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The purpose of this thesis is to show the significant analogies 

which exist between the nature and process of the American 

patchwork quilt and the nature and process of the poetry of 

Adrienne Rich. In order to effectively analyze the relationship 

between the patchwork quilt and Adrienne Rich's poetry, this thesis 

presents a brief history of the patchwork quilt and a review of Rich's 

career as a major American poet in the first chapter. The second 

chapter analyzes the political aspects of the patchwork quilt and 

Rich's poetry and shows the relationship between them. The third 

chapter explores the elements of connection and transformation as 

revealed through explications of Rich's of themes, images, and 

patterns in selected poems. Finally, Chapter Four provides an 

overview of Rich's recent poetry and synthesizes the historical, social, 

political , and personal elements which characterize Rich's poetry and 

link it to the metaphor of the American patchwork quilt. 

VI 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

COPYRIGHT ............................... . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .11 I 

DEDICATION ................................ . ................. iv 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ......................................... v 

ABSTRACT ....................... . .................... . ...... vi 

Chapt e r 
I. THE HISTORY AND METAPHORICAL IMPLICATIONS OF THE 
AMERICAN PATCHWORK QUILT .............. . ............ l 

II. POLITICAL ASPECTS OF ADRIENNE RICH'S POETRY AND THE 
AMERICAN PATCHWORK QUILT. ................. . ........ 19 

III. CONNECTION AND TRANSFORMATION IN THE POETRY OF 
ADRIENNE RICH .. . .................................... .45 

JV. CONCLUSION ...................................... . 95 

WORKS CITED .............................................. 117 

WORKS CONSULTED .............................. . ......... 121 

Vil 



Chapter I: The History and Metaphorical Implications of the 

American Patchwork Quilt 

Since the early 1970s, when the American patchwork quilt was 

finally elevated to the status of art rather than mere craft , the 

patchwork quilt has functioned as a central metaphor and symbol for 

feminism, women's writing, and even for American culture in 

general. Significantly, the analogies which exist between the 

patchwork quilt and women' s writing in particular go much deeper 

than similarities in th e basic processes of quiltmaking and writing. 

although these similarities are an important part of the metaphor. 

The history and nature of the patchwork quilt and the history of the 

women who created such quilts reflect further associations with 

women's writing that apply not only to structure and process, but 

also to historical, social, political, personal, thematic, and symbolic 

elements which shaped women's experiences in America both in the 

past and in the present. The quilt and American women's writing 

refl ect a similar development of a feminine consciousness. For these 

reasons , the metaphor of the American patchwork quilt can be aptly 

applied to the poetry of the American writer Adrienne Rich, whose 

evolving work encompasses all of the above elements from a radical 

feminist's perspective. 

This thesis will show the significant analogies which exist 
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between the nature and process of the American patchwork quilt 

and the nature and process of the poetry of Adrienne Rich. In order 

to analyze effectively the relationship between the patchwork quilt 

and Adrienne Rich's poetry, a brief history of the patchwork quilt 

and Adrienne Rich's career as a major American poet will be 

examined in Chapter One. Chapter Two will review Rich's maturation 

into a lesbian feminist and will analyze the political aspects of Rich's 

poetry and the patchwork quilt. Chapter Three will explore the 

elements of connection and transformation as revealed through 

Rich's use of certain themes, images, and patterns in selected poems 

from Rich's early and middle work, and Chapter Four will provide an 

overview of Rich's recent poetry and will synthesize the historical, 

social, political, and personal elements which characterize Adrienne 

Rich's poetry and link it to the metaphor of the American patchwork 

quilt. 

The history of the American patchwork quilt stretches back to 

the earliest colonial days when the first settlers arrived from 

England in the search for a better and freer life in the 1620s. At this 

time, and in the times of westward expansion which lasted for 

centuries, life in America was full of the hardships characteristic of a 

people who must make a life and living from the rawest of resources 

available. The first settlers found that winters in the New World 

could be devastating without proper protection from the frigid 

weather, and so usable textile fibers from which clothes and bedding 



could be made were of pnmary importance to them. Colonists were 

forced either to import expensive textiles from England or spend a 

large amount of time growing their own flax and performing the 

tasks of spinning, weaving, and dyeing materials themselves (von 

Gwinner 78). Because of the cost and time involved in obtaining 

textiles or creating usable textile fibers, then, the colonists soon 

learned the importance of resourcefulness. The quilt, whose 
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tradition had been imported from England and which could be made 

from the recycled scraps and fragments of everyday fabrics, quickly 

became a household i tern much in demand for its practical as well as 

for its decorative qualities (von Gwinner 81 ). 

On its most basic leveL a patchwork quilt 1s made from binding 

together two or more layers of cloth to make a bed cover that 

provides more insulation from the cold than would a single-layer 

blanket or other bed covering. Such insulation is the characteristic 

which made the quilt so valuable to the early settlers. The process 

of making a patchwork quilt, which involves gathering materials, 

piecing together these fragments of fabric to form design units or 

"patches" (piecing), joining the patches to create an overall pattern 

(patchwork), and then stitching this cover to a sturdy backing 

(quilting) , requires patient, hard work on the part of the quilter, but 

the end product was priceless to the American settlers who lived in 

regions where adequate warmth during difficult winters was often a 

matter of life and death (Orlofsky and Orlof sky 28). 
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Quiltmaking in America, however, was never a purely 

functional occupation; it also offered a creative outlet for women m a 

time when needlework was one of the only acceptable forms of 

artistic expression available to them, and it soon became an 

important folk art in the New World (Bowman 7). American women 

combined ancient quiltmaking traditions, dating back as early as 980 

B. C., with uncommon originality and creativity in their own quilts. 

They drew heavily from regional folklore and geographical 

characteristics in the imaginative designing and naming of the 

patterns they used for quilts (von Gwinner 19). The quilt pattern 

designs and names, as well as the themes and symbols incorporated 

in them , are particularly important because they describe not only 

the events and objects in the personal day-to-day lives of the 

settlers and pioneers, but also literary, social, political and historical 

occasions, entertainment, styles of the times, religious themes, and 

important people and places in America (Orlofsky and Orlofsky 279). 

Quilts thus served, and continue to serve, functional, artistic, and 

documentary purposes. They are records of women's lives and 

experiences and of America's development as a nation from a 

woman's unique perspective, an aspect of the patchwork quilt that 

has tremendous implications when applied as a metaphor for 

American women's writing and what that writing reflects about the 

female experience (Showalter, "Piecing and Writing" 225). 

Puritan ethics based on hard work, thrift, economy, and utility 

within the family and community contributed greatly to the success 
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of what soon developed into the strong, independent nation of the 

United States of America, and American women who lived in these 

times undoubtedly played a major role in this success. As Patsy and 

Myron Orlofsky observe in their definitive work Quilts m America, 

women were required to perform "backbreaking amounts of 

housework," which included not only tending to children, but also 

accomplishing all washing, cooking, cleaning, gardening. preserving 

of food, raising small stock, making candles and soap, as well as 

performing the tasks of spinning , weaving, and dyeing materials 

which would be used for the entire family's clothing and bedding 

needs (71 ). Many women took on additional responsibilities aside 

from those mentioned. As a result, women's time was extremely 

fragmented as it continues to be today despite social , political, and 

technological advances. Insofar as patchwork quilts are created from 

recycled fragments of fabric that are chosen for both practical 

reasons and emotional associations, they are an accurate reflection of 

women's fragmented time, their values, and their personal 

memories. Critic Elaine Showalter emphasizes that the relationship 

between the fragmentary nature of the quilt and of women's time is 

yet another aspect of the patchwork quilt with metaphorical 

implications to women's writing (Sister's Choice 149). 

As noted, quiltmaking provided a necessary household item as 

well as a means of artistic expression and historical documentation 

for the women of early America. But as Showalter, the Orlofskys, 
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and other quilt historians point out the social function that 

quiltmaking served was equally important to the preservation of the 

quilt tradition. In both rural and urban areas, women gathered 

together in groups to work collectively on quilts. These gatherings 

are usually termed "quiltings," or "quilting bees" by contemporary 

historians and by all accounts were experienced as enjoyable affairs. 

Quiltings allowed women to mix work with pleasure, and they 

symbolized the community spirit of cooperation characteristic of the 

pioneers. Here, women exchanged recipes and quilt patterns, 

displayed and learned new needlework skills , and discussed the 

latest fashions , news , and politics. The ideas and philosophies that 

women debated and developed at such gatherings had serious 

consequences for both women's social and political statuses in 

America. As Showalter observes, Susan B. Anthony gave her first 

speech on woman's suffrage at a quilting ("Piecing and Writing" 224). 

Thus , women's experiences and history were not only recorded in 

the patchwork quilt, they were created and advanced during the 

social process of quiltmaking. Again, this textile testament to the 

evolving female experience in America has been closely associated 

with women's writing by Elaine Showalter ("Piecing and Writing" 

225). 

At this point, it 1s necessary to examme the thesis set forth by 

Showalter in her article "Piecing and Writing." My analysis, which 

concerns the relationship between the patchwork quilt and the 
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poetry of Adrienne Rich, has been inspired by her ideas, although 

my own thesis is also a definite variation of Showalter's thesis, which 

concerns the relationship between American women's literature and 

the patchwork quilt. In "Piecing and Writing," Showalter argues that 

"the strongly marked American women's tradition of piecing. 

patchwork, and quilting has consequences for the structures, genres, 

themes, and meanings of American women's writings in the 

nineteenth and twentieth-centuries" (223). In this article, she uses 

the history and process of the patchwork quilt as a framework 

through which women's writing can be viewed and understood. 

As we have already seen, quilts are important documents of 

women's experiences in America. Since the introduction of the new 

feminism in the 1970s, many women writers have looked back to 

this purely feminine art form and celebrated it as a symbol of 

sisterhood and a model of a female aesthetic (Showalter 225-26). 

Showalter maintains that the process of piecing, which involves 

joining the fragments of fabric into a design unit, can represent the 

organization of language in a wholly feminine text (226). Such 

language, according to Rachel Blau DuPlessis, would be '"non

hierarchic' and would have 'the materials organized into many 

centers"' (qtd. in Showalter 226-27). The process of piecing involves 

exactly such organization and is thus an apt analogy for feminist 

language. Showalter further argues that piecing reflects the 

fragmentation of women's time better than any other art form. This 

is important because the same fragmentation of time led women 



writers to concentrate on writing literary sketches, magazine pieces, 

short stories, and poetry at the inception of their history as 

American writers. Even when women began to write novels, they 

organized them by adapting the techniques of literary p1ecmg to the 

new form (Showalter 229). 

Another significant parallel between the quilt and women's 

writing in America involves the way both traditions evolved. At 

first, both women quilters and women writers viewed their quilts 

and literature as work, not art. ln the 1880s, however, women 

began asserting that their roles as quilters and writers went beyond 

craftsmanship and work into art. Local Colorists wrote of their 

frustrations as women writers and began moving away from 

traditional forms of writing. The quilters of this time began creating 

"Crazy Quilts," which also deviated from traditional structures and 

forms of the past and can truly be said to be a visual metaphor for 

much of women's writing at the time (Showalter 238). Even today, 

quilters and writers struggle with their role as female artists m a 

patriarchal society, and although traditional forms of quilts and 

literature have not been entirely abandoned, contemporary artists 

blend tradition with innovation to create works that continue to 

describe life from a woman's perspective. 

8 

Showalter clearly shows that significant parallels exist between 

the patchwork quilt and American women's writing. By applying the 

metaphor of the patchwork quilt to women's writing, one views the 



language, structure, genres. themes, and meanmgs of this writing 

within the context of another important feminine art form that has 

helped influence and shape women's history and their aesthetic 

sensibilities. Knowledge of the history and process of quiltmaking 

contributes to our comprehension and analysis of women's writing 

and how it continues to evolve. This paper will show how the 

metaphor of the patchwork quilt can also be applied to Adrienne 

Ri ch's distinguished body of poetry. By expanding the metaphor 

9 

even further, this paper will demonstrate Rich's deep commitment to 

recording and illuminating women's experiences through a poetry 

that emphasizes the elements of connection and transformation. 

Adrienne Rich was born on 16 May 1929, in Baltimore, 

Maryland. She was the eldest daughter of a domineering father and 

a mother who gave up her career as a concert pianist to raise her 

two children. Mrs. Rich's main responsibility was to enforce Arnold 

Rich's stringent instructions , rules, and demands regarding their two 

daughters (Bennet 169). That Arnold Rich behaved tyrannically has 

been well documented by critics and by Adrienne Rich. Yet she also 

tells us that her father early on taught her to love learning and to 

respect the power of language (Rich, "Split at the Root" 113). Rich 

wrote her first poems under his direction and criticism, and her 

superior craftsmanship stems from this early childhood training. 

In 1951 , with Rich's publication of A Change of World, her first 

book of poetry , W. H. Auden praised Rich for her craftsmanship as 
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well as for her modesty and control. Like the quilts of the 

seventeenth, eighteenth , and much of the nineteenth centuries, Rich 

began her career imitating and building upon past artistic traditions. 

Indeed, her first two volumes of poetry are exceptionally traditional, 

and have been called "safe and old fashioned in the extreme" by 

critic Paula Bennet (178). Bennet further argues that these volumes 

"epitomize the kind of poetry and poetic values [Rich] has since 

specifically chosen to repudiate" (179). Yet even as Rich explores the 

conventional themes of love, religion, life, and death in her early 

poetry, "subversive undercurrents" of the poetry that would come 

later present themselves here as well (Keyes 6). "Aunt Jennifer's 

Tigers" from A Change of World, for example, explores the role of the 

traditional woman artist trapped by the circumstances of 

conventional society. Significantly, the art Aunt Jennifer practices 1s 

needlework, a traditionally feminine art form also practiced in 

quilting, as has been noted. Despite her constraints, Aunt Jennifer 

does wield power in her artistry; Rich will later focus on an even 

more active empowerment for women artists and for women rn 

general in her subsequent work. 

Rich's life and poetry began to change dramatically with her 

marriage to Alfred Conrad in 1953. She bore three sons in 1955, 

1957, and 1959, only to realize that she did not feel prepared nor 

suited for motherhood (Bennet 185). But motherhood and its 

demands became the catalyst for a metamorphosis in Rich's poetry. 
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The aesthetic and philosophical shift she underwent as a result of 

her experience as a mother altered her poetry deeply in content and 

form (Bennet 190). Contrary to her first two volumes , which spoke 

from the generic "he" vantage point , Rich was writing directly about 

her female expenences by the late 1950s. 

With three small children to tend, Rich's time became very 

fragmented , and according to her, she was only able to write 

fragments for a whole decade (Rich, "When We Dead Awaken" 95). 

Such fragmentation reflects the historical reality of most women's 

lives, as we have seen. In this aspect of her life, both Rich's life and 

work can be compared to those of the quilter who also dealt with not 

only fragments of cloth waiting to be transformed into something 

useful and artistically whole, but also with fragments of time m 

which to complete her work. Despite the discontinuity of her life at 

this time, Rich began to feel that her "fragments and scraps had a 

common consciousness and a common theme" (Rich, "When We Dead 

Awaken'"' 97). Her feminism began to emerge as she dealt more and 

more with female issues and concerns. 

Rich started describing the daily life and relationships of 

women in her third volume, Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law, which 

was published in 1963. Rich, like the quilter, is also concerned here 

with a woman's sense of history and the continuity of female 

experience and tradition as evidenced in her references to Emily 

Dickinson, Mary Wollstonecraft, and Simone de Beauvoir. Even as 

Rich seeks to preserve history, experience, and tradition in these 
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poems , however, she also consciously rebels against the established 

female roles which she explores . Moreover, Rich departs from the 

conventional structures and forms that she employed in her first two 

volumes of poetry. This departure can be compared to the 

nineteenth-century artists who invented the Crazy Quilt and thus 

abandoned "the comforting design traditions of the past" in favor of 

less "coherence, structure, and form" (Showalter, "Piecing and 

Writing 238). 

With the 1966 publication of Necessities of Life , Rich's poetry 

was criticized for being "increasingly fragmented, solipsistic, and 

difficult to follow" (Bennet 198). Nevertheless, such poetry is an 

accurate reflection of most women's real experiences. If Rich 

"presents herself . as alien and alienated" (Bennet 199), she 1s only 

recording a feeling common to many women m a patriarchal society 

whose primary responsibilities concern only men and children rather 

than themselves or other women. Her next two books, Leaflets and 

The Will to Change, broke with traditional poetry even more 

completely as Rich openly embraced feminism in her personal life 

and continued to explore the female experience in her work. Some 

of the other themes Rich examines here include the disintegration of 

society , the ineffectuality of language, and the pain of infidelity. 

Despite her use of seemingly unrelated and disconnected images m 

the aforementioned volumes, this transitional poetry, when viewed 

in the context of her work as a whole, is not only sensible but a 



1 3 

crucial element in the evolution of her women-centered themes. 

Snapshots, Necessities , Leaflets, and The Will to Change serve as the 

essential bridge between Rich's early, traditional poetry and her 

emerging radical-feminist work. With Diving Into the Wreck (1973), 

which was a co-winner of the National Book Award in 1974. Rich 

embarked upon a poetry characterized not only by fragmentation 

and informal structure, but by the connection and transformation 

also particular to the quilting process. Indeed, Terence Des Pres 

observes that the title poem "cannot be seen except as a quilting of 

images" (200). Rich, who had been writing about women's 

experiences directly since the late 1950s, now consciously began 

writing to and for women in her poetry as well. The power that 

patriarchy wields over women is one of the poet's primary concerns 

in Diving, which shows how patriarchy has made the world an unfit 

place in which to live. 

As an alternative to patriarchal power, Rich begins to explore a 

sense of womanly power capable of transformation rather than 

destruction. Her examination of woman's "connection between her 

physical being and the natural world" leads her to new perceptions, 

depth of feeling, and the understanding necessary to effect change m 

the world (Keyes 145-46). Significantly, Rich uses needle-and-

thread imagery as an example of the kind of re-vision in which 

women must engage. Claire Keyes states that "Rich uses this image 

to suggest that women must recreate themselves, using their 
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traditional powers (for example, by valuing female art forms) and 

perhaps a new power--female bonding" ( 145-46). In Diving and in 

later work, Rich's symbolic use of needlework imagery and 

metaphors represents the feminine ability to transform. As the 

quilter transforms her everyday scraps into a beautiful and useful 

object, so too does Rich assemble the fragments of women's daily 

lives into a coherent whole that speaks not only of their historical, 

social, political, and personal situations, but also of their ability to 

transform these circumstances when they are oppressive. 

