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Interview
The Truth About Alison Lurie

by Sarah Elbert
Alison Lurie has lived in 

Ithaca for thirty years; she is the 
author o f  Imaginary Friend 
(1967) and The War Between the 
Tates (1974) which are cultural 
landmarks for readers who were 
not horn yesterday. Alison Lurie 
teaches literature and writing at 
Cornell University, where she 
introduced courses in Children's 
Literature to the English 
Department's canon. She has 
written two children's hooks. 
Fabulous Beasts (19X1) and The 
Heavenly Zoo (19X0), as well as 
a hook on children's literature, 
Don't Tell the Grown-ups. Her 
short fiction appears in Vogue 
and Redhook.

S.E. Were your parents literary
— do you think of them as 
literary?

A.L. My mother-riiad been a
journalist and a critic, and both of 
them read a great desf.

-3*' 2#
S.E. Did uyo«* know 
wanted to write *as a serious
vocation?

INSIDE:
Interview with 
Richard Wright 
and a Review of 

Time Among 
the Maya

by Gail Holst-W arhaft 
•

The Enhancement 
of the Hero

by Robert A. Hill

A.L. Well, you know when 1 
was a child, there were very-few 
occupations open to womeff'-'You 
could lie a teacher or you could be 
a nurse or...

S.E. Or you could be a
ballerina.

A.L. ...secretary, ...or a
ballerina or a singer. And I wasn't 
particularly good at dancing or 
singing, and I didn't want to be a 
nurse. When 1 realized that it was 
possible for a woman to be a 
writer, I felt this would be an 
excellent plan.

S.E. What made you realize it
was possible for a woman to be a 
writer?

A.L. Reading books with

photo (c) Times News - Ltd

women s names oi cover.

What did you do after yoi 
troni Rat^iffe?

A.L. 1 went to New York {fid 
worked for Oxford Univerttly 
Press, handling permissionSf- 
readmg unsolicited manuscript:

S.E. Was that a way in_
you to become a published w tQ

It had nothing to do with 
as just an agreeable job.

Had you written for any 
publications'?

Yes, I wrote for college
or weren't you thinking that far? literary magazines and had been

published a little bit. 1 was 
published in Mademoiselle and...

S.E. You and Sylvia Plath! 
Do you remember the sorts of 
things you were writing about ?

continued on page 5

Review
Myth and Tradition 
in American History

Questions, Not Answers:
Fred Ahl Reinterprets Oedipus

MYSTIC CHORDS OF 
MEMORY
The Transform ation of 
Tradition in Am erican  
Culture
Michael Kammen 
Knopf, $40.00, 865 pp.

by Charles DeMotte

History is society's collective 
memory. Whereas most 
historians are content to expand, 
embellish, or interpret aspects of 
this memory system, Michael 
Kammen has made a career of 
investigating how people pefeeive 
historical events. This self- 
conscious view of history focuses 
on changing perceptions of the

past as an important ingredient m 
the historical process. Like a 
story that is told and retold from 
one person to the next until it 
loses much of its original validity, 
Kammen is concerned with the 
uses and misuses of historical 
events from generation to 
generation.

Kammen, the Newton C. Fan- 
Professor of American History and 
Culture at Cornell University, has 
explored changes in political 
consciousness in at least two of 
his many works. A Season of 
Youth, published in 1978, focuses 
on perceptions of the American 
Revolution during the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries. The 
Constitution as an evolving idea 
w ith in  the c o lle c t iv e

continued on page 6

by Judith Pratt

"If we are ever going to get 
our students to really read these 
plays, someone has to stand up 
and take the flak."

Frederick Ahl, Professor of 
Classics at Cornell University, 
wants to get away from the pre
packaged meanings that get 
between students and the literature 
of ancient Greece and Rome.

"We are overwhelmed by 
courses that go from Adam to 
Thomas Aquinas in a semester," 
said Ahl in a talk at the Bookery 
on September 7. Such courses, 
he said, dole out "little packets of 
meaning" as part of a "secular 
canon" that gives lip service to 
independent thinking, but never 
truly encourages it.

With the help of his students, 
Ahl has done some independent 
thinking about Sophocles'

Oedipus. In the resulting book, 
Sophocles' Oedipus: Evidence and 
S e lf-C o n v ic tio n  (C ornell 
University Press, 1991), Ahl re
examines the testimony upon 
which Oedipus convicts himself of 
killing his father and marrying his 
mother.

In an interview, Ahl said that 
this evidence "is scattered, 
contradictory, and would be 
insufficient to create a verdict of 
guilty in an ancient Athenian 
court, much less a modem one."

In other words, Oedipus didn't 
do it.

T h a t 's  a g r o s s  
oversimplification, and it's not the 
point that really interests Ahl. 
He's concerned about teaching. In 
his talk at the Bookery, he noted 
that students know what they are 
supposed to find in Oedipus before 
they even read the play. This 
approach is "characteristic of how 
we read almost all the works in

Western literature," Ahl said, and 
it "disables our students."

"To me," he said, "the great 
force of classical literature is its 
ability to keep us always asking 
questions.”

In the case of Oedipus, the 
pre-packaged approach nusses a lot 
of the work's complexities. In his 
book, Ahl sets forth an Oedipus 
full of deliberate inconsistencies 
and convoluted wordplays, and 
concludes:

"Sophocles wrote, as did 
many other ancients, in a self
consciously vatic, Delphic way, 
presenting a complex, polyphonic 
song for his audiences to 
contemplate, analyse, and attempt 
to solve." (p. 265)

In his talk, Ahl explained that 
his understanding of the 
deliberately hidden meanings in 
Oedipus came "after many years of

continued on page 4
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Editorial
In a college town like Ithaca, fall is a season 

of anticipation — a new school year, the World 
Series, and before you know it, Thanksgiving and 
Christmas. The shops and businesses, too, seem to 
awaken from a long summer's nap, eager for 
their share of the action.

Nowhere is the sense of expectancy more 
palpable than in the bookstores; for while people 
may actually read more in summer and winter, it 
is in the fall when book sales soar. According to 
trade estimates, bookstores do almost 40% of 
their annual business in the weeks between 
Thanksgiving and Christmas.

Figures like that don't just happen: long 
before the leaves begin to turn, the big publishing 
houses have signed their mega-deals, printed their 
glitzy catalogs, and trotted out their best-selling 
authors to strut their stuff on the TV talk shows. 
For the most part, publishing is simply a sector of 
the entertainment business. In fact, some of the 
same conglomerates which own film studios and 
TV networks are major book publishers as well.

It should come as no surprise, then, what 
happens in the bookstores on the night after 
Christmas. Not even the voracious appetite of 
highly trained consumers can keep pace with the 
surfeit of book products which flood the stores 
each fall. So, as soon as the tinsel comes down, 
all those gorgeously jacketed debutantes who 
overstayed the holiday festivities are 
unceremoniously hustled out of the bookstores 
and packed off to their unforgiving progenitors. 
For many, the return trip is but a brief hiatus 
between the glamour of brilliantly lit display 
windows and the obscurity of the remainder bins.

Unfortunately, in this kind of market some 
very good writing often winds up on the curb 
along with the usual holiday detritus. There 
simply isn't time enough or space in the 
bookshops for the reading public to always 
perceive the difference, before next season's crop 
arrives, decked out in the latest fashions. The 
problem is not that interesting and even 
innovative books go unpublished; most serious 
writers manage to find their way into print, if not 
with a major trade publisher, then with one of the 
university or small presses. It is more that the 
attention span of the reading public has become 
distracted by the book business itself, which, like 
the other media industries, has learned that the 
surest route to quick profits is constant production 
under the aspect of superficial change.

Of course, mass-produced popular 
literature has been a staple of publishing for 
centuries, and has only recently begun to receive 
the attention it deserves from the literary 
establishment. What is differenf, however, is the 
dizzying number of books which are promoted 
each year by sophisticated marketing techniques. 
As recently as the 1950's, French writers 
introduced a style called le nouveau roman — the 
new novel. Such bold claims seem almost quaint 
now, in a market where distinctions between 
imitative and innovative or popular and 
commercial are easily blurred on the merry-go- 
round of novelty.

Announcements
"For Love of Art" to State of the Art

Feature Literary Events Poetry Reading

This complimentary 
issue of the Bookpress 

is available at the 
following locations:

Collegetovvn Bagels 
Elan Farmers 

Fall Creek Cinema 
H eart's Content 

Irving's Deli 
Ithaca Bakery 

Ludgate Farms 
M ayer's Smoke Shop 

Muffin Madness 
State St. Smoke Shop 

Steigers M arket 
The Bakery 

The Commons Market 
The Frame Shop 

Tops Supermarket 
W egmans

Cornell 
Green Dragon 

Johnson Museum 
Statler Hotel 

Zeus

Ithaca College 
Egbert Union 
Friends Hall

"For Love of Art," the new 
multi-disciplinary art space located 
above Holly's on the Commons, 
is planning to host a variety of 
poetry readings and other literary 
events along with its regular 
visual arts exhibitions. The 
gallery, which hosts its opening 
reception on Friday, October 11, 
from 5:00 to 8:00 in the evening, 
is welcoming poets and authors to 
submit their "creative literary ideas 
and happenings" by calling Sharon 
Cappiello, Gallery Director, at 
(607) 277-3099.

♦

Book Events

October 11-12
Catskill Antiquarian Book Fair 
Hunt Student Union, SUCO 
Oneonta, N.Y.

October 12-21
Friends of the Library Booksale 
Old Ithaca Calendar Clock Co.
200 block, Dey St.
Ithaca, N.Y.
(607) 272-2223

The State of the Art Gallery 
located at 120 W. State Street will 
present "State of the Art Poetry" 
on October 20, 1991 at 7:00 PM. 
The poetry reading will feature 
Burl Barr, who will read from his 
new chapbook; Eric Machan 
Howd, who has been published in 
several anthologies, journals, and 
magazines; and Katharyn Howd 
Machan, the author of ten 
collections of poems as well as a 
book on contemporary poetry and 
fiction readings. There is a $2.00 
requested donation, but admission 
is free for participants in the open 
reading which will follow the 
featured readers' presentations.

For more information, call 
(607)273-0321.

