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 REVISIONS/REPORTS

 An Interview with Audre Lorde

 Audre Lorde and Adrienne Rich

 Audre Lorde has published seven books of poetry, most recently Coal
 (1976) and The Black Unicorn (1978), both published by W. W. Norton.
 Her Cancer Journals, a collection of prose, was published by Spinsters Ink
 in 1980. She was born in New York City, attended Hunter High School
 and Hunter College, received her degree as a librarian, and is a pro-
 fessor of English at the John Jay College of Criminal Justice in the City
 University of New York. She is now at work on a novel. This interview,
 held on August 30, 1979, was edited from three hours of tapes we made
 together. It was commissioned by Marilyn Hacker, the guest editor of
 Woman Poet: The Northeast (general editor, Elaine Dallman), where por-
 tions of it appear.

 Montague, Massachusetts

 * * *

 ADRIENNE RICH: What do you mean when you say that those two

 EDITORS' NOTE: At one point in this conversation between poets, Audre
 Lorde says, "The only way you can head people offfrom using who you are against
 you is to be honest and open first, to talk about yourself before they talk about you."
 Her thought, lived out in many of the specific events she describes in this interview,

 fuses personal insight with political and social statement. It also brings another
 perspective to ideas suggested in this issue by MyraJehlen and Martha Thompson:
 feminist answers can best be found by movement toward all points of stress and
 difficulty.

 [Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 1981, vol. 6, no. 4]
 ? 1981 by The University of Chicago. 0097-9740/81/0604-0007$01.00
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 714 Lorde and Rich

 essays-"Poems Are Not Luxuries"' and "Uses of the Erotic"2-are re-
 ally progressions?

 AUDRE LORDE: They're part of something that's not finished yet. I
 don't know what the rest of it is, but they're very clear progressions to
 me, in feeling out something that is connected also with the first piece of
 prose I ever wrote. The one thread I feel coming through over and over
 in my life is the battle to preserve my perceptions, the battle to win
 through and to keep them-pleasant or unpleasant, painful or
 whatever-

 AR: And however much they were denied.
 AL: And however much they were denied. And however painful

 some of them were. When I think of the way in which I courted punish-
 ment, the way in which I just swam into it: "If this is the only way you're
 going to deal with me, you're gonna have to deal with me this way."

 AR: You're talking about as a young child?
 AL: I'm talking about as an infant, as a very young child, over and

 over again throughout my life. I kept myself through feeling. I lived
 through it. And at such a subterranean level, I think, that I didn't know
 how to talk. I was really busy feeling out other ways of getting and giving
 information and whatever else I could, because talking wasn't where it
 was at. People were talking all around me all the time-and not either
 getting or giving much that was useful to them or to me, or that made
 sense to me at the time.

 AR: And not listening to what you tried to say, if you did speak.
 AL: When you asked how I began writing, I told you how poetry

 functioned specifically for me from the time I was very young, from
 nursery rhymes. When someone said to me, "How do you feel?" or
 "What do you think?" or asked another direct question, I would recite a
 poem, and somewhere in that poem would be the feeling, somewhere in
 it would be the piece of information. It might be a line. It might be an
 image. The poem was my response.

 AR: Like a translation into this poem that already existed, of some-
 thing you knew in a preverbal way. So the poem became your language?

 AL: Yes. I remember reading in the children's room of the library, I
 couldn't have been past the second or third grade, but I remember the
 book. It was illustrated by Arthur Rackham, a book of poems. These
 were old books, the library in Harlem used to get the oldest books, in the

 1. Audre Lorde, "Poems Are Not Luxuries," Chrysalis: A Magazine of Female Culture,
 no. 3 (1977), pp. 7-9.

 2. Audre Lorde, "Uses of the Erotic: The Erotic as Power" (paper delivered at the
 Fourth Berkshire Conference on the History of Women, Mount Holyoke College, August
 25, 1978). This piece has been published as a pamphlet by Out & Out Books, Brooklyn,
 N.Y., and in Laura Lederer, ed., Take Back the Night: Women on Pornography (New York:
 William Morrow & Co., 1980), pp. 295-301.
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 Summer 1981 715

 worst condition. Walter de la Mare's "The Listeners"-I will never forget
 that poem.

 AR: Where the traveler rides up to the door of the empty house?
 AL: That's right. He knocks at the door and nobody answers. "'Is

 there anybody there?' he said." That poem imprinted itself on me. And
 finally, he's beating down the door and nobody answers, and he has a
 feeling that there really is somebody in there. And then he turns his
 horse and he says, "'Tell them I came, and nobody answered. That I
 kept my word,' he said." I used to recite that poem to myself all the time.
 It was one of my favorites. And if you'd asked me, what is it about, I
 don't think I could have told you. But this was the first cause of my own
 writing, my need to say things I couldn't say otherwise, when I couldn't
 find other poems to serve.

 AR: You had to make your own.
 AL: There were so many complex emotions, it seemed, for which

 poems did not exist. I had to find a secret way to express my feelings. I
 used to memorize my poems. I would say them out, I didn't use to write
 them down. I had this long fund of poetry in my head. And I remember
 trying when I was in high school not to think in poems. I saw the way
 other people thought, and it was an amazement to me-step by step, not
 in bubbles up from chaos that you had to anchor with words.... I really
 do believe I learned this from my mother.

 AR: Learned what from your mother?
 AL: The important value of nonverbal communication, beneath

 language. My life depended on it. At the same time living in the world
 and using language. And I didn't want to have anything to do with the
 way she was using language. My mother had a strange way with words; if
 one didn't serve her or wasn't strong enough, she'd just make up another
 word, and then that word would enter our family language forever, and
 woe betide any of us who forgot it. But I think I got another message
 from her ... that there was a whole powerful world of nonverbal com-
 munication and contact between people that was absolutely essential and
 that was what you had to learn to decipher and use. One of the reasons I
 had so much trouble growing up was that my parents, my mother in
 particular, always expected me to know what she was feeling and what
 she expected me to do without telling me. And I thought this was natu-
 ral. But my mother would expect me to know things, whether or not she
 spoke them-

 AR: Ignorance of the law was no excuse.
 AL: That's right. It's very confusing. And eventually I learned how

 to acquire vital and protective information without words. My mother
 used to say to me, "Don't just listen like a ninny to what people say in
 their mouth." But then she'd proceed to say something that didn't feel
 right to me. You always learned from observing. You have to pick things
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 716 Lorde and Rich

 up nonverbally because people will never tell you what you're supposed
 to know. You have to get it for yourself: whatever it is that you need in
 order to survive. And if you make a mistake you get punished for it, but
 that's no big thing. You become strong by doing the things you need to
 be strong for. This is the way genuine learning takes place. That's a very
 difficult way to live, but it also has served me. It's been an asset as well as
 a liability. When I went to high school, I found out that people really
 thought in different ways, perceived, puzzled out, acquired information,
 verbally. I had such a hard time; I never studied, I literally intuited all
 my teachers. That's why it was so important to get a teacher who I liked
 or could deal with, because I never studied, I never read my assignment,
 and I would get all of this stuff, what they felt, what they knew, but I
 missed a lot of other stuff, a lot of my own original workings.

