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The Muriel Rukeyser Era: Selected 

Prose, edited by Eric Keenaghan and 

Rowena Kennedy-Epstein 
Cornell University Press, 2023.  

 

 “This is the Rukeyser Era, long delayed, but just 

in time” (7). So declare Eric Keenaghan and 

Rowena Kennedy-Epstein in this volume of 

Rukeyser’s selected prose. The Muriel Rukeyser Era 

is indeed both evergreen and just in time: it’s a 
diverse, compact selection of some of the poet’s 

most important prose. As such, it makes a 

welcome contribution to the ongoing project 

among Rukeyser scholars, the editors prominent 

among them, to emphasize Rukeyser as a 

multimodal writer: a poet, yes, but also a novelist, 

playwright, biographer, broadcaster, political and 

literary essayist, collaborator with visual artists, 

children’s book writer, and more.  

 

This is a necessary volume. It is well-conceived, 

well-timed, and persuasive. It represents a 

tremendous service to the field of Rukeyser 

studies, as well as to scholarship in feminist 

modernism, American poetry, and 20th century American literature. At just over three hundred 

pages, The Muriel Rukeyser Era includes an editors’ introduction and thirty-four pieces divided into 

four sections: 1) The Usable Truth lectures (which were revised into The Life of Poetry but are 

presented in their earlier form here, 2) political essays, 3) multimodal work (a photo-text 

collaboration with Berenice Abbott and two radio scripts) and, finally, 4) a generous selection of 



 

Summer 

2026 R U K E Y S E R  B I A N N U A L   No. 5 

 

 

 2 

short literary criticism. This final section includes essays on Robert Frost, Rainer Maria Rilke, 

Charlotte Marletto, Marianne Moore, and “Many Keys” (1957), her important but previously 

unpublished essay on women’s poetry. As Keenaghan has detailed elsewhere, “Many Keys” was 

commissioned and then suppressed by The Nation.1  

“Many Keys” focuses on Emily Dickinson but ranges widely. Written in Rukeyser’s characteristic 

stentorian tone, a voice of powerful midcentury authority that mixes unpredictably with her fierce 

feminism, the essay pronounces on the differences between men’s and women’s poetry even as 

it bristles against confining any poet to any single tradition. For example, toward the end Rukeyser 

considers the difference between women’s and men’s work, and how great art might emerge 

from a life consumed by the ordinary, repetitive domestic labor that often consumes women’s 

lives: “There is waste in nature, waste in art, and plenty of waste in the lives of women. Waste is 

an influence, and the making of poetry works against waste. In poetry, as everywhere else, there 

are swamplands of the fourth-rate, the third-rate, and endless suburbs of the second-rate. What 

one hopes for is the first-rate, and the lives that will produce it. To the work on the making of 

forms must be added the work of the individual on himself” (238). Not every essay in The Muriel 

Rukeyser Era is first-rate, according to these rigorous standards, but the volume contains gems—

and evidence of “the work of the individual” on herself.  

Fittingly, the editors follow their introduction with a short statement from Rukeyser herself. In 

the biographical statement, written for the Contemporary Jewish Record in 1944, Rukeyser writes 

“My themes and the use I have made of them have depended on my life as a poet, as a woman, 

as an American, and as a Jew. I do not know what part of that is Jewish; I know I have tried to 

integrate these four aspects, and to solve my work and my personality in terms of all four” (34). 

This wartime statement of what we might now call her intersectional identity crystalizes what is 

so riveting and terrific here and throughout the volume: again and again, the editors have chosen 

pieces that show us a brilliant person thinking things through, reveling in complexity, and also still 

interested in complexity as something to “solve”: a fascinating and odd choice of words, one that 

captures the ways that Rukeyser dramatizes struggle. She is not a poet to quail in the face of a 

puzzle: she will try to solve the problem even when she knows it’s insoluble. Putting this at the 

beginning of the volume, alongside a reproduction of the rubber stamp she had made, “BELIEVE 

THE PUNCTUATION” enlivens the volume and gives it the air of an authorized collaboration.  

