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			For Jane Connor Marcus

			Feminist Scholar, Feminist Hero

			(1938–2015)

			How, how do you do all you do, know all you know, put it all together as stunningly as you do? You are . . . the most powerful and lucid literary scholar we have.

			—Personal letter from Adrienne Rich to Jane Marcus, October 15, 1979

			Sounds, not arms, shall win the prize,

			Harmony the path to fame.

			Then the progeny that springs

			From the forests of our land,

			Arm’d with thunder, clad with wings,

			Shall a wider world command.

			—William Cowper, from “Boadicea”

			Where a woman rules, streams run uphill.

			—Ethiopian proverb  
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			Introduction

			Wondering about the Wonder Women in Contemporary American Feminist Poetry

			Laura Hinton

		

		
			the heroine is a figure made of glass at which we each get a turn to throw our voices, choose the answer, the witnesses and the weapons, our most intimate proofs.

			—Erica Hunt, Arcade1

			I can’t use the word “heroine.” For me that’s the woman tied to the railroad tracks waiting for the hero to come save her.

			—Linda Stein on naming her women’s tapestry series “Holocaust Heroes”2

			What would it take to be an American feminist poetry superhero? Would she be a kind of Wonder Woman dashing around the highly competitive field of U.S. poetics, a female maverick viewed for her brains and wit—but also for that ethos artist Linda Stein calls “fierce” in her pursuit of social justice?3 Would she reject the “careerist” path of so many literary artists, turning down or insisting upon sharing accolades and honors with other women writers collectively? Would she be an artist version of Diana Prince, leaving behind Paradise Island with the support of the Goddess of Love to fight for the people facing a Mars-inspired war machine? Would she perform like the Amazonian defender of justice in a global society, wise defender of the political-moral right? Would she show the courage of a “hero,” not the weakness of culturally feminine “heroine . . . made of glass?”

			Adrienne Rich and Jayne Cortez were two such American feminist poetry superheroes, consummate political poets of our time. Through commanding literary intelligences and powerful personae, they produced significant artistic bodies of work albeit on separate platforms that attracted poetry audiences for half a century. Born just five years apart in the era of the Great Depression—that era in which so many Americans were “looking for an escape from tough times . . . found refuge in the newspaper comic section”4 and thus emerged the comic-book superhero—both Rich and Cortez through their adult lifetimes deployed words as weapons to fight for the rights of women, people of color, lesbians and gays, and the economically disenfranchised.

			Both used poetry as a form of political insurgency, to address the wrongs of a capitalist patriarchy feeding off a large global underclass to sustain itself. Both explored women’s and people of color’s histories, lesbian existence, or cultures of the African/African diaspora too often ignored by mainstream U.S. culture. Both were public poets who offered ethically unshakeable voices, who adopted poetic voices that critiqued multiple forms of dehumanization including violence against women as well as state-sanctioned violence. Both worked selflessly behind the scenes—founding, co-founding, working within collaborative organizations advocating for equality, global peace, and women’s art.5

			Yet by the time both died in 2012, Cortez and Rich may never have met. In the tradition of the festschrift or memorial collection, and also in the feminist spirit of sharing tributes, this book collection co-examines these like-minded if also very different women who made such extraordinary contributions to American poetics. Our collection celebrates and also investigates the power and importance of both women’s “fierce” feminist writings, through close but historically and theoretically informed readings of their texts. In doing so, our collection forms an experimental encounter between and amidst these particularly prodigious and heroic women poets through their works, which represent the loose-knit features of a Feminist Third Wave in its intersectional views about political inequality. The collection calls attention to the resonance of these poets’ mirroring visions screened through the context of a U.S. women’s artistic-intellectual legacy grounded in the convictions of the Civil Rights and Black Arts movements, as well as the anti-war movement, Second and Third Wave feminisms, and radical American urban poetics. Ironically, the collection in its unusual gathering also calls attention to a proverbial American divide, one that fractures contemporary U.S. poetry groups and challenges any singular notion of American feminism. This divide is generated by social identification and ideologies about race.

			“The Dehumanized Look of Fear”: A Justice League of Their Own

			if we don’t resist

			if we don’t organize and unify and 

			get the power to control our own lives 

			Then we will wear 

			the exaggerated look of captivity 

			the stylized look of submission 

			the bizarre look of suicide 

			the dehumanized look of fear

			—Jayne Cortez6

			Jayne Cortez (née Sallie Jayne Richardson, b. 1934) and Adrienne Cecile Rich (b. 1929) may seem to have had little to do with those 1930s and 1940s comic-book caricatures who to this day storm colorful print pages in striking capes, leather boots, and close-fitting spandex—figures contemporarily reincarnated by twentieth-first-century television and film in various costumes and guises. It is the premise of this book, however, that the poetry and legacies both Cortez and Rich left behind might be examined, aesthetically and politically-philosophically, through an American superhero mythos—particularly that of the feminist superhero. These poets’ visionary stances, their textual-social analyses, their voices and images, recall features of that Justice League Society member who first “feminized” the proverbial all-male hero club from the comic-book world, Wonder Woman. Like this early female superhero—the first woman comic figure allowed to join the original DC Comics Justice League lineup, even while forced to play group “secretary”—Cortez and Rich fought valiantly against those who would oppress and enchain themselves and others, in this case through poetic gifts. They helped to reform, in the process, culturally masculine views of heroic identity and self-empowerment. The literary work they both produced repeatedly confounds and subverts stereotypes about poetry and poetics, and also many beliefs about “women’s poetry,” in general—in an era when political women poets still are often under-examined or under-appreciated. The political poetics of Cortez and Rich act as complex linguistic tools in the service of analyzing and challenging structures of social subordination, institutionalized forms of violence, and subliminal forms of control over women and so-called subaltern groups. These poetics counter the forces that create that “stylized look of submission” Cortez wrote about in her poem “There It Is,” and that produce “the dehumanized look of fear” too many people are forced to bear around the globe.

