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Oral History Interview with Irena Klepfisz for Sinister Wisdom Tribute to Conditions

Julie R. Enszer (JRE) (00:02):
Um, so I've turned on the recording, so, and. And what we'll do is we'll go through the questions that you saw and that we have discussed. We'll produce a transcript, um, likely, um, I'll do a little editing or tweaking or like have some questions from the transcript. And we'll send it then over to you and you can, um, and change and, you know, until we get something that we like for the issue.

Irena Klepfisz (IK) (00:38):
Thank you so much for doing this because it's so much easier for me. It's harder on you, but

JRE (00:45):
Yeah, but it's worth it because we're, we're excited to have this in the issue. So, so let's just start out with having you tell us about your experience with Conditions.

IK (00:58):
You know, it's interesting because, um, one of the things I did, which is why I asked you, um, to send me the bio is to look at the bio-- what I wrote about myself and how I described myself in this period. So, and I have to say the one you sent me just now just shocked me, totally shocked me about saying I primarily write about being alone. 
Um, and that was in ‘77 when I think I had just moved in with Rima [laughs] and, um, and there's also I think in the next one or the one after where I say, despite, “despite all other indications, I'm still a poet,” which I think referred to the fact that I wasn't writing very much and I was doing a lot of, should work and stuff. 
Um, so what am I, I mean, I have to say, you know, it's 40, it's at least 40 years ago.
And, um, in thinking about it, I realized to what degree, there was a lot of blur in my memory of that experience. Um, I mean, somebody, a friend once said to me that you always remember the pain and you forget everything else?
And so, to some degree it was, it was a painful kind of experience. It was, it was very, um, difficult when Rima and I broke up and we, we broke up fairly… I don't remember exactly in relationship to Conditions, but it was very difficult for a couple of years as you can imagine. Um, a breakup of two couples started a magazine and then one couple, it's not working out. 

IK (02:37):
Um, so, but I also remember, um, sort of really feeling like it was a really important work. And, um, I've always been just incredibly proud of the fact that I was associated with it. And in some way, I have to say to some degree, I feel [pause] that, you know, I was involved in sort of the groundwork at the very, very beginning. And which was like the first six issues, which was like five years […] we were not able to do it any faster. I mean, I'm sort of amazed at how you would you do. Um, we just couldn't do it, but of course, and Conditions' reputation just grew and grew and um, I wasn't associated with editing when it was in that phase, so I feel like I've gotten a little bit of a free ride on it. Um, but I am proud that, you know, I was at it, I was with it at the beginning and it sort of set a tone.

JRE(03:34):
And what was that early vision? What did the four of you talk about? Do you remember? Sort of what and why?

IK (03:40): 
You know, it was like, you know, fools rush in where angels fear to tread? We sort of said, “Oh yeah, let's start a magazine.” [laughs] Well, you know, […] I'm going to give this, this background and you don't have to use it or whatever, but this is the way it actually happened. 
I came out in ‘73. I was like, I was at the time, I was like 32 years old and I had just lost my job at NYU  and I went out to Long Island. I was very confused about, sort of what I was doing. Was I with men, was I with women? Anyway, that was supposed to be my year in which I was going to find out about myself and I was going to fulfill my fantasy of writing poetry by the ocean.

IK (04:24):
So, I got a house in Montauk. All the way at the end. I learned how to drive. I didn't know how to drive. I got a car when I went out there to write poetry by the ocean. And, um, and while I was there, I was there for a year. I bumped into a friend who I've been in group therapy with my friend Kathy and Kathy said she knew this dyke who, um, whose name was Blanche Wiesen Cook. 
No, this is like in 1974 [laughs] when she wasn't Blanche Wiesen Cook yet [laughs] and she was with a friend of hers. Um, Mmm. Oh no, I'm really bad at names. Paris. Um, it'll come back to me anyway. And there was a bar then that was called Patches. [It was Shay Pat?] So, it was called Patches and Rock the Boat was the main song of the summer. And you know, like 50 million dykes would go in there. And Kathy told me about this and then Blanche told me about this. Blanche was already with Clare Coss at that time. They were partners already. Um.

IK (05:41):
And I met Blanche and I, you know, I guess in the conversation I said something about writing poetry? And she said, “Oh, you should or you should, when you get back to the city, you should contact a friend of mine who's, I think she's forming a group,” and her name was Joan Larkin. 
So, I come back to the city and I connect with Joan Larkin and she is starting this group! And Joan, and in the group, one of the people in the group is Jan Clausen. Yeah. Seven. Now, at the time we were all dykes, but we, we did some public readings and we advertised ourselves as Seven Women Poets. We would not, I mean everybody knew, I think, that we were, we were lesbians. But that's not how we adver --  I remember, we did a reading at the Women's Coffee House and we were set and it was advertised as Seven Women Poets. 

IK (06:34):
Jan in the meantime had gotten connected with Elly Bulkin. They’d become partners. And Joan had an idea of starting a press called, of just doing an imprint, of self-publishing, but pretending that it was a press.  And she and Joan and, and Jan wanted to publish their own books and Elly wanted to do a collection of lesbian poetry and um. 
You know, it's so weird looking back on it. I mean, it was, just seemed so also inevitable. 

IK (07:16): 
And then I wanted to get in on it as well. And there was some issue about whether or not they should, about, I should, I shouldn't. But Elly kind of pushed for me. And so, I got in on it and we each published our own book under the imprint of Out & Out Books. So, there were, so there was Joan, Jan, Elly, and me in this, in this, one shot for me, deal. And I think for Jan, Jan did her second book with Out & Out, or not? Or she did it with something else.
I don't know. I don't remember. But that's where sort of, and at the time I had already become involved with Rima and we kind of double dated with Jan and Elly [laughs]. And at some point somebody said, you know, it's like, you know, it's like a Judy Garland's saying, “Oh, let's put on a show!” Somebody said, “We should have a magazine!” And um, and that's really how it started and that's how I met them. 
And um, and once I, I think, I don't know how it happened. I think, you know, you talk about success? But like we really stepped into it, um, with Elly getting this interview with Adrienne. The first two issues had Adrienne's interview with her. 
Now that was a really big, big way to start. I'm not sure that we, I dunno how self-conscious we were. I mean, we knew it was big. Looking back on it now, it seems just amazing. And it was almost a guarantee of notice. 

