
 



A self-described “black, lesbian, mother, warrior, poet,” Audre Lorde dedicated both her life 
and her creative talent to confronting and addressing injustices of racism, sexism, classism, and 
homophobia. Lorde was born in New York City to West Indian immigrant parents. She attended 
Catholic schools before graduating from Hunter High School and published her first poem 
in Seventeen magazine while still a student there. Of her poetic beginnings Lorde commented 
in Black Women Writers: “I used to speak in poetry. I would read poems, and I would memorize 
them. People would say, well what do you think, Audre. What happened to you yesterday? And 
I would recite a poem and somewhere in that poem would be a line or a feeling I would be 
sharing. In other words, I literally communicated through poetry. And when I couldn’t find the 
poems to express the things I was feeling, that’s what started me writing poetry, and that was 
when I was twelve or thirteen.” 

Lorde earned her BA from Hunter College and MLS from Columbia University. She was a 
librarian in the New York public schools throughout the 1960s. She had two children with her 
husband, Edward Rollins, a white, gay man, before they divorced in 1970. In 1972, Lorde met 
her long-time partner, Frances Clayton. She also began teaching as poet-in-residence at 
Tougaloo College. Her experiences with teaching and pedagogy—as well as her place as a Black, 
queer woman in white academia—went on to inform her life and work. Indeed, Lorde’s 
contributions to feminist theory, critical race studies, and queer theory intertwine her personal 
experiences with broader political aims. Lorde articulated early on the intersections of race, 
class, and gender in canonical essays such as “The Master’s Tools Will Not Dismantle the 
Master’s House.” 

Lorde was a noted prose writer as well as poet. Her account of her struggle to overcome breast 
cancer and mastectomy, The Cancer Journals (1980), is regarded as a major work of illness 
narrative. In The Cancer Journals, Lorde confronts the possibility of death. Recounting this 
personal transformation led Lorde to address the silence surrounding cancer, illness, and the 
lived experience of women. For example, Lorde explained her decision not to wear a prosthesis 
after undergoing a mastectomy in the Journals: “Prosthesis offers the empty comfort of 
‘Nobody will know the difference.’ But it is that very difference which I wish to affirm, because I 
have lived it, and survived it, and wish to share that strength with other women. If we are to 
translate the silence surrounding breast cancer into language and action against this scourge, 
then the first step is that women with mastectomies must become visible to each other.” 
 
Lorde’s honors and awards included a fellowship from the National Endowment for the Arts. A 
professor of English at John Jay College and Hunter College, Lorde was poet laureate of New 
York from 1991-1992. Warrior Poet (2006), by Alexis De Veaux, is the first full-length biography 
of Audre Lorde. 

Learn more about the artist Amy Goldberg on her website: 
http://www.emilyjoygoldberg.com/outside-the-lines 
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