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Introduction s 

. ns of others and in her own experience. Many times when the 
-~rvat10 . h . h f th . 
vv~ cepts this suggestion, t e ric ness o e piece comes out. The 

lesbian a~nding of the lesbian's knowledge emerges, and her writing con­

deef) gr?th and validates readers who have had similar experiences. 

"~m1 
also ask a lesbian to write more when I think she has a good 

. that should be developed and expanded on, when I suspect she has 

idea knowledge and information than she's put on the page. 

mo;hen editing for clarity, I suggest ways in which paragraphs and ideas 

be reordered and sentences can be reworked in order that the 

ca~ter's ideas come across to the reader. And in order that she does not 

wr~tradict herself (unless that is her intention). This kind of editing I do at 

r:ast as frequently with 'professional' or academic writers as I do with 

others. 
Writing and being published is only half the way there, being read 

and understood is the other half. When I commit to an article, I commit 

to bringing out what the writer is trying to say. In her own voice, I'm not 

interested in changing her vocabulary or intonation. / also commit to the 

reader, that she will not find the piece frustrating and confusing to read; 

and this in turn is a commitment to the writer, because if readers throw 

down LE in confusion and annoyance the writer is not served. 

Sheila says," . .. once we send .. [something we've written] .. to be 

shared with other dykes-it should be considered to say what we 

wanted it to say and how we wanted to say it." In fatt, often when les­

bians send something to LE they know quite well tnat it is not how they 

"wanted to say it," and they only send it when they are sure I know it is 

'just a draft.' Also, because a writer's perspective is so cl~;to the piece, 

she may not know whether or not the piece makes the irttpr'ession on a 

reader that she, the writer, "wanted." 
In my opinion, it is cruel and oppressive NOT to tell a lesbian that her 

writing needs work in order to communicate. She has very important 

things to say. If in the future she gains a different perspective and looks 

back at an unedited piece published in LE, she may well feel made a 

fool of, may regret that more was not made of the publishing oppor­

tunity, and may, rightfully in my opinion, be angry at me for having lied 

to her. Once a lesbian has put something in print, she has to live with it 

for the rest of her life. (And so do I and LE, for ours.) Lesbians who are 

skilled at putting ideas into words did not get that way by being given no 

feedback. 





compulsory Performance: 
Rescuing My Lesbian Self from the 
Shell of the Prodigy 

Eileen Anderson 

Thanks to Patrice Mathews, Carol Yamasaki and Elisabeth LeGuin. 

Four years ago I came out as a Lesbian, ~nd at that time started to 
question my vocation as a classical musician. All my life I had been hear­
ing about how lucky I was to be able to do something as creative and ex­
pressive as playing music, and I had indeed lived a life of comparative 
luxury and extreme privilege. But as a baby Lesbian and radical feminist, 
I started applying the same scrutiny to this aspect of my life that I had 
learned to use for the rest of my experiences in the world. Having been 
duped into heterosexuality and many other patriarchal institutions, I now 
tried to question everything. Regarding music, I stopped liking what I 
observed. I stopped liking how I felt. I stopped playing. And that act of 
stopping taught me more about society's beliefs and assumptions about 
artists and what they do than I ever learned from being one. 

I offer here my analysis of art and the artist under patriarchy, from my 
experience and observation. I have found that the patriarchal concept of 
the artist has been subject to surprisingly little criticism---it has a mys­
tique, even among Lesbians. Though my criticism focuses on classical 
western music, since that is where my experience lies, I believe that 
much of it can be applied to other types of music and art. Finally, I am 
suggesting ways for Lesbians to create art and interact other than the 
damaging ones we have learned from the patriarchy. . 

Playing and performing hurt me very deeply. F~r from bemg a place_ of 
freedom outside of and superior to the rest of society, the role that main­
stream ~usicians and other performing artists play in our culture is that 
of high priests and propagandists for heteropatriarchy. Women who are 
seduced into these roles by the amazing perks we are offered are turned 
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something about her would be good enough. Music looked like a ticket 
to freedom. 

Teaching a child to perform anything is child abuse. And it is an intrin­
sic part of the grand tradition of patriarchal parenting. I have witnessed a 
mother refuse to let her child get up from the table until she sang a little 
song for the guests. I have heard the phone message tapes of 'progres­
sive' parents which feature the voice of their two-year-old saying words 
she probably doesn't even understand, with her mother audibly coach­
ing and urging her on in the background. Many of us have observed 
what happens to children who are photographed frequently. And count­
less youngsters start performing on instruments at such a young age that 
they cannot remember a time when they weren't playing, much less re­
member whether or not it was something they wanted to be doing. The 
violin prodigy Midori, then 15 years old, was asked in a 1986 interview 
whether she had liked playing when she started at the age of four. "I 
probably liked it, I guess," she said. "I never really noticed."2 

Learning to perform is the creation of a false self. For me it meant 
being a 'good girl,' denying and mistrusting my own desires, and learn­
ing to think of them as bad. And since I felt like a fraud, my false self felt 
'bad' too. I couldn't win. My own spontaneity was buried in fear and 
disgust.3 