In the volumes following Diving, women's lives continue to 

populate Rich's poems. Paula Bennet, paraphrasing Rich, directly 

compares these women to the fragments of fabric used to create a 

quilt stating, "These women, both fictive and real, are the dark and 

the bright, the silk and the rough, out of which the poet attempts to 

pull 'the tenets of a life together' " (226). Rich aims to forge 

connections between such women through language, and as Claire 

Keyes notes , Rich's "[p]oems, therefore, become a model for 

connectiveness" (162). Her dream of ultimate connection between 

women is first articulated in her 1978 volume appropriately entitled 

The Dream of a Common Language. 

Just as Snapshots, Necessities, and Leaflets served as 

transitions to the radical-feminist ideas embodied in Diving into the 

Wreck, Diving itself can be viewed as a transition to the radical 

lesbian-feminist philosophy Rich sets forth in The Dream of a 

Common Language (1978). Using "quiltlike composition" to "make 
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bridges across the boundaries that separate words, things, and 

women from one another," Rich explores women's issues from her 

newly affirmed political perspective in this book (Keyes 180). How 

to communicate openly within the confines of the oppressor's 

language is Rich's main concern in Dream. Rather than abandon the 

language. however, Rich seeks to transform it. 

Along with the desire to connect through a common language, 

Rich also emphasizes connection through personal relationships, the 

importance of ordinary women's creative powers and works. the 

reclamation of women's history, and women's return to original 

sources. Two of the best poems in the volume, "Transcendental 

Etude" and "Natural Sources," use extensive quilt metaphors to 

illustrate women's extraordinary abilities to salvage, create, and 

transform their experiences and the world around them. As "[t]extile 

imagery, especially imagery associated with quilts ... provides the 

elements for a new transformative vision," so Adrienne Rich's 

poetry moves toward a transformative vision that continues to 

evolve and gain strength as her poetry matures further in A Wilq 

Patience Has Taken Me This Far (1981) and The Fact of a Doorframe: 

Poems Selected and New 1950-1984 (Elaine Hedges, qtd. in 

Showalter Sister's Choice 162). 

In Your Native Land, Your Life, published in 1986, Rich infuses 

new subjects into her predominantly woman-centered, political 

poetry , thus marking the third phase of her career. As Sven Birkerts 
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remarks, "These latest poems look for ways to come to terms with 

age, physical pain and the deep issue of racial heritage" (797). In 

addition to these more global issues, the poems also continue to 

examme women's issues and the poet's own roles as "artist, lover and 

spokeswoman" (Birkerts 797). Creating wholeness out of 

"unimaginable fragmentation 11 (Blackford 17) remains a predominant 

goal in Your Native Land. 

Synthesis is also an important element in Time's Power (1989) , 

a volume which seriously reflects upon "the power of memory , of 

mental connection 11 (Hacker 465). In addition to women's concerns 

and struggles , Rich focuses on other global conflicts, such as racial 

oppression and the Holocaust. Furthermore, Judith Voll mer 

maintains that "Rich breaks new ground here in poems of personal 

memory and time travel through motherhood, daughter-identity and 

personal praise for the North American landscape" (12). She 

incorporates autobiographical material in her subsequent work as 

well , whil e also providing the reader with an insightful guide to the 

"difficult world" which she so often describes m her poetry. 

An Atlas of the Difficult World, published in 1991 , represents 

Rich's most recent volume of poetry. Divided into two sections , the 

first section "An Atlas of the Difficult World, 
11 

contains thirteen 
' 

poems which identify particular problems present in the world and 

explore their interconnectedness (Hughes 11). Throughout the 

volume, familiar subjects, such as women in history, political 
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oppress10n, racial heritage~ and social injustices, function 

prominently rn a new poetry that maps out what Matthew Rothschild 

describes as "a country in collapse" (40). Yet for all the destruction 

surrounding her, the poet, who continues to believe in the possibility 

of transformation, finds redemption in the natural world and in the 

strength of women. 

In Rich's essay "The Meaning of Our Love for Women is What 

We Have Constantly to Expand" (1977), she declares that her goal as 

a feminist "is not equality but utter transformation" (229). In 

another essay, Rich writes that "the art of poetry is · an art of 

transformation" ("Vesuvius at Home" 165). Transformation and the 

connections which lead to transformation are what Adrienne Rich's 

evolving life and poetry are all about. One of the essential ways she 

works to effect connection and transformation is by artistically 

documenting and illuminating women's historical, social, political, 

and personal experiences from her ever-expanding feminine 

awareness. For these reasons, the dynamic tradition of the American 

patchwork quilt, which also aims at an artistic connection and 

transformation while simultaneously recording and illuminating 

women's historical, social, political, and personal experiences, is an 

appropriate metaphor for the process, nature, and evolution of the 

poetry of Adrienne Rich. 

This thesis will demonstrate how Adrienne Rich, usmg her pen 

m the way a quilter uses her needle, forges connections through 
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language and the artful juxtaposition of the images and fragments of 

expenence and thought which are her materials. Using language as 

the thread that binds, Rich connects these images and fragments m 

the same way that the quilter carefully pieces together the 

fragments of fabric that combine to form a patterned patch. As the 

quilter's pieced patches are joined to form the overall design of the 

quilt's top cover, so Rich's piecing leads to individual poems which 

combine to form a body of work with a common theme. Finally, like 

the quilt's top cover which must be stitched (quilted) to a heavy, 

sturdy backing in order to be complete, Rich's poetry 1s finally held 

together, or backed, by a feminist philosophy that both informs and 

unifies. For all of the above reasons, Adrienne Rich's poetry can 

truly be said to be a literary quilt, one that is built upon tradition 

and change, craftsmanship and art, insight and vision. 



Chapter II: Political Aspects of Adrienne Rich's Poetry and the 

American Patchwork Quilt 

The poetry of Adrienne Rich has been recognized for its 

political aspects since the 1960s when she became involved 

personally in the feminist movement and in war protests of the time. 

The patchwork quilt has also taken on specific political meanings in 

its long history in America both on conscious and unconscious levels. 

Fundamentally , both Rich's poetry, at least since the 1950s, and the 

patchwork quilt are political in that they are drawn from, reflect, and 

interpret women's daily experiences. Since feminity and womanhood 

are in themselves political orientations when they exist within the 

confines of a patriarchal society, any rendering of the feminine 

experience can be considered political, whether overtly so or not. 

Thus, even when Rich or the quiltmaker has been unaware of it, their 

art has functioned on a political level. In a society which has 

routinely silenced women and discounted the validity of their 

experiences, the women artist has been able to make herself heard, 

seen, and felt through her individual artistic expression of her world 

and experiences. 

In addition to the fundamental politics of women's art m 

America, both Adrienne Rich and quiltmakers, past and present, 

have infused their art with conscious and overt political meaning. 

19 
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The patchwork quilt expresses such political meanmg through motifs, 

and functions that have been employed by quiltmakers through the 

centuries. Adrienne Rich's poetry not only reflects political meaning, 

it is , in fact , informed and unified by the poet's evolving radical 

feminist politics. This chapter will examine the political aspects of 

the patchwork quilt and the political aspects of the evolutionary 

poetry of Adrienne Rich as well as the ways in which they relate to 

each other. 

As previously noted, the patchwork quilt is essentially political 

because it is a feminine art form that has evolved within a 

patriarchal society. The nature and process of quiltmaking, which 

involve acts of salvaging, connection, and transformation through the 

piecing together of fragments of fabric chosen for practical and 

emotional value, reflect the reality of women's experiences 

accurately on several levels. Historically, the patchwork quilt has 

reflected and symbolized women's hard work and thrift in the 

construction not only of quilts, but of families as well as a nation, and 

it has simultaneously served to document individual and collective 

histories of women. Psychologically, the patchwork quilt has 

represented women's emotional values on a personal level, especially 

in the quilter's choice of materials and her artistic arrangement of 

them. Socially, the patchwork quilt has functioned to bond women 

together for a common goal which has encouraged women to share 

expenences , knowledge, and new ideas. 
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The historical, psychological. and social aspects of the 

patchwork quilt all contribute to the quilt's political nature in their 

own ways. The most important shared element between them, 

however, is their reflection of women's fragmented time and what 

such fragmentation implies about women's experiences in America. 

In her poetry Rich, too, focuses on women's fragmented experiences, 

the political ramifications of such fragmentation, and ways to connect 

and transform women's experiences into a meaningful discourse 

capable of empowering women, of re-visioning history so that 

women are recognized not only for token accomplishments, but also 

for the life-sustaining activities in which they engage on a daily basis 

(Martin 163-64). 

Since the 1960s, Adrienne Rich has been concerned with the 

problems, past and present, that women have faced as a result of 

living within a patriarchal society, a condition which has affected 

every aspect of women's experience in America. The fragmentation 

of women's time, she argues, has been caused and enforced by the 

patriarchy so that women will remain silent, weak, and disconnected 

from their own experiences and from each other, thus denying 

women any power or control over their own destinies. In her study 

of motherhood, Of Woman Born, Rich defines patriarchy in the 

following manner: 

Patriarchy 1s the power of the fathers: a familial-

social, ideological, political system in which men-

by force, direct pressure, or through ritual, 



tradition , law, and language, customs, etiquette, 

education, and the division of labor, determine 

what part women shall or shall not play, and in 

which the female is everywhere subsumed under 

the male. (57) 
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Rich further argues that this patriarchal oppress10n of women is 

based upon the assumption that women belong solely to the private 

realm of the nuclear family --the home, sex, and emotions-- rather 

than to the public realm of politics , economics, philosophy , the 

writing of history , and any other area regarded as powerful m men's 

eyes ("Husband-Right" 215). Rich contends that patriarchal 

oppress10n and the assumption upon which it is founded has 

effectively fragmented women's time as well as their minds, the 

results of which are visible everywhere in women, from their 

relationships with men and other women , to the structuring of their 

daily lives , to the art forms they choose to express themselves 

creatively. 

Historically , women m America have been expected to attend 

to the duties of the home and family almost exclusively. This has 

meant that women's primary responsibilities have been to men and 

children rather than to themselves or other women (Rich, Of Woman 

Born 43). Furthermore, home and family related tasks , especially in 

the colonial and pioneer eras , amounted to monumental work loads 

for women as noted in Chapter One. Their work, which consisted not 
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only of cooking and cleaning but of soapmaking, spmnmg. weaving, 

sewmg, gardening~ tending to livestock, ad infinitum, was continually 

interrupted by the demands of children and men who had to be 

clothed, fed , entertained, and emotionally sustained. Even m the 

industrial age of the nineteenth century and in the technological age 

of the twentieth century , women's work loads have decreased very 

little. Although women finally began working outside the home 

during the industrial age, they were, and are still today. expected to 

remam primarily responsible for home and family related duties in 

addition to any outside job held. Thus , despite significant advances 

toward women's rights in recent history. women's time is still largely 

fragmented due to the nature and amount of the household and 

family work expected of them regardless of outside employment. 

Rich and other feminists maintain that this fragmentation of 

women's time has led women to become separated from themselves, 

other women , the community at large, and from their true historical 

presence and tradition as women in America. Denied access to these 

aforementioned sources , women have been effectively restrained 

from gaining significant power m the public realm of the patriarchy. 

In Rich's eyes , women must learn to connect consciously with 

themselves , other women, the community, and their history if they 

are to effect change within the current power structure of the 

patriarchy (Rich , "What Women Need" 2-5). She is convinced that 

such connection will lead not only to a change in women's roles in 
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the world, but to the utter transformation of the world itself because 

it will be based on the feminine power-to-create rather than on a 

masculine power-to-destroy (Rich, "Motherhood" 271-72). 

In her poetry , Rich strives to forge connections among women 

that will enlighten, unify, inform, and inspire women. She shows 

women that the private, or personal, realm to which they have been 

relegated should not be separated from the public, or political, realm 

which men have claimed as their own. The very fact that women 

have been forced into the private realm politicizes their position in 

society. The personal is political when it involves women living m a 

patriarchal society. Thus, women's personal experiences should not 

be trivialized by men or women. Adrienne Rich's body of poetry and 

the connections she makes testify to the validity, depth, and variety 

of women's experiences and the ways they affect the world. 

Women's experiences, the poet's own as well as those of others, 

are the materials from which Adrienne Rich creates her poetry and 

her poetic vision. Similarly, quiltmakers have salvaged and used the 

materials from their everyday lives to create their quilts. Poet and 

quilter connect m purpose, then, on an artistically fundamental level 

as their choice of materials helps determine the meaning of their 

work. Furthermore, both artists are working with fragments of cloth 

and/or experience, fragments which will eventually be arranged and 

joined into an artistic whole according to the design of the individual 

artist. 

The fabrics quilters have used to make quilts are numerous 
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and varied. They include wool, cotton, linen, silk, mixed weaves such 

as linsey-woolsey, as well as many other fabrics. Quilters have 

obtained their fabrics by saving scraps from other sewing projects 

and by recycling all manner of household items made from cloth. 

Historically, women recycled all types of clothing, including pieces of 

shirts, blouses, dresses, children's underwear, wedding gowns, baby 

cJothes, doll clothes, and skirts. They also recycled old curtains, 

blankets, sheets, handkerchiefs, and even feed and flour bags for use 

in their quiltmaking. Many women collected these bits and pieces of 

fabric and saved them in what was called a scrap bag, and often 

women shared and traded their scraps between them so as to 

achieve a greater degree of variety in their work. 

When the quilter was ready to begin the p1ecmg process of 

quiltmaking, she chose the fragments of fabric she would use for 

both practical and emotional reasons. Because many fragments were 

remnants of very personal items such as wedding gowns and baby 

clothes, the quilter maintained an intimate connection with her work. 

For the quilter, her work was not simply a practical and decorative 

object; it also represented special occasions, including weddings, 

births, and deaths, as well as special places and people m the 

quilter's life. Through quiltmaking, a woman was able to choose 

scraps which represented her most precious memories and then 

arrange and connect them in an often beautiful design. In this way, 

the artist could give form and meaning to an art which had arisen 
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directly out of her expenences as a woman. 

Adrienne Rich displays a similar resourcefulness and intimacy 

with the materials she chooses for her poetry. Although her first 

two volumes of poetry are extremely formal and objective, Rich had 

already begun writing increasingly personal poems about the female 

experience by 1954, at which time she began collecting poems for 

her third volume, Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law, which was 

published in 1963. This book details the fragmentation of women's 

li ves in a world where they exist to serve the needs of men and 

children. Women are depicted as alienated from themselves and the 

outside world as they move through their daily lives and 

relationships. Women's daily lives , their relationships, and their 

refl ections about their experiences, then , become Rich's materials for 

her art. Her work takes on a personal quality much like that of the 

quilter's art. Both artists utilize aspects of their own experiences to 

create authentic art that speaks to women and the validity of their 

Ii ves. 

With Snapshots , Rich also begins an important exploration of 

women's history that has continued through all of her subsequent 

work. This exploration and what Rich eventually discovers through 

it becomes essential knowledge for the poet and other women who 

must be able to connect with the past in order to understand their 

place in the present. A knowledge of their heritage also becomes a 

way for women to connect with themselves and other women as 
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they begin to understand their relationship to the world and others 

m a new light (Rich, "Resisting Amnesia" 146). 

By exploring women's history in her poetry , Rich acknowledges 

th e feminist claim that women must "reclaim, preserve, and evaluate 

women's lives" in order to understand their own experiences both 

individually and collectively (Whelchel 52). In her important essay, 

"When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision," Rich defines her 

notion of re-vision and, specifically, why it is necessary for women to 

review women's literature in history. .She states: 

Re-vision --the act of looking back, of seeing with 

fresh eyes, of an entering an old text from a new 

critical direction-- is for women more than a 

chapter in cultural history: it is an act of survival. 

Until we can understand the assumptions in which 

we are drenched we cannot know ourselves. And 

this drive to self-knowledge, for women, is more 

than a search for identity; it is part of our refusal of 

the self-destructiveness of male-dominated society. 

A radical critique of literature, feminist in its 

impulse, would take the work first of all as a clue to 

how we live, how we have been living, how we 

have been led to imagine ourselves , how our 

language has trapped as well as liberated us, how 

the very act of naming has been till now a male 
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prerogative, and how we can begin to see and 

name--and therefore live--afresh. (35). 

Rich is arguing here that women must look back at their history , 

literary but otherwise as well , and carefully review what we have 

seen and been told about it. Women must take into account the 

patriarchal assumptions that have shaped their understanding of 

themselves and then learn to see freshly, from a radically different, 

woman-centered point of view, if women are to grasp the true 

nature of who they are and have been. Rich tells us that such an act 

of re-vision on the part of women is more than an acquisition of self

knowledge; it is an act of resistance and an affirmation of the value 

of women in a patriarchal society. It also forces women to evaluate 

language and its part not only in their liberation but also in their 

oppress10n as well. As will be shown later, Rich believes the 

language must be transformed in order to portray a woman-centered 

vision accurately. 

It is evident m Rich's poetry that she believes the concept of 

re-v1s1on should be applied to all aspects of women's history , not just 

women's literary history and feminist literary criticism. Although 

famous women and their accomplishments have been subjects for 

Rich , she also documents the daily experiences of common women, 

women whose lives and contributions she believes must be 

unearthed, rediscovered , and appreciated if women today are to 

perceive the full scope of their heritage (Rich , "Resisting Amnesia" 

148). Until recent decades, these women had not been recognized as 
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important historical forces. Rich determines to break the silence and 

anonymity surrounding them in her poetry so that contemporary 

women may connect with their history and, m turn, break their own 

long silences regarding their experiences as women in America. 

Much of her poetry, like the patchwork quilt, gives voice to the large 

group of oppressed and unheard women of the past as wel 1 as the 

present. 

