
IN THESE TIMES SEPT. 6-12,1978 21

MToENIEOTMNMENT
BOOKS

Women writers' plight
SILENCES
By Tillie Olsen
Delacone, New York, S1C.95

There's a story Tillie Olsen
tells about her Russian-born
mother, an "incorruptible athe-
ist" who died of cancer and left
her children this dream she had
one winter: There was a knock
on the door and three \vise men
entered, dressed in beautiful
robes of gold and blue and crim-
son that were covered with the in-
tricate hand embroidery created
so painstakingly by the village
women.

The first wise man said, "We
have come to talk with you/' but
Tillie's mother replied, "Oh, no,
I am not a believer!" When they
insisted they had come to talk on-
ly about wisdom and about life,
she allowed them to enter; but as
they began talking she saw they
were not men at all, but women.

And they were not dressed in roy-
al colors but as peasants, their
bodies not beautiful but bent,
"used like a tool, if used." When
she saw what the women were
worshipping she felt like worship-
ping, too; because it was what she
had worshipped all her life, and it
had made her a revolutionary.
She saw they knelt before the uni-
versal human infant, soon to be
crucified—into sex, into race, in-
to class.

Her mother's dream was a vi-
sion of the wrong in the world to
Tillie Olsen, for whom the cir-
cumstances of raising and sup-
porting four children took the
bulk of time in the 20 years after
she published her first work of
fiction. Silences is about those
"unnatural" silences of writers,
when "circumstances, including
class, color, sex; the times, cli-
mate into which one is born"
work to thwart the creative pro-

A feminist view of
global catastrophe
LUCIFER'S HAMMER
By! ,arry Niven & Jerry Pournelle
Fawcctt Crest, New York, $2.50

WALK TO THE END OF THE
WORLD

By Sii/.y McKee Charnas
Ballarifine Books, N.Y., $1.25

Global catastrophe and what
happens after is a recurring theme
in science fiction. It offers auth-
ors a chance to show what they
believe is basic in human nature
once civili/ation's slate is wiped
clean.

Too often, what emerges shows
the cautious conservatism with
which many science Fiction writ-
ers view society. Lucifer's Ham-
mer, by two of the field's ablest
and best known authors, is a case
in point.

Niven and Pournelle have pro-
duced a fast-moving action novel.
When a cornet strikes the Earth,
earthquakes, tidal waves, wind-
storms and massive flooding bring
down civilization as we know it.
Survivors in a small area of Cali-
fornia, including refugees from
Los Angeles, struggle to keep alive
and rebuild,

As the plot develops, the auth-
ors give free rein to their preju-
dices. Environmentalists take a
particularly hard bruising, even
before the comet strikes. One of
the main characters, a television
reporter, is thrown into sudden
rage by a chance meeting with
a spokeswoman for the "People's
Lobby," who expresses concern
about flourocarbon contamina-
tion of the ozone layer. After the
catastrophe, environmentalists
become a mindless source of op-
position to salvaging what tech-
nology is left.

Women, however strong or in-
dependent, all "instinctively" at-
tach themselves to the strongest
male available after the disaster.

How will the world of Luci-
fer's Hammer differ from ours
after the survivors have rebuilt?
Not much- -except It will be
purged of what the authors plain-

ly see as faddish, soft-headed
liberalism.

The conservatism of Lucifer's
Hammer is clearer next to Walk
to the End of the World by Suzy
McKee Charnas.

Walk is almost a world built
by carrying Niven's and Pour-
nelle's prejudices to extremes.

The world of Walk is the Hold-
fast, a precarious foothold creat-
ed by the descendants of high of-
ficials who sat out a nuclear war
in shelters. Unable to face their
guilt for the disaster, they blame
all who once challenged their
power: wild animals, the colored
races, rebellious youth, "and
most of all the men's own cun-
ning, greedy females." Of these
"unmen" only women and the
young remain. Society is built
around their rigid subordination.

