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THE HERSTORY OF A BUTTON

Elizabeith Robins

INTRODUCTION

Elizabeth Robins, 1862-196.2, noted expatriate Ameri-
can writer, left bebind a remarkable collection of private
Dpapers. Her diaries, drafts of publisbed and unpublished
manuscripts, correspondence, and a large amount of
Dbotographic material document a literary woman’s com-
Plex connections to the social movements of ber day and
to a network of important literary and political figures.
The collection, almost one bundred linear feet of boxed
papers, beld at New York University and only opened 10
the public in 1985, is a rich source of biographical and lit-
erary information. Although some scatiered efforts bhave
been made to reprint ber works and give Robins appropri-
ate critical attention, and altbough I bave a biography in
progress, very little effort has yet been made in publishing
some of the unpublished documents from the collection.
Given her later achievements — dccomplished actress
(primarily known jfor ber Ibsen roles), prolific novelist,
lobbyist for women’s issues and, after sbhe turned sixty,
a sometime autobiographer — one of the earliest of ber
compositions deserves some credit, if only for the coining
in 1is title of the word “berstory.”

As modern readers are aware, “berstory” is the femi-
nist alternative to the presumption that “bistory” tells only
“bis” story. While the newest edition of the Oxford English
Dictionary jfails to include the word, the Feminist Dictio-
nary does, including in its first examples of published cita-
tions references to the early 1970s. A century earlier, in a
school exercise composed when she was twelve and
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attending the Putnam Female Seminary in Zanesville,
Ohbio, Elizabeth Robins used “berstory,” conscious of its
Jeminist content, in ber story, “The Herstory of a Button.”
Bld from the point of view of a button who accomparies
ber mistress to School, the story is a delightful, even poign-
ant, critique of male-centered schooling and bistory les-
sons. Other compositions from this period survive and,
together with this story, they demonstrate the power of
Robins’s imagination. One is narvated by a penknife;
another presenis the changing perceptions of the worid of
the writer by focusing on the different views from the four
windows of a loft room.

Robins’s life is truly a story of two centuries and two
continenits. She was born in 1862 in Louisville, Kentucky,
at the height of a thunderstorm, during the war that
divided Novth and South. Her parents were also first cous-
ins, but ber motbher’s gentile upbringing and ber fatber’s
business acumen were soon in conflict. The family lived
on Staten Island while Charles Robins was active orn Wall
Street. When Elizabeth was only len, ber mother’s ill
bealth and father’s financial bardsbips brought ber to
Zanesvitle, Obio, to live with ber grandmotber and carry
on a jamily tradition of attending the Putnam Female
Seminary. Jane Robins, Elizabeth’s grandmotber, owned a
very impressive piece of property in the northern, pro-
abolitionist section of Zanesville (formerly Putnam). The
“Stone Academry” bad been buill in 1809 to lure the state
legislature to Zanesville; it later functioned as a school
and was the site of abolitionist meetings. (The house is the
location jfor the action of The Open Question, Robins's
novel of 1898.)

Instead of attending college as ber fatber wished, she
pursued ber acting talent. Before she left for England in
1888, she bad toured the American continent extensively,
Dplaying opposite james ' Neill in the early years of bis pro-
duction of The Count of Monte Cristo, and performing rep-
ertory with the renowned Boston Museum Theatre
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Company as well as with Edmund Booth and Lawrence
Barrerr.

The 1890s might be designated ber Ibsen years, when
she was at the forefront of the movement [0 produce bis
plays in London. In addition to ber acting successes (play-
ing Hilda Wangel, Hedda Gabler, Mrs. Linde, Rebecca
West) she worked to sustain an artistically orviented the-
atre. Simultaneously, she developed ber writing talents,
publishing novels and stories under a pseudonym and
trying her hand at Ibsen-influenced drama.