The patchwork quilt also represents women who have lived 

ordinary, and for the most part anonymous, lives. Most quiltmakers 

were never formally recognized for their artistic efforts, and a great 

many of their quilts were not even signed. Unfortunately, many 

quilts recovered by quilt collectors cannot ever fully be understood 

because their personal histories have been lost to us through ti me. 

Thus, like most women in American history, quiltmakers and their 

art remained largely unacknowledged. Indeed, the art of 

quiltmaking as well as its historical value might never have been 

widely established had it not been for the feminist movement of the 

1960s and 1970s which revived interest in feminine art forms. 

Historically, quiltmaking has been an art form practiced 

specifically by women of all ages, classes , and races in America. 

Elaine Showalter maintains that the quilt's "immense vitality came 

from its fertilization by other design traditions" such as those found 

in the West African, Navajo, Sioux, and Hawaiian cultures (Sister's 

Choice 148). The African design traditions were carried to America 
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by the slaves who later incorporated these traditions into some of 

the quilts they created. Unfortunately, many African-American 

quilts were either unsigned or signed falsely by their mistresses who 

claimed the work as their own. Nevertheless, the quilt became an 

important household item and an important symbol for African

American women and their families. 

Alice Walker sees piecing and quilting as "the aesthetic 

heritage of Afro-American women" (Showalter, Sister's Choice 163). 

Walker asserts that the quilt is actually a model for a '"womanist.' or 

black feminist, writing of reconciliation and connection" (qtd. in 

Showalter, Sister's Choice 163). Indeed, African-American women 

authors, including Terry McMillan, Michelle Cliff, and Alice Walker 

among others, often use quilts or quilt imagery in their stories, 

poems~ essays, and novels. Thus, the quilt can serve not only as a 

model for writing but also as a symbol around which meaning is 

constructed and through which African-American heritage can be 

explored in African-American women's literature. 

The fact that the quilting tradition was practiced by not only 

European settlers but also by African-Americans as well is only one 

example of the cultural diversity of this tradition. It should be noted 

that quilts were also made by Native Americans, Hawaiians, and 

other ethnic groups living in America, each of which contributed m 

unique ways to the tradition as a whole. The quilting tradition was 

also practiced by women of all classes and ages. Young Anglo girls, 



m fact , began making quilts at a very early age and usually had 

made thirteen quilts by the time they married. 
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The quilting tradition's diversity is significant 10 that it points 

both to the vitality of the art form as well as to its relevance to many 

groups of women. This diversity shows that wom en have been able 

to record their histories and express themselves artistically from 

varying viewpoints rather than from one narrow viewpoint. 

Through quilts the experiences of many women are preserved and 

illuminated. and this adds to women's· knowledge of themselves and 

the ways they are connected even in their differences. As 

previously stated, such connection between women is essential if 

women are to gam political power in a society which seeks to 

separate them and deprive them of the rights enjoyed by men. 

Writing first and foremost as a woman, then from specific 

woman-centered roles , Adrienne Rich brings a unique combination of 

viewpoints to her poetry. Like the quilt , Rich's poetry is relevant to 

many groups of women. Her roles as a woman have led her from an 

obedient daughter, dutiful wife, and frustrated yet loving mother to 

an active feminist who later identifies herself as lesbian and who 

also becomes aware of her need to acknowledge and explore her 

Jewish heritage. Rich's personal evolution has directly affected the 

evolution of her poetry and continues to do so as her life and career 

progress. Rich speaks to all women of our century and, indeed, to all 

groups of people oppressed by the patriarchy. Her feminist v1s10n 

and aesthetic have been derived from the diversity of her 
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experiences as a woman. 

Part of a woman's expenence m the colonial and p10neer days 

of America included the need for socializing among women. Because 

of their demanding lifestyles, women did not have the opportunity to 

spend much time with people outside their immediate families. 

Consequently, the social time women did enjoy with others were 

highly prized, if also often mixed with work. Quilting bees were 

functions in which women could both socialize and work with other 

women toward a common goal. Through quilting bees, women were 

able to forge important connections among themselves , the political 

significance of which has been previously discussed. 

Women discussed all manner of topics during quilting bees , 

including politics. The quilting bee, in fact, gave women an 

important forum for developing and debating new ideas, some of 

which led to overt political action on their part. As noted in Chapter 

One, Susan B. Anthony gave her first speech on woman suffrage at a 

quilting bee. By the latter half of the nineteenth century, women 

began to realize that, as a group working for specific causes, they 

could wield political influence in their world if they became 

organized. At this point, women began to engage actively in the 

political sphere despite resistance from men. Their efforts were 

characterized by struggle and arduous work, but eventually they 

progressed and finally gained suffrage m the early twentieth 

century. Women's political success would not have been possible if 
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they had been unable find ways and places m which they could come 

together and share and expand their ideas. The quilting bee was one 

such place for women in America. 

The feminist movement provided such a place for Adrienne 

Rich in the 1960s. What she learned from her involvement with the 

movement also led to a new aesthetic and a transformative vision of 

the world which she began to express in her poetry during this time. 

Because of the feminist movement and Rich's recent experiences as 

wife and mother, Rich , like other women , began to recognize the 

political implications of being a woman in a patriarchal society. Like 

so many other women, Rich had previously defined herself more on 

male terms than on her own terms , as evidenced by her early 

poetry , which relies heavily on male principles and male poetic 

influences , despite its glimmers of subversiveness in certain poems. 

Indeed, Claire Keyes maintains that Rich's poetic struggle to break 

free from male poetic influences served to heighten Rich's political 

awareness of male domination and its negative effects upon women 

in general (66). Rich's poetry from the 1960s forward has been 

shaped by her recognition of male oppression and her desire to offer 

women an alternative way of living that is based on connection 

among women which can lead to a powerful, feminine 

transformation of the world. Her feminist, and later lesbian

feminist , politics have radically affected Rich's point of view, 

structure, and themes in her poetry. 



Before Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law, Rich writes m an 

impersonal, detached, and objective male perspective according to 
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the modernist principles of poetry which dominated her training as a 

poet. With Snapshots, however, Rich began to write more specifically 

about women's experiences from a woman's point of view, and by 

the end of the 1960s she was writing from the first-person singular 

point of view. With Diving into the Wreck, Rich began writing of the 

need to reunite feminine and masculine elements, but with The 

Dream of a Common Language Rich had taken on a lesbian-feminist 

stance that was wholly woman-centered and no longer focused on an 

androgynous ideal (Erkila 553-54). At this time, Rich's goal was to 

write poetry that was not only about women and their experiences, 

but that also was specifically directed toward a female audience as 

well. Her work has continued to evolve in this direction. 

Rich's point of view was heavily influenced by her involvement 

with feminist politics and her evolving conception of woman's power 

m a patriarchal society. As Rich began to explore the concept of re

vision, she also began to ponder the concept of female power in a 

patriarchal socie~, .. :i: She came to believe that such power is personal 

and "transformative in that it involves change within the woman 

concerning certain societal notions about feminine passivity and 

submission" (Keyes 137). She also recognized that women must 

learn to develop their personal strengths so that women as a whole 

can grasp their full power. With women's personal power affirmed, 



they can bond together so as to effect larger changes m the 

patriarchal power structures (Keyes 13 7). 

The key aspect of women's power according to Rich is its 

transformative aspects. In 'The Contemporary Emergency and the 

Quantum Leap" which appears in On Lies, Secrets, and Silences, a 

collection of prose from 1966-1978, Rich insists that women are m 

the process of imagining a new future. She says that this future ts 

one 

m which women are powerful , full of our own power, not 

the old patriarchal power-qver but the power-to-create, 

power-to-think, power-to-articulate and concretize our 

visions and transform our lives and those of our children. 

(271 - 72) 

In her poetry, Rich espouses this idea of woman's transformative 

power while writing from the perspective of a powerful woman 

capable of transforming the world through her poetry and the 

revolutionary values and ideas expressed therein. 
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Writing from a personal, woman-centered point of v1ew has 

also had consequences for the structure of Rich's poems. Where she 

once wrote careful closed, linear, regularly metered poems heavily 

influenced by modernist prescriptions which adhered to masculine 

aesthetic principles, Rich began to write poems more reflective of a 

feminine expenence of the world. As Rich became more aware of 

her roles as a woman and less apprehensive of change, her poetry 

became experientially open rather than closed (Bennet 192). She has 



also made changes in meter and rhythm. Of such changes Claire 

Keyes proclaims, "In Rich's new variable meter, her passionate 
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speech rhythms, her striking images , she articulates an explicitly 

feminist vision that emphasizes woman's ability to transform herself 

from an oppressed creature to a free one" (58 -59). As with Rich's 

shift m point of view , her structural changes are marked by the 

element of transformation. 

Another important aspect of Rich's structural changes includes 

her ability to juxtapose and connect fragmentary images into an 

artistic whole which is transformative in nature. In Sister's Choice 

Elaine Showalter expounds upon this aspect of Rich's poetry and its 

connection with the quilt metaphor. She explains that "the manner 

in which Rich interweaves isolated fragments of experience into 

poetically meaningful wholes is analogous to the feminine domestic 

art of piecing or q uiltmaking" (31). Just as the patch work quilt 

"functions as a visual metaphor and moral artifact in that it 

exemplifies the ability of women meaningfully to order the 

fragmented reality of their personal lives," so Rich's poetry "give[s] 

visibility and coherence to a diversity of seemingly unrelated 

feminine experiences" (Showalter, Sister's Choice 31 ). Showalter 

further purports that through Rich's poems , Rich "symbolically 

confronts and orders the numerous conflicts and contradictions of 

her own life" (31). Thus, the structure of Rich's poetry from the 

1960s forward is intimately connected to and reflective of her new 
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v1s10n of feminine connection and transformation . 

In order to effect true transformation, Rich aims to connect 

"word and thing , mind and body, daughter and mother, personal and 

political , past and present" (Erkila 555). Her poetic themes represent 

this goal. For purposes of this discussion, Rich's themes can be 

divided into three categories which , despite division , nevertheless 

often overlap with each other. The categories include broad themes , 

overtly political themes, and specifically woman-centered themes. 

Rich's broad themes, many of which she has written about smce the 

commencement of her career, can be applied universally. They 

include love, death, life, love, religion, anger, alienation , time, 

memory , and pam. Although her feminist politics influenced her 

later writing about these themes , they did not at first depend on this 

influence. The subsequent two categories of themes and their 

overlap with the first category , however, have been directly 

influenced and shaped by Rich's feminist and lesbian-feminist 

politics. 

The most important theme in Rich's overtly political themes 1s 

that of male oppression/domination because this oppression is at the 

root of the remainder of the themes in this category. These themes 

include racial heritage and racism, war and the disintegration of 

society , power, the politics of language, and the politics of sexuality. 

Although some of these themes have already been discussed or will 

be discussed further in specific poem explications, detail is necessary 
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here in at least one area. that of language and its politics in Rich's 

estimation. For Rich , language is the most important tool of her 

trade, and in this paper's view, the essential thread that binds and 

connects. Rich believes that language has great power, that it helps 

shape our reality and is thus political. Rich views language as one 

means of gaining freedom (Keyes 113). 

Her 1978 volume of poetry, The Dream of a Common Language, 

clearly articulates this viewpoint. Rich believes that the old 

patriarchal language is not only inadequate to the needs of women , 

but also untruthful to their experiences as well. Despite even the 

most basic failures m the old language, Rich "means to shape this 

new language not through new words, but through new perceptions, 

so that we may first see ourselves in the new place" (McDaniel 12). 

Rich maintains that one of the most important things women can do 

as far as language is concerned is to "make an accurate record of 

human feelings by rewriting the stories and myths that purport to 

represent our deepest reality" (McDaniel 12). She envisions a 

"common language" in which all women can communicate the truth 

of their world. As Elaine Hedges suggests, the metaphor for such a 

language can be found in "[t]he imagery of common threads in 

American women's quilts [which] offers Rich a model for her 'dream 

of a common language' of women" (qtd. in Showalter, Sister's Choice 

62-63). The new, transformed language, like the feminine 

expenence as a whole will be, in turn, capable of positively 

transforming the world in which all humans live. 



The third category of themes in Rich's poetry include those 

themes that can be specifically identified as woman-centered. 

Although all of these themes can be tied to the theme of sexual 

politics, they deserve individual enumeration here due to their 

pnmacy in Rich's poetry since the 1960s. ln addition to the broad 

and overtly political themes , they include: re-vision/women's 
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history , relationships , women's rage, role of women artists , women's 

power, women 's isolation and loneliness , survival, women 's roles , and 

sexuality. Underlying all of these themes are the elements of 

connection and transformation so essential to Rich's vision. As has 

been shown , connection and transformation clearly characterize 

Rich's point of view, structure, and themes, thus linking her poetry to 

the process and nature of the American patchwork quilt on several 

noted levels , including the qui It's political level. 

As previously discussed, the American patchwork quilt 1s 

political in that it reflects women's experiences and art in a 

patriarchal world. Like Rich's poetry , the quilt also represents 

overtly political themes. This final section of Chapter Two will 

discuss the ways in which certain patterns and their names and/or 

functions are political in nature. 

The patterns, their names , and their functions in American 

patchwork quilts reflect women's diverse as well as traditional 

interpretations of the world and events around them. Such 

reflections included those of nature, religion , politics , morality , 
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patriotism, pioneer spirit, regionalism, and culturalism. Although 

many patterns, including the log cabin , star, and sun patterns , were 

well-known and copied by women across the nation, women created 

variations of patterns as well as unique patterns in their 

quiltmaking. Often , the same pattern had many names , which attests 

to the imagination of the women quiltmakers of the time. 

The names of abstract patterns were extremely 

interchangeable and suggested many associations. Two examples of 

abstract patterns include one that represents the flight of geese, 

which represents nature, and one that represents the path of a 

drunkard, which represents morality. An abstract pattern with 

interchangeable names was "The Rocky Road to ... " which 

represented the difficult journeys West in covered wagons. The 

"rocky road" represented by the pattern may have been to California 

or to Oregon , but the pattern often remained the same (von Gwinner 

104-05) . 

Another example of an abstract pattern with interchangeable 

names is specifically political. The "Slave Chain" pattern of 1825, 

which represented the dilemma of slavery, was later called the 

"Texas Tears" pattern of 1840, which represented the annexing of 

Texas, and changed again to "Endless Chain" with the onset of the 

Industrial Age (Orlofsky and Orlof sky 263 ). Other patterns inspired 

by politics included "Martha Washington's Wreath ," Clay's Choice," 

"Lincoln's Platform," "The Radical Rose/ which symbolized the 
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freeing of the slaves, and the "Log Cabin," which, in its many 

variations , symbolized patriotism and solidarity among the pioneers. 

Pattern motifs , such as the rose and the eagle among others, had 

specific political meanings as well. 

In addition to the political meanings associated with certain 

patterns , pattern names, and motifs of the patchwork quilt, types of 

quilts also functioned politically. Quilt types can be placed into two 

general categories that include inherently political qui It types and 

overtly political quilt types , which have been often referred to as 

cause quilts. In The Quilt Encyclopedia, Carter Houck acknowledges 

that "The making of a quilt has often been at the same time the 

making of a statement that is undoubtedly a strongly held belief, 

sometimes political and almost always emotional" (38). Houck 

further maintains that women have always sought political 

expression and that quilts have provided women with a good 

medium for such expression. Many causes have been championed 

through quilts (Houck 126). 

Some of the causes that quilts have championed include the 

temperance cause, women's rights, fund raising causes , and most 

recently the Names Project/AIDS Quilt, which promotes awareness of 

the AIDS virus as it unifies and memorializes those who have lost 

their lives to AIDS. Other recent cause quilts include those that 

represent the causes of peace, homelessness, and child abuse (Houck 

38). Additionally, protest quilts and commemorative quilts have 
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been created by quiltmakers. Their commemorative quilts, which 

represent political campaigns and specific wars to name a few 

examples, have displayed women's interest in world and local events 

(Houck 46). 

Album quilts, folk art quilts, friendship quilts, memory quilts. 

African-American story quilts, presentation quilts, religious quilts, 

scrap quilts, theme quilts, and crazy quilts all display women's 

interest in their world, their experiences, and their relationships 

with other people. The aforementioned quilt types, then, can be 

viewed as inherently political in that they reflect and document 

women's experiences and the ways they relate to the people and 

environment around them. Only a few of these quilt types need be 

detailed in order to show their significance. 

Friendship and memory quilts have been made to celebrate 

times , places, and people that a woman wishes to remember and 

keep close. These quilts, like the materials from which they are 

made, chronicle a woman's memories and closest relationships and 

thus have been important on a deep emotional level to the women 

who have created them and to those for whom they have been 

created and given. Friendship and memory quilts represent one of 

the ways women have been able to bond together and artistically 

express their affection and love for one another. Album quilts also 

have been created by women to give to others as birthday or 

appreciation gifts or to commemorate historical events in their 

communities. Finally, folk art quilts are important in that they tell 
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women's stories through visual images and present a woman's 

unique perspective of the world. In Adrienne Rich's view, stories 

such as those expressed by women in folk art quilts and other types 

of quilts must be recognized, remembered, and understood by 

modem women if they are to know fully their position in history and 

the way it relates to their experiences today. 

Chapter Two has shown the significant relationship between 

the political aspects of the patchwork quilt and the poetry of 

Adrienne Rich. First, the process and nature of the quilt and Rich's 

poetry express inherent and overt political meaning on historical, 

psychological , social , and political levels. The quilt and Rich's poetry 

reflect women's unique experiences in a patriarchal society, and they 

reflect the consequences of the fragmentation of women's time in 

this society. Further, quiltmakers and Rich have both used their 

personal daily experiences as women for the materials of their art 

forms , which links their work together on a fundamental level. 