 AR: When you said you never read, you meant you never read the
 assignments, but you were reading?

 AL: Yes, I was constantly reading, but not things that were assigned.
 And if I read things that were assigned I didn't read them the way we
 were supposed to. Everything was like a poem, with different curves,
 different levels. So I always felt that the ways I took things in were
 different from the ways other people took them in. I used to practice
 trying to think.

 AR: That thing those other people presumably did. Do you re-
 member what that was like?

 AL: Yes. I had an image of trying to reach something around a
 corner, that it was just eluding me. The image was constantly vanishing
 around the corner. There was an experience I had in Mexico, when I
 moved to Cuernavaca ...

 AR: This was when you were about how old?
 AL: I was nineteen. When I went to Mexico I felt myself just open-

 ing up, walking on the street, seeing all these dark people and the sun-
 light and the heat. I was in total ecstasy. And I was also terrified. I had
 never lived that far from New York before. I had gone to Stamford to
 work in the electronics factory, but that was a little trip. From Mexico
 City, I moved to Cuernavaca and I met Eudora and I was commuting to
 Mexico City for classes. In order to get to my early class I would catch a
 six o'clock turismo in the village plaza. I would come out of my house
 before dawn. You know, there are two volcanoes, Popocatepetl and Ix-
 tacuhuatl. I thought they were clouds, the first time I saw them through
 my windows. It would be dark, and I would see the snow on top of the
 mountains, and the sun coming up. And when the sun crested, at a
 certain point, the birds would start. But because we were in the valley it
 would still look like night. But there would be the light of the snow. And
 then this incredible crescendo of birds. One morning I came over the hill
 and the green, wet smells came up. And then the birds, the sound of
 them I'd never really noticed, never heard birds before. I was walking

 Interview with Lorde
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 down the hill and I was transfixed. It was very beautiful. I hadn't been
 writing all the time I was in Mexico. And the poetry was the thing I had
 with words, that was so important. ... And on that hill, I had the first
 intimation that I could bring those two together. I could infuse words
 directly with what I was feeling. I didn't have to create the world I wrote
 about. I realized that words could tell. That there was such a thing as an
 emotional sentence. Until then, I would make these constructs and
 somewhere in there would be a nugget, like a Chinese bun, there would
 be a piece of nourishment, the thing I really needed, which I had to
 create. There on that hill, I was filled with the smell and feeling and the
 way it looked, filled with such beauty that I could not believe-I had
 always fantasized it before. I used to fantasize trees and dream forest.
 Until I got spectacles when I was four I thought trees were green clouds.
 When I read Shakespeare in high school I would get off on his gardens
 and Spanish moss and roses and trellises with beautiful women at rest
 and sun on red brick. When I was in Mexico I found out this could be a

 reality. And I learned that day on the mountain, that words can match
 that, re-create it.

 AR: Do you think that in Mexico you were seeing a reality as extraor-
 dinary and vivid and sensual as you had been fantasizing it could be?

 AL: I think so. I had always thought I had to do it in my head, make
 it up. I learned in Mexico that you can't even make it up unless it
 happens, or can happen. Where it happened first for me I don't know; I
 do remember stories my mother would tell us about Grenada in the West
 Indies, where she was born.... But that morning in Mexico I realized I
 did not have to make beauty up for the rest of my life. I remember trying
 to tell Eudora about this epiphany, and I didn't have the words for it.
 And I remember her saying, "Write a poem." When I tried to write a
 poem about the way I felt that morning, I could not do it, and all I had
 therefore was the memory that there must be a way. And that was in-
 credibly important. I know that I came back from Mexico very very
 different, and much of it had to do with what I learned from Eudora and
 the ways in which I loved her, but more than that, it was a kind of
 releasing of my work, a real releasing of myself, a connection. I think
 probably also that I'd passed a very crucial adolescent point.

 AR: Then you went back to the Lower East Side, right?
 AL: Yes, I went back to living with my friend Ruth, and I began

 trying to get ajob. I had had a year of college, but I could not function in
 those people's world. So I thought I could be a nurse. And I was having
 such a hard time getting any kind of work, I felt, well, a practical nursing
 license, and then I'll go back to Mexico-

 AR: With my trade.
 AL: Yes. But that wasn't possible either. I didn't have any money,

 and black women were not given practical nursing fellowships. I didn't
 realize it at the time, because what they said was that my eyes were too
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 718 Lorde and Rich

 bad. But the first thing I did when I came back was to write a piece of
 prose about Mexico, called "La Llorona." La Llorona is a legend in that
 part of Mexico, around Cuernavaca. You know Cuernavaca? You know
 the big barrancas? When the rains come to the mountains, the boulders
 rush through the big ravines. The sound, the first rush, would start one
 or two days before the rains came. All the rocks tumbling down from the
 mountains made a voice, and the echoes would resound and it would be
 a sound of weeping, with the waters behind it. Modesta, a woman who
 lived in the house, told me the legend of La Llorona. A woman had three
 sons and found her husband lying in another woman's bed-it's the
 Medea story-and drowned her sons in the barrancas, drowned her chil-
 dren. And every year around this time she comes back to mourn the
 deaths. I took this story and out of a combination of ways I was feeling I
 wrote a story called "La Llorona." It's a story essentially of my mother
 and me, it was as if I had picked my mother up and put her in that place,
 here is this woman who kills, who wants something, the woman who
 consumes her children, who wants too much, but wants not because she's
 evil but because she wants her own life, but by now it is so distorted.... It
 was a very strange unfinished story, but the dynamic-

 AR: It sounds like you were trying to pull those two pieces of your
 life together, your mother and what you'd learned in Mexico.

 AL: Yes. You see, I didn't deal at all with how strong my mother was
 inside of me, but she was-nor with how involved I was. But this story is
 beautiful. Pieces of it are in my head where the poetry pool is-phrases
 and so on. I had never written prose before and I've never written any
 since until just now. I published it under the name "Rey Domini" in a
 magazine....

 AR: Why did you use a pseudonym?
 AL: Because ... I don't write stories. I write poetry. So I had to put

 it under another name.

 AR: Because it was a different piece of you?
 AL: That's right. I only write poetry and here is this story. But I

 used the name "Rey Domini," which is "Audre Lorde" in Latin.
 AR: Did you really not write prose from the time of that story until a

 couple of years ago, when you wrote "Poems Are Not Luxuries"?
 AL: I couldn't. For some reason, the more poetry I wrote, the less I

 felt I could write prose. Someone would ask for a book review, or, when
 I worked at the library, for a precis about books-it wasn't that I didn't
 have the skills. I knew about sentences by that time. I knew how to
 construct a paragraph. But communicating deep feeling in linear, solid
 blocks of print felt arcane, a method beyond me.

 AR: But you'd been writing letters like wildfire, hadn't you?
 AL: Well, I didn't write letters as such. I wrote stream of conscious-

 ness and for people who were close enough to me this would serve. My
 friends gave me back the letters I wrote them from Mexico-strange,

 Interview with Lorde
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 Summer 1981 719

 those are the most formed. I remember feeling I could not focus on a
 thought long enough to have it from start to finish, but I could ponder a
 poem for days, camp out in its world.

