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Introduction by Jamie Hood

The other day on the train, a woman seated beside me asked what I was reading. I looked down at the book, its poor margins blasted out by a labyrinth of my scribbling. A book I’ve read many times before, I told her. Around us was silence. Nearly everyone was hunched over a screen. There seemed a great pressure inching in—to repudiate the dominion of the smartphone, to have an earnest conversation with an amiable stranger, to share with this woman the deep pleasure of a text which holds such talismanic value to me. But I found myself stumped, wordless, suddenly unable to consolidate or summarize or hype up what that meaning was.

Perhaps I might have said to her that a few times in a life, a book alights on and unmoors you at the exact right moment. If you’ve ever felt it, it’s unmistakable, a cosmic encounter, like souls meeting. The book seems to have lived inside you already; it sings to one of your hidden selves. And then of course it imprints its odd body on you, for the time that comes after. You’re a different sort of a person now—you see that, yes, there was the you you thought you’d been, or maybe were, and the one who wades through the world in the book’s wake, remade in its image(s), companioned, now, by the figures and thoughts and words that crowd it.

I can count on one hand the books that have done this to me, and I mean really done it, not just the books I’ve loved, which are legion and are dancing around me all the time. The identity of one is private, for me and me only. I suspect it harbors in it something of my future, omens both good and ill. Such visions you must keep close, or else they grow too big, they begin to blot out the horizon. Three others split me and were distant: The Golden Notebook, Journal of a Solitude, Almanac of the Dead. And then one lay over me like a fitted shroud. I read it and it was as if it had written my life or else seen through it, had discovered me on its same identical path. We were familiars.

Probably you’ve guessed that on the train I was (re)reading Kate Zambreno’s Heroines. To the inquiring woman, I suppose I muttered something about the “mad” wives of Modernism, or the tidying apparatuses of marriage and canon. Maybe I indicted the medicalizing weaponization of hysteria against troublesome, leaky women. Said aloud more fumblingly, of course. What I wish I had also said to her is that Heroines is a ruthless, messy, incandescent account of the readerly life that knows—in that peculiar, tectonic way of knowing—how a book can transform your whole world, your very way of seeing.

It’s a little banal and embarrassing to look back on the texts that change us and proclaim in front of god and everyone that “they saved me,” but sometimes a work of art sort of does save you, or somehow demonstrates that most confinements, except death, are temporary or breakable, that life usually goes on even if ongoingness seems, in that moment, utterly unthinkable. This is what I mean when I dissolve into sentimentality over the transportive capacity of art. I hope I can be forgiven my melodrama. If there’s a book that’s offered a more open embrace to the oozing emotional states of women I don’t know it. And anyway this is an introduction, not a review—I’ll cry if I want to.

Heroines landed in my life like a bomb. The first time I read it I was exiled in graduate school in the world’s worst city—Boston—and totally miserable, traumatized really, although as women we aren’t supposed to use that word any longer—trauma—much in the way we aren’t meant, as Heroines knows all too well, to be too angry, violent, horny, sad, or unhinged. God forbid suicidal, which, needless to say, is always kind of mapped beneath the feminine sign. In 2013 I was coming to the revelation that, to survive, I needed to flee my little life, to undertake a meticulous program of debridement. In the meantime I was a chaos, a woman on the verge, always—as it were—making a spectacle of myself. Stumbling through the immaculate groves of academe, I knew such a thing could not stand, for the psychic and corporeal excesses of women bleed and ripple outward, they become atmospheric disturbances in the rational order.

In form and function, Heroines is a feminist provocation, then, a discordant, sprawling, polyvocal library of such disturbances. Like all Zambreno’s work, it resists the hygienic impositions of genre or category; it is a text in process, a breathing document. Here, a fragmented diary of a marriage, one fiercely attuned to the ways intimacy is disrupted by the professionalized precarity of the academy. There, a punk biography of Zelda Fitzgerald, Jane Bowles, Vivien(ne) Eliot, Virginia Woolf. Here again, a ranging disassembly of Tom Eliot’s Waste Land and the aesthetic aftershocks of his New Criticism. Also: the journal of an unruly body, the body-in-revolt; also: an apologia for women’s rage; also: a swaggering manifesta for the chaotic sadgirl and her unclassifiable art of too-muchness. Its particulars are kaleidoscopic, but Heroines’ cardinal mode is the literary seance, a performative, ecstatic, cannibalizing resurrection of lost, dead, misapprehended, and “erased women” conducted to erect a living, radically mutable archive. I didn’t know you could enact literature the way Zambreno plays it here. I hadn’t understood it was possible to write into your own undoing. I, too, felt as if raised from the dead.