A group of rebels against these
rigid patterns sets out across the
length of the Holdfast. The cen-
tral man in the group is Eykar
Bey, a son who has learned his
father's identity and is thereby
doomed by the beliefs of the
Holdfast to a deadly confronta-
tion with him. Along the way the
men pick up Alldera, a "fern"
content to use the men while she
seeks to guarantee the survival of
the subjugated women.

During the course of the jour-
ney, Charnas uses Alldera's view-
point to question accepted images
in science fiction. Raf Maggomas,
Bey's father, is a brilliant, rebel-
lious inventor-turned-ruler, a fa-
miliar figure in the work of clas-
sic science fiction authors such
as E.E. Smith and John W.
Campbell. He is also, when his
victims are accepted as persons,
a callous, ruthless mass murderer.

It would be easy for such a
book to become overstated and
shrill. Charnas avoids this pit-
fall, and uses good writing, vivid
imagination, and fully-developed
characters to question convention-
al thinking about sex roles and
male superiority.

—Bob McMahon

cess. Part 1 brings together three
previous essays: "Silences," "One
Out of Twelve: Writers Who Are
Women in Our Century," and
her afterword to Rebecca Hard-
ing Davis' little-known novel,
Life in the Iron Mills. Part 11 lets
the writers speak for themselves.

'Through an accretion of anec-
dote, diary entries, letters and
lists we see the everyday struggle
of writers (some as great in
achievement as Joseph Conrad
and Virginia Woolf) to get to
their work, complete and deliver
it to the world in its envisioned
form. Part III includes excerpts
from Davis' Life in the Iron Mills
and Baudelaire's My Heart Laid
Bare.

Some of the book's richest
moments come as Olsen exam-
ines at length the silence of a writ-
er whose life and work, like Dav-
is', she has recovered from dec-
ades of neglect. Here she offers
a rare look at what one writer
most cherishes in another. She
discovered Life in the iron Mills
as a magazine serial when she
was 15, and had bought some old
volumes of Atlantic Monthly in
an Omaha junkshop. Olsen rec-
ognized some of herself in the
working-class characters: "To
those of us, descendants of their
class, hungry for any rendering
of what our vanished people "were
like...Life in the Iron Mills is im-
measurably valuable. Details,
questions, Vision, found no-
where else—dignified into litera-
ture." It helped shore up the writ-
er's belief that she had something
important to say, and the first
chapters of a novel then called
The Iron Throat were published
in a 1934 Partisan Review, when
Olsen was 21 years old. Forty
years later she ended one of her
own silences, when she recovered
that book's unfinished chapters,
completing and publishing them

Tillie Olsen explores a
writer's unnatural silences.
as the novel Yonnondio.

Although Olsen writes that Si-
lences is intended to "rededicate
and encourage" writers, and by
extension their partners, read-
ers, it achieves something more:
A de-mythicizing of the creative
process of a starving writer in a
cold garret—that essential misery
of the working writer who must
suffer to create. "Blight never
does good to a tree," she quotes
William Blake, "...but if it still
bear fruit, let none say that the
fruit was in consequence of the
blight." The experience in these
writers' words is one of consis-
tent struggle for concentration,
time and money; a stroking of
the spirit against self-doubt and
the indifference of the unexpec-
tant world. In her words:

"The attitude: nobody owes
you (the writer) anything; the
world never asked you to write.
My long ago and still instinctive
response: What's wrong with the
world then, that it doesn't ask—
and make it possible—for people
to raise arid contribute the best
that is in them."

There is a special section on
the writer-woman, testimony of
the writing wives, mothers and
single women to their special ob-
stacles: a history of prejudice, re-
striction, and the sad ambuscade
of love:

"The oppression of women is
like no other form of oppression

(class, color—though these have
parallels). It is an oppression en-
tangled through with human love,
human need, genuine (core) hu-
man satisfactions... How to sep-
arate out the chains from the
bonds, the harms from the value,
the truth from the lies."

