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With sincere apology, we have been a longtime in coming.

Snowed under with a barrage of problems (both professional and personal), we
are forever learning—conscious of the fact that the idea is sometimes much more

simplistic than the practice.

This issue of AZALEA explores what we hope will be a continuing dialogue
among 3rd World lesbian writers.

The 3rd World lesbian writer - a new “‘label’’, perhaps, as some have suggested
- nevertheless, defines a group of womyn, who for the first time in modern times,
are giving new meaning, direction, politic and vision to the literary world.

As a guide for this particular dialogue, a leaflet/questionnaire was sent out in-
viting many womyn to participate in the forming of this issue. I, a writer myself,
asked questions | have always wanted to ask of other sister-writers. | tried to
raise issues and generate responses to things both familiar and new, dealing with
ourselves as 3rd World lesbian writers. And with what that might mean.

The responses were small, arriving slowly at first: As if stepping gingerly onto
new ground. Some womyn chose to deal with additional or other aspects of

things suggested in the leaflet.

The invitation to, of course, submit actual creative work as a statement, was
always left open. And in a few cases, here, that creative work appears, without
commentary.

We live in verbal traditions with little theoretical substance. As is common to
this kind of society, the talent for explaining who we are and what we are about

comes slowly. This ‘'explanation’, at times, proves a difficult task. But it is
necessary to do so for our continued survival and evolution. It is for this reason

that this issue was a particularly important one for me to work on.

AZALEA's editorial policy has, from our inception, been one of NO EDITING:

That is, not directing or changing a womon's way or method of saying what she
needs to say. Although this policy has received some criticism, we stand behind it

as a true way of respecting each womon’s personal vision — and her right to

voice It.
We ask that you read this issue with that same respect, and with patience. And

hope you find it as interesting and as vital as we do.
As usual, we welcome and expect your comments and criticisms.

Many thanks to all who have offered support, concern.
Lindajean Brown
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— how do you write: technically, spiritually, emotionally, etc. ... what
are your theories? your plans? how does who you are (lesbian, writer,
3rd world, mother, musician, carpenter, other?) affect your work!?

— choose a piece you are working on (prose, fiction, poetry, plays) ...

— what motivates you? what's the theme? title? where does the name
come from? is the piece a part of a longer work? exist on its own! how
long have you been working on it? what's the importance? the purpose!?
who did you write it for? who are the characters! why did you choose
their types? what did you name them? why? how do they relate to you?

— how long have you worked on the piecel is it finished? how do you
know? do you plan/want to publish this work? how? why do you want
to share it? what are your ideas/theories on publishing by 3rd world les-
bian writers!?

— you may quote from the piece if you’d like.

— say anything else you deem important.
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A Writer And Her World—
THE JOYS AND SORROWS OF PUTTING PEN ‘l‘etr) PirPER

by Anita Cornwell

Copyright © 1982 by A. Cornwell

Hovr do | write? | write with my heart in my mouth because | know that no mat-
ter how many revisions | struggle through, the piece is never going to match that
lovely vision | had of it in my head. And as most experienced writers will warn

you, the longer you write, the harder it gets.

| think that bears repeating. There is no getting around it, writing is hard work.
And the longer you work at it, the tougher it gets. | believe one of the most en-
during myths held by many young writers is the misconception that writing is 3
snap, because “I've been doing it since kindergarten, haven't 17"

The fact is, there is writing done by the lay person, and there is writing done by
the craftsperson. Just as there are two kinds of singers. For example, although
most of us have been singing since before we learned to crawl, Leontyne Price

or Shirley Verrett are not likely to sit up nights worrying about us snatching any
gigs from them.

~ Another great myth held by all too many aspiring writers is that learning the
fundamentals of their craft is crass commercialism. | write for self-expression. |

don't want to get into that professionalism,” | have heard more than one young
writer declare in a superior tone.

Eventually, if they are lucky, they will learn that self-expression is not the name
of the game. A new born babe fresh out of her mother's womb can express
herself. Communication is what the real writer is about. And take my word for it,
you don't learn that overnight. You become a writer the same way Grace Bum-

brey became an opera star, by practicing, practicing, and practicing. And then
you practice some more.

Learning your craft is just half of the equation, however. The other half is learn-
ing who you are. And for most of us, that is harder than learning the technical
side. That is what makes writing so difficult and such a joy once you reach a cer-

tain level. (At least there is joy the few times things go right).