The patchwork quilt's function to record and interpret women's 

diverse personal histories in America ts analogous to Rich's mission 

to accomplish the same thing while simultaneously building upon 

women's past and what can be envisioned for the future through the 

feminist process of re-vision. Furthermore, both quiltmakers and 

Rich found places where they could share and develop new ideas 

among other women. These places, the quilting bee and the feminist 

movement of the 1960s respectively , led quiltmakers and Rich to 
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public political forums. 
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Connection and transformation characterize the patchwork 

quilt, Adrienne Rich's poetry, and every element that they have in 

common. The quilter connects fragments of fabric which represent 

her personal experiences , beliefs, and relationships into a 

transformed whole that is functional, artistic, and political. Rich's 

poetry connects and transforms in a similar process that achieves 

similar purposes through the medium of writing. Because of these 

striking similarities , the patchwork quilt can be viewed as a viable 

metaphor for Adrienne Rich's poetry. Chapter Three will apply this 

metaphor to representative poems spanning Rich's career from A 

Change of World through The Dream of a Common Language. Rich's 

recent work will be reviewed in Chapter Four. 



Chapter III: Connection and Transformation in the Poetry of 

Adrienne Rich 

From 1951 to 1995. Adrienne Rich has published fifteen 

volumes of poetry and four books of prose, including her most recent 

book, What Is Found There. She has received critical acclaim as well 

as criticism for her work during her career and has long been 

recognized as a major voice in American poetry. Accordingly. she 

has received numerous literary awards for her poetry. among them 

the National Book Award for Diving into the Wreck (l 973), which she 

accepted with Audre Larde and Alice Walker in the name of all 

women. For her 1991 publication of An Atlas of the Difficult World. 

Rich was awarded both the Lenore Marshall/Nation Poetry Prize and 

the Los Angeles Times Book Award. She has also made significant 

contributions to feminist thought and feminist literary criticism 

through her essays, and she remains actively involved in the 

feminist movement and other political causes. 

When viewed as a whole, Adrienne Rich's work is most marked 

by evolution and transformation in content as well as in style. Her 

poetry reflects the maturing of a many-faceted American women, 

and it reflects the development of American and world conditions m 

the twentieth century. It moves from the careful restraint of 

formalism to a freer, more flexible, imagistic style that is truer to the 
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world which the poet. and others, actually inhabit. Rich's poetry, 1 ike 

the American patchwork quilt, is a map of an evolving feminine 

consc10usness which is continually piecing together what can be 

salvaged with what can be imagined into a connected whole that 1s 

transformative in nature. This chapter will apply the metaphor of 

the American patchwork quilt to representative poems from Rich's 

early and middle work in order to explicate fully the elements of 

connection and transformation found there. 

Despite the formalism and restraint exercised m Rich's first 

book, A Change of World, themes that would later be explored on a 

deeper level are presented even m this early poetry. "Aunt 

Jennifer's Tigers" and "Mathilde m Normandy," for example, take on 

woman's role as an artist and also describe restrictions placed upon 

women living m a patriarchal society. Although the voices of Aunt 

Jennifer and Mathilde are "muted" in these poems by the dominant, 

distanced voice of the speakers, their relationship to power through 

their art nevertheless poses a threat to the established order of their 

worlds (Keyes 23 ). Furthermore, these two early poems establish 

that women's handiwork, so often defined as mere craft, is a valid 

art form and that women are capable of documenting, grasping, and 

interpreting their experiences through such art. 

In "Aunt Jennifer's Tigers," the speaker, in an "objective, 

observant tone" employed in order to distance the poet from Aunt 

Jennifer as much as possible, describes a tapestry woven by her aunt 
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(Rich , qtd. in Gel pi 94-95). The tapestry, which the speaker asserts 

will outlive its creator, portrays a group of tigers "pranc[ing] across a 

screen ," which "do not fear the men beneath the tree" and "pace in 

sleek chivalric certainty" (Collected 4). The tigers represent courage, 

art, and creative power and, as Keyes observes, they also "represent 

her [Aunt Jennifer's] unfulfilled longings" (22). 

Certainly Aunt Jennifer's own life is in direct contrast to the 

Ii ves of the tigers she has created in her tapestry. The speaker tells 

us that "the massive weight of Uncle's wedding band/Sits heavily 

upon Aunt Jennifer's hand," and further that even when her aunt is 

dead "her terrified hands will lie/Still ringed with ordeals she was 

mastered by" (Collected 4). It is the wedding ring and the 

patriarchal institution of marriage which it symbolizes that oppress , 

terrify, and silence Aunt Jennifer's voice in this poem. She is 

"mastered by" the "ordeal" of Ii ving as a woman m a patriarchal 

world, and yeL on an artistic level she is able to connect with her 

expen ence and project her desires onto the tigers, who unlike Aunt 

Jennifer, "Will go on prancing, proud and unafraid" (Collected 4). 

Aunt Jennifer is unable to transform her own personal situation; 

here, the only transformation that takes place is in art, not real life. 

Mathilde, in "Mathilde in Normandy." likewise lives under the 

shadow of men , but she, like Aunt Jennifer, 1s also accorded an 

artistic power that allows her to connect with and transcend her 

experience on an artistic level. As with Aunt Jennifer's tapestry, 
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Mathilde's tapestry anses out of personal experience. It is 

significant, however, that although Aunt Jennifer's and Mathilde's art 

are expressions of their worlds as they experience them , their art 

also functions on a universal level. In other words, Aunt Jennifer's 

tapestry of tigers as well as Mathilde's tapestry reflecting the 

Norman Conquest of England are accessible not only to the artists or 

to women , but also to the world in general. 

"Mathilde in Normandy" is drawn from the legend of the 

Bayeaux Tapestry which depicts the Norman Conquest of England 

and whi ch is said to have been created bv Queen Mathilde who was 

married to William the Conqueror (Keyes 24). The Bayeaux Tapestry 

is considered to be historically valuable because it is the only 

documentation we have of the Anglo-Norman battles (Gelpi 165). 

Thus, this artifact underscores the fact that women's art, such as 

weaving and quilting , can and often does function to document the 

history not only of women , but also of nations and women's place in 

such nations. Rich's poem draws attention to woman's role as artist, 

thus validating women's art, specifically needlework. 

"Mathilde in Normandy" is divided into two stanzas of unequal 

length. The first stanza, consisting of twenty lines, describes 

Mathilde's tapestry from the speaker's point of view. Here, the 

speaker presents us with details from the tapestry , such as "the 

archaic ships" of the "invaders," "the threaded headland," "the 

tideless beach , the flight ," "the swift arrows," and "the outlandish 

attitudes of death/In the stitched soldiery" (Collected 29). The 
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speaker then directly addresses Mathilde, noting that Mathilde had 

no way of knowing that her tapestry would "prove/More than the 

personal episode" because she lived in a time when weaving, 

according to the speaker, was considered merely a pastime of proper 

ladies whose husbands had abandoned them for war (Collected 29). 

At this point, this reader recalls Odysseus' wife, Penelope, and 

her own famous tapestry , and wonders, perhaps, at the truth of the 

speaker's blanket generalization about women weavers from the 

past. Is it possible that Mathilde had more than a blind emotional 

purpose to her art? 

find this plausible. 

The speaker in this early poem does not seem to 

Although women's art and the idea that women's 

experiences · translated into art may also have historical value, the 

notion that women can acknowledge this power is noticeably absent 

m this early poem. 

In the second stanza, which is only seven lines long, the 

speaker depicts Mathilde purely as an emotional being anxious about 

her husband's return. Indeed, the tapestry is negatively affected by 

Mathilde's anxiety; it has "Played havoc with the skein" and caused 

"knots" when the "mind's attention/Grew too divergent" as Mathilde 

recalled the details of "the sick strained farewells , too sharp for 

speech" (Collected 29). Mathilde's mind is fragmented by the 

experience, and she seems to connect with the political aspects of 

war only on a personal, emotional level in the weavmg of her 

tapestry , yet even this connection proves valuable historically, and 
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points up for the reader the kind of transformation possible through 

women's art. 

Women's needlework IS more than "patient handiwork"; it IS an 

art form which is capable of connecting women's personal 

experiences with the public experiences which have been a part of 

their existence, despite the secondary roles they have been assigned 

regarding such events historically (Collected 29). Although neither 

Aunt Jennifer nor Mathilde seem to recognize their own artistic 

powers or the possibilities for connection and transformation that 

their art creates and which might be applied to their own lives , those 

possibilities are not lost on the careful reader, regardless of the 

poet's intentional distance and objectivity. 

Two other poems in A Change of World, "Design in Living 

Colors" and "Stepping Backward" reveal Rich's concern with 

fragmentation in the mind and the world. Like "Aunt Jennifer's 

Tigers" and "Mathilde in Normandy," "Design in Living Colors" 

revolves around a tapestry. Here, the speaker is concerned with 

"children of disordered days" who desire connection with the world 

and, in the tapestry which suggests a fairy tale atmosphere, she finds 

"That fragmentary world is mended here" (Collected 41). The 

tapestry presents a comforting image; however, it seems doubtful its 

viewers will be able to forge lasting connections here, as they must 

still inhabit this world, not the "eternal summer afternoon" of the 

tapestry (Collected 41 ). 
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"Stepping Backward for Another Glance" is more concerned 

with the personal fragmentation and connection between individuals 

in human relationships. The poet explores the themes of human 

isolation and imperfection as the speaker attempts to step backward 

and see a loved one whole, although they mostly "see each other 

daily and in segments" (Collected 32). By the conclusion of the poem, 

the speaker reasserts that "we live by inches/ And only sometimes 

see the full dimension ," while also affirming that connection and 

wholeness are desirable states, even in their imperfect, human forms 

(Collected 34). 

The poems discussed from A Change of World suggest that 

even m her earliest poems, Rich begins an exploration of themes 

relevant to the issues of fragmentation, connection, and 

transformation. Significantly, she uses needlework 1 magery m three 

of these poems as a way to develop these themes. The role of the 

woman artist and the restrictions placed upon women by patriarchal 

societies figure prominently in "Aunt Jennifer's Tigers" and "Mathilde 

in Normandy, 11 as do the issues of personal relationships, women's 

experiences, and women in history. "Design in Living Colors II and 

11 Stepping Backward II deal directly with the human desire to connect 

and see things whole, whether it be the world or the people with 

whom we live in the world. Although the poet attempts to treat 

these themes with as much objectivity as possible in this early 

volume, these poems serve to prefigure the type of issues the poet 
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would become more directly concerned with in future volumes. 

Rich's second volume of poems, The Diamond Cutters , maintains 

a formalistic approach to poetry which disallows the poet much 

direct involvement with the themes about which she writes. She ts 

still concerned with universal themes , such as love, suffering , and 

the artist's role. However, she addresses the issues of fragmentation, 

connection, and woman's experience in only a very few poems, such 

as "Autumn Equinox" and "The Insomniacs ," the latter of which agam 

uses needlework imagery to convey meaning. 

Conversely , in Rich's third volume of poetry , Snapshots of a 

Daughter-in-Law, Rich not on'ly addresses issues of fragmentation, 

connection , and women's experiences directly, she also adopts a more 

fragmented form of free verse that "depend[s] only on metaphor, 

juxtaposition , and adroit lineation" with which to explore these issues 

(Vendler, 165). Influenced by her experience as a wife, a mother, 

and a daughter-in-law , Rich addresses women's roles m society, 

women in history, oppression, personal relationships, grief, memory 

and re-membering. The fragmentation of women's lives is evident in 

many of the poems in this collection, and the need for connection is 

implicit. 

"At Majority," the first poem of the book, is addressed to a 

peaceful woman who is being called upon to perform "difficult" and 

"oppressive work" during her life , although her story is destined to 

be forgotten. The poem recalls W. B. Yeats' poem "When You Are 

Old" from the first line forward. Yeats' poem begins with the line 



"When you are old and grey and full of sleep" (41). Rich's poem 

begins: 

When you are old and beautiful. 

And things most difficult are done, 

There will be a few who can recall 

Your face that I see ravaged now 

By youth and its oppressive work. (Collected 135) 

Like Yeats, Rich begins by addressing a woman who will grow old; 

however, Yeats' woman will have the pleasure of "nodding by the 

fire" as she takes down a book. Many people will recall Yeats' 

woman's "moments of glad grace" and "beauty" (41). Rich's woman 

will simply "end/ A11 choices made or choice resigned," and her 
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"literal eye" will "Trace little of your history,/Nor ever piece the tale 

entire" (Collected 135). Yeats' woman recalls for the speaker "how 

Love fled"; indeed, the entire poem reflects upon a woman whom the 

speaker has loved deeply ( 41 ). Although she, too, has known sorrow, 

we learn no details concerning her sorrow. 

In Rich's poem we know that at least part of the woman's story 

involves "villages that had to burn/ And playgrounds of the will 

destroyed/Before you could be safe from time" (Collected 135). 

Yeats' woman will have time to dream of her past loves and 

gracefulness; Rich's woman, on the other hand, engages in "daily 

warfare" which "takes its toll of tenderness," thus it is doubtful that 

her memories will parallel those of Yeats' woman as perceived by 
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the speaker (Collected 135). 

Rich is clearly concerned here with a woman whose history will 

never be able to be fully pieced together. She is a real woman, one 

who lives in a world where women's histories and their contributions 

to society are often forgotten, no matter how great the sacrifices they 

have been called upon to make. This theme of women in history, 

whether their individual or collective lives and contributions, 

becomes a conscious issue for the first time in Rich's poetry with 

Snapshots. However, while this volume 1s a breakthrough for Rich, 

the woman in "At Majority" is destined to become angrier with her 

condition as Rich's poetry progresses. Here, she is resigned to the 

conditions of her life; she has no "rancor at the past" and does not 

"upbraid the coming time" (Collected 135). Although she is said to 

"be at peace with time," it takes death to bring her safety and 

connection. Future female personas m Rich's poetry will demand, 

and rece1 ve, a great deal more. 

In "Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law," the title poem of the 

volume, Rich examines women's roles in society and the oppression 

of women by male forces. Specifically, the speaker addresses her 

mother-in-law as she relates her own fragmented experience as a 

wife, mother, and daughter-in law and the psychological toll which 

these roles take upon her. The connection between these elements is 

made through the poet's juxtaposition of images and insights of the 

speaker's life and also of the lives of other women and their place in 
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the past, present, and future . 

In the first section of the ten-part poem the speaker directly 

addresses her mother-in-law, describing her as a former "belle" who 

stil I tries to resurrect her youth by wearing dresses patterned after 

those of younger day s (Collected 145). The speaker compares her 

mother-in-law's mind to "mouldering ... wedding cake," thus 

implying a perceived decay that occurs to women upon marriage 

(Collected 145). The speaker also implies that marriage and 

motherhood produce fragmentation jn a woman's life when she 

states that her mother-in-law is "crumbling to pieces under the knife 

edge/of mere fact" (Collected 145). In the last line of the section, the 

speaker juxtaposes these images and reflections of her mother-in

law with the assertion that she "grows another way" and then goes 

on to prove it (Collected 145). 

The second section of the poem juxtaposes images of daily life, 

such as the banging of a "coffee-pot in the sink," with voices the 

speaker, now speaking in the third person, hears in her head telling 

her to "Have no patience," "Be insatiable," and "Save yourself; 

others you cannot save" (Collected 145). The voices then are 

juxtaposed with images of the speaker allowing herself to be burned 

by scalding water, low-burning matches, and the steam from a 

kettle. She notes that "nothing hurts her anymore, except/each 

morning's grit blowing into her eyes" (Collected 145). It is apparent 

that the speaker is outside herself, not only because she feels no 

pain. but also because she cannot even acknowledge her experiences 



56 

as her own as she continues to speak in the third person. It is also 

apparent that her daily experiences and her psychological state are 

closely connected because of the poet's juxtaposition of such 

experience and emotion. This juxtaposition corresponds to the 

quilting process that incorporates a similar technique of piecing 

together fragments of fabric which represent the quilter's own 

experiences and emotions. 

In the third section , the speake~ declares that "A thinking 

woman sleeps with monsters," the kind of woman the speaker, like 

Rich , certainly seems to be as the poet juxtaposes images of Boadicea, 

the Greek Furies, and a phrase from Eliot's The Waste Land with a 

description of two women arguing, presumably the speaker and her 

mother-in-law (Collected 146). The implication, especially in light of 

later sections, is that the more a woman knows, the more she 

recognizes her true condition as a woman in a patriarchal world. 

Conflict within the mind, mental and emotional fragmentation with 

oneself and other women, are the result of this perception, schooled 

as women are as to their place in society. 

Section four first addresses the speaker's belief that women's 

"gifts," or talents, historically have proven to be "a thorn," something 

that others "scorn" (Collected 146). Rich juxtaposes this reflection 

with an image of the speaker "Reading while waiting/for the iron to 

heat," a clear example of the way women's time is fragmented 

because of the household duties they are expected to perform daily 
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(Collected 146). Significantly, the speaker is reading Emily Dickinson, 

and what follows 1s a description of Dickinson writing in her pantry 

as she makes jelly. Referring to section two, where thoughtful 

women are compared to monsters, Dickinson is described as "iron

eyed and beaked and purposed as a bird" (Collected 146). As we 

know, Dickinson renounced the roles of wife and mother, which gave 

her more freedom to indulge in her writing, and which is also 

probably why she has been viewed as so eccentric, even as a 

"monster." Section five, which presents a brief image of the 

speaker shaving her legs, is juxtaposed with section six, which 

comments on the way m which women become "Pinned down/by 

love," a state the speaker obviously is beginning to question as 

revealed by the final two lines of the section, which both are written 

as questions to herself (Collected 146). Section six is then juxtaposed 

with the words of a famous woman whom the speaker tells us "was 

labelled harpy, shrew and whore" for her accomplishments (Collected 

146 ). As with section four, section seven is tied directly to section 

three. The speaker continues to further the idea that thinking 

women are considered unnatural, and even abhorrent, to society, 

something with which the speaker herself is forced to contend. 

Section nine refers to a statement by Diderot that all women 

"'die at fifteen' . . and tum part legend, part convention" (Collected 

14 7). It is at this point in women's Jives that they usually begin 

considering marnage. From this point forward, the speaker claims, 
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women are forced to "inaccurately dream/behind closed windows"; 

they never become what they might have been, and what they were 

is only a memory (Collected 14 7-48). Section eight is juxtaposed 

with section nine which notes that historically women have been 

satisfied with "mere talent" which "glitter[s] in fragments and rough 

drafts" (Collected 148). Although this section implies that women 

have participated in their own silencing, the reader has been made 

aware of the consequences of breaking out of this pattern. The poet 

has set up the poem so that a clear connection is made by the reader; 

break out of the pattern as a woman and you will be viewed as a 

"monster," a social deviant, like Emily Dickinson. 