IK (08:55):
Um. Because Adrienne was very, you know, sort of emerging within the Gay Movement at this point. It was a very, very big deal. And one of the things I realized --  just sort of the other day when I was thinking about all of this -- is that we've made ourselves important by being associated with her. I didn't really think about it that way, but we've had real chutzpah. I mean, I put my poetry into an issue with Adrienne Rich, I mean it was ridiculous. 
That first issue, you know, had a, I think an essay or view by Jan. Elly had the interview, I had my poetry Rima had a, you know, it's like we suddenly put ourselves on this platform! I really didn't think about it until the other day that there was something about -- we made ourselves publicly important people! And, you know, important writers! And um, so that I think was, um, really, I mean, I don't know. I have to say, I don't know how Elly got the interview? But I would imagine, I mean I also, because I had the contact with Blanche, it was also a connection to Audre Lorde.

IK (10:15):
I didn't know Adrienne, but I remember bumping into Adrienne one time and saying, Oh, Ms. Rich, I admire you so much! [laughs] And, um, so..And then I think that in the second issue, not only was there, um, Adrienne’s, um, second half of the interview, but Elly had, I think it was in an MLA conference, Modern Language Association Conference, seen Barbara Smith's speak. And had asked her if she would write something about Black Feminism for the, for the magazine. And that appeared in the second issue. 
So that was, I think when you look back on it, I mean, it was a whopping [laughing] beginning! Um, and, um, I think, I don't think I, I don't know whether other people realized it, but I never quite at the time, I think, realized that people started to look at me differently. In a way as someone who had some power. In terms of the, you know, because that was true of all of us [laughs]! I think we just became suddenly important… both as editors and as individual writers. There was an enormous boost. 

IK (11:43):
So that's sort of, that's how it sort of began. Um, we all, we, I think Jan and I, um. As, as writers needed an outlet, needed outlets and we felt that we wanted to, to have them. On the other hand, we didn't, we didn't want us to sell as a lesbian magazine because of the commitment to, to, um, women of color and to working class women. And we didn't want to cut out those possibilities by making it exclusively for lesbians.
So I think it took us weeks to come up with that byline – “A magazine of women…of women's writing with an emphasis of writing by lesbians.” I don't know how long that took to figure out how to say it. I think we were always perceived as a lesbian magazine. I think that was just, you know, when Melanie and I did the Tribe of Dina, it was, it was not a lesbian anthology, but in a lot of reviews it was referred to as a lesbian anthology because the two of us were dykes. And that happened I think with Conditions as well, even though, um, you know what I have to tell you, I mean, I.

IK (13:00):
I..I.. It was such an incredible thing. I mean, I think, after the first issue, I got a letter from Tillie Olsen about my “Monkey House,” poems. Now. I mean, there was no way! I would have had that, would've ever happened in any other way, but I think it was Adrienne’s interview…that she probably, you know… so it was incredibly important, I think. I think and, um, I think Elly deserves credit for that because, um, it was, uh, it did, it gave the magazine an enormous amount of stature from the first, very first issue.
And I think that was strengthened by whatever…The people, I mean, the commitment with the essay from Barbara. And the second issue, I think also signaled the direction in which the magazine was going to go. 
So, I don't know if that's, that's what was a long intro and tell how, how the four of us got together [laughs]. But it was an interesting, it was interesting! 

JRE (14:01):
And would you talk a little bit about your politics at that time? 

IK (14:04): 
My own?  

JRE (14:10): 
Own, and how you saw the groups politics as well?

IK (14:14):
Well, you know, I have to say I was, um. It was a very um, difficult and in some way really kind of exhilarating but also, Oh, difficult period for me. I was, I was raised very much in a very closed survivor, Holocaust survivor community. Um. I had, and my focus was for decades for, you know, my first three decades was mainly sort of the Holocaust. It wasn't even American antisemitism. It was really the war in Europe. I had a lot of, I had to do a lot of therapy around it. And, um, I had all kinds of weird dates in my life that I had to sort of pass through. It was rites of passage and my getting past my 30th birthday was very difficult for me. So, the thirties were sort of, in me, an awaking, a waking up kind of and coming out of that. And I really feel that it was, it was getting involved with the gate with gays and lesbians that I finally kind of landed in America.

IK (15:28):
I don't know quite how else to put it. Um, though I was conscious of it. I mean, when I wrote [my shared?], I sort of did a summary of that. And so I was really learning about… I mean, I think starting when I went to Chicago in my early twenties where I was still in a lot of turmoil about where I was and what I was doing historically. I mean, I was raised in very socialist minded. Um, the Jewish Labour Bund -- To me was all very important to me and it was my grounding. I had a very, you know, I had a kind of working class view. Um. Was very self-conscious about being, you know, coming from sort of working class background and from a socialist background. But I hadn't really experienced it as an American experience. I sort of was all kind of rooted for me in Europe. 

IK (16:23):
And I think in Conditions…um. Whereas I, I think I had started thinking about that quite a few years before…It was with Conditions that I started thinking about it, sort of with me engaged in some way, um, with the American experience. So, that's where I was coming from. 
But I was also kind of, I had struggled through a PhD. I hated graduate school, but I got my PhD, like a good person (that my mother wanted me to be.) And I had gotten my first full time teaching job at NYU and which turned out to be my last full-time teaching job. After the four, four years, I lost my job. And I was doing, I was back doing a lot of office work and shit work. And I was also getting more involved in sort of Jewish things, more contemporary. I was becoming more conscious of Yiddish culture, which I had been raised with, but which I had ignored for at least for more than a decade. 

IK (17:25):
And so, Conditions was kind of my… I really, I kind of felt like a novice. Felt like I had just stepped off the boat.  And um, and in some ways, I had. Um, and so it was partly a learning experience for me in terms of my politics. 
I was confused, I think by a lot of the strains within the Women's Movement? It was like a big emphasis, on “downward mobility,” which I thought was just absurd and I just didn't understand it. I didn't understand. And I know I met people who were embarrassed by their PhD. To the degree that the, when I did books, I think I left out the fact that, and I had a PhD? Not because I thought I just wasn't important, but because I thought I should be ashamed of it!  Which is, I mean, given that I was in my early thirties was kind of stupid. I mean, I was really a slow learner, but, um, but I was not very confident.