In the novel or the poem, we are told, our affective inconveniences—disproportionately affined to a broadly female malady—defang a work’s transcendent promise. Here, Eliot, in “Tradition and the Individual Talent” commanding that the artist undergo a “continual extinction of personality,” “this process of depersonalization,” so as to guide art toward the “condition of science.” There, too, Woolf, a decade after Eliot’s essay, considering that the “red light of emotion” handily renders a work “worthless scientifically.” And, Woolf weighs, women—absented from a writerly genealogy, a tradition—tend to be more prone to such flights. (What, Zambreno asks, about Woolf’s sharp disgust, then, with the Professor Xs of the world, her raging against the damnable doctors?) To his lover Louise Colet, Flaubert bemoaned the rise of the “humid element—tears, chatter, breast-feeding. Contemporary literature is drowning in women’s menses.” But who “gets to say what’s pathological?” Zambreno at one moment wonders. Who decides, yes, what counts as excessive? Who, indeed.

Coming across Flaubert’s remark again in the middle of Heroines, I think how perfectly placed it is, this smug aside, set against the book’s boastful insistence on relentlessly logging experiences of the menstrual, the masturbatory, the colitic, the endometriotic. Zambreno has never shied from abjection. The horror, she writes, is the “untidiness of it all. The threat that spills out.” Which, I feel I must confess, I’ve twice mis-typed as “the thread that spills out.” Diverted, perhaps, by a thought of weaving or the loom as a particularly female instrument of deferral, time-biding, or story-making—thinking of Arachne, Circe, Penelope, Ariadne’s ball of string, and, of course, of Philomela, whose woven tapestry, once her tongue has been dislodged from her throat, is her sole mode of narrative redress against her sister’s husband, the rapist Tereus.

For years the myth of Philomela hung over me. That tongue stump. That soundless scream. A formal revolution in testimonial utterance. At the time I first encountered Heroines I was meant to be writing a dissertation on confessional poetry and women’s projects of self-making, mainly by way of Sylvia Plath and Anne Sexton, two ‘poetesses’ you should never admire publicly if you wish to be taken seriously. (In any case I wasn’t. Taken seriously that is.) Worse, I was no longer writing. Academic life had dispossessed literature of its pleasures.

Besides this there had been a rupture. (A trauma.) Though I’d kept diaries since I was a girl, I’d lost the ability to document my own life. Words had become unreadable hieroglyphs; the discontinuous apparitions of a dead language. I went to search for any mention of Heroines in my accounts from that spring, but nearly the whole year is a blank, a galaxy of silence.

(My diaries of 2015 I myself destroyed, I recall now in a panic, thinking of Plath’s last journals, gone “missing” or else annihilated by her estranged, philandering husband, Ted Hughes. Thinking, in harmony with the mourning song of Heroines, of Viv’s “notebooks mouldering in the basement of the Bodleian,” of Scott’s interdiction against the publishing of Zelda’s journals. Destruction and suppression revealing “the danger [these women] posed.” Another lesson: safeguard your literary estate. But what of my own dangerousness? Recently I am reconstructing those years in other writing—a kind of atonement.)

I know for a fact I read Heroines then, it was March of 2013, because there is the date, carved into the top righthand corner of the book’s title page, in my handwriting, beside my name, above the dates of four subsequent readings. It’s a habit I have with all my books, imprinting my self, my time on this earth, too, on them. But I’m removed from the memory. I float above the inscription like a ghost.

(On my shoulder now is tattooed a nightingale, the form Philomela is said to have assumed. Safer a bird in flight than a woman. I feel compelled to remind you that the female nightingale is mute in nature.)

In one of those serendipitous or else uncanny connectivities—between the person you are in a particular moment, a certain circumstance, and the book that arrives on your hearth and marks you, indelibly—Heroines found me after my tongue was cut out. Though our specifics diverge, this is a book agonizingly fixated on this shape of loss, the woman evacuated, facing the possible death of her writerly self. I am reminded of Woolf’s last letter to Leonard, her sense in it, on that final day of her life, that she “can’t concentrate.” For twenty years I’ve been haunted by the total deflation of Woolf’s forfeiture in that note: “You see I can’t even write this properly.” Of Jane Bowles’s stroke, Zambreno laments that it is “Such cruel fate. For a writer to lose her words. Or for one’s words to be lost.” There, also, is Viv Eliot, planting the flag of hope in a letter: “One thinks, when this is over, I will write.” In The Bell Jar, Esther Greenwood’s “breakdown was catalyzed by a crushing creative rejection.” Her true terror, Zambreno insists, was that Esther “felt she would never write again.”

