
great flood on  the Earth-mother’s body. Those tears are
the rain which falls. Rain for us is symbolic. I t ’s a sign o f
Rangi’s blessing. We have a proverb:
‘ I t  only rains when all the chiefs are gathered together.’

I f  i t  doesn’t rain when you have a wedding, hui or  tangi
you are indeed a ‘nobody.’

Spring: “The children know about Spring
Grass grows.
Flowers come up.
Lambs drop oul.
Cows have big bags swinging.
And  fat tits.
And  new calves.
Trees have blossoms.
And  boy calves go  away to  the works on the trucks
and get their heads chopped off."
Here is the life-cycle as seen through children’s eyes. 1

can remember hiding ‘bobby calves’ from our father so he
wouldn’t send them away to  the works to get their heads
chopped off. Even the promise o f  a beautiful calf-skin rug

didn’t help.
One area I haven’t touched on is the language

Patricia’s characters use. She certainly doesn’t make the
mistake so many other writers make when their Maori
characters talk — they write i n  broken English what I call a
‘Hey Boy’ style. Patricia’s characters speak in Maori
English — a valid language all on  its own.

“Wii the fox.
Us, we don’t like the fox.
That’s why, the fox is too tough.
Cunning that fox . ’ "?
When I go home and sit and chat in the kitchen at the

Marae I don’t use the sort o f  English I use when I ’m  i n  the
city because i t  sets me apart from my  cousins. They call i t
talking posh, being whakahihi, so I use Maori-English so
that I belong again.

The explanatory notes on  the back cover o f  The Dream
Sleepers state that these stories are:

“Stories of tension, transition and change; of the
contrasts between young and old, city and country,
modern and traditional; of what it means to be Maori
in a Society whose predominant values are alien, above
all, elegant, evocative stories displaying the depth and
range of Patricia Grace's talent.”’
The beginning o f  The Dream Sleepers is delightful.
““The houses sit on their handkerchiefs and early in the
morning begin to sneeze. They do not  sneeze in unison
but one at  a time, or sometimes in pairs or  threes,
sometimes in tens or dozens.’™"?
I read this out to  a friend who was visiting, she

responded by saying they don’t just sneeze they hoik up
like people coughing up to  get r id o f  the phlegm.

I recognise many people in this story.
I have family who are three o’clockers, they clean

Government buildings till 6 o'clock, go home, wake up
families, get them o f f  to  work and school and then go on
to other jobs during the day. My two Aunts who look after
the Women’s Toilets at Wellington Railway Station are the
five o’clockers. At seven I ’m  one o f  the dream sleepers
who staggers off i n  grim silence to catch a bus to  work. I
get to  my  office at eight o’clock and don’t really come
alive until ten o’clock. My  early morning classes suffer
until then.

Between Earth and Sky is a lovely story about the bir th
o f  a baby. I l ike the paragraph when the mother chats to
her new-born babe.

“You are at the end of the table, wet and grey. Blood
stains your pulsing head. Your arms flail in these new
dimensions and your mouth is a circle that opens and
closes as you scream for a i r . ’ ” *
There’s a rawness and a strange k ind o f  beauty i n  this

story.
Mirrors is about a pair o f  slippers which get called

various names; grinners, gaspers, trippers, flappers. The
narrator’s feet are called ‘ l imp fillets o f  cod.’

The story floats about and dives deep into hidden
places, then i t  ends with the slippers being destroyed i n  the
incinerator because they trod i n  (tutae-kuri) dog-bog.
Lovely stuff! ”

So far I ’ve not talked about humour. There’s a lot o f
laughter i n  Patricia’s stories. Recently I heard her read It
used to be green once to  a predominantly Maori audience.
They roared their appreciation throughout the reading,
identifying with great gusto, themselves, their childhood,
their poverty and the great warmth and passion o f  belong-
ing to  a whanau.

Beans is a gem.

Letters from Whetu is full o f  tension. I recognise the
boredom and frustration o f  Whetu plodding on  at school
and wondering i f  all this education is worthwhile. At
boarding school we wrote letters to each other on  our
blotters and passed them back and forth. They were often
written i n  a k ind o f  code. Poor Whetu sitting at school
waiting to  realise her potential and dreaming about flying
about l ike a seagull. She describes her frustration:

““E hoa I want to walk all over the world but how do I
develop the skills for it sitting in a plastic bag fastened
with a wire-threaded paper twist to keep the contents
airtight.”
Many o f  us who have made it i n  terms o f  the education

system, the so called ‘brown middle class’ have
experienced those same sensations. I t ’s like being hemmed
in  by a great square o f  canvas with no  scissors available to
snip your way out. And  knowing o f  course that i f  you
break free you wreck not only your future but you let
down a generation o f  elders and close up the openings for
the next generation.

Burdens indeed, but that is what i t  means to be Maori
especially a Maori i n  the Eighties. We are ‘ i n  the midst o f
great social upheaval and confusion’. Qur women i n
particular carry the weight o f  that burden. I believe we
hold the key to that change as witnessed by the
development o f  a small but powerful Black Feminist
Movement whose methods cause our elders much sorrow
and pain. We as women need each others’ support. We will
survive because traditionally we have always been the
bearers o f  cultural burdens. Some o f  us know who we are,
some o f  us are still searching for ourselves and some o f  us
wish we had never found ourselves as Maori.

I would l ike t o  end with a look at the story Journey,
from The Dream Sleepers:

“He was an old man going on  a journey. But  not really
50 old, only they made him old buttoning up-his coat
Sor him and giving him money. Seventy-one that’s all,
Not a journey, not  what you would really call a
Journey — he had to  go in and  see those people about
his land. Again. But he liked the word Journey even
though you didn’t quite say i t .  It wasn’t a word for
saying only for saving up in your head, and that way
you could enjoy i t .  Even an old man like him, but  not
what you would call properly old.

The coat was good and warm. It was second-hand
Jrom the jumble and it was good and warm. Could
have ghosts in i t  but  who cares, warm that’s the main
thing. If some old pakeha died in i t  that’s too bad
because he wasn’t scared of the pakeha kehuas
anyway. The pakeha kehuas they couldn’ do
anything, i t  was only like having a sheet over your head
and going woo-00 at  someone in the lavatory ...

He better go to the lavatory because he didn’t trust
town lavatories, people spewed there and wrote rude
words. Last time he got something stuck on his shoe.
Funny people those town people.’
The o ld man is 71: he is getting is affairs tidied up. He

is, to  quote my Raukawa father, ‘coming down the
rainbow’ and wants to sort out his land. The o ld man
catches the train to  town and on the way reflects and
philosophises about change and the effects o f  subdivision
on the land he knew as a child:

“And between the tunnels they were slicing the hills
away with big machines. Great-looking hills too and
not an easy job cutting them away, i t  took pakeha
determination to do that. Funny people these pakehas,
had to chop up everything. Couldn’t talk to a hill or  a



tree these people. Couldn't give the trees or the hills a
name and make them special and leave them. Couldn't
go round, only through. Couldn’t give life, only death.
But people had to have houses, and ways of getting
from one place to  another. And  anyway who was right
up there helping the pakeha to get rid of things — the
Maori of course, riding those big machines. Swooping
round and back, up and down all over the place. Great
tools the Maori man had for his carving these days,
tools for his new. whakairo, but  there you are, a man
had to eat. People had to have houses, had to eat, had
to get from here to there — anyone knew that. He
wished the two kids would stop crackling, their
mothers dressed them in rubbish clothes that’s why
they had colds.

Then the rain’ll come and the cuts will bleed for
miles and the valleys will drown in blood, but the
pakeha will find a way of mopping i t  all up no  trouble.
Could find a few bones amongst that lot too. That's
what you  get when you dig up the ground, bones."
The o ld man seeks advice concerning his land and is

confronted by words like: subdivision, development areas,
surveying, kerbing, channelling, adequate access, right o f
ways, initial outlays. He  goes home depressed, upset and
angry.

Like many o f  our o ld people he is bewildered by
change and worried about where his bones will lie.

The story ends with the family anxious to know what
has happened and the o ld  man exploding.

“When I go  you're not  to  put me in the ground do you
hear. Burn me up I tell you, i t ’s not safe in the ground,
you'll know all about i t  if you put  me in the ground.
When I go, burn me up, no-one’s going to mess about
with me when I’m gone. ’*'*
That is where I leave you today because that is where

we areas a people. I n  a dilemma — imposed on us from
the majority culture and from within ourselves by  our own
uncertainty.

. The magic o f  Patricia’s writing has helped me as a
woman and a Maori to know where I belong on  the wider
New Zealand landscape. 1 hope some o f  the magic rubs o f f
onto.you.

. Patricia — thank you — k ia  ora tatou.
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It used to be green once
Journey

(from a lecture in the series Images o f  Women, Women’s Studies Department,
Victoria University of Wellington, 1982)

A letter to my mother
We've never really talked woman to  woman. Our conversations have
always been mother/daughter, parent/child, half-way talks. We've
never talked or listened with each other. For me you've always been
this immense personality on  the perimeters o f  my  l i fe,  always available
to take care o f  my physical needs, but somehow distant and a b i t
frightening.