IK (18:27): 
Um. So, um, I was both in sympathy and at the same time I'm confused by the new landscape on which I found myself. Okay. I think it was difficult. 
Um, and it was interesting because, you know, I've very recently there was, um, there was a program I attended or I was a part of about, about it. I don't know -- God, it seems like another planet! About six months ago! -- And it was about the Jewish Labour Bund and the influence it had on me. And one of the things that I said then was that, unlike my parents who were socialists in Poland between the war, my main focus was not antisemitism as an activist, but it was, me personally, was homophobia. And, and that was very, that was very different.

IK (19:22):
You know, they didn't even, my, my parents in the Thirties wouldn't have even thought about such a thing. Um. So that was partly it. I think just sort of trying to figure out what my politics would be. Um. 
And in fact, one of the things that happened with Conditions One, I lost another job because I was outed by the magazine. 
Somebody leaked to these people and it's, I sort of lost my second career [laughs] at themoment. I lost my first job. I went to NYU, I went to Long Island, I came to Montauk, I came back. And, um, so it was sort of interesting to me… to be actually involved in something that was, um, both looking outward from me, looking at other people. And also looking at myself in a very different way and where I fit in. Um, because I think up until that point, I always considered myself to some degree, an immigrant.

IK (20:26):
And I don't, I don't really see, I mean, some people say you're always once an immigrant, always an immigrant. But I don't -- I really view myself as an American. I mean, I feel I'm rooted in American history and whatever since that time. But I think up until then, I don't think I've felt that. And I think Conditions was part for me personally was part of that integration into the sort of American struggle for whatever. I
 don't know if that's clear. Um. And so, I think, you know, I mean, it was interesting because we were three, the collective was three Jews, one boss, um, two PhDs, one PhD-on-the-way -- Rima was working on her PhD -- and Jan was a dropout, a college dropout.

IK (21:21):
And me, you know, we, there was a huge age difference between, I think. Elly and I were pretty close in age, I think maybe one or two years apart. I'm not sure who's older, who's younger. And Jan, Rima was quite, was about six or seven years young. And even more, maybe 10 years older than me. And Jan was about 14 years younger. So, there was this age, age differences also in terms of experience. 
And we also, we had different backgrounds, economic backgrounds. Um, and, uh, so we brought, we brought all of that to the table! Don't leave it at the door, that's for sure. Um. And, and we struggled! And I think it's amazing that we produce the kind of work that we did during, at least in the five years that I was there. I was really proud of it. I thought, and I thought we did a lot of good.

IK (22:15):
I mean, I thought it was, um, I thought it was useful. I thought it was artistically, um, really wonderful. And just discovering and giving space to some wonderful writers that, you know, um. And I think that whole legitimacy, you know? Because eventually, Alice Walker had something in there. Audre Lorde, I think, in one of the third or fourth issues I think had a piece about, um, uh, having, you know, a son. How she dealt with having a son. Her essay about that. 
Um, so, I don't know? Looking back on it, it looks pretty, it was pretty heady, but it wasn't, it felt pretty grungy at the time [laughs]. I mean, it was really hard. I mean, it was really hard to get it. I mean, as you can see, we did what, six issues in five years? I think Conditions Six was after five years. I mean, that would just, and they were mammoth.

IK (23:10):
They were not small! I mean, they were, it's. Conditions Six especially. It was very, very big. Um, and I remember even the first time I read one of Dorothy's short stories, “I Am Working On My Charm,” and that was just. Conditions Six. and there was such a. Blow! I mean, I was so blown away! It was so, you know, I don't even know if I have, if I had actually met her at that point or not, but I, I remember the story and remember thinking, this is really, this is really terrific. 
That was also interesting. You know, at the beginning we didn't get a of fiction at all. Um, we've got tons of poetry, very little fiction, and we kept complaining about it that we'd wanted fiction. And then suddenly there was this huge surge of fiction. I think because people realized they could probably, they had a chance of being published.

IK (24:04):
Okay. And so that's why Conditions Six happened. But at the beginning we really didn't, we didn't, we were always struggling to try to get some fiction in there. 
Um, and I think it was because people just, women just didn't think that they -- I don't know if they weren't writing and at all or if they were writing, but not sending it in? Um. But there was this big rush. So that buys Conditions Six. We had a lot of, um, I had a lot of submissions. 

JRE (24:39): 
And how did you all learn the skills and get the money together to publish the journal?

IK (24:44):
You know, I don't, I don't remember the money business. I know we funded some fundraising. Um. The skills, you know, I don't know what skills you mean? I mean, two of us were, three of us were in academia. I mean, so we had had that experience. I mean in terms of how to put something tog -- I don't know. 
And I think, I think there was a, you know, there was this tug between wanting it to be, um, a really high standard and also wanting to let in, um, material that might not be as polished, but that was politically important. Or subject matter important, whatever. Um. And I think there was always that tension. 
Um. And I think, you know, I think frankly a lot of it was sort of came out of our own needs! Like what did we want for ourselves, both as writers -- and as so, and so like we knew we wanted reviews for example, and we were committed to not doing any bad reviews.

IK (25:57):
There was no point in wasting space on something you didn't like. Unless there was going to be some real issue that you, you know. And we didn't want to cover books that were being covered by everybody else. We really wanted to be a vehicle for people to begin noticed and for their work to be taken seriously. 

So that was really important -- reviews. And they were the, they were really a pain! Because we had to deal with people, you know, I mean, I don't know where they [laughs] it's just a pain [laughing]. Because you says to somebody, and then they don't do it on. I Or do do it, and they don't do it the way you want it. And nobody wanted to deal with [laughing]. None of us wanted to be the ones to deal with it. You know, what the reviews. But it was what we wanted. To have essays. We really wanted to have a diversified – wanted fiction, poetry, essays on political important political issues. Um, and the reviews. 