It's a human as well as a writ-
er's task, Tillie Olsen reminds us
in a footnote. For those who have
read her prize-winning novella,
Tell Me a Riddle, Silences will be
familiar in its repeated quotes
and phrases that echo the most
resonant parts of what she wants
to say. And though some might
find a book chapter headed
"Acerbs, Asides, Amulets, Ex-
humations, Sources, Deepenings,
Roundings, Expansions" a bit
unwieldy, remember this non-
fiction book is first of all the
work of . a fiction writer; her
"deepenings and roundings"
convey a richer truth than a na-
tional conference on creativity
(from which she also quotes) can
hope to deliver alone.

All Tillie Olsen has assembled
here of writers' feelings on their
work and working circumstances
hint there is much more to be
heard on this subject. She has be-
gun generously, in her writer's
voice, to .speak some of the si-
lences of literature.

—Barbara Bedway
Barbara Bedway is a free-lance
writer in New York City.

Can a new left emerge and
grow in the United States

in the 1970s and '80s?
' Not unless its participants know about the success and failures
of the American left from 1900 to 1970. In those years, three
movements—the old Socialist Party, the Communist Party and
the New Left of the 1960s—started and failed. Without know-
ledge of these experiences a new movement will have no more
chance of survival than its predecessors.

Read IN THESE TIMES editor James Weinstein's

AMBIGUOUS LEGACY:
The Left in American Politics

$6.95 New Viewpoints, New York

SPECIAL OFFER TO
IN THESE TIMES READERS

Regular Price $6.95—with a renewal of your subscription,
$3.95. Just send your mailing label and $21.45 to:

IN THESE TIMES

1509 N. Milwaukee Ave., Box D
Chicago, IL 60622

For the book alone, send $6.95.
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Sgt. Pepper
submarines
to new lows
Peter Frampton
sings with a
bottle of murine
in each eye.

SGT. PEPPER'S LONELY
HEARTS CLUB BAND

Screenplay by Henry Edwards
Directed by Michael Schultz
Produced by Robert Stigwood
RSO film, a Universal release

I walked into the theater ten
minutes late, with the slightest of
expectations, but quickly realized
I had not set my sights low enough
and that I should have come two
hours late Instead. This film has
everything: sure-draw headliners
backed by star-studded cameos,
an already-proven score, with
gimmicks lifted from Star .Wars
should all else fail. It has every-
thing," that is, except a reason to
exist.

Not content with ripping off
what little plot there is in this
blithering embarrassment from
the unpretentious film Yellow
Submarine, the people respon-
sible have also seen fit to pillaget
and plunder some of the finest
popular music of our time. It's
impossible to believe the Beatles'
music could be made to sound so
unrelievedly bad until you hear
the Bee Gees' version of "A Day
-in the Life," or Peter Frampton
—with a bottle of Murine in each
eye—doing "Long and Winding
Road."

As for acting, well, Frampton
and the Brothers Gibb (together,
the Lonely Hearts Club Band)
worked up through the ranks the
hard way—by selling millions of

records. To call their perfor-
mance catatonic would be kind-
ness. Robin Gibb, in particular,
reacts to every situation with a
look of stupefied bewilderment
that makes you want to reach up
onto the screen to shake him out
of it. Still, this is to be expected.
The real mystery is why an actor
of Donald Pleasence's calibre be-
came embedded in such a piece of
cement, and why he seems no
more out of place here than the
other zombies. The only ones
who deliver themselves with any
grace are Steve Martin, who has
all-too-brief a scene as the de-
mented Dr. Maxwell Edison, and
Aerosmith, who plays the Future
Villain Band. Perhaps "grace"
is not le mot juste^ but whatever
Aerosmith has separates them
from the Bee Gees, who sing "I
Want You" as if they were ad-
dressing a cheeseburger.