I began by loving you. I depended on  you for sustenance and nurturing.
Then I went away at the age o f  twelve to  boarding school and slowly
the situation changed. I began to view you in a different light. There
were so many secret thoughts 1 wanted to  share with you during my
teenage years but you were busy or too tired to  listen. I also had
trouble knowing how to begin to tell you. By the time I plucked
up courage to do so, you were needed elsewhere and thus moments were
lost. So I coped by keeping my  dreams to  myself, or else I shared them
with other people’s mothers who were less threatening. Silly, isn’t it,
hurt ful  too. I felt vulnerable and exposed where you were concerned,
I still do. Why is i t  that I who cope fairly well with all sorts o f
situations and crises in my working l i fe, am reduced to a frazzle by a
negative comment or  a funny look from you. I suppose daughters all over
the world have asked that question many times. Do you know the answer
to that one?
You’ve always been around when I ’ve  been in difficulties and come to
my  rescue, no matter what your private feelings o f  the moment, you’ve
rallied round to protect me. Thank you for that. In a sense I have
taken your stability and strength for granted and now I realise it
is time to take stock and reflect on  our relationship before the years
race away.
I now realise what sorrow I must have inflicted on  you over the years,
sometimes wilful ly and often unconsciously. Trying to  rear Peter has
made that clear to me. He  wounds me in the ways I wound you. I t  has
been a painful voyage o f  discovery for me. Parenting is the only
Profession we are not trained to  do. While there has been much sorrow
and anger in my  relationship with Peter, there have been many moments
o f  delight. Brief but joyful encounters which set my  mind wondering.
Sometimes I wonder why you go on  loving when I ’m  shouting at you
and insisting on  having the last word. I wonder too,  why you care,
specially when I ’m  horrid to  you and tell you you are a failure as
a parent.
Perhaps I ’m  searching for the perfect parent and you for the ideal
daughter. Who knows?
Laughter I don’t recall as a part o f  your mothering. Too many children
plus Koro,  Kuia and other members o f  the whanau. Certain childhood
sounds I will always associate with you. The o ld wooden table creaking
as you kneaded endless batches o f  bread, your treadle machine whirring
busily so I could have new clothes instead o f  castoffs, and the
squeaking and thumping as you washed all the clothes by hand i n  that
o ld t in  tub. Busy sounds.
I remember some sad sounds too. How you keened and quietly sobbed
for months after the baby died in 1948 and how helpless 1 felt, because
I didn’t know how to comfort you. Painful but important memories.

Amazing how your spirit has burned fiercely all these years, under the
weight o f  all your burdens. I ’ve never told you how I felt about you
before. I truly respect the parent you have tried to be and above all
salute the woman that you are. But don’t expect me to love or  obey you,
just because you are my  mother.
I remember your courageous stance on  family-planning at the hui i n
Ruatoria in the sixties, and the shocked looks on  people’s faces
because you were the wife o f  the village pastor. I know our father
was upset and felt you had made a public exhibition o f  yourself. 1 was
secretly proud o f  you.



I haven’t forgotten how you stood firmly with us when we opposed the
Springbok Tour, even though the whanau criticised us and you, and
especially as your cousin and our beloved uncle George is still a legend
in the rugby world. I hope my spirit survives as strongly as yours
when I am nearly eighty, for then I might be able to understand the
elusive heart of you.
Arohanui
Keri

barefoot boy
a ballad for Ben Couch

DO YOU REMEMBER?
summer smells o f

fruit and flowers
sweetcorn leaves

flapping i n  the breeze
racing down to the river
squishing your toes

through oozy mud
watching water-rats

darting into holes
i n  the river bank

CAN YOU HEAR?
the shouts o f  other children

“Hey you fullas!
backy me ‘cross the river
I wanna come too!” ’

as everyone rushed off
to  sample luscious pears

borrowed
from Tuhaka’s tree

while he snoozed in the
heat o f  the noonday sun

DO YOU REMEMBER?
Ani’s salty fried bread
the nut-like flavour

o f  dried karaka berries
crunching your teeth

into sweet apples
stolen

from Tom Lima’s trees oo .
tasting for the first time act be

furry yellow loquats from
Great Uncle Poi ’s orchard.

CAN YOU REMEMBER?
‘cold frosty mornings
teeth chattering
numbed feet i n

‘ st i f f  gumboots stumbling -
after a stubborn horse

rounding up sleepy cows
counting furiously

to  get them all i n
for milking

Keri Kaa
DO YOU HEAR?

milk pinging into shiny buckets
pigs squealing below
cats mewing by the cream spout
calves bawling across the yard
Star the dog dancing about

knocking buckets over
Father shouting anxiously

“ I s  the cream truck here yet?
Get to the road now ! ”

DO YOU REMEMBER?
warming frozen feet

i n  cow shit
picking and l icking

at pieces o f  ice
from the roadside

hearing the school bells
ringing

and racing
to line up for yet another
Morning Assembly

WILL YOU EVER FORGET?
the agony o f  health inspections
lining up for Toothbrush Drill
heart thumping madly

*cos you didn’t have a toothbrush
and worse — no  proper toothpaste

only salt or pungarehu
your Granny gave you

CAN YOU TASTE?
the halibut capsules
given out by  teachers who

never took them anyway
and at morning break
the sweet flavoured malted

milk drinks
provided by a caring

Education Department

DO YOU REMEMBER?
hanky inspections
proudly showing your

clean rag pinned to
you clean shirt
and the monitors laughing

hiding your long dirty
fingernails i n  your pockets

and the SHAME
o f  having your tapu head

checked for nits and
everyone pointing as they

wrote your name
on  the District Nurse’s list

WILL  YOU EVER FORGET?
the joy o f  singing
and dancing about
your own history i n

your Mother Tongue and
the terrible trials o f

morning talks and
endless exams
ALL  IN A FOREIGN LANGUAGE



DO YOU REMEMBER?
the desperate hope
that you would win

a scholarship to
Te Aute College

leaping l ike a kahawai
into the seas o f  learning

NOW barefoot boy
you are a city man
a graduate a Member

o f  Parliament
maybe you have a house

mortgages perhaps a
chauffeur driven car

nice children smart clothes
posh neighbours and

far too many pairs o f  shoes

DO YOU SOMETIMES
THINK ABOUT THAT
barefoot boy?

Te Ata — The Morning

for Elizabeth
Heard seagulls
this morning
above the roar
o f  A i r  New Zealand jets.
Their wailing calls
made me homesick
for Rangitukia where
surf booms and crashes
onto the shore
and you’re sure
the sea will come
pounding into your bed.
I lie still listening
to  the day’s heartbeat
gently thudding.
Red buses racing by
Puffing snorting dragons
Peter splashes about
i n  the bathroom
thumps downstairs
late again
Silence trembles
Elizabeth phones for a chat.
Somewhere above
seagulls are wailing,

Book Review

The kuia and the spider/Te kuia me te pungawerewere, by Patricia Grace, illustrated by
Robyn Kahukiwa, translated into Maori by Syd Melbourne with Keri Kaa. Longman Paul/
Puffin Books, in association with Kidsarus 2, 1982. .

When is fantasy, not fantasy?
Well, take one o f  the main characters in Pat Grace &

Robyn Kahukiwa’s The kuia and the spider: or
she’s slightly stout, lined face, greying hair. She wears

full white aprons and cardigans and shapeless comfortable
black slippers. Everybody’s Nana. Well, everybody’s
Maori Nana, because the kuia is indisputably a . . .  kuia.
Her kitchen and house are painted i n  warm primary
colours. There is a big window overlooking a sunny beach,
and there is always a kettle or  pots on  the glowing range.

What could be more ordinary, less fantastic, than this?
Aha!
“In the corner o f  her kitchen was a spider, who made

webs.’
And one day, the spider called out to the kuia —

whoops. About this stage, you discover the kuia and the
spider have been having a running battle for years. And
the fantasy begins, in a gloriously easy fashion, with a
challenge by the spider,

““E kui, he pai ake aku mahi i au . ”
I won't tell any more o f  the story — Pat Grace has

done this i n  timeless supple prose. (Keri Kaa and Syd
Melbourne have made a translation into equally sinewy
and beautiful Maori.) I recommend, right now, that you
obtain a copy — it’s only $10.95 in the hardback English
edition. Why not complement that, do yourself a favour,
by buying the Maori version too? ($4.95 in  paperback.)

But I would like to  comment on  some aspects o f  this
excellent children’s story. The first thing that struck was
the Maoriness o f  i t ,  not simply the kuia herself, but all the
subtle touches in the pictures and the words. The
decorated gourd on the mantlepiece by the clock. The kits
and strips o f  flax and the sleeping mats immediately there
in the kitchen, not obtrusively, but an obviously intrinsic
part o f  the room. The flax lapping the kuia’s porch. The
marae over the road from the kuia’s house, and the way
the old lady and the children go to bed (not i n  the kitchen 1
hasten to  add.)

And the second thing was the character o f  the Spider
(in the English version he is male, which makes all my  nice
comparisons to the o ld  Greek story of  Arachne and
Athene completely redundant, but in the Maori, thanks t o
our non-sexist pronouns, you can make the spider female
or male.)

The spider has fierce pupiless yellow giglamp eyes (one
o f  my  smaller cousins thought that would be very
frightening at night — ‘but when you’re asleep you’ve got
your eyes closed so you probably wouldn’t see that?”’)
( ‘You  never know, kid.””)