Section nine continues by proclaiming that "Time is male/and 

m his cups drinks to the fair" (Collected 148). Women are praised 

only for beauty, only for their usefulness to men. The speaker 

observes that "our crime [is]/only to cast too bold a shadow/or 

smash the mould right off" (Collected 148). The consequences? They 

are "solitary confinement/tear gas, attrition shelling" (Collected 148). 

The speaker states that there will be "Few applicants for that honor" 

(Collected 148). 

Despite the problems inherent to the creative woman which 

the speaker has catalogued and repeated throughout the poem, 

section ten concludes the poem on a positive. visionary note. The 

speaker explains that the new woman, "who must be/more merciless 

to herself than history," is ready to emerge and is ready to offer all 



women a new v1s1on of themselves (Collected 149). She notes that 

there are no promises as to what her cargo will contain, but that 

whatever it is, it will be "delivered/palpable/ours" (Collected 149). 

The ideas, images, and conclusions drawn in "Snapshots of a 

Daughter-in-Law" are offered in fragments and are connected 
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through Rich's use of juxtaposition. They are pieced together and 

joined to form a common theme, that historically women have been 

denied their own creativity, either by men or by themselves, 

because such a role has not been considered appropriate for them. 

Although the speaker acknowledges that the problem exists even in 

the twentieth century, she asserts that the time has come for a new 

feminine vision of the world, a vision that will speak to all women 

and will transform our conceptions concerning women and the roles 

they have been assigned in society. Although Rich's vision 1s 

somewhat vague here, she begins to open up herself and other 

women to the idea that transformation is necessary. and that when it 

comes women will enter into a legacy that is tangible and powerful. 

Like the patchwork quilt, the fragments of women's thought and 

experiences will be connected and will offer a transformation that 1s 

both beautiful and practical. 

Further poems in Snapshots explore women's roles, their 

experiences, and their need to throw off the historical illusion of 

truth for one that accurately reflects women and their experiences m 

the world. "Readings of History" affirms "It is important/to make 

connections"~ we must recover history and memory (Collected 162). 
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"Sisters" reflects upon the speaker's relationship with her sister and 

a need to know her as more than a "fellow-victim" (Collected 178). 

"Peeling Onions" describes a woman who is removed from the depth 

of her own grief (Collected 183), and "Novella" details an argument 

between a man and a woman which highlights the lack of 

communication between the sexes. Finally, "Lag" explores the 

speaker's awakening as compared to an unnamed addressee who 

lags behind in such a moment of recognition, yet who the speaker 

continues to try to reach, even if it is with a "knowledge you can't 

use" yet (190). 

Although only the title poem of Necessities of Life. will be 

explicated here. Rich's fourth volume is important to the progression 

of her poetry. Fragmentation of thought and style characterize 

Necessities, an element in Rich's poetry that came under attack when 

this book was published in 1966. Paula Bennet remarks that in 

Necessities 

each poem seems to stand on its own, a separate 

stab made by the poet to get at what was bothering 

her--her own sense of internal fragmentation and 

the fragmentation or 'splittings,' as she has since 

called them, in the world around her. (198) 

As noted in Chapters One and Two, such fragmentation is a reflection 

of most women's experiences, and it should not seem unusual that 

Rich's poetry begins to mirror the feminine experience as she 
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becomes more and more aware of her reality and its consequences. 

Furthermore, Rich connects more with herself, other people, nature, 

and social forces than she has in the past despite the fragmentation 

of the poetry in this collection (Gelpi 141). Rich's themes here 

include relationships , communication, love and lust, motherhood, 

death , and the relationship between past female forebearers and the 

present. 

"Necessities of Life" recounts the p1ecmg together of the 

speaker's life as she learns to live with her new perceptions of the 

world. She states, "Piece by piece I seem/to re-enter the world" 

(Collected 205). As she re-enters life, she begins to identify herself 

not with male historical figures , like Jonah, but with her female 

precursors , such as Mary Wollstonecraft. She begins to "let nothing 

use me" and says, "What life was there, was mine," a statement 

which shows that the speaker is beginning, to own her power, her 

story (Collected 206). She then tells us that she is no longer content 

"to name over the bare necessities" (Collected 206). "Soon," she says, 

"I'll dare inhabit the world/trenchant in motion as an eel, solid/as a 

cabbage-head" (Collected 206). Allying herself with natural images, 

the speaker connects herself with the earth and its power, which is 

essentially generative, or transformative, and normally associated 

with feminine qualities. 

At the end of "Necessities," the speaker tells us that her 

invitation to enter the world is tangible, "visible as my breath" 
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(Collected 206). And like the "old women knitting, breathless/to tell 

their tales" (Collected 206), the speaker stands poised to "absorb, and 

praise, and transmit" such tales (Des Pres 195). Like "Snapshots of a 

Daughter-in-Law," "Necessities of Life" predicts the emergence of a 

new woman, only this time the woman is clearly the speaker herself, 

a woman who is beginning to connect with nature, the past, and 

herself as she is reborn into a new realm. 

With the publication of Leaflets in 1969, Rich begins to engage 

m a poetics that merges private experiences with public experiences 

as she discovers that the personal is political, especially if one is a 

woman living in a patriarchal society (Martin 181 ). Fragmentation of 

the poet's life, the lives of other women, and society as a whole 

pervade the poems in this collection. Such fragmentation continues 

to be reflected in the structure of the poems; sentences, punctuation, 

and stanzas appear disordered, yet as Claire Keyes observes, "The 

disorder of this apparently formless form is its artistic order" (Power 

105). The poems here "explore possibilities for transformations of 

lives--private and public" (Martin 181). Themes include women in 

history, language and communication, personal relationships, love, 

war, woman as artist, and women's roles and experiences. 

In Leaflets, more than ever before, Rich writes about women m 

history and often directly addresses such women in these poems as 

she attempts to connect with the past. She also addresses women of 

her own time in order to connect with the present as well. 

"Charleston in the 1860s," for example is derived from fragments 
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from the diaries of Mary Boykin Chestnut, whereas "There are Such 

Springlike Nights," a poem about childbirth, is taken from the Yiddish 

of Kadi a Molodowsky. In "For a Russian Poet," the speaker addresses 

Natalya Gorbanevska, a revolutionary poet with whom the speaker 

vows she will later meet. "Two Poems" is adapted from Anna 

Akhmatova. "Women" is about the relationship between three 

sisters, "The Observer" is about Diane Fossey's experiences with the 

gorillas in Africa, and one of the "Ghazals" sequence, "7 /12/68," is 

dedicated to the female artist Sheila Rotner. 

"Leaflets," the title poem of the volume, stresses the 

importance of risk-taking , loving, and living intensely. Using images 

of war, imprisonment, ritual scarnng, and terrorism, the poet 

underscores the human need for connection and transformation. The 

speaker finds that language and poetry can connect and reach us; 

poetry can become personally powerful because there "the 

imagination crouches" and will connect people who "almost miss each 

other/in the ill cloud of mistrust" (Collected 334). 

The poems of The Will to Change, using "nonlinear associative 

techniques" which "Rich connects with femaleness and with 

transformation," continue to mirror the fragmentation of women's 

lives. but they also "begin to fit together in coherent patterns" 

(Keyes, Power 114, 126). Speaking from a radical feminist's 

perspective, Rich addresses such issues as love, language and 

communication, memory, women in history, patriarchal oppression, 
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and conscious transformation in the poems of this volume. 

The poem "Pieces ," especially , is concerned with connection and 

communication. The individual sections of the poem are entitled 

"Breakpoint," "Relevance," "Memory," "Time and Place," and 

"Revelation." In each section the speaker attempts connection with 

another, whether it be through love, familiarity, human pain, 

physical connection, connection with the past, connection with time 

and place, connection through literature, or connection through 

dreams. Whatever the connection, we must have it to enjoy 

meaningful lives. "Our Whole Lives" suggests we must connect 

through a language other than the oppressor's, and "The Will to 

Change" proclaims that transformation must be willful, as does "Tear 

Gas" from Poems 1969, which demands a truer language with which 

to express our experiences. "Tear Gas," a poem published just after 

the poems of The Will to Change, states, "The will to change begins m 

the body not in the mind/My politics is in my body, accruing with 

every act of resistance and each of my failures" (Collected 420). 

Thus, Rich acknowledges outright her political position as a woman m 

a patriarchal society and just what that entails. Her subsequent 

volumes of poetry explore this revelation and the dreams the poet 

formulates for future generations of women. 

Themes in Rich's seventh volume, Diving into the Wreck, 

include language and communication, relationships, patriarchal 

oppression and its consequences, women's history, re-v1s10n, 
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women's daily expenences, loneliness, anger, pam, women's roles in 

society, and androgyny. The connection and transformation of the 

fragmented aspects of women's experiences, emotions, and intellect 

emerges as a major goal of the poet. The poems in this collection are 

the most feminist and the most political to date. 

"Trying to Talk with a Man," the first poem of the book, deals 

with the dangerous nature of attempting communication with a man 

whom the speaker is directly addressing. According to the speaker, 

this act can be compared to the testing of bombs in a desert. She 

also notes that the two of them have reached this impasse after 

having given up the pieces of their life that once connected them-

"whole LP collections,/films we starred in/playing in the 

neighborhoods, bakery windows/full of dry, chocolate-filled Jewish 

cookies" (Diving 3). Now the two share only a "familiar" silence; no 

connection or transformation is possible without communication 

(Diving 3). In the end, the speaker must remind the man that the 

real danger lies in their relationship, in their lack of communication, 

rather than m the bomb testing. 

In three numbered sections, "When We Dead Awaken" 

catalogues man's destructive effects of man upon the earth and upon 

women and yet concludes with the speaker's hope for 

transformation. Speaking to "you, fellow-creature, sister," the 

speaker reminds her and us that our world, full of "guerillas," 

"minefields," and burning "trash," 1s a reflection of those who control 
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it (Diving 5). Women like the speaker and the woman whom she 

addresses are left to salvage the valuable and then connect what has 

been fragmented by violence and destruction; they must "pick 

apart," and "remake/this trailing knitted thing , this cloth of 

darkness/this woman's garment, trying to save the skein" (Diving 5). 

Using needlework imagery as a metaphor for connection, Rich 

validates women's art and assigns to women the task of remaking 

th e world with all the resourcefulness and creativity of a 

n e edleworker. 

In section two Rich compares a woman's separateness to a 

piece of antique furniture which has "a huge lock shaped like a 

woman's head," the key to which "has not been found" (Diving 6). 

The lock clearly symbolizes women's oppression by the patriarchy 

and the way women have been imprisoned by this condition, the key 

to their liberation lost. The "other keys/to lost doors" represent the 

myriad of possibilities closed to women because of their sex. And 

ye t, the woman here begins to change her own personal situation by 

adding her own things to the chest, by refusing to mark time 

according to anniversaries , which usually involve men , and by 

writing in her diary "more honestly than ever" (Diving 6) . 

This personal image of a woman writing m her diary 1s 

juxtaposed by an image of destruction similar to the images 

presented in section one. Here, the speaker notes the betrayal of the 

Ohio landscape "by strip mining" which is then juxtaposed with an 

image of another type of betrayal , "the thick gold band on the 



adulterer's finger" (Diving 6). This juxtaposition of the public with 

the private gives both types of experience equal importance in this 

poem. In fact, Rich contends that public and private experiences 

cannot be separated. By affirming this feminist perspective on life, 

Rich "establishes a coherent point of view, a feminist identity, and 

poetic vision" (Martin 188-89). 
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"When We Dead Awaken" concludes with the speaker 

acknowledging her awakening to the truth of her experience and the 

way this awakening has led to her conception of a better world. She 

1magmes a "faithfulness" which "would be a weed/flowering in tar, a 

blue energy piercing/the massed atoms of a bedrock disbelief" 

(Diving 6). · This metaphor of growth despite incredible odds 

represents Rich's belief in the transformative power of women. 

Unlike "Trying to Talk with a Man," Rich's address to another woman, 

in which she discusses their condition and the possibilities for 

salvation, connection, and transformation that exist within them, 

offers hope, although they clearly live in the same dangerous world 

of the former poem. 

Rich's dream of connection continues throughout Diving Into 

the Wreck. In "Waking in the Dark" Rich asserts that we must stand 

"where the split began" if we are ever to realize this dream (Diving 

10). Jn "Incipience" she tells us that change comes slowly and with 

great effort-- "Nothing can be done/but by inches" (Diving 10). 

"After Twenty Years" reflects upon the lives and discussion between 
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two ordinary women. They are characterized by loneliness, but also 

by their strength as women who participate in the never-ending 

daily tasks of living, women whose "talk is a striking of sparks ," 

women who "flow into history ," women who are "living in the prime 

of life" (Diving 13). 

Further poems m the volume explore the daily lives and 

experiences of women, their oppression by the patriarchy, and their 

efforts to connect with each other, especially through communication 

with each other. In "The Stranger" and then "Diving Into the Wreck" 

Rich proposes androgyny as an ideal state, a connection between 

feminine and masculine qualities; however, Rich abandons this 

notion with the publication of her next book. In future volumes she 

favors a wholly feminine ideal, one with the power to transform. 

Although Rich later repudiates androgyny as a viable means of 

true connection and transformation, "Diving Into the Wreck" remains 

an important poem in Rich's poetry as a whole. Here, Rich utilizes 

the metaphor of a diver exploring a ship wreck to explain the 

speaker's descent into the past and what she finds there. Fully 

equipped, the speaker dives into the sea alone in order to find "the 

wreck and not the story of the wreck/the thing itself and not the 

myth" (Diving 23 ). The speaker searches for her true history and 

thus her true identity as a woman. 

Working with the elements instead of against them, she 

explores the "damage that was done," with an eye to salvaging "the 
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treasures that prevail" (Diving 23). Like the quilter, the speaker in 

"Diving" wishes to save what she can as she begins the process of 

piecing together her past. Like the speaker in "Waking m the Dark," 

who proclaims we must begin where the split began, the speaker 

here finds that we must "find our way/back to this scene" before 

connection and transformation can occur (Diving). Once we find our 

way back, the speaker informs us that we will find "a book of 

myths/in which/our names do not appear" (Diving 24 ). What we 

choose to do with this knowledge is up to us. Rich herself embarks 

upon a mission to put women's true history in the books through the 

process of re-vision. 

In "The Phenomenology of Anger" Rich agam asserts that a 

transformation of the world is necessary. The speaker here records 

her anger at the world she lives in and expresses a wish to destroy 

the enemy in order to effect change. In part one of this ten-section 

poem, the speaker proposes that madness might be enviable to a 

woman whose reality strangles her. This section is juxtaposed with 

the images m section two which continue to suggest barrenness, 

lifelessness. The last image in section two, where the speaker 

"huddled fugitive/in the warm sweet simmer of the hay/muttering: 

Come," shows us that the speaker feels trapped, but that she has 

found some refuge m the natural world and still harbors hope 

(Diving 27). 

Although the speaker hopes for salvation, sect10n three reveals 

a dark time, the "heartland of winter," in which the speaker feels 
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"Self-hatred" and "The shallowness of a life lived in exile" (Diving 

28). Section four, which provides images of a splitting light and 

menstrual blood, is juxtaposed with the speaker's question, 

"Madness. Suicide. Murder./Is there no way out but these?" (Diving 

28). The images that follow allow the reader to understand why the 

speaker wishes to escape. They are images of "The enemy," a 

"destructive" and "elusive being" who kills babies in war and who 

disappears "in the face of confrontation" (Diving 28). Although the 

poet does not herself make the connection, her juxtaposition of the 

former image of the enemy with a description of "The prince of air 

and darkness/computing body counts" gives the reader reason to 

believe that the enemy is evil, even Satanic. 

Finally, in section six, the speaker dreams of taking action 

against the enemy, the "he" of the poem. Although the action she 

dreams of taking is violent, she hopes that it will burn "away his 

lie/leaving him in a new/world; a changed/man" (Diving 29). Thus, 

she dreams not only of destruction but of transformation. In section 

seven, she turns her attention to her own experience and to the man 

with whom she shares her life. Shes states, "I suddenly see the 

world/as no longer viable" and then connects this vision with her 

lover, who leaves her bed "to spread impotence/upon the world" 

(Diving 29). Directly addressing her lover, the speaker tells him that 

she hates him, his shallowness, his words, his lack of feeling. With 

section eight, the speaker connects this man with the "Dogeared 



earth ," a world destroyed by men, and then affirms her own desire 

to live in harmony with a transformed world and its people (Diving 

30). 
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She confesses in section nine that she has never felt real love 

for men, only "'for children and other women"' (Diving 30). This 

realization leads her to the reflections of section ten, where she 

presents us with images of women who are travelling through life as 

on a subway train, defeated. "asleep or drugged," "staring holes of 

fire in the air," planning "rebellion" (Diving 3 l ). Returning to a 

reflection of her own experience, the speaker tells us that her own 

imprisoned mind is on fire with an anger powerful enough to burn 

down a whole "cellblock" (Diving 31 ). In the end, she compares her 

own state of awakening to the world to "Thoreau setting fire to the 

woods," an act of shocking defiance, "an unnatural act," but an act 

which the speaker must own now that she is fully conscious of the 

"woods," or world in which she lives (Diving 31). Clearly, this is not a 

world which the speaker can accept. Her emerging anger is the 

necessary first step toward true transformation of such a world. 

Images of rage, personal and political, continue to be presented 

m the poems of this volume as do images of fragmentation, which 

Rich connects with the patriarchy and its consequences upon the 

lives of women. In "Translations" the speaker observes that the 

concept of love has traditionally obsessed women, who all too often 

even turn against each other because of it, not realizing love's 
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divisive effect upon women and its political implications. Rich also 

explores the personal and political aspects of rape in "Rape," and 

recounts the institutionalization of Natalya Gorbanevskaya for her 

political activism in "For a Sister." In the latter poem, Rich notes that 

perseverance in the face of oppression 1s the only way to effect 

change and transformation in the world. 