No matter how well you learn to write, until you learn who you are, it is very
doubtful that you will ever have anything worth communicating to a reader. And

communication is the name of the game, remember?

| suppose self-study is the best way to find out who you are. Self-observation, |
believe the experts call it. And contrary to what many people believe, if done
right, self-study will not lead to self-centeredness - at least not in the usual, bad
sense of the term.

One thing is certain, you will never really understand anyone else until you first
undcrstar)d yourself. Thus, until you reach that plateau, you will have little that is
worthwhile to communicate to anyone, including yourseif. And make no
whmtke' the writer writes first, last, and always to communicate with herself. If

at youre writing doesn’t engage and excite you, you can bet your last in-

flated d ' . . :
b itj:)llar It won't engage or excite anyone else either. And you may as well
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One of the most persistent questions that young writers ask the experienced
craftsperson is, “Where do you find ideas?’’ Since it's fairly obvious that ideas
are everywhere, | believe what the neophyte is really asking is, ““How do you
manage to work your ideas into the proper form and get them down onto
paper?’” Ah, that is the question, isn’t it?

As | once related to an inquiring apprentice, | believe the problem of
discovering who you are and finding out how to get your ideas onto paper in
full story form are really one and the same problem. If | may speak personally
for a moment, | believe | made my first major breakthrough when | finally
discovered that an idea has to grow in the mind before you can turn it into a
story.

In addition to all the frustrations that plague any aspiring writer, the Third
World Lesbian writer has to cope with the added stumbling block dumped in
her path by a white racist homophobic patriarchal society.

Perhaps one of the most important qualities that the creative person can
possess is to have the courage to walk alone, so to speak. Yet, to know oneself
and to have enough self-confidence to persist in the face of staggering odds
are not the qualities that women are cherished for having. The inquisitive
woman, like the ‘‘aggressive’ woman is usually labelled ‘‘unnatural’’ or worse,
and is ignored or abused at every turn. Yet inquisitiveness is a must if one is to
create anything of value.

The struggle to develop her gift and make it yield the fruits she envisions in
her mind is an all-consuming task which most women are unable to even
undertake, let alone complete, because of the hostile reaction that almost
always greets the adventuresome woman.

I'm fairly certain there must be other professions that are more agonizing
than that of being a writer, but, thankfully, | am not a party to them. The thing
that | find so frustrating about writing — aside from rejection slips and
manuscripts lost in the mail, etc. — is that you almost never come up with what
you thought you were after when you started out.

At least | almost never do. Yet, in spite of my many complaints about my pro-
fession, | know without question that my work has been my salvation. | have
seen too many women my age - and some even younger - who have fallen apart
because they had nothing to hold them together.

Of course, | won't (or can’t) go into great detail as to how writing - or the long
struggle to learn my craft - somehow helped weld my psyche together. But
what | didn't know back when | was still battling to make that first sale was that
the struggle itself would bear its own reward.

While you are engaged in those early struggles, | believe one of the most
useful habits that the beginning writer can fall into is to learn to complete
every viable work that she begins, even if it is only to remain in first draft form.
And don't get into the habit of throwing your work away. No matter how dreadful
you may think that story is, don’t tear it to ribbons as | did so much of my early
work. True, that story probably is every bit as lousy as you think it is, but it con-
tains the germ of an idea and perhaps other good segments that can be used in
later work.




AZALEA YOL.5 NO. 2 -

Even if you never use any part of that early work, it can serv i
' , € as a kind of
sounding board. In later years, you can look at it and see how much you have

improved. And you will improve if you keep banging away, everyday if at all
possible.

If you want to write badly enough, you will make the time to do so. If you
find other pursuits more alluring, then so be it. Ultimately, | believe we usually
do the thing that goads us the most. So if the desire to write is not goading you
hard enough, consider yourself lucky and look into the plumbing business
perhaps. | know this for a fact, the average plumber makes at least five times

more than the average writer.

So don't fret if your writing drive lacks enough oomph to get you moving.
Look for some other creative endeavor. But, if you've got the drive, then get on
with it: let those pages pile up. Eventually, you'll discover that you have more
ideas and plans for future work than you'll ever be able to complete. That will
make you feel rich and productive. And the productive person produces even

more work.

Like most writers who have been at it for quite some time, | now (ir:ld rpyself
working on several projects at any given time, with several more waiting in the

wings.

For example, between the time | wrote this little piece in long hand, rough-
draft form two months ago and before typing it up to send out, | worked on &
short profile of a small-press publisher, finished and sent out a book of humor
for the Liberated Woman, wrote three one-act plays and one two act comedy

for young people. And worked on a group of prose poems that | hope to
publish in chap book form some day.

