THE STELLA
LAUNCH OF A PRIZE FOR WOMEN'S FICTION
Melbourne, Friday, September 2, 2011
I want to begin by quoting myself (self-serving as that might seem):
   It would be scandalous nowadays if women's works were overlooked when the prestigious literary prizes are handed out each year.  And while some women contend
that Australian women are still less likely to be published and to be reviewed than men, this is not the impression I have.
I wrote those words in 1994, as part of the Introduction to a new edition of Damned Whores and God's Police.  I recently came across these words and  was astounded by the confidence of my assertions.  How sure I was then that the world had improved for women - in all sorts of ways as well as in writing.  
So it  was both disappointing and upsetting to realize that things were not as they had been, and that the improvements we had gained had been temporary.
Sophie Cunningham has recently published figures which document this sad lapse.  She has laid out the dearth of women's writings being reviewed and the great imbalance in the sex of the reviewers.  
She has also looked at the sex of the winners of all our major literary prizes and found that, with the exception of Western Australia where, curiously, a majority of winners of that State's Premier's literary awards have been women, with all other prizes women are under-represented among the winners, often scandalously so. 
For two of the past three years there have been NO women short-listed for our richest and most prestigious literary prize, the Miles Franklin.  
Sophie points out that in one of those years - 2009 - Kate Grenville, Helen Garner, Michelle De Kretser, Amanda Lohrey and Joan London all published books.
 It is totally mystifying that not one of the books of these accomplished writers was deemed worthy of short-listing.
And so the notion of the Stella emerged: a prize which, like the Orange prize in Britain, would be solely for women's fiction.  
Stella, of course, was Miles Franklin's first name.  A nice larrikin touch to give this prize the name of the woman who had wanted to encourage Australian fiction with her endowment. 
I don't think Miles Franklin intended her prize to be a mostly men-only affair, so let's hope the existence of the Stella serves to prompt the Miles Franklin judges to be a little more conscious of gender when they are making their selections.  
Because the Stella is not meant to replace the other prizes, nor to serve as an excuse for neglecting women writers of fiction when all the other awards are judged.  It is a new prize, one that has the purpose of rewarding women's fiction, and as such joins the ranks of the other awards.  
It is just one more prize, albeit one that only women are eligible to enter, but it would not be necessary were the track records of the other prizes more representative of the output of Australian writers.
We like to think -  indeed many of  used to think, as I did back in 1994 - that merit would be recognized, that talent would triumph, but we have learnt that this has often not been the case.
So Stella will ensure that once a year one work of fiction by a woman is honoured and celebrated, and we know the rewards - both critical and financial - that flow from winning such prizes.  
Kate Grenville says that winning the Orange Prize  turned her professional life around:  got her noticed and short listed. Let's hope the Stella has the same effect.
But the Stella will not solve all the problems and issues around the under-representation of women in the literary world. And we women have to do what we can to address sod me of them.
As Sophie says, in her action list that  was published in Kill Your Darlings Issue #6, individual women need to push themselves out of their comfort zone.
We can't complain about women being under-represented in the review pages if we are not putting ourselves forward as reviewers.  Don't wait to be asked! Call the editors and offer yourself, and keep doing that until you get an assignment.  And keep doing it till you get the next one.  
Don't be timid, and don't sell yourself short.  
I would also encourage women writers of fiction to embrace large themes and subjects, to not feel confined to the domestic or the intimate lives of women and men.  Reach out to big subjects.  Kate Grenville has to a large extent done this with her trilogy and other current writers of fiction are also straying from traditional female subject matters.
But I would love to see more of this: big bold books that illuminate our society and our wider global existence. I am thinking of books such as Christina Stead's House of All Nations, Shirley Hazzard's Transit of Venus and even Henry Handel Richardson's The Fortunes of Richard Mahoney.  
Maybe I am wrong but I get the sense that in the past women writers of fiction were more willing to tackle big subjects and the write large, complex stories about these subjects.  I hope some of us today might feel like following suit.  
There has to be, and there is, scope within a country's literature for all kinds of writing, and I want to see women practicing every kind of writing that represents our literature, and to be acknowledged and honored for doing so.
Because it is by our words that we, and our world, will be remembered.  We owe it to the future, as well as to ourselves.
