PAGE  
2
Lucas


English Literature Portfolio

[image: image11.png]



Peggy Lucas

January 22, 2003

Table of Contents

I. Preface

II. where she can celebrate/ her soul

III. Inspiration

IV. Reflection Essay
Preface

With Loras College’s English Portfolio process, I was faced with the decision of choosing two essays that demonstrate my competency as an English Literature major. I felt that these two essays must not only show my competency, but also exemplify what I value about my literature education. “Only Connect,” is the catchphrase I have imbedded in my consciousness during my four years at Loras. These two words have, consciously and subconsciously, driven me to an active role in learning. In whatever I am reading, I constantly ask myself what the relevance is to my life and try to find a connection to another aspect of my education or in the world. Loras College’s curriculum encourages this type of “cluster learning,” and I have found this method responsible for my excitement for knowledge and growth, not only as a student, but as a human being.

Looking back at courses I have taken these past four years, two classes stood out as being pivotal forces in my growth as a scholar, artist, feminist and spiritual being. I took “Women Dramatists” in the spring of 2000, where “my playwright” was Ntozake Shange. Spending most of the semester researching her life and work, I was deeply affected by her choreopoem “for colored girls who have considered suicide/ when the rainbow is enuf.” Never before had I been exposed to electrifying power and truth through mere words. Never before had I been exposed to her sort of style. Shange wrote “for colored girls” with the intention that women of color would identify with her characters and themes. However, as I sat in my dorm room, the words rolling off my tongue, I was identifying with the issues presented in her play. I may not be African-American, but I identified as a woman. That is when I knew I had something special in my hands. I knew I would no longer be the same—I became more alive and less alone. I am forever changed.

“where she can celebrate/ her soul” is my attempt at my own choreopoem. Using Shange’s style and format, I developed my own women characters dealing with different issues than in “for colored girls,” but building on the themes of importance of community of women and self-love. “where she can celebrate/ her soul” is not a typical research essay. However, I am not a typical literature student. My goal is to connect and to find power within myself and others. In order to accomplish my mission, I must find creative answers to “typical” answers. That is what I find relevant in a world where change is the only constant, where average will not cut it, and where creative solutions are the only answers to new-age enigmas. 

The second course that impacted me in my college career was “Bible and Literature,” spring 2001. That semester I found myself in a whirlwind of inspiration, and never before had I felt such a rush of creativity. Stimulated by connections between “Bible and Literature,” “Contemporary American Authors,” and “Intermediate Drawing,” I was first blown away by the power of Anita Diamant’s The Red Tent. Images flooded my brain, and I literally could barely sleep at night. Then, in “Contemporary American Authors,” I started to pull inspiration from Toni Morrison’s Beloved. New ideas seemed to be coming at me from all directions and from many different artists. For the first time, I truly felt a sense of purpose and meaning in my life. “Inspiration” is the culmination of trying to capture the connections, the inspirations and the emotions of that very high point in my life. 

As an English literature major and soon-to-be graduate of Loras College, my goal is to be the fullest, most alive, passionate being my potential allows. Thanks to the English department, I know I am a better person because of the path I have taken. As for my portfolio, my intent is for my works to be a just representation of who I am as a person with a literature major. The growth, knowledge and inspiration I have actualized in my last four years at Loras College is what I regard as relevant attributes of my education. I feel “where she can celebrate/ her soul” and “Inspiration” successfully demonstrates my goals as a literature student and as a graduate of Loras College. 

where she can celebrate/ her soul

This choreopoem is based on 

Ntozake Shange’s for colored girls who

have considered suicide/  when the rainbow

is enuf. The cast consists of 8 women. Each woman

is to be unique. She can identify and dress herself as

she, or the director, sees fit. This way, each time this

play is performed it will be a little different. None of the 

characters have names; they are identified by numbers.

 The stage is dark. As Woman #1

 begins to speak, a blue light begins

 to shine upon her—illuminating her.


Woman #1

exploitation of a world

of nurture/ warmth/ truth/

of a story        of love

exploitation of a woman’s world

feelings only that cd
 be established by a second-class society

PMS/ “it’s her time of the month”/ hysterical/ crazy

myths

a man’s excuse for bein out of line

Woman #2 shrieks from offstage.

she is miserable & marginalized

With each panging word:

isolation, mutilation, exploitation,

a glaring light illuminates Women #2&3, 4&5, 6&7,

 respectively. Each woman is frozen in a  posed,

 distressed manner.


Woman #1

this is her story of 

isolation/ mutilation/ exploitation

let her live a life/

give a life

where she finds her voice

finds her beauty

finds her peace

finds her soul

in a world of hateful chaos

let discrimination

be replaced

by              love

The women come alive.

Woman #2

i cry for equality

Woman #3

i cry for energy

Woman #4

i cry for the chance to be human

Woman #5

i cry for relief


Woman #6

i cry for freedom


Woman #7

i cry for love


Woman #1

i cry so that my daughter won’t have to.


All women

one voice

one voice

one voice

one voice 

one voice

The stage goes dark except for 

the blue light on Woman #1. 

“Love Child” by the Supremes begins 

to be heard. She begins to dance, and

then the music abruptly stops

when she collapses to her knees.

She then raises her shoulders and her chin.