Also during that time | engaged in a dialogue/interview with another small
press publisher via the mails, searched for another title for the volume of my
non-fiction pieces that a small press publisher is interested in bringing out, and

began work on my first full-length play | hope to finish in time to enter in a com-
petition four weeks later.

Oddly enough, after thinking about it for at least twenty years, | have at last
decided that playwrighting is my true calling, and that is what | will probably

do in the main for the remainder of my creative life.

Do | regret not having taken up the form sooner? Certainly not. First of all,
regrets consume creative energy that one needs for ones work. Secondly, a
good story is a good story whether it be fiction or drama. In other words, learn
to put pen to paper and you can switch gears whenever you deem it
necessary.

. Also, ’mish; | remind you that the complete writer eventually tries all forms.
L: dontt be intimidated, uncover that typewriter and get with it. As one Nobel
ureate once wrote, the best thing to do is tell yourself each morning that the

best work has yet to ' - -
good luck! W 4 be written, so you'd better get started right now. And
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On Becoming - or Just BEING
by Davine
Copyright © 1982 by Davine

Pre =natal clinic examination. The young Black nurse pressing my abdomen
queries ‘‘are you a dancer?” | want to know from her ““which one of us don’t
dance?’’ She’s puzzled, and probably sorry she stepped out of the formality of
her role by initiating a conversation with some kook. ‘““‘Excuse me?"’ | repeat my
question, but then explain that as far as I'm concerned we're all dancers. She
smiles. She meant professionally. My abdominal muscles are strong. | won't
have any trouble getting back in shape. I'm surprised...is the dancer’s spirit
housed in my body working for me? | never contrive exercise. | want to be

exercised by life...dancing, walking, reaching, squatting, making love, working,
travelling by bike.

In a car. Radio churning some popular tune. Windows closed. Watching
passersby. In time.Rhythmic time to the unheard radio. Hip sway. Knee dip.

Arms gracefully, dramatically punctuate conversation. They dance. Black peo-
ple...| know we are all dancers.

There are many things that we do, but because we never get an opportunity
to develop or to capitalize on them, we don'’t call ourselves practitioners or ar-
tists. We are artists. When | look at what a Black woman can do with a head of
hair, | know she’s a beauty culturist...when a slave could take the master’s
scraps and prepare a gourmet meal, you knew she was a chef...when our her-
bal home remedies cure, you know you dealing with medicine...when a slave
could take the croker sacks food was stored in and design party outfits and be
pressed down, you know you dealing with a designer and master tailor...lurk-
ing somewhere in me is the suspicion that the patchwork quilt originated with
us too... who else would know what to do with scraps? It takes genius to make
something from nothing. And you, when you hear a rhythm in the racing
wheels of a subway train, you know you a musician...and everyday, all day,
how many times do you have to act? Most times to perform? If there’s anything
we are truly, naturally, it's artists. Most times the problem or drawback is in the
inability to identify and the lack of acknowledgement. It is true, identifying
don't pay no bills, but it will salvage and nurture your spirit and our culture.

| look at some Black people and see how much work it is, how stressful it is
for them when they refuse to identify as Black. | am aware of how beautiful
Black folks started looking once we decided we were beautiful...once we iden-
tified as beautiful for ourselves. Something that can definitely interfere with
functional ability is waiting for someone outside yourself to tell you who you
are, and how to be. To legitimize you. You must decide first and go with your
convictions. If | had listened to my guidance counselor in high school, | would
have taken home economics and sewing because | was not ‘“‘college material™.

This is not only a pep-talk, a talk of encouragement, it is a re-affirmation of
self. | am not saying we don’t need constructive criticism, or that we don’t
need instruction. I'm saying what's often available is destruction. We need to
put ourselves in the company of those who are doing; surround ourselves with
positive influences and encouraging people; those who will not only teach us,
but help us gain confidence.




AZALEA VOL. 5 NO. 2 S

A writer. My life as a writer blossomed when | took the gargantuan step, the
courageous or maybe foolhardy step of being public and identifying mysélf as
a writer. It took flight when | stopped saying “| want to write” “| would like to
be a writer”. | finally said - when people asked me “What do you do? (a ques-
tion that often offends me, depending upon how early on in an exchange it is
posed), “I'm a writer”. | knew once | made that statement - that affirmation, |
would have to deal, because people would say give us the goods. It's a mistake
to only identify yourself with your means of income. | have friends who are on
welfare, but who are dancers, writers, mothers and don't say, “I don't work,
I'm on welfare”. So if you are a janitor and you sing, “What do you do?" So
what had | been waiting for? The touch of academia’s wand? | took one jour-
nalism course and hated it. Running an “A’ "cum for two years, | got a "B" in
journalism. A “B” in the subject | thought I'd be best at. Another english in-
structor who loved my writing told me my sentences were “"abominations”.
The ongoing struagle between form and content. | told her that my thoughts

then, are abominations.