IK (26:51):
Um, and so that the reviews were, God knows that was a pain! Um, it was an agony for sometimes. Try to get it out. And yeah, I don't know. I remember Enid Dame. I dunno if you know her work Enid Dame. She’d done. I mean, she was a wonderful poet, just wonderful. She'd be published a lot of her work. And I met her at Parks Slope one time and she started practically to cry because she didn't, she hated her review. And, and I went back to look at it and I saw it. Well, yeah, it's not, it's not as good as it really should be. And I remember every time I talked about it because I was upset because she was upset. I mean, it was terrible to meet her in the street and have her that upset! 
Um, so yeah, the reviews were, I think, really, really important. Um, and I mean, one of the big issues that we had, even with Out & Out Books was distribution. And, um, I remember that we went with Conditions to the Eighth Street Bookstore in Manhattan, which had a lot of wonderful basement of all kinds of alternative journals and magazines. One of the only kind of mainstream, I think bookstores. And um, we put it there. 

IK (28:19):
And we, we, we put it there, but, okay. It's slowly, certainly one of the things that happened and I think that helped both Sinister Wisdom and other places was that there was a buildup of, of women's bookstores, feminist bookstores, women's bookstores, um, distribution. There was distribution, um, organizing. And there were lots of rags. I mean lots of newspapers to advertise in and to ask for them to run reviews. I mean, that was really important in terms of spreading. I mean, this is without the internet, this is all what's mail and mailboxes and um. 

IK (28:56):
So I don't know the answer, you know, I don't know. Maybe Elly and Jan and Rima remember the money thing? I know we were always struggling and I don't remember. I know we must've fundraised and I certainly wouldn't be surprised if some big names gave us some money. You know, because I mean, I really, it did.  But we did win this, um, New York state literary grant, which was quite the only time that we got kind of, um, money for ourselves a little bit. Uh, so I don't, I don't remember, Julie, I just don't,
Speaker 3 (29:38):
yeah, yeah. I've written about that. I've written the NYSCA grant that you all got, um, because it was the second round of those grants and the first round didn't include any women editors. 

IK (29:51): 
Oh, is that true? 

JRE (29:52):
 Yeah. And so, then there was like a bunch of organizing and outrage and then conditions got… 

IK (30:01): 
Really? 

JRE (30:02): I think that was right. Yeah. I think. Um, that would have been in ‘80, ‘80 or ‘81 so it was probably right as you were leaving the journal and

IK (30:11):
it was still when I was, I know it was still when I was working on it because I remember I… I  took a leave of absence after Conditions Six. That's when I took my leave of absence. And Judy and I actually I think. And that was the year that we left New York. I was, I was really deeply unhappy. I mean I was, I was shocked that in one of the bios I wrote something like, I think I said this before, but I was that open about it, that, “despite all signs to the contrary, Irena is still a poet.” 
I mean, I was working in a law office from nine to five. I just hated it. And Manhattan, had the commute. I mean it just sucked me dry and I just, I was miserable. Um, and so I turned, decided and things were tense because of Rima’s and my breakup and stuff like that.

IK (31:04):
And so I decided to take a leave of absence. I thought, “this is so painful at this point.” But I was afraid to totally close the door immediately because I didn't want to have regrets. So I thought I'll leave of absence. And I, you know, I called them after a year. I was comfortable with it and said it's time for me to leave. And that was a good decision. And I, you know, they, they Conditions published me, they publish my works on us. I thought a couple of issues later and Cheryl Clarke wrote one of the best reviews I've ever gotten. And one of the, um, I don't remember which, it was a wonderful, just a wonderful review. It's always stayed with me. I thought it was so, so generous of her. So, it's not like there was a total break, you know?

JRE (31:55):
And what, um, so you talked about the reviews. Do you want to talk a little bit about what it was like to be responsible for editing and publishing other people? How did that shape you as a writer?

IK (32:08):
Well, we, we also had this policy that we had to write something nice to everybody [laughs]. I don't know whether we, we got really tired. Um, and um, I don't know? I don't think that we, you know, I don't feel like we, I personally, um. I didn't feel like I had people's fate in my hands and, and in that sense, I do feel it that way. But I did feel a responsibility and I felt, um, I felt that one of the things that I really liked about doing this was that I was really liked finding something that I really liked. And that was always very exciting, you know, to discover something that you really liked and you say, “Oh my God, this is great. Let's, let's use it!”
Um, that's the part I remember. I mean some of the, it's like anything, you know, it's like in a classroom also you have that you have, some students really are just sparking all the time and other students are more, you know, laid back and not as engaged. And I think that's what happened to some of it. 

IK (33:27):
And um, for the most part, it was not a difficult, I think as with a lot of collectives. You know, you agree easily on 98% of the time and 2% of the time is what you, you know, you spend all your time on 2%. You know, like somebody wanted something and you didn't think it was really that good. And so you argue --is it politics or is it aesthetics? What's the primary thing here? Um, is the politics (even though the aesthetics isn't so good) is the politics so important that you should really? 
I mean those are the kind of tugs and pulls. And also, I think what was what I think, um, we did, what felt kind of important was the reviewing because we, how many books could you review? You could, if you, you know, four or five, six at most probably. And so, rejecting stuff for review I think was something, um, cause we knew that the review was very important that it was going to give somebody, you know, visibility. Um, and that was really important. Um, so I think that was harder in some ways to whittle down. I mean, it wasn't, you know, when you have stuff that you don't feel is really up to par in a lot of, and we all agree on it, that's not hard. What's harder as a sort of… 

IK (34:51):
well you know [laughing] those, the hard ones! 

JRE (34:54): 
Yep, yep. Cases on the line. 

IK (34:45): 
Yeah. Sort of, you don't know which way to fall and you don't know if you're doing a disservice to the issue because it's not well written. And at the same time nobody else is talking about it. I mean it's like we'd go around in circles with that. 

IK (35:13):
So, I think that, I think in some ways the reviews and also making sure that the reviews were what we wanted. You know, sometimes people just summarize. Sometimes people were, you know, I don't know. They were just, they were a pain. 

JRE (35:32): 
Yeah. So how did you all decide to do Conditions Five?  How did that come about? 

IK (35: 35): 
I think it was, um, I think it was probably suggested or we thought about. Umm. This earlier, and I think there was because of, probably, partly because of Barbara. That Conditions. I mean it seemed like that was an appropriate thing to have and it certainly wasn't going to be edited by us [laughs]. 

