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The Historical Denial of Lesbianism

Blanche Wiesen Cook

Miss Marks and Miss Woolley by Anna Mary Wells, New York: Houghton
Mifflin, 1978.

The historical denial of lesbianism accompanies the persistent
refusal to acknowledge the variety and intensity of women'’s emo-
tional and erotic experiences. That denial involves the notion so
prevalent in 19th century medical textbooks that physical love be-
tween women was experimental masturbation, studious preparation
for marriage. It involves the notion that women without men are lone-
ly asexual spinsters and that erotic and sexual pleasure without male
penetration is not erotic or sexual pleasure.

Old fantasies die hard; and heterosexist definitions denying the
reality, the diversity, the vast range of perfectly pleasurable relations
between women continue to prevail. Elsewhere 1 have written about
the cost to women of this mandated societal ignorance.* Crude and
dehumanizaing stereotypes about lesbians not only persist, they are
now being exploited by reactionaries as a key weapon in their organiz-
ing campaigns. These stereotypes result from the fact that women's
friendships have been obscured and trivialized, “not merely unsung,”
as Vera Brittain once wrote, “but mocked, belittled and falsely inter-
preted.”? ' ;

Thus companionate women who have lived together all their
adult lives have been branded, on no evidence whatsoever, “lonely
spinsters.” Jane Addams, for example, lived with Mary Rozet Smith
for 40 years. They loved each other, slept in the same room and in the
same bed. Yet Jane Addams’ biographers insist that “Life. . . forever
eluded her.” She was, after all, a lonely asexual spinster. Our pre-
judices are such that it has been considered “gentlemanly” to label a
woman lonely and lifeless, rather than lesbian. Denied information
about the many lesbians whose lives were not only moral and or-
dinary but admired and exemplary, bigots have been able to perpetu-
ate the myth of lesbianism as deviance, sickness and criminality.

In literature as well as politics the lesbianism of distinguished
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women has been denied, and when not deniable utterly trivialized.
Only recently Leon Edel in the New York Times attempted to squirm
away from Virginia Woolf's lesbian friendships so clearly presented in
her own words. In a review of the fourth volume of Virginia Woolf’s
letters Edel quoted Virginia's sister Vanessa Bell: “But do you really
like going to bed with women?—and how do you do it?” Then Edel
quoted Virginia Woolf’s answer: “Women alone stir my imagination.”
But Edel could hardly bear it: “This can only be a thought of the mo-
ment,” he insisted. Any reader less circumscribed by the limitations of
male need and heterosexist imaginings will lose count of the many
moments throughout Virginia Woolf's letters devoted to the women
she loved—notably Violet Dickinson, Vita Sackville-West, and Dame
Ethel Smyth.?

Miss Marks and Miss Woolley is one of the more interesting ex-
amples of the historical denial of lesbianism. Despite all its flaws it
reintroduces two fascinating and formidable women, far too long ig-
nored. Jeannette Marks and Mary Woolley were independent and
virgorous women. Learned and caring, they were poltically engaged
and professionally successful. Among the first generation of academic
women, they were associated with Wellesley and Mt. Holyoke, with
literature, and with movements for international peace, women's suf-
frage, and the Equal Rights Amendment. Surrounded by friends, the
women with whom they studied and worked, Marks and Woolley of-
fered each other deep affection, keen and helpful criticism, and the
kind of nurturing love that freed them from stifling and petty
obstacles, :

During their 47-year-long relationship, Mary Woolley—presi-
dent of Mt. Holyoke—seemed to outsiders to dominate the environ-
ment. She was the public figure, older, more professionally secure.
Jeannette Marks was 12 years younger; and when they vowed
“lifelong fidelity” to each other in 1900 Woolley had just been ap-
pointed to the presidency, while Marks had still not finished her
graduate work at Wellesley. As concerned for her own work as Presi-
dent Woolley was for hers, Jeannette Marks not only feared that she
might be eclipsed by the public demands of Woolley’s position, but
that the public attitude toward her role in Mary Woolley's life might
be harmful to Woolley, and their relationship. There were crises.
There were storms. There was time apart; time to grow, alone and
separated as well as together in public and quiet.