Well now. Unpublished until my 30's, what kind of writer can | say | had been
all along? Because | know | didn’t just start writing. | remember being a little girl
when my mother’s Aunt Ruth from Jamaica was filing for citizenship and
needed me to write a composition. | remember junior high school, and my
girlfriends’ boy-broken hearts, and how I'd be enlisted to write the scathing
letters to “read’ the boys ** "bout they shit™. High school - writing term papers
already a day late, under the desk on my lap, in the class before the class
where I'd turn them in and get a “"8" because the teacher dropped me a grade
for being late. College - my mother calling me to fill in the blanks with words
she couldn't spell. Viet Nam war era - writing letters to unknown soldiers.
When people ask "are you a poet?” “what do you write?'"" | look back and see
I'm a necessitist.[Yes it is @ word, | made it up]. A Get-Over writer. | write
because there is a matter to address...an issue that needs attending to. Setting
out to do something and being effective at it. Trusting myself. Trusting
somebody else to show the way; just as my Grandaunt could trust me - as a
child. Still, writing well does not a WRITER make. O.K. What is this being, A
WRITER made of? (A question one should ask oneself and have the answer to,
in order to identify as one.) Well, as an insatiable reader, I've found that writers
were either highly imaginative and wrote from their imaginations, or that they
had great memories and gleaned materials from the combined observations of
their experiences and those of people around them, or they were people who
felt and thought a lot, and needed somewhere to put it all. The approach
(humourous, philosophic, etc.) is a matter of the author’s personality, and who
s/he wants to abpeal to.

| came through the public school system before anything was “progressive
or “liberal” Education was still very formal and traditional. which meant white
European and Euro American Primarily male-focused There was no place for
youth, or Black or woman, and certainly not for what would be considered 3
ba§tard|zation of the English lanquage. (although what we speadk in these
United States is simply that, Ethnocentrism . an serve as a strong form of denial)
English grammar was the order of the day. and | remember m\ innovative and
challenging deviations receiving crushing blows in the grading svstem

A college professor who liked me told me | was ‘‘off-beat”’, and | remember

St
sking him who the drummer was. It was only after | had survived and escaped

from the system, did | th
: ' en explore bo - ,
Unavailable “‘off-beat’ literatgrp_, T _0_kstore__s Wh_rer E' feli"q a,,_“ the previously
-
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I’'m a talker, and after more years of talking than writing, | look at my writing
and realize that | write the way | talk. Conversational. Intimate. Rhythmic.
Stream of Consciousness. Free association. Asides. Humour. Reminiscences.
Confidences. Flowing. My essay on mothering [‘Mothering: The Romance is
Over”’, GAP TOOTH GIRLFRIENDS: AN ANTHOLOGY © '81] is actually transcribed
from an extemporaneous oral presentation. | don’t write speeches although
I've given many. And as for my writing, | have never done an outline. Maybe I'd
be a better writer if | did, but I'm still learning. I'll always be learning.

My writing is about life. Real life. I've never had an active fantasy life, or that
vivid an imagination. There was always so much activity and excitement in the
immediate environment that | had to deal with the here and now. No time to
make anything up. The absence of fantasy and fiction, however, doesn’t
necessarily leave one with dull material. Fiction has some basis in reality, and is
often a blend of fact and...but in recording reality, one can often approach the
same material in a number of different ways: humourously, tragically,
philosophically, politically... Reality completely absorbs me, and | write about
it because I'm interested in people and what’s happening to us.

As a tribal woman, my writing is first of all a sharing. It’s through sharing that
we see our commonalities more clearly...perhaps even clearly enough for us to
begin to abandon the need to secret ourselves from one another...to see that
in banding we survive, conquer, renew, advance. I'm about spreading the
word on whatever is gonna get us to the place where we are not so taken out
by life’'s basic necessities and how hard it is for us to get to 'em, that we have
the time and energy to create beautiful things, to devise new plans; methods of
improving our lives, time to enjoy the world and each other. We have been
quite deliberately led into a maze of the petty and limited visions. In my strug-
gle to expand my way out of it, I'll even write about why we should join food

co-ops!