Much of Diving Into the Wreck revolves around the anger Rich 

feels as a woman living in a patriarchal society. Through her anger, 

the poet is able to begin to explore possibilities for a transformation 

of the world, for this is not passive, but active anger capable of 

changing the world. Central to this transformation is consciousness 

on the part of women as well as connection between themselves. In 

future volumes, Rich explores viable avenues which women can take 

in order to connect with themselves, others, and the world as they 

move toward a new way of existence in a woman-centered world. 

Adrienne Rich published Poems: Selected and New, 1950-1974 

tn 1975. This collection of poems spans Rich's poetic career from A 

Change of World through Diving Into the Wreck. It also includes 

twelve new poems written after Diving but before The Dream of a 

Common Language. "From An Old House In America" is one of the 

most significant poems in this last category. Published first m 

Amazon Quarterly, this sixteen-part poem recounts the experience of 

a modern American woman sifting through the contents and 

memories of an old house. The speaker here makes important 

connections with the house's past inhabitants and what they have 
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left behind. In this way, she is able to connect with her history and 

identity as an American woman. This connection leads her to a 

fuller , more complete comprehension of herself and what it means to 

be an American woman. She recognizes that while some parts of the 

past are useless to her now, much remains that can be salvaged even 

m this "savagely fathered and unmothered world" (Poems 237). 

The speaker pauses to question her purpose in patriarchal 

America, knowing that many of her female forebearers were 

"shipped here to be fruitful," to bear sons. and also to bear daughters 

who lived out darker fates. In the poem , the speaker makes the 

ultimate connection with such women by becoming them, by 

expressing the facts of their past in the first-person singular. 

Al though she has been isolated from other women by virtue of her 

sex, the speaker here is aware that she possesses a feminine power 

that has al lowed her to persevere through many hardships. She 

draws strength from the natural world and from the knowledge that 

her oppression is complex and based on a separation from self, the 

earth, her true power, her suffering. Images of a woman giving 

birth , taking care of children at the expense of her own health, 

bringing a hand-sewn quilt to the New World to remind her of the 

Old World are juxtaposed with images of a man desecrating an 

Indian burial ground, harboring a "mother-hatred" that separates 

him from the earth, and clinging to "his Law" rather than to the life

giving elements to which the woman clings. 
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As noted in section ten of the poem, historically women have 

sworn themselves to be self-sacrificing bearers and caretakers of life 

with no thought of themselves. Perhaps such self-sacrifice, such 

utter self-neglect is part of the speaker's dark nightmare in section 

eleven. Whatever the case, the speaker is able to reach beyond "bad 

dreams and death" in order to discover "A dream of tenderness" 

which arises directly from her knowledge of and connection with her 

history, her identity (Poems 242). No longer will she share herself 

with men who are afraid of her "power," nor with any "lover who 

imagines/we are not in danger" (Poems 242). 

In sections twelve and thirteen, the speaker condemns men's 

"lust" and '~fear" which have defined women for so long (Poems 242). 

Women are finally beginning to free themselves , "we are in the open, 

on our way--," she says (Poems 242). What has been used against 

women , man's primal fear of woman's life-giving power, will be 

turned to their advantage as women begin to connect with each 

other, their collective history , the earth, and their feminine 

transformative powers. 

In the concluding three sections of the poem, the speaker calls 

for men to account for the damage they have done to women and to 

make reparations for it. She acknowledges the male fear that 

women like herself "are dangerous/to the order of things" and even 

"to ourselves" (Poems 244). But she must continue "groping through 

spines of nightmare" until "the line dividing/lucidity from darkness" 
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can be "marked out" (Poems 244). Finally, the speaker warns that 

romanticizing the "Isolation . /of the frontier woman/leveling her 

rifle along/the homestead fence" must be recognized as suicidal for 

women (Poems 245). Connection , not isolation, must be worked 

toward. All women, like the speaker in the final line, must recognize 

that "Any woman's death diminishes me" (Poems 245). 

Rich's dream of connection and transformation is fully explored 

and articulated in The Dream of a Common Language. Moreover, two 

of the best poems of the collection directly connect the woman's art 

of patchwork quilting to the type of work in which women must 

engage in order to effect authentic connection and transformation 

within their individual and collective lives. The quilt metaphors 

employed in "Natural Sources" and "Transcendental Etude" illustrate 

women's extraordinary abilities to salvage, create, and transform 

their experiences and the world around them. Throughout the 

collection, Rich describes and celebrates these feminine qualities 

which are so essential to her poetic vision. 

The Dream of a Common Language also marks the emergence 

of Rich's radical lesbian-feminist philosophy in her poetry. In 1976 

.. .___; at the Modern Language Association, Rich formally identified herself 

as lesbian while speaking on a panel cosponsored by the Women's 

Commission and the Gay Caucus. The speech, later published under 

the title "It is the Lesbian In Us ... ," offers both an informal 

definition of lesbianism, especially as it relates to literature, and a 



denouncement of the literary silence surrounding women's issues 

and relationships. Rich also addresses racism m this speech, 

connecting homophobia and racism in literature to the patriarchal 

oppression suffered by women and people of color in society. 

Rich defines lesbianism not in reductionist terms which 

primarily rely on genital sex between two women for meaning, but 
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in broad terms which theoretically can apply to any woman whose 

primary emotional relationships are with women. Searching for 

lesbian relationships in literature, Rich found that they were silenced 

or disguised, and she began to realize that the reality for which she 

was searching went beyond sex between women. She states: 

That reality was nothing so simple and dismissible 

as the fact that two women might go to bed 

together. It was a sense of desiring oneself; above 

all, of choosing oneself; it was also a primary 

intensity between women, an intensity which m the 

world at large was trivialized, caricatured, or 

invested with evil. (OLSS 200) 

In notes which Rich later added to the text of her speech, she 

maintains that for her, the term "lesbian" invokes the concepts of 

"the self-chosen woman, the forbidden 'primary intensity' between 

women, and also the woman who refuses to obey, who has said 'no' 

to the fathers" (OLSS 202). Although Rich recognizes that the term 

"lesbian" is highly problematic, she believes that the term must be 

affirmed rather than discarded (OLSS 202). According to Rich, 



abandoning the term because people cannot agree on its meaning 

"collaborate[s] with silence and lying about our very existence," 

which Rich refuses to do (OLSS 202). 
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In her speech, Rich further maintains that the lesbian in all 

women "drives us to feel imaginatively, render in language, grasp 

the full connection between woman and woman" (OLSS 201). Rich 

believes that "It is the lesbian in us who is creative, for the dutiful 

daughter of the fathers in us is only a hack" (OLSS 201). Although 

these statements may be controversial and may not be accepted by 

all women. we feel their truth, as far as Rich herself is concerned, m 

her work. The creative connection and transformation of 

imagination, language. and women's reality lies at the heart of Rich's 

work, and her lesbian-feminist philosophy adds a new dimension to 

her poetry. 

The Dream of a Common Language is divided into three 

sections entitled "Power," "Twenty-One Love Poems," and "Not 

Somewhere Else, But Here." Beginning with a famous figure from 

women's history, Rich's first poem, entitled "Power," reflects upon 

Marie Curie's scientific work and her death from radiation sickness. 

The speaker's reflections are prompted by her discovery of an old 

tonic bottle in her backyard which reminds her of the reading she 

has been doing on Curie. A short poem, Rich's central observation 

here is that Curie brought death upon herself by denying the power 

of the element with which she was working and by denying her own 
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power as well. Curie does not make the connection that exists 

between the source of her wounds and the source of her power, 

although the speaker clearly does. Because Rich juxtaposes images 

from the speaker's life with images from Curie's life, the connection 

between the past and present also seems clear. In accordance with 

Rich's concept of re-vision, the speaker is able to reflect upon a past 

female historical figure and learn from what she finds there. 

"Phantasia for Elvira Shatayev" represents the thoughts of a 

climbing team leader who died along with her team after being 

stranded in a storm on Lenin Peak in 1974. The poem as a whole 

represents the connection and transformation that occurs between 

these women as a result of this experience. The poem opens with 

Shatayev acknowledging that she no longer speaks merely for 

herself but as a connected part of the entire team. She notes that 

each of the women had been slowly growing into themselves for 

many years, finally learning that true growth results from a 

gathering of forces, a fusion of individuals. 

In the third stanza the speaker addresses her husband who 1s 

looking for her and will later find and bury her. Noting his own 

climbing achievements, she proclaims that her achievement on Lenin 

Peak surpasses any goal either of them had dreamed possible. 

A Ithough this climb will kill her, the communal feeling she has 

gained both with the earth and "the women I love" proves more 

valuable to her than even her life (DCL 5). The connection between 
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the women 1s powerful and feminine. Of the blue sky under which 

the women finally rest, the speaker says, "we could have stitched 

that blueness together like a quilt" (DCL 5). With this line, Rich 

implies that the connection between the women is like a quilt, an 

appropriate analogy for connection and transformation. Rich also 

ascribes to these women an uncommon power with this analogy , for 

they have the power to "stitch" together the sky through their 

connection with each other and nature. 

In the fourth stanza, Shatayev acknowledges that her husband 

must find and bury them for himself, just as she and her team made 

the climb for themselves. She tells him in the next stanza that even 

when they are buried they will live on; their story "does not end we 

stream/into the unfinished the unbegun/the possible" (DCL 5). They 

are now part of nature and of history, and their decision "to bring 

each other here/choosing ourselves each other and this life" will 

continue through similar decisions made by other women. As 

previously noted, such choices according to Rich are essentially 

lesbian in nature. 

In the final three stanzas of the poem, Rich presents us with 

Shatayev's diary entries written just previous to her death. 

Proclaiming that they they are ready for death, Shatayev writes , "/ 

have never loved/like this I have never seen/my own forces so 

taken up and shared/and given back" (DCL 5). She writes further 

that their separateness had always endangered them, but now that 

they have connected with each other they share a strength they 
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could not have achieved alone. Through this connection the speaker 

and her team finally understand love and survival. The connection 

they have forged transforms them and transcends the physical 

deaths they suffer. In the end Shateyev asserts, "We will not 

live/to settle for less We have dreamed of this/all our lives" (DCL 

6). For the speaker, the connection and transformation she 

undergoes with her climbing team is clearly a dream worth dying 

for. 

In "Origins and History of Consciousness" the speaker directly 

contemplates "The drive/to connect. The dream of a common 

language" and why these are necessary (DCL 7). Addressing her 

lover, the speaker contrasts the simplicity of their coming together 

with the oppressive dangers of living in the twentieth century. She 

wants to celebrate the love that they have conceived together, but 

ends the poem by observing that their love can never be called "life" 

until their relationship can be recognized by others rather than be 

kept a secret out of fear (DCL 9). For the lovers here, connection may 

be possible but transformation cannot occur in such silence. 

"Splittings" explores the nature of pain and suffering, 

connection between women, and love as an intelligent choice. The 

speaker in this poem connects with her lover by choosing to love her 

"with all my intelligence" (DCL 11 ). She also makes a conscious 

choice "not to suffer uselessly" and refuses "the splitting/between 

Jove and action" (DCL 10-11 ). By making such choices, the speaker 
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willfully works to effect her own personal transformation. 

"Hunger 11 also deals with the pain and suffering of oppression, 

women and power, and the drive to connect with other women 

universally so as to transform their world. Here, Rich details the 

mental and physical horrors of living in a patriarchal world then 

pieces together these images with reflections on women's 

transformative power, which, when acknowledged, will allow women 

to destroy "poisons, parasites, rats, viruses--/like the terrible 

mothers we long and dread to be" (DCL 13). The speaker warns that 

such transformation will not be possible until women connect with 

each other, concluding "Until we find each other, we are alone" (DCL 

14). 

Part two of The Dream of a Common Language is "Twenty-One 

Love Poems," a long sequence addressed to the speaker's lesbian 

lover. Like other poems in the volume, this poem sequence is 

concerned with patriarchal oppression and the fragmentation it 

causes as well as power, trust, re-vision, pain, choices, loneliness, 

communication, love and connection between women, and 

transformation. As one critic explains , these poems 

are woman-identified; they acknowledge, define 

and explore one set of possibilities of love between 

women; they recognize the connection, the primary 

bond between women as a source of integrity and 
' 

strength. (Oktenberg 85) 



"Twenty-One Love Poems" thus reflect Rich's overall theme of 

connection and transformation and the ways in which she believes 

women can achieve these states. Although explication of each of 

these poems would be desirable, such explication unfortunately 1s 

beyond the scope of this thesis, primarily due to the length and 

number of poems here. 
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Part three of The Dream of a Common Language includes 

several poems that are central to this thesis. "Paula Becker to Clara 

Westhoff" engages in re-vision as Rich recreates the relationship 

shared between two women artists. The two women, who lived 

together before each was married, connect on personal and creative 

levels. Paula, who addresses Clara throughout the poem, dreams of 

breaking free from traditional roles and being free to enjoy their 

work together. However, her reality includes a lonely marriage and 

pregnancy, and ultimately she dies in childbirth without having 

realized her goals. Before she dies, she acknowledges that women 

must nourish themselves and each other if they are to connect and 

transform their reality. 

"Sibling Mysteries" 1s also important because of its exploration 

of the relationship between sisters and between mother and 

daughter. These relationships are vital to the speaker's 

understanding of and connection with her own past. One of the 

issues the speaker addresses here 1s the way the patriarchy 

separat~s women and denies their most primal bonds. Juxtaposing 



images from the speaker's adult married life with images from her 

childhood, the speaker recalls that once she and her sister shared a 

bond; they "told/among ourselves our secrets , wept and 

laughed/passed bark and root and berry /from hand to hand, 

whispering each one's power" (DCL 49). Although they now serve 

men. they once shared each other's stories, "piecing our lore in 

quilted galaxies" (DCL 49). The quilt imagery Rich uses in this line 

underscores the powerful feminine connection the sisters once 

enjoyed. Their "lore," or communication between them , is essential 

to this connection; that they are pieced together into "quilted 

galaxies" reveals that such a connection offers possibilities as 

immense as the heavens (DCL 49). These possibilities are muted, 

however, by the patriarchal world which divides them. Presently , 

the speaker knows only painful estrangement from her sister, a 

separation which she descries, but which continues despite the 

speaker's wish to connect. 
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"Natural Resources," one of the best and most complex of the 

poems in this volume, also uses a quilt metaphor to communicate its 

message and the poet's aim to "reconstitute the world" (DCL 67). In 

the fourteen sections of this poem, Rich explores patriarchal 

oppression and its consequences for women, women's daily 

experiences , violence, re-vision , fragmentation , connection, and 

women's transformative powers. In the first section of the poem, 

Rich uses the metaphor of the miner to describe the tasks of women 

in the world. Rich concludes that women, like miners, work in the 



dark, oppressed by dust and lack of oxygen, in the hope of 

discovering some treasure. While miners are oppressed by poor 

working conditions, however, the oppression of women is both 
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darker and more insidious since it stems from the patriarchy, 

specifically men, with whom many women share their lives. Women 

are not only compared to miners, though. They are also "The core of 

the strong hill," "The rainbow," and "the emerald" for which the 

miners seek (DCL 67). Thus, women here are the miners searching 

for treasure, but their potential discoveries are intimately connected 

with themselves; they are, in fact, mining for their true selves, their 

inner cores that have been obscured and buried by the patriarchy. 

After · carefully detailing the miner metaphor in sections one 

and two, Rich moves to describing the daily experiences of women 

and the ways they connect with this analogy. Although the poet 

never directly makes this connection, the juxtaposition of images 

makes the connection clear for the reader. Like a miner who 

routinely moves down into darkness , so too women routinely attend 

to their daily tasks, including checking the safety of sleeping children 

m "the dark of bedrooms" (DCL 61 ). Women, not men, protect 

children as a matter of course. As the speaker observes, "It is only 

she who sees; who was trained to see" (DCL 61). 

Section four switches to a dialogue between the speaker and an 

interviewer interested in knowing whether the speaker can 1magme 

a world devoid of men. The speaker answers affirmatively, if 
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"wearily ," and then moves to section five where she imagines the 

existence of "the man who-would-understand" (DCL 61). She calls 

such a man a "phantom," and questions the fact that women have 

forsaken their ties with mothers and sisters for such a man (DCL 62). 

Although the speaker then condemns "the rapist," she acknowledges 

that she has sought a true "brother," a "comrade/twin" with whom to 

coexist in the world, "a fellow-creature/with natural resources equal 

to our own" (DCL 62). Thus , the speaker clearly desires connection 

with men , even if she is skeptical about such a possibility. 

Section seven connects the speaker's skepticism with the 

reality of a man's world. Her wish for comraderie with men 1s 

juxtaposed with images of a "mutant," '"botched civilization"' full of 

violence, children with guns, men silencing women through force and 

then, incredibly, "requiring women 7

S blood for life/a woman's breast 

to lay its nightmare on" (DCL 63). Not only do men victimize children 

and women, then , they also ask women to comfort them as well. In 

section eight, the speaker seeks an active form of gentleness to 

counteract the male force in the world, one that "will not be driven 

off," but will continue "bearing witness calmly/against the predator, 

the parasite" (DCL 64). The speaker expresses weariness with the 

fact that women must be considered extraordinary to be recognized 

m a patriarchal world in section nine of the poem. Connecting once 

again with the miner metaphor, she tells us that women perform the 

difficult tasks of living on a daily basis and yet are never recognized 



for "the essential vein" they bring "to light" (DCL 64). Women's 

sacrifices and the pain they endure are ignored by the patriarchal 

world. 
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And yet, like the spider, the speaker reminds us of women's 

capability to "rebuild," "the passion to make and make again/where 

such unmaking reigns" (DCL 64). Women's ability to salvage, 

connect, and create even out of the ashes of destruction is an 

important feminine quality. The speaker, however, grows impatient 

here; she is no longer willing to allow herself to be victimized or 

accept violence as a given. It is at this point that Rich introduces into 

the poem a barn full of objects saved by women for their emotional 

associations. What the speaker discovers here is a connection to 

women's history and her own identity. 

Section eleven opens with the speaker exammmg objects laid 

out on tables in a barn while in the outlying houses women cook and 

clean in winter twilight. In section twelve the speaker tells us the 

objects in the barn, "These things by women saved," are all that's left 

to document their lives (DCL 65). They have left "ribboned letters, 

snapshots," and also "scraps" of "doll-gowns, clean white rags," 

"bride's tea-yellow handkerchief" which were "turned into 

patchwork" (DCL 66). We rely on these "humble things," the speaker 

says, to re-member women, their lives, history, and loves. Through 

them we give "faithfulness," "purpose," and "honor" to women of the 

past (DCL 66). 

