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PAGE·6 NEW DIRECTIONS FOR WOMEN MAY/ JUNE 1983 

'Wome11, in We ~rts 
Britons gener8te excitement on 'NY stage 

Vera Goodman 

The women have returned in 
force to the New York theater, 
but in no way do they resemble 

• Clare Booth Luce's The Women. 
Their life styles would be a 
bewilderment to Luce's women, 
their hopes, ambitions, even their 
"bitchiness" beyond their ken. It 
is somewhat of a bewilderment 
also to the. men who write about 
theater for the establishment 
press, although their critique of 
both the pr.oductions and the ac
tors is usually on target, their • 
reaction to the playwrights' idea 
is often muddied. 

dominates both the play and the 
Baths, is a sometime whore. She 
assures everyone at first that she 
enjoys her life. She unabashedly 
_admires her body and knows 
what she does is better than "The 
shit work working class women 
are brought up to do." To her 
having a man is the armor 
against sinking into that mire and 
she wears her status as happily 
as her tacky theatrical outfits. 

A variety of types surround 
Josie, each a victim of some man. 
As they discard their clothing 
they strip away their inhibitions 
and the Baths become the scene 
of a consciousness-raising group. 

The English-seem to have pro
duced one of the most ·exciting 
female playwrights of this 
decade, Caryl Churchill, and she 
ii;; not easy to decipher. She is cur
rently represented in New York 
by the long running Cloud Nine. 
a·nd Top Girls. In Cloud Nine she 
scrambles sexes and in her 

CAST MEMBERS OF TOP GIRLS, playing at the Public Theater, New York. 

The afternoon Josie enters, 
bruised by her current lover, she 
lashes out at the injustice and 
humiliation of hercondition, and 
her anger and terror of 01<1 age • 
surfaces. It ignites the group and 
all of them join in expressing 
their misjudgment of the male 
my_stique. 

. newest production she scrambles 
time and history. 

Marlene, the . protagonist, is 
celebrating her advancement to 
the top managerial post ii;i her • 
agency aptly named Top Girls. 
She throws a dinner party to 
celebrate this event in a 
restaurant called La Prima Don~ 
na/to which she invites an odd 
assortment of women, some 
historic, some· part of literature 
and art. They are her guests 
because they • have overcome 

adversity. But the _adversities 
they overcame a,re complex and 
it is more a matter·of having sur
vived rather than succeeded. 

Verbose to· the point of 
·rudeness, although her manner is 
as delicate as ·a butterfly; is Lady 
Nijo, a Japanese courtesan who 
enjoyed her role until she was 
discarded by ·the Emperor. She 
spends 20 years of her mature life 
walking,the roa_ds of Japan as· a 
Buddhist nun. However.she finds 
no compensation i_n religion and 
talks continuously about her life 

Self-trained artist 
startles 

Louise Thompson 

The exhibit of the Mexican 
painter Frida Kahlo at the Grey: 
Art Gallery in New York City was 
so successful that the catalog sold 
out twice, and even-the Gallery 
Bulletin at 25t sold out. That the 

. paintings are exquisite, exotic 
and graphic is a given, but the 
importance of Frida Kahlo to 
feminists is large. 

To say that Kahlo was a 
"handicapped" woman is an un
derstatement. At six, Kahlo was 
infected by· paraletic polio and 
spent much of her childhood in 
bed. She recovered but was left 

. witb a spindly leg. At 18, a school 
bus on which she was tiding col
lided with a streetcar. Kahlo was 
speared through the· womb by a 
steel pole. Her pelvis, back and 
foot were broken and for the rest 
of her short life she lived in pain 
and through a series of" medical 
ordeals of \repairative, surgery. 
Until long after her death she was 
overshadowed by her famous 
husband, Diego Rivera, but when 
she had her first major show in 
Mexico two years before' her 
death, she h.ad herself carried to 
the show in an ambulance and put 
into her own bed which '1ad been 
installed there. She had begun 
painting in the hospital. 

According to the catalog: 
"Kilhlo received no formal tra'in
ing as a painter and her style is· 
that of the naive, self-trained 
artist; the often jarring, ar
bitrary colors; the lack of ·con
cern for convincing spatial rela
tionships and perspective; and 
the contrasts between simplified 
and carefully detailed forms." 
However, Andre Breton in 1938 
defined her a surrealist, "an ap
parition in the flash of light of the 
quetzal bird which scatters opals 
among the rocks as it flies 
away"-and her art-"a ribbon 
around a bomb." 