 AR: Do you think that was because you still had this idea that
 thinking was a mysterious process that other people did and that you
 had to sort of practice? That it wasn't something you just did?

 AL: It was a very mysterious process for me. And it was one I had
 come to suspect, because I had seen so many errors committed in its
 name, and I had come not to respect it. On the other hand, I was also
 afraid of it, because there were inescapable conclusions or convictions I
 had come to about my own life, my own feelings that defied thought.
 And I wasn't going to let them go. I wasn't going to give them up. They
 were too precious to me. They were life to me. But I couldn't analyze or
 understand them, because they didn't make the kind of sense I had been
 taught to expect through understanding. There were things I knew and
 couldn't say, I couldn't talk about them, but I knew. And I couldn't
 understand them.

 AR: In the sense of being able to take them out, analyze them,
 defend them?

 AL: ... write prose about them. Right. I wrote a lot of those poems
 you first knew me by, those poems in The First Cities, way back in high
 school. If you had asked me to talk about one of those poems, I'd have
 talked in the most banal ways. All I had was the sense that I had to hold
 on to these things and that I had to air them in some way.

 AR: But they were also being transformed into language.
 AL: That's right. When I wrote something that finally had it, I

 would say it aloud and it would come alive, become real. It would start
 repeating itself and I'd know, that's struck, that's true. Like a bell.
 Something struck true. And there the words would be.

 * * *

 AR: How do you feel writing connected for you with teaching?
 AL: Adrienne, I know teaching is a survival technique. It is for me,

 and I think it is in general; and that's the only way real teaching, real
 learning, happens. Because I myself was learning something I needed,
 to continue living. And I was examining it and teaching it at the same
 time I was learning it. I was teaching it to myself aloud. And it started out
 at Tougaloo in a poetry workshop.
 AR: You were ill when you were called to go down to Tougaloo?
 AL: Yes, I felt-I had almost died.
 AR: What was going on?
 AL: Diane di Prima-that was 1967-she had started the Poets

 Press; and she said, "You know, it's time you had a book." And I said,
 "Well, who's going to print it?" I was going to put those poems away,
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 720 Lorde and Rich

 because I had found I was revising too much instead of writing new
 poems, and that's how I found out, again through experience, that
 poetry is not Play-Doh. You can't take a poem and keep re-forming it. It
 is itself, and you have to know how to cut it, and if there's something else
 you want to say, that's fine. But I was repolishing and repolishing, and
 Diane said, "You have to print these. Put 'em out." And the Poets Press
 published The First Cities. Well, I worked on that book, getting it to-
 gether, and it was going into press.... I had gotten the proofs back and I
 started repolishing again and realized, "This is going to be a book!"
 Putting myself on the line. People I don't even know are going to read
 these poems. What's going to happen? It felt very critical, and I was in an
 absolute blaze of activity, because things financially were so bad at home.
 And I went out and got ajob, I was with the two kids in the daytime and
 worked at the library at night. Jonathan used to cry every night when I
 left, and I would hear his shrieks going down this long hall to the
 elevator. I was working nights, and I'd apprenticed myself to a stained-
 glass-window maker, and I was working in my mother's office, and mak-
 ing Christmas for my friends, and I became very ill-I had overdone it. I
 was too sick to get up, and Ed answered the phone. It was Galen Williams
 from the Poetry Center asking if I'd like to go as poet in residence to
 Tougaloo, a black college in Mississippi. I'd been recommended for a
 grant. It was Ed who said, "You have to do this." My energy was at such a
 low ebb that I couldn't see how-first of all, it was very frightening to me,
 the idea of someone responding to me as a poet. This book, by the way,
 hadn't even come out yet, you understand?

 AR: And suddenly you were already being taken seriously by un-
 seen people out there.

 AL: That's right. In particular, I was asked to be public; to speak as,
 rather than to. But I felt as if I'd come back from the dead at that point,
 and so everything was up for grabs. I thought, hey, very good, let's
 see-not because I felt I could do it, I just knew it was new and different.
 I was terrified to go south. Then there were echoes of an old dream: I
 had wanted to go to Tougaloo years before. My friend Elaine and I were
 going to join the Freedom Riders in Jackson when we left California in
 1961 to return to New York, and Elaine's mother got down on her knees
 in San Francisco and begged us please not to do this, that they would kill
 us, and we didn't do it. So going to Tougaloo in Jackson was part of the
 mythic-

 AR: But it sounds as if earlier you had been more romantic about
 what going south would mean, and six years later, with two kids and
 everything that had happened in between in the south-

 AL: I was scared. I thought: "I'm going." Really, it was the first thing
 that countered the fury and pain I felt at leaving that little boy screaming
 every night. It was like-all right, if I can walk out and hear that child
 screaming in order to go down to the library and work every night, then

 Interview with Lorde

This content downloaded from 
�������������24.13.150.50 on Sun, 27 Dec 2020 21:24:16 UTC�������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 Summer 1981 721

 I'm gonna be able at least to do something that I want to find out about.
 So I went.

 AR: Were you scared at Tougaloo, in terms of teaching, meeting
 your first workshop?

 AL: Yes, but it was a nurturing atmosphere. I'd lived there for two
 weeks. I went around really gathering people, and there were eight
 students who were already writing poetry. The ways in which I was on
 the line in Tougaloo.... I began to learn about courage, I began to learn
 to talk. But this was a small group and there was a dynamic between us.
 We became very close. I learned so much from listening to people. And
 all I knew was, the only thing I had was honesty and openness. And it
 was absolutely necessary for me to declare, as terrified as I was, from the
 very get-go as soon as we were opening to each other, to say, "The father
 of my children is white." And what that meant in Tougaloo to those
 young black people then, and to deal with it, to talk about myself openly,
 to deal with their hostility, their sense of disillusionment, to come past
 that, was very hard.

 AR: It must have been particularly hard since you knew by then that
 the marriage was going nowhere. It's like having to defend something
 that was not in itself defensible.

 AL: What I was defending was something that needs defense. And
 this almost moved it out of "I'm defending Ed because I want to live with
 him." It was "I'm defending this relationship because we have a right to
 examine it and try it." So there's Audre as the northern black poet,
 making contact with these young southern black people who are not
 saying, "This is what we need you for," but were telling me by who they
 were what they needed from me. In the poem "Black Studies"3 a lot of
 that starts coming through. Tougaloo laid the foundation for that poem,
 that knowledge born five years later. My students needed my perception,
 yet my perception of their need was different from what they were
 saying. What they were saying aloud was, "We need strong black
 people"-but what they were also saying was that their ideas of what
 strong was had come from our oppressors and didn't jibe with their
 feelings at all.