As the speaker connects with these objects and, through them, 
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women's history, she honors her femininity by proclaiming that she 

no longer accepts terms such as "humanism androgyny" (DCL 66). 

She says that these concepts disrespect women 's forebearers; "their 

g I int is too shallow, like a dye/that does not permeate/the fibers of 

actual life" (DCL 66). Juxtaposed with these lifeless notions is the 

image of a frayed, unfinished quilt used to cover and comfort the 

sick and the wounded. It is unfinished because of the continual 

interruptions of the quilter's daily life, and is now recovered by the 

speaker from a dresser drawer in the barn. 

Although the quilt is a symbol for fragmentation , it 1s also a 

symbol of connection, and it offers the speaker hope for 

transformation because she views its unfinished state as an incentive 

to complete the quilter's work on a metaphorical level. She says the 

quilt and the woman's "vanished pride and care" are "still urging us , 

urging on/our work, to close the gap/in the Great N ebula,/to help the 

earth deliver" (DCL 67). Thus, the quilt here functions on closely 

related symbolic and metaphorical levels. It is symbolic of women's 

work, women's histories , the feminine capabilities for salvation, 

connection, and transformation. It is metaphorical because the 

process of connection and transformation not of pieced fabric , but of 

a fragmented feminine experience begun by the quilter is continued 

by the speaker on an experiential level. Essentially , the work of both 

women is comparable. Furthermore, the overwhelming majority of 

Adrienne Rich's poetry involves just such work and is accomplished 



through the exact same process as the quilter. Like the speaker of 

this poem, Rich aims to connect a fragmented feminine experience 

through a poetry that urges all women on to an active 
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transformation of their reality as she "cast[s] my lot with those/who 

age after age, perversely ,/with no extraordinary power, reconstitute 

the world" (DCL 67). 

The final poem of The Dream of a Common Language fully 

articulates Rich's woman-centered vision which becomes the solid 

foundation upon which "a whole new poetry, 11 a transformed world, 

can be built (DCL 76). "Transcendental Etude," like "Natural 

Resources , 11 employs an extensive quilt metaphor in the last stanza 

which represents the type of work in which women must engage if 

they are to piece together their experiences, emotions, and histories 

into a whole that reflects a woman's true being and her potential 

growth. Contrasting the quilt metaphor with the poem's initial music 

metaphor, Rich shows how the quilt and the quilting process 

accurately reflect feminine connection and transformation, whereas 

the music metaphor reflects women's struggle to achieve clear vision 

in a world that prevents such insight. In the end it is the speaker's 

connection with the quilt metaphor that allows for transcendence 

and transformation. 

In the first stanza of the poem, the speaker records her 

observations as she drives the country roads of Vermont one 

evenmg. She is taken by the beauty of nature and by a group of 
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deer she sees in a meadow. She juxtaposes the breathtaking image 

of the deer running into the trees with a violent image of men 

hunting the deer, "glorying in a weekend's destructive power," thus 

contrasting the peacefulness of nature with the destructiveness of 

man (DCL 72). For now, the speaker notes, "the deer are still alive 

and free," but the threat of danger posed by men, who hunt for 

pleasure and self-indulgence rather than for survival, is clearly 

imminent and inevitable (DCL 72). 

The speaker continues her reflections from her own Vermont 

house in the second stanza of the poem. Here, she considers the 

ways m which beauty persists despite fragility, violence, and 

destruction. She presents us with images of a commercialized 

Vermont and of unloved children who live in poverty, while insisting 

that nature's beauty, nevertheless, endures. She then recalls a time 

when she observed nature atop a fence. She saw animals, farms, and 

a dead tree which all existed "above a green so dense with life" it 

made it difficult for her to comprehend the immensity of the 

foundation upon which such life abides. 

In the third stanza the speaker's difficulty understanding life's 

foundation and the process of living itself is compared to the process 

of learning music. In order to understand life, the speaker implies 

that we must "study our li ves,/make of our Ii ves a study," a 

realization the speaker has had to discover for herself (DCL 73). She 

says that learning to understand our lives is much like learning 
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music; "we should begin/with the simple exercises first," before we 

advance to more difficult material and the "leap into transcendence" 

which only comes with much practice (DCL 73). Upon explaining the 

music metaphor in this way , however, the speaker immediately 

refutes its usefulness and accuracy. The true way in which we learn 

to grasp our reality is not so orderly; we are not allowed to progress 

slowly and sequentially into life. Instead, "we're forced to begin/in 

the midst of the hardest movement, 11 and we are tom from our 

mothers, who might have taught us much, within a few months of 

birth (DCL 73). For the speaker, and for Rich, "the loss of that 

ground-note," that primal mother-daughter bond, cannot be 

underestimated (DCL 74 ). 

First centered in the mother's love and nurture which is too 

soon taken from us, the speaker in the fourth stanza proclaims that 

"Everything else seems beyond us" (DCL 74). We are thrown into life 

without benefit of the tools necessary to understand our lives, a 

condition the speaker compares to a person being asked to sightread 

music who has never been taught how to read music. "We aren't 

virtuousi/or child prodigies, 11 says the speaker; in a patriarchal 

realm, we are "half-blind," though II stubborn," and we cling to our 

limited knowledge of self even when it makes only half-sense within 

the context of the world as it is given (DCL 74). 

In the fifth stanza, the speaker asserts, "we're not performers, 

like Liszt , competing/against the world for speed and brilliance" (DCL 

7 4 ). As she continues to break down the validity of the music 
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metaphor as applied to women's lives, the speaker denounces the 

"theatricality" and competitiveness of performance in favor of "the 

truths we are salvaging from/the splitting-open of our lives" (DCL 

74 ). To illustrate her point, Rich juxtaposes the image of the 

performer with the image of a woman listening to the performance 

in darkness. This Hwoman who sits watching, listening" has her own 

tale to tell, a tale that is just as relevant to women's reality as the 

performer's exceptional work. The juxtaposition of the two women 

reminds us that most women remain silent and unrecognized m 

patriarchal society. We must look beyond exceptional women if we 

are to glimpse the truth of women's lives. 

The speaker declares in stanza six that the ti me has come for 

women "to take ourselves more seriously or die" (DCL 74). We must 

think about how we live and what we value. We must learn not to 

accept the world blindly if we are to liberate ourselves; we must cut 

the ties which bind us to a way of living that is not truthful to the 

feminine experience. Only then, implies the speaker, will we be able 

to embrace a "new language" that can help transform us (DCL 75). In 

stanza seven the speaker acknowledges that up till now women have 

lived "rootless, dismembered," our "birthright" stripped from us due 

to our sex (DCL 75). We have been torn from our mothers, each 

other, and ourselves, and our ongms have been obscured so that we 

would not be able to connect with each other. Stanza eight observes 

that women's love of other women and ourselves is deemed 
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"unnatural" in a patriarchal world where only relationships including 

men are valued (DCL 75). Presenting images of physical connection 

between women, the speaker reminds us that our "hunger" for 

women has been "called most dangerous" (DCL 75). The 

transformation the speaker undergoes in stanza nine through her 

connection with a woman, physical and emotional, clarifies the threat 

such a connection presents to the patriarchy. Their unity has the 

power to transform the world; it creates "a whole new poetry 

beginning here" (DCL 76). 

Recognizing the transformative power connected with union 

among women, the speaker introduces a quilt metaphor capable of 

illuminating the connection and transformation unique to a 

developing feminine consciousness. The burgeoning vision which the 

speaker is formulating is compared to a "woman" who "quietly 

walked away/from the argument and jargon in a room" and began 

p1ecmg together a quilt (DCL 76). She creates her quilt with "bits of 

yarn, calico, and velvet scraps," but also with natural objects such as 

"rainbow-colored shells," "skeins of milkweed," "petal of the petunia," 

seaweed," "whisker of the cat," and "the spiral of paper-wasp-nest 

curling/beside the finch's yellow feather" (DCL 76-77). The quilter 

connects with fragments representative of her own life and of 

nature; her composition is the "musing of a mind/one with her body" 

(DCL 77). She does not wish to dominate the materials with which 

she works, which would be a masculine ideal, but instead seeks unity 
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with her materials and her world. In other words, she becomes one 

with the materials she pieces together and thus becomes one with 

herself and her world. This unity becomes the foundation for the 

transformation she believes will be possible when women learn to 

connect with each other and themselves, a foundation which she calls 

the "rockshelf further/forming underneath everything that grows" 

(DCL 77). For the speaker, this feminine connection and 

transformation finds its ultimate reflection in the patchwork quilt, a 

woman's art form which aims for a comparable connection and 

transformation of women's fragmented lives and experiences, and 

without which authentic growth is not possible. 

As the final metaphor in Rich's The Dream of a Common 

Language, the patchwork quilt acts to unify the dominant themes of 

the volume, and indeed of all Rich's previous volumes, powerfully 

and effectively. Through it a myriad of women's experiences can be 

examined and elucidated without the limitations of male-centered 

metaphors for life and growth. With the quilt metaphor, a linear 

progression of events and emotions has no place, no purpose, for the 

patchwork quilt represents the connection of many disjointed pieces 

of experience rather than the union of functionally whole units of 

experience, which would be more representative of a masculine 

reality. Rich believes that the union of individual women's 

experiences together with the union of women's collective 

experiences will transform their reality and allow them to transcend 

the fragmentation which has so characterized their history and 
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evolution. The quilt's fundamental purpose, that of ensunng warmth 

and protection, as well as its aesthetic value heighten the metaphor's 

relevance to women's lives; however, even while women do serve to 

protect and beautify life, Rich clearly believes that, more 

importantly, their ability to connect and transform the world around 

them offers them and others a uniquely feminine approach to a 

world in certain need of renewal and change. These are the elements 

which Rich stresses in her poetry and in her direct use of the quilt 

metaphor, and these are the elements which allow the metaphor of 

the American patchwork quilt to be applied to Rich's poetry as a 

whole. The final chapter of this thesis will synthesize the elements 

of Rich's poetry which connect it to the quilt metaphor through a 

review of the poems examined m Chapter Three and through an 

overview of Rich's later poems as they relate to this topic. 



Chapter Four: Conclusion 

Chapter three explicated representative poems from A Change 

of World through The Dream of a Common Language which show how 

the metaphor of the American patchwork quilt can be applied to 

Rich's poetry. This metaphor is appropriate because the nature, 

process , and evolution of the quilt are comparable to the nature, 

process, and evolution of Adrienne Rich's poetry. Indeed, the body 

of Rich's poetry is a veritable literary quilt. First, the nature of the 

quilt and Rich's poetry effect authentic connection and 

transformation by artistically documenting and illuminating women's 

historical , social , political, and personal experiences. Secondly, the 

artistic process of the quilt and Rich's poetry both include the 

salvaging of materials, the piecing together of fragments to form 

design units or poems, the joining of such units to create an overall 

pattern, and the stitching of the created cover to a sturdy backing or 

philosophy. Finally, the evolution of the patchwork quilt and Rich's 

poetry both reflect a developing feminine consciousness, m content 

and in form , that is concerned with transforming the daily 

experiences of women's lives into something that is powerful, useful, 

artistic, and representative of a woman's intellectual and emotional 

capacities as well. 

This thesis has already detailed the ways m which Rich 

salvages and chooses her material. Like the quilter, Rich's materials 

stem from her own personal experiences as a woman and from the 

personal and public experiences of other women. As with the 
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quilter, Rich's choice of materials intimately connects her with her 

work. This thesis has also shown that Rich pieces together her 

materials in much the same way as the quilter. The quilter pieces 

together her materials based on individual color, variation, pattern, 

texture, size, and contrast. She then joins the pieced materials to 

other pieced materials in order to create an overall theme for the 

quilt. Rich does the same thing with language and poetic images. 

Like the quilter, Rich forges connections. Instead of piecing together 

individual patches of fabric, however, Rich forges connections 

through carefully considered language and then works to form an 

overall theme through the artful juxtaposition of images as well as 

fragments of thought and experience. The result of her literary 

piecing and patching is the creation of individual poems which 

combine to form a body of work with a common theme and which 

are held together by her feminist philosophy in the same way that a 

quilt is held together with a stitched backing. 

Chapter Three reveals that Rich's poems indeed do possess a 

common theme which is informed, or backed, by Rich's feminist 

philosophy. The theme 1s that of connection and transformation, 

especially as it pertains to women. Rich's philosophy determines 

that. above all else, women must be able to connect with themselves, 

each other, and the world in order to transform their reality. All of 

the other themes that Rich explores in her poetry can be related to 

this overreaching theme of connection and transformation as will be 

shown through a brief review of the poetry just presented and an 
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overview of Rich's recent work. 

As previously discussed, even Rich's early, traditional work 1s 

concerned with connection and transformation, even though they are 

not always achieved by Rich's early speakers. Furthermore, while 

Rich had not yet embraced feminism at the time she wrote her early 

poetry, women's issues have a definite place here, especially in the 

poems specifically explicated. "Aunt Jennifer's Tigers" and "Mathilde 

in Normandy" best illustrate this point. ln both poems Rich explores 

patriarchal oppression and its consequences, women's roles, the 

personal as political, women's daily experiences, women in history, 

and relationships. Furthermore, both poems validate women's art 

forms, specifically needlework. Although Jennifer's and Mathilde's 

personal situations are not transformed, both are able to connect 

with their personal experience through their art, and thus both 

women engage in artistic transformation that has consequences upon 

others in the world, past and present. 

With Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law Rich directly addresses 

the issues of fragmentation, connection, and transformation as they 

relate to women who exist in a patriarchal world. Women's issues-

their experiences, roles, history, re-v1s10n, relationships, and 

oppression--are the focus of this work. These poems examine the 

fragmentation of women's lives which is caused by patriarchal 

oppression and their need to connect and transform their reality. 

"At Majority" reveals Rich's concern for the ordinary woman's 
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expenences, history, and our need to connect with such women. 

"Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law" documents the fragmentation of 

women's daily lives, its causes, and its consequences for ordinary 

women. The speaker's need to connect with herself, other women, 

women's history, and the world is essential to the poem's meaning 

and to the transformation the speaker envisions in the conclusion of 

the poem, the emergence of a new woman who will offer all women 

a new vision of themselves. 

Both the form and content of Necessities of Life reflect the 

fragmentation of women's lives which the poet is determined to 

overcome through connection and transformation. As with 

Snapshots Rich focuses on women's issues, especially in terms of 

patriarchal oppression and its consequences on women's Ii ves. It 

also focuses on women's relationships, history, and political and 

social positions in society. The title poem recounts the speaker's 

p1ecmg together of her life through connection with herself, other 

women, the past, and the earth. As the speaker learns to connect 

with these forces, she undergoes a personal transformation akin to 

rebirth. Despite pervasive fragmentation, "Leaflets" emphasizes the 

human need for connection and transformation, especially through 

language, poetry, and re-vision. 

The poems of The Will to Change continue to reflect women's 

issues such as fragmentation while simultaneously achieving poetic 

unity to a greater degree. Rich's radical feminist philosophy clearly 
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informs these poems as she details the consequences of patriarchal 

oppression while affirming the importance of connection. Here, Rich 

tells us that transformation must be willfu] and asserts outright that 

women's position in a patriarchal society is political and must be 

dealt with as such. 

In Diving Into the Wreck, the connection and transformation of 

the fragmented aspects of women's experiences, emotions, and 

intellect emerges as a major goal of the poet. "Trying to Talk with a 

Man" relates the lack of communication between the sexes and the 

way this hinders connection and transformation. "When We Dead 

Awaken" examines man's destruction of the earth and the speaker's 

hope for transformation through women's capabilities for salvation, 

connection, and transformation. This poem also acknowledges 

women's separateness and ways in which women can break free 

from their oppression. By juxtaposing private experiences with 

public experiences, Rich proves their equal relevance and 

interconnectedness. Rich's concluding metaphor for growth, that of a 

weed flowering in tar, prove that transformation is possible even in 

the worst circumstances. 

Other poems in Diving Into the Wreck explore patriarchal 

oppression and its consequences, the lives and experiences of 

ordinary women, women in history, re-v1s10n, relationships, women's 

social and political roles, loneliness, and anger. The title poem offers 

androgyny as a means for the connection of masculine and feminine 
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elements, though Rich refutes this ideal m later works. "Diving Into 

the Wreck" remains an important poem of Rich's , however, because it 

is ultimately concerned with the speaker's connection and 

transformation. The speaker here looks at her history as a woman, 

salvages what is valuable, and pieces together her past so as to 

achieve transformation through what she learns in much the same 

way as the quilter. 

"The Phenomenology of Anger" also aims for a transformation 

of the world. The speaker records her anger at the oppression under 

which she suffers, an anger which burns with enough heat to 

actually spark the kind of change she desires. As with other poems, 

the speaker's connection with herself and other women moves her 

toward authentic change. Much of the anger in this poem can also be 

found in other poems in this volume. This anger at the patriarchal 

oppression of women and how it fragments women's lives acts as a 

catalyst for true transformation. Through such anger, the poet is 

better able to explore her possibilities for revolution, a revolution 

which depends on women's connection with themselves, others, and 

the world. 

Rich begins to synthesize her views of connection and 

transformation with "From An Old House In America." Here, the 

speaker makes a tangible connection with the past and clearly 

relates it to her own personal life as she rummages through the 

contents of an old house. The speaker directly questions her 

existence in patriarchal America and the way it has been 
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characterized by oppression. Identifying with her female 

forebearers , the speaker recognizes the feminine gift of perseverance 

and draws strength from the natural world around her. She 

recognizes that she has been separated from herself, other women, 

and the earth, and that she must learn to connect with these forces if 

she is to change her personal situation and her world. 

Finally, The Dream of a Common Language fully synthesizes 

Rich's theme of connection and trans.formation, especially through 

the qui It metaphors the poet employs in "Natural Resources" and 

"Transcendental Etude." The entire volume is held together by Rich's 

lesbian-feminist philosophy in the same way that her feminist 

philosophy informs so many poems in earlier volumes. Throughout 

The Dream of a Common Language Rich engages in re-vision as one 

way for women to connect with themselves, their past, and each 

other. "Power," a poem about Marie Curie is one such poem. 