This 2023 book has been around long enough to have garnered some reviews elsewhere. In her 

thoughtful review, librarian and archivist Barbara Bair2 notes the wide-ranging sources: “They use 

as copytext published matter or drafts they judge as the latest extant version or the fair copy 

with the most edits, and they offer brief annotations to explain sources, internal references, and 

textual notes” (50). At times, these mixed choices stress me out. Having prepared a textual 

edition but not being a lifelong textual editor, I have the beginner’s reverence for the 

 
1 See Eric Keenaghan, “There Is No Glass Woman: Muriel Rukeyser’s Lost Feminist Essay ‘Many Keys,’” Feminist 

Modernist Studies vol. 1, nos. 1–2, May 2018, pp. 186–204, https://doi.org/10.1080/24692921.2017.1368883. 
2 Bair, Barbara “The Muriel Rukeyser Era: Selected Prose ed. by Eric Keenaghan and Rowena Kennedy-Epstein 

(Review),” Textual Cultures:  Texts, Contexts, Interpretation vol. 17, no. 1, 2024, pp. 49–54, 

https://muse.jhu.edu/pub/269/article/934356. 
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punctiliousness of textual editions mixed with strong suspicions of texts that combine multiple 

versions of a text into one readable format. I came to the mixed format of The Muriel Rukeyser 

Era with a skeptical eye, but, again and again, found myself impressed with the editors’ pragmatism 

and clarity.  

For example, the editors made several significant changes to the 1958 essay “She Came to Us.” 

“She Came to Us” is a moving coda to the events around attempts to desegregate Central High 

School in Little Rock, Arkansas. It tells the story of Minnijean Brown, who left Little Rock after 

racists made her continued attendance as one of the few Black students at Central High 

impossible, threatening violence to her and her family. Rukeyser picks up with Brown’s 

enrollment at New Lincoln School in New York City, where she, literally, “came to us” to finish 

high school. It’s an incredibly personal, moving essay, first published in the New Statesman. Here, 

as with other texts, the first footnote explains what they chose for their copytext; additional 

notes clarify sentences that appear only in the published article or sentences restored from the 

draft. This method makes comparisons possible while creating a fluid reading experience.  

The book includes Rukeyser’s introduction to what would have been her book with Berenice 

Abbott, So Easy to See. This project “would have paired [Abbott’s] images with Rukeyser’s poetic-

theoretical discussions of ‘seeing’” (22), something Kennedy-Epstein has written about extensively 

in Unfinished Spirit.3 Bair’s review also emphasizes how Rukeyser shared with her friend, lover, 

and collaborator Abbott “a mutual interest in the confluences of science, art, and technological 

innovation” (Bair 48), demonstrating how she anticipated many of the complexities of 

interdisciplinary artistic collaboration and the messy business of mixing art and politics, a theme 

that emerges elsewhere, notably in the 1943 “Words and Images.” 

Elsewhere, Kristin Grogan has complained that this focus on Rukeyser’s prose tends to give her 

poetry short shrift, but I disagree.4 Poetry is difficult and few of us read it often. Surely no one 

reading this review will identify with that monster in The Life of Poetry whom Rukeyser 

encountered in New Haven. Asking her about her talk, she mentioned that the theme of fear led 

her to poetry. He responded “with extreme violence, a violence out of any keeping with what 

had gone before … that he had cut poetry out of his life.”5 In the original lecture “The Fear of 

Poetry,”6 that monster is a sadder creature who, when asked, “Do you read poetry?,” offers “the 

headshake that means No” (43). For most adults, poetry becomes something put away “with a 

certain painful shocked awareness that here is something … that does not belong, that has no 

social acceptability” (43). Nevertheless, even giving poetry that ninety seconds or so of our 

attention that Rukeyser cheekily requests in “Reading Time: 1 Minute 26 Seconds,” can seem like 

an imposition. Shifting our thinking to embrace Rukeyser as a multimodal writer helps us return 

to poetry with less fear and a richer sense of the poet. A thorough understanding of her many 