THE BOOKPRESS is interested in 
reporting upcoming or ongoing 
literary events. I f  you have 
information, please send it to THE 
BOOKPRESS Calendar. DeWitt 
Building, 215 N. Cayuga St.. 
Ithaca, NY I4H50. Calendar 
information must be received by 
the 15th o f the month prior to 
publication in order to ensure 
inclusion in the following issue.

the

BOOKPRESS delivered to 
your home!

the Bookpress offers a monthly 
forum for writers, critics, and 
interested readers, as well as book

Yes! I want to receive the next 10 issues of 
the Bookpress at my doorstep!

Name:
reviews, arts news, a calendar of 
literary events, and much more! Address:
And this month, the Bookpress is
offering a special deal: subscribe
to the Bookpress before October
31, 1991, and receive a 10% 
discount on the purchase of 
any books from the "Recent 
Arrivals" section (see page 11) 
at Bookery II. So make sure you 
don't miss a single issue o f this 
exciting new publication and, this 
month, get the latest books at a

Payment by: __Check or Money Order
_  Visa
__MasterCard
__Discover

Acct. No.
Expiration Date

lower price! Subscribe today, and 
the next ten issues of the Bookpress 
will be delivered to your door for 
only $7.50.

Signature

send orders to:
THE BOOKPRESS, DeWitt Building, 
215 N. Cayuga St., Ithaca, NY 14850

THE BOOKPRESS 
wants to hear 
from you.

I f  you have a concern  
addressed or  nor addressed  
within these pages, we'd 
like to hear about it. Send' 
your suggestion s, com 
ments, and questions to:

Letters to the Editor 
THE BOOKPRESS 
215 N. Cayuga St. 
Ithaca, NY 14850

the

BOOKPRESS
Publisher & Editor C on tribu to rs

Jack Goldman

Production & Design 
Jay Laird

Arts Editor
Benn T.F. Nadelman 

S taff
Barbara Mink 

Sharon Yntema

Mdly Acharya 
Sarah Elbert 

Mary Gilliland 
Robert Hill 

Gail Holst-Warhaft 
Carol Kammen 
A.M. Keehner 

Timothy Muskat 
Judith Pratt 

J. Michael Serino

The entire contents ofTH E BOOKPRESS are copyright (c) 1991 by 
'The Bookery. All rights reserved. Literary events arc listed free of 
charge in the Announcements section. THE BOOKPRESS will not 
be liable for typographical error, or errors in publication except 
the cost to advertisers for up to the cost of the space in which the 
actual error appeared in the first insertion. Questions or comments 
for THE BOOKPRESS should be addressed to THE BOOKPRESS 
DeWitt Building, 215 N. Cayuga Street, Ithaca, N.Y. 14850.
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illustrations by 
Milly Acharya

"Alas, the Hero from of old 
has had to cramp himself into 
strange shapes....”

— Carlyle, Heroes and Hero 
Worship

Let us now consider famous 
men. H. Norman Schwartzkopf is 
home from the wars, having 
preserved in spectacular fashion 
the claims of multinational 
corporations to a burning oil field. 
He has since taken a hero's timely 
retirement from military affairs, a 
fact which has not diminished his 
visibility in the national press. A 
recent New York Times Magazine 
article outlines the general's less 
than quiescent post-military life, a 
burgeoning new career in which 
Schwartzkopf has exchanged the 
military infrastructure for one of 
image m anagement, se lf
promotion, and a potential fortune 
in the bargain.

The latest American Hero, 
says one New York marketing 
expert, "could make a trillion 
bucks.” He has a literary agent, a 
speaking agent, and a $5 million- 
plus contract with Bantam for his 
autobiography. Farrar, Strauss & 
Giroux has just released his 
biography, none too soon 
considering the small window 
personal fame can have these days. 
He has appeared in everything 
from a "Doonesbury” strip to 
Gentlemen's Quarterly to the cover 
of People. Schwartzkopfs new 
marketing lieutenants have 
arranged a lucrative list of 
speaking engagements in the 
business sector at a rumored 
$60,000 îer speech—"topics like 
applying the lessons of the war— 
the fabric of America, the can-do 
attitude—to other aspects of 
American life , social or 
economic," explains his speaking 
agent.

Heady stuff. And if 
S c h w a r t z k o p f  c h o o s e s  
commemoration in a glossy, 
shrink-wrap public relations 
package to another equestrian 
statue or neoclassical triumphal 
arch, who can rightly blame him? 
It seems preferable to having 
innumerable small-town public 
schoolhouses renamed "H. 
N orm an  S c h w a r tz k o p f  
Consolidated School."

In an essay "On Being 
Modem-Minded,” Bertrand Russell 
wrote over forty years ago that 
"To be pointed out, admired, 
mentioned constantly in the press, 
and offered easy ways of earning 
much money is highly agreeable; 
and when all this is open to a 
man, he finds it difficult to go on 
doing the work that he himself 
thinks best and is inclined to 
subordinate his judgment to the 
genera l o p in io n ."  Now 
Schwartzkopf, being a retired hero, 
has the option of choosing another 
line of work that he thinks best. 
But heroes are made by the times 
and by the current temper of the 
public mind. The only caution 
here is that if he is to go about 
making a good deal of money, he 
must do it quietly or lose the 
sympathy o f a democratic 
populace, and lose thereby a hero's 
marketability. And there is a good

Et Tu, Norman? All Seasons
deal of money to be made here, 
enough for the general and all his 
public relations corps besides. It 
has to be done discreetly, but it 
can be done.

I have always remained 
constitutionally suspicious of the 
moral exemplar, perhaps because 
from an early age I also found the 
moral claptrap of emulation to lie 
pedagogically lazy. Consequently, 
with the fleeting exception of 
Captain Ahab, I have never had a 
hero. Ahab is a fiction, of course— 
a fact which adds an unquantifiable 
appeal to his character. But I knew 
he was a fiction, and so he was 
above suspicion. On the other 
hand, when we cannot discern how 
much of the hero is real and how 
much is marketing, we may wish 
at the very least to keep our 
reservations in mind. If this 
cannot properly be called the age 
of public information, it is 
assuredly the age of image 
enhancement and mass preference 
management. The advertising 
genius has become a critical 
factor—heroes are marketed, not 
born. So we all may have 
legitimate grounds for suspicion.

A good, hard-hitting public 
relations blitz seems to have 
replaced the general spontaneity 
with which the heroes of 
Agrigentum or Blenheim Field 
were received; media overexposure 
is a stand-in for the delirium that 
greeted Lindbergh when he stepped 
onto the ground. But delirium is 
the blossom of a moment — the 
working motto of the advertising 
industry is some vernacular gloss 
on vita longa, memoria breva. Or 
bill them while they can smell 
them, to continue a florist's 
metaphor. In an age often 
described, somewhat roughly, as 
democratic, in a nation whose 
business is business, lands, 
grants, and titles are out of the 
question; statuary and public- 
architecture seem hardly to the 
point. Advertise, man, advertise.

When Carlyle offered the 
world his taxonomy of heroism in 
a series of public lectures delivered 
150 years ago, his prose may have 
been a bit overlarded with the 
Eternal and the Immortal, but he 
proceeded under the fair 
assumption that his was an 
empirically sound list of types: 
those whom other humans have 
revered in various ages. By his 
own admission, it is unlikely and 
not particularly desirable that the 
divinity, say, or the priest or the 
prophet, should ever be resurrected 
as a heroic type. But the military 
type is perennial, and any 
schoolchild could have, under a

less correct educational system, 
rattled off a respectable list of 
precedents.

Not in the least to his 
discredit, Carlyle could never have 
foreseen the transmutations his 
heroes have undergone. The 
closest we can come to dredging 
up a prophet may be a futurist, 
and a futurist's possible claim to 
heroism is seriously undermined 
by the fact that he or she is 
usually an academic, and a rather

gimmicky one besides.
What is more, seen against 

the spectacle of the modem hero, 
cramped not by himself so much 
as by his media consultants into 
strange shapes, C arly le 's 
descriptions appear naively grave 
and perhaps a bit heavy on moral 
tone. He has missed the 
seriocomic side of modern 
heroism. But how could he, or 
anyone of his age, have fully 
appreciated the Media Package had 
they even foreseen it. First of all,

we get up the missus in a subtle 
facial makeover and lightened hair, 
get her out of those frousy frocks 
into designer lines with the 
younger look, and drape her over 
His broad shoulders in conjugal 
camaraderie for magazine covers. 
The American Hero must be a 
regular sort with a touch of the 
domestic about him, no stranger 
to shopping malls, the niceties of 
riding mowers, even church 
services if the whole truth be 
known. This is Carlyle's sauce 
th inned , all the lumps 
suspiciously removed.

Then we get cracking on the 
Biography (In the Eye of the 
Storm. Roger Cohen and Claudio 
Gatti; Farrar, Strauss & Giroux), 
with ample advances and 
prepublication hype. The usual 
file photos, of course—rubicund 
lad, clear-eyed adolescent, earnest 
young man, smart, lean officer 
with blushing new wife in spirited 
tow. The text invokes sacred 
formulas; a man congenial 
without vulgar familiarity, upright 
without priggishness, honest 
without sanctimony, polite 
without ceremony, serious-minded 
yet capable of levity, capable of 
levity without sinking to fatuity. 
In all, a man singular without 
eccentricity, at once everyman and 
uniquely his own man. It is the 
story of someone who did what 
any one of us might have done, 
and if the boy ever stood upon the 
burning deck, why so much the 
better for the whole package.

Nor could Carlyle have 
understood the new possibilities 
for heroism that technology has 
opened to the denizens of the 
twentieth century. If Lindbergh 
and Admiral Byrd became heroes 
almost overnight it was because 
they entered the popular fancy 
deservedly, on their pants-seats; 
taking up a project never 
undertaken before, and one offering 
no assurance to the protagonist 
that he would emerge unscathed at 
the far end. In fact, it is just the 
intervention of an elaborate 
technology that qualifies the 
heroics of Neal Armstrong or John 
Glenn. And Schwartzkopf appears 
as the latest refinement of that 
fresh theme—he is the Technocrat 
as Hero. He has not shown us that 
humankind is capable of things 
heretofore undone. He is rather the 
quintessential organization man, 
one who has taken an existing 
technocracy and made it work 
efficiently. He is a can-do kind of 
guy, "a winner, a man's man, 
America pumped up," in the words 
of another marketing expert.