 It was through poetry that we began to deal with these things-
 formally, I knew nothing. Adrienne, I had never read a book about
 poetry! Never read a book about poetry. I picked up one day a book by
 Karl Shapiro-a little thin white book. I opened it and something he said
 made sense. It was, "Poetry doesn't make Cadillacs." That was a symbol
 for all the things I was-yes. So I would talk to the students, and I was
 learning. It was the first time I'd ever talked about writing, because
 always before I'd listened-part of my being inarticulate, inscrutable,

 3. Audre Lorde, New York Head Shop and Museum (Detroit: Broadside Press, 1974), pp.
 52-56.
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 722 Lorde and Rich

 because I didn't understand in terms of verbalization, and if I did I was
 too terrified to speak anyway. But at Tougaloo we talked about poetry.
 And I got the first copies of my book there at Tougaloo. I had never
 been in this relationship with black people before. Never. There had
 been a very uneasy dialogue between me and the Harlem Writers' Guild,
 where I felt I was tolerated but never really accepted-that I was both
 crazy and queer but would grow out of it all. Johnny Clarke adopted me
 because he really loved me, and he's a kind man, you know? And he
 taught me wonderful things about Africa. And he said to me, "You are a
 poet. You are a poet. I don't understand your poetry but you are a poet,
 you are." So I would get this underlining of me. "You're not doing what
 you're supposed to do, but, yes, you can do it and we totally expect you
 to. You are a bright and shining light. You're off on a lot of wrong turns,
 women, the Village, white people, all of this, but you're young yet. You'll
 find your way." So I would get these double messages. This kind of
 underlining and rejection at the same time-it reduplicated my family,
 you see. In my family it was: "You're a Lorde, so that makes you special
 and particular above anybody else in the world. But you're not our kind
 of Lorde, so when are you going to straighten up and act right?"

 AR: And did you feel, there in the Harlem Writers' Guild, the same
 kind of unwritten laws that you had to figure out in order to do right?

 AL: Yes, I would bring poems to read at the meetings. And hoping,
 well, they're gonna tell me actually what it is they want, but they never
 could, never did.

 AR: Were there women in that group, older women?
 AL: Rosa Guy was older than I, but she was still very young. I

 remember only one other woman, Gertrude McBride. But she came in
 and out of the workshop so quickly I never knew her. For the most part
 the men were the core. My friend Jeannie and I were members but in a
 slightly different position, we were in high school, you see.

 AR: And so Tougaloo was an entirely different experience of
 working with other black writers.

 AL: When I went to Tougaloo, I didn't know what to give or where
 it was going to come from. I knew I couldn't give what regular teachers
 of poetry give, nor did I want to, because they'd never served me. I
 couldn't give what English teachers give. The only thing I had to give
 was me. And I was so involved with these young people-I really loved
 them. I knew the emotional life of each of those students because we
 would have conferences, and that became inseparable from their poetry.
 And I would talk to them in the group about their poetry in terms of
 what I knew about their lives, and that there was a real connection
 between the two that was inseparable no matter what they'd been taught
 to the contrary.

 I knew by the time I left Tougaloo that teaching was the work I
 needed to be doing, that library work-by this time I was head librarian
 at the Town School-being a librarian was not enough. It had been very

 Interview with Lorde
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 satisfying to me. And I had a kind of stature I hadn't had before in terms
 of working. But from the time I went to Tougaloo and did that work-
 shop, I knew: not only, yes, I am a poet, but also, this is the kind of work
 I'm going to do.

 Practically all the poems in Cables to Rage4 I wrote in Tougaloo. I
 was there for six weeks. I came back knowing that my relationship with
 Ed was not enough: either we were going to change it or end it. I didn't
 know how to end it, because there had never been any endings for me.
 But I had met Frances at Tougaloo, and I knew she was going to be a
 permanent person in my life. However, I didn't know how we were
 going to work it out. I'd left a piece of my heart in Tougaloo not just
 because of Frances but because of what my students there had taught
 me.

 And I came back, and my students called me and said-they were all
 of them also in the Tougaloo choir-they were coming to New York to
 sing in Carnegie Hall with Duke Ellington on April 4, and I covered it
 for the Clarion-Ledger, in Jackson, so I was there, and while we were there
 Martin Luther King was killed.

 AR: On that night?
 AL: I was with the Tougaloo choir at Carnegie Hall when he was

 killed. They were singing "What the World Needs Now Is Love." And
 they interrupted it to tell us that Martin Luther King had been killed.

 AR: What did people do?
 AL: Duke Ellington started to cry. Honeywell, the head of the choir,

 said, "The only thing we can do here is finish this as a memorial." And
 they sang again, "What the World Needs Now Is Love." The kids were
 crying. The audience was crying. And then the choir stopped. They cut
 the rest of it short. But they sang that song and it kept reverberating. It
 was more than pain. The horror, the enormity of what was happening.
 Not just the death of King, but what it meant. I have always had the
 sense of Armageddon and it was much stronger in those days, the sense
 of living on the edge of chaos. Not just personally, but on the world level.
 That we were dying, that we were killing our world-that sense had
 always been with me. That whatever I was doing, whatever we were
 doing that was creative and right, functioned to hold us from going over
 the edge. That this was the most we could do, while we constructed some
 saner future. But that we were in that kind of peril. And here it was
 reality, in fact. Some of the poems-"Equinox" is one of them-come
 from then. I knew then that I had to leave the library. And it was just
 about this time that Yolanda took my book, The First Cities,5 to Mina
 Shaughnessy6 who had been her teacher, and I think she said to Mina,

 4. Audre Lorde, Cables to Rage (London: Paul Breman, Heritage Series, 1970).
 5. Audre Lorde, The First Cities (New York: Poets Press, 1968).
 6. Mina Shaughnessy (1924-78), then director of the SEEK Writing Program at the

 City College, City University of New York.
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 "Why don't you have her teach?"-because that's the way, you know,
 Yolanda is.

 AR: But also, Mina would have listened to that.
 AL: So Yolanda came home and said, "Hey, the head of the SEEK7

 English program wants to meet you. Maybe you can get a job there."
 And I thought, I have to lay myself on the line. It's not going back south
 and being shot at, but when Mina said to me, "Teach," it was as
 threatening as that was. I felt at the time, I don't know how I'm gonna do
 it, but that's the front line for me. And I talked to Frances about this,
 because we'd had the Tougaloo experience, and I said, "If I could go to
 war, if I could pick up a gun to defend the things I believe, yes-but
 what am I gonna do in a classroom?" And Frances said, "You'll do just
 what you did at Tougaloo." And the first thing that I said to my SEEK
 students was, "I'm scared too."

 AR: I know I went in there in terror. But I went in white terror: you
 know: now you're on the line, all your racism is going to show ...

 AL: I went in in Audre terror, black terror. I thought, I have re-
 sponsibility to these students. How am I going to speak to them? How am
 I going to tell them what I want from them-literally, that kind of terror.
 I did not know how to open my mouth and be understood. And my
 commadre, Yolanda, who was also a student in the SEEK program, said, "I
 guess you're just going to have to talk to them the same way you talk to
 me because I'm one of them and you've gotten across to me." I learned
 every single thing in every classroom. Every single class I ever walked
 into was like doing it anew. Every day, every week; but that was the
 exciting thing.

 AR: Did you teach English 1-that back-to-back course where you
 could be a poet-a writing teacher-and not teach grammar, and they
 had an English instructor to teach the grammar? That was the only way I
 could have started doing it either.