 
3 See Kennedy-Epstein, Rowena. “So Easy to See: The Unfinished Collaboration with Berenice Abbott,” Unfinished 

Spirit. Cornell University Press, 2022. 
4 Kristin Grogan, “Unfinished Spirit: Muriel Rukeyser’s Twentieth Century by Rowena Kennedy-Epstein (Review),” 

American Literary History vol. 35, no. 4, 2023, pp. 1952–55, 1953. https://muse.jhu.edu/pub/8/article/931566. 
5 Rukeyser, Muriel. The Life of Poetry, Paris Press, 1996, p.14. 
6 The Muriel Rukeyser Era, pp. 39–56. 
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aspects may inoculate us against some of these fears and return us to the life of poetry. This book 

is an essential contribution to our Rukeyser era.  

        Anne E. Fernald, Fordham University 

 

The Twilight of Bohemia: Westbeth and the 

Last Artists in New York, by Peter 

Trachtenberg  
Black Sparrow Press, 2025 

 

The title poem of Muriel Rukeyser's 1973 collection 

Breaking Open begins with the image of the poet in a room 

gazing out a window overlooking “black river."  As she 

strains to remember "a language just forgotten," she 

catches snatches of "extremes of singing" amidst the "filth 

and corrupted promises." "River-watching all night," she 

seeks to re-vision the wasteland of "Bombs, roaches, 

mutilation" as a "flow of possibility."  "The whole thing," 

she writes, "waterfront, war, city,/ sons, daughters, me–

/Must be re-imagined./ Sun on the orange-red roof." 

The images of room, window, and roof of "Breaking 

Open" originated in Rukeyser's life in Westbeth, an artists' 

community located on a full city block on the fringe of 

Manhattan's Greenwich Village during the 1970s.  Elaine 

Edelman, a poet who had studied with Rukeyser at Sarah Lawrence, described the apartment as 
"merely a large, L-shaped room."  The first thing Rukeyser did after inviting Edelman into the 

room was to make her look out the window at the Hudson River, "which had run through her 

life and poetry since her childhood on Riverside Drive" (82).7 

Supported by grants from the National Council for the Arts and the J.M. Kaplan Fund, Westbeth 

provided affordable housing for artists working in a wide range of forms.  When the community’s 

383 units welcomed the first residents in May 1970, the New York Times census reported the 

occupants included 150 painters, 49 sculptors, 27 photographers, 29 writers, 26 musicians, 38 

actors, 18 dancers, 14 filmmakers, 11 playwrights, 7 architects, 7 stage directors, 3 designers, 7 

poets, 9 composers, 4 graphic artists, 5 craftsmen, 7 printmakers, 4 theater producers, "hundreds 

of children, and a lot of pets" (p. 34).   From the beginning, Westbeth evaluated applications not 

by the conventional measures of the arts world–awards, grants, prestigious exhibitions–but on 

evidence that applicants had dedicated their lives primarily to their art. "The primary criterion by 

 
7 “’Were we all brave, but at different times?’: A Student Remembers Muriel Rukeyser,” “How Shall We Tell Each 

Other of the Poet?”: The Life and Writing of Muriel Rukeyser, edited by Anne F. Herzog and Janet E. Kaufman, St. 

Martin’s, 1999, pp. 75–84. 
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which they'd been awarded their apartments," writes Peter Trachtenberg in The Twilight of 

Bohemia: Westbeth and the Last Artists in New York. "wasn't the quality of their work but their 

commitment to their art form" (15).  