IK (35:59):
So, um, it seemed like a good thing to do. 
We had some tensions. We had one tension of one poem, which I didn't even, I didn't decided not to look up, I did. We were arguing about, um, whether something was antisemitic. And um, to tell you the truth, this is, this is interesting that I don't, I don't remember how we resolved it. I think we just left it and maybe somebody put a footnote. I dunno. It's, some people thought this was, I don't remember to tell you the truth. 
I know that feelings were, ran rather high, let's put it that way. And um, I just don't, I don't remember the details. Maybe. Maybe Elly and Jan and Rima remembered better.

IK  (36:53):
But it was, I mean, I th -- I it seemed like that there was, it's funny. You know, sometimes you just know without knowing that there's like something happening? And Conditions Five, like seemed like that was the right thing at the right time, at the right moment. And um, and that was really also important I think for the magazine. In terms. And I think that also pointed to a kind of inevitable, and I don't mean that in a bad way, but pointing to the diversification of the, of the editorial board. I think my leaving accelerated that because if they couldn't continue with just three people. It was hard enough for four, there was no way you could, they could go on, I think it was three. So in that sense I think accelerated it. But if I had stayed, I'm sure that, that it was just, we couldn't have continued with four either. And that's the direction that we would've wanted to go in. And particularly after, you know, having produced Conditions Five. 

JRE (37:55):
So were you, so from the, it sounds like from the beginning it was really important to you all to include the voices of women of color.

IK (38:04):
Yes.

JRE (38:05):
And then then-- 

IK (38:07):
Very much also working-class women, the experience of working class women. It was very important.

JRE (38:15):
-- And then, Conditions Five was published and then the editorial board opens up and diversifies. So, but you were gone when that, when that those discussions were happening?

IK (38:26):
No, none of that was happening yet when I was there. That's why I think it accelerated it when I loved. Um, but I, I really, that it would have happened. I mean, I just,
 
IK (38:39):
First of all, I think the board needed to be bigger, period. I mean, we needed a bigger board. We needed more than four people working on this and killing themselves. And so that, and I think given that, we wouldn't have gotten two more Jews to be on it. 
You know? I mean, that's not what we're, it just would have happened anyway. I, like I said, I think just speeded it up and it was also very, I think it was very, um, fluid at the beginning. I think people didn't stay that long. There were people, I don't think, I don't think, I don't know that Jewelle l for example, or Dorothy stayed that long on the commit, I think Cheryl stayed a while.

JRE (39:24):
Yeah. And I think Cheryl came on in a late ‘81 and stayed till, you know, well it was from Cheryl that Cheryl had been paying for 15, 20 years for the storage of all of the documents and the old issues of Conditions. 

IK (39:42): 
You’re kidding…

JRE (39:44): 
No. And so when I met her, I met her in like 2008 or 2009. And said, um, “Oh, okay.” And I said, “ you know, like I'd love access to the, um, to the papers of Conditions” cause I wanted to write about it for my, for my dissertation or some kind of academic article. And she was like, you know, “Alright. I'll do that. But, but, um, I've been paying for the storage unit for 20 years. Um, and so if we're going to do that, look, I'm going to get all these issues out of storage and I want you to help me get rid of them.”

JRE (40:20):
Um, and it was 23 boxes of issues! 

IK (40:24): 
Wow…

JRE (40:25): 
I mean, it was, it filled my little car. Like I met her up in Jersey City. 

IK (40:28): 
So, you have all of them now? 

JRE (40:31): 
We, we got, we put them all in homes. Like we put them all, we put them in academic libraries. We did like full sets, like they weren't full runs. There were a couple -- obvious Five --  was sold out and some other things. But we put together full sets and she emailed like all the people she knew in academia and we, um, and we shipped them out to people. Um, and then we gave free classroom sets to people to teach. 

IK (40:59): 
Wow…

JRE (41:00): 
Um, and so I had just a small supply that I had actually saved to do this project that we're now working on. Like I always had in mind, you know, let's do something about this. So, yeah. Yeah. Um, yeah. So, but Cheryl, Cheryl was a shark! You know, I was like, can I look at the papers? And she was like, you can look at them, get rid of these 23 boxes of back issues. 

IK (41:27): 
Wow…wow…

JRE (41:28): 
So that was really good. How, in retrospect, or even at the time, how did you compare conditions
with others? There's so much feminist and lesbian publishing happening at the time, right? And particularly in New York, I mean that's where Azalea was. Heresies was there lots of, um, you know, and then lots of other smaller…um, Cheryl and I were talking the other day about Lady Unique Inclination of the Night, a small journal that was published out of New Brunswick. How were you, sort of thinking? Were you reading all of the other stuff? How do you think about it in relationship? 

IK (42:10): 
I, you know, I don't really totally remember. I know that we were certainly in touch with other people. I mean, and we were like, I was, um, we met, um, Judith McDaniel and, um, Maureen Brady. Um, we published something or Maureen's I think early on. Um, I think there was, I don't know that I measured anything. Um, I think we were, I don't think we compared, I didn't compare myself. I didn't compare Conditions to other things. I mean, that's all we were doing our own thing in a certain way, I think [pause].

IK (42:53):
I think we, I think we produced a conservative looking magazine. When I look at it now, I don't think it was very, um, daring visually let's put it that way. Would you agree? Would you agree? 

JRE (43:14)
Yeah. Yeah, I would. Yeah. 

IK (43:17) 
It looks very traditional in some way. When you open it up, kind of, you know, here are the poems here’s this, here’s that. Yeah. And, and so I think, I'm not sure to what degree that was conscious. I really don't, I don't remember whether that was a conscious thing. I remember I always loved the first cover. I always thought that the first cover was great. That picture of that body sort of, I always liked that sort of almost the best of all the covers that we had. But at the same, at the same time, I think there was a seriousness about it and an earnestness about it. I think we weren't playful enough. We were all very, very serious. Yeah. I wish we'd been a little bit more playful. Mmm. 
But I think there was a sense of trying to make this legitimate in a way? By being, um, journal that addressed all these various issues. By being legitimate, looking legitimate. I don't know. I wonder whether, I don't know whether the others would agree with that and to what degree that was a conscious thing or not? 

IK (44:35):
[pause].

JRE (44:45):
Mmm. I mean, when I look at, um, well, you know, when you looked at, I mean, when you look at, for example. Umm What is it? Alison Bechdel's comic book -- from dykes, what was it the one?

JRE (45:02):
Dykes to Watch Out For?

