
A Poem for Women in Rage 
Audre Lorde 

A killing summer heat wraps up the city 

emptied of all who are not bound to stay 
a black woman waits for a white woman 

leans against the railing in the Upper West Side street 

at intermission 

the distant sounds of Broadway dim to lulling 
until I can hear the voice of sparrows 

like a promise I await 

the woman I love 

our slice of time 

a place beyond the city's pain. 

In the corner phone booth a woman 

glassed in by reflections of the street between us 

her white face dangles 
a tapestry of disasters seen 

through a veneer of order 

mouth drawn like an ill-used road map 
to eyes without core, a bottled heart 

impeccable credentials of old pain. 
The veneer cracks open 

she lurches through the glaze into my afternoon 

our eyes touch like hot wire 

and the street snaps into nightmare 
a woman with white eyes is clutching 
a bottle of Fleischman's gin 
is fumbling at her waistband 
is pulling a butcher knife from her ragged pants 
her hand arcs backward "You Black Bitch!" 

the heavy blade spins out toward me 

slow motion 

years of fury surge upward like a wall 

and I do not hear it 

clatter to the pavement at my feet. 
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Gears of ancient nightmare churn 

swift in familiar dread and silence 
but this time I am awake, released 

I smile. Now. This time is 

my turn. 

I bend to the knife my ears blood-drumming 
across the street my lover's voice 

the only moving sound within white heat 

"Don't touch it!" 

I straighten, weaken, then start down again 

hungry for resolution 

simple as anger and so close at hand 

my fingers reach for the familiar blade 
the known grip of wood against my palm 
for I have held it to the whetstone 
a thousand nights for this 

escorting fury through my sleep 
like a cherished friend 
to wake in the stink of rage 

beside the sleep-white face of love. 

The keen steel of a dreamt knife 

sparks honed from the whetted edge with a tortured shriek 
between my lover's voice and the grey spinning 
a choice of pain or fury 

slashing across judgment like a crimson scar 

I could open her up to my anger 
with a point sharpened upon love. 

In the deathland my lover's voice 

fades 

like the roar of a train derailed 

on the other side of a river 

every white woman's face I love 

and distrust is upon it 

eating green grapes from a paper bag 

marking yellow exam-books tucked into a manila folder 

orderly as the last thought before death 

I throw the switch. 

221 



Through screams of crumpled steel 

I search the wreckage for a ticket of hatred 

my lover's voice 

calling 
a knife at her throat. 

In this steaming aisle of the dead 

I am weeping 
to learn the names of those streets 

my feet have worn thin with running 
and why they will never serve me 

nor ever lead me home. 

"Don't touch it!" she cries 

I straighten myself 
in confusion 

a drunken woman is running away 

down the West Side street 

my lover's voice moves 

a shadowy clearing. 

Corralled in fantasy 
the woman with white eyes has vanished 

to become her own nightmare 
and a french butcher blade hangs in my house 

love's token 

I remember this knife 

it carves its message into my sleeping 
she only read its warning 

written upon my face. 

