
s t r u g g l e of the feminine s p i r i t t o 
s u r v i v e . I n her s t o r y "Boys and 
G i r l s , " f o r example, she looks at the 
k i n d of compromise women have had to 
make, surrendering power i n order t o 
remain human. 
B r i e f l y then the i s o l a t i n g of the 
feminine v o i c e i n terms of language 
i s a d i f f i c u l t , perhaps impossible, 
task. But l i s t e n i n g t o what the 
v o i c e i s saying i s immediately r e 
v e a l i n g . 

Audrey Thomas 

I w i l l confess t h a t u n t i l I was i n 
v i t e d to t h i s conference I had never 
thought very much about whether I was 
p a r t of a feminine t r a d i t i o n i n 
l i t e r a t u r e or whether, i n a good sense, 
there was such a t h i n g as a "feminine 
v o i c e " i n our novels, s t o r i e s , p l a y s 
and poems. Perhaps I avoided t h i n k i n g 
about i t because I d i d not wish t o be 
l a b e l l e d a "feminine w r i t e r " (a woman, 
say, who w r i t e s only f o r other women) 
the same way I have always sidestepped 
the question of whether I am an "Ameri
can" of "Canadian" w r i t e r . I was 
simply a woman who was born i n the 
United States and happened t o choose 
Canada as her (adult) home. Leave me 
alone, please, and l e t me get on w i t h 
my w r i t i n g . 

But knowing t h a t I was coming here, 
to l i s t e n , t o d i s c u s s , w i t h other 
women w r i t e r s made me t h i n k and made 
me study up. Now I am tremendously 
e x c i t e d . I see how my own work has 
been shaped by some of the great 
women of the past, H a r r i e t Beecher 
Stowe, whom I read i n an i l l u s t r a t e d 
e d i t i o n when I was very very young 
(and who had an enormous i n f l u e n c e on 
the women of her own and the succeed
i n g , generation), L o u i s a May A l c o t t , 
W i l l a Cather, S i g r i d Undquist, 
Emily Dickinson, Edna St. Vincent 
M i l l a y , V i r g i n a Woolf, Doris Lessing 
and so on. I see t e r r i b l e gaps which 
I am determined t o f i l l — M r s G a s k e l l , 



George Sand, Madame de S t a e l — a n d I 
see my woeful ignorance of women's 
w r i t i n g i n other languages than my own. 

We must d i s c u s s whether something 
u n i t e d a l l those women other than a 
f i e r c e d e s i r e to w r i t e . I t h i n k 
there i s , and i t might be c a l l e d the 
w i l l to voluntary c r e a t i v i t y . 

There are female images and female 
ways of l o o k i n g at the world, i n 
t e r i o r or e x t e r i o r . For i f there i s 
one t h i n g t h a t u n i t e s a l l the women 
at the conference, t h a t needs no 
t r a n s l a t o r , i t i s our b i o l o g y . For 
about 30 years of our l i v e s we pre
pare each month f o r an event which 
g e n e r a l l y does not take p l a c e . We 
ov u l a t e , we bleed. Before t h i s 
event, ages one t o twelve, say, and 
a f t e r , i n our f i f t i e s and beyond, 
t h i s f a c t i s s t i l l p a r t of our "Be
coming" or our "Been." I do t h i n k i t 
i s only f a i r l y r e c e n t l y t h a t women 
w r i t e r s have d e a l t o v e r t l y w i t h t h i s 
k i n d of experience. Where P h i l i p 
Sydney's muse t o l d him t o look i n h i s 
Heart and w r i t e , our muse has been 
t e l l i n g us t o look a l i t t l e f a r t h e r 
down. Our v i s c e r a l imagination i s 
now coming t o the f o r e . 

Going back over my own works, I r e 
read my f i r s t " r e a l " s t o r y , r e a l be
cause i t had t o be w r i t t e n , i t seemed 
to be the only way I could organize 
the horror and u t t e r f u t i l i t y of a 
six-months long, drawn-out m i s c a r r i a g e 

i n a h o s p i t a l i n A f r i c a . (There had 
been dozens of s t o r i e s before t h i s 
but none were r e a l and honest). The 
woman who t e l l s the s t o r y i s i n the 
l a s t hour of her f u t i l e labour and 
her mind dwells n a t u r a l l y on images of 
b i r t h and death. She imagines Mary, 
mother of C h r i s t , f i r s t at the An
n u n c i a t i o n , where she " f a n t a s i z e s " 
the Holy Ghost as a k i n d of Door-to-
Door Salesman, and then at the b i r t h 
i t s e l f . I'd j u s t l i k e t o round o f f 
these remarks w i t h these two passages. 
There i s , by the way, a p e r f e c t l y 
l e g i t i m a t e word "Maculate" but i t i s 
r a r e l y used. 

