Soapstone: Celebrating Women Writers / Grants

Before we started this program formally we provided funding for two events:
A Memorial Reading for Adrienne Rich, organized by Katharine Salzmann, was held
at the Unitarian Church in May of 2012. Beautiful banners of some of Rich’s poems
graced the room along with flowers. Several hundred came for the program in which
people who knew Rich were invited to read a poem of hers and talk about her. An
open-mic followed for audience members to read their favorite Rich poem.
A Birthday Party on What Would Have Been Grace Paley’s 90 Birthday, organized
by Judith Arcana was held at the Clinton Street Theatre December 11, 2012. A
documentary film of Grace’s life was shown, invited presenters read from her prose,
poetry and nonfiction, and a birthday cake was enjoyed by a packed audience.
th

It was these events, in part, that propelled us along the path we are now on, supporting
independent events and study groups that celebrate women writers. All events are
offered free of charge. A small fee is charged for the study groups. Since the grant
program was announced and proposals solicited, we have funded the following.
Study Groups
Reading Jane Austen
Study group leader: Annie Lighthart
Four sessions fall 2016, from 10:00 to 1:00
TaborSpace
“Perhaps we shouldn’t find Jane Austen’s novels as fascinating as we do: people from
another era sit quietly and talk. They politely drink tea. Characters take uneventful
walks to neighboring towns. Yet the tensions, passions, and histories in that world of
small gestures make the novels of Austen complex, astute, and, in a word, irresistible.
This study group will look at four of Austen’s enduring novels: Sense and Sensibility,
Pride and Prejudice, Emma, and Persuasion.
“We’ll consider the questions Austen’s work raises, especially her recurring and timely
inquiry into whether the heart and mind stand a chance in a world dominated by status
and money. Participants are asked to read one novel per session and join in a relaxed
and friendly discussion. Since Austen’s characters valued good conversation over tea or
a meal, we will too: please feel free to bring your lunch or pick up a cup of tea at the
TaborSpace café.
Whether you are new to Austen’s work or a long-time fan, a reader looking to immerse
herself in another world or a writer hoping to gain new insights from a past master, this
study group welcomes you.”
Annie Lighthart is a writer, teacher, and the author of the poetry collection Iron String.
Her work has been read by Garrison Keillor on The Writer’s Almanac and chosen by
Naomi Shihab Nye to be placed in Ireland’s Galway University Hospitals as part of

their Poems for Patience project. She has taught at Boston College, with Portland’s
Mountain Writers, and with community groups of all ages.
Reading Leslie Marmon Silko
Study group leader: Janice Gould
The weekend of November 4-6, 2016
Friends Meeting House
We’ll focus on Leslie Marmon Silko’s novel Ceremony, supplemented by her book of
essays, Yellow Woman and a Beauty of the Spirit. Contemporary Native American
written literature is often beholden to tribal oral traditions. Silko’s masterpiece,
Ceremony, is a case in point. Drawing on stories and concepts from both Pueblo and
Navajo sources, and using the modernist device of the novel, Silko crafts a complex tale
about the power and endurance of ceremony. We will explore this novel’s themes and
structure. Is Ceremony a novel about identity? Is it an anti-war novel? Is it an
ecological argument, a plea for the environment? Is Ceremony still a relevant piece of
fiction? Silko’s first book of essays, Yellow Woman and a Beauty of the Spirit provides
us with some details about Silko’s life and helps us understand some of her thoughts
as a writer, and as a mixed-blood woman of Native American (Laguna Pueblo)
descent.
Janice Gould is a poet and writer of Native American (Koyoonk'auwi) descent: “Silko
was one of the first Native American authors I read, after reading N. Scott Momaday’s
Pulitizer Prize-winning novel, House Made of Dawn. Silko’s short stories were familiar
and approachable, contemporaneous. With humor and pathos, she draws a picture of
Native American village life—of extended families, day-to-day work and activities, the
importance of the natural world, and the presence of the oral tradition—stories and
gossip, songs and prayers. While I grew up in California and not in New Mexico, I
could still appreciate Silko’s sense of connection to place, and especially to the arid,
rural landscape of her homeland. Silko’s novel Ceremony spoke to me powerfully; I
read it while my mother was dying of cancer. It seemed to express the feelings of
anomie, loss, and disorientation I felt during that time as I cared for my mother, and
yet the message of love and connection permeated the novel too, and gave me solace.
For this, and for other reasons, I have always loved this work.”
Sappho and her Sisters: Greek and Roman Women Poets
Study group Leader: Paul Merchant
Three Saturdays in June, 2016 from 9:30 to 2:30
TaborSpace
The Greek poet Sappho and the Roman poet Sulpicia are the only women poets of the
classical period whose work survives in any appreciable quantity. (A small handful of
others are known to us in even more fragmentary form.) Sappho and Sulpicia are
interesting to compare, since they are both writers of startling inventiveness and vivid
personality. They are also, for modern readers and writers, valuable reminders of a lost
world of women's writing that now has to be reimagined, and in their different ways
can be an inspiration for courage and honesty in our own writing lives.
Fro m P aul Merchant’s pro po sal: My original degree at Cambridge was in Classics, and
my main interest was in poetry, so I've been a devotee of Sappho's poetry for more than
fifty years. I've also translated a good deal of Catullus, and have always wondered