Performing not only separates women from our own selves, but from 
other women as well. When the definition you are offered for yourself is 
that of being exceptional, bright and special, you spend your time trying 
to prove, over and over again, that you are different. You become elitist 
and ravenous for validation. (It is rare, however, to realize just who it is 
you're supposed to be so different from.) One who has been raised to 
believe that she can (and therefore should) do anything lacks a clear 

2"Unstrung but Unfazed," San Francisco Chronicle, July 29, 1986, p. 38. 
3 Alice Miller, a strong advocate of children and critic of all the hidden cruelty 
in 'normal' childrearing, has written movingly about the pain that children en­
dure as they are chiseled into achievers and performers, and about the crush­
ing effect of formal training in the arts. In Pictures of a Childhood she recounts 
her discovery through painting of the hurt but still whole child in herself. She is 
able to let the child speak through painting precisely because she had no tute­
lage in it and forces no discipline on herself, even to the point of never plan­
ning ahead what she's going to paint. Alice Miller, Pictures of a Childhood 
(Sixty-Six Watercolors and an Essay} (New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 1986); 
for Your Own Good (New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 1984). 
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not boring. I was fascinated and engaged during the interview, and not a 
bit nervous. 

Then I went home and had an anxiety attack. At first I thought it was 
just delayed nerves, but digging deeper I got to the root of it. For one 
thing, I was terrified at the idea of working regular hours, 50 weeks a 
year. The worst of it though was a voice that kept saying, "If you take this 
job, you won't be special anymore. You will be a boring accountant. 
You will be one of them!" Hearing this voice was a big step in unmask­
ing and unlearning the propaganda I had been fed about 'artists.' 

I have found as many firm believers in the sanctity and freedom of the 
artist in the ranks of those who were denied artistic training as among 
those who have been allowed it. It makes sense that those who are op­
pressed, and know it, would want badly to hope that some women, 
somewhere, are free, happy, and validated for their efforts. I do not 
believe that such freedom is happening or can happen in establishment 
art. 

Yet how can I, a privileged white woman who has 'been there' and is 
now downwardly mobile, go around telling women who are less privi­
leged than I that they should avoid this profession on grounds of their 
mental health and morality? It's easy for me to say. I don't like my choi­
ces much, but I have choices. And I have had a real taste of certain 
privileges before renouncing them. All I can do is urge women to ask 
questions and keep vigilant. The privileges do have an enormous price. 
While I do not believe that the system is reformable, maybe individual 
women can survive in it with souls intact if they can remain conscious of 
what is being attempted on them. 

Art as Transcendence 

The tragedy of war is not the loss of human life, but that 
irreplaceable art works are destroyed. 

-Ronald Johnson, one of my college professors, 1977 

Try this exercise: Ask a classical musician what she thinks about the 
sexist content of much classical music; how can she justify playing it? 
After you define "sexism" for her, she will probably say that music 
transcends its culture and content. Most musicians are so set in this 
belief that they will laugh at any attempt to question it. 
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What does it really mean to say that music is transcendent? The Ox­

ford English Dictionary (1979) gives the following definitions of transcen-

dent: 

Surpassing or excelling others of its kind; getting beyond the ordinary 

limits; pre-eminent, superior or supreme; extraordinary. Eminently great, 

good or excellent. Elevated, l~fty. Obscure _or abs~ruse. According_ to 

Kant altogether outside expenence; unrealizable m human experience. 

Of the Deity: exalted above and distinct from the universe. Originally 

often connoting the denial of divine action or interference in mundane 

affairs. 

A word that means better than, outside of, distinct from, exalted 

above, is rife with hatred and disapproval of something. What is it? Who 

is the matter in mind over matter? Who is the nature in man vs. nature? 

Who is the earth in heaven and earth? Just who or what is it that we are 

trying to transcend? 
Our mundane, earthly, earthy bodily selves. The ones from whom 

mankind has been trying to disassociate itself for several thousand years 

now.4 Women. Art which seeks to transcend is art that is based on 

hatred of the flesh, the body, the female. Arguments that art is transcen­

dent employ stunning contradictions: that something that is made by us 

is better than us and doesn't affect us. 

It is no coincidence that such unquestioned contradictions resemble 

those in patriarchal religion, or that musicians defend their art with the 

fervor of the religious. The history of western art music is the history of 

church music, almost exclusively, for the first thousand years or so. At 

first considered a mathematical, abstract art (composition was sort of a 

working out of puzzles for the glory of god), it gradually became a 

vehicle for shows of dramatic power and splendor in the church, and 

later, with the birth of opera, outside of it. Although secular music has al­

ways existed, flourishing as serious art especially when the power of the 

4Marilyn French, Beyond Power (New York: Summit Books, 1985) and Sarah 

Lucia Hoagland, lesbian Ethics (Palo Alto: Institute of Lesbian Studies 1988) 

Both books have much to say about the patriarchy's deliberate separa~ion of · 

body and spirit French's book is historically oriented, and her thoroughness i 

tr~~in~ down concepts like transcendence through many cultures, eras and n 

d1sophnes was very helpful to me in my search through my own mind. 