None of this is to suggest

that Schwartzkopf is not a real 
hero (nor that he is), nor is it to 
insinuate that his mass appeal has 
been fabricated. It is real enough, 
for all its calculated media 
enhancement and its careful 
packaging with an eye to optimal 
shelf life and return on the dollar. 
What is instructive here is that, 
once our heroes are washed and 
dressed to our liking, we have a 
way of rewarding them after that 
fashion which appeals to our own 
senses of private fulfillment and 
national mission, inasmuch as we 
have any senses of those things at 
all. And so, for a long time, 
America turned its military heroes 
into its presidents—witness 
Andrew Jackson, U.S. Grant, and 
D.D. Eisenhower. It was, given 
the temper of the times, a fitting 
hero's reward. After Watergate the 
prize seems a dubious one. 
Moreover, those men who 
distinguished themselves in 
military matters seem to have 
become mediocrities as presidents- 
-witness the list above. (It is quite 
another matter for a haberdasher or 
a lawyer to distinguish himself by 
a presidency, and one can never 
impugn another for approaching a 
ladder from its proper end.) So we 
have taken to offering our highest 
political office to men who are 
e s ta b lish ed  and known 
mediocrities, thereby saving 
everyone time and extra steps. 
Now we reserve the rewards of the 
corporate community for our real 
heroes.

H. Norman Schwartzkopf will 
enter the corporate world as a free 
lance, a highly-paid celebrity who 
is their own kind of guy, a 
consultant at high-level sales 
meetings—someone who, in 
another enterprise, is known as a 
coach. One sort of managerial 
expertise translates quite glibly 
into the other. And if the 
technology of corporations differs 
in some respects from that of the 
Pentagon, the recent Gulf fracas 
has demonstrated beyond doubt 
that their respective aims are 
hardly at variance. This is not to 
moralize, but merely to point out 
that, if the public relations 
campaign around Norman 
Schwartzkopf goes along as well 
as it has thus far, the retired 
general's appeal as a hero will 
cross and submerge those natural 
divisions between social strata and 
economic communities with 
divergent interests. For a hero is 
most importantly a person of the 
people and one for all seasons. He 
is everyone's, or nearly everyone's. 
And in an age of increasing social 
and economic diversity, a hero's 
public relations firm is the oil on 
oily water. Heroes take strange 
shapes. Even so, one cannot but 
wonder what Carlyle would make 
of the Public Relations Mogul as 
Hero.
Robert A. Hill is a writer who 
resides in Ithaca and holds 
skeptical views on almost all
topics.

The making o f  the hero 
continues: on September 27, 
"Publishers Weekly"  noted that 
Schw arzkop f has chosen  
biographer and "Fortune"  editor 
Peter Petre to  "assist ’ him in 
turning the general's memoirs 
into a book for Bantam Books.

-Ed.
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Off Campus 
at the Bookery

The Bookery's second year of the "Off Campus at the Bookery" lecture series 
began last month with a lively presentation by Frederick Ahl (see article, page 
1). "Off Campus at the Bookery" continues to feature lectures and readings on a 
wide variety of topics, one flight up in the office complex Atrium of the DeWitt 
Mall, on Sundays at 4:00 PM.

October 13 
Lamar Herrin
will read from his latest novel, The Lies Boys Tell, and sign 
copies of the book. He has written four novels, including The 
Unwritten Chronicles of Robert E. Lee. The Rio Loja. Ringmaster 
and American Baroque, and several short stories, including "For 
Years Without War" and "The Rookie Season." He holds a 
PhD from the University of Cincinnati, and has taught 
creative writing and contemporary literature at Cornell since 
1977. He is currently working on another novel.

November 3 
Diane Ackerman
will read from her new book of nature essays. The Moon by 
Whale Light, and sign copies. She is the author of nine books 
of poetry and prose, the most recent of which include Taguar of 
Sweet Laughter: New & Selected Poems and the best-selling A 
Natural History of the Senses. She has a PhD from Cornell, is 
a staff writer for "The New Yorker", and writes frequently for 
"The New York Times Book Review," "National Geographic," 
and other journals.

November 17 
John Reps
will give a lecture and slide show on the National Capitol and 
will sign copies of his most recent book, Washington on View: 
The National Capitol Since 1790. He has taught urban 
planning for 43 years at Cornell, received seven fellowships, 
authored 11 books, including The Maktnfc QtUrban America: A 
History of City Planning in the United States, and lectured 
worldwide.

December 1 
Sander Gilman
will give a lecture entitled "Are Jews White?: The History of 
the Nose Job" and sign copies of his most recent book, The lew's 
Body. The author of many books, including Jewish Self- 
Hatred. Sexuality: An Illustrated History, and Disease and 
Representation: Images of Illness from Madness to AIDS, he is 
Professor of the History of Psychiatry at Cornell Medical 
College, and the Goldwyn Smith Professor of Humane Studies 
at Cornell University.

Rethinking Oedipus

A Chance to Read More...For Less!
If you enjoy reading, then by now you've probably dis
covered that the Bookpress is made for you. And if you 

really enjoy reading, then we have an offer made for you. 
Subscribe to the Bookpress before October 31,1991, and 
you receive a 10% discount at Bookery II on the purchase 
of any books listed in the "Recent Arrivals" section of the 
October, 1991 issue of the Bookpress! For only $7.50 you 
get one year (ten issues) of the Bookpress delivered to 
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teaching the standard doctrine." 
He finally listened when his 
students insisted that Oedipus was 
stupid. They pointed out that 
anyone could avoid the fate 
prophesied for Oedipus: don't 
marry anyone older than you, and 
don't kill any men old enough to 
be your father.

So Ahl began, as he says in 
his book's preface, "asking 
questions that one is not supposed 
to ask of a Greek tragedy."

This led him to make some 
interesting discoveries about 
translations of the play. Since 
very few undergraduates, or even 
graduate students, will read 
Oedipus in the original Greek, 
translations are important.

In his talk, Ahl focused upon 
various translations of the 
testimony of the "Man from 
Corinth" in Oedipus. This 
unnamed man tells Jocasta 
(Oedipus' wife, and perhaps his 
mother) that he brings "good 
news." Jocasta naturally asks, 
"What sort of news? And who 
have you come from?" The 
Corinthian responds: "From
Corinth. And the word you soon 
will learn / Could please — how 
not ? — perhaps upset you too."

Pointing out that the 
Corinthian has not directly 
responded to Jocasta's question, 
Ahl then read two other 
translations of this passage. In 
one, Jocasta asks "Where do you 
come from?" so that the reply, 
"From Corinth," seems logical. 
In the other, she asks, "Who sent 
you?" and the Corinthian replies, 
"Corinth," intimating that he is an 
ambassador from the Corinthian 
government. The text, however, 
does not support this conclusion 
anywhere else.

Since the testimony of the 
anonymous Corinthian eventually 
helps convince Oedipus that he 
has committed patricide and incest, 
the many evasions and 
inconsistencies in this testimony 
should not be glossed over. And 
yet that is what translators have 
been doing for many years.

"It isn't that these people 
don't know Greek," Ahl said in his 
talk. "They are trying to paste 
over problems in the text." As a 
result, the number of mistakes 
attributed to Sophocles "are 
outrageous."

Ahl has uncovered numerous 
inconsistencies that have been 
"pasted over" by translators, or 
ignored by historians, but which 
add up to a lot of questions about 
the meaning of Oedipus. In 
Sophocles’ Oedipus, he discusses 
each of these in scholarly detail, 
but in a readable style accessible 
to the lay audience. Some of the 
facts which Ahl presents:

Like other playwrights of the 
time, Sophocles made many 
changes in the myth of Oedipus, 
and the style of these changes give 
new clues to the meaning of the 
play.

The play did not win first 
prize, although 96 out of 
Sophocles' 123 did. Oedipus may 
have asked too many questions for 
the comfort of the Athenian 
audience.

In his discussion of Oedipus 
as the epitome of tragedy, 
Aristotle misquotes the play. 
How, then, can we uncritically 
accept Aristotles's conclusions 
about the greatness of Oedipus'?

One small fact, however, has 
been left out of the book. As an

experiment, Ahl prepared a 
translation of Oedipus which did 
not gloss over the evasions and 
inconsistencies in the text. When 
he gave it to his classes, however, 
many students didn't notice, 
because they thought they already 
knew what Oedipus was about.

So Ahl retitled the play. In A 
Man from Abilene. Oedipus 
becomes "Chuck Beddoes." The 
students immediately caught on to 
all the p roblem s and 
inconsistencies.

Ahl explains this whole 
process in his book, but left out 
the small fact of the play's title. 
As he admitted to the Bookery 
audience, a work which his 
students affectionately dubbed 
"Oedipus Tex" might undermine 
all his scholarly credibility.

He has plenty of that. Ahl, 
who has been at Cornell since 
1971, is the author of Lucan: An 
Introduction, and Metaformations: 
Soundplav and Wordplay in Ovid 
and Other Classical Poets, and the 
translator of Three Tragedies by 
Seneca. All are available from 
Cornell Umversity Press.

Ahl grew up in Wales, and 
went to Cambridge University. 
He came to the United States in 
1962, looking for a job. "1 
wanted to get out of Britain," he 
explained in an interview. He 
ended up teaching at the Texas 
Military Institute in San Antonio.

"It was a baptism of fire into 
American culture," Ahl said.

After completing his Ph.D. at 
the University of Texas in Austin, 
Ahl came to Cornell, where he 
became involved with the campus 
Savoyards. Since then, Ahl said, 
"I've either been in or directed all 
of the Gilbert and Sullivan 
shows."

In fact, his iconoclastic views 
are not limited to the world of 
ancient Greece. In 1988, he 
directed a Patience in which the 
muscular poet Grosvenor was a 
Texan. And in his talk at 
Bookery, Ahl pointed out some 
serious plot inconsistencies in 
Gilbert and Sullivan's Pirates of 
Penzance.

His experience in the theatre 
helped him look at Oedipus 
differently. "Relatively few had 
thought about Oedipus as a work 
to be performed on the stage," he 
said at the Bookery talk. Scholars 
tended to focus on Oedipus almost 
exclusively, relegating the other 
characters to mere appendages. 
But, Ahl noted, "they have lives 
and motives of their own." For 
example, both Creon and Teiresias 
have plenty of motivation to lie to 
Oedipus, and yet both Oedipus and 
critics have accepted their 
testimony uncritically.

The play seemed to be written 
to invite different readings of each 
character, said Ahl, and such a 
"polyphonic, polyvalent" play 
inv ites  more than one 
interpretation.

