Jane Rule 

“The most terrifying thing about finishing ‘Desert of the Heart’ was that I thought, Oh my God, I think this may be good enough to publish!  Now what will I do?”

Jane Rule recalls her feelings upon completion of her ground-breaking novel in 1961.  She has invited me to lunch at her home on Galiano, one of the Gulf Islands in British Columbia.  It is an apt setting for someone who feels passionately about Canada’s natural spaces.   Born in New Jersey in 1931, she moved to Vancouver in the mid-fifties, later becoming a Canadian citizen and has never looked back since.

‘Desert’ was eventually published by an English publishing house in 1964.  It was the first literary novel with a lesbian theme in which the protagonists were not somehow punished for their sexuality, thought to be ‘inverts’, or deviant, or whose author, because of the subject matter, felt obliged to publish under a pseudonym.  North American reviewers were tight-lipped and prudish in their criticism:

“Desert of the Heart is extremely frank in its treatment of lesbianism.  Perhaps a little too frank.”

“But all the time you keep turning to the photograph of the author on the jacket and wondering how such a nice looking woman could ever have chosen so distasteful a subject.”

Rule’s deep throaty laugh, a recurrent feature in our interview, emanates as she remembers how her novel was received.  Despite the moral concerns of its critics, it has never been out of print since and Rule went on to write many more novels, short stories and collections of essays. 

Telling the truth about the fears and complexities of the human heart, as she sees it, has been at the root of her writing. “I think of fiction as a way of working out what I see in the world – posing questions about it.”  There is no political agenda in her books – this she reserves for her essays.  Some have criticised her novels for their non-partisan stance. But coming out pre-feminism and pre-Stonewall meant that taking refuge within the lesbian feminist ghetto was not initially an option and was one she later did not choose.  She states in ‘A Hot-Eyed Moderate’, one of her collections of essays:

“I am a politically involved lesbian, and I am a writer.  I do not see the two as mutually exclusive; neither do I see them as inextricably bound together.”

Her novels always contain a gay character or two and so she has insisted that we are part of the world, whether the majority like it or not. But equally her fiction reflects the fact that the concerns of the human heart are universal and not confined to a particular group.  In her writing, the unlikeliest of people are brought together in much the same way as our daily lives pair us up with those we find difficult and challenging, and common ground is found through the very human businesses of suffering and searching for love and happiness.

Rule smokes the occasional cigarette as we speak. She talks with the poise of a good storyteller.  Plagued by chronic arthritis, she was told by doctors at the age of 45 that she would be wheelchair-bound within five years.  Still not completely wheelchair-dependent, she swims a mile a day to help stretch her diminishing spine. She no longer reaches her previous six feet, but when she sits down and arranges her limbs, their commanding length remains very much in evidence. 

Donna Deitch’s film “Desert Hearts”, based on Rule’s book, came out in 1986.  It took eight years to make, requiring much soul-destroying fund-raising.  At times, Rule says, she wished Deitch had never read her book, seeing all she went through:

“…suddenly all these rich lesbians who were dyed-in-the-wool conservatives, decided they ought to be putting their money where their mouth was, and so Donna was getting money out of people like that, but not nice people, you know, not politically sane.”

Like the book, it was a first; the first lesbian-themed feature film written and directed by a woman, giving it similar historic significance in cinematic terms as the book has in literary terms.

In “Fiction and Other Truths:  A Film about Jane Rule”, made in 1997, Rule explains how she gradually moved away from writing about one or two central characters to choose community instead as a recurring theme in her later novels.  It comes, therefore, as no surprise to hear that she is deeply involved in the community on Galiano Island, where she has now lived for thirty years. 

“I still run a small mortgage and loan business just here on the island, often bailing out kids who’re in trouble and finding mortgages for people whom the banks wouldn’t touch.”

There is no bank on this island of 1,000 inhabitants, and many exist within a cash-only economy. Had she not become a writer, she would have been an accountant, she says without hesitation. She claims it allows her to indulge her writer’s curiosity as you learn a lot about people when they need money. 