Thanks to  Kahukiwa’s painting, you can feel the velvet
o f  the spider’s subtley-banded grey body, magnificently
tentacular legs. And the webs are works o f  art (one o f  the
kids I tried the books out on, pointed how like the
Southern Cross the collection o f  feasting spider mokopuna
were. Smart-arse brat, that one.)

It is a spiderly spider, being as normal and ordinary a
spider, even to the transparent spiderlings, as you could
wish for. Like the kuia.

But they quarrel. They squabble, they argue. You
know reading i t  aloud or otherwise, that their fighting is
meat and drink to  them. I t  is, happily, a bickering, a row
that goes on until the end o f  their lives. Did you know that
words for ‘an enemy’ in Maori are ‘he hoariri’ (i.e. an
angry friend)?

Anyway, you can hear these two scolding and abusing
one another long after the story is finished.

Hohal
Taureka!

He pai ake aku mea
Kao! Kao! Kao!

and loving every minute o f  i t .
Children I read it to ,  or let them read for themselves,

had many favourable reactions. One o f  the smaller ones
got fascinated by the kuia’s jewellery. “°E look!  Now it ’s a
shark tooth!”’ One o f  the older ones, whom I thought too
old for i t  at 11, was delighted with the appearances o f  the
kuia’s grandchildren. “They must be a bunch like us, all
mixed up.”’  By which she meant the carefully shown fact
that some o f  the mokopuna had Pakeha parents. My niece
was a bit young: she just drooled and poked loving fingers
at the succulent exciting colours. Well, when you're a year
or so older Mereani ...

I don’t think anything l ike The kuia and the spider, Te
kuia me te pungawerewere, has been published i n  New
Zealand before. Everybody is to be congratulated, Pat
Grace foremost and Robyn Kahukiwa; Keri Kaa and Syd
Melbourne; Kidsarus and Longman Paul lastly, for
recognising a good thing when i t  was offered to  them.

Some last words — dear people, be two-tongued!
Maori isn’t a hard language to pronounce (and thanks to
the macrons used i n  Te kuia me te pungawerewere you’l l
know where t o  put an elongated vowel sound) and you’ll
find small children particularly enjoy the sound even when
they don’t know the meaning, trouble is, they will nag you
to translate. And once you’ve given them So
Pik i  ana ratau i nga pakitara ma  runga i nga tukutuku
tawewe.
Rere atu k i  tena pakitara
rere mai ki tenei pakitara
tarere ana i nga tukutuku tawewe
with that implicit chant, are they, or  you,  going to be
satisfied with ‘“They went climbing all over the kitchen on
the climbing webs./They went swinging from wall t o  wall
on  the swinging webs.”’?

This is a book I will give with gladness and gratitude to
the younger children i n  my  family group. K ia ora koutou
katoa.

Keri Hulme
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Bub Bridger

A Wedding
In the year nineteen hundred and thirty-six, Aunty Prue married our insurance man. His  name was Mr  Armitage.

He was an Englishman, a widower, tall and fair and always beautifully dressed i n  pale silk shirts and salt-and-pepper
suits. He  came to see us more often than his job  warranted, but nobody minded because we all l iked him. He  was
clever and k ind and funny i n  a gentle way and he brought Cotton and me cigarette cards and paper twists o f  acid
drops. They got married in our front room. Aunty Prue wore a honey coloured dress and blue coat with a litt le
feathered hat and blue shoes that hurt her. She looked plain and nice and she looked happy. Mr  Armitage looked a
complete stranger i n  a dark suit and white shirt. I t  was the first time we’d ever seen him in anything other than a
donegal tweed.

* % Kk k k

We had no idea about him and Aunty Prue at first. We had no idea about anybody and’ Aunty Prue. She was
nearly forty — quiet and ordinary and selfless. Not l ike Mama. Beautiful laughing Mama who turned men’s hearts
over with a look. I guess we thought i t  was really Mama Mr  Armitage came to  see. Then when Aunty Prue told us she
was going to  marry h im,  we were shocked. She was ours — and now she was going t o  marry the insurance man.

* % % kk

“Who’ll give her away?’’ Vanny wondered.
“What  do you mean, ‘give her away’?”’ I asked.
‘She has to  have someone give her away at the wedding.”
I knew nothing about weddings — ‘What for?”’
“ I t ’ s  traditional,”” Vanny explained, ‘ ‘ the bride is always given away to  the groom. I t ’s  usually the father.  ”
“Oh  well,” I said, ‘‘there’s only Mama and Gram. I t  had better be Gram.’ '
Vanny looked pained. ‘ I t  has to be a man — you loony twit!”’
I quailed from her scorn. And  then I thought about it.
“One o f  the fathers, then.”
She pursed her mouth thoughtfully, then she shook her head.
“Their wives wouldn’t l ike i t , ” ’  she said.
“Bu t  they’re our fathers,”’ I persisted.
She nodded. “Yes, they are, ’  she said, ‘but  this is Aunty Prue’  s wedding, not.Qurs.’

Sef

man with a stoop and I would much rather i t  had been cone o f  our handsome fathers.
“Why  can’t i t  be a father?’  I asked.
“No , ”  said Mama, ‘ that  wouldn’t be right. I t ’s  up to Prue to  choose. And anyway, I wouldn’t know which one

to  ask.”” Mama never did know which one to  choose.

%* % kk Kk

Until she was a girl o f  eighteen, Mama and Aunty Prue lived with their parents i n  the same street as the gas works.
The Heron twins worked for the gas company. Every day they walked past the house and eventually they saw Mama.
And they fell i n  love with her. And Mama fell in love with them. Both o f  them. They were exactly alike and she never
bothered to discriminate. When she found out about Vanny they both wanted to  marry her but she couldn’t bear to
choose. Grandfather insisted that she marry one or the other and i n  desperation she ran away. Aunty Prue and the
twins found her i n  a tiny room i n  the city and Aunty Prue said she would run away too, and they would f ind a house
together. Aunty Prue was twenty-one and she had a good job,  so they would manage, she said. And they did.
Grandfather never forgave either o f  them. He  forbade Gram to have anything to  do with them, but when Vanny was
born Gram sneaked away to the nursing home with lots o f  things she had been secretly making ever since Mama ran
away. The Heron twins were there, both delirious, and Mama held a hand o f  each. I n  the background, Aunty Prue
held Vanny. She didn’t care what Grandfather thought or which twin was the father, she just held Vanny and let the
love flow. Five years later, I was born and Aunty Prue went through i t  all again. Mama and the Heron twins made the
babies, but  Aunty Prue made a home for us and filled i t  with comfort and love. I n  between me and Cotton
Grandfather died and the twins got married. They waited a long time for Mama to make up her mind, but she never
could. So they married sisters which was the closest they could get to  the relationship they had with Mama and then
they went right back to the old setup. Mama loved them more than ever and when 1 was seven, Cotton was born, She
is Mama’s favourite. Vanny and I are both redheads like Mama, but Cotton, with her grey eyes and thick dark hair is
the image o f  our fathers. Vanny has always been Aunty Prue’s favourite, I think, but Vanny says I am. So I guess we
both are. And that’s nice.

* k k  kk
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Everybody got new clothes for the wedding. Or nearly new. Vanny bought a yellow wool dress that cost her three
week’s wages. Mama couldn’t decide and kept putting i t  off .  The fathers gave her a pound note for Cotton and me
and Vanny took us down to Mrs Barrett’s ‘GOOD AS NEW’ shop. Straight away I saw a shiny red dress and grabbed
i t ,  but Vanny hit my hands away.

“What the hell’s wrong with you?’’ she hissed. ‘ ‘You  want to  look like a bloody toffee apple?”’
So I knew I ' d  have to go to the wedding looking sensible. At school I wore a sensible gym dress, a sensible

cardigan and sensible shoes. And I hated the lot .  Only the hard up kids had sensible clothes. The lucky ones wore frills
and bows and patent leather shoes.

“When I grow up , ”  I muttered, ‘ I ’m  going to  wear what I like and nothing’s ever going to be sensible.”
‘Shut  up,’” Vanny breathed ‘ ‘o r  you'll wear your gym dress to  the wedding.”
She chose a brown corduroy jacket and skirt and herded me into the cubicle. There was a cracked mirror on  the

wall that showed me a lopsided picture o f  myself, but  Vanny stuck out the t ip o f  her tongue and nodded her head
happily.

“That ’s  i t ! ’  she said. ‘*“That’s lovely!”’
I looked sadly i n  the mirror.
‘ I  don’t think I look right in this,”’ [ said.
Vanny didn’t even hear me.
‘ “You can wear my  cream blouse with i t  and I ' l l  buy you new shoes and socks.”’
Mrs Barrett put  her head around the curtain and instantly Vanny became a countess.
“ I ' l l  take this for my sister Hazel and I ' d  l ike something as nice for Rachel.”
Mrs Barrett almost bowed. Cotton flashed her a radiant smile and Mrs Barrett beamed.
“What a lovely child Rachel is!”’
She bustled away. I stared at the floor. I still wanted that red shiny dress. I felt the tears starting.
“Look happy you stupid sheep!’ whispered Vanny, “o r  Ill tell Aunty Prue you’re out to spoil her wedding!”’
She gave me a stinging clout over the ear and grabbing Cotton’s hand, she swept out into the shop. She came back

a little later with a fluffy yellow jersey and a green plaid skirt. Mrs Barrett hovered behind her watching Cotton with
melting eyes.