Sophocles, Ahl concludes, 
wanted his audiences to become 
Oedipus. His doom "becomes the 
doom of all men through the 
poetic form of Sophocles' play as 
readers struggle to believe, and so 
often do believe, that Oedipus' 
guilt is proved." (265)

Ahl's Bookery talk was well 
received, but his new book on 
Oedipus has not been reviewed 
yet. "I fully expect to be brutally 
zapped," he said cheerfully in the 
interview. "But the classicists are

continued on page 9



A Conversation with Alison Lurie
continued from page 1

A.L. They were very short 
stories about very young women.

S.E. So you started by writing 
about essentially your own 
experience...

A.L. Yes, it wasn't about me, 
but about people I knew and 
situations I knew.

c E. Is that a pattern you've 
followed since then?

A.L. Well, I've never been 
someone who can write about 
places and times and people that I 
haven't known. I admire someone 
who can write about medieval 
Scotland or the year 2100, but 1 
don't have that sort of 
imagination. I've always written 
about worlds and people 1 knew. 
But of course as you get older, 
you have a wider range, because 
you've been twenty, so you can 
still write about someone who's 
twenty. I've really seldom written 
about people much older than 1 
am, not having had that experience

people who are accepted as great 
writers within the canon, like 
Dickens or Ruskin or Sand, were 
not considered. That's apparently 
changed.

S.E. What got you interested 
in teaching children's literature?

A.L. I was at Cornell several 
years before I began. It was a 
course taught by Human 
Development, mainly to people 
who were going to be children's 
librarians or elementary school 
teachers, so it never occurred to 
my colleagues with Ph.D.s. I was 
interested because I always liked 
children's books myself. I read a 
great deal as a child, and because at 
that point I had children and I was 
reading these books.

S.E. Is there any connection 
between that and writing popular 
fiction, for you? Is that also a 
sub-category?

A.L. I don't think so. I've 
never taught popular fiction. I 

i think that the people I know that

of the Vietnam War and the first 
rebirth of feminism for maybe 
fifty years. So of course to write 
about a university town in that 
period and leave these things out 
would be very unrealistic. The 
same is true of the counterculture, 
the interest in astrology and back 
to nature. I think as the years 
passed there was more separation 
between these groups, and by the 
m id-seventies you could 
distinguish between people who 
went to outdoor concerts and 
smoked grass, and people who 
were political, trying to get radical 
candidates elected. But the book 
takes place in 1969, and I think it 
was much more amorphous then.

S.E. That was the one that 
was made into a television movie. 
How did you feel about that ?

A.L. Well, the television 
movie could have been worse. 
But, it also could have been better. 
I mean, part of it is that the 
people in Hollywood just can't 
believe how shabbily academics

"But I really despise the current fashion for 
exposing the private lives of artists and 
writers... That's not the point; the point is the 
text, the work."

-  from The Truth About Lorin Jones

yet.
S.E. Do you feel as it your 
life has changed since you've 
published?

A.L. Well of course. Most 
ways are pleasant; it's very nice 
that people will read my books, 
and i have a job that 1 couldn’t 
possibly have got without 
having... [published]

S.E. In academia. How did 
that happen ?

A.L. When I got here, and 
once my kids were in school all 
day, I thought it would lie nice to 
do a little teaching, but even 
though I'd published a couple of 
books, I wasn't able to get work 
here. But finally, when I'd 
published four books, I was able 
to get one part-time position as a 
lecturer. But this is at a time 
when there were no women of 
tenure in the English department.

S.E. Can you tell me 
approximately when that was?
A.L. 1969. And it wasn't 
until 1976 that I had a full-time 
position, and by then I was the 
second woman in the English 
department that had tenure. This 
was 1976 -- not all that long ago. 
Things have changed very rapidly.
S.E. How do you choose what 
you want to teach?
A.L. I'm only allowed to teach 
certain kinds of literature because 
of my lack of an advancer! degree. 
Sometimes I teach a freshman 
reading course and sometimes I 
teach folklore, and sometimes 1 
teach children's literature, because 
they're the courses no-one with a 
Ph.D. wants. Today, children's 
literature is recognized as 
literature. There's a children's 
literature section at the MLA, 
several serious journals, there are 
children's literature experts who 
are analyzing the material from a 
theoretical point of view, from a 
deconstructionist point of view, 
from a reader-response point of 
view, even from a politically 
correct point of view. Nearly 
twenty years ago when I began 
teaching the subject it was 
considered "the great excluded.” 
Those books, even if written by

are interested in children’s 
literature professionally have an 
interest in popular fiction. People 
who have a taste for what's not 
ordinarily included in the canon 
usually specialize; they like 
detective novels or ghost stories or 
gothic romances or children's 
literature or science fiction. They 
usually don't read all these 
categories of books.

S.E. Do you think of the 
those you teach, as popular 
fiction?

A.L. That depends on how you 
use the term. They're certainly 
not popular fiction in the sense of 
selling hundreds of thousands of 
copies, so I'd have to say no. But 
on the other hand, they're not 
experimental fiction.

S.E. One critic referred to 
them as good, old-fashioned 
realistic novels — The War 
Between the Tates. The Truth 
About Lorin Jones. Foreign 
Affairs. They have plots, they 
have very real characters, they 
have settings that are material.

A.L. I think most novels 
published today are realistic 
novels. Very few of the books 
reviewed or advertised in this 
Sunday's New York Times are 
experimental.

S.E. Let me ask you about 
politics in two of your books in 
particular. The War Between the 
Tates was written in the sixties 
ferment and its characters are 
certainly caught up in ferment and 
reflect many different positions in 
terms of their ages and sexes and 
political positions. Can you say 
something about that time of 
political malaise?

A.L. I was trying to write 
about the way I was living life at 
that period. That was the period

live and how plainly they dress. 
So the people in the film of my 
book lived in a mansion with 
chandeliers, and they wore designer 
clothes and they were very 
beautiful, which is, as you know, 
not typical.

S.E. Is it difficult to go on 
living in a place that you have 
written about?

A.L. No, I think it would be 
difficult if I'd written about actual 
people who were here. But since I 
didn't, it doesn't make any 
difference.

S.E. A re  c h a r a c te r s  
composites, or are they based on 
whole people?

A.L. Well, composites, plus a 
certain amount of imagination.

S.E. Did the imagination keep 
flowing? You have a moment 
that is famous to me, in a piece 
you did a long time ago for the 
New York Times on your early 
writing years as a married woman 
with children. You've said that 
there was something fortunate 
about the fact that you didn't have 
a job. But one of the unfortunate 
things that you mentioned in that 
article was that your husband said, 
as he was going off to work, 
"Well, you don't have to do this, 
you don't have to torture 
yourself." You went out, as I 
remember, with the baby carnage, 
I think it must have been in 
Cambridge, and sat down by the 
river and looked up at the clouds, 
and realized that you weren't just 
looking at the clouds, you were 
looking at the clouds and writing 
about the clouds. I thought that 
was a very important moment.

A.L. Well, since there was no 
pressure on me to have a career, 
and since I was having trouble 
getting published — 1 had ten years 
in which 1 couldn't publish

anything. I started writing novels 
and couldn't publish them. So it 
was a reasonable thing to say to a 
woman at that time, "You don't 
have to do anything other than be 
wife and mother." I decided to go 
on writing because I enjoyed it. 
And 1 thought life would be 
boring and less fun if 1 wasn’t 
writing.

S.E. Was it very hard writing 
with children? You have three 
children.

A.L. It was difficult, but not 
as difficult as it is today. There 
was no pressure on me to have a 
job outside of the house, and 1 had 
the advantage too that everyone I 
knew had small children and stayed 
home. So we were able to do a 
lot of exchanging of kids, and we 
had free time in a way that these 
poor young yuppies don't 
anymore, let alone women who 
are single mothers working at a 
pink-collar job.

S.E. But academic salaries 
were not that high in those days. 
Do you think that you and your 
family lived on less or had less in 
the way of desires?

A.L. No, we lived the way 
everyone else lived. It didn't occur 
to us that we should have two new 
cars or a television set or 
vacations in Europe or expensive 
clothes. I used to shop mostly in 
second-hand clothing stores. And 
it didn't occur to us that we had to 
eat fancy food or drink fancy wine. 
We lived simply and so did 
everyone we knew. Things have 
changed. People now regard as 
necessities what we would have 
looked on as strange and 
unnecessary luxuries.

S.E. The feminist politics you 
describe as resurging again after 50 
years in The War Between the 
Tates is even more developed in 
The Truth about Lorin Jones.

A.L. That's natural, because 
the book takes place so much 
after. Feminism was just 
beginning in 1968; by the time 
The Truth about Lorin Jones takes 
place many years have passed.

S.E. You take a character who 
at first is involved in female 
separatism, she goes to Key West, 
she falls in love, very gradually, 
and something changes. The truth 
about Lorin Jones is also a truth

about the narrator, who comes to 
understand about herself. What 
were you thinking then, in the 
1980's?

A.L. I became aware that there 
was a separatist feminist 
movement, and this is something 
that for me seems to be a mistake. 
But I think there are women who 
have been so hurt that this is the 
best alternative for them. That's 
why I put someone in the book 
who had had this history. Now, I 
think I made a mistake in this

book by cutting out a long section 
which was about the past 
experiences o f the feminist 
separatist — she was someone who 
had been sexually abused in 
childhood and adolescence very 
badly by men. I cut this out 
because it was such an extreme 
experience that it made all the 
other events in the book seem 
slightly trivial. In a way I think 1 
cut too much of it out, because I 
thought that she had a reason to be 
as she was. But I think in general 
separatism is a political mistake, 
that men without women become 
more masculine in unpleasamt 
ways.

S.E. And women without 
men?

A.L. Women without men less 
so. I haven't noticed women 
without men becoming feminine 
in unfortunate ways, but then of 
course I'm a woman.

S.E. Let's go on to Foreign 
Affairs, which won a Pulitzer 
Prize, and which I think is an even 
more sophisticated feminist 
narrative. You have a woman 
who is successful alone, she's not 
looking for romance, she's not 
looking for a partner; and she has 
a most unusual love affair.

A.L. Feminism was not in the 
forefront of my mind when I 
planned that book. I feel that the 
sexes could have been reversed; it 
would be possible, though perhaps 
not as easy for me, to write a 
novel about a male academic in 
his fifties who's had experiences 
with women, who had given up 
on all that, and who found himself 
attracted to the sort of woman he 
thought he would never like. I 
don't think of this as being 
feminist in any way, in the main 
plot, though in the subplot, the 
young man who goes to England 
has broken up with his wife 
because she had done something 
which he felt was insulting to his 
masculine pride and privacy.

