Study questions for René Steinke’s Holy Skirts
Biography

René Steinke is the author of two novels, The Fires (William Morrow) and Holy Skirts (William Morrow), which was a finalist for the 2005 National Book Award in fiction. Her work has also been published in such places as TriQuarterly, Southern Poetry Review, Cumberland Poetry Review, Sundog, and The Carolina Quarterly.  A recipient of an Academy of American Poets prize and three PSC-CUNY Research Foundation awards in creative writing, Steinke received an MFA in Creative Writing from the University of Virginia, and her PhD in English from the University of Wisconsin at Milwaukee.  Currently, she is an Editor-at-Large for The Literary Review and teaches creative writing at Fairleigh Dickinson University.

Preface

Every novelist requires a deeply empathetic imagination to create well-rounded characters that actually live on the page in full subjectivity.  Without that empathy, characters fall flat.  A novelist must, therefore, step into the character’s shoes and not only know her fears and desires, but how those fears and desires often conflict; a novelist must inhabit a character’s contradictions.  It takes an especially gutsy novelist to approach an historical personage, especially one as fantastic and flamboyant as the Baroness Elsa von Freytag-Loringhoven, an artist who wore a tomato can brassiere, teaspoons for earrings, garments made of feathers, and a birdcage with a live canary for a hat.  Who could possibly imagine that a woman capable of wearing tin cans feels anxiety or knows doubt or experiences conflicted desires?  René Steinke does.  Her empathetic imagination gets beneath the pizzazz and the performance and produces an incredibly complex and nuanced character, one strong enough to earn Holy Skirts a nomination for the National Book Award.

While Steinke chooses not to bind herself to historical fact (see her author’s note pp 357-358), she does structure the novel chronologically.  Beginning in 1904 when Steinke’s version of Elsa is nineteen, Part One spans thirteen years and three husbands, introducing us to Elsa’s initial thoughts on art, the body, fashion, love and sexuality, themes we will see developed over the course of the novel.  In these initial years, readers watch as experience strips Elsa of her youthful naïveté, and we also watch as Elsa mines her experience to become ever more fiercely committed to the woman she wants to be: an artist and a lover—in her mind the two are cut from the same cloth. 

Part Two presents that woman in full fruition.  In this section, opening in April of 1917 and drawing to a close almost ten years later, Steinke explores and develops Elsa’s character in the context of Greenwich Village’s avant-garde circle where eventually Elsa finds herself at the center of New York’s Dadaist movement.  Readers champion Elsa’s accomplishments, especially those that involve her trademark puckish-side, like her taillight bustle that flicked on with the touch of a switch she’d hidden in her pocket, or the time she confronted the censor for burning copies of The Little Review in her birdcage hat and tin-can brassiere.  But we also worry over Elsa’s increasing instability as her voices grow more adamant and she begins to hallucinate—the very sources of her creativity threaten to undo her.  

In a very brief epilogue, Steinke steps away from Elsa and offers us a final commentary on Elsa’s life through the eyes of Sara, a young painter Elsa befriended early in her Village days.  While it can be disconcerting to find ourselves suddenly outside the point of view we’ve inhabited for the entire novel, Sara does offer us one final outside perspective on the Baroness’s life as a whole.

Questions 

1. Steinke begins the novel with two epigraphs.  

· The first by George Biddle introduces Elsa’s flair for the dramatic and her practice of “found” fashion.  How are both these qualities important to the sense of identity Elsa builds for herself?  How is her interiority shaped by or reflective of her external appearance?  

· The second by Ezra Pound comments on Elsa’s madness, which he ascribes in part to the “principle of non-acquiescence.”  How much did Elsa, as drawn by Steinke, experience this principle as a burden?  How else does she experience it?

2. Sexuality obviously plays a complicated role in the novel—it is a source of delight, a source of power, a source of danger, for some a source of economic exchange.  

· Why does Steinke begin the novel with a description of Elsa’s youthful experiences of sexuality?  How is this experience of her body challenged in her first years in Berlin?  Why does the discovery of syphilis complicate the connection between sex and love?

· Why does Elsa insist on the non-economic character of sex?  Why does she later argue with Marcel’s depiction of sex as a mechanical act?

· Beyond developing Elsa’s character, what does Steinke’s use of sexuality suggest about gender formation and a woman’s relationship to her body?  How does this portrayal challenge or confirm standards of female sexuality in our contemporary culture?

3. Steinke spends a lot of time in the first chapters revealing aspects of Elsa’s relationship to her mother and father.  What do these relationships tell us about Elsa’s development?  What do these characters reveal about gender and sexuality that Steinke plays off of elsewhere?  What do they reveal about art and poetry? 