. ( viewers-
Kahlo most often painted 

herself, her own face, said by 
some men not to be beautiful 
because her eyebrows ran heavi
ly across her forehead and she 
had black hair on her upper lip, 
which sqe delineated. Her self
portraits with little pets,· 
monkeys, parrots and a black 
cat, are like enamel miniatures. 
She also painted her own head in 
various Mexican headpieces. In 
one • self-portrait with· a pet 
monkey, her throat is necklaced 
with a vine of thorns which pierce • 
her flesh, and a black humming
bird hangs from the lowest round 

• of vine. In all the paintings of her 0 • . 

self, the face is immobile as· 
though held in pride against the 
pain. She is something more than 
beautiful. 

While she was not physically 
• battered by.her husband; his sex
ual faithlessness and self-interest 
caused her to paint a nude 
woman on a bed; one shoe still on, 
pierced with multiple bleeding 
stab wounds. A fully clothed man 
stands next to the bed holding a· 
small knife. It is titled "A Few 
Small Nips". Whether because of 
her husband's. conduct, or to 
cram as much living into her in~ 
evitably short life, Kahlo had 
many lovers, both men and 
women. 

Clearly, Frida Kahlo is not a 
painter for the squeamish, or for 
women still caught in the "nice" 
behavior required for us by the 
traditions. But, not only does she 
speak for our pain with beauty 
and skill, but in addition trans
mits an urgent. message to all 
women who are hesitant to create 
in their own craft: 

I paint my own reality. The 
only thing I know is that I 

_paint because I need to,• 
and I paint whatever 
passes through my head, 
without any other con
sideration. 

at court and the men she knew in
timately. Y~t she admits, "I was 
not a happy person, I just smiled 

. a lot." 
Isabella Bird, another guest, 

travelled the worl~, never com
ing to terms with the Victorian 
image of women of her period. • 
She tried, and explains, "I wore 
my~elf out with good causes," but 
to no avail: She always felt guilty .. 

The other guests included Dull 
Gret who, in a Bruegel painting, 
leads a group of women against 
the·· devil. A peasant, short of 
speech· and crude, her stoic calm 
is only broken when asked why 
did she do it. She stares the din
ner guests down as she grunts, 
"We've had verse.,,- Hell to her 
was no different than life. 

Perhaps- the most challenging 
guest is Pope Joan, who disguised 
as a man, is believed to have been 
Pope in the 9th century. She 
prides herself on having be~n 
smarter than the men around her 
and she succeeds in fooling them 
all,. except one. "I thought God· 
would speak to me,'' she explains 
ruefully, "But he knew I was a 
woman." 

Chaucer'-s Patient ·Griselda, 
another guest, is the archetypical 
obedient female. Her husband is 
her law even when he orders the 
destruction of their children. She 
is the difficult guest to place at 
this Top Girls celebration, except 
that her stand does exemplify the 
suffering of each of these women 
at the hands of men, the kinds of 
sa~rifices they had to make to 
conform to a male-dominated 
society. • Their ability tC> rise 
above loss binds them together at 
this celebration. 

, .. in typical Churchill fashion the 
second scene shifts to today and 
pre~umably real people in 
Marlene's life. We learn that 
Marlene is a working-class pro
duct turned successful and-reac-

- tiona'ry, a Margaret Thatcher 
mirror image. She disdains those 
who can't make it. This rejection 
includes her own sister who re
mains behind a typical product of 
her class, . and her daughter 
whom she has given to her sister 
to rear as her own so as not to be
encumbered in her fight to reach 
the top. The daughter is a loser, 
fat, stupid, lazy. Marlene cannot 
abide losers and her daughter is 
no exception. 
· The thrust of the play is most 
easily recognized in the office 
scenes. -These· are clever, 1 pushy 
women. In several interviews, 
conducted by her staff, we see 
these top girls coach female job 
seekers in using m~le deception. 
In the words of one interviewer 
"Men are awful I bullshitters'. 
They like to make out the job is 
harder than it is.". 

"Are These Feminists Too 
Hard on- Women" is the snide 

heading of an article by Walter 
Kerr in the New York Times. It is 

• true there is no nurturing in Top 
Girls and tl)ey do ha,ve utter con
tempt for lower-class women and 

-those not so bright. But is this ·not 
indicative of their need to act like 
establishment males. Rex Har
·rison's professor in My Fair Lady 
would not have had to ask of these 
women, "Why can't a woman be_ 
more like a man?" 