This fear is also Zambreno’s—the looming specter of speechlessness, or else speech that is mis-recognized, made mad or twisted up, a fear of words that are not really art at all. What if, she wonders, “I’m not a writer? What if I’m a depressive masquerading as a notetaker? Is this the text of an author or a madwoman?” Of course, as Hélène Cixous reminds us in “The Laugh of the Medusa,” “nearly the entire history of writing is cofounded with the history of reason,” it is, she says, “marked writing … run by a libidinal and cultural—hence political, typically masculine—economy.” It is founded not on sexual difference but opposition; thus this economy represses woman’s capacity to speak or to write, it de facto indexes women’s speech as madness, an inscrutable eruption.

While Zambreno’s later work will reckon, too, with the art of men, often solitaries (Walser, Rilke, Cornell)—or else with motherhood and childrearing, that is to say, with the family, and how it’s made assimilable in our precarious contemporary—Heroines’s zone of interest is the marital dyad, the ways both heterosexual intimacy and women’s writing are coordinated and curtailed through the loaded, inequitable sexual politics of marriage. “I,” she writes, “am the wife of … Not a writer. A wife.”

There’s a peculiar word that appears, by my count, three times in Heroines, one I for years believed to be a Zambreno original—miserabilism—though a cursory google search reveals rather straightforward definitions: it’s a “gloomy negativity,” a “philosophy of pessimism.” But Zambreno paints it in a deeper shade, giving the phrase a kind of locational quality. Miserabilism is despair borne of containment, that trapped feeling, when, in mind or body, you have nowhere else to get to. Miserabilism is partly geographic, is Akron, is Asheville, is even London, when you are a stranger to the city; but it is spatial, too, the cramped nightmare of a shitty apartment; it is a structure of feeling, the empty, wordless exhaustion following a marital row.

After an “incendiary” fight with her husband John, Zambreno is stricken: “I cannot write anything at all.” She recalls a passage from Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex, in which Beauvoir remarks on the diminishment and pathologization of female feeling, insisting that in the grip of “masculine hands logic is often a form of violence, a sly kind of tyranny.” Logic, from logos, systematized by Aristotle alongside ethos and pathos as the principle that guided “word, discourse, or reason.” Logos is the domain of men. Hamlet’s despair, Fitz’s rage, Lowell’s psychological turmoil, Hemingway’s suicide—these are, nonetheless, situated as the actions of people who preside over their own lives as objective observers, ultimately reasonable figures. Men’s experiences are diagnostic, or rather, emblematic. They concern, say, the dissolution of American masculinity, the psychic fragmentation of modern life. Plath’s oven trick is seen as petty, vengeful, and individual, not to mention cast in relation to her art as wholly teleological. I’ll never forget, in the middle of teaching her Ariel poems a decade ago, the student who demanded to know if she’d “burned her head off.” He wanted gore. In our cultural imaginary, Plath is her suicide. Men’s suffering, by contrast, is tertiary to their aesthetic achievements, but it is also representative, it is world historical.

This is because men create and control the language, which is to say they dictate the borders of intelligibility. For women, such obliterations begin at home. This is one of the more powerful correspondences made by Woolf in her 1938 essay Three Guineas—between the domination of the family by the patriarch and the rise of fascism in 20th century geopolitical life. Behind the Tyrant and the Dictator, Woolf reminds us, “lie ruined houses.” That orthodox familial existence subsists on hierarchy, suppression, and the ‘righteous’ confinement or else exile of certain kinds of bodies is, for her, precisely where the psychic life of fascism is born.

I’ve often found it funny more people don’t hear the distant bell of Woolf’s rejoinder in the sneering indictments of Plath’s scandalous nursery rhyme “Daddy.” The poem’s speaker chokes on and suffers the language of the father: “I never could talk to you. / The tongue stuck in my jaw. // It stuck in a barb wire snare. / Ich, ich, ich, ich. / I could hardly speak.” We are subjected to a violence of articulability: our throats stuffed; our tongues hacked off. There is—inside what Zambreno terms Plath’s “burlesque of trauma”—an obvious line of continuity between the confinements of women in domestic life and the phallocentric command of silence, between our so-called ‘private’ humiliations and the systemic blossoming of ideological authoritarianism, between the interpersonal mechanisms of tyrannical feeling and the theater and trauma of war, the genocides of the 20th century.