‘‘Really Vanessa — what a l i tt le princess!”’
She was. I nodded at Vanny, open-mouthed in admiration.
Vanny forgot about Mrs Barrett and gave me a cross between a hug and a shove.
“You're a princess too. Now hurry up and put your other clothes on . ’
All the way home Cotton danced and twirled and skipped her delight thinking about her new clothes, but I lost

out, even with the new socks. I wanted the pale pink lacy ones to  the knee, but Vanny shuddered and bought us both
plain white ankle socks.

We had a dress rehearsal for Mama and Aunty Prue. I looked in the long mirror and i t  wasn’t me at all. They said
I was going to be a beauty. I laughed and poked my tongue at the red haired girl in the mirror. She poked hers right
back at me and her dark eyes danced.

%* % kk *
The August days grew warmer and we were sure the sun would shine for Aunty Prue. Cotton and 1 could hardly

wait. And then one day at school i t  hit me that after the wedding she wouldn’t be living with us any more. I thought I
would faint. I put my  arms about my  head to  shut out the awful reality but i t  stayed and then I was sick. I went home
in  the headmaster’s car. Mama was frantic. :

“What is it? What’s wrong with her? Oh! ” ’
The headmaster couldn’t tell her and I wouldn’t until he had gone. When I told her Mama leaned against the

kitchen dresser and turned her face away.
““Mama?’’ | said anxiously, ‘“‘Mama?’’
“ I  don’t  want to  talk about i t , ” ’  she whispered. She began to  sob and i t  terrified me.
“Mama  1 "

She pushed me away.
“Go  away and leave me alone!”
I went outside and sat on the back step. The wedding was no  longer a joy to look forward to. I t  was a black

shadow that would ru in all our lives. I stared at the garden without seeing i t ,  without seeing anything but the terrible
emptiness that living without Aunty Prue would bring. I was still sitting there when Cotton came around the corner o f
the house.

“Why  are you home this early?”’
“ I  was s ick.”
“Were you?’” Her small face tightened i n  concern, ‘Shall I get Mama?”’
“No, don’t worry Mama. I don’t  think she’s very well either."’
She sat down on  thgstep beside me. After a while she slipped her arm through mine and rubbed her cheek against

my  shoulder.

“ I t ’ s  all right Hazel,” she said, ‘“Vanny will be home soon.”
But Vanny came home with Aunty Prue and they were both full o f  excitement because Aunty Prue had the

material for her wedding outfit. So I went to  bed. I stayed awake till Vanny came and then I to ld her. She didn’t say
anything at first and I thought she had fallen asleep. Then she rolled out o f  her bed and came over t o  mine.

“Move over,’’ she said, ‘“and give’s a hug.” Co
In the safety o f  her arms I let all the fear and pain go. She held me, rocking and murmuring sounds o f  comfort. I t

was quite a long time before I realised that she was crying too. I n  the morning I heard her singing i n  the bath. There
was a note on the chair by my  bed.

‘Hazel’ I read, ‘you have to  realise that sooner or later everything changes. Nothing stays the same even though
you might think i t  does or hope i t  wil l .  We’ve been lucky having Aunty Prue all our lives but  now she’s going to  make
a l i fe o f  her own. We won’t be happy about i t  but she will and that’s what matters. She’s always looked after us but
now we have to mind ourselves. And Mama. We' l l  have to mind Mama. The fathers will help. They're always very
good. Probably Gram will move in  with us — I think Mama would like that. Anyway Aunty Prue won’t be far away.
We'll see her often and we can have turns to go and stay.

I didn’t  have time to talk to you about this so I wrote i t  down. And 1 think it ’s better written down then we won’t
cry over i t .  Can you understand what I ’m  trying to  say? I hope so because I don’t know how else to  explain. Love —
Vanny’ When she came back from the bathroom I said,

“Thanks for the note.”
She smiled. ‘ ‘That’s okay, ’  she said.

* % hk k k

Every night and weekend Aunty Prue shut herself i n  her room and sewed. We played cards and ludo or read.
Usually one o f  the fathers was there and Mr Armitage, but i t  was odd without Aunty Prue even though she was only
in another room. Mr Armitage was so delighted about marrying her, he grew handsomer by the hour. He  was a tall
thin man with thick curly hair the colour o f  his suits and his eyes were blue as the sky. At first the fathers hadn’t
trusted him. They thought he was after Mama. But when they saw his blue eyes following Aunty Prue’s every move,
they relaxed. Not  that they understood him. How any man could look at another woman when Mama was around
was beyond them. Especially Aunty Prue. When fate doled out the good looks she certainly didn’t  do Aunty Prue any
favours. Mama got the lot .  Every man ogled Mama, from college boys up. Except Mr Armitage. Aunty Prue’s plain
face and pale whispy hair, her plump body and legs, were only the packaging as far as he ws concerned. Her light blue
eyes twinkled with intelligence and her laughter was merry and innocent as Cotton's. He  saw her as she really was, He
saw the strength and the love and the wisdom in her and he knew he was a lucky man.

* k k  kk

Two weeks before the wedding Vanny decided which boyfriend she’d invite and I was sick with  jealousy. She had
about a dozen to  choose from but the only boy who fancied me was Ernest McCutcheon and I towered over him by
about half a head. Secretly I longed to ask the school heart-throb because along with the rest o f  the girls at school I
was in love with him, but I decided against i t .  My  being in the third form and his being i n  the upper sixth didn’t help,
and there was the sad fact that he didn’t know I existed.

I took my misery to Vanny but she was unmoved.
“For god’s sake! You’re twelve years old! Just be patient. In a few years you' l l  be fighting them off .  And

remember — i t ’s  Aunty Prue’s day — pull a long face at the wedding and I ' l l  flatten you!”’
I didn’t always understand Vanny.
The fathers bought Mama a green velvet dress and she was ecstatic. She tried i t  on  for them and they could only

gaze at her. She looked like a tulip on a stem. 1 had a sudden thought that in a few years I could very possibly look a
little l ike that and my  stomach turned right over. I stopped being jealous o f  Vanny having a boyfriend for the wedding
right then.

* % kk %

Aunty Prue took the week off before the wedding and she and Mama were like giggling girls about the house. I t
shone as i t  never had before and the garden glowed with spring flowers. Gram came over every day and baked till all
the tins were full and then she brought all her tins over and filled them too. On  the last day she roasted a ham and
Mama and Aunty Prue made sponges and little layered sandwiches which they wrapped in wet towels. I went to bed at
ten but I was too excited to sleep. Vanny came home from the pictures with her favourite beau o f  the moment and I
could hear them talking and laughing softly on the front steps. That’s another thing I’ll have to look forward to I
thought. I fell asleep imagining myself in Mama’s green dress and pale shoes, queening on  the front porch to some
tall beautiful young man who could only whisper my name and cover my  two hands with burning kisses.

* % % % k

I awoke in the early hours because somebody was moving about i n  the kitchen. I t  was Aunty  Prue making a cup o f
tea. We l i t  the gas fire and pinched two biscuits from the laden tins. We didn’t talk much.

She said, ‘“Aren’t  your feet cold without slippers?’
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“A  b i t , ”  I said, and held them out to  the fire. We sipped our tea and smiled at each other.
“You ' l l  have a room to  yourself after tomorrow.”
“Yes  — unless Gram comes,”
“Would you like a room o f  your own?’’
“Yes — no. I don’t  know — I ' d  miss Vanny.”
“O f  course. And  I ’ l l  miss you a l l . ”
I slid down on the floor at her feet and she put her arms around me. Her whispy hair bristled with curlers and her

plain plump face streamed with tears.
“ I  love you , ”  I said, ‘ I  love you more than anyone in the world.”
Later I made another pot o f  tea and just when Aunty Prue was opening another biscuit t in,  Cotton came padding

in. We laughed and Mama called,
“What are you doing out o f  bed?”’
Then she came into the kitchen with Vanny in her wake and I got three more cups. -

We were still sitting there, talking and laughing and sipping tea when the sun came up in a great blaze on  the
perfect spring morning o f  Aunty Prue’s wedding day.