S.E. Isn't she a character in an 
earlier novel?

A.L. She appears as the child
in Thg. Wai ..Between thg. Tates,
Roo.

S.E. And she's also in The 
Truth about Lorin Jones — she's 
changed her name to March. So 
there's a touch of Little Women in 
that character.

A.L. Well, yes, I suppose so. 
But so many of my students have 
said they identify with Jo March 
and wanted to be her it was easy to 
imagine that Roo would have done 
the same thing.

S.E. So you have this one 
character who goes all the way 
through.

A.L. I have many who go all 
the way through.

S.E. Are they recognized by 
the readers? Do you hear from 
them?

A.L. Some do — most don't.

S.E. To get back to what you 
were saying — the male character

continued on page 9
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Sedated Dinosaurs
THE DINOSAUR MAN
Tales o f Madness and Enchantment from the Back 
Ward
Susan Baur
Harper Collins, $19.95, 203 pp.

by William Powers

My favorite quotation from 
Shakespeare is a throwaway line 
from Hamlet: "there is nothing 
either good or bad but thinking 
makes it so." (ll,ii,246). The 
thought's not thought of highly 
by everyone (it was cut from the 
Olivier film version of the play), 
but it ran through my mind often 
while I read Susan Baur's The 
Dinosaur Man. The book's 
subtitle is the key to its subject: 
"Tales o f M adness and 
Enchantment from the Back 
Ward," i.e., case histories of 
schizophrenics.

All writing, of course, is a 
mesh of content (what's written) 
and form — the way that that 
"what's" written. There are 
subjects that are so interesting, or 
dow nright fascinating  in 
themselves, that one would think 
the form in the literary equation is 
so outweighed by content that 
structure alm ost becomes 
secondary. Jackie Collins, 
Stephen King, and Sidney Sheldon 
(to name just three authors who 
don't write very well) are not 
wildly successful authors without 
reason — they write about things 
that grasp the reading public's 
mind: sex, the occult, and power.

consciousness of the American 
people was the subject of A 
Machine That Would Go of Itself, 
published in 1986. His latest 
work. Mystic Chords of Memory, 
goes beyond the parameters of 
political perceptions to discuss 
how different ethnic groups used 
various elements of a mythic past 
to create their own traditions.

As a point of departure, 
Kammen asks the question: When 
and how did the United States 
become a land of the past, "a 
culture with a discernible 
memory?" There is an inference 
that Americans have not always 
had a sense of history. Kammen 
observes that in the American 
Museum of Immigration, located 
at the base of the Statue of 
Liberty, there is a reference by 
Swedish immigrants to America, 
their new hom eland, as 
framtislanded, the land of the 
future. Indeed, most Americans in 
the early nineteenth century 
sought to escape from "the burden 
of the past," as Emerson put it, 
seeking a clean break with the 
supposed corrupt traditions of the 
old world. Yet, while Americans 
looked upon their land as the 
promise of the future, they were, 
at the same time, forging links in 
the chain of their own history.

Kammen argues that 1870 
was the starting point for the 
emergence of a truly American 
historical consciousness. From 
1870 to 1915, at a time when 
immigrants were pouring into this 
country from eastern and southern

Crazy people, particularly 
harmless, nonviolent crazy people 
are fascinating, and one would like 
to believe that any book written 
about them would have to be 
interesting itself. Not so. Oliver 
Sack's The Man Who Mistook 
His Wife for a Hat may have had a 
great title, but it was a dull, 
repetitious book. Ken Kesey's 
One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest 
probably came closer to getting 
inside of a deranged consciousness, 
but it was fiction, and fiction 
doesn't really count as a vehicle 
for looking closely at life -  does 
it?

Susan Baur, a counseling 
psychologist for a decade, has 
written a fine book for a reader 
who wants to get inside the head 
of a therapist — which I do not 
believe was the author's intention 
-  but The Dinosaur Man is a 
weak book for the reader who 
wants to see deeply into disturbed, 
damaged, and deranged psyches.

The book is in two sections. 
The first, by far the stronger of the 
two, covers the severely mentally 
ill who are confined to the back 
wards of mental institutions. 
Unfortunately, the trio of case 
studies that make up the "In the 
Clinic” portion of the book

Europe, many Americans became 
concerned about their bloodlines. 
Such groups as the Daughters of 
the American Revolution 
expressed exclusivity and the 
purity of Anglo-Saxon traditions. 
As these "bluebloods" moved 
further west, they took with them 
this concern for lineage, as a kind 
of mythic justification for their 
privileged social position.

During the period 1915 to 
1945 an American aesthetic was

Michael Kammen

defined and the urge to collect 
Americana came into vogue. 
Industrialists like Henry Ford and 
John D. Rockefeller Jr. poured 
some of their vast fortunes into 
building museums and restoring 
vestiges of the American past. It 
was also during the early twentieth 
century that public subscriptions 
were started to raise money for 
purchasing works by American 
artists to be displayed in art 
galleries. This enthusiasm for 
regional arts and crafts developed 
into an interest in local history 
which helped to erode the 
monolithic "yankee" elitism of the

include a dull, tedious account of a 
typically unhappy married couple, 
the case of a very talkative client 
who is supposed to have an 
aversion to language, and yet 
another account of a Vietnam 
veteran suffering from PTDS — 
Post-Traumatic Delayed Stress 
Syndrome.

But the meat of the book is in 
the opening "On the Ward” 
section, and it is here where one 
would expect to find material that 
is fascinating by its very 
weirdness. It is hard to imagine 
that a man who believes that both 
his female therapist and his 
daughter are dinosaurs, and that 
therefore he is a dinosaur himself, 
could be uninteresting, but that is 
how Mr. Nouvelle comes across. 
And there lies the central problem 
of The Dinosaur Man — Ms. 
Baur's depictions of patients who 
one knows are bizarre come 
across as just a dull collection of 
misfits.

If only, 1 thought as I read 
about the strange things that filled 
the minds of Mr. Nouvelle. or 
Dallas Grey, or Ivana Goldman, or 
Mr. Mountbank, the author would 
give us a long, deep look into the 
psyches of these people. Do you 
remember the marvelous scene in 
Joyce's Portrait of the Artist as a 
Young Man when the priest is 
describing eternity in Hell to a 
group of young, nervous 
retreatants? The power of that 
passage came from the piling on 
of strange image on top of strange 
image on top of strange image 
until the reader is entranced by the 
depiction of a vivid new world he 
or she never imagined could be 
depicted so convincingly.

Such a literary device would 
have worked here. The tete-a-tetes 
between the psychologist and her 
patients don't work because the 
patients' flights from normalcy —
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nineteenth century. Genealogy, 
which heretofore had been a pre
occupation of the elite, soon 
became a concern of diverse ethnic 
groups as American society 
became more pluralistic.

Americans in the post-war 
world, according to Kammen, have 
largely responded to the past in 
terms of nostalgia, due in part to a 
desire to return to a simpler, 
golden age when the world was 
more comprehensible and more 
secure. Kammen argues that the 
tendency to sanitize the past has 
increased in recent times, leading 
to the de-politicization of 
controversial figures and events. 
He cites the example of Martin 
Luther King, who has become an 
icon of the early 1960's civil 
rights movement, at the expense 
of his post-1968 opposition to the 
Vietnam War and his more 
radically class-conscious analysis 
of poverty in American society.

Kammen's richly detailed 
survey of the changing process of 
how Americans define themselves 
benefits from a seemingly 
effortless narrative style, which 
transforms the erudition of over 
700 pages into a remarkably 
readable story.

Charles DeMotte, a native of 
Ithaca, is a freelance writer 
currently teaching history part- 
time at the Auburn Correctional 
Facility. He has a PhD in History 
from the University of Kansas, and 
is the co-author of the Restaurant 
Guide to the Finger Lakes.

*

as we know normalcy, at any rate 
— are always interrupted by the 
compassionate voice of the 
therapist.

When Mr. Bartlett says, "For 
two and a half years 1 lived in a 
basket strapped to the back of 
Bobby Two-ton Eagle," I want to 
hear more — a lot more!

Instead, Doctor Baur adds a 
narrative analysis after Mr. Bartlett 
tells her briefly about Benny Eiso, 
alias Medicine Man, and Armand 
LaCherry, the Minister of Indian 
Affairs.

Which is not to say there are 
not high points in The Dinosaur 
Man, because there are a lot of 
them. Throughout the book there 
are apt, revealing details that really 
do convey some of the ambiance 
of what it must be like to live (or 
work) in a mental institution: the 
hourly cigarettes and frequent 
Cokes the patients are given to 
offset the sedative effects of their 
medication: the depictions of the 
patients' odd physical quirks, e.g. 
kissing the fingertips from the 
little finger to the thumb and back 
again; the size (eight feet by eight 
feet) and Spartanness — if I may 
coin a noun — of the patients' 
rooms; the dynamic of the 
interactions among patients, 
nurses, social workers, and 
doctors; and a dozen more.

And Ms. Baur raises some

80 ON THE 80'S 
A D ecade's H istory in 
Verse
Ashland Poetry Press, $8.50 
paper, 121 pp.

by Bridget Meeds

How do you sum up a decade 
in which a former actor was 
president of the United States? 
Several local poets are included in 
80 on the 80's: A Decade's History 
in Verse, the latest anthology 
from Ashland Poetry Press which 
attempts to do just that.

80 on the 80's is an 
ambitious volume. It sets out to 
capture the essence of the 80's 
through verse. While some of the 
selections contain intrusively self- 
conscious politics and clumsy 
language, others that focus on the 
individual's personal response to 
social problems are more effective. 
These attentive and loving 
portraits of people struggling to 
make sense of their world are the 
strength of the anthology.

Things in the 80's were never 
quite what they seemed to be on 
the surface. Similarly, 80 on the 
80's includes not 80 but over 100 
poems by 87 poets. The poems 
span the period from the 
inauguration of Ronald Reagan to 
the fall of the Berlin Wall. 
Conflicts in Central America, 
Eastern Europe, and Africa are 
addressed. The peace and 
environmental movements, as 
well as AIDS, drugs, women's 
roles, and racial strife are recurring 
themes.