Part memoir, part chronicle of the works created, part social history of New York over a half 

century of dizzying change, longtime Westbeth resident Trachtenberg organizes his narrative 

around a cluster of artists, some of them relatively famous, some little known.  Several Westbeth 

residents played major roles in the New York art world, among them Diane Arbus; Howardina 

Pindell; Christina Maile; Black-Eyed Susan, a legendary diva with Charles Ludlum's The Ridiculous 

Theatrical Company; Nan June Paik; Hans Haacke; and Ed Sanders.  Celebrating process rather 

than the creation of "masterworks," Trachtenberg aptly describes Westbeth art during its early 

years as "the art of young people in an era before the glut of MFA programs" (14).  The artists 

were "less interested in what they could arouse in an audience than in what they could elicit from 

their materials or subject matter" (14). As Trachtenberg observes, they didn't have to go far to 

find material.  When Westbeth opened, the piers and bars around the co-op were at the 

epicenter of the exhilarating, often dangerous, post-Stonewall scene documented by Joseph 

Lovett in his film Gay Sex in the Seventies.  Aware of the perils, Westbeth residents instituted a 

neighborhood watch system.  

Rukeyser doesn't play a role in The Twilight of Bohemia, a by-product of Trachtenberg's highly 

selective, personal focus.  Thus he does not do full justice to the artistic communities she helped 

organize and support, among them a 1971 poetry workshop series that played an important part 

in Westbeth's history.  Crediting Rukeyser with arranging a $2000 grant that made the workshop 

possible, poet Hugh Seidman recalled thirteen different poets teaching workshops in their 

apartments.  Collaborating with Black Mountain poet and Village Voice columnist Joel 

Oppenheimer, Seidman assembled Westbeth Poets: An Anthology of Poetry Published by Westbeth,8 a 

fascinating document of the vibrant, chaotic New York poetry world surrounding Breaking Open. 

At the same time, Rukeyser served on the Advisory Board of the Westbeth Playwrights Feminist 

Collective alongside pioneering African American feminist Florynce Kennedy and Ms. magazine 

co-founder Gloria Steinem.  Before it disbanded in 1975, the WPFC sponsored Up! An Uppity 

Revue; Medea; Wicked Women Revue; a staging of the Gertrude Stein-Virgil Thomson opera, The 

Mother of Us All; and the uncompromising and highly controversial Rape-In.9  Readers seeking a 

broader sense of the political aesthetics of Westbeth's formative years can supplement The 

Twilight of Bohemia with Joe Hoberman’s much more comprehensive Everything Is Now: Primal 

Happenings, Radical Music, Underground Movies, and the 1960s New York Avant-Garde (Verso, 2025). 

In a later stanza of "Breaking Open," Rukeyser circles back to the space that provided her base 

through much of her final decade.  "River-watching from the big Westbeth windows . . . Sobbing, 

lost alone," she imagines the "powerful miles of Hudson" connecting New York to Vietnam.  Then, 

 
8 Westbeth Poets: An Anthology of Poetry, published by Westbeth, New York, 1971. 
9 For more on the Westbeth Playwrights Feminist Collective, see Hoberman, Everything Is Now: Primal Happenings, 

Radical Music, Underground Movies, and the 1960s New York Avant-Garde (Verso, 2025) and the Westbeth website at 

https://westbeth.org/. 
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as she had throughout the journey that led from Riverside Drive to the L-shaped room, she 

resolves to "Go deeper. / Make my poem."  

           Craig Werner 

 

 

RUKEYSER NEWS 

 
Catherine Gander and Stefania Heim’s edited collection Beyond Ourselves: Contemporary Poets on 

Muriel Rukeyser is now available from West Virginia University Press. For more information: 

https://wvupressonline.com/beyond-ourselves.  

Thanks to the efforts of Micah Zerod and the staff of Eastern Michigan University’s archive, 

especially Kat Hacanyan, recordings of Louise Kertesz’s two conversations with Muriel Rukeyser 

are now available online: 

https://commons.emich.edu/do/search/?q=rukeyser&start=0&context=10030206  

You can also download transcripts of the conversations. In addition, all the documents of the 

Louise Kertesz papers have been digitized and can be found at: 

https://commons.emich.edu/rukeyser_archives/   

We thank Louise for donating her rich trove of Rukeyser-related papers and three audio cassettes 

to the University archive.   