4. What is the significance of the last gift from Elsa’s mother—the potholder as objet d’art (some page references: 214, 306, 346, 347)?

5. Second-wave feminism spent a lot of time describing and critiquing the objectification of women, yet Elsa enjoys being looked at because it makes “her feel more solid” (9).  Her discovery of fashion also suggests that the one viewed can, to a degree, control the “gaze”—“what was seen was partly up to her” (24).  At the same time, Elsa’s experience of the ticket seller (40, 43, 46) reminds us how painful objectification can be.  How are we finally to assess this phenomenon?  How does Elsa’s experience of being seen change throughout the novel?  Does the balance come out for good or for ill?

6. Elsa defines her relationships to her husbands by what they steal from her (58).

· How else might Elsa’s relationships to her husbands be defined?  What are tell-tale characteristics of each and how do they compare to one another?  What do they reveal about Elsa’s development as a lover? as an artist?

· We know that August stole her beauty (58), that Franz stole her poetry, but it’s never made explicit what Josef stole.  His departure for Germany does coincide with the first hallucination Elsa has, a sign that the syphilis is no longer in remission.  “The vision made her feel as if she were coming apart, as if Josef had taken something from her that she badly needed” (174).  What did Elsa share with Josef that she no longer has access to?  How might this relate to the onset of symptoms?

7. Elsa becomes an inveterate liar in the novel, a practice that begins when she enters Mello’s circle—“She still felt a lack and a frenzy to fill it” (50-51).  Are such lies any different than other acts of the imagination? than her practice of fashion?  Elsa herself seems to find them therapeutic, but later, in her relationship to Franz, she distinguishes a different kind of lie—“she massaged facts until they pleased her husband, but she’d done it badly” (132).  How are these lies different?  Are lies worse when they are done to please someone else?  Why or why not?

8. Steinke comments on Elsa’s shift from German to English in several places (147, 153, 187, 189), highlighting the intimate relationship between identity, language, and expression.  

· What discoveries—about herself, about poetry—does Elsa make in using English?  

· If the senselessness of Elsa’s poems arise in part from her use of a second language—“you’re writing from a deep pocket inside English that no one else has thought to open” (147)—what do we learn about the role of circumstance in creating art?  Do Elsa’s poems teach us something about the difference between “sense” and “expression?”  If so, what? 

9. Steinke takes great care to recreate the world of the early 20th century.  

· How would you describe the role of place in the novel?  What is the importance of setting? of history?

· At the same time, many of the themes feel contemporary.  What of our world did you discover, and what function do these play in the overall meaning of the novel?  How is Steinke inviting us to learn about the past and how is she inviting us to examine our current situation?

10. How would you describe art as portrayed in the novel? poetry?  What purpose do these play in our lives? in the lives of the artists?

· What is the relationship between madness and art?  Are the voices Elsa hears, the poems she “hunts,” symptoms of syphilis or works of the imagination?  Does the source matter?  Later, Jane describes madness as lacking purpose whereas Elsa is “all purpose” (317).  Is this true?  Is it always true?  Does it shift at some point for Elsa?

11. At first it appears easy to think of Marcel as a “male” artist, detached and rooted in the mind, while Elsa is “female,” engaged and rooted in the body.  

· How does Steinke complicate this binary?  How do ideas play a strong role in Elsa’s art?  

· Why, after attempting Marcel’s detachment—“Perhaps she would be more free now, a nun for the sake of her art” (335)—does she fail at it?  What does this failure have to do with her desire for a sexual encounter?  How does the rape (336-337) pull her closer or farther away from the “world and all its flowers and garbage, its storms, chimneys, crowds, and moths” (333)?

12. What does the title, Holy Skirts, contribute to our overall understanding of the novel?

· On page 259, we get the one direct reference to the title when Elsa recites her poem: 

Thought about holy skirts—to the tune of “Wheels are growing on rosebushes.”  Beneath immovable—carved skirt of forbidding sexlessness—over pavement shoving—gliding—nuns have wheels. 

How does this passage help us understand the meaning of the title?  

· On page 347, we get an indirect reference to the title in Elsa’s reflection on her mother’s potholder:

…she finally saw the way her mother’s gift skirted something holy.  He had not loved her, yet she’d made a gift from this lack.

How does this passage help us understand the meaning of the title?  

13. What role does the epilogue play in our final understanding of the novel?  How would the novel be different without it?  What do we gain, if anything, from inhabiting Sara’s point of view?  Does the poem’s claim to be a “happy accident” accurately transfer to the life of Elsa as drawn by Steinke? why or why not?