Defiantly she speaks the first line—the same tone that

all the women take when saying the first

line. The rest of the poem is spoken

more emotionally.

Woman #1

with no right to choose

his kisses were like chocolate

that intoxicated my soul

i waz 14 that summer

the moonlight scorched our skin as the dew from the grass soothed our existence

he talked me into loving him

he talked me into giving him my sacredness

the man in the moon watched as i cried

and i waz 14 that summer

i woke up to Andy crying

my baby boy

who haz only my memory for a father 


The stage goes black. Then the blue light illuminates

Woman #2 who is standing at another point on the stage.

 “Jagged Little Pill” by Alanis Morrisett

begins to be heard, and she begins to dance along.

Again, the music abruptly stops when she collapses

to the floor.

Woman #2

i waz 19 with no right to choose

never mind god or religion

in college/ where boyz were supposed to love me

but never did

my mother said it’s probably time/ might as well/ part of being a woman/

better safe than sorry

never mind a Catholic’s guilt/ a rosary/ a penance/ a prayer

so a little blue pill every morning for breakfast

a woman liberated

no worries 

supposedly a safe guard/ but

did i remember?

 imprisoned by a little blue pill


The stage goes dark, and once again a blue 

light illuminates Woman #3. She begins to dance playfully

around the stage as she sings a nursery rhyme as if she were

a young child. Suddenly the large, ominous shadow of a man is 

shown reaching out for her. She gasps, and takes steps backward

until she crumbles to the ground in fear. The shadow disappears.

Woman #3

i waz 12 with no right to choose

alone in the dark

he entered

uninvited

unwanted

but loved

my father

i screamed and waz shushed

i drew and waz ignored

i spoke and waz unheard

my mother ignored me &

the signs

until my body showed what my eyes had spoke for 3 years, 6 months and 8 days

my mother had always resented the love my father gave to me/

resented or repulsed?

but the doctor made it go away

the love stopped growing with the vacuum/ sucking away the nasty secrets

but the new hole in my stomach waz not as big as the one in my soul

and in the years to come i tried to fill it up with 

kevinanthonybillyjoeygavinterrancejasonjeffbrenttoreydylanjoshmichaelquinntrevorluke

but the emptiness

waz a massive weight

and i waz crushed


The stage goes black. Woman #4

stands alone in the middle of the stage

as a red light illuminates her. Her head is down until

she begins her poem.

Woman #4

and i waz 5 with no right to choose

on becoming a somalian woman

everyone knows that there are terrible things between a girls legs

dirty/ oversexed/ & unmarriageable parts

parts of me /parts of me that i need/ that i need to be me

on becoming a woman

i must be married

paying the gypsy woman is the greatest expense on a household/

greater than the daughter’s expense? but so worth it/

on becoming a woman

i must be married

it is a mystery to a young girl

it’s special/ i anxiously await the ceremony

on becoming a woman

“your father ran into the gypsy woman/ she should be here any day now”

i awoke to darkness and to my mother/ i grabbed my blanket and sleepily stumbled/ following my mother who knew/

on becoming a woman

“we’ll wait here”/ click -click of the gypsy woman’s sandals/ she was beside me before i saw her in the daybreak

“sit over there”/ on a rock/ cold/ hard/ dirty/ business

mama positioned me on the rock/ she sat behind me & pulled my head against her chest/ her legs strangling my body/ i circled my arms around her thighs/ a root for an old tree between my teeth/ “bite on this”

on becoming a woman

between my legs was the gypsy woman/ old/ stern/ dead eyes/            

A  woman

razor blade/ dried blood on the jagged edge/ my world went dark as my mother tied a blindfold over my eyes

the feeling of flesh bein cut away/ the sound of the blade sawing back and forth through my skin

i tell myself/ “don’t move/ the more i do/ the longer the torture”

but my legs quivered & shaked as if they were not really apart of my body

on becoming a woman

i prayed/ “please god!/ let it be over quickly”

and it waz/ i passed out

and she waz gone when i opened my eyes/ but my legs were tied together with strips of cloth binding me from my ankles to my hips/ i cdn’t move

i turned my head toward the rock/ drenched with blood/ as if an animal had been slaughtered there

But it waz no animal/ it waz me/ i waz slaughtered

IT WAZ A WOMAN WHO WAZ SLAUGHTERED

pieces of my flesh lay on top/ drying in the sun

pieces of a 5 yr old child

of a woman

of me

mutilated

“all i knew is that i had been butchered with my mother’s permission”

There is a pause. Then all the other women process

out as Woman #4 continues her poem.

you make me bleed

bleed out my impurities & imperfections

my vulnerabilities & insecurities

fears & lies

my thoughts & ambitions

(yes—a woman has ambitions)


Woman #1

you make me bleed out my faith


Woman #2

you make me bleed out my hurt


Woman #3

you make me bleed out my love


All Women

bleed

bleed

bleed

you make me bleed out my love


Woman #4

blood red

The lights fade. The “second part” of the play

begins with the blue light illuminating Woman

#5 as the refrain from the song “Love is Blind” by 

Eve is heard. The woman is dancing to the music.