But the play is, however, also a 
condemnation of economic 
England today, its kind of. 
capitalism and its rigid social 
class system.· H women have to 
do a Margaret Thatcher to get 
·ahead what the playwright is 

• really saying is, "This is what 
men have done· to us," and she is 

. asking us to consider fashioning a 
new road to success before it is 
too late. 

Steaming by Nell Dunn, 
another English import, is about 
society's losers. Dunn's touch is 
lighter than Churchill's and one 
can • Jove these so called losers 
while we recognize their inept
ness. If they are losers, who 
made them so? 

Set in a public steam bath, a 
popular London institution, a 
diverse group of women meet 
each week to relax, talk and be 
nurtured by the mother figure 
who massages them and runs the 
Baths. The beautiful Josie, who 

"Why are all men shits," Josie 
asks? 

"We let them be shits," is the 
answer she receives from one of 
the women. 

Dunn does, however, i.m
plausibly create a crisis that 
seems contrived. The Baths are 
to be destroyed to make room for 
a library. The women draw 
together in joint action against 
the authorities. Symbolically 

. they all dive into the pool 
together. Perhaps the contrived 
message "is important. We're 
eventually all going to be losers 
unless we bind together in action. 

What turned the critics aga10st 
this play was their conviction 
that' women in America are far 
ahead of their British sisters and 
the play is too simple in its 
statements. But the critics fail to 
take into consideration the large 
group of American women, 

_ possibly their own wives, whQ are 
still acting out a secondary role, 
and are no further along the road 
than their British counterparts. 

It isn't only women who are 
writing about women this year. 
The most inter,esting factor in 
David Hare's Plenty, another 
English import, is that its leading 
character is a woman. What this 
woman experiences would be 

(continued on page 17) 

DEBORAH HEDWALL and KAREN ALLEN of Extremities, at the 
Westside.Arts Theatre, New York. 
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May %1. FOlJRffl ~M'lON 
.MENT CO~E (Ad 
ing and Growing, " • 
the St. Cajeta • 
Coll~e, Ninth 
ti91), OOlltact>, 
platedllo 
(303-) 6 

~ , 

W 01nen's 1nllsic 
(continued from page S)j 

gram. Her varied styles and un
mistakable spirit known to many 
fans in the San Francisco Bay 
Area are captured here in ar
rangements that feature Watkins 
in piano solo, with her own combo 
and with full orchestra. For 
serious jazz lovers WINDS OF 
CHANGE is a welcome breath of 
fresh air. Available for $8.98 from 
Palo Alto Records, 755 Page Mill 
Road, Palo Alto, CA · 94304. 

OTHER NOTABLE RELEASES: 
Unfortuantely space doesn't per
mit full reviews of these albums, 
available at feminist record or 
bookstores or from the addresses 
listed: 

SONGS OF OUR EYES. Sammi 
Whytecap. Jasmine Journey 
Records, PO Box 26505, Tempe, 
AZ 85282. $9.75· .. Sammi 
Whytecap's contemporary folk/
rock debut. album marks the 
emergence of-a talented and ver
satile singer/songw_riter commit
ted to advancing individual rights 
and equality. Her soul-searching 
lyrics combine with sensitive 
harmonies producing music that 
is ref~hing and honest. 

TOUCH AND GO. Laura Wetzler. 
Listen To This prodµctions. Box 
74, Islip Terrace, N'.( 11752. 
An eclectic blend of blues, 
ballads and light rock delivered 
in a rich, distinctive voice, the 
music of Laura. Wetzler is 
original and thoughtful. A 
familiar concert perfo.rmer in the 
New York area, Wetzler has ap
peared throughout the US and the 
Middle EasL Her awar..eness of 
the challenges facing women is 
reflected in the strength and can
dor of her lyrics. 

FOUR AMERIC~N WOMEN: 
Music of Marion Bauer, Amy 
Beach, Ruth Crawford, Mary 
Jeanne Van Appledorn. Virginia 
Eskin, piano. Available from: 
Northeastern Records, Box 116, 
Boston, MA 02117. $9.98. A stunn
ing sampler of classical music by 
women coinposers, skillfully 
delivered by Virginia Eskin of the 
New England Conservatory 
Faculty. This is the fourth 
release from Northeastern 
Records, whose pupose is to 
showcase previously unrecorded 
classical works composed or per
formed by New England artists. 
This is a particularly fine collec
tion. 