Because

Because it ’s spring, apocalypse time —
when snow winds l i f t ,  when greenfrocked trees

spread tipsily, a blind sun climbs
the spirit-logged skull, and petals

strew the drive ...
because 1 am nearly forty

and my  last three lives are dead
because once — those three lives ago

I shook a crazy head :
because I have stood much — no more

than any woman can
because I have felt most — see more

the ways o f  gods i n  man
because I will no longer lie

tell me i t  is sweet
because I take no make-believe

escort down the street
because I see what I have been

the scars, the waste, inside a blame
because I know, bone-dry, what 1 am

and what I shall never be
because I brush what I might have been

and grasp a sharper hoe

Bub Bridger.

because I have hung stubbornly
in my own space right and wrong

because I have lived with love, without,
its wingbeat brief, too long

because I have been careless
wanting much, too soon too strong

because I faced a diabolic twin
hid her, saw her surface, win

because 1 wrestle her at night
wake gritty, swollen, out o f  fright

because 1 wrestle her enemy
by night, day, willpower, hourly

because I stall the fathers’ game
inside my  father’s father’s name

because I can dissect my  place
its patriarchs, its made-up face

because I saw.a beaten child
and hold the hand that hurt

because I have seen the beaten wives
not see — not see for — blows

because I knew a panic woman
bled l i fe, and foetus, slowly on  the floor

because I have seen where bodies lie
with open mouths, half-open eyes

O Goddess a woman twists her fingers tight
To change, to  change

‘ the self-perceiving eye
the rapist, his shrunk victim
the myth woman, the lie”’

we start from what we know
who know long sight :

O Goddess a woman throws back swaddling cloth
Magpie-blackened air knots EERE
thin fierce ghosts ... a door Ler

half-closed gives up a dull rock beat ... .
Quick, quick, I must pick them out

the cries — weave them, glittering wire
into rope mesh — the thirtyninth thread,

my fishing net — to  stiffen
its breaking strain

O Goddess a woman rages across the day
And up and down the street
the lilac trees breathe scented pools

I breathe, and think that
when we meet, who stand much, who

i n  rage, o r  f un ,  rebut  the power  men ’s  l i ne  —
blue air electrifies, an old well-trodden

street springs lilac —
unexpected, brief.

And then I toast a green-struck agelessness!
LA
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Heather McPherson:
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Carole Stewart

I f ind i t  hard to write o r  talk about my  work;  that’s
why I express myself visually, for me it’s my best means o f
communicating my ideas, visions and ideals. I t ’s always
been an instinctive and intuitive process.

I ’ d  been living with someone who had done batik for a
long time, and had watched and admired his work with
great interest and enthusiasm. Then during a time o f
immense frustration with myself and everything around
me | found myself turning to creative work as a means o f
self preservation. I found to my  surprise that I could do
things that turned out all right, and slowly learned to have
confidence i n  my  own creativity.

Most o f  my batiks are intensely personal; they come
out o f  my own experiences and growth. The images o f
womin that are my  primary subject matter portray, I hope,
the strength and power o f  the womin around me, lesbian
womin. But the importance to me o f  my  work is in the
statements i t  makes about all womin.

Weekend at Port Waikato batik 76x 115

aR ALT .
Study in Blue ba t i k  82 x 107

Leaving Rainbows Behind batik C79 X 84.5

Tea at Ring Terrace batik 75 x 75

~

ORIGINS (after reading The First Sex)

And god was quoted as saying:
I will take a piece o f  your rib,
And from i t  wi l l  create woman.

And i n  response, man has said:
She will be my  diversion,
And she will acquiesce to  my  dictates.

And woman, rose out o f  the pages o f  time, saying:
I am not a graft o f  your bone,
To be quelled,
By a historical conspiracy,
And conquered by your covetous will,
I am an intrinsic part o f  evolution:
I am perennial
I am SHE.

the last lesbians

and too late
the women learned to  love women,
and the men to embrace men,
for every blade
o f  grass was eaten;
each inch o f  space
allocated
to  the children
o f  heterosexualism.
i n  their last
dying famines
on  the polluted planet,
the last lesbians ny
starved i n  their closets.

Pamela Brabants

alison j. laurie
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Mary Gentile

Adrienne Rich & separatism: the language of  multiple realities

For Adrienne Rich, the struggle to understand and
respond intelligently to the issues o f  separatism and
gynephobia among ‘women is a struggle to  alter our
methods o f  perception, o f  interpretation and o f  articula-
tion. This struggle is the meaning o f  feminism i n  Rich’s
writing: *‘... contemplating last and late/the true nature of
poetry. The drive/to connect. The dream of a common
language.’”

Traditionally, patriarchal language has provided i n  its
syntax and its dichotomous forms, a system for
organising experience and ideas, validating some while
negating, even erasing the others. I n  i t s  content, i t s  nouns,
this language has provided a system for naming, for
pinning down concepts, objects, and perceptions. I n  other
words, the moving force behind the language has been the
urge to relate, define, limit, and thereby control experience
and thought. Language has been seen as an instrument o f
logic, the tool which allows the divisive and often artificial
construction o f  experience into syllogistic form. Physical
and emotional realities are severed from the powerful
context o f  immediacy through the abstractions o f
language. Obviously, through the need to organise
experience i n  order to communicate it, language provides
the means and the motive to falsify experience by reducing
it, by denying the truth o f  contradictory forms and
perceptions. A political system based on hierarchy and
domination has no room for a languge o f  multiple truths.

Adrienne Rich calls for, and attempts to  create in her
poetry, a new language with a very different purpose.
Whereas patriarchal language defines experience i n  order
to reify i t ,  to make i t  permanent and limited, and
ultimately to approve or reject i t ,  Rich’s language would
evoke women’s experience in al l  its multiplicity and
undeniable-immediacy i n  order to recognise i t ,  understand
i t  emotionally as well as intellectually, and affirm i t  as
valid simply because i t  is true and existent for the
individual who experiences i t .  This is not to say that Rich is
without a programme or set o f  values and goals which she
views as the aims o f  lesbian/feminism. Rather, this new
language and the mode o f  perception and evaluation it
implies are the aims o f  her feminism. I f  I learn to express
my experience as a woman in  its entirety, i n  its physicality,
i n  its complexity, without self-censorship, without
employing externally imposed categories or evaluations,
and with the conviction that my experience is valid,
coherent, and deserves attention, I wil l  be speaking a new
language. I f  I truly hear and accept another woman
expressing the sense and meaning and physical truth o f  her
life, despite its contradictions with my own experience,
then I wil l have learned to understand this new language.
For Rich, the language o f  lesbian/feminism seeks to open
out into multiplicity, rather than to define and limit its
subject matter. I t  seeks to make connections, to  dare to  see
similarities and their implications i n  the expressions o f
women, rather than to create categories, difference and
therefore, polarisation. And while the commonality o f
women’s experience is sought and expressed, this language
must respect and expr¥s particularities i n  women’s
experience. Rather than attempt to abstract, simplify,

codify and defuse experience, this language must remain
physical, a bodily function intimately tied to  and reflecting
the other physical experiences o f  the speaker. Patriarchal
language denies the reality o f  women and other oppressed
groups for i t  denies them an affirmative means o f
expression; they are relegated to negations — non-white,
non-mother, non-male. Their experience is defined i n
relation to the patriarchal ‘‘norm.’”’ They are denied the
immediacy  o f  the i r  physical reality. In cont rad ic t ion,
lesbian/feminist language must evoke the reality o f  all
women and through its immediacy o f  expression allow
women to see where they are reacting to  the same
oppressions, to  understand their manipulation without
denying the real pressures brought to  bear upon them, to
see their common goals without feeling the need to
submerge their individual identity and experience.

I n  my efforts to describe the differing aims and
methods o f  patriarchal language and Rich’s concept o f
lesbian/ feminist language, I have been labouring under an
uncomfortable handicap. 1 have tried to describe a non-
dichotomising, non-abstracting system o f  expression by
means o f  the dichotomising, abstracting language o f
traditional prose. The very fact that I tend to  describe this
new language i n  terms o f  negations — non-dichotomising,
non-abstracting — is telling. Moreover, my  description o f
Rich’s concept o f  new language suggests an immediate
question or conflict. How can feminists aff irm the
experience and perceptions o f  all women, and still hope to
move forward with a radical transformation o f  society?
How can lesbians create a woman-identified, woman-
centred community without alienating and isolating
themselves from anti-feminist, male-identified or
heterosexual women? This is the point at which Rich’s
struggle toward a new language is identified with and
directly related to her struggle with the issue o f  separatism
among women. The need for a new language becomes
readily apparent when we realise that the very aims o f
lesb ian/ femin ism,  as R ich  perceives t hem,  cannot  be
convincingly or positively expressed i n  the o ld  tradition.

For example, traditional logic and value systems
presuppose that truth is monolithic or single. To say ‘‘yes”’
to an idea or a political principle, for instance, means
saying “no ”  to  innumerable other principles. I n
traditional prose, I find i t  virtually impossible to  see my
way beyond this conflict between rhe truth and everything
else that is non-truth. There is scholarship now that claims
the falsehood o f  the so-called ‘‘objective viewpoint’’ and
calls for a new awareness o f  the author/researcher’s
participation i n  the shaping o f  a particular argument.
However, this runs contrary to the direction o f  most
scholarship which still erects its claims upon the disproof
o f  a previous hypothesis. Our patterns o f  thought and
research are formed on  this competitive, hierarchical
model. Consequently, 1 begin to feel a necessity for
lesbian/ feminists to  separate themselves from heterosexual
women, to see their choices as mutually exclusive. Rich
understands this idea and she also shares the emotional
pressures imposed upon lesbians by heterosexual women,
as well as by men. I t  is especially painful to  be misunder-

stood and insulted by women when we are actively trying
to affirm our female selves and forge a unity among
ourselves. However, Rich writes:

All lesbians know the anger, grief, disappointment, we
have suffered, politically and personally, from
homophobia in women we hoped were too aware, 100
intelligent, (oo feminist, to speak, write, or act, or to
remain silent, out of heterosexual fear and blindness.
The gynephobia of men does not touch us nearly so
deeply or shatteringly as the gynephobia of women.
Many times I have touched the edge of that pain and
rage, and comprehended the impulse to dyke
separatism. But I believe it is a temptation into sterile
‘correctness,’ into powerlessness, an escape from
radical complexity.?
‘‘Radical complexity’’ is the aim o f  a new language and

i t  is that which is lost in patriarchal writing and thinking.
This complexity allows multiple truths, non-divisive
insight, and the drive to  connect. And this complexity o f
language, and by extension o f  thought, determines
Adrienne Rich’s response to separatism among women.

