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SILENCES

      My mother wrote her memoirs at 75.  Grandma Moses or Anna Mary Robertson Moses started painting at 76 and kept at it until she was 101.  Harriet Doer did not consider herself a writer until she returned to college as a 65 year old widow.  Then she wrote Stones from Ibarra. Betty Freidan wrote The Feminine Mystique when she was nearing 50. Erma J. Fisk, a birdwatcher/ornithologist, wrote Peacocks of Baboquivari when she was 78. These women and many others like my mother did not have a chance to pursue their art until they had raised their children and had more time.  But I believe it’s more than having the time.

     Today I will look at how women have been silenced and what they can do about ending that silence. Of course, I give credit to Tillie Olsen for this topic. In her book Silences, published in 1978, Olsen examines the silences from writers, especially women. She said, “Literary history and the present are dark with silences.” Tillie Olsen, born in Omaha, was silent for 20 years while she raised 4 children and worked many jobs. 

    Many women are afraid to begin writing or painting or sculpting because they don’t know their voice or are hesitant to test their voice. Many have been quiet for so long that they don’t know how to end the silence. Who wants to listen to me? Who cares about what I put on the canvas? Do I have anything that others want to hear or see?

   Frank McCourt called voice the writer’s fingerprint on the page; he was talking about word choice and sentence patterns that a writer uses. But I think voice is more than that. It is the courage to speak for you whether it is in painting or poetry or sculpting or short stories. 

     Virginia Woolf, that great British novelist and essayist, said “Every woman needs a room of one’s own.” She needs a room where she can do her art and she needs time to do it. For years women who were caught up in raising children and changing diapers and cooking and washing and sewing and gardening had no time. They had no room. They might have locked themselves in the bathroom for quiet but that didn’t last long, especially when there was only one bathroom in the house. 

    My mom had the kitchen table to write her poetry on but she had to clean it off for meals.  She was silenced by not having enough time.  She might get an hour in the evening after putting ten children to bed, but she was exhausted the next morning. Yet she stayed at that kitchen table writing many nights. 

    In Women and Writing, Woolf wrote, “The extraordinary woman depends on the ordinary woman. It is only when we know the conditions of the average woman’s life—the number of children, whether she had money of her own, if she had a room to herself, whether she had help in bringing up her family, if she had servants, whether part of the housework was her task—it is only when we can measure the way of life and the experiences of life made possible to the ordinary woman that we can account for the success or failure of the extraordinary woman as writer/artist.” 

    In other words, we have to know how much work she had to do before she could even began her writing or painting. We have to know all the roadblocks in her way. We have to know what silenced her.

   “And it is significant that of the four great women novelists—Jane Austen, Emily Bronte, Charlotte Bronte and George Eliot—not one had a child and two were unmarried.”(Woolf, Women and Writing)

     “Look at other novelists from 1890-1940--Edith Wharton, Willa Cather, Katherine Anne Porter, Ellen Glasgow, Virginia Woolf, Gertrude Stein, Marianne Moore. Not one had a child.”(Olsen)

    It is no big surprise that it is difficult for women to be creative with the many demands of children, home, social activities and going to a paying job outside the home. It is no big surprise that if they did write or paint, their art was not given much credence. They are dabbling or it’s just a hobby to occupy their time. Sometimes their art was diminished by calling it “domestic art.” 

   “In 1970 a group of New York women artists stormed the Whitney Museum…another group examined the Los Angeles County Museum of Art and exposed its buying habits…of the thousands of art works in the permanent collection, a scant 2% were done by women.”(Ms. Dec 1977) 

    As a result of the examination of women’s place in the art world, we had at the same time a “reawakening” to women’s art of everyday use, which had been scorned for many years by gallery owners, collectors and other “high” artists. No one would ever expect to go into a gallery to look at a quilt or painted china plates.

   It wasn’t until the 1970s those galleries began displaying more women’s art. The artist Judy Chicago created her dinner party –39 painted plates which she displayed on a triangular table on cloth place runners sewn by other women artists. These plates represented women from Sappho to Sojourner Truth to Susan B Anthony to George O’Keefe.    

Today many women are creating art in later life  because they have found they have something to say. They have stepped out of the shadows of husbands and partners to speak. In studying this topic, I found that many women discover their voice once they have lost a spouse.  I’m not diminishing their loss or deep sorrow at losing a spouse but it seems that they find their voice then.  My mother at 57 lost her husband. I was 17. I saw her come out and into her own voice after that. Why? Because my father demanded too much of her time. When he neared retirement, he wanted her to read to him, to write letters for him, to go on day trips with him, which she didn’t mind doing, but she was at his beck and call, not her own. And she couldn’t imagine saying—“No, not now, James. I need time for my writing.”

     I believe women have had a tougher time with pursuing their art because they were and are still invisible, because they were and are still discounted, because men’s voices were louder than their voices. When I made this statement a few weeks ago about women being invisible, a student said that wasn’t true. I said: Have you ever gone with your dad to purchase a car? Who did the male car salesman talk to most of the time?

    I think women reach an age when some things don’t matter as much as they used to. They say to hell with trying to please others all the time. They say it is time for me and my art. It is time to quit listening to so many demands on my time.  They learn to say, “Not now.” 