And Mary, how d i d she take 
i t , I wonder, the o r i g i n a l , the 
a p p a l l i n g announcement . . . the 
burden t h r u s t upon her? 'No, 
r e a l l y , some other time . . . the 
spring p l a n t i n g . . . my aged 
mother . . . q u i t e impossible. 
Very good of you to t h i n k of me 
of course but I couldn't take i t 
on. Perhaps, y o u ' l l c a l l i n 
again next year.' (Dismiss him 
f i r m l y w h i l e there's s t i l l time. 
Don't l e t him get both f e e t i n 
the door. Be f i r m and f i n a l . 'No 
thank you, I never accept f r e e 
g i f t s . • " 

Then l a t e r : 
And the days were accom

p l i s h e d . U n f a i r to g l o s s t h a t 
over . . . to make so l i t t l e of 
the w a i t i n g . . . the months . . . 
the hours. They make no mention 
of the hours; but of course, men 
wrote i t down. How were they to 



know? A f t e r the immaculate con
c e p t i o n , a f t e r the r e f u s a l a t the 
i n n . . . came the maculate 
d e l i v e r y . . . the manger. And 
a l l t h a t noise . . . c a t t l e low
ing (and doing other t h i n g s be
sides) . . . angels b l a r i n g away 
. . . the e e r i e l i g h t . 

Men wrote i t down. 

St. Matthew: "And knew her not 
t i l l she had brought f o r t h her 
f i r s t b o r n son: and he c a l l e d h i s 
name Jesus." 
St. Mark (Jesus i s already grown) 
"And i t came t o pass i n those 
days, t h a t Jesus came from Naza
r e t h of G a l i l e e , and was bap t i z e d 
of John i n Jordan." 
S t . Luke at l e a s t r e f e r s t o Mary 
"being great w i t h c h i l d , " but 
then says "and so i t was, t h a t , 
w h i l e they were there [ i n B e t h l e 
hem] the days were accomplished 
t h a t she should be d e l i v e r e d . " 
St. John: "And the Word was made 
f l e s h , and dwelt among us." 

WOMEN AND THE 
THEATRICAL TRADITION 

Gwen Pharis Ringwood 

I'm glad to be here, a f i r s t opportun
i t y to exchange thoughts w i t h a s i s t e r 
hood of w r i t e r s and to see the c a p i t a l 
of my country. 

How can we e x p l a i n the s c a r c i t y of 
women dramatists i n the past? Cer
t a i n l y they are scarce. In d i s c u s 
sions of the O r i e n t a l t h e a t r e , i n 
anthologies of Greek and Roman p l a y s , 
E l i z a b e t h a n and French p l a y s , I f i n d 
no women dramatists mentioned. Even 
the informal theatre of the Commedia 
d e l l ' A r t e , the M i r a c l e , Mystery and 
G u i l d plays seems to have been domin
ated by men. 

One exception i s Hrotswitha of Gander-
sheim, a St. Benedict nun born about 
935 a.d., who wrote pla y s i n L a t i n 
g l o r i f y i n g v i r g i n i t y and c h a s t i t y and 
fo l l o w i n g i n form the bawdy comedies 
of Terence. She was trou b l e d i n con
science because to show her s a i n t l y 
characters contending w i t h e v i l she 
must mention "things which should not 
be named." As she completed a p l a y , 
Hrotswitha, flushed w i t h t r e p i d a t i o n , 
s l i p p e d down dark stone c o r r i d o r s to 
hand the s c r o l l to some t r a v e l l e r who 
would d e l i v e r i t to her mentor, a man 
high i n the church. He preserved the 
plays but i t was not u n t i l 1501 t h a t 
they were discovered and p r i n t e d . On 
e i t h e r side of t h i s young nun the 
c e n t u r i e s seem devoid of women pl a y 
wrights. N o v e l i s t s , poets, e s s a y i s t s 
yes. Playwrights of s t a t u r e — n o . 


