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W
hen it was pointed out to me that 2013 would be the twentieth anniversary of the
publication of Sixty Women Poets, it was like getting one of those out-of-the-blue
emails from someone you knew at school: a sensation of time cracking open, a great

chasm between then and now, me clinging on to the edge. I felt caught in the chaos of work in
progress; the task of fairly representing the state of contemporary women’s poetry still unfinished.

I dedicated Sixty Women Poets, published by Bloodaxe in 1993, to the women in my Women’s
Group, who have been meeting since 1986. It seemed fitting to attempt a twenty-year review in the
same spirit of solidarity and continuity. I asked various women poets I’m in touch with to chip in,
keen to hear their views on a book it’s hard for me to be entirely objective about and on the wider
subject of their experience as women poets in 2013. To begin, here is a representative selection of
their responses to the impact of the anthology on their lives:

Ground-breaking... Part of the poetic landscape I grew up with... Permission and

recognition... A permanent vindication... Encouragement to explore the work of other

women poets... A sense of community... Inspiration and hope... One of the key books on

my shelf... A constant resource... Redressing the balance... A comprehensive overview...

An important way for women to value each other’s work... Raised profile of women

poets, made us feel part of a wider world... An excellent introduction to contemporary

women’s poetry... An intriguing selection... Well-thumbed.

It was always my intention for the anthology to be a celebration of the diversity of women’s
voices, a tracing of the genealogy. That process had already started with Carol Rumens’s Making
for the Open: The Chatto Book of Post-Feminist Poetry 1964-1984 (1985) and Fleur Adcock’s Faber
Book of 20th Century Women’s Verse (1987) – both important books for women in the eighties,
hungry for words that illuminated our own. From across the Atlantic we were nourished by the
commentaries of Tillie Olsen and Adrienne Rich, but still trying to break our own “dream of a
common language” (Rich). Writing since I was a teenager at a girls’ grammar school and working
in Women’s Education, I was at ease with the idea and practice of women-only forums for
awareness-raising and mutual support. I had an equal commitment to poetry and feminism, and
that ideological background was reflected in how I approached the editing. It is interesting to
note how often American women, beyond the scope of Sixty Women Poets, were cited as major
influences upon the women poets I consulted: Elizabeth Bishop, Denise Levertov, Sharon Olds,
Sylvia Plath and Adrienne Rich were recurring names.

Revisiting Sixty Women Poets has been like opening “a basket loud with wings” (Annemarie
Austin). Even though I carry many of the individual poems around in my head, I found returning
to them gathered all together deeply affecting. There’s a strong sense of women in conversation
with each other,“a voice answering a voice” (Virginia Woolf). There is music in it, harmony, rather
than simply noise. And lots of energy – curious, provocative and irrepressible – that reminds me
of a remark of Selima Hill’s: “the best thing about writing poetry is the same as the best thing
about being alive”.

Re-reading my introduction I notice myself striving to be clear and conscientious in
presenting the patterns I detected in how women were writing then, in the two decades since
Stevie Smith’s death in 1971. It was important to me, too, that the poems were accessible, allowing
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doors so many women had felt shut in their faces to be unlocked. In 1993 a women-only
anthology was a necessary act of correction, of positive discrimination.

My decision to order it alphabetically rather than by age, I now see has happily resulted in the
selection being bookended by Fleur Adcock and Anne Stevenson, two important and influential
poets, still writing at the height of their powers. There are certain poets I regret omitting,
particularly Ruth Fainlight, Sarah Maguire and Kathleen Raine; there is only one, however, I regret
including. The difficulty was always with numbers: the Fifty originally suggested by Neil Astley
quickly rising to Sixty, which could possibly have run to Seventy. The sheer quantity of women
worth reading, the majority of whom had published two full-length collections, had a powerful
effect on women as readers and writers. With so many women poets in one place there was no
possibility of any spurious sense of unity. It was even perversely satisfying to be able to add the
note regretting that Sheenagh Pugh was “not willing to be represented in this book because she
refuses to have her poetry published in women’s anthologies”. Women poets, as well as being
different from men poets, were different from each other – a fact taken for granted now.

Sixty Women Poets was published at a time before the internet, and also before the boom in
MAs and many poets finding employment within academia. It was a selection chosen by a young
mother in her early thirties. This bestows an air of innocence upon the book and also dates it.
However, as a woman in her mid-fifties, on the brink of grandmotherhood, I’m struck by how
much harking back there is in the media currently to issues we were discussing in the seventies
and eighties – assertiveness, abortion, body image, equal representation, violence against women
etc. Even though we were shocked by the General Synod’s voting against women bishops, maybe
we weren’t surprised. Everything is different and everything is the same.

It’s hard to imagine a ‘mainstream’ women-only anthology being published in 2013. Drawing
serious attention to gender inequality seems to have lost cultural momentum. Women have
become very good at acting as if they were equal. It might be indistinguishable from the real thing,
until the dry ice clears and a continuing divide is revealed. According to the women poets I
consulted, there are still reasons to be disappointed:

Men’s poetry tends to be more widely reviewed... More women attend readings by male

poets than men attend women’s readings... There is still a sense that poetry written by men

sets a standard, determines a quality level... Poetry is a genre that is notoriously bad at

promoting itself and particularly bad at promoting women.

