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Interview
SCHUETTE: How did you find the Baroness Elsa von Freytag-Loringhoven, the character at the heart of Holy Skirts?  

STEINKE: I was writing about William Carlos Williams, and I discovered this obscenely colorful and eccentric prose poem-review of his book, Kora in Hell. It accused him of being a fake American, a coward; it suggested he was impotent, and some other things. The review was by the Baroness, and when I dug a little deeper, I discovered that they had apparently had some kind of romantic entanglement—each of them presents a different version of it in their writings. The review was audacious for that time, especially since this was a relatively unknown female artist writing about a male poet. But with all that poetic language and aggressiveness, I think it would even seem audacious today.

Then in old copies of The Little Review, I came across the Baroness’s poetry, which struck me as very much ahead of its time, almost proto punk-rock. And I discovered that she was good friends with one of my favorite modernist writers, Djuna Barnes; she was a muse figure for Marcel Duchamp; and she was a model for Man Ray. She sort of traipsed through parties around the edges of biographies about artists and writers from the modernist period, usually wearing one of her crazy outfits—a dress with a taillight, a birdcage necklace. I got fascinated. I couldn’t believe no one had written about her at any length before.

Several of her collages and sculptures were featured in the Whitney Museum’s exhibit, “Dada Invades New York,” and I met the curator of the show, Francis Naumann, who turned out to also be a fan of the Baroness. I unearthed a copy of the Baroness’s unfinished autobiography. She became a kind of obsession.

So much of the Baroness’s art work had been lost or destroyed, and most of her poems had not been properly published in a book (though there had been efforts on her behalf), and not surprisingly, there were a lot of holes and contradictions in the sources documenting her life. In essence, so much of the evidence of her existence had been lost, and somehow that inspired me to imagine what her life had been like, to want to recreate it.

SCHUETTE: What process did you go through in deciding how faithful to be to fact?  In your author’s note you make clear that the Baroness is a work of your imagination—why was it important to not constrain yourself to the historical figure?  

STEINKE:  Most of the time when I was writing this novel, I felt like I was holding a seance, trying to communicate with the dead. The process was highly intuitive, but I remember at some point talking to my friend, Richard Maxwell, a literary scholar. He said, there are basically two views of the historical novel. One view says that the story should be in service to dramatizing and teaching the factual history. The other view says that the historical novel is simply a novel that happens to be set in the past. I prefer the second kind of historical novel. Talking to him helped me to formalize the sense I had that the language and narrative had to be more important than the communication of fact. On the other hand, I was writing about a real person, and as much as possible, I wanted to bring her to life in all her authentic strangeness and charisma. I used the factual material to serve the story and my version of the Baroness as a character, and I often found the sources wonderfully inspiring—they generated a lot what I ultimately invented. I also love that period of history and did much of my graduate work on modernism. But I hope I didn't allow myself to get buried in period detail or "lessons". More than anything else, I wanted readers to be inspired by the Baroness and the story I tell about her.

SCHUETTE: For me, you were very successful at this.  There are aspects of the Baroness's inner life that feel so contemporary, especially relating to gender and the performance of identity, key terms for today's third wave feminists.  Did you find yourself inhabiting the Baroness to bring this sensibility to her, or is it a short coming on my part to assume that people "back then" wouldn't have thought in such terms about their experience?

STEINKE:  All of this is authentic to the Baroness—it's one of the reasons I became fascinated with her. I imagined my way into particular images and phrasing of thought, but that sensibility is all there in her original writings. Her thinking about femaleness and gender in general was way ahead of its time, and that forward-thinking helped her in some ways, but it also caused her some distress. It's really at the center of the novel. 

And just to go back to your earlier question about research, it was very important for me to be true to the Baroness's idea, for instance, that she had every right to pursue any man she desired, or to her notion that femaleness was a thing to be celebrated and sometimes performed. That was more important to me than making the story conform to exact dates, etc. 

SCHUETTE: Sexuality plays an important role in Holy Skirts (and your other novel, The Fires).  It's a source of delight/danger, power/lack, and, for some characters, economic exchange.  How did you come to be interested in writing about female sexuality and is it especially important in relation to female characters?

STEINKE: Sexuality came up all the time in my research of the Baroness, whose letters and poems and writings I used as sources. I had to address not just her sex life, but how she imagined her sexuality as a fuel for creative work and as a way of gauging people she met. Though she lived in the late 19th-century and early 20th-century, her perspective on sexuality was more in line with our contemporary views (or they may even belong to the future!).  Of course, that often got her into trouble, and her femaleness put her in opposition to her surroundings, though, in the Baroness's particular logic, females were stronger spiritually than men. All of this was endlessly fascinating to me.