Julia Cameron in Walking in the World says:

“Artists require respect for their thoughts and their process, but that respect must start with us. An artist needs to be treated well—but often we are the ones who must begin that treatment, and one way we do it is by carefully setting our own valve on how much INFLOW is allowed to come in to us.” Inflow is all the stuff coming in and interrupting our thoughts and creativity. Cameron says we must train family and friends not call before noon; we must train them that our work matters.

    As a writer, professor, editor, mother and wife, I know exactly what that inflow is. I always have a hard time writing during term II because it begins after Thanksgiving and I’m crazy with new courses,  putting together a magazine, getting ready for Christmas, and teaching on Monday night besides my day classes. I have too many voices wanting my time—too much inflow.  But I stopped one chore, the Christmas letter. It gives me more time. Other things get easier, my kids are older and now they make a list of what they want. The list has fewer items but they’re more expensive.

    Cameron also says “Creative work is often invisible to other people. If they see you typing, they may know you’re writing. If they hear the piano…they may realize music is afoot but even the threat of interruption may strike them as bearable. This will take just a minute, they say without realizing that they are breaking the thread of your concentration and that finding the thread again may be very, very hard.”

    Hence we artists must create boundaries or we will be silenced. We must protect our time. I get up a 5:00 so I can get writing in before the house gets noisy. I did that when my three children were little. Sometimes I schedule classes in the afternoon so I can get a few more hours in before I leave for school. 

         Sometimes others try to silence us. Yes, we are silenced by wet blankets (Julia Cameron’s words)—those creative saboteurs who want us to fail, those people who when we say we are mailing out a manuscript tell us  how many times they got rejected and that your chances are slim. We need to avoid them.

     Cameron tells us we need to surround ourselves with believing mirrors—people who believe in us and want to support us. That is why I have a writing group that meets every two weeks. We have to bring a poem or chapter or story to the group, read it aloud and wait for gentle but honest criticism. My writing group prevents me from being silenced. I have an audience; they are witnesses to my work.

        We silence ourselves when we tell ourselves we are not good enough.  How many times have we played that negative message to ourselves? I know I have. I have to work at changing that tape in my head and say:  I am good enough. Yes, we are all good enough.

    There’s a children’s book that I read to my kids. It’s called Leo the Late Bloomer. I want to retitle that book Leona the Late Bloomer. Leona couldn’t read or write or draw and her father kept watching her, waiting for her to bloom. Her mother said it would happen in “her own good time.” And it did. One day Leona spoke not a word but a whole sentence. It was: “I made it.” It happens to all of us in our own good time.  It’s a good time for women who make it to their fifties and sixties and see their children leave home. I’m excited that I have many years for my art.  We don’t retire from our art. We can do our art in our rooms of our own-- at home. We can create our studios to our liking and we can stop the inflow by turning off the phone and not answering the doorbell. We are blooming late and our voices need to be heard.

How grateful I am to be a woman writer artist today. I have choices.  Now in menopause I can take care of those hot flashes by HRT or compounding or herbal remedies. I have a dishwasher and a washing machine to make household chores easier. Or I can get help cleaning the house. I have a word processor to help make the pain of revision easier to bear. I have more time for my art. I have other women like you who also are doing their art. All of you give me support and energy when you are doing your work.  I AM NOT ALONE. And, another very important final point, I’m smarter than I was at 25. 

    Erma J. Fisk, who published her first book at 78 and went on do write three more, wrote, “I think age is an advantage to a writer/artist because there is a great pool of living to draw from.”

Works Cited

Currans-Sheehan, Tricia.  “A Woman Ahead of Her Time: Willa Cather and Women’s 

       Domestic Art in O Pioneers! and Shadows on the Rock. Heritage of the Great Plains 

       Journal, Vol. XXXI, Spring/Summer 1998.

Davis, Nancy D., Ellen Cole, and Esther D. Rothblum. Faces of Women 

     and Aging. New York: Harrington Park Press, 1993.

Heilbrun, Carolyn G. Writing A Woman’s Life. New York: Ballatine Books, 1988.

Pearlman, Mickey and Katherine Usher Henderson, A Voice of One’s Own: 

        Conversations with America’s Writing Women. Boston: Houghton Mifflin 

         Company, 1990.

Olsen, Tillie.  Silences. 1978.  New York City: The Feminist Press at the    

       City University of New York, 2003.

Thone, Ruth Raymond. Women and Aging: Celebrating Ourselves. New York: 

       Harrington Park Press, 1992.

“Woman’s Art: It’s the Only Goddam Energy Around,” Ms., December 1977, 41.

Woolf, Virginia. A Room of One’s Own.  NY: Harvest Books, 1989.

Woolf, Virginia. Women and Writing. 1942. New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 

       1980.

Wyatt-Brown, Anne M and Janice Rossen, eds. Aging and Gender in Literature. 

      Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1993.

Zeidenstein, Sondra. A Wide Giving: Women Writing After Long Silence. Goshen, CT: 

     Chicory Blue Press, 1988.

Note: Works Cited are from Dr. Tricia Currans-Sheehan’s speech, Silences, delivered to PWSA’s 8th Annual Rites of Spring, March 18, 2006. Omaha, NE

Tricia Currans-Sheehan, PhD

Briar Cliff University

3303 Rebecca St

Sioux City IA  51104

Email: tricia.currans-sheehan@braircliff.edu
Phone: 712 279-1651 (office) 712-255-8119(home)