Which brings us to the whole
question of interpretation.
"Strawberry Fields Forever,"
one of the most haunting evoca-
tions of alienation ever record-
ed, is here a romantic ballad.
Alice Cooper transforms "Be-
cause," a song of spacious won-
der, into something like his own
"Dead Babies »f Even the 4itle
song has been tampered with. By
arranging and directing the music
in this film, George Martin has
besmirched his entire history of
collaboration with the Beatles.
He will never be able to live it
down.

Producer Robert Stigwood
need not worry, since he has
more or less made a career out
of bad taste, while director Mich-
ael Schultz (whose previous cred-
its include the immortal Car
Wash and Cooley High) is just
doing what comes naturally. We'

•must single out writer Henry Ed-
wards, though, for having con-
cocted the emptiest grap-bag of
a script since Star Wars, from
which .he borrows heavily. The
Future Villain Band is a sort of
collective JDarth Vader, Mean
Mr. Mustard's "Computerettes"
could be second cousins to C3PO,
and there is even a "silver ham-
mer" fight between Dr. Maxwell
Edison and one of the Gibblets
that parellels the now-famous
swords of light. And oh, yes, the
story: a la Yellow Submarine,
bad guys steal magic instruments,
good guys get them back, music
saves the world—and I am the
Sheik of Araby.

Now if you'll excuse me, I'm
going to turn off the lights, put
on my copy of Sgt. Pepper—the
original—and try to forget.

—Kurt Luchs
Kurt Luchs is a free-lance writer
and one-third of the xYTr^,
Luchs Brothers, a
comedy group
from Wheaton, III.
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CLASSIFIED
FUNDS NEEDED for medical ex-
penses. Please send donations.
June Conley, 527 S. 19th St., New-
ark, NJ 07103.

IN CHICAGO

RALLY FOR DEMOCRACY
IN CHILE

Featured speakers:
ISABEL LETELIER
MICHAEL MOFFIT .

Saturday, September 9,7 p.m.
DePaul University Auditorium

25 East Jackson

Sponsored by:
Chile Democratico of Chicago
Chicago Citizens Committee

to Save Lives in Chile

Suspend diplomatic relations
with the Chilean military regime!

IN CHICAGO

The Midwest's largest selection of
Marxist and leftwing books and per-
iodicals. Many titles in Spanish &
German. 20% discount on all new
books. Mail inquiries are welcome.

Tel. (312) 525-3667
11 to 7:30 p.m.,6 days

Guild
Bookstore

lllSW.Armitage
Chicago, III. 6O614

Marriage, family counseling; Trans-
actional Analysis, Gestalt psycho-
therapy. The Meta Center, 12 Lane
Court, Upper Montclair, M 07043.

STUDENTS—Promote IN THESE
TIMES and make extra money for
yourself by selling subscriptions
on commission. Call or write Cir-
culation Dept., ITT, 1509 N. Milwau-
ke. Ave., Chicago, IL 60622—(312)
489-4444.

$100+ WEEKLY MAILING CIRCU-
LARS!! Free Supplies, Immediate
Income Guaranteed! Send Self-
Addressed Stamped Envelope:
HOMEWORKER, B427-FF, Troy, MT
59935.

CHICAGO READERS! Diana John-
Stone, ITT Paris correspondent, will
speak on "The Future of Europe:
Capitalism or Socialism?" Tues.,
Oct. 3,8 p.m., at Resurrection Luth-
eran Church, 3309 N. Seminary (en-
ter School St.). Johnstone .has re-
cently reported on the Moro killing
and the French elections, and has
won high praise for her insights in-
to European affairs. Co-sponsored
by In These Times and Second City
Socialist School.

_______FOR SALE_____^

GARBAGE DRUMS—55 or 30 gal-
lon—$7 each, free del. Chicago—
878-1245.

NAMIBIA SLIDE SHOW ;
50 slides and written commen-

tary on Namibian history and the
liberation struggle.