EMU is building a digital archive for Rukeyser’s life and work that provides a stable home to 

contributions to the Rukeyser Living Archive and, in addition, includes other archival donations, 

publications, and presentations.  If you have presented or written papers on Rukeyser, whether 

published or not, and you’d like them to be included in EMU’s Muriel Rukeyser Collection, please 

contact us at https://murielrukeyser.org/contact/. 

Books of interest: 

Hadji Bakara, Writing in Dark Times: A Literary History of Human Rights. University of Chicago Press, 

2026. 

Anne E. Fernald, Her Own Voice: Eight Women Who Rewrote Life and Art. Beacon Press, 2026. 

Elena Gambino. Erotic Knowledge: Toward a Lesbian Feminist Political Theory. Duke University 
Press, 2026. 

Rosalind Morris. For Lack of a Dictionary. Fordham University Press, 2025. 

https://wvupressonline.com/beyond-ourselves
https://commons.emich.edu/do/search/?q=rukeyser&start=0&context=10030206
https://commons.emich.edu/rukeyser_archives/
https://commons.emich.edu/rukeyser_collection/
https://murielrukeyser.org/contact/
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Bill Rukeyser on Muriel’s Spanish War Mementos 

We’re coming up on the 90th anniversary of the start of the Spanish Civil War and MR’s 

assignment in Barcelona. She was sent to write about the antifascist Popular Olympics and ended 
up witnessing the start of the war. She always saved her ID card which (despite the notation that 

it was for athletes) was issued to the press.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Some years ago, Eulàlia Busquet contributed a marvelous essay with historic photographs, 

“Returning to Savage Coast,” in which she reconstructs Rukeyser’s days in Moncada on her way 

to the People’s Olympiad (https://murielrukeyser.org/2020/05/08/eulalia-busquets-returning-to-

savage-coast/). It’s worth rereading at this anniversary of the Spanish Civil war, especially in light 

https://murielrukeyser.org/2020/05/08/eulalia-busquets-returning-to-savage-coast/
https://murielrukeyser.org/2020/05/08/eulalia-busquets-returning-to-savage-coast/
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of the  resurgence of fascism in our time, in this country and abroad. It is usefully paired with Eric 

Keenaghan’s recent blog, “Unburying History: Two Lost Antifascist Poems by Muriel Rukeyser” 

(https://murielrukeyser.org/2026/06/10/unburying-history-two-lost-antifascist-poems-by-muriel-
rukeyser/). Eulalia and Eric remind us of Rukeyser’s lifelong commitment to antifascist activism 

and the many ways she sought to resist and fight fascism in her life and art.  While discussing two 

of Rukeyser’s “lost” antifascist poems (there might be more), Eric lingers on Rukeyser’s advice 

to her friend May Sarton whom, he writes, she  

urges … to erase from her own poems about the war, which are still 

unpublished, “the division between the kind of love you have and the kind of 

anger you have” (Rukeyser’s emphases). Doing so, according to Rukeyser, 

would better allow Sarton “to acknowledge the whole body, to praise and 

love the whole body.” Or, we might say, to be her fully integrated self.  

We hope that some of you will feel inspired to respond to Eric’s analysis of Rukeyser’s 

commitment to “self-work” that would expose “the psychological dimensions of both fascism and 

microfascisms, or those authoritarian desires and potentialities lurking even in supposedly 

democratic societies and institutions.” How and where do you see antifascist work play out in art 

and life, whether Rukeyser’s or that of other artists, then and now? And how effective do you 

find it? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
The Rukeyser Biannual is produced by the Muriel Rukeyser Living Archive at Eastern Michigan 

University. For contributions, corrections, questions, or suggestions, contact us at 

https://murielrukeyser.org/.   

We thank Casey Hale for the design. 

 
 

https://murielrukeyser.org/2026/06/10/unburying-history-two-lost-antifascist-poems-by-muriel-rukeyser/
https://murielrukeyser.org/2026/06/10/unburying-history-two-lost-antifascist-poems-by-muriel-rukeyser/
https://murielrukeyser.org/