 AL: I learned to teach grammar. And then I realized that we can't
 separate these two things. We have to do them together because they're
 integral. That's when I learned how important grammar is, that part of
 the understanding process is grammatical. That's how I taught myself to
 write prose. I kept learning and learning. I'd come into my class and say,
 "Guess what I found out last night. Tenses are a way of ordering the
 chaos around time." About grammar I learned that it was arbitrary, that
 it served a purpose, that it helped to form the ways we thought, that it
 could be freeing as well as restrictive. And I sensed again how as children
 we learn this, and why; it's like driving a car, once we know it we can
 choose to discard it or use it, but you can't know if it has useful or
 destructive power until you have a handle on it. It's like fear, once you

 7. "Search for Education, Elevation, and Knowledge": A prebaccalaureate program
 in compensatory education in the City University of New York in which a number of
 writer-teachers participated in the 1960s and early 1970s.
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 put your hand on it you can use it or push it away. I was saying these
 things in class and dealing with what was happening with Frances and
 me, what was going on with this insane man I lived with who wanted to
 continue pretending life could be looked at one way and lived another.
 All this, every bit of it funneling into that class. My children were just
 learning to read in school, and that was important too, because I could
 watch their processes. Then it got even heavier when I went up to
 Lehmann College and was teaching a class on racism in education,
 teaching these white students how it was, the connections between their
 lives and the fury....

 AR: You taught a course on racism for white students at Lehmann?
 AL: They were inaugurating a program in the education depart-

 ment, for these white kids going into teaching in the New York City
 schools. Lehmann used to be 99 percent white, and it was these students
 coming out of the education department who were going to teach black
 children in the city schools. So the course was called "Race and the
 Urban Situation." I had all these white students, wanting to know, "What
 are we doing? Why are our kids hating us in the classroom?" I could not
 believe that they did not know the most elementary level of interactions.
 I would say, "When a white kid says 2 + 2 = 4, you say 'right.' In the
 same class, when a black kid stands up and says 2 + 2 = 4, you pat him
 on the back, you say, 'Hey, that's wonderful.' But what message are you
 really giving? Or what happens when you walk down the street on your
 way to teach? When you walk into class? Let's playact a little." And all the
 fear and loathing of these young white college students would come
 pouring out; it had never been addressed.

 AR: They must have been mostly women, weren't they? In the edu-
 cation department?

 AL: Yes, mostly women, and they felt like unwilling sacrifices. But I
 began to feel by the end of two terms that there ought to be somebody
 white doing this. It was terribly costly emotionally. I didn't have more
 than one or two black students in my class. One of them dropped out
 saying this wasn't right for him, and I thought, wait a minute, racism
 doesn't just distort white people-what about us? What about the effects
 of white racism upon the ways black people view each other? Racism
 internalized? What about black teachers going into ghetto schools? And I
 saw there were different problems, that were just as severe, for a black
 teacher going into New York City schools after a racist, sexist education.

 AR: You mean in terms of expectations?
 AL: Not just in terms of expectations, but of self-image, in terms of

 confusion about loyalties. In terms of identifying with the oppressor.
 And I thought, who is going to start to deal with that? What do you do
 about it, Audre? This was where I wanted to use my energies. Mean-
 while, this is 1969, and I'm thinking, what is my place in all this? There
 were two black women in the class, and I tried to talk to them about us, as
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 black women, having to get together. The black organizations on the
 campuses were revving up for the spring actions. And the women said,
 you are insane, our men need us. It was a total rejection. "No, we can't
 come together as women. We're black." But I had to keep trying to
 straighten out the threads, because I knew the minute I stopped trying
 to straighten this shit out it was going to engulf me. So the only hope I
 had was to work at it, work on all the threads. My love with Frances, Ed,
 the children, teaching black students, the women.

 And in '69 came the black and Puerto Rican occupation at City
 College. I was dealing with the black students outside of class on the
 barricades, Yolanda and I would bring over soup and blankets, and see
 black women getting fucked on tables and under desks-see what went
 down in those occupied buildings. And meanwhile we'd be trying to
 speak to them as women, and all we'd hear is, "The revolution is here,
 right?" Seeing how black women were being used and abused was
 painful-putting those things together. I said, I want to teach black
 students again. I went to John Jay College and discussed a course with
 the dean on racism and the urban situation, and he said, Come teach it. I
 taught two courses, that one and another new course I introduced to the
 English department, remedial writing through creative writing. It was
 confrontation teaching.

 AR: John Jay was largely a police college, right?
 AL: It had been a police college, but I began in 1970, after open

 admissions started, and John Jay was now a four-year senior college with
 a regular enrollment as well as an enrollment of City uniformed person-
 nel. There were no black teachers in English or history. Most of our
 incoming freshmen were black or Puerto Rican. And my demeanor was
 very unthreatening.

 AR:-I've seen your demeanor at John Jay and it was not un-
 threatening, but that was a bit later-

 AL: -and also, I was a black woman. So then I came in and started

 this course and really meant business. And it was very heavily attended.
 A lot of black and white policemen registered for it. And literally, I used
 to be terrified about the guns.

 AR: They were wearing guns?
 AL: Yes. And since open admissions made college accessible to all

 high school graduates, we had cops and kids off the block in the same
 class. In 1970, the Black Panthers were being murdered in Chicago.
 Here we had black and white cops, and black and white kids off the
 block. Most of the women were young, black, together women who had
 come to college now because they'd not been able to get in before. Some
 of them were SEEK students, but not all, and this was the one chance for
 them. A lot of them were older; they were very street wise but they had
 done very little work with themselves as black women, as black people.
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 They'd done it only in relation to, against, whitey. The enemy was always
 outside. I did that course in the same way I did all the others, which was
 learning as I went along, asking the hard questions, not knowing what
 was coming next. Very good things happened in the classes. I wish I had
 recorded some of it. Like the young white cop in the class saying, "Yeah,
 but everybody needs someone to look down on, don't they?" By then I'd
 learned how to talk. In my own fashion. Things weren't all concise or
 refined, but enough of it got through to them, their own processes would
 start. I came to realize that in one term that is the most you can do.
 There are people who can give chunks of information, perhaps, but that
 was not what I was about. The learning process is something you can
 incite, literally incite, like a riot. And then, just possibly, hopefully, it
 goes home, or on.

 By that time the battle over the Black Studies Department had
 started at John Jay. And again I saw the use and abuse of women, of
 black people, saw how black studies was being used by the university in a
 really cynical fashion. A year later, I returned to the English Depart-
 ment. I had made a number of enemies. One of the attempts to discredit
 me among black students was to say I was a lesbian. Now by this time, I
 would have considered myself uncloseted, but I had never discussed my
 own poetry at John Jay, nor my sexuality. I knew, as I had always known,
 that the only way you can head people off from using who you are
 against you is to be honest and open first, to talk about yourself before
 they talk about you. It wasn't even courage. Speaking up was a protective
 mechanism for myself-like publishing "Love Poem" in MS. Magazine in
 1971 and bringing it in and putting it up on the wall of the English
 department.