The most enjoyable poems in 
80 on the 80's benefit from a 
limited focus. Like microscopes, 
they hone in tightly on personal 
reactions to larger world events. 
In Lyn Lifshin's "Hearing of 
Reagan's Trip to Bitburg," the 
speaker's recollection of childhood 
nightmares about concentration 
camps makes a subtle, yet 
powerful statement about the 
politics of diplomacy. Cynthia 
Gallaher's "The Last Father" is a 
strong dramatic monologue in the 
voice of an El Salvadorian

compelling questions about 
psychiatry as well, particularly the 
issues of what are the goals of 
therapy, and whose goals should 
be addressed — the individual's, the 
institution's, or society's?

The person in this book who 
stays with the reader the longest in 
The Dinosaur Man is not one of 
the strange, sad human beings 
who are the book's raison d'etre, 
but the author-therapist herself. 
Whether she is referring to a 
patient who has been described by 
her colleagues as "the craziest 
human being they had ever met," 
as "this curious man," or speaking 
to the same person in French in 
order to get closer to his demons, 
a quiet, competent, and very 
compassionate person emerges — 
probably unwittingly on the 
author's part -  throughout the 
book.

Before he revealed his first 
hospitalization for a mental 
disorder, the "dinosaur man" said, 
"The world is a different place for 
me," and so it is for all of us. I 
hope Susan Baur writes another 
book about working with 
schizophrenics, a book in which 
she can do the very difficult job of 
submerging her own presence so 
that the strange worlds of these 
mental patients can come — no, 
shine -  through the narrative.
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woman. Gallaher effectively 
employs language and imagery to 
create a fully fleshed-out character, 
one who demands our attention 
and sympathy.

Local author Katbaryn Howd 
Machan (formerly Katharyn 
Machan Aal) is included in 80 on 
the 80's, and she well chooses a 
personal focus as a way of 
u n d ers tan d in g  a larger 
phenomenon. Her poem 
"Battered," about a woman fleeing 
an abusive relationship, is not 
polemical, but caring. "Can't try 
the police, they'll say / get-back- 
there-you-belong. Air / cold..." 
The poet's mastery of the interior 
dialogue moves the reader.

Another local author, Mary 
Gilliland, also appears in 80 on 
the 80's. Her poem, "You've Seen 
Them All," offers a witty critique 
of Reagan era environmental 
policy. "Did you hear, Mr R," 
she asks, "acid ram / may cause 
premature aging?" Her use of 
voice controls the poem.

The less successful poems in 
80 on the 80's fall prey to overly 
intrusive politics and lazy writing. 
At times the message overwhelms 
the poetry. "The War Against 
P's" by Barbara La Morticella, 
begins "The general longs for an 
end to the cold war, / but there's a 
certain word missing from his / 
vocabulary — a word beginning 
with 'P'." La Morticella's clumsy 
attempt at word play and her low- 
rent Freudian allusions combine 
with an undisguised polemical 
message to create awkward verse.

But many of the narrative 
poems in 80 on the 80 s are well- 
crafted and use compelling 
language and imagery. A good 
example is the terrifically honest 
language of David B. McCoy's 
"Monk's Death: 1982":

The news o f your death 
was like that first drink 
my old man gave me at 
age 7. Something dark 
and straight, no chaser.
It yanked tears from my eyes 
and left me breathless.

continued on page 9

Mystic Chords of Memory
continued from page /
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"What is a Man on the Road?": 
The Mayan Riddle

by Gail Holst-Warhaft TIME AMONG THE MAYA
illustrations by 
Benn Nadelnian

A curious quality of travel 
books is that the best of them are 
never about travel. They appear in 
travel sections of bookshops 
sandwiched between guide books, 
gastronomic tours and maps of the 
London underground, but they are 
destined to surprise, even seriously 
disturb, the reader who packs them 
in an overnight bag, intending 
them as holiday reading. If you 
were en route to Australia, for 
example, and read Bruce Chatwin's 
Songlines on your Qantas flight, 
you might start eyeing the flight 
attendants carefully to see if they 
exhibited signs of the blatant 
racism Chatwin describes as 
typical of Australians' attitude 
towards their native population.

If you were to pack Ronald 
Wright's Time Among the Maya, 
thinking it might be a useful book 
to take along on a tour of the 
major Mayan sites of Guatemala, 
you would be correct, but you 
might also wish you could turn 
back immediately and return, if 
not to the United States, at least 
to the Mexican border. Wright's 
book is not holiday reading. It is 
angry and political, tragic and 
comic. Wright belongs with that 
small distinguished list of writers 
whose works both transcend the 
genre of travel literature and

Travels in Belize, Guatemala, and Mexico
Ronald Wright
Henry Holt, $14.95 paper, 451 pp.

remind us that the rare 
combination of eloquent writer and 
observant traveller can change the 
way we look at the world.

Time is at the heart of 
Wright's book as it was, and 
perhaps still is, at the heart of the 
Mayan culture. Beginning in 
Belize and travelling clockwise 
through Peten, Guatemala,

Chiapas, the Yucatan and 
Quintana Roo, Wright takes us on 
a time-space journey that not only 
encompasses all the major Mayan 
sites, but keeps us darting back 
and forth from the fourth century 
A.D. to the colonial period to the 
present, with occasional dizzying 
leaps of a million years or so into 
the mythic Mayan past or future.

As we travel, we, like the 
author, learn more and more about 
the curious and complex way in 
which the Maya calculated the 
mystery of time. The word Maya 
is itself cognate with may, the 
word for a cycle. The calendar the 
Maya devised is often regarded as 
their greatest achievement. As in 
the Julian Calendar used by 
modern astronomers, the Maya 
counted elapsed days from a fixed 
point in the past, so eliminating 
the inaccuracies that occur when 
solar years or lunar months are 
used as a base.

To cope with the problem of 
counting in thousands of days, 
they devised a zero-and-place 
system, something that never 
occurred to the ancient Greeks and 
Romans and -which was only 
brought to Europe in the twelfth

An Interview with Ronald Wright
I spoke to Ronald Wright at home 
in Ontario where he is working on 
a new book about the conquest of 
the Americas based on the 
contemporary accounts of five 
indigenous peoples, and asked him 
how Time Among the Maya had 
been received.

G.H. 1 imagine the central part 
of your book -- the Guatemalan 
section — will come as a surprise 
to people who pick it up as a 
work of travel literature. You've 
been compared to a distinguished 
group of travel writers like Patrick 
Leigh Fermor, Jan Morris, Robert 
Byron and Lawrence Durrell who 
have produced wonderfully- 
informed, eloquent books about 
countries while generally ignoring 
their political present. On the 
other hand Bruce Chatwin, to 
whom you have also been 
compared, is pretty hard-hitting 
about the treatment of Australian 
aboriginals in Songlines. Do you 
think there is a new generation of 
travel writers like yourself who 
refuse to divorce archeology and 
scenery from the present political 
conditions of the countries they 
write about'.’

R.W. I think we’re now living 
in a world where it's increasingly 
difficult to justify writing light
hearted trav el fxxiks about places - 
- not that 1 think Robert Byron's 
is like that — there's a feeling of 
political menace throughout The 
Road to Qxiana. He makes fun of 
the Nazis whenever he gets the 
chance.

G.H. Still, most people go to 
the travel section of a bookshop 
looking for informative and 
entertaining books about where

they are going, not to be told 
about massacres.

R.W. Yes, but I think it's not 
possible to go to Guatemala and 
not talk about the massacres.
G.H. What has the response 
been from your general reading 
public? Have you been' 
congratulated because you dp talk 
about the massacres?

R.W. The reception of the book 
has been quite different in Canada 
— partly because I live here — but 
this book in particular has been 
very well received. To Canadians 
it may have been surprising to 
learn just how bad things were in 
Guatemala, but there wasn’t this 
wanting to bury their heads in the 
sand that you find in the United 
States, and after all the United 
States is responsible not for all of 
that situation, but quite a bit of it. 
Canadians are willing to believe 
that Americans could be 
involved... in fact I had quite a 
few invitations to speak to groups 
like Amnesty International who 
are trying to publicize or help the 
situation. I did have a letter from 
one person — and I think he was 
an American to do him justice -- 
saying that I hadn't written 
enough about the massacres.

G.H. That seems a fair 
response, because it seems to me 
that the tragedy of Guatemala is 
the silence — it's the country with 
the worst political violence and 
the least publicity about what has 
happened there of any country in 
Central America...

R.W. Not just Central America 
but in the world... one of the 
reasons for writing the book when

I did -- I started working on it in 
about 1984-5 — was that those 
were the really bad years in 
Guatemala. I'd always been 
interested in the Maya and wanted 
to write about them but the 
violence made me feel it was time 
to write.

G.H. The travel plan you 
follow in the book, going from 
the Mayan ruins in Belize to 
Guatemala and back into Mexico, 
is very effective, because when 
you get back to Chiapas, the 
reader breathes a sigh of relief with 
you.

R.W. Yes, you can criticize 
Mexico a lot, but you have to 
look at it in comparison to other 
countries with similar histories 
and cultures, and Mexico comes 
off rather well in comparison to 
Guatemala, or to Rt*ru, for that 
matter.

G.H. You m ake the 
comparison, one that has been 
made before, between the ancient 
Mayans and the Greeks. 
Considering the repression of 
modem Greece during and after the 
Civil War, and during the 1967-74 
dictatorship, I wonder if you think 
the comparison is apt between the 
Greece of those years and 
Guatemala today.

R.W. It's an interesting idea. I 
think a more apt comparison 
would be to the period when the 
Turks were in control, because 
modem Greece is a state and its 
language is a national language. I 
think it always surprises people 
when I point out that there are 
about 5 or 6 million people who 
still speak Maya -- as many as 
there are French-speaking 
Canadians.

century by the Arabs. Beginning 
with the twenty year period called 
a katun, the Mayan calendar 
counted days in a system of cycles 
which Wright likens to a car's 
odometer:

"Each cycle increases by a 
factor of twenty, with one 
exception: like the Babylonians 
and ourselves, the Maya were 
attracted to the number 360 as a 
rough approximation of the year — 
so they multiplied the 20-day 
'months' by eighteen instead of 
twenty to arrive at a round figure 
of 360 days. This was called a 
tun. A katun is simply twenty 
tuns. Twenty katuns (roughly 
400 years) for a baktun."