whether his friend Clodia, whom he called Lesbia, was a poet. More recently I've been
translating Horace, who must surely have known the only Roman woman poet whose
work survives, Sulpicia. I enjoy the thought of comparing two women poets, Sappho
and Sulpicia, who are both so daring and outspoken.
Reading the Poetry of Maxine Kumin
Study group leaders: Andrea Hollander and Judith Barrington
Four Saturdays in January of 2016, from 10 to 1
TaborSpace
Maxine Kumin (1925 - 2014) is one of the great poets of our time. Winner of the
Pulitzer and Ruth Lilly Poetry Prizes among many others, and Poet Laureate of the
United States, she produced a large body of work which was very important to Andrea
Hollander and Judith Barrington, both of whom also knew her personally.
Fro m Judith and Andrea’s pro po sal: “Each session will focus on a few poems, all of
which can be found in Where I Liv e: New and Selected P o ems. You will be expected to
read the poems ahead of time and participate in discussion about them. It will be a
relaxed atmosphere, with participants encouraged to bring their lunch, to make it easier
to fit in on a Saturday. The study group welcomes both readers and writers, those who
already know Kumin’s work well, those who would like to become better acquainted
with it, and those for whom the study group will be an introduction to her work.”
Reading the Poetry of Sylvia Plath
Study group leader: Kate Gray
Four sessions: October, 2015 to February, 2016, from 6:30 to 8
Friends Meeting House
This study group began on Plath’s birthday and ended on the date of her death. The
group read and discussed the 25 poems from Ariel that Plath wrote in the last four
months of her life, the same four-month span of the study group.
Fro m Kate Gray’s pro po sal: “Since I was 16 years old, I’ve explored the work of Sylvia
Plath. When Letters Home was published, my mother dropped a copy on my desk and
told me to read the letter written when Plath attended my aunt’s debutante party at
my grandparents’ home. Plath and my aunt were dorm-mates at Smith College. For
me, Plath is personal. In the past 15 years I have attended conferences on Plath, written
drafts of a novel about her, put on the white gloves and touched drafts of “Daddy”
and the calendar she used the last year of her life and more. I’ve met her roommate at
Haven House and the last person to see her alive. I’m currently in the thick of writing
the novel with her as one of the point-of-view characters. My contention is that the
media image of Plath is way too narrow and sensationalized, and I hope that through
the study of her, we can experience her joy and brilliance, her growing pains as a young
woman, and her drive.”
Events
Women Writers in Discussion: a Quarterly Series
Organizer and moderator: Elisa Saphier