 AR: I remember hearing you read "Love Poem" on the Upper West
 Side, a coffeehouse at 72d Street. It was the first time I'd heard you read
 it. And I think it was about that time, the early seventies. You read it. It
 was incredible. Like defiance. It was glorious.

 AL: That's how I was feeling. I was always feeling my back against
 the wall, because, as bad as it is now, the idea of open lesbianism in the
 black community was-I mean, we've moved miles in a very short time.
 But in the early seventies it was totally horrible. My publisher called and
 literally said he didn't understand the words of "Love Poem." He said,
 "Now what is this all about, are you supposed to be a man?" And he was a
 poet! And I said, "No, I'm loving a woman."

 AR: Well, don't tell me that your publisher had never heard of
 lesbians.

 AL: I'm sure he had, but the idea that I'd write a poem-
 AR: -That one of his poets in the Broadside Series-
 AL: That's right. And he was a sensitive man. He was a poet.
 AR: But he did print your work.
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 AL: Yes, he did. But he didn't print that poem, the first time
 around. "Love Poem" was supposed to have been in From a Land Where
 Other People Live.8

 AR: And it wasn't published in that book? You took it out?
 AL: Yes. He didn't want it. There was another-was it "American

 Cancer Society"?-that belonged in From a Land. But when you heard
 me read "Love Poem," I had already made up my mind that I wasn't
 going to be worrying any more over who knows and who doesn't know
 that I have always loved women. One thing has always kept me going-
 and it's not really courage or bravery, unless that's what courage or
 bravery is made up of-is a sense that there are so many ways in which
 I'm vulnerable and cannot help but be vulnerable, I'm not going to be
 vulnerable by putting weapons of silence in my enemies' hands. Being a
 lesbian in the black community, or even being woman-identified, is dif-
 ficult and dangerous.

 When a people share a common oppression, certain kinds of skills
 and joint defenses are developed. And if you survive you survive because
 those skills and defenses have worked. When you come into conflict over
 other existing differences, there already is an additional vulnerability to
 each other which is desperate and very deep. And that is, for example,
 what happens between black men and women, because we have certain
 weapons we have perfected together that white women and men have
 not shared. I said this to someone, and she said, very rightly, the same
 thing exists within the Jewish community between Jewish men and Jewish
 women. I think the oppression is different, therefore the need for con-
 nection is on a different level, but the same mechanism of vulnerability
 exists. When you share a common oppression you have certain addi-
 tional weapons against each other, because you've forged them in secret
 together against a common enemy. It's a fear that I'm still not free of and
 that I remember all the time when I deal with other black women: the
 fear of the excomrade.

 * * *

 AR: In "Poems Are Not Luxuries," you wrote: "The white fathers
 told us, 'I think therefore I am,' and the black mothers in each of us-the
 poets-whisper in our dreams, 'I feel therefore I can be free.'" I've
 heard it remarked that here you are simply restating the old stereotype
 of the rational white male and the emotional dark female. I believe you
 were saying something very different, but could you talk a little about
 that?

 AL: There are a couple of things. I have heard that accusation, that

 8. Audre Lorde, From a Land Where OtherPeople Live (Detroit: Broadside Press, 1973).
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 I'm contributing to the stereotype, that I'm saying the province of intel-
 ligence and rationality belongs to the white male. But that is like-if
 you're traveling a road that begins nowhere and ends nowhere, the
 ownership of that road is meaningless. If you have no land out of which
 the road comes, no place that road goes to, geographically, no goal, then
 the existence of that road is totally meaningless. So leaving rationality to
 the white man is like leaving to him a piece of that road that begins
 nowhere and ends nowhere. When I talk about the black mothers in

 each of us, the poets, I don't mean the black mothers in each of us who
 are called poets, I mean the black mother-

 AR: Who is the poet?
 AL: The black mother who is the poet in every one of us. Now when

 males, or patriarchal thinking whether it's male or female, reject that
 combination then we're truncated. Rationality is not unnecessary. It
 serves the chaos of knowledge. It serves feeling. It serves to get from
 some place to some place. If you don't honor those places then the road
 is meaningless. Too often, that's what happens with intellect and ratio-
 nality and that circular, academic, analytic thinking. But ultimately, I
 don't see feel/think as a dichotomy. I see them as a choice of ways and
 combinations.

 AR: Which we are constantly making. We don't make it once and for
 all. We constantly have to be making it, depending on where we are, over
 and over.

 AL: But I do think that we have been taught to think, to codify
 information in certain old ways, to learn, to understand in certain ways.
 The possible shapes of what has not been before exist only in that back
 place, where we keep those unnamed, untamed longings for something
 different and beyond what is now called possible, to which our analysis
 and our understanding can only build roads. But we have been taught to
 deny those fruitful areas of ourselves which exist in every human being.
 I personally believe that those black mothers exist more in women; yet
 that is the name for a humanity that men are not without. But they have
 taken a position against that piece of themselves, and it is a world posi-
 tion, a position throughout time. And I've said this to you before, Adri-
 enne, I feel that we're evolving. In terms of a species-

 AR: That women are evolving-
 AL: Yes, that the human race is evolving through women. That it's

 not by accident that there are more and more women, the-this sounds
 crazy, doesn't it-the production of women, women being born, women
 surviving.... And we've got to take that promise of new power seriously,
 or we'll make the same mistakes all over again. Unless we learn the
 lessons of the black mothers in each of us, whether we are black or
 not-I believe this exists in men also but they choose to eschew it, not to
 deal with it. Which is, as I learned, their right of choice. Hopefully this
 choice can be affected, but I don't know. I don't believe this shift from
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 conquering problems to experiencing life is a one-generational shot or a
 single investment. I believe it's a whole signature which you try to set in
 motion and have some input into. But I'm not saying that women don't
 think or analyze. Or that white does not feel. I'm saying that we must
 amalgamate the two, never close our eyes to the terror, the chaos which
 is black which is creative which is female which is dark which is rejected
 which is messy which is-

 AR: Sinister-

 AL: Sinister, smelly, erotic, confused, upsetting-
 AR: I think we have to keep using and affirming a vocabulary that

 has been used negatively and pejoratively. And I assume that's the
 statement you're making in that sentence, that you make over and over
 in your poetry. And it's nothing as simplistic as saying "black is beauti-
 ful," either.

 AL: There's nothing beautiful about a black machine. You know,
 Adrienne, when I was in high school, I was trying to get a poem about
 love published in the school magazine. The editor of the magazine was
 named Rene--she was very intelligent, very grown-up, very beautiful.
 And Renee said to me, softening her rejection of my poem, "After all,
 Audre, you don't want to be a sensualist poet." That, obviously, was
 something you're not supposed to be.

 AR: I was told, as a poet, you're not supposed to be angry, you're
 not supposed to be personal.

 AL: After I published "Uses of the Erotic," a number of women who
 read it said that this is antifeminist, that the use of the erotic as a guide
 is-

 AR: Antifeminist?

 AL: Is reducing us once again to the unseen, the unusable. That in
 writing it I am returning us to a place of total intuition without insight.