· The Br~tish keep coming 
(continued from page 6) . • th · } f h' t • Not to be outdone by the British women m eir re a 10ns 1p o thought of as a man's domam as th A . 1 . ht each other and in their repression · h t e mencan p aywng . . . near m t e phas as 10 ye~f~s ago1• William Mastrosimone has writ- by men. Sk1rm1s_hes b~ Cathenne 

Susan Tra erne, magm 1cant y t 1 th t d 1 'th f Hayes and Talkmg With by Jane 
portrayed by Kate Nelligan, serv- en a P _ay a ea s wi o~e-0 Martin. In addition look for 
ed as a teen-age courier for the o_ur maJor concerns. Extremities 'Ni ht ~.w th b M h N -· • fmds a woman alone at home one g mo er Y ars a or French durmg World War II. Fil- . nf t d b . t man who wrote Getting Out and 
led with high ideals and excep- ml ormng fcoth ron e t Y a rt~pi~ j Dog Eat Dog by Mary Gallagher 
• tional talent, ·she returns home to I n one O tae mth~s sensahIOnat ;From England we can expect · '--- t I t l t f scenes on s ge 1s year, s e a - • . . a society ~n on pen Y, Pen Yo t t t f' ht h" ff Wh h Fen, another Churchill explosion th • Alth h h empso1g 1mo. ense. 1r ,. every rng. oug s e . 11 b t h 1 d h h d and'iTeaneck Tanzi· The Venus · h' h 1s a u overw e me er an . • achieves t 1s plenty, s e cannot f. d f b h. h Flytrap by Claire Luckham 
accept the society that produces ~-~ ad ~an° _ug sprf.Y, ~ ~\ ' Mel Gussow in an article in the 
it. It is this rebellion, ostensibly s e a I een usmg_ ear 1~~ 0 ~ New York Times on' Feminist 
ligains·t the English economic and abt~s~h n a ~°{~~1s\~c ion s ~ plays wrote "This may be the 
political system that creates the 1 1~ s fi· e r~pi~h• 1;s 1f1 up tn season in wh1ich women started to 
tension within Susan. She sue- oc s dimt m the ire~ ~ce. f n- talk back and in some cases to 
ceeds .economically and socially nervhe ·th~ . e pohm 1 ° ta get even.,', The men aren't quite 
b t • h cli t· f t· ·th. th psyc opa 1c seizures e p ans o u m er ssa 1s ac 10n w1 e b hi r sure how they are supposed to 
loss of ideals in herself and her uWhry mha JVe. t react to the problems women now • I h · h en er roomma es come . . . . society she as es out wit no sen- h th f' d h • . . th' t t face but they aren't dism1ssmg 
sibility for the feelings of others. Tome ey •~ her m is s a e. them as they did in the past No 

Her refusal to accept the world hedrry, a sbwee 's ydyound.ghwdgman Mr Gussow it isn't just • that 
h h d h t th a once eenrape an a con- • . s e as conquere , w a ever e . . .d d ·th f ult p t . . women are talkmg ba,-k but that 

personal cost may have be·err, is SI er~ 11 · ~rkown a ·t halncbiat, you and your colle~gues · t t· d' • d a soc1a wor er canno e p -u. . . . are .an meres mg 1gress1on an can . 1 k'·. . f . ·begmnmg to hsten. 
be viewed as a feminist or use s?Cia . wor Jargon m a~mg 
political statement. Her lack of the s1tuab?n·. What follows_ is a 
concern for those she hurts or gradual shift m the sympath~es_of 
de-stroys is lamentable. Her the r?oi:rimates fro~ MarJ0~1e, Big 

deal! neurotic need to destroy. and the victim, to ~aul? the rapis~. 
retreat in spite of success is not a ~ul, street wise,_ infects th~ir 
new literary concept. What . mmds, cour~ _their sympathies 
makes this work fascinating ·is and a~ts the mJured p~rty._ They 
that a woman is placed in this feed him, try t? ~se his pam and 
position rather than a man. harangue MarJone f~r her cruel-

The quote of the week 
comes from Sister Mar
garet Ellen Traxler, who 
has been a nun for 38 years 
and is Director of the In
stitute of Women Today. 

