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letters 

An Open Letter to the 

North American Women's Movement 

Recently a book was published 
on women's culture, Eden Built by Eves. 

This book focuses on the festivals which 
have been instrumental in creating our 

tremendous culture over the last 25 

years. Much of the book, and our 

culture, has been tethered to the 

Michigan Womyn's Music Festival, 
which for many is the heartbeat of the 
movement. As we come up on the 
milestone of the twenty-fifth 
anniversary of the Michigan Womyn's 

Festival, it is natural to celebrate the 

phenomenon that so many women have 

participated in and given life to. 

Unfortunately, Eden Built by Eves 
seems to be an attempt to co-opt our 

collective herstory and put it in the 
hands of a very few women. These 
women were indeed participants in the 

cultural tidal wave, but they were not 

the visionaries or the workers who made 
the movement happen. 

Howard Zinn, in his 

unprecedented People's History of the 
United States, said that the most 
effective way to confuse and dismiss 
real history is to pay lip service to it 

without centralizing the important 
issues. This is exactly what has 

happened in Eden Built by Eves. There 
are lies, distortions, and omissions about 

Michigan on the part of the author and 
the key people interviewed. I do not 
believe these are oversights or are 

coincidental. I believe that this book is 
a concerted effort to discredit the 

founders of the Michigan Womyn's 
Music Festival. The stated premise of 
the book, to only interview those 
women who have retired from festival 
life, is a thinly veiled excuse for writing 
an entire book without interviewing the 

key players. Why, when there are so 
few resources to document our herstory, 
would anyone make that choice? Why 
would anyone do that, when the 
interviews of Lisa Vogel and Mary 
Burne of the National Festival are so 

pivotal to an understanding of Festival 

history and culture? 
This book is riddled with one 

sided accusations that border on slander. 

Although the personal attacks and 

misrepresentations are annoying to 
wade through, I am most appalled by 
the class assumptions. The genius of 

Michigan is not the professionalism that 
is claimed as the critical contribution to 
the formation of the Festival as it is 

today. The genius is in the working 
class vision held by the Vogel sisters in 
the early years. This vision included the 
vast collective process we were all 

engaged in learning from the 
Vietnamese and the Chinese in the early 
70's. This model of organization, this 

working class ideology, was hammered 

out in practice at the festivals, on 

women's land communes, and in 

women's arts and services organizations 
across the country. This collective 

process spawned an event where 
hundreds of women went to donate their 

time and resources to be part of a 

cultural renaissance that is thriving 
today. It was a Midwest working class 
rural creation. It was not an idea 
drummed up to make a buck in some 

private East Coast liberal arts dorm 
room or some Hollywood Hills 
mansion. Initially, Michigan was 

produced by Lisa Vogel, Kristie Vogel, 
and Mary Kindig. Lisa and Kristie 
continued to produce through 1983 

together. Why characterize these 

beginning years falsely? 
In my own experience of 

performing and producing, the producer 
of an event is the one who works before 
the event to secure the funds, hire the 

artists, arrange the programming, 
manage the budgets and take the risks. 

It is not the one who comes in and 

makes the evening or weekend run 

smoothly. This is the job of the 
production manager, and although that 
is an important job, it is not the lynch 
pin or the vision of the whole festival. 

Why not tell the truth, unless there is 
some ulterior motive? 

As stated in the book, the 
details of the break up between the 
eventual co-producers in 1994 were 

kept as quiet as possible. Those closest 
to both women, including the people 
interviewed, know that it was very 

painful. Now, via the book, we can all 
see that the class struggles must have 
been severe. 

In the discussion of the post 

performance meal as an artist privilege, 
it is justified as a substitute for artists' 

typical expectation of limousines and 
nice hotels. That is wishful thinking on 
anybody's part. There is a midnight 
meal because women have been 

working all evening in the cold, on 

sound, backstage, or on stage. 