My sharing is not simply ventilation...an acknowledgement of crisis. It is not
defeatist. It offers some direction. Some ideas on how to proceed. It's Up-
Tempo. Writing can be a cleansing, but we must always deal constructively so
that the powers outside us don't keep us focused on anger and despair to the
point that we are undone. We must remind ourselves, and whoever listens or
reads, that there'’s always something to be done. When | write, all | hope for is
that it provides inspiration or teaches and stirs up some activity that may help

get the “what comes around’ for us all.

The process for me is undisciplined and spontaneous-energy in flashes. I'm
looking to develop discipline. I've struggled against unnatural outside
restraints for so long and tried to be free in so many ways within myself, that |
now have to train myself, discipline myself in my own interests. | guess an over-
riding factor in my not being a disciplined writer is my lifestyle. | have a full-time
spiritually draining job. | am also the mother of a six year old boy, and have a
host of family and friends who command my attention and demand a certain
amount of interaction. The additional life-time jobs of shopping for food, doing
 the laundry and cleaning the house, interfere with the time away from my
“work" often erroneously referred to as ‘‘sparetime’’. My spare time is minimal,
and | have to split it up between going to the laundromat, getting the cultural
exposure essential to my well-being and being out in the world to keep my
finger on the pulse. The time | have left over is for writing!! Which is crazy,
because | need at least 3-4 hours sleep. So although | established a writing
space for myself, (I bought a desk, desk lamp and file cabinet) | write anywhere
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| can. This here piece is a bridge and tunnel piece; written while friends drove
me to art exhibits, meetings, shekere class; on the bus to work, on the subway
while trying to keep a defensive eye on the craziness there, and rounded out
during blocks of time liberated in my office. At home, my beautiful desk is
piled high with mail, newspaper clippings, bills and old magazines, while
nothing is filed, and | write in bed. I'm advancing to the point, however, where
my need to write is pressing, and so | am prepared to sequester myself with
that focus. I’'m willing to give something up. | wish it could be the laundromat,

because | find it impossible to write there!

The good part about my lifestyle, though, is that although it impedes my pro-
cess, it is the stuff of which my writing is made. Since my writing is primarily
socio-political commentary and analysis, | even see interactions between peo-
ple at the laundromat that warrant discussion. I'm interested in how people

function, why they do what they do, and why somebody's always doing us!
Since | come from a family that seems to have made struggle a tradition, and

has demonstrated a phenomenal ability to survive, I've had a whole barrel of
“whys”, and as a Sun-Gemini, Mars-Virgo person, | aim to get answers.
Meanwhile-in the process of breaking all this shit down so it makes sense to
me, | want to share my findings, get feedback on whether or not it makes sense
to the rest of us, and then do something about it. For me, writing is about mak-
ing connections: between the isolated personal and the universal political...it's
about demystification of all the institutions that the ruling powers use to con-
trol us. It Is not a mystical or inexplicable process for a woman to “go crazy'

There Is no such thing as a Black teen-age boy being inherently socially deviant
and no, it is not a given that because | am Black | have a lower intelligence quo-

tient.

My teachers have been excellent: reading, listening and watching. Re-cycling.
My advice to anyone who's thinking about jumping out here as a writer is the
same | offer myself. Write your thoughts, feelings, angers, hopes, observations,
experiences, fantasies. It all matters. And write in your own language...whether
it be New Yorican Spanglish or Black english. After years of having Black english
taught out of me, like the modification of a negative behavior, I'm trying to
recapture it as something definitely very precious, that speaks to the integrity
of my history. Write about whatever ole folks always be talking about. White

folks do. Why should Joel Chandler Harris compile and publish Uncle Remus
tales and collect on it, and not one of us?!!? If there’s a market for the Diary of
Anne Frank...A Mad Housewife...and | Never Promised You a Rose Garden,
then they ought to be kicking down the doors for tales of our experiences.