Robins’s associations with the literati in London soci-
ety during the 1890s inevitably led to ber second career as
a writer. Before she left America, Boston and New York
acquaintances encouraged ber to try ber band at autbor-
ship. She bad started to keep an account of the Booth-Bar-
rett tour, and submitted a short siory to an editor of the
Home Journal. As soon as she discovered the excitement of
London theaire in 1888, she proposed a series of articles
Jor a Washington D.C. periodical. Throughout ber early
diaries, she is a self-conscious recorder of many of the
details of stage life. Few of ber fictionalized experiences of
the stage were published. Notable among the many efforts
include a very early work of fiction, The Coming Woman
(1892), and Theodora: A Pilgrimage (begun 1911). The first
is a novella that endorses the idea of a national “artistic”
theatre, as it examines the conditions of the actress under
the male-dominated stage management system. She
Dbresents thinly disguised portraits of Oscar Wilde, Mrs.
Patrick Campbell, the playwright Artbur Wing Pinero,
and the publisher William Heinemann. A series of short
stories begun in I897 are interesting for their satirical por-
traits of stage personalities, and Theodora is per bildungs-
roman of a young American actress of the 1880s.

Her Alaska voyage in 1900 resulted in two published
novels and a great number of non-fiction accounts, and
these established ber literary reputation under ber own
name. Her prominence during the suffrage years — ber
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speaking at rallies, lobbying, and using ber pen for politi-
cal purpose — is cerlainly ber most important achieve-
ment. Her play, Votes for Women, and the novel based on
the same characters and situation, The Convert (both
1907), led to ber popularity as a spokeswoman for women
suffragists in Great Britain. While Way Stations, ber collec-
tion of articles and speeches chronicling ber political
activity between 1906 and 1913, funcrions also
as partial autobiograph), ber importance io women'’s [il-
erature is by no means completely restored. Some of her
most interesting fiction grew out of ber engagement with
various issues of women'’s position in society as her think-
ing evolved from a pro-British position in 1915 to one criti-
cal of the military values endorsed by a patriarchy in ber
1924 anonymous treatise, Ancilla’s Share: An Indictment
of Sex Antagonism. Although the critics of ber day saw no
relevarice in ber laler gfforts, between 1918 and 1924 she
produced three novels important for their critique of the
romantic values that had come to be expected in women's
Jfiction.

Robins's achievement is not limited to her literary
works. In a number of ways, she actively supported wom-
en’s bealth issues: she lobbied for better services by belping
to found the New Sussex Hospital for Women and Chil-
aven, worked during part of World War I as a volunteer in
the Endell Street Hospital, supported Octavia Wilbur-
Jorce's medical education, and — with Wilburforce's
encouragement — converied ber spacious farmbouse in
Sussex into a rest home for women. What emerges from
almost every significant item in the collection is not only
ber feminist-centered politics, but, as evident in this earli-
est piece, her wit and ber wisdom.

— Joanne E. Gates
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THE HERSTORY OF A BUTTON

Composition dated May 14, 1875,
Composed while Blizabeth Rebins attended Putnam Female Seminary,
Zanesville, Ohio.

By permission of
The Trustees of Backsettown
(Estate of Elizabeth Robins)

he first thing that 1 remember is being on a blue
T card in a shoemaker’s shop. I was only one of four

dozen, so, I was not noticed much, T think T had
been about two weeks in the shop, when my companions
told me that I would not always live on a pretty blue card,
but some day I would be sold. I thought I should like a
change, and did not object to leaving the card that the oth-
ers thought so pretty My chance soon came! A little girl
came into the store one day for shoebuttons, and I was des-
tined to be among the dozen she purchased. The little girl
slipped us into her pocket, where, although it was very
dark, I enjoyed myself very much, for there were cookies,
lead pencils, slate pencils, scraps of paper, and a knife, and
rubber. 1 made an acquaintance with these several things
and found they all had a story, and was quite vexed to be
taken out just as the lead pencil was in the middle of a note
that my mistress wrote in school time, and which was very
interesting.

