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  "Just one of / the girls:-- / normal in the extreme": Experimentalists-To-Be Starting Out in the 1960s 
 
  Lynn Keller 
 
  The poets whose early careers I will be considering here, Kathleen Fraser, Fanny Howe, and Rosmarie Waldrop, belong to what I will call an in-between generation. That is, they were born too late to be published in Donald Allen's New American Poetry or to be identified directly with the anthology wars and too early to be part of the generation of Language Writers. The poets associated with the anthology wars--the generation that comes immediately to mind when we think of American poetry in the sixties--were generally born in the late 1920s. Those associated with Language writing were born in the late 1940s and early 1950s. The New American generation came of age during wwii, the Language generation, during the war in Vietnam. In between, there is a nearly invisible generation--which we might link to that nearly invisible war, in Korea--a generation that seems to have frustrated America's fondness for identity labels and marketing categories. This characterization is less accurate for the generation's African American members, a number of whom came to be identified with the Black Arts movement.1 But white poets of this generation, which would include, for example, David Antin, Beverly Dahlen, Judy Grahn, Susan Howe, Ronald Johnson, Robert Kelly, [End Page 47] Alice Notley, Mary Oliver, Robert Pinsky, Mark Strand, James Tate, John Wieners, and Charles Wright, generally remained outside or on the borders of recognized artistic movements. The three poets I will discuss, all of whom are noted experimentalists now, were born between 1935 and 1940, and they all began publishing in the 1960s.
 That these poets are women lends an additional betweenness to their historical situation: a betweenness in relation to American feminism. They began their careers after the deadly gender oppressions of the 1950s had been exposed, but before the full flowering of the women's movement in the seventies. They had Betty Friedan and Simone de Beauvoir to read, and consciousness-raising groups were certainly flourishing, but women's liberation was in its early stages in the sixties. When conjuring that decade, we tend to think of social and sexual liberation, alternative lifestyles, countercultural values, and tumultuous political activism. We think of an era of transformation and extremism, making it easy to overlook the strong thread of fifties conformity extending into the period as well. For women, the ideals of fifties normality were still powerfully present, and those who were middle-class, white, and heterosexual--that is, those fitting the hegemonic norm in some fundamental ways--may have been particularly susceptible to those constraints. That Fraser, Howe, and Waldrop were establishing adult lives at this particular moment in women's history may account for some biographical commonalities: all three were married by the early sixties, and in short order, two of them had children. I will be suggesting that for all three, but particularly for Fraser and Howe, their investments in certain female roles still strongly associated with heterosexual partnership in the 1960s had a significant impact on their aesthetics in that decade.
 The phrase from a poem by Fanny Howe that I have taken as my title serves partly as a reminder of the limits of women's liberation in the period. The lines "just one of / the girls:-- / normal in the extreme," however ironic they may be, nonetheless acknowledge the pressures still on women of the sixties to accept the diminished status, the formulaic identity of "one of the girls." At the same time, the lines oxymoronically suggest some key tensions: If we read "normal in the extreme" as normal to an extreme degree, we are led to consider the strong countercultural forces of abnormality that would require the exertion of an "extreme" normalcy. Or if the phrase suggests normal within the context of the extreme, we have to wonder...
 
			

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
      
      
        [image: pdf]
      

      

			
			
			
						
			
				
					collapse
				
				
					
					You are not currently authenticated.
									
					If you would like to authenticate using a different subscribed institution or have your own login and password to Project MUSE

					Authenticate
				

			

			
			
			
    	

    	
    	




	
		

		

		

			
				
				Purchase/rental options available:
					[image: Rent from DeepDyve] Rent from
							DeepDyve


				
			


		
		

		

		
    
    
	  Share


    
               
      
  		
  		
  		  

  		
    

		
    
		

		
			
			
		

    


	





    	
    	
    	
    	
    	



    	
    	
	
		
			Additional Information

		

				
							
			
				
					ISSN
				

				
					1527-1986
				

			

			
			
			
				
					Print ISSN
				

				
					1040-7391
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
            
			
			
			
				
					Pages
				

				
					pp. 47-69
				

			

									
			
			
				
					Launched on MUSE
				

				
					2001-06-01
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
				
					Open Access
				

				
					
					No
					
				

			

			
			
			
				
				
					
						Archive Status
					

					
						Archived 2004
					

				

				
			
			
		

	

	
		
		

		

	






		
			
				
					
						Project MUSE Mission

						Project MUSE promotes the creation and dissemination of essential humanities and social science resources through collaboration with libraries, publishers, and scholars worldwide. Forged from a partnership between a university press and a library, Project MUSE is a trusted part of the academic and scholarly community it serves.

					

					
						[image: MUSE logo]
					

				

			

			
			
				
					
						
							
								About

									MUSE Story
	Publishers
	Discovery Partners
	Journal Subscribers
	Book Customers
	Conferences


							
							
								What's on Muse

									Open Access
	Journals
	Books
	The Complete Prose of T. S. Eliot
	MUSE in Focus


							
							

						

						
						  
								Resources

									News & Announcements
	Email Sign-Up
	Promotional Materials
	Presentations
	Get Alerts


							
							
								Information For

									Publishers
	Librarians
	Individuals
	Instructors


							
							

						

					

					
						
							
								Contact

									Contact Us
	Help


									
											[image: Facebook]
	[image: Linkedin]
	[image: Twitter]


									


							
							
								Policy & Terms

									Accessibility
	Privacy Policy
	Terms of Use


							
							

						

						
							
								2715 North Charles Street
Baltimore, Maryland, USA 21218

								+1 (410) 516-6989

								muse@jh.edu

								©2024 Project MUSE. Produced by Johns Hopkins University Press in collaboration with The Sheridan Libraries.

							

							
								Now and Always, 
The Trusted Content Your Research Requires

								
								
								[image: Project MUSE logo]
								
								[image: Project MUSE logo]

								Now and Always, The Trusted Content Your Research Requires

								Built on the Johns Hopkins University Campus

							

							

						

					

					

				

			

			
				Built on the Johns Hopkins University Campus
		
				©2024 Project MUSE. Produced by Johns Hopkins University Press in collaboration with The Sheridan Libraries.
			
			
		
		

		
		
		
		
		
			Back To Top
		

		
		
		
		  
		
		
		
			
				This website uses cookies to ensure you get the best experience on our website. Without cookies your experience may not be seamless.

				
				
				
				
				
				  Accept
				

				

			

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	