Woman #5

suicide of the soul/ i gave you my best yrs

 at 19 we married/ true love outta high school

me in my size 5 wedding dress/ pure as snow/

the dress that is/

and you in yr sunday suit

true love?/ no/ suicide of the soul

poppin out babies 6 months later

no time for learning who i waz/ what i liked/ what i dreamed for myself

no/ i waz ricky and katie’s mom/ tom’s wife/ angela’s neighbor

i was no longer me

it wazn’t long til i grew into a size 16 & you grew sick of me

til ricky grew sick of me/ til katie grew sick of me/ til i grew sick of me

nothing i did waz good enough

nothing i said waz right

in my son’s eyes i cd see that he thought i waz a fool/ i taught him what a good woman should do/ cook/ clean/ be submissive/

i taught him a lie

and katie did not understand how i cd be fulfilled with no education & just dirty diapers/ she was so smart/ yet she resented me for it/ rolled her eyes/ she thought i waz a fool

And you/ love?/ no/ not love/ soon my “hysterics”
 were too much/ not normal

i must be crazy you say/ i must be depressed you tell the neighbors/ 

prozac says the doctor/ suicide of the soul say i

depression you say/ oppression says i

out of love?/ i say a mistake

so now who am i? your wife/ ricky & katie’s mother/ zombie/ me?

who am i kidding/ i didn’t have a chance to be me

The lights fade on Woman #5. The blue

light illuminates Woman # 6 as the refrain from

Smashing Pumpkins song “This Time” is heard:

 “ For every chemical you trade a piece of your soul,

and those you thought you knew do not know you at all.”


Woman #6 

consumed with bitterness and alienation/ limitation and rage/ is suicide in itself

suicide of the soul

there waz a man who told me who i waz

and stupidly/ i believed him

when he no longer loved me/ i cd no longer love me either

i cd not go on/ for i waz alone

so alone

i stuck my head in a gas oven/ i drank chemicals/ i slashed my wrists/ i took an overdose of Valium/ and i drove my Volvo into the Pacific
/

suicide of the soul

but nothing worked/ my pain did not cease/ my loneliness did not terminate

and stupidly/ i believed he waz the only one who cd love me

until i realized/ i cd love me

The stage goes black. A blue light illuminates 

Woman # 8, who is in the corner. She looks content and,

 perhaps, shy. Then another blue light illuminates 

Woman # 7 who is across the stage from her. She 

directs her poem to the audience as if the audience

is her best girl friend. She is vindictive and with every 

hateful thing she says, Woman # 8 shrinks in 

insecurity and self-hate. 


Woman # 7

o my god/ did you see what she waz wearing today?/

it made her butt look so huge/ why would josh even want to date her/ 

he could do so much better/ (like me)

o my god/ she is totally gainin weight/ i saw her eat that snickers/

what is she thinkin wearing those jeans with those thighs/ 

maybe i shd slip a laxative into her locker/ maybe she wd get the hint/ 

(she laughs)

o my god/ didn’t she wash her hair today/ i mean c’mon/ ick/

o well/ i guess it just adds to her ensemble/ (snicker)/

it kind of goes with that new zit on her nose/ that she tried to cover up/ 

nice try honey (she smiles devilishly)

A school bell rings as if to indicate

the start of a class. As she heads for her next class, 

Woman #7 walks across stagepast Woman #8.


Woman #7

(Pleasantly) o hello there/ how are you/ i simply love those jeans/ and yr hair looks simply fabulous/ u must tell me who does it

Without even waiting for any reply, Woman # 7 walks offstage

leaving Woman #8 in the spotlight.


Woman #8

suicide of the soul/ i am no longer me

i am a slave to what others think/ i am a slave to models in the magazine/ i am a slave to my jean size/ i am a slave to my toilet bowl after every meal

why don’t you like me?/ why don’t i like me

slowly i am dying

dying to be loved

dying to be accepted

dying to be pretty

dying to be thin

it is a form of suicide/ not only physical suicide/ not only mental suicide

but suicide of my soul

All the other woman are illuminated in the background.

They are in a semi-circle around Woman #8. 

Woman #1 is on one of the ends and she steps forward.


Woman #1

why must we do this to ourselves/

why must we do this to each other/

we are all in this together/

we are all sisters/

if we do not have each other in the world/

who can we turn to?


Woman #2

you can turn to me for support


Woman #3

you can turn to me for companionship


Woman #4

you can turn to me for someone to trust


Woman #5

you can turn to me for hope


Woman #6

you can turn to me when you hurt


Woman #7

you can turn to me for understanding


Woman #8

you can turn within yrself for love


Woman #1

it is good to be a woman/

from now on/ unveil yr masks/

be yrself/love yrself/ love bein a woman

celebrate


All Women

together

together

together

together


Woman #1

celebrate bein a woman/ & lovin it

As the choreopoem ends,

the house lights slowly come on

and Christina Aquilera’s song, 

“Beautiful,” plays as people leave.
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Inspiration

The Red Tent by Anita Diamant illuminates one of the greatest testimonies to women’s strength: childbirth. On a creative level, Diamant did something extraordinary. She took a small passage from the Bible about the character Dinah, and made her story into an unforgettable testimony to women’s strength and power. Overlooking women’s role in Biblical life is easy because there is practically nothing written by or about women. Even though Diamant’s story is fictionalized, there is truth in showing that women did exist, that there was a very important role played by women of that time period, and in showing the power and strength of women in a way that can never be forgotten.