“I think a good many of them are growing pot.  I said to the cop “Don’t you bust anybody until you check to see whether I have their mortgage or not!”  Another laugh follows, “I’m probably laundering money, I don’t know, I turn a blind eye.”

Rule is also involved in mentoring up-and-coming writers and remains an active figure in the Canadian literary establishment.  She has been friends with Margaret Atwood for decades - Rule helped Atwood edit her first collection of verse.  In “Fiction”, Atwood speaks of Rule with great warmth, describing how Rule’s principles were shaped by the McCarthy years, when gays were part of the general witch-hunt.  

It was “Desert” that catapulted her into the public eye, with two immediate consequences: hate mail, and a nascent gay community seeking her support.  Although she saw herself as a writer rather than an activist and was initially reluctant to take on a public role as a lesbian, it did not take Rule long to recognise the importance of her visibility and voice to a community largely characterised by men in drag.  Forty years later, her courage remains understated: “For a long time I was the only visible lesbian in Canada, which is no fun.” 

Although she balks at the idea of being seen as a leader, Rule’s role in the gay community over the past forty years has not gone unrecognised. In her book-lined study, she has numerous awards commending her contributions to both the literary and gay communities. Someone who had a place in both those worlds was Helen Sonthoff, Jane’s life partner, to whom many of her books are dedicated.  Jane and Helen’s relationship began in 1955 and only physically ended when Helen died in 2000.  She talks about their common interests (they were both university lecturers, although Jane gave up teaching when she could support herself through her writing), about theatre binges in London during their holidays, about travelling together and the numerous children and young people constantly present in their lives.

When I ask her about the key to her long relationship with Helen, Jane replies,

“Well, I think amazing good luck is the first part of it.  But it seems to me that a lot of people aren’t taught that they have to do really hard work in a relationship to make it good. So many people, I think, think of a loving relationship as one where you can really just slack off and be your ugly self and you have to be loved anyway.  And my sense is that you have to be the best of who you are if a relationship is going to work, and you also have to be flexible and not be possessive and figure out that somebody has to have their own space, whatever it is, and not be dependent.’

She admits that it was hard in the 50s and 60s to not be able to support each other publicly – “You had to walk alone.”  But that it was a good thing, too, as it didn’t encourage dependence on each other. Including any sort of financial dependence. 

Although Rule no longer writes fiction, she still pens the occasional essay.  One of the subjects she feels strongly about is  gay marriage.  As ever, she is not afraid to swim against the tide of popular opinion and remains outspoken in her views.

“I’ve been snarling about gay marriage for the last couple of years, saying this is the stupidest thing you could possibly be campaigning for.  ‘Let us into the cage!’ We should be opening it up and letting our friends out. None of my heterosexual friends are married, they’re much more sensible than that. ‘We have to be acceptable’ – to whom?  I’m very much in the minority – an old dinosaur.  I was very active in gay politics in the ‘70s and it was radical then – there was a real sense of saying ‘We’ve got new things to say about how to live’, and now it’s ‘We’re just like you’, even more conservative and safe.”

Rule believes that the government should keep out of every adult relationship.  What she would like to see instead is a greater celebration of diversity:

“I am terribly concerned that we have – and tighten and tighten it – this concept of twosomes and nuclear families. It suits some but very few.  And it doesn’t seem to me that we offer or entertain a whole range of kinds of relationships that are nourishing and community building, in all kinds of ways, that we should be open to.”

Rule has always been part of several communities. A few of these include the island community in which she lives, the gay community that she saw come into being and through its turbulent adolescence, and the artistic community in which she remains an engaged and encouraging figure.  They are fortunate to count her as one of their own.  Like an ageing lioness, she is dignified and valiant, the sort of person everyone should have in their family, to teach them to fight their battles with courage and humour and to love kindly and intelligently.  She once wrote:

“… we must never forget the human damage silence and lies have caused.  What we have to say must sting as well as sing if we are to open the territory for those who come after us… I want to have created a place that is real, in which it is not only possible but often joyful to live.”

Rule’s refusal to be silent and her eloquence in the face of prejudice in those very early days, and in the decades since, have gone a long way to create a more joyful place to live in for us all.
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