
By Carol R. Sternhell,

FLASHBACK (a true story about choice): Once upon a time, when I was six years old, there were
two little girls, one of which was me, and two big dolls, one of which was beautiful. My sister and
I were each supposed to choose one of the dolls, and I, of course, wanted the beautiful one,
which had curly brown hair and rosy cheeks and a blue ruffled dress (and which was later
named by my sister Patty Mary Barbara Sternhell). My sister, who was only two years old, didn't
really understand what was happening, but when I reached out toward Patty Mary Barbara she
reached out too, saying, "I want." I protested. My parents reasoned. "But darling, she's only a
baby. But darling, you're a big girl. But darling, you don't care about a doll." I reconsidered.
"Now, darling, which one do you want?" I chose-Cookie, with sunken eyes and stringy hair.
Years later, asked by my sister why I had ever chosen that awful doll, I delivered a thoroughly
convincing defense of her superiority.

How to Make a Woman is another story about the same kinds of choices. Choosing which way
to play the game. Choosing in a hallucinatory dress shop between various specially-designed

ADVERTISEMENT

How to Make a Woman at the Harvard
Epworth Church every Fri. and Sat.

NEWS
Complainant Withdrew
Massachusetts Commission
Against Discrimination…

NEWS
Seneca Abandons Recog
Status, Provisionally
Recognized as Independ

0



styles of absurd. Choosing whose standards to appeal to, and whose reasons why. Choosing
which role labelled Woman to buy.

(At the opening of the evening two men wheel in a plastic-wrapped dressmaker's model with
chalk-white face, silvery breastplate and miniskirt. They twist her limbs into contortion upon
contortion, her face into horrifying grimace upon grimace. Finally they are satisfied, saying,
"This will sell.")

And in fact it will. "There are no other dresses," protests one of the men, later. And when one
young woman cries of a pair of well-formed breasts suspended from a hanger, "I don't want it!",
the mannequin (alive) answers firmly, "Everyone wants it. It fits all of us."

How to Make a Woman, I should explain, is the story of two women-Mary (Barbara
Fleischamann) and Aili (Aili Singer)-who meet in a dress shop, relive their lives in several
versions while attempting to choose the right dress (role), and end up, I guess, where a lot of us
are now. Mary gives in, for a while at least, smiling and twisting as the men chant, "Pose, Smile.
Change," again and again. Aili screams in despair.
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IN MANY WAYS, the play is a prose-poem, a multi-media Greek tragedy: the pantomime of
lovemaking, pregnancy, childbirth, all in rhythm; the sitting home waiting, the pains of leaving,
all in rhythm; the cries of anguish, synchronized. The new-born parents dealing with newborn
child ("It's a girl!"-"Oh, shit."), the kid jumping about uncontrolled as the father shouts
helplessly, "Do something!"

The philosophy here is decidedly not anti-male. The emphasis is on women, fucked up and
fucked over, but the men.-Joseph Volpe (Wolf) and David Starr Klein (Hunter)-are choosing
among equally meaningless roles. At one point when Aili, forced into the role of "Big Mama,"
urges her husband out of bed and out to work, he protests, "But I went to work yesterday." And
when Mary's daddy cheerfully attempts to teach her a song-"Roll me over/ in the clover/ do it
again!"-her mother grabs the child away in horror. Daddy tears his hair, crushed.

("When I speak of female liberation . . . I don't mean liberation from men," reads a quote on the
"program" distributed by Caravan Theatre. "Men and women are mutually oppressed by a
culture and heritage that mutilates the relationships possible between them.")

Confession: I wan't at all sure I'd like How to Make a Woman. I expected to agree with the
philosophy, the words, but for me politics, even compassionate politics, is not yet art. Politics



may serve as a means, a mechanism, a way to go on living, but art provides the reason. My
women's group, which meets every Thursday and is the best means I've discovered in years, is
wonderful, but it isn't art: How to Make a Woman. I think, is. It's poetry.

Dialogue (Mary, wrapped in a white net birdcage, and her husband, Hunter, fighting his way in):
"Don't touch me." "I'm your husband." "Why do you hunt, then?" "It's my thing."