			These activist poetries by Cortez and Rich reject “fear,” timidity, and compromise. They insist on telling their “truths” but never slant, to rephrase Emily Dickinson. Like Wonder Woman’s Lasso of Truth, enticing honesty to the surface of discourse, these women poets’ whirling words rope together myriad forms of oppressive forces spawned by a world of corporate might and greed, oligarchy, fascism, and growing economic disparity in the United States and around the world through globalization. Their writings completely challenge W. H. Auden’s claim that “poetry makes nothing happen.” Instead, they repeatedly insist that poetry is active and activist, and that poetry can generate social change.

			I was fortunate to have known these two poetry superheroes both a little bit, in different places, different times. When the two of them passed away only a few months apart, I found myself astonishingly, doubly mournful, to think that two such women luminaries and poetics powerhouses had vanished suddenly from our collective midst. But even as I have felt the weight of their dual loss, I have never stopped considering the enormous differences in their audiences, influences, and poetry aesthetics. Those differences structured alternative social aesthetic worlds, nourished and created contrasting poetic devices and methods. If in this collection of critical writings we consider what might have brought Rich and Cortez together as poets on the planet, we will not erase—or evade—why they circulated in different circles, and why each produced such radically distinct styles. Their writings often may have expressed uncannily similar visions. But they did so in very different ways, from very different social origins and positionings, in voices that reached often-disconnected publics.

			Letting Loose the “Unconstricted” Voice

			In her late, short book, Poetry and Commitment (2006), Rich would critique poetries of “constriction,” which embrace “literalism, fundamentalism, professionalism.” Instead, she advocated that poets use the “great muscle of the unconstricted throat.”7 Through her own larger-than-life “great muscle,” Rich has made “a profound impression on American intellectual life,” stated poet and former director of the National Endowment for the Arts Dana Gioia in 1999.8

			Rich herself, however, traveled an arduous and courageous road to develop the fullest flexing of her vocal “muscle.” Born of upper-middle class Jewish and Protestant parentage, Rich would be the first to acknowledge the socio-economic privilege into which she was reared and through which she was educated. This daughter of a professor of medical pathology at Johns Hopkins University and a concert pianist attended Radcliffe College; by age twenty-two, she was recognized for her poetry with the prestigious Yale Younger Poet Award (judged ironically, perhaps, by Auden, who wrote a foreword for her first book). Rich had not yet moved away from that “escape into apolitical aestheticism” as a young writer;9 but as Artemis Michaeilidou documents, her influences through an earlier generation of American women political poets, Edna St. Vincent Millay and Muriel Rukeyser, offered Rich insightful directions for her literary evolution, in addition to her mid-1960s participation in the Civil Rights and anti-war movements. By the late 1960s and 1970s, Rich displayed “the courage to turn her back on a literary ‘future’ that seemed established and undertake a whole new definition for the future of poetry,” in the words of Carol Muske.10 Thus, while published by the major press W. W. Norton and Company much of her life, and receiving some of the most prestigious awards offered to U.S. literary work—including several National Book Awards, two Guggenheims, and one MacArthur “genius” grant—Rich worked to gain new perspectives provided by her growing political analyses of institutionalized sexism and racism, and become a major voice against these forms of American discrimination. She also eventually followed Rukeyser in claiming her own identity as a Jewish woman writer, in pieces like her autobiographical sequence Sources (1983) and the essay “Split at the Root” (1986). Rich, indeed, became “The Roofwalker” she so poignantly describes in her poem by that title, a piece dedicated to another political woman poet of Rich’s generation, Denise Levertov.

			Some critics have suggested that Rich was only partially successful in her “Roofwalker” act. Aldon Lynn Nielsen has argued that “While she [Rich] has done much to affect thinking about race, particularly about the interlocking relationships of race, gender, and economic class, her poems sometimes leave uneasy questions unasked about the position of their speakers.”11 Criticizing her “discursive verse” for its positioning of subjects and objects, which sometimes maintains implicitly hierarchical relations formally, Nielsen nevertheless praises Rich’s “great emotional force” and also (like Muske) her “considerable courage” in works that “break the power of that silence” too long imposed on topics like violence against women, particularly black women.12 I do agree with Nielsen that Rich’s discursivity sometimes falls into traditional rhetorical structures—based on Rich’s effort to speak what she called a “common language” before her audiences; but Nielsen’s important criticism about Rich’s formal rhetorical structures leaves out the longevity of Rich’s publication career, the decades through which she herself grew and evolved both politically and aesthetically. He particularly critiques Rich’s declared childhood identification with her African American nurse, that “blurring of boundaries” Rich had memorialized in her book Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution (1976), also citing Rich’s later corrective to that earlier prose work, her mea culpa because she had failed to analyze the black nurse’s socio-economic position in relation to the white family through which she was employed.13 Again, Nielsen’s critique might also take into account Rich’s profound personal and literary relation to women, many of whom were African American. Rich’s intense childhood identification may have carried unspoken ideals not fully articulated, and that later informed her erotic poetry and the writing of her groundbreaking essay, “Compulsory Sexuality and Lesbian Existence” (1980).

			Rich’s prolific writing output and well-distributed publications, her development as a lesbian feminist with an eloquent but
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