 AR: And yet, in that essay you're talking about work and power-
 about two of the most political things that exist.

 AL: Yes, but what they see is-and I address this at the very begin-
 ning: I try to say that the erotic has been used against us, even the word
 itself, so often, that we have been taught to suspect what is deepest in
 ourselves, and that is the way we learn to testify against ourselves, against
 our feelings. When we talk about racism or nationalism we can see it.
 When we're talking in terms of our lives and survival as women, we
 don't. The way you get people to testify against themselves is not con-
 stantly to have police tactics and oppressive techniques. What you do is to
 build it in, so people learn to distrust everything in themselves that has
 not been sanctioned, to reject what is most creative in themselves-to
 have them reject it to begin with, so you don't even need to stamp it out. A
 black woman devaluating another black woman's work. The black
 women buying that hot comb and putting it in my locker at the library. It
 wasn't even black men, it was black women testifying against ourselves.
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 This turning away from the erotic on the part of some of our best minds,
 our most creative and analytic women, is disturbing and destructive, and
 should be countered. Because we cannot fight old power in old power
 terms. The only way we can do it is by creating another whole structure
 that touches every aspect of our existence.

 AR: And as you were saying about courses, black studies, women's
 studies: this is not just a question of being "allowed" to have our history
 or literature or theory in the old power framework. It is every minute of
 our lives, from our dreams to getting up and brushing our teeth to when
 we go to teach-

 AL: There are different choices facing black and white women in
 life, certain specifically different pitfalls surrounding us because of our
 experiences, our color. Not only are some of the problems that face us
 dissimilar, but some of the entrapments and the weapons used to neu-
 tralize us are not the same. For instance, being used against another
 oppressed group is not something that exists for white women in the
 same way as it does for black women. It's very easy for black women to be
 used against black men, not because they're men but because they're
 black. And we have to be able to separate the oppressor's needs from our
 legitimate conflict of interests at any time. Another example, for white
 women, is the pitfall of being invited to join the oppressor in his oppress-
 ing.

 AR: The invitation to inclusion ...

 AL: Yes. The apparent invitation to power. It's not something that
 exists on a real level for black women. The closest face is tokenism, but
 that is not an invitation to power. We are never invited to join the real
 power, that's understood, simply because we are black, and that would
 mean having to accommodate visible, constant difference. White women
 can be more easily ignored, assimilated, or explained away.

 AR: I wish we could explore this more-about you and me, but also
 in general. I think it needs to be talked about, written about: the dif-
 ferences in alternatives or choices we are offered as black and white

 women. There is a danger of seeing it in an all-or-nothing way. I think
 it's a very complex thing. White women are constantly offered choices,
 or the appearance of choices. But also real choices that are undeniable.
 We don't always perceive the difference between the two.

 AL: Adrienne, in my journals I have a lot of pieces of conversations
 that I'm having with you in my head. I'll be having a conversation with
 you and I'll put it in my journal because stereotypically or symbolically
 these conversations occur in a space of black woman/white woman,
 where it's beyond Adrienne and Audre, almost as if we're two voices.

 AR: You mean the conversations you have in your head and your
 journal, or the conversations we're having on this earth?

 AL: The conversations that exist in my head that I put in the jour-
 nal. This piece, I think, is one of them-about the different pitfalls. I've
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 never forgotten the impatience in your voice that time on the
 telephone-when you said, "It's not enough to say to me that you intuit
 it." Do you remember? I will never forget that. Even at the same time
 that I understood what you meant, I felt a total wipeout of my modus,
 my way of perceiving and formulating.

 AR: Yes, but it's not a wipeout of your modus. Because I don't think
 my modus is unintuitive, right? And one of the crosses I've borne all my
 life is being told that I'm rational, logical, cool-I am not cool, and I'm
 not rational and logical in that icy sense. But there's a way in which,
 trying to translate from your experience to mine, I do need to hear
 chapter and verse from time to time. I'm afraid of it all slipping away
 into: "Ah, yes, I understand you." You remember, that telephone con-
 versation was in connection with the essay I was writing on feminism and
 racism. I was trying to say to you, don't let's let this evolve into "You
 don't understand me" or "I can't understand you" or "Yes, of course we
 understand each other because we love each other." That's bullshit. So if

 I ask for documentation, it's because I take seriously the spaces between
 us that difference has created, that racism has created. There are times

 when I simply cannot assume that I know what you know, unless you
 show me what you mean.

 AL: But I'm used to associating a request for documentation as a
 questioning of my perceptions, an attempt to devalue what I'm in the
 process of discovering.

 AR: It's not. Help me to perceive what you perceive. That's what I'm
 trying to say to you.

 AL: But documentation does not help one perceive, at best it only
 analyzes the perception. At worst, it provides a screen by which to avoid
 concentrating on the core revelation, following it down to how it feels.
 Again, knowledge and understanding. They can function in concert, but
 they don't replace each other. But I'm not rejecting your need for doc-
 umentation.

 AR: And in fact, I feel you've been giving it to me, in your poems
 always, and most recently in the long prose piece you've been writing,
 and in talks we've been having. I don't feel the absence of it now.

 AL: Don't forget I'm a librarian. I became a librarian because I
 really believed I would gain tools for ordering and analyzing informa-
 tion. I couldn't know everything in the world, but I thought I would gain
 tools for learning it. But that was of limited value. I can document the
 road to Abomey for you, and true, you might not get there without that
 information. I can respect what you're saying. But once you get there,
 only you know why, what you came for, as you search for it and perhaps
 find it.

 So at certain stages that request for documentation is a blinder, a
 questioning of my perceptions. Someone once said to me that I hadn't
 documented the goddess in Africa, the woman bond that moves
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 throughout The Black Unicorn. I had to laugh. I told her, "I'm a poet, not
 a historian. I've shared my knowledge, I hope. Now you go document it,
 if you wish."

 I don't know about you, Adrienne, but I have a difficult enough
 time making my perceptions verbal, tapping that deep place, forming
 that handle, and documentation at that point is often useless. Percep-
 tions precede analysis just as visions precede action or accomplishments.
 It's like getting a poem-

 That's the only thing I have to fight with, my whole life, preserving
 my perceptions of how things are, and later, learning to accept and
 correct both at the same time, and doing this in the face of tremendous
 opposition and cruel judgment. And I spent a long period of time ques-
 tioning my perceptions and my first interior knowledge, not dealing with
 them, being tripped by them.

 AR: Well, I think that there's another element in all this between us.
 Certainly in that particular conversation on the telephone where I said,
 you have to tell me chapter and verse. I've had great resistance to some
 of your perceptions. They can be very painful to me. Perceptions about
 what goes on between us, what goes on between black and white people,
 what goes on between black and white women. So, it's not that I can just
 accept your perceptions unblinkingly. Some of them are very hard for
 me. But I don't want to deny them. I know I can't afford to. I may have
 to take a long hard look and say, Is this something I can use? What do I
 do with this?-try to stand back and not become immersed in what you
 so forcefully are pronouncing. So there's a piece of me that wants to
 resist wholly, and a piece that wants to accept wholly, and there's some
 place in between where I have to find my own ground. What I can't
 afford is either to wipe out your perceptions, or to pretend I understand
 you when I don't. And then, if it's a question of racism-and I don't
 mean just the overt violence out there but also all the differences in our
 ways of seeing-there's always the question: How do I use this? What do
 I do about it?