IK (45:06):
Yeah. Dykes to Watch Out For. I mean [pause] and that's really interesting to look at! I mean, because it's so incredibly political. And so incredibly at the same time irreverent. And so, trying, trying to being a comic strip and being, um, at the same time, so utterly serious. Um, I mean, we didn't have that. We didn't have much of a sense of humor. I think. 

JRE (45:39):
Although Alison really does come in to that, uh, almost a full decade later, you know, that that really emerges – 

IK (45:47): 
That’s true, that’s true

JRE (45:49): 
-- ‘84, ‘85, ‘86. Um.

IK (45:51):
Right. Yeah. Yeah. We were much more, I mean, we. I think that we projected a sense of responsibility, kind of. This is serious! This is you've got, you know, um, this is a serious business that we're talking about. And, um, and I think we felt it. I mean, there wasn't a put on. I think we felt a kind of responsibility. Um, and that it was important to reach out. Um, at the same time, you know, if you think about it, Adrienne Rich, was not out there somewhere. You know, we weren't using somebody who was flailing, you know. But we were very, very serious. 
We were very, um, at that period and there was enormous hostility to the mainstream --  to mainstream publishing. Um, Jan, I remember, put out some kind of a questionnaire that she sent out to writers asking whether they would consider even publishing with the mainstream. Rita Mae Brown was the worst thing that ever could happ -- you know, betrayed all of us by going mainstream. But at the same time, I think that we were trying to go in stream a little bit. You know, I think we were, maybe we were passing, I don't know. A little bit. Not completely, not completely, but I'm just a little bit. I think we wanted to be respectable.

JRE 2 (47:39):
Hmm.

IK (47:40):
Yeah. The magazine was very respectable, I think. Um, and… but it built. That respectability belied people like, you know, Barbara Smith and Alison, Dorothy, Alison, and, um. I mean it, we, we, we published some really incredible people that had not been heard from before. So…

JRE (48:10):
You really provided a platform to a cast of feminist voices that become significant over the next two decades.

IK (48:23):
I know. Gloria [Anzaldúa] was in it. I mean, we had Gloria. I mean, it's just, I mean, it was really unbelievable. And it always amazes me, you know, people that [pause] you don't really understand how much talent there is. That's, you know, that's totally suppressed. 
I mean, in ‘79 one, Tillie Olsen published Silences. It was very important book for me. And, um, she talks about these various ways that working class and she includes men in them. I mean, she talks about, you know, she talks about Herman Melville in there. Um, that men, women, and so on, are economically, you know, suppressed from creativity. I mean her own life, you know, her own life was sort of an example of that. And, um, and it's true. And I think when you open up, especially if you open up in areas where, that have been silenced, there is going to be a flood of incredible talent.

IK (49:42):
And, um, and you try to get the best of that. But it's also true, you know, that, you know, sometimes people said that “oh, this wasn't so good or that wasn't so good.” And so on, you know, when you think about one of the things that…
One of my big shocks in graduate school, I was very naive when I went to graduate school, I just wanted to get out of New York. So, I went to Chicago to graduate school and I went because I like to read, well, what they wanted me to read in graduate school turned out not to be so much fun. And I was shocked at how much cruddy literature I had to read! To sort of make myself legitimate or something. And I was just shocked at it! And you know, you had to, if you're going to study the Romantics, you have to read all the crummy stuff that came before the Romantics.

IK (50:33):
You know, if you, to read the great Victorian novel, you got to read all the crummy novels that came before it. It was an improvement on. So, um, and, but it's actually true that unless you have places where lots of people --  the weaker ones and the really strong ones appear -- you're never going to get. This is the free flow. This is the flow of ideas. That even a weak, sometimes a weak piece can trigger something really terrific. Both in the person who wrote it or possibly in someone else who picks up on something. And that weaker piece, that's important to them. You know? And that's, that's a process that, you know, you really realize, I think when you're editing a magazine. Cause you realize, I think that there is this interchange and this flow of what I would call, not bad writing, but weaker writing. And something that's not fully artistically what you want it to be and something better. But that you almost need that other work for, for something to develop and evolve, you know?
 
IK (51:50): 
And I think we did. I think that, that that's, that's also a function of a magazine -- that not everything in it has to be absolutely… I mean, sometimes…I like the New Yorker. I like about, I would say maybe 25% of the New Yorker when I read it. And, but I think, you know, I'm grateful for the 25% because I think there's the other 75% there. I wouldn't be at 25, so… 
But it's always, you know, it's a, it's a, it's a dilemma that when you're, when there are a few options and you have limited space. Who are you going to represent? Um, who are you going to give space to? Who are you going to give that microphone to for that two minutes that they have? It it's responsibility, but it wasn't all, I mean, like I said, the 2% was always the difficult stuff that was always going on, but that's good stuff. You know, everybody recognizes, this is terrific. You don't have to talk [laughs]. 

JRE (53:00)
So how did Conditions, how did this work, you know, like you were -- this had this pivotal five or six years of engagement with this magazine that. I mean, I think it's, I think it cannot be stated strongly enough, how profoundly Conditions was to, um, to literature writ large, to women writers during the eighties and the nineties. I mean, there were, there's just so much stuff that, that traces back to this journal. Um, but one of the things I'm curious is -- how this work shaped your work in the subsequent decades? Because I think one of the things, and I think my, my dear colleague Shromona probably doesn't know that she is on Zoom with one of the premier Yiddishists.  And like one of the people sort of who saved Yiddish as a language and as a literature for the world. Right. So like people -- 

IK (54:02):
You blanked out just then. And so you froze, I don’t know what you said. 

JRE (54:07): 
Sorry. I said, I said, you're the person who sort of saved Yiddish as a language and as a literature for the world. But, but you're one of the people who's really done that. Right? And I think that, that you have these, you have this sort of protean career, um, as a writer and editor and intellectual, um, that has different parts that people don't, don’t see often. 

 IK (54:38): 
That’s true…

JRE (54:40): 
And so, so I, I'm just kind of curious how, how you knit this work with some of your later work?