Images inspired by Diamant’s work flooded my conscious. Perhaps I was experiencing flashes of my rememory, my collective unconscious coming to life on the paper in front of me. However, it was not just The Red Tent providing me with stimulation, but other works such as Toni Morrison’s Beloved, Ntozake Shange’s for colored girls who have considered suicide/ when the rainbow is enuf, Mary Oliver’s “The Fish,” Judy Chicago’s “The Dinner Party” and The Book of Genesis. Each work embodied themes of childbirth and motherhood to self-love and social standing, in which I could find connections that affected me creatively.  Aesthetically, I intended my visual art to be full and consistent in texture and fecund in my use of sensuous lines. My hope is to celebrate women and the strength that comes from battling adversity, challenge, victimization and in actualizing the power of childbirth. In all of these works, a connection is made: these are stories of women that need to be remembered and celebrated. 


In Diamant’s The Red Tent Dinah is put to the test at the time for her to give birth. In the midst of labor, she anguishes over a secret of womanhood revealed only in childbirth; a secret that inspired my piece of visual art, “Dinah:”

Why had no one told me that my body would become a battlefield, a sacrifice, a test? Why did I not know that birth is the pinnacle where women discover the courage to become mothers? But of course, there is no way to tell this or to hear it. Until you are the woman on the bricks, you have no idea how death stands in the corner, ready to play his part. Until you are the woman on the bricks, you do not know the power that arises from other women—even strangers speaking an unknown tongue, invoking the names of unfamiliar goddesses. (Diamant 224)

A pregnant woman is thrown into this “other realm,” where her strength is tested. No woman can prepare for the battle her body goes through, or for the strength and power that arises innately from an unknown place within, which cannot be known to exist until the experience of childbirth. 

[image: image1.png]


In an atmosphere of fire and torment, “Dinah” features a woman prevailing despite the symbolic environment of the image. She is looking up, a sign of hope and faith, with body language exemplifying strength and power. Not only overcoming the physical pain of birth, this woman, who could be Dinah or any other mother, is enduring the psychological pain that society oppresses upon women. The goal of “Dinah” is to represent mothers in Dinah’s world and in Sethe’s world; and even the mothers in the world today, who must bear the anguish of a broken bond between mother and child. When Dinah’s son returned to her from school, she realized he felt no tie to her: “He was being polite. He was a prince of Egypt addressing the serving woman who had given him birth. It was just as I feared: we were strangers, and our lives would never permit us to become more than that” (Diamant 248). Due to the circumstances of Dinah’s situation, her son grew away from her and toward a life as a prince of Egypt. She could no longer recognize the bond between them during his infancy.

There can come a time when a mother looks into the adult eyes of their child and realizes they can no longer relate; the child is grown up and the mother no longer knows what her child needs or wants. However, in Sethe’s world of slavery, often the bond between mother and child was not allowed or unwanted. Sethe did not know her own mother:

My woman? You mean my mother? If she did, I don’t remember. I didn’t see her but a few times out in the fields and once more when she was working indigo. By the time I woke up in the morning, she was in line. If the moon was bright they worked by its light. Sunday she slept like a stick. She must of nursed me two or three weeks—that’s the way others did. Then she went back in rice and I sucked from another woman whose job it was. (Morrison 60)

Sethe’s mother killed every child she bore, but Sethe. Sethe was the only one conceived in love. However, even this exception did not mean Sethe’s mother would bond with her daughter. The cruel rules of slavery did not allow a loving, intimate relationship between mother and child.

“Motherhood,” is also sprung from the images inspired by The Red Tent. The left side (shown to the left) expresses the relationship between mother and child. Dinah was greatly influenced [image: image2.png]


by the lessons and love given to her by her mothers Leah, Rachael, Zilpah, and Bilhah. The community of women in her life, which centered in the red tent, raised her and showed her the beauty and power of womanhood. The goal of “Motherhood” is to show the intense feeling of love that arises when a new mother finally holds her own flesh and blood in her arms—her baby:

There should be a song for women to sing at this moment, or a prayer to recite. But perhaps there is none because there are no words strong enough to name that moment. Like every other mother since the first mother, I was overcome and bereft, exalted and ravaged. I had crossed from girlhood. I beheld myself as an infant in my mother’s arms, and caught a glimpse of my own death. I wept without knowing whether I rejoiced or mourned. My mothers and their mothers were with me as I held my baby. (Diamant 226)

In the moment of birth, a multi-generational secret is suddenly exposed. A feeling of purpose is actualized in the grand scheme of living, where a woman looks death in the face and finds her body can prevail, producing and continuing life. 


However, through the white side of “Motherhood” (not shown in the image above), the blankness represents how some mothers never have a chance to form a bond with their children. In The Red Tent, Diamant shows that Dinah’s bond with her mothers was severed when her husband was murdered at the hands of her father and brothers. Though Dinah chose to be separated from her mothers during her adult life, she never forgot their love and lessons. Leah, Rachel, Zilpah, and Bilhah’s spirits live on through Dinah, their secrets never to be forgotten.