In 1905, during a particularly strained period, that included the
death of Mary Woolley's beloved mother, Jeannette Marks wrote: “If I
say I will come next summer, will you take care of me and help give
me a chance to do the work I long to do? . . .If I give all to you and
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give up the idea that I must protect myself from you, will you rea]Iy
care for my work as well as loving me?” (93)

Above all, Jeannette Marks sought confirmation that neither
woman would ever be reduced to dependency or servility. She wrote
Woolley about her need to believe in Woolley’s regard for her work.
“I would not take a kingdom for the proof at the dinner table as well
as in the quiet of our bedroom that you depend on me; there is no gift
equal to the dignity that you can confer on me in that way.”

This is one of innumerable letters and notes Marks and Woolley
wrote to each other daily. Theirs is a very well documented life. Yet
Anna Mary Wells' tone throughout this book denies and diminishes
their life together. The above letter, for example, is clearly an expres-
sion of Marks’ need not to be consumed by the public demands of her
lover’s position, and not to have her own work belittled. But the letter
is oddly edited, and Wells concludes that Marks was “on the verge of
an emotional breakdown” because it is so “full of self-pity and making
violently ambivalent demands.” (92-93) The sentence Wells omits
would have told us so much: "I cannot be happy away from you, yet
supposing I should be worthless because I have given in to you. . . .”
(quoted later, and in an entirely different context, p. 252)

Much of the relationship Marks and Woolley created together
was devoted to nurturing and protecting each other’s autonomy and
individuality. It was the kind of relationship strong, creative women
who love each other require. Despite Wells’ reference to Marks as an
“appendage,” it is clear from the passionate intensity of their letters
that until Mary Woolley’s death in 1947, both women specifically
avoided the perils of an arrangement wherein one partner might fall
into the shadowy abyss of the role of "wife” or factor. Jeannette
Marks and Mary Woolley led full and inspiring lives. And they
deserve a full and inspiring book. Miss Marks and Miss Woolley is not
that book. It is more an academic history of women's colleges, Mt.
Holyoke in particular. Wells gives us a full account of their academic
careers; an interesting survey of the barriers first Woolley and then
Marks, who was Woolley's student at Wellesley, overcame with such
gusto; and a running river of the kind of gossip that seems of more
concern to Wells than to Marks and Woolley and their friends. It is an
on-campus account, with several forays abroad on behalf of interna-
tional peace. About Jeannette Marks* socialist and feminist contribu-
tions to Woolley’s vision we learn little, except that Wells thought
Marks impolitic, if not cheeky. Actually Wells seems not to under-
stand the full significance, either emotional or political, of these
women'’s lives.

Ultimately the author is incapable of telling us very much about
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her subjects because she is appalled by them. Yet Wells was the first to
use the Woolley-Marks papers and this book serves to give us some
sense of the vast work women’s biographers have now to do. For the
fact that Anna Mary Wells saved this valuable correspondence from
total obscurity, we will always be grateful. Committed to reclaiming
the pioneering president of Mt. Holyoke from oblivion, Wells
acknowledged that Woolley's friendship with Marks was important to
her life, to her career. However Wells defined that friendship, she
recognized its significance, despite her initial reaction recorded in the
preface:

The first few that I read were ardent love letters expressed in terms
that shocked and embarrassed me. My immediate impulse was to
abandon my plans for the book. . . . I had supposed myself to be
open-minded and tolerant about sexual deviation, but it now ap-
peared that I was not so at all when it occurred in women I admired
and respected. (ix)

“Admired and respected.” They were after all beloved lady pro-
fessors who wore pearls and occasionally long dresses with plunging
necklines. Yet, a victim of out dominant cultural perversity, Wells can
only conclude that they were asexual spinsters. On the other hand,
since Marks and Woolley were clearly not asexual spinsters, and all
their letters proved that, Mt. Holyoke’s former president David
Truman decided to close the collection until 1999 and to hide the fact
that Mt. Holyoke posessed the letters. Regardless of Wells' initial
upset, and to her everlasting credit, she appealed for continued access
to the material, and to the right to use her notes—temporarily
denied—and contacted archivists and historians for support. I was
then part of an American Historical Association committee that pro-
tested this attempt at pre-publication censorship. Following appeals
from many archivists and historians the decision was reversed. Except
for a “"packet” of letters of unknown content and size, still closed until
1999, the correspondence is now available to scholars.