$30 prepaid to purchase. .'
$10 prepaid to rent.

*Philadelphis Namibia Action
Group

5021 Cedar Ave.
Philadelphia, PA 19143

(215)474-9592

LILY TOMLIN'S LP "Modem Scream"
—$3.50 postpaid. Free catalog of
RECORDS & TAPES BY WOMEN—
over 150 reviews. Two stamps ap-
preciated. LADYSLIPPER MUSIC
#9T, P.O. Box 3124, Durham, NC
27705. ;

MOST MONTHLY REVIEW BACK IS-
SUES from 1963. $50 or convincing
letter from needy socialist, or both.
Box 267, Ellenville, NY 12428. .

DUMP CARTER IN '80—Bumper-
stickers 2/$1, 25c handling. CDC,
Box 21551B, Detroit, Ml 48221.-

AUDIOTAPES—The Great Atlantic
Radio Conspiracy has a new free
catalog of 170 half-hour programs
of political analysis and radical arts.
Programs blend script, interviews,
field recordings and political music.
Write: 2743 Maryland Ave., Baltimore,
MD 21218.

AZOOBIDES INSTANT HASHMAKER
uses Electrostatic Force to extract
the RESIN from your stash! $12 ppd.
Bleak. Enterprises, P.O. Box 521, San
Luis Obispo, CA 93406.

_____PUBLICATIONS_____

Did mind-controlled Zombies shoot
the Kennedys, King, Wallace? Send
25c for informative 10-page book
catalog. Research, Box 1107T, Ap-
tos, CA 95003.

ROOT & BRANCH: A Libertarian
Socialist Quarterly. Issue 6 now
available. $6 per year, $2 for sample
copy. Root & Branch, Dept. I, Box
236, Somerville, MA 02143.

A PERIODICAL RETREAT makes
available Marxist, left-wing and al-
ternative books and periodicals (in-
cluding back issues). 3361/2 S. State,
Ann Arbor, Ml 48104. (313) 663-0215.

SEVEN DAYS—A major national al-
ternative magazine. Solid, indepen-
dent-radical accounts of news: in-
ternational, national, culture, fea-
tures and arts. See the whole pic-
ture. Send $9 for 15 issues or $1 for
a sample copy. SEVEN RAYS, 206
Fifth Ave., Dept. TT, New York, NY
10010.

SEPTEMBER JEWISH CURRENTS.,,
2 editorials: "AFTER THE BAKKE
INDECISION," and "OASIS OR MIR-

AGE AT. CAMP DAVID." "Chicago
Jews' Exodus to Suburbia" by Steve
Askin; "On Talmud, Toroah, Scepti-
cism and Isaiah," by Morris Winchev-
sky and an excerpt from David Ber-
gelson's WHEN ALL IS SAID AND
DONE. Single copy 60$. Subscrip-
tion $7.50 yearly U.S.A. Jewish Cur-
rents, Dept. T, 22 East 17 St., NYC
10003. New pamphlet by Schappes
"Irving Howe's The World of Our
Fathers' A Critical Analysis," Send ,
60C. Special—A TEN YEAR HAR- :

VEST, Third Jewish Currents Reader,
1966-1976, 300 pp. paperback, $3.75.

FREE SAMPLE: New International
Review, new quarterly journal of
democratic socialist theory—eco-
nomics, history, political theory.
Box 163, Dept. 27, Rosedale, NY
11422.

CORRESPONDENCE WANTED

Alan Williamson, 144-064, Box 45699
Lucasville, OH 45699.

Arthur Shelton, 106334, JRCC in-
firmary, State Farm, VA 23160.

John Johnson, #39826, Box 1000
Steilacoom, Washington 98388.

James Walter Sanders, 026418, P.O.
Box 747, Starke.FL 32091.

CLASSIFIED RATES:
25C PER WORD PREPAID
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