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ODE TO EVE ENSLER 
BY CYNTHIA CLOSE

E
ve Ensler taught us to 
say vagina out-loud, 
in public, in mixed 
company, on stage, to 
shout it, describe it, 
embrace it, and claim it 
with pride as part of who 

we are, we women.
She wrote the stage play Vagina 
Monologues. This has become an 
international phenomenon, an 
institution, an archive of women’s 
pain and courage and survival. 

She is the founder of V Day—the 
global movement to end violence 
against women and girls—which 
has raised over 90 million dollars 
for local groups and international 
activists. 
She recently published a memoir, 
In the Body of the World, that 
chronicles her battle with cancer. 
As expected, Ensler does not shy 
away from vivid descriptions of 
bodily functions, those functions 
now driven by cells that have been 
bombarded by chemotherapy and 
brought to the brink of extinction.

She was the first writer-daughter I’ve read who said “I hate my mother”.
ODE TO EVE ENSLER
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She was the first writer-daughter I’ve read who said “I hate my mother”.

This is a cancer memoir. It is also 
a vehicle for Ensler to retrace her 
connection to her own body, to 
her physical self. 
The soft contours of her flesh had 
been a battleground upon which 
both her parents waged wars.
I identified viscerally with this 
book.
Though I’ve never suffered with 
cancer, much of Eve Ensler’s 
childhood paralleled my own. 
Sometimes I stopped reading, put 
the book down, closed my eyes, 
and reminded myself to breathe. 
She was the first writer-daughter 
I’ve read who said, “I hate my 
mother.” I saw it, those words 

clear and unequivocal on the 
printed page. They appeared 
thrown there with vengeance. 
I half expected to see them 
surrounded by the remains of 
blood and guts, the detritus of 
the relationship that led to such a 
pronouncement. 
We are not supposed to say we 
hate our mothers. 
When I had just begun to learn to 
write, perhaps in second grade, 
I remember carefully, slowly 
printing three little words “I hate 
you” on small scraps of paper and 
hiding them in the pages of the 
telephone book and Webster’s 
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Dictionary, two books in our house 
I knew my mother used, hoping 
she’d find them. 
It was like an attempt at voodoo. 
I don’t know what I’d hoped to 
achieve by this act. If I had been 
found out, I surely would have 
been punished. Was it a last-ditch 
effort to let her know she was 
killing me, losing me? 
I really wanted to be saved. I 
wanted her to love me. If she 
found the notes she didn’t say.
Shit. Eve Ensler confesses that for 
years she was terrified of shit. She 
has a whole chapter titled Shit.
“Have I told you my mother was 
obsessed with giving me enemas 
as a child?” This line appears on 
the first page of that chapter. 
The words went straight to some 
hidden drawer in my brain that 
had not been opened for 60 years. 
I closed my eyes. I’m lying in the 
bottom of a dry, white porcelain 
bathtub. It’s cold. Perhaps it is 
winter. I’m naked. I’m young 
enough and small enough that 
when stretched out my feet don’t 
even touch the drain. My mother 
is kneeling beside the tub holding 
a liver-colored rubbery bag filled 
with warm soapy water. 

Like Eve, I don’t remember ever 
being constipated. I’m sick with 
anticipation and anxiety. This is 
not the first time. Mother instructs 
me to turn on my side facing the 
wall. I dutifully respond, eyes 
tightly shut as though this will help 
steel me against the anticipated 
onslaught. She sticks the stiff tube 
inside me that’s attached to the 
bag of soapy warm water. 
There is no discussion. The only 
connection between us is the 
sound of water swishing as she 
slowly squeezes to the last drop. 
She tells me to hold it in—do not 
let go—do not let the shit come 
out in the tub—hold it in as long as 
possible—and only when I thought 
I was going to explode was I 
allowed to jump to the toilet and 
let it gush out—the shit and the 
soap—the stink and the perfumey 
bubbles—filling the bowl beneath 
me. 
These episodes left me exhausted. 
A simmering rage took root, 
unrelieved by writing cramped 
little hate notes hidden in plain 
sight. 
Ensler thought her mother was 
attempting to “get the badness 
out of her, to clean her out”. Born 
dark and Jewish, Eve was the 
antithesis of her WASP mother. 

She wanted to keep me like she kept house, always perfectly 
arranged, but an empty place where no one really lived. 

12
34THPARALLEL MAGAZINE ISSUE 29



13
34THPARALLEL MAGAZINE ISSUE 29

No one thought they were mother 
and daughter and for a long time 
Ensler thought she was adopted. 
It may have been the same for 
my mother and me. Although 
physically there were similarities, 
surely someone switched me 
at birth and I’d been taken 
home from the hospital by the 
wrong family. Mom said I was 
incorrigible, out of reach, out of 
control. But lying naked in the 
bottom of a cold, dry bathtub, 
tethered to a tube, being pumped 
full of soapy water, I was at her 
mercy, being cleaned inside and 
out. She wanted to keep me 
like she kept her house, always 
perfectly arranged, but an empty 
place where no one really lived. 
Eve Ensler found her way back 
to her own body through the 
trauma of cancer. It humbled her 
and strengthened her. She was 
prepared when her travels to 
Africa, to the Congo after years of 
war, led her to the horror, rape, 
and survival of the women of that 
beleaguered land. She worked with 
those women to help establish a 
sanctuary called the City of Joy, 
a place for women whose bodies 
were abused in unspeakable acts 
of terror to live without fear. It was 
to this City of Joy that she was 
drawn while still teetering on the 

edge of her own survival following 
her last chemo treatment. It was 
a process of stepping back from 
the edge of an abyss for both Eve 
Ensler and the women in the City 
of Joy. 
Acceptance of the selves they 
had become, surrendering to 
the reality that they were and 
are vulnerable does not equal 
weakness. Quite the contrary. 
These are broken barriers that 
can free us, becoming a source of 
great strength as they were for 
Eve when her engagement in that 
faraway country helped lead her 
back into the world, to participate 
again in the act of living rather 
than dying. It was largely through 
her efforts that enabled the 
women of the Congo to exist 
outside the circle of pain that had 
up until now, defined their lives.
As a woman I steeled myself 
against feelings of vulnerability, 
disconnected my body and mind 
from a deadening but undeniably 
lived past. As a writer, I have 
found my way back from life’s 
darkest places through books. 
Those written with such fearless 
honesty as Ensler’s In The Body of 
the World are tossed out to us like 
lifelines.

She wanted to keep me like she kept house, always perfectly 
arranged, but an empty place where no one really lived. 
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Being fearless had its roots in 
defying my mother and father.

CYNTHIA CLOSE

A 
natural ability to draw was my 
ticket out of suburban New Jersey, 
and the window of escape from 
the suffocating atmosphere of 
a perfect 1950s nuclear family 

home. I was the first to make it to, and 
through, college. It was desperation that 
drove me to succeed.

Being fearless had its roots in defying 
my mother and father. Once you’ve 
accomplished that feat, there is little that can 
intimidate you. I joined the radical Austrian 
artists commune, Friedrichshof. This was the 
furthest I could get from family life.

Since then I’ve had many interesting 
careers, the longest and most recent as 
executive director, and ultimately president of 
a Boston-based documentary film company.

I am contributing editor to Documentary 
Magazine, and art editor of a new, monthly, 
literary and art journal, Mud Season Review. 
My work has been published in various 
anthologies including The Best of The 
Burlington Writers Workshop 2014.

This essay, Ode To Eve Ensler, was an 
attempt to find a balance between book 
review and memoir.
cynthia.close@gmail.com
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