Gigliola Sacerdoti Mariani
“Words at War": texts and pre-texts of Muriel Rukeyser

I shall begin from the end of my previous essay, the one entitled “Those men and women / Brave, setting up signals across vast distances”, which is not only included in the volume Networking Wo/men: Subjects, Places, Links: Europe-America, 1890–1939, edited by Marina Camboni, but is  also available online at http://www.students.bucknell.edu/projects/webdev/roberta/how9-working/current/in_conference/networking-women/mariani.shtm#_edn5.

There I briefly refer to Muriel Rukeyser’s “Book of the Dead”, as one of her poems that let readers understand how events initially external to the writer’s personal life (think of the Spanish Civil War) become absorbed and then expressed by her poetic dialectic. “The Book of the Dead” is a poetic sequence (34 pages long) that lets readers appreciate the continuity that exists between Rukeyser’s artistic creativity and her social commitment, in the sense that, as Rukeyser would have said, it «extends the document» - the historical document, the tragedy of Gauley Bridge, West Virginia. 

In 1936 Rukeyser traveled to that area to investigate an industrial disaster that left hundreds of miners dead and disabled from silicosis. Publications from New Masses to Newsweek made the Gauley Bridge event a national scandal. Rukeyser’s contribution was her far ranging and eclectic poem, a courageous experimental work that joins legal and medical testimony with the voices of dying laborers and their families, that integrates mythic and scientific terms with lyrical language. 

As a contemporary critic has recently made clear, “The Book of the Dead” revealed that Rukeyser «imagined modernist poetry as a productive dynamic force capable of forging connections, connections that could rescue the casualties of Gauley Bridge from oblivion and charge the event with meaning». 

Rukeyser believed in connections – as I have shown in the above mentioned essay - and she strongly believed in the relationship among political commitment, critical theory and artistic practice. Her probing of history’s unlit corners and unmarked passages, along with her insistence on poetry’s engagement with history resulted in both a poetics and a body of poetry profoundly marked by a precise historical reconsideration of «the buried, the wasted and the lost».

She was surely guided by her passion for historical narratives, by her ideal of relationship and inclusivity, by her constant social commitment, when, from December 1942 to May 1943, she worked - with such an artist as Ben Shahn - for the War Information Office (Graphics Division) in New York. There, «assuming the initiative in propaganda, that is, on every side of the war», the “pacifist” writer participated in the poster campaign and selected a series of images that were to be distributed in the country with pertinent captions, related to the three main issues she proposed to tackle: «Our Enemies», «Our Friends», «What We Are Fighting For». This is what Rukeyser writes in a series of letters I found in the Berg Collection (New York Public Library), which have never been published before, and which I shall examine in details together with other typescripts of the same period (often ‘decorated’ by manuscript corrections), in order to pinpoint and appreciate her accurate strategies of “social philology” (see Rachel Blau DuPlessis, Gender, Races and Religious Cultures in Modern American Poetry, 2001). Suffice it to quote here the fragment of a letter, dated February 19, 1943, where Rukeyser, “thinking geopolitically” (see Susan Stanford Friedman, Mappings, 1998), suggests «to prepare and distribute posters», according to the different needs of the several areas of the United States, «that explain what we are fighting for and many of the ways in which we implement that fight». For the «Boston region», she listed the following: «Poster on shortages (re-open use of Kollwitz picture or some other picture, with some variant of the ‘Ask the women and the children of starving Europe’ idea); Cartoon on black market; Cartoon on centralization of government, justifying the national program, and touching on New England’s part in it». But for the «New York region», she proposed: «Poster on shortages (cf. above); Transportation poster (cartoon?); “We Have Just Begun To Fight” poster (This is necessary as a national poster. I deal with it here because this is the first mention of over-optimism. We must deal very well and delicately with this subject, in a way that will not tear down existing morale, but will emphasize our tradition of tenacity.)».

That experience led Rukeyser to organize an exhibition of books and posters in the New York Public Library, entitled “Words at War” (June-July 1943) of which I found the program, among her papers, together with the text of her press release on the event, buried under some other related items. It was that meaningful program that “inspired” us and brought us to “borrow” that title for one of our workshops. After all, Rukeyser is (as a contemporary writer maintains) “the mother of us all”, and, I add, of all . . . “networking wo/men”. As a matter of fact, in a 1978 documentary film based on the creative lives of three women artists, "They Are Their Own Gifts," Muriel Rukeyser answered to a filmmaker's questioning of her personal definition of "the political": «I don't know what political is . . . it seems to me it's the thick of life . . . and it's the references and associations of life . . . and that that must be what people mean when they say political. I think it means the network of our lives».