Also, “Motherhood” correlates with one of the basic themes in the story of Beloved by Toni Morrison. Having children is a very sacred thing; however, many slave women were not allowed to bond with their children or chose not to, given the harsh reality of slave life. Baby Suggs knew her babies would grow up into slavery and be taken away from her, so she would not even try to connect with them. Baby Suggs was not uncommon. Many of the slave women would not even look or hold the babies that came from their own wombs. Or often, their children would be the result of a rape by the slave masters, so the slave women would refuse to love “their” offspring:

Ella had been beaten every way but down. She remembered the bottom teeth she had lost to the brake and the scars from the bell were thick as rope around her waist. She had delivered, but would not nurse, a hairy white thing, fathered by “the lowest yet.” It lived five days never making a sound. (Morrison 258,259)

So, in relation to one theme in Beloved, the blank half of “Motherhood” represents the bond that is wiped out by rape and infanticide.

In addition, “Motherhood” shows the story of Sethe. She escaped from slavery with her four children; and, when the white men found her, she took her children into the back shed and tried to kill them, thus saving them from growing up in slavery. She succeeded in killing her daughter, who she called Beloved. “Motherhood” also has two sides, showing the struggle between a slave mother’s love and the opposite call to murder her children in name of ultimate freedom. In Sethe’s world, there is a very thin line distinguishing the two oppositions. “Motherhood” symbolizes how Sethe loved her child so much that human bond was sacrificed out of her “thick” love. 
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Beloved is depicted as a “devil-child,” a mysterious ghost-figure. At the end of the novel, she is described as a beautiful, pregnant woman. Beloved has become pregnant with her vampire-like feeding off of other’s spirits and humanity: “The devil-child was clever, they thought. And beautiful. It had taken the shape of a pregnant woman, naked and smiling in the heat of the afternoon sun. Thunderblack and glistening, she stood on long straight legs, her belly big and tight” (Morrison 261). The central image in “Hungry” is a woman pregnant with the world. Full with the oppression and victimization happening in the world—such as slavery, poverty, violence, rape and exploitation—she is not only a symbol for Beloved, but for all women who have triumphed over adversity, hungry for freedom.

“The Tree of Life” and “The Most Beautiful Sycamore,” are very similar, but with slightly different intentions. Both images are trees, an archetypal image that connotes strength and life. “The Tree of Life” symbolizes motherhood with babies blooming and intertwining in “their mother.”

In “The Most Beautiful Sycamore,” inspiration spawned from Beloved: “Boys hanging from the most beautiful sycamores in the world. It shamed her—remembering the most beautiful soughing trees rather than the boys” (Morrison 6). The similar images [image: image5.png]


of the two works have a double metaphor: the first celebrating women’s strength in childbirth and the miracle of life, the other exposing the lynching of children—the tragic end to a miracle using the ironic tool of a tree. Ultimately, both works of art are symbolizing the unjust murdering, literal and metaphorical in the sense of slavery, as well as the taking away of children from their mothers—from their strength and support system.

“Love” was created with a hopeful tone to celebrate women and motherhood. Stars are a feminine symbol connecting with the stars in my artworks, “Discovery” and “She Found God.” “Love” is inspired by a number of works, including Mary Oliver’s poem, “The Fish:”

She climbs from the sea; moonlight

     blazes the black rocks,

          the surface razzle-dazzle

                of sweet water                                             

threading out of the tide. She

     moves upstream, the flow

          pressing against her;

               she feels it, lets the hot

blade of her body pause,

     drifts backward, whips awake. She

          moves upstream; she is heavy;

               deep in her belly

life that is to be

     stirs like a million planets; she 

          moves upstream; when the waters

               divide she follows

the fragrance spilling

     from her old birth pond; she

          sees the waterfalls—gleaming

               stairways of stone

water ripped and boiling

     Like white logs—and knows beyond

          lies the green pond

               rich with the shadows

of last year’s swimmers where she 

     will nest her eggs and the fierce prince

          quicken them; she flies

               upstream—she arcs

in the long grown of her body, she leaps

     into the walls of water,

          she falls through like the torn

               silvery half-drowned body

of any woman come to term, caught

     as mortality drives triumphantly toward 

          immortality, the shaken bones like

               cages of fire.

[image: image6.png]


In the last stanza, Oliver’s fish essentially becomes a woman. This alteration comes through childbirth, which is universal and a commonality among females, transcending species. Dinah felt the same transformation in her birthing moment. She became a woman: “Like every other mother since the first mother, I was overcome and bereft, exalted and ravaged. I had crossed from girlhood” (Diamant 226).  Oliver’s poem shows the universal beauty of motherhood and powerful feeling that arises in the moment of birth, when a woman becomes more than herself; her mortality living on through her offspring.


Not only does “The Fish” expose the triumphant success of bringing life into the world, but also the victory over death that Dinah and many mothers experience as their bodies are ripped in two in the name of new life. Just as the fish “falls through like the torn/ silvery half-drowned body/ of any woman come to term,” Dinah also felt the presence of death “when the ordinary passage of life into life became a struggle between life and death, and [she] felt the shadow in the corner lean toward [her] and [her] son” (Diamant 225).“Love” celebrates women’s ability to conquer this feat and succeed in giving life. 

“Discovery” and “She Found God” also has uplifting tones of hope, inspired by Ntozake Shange’s [image: image7.png]


choreopoem, “for colored girls who have considered suicide/ when the rainbow is enuf.” The choreopoem shows how power, strength and love can be derived from community of women. This theme of community is connected with those themes of The Red Tent and Beloved, shown through song and chant. 