The intricacies of the calendar 
are not simply arithmetical. 
Every unit of time was a divine 
being, influenced in turn by other 
divinities, so that the weeks, 
months, even millennia exert their 
influence on a single day. The 
ritual almanac or tzolkin was 
counted in 260-day cycles and the 
365-day solar calendar was also 
taken into consideration. Deciding 
whether a particular day was 
auspicious for some new project 
must have involved the Mayan 
astrologers in calculations of 
dazzling intricacy.

More than a thousand years 
have passed since the last of what 
the Classic Maya called the "Long 
Count” was carved on a 
monument. It was feared that the 
civil war in Guatemala had wiped 
out the last vestiges of Mayan 
ritual time-keeping, but Wright 
found Mayan shaman-priests from 
several different ethnic groups in 
Highland Guatemala who not only 
still kept the calendar, hut whose 
counting and ritual associations 
with the time cycle agreed.

Sinister and beautiful, 
highland Guatemala is the 
centerpiece of Wright's book in 
more ways than one. We enter it 
via the disarmingly sleazy world 
of Belize, where we discover that

Wright's ear for dialect is as sharp 
as his eye. On a bus in Corazol 
Town he overhears a brief snatch 
of Creole dialogue:

"Dat Cooper boy done mek 
she fat."

"Tell me ears now!"
In the dilapidated town of 

Lamanai he watches Mennonite 
farmers: "...lean, blue-eyed men in 
dungarees, motionless and cold as 
herons, guarding their plain 
womenfolk."

In Belize, Indians are not 
singled out for destruction; they 
are simply part of the curious mix

of race, color and language that 
make up the tiny state. As 
Wright crosses the Guatemalan 
border, however, a feeling of 
menace descends. Here, in 
Guatemala, the Indians who speak 
21 distinct languages of Mayan, ; 
have been the principal targets of a 
ferocious campaign of violence j 
conducted by the army in the name 
of "counterinsurgency."

Guatemala is still one of the 
most violent places not only in 
Latin America, but in the world. 
According to State Department 
records, there are between 2,000 
and 3,000 political killings each 
year in Guatemala, most of them 
in the highland villages where the 
Maya live. Oppression is not new 
to these parts. The conquistador 
Pedro de Alvaredo left a trail as 
bloody as any in the Americas as 
he burned, raped and pillaged his 
way through the Mayan 
kingdoms. But the nature and 
scale of the violence since the 
C.I.A.-engineered coup of 1954 
are difficult to comprehend in this 
day and age. Idi Amin's Uganda 
might be an appropriate 
comparison. The atrocities 
committed by Guatemala's 
Kaibiles, the counterinsurgency 
forces whose membership is 
almost exclusively Ladino and 
whose targets have been almost 
exclusively Indian are as 
horrifying as anything the 
conquistadors dreamt up. 
Witnesses report that eyes are 
gouged out, testicles cut off, 
women and children raped in front 
of their parents. More than 
100,000 "political" murders have 
been carried out since 1954, a 
million Guatemalans, most of 
them Maya, have been displaced, a 
quarter of a million are refugees.
In the old centers of Maya culture,
40 percent of the population is 
currently estimated to be widows 
and orphans. Life expectancy for 
the Maya is twenty years lower 
than for the Ladino population, 
infant mortality twice as high. 
Why don't we hear more about 
their plight? Why do the US 
media devote so much more space 
to what happens in Romania or 
South Africa than to violations of 
human rights on their own 
doorstep?

The answer has to do, I 
suspect, not only with the remote 
regions the Maya inhabit, but to 
the lack of interest in their present 
culture by their own government, 
or the leaders of the left-wing 
guerrillas. As Wright remarks: 
"Ladinos of every stripe, from 
oligarchs to communists, wave 
the banner of Maya culture in 
foreign contexts while they 
trample it at home. I have yet to 
meet, or read, a non-Indian 
revolutionary with any clear idea 
of what self-determination for the 
Maya might mean.” Since Wright 
completed his book, a faint 
glimmer of hope has appeared. A 
Guatemalan Mayan Language 
Academy has been formed as a 
national vehicle to try to give 
indigenous people greater control 
over their own affairs. The first 
success of the academy was the 
government's acceptance of a new, 
unified alphabet the Maya have 
devised themselves instead of 
using the hodge-podge of 
transcriptions produced by 
missionaries. The academy has 
more ambitious goals, including 
bi-lingual education and eventually 
some territorial autonomy, but it 
is difficult to see how the 
decimated villages of the highlands 
can survive the onslaught of 
another decade of violence without
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Review
A Mary Poppins For the 90's

by A.M. Keehner

About six years ago, out of 
the extremely fertile imaginations 
of Joanna Cole and Bruce Deger, 
came a frizzy-haired red-headed 
1980's Mary Poppins of a grade 
school teacher named Ms. Frizzle, 
and a group of kids, just like 
yours and mine.

Ms. Frizzle emerged, funny 
clothing and all, from the Magic 
School Bus, and announced that 

i she was there to teach these 
curious, antsy (just like yours and 
mine) kids, science.

She taught in a classroom 
overflowing with rocks and fish, 
nests of birds and bees, and 
various and sundry other things of 
the world in which we live: the 
things of science, in enough 
quantity to make one's head spin. 
She also allowed children access to 
the Magic School Bus, a wreck of 
a machine which seemed too 
ancient to move along the ground, 
but which managed quite well, 
thank you very much, to 
accomplish the impossible when 
hands-on experience, with 
anything and everything, was 
needed.

How better to beef up the 
. classroom's poorly represented 
rock collection than to go to the 
source, the Earth itself, not just a 
shovelful of schoolyard soil, but a 
journey to the core of the planet, 
where rocks are bom?

What better place to discover 
the wonders of our neighbor 
planets than a trip through the 
solar system? None, reasoned Ms. 
Frizzle as she loaded the class onto 
the Magic School Bus for just 
such a journey, from Earth to 
Pluto, and back, touching, for a 
moment, each planet along the 
way, disclosing the salient points, 
and allowing the children to be 
children, learning at their own rate 
of comprehension and seeing; 
sometimes what she wanted them 
to see, sometimes what we, who 
have only ridden our own magic 
school bus, believe might be 
there, and often what they could 
discover for themselves.

The children, drawn and 
molded with a knowing pen and 
brush by Deger and Cole take it 
all in stride, whether jumping rope 
on the moon, almost as though it 
were in their own back yard, or

being squeezed by Jupiter s 
gravity. Giggly or apprehensive, 
they also somehow manage to 
take notes, which are pinned all 
over the pages of these wonderful 
little books, as though their grades 
depended on it, and indeed they do, 
for over and above the fun and 
adventure, Ms. Frizzle is indeed a 
teacher.

The journeys aren't always as 
far away as Venus or Mars or the 
core of the planet. Gliding 
through pipes at the local water 
works is a bit closer to home, and 
flowing through the pipes of the 
human body is closer still.

The trip over and safely back 
in the classroom or on their way 
home (on the same day) the kids 
are a bit smarter, a little more tired 
and relating unbelievable stories of 
their adventures to doubting 
parents and friends.

In short, these small books 
are a wonderfully painless learning 
experience.

Lest the young readers be left 
with the impression that their 
present or future school bus can 
take them on quite as magical a 
field trip, there is a short page 
explaining the fantasy. The page 
is different in each book and is 
never a heart-breaking, bubble
bursting statement of fact, but 
rather a light-hearted glide back to 
Earth, leaving rather the 
impression that all schools and all 
learning can be just as wonderful 
as Ms. Frizzle’s classes, by 
simply climbing aboard our own 
Magic School Bus of imagination.

The Magic School Bus - Lost 
in the Solar System. Scholastic, 
Inc. $13.95 hardcover.

The Magic School Bus - 
Inside the Earth. Scholastic, Inc. 
$3.95 paper. (A Reading 
Rainbow selection)

The Magic School Bus - At 
the Waterworks. Scholastic, Inc. 
$3.95 paper. (Winner o f  the 
19R7 Boston Globe/Horn Book 
Award)

The Magic School Bus -
Las ids__the__Human__Body.
Scholastic, Inc. $13.95 hardcover.

A. M. Keehner is a writer who 
lives in Venice Center, N. Y.
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Alison Lurie Interview
continued from page 5

Time Among the Maya
continued from page 7

who can't forgive his wife.

A.L. They've had a terrible 
fight because of an exhibit of her 
photographs. He feels that she 
exploited him by exhibiting pieces 
of him unclothed and her defense 
is that men have been doing this 
to women for hundreds of years. 
He doesn’t accept that, at least in 
the beginning of the book. It 
takes him a while to realize how 
much he misses her. And I think 
that in the case of that separation 
they both behaved badly, and said 
awful things to each other.

S.E. But you give the reader 
some hope that they will get back 
together — the main
protaganist of the novel learns, 
loves, grows, but is left with a 
terrible loss in the death of the 
man she loves.

A.L. That's true, but I think as 
you get older people die. And it's 
been pointed out to me that no 
one in any of my books had ever 
died. Also, I had a problem in 
that I wanted the man my heroine 
falls in love with to stay in 
England. And since he had a 
family to support 1 think that he 
wouldn’t have been wandering 
about unless he knew that he was 
seriously ill, because he was too 
conventional a man to go off and 
spend months wandering about 
England, if he felt he would live 
forever. So it was necessary for 
him to be in an extreme situation, 
for him to be able to have this 
experience. And 1 also think it 
would have taken longer for my 
heroine to recognize what she felt 
for him if he had lived, and that 
would have been a slower story 
and a less dramatic one.

S.E. Are there usually a
number of ways to end for you in 
a novel?

A.L. Oh yes, that depends
entirely on the book itself.

S.E. Is there a regular pattern 
of writing and re-writing that 
you've followed over the years?

A.L. No, 1 think it depends on 
the project.

S.E. Is it different for fiction 
and non fiction?

A.L. Yes, fiction has to be 
rewritten much more. I mean, but 
on the other hand, there's no 
research involved.

S.E. Now that word processors 
have come in, is that...

A.L. Word processors are 
wonderful for nonfiction. They 
can move blocks of text. And 
they're good for fiction too, but I 
still write in longhand. And print 
out and put my corrections in 
longhand, because I like to get 
hold of a piece of paper, I don't 
like it all on a screen.

S.E. You say that sometimes 
nonfiction can be a chore, and that 
fiction is always entertaining.