If it seems too overwhelming to sit down and just start writing-do like | told
my mother when | handed her a tape recorder on Christmas and she (a very

glamorous lady who likes personal glamorous gifts) looked at me like | had jost
my ever-loving mind - ‘“Mama you said you wanted to write, well, start talkm.g
about it. Reminisce, reflect. Put it on tape and we can transcribe it - piece it

together bit by bit,”

However, and this personal, beware of “‘editors’. Now | don’t mind, | even
very much appreciate someone's helping me by re-arranging the words in a
sentence, or keeping me from repeating myself, or helping me say things more
succinctly, but | very much mind leaving this and that out, or saying it this way
lanstead of my way. What | write, how | write, is who | am, and | refuse to permit

nyone in the editorial process to try to edit my life. Back to trusting.
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Meanwhile-all along | was saying “‘I'm not a ‘creative’ writer.”’ | approached
writing very matter-of-factly, as opposed to, poetically. | very much enjoyed
other peoples’ creative writing, but didn't think | could be creative in the stan-
dard sense, until the heat was on. (What'’s that they say about supply and de-
mand?) After “Gap Tooth Girlfriends: An Anthology’’ was published, the group of
us whose work was included received numerous requests for readings. It
became clear that | could not keep reading my same couple of poems over and
over, so | started writing for the occasion. And since | had to produce quickly,
the form was always poetry. Poetry for the People. And that's how | also pro-
duced my short story, “Nana’’['Nana...A Piece of Nostalgia...A Piece of Me”’, GAP
TOOTH GIRLFRIENDS: AN ANTHOLOGY, © 1981], included in the same anthology.
The group of us, pre-publication, were giving a fund-raising event and ‘| didn’t
have a thing to read”. | didn’t think poetry readings were the occasions on
which | should present my essays, so | wrote my first short story. Overnight. As
it turned out, that short story was so enthusiastically received, | took
something else earmarked for publication out of the book and substituted it.
The response was favorable. People could identify with the experience.

Since then, | have felt more encouraged to be ‘‘creative’”, and when ques-
tioned about what | write, | can say ‘“everything!”

Recently, | have been jotting notes to myself to develop: a short story (com-
pletely fictitious, wish me luck!) a treatment for a documentary, a treatment for
a feature film and various essays. | haven’t had time to develop them because |
have been looking for a home for 2% months. That is another reality that has in-
terfered with the creative flow. But such is the plight of a Black Iesbian single
mother, searching for a cheap, decent apartment with lots of space, air and
sunlight. | say it’s related to my identity because the combination of features
puts me on the bottom rung of the ladder of the socially acceptable, or the
politically powerful, which gives me little money, ergo-not many choices of
choice housing.

But about lesbianism and my writing. Thus far, | haven’t had alot to say
because I'm lesbian...but what | experience is as valid a lesbian experience as
any other given that that'’s a fact of my life. But what | believe is that anything |
have to say is valid, important enough to be said to the world, because | know
what | have to say has foundation, and | believe in myself. | don’t think | have to
qualify everything | say by sexual preference, but my sexuality is a fact I'm quite
comfortable with and so don't deny. Since | have spent my whole life being
Black and female prior to any lesbian lifestyle, most of my writing is from the
perspective of a Black woman regardless of sexuality. Whenever there is an
issue that should be addressed from a lesbian perspective, | do that, but even
when | was actively heterosexual my perspective on most things was the same.
| was orought up around many women. My mother provided shelter, support
and direction for her women friends. My orientation was one that
demonstrated positive relationships and love for women even though it was

not sexually expressed. It was also always demonstrated how independently
- Capable women are, | do feel that regardless of one's sexuality, if one is an ar-
tist actively creating, the product should be available at large. | want to see les-
bians welcome our heterosexual sisters’ work, and vice versa. My sister, who is
heterosexual and an artist, has no problem performing for audiences of
women. Sometimes it's a challenge, but it's nothing we can't take on. Even
though heterosexual is what one is assumed to be until declared otherwise (in-
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nocent until proven guilty?) | didn’t talk of being heterosexual to support
anything | ever said, and found it nothing in particular to be proud of. Likewise
| don't feel there’s anything about my being a lesbian, in and of itself, thaE
should make me proud. The talk is of being “out”. Well | don't think anyone
should be ashamed of her sexuality one way or the other. | also think that we
women have to get beyond letting our sexual preferences separate us.
Whether or not one is a good craftsperson, dancer, carpenter, does not have
to do with one’s sexuality, unless inhibited or denied sexuality is blocking the
creative process. Then by all means it is crucial to get “out” of that. Otherwise
be renowned for what it is you do. If the creative process is influenced by your
sexuality (if you write love poems to the woman who inspires you-l have), then
it is relevant. People in positions of prestige and power who are homosexual
should use that power to assist someone else who may be denied because of
sexually “out”. When the issue is political, (which in that case it is), then it is

crucial for one’s sexuality to be made an issue of. |
Just as | feel some things are special for Black people, | feel some things are

special and should be reserved for audiences of women, but then | always felt
that way. | am, however, very much concerned about not becoming too nar-

row because I'm in a comfortable space...By that | mean of restricting myself to
being “public” in a safe place...only writing for, being published by and

reading to women. | want one of my strengths to be that | can hold my own-
regardless. | want as many people to be exposed to whatever it is | create,

because it is one way | refuse oppression, suppression. By being boundiess. |
refuse ghettoization. | want to live with my people by choice...but then, the
world is ours. As far as | am concerned, if | have something to say about

anything from a lesbian perspective, then there's no reason why men shouldn't
hear it. | can back myself.

