
Event V102: A Tribute to Irena Klepfisz 
 

1. Stephanie Prieto reads and introduction of the five panelists: 
Julie Enszer, Chana Kronfeld, Minnie Bruce Pratt, Sarah Schulman, and Irena Klepfisz 
 

2. Julie Enszer traces a brief history of Irena’s publishing work, situating her in a feminist 
publishing habitus that transformed literary spaces, looking at her work as publishing 
activism, and culminating in her publishing her collected work with a university press 
(Wesleyan). The latter being one example of the recognition of lesbian-feminist voices in 
the academy. Other examples are found in a range of disciplines—women’s studies, 
English, translation studies, Jewish Studies, and more.  

 
Books/publications mentioned, Periods of Stress (Klepfisz), A Keeper of Accounts (Klepfisz), 
Amazon Poetry (edited by Elly Bulkin and Joan Larkin); A Few Words in the Mother Tongue: 
Poems Selected and New (Klepfisz); Dreams of an Insomniac: Jewish Feminist Essays, Speeches, 
and Diatribes (Klepfisz); Sinister Wisdom The Tribe of Dina (special issue of magazine); Di Froyen 
(eponymous conference proceedings); Magnified (Minnie Bruce Pratt); JulieREnszer.com; Her 
Birth and Later Years: New and Collected Poems, 1971–2021.  
 
Authors/editors mentioned: Seven Women Poets writing group, Irena Klepfisz, Joan Larkin, Elly 
Bulkin, and Jan Clausen; Melanie Kaye/Kantrowitz (editor of Sinister Wisdom); Ruth Gundle 
(publisher); June Arnold, Parke Bowman, Catherine Nicholson, Pat Parker, Gloria Anzaldúa, Jean 
Swallow, Joan Pinkvoss, Cherríe Moraga, Cheryl Clarke. 
 
Presses/Publishers discussed. Out & Out Books (an independent feminist press); Conditions (a 
feminist magazine); The Print Center in New York City; Persephone Press; Sinister Wisdom 
(lesbian magazine); Sinister Wisdom Books; The Eighth Mountain Press.  
 

3. Chana Kronfeld discusses Irena’s experience of using multiple languages throughout her 
life and in her work. She goes into detail on the languages Irena speaks considers what it 
is to be multi-lingual and how languages are often learned as a means of survival.  
She discusses several poems, including the poem “’67 Remembered,” which 
depicts the experience of a persecuted refugee girl who needed to learn all these 
languages to survive. 
 

4. Minnie Bruce Pratt discusses feminist and lesbian publishing and activism. She 
stresses the importance of Klepfisz’s work as activism, how her poems dig deep to 
connect the personal to the political. She talks about working under threat of fascism, 
about those who create while facing racism and other forms of discrimination—
notably that faced by LGBTQ+ people, stressing how those lives were illegal 
until recently. She notes her deep connection to Irena's work was her own life in the 
segregated U.S. South living under fascism, and how the reality of this has been largely 
forgotten by those who did not live through it. She notes that although 
lesbians, feminists and LGBT+ people now have a voice, and people of color, Black 



people, migrants, have more rights and protections under the law, the rise of right-wing 
Christian fascism is a real threat. Irena's poetry strengthens us to fight. 
 

5. Sarah Schulman thanks Irena, and Minnie-Bruce, for their work creating space for 
younger lesbian intellectuals, such as herself. She comments on how liberation work is 
often done for communities linked by familial ties, and how work for queer liberation is 
done for an unseen community of others you may never know personally.  
 

6. Irena comments on the cover of her book, art by her late partner, painter Judith 
Waterman (1936–2014). She reads a number of poems with comments. Including: 

 
Poems from the Urban Flowers series (“Mnemonic Devices: Brooklyn Botanical Gardens, 1981” 
and “Royal Pearl”) 
“For Jean Swallow: whom I barely knew” 
“’67 Remembered” 
“This House” 
“Etlekhe verter oyf mame-loshn / A few words in the mother tongue” 
“The old poet remembers  the immigrant girl” 
“Grief: Brunswick Public Library, Maine” 