SCHUETTE: Did you actually find yourself learning from the Baroness?  Did her thoughts on gender and sexuality challenge, change or provoke your own thinking, or did they confirm ideas you’d already had, whether from your own experience or from writing about other female characters’ sexuality?

If writing about the Baroness only confirmed what I already knew, I would have probably abandoned the project. But imagining her story was more complicated and precarious than that for me. I was certainly inspired by her bravery and bravado.  Although I think most people who know me would say that my temperament is almost the opposite of the Baroness’s, I took vicarious pleasure in all the ways she ignored the limitations that others tried to impose upon her. It’s really satisfying to think about her, say, demanding that The Little Review give her poems more attention, or entering a fancy party at the home of art collectors wearing apparel more like a work of art or a machine than clothing, or marching into Marcel Duchamp’s studio and having an argument about aesthetics, or boldly trying to seduce him. On the other hand, her life was no feminist fantasy. There was a lot of pain and sacrifice and self-destruction in her. She wasn’t a victim, but she doesn’t easily fit into the costume of role-model either. For me, that’s what makes her a good character.

SCHUETTE: What else can you tell us about your research process?  

STEINKE:  I read everything I could about Berlin, Paris, and New York City during the early 20th-century. I read biographies of the artists and figures who surrounded the Baroness (Duchamp, Man Ray, Jane Heap, Djuna Barnes, William Carlos Williams, and others). I wandered Greenwich Village. I visited Berlin and Paris. I read through the Baroness's letters, her unfinished autobiography, her poems, looked at her art work. I read through old New York newspapers, especially of the 1910s and early 1920s, looking for details and the few articles on the Baroness.

SCHUETTE: I'm especially interested in how your research impacted setting in Holy Skirts.  The places are so richly drawn.  How important is setting for you in Holy Skirts, in other works?  How do you feel place relates to character and plot?

STEINKE:  I used a lot of research for details, but then, I would often imagine my way beyond the research, too, to make a place feel more alive. I always start with place in some way, when I begin a project. I guess that certain places suggest a narrative to me—or a basic outline of a story anyway. 

So in The Fires, small town Indiana suggested to me a story of hidden violence (Ella's setting of the fires). 

In Holy Skirts, I was most inspired by Greenwich Village, where I was living at the time. That place gave me a story of an artist's fight to claim her work and life. The place suggests transgression to me, or it used to anyway—now it's all changed.

I often use a character's perceptions of a place to explore his or her inner life.  I'm not as interested in description just for the sake of description.

SCHUETTE: It’s pretty clear that holiness in Holy Skirts isn't about religion or piety, do you ever expect to explore either of these in other novels?  Do they have a place in your latest endeavor? 

STEINKE:  Yes. I'm the daughter of a Lutheran minister, and the granddaughter of a Lutheran minister, but somehow I'm just now directly addressing religion in my fiction. My current novel is set in Texas, where I grew up. There is a male character who has recovered from alcoholism, somewhat aided by what might be called "prosperity Christianity," a faith that promises material wealth if one is pious enough. And there is a teenaged girl, raised in a kind of fundamentalist mega-church, who spirals into a spiritual crisis—she has visions of the beast of the apocalypse, but she also comes to be skeptical of much of the dogma she's been taught.

SCHUETTE:  What challenges are you confronting as you write more directly about religion?  Do you have concerns about being fair to your heritage?

STEINKE: One of the reasons I think I can write about religion directly at this point is that I’m not writing about Lutherans. I’m writing about southern, evangelical Christians and Christians who read scripture literally. That’s not my religious heritage at all. In fact, I remember many of my father’s sermons pointedly arguing against fundamentalist views. But I grew up among fundamentalist and evangelical Christians, and I know that these people are more complex than the way they are often portrayed in contemporary literature and movies, and I hope to get at that complexity in this novel.

The challenges are mainly with story-telling—making the language feel fresh, honoring the individual belief system of each character so that it feels particular and vibrant, keeping tension in the narrative, keeping the stakes high emotionally. One way or another, religion is so familiar to most people, but I want readers to find surprises in my fiction, to imagine things in a way they might not have considered before.

SCHUETTE: If you’re successful, what do you expect or hope will be the fruit of this re-consideration?

STEINKE:  For me there’s a beautiful strangeness in other people, even people we may think we know, and I’m always trying to coax that mystery out of the story and the writing.