Monologue (Hunter, after their first sexual experience, as Mary moans): "I'm sorry. But you'll
get used to it. You'll learn to love it and like it as I do. Otherwise you'd be like the other objects,
sitting around and gathering dust. . . . Well, I have to be going out now-have a nice day. Next
time I'll kiss you more. . . . I'll always remember this first time we loved together."

Monologue (Mary, at home keeping the birdcage clean): "My husband is fulfilling himself. . . . It
is important to be good and sweet . . . to dust the phone . . . to bring up his children, to change
my name to his, to be another's. . . ."

I'M SO AFRAID. It would be so much easier simply to stop now, to choose and be done with it,
to leave certain questions unanswered. Aili prods, "Keep going, Mary. Keep going until you
know who you are." In the closet, the mannequin (Anne Barclay), an old woman now, with smile
frozen, holds up a tattered veil. Frozen stiff with waiting. she holds forth the veil to the younger
women; it is their turn to wait. And when He comes, she says, "strangle him with it." One
solution.

Another solution. Those plastic breasts. It fits, after all, all of us, desire. Mary chooses, and
grinds sexually, chanting, "Wow. Wow. Wow." "She's tight," they taunt Aili, who tries to refuse.
"Very tight. And dry. Very, very dry." And when Aili shouts, "Isn't there something else?" the
answer is simply, "No."

In a hip, egalitarian marriage, wife encourages husband in his work, then turns to hers, but he
needs his resume typed, now. "Don't finish," chants the chorus. "You're not important. He's
important." And when he decides (again) to move, disrupting (again) her work, she tries to tell
him of a dream, in which she is left, naked, beside the frozen peas. "It's only a dream," he says.
"Now pack."

"David," she says, "I'm not going."

"Then stay here and freeze."

What do we choose? There are no answers in this play, perhaps not in our lives. When Aili
protests, "I can't choose. These are all your designs, not mine," there is no real response, for just
whose designs are they? The designer, a man, answers, "You don't like my designs? Fine. There



are plenty of women out there who do," but we know he is as terribly trapped as we. The
mannequin cowers in the closet. And Mary responds, chanting, "Wow. Wow," as the men
murmur. "Pose, Smile, Change," and, "Bang, I'm a man." Aili screams for help.

I too need help.

Want to keep up with breaking news? Subscribe to our email newsletter.

MOST READ

1. The Harvard Crimson to Resist Subpoena
Issued By Winthrop Tutors

2. Who Can Be ‘Racist’?

3. 
Harvard Professor Harvey Mansfield
Disinvited from Speaking at Canadian College
Over 'Conservative' Views

4. 
Democratic Presidential Candidates Answer
Students' Questions at CNN Town Hall: Live
Updates

5. Those Who Can Do, Teach

FROM OUR ADVERTISERS

Captain Declares Guard Unjustified In Kent
Shooting 〉

 SPONSORED

THE OFFICE OF CAREER SERVICES

The Harvard Guide To Your Job Search
The comprehensive resource for navigating the job search, composing strong resumes and cover letters, performing at
interviews, using Harvard’s Campus Interview Program, and pro�les from alumni in different industries.

 SPONSORED

CLIF

26.2: Struggle and Triumph
To Han, the Boston Marathon isn’t just a race. Follow one Harvard student on her life-changing experience from start
to �nish.

 SPONSORED

THE CRIMSON BRAND STUDIO

Harvard Innovation Labs is Giving Out $10,000 to Students to Support Their Ideas
Harvard Innovation Labs invites you to apply to the Ingenuity Awards!

 SPONSORED

GMELIUS

A Day in The Life With Gmelius
With Gmelius it’s possible to seize every day, no matter how busy you might be.

STEP UP YOUR SUMMER 2019



 SPONSORED

STEP UP YOUR SUMMER 2019

Step Up Your Summer With These Awesome Programs!
From one Harvard student to another, don’t miss out on these amazing opportunities!



ADVERTISEMENT

The University Daily, Est. 1873

Comments Community Login�1

t Tweet f Share Sort by Best

LOG IN WITH OR SIGN UP WITH DISQUS 

Name

 Start the discussion…

?

Be the first to comment.

Subscribe✉ Add Disqus to your siteAdd DisqusAddd

 Recommend�

Report ad



 
Copyright © 2019 The Harvard Crimson, Inc.