Additionally, many performers can't eat 
before a gig. Women are hungry. 
Period. Anyone who has worked 
festivals and tours women's culture 
knows that it is grueling work with little 
glamour. To set an example from a 

couple of women who have "made it" 
does not favor to them and is insulting 
to the rest of us. It reinforces the class 

assumptions made throughout the book. 
I am happy for the artists whose 

interviews are in the book, as perhaps it 

will give them some much-needed 

publicity. Typically, there is no 

mention of theater or dance, as if these 

disciplines did not exist. Not one group 

or artist from these disciplines is 
mentioned. Furthermore, the role of 
these types of performances in Festival 
culture is not explored. I believe that 
the fascination with individual music 

performers has its roots in sexism ("men 
play music, women dance"). Our 
collective obsession with rock stars and 
the cult of the individual star system is 
reinforced by the book. The 
groundbreaking contributions that dance 

An attempt to co-opt our collective 
herstoiy. 

and theater have made to the women's 
movement in general is completely 
overlooked. Wallflower Order/Dance 

Brigade and Edwina Lee Tyler and The 

Piece of the World were touring all over 

the United states, Canada, and Europe 
since 1975, and eventually performed at 

all of the major women's festivals, 

transforming the ways that women think 
about dance, theater, politics, and 
women's bodies. A more useful 

perspective would be one that 

acknowledges the "other" artist, and 

helps put a stop to the marginalization 
of women who dance, do theater, and 
work in groups. 

The ageism that surrounds the 

early years of the festival and women's 
culture in general is overwhelming. The 
constant reference to Lisa Vogel's age is 
used to dismiss her, rather than put her 

forward as a genius, a prodigy, or 

simply a brilliant young person with 

exceptional talent. Instead, the days 
when this remarkable 19-year-old was 

the driving force behind the collective 
vision are characterized as hit and miss, 
chancy success. There is no 

acknowledgment of the vision, 

intelligence, and guts involved in 

bringing the festival to life. 
The book gives two examples 

of high profile festival struggles around 
racism, both from the point of view of 
the white women involved. In both 

instances, the white women are 

portrayed as victims. Surely in 1999, 
we know that to discuss controversial 
events surrounding racism we must 
include the perspective of women of 
color in their own voice. Any white 
woman who is in a position of 

leadership is vulnerable to being called 

racist, because it is impossible to 
unlearn racism from a few workshops. 

Mistakes are made, self-criticism works 

wonders, and my experience is that the 

majority of women of color are 

principled and accurate in their 

criticism. In a herstory book about our 

movement where race politics have 

been so acute, let us not recount old 

struggles without including the voices 
of all involved. 

Finally, the Michigan Womyn's 
Music Festival has been our collective 

stomping ground to discover in theory 
and practice what we believe and value 
around racism, classism, ableism, 
gender, art, SM, the environment, 
motherhood, and much, much more. At 
the center of all these discussions, 

which can run the gamut from the 
brilliant to brutal, has been the 

leadership of Lisa Vogel. She has been 
at the cortex of the storm for 25 years. 

Why would anyone consider writing a 
book about women's culture without 

putting her working class vision at the 
center? It is beyond my comprehension. 

The constant 
reference to Lisa 

Vogel's age is used to 
dismiss her. 

In Eden Built by Eves, our 

history, as fascinating, terrifying and as 

brilliant as it is, has been given a class 

whitewashing. The half-truth, self 

serving, anecdotal drivel only serves to 

damage our movement and widen the 

class gap. 
Many of us have worked for 

years to construct lives which reflect the 

values that we have learned, while 

trying to support ourselves and keep 
afloat. As we grow older and these 

choices affect our security in the years 
to come, all we really have is the truth. 

As our experience begins to be written 
as history, let's make sure that truth is 

told. Let's use it to inspire women who 

continue to work for low wages, tour in \ 

difficult conditions, and process 

endlessly about the important issues in 
our lives. Let's move into the 21 st 

century with the full power of our 

experience, and with our ethics intact. 

Sincerely, 

krissy keefer 
wallflower order dance brigade 
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