Yet, just how can we affirm multiple perspectives when
some o f  those perspectives will be anti-feminist and/or
heterosexually oriented? I f  the aim o f  lesbian/feminism is
exploration, recognition, and affirmation o f  our female
selves, how can we accept and affirm women whose lives
are based on  a denial o f  their female strength and
sexuality, and on  a denial and hatred o f  female strength
and sexuality in others? These are diff icult and painful
questions and yet we could ask the answering question:
how can we affirm our female selves i f  we deny those
women who disagree with us? As Rich puts i t ,  ‘“¢o turn our
backs upon millions of our sisters in the name of loving
women is to deceive ourselves most grievously.’ This
separatism is self-deception to  the same extent that the
patriarchal modes o f  perception and organisation that
spawn i t  are self-deception. I t  is simply not true that there
can be only a single truth for women. Men have used this
argument to  posit that there can be only a single truth for
humanity, and that i t  is male.

Furthermore, the  self-deception o f  separatism becomes
more apparent when we realise that the male-identified
values o f  the women we would separate f rom, are also
present i n  ourselves. I n  her article, ‘Compulsory Hetero-
sexuality and Lesbian Existence,” Rich describes the
process o f  indoctrinating adolescent girls into male-
identification and she explains that, t o  a certain extent,
growing up i n  a male dominated, sexist society has scarred
us all. Referring to  Kathleen Barry and her book, Female
Sexual Slavery, Rich writes: “She [Barry] sees the rape
paradigm — where the victim of sexual assault is held
responsible for her own victimisation — as leading to the
rationalisation and acceptance of other forms of enslave-
ment, where the woman is presumed to have ‘‘chosen’’ her
fate, to embrace it passively, or  to have courted it
perversely through rash or unchaste behaviour.’” This
paradigm is an expression o f  patriarchal reasoning but an
inflexible, intolerant separatism among women is simply
another adaptation o f  this specious reasoning, a reasoning
which obscures the political, social, personal conditions
surrounding each woman. To reject or  deny heterosexual
woman is ‘ ‘ t o  blame the vict im’’ and by doing so, women
become instrumental, once again, i n  the oppression of  our
own sex. We have been ‘‘educated’’ into a rejection o f  our
erotic possibilities and o f  those who pursue them, just as
we have been “‘educated’’ into a rejection o f  women o f
different races.®

So i f  separation from heterosexual women is a form o f
self-deception and an internalisation o f  a patriarchal
method, that o f  fragmentation and blaming the victim,
how can lesbian/feminists accept and deal with male-
identification i n  themselves and i n  other women,
heterosexual o r  lesbian? Adrienne Rich posits the concept
o f  a “lesbian continuum’’;

I mean the term lesbian continuum to include a range
— through each woman’s life and throughout history
— of woman-identified experience; not  simply the fact
that a woman has had o r  consciously desired genital
sexual experience with another woman. If we expand i t
to embrace many more forms of primary intensity
between and among women, including the sharing of a
rich inner life, the bonding against male tyranny, the
giving and receiving of practical and  political support;
if we can also hear in i t  such associations as marriage
resistance and the ‘‘haggard’’ behaviour identified by
Mary Daly . . .  — we begin to grasp breadths of female
history and psychology which have lain out of reach as
a consequence of limited, mostly clinical, definitions of
“lesbianism. ’ ”
This continuum allows for a recognition o f  the

common impulses and needs among women, while giving.
room for differences and for progression or evolution o f
consciousness. I t  allows us to remember and own the
histories o f  women who used heterosexual mérriages to
secure a position o f  relative strength or safety within sexist
society. We may reject this ‘‘double l i fe’ ’  but we must
understand and af f i rm the intentions o f  such women i f  we
are ever to find answers for the problems they face and i f
we are ever to claim the scattered and fractured forms o f
feminism which have existed i n  the past.® To  reject these
limited forms o f  assertion is to reject the very history and
tradition o f  strong women that can ground and feed our
struggles.

Rich also explains that i t  has been the pattern o f  male
political writers to  locate the enemy ‘outside the self, the
struggle somewhere e lse . ’  Consequently their struggles
for change seldom involve a critique o f  their own methods
and values and often involve attempts to force their
“‘clearer, fairer’’ vision on other groups — a version o f  the
“wh i te  man’s burden.’”’ No  wonder most socialist efforts
have been marred by a deeply ingrained sexism within the

- revolutionary party, The self-awareness and self-criticism
necessary to perceive and change this sexism is simply not
there; revolutionary males are usually too busy identifying
with the oppressed groups to  be able to  question their own
participation i n  a deeper and older form o f  oppression, an
oppression on which their ego development and mainten-
ance is heavily dependent.

Women, on  the  o ther  hand ,  are subject. to the internal-
ised guilt that plagues an oppressed group. And although
this guilt is largely destructive, separating us from a faith
i n  and affection for our own sex, i t  does establish the habit
o f  self-inquiry. Adrienne Rich encourages this inqu i ryin
order that we may uncover our buried desires and
strengths as well as our internalisation o f  the fear and
hatred o f  women our society promotes. Rich encourages
this self-questioning not as a means to further guilt but
rather as a means to self-recognition and t o  change. This
recognition will allow us to  perceive the extent to which we
are all male-identified and the extent to  which we are all
feminists ( i f  only latently).'® And this self-questioning
must be  thorough;  we must no t  on l y  ask what ou r  att i tudes
and values are, but why. This questioning o f  origins and
perceptions provides a check for the “blame the v ic t im’
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tendency. We have all been scarred; the purpose o f  our
inquiry is a peeling away o f  these injured layers in order to
find and nourish the feminist foetus within.

So I have been describing the language o f  lesbian/
feminism that Rich envisions. More than anything else,
this language demands and creates new patterns o f
thought: multiple perspectives, the impulse for connection,
simultaneous recognition o f  similarity and difference, and
the bond between physical experience and thought,
between body and language. 1 have pointed to the fact that
these patterns o f  thought run contrary to the idea o f
separatism among women. And  yet, separatism is a
genuine, a deeply-felt need for many women. Isn’t a
rejection o f  their separatism as much a failure o f
perception as their rejection o f  heterosexually-oriented
women may be? I f  the new language Rich writes o f  springs
truly from the impulse to explore, understand, and affirm
all women’s experience and i f  our fluency i n  this language
means the struggle for multiplicity and connection, then
we cannot write o f f  the heartfelt separatism o f  lesbian/
feminists. Rich knows this and she writes o f  her own
temptation to this choice. She expresses the need for a
“psychic’’ separatism i n  the attempt to sever ourselves
from the patriarchal within us'' and she recognises the uses
Mary Daly and Marilyn Frye have found for separatism. '?
Clearly Rich is taking the subject very seriously. She
recognises the need for women to create an environment
where we can af f i rm our female selves and our female
sexuality without oppression, and separatism in some
forms for some women for some periods o f  time may be
necessary. She writes i n  ‘Compulsory Heterosexuality and
Lesbian Existence’’ o f  the .female-identified women
throughout history wh severed themselves from the rest o f
society i n  attempts to create a freer context for living. Rich
would not reject these women; on  the contrary, she owns
them as strong and important ancestors i n  feminism.
Ultimately, however, Rich sees the richest, the strongest,
the most intelligent i n  lesbian/feminism as arising from
attempts to understand and draw connections among all
women’s common experience while trying to learn from
their differences. Rich sees our progress i n  the attempt ‘ to
reveal and express and support our female complexity,
acting towards rather than reacting against . ’

“‘Radical complexity” is a phrase I quoted earlier i n
this essay and i t  well describes Rich’s position on
separatism. She rejects always the reductive, the simplistic,
the inflexible. She asserts the importance o f  evoking the
bodily and emotional experiences o f  all women in our
writings and our art so that our various truths cannot be
ignored and so that our shared purposes will be
recognised. Reading Rich’s prose and attempting a
synthesis o f  her views reveals these values, but it is her
poetry that allows me to actually experience their validity.
I t  is her poetry that communicates as a new language.

Adrienne Rich’s vision o f  poetry is not the Platonic
imitation, twice separated from the real. Rich identifies
poetry with experience. Her poetry is political action; it is
the active changing o f  our ideas about ourselves. Rich’s
poetry does not simply represent the truth as she sees i t ;  her
poetry is the experience o f  that truth. She accomplishes
this through her connection o f  the body with language.
Rich’s poetry is not easily accessible i f  I try to read her
words and translate them into my own. Instead I have to
react first viscerally, with my  body. I feel the power o f  her
images, the impact o f  her use o f  temperatures, images o f
tearing, cutting, shat te r ingof blood and semen, o f  sexual
ecstasy and sexual violence. I respond first to this

‘physicality with recognition, anger, or desire, and then
these responses lead me:to the sense o f  her words. I have
read many o f  her poems this way, sensing first their
physical truth and only then coming to  understand their
literal meaning. And this illustrates her effort to merge
poetry with politics. I f  “My Politics is in my body,” i f
political reality comes from physical experience, then a
poetry that speaks through the body is a political act.'* In
this way, Rich’s poetry does not simply represent a
political viewpoint, but rather i t  is a political and physical
experience — specifically: the experience o f  women’s
reality.