222 


	Article Contents
	p. 220
	p. 221
	p. 222

	Issue Table of Contents
	The Iowa Review, Vol. 12, No. 2/3, Extended Outlooks: The Iowa Review Collection of Contemporary Writing by Women (Spring - Summer, 1981), pp. 1-382
	Front Matter
	There and Here [pp. 1-2]
	From "Book of My Hunger, Book of the Earth" [pp. 3-6]
	Bread [pp. 7-8]
	Letters from Three Women [pp. 9-10]
	The Lives We Invite to Flower among Us Flower beyond Us [pp. 11-12]
	The Woman in Buffalo Is Given to Waiting [pp. 13-14]
	Johnnieruth [pp. 15-20]
	Family Script [pp. 21-24]
	Falling South [pp. 25-26]
	Mornings Remembering Last Nights [pp. 27-28]
	Epithalamion [pp. 29-30]
	Two, Remembered [p. 31-31]
	Travel Notes [pp. 32-35]
	The Children's Ward [pp. 36-47]
	Hanging the Pictures [p. 48-48]
	Extended Outlook [p. 49-49]
	Agave Americana [pp. 50-61]
	Madeleine's Dreads [p. 62-62]
	From "Natural Birth" [pp. 63-68]
	Formal Garden Series [pp. 69-75]
	The Sleeping [p. 76-76]
	Silence. She Is Six Years Old [p. 77-77]
	In My Father's Cabin [pp. 78-79]
	Letter to Sandra McPherson [p. 80-80]
	Poem for Maya [p. 81-81]
	Expatriate [p. 82-82]
	Endurance [pp. 83-84]
	Because One Is Always Forgotten [p. 85-85]
	Message [p. 86-86]
	Selective Service [p. 87-87]
	Energy Unavailable for Useful Work in a System Undergoing Change [pp. 88-96]
	Each Bird Walking [pp. 97-98]
	Internal Geography: Part One [pp. 99-100]
	The Love Sequence [pp. 101-108]
	Summer, an Elegy [pp. 109-122]
	Clanking to Byzantium [pp. 123-124]
	To a Friend Going Blind [pp. 125-126]
	I, Boudica [pp. 127-131]
	Well Enough Alone [p. 132-132]
	The Shallows [p. 133-133]
	De Arte Honeste Amandi [pp. 134-136]
	Places [pp. 137-149]
	Helios and Athene [pp. 150-154]
	Reading H.D.'s "Helios and Athene" [pp. 155-163]
	Queen Charming [pp. 164-166]
	The Gaudenzia [pp. 167-186]
	Indulgence and Accidents [pp. 187-188]
	Getting to Know, or Stepping out in an Entirely Different Way [p. 189-189]
	Gowanus Canal (Because You Said Look Again) [p. 190-190]
	Mouse [p. 191-191]
	Whale [pp. 192-193]
	Problems of Translation: Problems of Language [pp. 194-197]
	Abishag [pp. 198-199]
	From "Claims" [pp. 200-202]
	Philosophy in Warm Weather [p. 203-203]
	Briefly It Enters, and Briefly Speaks [p. 204-204]
	The Pond at Dusk [p. 205-205]
	Restaurant [p. 206-206]
	Absorption of Rock [pp. 207-208]
	Eager Street [pp. 209-210]
	Leaving My Daughter's House [pp. 211-212]
	Upstairs [pp. 213-214]
	A Sequence for My Mother [pp. 215-219]
	A Poem for Women in Rage [pp. 220-222]
	Abortion [pp. 223-231]
	The River Honey Queen Bess [pp. 232-233]
	My Familiar Lover [pp. 234-235]
	On Faith [p. 236-236]
	Asthma [p. 237-237]
	Utanikki, August 1978 [pp. 238-239]
	Afternoon Walk [p. 240-240]
	Doing Time [pp. 241-242]
	First Intimation [p. 243-243]
	Meditation on Friendship: Getting Lost in the Woods with Deena-Jamesville, NY [pp. 244-245]
	Key West (Triple Ballade with Enjambed Refrain, Plus Envoy) [pp. 246-249]
	In Mrs. N's Palace [pp. 250-251]
	Stone Soup [p. 252-252]
	Fracture [p. 253-253]
	Fairy Tale [p. 254-254]
	Even before the Mirror Myra [p. 255-255]
	Hand Fantasy [p. 256-256]
	Final Anatomy [p. 257-257]
	Pilot Captured by the Japanese, 1942 [p. 258-258]
	History: 13 [p. 259-259]
	The Takers [p. 260-260]
	The Meal [p. 261-261]
	The House of Fecundity [pp. 262-263]
	Sex without Love [p. 264-264]
	The Birthmark [p. 265-265]
	At That Time, or the History of a Joke [pp. 266-267]
	One Blue Flag [p. 268-268]
	In the Middle of a Life [pp. 269-270]
	Spaces of Work [pp. 271-277]
	Homage to Lucille, Dr. Lord-Heinstein [pp. 278-279]
	Laocoön Is the Name of the Figure [p. 280-280]
	Self-Criticism [p. 281-281]
	The Thread [pp. 282-285]
	For Ethel Rosenberg [pp. 286-290]
	Mother-in-Law [pp. 291-292]
	Integrity [pp. 293-294]
	Laura Riding Roughshod [pp. 295-299]
	The Short Order Cook in the Mountains [pp. 300-301]
	Basic Training [p. 302-302]
	High Holy Days [pp. 303-305]
	Doors Opening Here, and There [pp. 306-308]
	Fishes at Saint-Jean: Chagall, 1949 [pp. 309-313]
	Days [pp. 314-315]
	Ordinary Lives [p. 316-316]
	Postcard [p. 317-317]
	What Can You Do? [pp. 318-319]
	When the Furnace Goes on in a California Tract House [p. 320-320]
	Secondhand Coat [p. 321-321]
	Poetry [p. 322-322]
	On Ruth Stone [pp. 323-330]
	How We Love Now [pp. 331-332]
	Love That Gives Us Ourselves [p. 333-333]
	For My Aunt Florence Who When Praying Gives God Not Only Her Friends' Names but Also Their Addresses [pp. 334-335]
	Pears [pp. 336-337]
	My Grandmother's Hair [p. 338-338]
	Father [p. 339-339]
	Pneumonia [p. 340-340]
	1933 [p. 341-341]
	Breaking a Voodoo [p. 342-342]
	Eve Triem: A Retrospective [pp. 343-347]
	From "A Dictionary of Common Terms": Arch; Bliss; Die [pp. 348-349]
	Franz, the World Is Abstract [pp. 350-351]
	Starkweather House [pp. 352-353]
	Running [pp. 354-357]
	Physics [pp. 358-359]
	Making the Painting [pp. 360-361]
	The Last Migration: Amherst, Mass., Winter, 1981 [pp. 362-363]
	Northern Liberties [p. 364-364]
	Necessity [p. 365-365]
	For My Daughter's Twenty-First Birthday [p. 366-366]
	Alice James [pp. 367-368]
	A Woman at the Window [pp. 369-370]
	Toward a 44th Birthday [p. 371-371]
	Your Story [p. 372-372]
	Review: Review of "Leaf's Boundary" by Sheila Zamora [pp. 373-374]
	Back Matter