Hoagland goes way beyond describing the problem, and actually has ideas as 

to what we Lesbians can do about it. 
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church waned and the ruling classes had money to spend, its roots were 
always in the sacred tradition. In the middle ages, vocal pieces were 
sometimes written with three simultaneous texts: one coming from a part 
of a catholic mass in Latin, another a Latin hymn to the virgin mary, and 
another consisting of bawdy words of 'courtly love' in French (exemplify­
ing men's obsession with the virgin/whore dichotomy). In the 17th cen­
tury, composers such as Monteverdi wrote vocal works with two alter­
native sets of words, one sacred and another secular. And J.S. Bach, 
when not writing gory, necrophilic lutheran church music wrote secular 
works for the court-works which were often stylistically indistinguish­
able from his sacred music and used many of the same musical ideas. 

Secular music flourished in the 'humanist' setting of the 18th century, 
and in the 19th century began seriously to overshadow sacred music. 
However, this trend of separation from the church, culminating in the so­
called Romantic period, did not make music non-religious, but made it a 
religion in itself. The glorification of the male individual and his suffer­
ing (jesus on the cross), which is the overriding theme of romantic 
music, did not take god out of music, it made music and the musician 
into god.5 

This is the tradition which classical music has inherited. To its prac­
titioners and apologists music is religion, is sacred, and its validity is not 
to be questioned. It serves the same role and purpose to the I iberal as 
christianity does to the conservative. It purports a higher power, the exist­
ence of a 'higher' realm of Platonic permanence, a mystical affirmation 
of personal sacrifice, dichotomized genders, original sin and hatred of 
the body. It allows a person to become numb to the realities in the world 
in her pursuit of processed, synthetic, self-aggrandizing crap, while 
believing that she is doing good. 

The view that music is somehow exempt from socializing us is par­
ticularly illogical. A musician will maintain that, while his6 art is the pin­
nacle of our culture's achievement, with wondrous mystical powers to 
move and transport, it at the same time has no effect on us in, for in­
stance, reinforcing male supremacy. Opera is nothing but one long 

5 Among the composers who wrote about this: Ludwig von Beethoven, Richard 
Wagner, E.T.A. Hoffman, Robert Schumann, Gustav Mahler. 
61 sometimes use the male pronoun to refer to a typical artist, especially when I 
am saying something negative about that role. That the whole idea was in­
vented by men, for men, and about men should make us w~ry. 
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glorification of heter0-sex· d . 
our minds magi call f I •~m, an so is church music, yet supposed I 
ecstasy This . "d• y, • ter e content out while we are transported . y 
sexist. Those •,~~t~~!-1 ous. We a~ moved by sexist art because we a~:to 
lies we were bro h that are magically speaking to us are the same old 

ug t up on. 
Some musicians w·11 d · h h' 

with words or da • a m~t t at w lie opera and other forms of music 
(they wi 11 nee are sexist and therefore to be approached with care 
that instru never r o so _fa~ as to suggest avoiding them), they wiU claim 
and that mehnta mlus1c is pure. Never mind that it is in the same style 

we ave a ready been sed h . • ' associate certa· -d . expo to enoug music with words to 
rove that' I~ I ea_s ~nd images to certain sounds. In an attempt to 

P h pu~e music 1s natural and universal in the ways it speaks to 
us, t ey sometimes arg th . h h h ue at smce t e armonic series is a natural 
~el:~o~~on~he harm<?nic series is the set of mathematical, vibrational 

ions 1P~ tween different musical pitches), we respond to music be­
c:1use of an 1nheren~ contrast between consonance and dissonance, ten­
sion a~d release. This concept of the polarity of tension and release so 
obsessively appealed to is grounded in the heterosexual feminine/mas­
culine dichotomy and is, I think, a lot of bull. And although the har­
monic series is a natural phenomenon, what is considered consonance 
and dissonance varies from culture to culture. In other words, our respon­
ses to musical sounds and our interpretations of them are learned. Who 
could possibly question this? We aren't necessarily touched by the music 
of other cultures, and even when we are, it doesn't mean that we are 
hearing the same thing that natives of those cultures hear. For that mat­
ter, white protestants today are not hearing the same thing that natives of 
Bach's time heard in his music either. 

Also lurking in the 'music is universal' claim is more than a little 
western supremacism/racism. When pushed, musicians may admit that 
music of other cultures doesn't speak to them, but many still believe that 
music of their culture should speak to all others, and that if it doesn't 
speak to others, that is because the others are flawed. A similar attitude 
was turned on me more than once after music stopped being sacred to 
me. I would say to a musician friend that my emotions did not fit into 
patriarchal music any more. The most common response was a sigh of 
relief and a comment such as, 'Yeah, you have to be feeling pretty strong 
and clear to play Bach.' They could relax once they had decided it was 
my flaw and not Bach's, i.e., not God's. 






































































































































































