Rich’s most recent book o f  poetry, A Wild Patience
Has Taken Me This Far, seen i n  this light as a political
experience, is particularly important i n  a discussion o f
separatism among ‘women. I n  The Dream of a Common
Language, 1 experience the poetry’s moving force as a
drive toward the recognition o f  our common origins — a

"woman’s body and love; our common loss — that
woman’s body and love, and consequently our own; and
our common strength — the reclaiming o f  our bodies, our
self-love, and our love for all women. Although aware o f
individual differences and the particularity among women,
Rich’s emphasis is the rediscovery o f  lost connections. I n
her latest book, however, Rich struggles to  express more o f
our ‘‘acute particuarity,” that distinctly personal
immediacy o f  experience that — i n  the forms o f  race,
class, religion, politics — has been used i n  the past to keep
us apart.'® Rich evokes these multiple realities with such a
power and an empathetic understanding that, as reader, I
am pulled into each individual woman’s circle o f
experience, despite my  efforts or tendencies to distance
myself. Rich expresses the sense, the explicability o f  each
woman’s l i fe with a respect that makes my empathy and
identification virtually inescapable. Unlike the previous
collection, The Dream of a Common Language, her
emphasis i n  this book is less centred on the commonality
o f  all women’s experience i n  the larger, more general sense
o f  a shared femaleness. Still, the dialogue Rich creates
between the individual women o f  her poems and the
author (Rich herself) — be the dialogue implied i n  the
poem’s viewpoint or explicit i n  its form — causes a certain
commonality or shared experience to emerge. Even when
the women treated in the poems do not share the lesbian/
feminist viewpoint and values o f  the author, they seem to
be asking and answering the same questions. The emergence
o f  a shared concern and the respect for differing responses
to i t  creates an atmosphere o f  complicated community —
the k ind o f  community I might posit as an alternative to
lesbian separatism.

The women evoked i n  A Wild Patience Has Taken Me
This Far range from early feminists to the women o f
prehistoric cultures to Wil la Cather to Rich’s grand-
mothers. Their political and feminist perspectives are
similarly diffuse. Yet, there is a centering on  the same
issues again and again: the problem o f  power, the need to
make oneself seen and heard, the internalisation o f  hatred
and guilt, the desire/need to accept contradictions and
diversity i n  oneself. A look at the poem, ‘ ‘Mother-In-
Law, ”  will illustrate this sense o f  shared concerns between
very different women. '¢

This poem is written i n  the form o f  a dialogue, half-
imagined, half-spoken, between the poet and her mother-
in-law. The  poem centres around the mother- in- law’s
phrase, ‘Tell me someth ing, ’ ’  ut tered ha l f  as a demand
and half i n  fear o f  an answer. I t  is the half-angry expression
o f  a woman who craves to  feel connected: “Tell me what

daughters tell their mothers / everywhere in the  world, and
I and only I / even have to ask . . . ” "  I t  is the half fearful
expression o f  a woman who doesn’t want to hear the truths
that may reveal how limited her l i fe has been, that may
release a rage she fears she has suppressed, and so she
responds to threatening confidences with: “You'll feel
better when the children are in school . ”  I t  is the half-
desperate expression o f  a woman who knows she made a
choice long ago, long before she knew o f  an alternative:
““They think I'm weak and hold / things back from me. I
agreed to this years ago. ’ ’  The poem is extremely personal
and yet i t  opens out onto all women’s experience. I t
expresses our fear o f  feminism at the same time that i t
expresses our hunger for i t .  And the poet’s imagined
responses to  the mother-in-law’s plea are equally complex.
She expresses the feminist’s resentment at being thwarted
in  her efforts by other women: “I would try to tell you,
mother-in-law / but my anger takes fire from yours and in
the oven / the meal bursts into flames. ’ ’  She expresses her
anger at being forced to  torture all her meanings into the
acceptable forms: ‘ 7  polished the table, mother-in-law /
and scrubbed the knives with half a lemon / the way you
showed me to do / I wish I could tell you — ’ ’  She
expresses the failed desire to make contact: “I’ve been
trying to tell you, mother-in-law / that I think I'm
breaking in two / and half of me doesn’t even want to  love
. . .  Lam trying to tell you. ’ ’  And finally, she admits that she
is as frightened and as confused as her mother-in-law, that
she knows the issues but does not know where to  start, and
she prays, “Ask me  something.’ The pain o f  this dialogue
is the desire to  commuicate, the need for daughter and
mother to  communicate, i n  the face o f  a lack o f  words, the
wrong words, a fear o f  words. These women are struggling
toward the recognition that they have things to  say to  each
other, that they have things in common, but they are both
afraid. The mother-in-law is afraid to hear and the
daughter is afraid to  speak. They are afraid that the words
spoken will separate them from each other or from their
past selves.

Rich understands this fear and yet her poem is, i n  some
sense, an answer to i t .  The fear o f  a language that will cut
me of f  from my  past self is answered in this poem which
reveals the meaning and the reasons for my past l ife. I can
own my  l i fe without guilt because 1 can understand and
express i t ,  as 1 empathise with the mother-in-law. On  the
other hand, the fear o f  a language that will cut me of f
from other women is answered i n  this poem which
similarly understands and expresses differing lives. At the
close o f  the poem, I truly desire a conversation between the
mother-in-law and the daughter for both their realities
have been expressed and I sense the pain and need i n  each.

This k ind o f  poetry, this language, expresses multiple
truths and multiple realities and i t  evokes each o f  them
with all the immediacy and certainty o f  physical
experience. Through this poetry, Adrienne Rich conveys
the “‘radical complexity’ o f  her politics, the complicated
community necessitated by  her ‘ lesbian continuum.”
While conveying the anger and frustration between the
poet and her mother-in-law, she also implies an intensity
o f  desire and a potential bond between them. While
comprehending the fears and the pressures within the non-
feminist woman, she also proclaims the necessity for
radical self-inquiry and inner and outer transformation.
While understanding and even sharing the temptation to
lesbian separatism, she is  convinced o f  the  need for women
to affirm women — always and all women. She conveys
this affirmation o f  women’s variety and strength i n  the
1

language o f  her poems. And  when this language o f
multiple perspectives and multiple realities becomes the
common language, then all our lives will become a kind o f
poetry.
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i N Juliet Batten

Emerging from Underground: The Women’s Ari Movement in
New Zealand.

When in  the late 60s American women painters and
sculptors struggled to draw on  their female experiences in
their work, they looked to the immediate past for strength
and encouragement, There they discovered artists who
could be called their true cultural grandmothers: Mary
Cassatt, suffragette and socialist, who devoted herself to
the theme o f  mother and child while deftly avoiding the
trap o f  the sentimental stereotype; Frida Kahlo who so
courageously laid bare the autobiographical content o f  her
own life; Georgia O’Keefe, whose flower centres revealed
more o f  herself than she ever consciously intended; and
Louise Nevelson the self-styled ‘‘architect o f  shadows’,
who built monumental, original sculptures and said o f  her
work. “My whole life is in it, and my whole life is
feminine.”

These cultural grandmothers as I have called them were
women who, consciously or unconsciously, began to  reveal
themselves as females i n  their work. The women’s art
movement i n  England also has its grandmothers: artists
such as Barbara Hepworth who believed that ‘there is a
whole range of formal perception belonging to that

feminine experience.’ By no means every woman artist
falls into this category; many o f  them made i t  i n  a man’s
world, steadfastly denying that their sex was in any way
relevant to their art. Such a woman was optical artist
Bridget Riley, offering little moral support to the new
women’s art movement:

“Women’s Liberation, when applied to artists, seems
to me to be a naive concept. It raises issues which in
this context are quite absurd. A t  this point in time,
artists who happen to be women need this particular
form of hysteria like they need a hole in the head.’
Seeing how important women l ike Cassatt and O’Keefe

are to American feminist artists, I asked myself the
question: do we i n  New Zealand have our own cultural
grandmothers? Were there any outstanding women artists
who, by sensing the new current o f  a search for female
identity, produced work that might inspire and support
what is now happening for women working today?

The more 1 searched, the more I was disappointed.
Frances Hodgkins, our most outstanding woman artist,
identified more with the modern currents i n  European art
than she did with either New Zealand or her female
identity. Others, like Edith Collier, who returned to New
Zealand at the age o f  37 from her European sojourn, were
stifled by the strait-jacket o f  the provincial society i n  which
they tried t o  survive. I t  was a double pressure. As a
“mature and  experimental pa in te r ’ *  she was r id icu led by
the press; as a female painter she was pressured by  her own
family.