In The Red Tent the strength and power of women is apparent in the relationships between Dinah and her mothers, as well as the bond Dinah had with those she was a midwife for and with. Through song, two generations of midwives found power and strength when their voices joined as one: “Meryt joined me in singing the words ‘Fear not,’ sensing the power of the sounds without knowing what she was saying. [image: image8.png]


By the end of the third time, all of the women were singing ‘Fear not,’ and Hatnuf was breathing deeply again” (Diamant 242). In Beloved, the community of women came to aide Sethe, and through them she finds the strength she needs to continue her life:

For Sethe it was as though the Clearing had come to her with all its heat and simmering leaves, where the voices of women searched for the right combination, the key, the code, the sound that broke the back of words. Building voice upon voice until they found it, and when they did it was a wave of sound wide enough to sound deep water and knock the pods off chestnut trees. It broke over Sethe and she trembled like the baptized in its wash. (Morrison 261)

In community, Sethe found salvation. She could be whole again. 

This experience mirrors the chanting in “for colored girls,” symbolic of the emotional bond between the women and the strength that comes by realizing their commonality. Through this community, women are able to actualize self-love:

i sat up one nite walkin a boardin house

screamin/ cryin/ the ghost of another woman

who waz missin what I waz missin

i wanted to jump up outta my bones 

& be done wit myself

leave me alone

& go on in the wind

it waz too much

i fell into a numbness

til the only tree I cd see

took me up in her branches

held me in the breeze

made me dawn dew

that chill at daybreak

the sun wrapped me up swingin rose light everywhere

the sky laid over me like a million men

i waz cold/ i was burnin up/ a child

& endlessly weavin garments for the moon

wit my tears

i found god in myself

& i loved her/ i loved her fiercely (Shange 63)

The spirit of community, the strength and inner power that originates from it, is the essence I aspired to capture in “Discovery” and “She Found God.”

In each work of my art there are women finding love, finding strength, and finding power. The images of motherhood and pregnancy celebrate these discoveries. Childbirth is a testimony to women’s strength, which Diamant brings to life in The Red Tent. Using the story of a Biblical woman, Diamant sheds a whole new light on the Bible and the women in it. The role of women in scripture is barely evident. In The Red Tent, daughters are cherished because women want to have someone to pass down their stories to. A major theme is women’s legacy; women do not want to be forgotten. Yet, ironically, there is little account in the Bible to the lives and importance of women. 

This neglect is not uncommon throughout history. Women are often left out of history texts, literature, and even the Bible; though the strength and power within women has always been present throughout history. One artist who has depicted women’s strength and power is Judy Chicago. Her piece, “The Dinner Party,” according to Stephanie Sullivan, “is dedicated to the memory of women who symbolize the many thousands of heroic women all over the world who have struggled for freedom and dignity” (Sullivan 2). “The Dinner Party” consists of thirty-nine place settings for women who have added something to our collective history, but may have not been recognized as significant contributors to history. Chicago has set up her piece with thirteen place settings on each side of a triangular table:

The triangular formation of the piece connotes an ancient symbol for both women and the Goddess. She found it an “odd coincidence” the number thirteen, connoted male holiness (the number at the Last Supper of Jesus Christ) and female evilness (the number in a coven of witches). (Sullivan 3)

Just as many of my works have a dual metaphor, such as “Motherhood,” “The Tree of Life,” and “The Most Beautiful Sycamore,” so does Chicago’s:

These table settings are intended as a dual metaphor, both domestic and religious, expressing the “containment” imposed by female role expectations while also calling attention to the indispensable though unacknowledged “women’s work.” Thus the place settings vigorously protest women’s oppression, while at the same time honoring their many achievements. (Sullivan 3)

Chicago celebrates women by separating them into three wings: Pre-history through Classical Rome, from the beginning of Christianity to the Reformation, and from the American Revolution to the Women’s Revolution. She even includes women from Dinah’s era, the mythical Primordial and Fertile Goddesses, Ishtar and Kali. These were the goddesses in whom Dinah and her mothers worshiped and found strength. They symbolized their fertility, their oneness with the earth, and sexuality:

When Jacob cried out in his final pleasure, she was flooded by a sense of her own power. And when she followed her breathing, she discovered her pleasure, and opening and fullness that made her sigh, and purr, and then sleep as she hadn’t slept since she was a child. He called her Innana. She called him Baal, brother-lover of Ishtar. (Diamant 34)

Chicago’s hope for her piece of art is that the symbolic meaning that extends from the history of the women represented at her table is most important. She states:

The story conveyed by “The Dinner Party” attests to the fact that, throughout history, while women have struggled to participate in the making and remaking of civilization, their efforts have not been sufficiently remembered or acknowledged. She wishes for The Dinner Party to be a foundation for a different future, one in which both women and men will be raised with an understanding of the full history of the human race. (Sullivan 7)

And that is a theme Diamant, Shange, Morrison and Oliver intended for their pieces. 