 AL: "How much of this truth can I bear to see / and still live /

 unblinded? How much of this pain / can I use?"9 What holds us all back is
 being unable to ask that crucial question, that essential step deflected.
 You know the piece I wrote for The Black Scholar?10 The piece was useful,
 but limitedly so because I didn't ask some essential question. And not
 having asked myself that question, not having realized that it was a ques-
 tion, I was deflecting a lot of energy in that piece. I kept reading it over,
 thinking, this isn't quite what it should be. I thought at the time I was
 holding back because it would be totally unacceptable in The Black

 9. From "Need," in the special issue, "Third World Women: The Politics of Being
 Other," Heresies: A Feminist Publication 2, no. 4 (1979): 112-13.

 10. Audre Lorde, "Scratching the Surface: Some Notes on Barriers to Women and
 Loving," Black Scholar 9, no. 7 (1978): 31-36.
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 Scholar. That wasn't it really. I was holding back because I had not asked
 myself the question: Why is women loving women so threatening to black
 men, unless they want to assume the white male position? It was a ques-
 tion of how much I could bear, and of not realizing I could bear more
 than I thought I could at the time. It was also a question of how could I
 use that perception other than just in rage or destruction.

 AR: Speaking of rage and destruction, what do you really mean by
 the first five lines of "Power"?l1

 AL: "The difference between poetry / and rhetoric / is being / ready
 to kill yourself/ instead of your children." What was I feeling? I was very
 involved in a case-

 AR: The white policeman who shot the black child and was acquit-
 ted. We had lunch around the time you were writing that poem and you
 were full of it.

 AL: I was driving in the car, and heard the news on the radio-that
 the cop had been acquitted. I was really sickening with fury, and I
 decided to pull over and just jot some things down in my notebook to
 enable me to cross town without an accident, to continue functioning
 because I felt so sick and so enraged. And I wrote those lines down-I
 was just writing, and that poem came out without craft, that's probably
 why I was talking to you about it, because I didn't feel it was really a
 poem. I was thinking that the killer had been a student at John Jay and
 that I might have seen him in the hall, that I might see him again. What
 was retribution? What could have been done? There was one black

 woman on the jury. It could have been me. Now I am here teaching in
 John Jay College. Do I kill him? What is my effective role? Would I kill
 her in the same way-the black woman on the jury. What kind of
 strength did she, would I, have at the point of deciding to take a
 position-

 AR: Against eleven white men ...
 AL: ... That archaic fear of the total reality of a power that is not on

 your terms. There is the jury, white male power, white male structures,
 how do you take a position against them? How do you reach down into
 threatening difference without being killed or killing? How do you deal
 with things you believe, live them not as theory, not even as emotion, but
 right on the line of action and effect and change? All of those things
 were riding in on that poem. But I had no sense, no understanding at
 the time, of the connections, just that I was that woman. And that to put
 myself on the line to do what had to be done at any place and time was so
 difficult, yet absolutely crucial, and not to do so was the most awful
 death. And putting yourself on the line is like killing a piece of yourself,
 in the sense that you have to kill, end, destroy something familiar and

 11. In Audre Lorde, The Black Unicorn (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1978), pp.
 108-10.
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This content downloaded from 
�������������24.13.150.50 on Sun, 27 Dec 2020 21:24:16 UTC�������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 Summer 1981 735

 dependable, so that something new can come, in ourselves, in our world.
 And that sense of writing at the edge, out of urgency, not because you
 choose it but because you have to, that sense of survival-that's what the
 poem is out of, as well as the pain of my son's death over and over. Once
 you live any piece of your vision it opens you to a constant onslaught. Of
 necessities, of horrors, but of wonders too, of possibilities.

 AR: I was going to say, tell it on the other side.
 AL: Of wonders, absolute wonders, possibilities, like meteor show-

 ers all the time, bombardment, constant connections. And then, trying to
 separate what is useful for survival from what is distorted, destructive to
 self.

 AR: There's so much with which that has to be done-rejecting the
 distortions, keeping what we can use. Even in work created by people we
 admire intensely.

 AL: Yes, a commitment to being selectively open. I had to do that
 with my physical survival. How am I going to live with cancer and not suc-
 cumb to it in the many ways that I could? What do I have to do? And
 coming up against: There's no one to tell you even possibilities. In the
 hospital I kept thinking, let's see, there's got to be someone somewhere, a
 black lesbian feminist with cancer, how'd she handle it? Then I realized,
 hey, honey, you are it, for now. I read all of those books and then I
 realized, no one can tell me how to do it. I have to pick and choose, see
 what feels right. Determination, poetry-well that's all in the work.

 AR: I'm thinking about when you had just had the first biopsy, in
 1977, and we were both supposed to speak on a panel in Chicago. On
 "The Transformation of Silence into Language and Action." And you
 said there was no way you were going to the MLA-remember? That
 you couldn't do it, you didn't need to do it, that doing it could not mean
 anything important to you. But in fact you went out there and said what
 you said, and it was for yourself but not only for yourself.12

 AL: You said, why don't you tell them about what you've just been
 through? That's what you said. And I started saying, now that doesn't
 have anything to do with the panel. And as I said that I felt the words
 "silence." "Transformation." I hadn't spoken about this experience....
 This is silence.... Can I transform this? Is there any connection? Most of
 all, how do I share it? And that's how a setting down became clear on
 paper, as if the connections became clear in the setting down. That
 paper and "A Litany for Survival"13 came about at the same time. I had
 the feeling, probably a body sense, that life was never going to be the
 same. If not now, eventually, this was something I would have to face, if
 not cancer, then somehow, I would have to examine the terms and
 means as well as the whys of my survival-and in the face of alteration.

 12. See "The Transformation of Silence into Language and Action," Sinister Wisdom 6
 (1978): 11-15.

 13. Lorde, The Black Unicorn, p. 31.
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 So much of the work I did, I did before I knew consciously that I had
 cancer. Questions of death and dying, dealing with power and strength,
 the sense of "What am I paying for?" that I wrote about in that paper,
 were crucial to me a year later. "Uses of the Erotic" was written four
 weeks before I found out I had breast cancer, in 1978.

 AR: Again, it's like what you were saying before, about making the
 poems that didn't exist, that you needed to have exist.

 AL: The existence of that paper enabled me to pick up and go to
 Houston and California, it enabled me to start working again. I don't
 know when I'd have been able to write again, if I hadn't had those words.
 Do you realize, we've come full circle, because that is where knowing and
 understanding mesh. What understanding begins to do is to make
 knowledge available for use, and that's the urgency, that's the push,
 that's the drive. I don't know how I wrote the long prose piece I have just
 finished, but I just knew that I had to do it.

 AR: That you had to understand what you knew and also make it
 available to others?

 AL: That's right. Inseparable process now. But for me, I had to
 know I knew it first-I had to feel.

 Interview with Lorde
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