There are limits to what metaphor can achieve. And it is also true that the matter of women’s lives, our art—particularly our art understood to be embedded in the ‘personal’—is often painstakingly shorn of its political dimensions. Woolf’s despair at her life’s end may not be wholly transparent to us but we can know she lived in dread of a German occupation of London, suspecting, following the publication of Three Guineas, that she and her (Jewish) husband had been put on one of Hitler’s personalized kill lists. (She was right, as it turned out.) Plath wrote, yes, of the misogynistic debasements of her marriage to Hughes and also of the unthinkable horrors thought up in the course of the Second World War, the atom bomb, American McCarthyism. The Bell Jar opens on the execution of the Rosenbergs, for god’s sake.

So much has been snuffed out; underneath what’s allowable, our shadow selves. Perhaps, after all, Woolf was only a madwoman, a prude—Plath a fatuous Medea.

Certainly they’ll try it. We remain endlessly reducible. The “patriarch is the one who rewrites,” as Zambreno muses, writing, nevertheless, into those histories he has stifled, unearthing this women’s OBLITERATURE, invoking her demonology, her HAGiography. It’s crucial to note that, though Heroines is preoccupied by the swathed relations between men and women (“the bobbed coupling” of marriage, in Lowell’s phrase), the book itself emerged out of a lush digital ecosystem of contemporary women’s writing. It’s easy to forget now: the internet used to work for writers, and before everything was paywalled, sedimented, and streamlined, there was a kind of radical, ephemeral endlessness there, so much to sift through, to talk of, to get in comment wars over.

Heroines sprung in full armor from the head of Zambreno’s now-defunct blog, Frances Farmer Is My Sister. Hers was one melody inside the song of a murmuration: among them, Bhanu Kapil’s Was Jack Kerouac a Punjabi?, Dodie Bellamy’s belladodie, and Jackie Wang’s Ballerinas Dance with Machine Guns. Danielle Dutton, Suzanne Scanlon, and Sofia Samatar were some of Zambreno’s other first (and continuing) interlocutors. Drowned out by the death rattle of twitter and spied through exploding mushroom clouds of proliferating Substacks, the blogosphere of the late aughts seems kind of unimaginable today—the radical freedom and volatility that presided over the early years of the digital literary scene. Now the internet’s unpredictability mainly means wondering how long before another lit mag shutters.

But a lot of women and other institutionally-marginalized authors found, in the early days of internet writing, sudden, provocative apertures in the previously-shut doors of publishing, small footpaths inward. A lot of fantastic books were born of that era, Heroines among its most memorable (and controversial). Its publication marked a radical shift in Zambreno’s form. Before it came two fictions, O Fallen Angel—the “slim, nervous novella” that surfaces here in an unpleasant encounter with a braggadocious former lover—and Green Girl, her fizzing homage to the existential crises of the female bildung. With Heroines, Zambreno reinvented her writing self as a kind of literary flaneuse, a restless (“masturbatory”) readerly-I, someone who, despite her admitted lack of professional training, could waltz between the autobiographical and the critical with astonishing ease. Henceforth, she oriented nearer the fragmentary, the conversational, the gossipy, the bibliographic—increasingly, her work has become sort of flabbergastingly intertextual, an expansive and intellectually electric cacophony of writerly voices.

You see I’ve gone on too long. In trying to solve my stumbling encounter with the woman on the train, I’ve fallen into a kind of logorrhea, and still, there’s so much left to say. I feel I must point out this reissue comes at an urgent cultural moment. I don’t wish to give much space or time to the haters, but I think, in some of the viciousness slung at Heroines on its first publication, we were witness to the seeds of our current era’s anti-feminist repudiations of women’s personal writing, its broader disavowals of confessional art (or art having to do with what is now dismissed out of hand as the detritus of ‘identity’), and recent, increasingly mainstream and consolidated dismissals of “the” trauma plot. Anytime a woman documents the indignities of withstanding a misogynistic world, there are a dozen benchwarmers at the ready to charge her with wallowing, with perpetuating a cycle or psychology of victimhood, with the cynical glamorization of her own suffering. In short, of making a scene. Of being pathetic. Haven’t we gone far enough? Why can’t we just shut the fuck up? It’s all more silencing.

There’s a call to arms on the penultimate page of the book that has stuck with me these ten years. Zambreno describes a newfound ritual she undertakes before writing: “I put on my new 4-inch platforms and stand in front of my full-length mirror … I intone to myself: You’re a fucking genius.” It is imperative that you “fight against your own disappearance,” she continues, you must “refuse to self-immolate.” In the time of my unfurling these words came to me, a kind of annunciation. Thank god.
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