I t  was hard enough for a woman to study from the
nude, even i n  the 1920s, but the blow must have been
crushing when she returned from a tr ip to  Wellington to
find that her father had burned her nude studies done i n
Europe. Five years after her return to New Zealand Edith
Collier put painting aside to devote herself t o  domestic l i fe
and the nursing o f  elderly relatives; both acceptable female
roles.

Fiona Kidman has spoken out about similar pressures
put on women writers th®oughout the 50s,* and Patricia
Godsiff has told o f  Denis Glover’s verdict on  her timid
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offering o f  her first book o f  poems: “Your function. is to
be a wife and mother: the world can do without your little
posies of flowers.” It seems that the combination of
provincialism and sexism has been deadly to our women
artists. I t  has left them with two alternatives for survival:
get out of  the country, or stay here and become ‘one of
the boys” — as good as them, but definitely on their own
terms.

Aspects o f  the work o f  Olivia Spencer Bower provide
some happy exceptions to this statement. While in her
studies o f  the Russian Ballet company i n  1937 she may
have been following in the footsteps o f  Degas, her 1948
work on  Maori mothers and their babies at the Rawene
Hospital is more unusual. These paintings and drawings
arise out o f  her close study o f  the intimate days following
the birth — an unusual view o f  the subject. Also o f  great
interest are her studies o f  her aged mother, and the series
o f  works showing women spinning, done i n  the 60s and
70s. Olivia Spencer Bower is known mainly for her
landscape work. Aptly, she wrote to  Janet Paul i n  1979, “7
feel that there is something that women can do that no-one
else does and haven’t had the chance to let come ou t . ’ ”

The other artist whose work hints o f  other possible
directions is also best known for her landscapes: Rita
Angus. But there are also her self-portraits, where she
treats her own face l ike a chiselled rock, strong and
stereotype-defying. Even more memorable is her striking
and well-known portrait o f  Betty Curnow. I t  is interesting
that Rita Angus asked her subject not to  hide her
pregnancy behind loose clothing®; Betty Curnow is shown
in  the context o f  both her domestic present and her
colonial family past. A feeling o f  respect between artist
and subject is conveyed; the subject is presented as
enduring, yet accessible.

The most interesting self-portrait shows the artist in her
red painting smock, with her easel i n  hand. Her face is  half
l i t ,  hal f  shaded and behind her shines a ful l  moon on  one
side, and two embracing fish on  the other. There seems t o
be a flash o f  connection between this and such recent work
as Anna Keir’s Tree of Life 1977), and her portraits o f
Heather and Carrick.

Some o f  Rita Angus’s flower studies are also
suggestive, espeically the red open Passion Flower o f  1943,
which is startlingly O’Keefe-life.

Rita Angus and Olivia Spencer Bower may be the
nearest we have got to cultural grandmotherrs; but even so
their works are little more than tantalising suggestions,
hints o f  a powerful current which does little more than
surface for a moment before becoming resubmerged. I t  is
disappointing to have to admit that among New Zealand
women artists we have nothing equivalent to  the consistent
female imagery o f  Georgia O’Keefe, the sense o f  female
self o f  an artist like Louise Nevelson. or a suffragette
painter l ike Cassatt. When the women’s art movement
began to  appear i n  New Zealand i n  the 70s, i t  was a
movement nourished by sources other than our own
artistic past.

The movement arose when radical feminist ideas had
an impact on creative New Zealand women, especially a
core group i n  Christchurch. The most radical were lesbian
separatists who threw away their books by men, and took

down from the walls paintings by men. The "vacuum that
remained was to  be  filled by  a quest for new sources o f  art,
new female imagery, and the discovery o f  herstory. When
news o f  Judy Chicago was carried back to  Christchurch by
a travelling woman, and the first copy o f  Through the
Flower came with her, certain artists and writers had
already begun to discover their own female images. News
o f  the women’s art movement i n  America came as
confirmation o f  something that had already spontaneously
been born in Christchurch — because i t  had arisen out o f
the same radical sources.

For those who did not share in the original experience,
the new art was hard to accept and understand. This was
not the sort of  art New Zealanders were used to receiving
from its women artists. Perhaps the scarcity o f  cultural
grandmothers has something to do with the difficulties
people have had with the work and ideas o f  the women’s
art movement, but i t  cannot be this alone. The feminist
ideas out o f  which the movement sprung are both
challenging and threatening i n  themselves. From men
comes derision and put-down; from women, fear and
denial. Women artists who were well established before the
new movement began to  have an impact have often been
the most vocal i n  their denial,’ although there are others
whose work has been transformed by the new challenge
(Claudia Pond Eyley being the most striking example).

Even today, the vicious press received when the
Women’s Gallery opened in January 1980 is shocking but
typical.'® Ar t  New Zealand, that mouthpiece o f  the art
establishment, refuses to acknowledge the women’s art
movement because o f  i ts origin in feminist ideas. When 1
phoned the editor to enquire whether he would be
interested in an article about the movement, I was told
curtly, ““We are not  interested in propaganda, only art.’’
The Nature of  the Movement

I now wish to  examine the kind o f  work arising out o f
the women’s art movement. I hope that by describing the
richness and variety o f  this work i t  will become apparent
that only a small part o f  the spectrum is concerned with
what might be called overtly political subject matter.

The first important point to  be made is that this
movement is like no other in the history o f  art, for i t  is the
first time that such a movement has been initiated and led
by women." The second point is that whereas most art
movements have been based on radical stylistic innova-
tions (impressionism, cubism, abstract expressionism), the
women’s art movement is not. The key factor is not style
but content.

Women are now discovering a new centre from which
to work. The assumption o f  female identity becomes the
starting point for unlocking new subjects i n  art, some o f
them scarcely touched over the centuries o f  art history (e.g.
birth, nurturing, female sexuality, female views o f  men, o f
ourselves).

Naturally some stylistic differences arise out o f  this
new orientation: the use o f  fabric, the reclaiming o f
devalued arts, but none o f  these stylistic departures are
central. Content is the central factor.

It is content that distinguished Georgia O'Keefe as a
grandmother o f  the women’s art movement, while
eliminating Helen Frankenthaler. Frankenthaler’s major
breakthrough was stylistic (the pouring o f  paint on  to raw
canvas); o f  great significance t o  her male colleagues such
as Morris Louis, and even to Gretchen Albrecht here in
New Zealand, but of little value to  women in the 70s who
were challenging the content and orientation o f  contemp- -
orary art.

Stylistically the new women’s art is characterised by  an
extraordinary variety o f  media and techniques. I n  New
Zealand i t  ranges from the conventional figurative style of
Jackie Fahey (whose subject matter however is far from
conventional), to the abstract expressionist watercolours
o f  Allie Eagle, the installation work o f  D i  Ffrench, and the
sophisticated graphic work o f  Vivian Lynn. A feminist
artist may explore the subject o f  lesbian relationships while
being inspired by  the stylistic innovations o f  Kandinsky.

Because content is the key factor, the women’s art
movement is closely connected with feminist-inspired
developments in poetry, music and drama. All are linked
by a common approach: throwing off stereotypes, reasses-
sing what i t  means to be female, challenging the
assumptions o f  the patriarchal culture, understanding
oppression, and building a new, positive identity. There
has probably never been a political movement with such
far-reaching and exciting effects on  the arts. Feminism has
been like a k ind o f  Pandora’s box, that when opened
reveals not monsters but germinating seeds o f  new growth.
Women are being liberated from their past oppression,
their consciousness is being widened, their imagination
taken into areas they never knew existed. For women
artists the implications are immensely exciting.

New themes, and new angles o f  o ld themes have been
surfacing rapidly since the late 60s. The unlocking effect o f
radical feminist ideas on our women artists has been so
intense and rapid that nearly all o f  the major themes being
treated by  American and British women artists have also
been tackled here. I have grouped these themes under eight
main headings.
1. Political Work: about rape, abortion, oppression.
2. Domesticity: what i t  means to be a housewife, to  rear

children, to  give bir th.
3. Sexuality/Spirituality: what i t  means to have a

woman’s body, to menstruate; our connections with the
moon cycle, wi th ancient mysteries; connections with
the natural world through our sexuality, spirituality.

4. Search for Identity.
S. Female Heritage: identifying our

grandmothers, ancient goddesses.
6 .  Relationships Between Women: not the light sentimen-

tal o f  the Impressionists, but intense, loving, often
sexual.

7.  Personal Revelation: ‘ the personal is political’’;
diaries, revelation o f  the struggle beneath the surface.
Small domestic details o f  everyday l i fe made important,

8. Collaborative/collective wark: breaking down the
isolation, creating sisterhood and a community o f
women.
Many o f  these themes place an emphasis on  very

positive values: reaching out,  opening, connecting. The
web, the spiral, the blossoming flower, the emerging
butterfly — all are images that express this, Whether such
images are specifically female, or whether they are rather
images that arise out o f  the liberating process itself is a
question that cannot be answered at this stage in  our
history.'*
The History o f  the Movement

I have already referred to the core group o f
Christchurch women who allowed radical feminist ideas to
transform both their lives and their art. Elsewhere,
individual artists were responding to the same current. In
1974 Louise Lewis declared herself a ‘feminist, and a very
angry one’”"* when she exhibited her Little Women Living
in Obscurity series in Wellington. I n  1975 New Zealand

mothers,
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