What many people think of when the Book of Genesis is mentioned is the two creation stories. When many women readers find that they were created second, a sweeping feeling of inferiority is cast upon them. And, as if that is not enough, according to scripture, women were created from a man: “So the Lord God cast a deep sleep on the man, and while he was asleep, he took out one of his ribs and closed up its place with flesh. The Lord God then built up into a woman from the rib that he had taken from the man” (The Catholic Study Bible, Gen. 3.21-22). God, according to scripture, did not even conceive of creating woman in His pure image, just as he did man.
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Then, in the third chapter of Genesis, titled “The Fall of Man,” women are blamed exactly for that—the fall of man: “So she took some of its fruit and ate it; and she also gave some to her husband, who was with her and he ate it” (Gen. 3.6). When God learned Eve had disobeyed Him, He cursed them and took away everlasting mortal life: “For you are dirt, / and to dirt you shall return” (Gen. 3.19). This passage from Genesis has become a popular basis for the mistreatment and discrimination against women by men and by the world. So, no wonder why there is little comfort in Genesis to modern women readers. Why should a woman even read on?

The creation stories are the foundation for my next two art pieces. “The Divine Feminine” represents a twist on the creation story of God breathing life into Adam. In this watercolor, I tried to capture the divine feminine [image: image10.png]


breathing life into Eve, as if she was created first. “A New Day” is Eve redeemed, therefore saving all women from the oppressions stemming from the displacement of women in patriarchal religion. The woman in the watercolor is displaying an innocence that was lost with her depiction in Genesis. She is free from being the cause of “the fall of man.” Liberated, Eve’s possibilities are endless, as is the future of all women. 

Diamant, Morrison, Shange and Oliver put forth women’s stories in hopes that women can be acknowledged and remembered, giving validity to women’s experience and beauty. Even though their stories have elements of fiction, the themes are universal. How many women throughout history have stories like those of Dinah or Sethe, yet were not accounted for because they were women, thus considered unimportant? 

Women should be celebrated for the strength and power that they possess. Inspired by other great women artists, my intent was to capture that strength and power brought to life through their words. In a world where women’s lives, contributions and powers are easily overlooked and forgotten, my hope is to give a voice to the strength of women.

Works Cited

Diamant, Anita. The Red Tent.  New York: Picador, 1997.

Morrison, Toni. Beloved. New York: Penguin Group, 1987.

Oliver, Mary. “The Fish.” Twelve Moons. Little, Brown and Co., 1979.

Shange, Ntozake. “for colored girls who have considered suicide/when the rainbow is

enuf.”  Ed. 1st Collier Books. Ntozake Shange: New York, 1977.

Sullivan, Stephanie. The Dinner Party. N.pag. On-line. Internet. 7 May 2001 Available

WWW: http://public.csusm.edu/public/thedinnerparty/index.html
The Catholic Study Bible, The Book of Genesis. 

Reflection Essay

Anne Sexton once wrote of the plague with which many creative people are consumed—feeling too much and too deeply:

I think that writers…must try not to avoid knowing what is happening. Everyone has somewhere the ability to mask the events of pain and sorrow, call it shock…when someone dies for instance you have this shock that carries you over it, makes it bearable. But the creative person must not use this mechanism anymore than they have to in order to keep breathing. Other people may. But not you, not us. Writing is ‘life’ in capsule and the writer must feel every bump edge scratch ouch in order to know the real furniture of his capsule…I, myself, alternate between hiding behind my own hands protecting myself anyway possible, and this other, this seeing ouching other. I guess I mean that creative people must not avoid the pain that they get dealt. I say to myself, sometimes repeatedly ‘I’ve got to get the hell out of this hurt’…But no. Hurt must be examined like a plague.

I do not dare to put myself into the same category as Anne Sexton, or other such creative genius, but I do know what it is like to feel an emotion that is so fiery hot that it needs to be expressed in order to keep myself from spontaneously combusting. I know what it feels like to be inspired by another artist, or an emotion, where words and images thrash in my head so vehemently that I can hardly sleep at night. And I know what it feels like to want to shrink away from these emotions, images, words and inspiration—to “hide behind my own hands”—because sometimes life would then seem much easier. 

As an English literature major at Loras College, I have learned not to shy away from truly feeling and seeing life. Also, I am able to express this creativity in a variety of ways: poetry, fiction, critical writing, and other artistic mediums. In researched pieces, I am in constant search of an original twist in order to bring the genre to life and give it meaning for myself and others. I am lucky to have these outlets to express the connections I am engulfed in constantly—between humanity and aesthetics, between the world and my soul. I realize that I am growing in this process; moreover, I have Loras College to thank for not only allowing my artistic person to flourish these last four years, but also for helping me choose a literature background that has encouraged me to make connections, as well as think and write critically. 

As a young woman, I have often had to seek out the connection with other women writers and artists. Loras College has provided me with a well-rounded education, with strong women and positive male role models. However, despite the richer, sometimes it is inevitable under the patriarchal system we live in that the women’s experience is neglected in history books, texts and even in the Bible. The Irish poet, Eavan Boland wrote: 

One thing was lacking. There were times when I sat down at that table, or came up the stairs, my key in my hand, to open the door well after midnight, when I missed something. I wanted a story. I wanted to read or hear the narrative of someone else—a woman and poet—who had gone here, and been there. Who had lifted a kettle to a gas stove. Who had set her skirt out over a chair, near to the clothes dryer, to have it without creases for the morning. Who had made the life meet the work and had set it down: the difficulties and rewards; the senses of lack. I remember thinking that it need not be perfect or important. Just there; just available. And I have remembered that.