There is much to do in that collection. The entire political dimen-
sion of their lives, the nature of their socialism, feminism, and interna-
tionalism remains unexplored. Then, since Wells denies the possibility
of sexuality in women, she inevitably diminishes the quality of their
life together. "I was,” Wells explains, “careful to avoid the use of the
words ‘lesbian” or 'homosexual’, since both seem to me imprecise as
well as pejorative.” Wells even asserts that “there is substantial doubt
that Sappho herself was Lesbian.” She concludes: “My own opinion,
for what it is worth, is that. . . they voluntarily renounced all
physical contact. . ..” (xxi) Wells, alas, seriously expects us to
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believe that two women who lived together for almost 50 years never
hugged, never kissed, never warmed each others’ bodies on a cold
South Hadley night.

Even if they did renounce all physical contact we can still argue
that they were lesbians: they chose each other, and they loved each
other. Women who love women, who choose women to nurture and
support and to form a living environment in which to work creatively
and independently are lesbians. Genital “proofs” to confirm les-
bianism are never required to confirm the heterosexuality of men and
women who live together for 20, or 50, years. Such proofs are not
demanded even when discussing ephemeral love relations between
adult women and men.

We know, for example, that General Eisenhower and his friend
Kay Summersby were passionately involved with each other. They
looked ardently into each others’ eyes. They held hands. They
cantered swiftly across England’s countryside. They played golf and
bridge and laughed. They were inseparable. But they never “consum-
mated” their love in the acceptable, traditional, sexual manner. Now

does that fact render Kay Summersby and Dwight David Eisenhower

somehow less in love? Were they not heterosexual?

What are we talking about then? Bigotry and foolishness. But a
dangerous bigotry and a cruel foolishness—capable of wrecking joy,
depriving people of job security, severing mother from child, and
creating havoc amidst the gossip impinging on the relationship. Jean-
nette Marks knew that; and dealt with it dlrectly But Anna Mary
Wells completely distorts that fact.

Wells' most grievous analytic fault is her distortion of Jeannette
Marks' life. Her contempt based on Mt. Holyoke gossip, Wells con-
cludes that Marks’ entire life was miserable. She criticizes Marks’ con-
duct as professor and chair of Mr. Holyoke's English Department as
“erratic and self-defeating.” She dismisses her professional
achievements as unsubstantial, despite Marks' nineteen published and
largely well received books. And she insists that emotionally Jeannette
Marks was unsatisfied, underdeveloped, and unhappy. The truth is

Jeannette Marks was a vital person with many enthusiasms. She .

travelled widely. She wanted to be alone and with other people. She
wanted to remove herself from the towering and stifling shadows of
Mt. Holyoke. She had affairs. She wrote books. She lived with others.
And when she returned to Mary Woolley she did so refreshed and
eagerly; fortified and prepared once again for the slander and inces-
sant gossip of small town South Hadley. Woolley was always relieved
and happy to have her return; and always offered to resign when the
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unending gossip or other challenges directly threatened their home.
The changing needs of their lives, and their ability to fulfill those
needs ensured their life together. Mary Woolley and Jeannette Marks
were not oppressed women. And they did not oppress each other.
Their relationship required courage, boldness. It involved the fear of
being replaced or left. They believed in the harmony and essential
rhythms of their own unique natures. Their ability to remain indepen-
dent and to protect each other’s different needs seems entirely beyond
Wells” comprehension. She has written, in fine, a mean-spirited little
book. It certainly will not be the last book about these two great ladies
who have so much to tell us about the ongoing struggle to create deep-
ly caring and entirely fulfilled lives. O
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