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Always lined up waiting for something. Waiting for
meds. Waiting for tobacco rations.

Waiting for meals, the high point of our day.
Canned peas and massive doses of instant mashed potatoes in
the cafeteria line-up.

Lining up and waiting. Waiting to be searched
when the silverware count comes up short. Sorry girls, we
miscounted. The male attendants frisked us first and then
recounted.

Waiting to go to O.T. A different set of walls to look
at, to line up, waiting to come back from O.T.  Waiting.

The Royal Hospital: waiting
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Known throughout the nuthouse for breaking windows and escaping across roofs.

The Royal Hospital: flight


















Eventually | began to believe | really was crazy.

The Royal Hospital: crazy
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Coming Out: together












Still Sane
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| got off the elevator and was going down the hall
when | heard this woman who | thought was pretty nice
saying, “Oh really! You're kidding! Jeez, | don't believe it.
Les? Okay. Alright.”

| walked by and glared at her and she smiled and put
the phone down and walked away. God knows what they
told her, but she was having a really good time with it.
When | got home, | had bruises dug right into my arm,
five of them.

The next day Sumi’s mom went to visit. On the top of
Sumi’s page for visitors was a big note: “Do not allow Les
in.” Big letters. Her mom questioned them, “My god,
why don’t you let Les in? That’s her main support.”

They said they didn’'t know. The next day | called the
doctor.

“Why won’t you let me back into the hospital, why am
| barred?” | asked.

“Because you were having sex with Sumi in the bath-
room.”

“We weren’t having sex,” | said. “Would you bar me if |
were her husband?”

“Yes, of course,” he said. “We can’t have patients getting
upset because they’re sexually frustrated and they've been
that way for a long time and their chances of having a
lover are very slim. It doesn’t matter if you're married or
not. There’s no sex on the ward. That’s the rule.”

So much for folk heroes.

“We're being punished,” | said. “I'm going to seek legal
advice. | can understand if a patient doesn’t want to see
somebody but Sumi does want to see me. It’s not her, it’s
you that’s keeping me out.”

“Good luck. Go for it,” he said. So | went to a lawyer
who specializes in mental patients’ rights.

“She’s going home soon and if you fight it you might
just be making things more difficult for her,” the lawyer
said. “So my advice to you is that you just let it go.”

That was my legal advice. | thought it was pretty good.
| believed it. Then they used our separation. Sumi kept
asking when she could see me. They told her to behave
herself and get back into the open ward and then maybe
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Les would be allowed back in. It was kind of a bribe or
threat.

The second time | got through to the doctor he said,
“Why would you even want to show your face after being
escorted out?”

“I’'m not ashamed of being a lesbian,” | said.

No lesbian could go through an experience like this and
believe that the people who have control over her life
are acting in her best interest or have any understanding
or respect for her sexuality. In this particular case the
sense of injustice was heightened by the fact that a few
days prior to this incident Sumi had discovered a male
inmate in the women'’s bathroom about to rape a female
inmate. Sumi started yelling and kicked him in the balls.
He started yelling. The attendants came and dragged Sumi
away to isolation and gave her an injection. When she got
out, she saw the man watching t.v. with the guys and
laughing. The staff had not thought it necessary to come
down hard on a male inmate in the process of raping a
woman. The doctor can stand sanctimoniously behind his
statement that there is no sex allowed on the ward,
because the rule was adhered to. It is in the daily enforc-
ing of ‘just’ rules that a great deal of injustice is done.
The problem with mental hospitals today is the same
as it was when homosexuality was officially a disorder.
The psychiatric description of a person’s experience in
terms of disease, chemical imbalance and symptoms which
need to be controlled militate against a return to health.
People who are really, really lucky manage to work their
way out of hospital and, after a time of healing, start back
at square one putting their experience together for
themselves. They will have learned one thing from their
hospitalization: it doesn’t help. It wasn’t designed to.
The many people who are less lucky spend years in
institutions or on drugs or going back and forth between
the two, totally caught up in the psychiatric dynamic.
Others learn to be quiet. They learn how to act ‘normal’.
Whatever their private anguish, they learn not to tell.
They figure out how not to get punished, but they have
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Persimmon Blackbridge and Sheila Gilhooly

A series of twenty-seven sculptures and narratives by
feminist artist Persimmon Blackbridge in collaboration
with Sheila Gilhooly, Still Sane is one woman’s story of
defiance and survival. It documents Sheila’s three-year
struggle against a psychiatric system that regards
lesbianism as a sickness to be cured by incarceration,
shock treatment and drugs. In challenging traditional
definitions of mental health, Still Sane makes an elo-
quent statement about our right to self-determination
as women and as lesbians.

“Still Sane takes its place within a feminist culture
that makes no apology for claiming that the raw details
of our ordinary lives can be the basis for the best kind
cf art: provocative, reassuring, beautiful, enraging.”

—The Preface
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“Thank god this happened! This is a wonderful
show, a wonderful text. That it is said at last
is magnificent—a cry heard finally. From all
of us who have ever been there—thank you.”

—Kate Millett

“Still Sane is a powerful and disturbing work
which will be hard to ignore. Every psych-
iatrist should have a copy.”

—Margaret Atwood

“Still Sane is very moving. | hope it will reach
a wide audience and that more and more
artists will make symbols that clearly com-
municate the truth of invisible lives.”

—Judy Chicago

“This book has the potential to touch on the
lives of many women. It belongs in every
feminist’s library and all Women’s Studies
courses. | hope Still Sane will help change the
course of psychiatry forever.”

—Cathie Dunsford

“...original in method, conception and ex-
ecution, uniting the political and artistic in a
brilliant and moving statement of the historic
themes of women’s oppression, struggle and
liberation.”

—Dorothy Smith

“...a celebration of woman as victor, of sex-
uality as a source of joy, of lesbianism as an
affirmative choice.”

—Varda Burstyn
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