Another Read Through Bookstore, Portland
Soapstone has funded the first two in this series.
Saturday April 16, from 1:30-3, a discussion with Ellen Urbani, Rene Denfeld, and
Karen Karbo about "flawed" women characters, and finding strength in both adversity
and imperfection.
Saturday June 25, from 1:30-3, a discusiion with Liz Prato, Margaret Malone, and
Monica Drake focusing on "unlikeable" female characters and publishers', reviewers',
and readers' reactions to them.
Queen of the Night An Evening with Shirley Jackson
Organized by Karen Munro
October 28, 2015, 6 to 8
Glyph Café and Art Space, Portland
This free public reading celebrated the work of Shirley Jackson, who wrote the classic
short story "The Lottery" as well as several novels and many short stories from the
1940s through the 1960s. Jackson was known both for her uncanny and chilling fiction,
as well as her humorous family memoirs. The event celebrated her at a moment when
she is receiving renewed interest and reputation, with a new posthumous collection out
in 2015 and a new biography in 2016.
Readers Leni Zumas, Lara Messersmith-Glavin, and Jemiah Jefferson read three of
Jackson's short stories for a full house audience. Zumas read "The Beautiful Stranger,"
Messersmith-Glavin read "The Witch," and Jefferson read "The Lottery." Colleen Burner,
co-publisher of Shirley literary magazine (http://www.shirleymag.com/) provided
raffle prizes including chapbooks of some of the magazine's stories. Design work for
promotional materials was by Amanda Morgan. The evening finished with a mock
"stoning," with audience members tossing balled tissue paper "stones" at raffle prize
winners on the stage.
Fro m Karen Munro ’s ev aluatio n: “We promoted the evening primarily via a Facebook
Event, to which 160 Facebook users were invited. (Public events allow invitees to invite
their own friends.) We also sent an event description and the Facebook URL to
Portland's literary calendars, including Swamp Lit and The Rumpus's "Notable
Portland" feature. We shared free listings with the free weekly websites, although this
wasn't as effective as we had hoped.
We posted regularly to the Facebook Event page in order to keep it showing up in
people's feeds, and generally noticed an increase in "likes" and "going" responses after
each post. We would recommend that future events also use Facebook, and try to
target "influencer" people in the Portland literary community who can help spread the
word.”
International Women’s Day Feminist Poetry Readings

Starting in 2015, Soapstone has sponsored a reading by women of both their own work
and the work of feminist poets from the past. The Soapstone Board appoints an
organizer and she is given a budget and asked to design and organize the event.
International Women’s Day 2015 / “Of Course I’m a Feminist!”
Organized and introduced by Ellen Goldberg
On March 8, 2015, 6 to 8
TaborSpace
A standing room only crowd, approximately 120 women and men, came to hear 18
women each read a poem of her own. The readers were chosen by Ellen after a call for
anonymous submissions. Ellen gave a wonderful introduction which included excerpts
from many important poems from the past forty years with a slide show of photos of
feminist poets, present and past. Cookies in the shape of the Women’s Liberation
symbol were served during the intermission (and books from the readers were sold).
The event ended with a surprise singing of Bread and Roses (lyrics supplied to the
audience in the program) led by Izetta Smith. Readers were: Judith Arcana, Elise
Kuechle, Brittney Corrigan, Carlyn Syvanen, Penelope Schott, Pam Crow, Francis Payne
Adler, Marilyn Stablein, Ila Suzanne Gray, Linda Ferguson, Gail Barker, Tricia Knoll,
Carter McKenzie, Andrea Hollander, Emily Carr, Shawn Aveningo, and Sharon Wood
Wortman. Judith Barrington read at Ellen’s request.
Fro m the pro gram: “Feminist poetry readings have a long history in Portland going back
to the mid-seventies at the YWCA. They were mobbed and thrumming with energy—
we were all hungry for the new poetry about our lives, our “wild impatience,” our
secrets. Poetry nurtured and inspired us, prodded and affirmed us. It was a central
part of the Second Wave. Audre Lorde, Adrienne Rich, Judy Grahn and the brave new
voices who stood in front of us and read—all their work was crucial to each of us
personally, and in significant ways, it was the heart of the movement. Ellen Goldberg
has been writing and reading her poems and supporting women writers since those
heady days. She has organized this reading to launch Soapstone’s new program of
grants celebrating women writers.”
International Women’s Day 2016
Organized and introduced by Brittney Corrigan McElroy
March 6, 2016, 3 to 5
Concordia University in the George R. White Library
Brittney handpicked a diverse group of six poets to read: Leanne Grabel, Kate Gray,
Brandi Katherine Herrera, Kaia Sand, Annie Lighthart, Wendy Willis, each of whom
read a poem by a “foremother” and their own work. Light refreshments. Co-sponsored
by Concordia University.