My audience is the world as much as, if not more than the white male writer
primarily because Third World people and women populate the world in
larger numbers, which makes my experience as a poor Black woman an ex-
perience that is much more universal in reality. | am never writing, creating for
white people, but they damned sure gonna know | said, | meant it, and fuck

them.
Of course Black women, particularly lesbians, are not going to be heatedly

pursued by publishers, because as a large oppressed group, the projection of
our voice, our protest, is too threatening to the system of things. Black men are
less threatening - they don’t produce the labor force. Black lesbianism i
something that threatens the very foundation of the capitalist world. But that
still doesn’t mean that we cannot publish! Gap Tooth Girlfriends didn’t ask
nobody. We said-damn-this work is good...it would be a shame not to put it out
there for folks. We didn’t have no money. So we did what Black people (in this
country) have done since time immemorial...we cooked some food and gave 8
party, and got supportive women to come, have a good time and contribute to
the cause. Then we sold advance subscriptions to friends, loved ones and the
last couple of people we bought school raffles and candy from. We had 500
cop.;nes printed, soﬁld out, and still have people trying to get copies (including
me!). You can do it. Give yourself a pre-natal examination...you may find you
too are surprised by the muscles, the strengths you have. Then deliver your
Product. And at some point, somebody’s little much handled, dog-earred copy

will wind up in Africa, South America, Australi ’ "
by r . , Australia, who knows, but they’ll love it
oecause they'll know it's speaking to them :

- 1'M a writer, A mother. A lover. Spiritualist. Chef. Healer. Craftswoman.
?oanqgtehri. Stﬁryteller. Interpreter of dreams. Politicist{is that a word? | gotta call it
to be ﬂsghnl not a politician.] And I'm expanding all the time. Once we decide

all that we want to and can, they can’t stop us. We are spoon-fed their

“wisdom'. Wasn't it one of their phi Ry s Mgk
am™? Well | think-so | know | am toE:):! Lonsg;?t? S who said “I think-therefore '
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OUT OF MY OWN VISION: From A Writer’'s Journal
by Becky Birtha

Copyright © 1982 by B. Birtha

Sunday, July 23, 1978
I'm in a strange, wispy, romantic sort of mood ... We've been reading the last

Marge Piercy novel, and | think it does that to me. In spite of the faults | can find
in her novels ..., her books can still do to me what nearly all the books | read in
my childhood did, and very few of those I've read since I've grown up. Make
the story real. Make the people real. Make me want to be them or be like them,
or know them or be in the same book. And at the same time, make me see my
own life differently, make me feel as if I'm in a book, too. And they make me
want to write and write. Sometimes | worry about that. Sometimes I'm afraid |
want to write about life as much as | want to live it ...

Now it feels like a piece of a novel. We’'re on the porch and the sun has just
gone down. The wind doesn’t stop blowing — blowing the pages of this book,
blowing Becky's hair back, blowing the skirt of the blue and white sundress I'm
wearing. My legs and feet are bare. It's been over ninety for two days. Becky is
playing her guitar — not singing, just playing — Freight Train and the blues song
| wrote, tapping her feet on the little stool to the rhythm. She's in her perennial
blue jeans and a t-shirt. She’s drinking coffee. | fall in love with various images
of her — over and over again. | think it is my capacity to perceive my life as art
(@ novel, or a movie) that makes it possible for me to love. Even in these quiet
times, my life is fuller than the most exciting novel.

We have been recovering, all week, from a series of devastating heavies and
quarrels, about time we spend together. We have aggreed on a solution and
are trying it to see if it will work. | am scared, although not right now. | know
the pressure is my writing, which has always been there in my life, more perma-
nent and more demanding than the most faithful and persistent lover ...