IK (54:50): 
Well, I think it was, I mean, I think it made me fall in love with publishing. I mean, I think if I had an ideal way of living, I would have had my own publishing house. I mean, I love producing. And I've, and I’ve continued in various forms. I mean, within, within about a year after I left Conditions, I was involved with, um, with Adrienne and, and six other people, including Melanie Kaye/Kantrowitz and Wilda Heiss. And out of that's when I met Melanie and out of that group, the Tribe of Dina, which we co-edited, I mean, I don't, and she, um, she was editor of Sinister Wisdom at the time. 
And we actually physically put together the Tribe of Dina as a special issue. And um, in Sinister Wisdom. It was a double issue, the original issue, the original book, anthology. We literally pasted it. I mean, we sat in Maine for three weeks in a motel [laughs] and worked with someone day in and day out. I mean, it was just incredible. 

IK (56:00): 
So, and I've done, I mean, we're at whatever I've been involved in. I was involved with the Jewish Women's Committee to End the Occupation. I produced newsletters. I mean, I did them myself. I was in Jewish Agenda. We produced least three printed things. I did a Conference on Women in Yiddish. I produced the book. I made sure that national council did the book and I edited. Um, so I mean, I think that's one of the ways. And I was in Yiddish. I mean, I was very involved in a Tribe of Dina. I put in for the first time -- Yiddish women writers.  That's my main contribution in Yiddish has been really the focus,  to focus on Yiddish women writers. And now it's like a practically a cottage industry. I mean, in academia, every other person is translating Yiddish women writers, but in 1982-‘83, nobody was thinking about it.

IK (56:57):
So, um, I think, I mean, I got the bug there. I liked it. Um, and I think, like I say, if I had to be politically active, that's how I would be politically active. As producing the literature and pasting things up. Of course, you don't do that anymore. But. God knows what we'll do after all of this [laugh]. But, um, so it was very, I mean, I sort of found my niche. I mean, I always wanted to have a publishing house. I mean, that was my dream. That was my one thing that I didn't do that I wish I had done.

IK(57:33):
I wanted to have a “Froyen-Far’-[Laag]” which means, “Women's Press”in Yiddish, the [two phrase?] I even saw the logo. I could already see the logo. That's it. 

JRE (57:47): 
You still can do it. 

IK (57:48): 
Yeah, I guess. I don't know. We'll see. We'll see. [laughs]. But, but no, I mean, I think that the, I think I have a talent for it and I enjoy it. Um, I, um, there's something about it and it's literary. Um, I, I've always, there's something very exciting about it, uh, and about getting it, getting things out to the world, Um, and getting them out in an aesthetic and kind of nice looking way. 
Um, so yeah, I mean, I think, um, and a lot of my work after Conditions was involved with, um, with Yiddish and feminism and gays in the Jewish community and lesbians in the Jewish community. And I, and then I got totally sidetracked, unfortunately, until (no we won't put it that way) but I got sidetracked or I didn't get sidetracked. I started working on the Middle East, women and peace, which has been extremely successful and, um, um, I'm joking. Sort of. 

IK (59:13): 
Well, we've all done work. That's been totally either fruitless or being undone. Um, you, it’s really interesting though. I have to say, you know, my students often say, I still hear this a lot with students. “Oh! You know, there's only two or three of us and we're so small and we got, what can we start? And we don't want to do it,” and this and that. And I thought, “Just start it, you know, just do it!”
And, um, and I think about, you know, things like Conditions, or Kitchen Table [Press], and I think about Gloria’s 60,000 copies of, you know, a Borderlands or something. I mean, and that was started by a bunch of people just sitting, you know, a bunch of women sitting around a kitchen table or sitting around, you know, on a double date and saying, “Oh, okay, let's, let's do a magazine!” 
I mean, it's amazing what you can do. And it's always very defeating, I think, to think that far ahead, like, “Oh, we're not going to reach anybody.” Do what you need to do! You know, you have three people? Work with three people. Put up a little card and say, you want one more, you know. It's, um, it's the power of, of organizing, you know, and of being able to get something done and getting it out there. And it has, can be, you can be very small and having enormous amount of influence.

IK (1:00:36): 
I mean, in the end, Conditions, wasn't that big when you compare it to the Paris Review or the, you know, or the New York Review of Books. I mean, it wasn't that big! 
I don't know how many, I think we, I think we printed when I was around. I don't think we printed more than a thousand copies. Conditions Five sold much more. I think, I don't know whether Conditions Six. I think we upped it because we thought it would be popular. And I don't know what happened afterwards, but it was never, I mean, huge. I mean, you have those 23 boxes. It was never that huge, but the influence was enormous. 
And it was also one of those pass arounds. You know, people get one person subscribes and then shows it to other people. They don't necessarily, not everybody subscribes. 

IK (1:01:25): 
So, um, uh, but I think Julie, you know, and I always believe that because, you know. I was raised, like I said earlier, in the socialist environment of the Jewish Labour Bund. And the Jewish Labour Bund started in 1897 with 12 people in an attic in Vilna. That's how it was founded! And by the mid-thirties, it was a mass movement! Which is like 30 years later. I mean, and before that, and by the time that happened, it had schools and hospitals and libraries and all of that. 
So, I mean, I believe you can start small. You don't need to start with a hundred people. In fact, you probably can't even get off the ground with a hundred people. You know, three people is, four people is. You can do it. Yeah. I think it could be, you know, it's that hard to do. Uh, just have to, it's very, you know, and it's very ephemeral. 

IK (1:02:19): 
I did a conference on Women in Yiddish and I think it was ‘96. I did it with the National Council of Jewish Women. 400 people came to that and there's still people telling me that that was an important. It was one day. It was a one-and-a-half-day event. Change some people's lives, you know? I mean, you don't know, you really don't know! I mean, you must feel that. I mean, as an editor, Julie, no? I mean, you didn't have this influence, you know, when you change people's lives!

JRE (1:02:47): 
Yeah. But you don't know it at the time, at the time, like, all you're thinking about is like. You know, I got this proof-read, I, you know, like this, cause [you just want to change this error], and you know, like all this stuff. Yeah. Yeah.

IK (1:03:02): 
You know, it's interesting. I want to talk with Ilana about this, about this issue of influence. We had this, we had a talk and we talked about the fact that, you know, we didn't conquer the country. We didn't change the country. But we changed people's lives. We changed women's lives. We definitely did that.  
And I have to say there's a lot of panning, which really aggravates me, about Second Wave. It's you know, people laugh, people put it down and all of that. Conditions came out of that. You know, Sinister, I mean, Sinister Wisdom came out of that. I mean, a lot of things came out of the Second Wave and it's just, it's all, it's like, Oh, it's laughable. It didn't have the right politics. Didn't understand transgender. Didn't do this. Didn't do that. It did a lot, you know, it did a lot. It wasn't perfect. No, nothing’s perfect you know, it's not perfect now either. 