To my mind, poetry is a genre that also offers the possibility of hope. Always good in a crisis,
it is a place of authenticity that can at least imagine positive change, a world where silences can be
broken. Women poets’ voices are being heard more clearly – in print, on the radio, winning prizes,
judging prizes, editing magazines and anthologies, writing articles, speaking for themselves (and
for the three nations – Carol Ann Duffy, Liz Lochhead and Gillian Clarke). Women are writing
and discussing issues of interest to both sexes, no longer just ‘women’s work’. It is particularly
refreshing to hear women poets with the authority, on the radio and in print, to discuss the work
of male poets, a rarer phenomenon in 1993. Women poets committed to their own practice are
transforming themselves and each other, what poetry is capable of and the culture it feeds.

I have considered the status of women’s poetry post-Sixty Women Poets in Binary Myths 2,
edited by Andy Brown (Stride, 1999), and for the Newcastle Centre for Literary Arts online
magazine Friction (2010). The strongest continuing thread seems to be an abiding sense of
diversity, reflected in and reflecting women’s willingness to engage with each other’s work, to offer
exchange and support. I am lucky enough to be a member of a women’s poetry group, based at
Newcastle University, which has been meeting in different configurations since Writing Women
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magazine was an important touchstone in the republic of women’s writing three decades or so
ago. Currently consisting of Linda Anderson, Christy Ducker, Cynthia Fuller, Pippa Little, Lisa
Matthews, Ellen Phethean, Anne Ryland, Anna Woodford and myself, the group meets once a
month to ‘workshop’ poems in progress. This is a valuable and sustaining forum it would be hard
now for me to live without, with a particular dynamic only possible in a women-only environment.

The North has long been a law unto itself, and well known for its tradition of strong women.
It is a fertile place to work as a poet – of either gender. One of the major issues for women writing,
however, both among published poets and beginners, is still confidence, not helped by the wider
media’s distorted representations and expectations of women, young and old. Lack of confidence
is perhaps the main obstacle to women not being more visible or authoritative. From her
experience as Editor at Poetry London, Colette Bryce has said “submitting work to a magazine, risking
rejection, risking success, is active,” compared to the more passive mode of a tutor-led creative
writing workshop. Mslexia magazine, based in the North East, was founded to address the
reluctance of women writers to seek publication, offering advice, encouragement and
opportunities. Women’s spaces – workshops, classes and magazines – are still useful for inspiring
confidence, nurturing new work that is so vulnerable to external pressures, mundane and
insidious. That is not to say this is not an issue for male poets too. “As life’s outsiders,” according to
Lorna Thorpe, doesn’t “exclusion and invisibility... come with the territory” for poets, whatever
their gender? Jane Hirshfield suggests: “We are most comfortable being hidden but we yearn to be
seen.”

Jackie Wills wonders if the idea of a non-competitive community of poets, regardless of
gender, is too idealistic. Nevertheless, this hasn’t stopped her, with Ros Barber, taking the practical,
affirmative step of establishing A-gender, an online database of women poets in the UK:

We did this to show how many women poets there are. We had no funding or backing for

it and got it going with some voluntary support, then hoped that women would

contribute their own profiles based on our criteria – a woman needs to be writing in the

UK and have published at least one collection.

This needs proper funding to be developed further, updated and edited.
I concluded my introduction to Sixty Women Poets with a quotation from Marguerite Duras:

“The truth is what I think sometimes, on some days about some things.” I stand by that sentiment
– especially on matters related to poetry. In the past few years, however, things have discernibly
shifted. We have worked towards equality in both poetry and the society out of which it comes. To
a large degree in poetry at least, what we see now, on the surface, is probably what equality based
on diversity looks like. Lorna Thorpe wonders if “there might never have been a better time to be
a woman poet”. For Anna Woodford “‘poet’ is still the all-important noun”. But whatever the
balance, we are still struggling within structures that have been created from a patriarchal
viewpoint, hierarchical and competitive, from which none but a privileged few benefit, male or
female.

What is different now from the situation in 1993 is that we are seeing signs of the possibility
of radical change – not just in poetry but in every area of contemporary life. The tumultuous
pressures arising from the struggle between the conservative and the co-operative, the
evolutionary and the ecological, don’t make comfortable viewing, but the grandmother in me
would like to think that eventually some good will come of it, out of sheer necessity if nothing
else. At a time of global environmental and economic crisis, there are, in Marianne Moore’s words,
“things that are important beyond all this fiddle”. But still poetry has something to offer – its “place
for the genuine” (Moore). Its natural myth- and image-making, clear perspective and carefully
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articulated rhythms might not be all we need at a time when society is lost, in the dark place between
one cycle and the next, but re-imagining difference is a good place to start. As Ali Smith puts it,
open-endedly, in Artful (Hamish Hamilton, 2012):

Here’s to the place where reality and the imagination meet, whose exchange, whose

dialogue, allows us not just to imagine an unreal different world but also a real different

world – to match reality with possibili

With thanks to Colette Bryce, Cynthia Fuller, Ellen Phethean, Anne Ryland, Lorna Thorpe, Jackie Wills, Anna Woodford, quoted
here, and all the other poets who responded to my queries.

Linda France’s blog is poeticabotanica.wordpress.com. Her latest collection is You are Her (Arc, 2010).
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