Boland’s words echo within me throughout my recent creative processes. I yearn for that connection—that shared experience in which I can relate, find solace, find a purpose, and validate my own struggles.  This yearning gives purpose to my own writing and artwork. I create for myself, often as a form of self-healing but I agree with Sexton that, as a creative person, I have a duty to share my soul with others. In sharing my gifts, I find purposeful meaning to life. Being a literature major at Loras College has helped me find this purpose, make connections, and have a deeper appreciation for humanity. I have been exposed to and learned from many great writers and excellence professors, who have not only taught me but cared for me. And that has made a profound difference in my life. 

� “Much in the history of colored girls contributed to Shange’s discovery of the open form. For example, she evidently originally conceived of the women as anonymous entities: ‘the women were to be nameless & assume hegemony as dictated by the fullness of their lives’” John Timpane, “ ‘The Poetry of Music: Politics and the Open Form in the Drama of Ntozake Shange,’” Modern American Drama: The Female Canon Ed. June Schlueter (Rutherford: Association University Press, Inc., 1990) 201.


� Woman #1 is similar to the Lady in Brown in Shange’s for colored girls because Lady in Brown is the first one the audience sees and hears and who establishes the play.  Jane Splawn, “Change the Joker[r] and slip the yoke’: Boal’s “Joker” system in Ntozake Shange’s for colored girls. . .and spell #7,” Modern Drama (Toronto: 1998) 388.


� Shange does not use standard spelling or punctuation in her poems. She says, “I like the idea that letters dance. . .  I need some visual stimulation, ao that reading becomes not just a passive act and more than an intellectual activity, but demands rigorous participation.” “She wants her words in print to engage the reader in a kind of struggle, and not be ‘whatever you can just ignore.’ The spellings, she said, ‘reflect language as I hear it. . . The structure is connected to the music I hear beneath the words.’” Also, “ ‘[Shange] feels that as a black performer/ playwright/ poet, she has wanted ‘to attack deform n maim the language that i was taught to hate myself in. I have to take it apart to the bone.’” Ed. Scott Peacock, “Shange, Ntozake 1948—present,” Contemporary Authors New Revision Series Vol. 74 (Detroit: Gale Group, 1999) 399.


� This ritual of chanting allows the women to “recover a sense of unity and oneness.” Just as Shange focuses upon women of color’s experience, my choreopoem focuses on all womens vulnerablilties. And in both cases, by sharing their experiences of  vulneralbility, it shows how “forming ‘a closed tight circle’ of community allows them to gain strength” (Splawn 388).





� Based on Desert Flower: The Waris Dirie Story  <� HYPERLINK "http://www.fgmnetwork.org/articles/Waris.htm" ��http://www.fgmnetwork.org/articles/Waris.htm�>


Shange on feminist drama: “’societies that usedta throw us away/ or sell us/ or play with our vaginas’ and calls for a new international cultural history in which being born a girl—as well as growing up to be a woman—is cause for celebration” Ed. Enoch Brater, “Drama of Black American Women,” Feminine Focus: The New Women Playwrights (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989) 238.


� In the beginning of for colored girls, where the Lady in Brown confesses “it’s funny/ it’s hysterical. . .,” “[t]he images associated with the word hysterical in this passage show the multilayered and interdependent qualities of the ‘black girl’s’ experience [and as far as my choreopoem goes, all girls’ experience]: hysterical connotes a laughter which has gone out of control, a madness historically—if not accurately—connected with femaleness” Deborah R. Geis, “ Distraught Laughter: Monologue in Ntozake Shange’s Theater Pieces,” Feminine Focus: The New Women Playwrights Ed. Enoch Brater (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989) 211.


� Ntozake Shange attempted suicide in these ways. These attempts seemed to be caused by a “suppression of rage against society limiting her” and because she was “consumed with bitterness and a deep sense of alienation.” Elizabeth Brown, “Ntozake Shange” Dictionary of Literary Biography Vol. 38: Afro – American Writers After 1955: Dramatists and Prose Writers. Ed. Thadious M. Davis and Trudier Harris (Detroit: Gale Research Company, Book Tower, 1985) 241.


� One way that I perceived Shange’s title, for colored girls who have considered suicide/ when the rainbow is enuf, is that the suicide she speaks of is not necessarily physical. It is an internal suicide that says the person is not good enough, pretty enough, or valued enough. It is a suicide of the soul.


� Self-love was the major focus of Shange’s for colored girls


� The moral of my choreopoem: the bringing of women together and acknowledgement of the strength they derive from each other (Geis 216).


� Juhasz, Suzanne. “Seeking the Exit or the Home: Poetry and Salvation in the Career of


Anne Sexton.” Shakespeare’s Sisters: Feminist Essays on Women Poets Ed.


Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar. Indiana University Press, 1979. 261-8. Rpt. 


In Contemporary Literary Criticism. Ed. Jeffrey W. Hunter. Vol. 123. Farmington


Hills, MI: The Gale Research Inc., 2000.





� Boland, Eavan. Object Lessons. London: Vintage, 1996. xvi.