IK (1:04:01):
Nothing's perfect. But it's, it was, it was a very important and I think it did change people's lives and it did affect. It's quite remarkable. I think when I look back on it, I felt like I say, I feel, I feel in some ways I got a free ride because it continued and became so, so much more wonderful than when I experienced it. So, um, in some ways I have a free ride, but I was glad I was in it on at the beginning. 
And it, it really, it, it gave me the bug, definitely, to do other things like, um, and, and I actually, as painful as it may be, I actually liked working collectively. I don't necessarily like working with stuff alone. I think being a writer is lonely enough of a task to be lonely. And um, so I think, I think working collectively, I think changing and arguing is good. I think disagreeing is good. I mean, it's not great if you're always in agreement. Um, but it's not easy. And sometimes I say, I'm too old for it. Maybe I am again, I'm not going to test myself.

JRE (1:05:24):
Yeah. Well, good. Anything else that you want to add before we wrap up?

IK (1:05:30): 
God, I don't know. I don't, I feel like I've been very vague because I don't really remember all that much.

JRE (1:05:36): 
No, you haven't been. You haven’t been vague at all. It’s been delightful.

IK (1:05:45): 
I want to read what the others have to say. I'm very curious. [laughing]
At some point, I guess I'll see it.

IK (1:05:53): 
Did you her, did you find Rima by the way? 

JRE (1:05:55): I did find Rima. So it was like, I sent letters to Rima and she emailed me. And I'm going to, you know, she said, “I'm really busy right now. I need to think about this.” And then as it's coming around that time where I'll follow up with her. So, I'm hoping that she'll, uh, I'm hoping that she'll do something for it.

IK (1:06:14): 
No, it'd be good. If all four of us had something, I'm sure Elly and Jan are doing something. 

JRE (1:06:20):
Well, Jan's writing something. Elly sent, Elly sent this correspondence, which we now have transcribed, which I'll send along to you. That tells part of the origin story.

IK (1:06:29): 
Does she tell them the same way I do? Or does she remember it differently? It's interesting.

JRE (1:06:34):
Uh, well she said she it's like, I think the broad. Shromona, you can say if you agree or not. I think the broad story is similar. But these letters sort of also show -- she had been asked to be the poetry editor of Sinister Wisdom and said, no, she didn't want to, that. She would, she wanted to do a journal with people who were like, like geographically closer with her and, and more politically aligned.
 
IK (1:07:06): 
Huh. That's interesting. I don't remember that. I don't know. Maybe she didn't tell us. I don't remember that that. Elly was really important. I mean, like I said, she, she got the interview with Adrienne and I have no idea how she got that. Yeah. Um, and she was, and she, she did not know Barbara Smith. I mean, she approached Barbara Smith and that was really obviously historically totally important. Yeah. So, I think, and she also pushed for me to, um, be included in, Out & Out, um, a little bit... of a… whatever. And, um, yeah, she, and I didn't agree a lot about a lot of things, but she was -- I read, I haven't written to her. I had this, I hadn't seen Elly in a really long time. And right after Trump was elected, it was this, um, there was this big kind of people just came out a spontaneous thing about. By the statue of Liberty in New York, there was tons of protests kind of.

IK (1:08:10): 
And I bumped into her. I haven't seen her in a long time and we talked a little bit and I told her, I was, I was teaching one of her favorite books, which was Jo Sinclair’s The Changelings.  And she said, “Oh, I wrote something about that.” And, uh, and so I said, “Well, I'll look it up. You know, maybe I'll give it to my students.” And what happened was that, um, I don't remember something happened. I fell or something, and I couldn't teach the last class where I was going to teach her. I read it. And it was wonderful. And so, I never taught it. Um, because I think I told you Julie, I had all these deaths very close together. My partner, my mother. I mean, it was really, and that all was going on at the same time. And I've never written to her because I really feel that I love the articles.
 
IK (1:09:07): 
I mean, there was, so though I don't totally agree with her. I think she downplays the, the class stuff in that novel. I think she, she focuses primarily on the racism and I think there's a tug of war there by the class issues and within the Jewish community. Cause the rich Jews move away and the poor Jews are the ones that are left. So, um, and she doesn't really discuss that. She mentions that, but that to me is the very important part of the novel. 
But anyway, I've always felt that she was a fabulous critic. I mean, she always, whenever she wrote and she just didn't do enough of it, I wish she'd done much more. And when I read that,  I have to write to her and tell her because I always thought that it was really a loss to all of us, that she didn't do more of it. Um, and I think it was her calling, but she didn't want to do it. But I guess it wasn't, I guess it wasn't [laughing].
 
JRE (1:10:00): 
Yeah. She really is an extraordinary critic and reader of literature. Yeah.

IK (1:10:09): 
Yeah. So, yeah. Okay. So, okay. That'd be interesting.

JRE (1:10:11): 
Yeah. Oh, we’ll, we'll get this transcribed and we'll, and likely, as I said, we'll send you like a raw transcription and then one that's shaped a little bit. Because I am an editor and I, I won't be able to help myself, but I'm shaping it a little bit. But you can make, you know, you'll make changes that you want and we'll, um, we'll work together to get something that works

IK (1:10:36): 
Well. I'm not interested. I mean, what I would only change is if something I think is because it gives the wrong impression or it seems factually wrong. I mean, I'm not interested in.
Speaker 1 (1:10:43): 
Yeah. So, thank you for doing that. It seems like a lot of work for you now, I'm free as a bird. 

JRE (1:10:50): 
Well, that's good. You can, you can go write more and, um, and assemble your work. Like we're going to talk next, over the summer about a Sapphic classic for you. And we've got lots of other things to talk about a bit. 

Addendum from Irena’s email: 
I think one thing we didn't talk about that I think is important...which is that we struggled in terms of trying to avoid reproducing cliches (like the suicidal dyke) at the same time as allowing for expressions of the reality--difficult, often unhappy lives, alcoholism, etc.  I think we were aware of that tension.