Monday, January 1, 1979

... Last night, at Natalie and Terry’s, Becky and | looked through a book of pic-
tures by Maxfield Parrish, and | realized | want to be able to write the way he
painted ... to create whole new worlds that were never there before. When |
look at his pictures, | see places that are true enough to be familiar, as if I've
been there sometime in my life or in a dream. And yet they are more extraor-
dinary, more delightful, more inviting, more exciting than any place | could
have ever been. But he made them real enough to be convincing, so that after |
look at the pictures, I've been there, too. There is one picture in particular that
has that effect on me. It's called ““Daybreak’’, and it used to be, co-incidentally,
hanging up on the wall near my little room in the house ... in Berkeley. Califor-
nia was, to me, the place in the picture — someplace strange and new and
wonderful that | knew I'd never been before, yet somehow one day [l] sudden-
~ ly woke up to and found ... so familiar, even though I'd never been sure of its
existence until that moment. [Then] | suddenly knew it had always been real,
and maybe always within me.

Anyway, that's the feeling | want to convey, the kind of places | want to
Create, with my words ...
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| don’t know how to go about doing this. Don’t know what kind of people
need to be in such a story, what kind of place the story needs to happen in,
what the story will be about. Only that it will be purely fanciful, fantasy. | don’t
know if it will be my next story or ten stories hence. Right now, | feel so
grounded in reality with my content, in tradition with my form. | will have to

transcend that. Allow my mind to play like a child ...

Saturday, June 30, 1979 Provincetown, Massachusetts

We have been here since Wednesday night. Three long days and all of it has
been beautiful ... Everywhere on the streets we see women with their arms

around other women, men holding arms ... They recognize us and smile... Is this
what it could be like, after the revolution?

..Yesterday morning we made love. For once | felt like there was plenty of
time for that, nothing more important we had to do. We ate breakfast in the
cottage we stayed in — English muffins and fruit ... | liked the cottage — rustic,

blue willow cups and plates ..., one room for everything and yet it seemed big
enough for us. It’s hard to believe we really need that whole apartment full of

stuff we have at home.

..We ... rented bikes and rode on miles of trails through the sand dunes to
the ocean. And spent a long time walking down the beach in the sun; and
Becky found the prettiest shell, and | found one to string on the leather that

goes around my sleeping bag.

Last night we went out to dinner and then to the women's bar. And watched
women dancing together, disco dancing, for a long time ... Drank rum and
coke. And came home and made love again, last night.

One of the things | like so much is the spontaneity — that we could start out
looking for a motel and end up by the ocean picking up shells ... At the same
time, I'm a littie disturbed by how easy it is to be here. ...The day before [yester-
day], | walked down the bay beach .. and started remembering my
“transcendental experience”, when | tripped in the New Jersey pine barrens
eleven years ago, and could understand suddenly and wholly, the meaning of
everything — could see and feel “god” in everything and knew the equality
[between] myself and any grain of sand ... | also remembered the time | col-
lected the fragments of moon snail shell that time in 1975 ... And how | was

writing a poem about them.

've been reading Sinister Wisdom and thinking about politics and art ... |
thoughts, on Thursday, of writing more poetry about grains of sand and pieces
of shells. Even though those things are meaningful and important to me, it
seems such a luxury. That is the kind of stuff men write. Abstract poems about
Inanimate objects, Transcendental experiences. How can | make that mean-
Ingful, translate it into something that has meaning for the women | want to
reach? What is real is the struggle. And there is so much that needs to be writ-
ten ... that has not been spoken before, | feel a sense of urgency, a hunger,
even for the fiction. | can't justify myself writing about anything else right now
...... It seems everything | write has a purpose, beyond just being art, even if its
zuirpose IS ?nly to create a space where art by lesbians or about lesbians can

Xist for art’s sake alone. The poem | wanted to begin, on the beach two days

aiso, could only end with the question: what does a woman who has reached
nirvana say, when a man insults her on the street?
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At the same time, Provincetown is sparking my imagination, as a writer ... I'm
... entering into that kind of fantasy place in my head where characters get
created and where the best stories begin — the kind of stories in which | get in-
trigued enough by the character that | finally want to write about her and find
out more about her, ... get to know her, ... make her mine.

The character is called “Curlytop”. ...If she has another name in the story, |
don't know what it is yet ... | see her in white — a white shirt, overshirt, no but-
tons in the front, white slacks. And flowers in her hair. | think she loves to

dance ...

| never saw anything like those women dancing together last night. It was so
overtly, explicitly sexual. More than anything in Cedar and Nelly’s book. If I'm
going to write erotica, that's how | would like it to work. The way watching
those women dance is probably more enticing than it w<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>