"Phantasia for Elvira Shatayev" is another poem that engages m re

v1s1on. The latter poem further documents the connection and 

transformation that can occur between women who bond together 

for a common goal. As with several other poems, Rich uses quilt 

imagery to represent the type of connection and transformation of 

which women are capable. Further poems in the volume focus on 

patriarchal oppression and its consequences, women's daily 

experiences, language and communication, pain and suffering, and 

lesbian love. 
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As with "Power" and "Phantasia for Elvira Shatayev," '"'Paula 

Becker to Clara Westhoff" engages in re-vision. It also explores the 

relationship between two female artists and women's need to 

nourish and nurture each other in order to effect connection and 

transformation. "Sibling Mysteries" focuses on women's relationships 

as well, particularly the relationship between sisters and between 

mother and daughter. For the speaker, understanding these 

relationships and the language of these relationships has the power 

to connect her with her past. The speaker here does not completely 

succeed in the process of connection and transformation; still, she 

understands what will be necessary for her to achieve it. 

"Natural Resources" and "Transcendental Etude," both of which 

employ quilt metaphors to communicate their messages, prove that 

connection and transformation are attainable for women. These 

poems explore patriarchal oppression and its consequences, women's 

daily experiences, relationships, violence, women's roles, lesbian 

love, pain, suffering, women's history, and re-vision. In short, these 

poems include most of Rich's major themes, all of which are 

ultimately connected by the the larger theme of connection and 

transformation. "Natural Resources" details women's oppression by 

the patriarchy while showing that women have the power to 

transform their reality if they can connect with their inner selves, 

other women, the past, and the natural world. By examining objects 

left behind by other women, the speaker connects with her heritage 
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and gives honor to her forebearers. Rich uses an image of an 

unfinished quilt to represent women's lives, experiences, emotions, 

history, and the type of work which women must complete in order 

to effect authentic change. 

"Transcendental Etude" likewise employs a quilt metaphor to 

represent the way women must piece together their histories, 

experiences, and emotions in order to achieve their true beings and 

potential for growth. Rich details the disastrous effect of the 

patriarchy upon nature, children, and women while simultaneously 

proclaiming faith in the persistence of beauty. Knowledge of self 

becomes a major focus of the speaker here, even though it causes her 

pain when she realizes that she has been separated from the women 

closest to her. The speaker also maintains that women must connect 

with all women , not just extraordinary women, if they desire true 

connection and transformation. A new language will also be 

necessary for transformation in this poem, and an intimate 

connection with other women proves essential for the speaker's 

personal transformation. 

Rich uses the quilt metaphor in this poem to represent the 

connection and transformation unique to a developing feminine 

consciousness. The speaker's vision, in fact, depends on the quilt 

metaphor. As she seeks to name and describe the foundation upon 

which life is built, the foundation which depends on feminine 

connection, the speaker comes back to the quilt, which is the 

ultimate representation of feminine connection and transformation. 
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It seems no accident that the quilt is the final metaphor m Rich's The 

Dream of a Common Language, for the quilt represents every aspect 

of the feminine experience with which Rich is concerned. As with 

Rich's body of poetry as a whole, the quilt represents women's issues 

on historical , social, political, and personal levels. More than 

anything else, the quilt represents a fusion of these elements, a 

fusion which generates the type of transformation crucial to both the 

quilt and Adrienne Rich's poetry. 

Since the publication of The Dream of the Common Language, 

Adrienne Rich has published six further volumes of poetry which 

continue to evidence Rich's theme of connection and transformation 

in content and in form. Rich's own evolution as a poet in these 

volumes reveals Rich's personal transformation as an artist writing 

in late twentieth-century America. Her feminist politics continue to 

inform and unify her work, while issues of time, aging, memory, 

physical pain, racial heritage and oppression, geography, global 

struggles and injustices, and personal experience add further depth 

to her poetry. Although Rich's recent poetry addresses more issues 

of a global nature, her vision remains women-centered, and the daily 

experiences of common women continue to constitute the bulk of 

Rich's poetic materials. One of Rich's major concerns is still 

patriarchal oppression and its consequences upon women, a problem 

which Rich hopes to overcome through feminine connection and 

transformation. Men are not excluded from participating in this 
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process m Rich' recent work; however, they must be willing to 

embrace the feminist philosophy that is the foundation of this 

process. In order to clarify the import of Rich's recent poetry as it 

relates to this thesis, an overview of representative poems from A 

Wild Patience Has Taken Me This Far, Your Native Land, Your Life, 

Time's Power, and An Atlas of the Difficult World will be presented 

here. This overview will also serve to synthesize the ways in which 

the metaphor of the American quilt can be applied to Rich's poetry. 

Paula Bennet observes that in A Wild Patience Has Taken Me 

This Far, "Rich has made coming to terms with her own internal 

division, her wounds and her power, a chief priority" (233). Thus, 

fragmentation and connection as it relates to Rich and other women 

continues to be a major issue for the poet in this volume. As with 

The Dream of a Common Language, Rich approaches her work 

through a lesbian-feminist philosophy which unifies the themes m 

this volume. In fact, the first poem of the book explicitly addresses a 

lesbian relationship and the way patriarchal oppression endangers it. 

Despite the danger, the speaker still believes in the validity of her 

connection with her lover, and she dreams of freedom and 

transformation of the world, a world which will recognize and allow 

their union. 

"Culture and Anarchy" focuses on re-v1s10n, and through the 

juxtaposition of personal, natural, social, historical, and political 

images, Rich connects the present with the past. The image of an 
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extremely aged Alabama quilter symbolizes the the kind of 

connection and transformation Rich believes is possible for women 

through re-vision. This image also reveals Rich's continuing belief 

that the patchwork quilt represents the fusion of women's 

expenences so necessary to her vision of transformation. Rich 

asserts that total emancipation must be given to women , and their 

suffering must be acknowledged by men. The speaker concludes the 

poem with the personal realization that she fully belongs with her 

lover, who shares in her work and goals, and who also offers her 

intimate connection as well. Personal transformation as a result of 

their union seems implicit; however, the speaker desires also a 

transformation of world which will value their personal , lesbian love 

rather than despise and disregard it. Further poems in this volume 

explore the theme of connection, transformation and the ways these 

can be achieved through re-vision, language, and identification with 

natural elements. 

Following A Wild Patience Has Taken Me This Far, Rich 

published two other works, Sources and The Fact of a Doorframe, 

which wi 11 not be specifically addressed here. Sources is later 

included in Your Native Land, Your Life and so will be discussed as a 

part of that book, while most of the poems in The Fact of a 

Doorframe are collected from previous works and thus have already 

been explored. Your Native Land, Your Life, published in 1986, 

specifically concerns itself with the issues of time, aging , and the 
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connection with one's country m addition to issues of patriarchal 

oppression, re-vision, relationships, lesbian love, and other familiar 

topics. As with Rich's previous work, connection and transformation 

is the larger theme to which all other themes relate. Alicia Ostriker 

affirms that this poetry "exists to subvert and transform what we 

already know and feel into something else, to stretch us and our 

lives--if it can--to a further consciousness" (231). 

In the "Sources" sequence, Rich focuses on women's need to 

salvage that which already lies within us as our primary source of 

connection and transformation. Using autobiographical material as 

the foundation for many of these poems, Rich emphasizes the need 

for a connection with our personal pasts, including our relationships, 

racial heritage, and American heritage. Noting that we are 

potentially agents of change, Rich proclaims that we must connect m 

order to transform the laws of history if we are to overcome 

patriarchal oppression and its consequences. She reminds us that 

the process of re-vision is active, not static , and thus provides us 

with a viable means to active transformation. She warns us not to 

rely on promises of harmony in the world, for looking to the future 

must also involve the work that concretely constructs such a future. 

The concluding poem of this sequence proclaims that we must end 

human suffering through an intimate knowledge of the world and 

our places in it. The transformation she envisions as a result of such 

connection includes "a powerful and womanly series of choices" 

without which unity cannot be achieved. 
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In "One Kind of Terror: A Love Poem," Rich explores the 

personal friendship and connection between the speaker and a 

deceased woman who worked for revolution. She addresses the 

personal emotions of grief and anger and again affirms the 

importance of connecting with the past. Rich also tells us that her 

own personal transformation is connected with her role as an author 
' 

language, communication, and poetry are clearly essential forms of 

connection in the poet's view. "Contradictions: Tracking Poems" 

covers themes such as patriarchal oppression, lesbian love, pam and 

suffering, anger, fear, and loss. Connection, especially with self, other 

dispossessed people, and the earth, is the major theme of the 

sequence. Until we learn to overcome our separateness from these 

elements, we will continue to live in the fear, pain, and dread 

described m this poem. 

Poems from Rich's next book, Time's Power, concentrate on the 

power of time and memory. In addition to Rich's customary themes 

such as patriarchal oppression, re-vision, relationships, and women's 

daily experiences, Time's Power also records global struggles and 

injustices. As with Rich's other works, connection and 

transformation are central aspects of the poems here, and her 

lesbian-feminist philosophy unifies her v1s10n. This book takes its 

title from the poem "Living Memory," which focuses on the power 

time has to re-member, re-collect, and memorialize people, places, 

and events. Re-vision plays a prominent role here as well; as the 
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title suggests, memory is a living force, and connection with the past 

allows for active transformation accordingly. Part of the way Rich 

connects with the past in this poem is by giving voice to it and also 

by acknowledging that the past can be viewed through many 

perspectives, a fact that testifies to the diversity of experience and 

which can be associated with the strength derived from the diversity 

of women's experiences. Juxtaposing private and public memorials, 

Rich further emphasizes ways in which the living connect with the 

dead. In this poem, time has the power to transform if we connect 

with and draw meaning from its passage and understand how it 

affects us individually and collectively. 

Further poems in this volume explore racial heritage and racial 

oppress10n as they relate to the poet and to the world in general. For 

the poet, examining her racial heritage, her roots, is one way she can 

connect with herself and others in the world who share her Jewish 

heritage. Although this often proves to be a painful process, it 1s 

necessary if one is to forge an authentic identity in this world. 

Denial of one's heritage leads to a fragmentation of self, whereas 

embracing one's heritage can lead to individual and communal 

connection with others. Communication and re-vision are also major 

themes in Time's Power, and the poet's personal experiences, 

relationships, and work provide a great deal of material for the book. 

Directly addressing the issue of transformation, the poet tells us that 

is a slow, continual process that must be worked toward even when 
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one realizes that she may not live to see the type of global 

transformation she envisions. Rich has shown in previous volumes 

that personal transformation is possible in the present as is the 

transformation of feminine consc10usness; but global transformation 

founded on feminist principles will take much longer. As she ages, 

the poet realizes that others will have to carry on her work after she 

1s gone. 

Rich's most recent book of poetry, An Atlas of the Difficult 

World, documents the public and private struggles and hardships 

characteristic of late twentieth-century America and the world. 

Rich's personal experiences and relationships pervade many of the 

poems in this collection as do the daily experiences and relationships 

of other people. The poet's constant juxtaposition of ordinary daily 

experiences with public experiences proves that they are clearly 

interconnected. Rich implies through the content and structure of 

these poems that people will be in a position to transform their 

reality and the world once they understand how their personal 

difficulties relate to public problems, often political in nature, such as 

opp res s1 on. 

Women's issues, racial heritage, re-v1s10n, physical pain, and 

aging are some of the themes explored in An Atlas of the Difficult 

World. Divided into two sections, the book begins with the long title 

sequence which consists of thirteen poems that describe the 

difficulties of the world from the poet's point of view. Most of these 

poems use images from Rich's and other women's daily lives to 
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convey meaning, although she is also concerned with America and 

the world as a whole. Throughout these poems, Rich catalogues 

man's destructive and violent effects upon the world. Over and over, 

Rich describes the ordinary experiences of women and the way they 

are negatively affected by men. The power of these descriptions 

stems from the poet's specificity and detail as she relates individual 

women's problems, such as domestic violence. Connection with the 

earth and specific places is also important to the meaning of these 

poems for the earth represents feminine qualities intimately tied to 

generative and transformative powers. 

In the poems of the title sequence, Rich reminds us that those 

who have the capability to connect and transform have been 

separated from each other purposely and must consciously develop 

the art of connection in order to overcome the overwhelming 

fragmentation and destruction of this world. She also informs us 

that this fragmentation causes us to see life in pieces, which in turn 

misleads us as to the gravity, depth, and complexity of the modern 

world's problems. Part of learning how to connect with ourselves, 

each other, and the world depends upon our ability to perceive these 

problems for what they are. Ultimately, we must connect the 

personal with the political if we are to truly transform the world. 

Nowhere in Rich's poetry is this feminist concept more clear than in 

"An Atlas of The Difficult World." 

Later in the sequence, human and natural connection are 
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affirmed by the poet, who despite her recognition of the world's 

grave problems, sees that there are definite possibilities for 

communion with one's world. Our recognition of these possibilities 

gives us purpose and direction in our daily live and guides us toward 

those who share our goals. In the final poem of the sequence, Rich 

directly addresses her readers whom she believes share her goals. 

She connects with us on a personal level and affirms our own desire 

and search for connection and transformation. The poem sequence 

as a whole makes it abundantly obvious that our survival and the 

survival of the planet depends upon the success of our efforts. 

The poems in part two of the book focus on women's 

experience, · women's roles , creativity, memory, and racial heritage 

along with other familiar themes. The concluding poem, "Final 

Notations," tells us what it will take to effect transformation in the 

world. Unlike the other poems in Atlas, "Final Notations" does not 

deal with the specific details of experience. Instead, Rich chooses to 

transmit a message to her readers in abstract terms, which, 

nevertheless, conveys powerful meaning. Part of the poem's power, 

in fact , is in its striking contrast to the other poems. We know its 

message is crucial because the poem stands apart from the rest. 

Even in its separateness, however, this poem maintains an intimate 

connection with the volume as a whole because it explains what we 

must do in order to transform the difficulties of the world which Rich 

describes. 
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While the poem never uses the words connection or 

transformation, the "it" of the poem clearly refers to the process we 

must undergo in order to effect change, and thus can be equated 

with connection and transformation, the overreaching theme of 

Rich's body of poetry. Rich tells us 

it will not be simple, it will not be long 

it wi 11 take Ii ttle ti me, it wi II take all your thought 

it will take all your heart, it will take all your breath 

it will be short, it will not be simple. (Atlas 57) 

Rich is simply telling us that connection and transformation will 

require our whole minds , wills , and hearts. She tells us that the 

process will not be easy, but she also emphasizes through repetition 

that it will not be long before we realize our goals. This promise, 

coming at the end of a book that excruciatingly catalogues the 

devastation of the world, gives readers the hope they need rn order 

to continue their own personal work in connection and 

transformation. This promise also reveals Rich's own conviction that 

connection and transformation is not only a possibility, it is a 

certainty. Thus , Rich's promise in "Final Notations" validates Rich's 

most basic premise; connection with self, others, the past, and the 

earth leads to the personal and public transformation necessary for 

the renewal of ourselves and our planet. 

This thesis has explored the ways m which the metaphor of the 

American patchwork quilt can be applied to the poetry of Adrienne 
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Rich. Chapter One detailed the history and metaphorical implications 

of the quilt and provided background information on Adrienne Rich 

and her significant body of poetry . It then explained that the nature, 

process , and evolution of the patchwork quilt is comparable to the 

nature, process , and evolution of Rich's poetry. Connection and 

transformation characterize the nature of the quilt and Rich's poetry. 

Both the quilt and Rich's poetry effect authentic connection and 

transformation by artistically documenting and illuminating women's 

historical , social , political, and personal experiences. The process of 

quilting also mirrors Rich's poetic process in that both processes 

include the salvaging of materials, the piecing together of fragments , 

the joining of these fragments to create an overall theme, and the 

stitching of the cover to a sturdy backing or philosophy. The quilting 

tradition and Rich's poetry finally share a similar evolution which 

reflects a developing feminine consciousness that emphasizes the 

transformation of women's daily experiences as well as their place m 

th e world. 

Chapter Two provided detailed information regarding the 

political aspects of Rich's poetry and of the patchwork quilt. It 

showed that the quilt and Rich's poetry have political consequences 

on historical, psychological, social, and political levels. Both the quilt 

and the poetry reflect women's experiences in a patriarchal world, 

and they both reflect the consequences of the fragmentation of 

women's time in this society. Chapter Two also showed how both 

Rich and quilters use their personal experiences as women for their 
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materials, an aspect that connects them on a fundamental level. Rich 

and the quilt function to record and interpret women's diverse 

personal histories, and finally both quilters and Rich found places 

where they could share and develop their political ideas. For 

historical quilters, this place was the quilting bee. For Rich, it was 

the feminist movement of the 1960s. 

Chapter Three specifically explored the elements of connection 

and transformation in representative P?ems from Rich's early and 

middle work. Through the explication of key poems, this chapter 

proved that Rich forges connections through language in the same 

way that a quilter forges connections with thread. Through artful 

juxtaposition, Rich creates individual poems which are joined 

together by a common theme that is informed by her feminist 

philosophy. This mirrors the way that a quilt's pieces are joined to 

form patches and are then stitched to a heavy backing which holds 

the quilt together. The explications of these poems reveal Rich's 

belief that women must be able to connect with themselves, each 

other, the past, and the earth in order to achieve transformation. 

Finally, Chapter Four synthesized the theme of connection and 

transformation in Rich's poetry through a review of the poems 

explicated in Chapter Three and through an overview of Rich's recent 

poetry. What emerges from this final analysis is the certainty that 

the theme of connection and transformation, which is also reflected 

in the patchwork quilt, is at the heart of Adrienne Rich's poetry and 
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v1s10n. Just as the American patchwork quilt was intially created to 

ensure survival through cold winters in a new land, so Adrienne 

Rich's poetry offers women a means for survival in a patriarchal 

world. Never content to settle for mere existence, however, Rich's 

poetry also offers women the knowledge they need to overcome the 

fragmentation of their lives, thus allowing them to change the nature 

of their own realities as well as the world. 
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