The little girl whose name was Nellie, gave us to her
mother who proceeded to sew us on some shoes. This
greatly enraged my companions, but I did not mind it, and
so kept my temper. All night we laid under the bed, and
next morning were fished out rather roughly with a2 broom
stick by Nellie, who had thrown us far under the bed on the
previous evening. Almost before I knew it we wete at the
breakfast table, then on the road, and finally in the school
room. My little mistress shocked me greatly by writing
notes and sometimes whispering during school hours.
Things went on this way for nearly a month when all of a
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sudden one morning [2] [I dropped off my mistress’ shoe]
[1] [in the grammar class]. I lay (ER has laid, corrected to
lay) on the floor until the class was dismissed, when some
one kicked me over into a corner. I felt rather hurt, but like
my mistress 1 was too good-natured to mind little incon-
veniences, for I could still see, and the next class was his-
tory. They talked about Washington, his courage, and
bravery, his sword and horse, and I think it was very stupid
in them to forget his buttons, for what would “the father of
his country” have done without his buttons? At last a
naughty child picked me up & snapped me down on the
floor again. The teacher asked if that was history, and the
bad child answered “Yes ma’m, button history.”

[ER’s youthful hand adds in black ink: “This naughty
child was me.”]

The girls giggled, and the teacher smiled, and they went
on about Washington never once mentioning his buttons.
After that class, came spelling, where I saw Nellie take her
place with the others and she missed not a word. As the class
was dismissed Nell saw me & put me in her pocket, where the
pencil renewed his narrative for my benefit, But alas! A fatal
hole appeared in the corner of the pocket through which all
my energy could not keep me from falling. I lay in the road
until a little prattling baby came along, picked me up & stored
me away in her mite of a pocket. Long afterwards Baby’s
mama found me, and put me away tenderly, for baby had gone
where buttons do not fall off. O

Bessie Robins May 14 1875.

(This is in very light, thin, purple ink, filling exactly
— a little squeezed at end — both sides of one legal page,
lined paper. Someone, presumably her composition
teacher, has made slight corrections, the reversal of the
two phrases fmarked in square brackets], capitalization of
Yes, in “yes ma’'m,” spelling of proceeded, “on” added in
“Things went on this way,” “laid” changed to “lay.”)
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NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS

Ann Stewart Anderson is an artist who depicts images of
women, often in simple, everyday life situations, presented
compassionately, as subject, rather than traditionally, as
object; she lives and works in Louisville and exhibits
regionally and nationally [J Kate Braverman has written
two novels, Lithium for Medea and, most recently, Palm
Latitudes (both from Penguin); “Desert Blues” is from a
story collection, Squandering The Blues, to be published
this fall by Ballantine [ Jane Cooper is at work on a new
collection of poems to be called A Mission With The Night;
her most recent book is Scaffolding: New And Selected
Poems (Anvil Press Poetry, 1984) (1 JL. English is a biolo-
gist; her story “Little Sister” is being published simultane-
ously in the United Kingdom by Margin magazine [
Marguerite Feitlowitz is 4 writer and translator of Spanish,
French and Catalan, and she is currently translating work
by Angélica Gorodischer and Griselda Gambaro [ Susan
Fradkin has published stories in The Nantucket Review,
Jewish Currents, and previously in The American Voice [
Jan Freeman is a contributing editor for American Poetry
Review and has published poems in Violet, Ailantbus, The
Hudson River Anthology, and previously in The American
Voice [ Kenny Fries is the author of Night After Night, a
book of poems, and A Human Equdation, a play that pre-
miered at La Moma E.T.C. in New York; a sequence of
poems, The Healing Notebooks, will be published as a
chapbook by Open Books this year U Joanne E. Gates is an
Elizabeth Robins scholar and associate professor of English
at Jacksonville State University in Alabama [] Mary Stewart
Hammond’s poems have appeared in The Atiantic Monthly,
and The New Yorker, and she won the New England Review
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and Bread Loaf Quarterly’s Narrative Poem Contest in
1985; she is at work on her first collection of poems, to be
called Canaan [] Pem Kremer has a poem forthcoming in
an anthology of women writers, Cries Of The Spirit (Bea-
con Press) and is currently engaged in works that protest
what children’s stories do to children’s minds; she teaches
at the University of Kentucky [J Nancy Mairs is an essayist
whose collections include Plaintext and, most recently,
Remembering The Bone House (both from Harper & Row);
“Where I Never Dreamed I'd Go, And What 1 Did There” is
the last essay in a new collection, Carnal Acts, to be pub-
lished this fall [J Norris Merchant has lectured in philoso-
phy at New York University, the Cooper Union in New York,
and at Hofstra [
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