Heroics are not usually part of ty., eventually doubtmg _ that an 
.the female character on stage attem~te_d rape took place. . 
unless she's being heroic for Patr:1c_1a, always - t~e soc~al 

worker, 1s concerned with the vic-some man. 
There is a connection between 

these British plays and the 
• theater of protest and propagan

da in the 1930s. They reach out in
to the current world while retain
ing the individual's human reac
tion and struggle. They are the 
1980s Awake and Sing\. The dif
ference lies in the feminine com
poqent. 

Adolescents 
(continued from page 5) 

macho man and there is little 
wonder that there are over one 
million teen pregnancies in the US 
each year. But our di_scussion re
mained largely descriptive. We 
lacked the theory and research 
that - might guide responsible 
feminist action. 

My second workshop sounded 
fascinating, ''The Best or the • 
Beautiful: Achievement Vs., At
traction as a Source of Identity." 
But it failed to move beyond Eric 
Erikson's conception of female 
identity as depending on attrjlC
ting and bonding with males! 

Disappointed, I realized that 
the Barnard Conference was not 

·going. to provide th~ answers to 
my persistent questions about 
adolescent women. Yet it 
demonstrated the paucity of our • 
knowledge and will stimulate 
new directions in research. 
Meanwhile, I continue to gain in
sights from other sources such as 
recent research into the 
psychological and social barriers 
to adolescent contraceptive 
usage, but these lack the feminist 
perspective that is essential to a 
real understanding of the lives of 
female adolescents. That's what I -
continue to look for. • ,I 

tim's injuries and wonders 
whether Marjorie has done him 
some unseen harm. She rips open 
his vest to look for further scars, 
and to her horror finds a knife 
strapped to his chest. 

• Discov.ered, his confession of past 
rapes a_nd killings follows. 

The playwright has pinpointed 
the public's inability to accept 
rape without brutalized results. 
Even her roommates are willing 
to judge her the victimizer until 
the realization that this creature 
would have raped and killed all 
three of them. 

Mastrosimone has not only 
written a play that explores what 
men do to women, but demands a 
re-evaluation of how we react to 
their· actions against women 
viscerally. • Sensational, but it 
gets its message across! 

Two other plays also presented 

Why do people 
sink whaling ships, 
release dolphins, 
boycott veal ... ? 

- Traxler was commenting 
on. the Catholic Church's -
revised Canon Law. The 
changes allow women to 
hold new positions in a 
Diocese but still forbid 
them from serving as altar 
girls or deacons, except in 
emergencies, and allow 
them to preach only· at 

• children's services o·r 
funerals. The priesthood, of 
course, is still a no-no. Said 
Traxler about the revi-

• sions: "It's like saying that 
the parish is a plantation. 
You can tell the field hand 
that now she can peel 
potatoes in the kitchen, she 
can be secretary in the 
marriage tribunal, and she 
can count the money-big 
deal!" -

Haven't you ever wondered whether we·really need to exploit animals and 
nature the way we dol • 

A movement is being built to challenge these forms of exploitation and the 
cultural attitudes that go with them. Nature alienation and anthcopocen
tricism wound our society; the healing requires political action. 

RHd abou\ it in AGE.NOA, the independent, bi-monthly newsmagazine of 
the rapidly growing animal rights/liberation movement. AGENDA'S 25 
contributing editors-activists from all over the United States, Canada, 
England and Australia-keep you in touch with the action for improved 
relations with the rest of the planet. 

D Here's $15. Send AGENDA for one year. 

□. Here's S2. Send a sampleAGENDA. 

Name------"----------------

Address 

City -----------'----------- ,, 
State/Zip ___________________ _ 

Mail check and coupon to: Animal ilighb Network/Bo• 5234/Westport, ·cr/06881 . 

. ~ 

Women in ReHgion. Pioneering for Change 9 THE WORD FOR US. • First Non-sexist Scripture translated by 
Joann Haugerud. Includes John, Mark, Romans and Galatians. 
Spiritually awakening. $6.45 ppd. 
THE WOMAN'S BIBLE BY ELIZABETH CADY STANTON 
Still unique. Classic Commentaries on Scripture. Begin y~ur feminist 
religious confrontation. $9.20 ppd. 

STUDY GUIDE TO THE WOMAN'S BIBLE. Essential companion with ques-
tions ar-id discussion aides. $4.95 ppd: 
FLAME CARTOONS - Pricking the balloon of religiosity. $4.00 ppd. 

• From: 
*SPECIAL - These four books - $21.85 

THE COALITION ON WOMEN AND RELIGION 
4759 - 15th Ave. N.E., Seattle, WA 98105 

Free Brochure 
Bulk Discounts 
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