A.L. Writing nonfiction is 
great fun too, l enjoy writing my 
nonfiction books, but the chore 
part of it comes afterwards when 
you have to say, did I get that 
quote right, where did I cut, where 
did I leave that, what year was 
that, and then you have a period of 
extreme boredom, trying to track 
down the right edition and the 
little piece of paper... some 
people in the academy enjoy that 
aspect of writing, but for me it's 
just housework. Or rather, 
writing a nonfiction book is like 
cooking, which is fun, it's 
creative, and even though you 
don't produce all the materials 
yourself, you know, you've gotten 
them from here and there, the 
technical side of it is like doing 
the dishes. Nothing results front 
it.

S.E. Is there an advantage to 
"hiring done," as my father used to 
say? As you get older, as you get 
more successful, as you can afford 
to get something "hired done," do 
you feel good about that, or do 
you miss doing some of the 
dishes'?

A.L. Of course you want to 
hire someone to do the index but I 
don't think you can ever really hire 
done, because you have to tell 
people what to look for, and they 
don't always find it.

S.E. Is that the same with 
patchwork anti gardening and 
everything else?

A.L. I suppose it is in a sense, 
but gardening and cooking are not 
the same. It's not qu ite the same;
I mean the levels of housework in 
nonfiction too. Some that anyone 
can do, like the index, like 
mopping the kitchen floor, and 
some that are in between.

S.E. How do you feel now, 
looking back on the sixties and 
seventies?

A.L. 1 had a wonderful time, 
and I'm sorry so little came of it. 
1 think it's awfully sad that so 
much that seemed possible then 
has disappeared... I mean people 
who are really interested in organic

gardening and people who are 
really interested in new v/ays of 
teaching children, who are really 
interested in ending all wars. 
There are still people who have 
these aims, but they've been 
pushed to the edge of society, and 
they're regarded as lovable freaks.

S.E. A little bit earlier you 
mentioned yuppies, and the desire 
for things they take not as 
luxuries, but as necessities. Do 
you see that as the center, and the 
fringe is now the sixties and 
seventies?

A.L. Well, who knows what 
the nineties will be. The eighties 
were a period when people were 
convinced that they had to have a 
lot of things. The rich began to 
get more and more things, and the 
poor got fewer things, and for 
some reason, the conservatives in 
this country were able to persuade 
the poor to vote for them. I find 
it very hard to understand, but this 
shows how clever advertising is.

S.E. Is there a difference in the 
kind of fiction women write, at 
least in the present contemporary 
period?

A.L. I don't see any difference, 
really, outside of subject matter. 
It will be a while before women 
are writing war novels. I think 
now that we finally have women 
in the military in non-back-of-tlie- 
scenes support roles, we'll begin 
to get even war novels written by 
women.

S.E. And novels about 
children and housework written by 
men?

A.L. Yes, I hope we will, now 
that there are men in that role. I 
would expect that in the next 50 
years we'll see a great war novel 
by a woman ami a great domestic 
novel by a man.

S.E. Do you think there is 
going to be an^end to separate 
spheres?

A.L. Who knows, by that time 
they may not seem separate 
spheres. We could now have a 
novel written about lawyers by a 
woman and we wouldn't say, oh 
she's writing about a male subject. 
So it's just a matter of what 
history does.

Sarah FiberI teaches history and 
literature at SUNY Binghamton. 
Most recently she edited a modern 
edition of Louisa May Alt on's first 
novel, Moods, and a study of 
Alcott's life and works, A Huneer 
for Home: Louisa Max Alton's 
Place in American Culture (Rutgers 
Press, I WO).

surrendering interest in anything 
but flight to neighboring Mexico.

In the border region of 
Chiapas, the refugees have been 
the target of raids by Guatemalan 
army units and many have been 
moved to camps far from the area. 
Those who stay mingle with the 
local Maya people, the Tzotzil and 
the Tzeltal, whose traditional 
culture is kept alive in places like 
the weavers' cooperative at San 
Cristobal de las Casas, where all 
transactions are conducted in 
Mayan.

It may be that the humble art 
of weaving is what best preserves 
Maya tradition today. As Walter 
Morris, an expert on Chiapas 
textiles, notes, "The Heiroglyphic 
books have been destroyed, the 
great pyramids and palaces of 
stone have fallen into ruin — 
weaving alone has given artistic 
expression to the profound 
wisdom of Mayan culture..."

If weaving, spoken language, 
and religious ritual (however 
corrupted by elements of 
Christianity) are all that have kept 
Mayan culture alive in the 
centuries since the conquest, it 
may be comforting to remember 
that these were enough to keep the 
Greek culture alive during

continued from page 4
not going to take me to task on 
translation. Scholars point out 17 
major dramatic blunders in 
Oedipus. I say let's find another 
way to explain them.”

Those new explanations, he 
hopes, will involve both teachers 
and students in the process of 
asking questions. Most great 
writers are in the business of 
asking questions, not giving 
answers. "We should ask [when 
regarding a work| 'what questions 
does it try to get us to ask,' not 
what it means," said Ahl.

Ahl thinks that scholars have

The economy of McCoy's writing 
strikes a sharp contrast to the 
hedonism of the decade he writes 
about.

The world in the 80's was 
confronted by huge and seemingly 
irresistible forces — war, poverty, 
disease, and hate. But somehow, 
the poets in 80 on the 80's say, 
we survived by holding on to the 
small moments in our daily lives.

approximately four centuries of 
Ottoman domination. It is also 
worth remembering that time, 
among the Maya, is always a 
cyclical affair. "What is a man on 
the road?" asks a Maya riddle, and 
the answer is "Time."

"For a people conscious of 
time," Wright concludes, "all 
roads are perhaps expedients, 
temporary fortunes in a journey as 
short as a single day, as long as 
the eternity so elegantly measured 
by the Maya calendar." Expecting 
to find that the Maya faced 
extinction, the author of this 
timely book arrives at the 
conclusion that "if, on the winter 
solstice of 2012, human beings 
witness the beginning of Bakun 
13, some of them will be 
members of the civilization that 
invented that count. And 13 is a 
very g<xxl numbef for the Maya."

Gail Ilolsl-Warhafl is a writer 
now teaching modern Greek poetry 
and politics at Cornell University. 
She worked in Greece for five years 
as a musician and journalist. She is 
the author of Road to Rembetika 
and Theodorakis: Myth and Politics 
in Modern Greek Music and has 
published translations of a number 
of modern Greek poets including 
Nikos Kavadias. Most recently, 
she has translated the novel 
Achilles' Fiancee by Alki Zei.

turned the classics of Western 
literature into "little religious 
works" designed to teach 
established values.

"I think it's about time that 
we stopped doing that," he 
concluded. "I think it's about time 
we started looking at the works, 
seeing what they say, even if all 
we end up with is questions and 
no answers."

Judith Pratt holds a PhD in 
Theatre. She is a freelance writer in 
Ithaca who has acted with local 
theatre companies and taught 
theatre on the college level.

We even made sense of some 
things. Regina deCormier- 
Shekerjian writes:

This morning, in the woods 
our neighbor's goats nose acorns 

out
from lichen-covered rocks. They 

are flowered
with snow. Beneath bronze bells 

o f light
they leap, joyously. It is spring. 

Everywhere
the clamor o f joy. And the 

terrible truth
that we no longer know i f  there 

will be
another spring. With a coffee tin 

full o f sunflower seeds 
we walk out to the birds.

Bridget Meeds is a writer who 
lives in Ithaca.

Get N oticed
In the Bookpress!

For Advertising 
Information Call 
(607) 273-5055

Ahl at the Bookery

80 on the 80's
continued from page 6

&OCA, !Ot OOO JL m a/ j  

U t^Jz JPutAJ cdrvovtLr 

1 '  } vfdicnicj
. . .

JLAAMU&6&'

LITTLETREE
ORCHARDS
343 Schaffer Rd., NEWFIELD, N. Y. 

564-9346
OPEN DAILY THRU OCTOBER:

8 a.m. ’til Dark

LOTS OF EASY PICKIN'

*  APPLES

^Spencer^
Wov.rly Owtgo



p.10 the BOOKPRESS October, 1991

WRITERS & 
ARTISTS

If you've got something to say in words 
or pictures, the Bookpress may have 

the place for you to say it!

We’re looking for writers who put style, 
accuracy, and insight into their work, and 

we're looking for artists who can make 
a writer's work mean even more.

We are especially 
interested in articles which:

review another writer's work

explore the publishing industry

give an in-depth look at a writer

offer insight into the craft of writing

offer information on recent and 
upcoming literary events

...plus anything else which may be suitable 
for "The Newspaper of the Literary Arts"

Send samples of vour work to 
the Bookpress, DeWitt Building 

215 N. Cayuga St. Ithaca, NY 14850
or call us at (607) 273-5055
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Now Available in Paperback
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A
History of l i A T  U K i  L
the Senses

by Diane S l  n  J I  ’i  ’5
A ckerm an Jk .C. wkimm

! f l f »  I A N E
$11.00 ”  L JN. M AN

available a t 
Bookery II
Dewitt Mall

from Vintage Books

The Bookery By Mail
Use this form to order any of the books listed on the next page. 

Subscribe to THE BOOKPRESS this month and receive a 
10% discount on your purchase! (limited to "Recent 
Arrivals" listed in the October 1991 issue) Offer expires 

October 31, 1991. Please allow 2-6 weeks for book delivery.

Quantity Author/Title Price Total

1% Sales Tax (NYS residents only)
Postage and Handling: $2.00 - 1st book

$0.75 - each additional

SUBTOTAL
TAX
POSTAGE
TOTAL

Name:

Address:

Payment by:
__Check or Money Order
_Visa
__MasterCard
_  Discover

Acct. No.
Expiration Date
Signature

Send orders to The Bookery, DeWitt Bldg., 215 N. Cayuga St., Ithaca, NY 14850. 
Please make your check or money order for books payable to The Bookery.

□  YES! I want to make sure I receive every issue of 
THE BOOKPRESS for the next year (10 issues total), 
plus a 10% discount on my order of Recent Arrivals 
from Bookery II this month!

Add $7.50 to my credit card payment 
Enclosed is my check/money order for 
$7.50 payable to THE BOOKPRESS.

BOOKSIGNING
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BIRTHDAY
PARTY

With
Michael Kammen

4:00 P.M.
Friday, October 25th 

at Bookery II

Join us in celebrating Michael Kammen's 
birthday and the publication of his new book, 
M y s t i c  Chords of  Memory:  The
Transformation of Tradition in American 
Culture (Knopf, $40.00 cloth, 865 pp.)
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Alfred A. Knopf, Publisher, Netc York



THE ARCHITECTURE  
OF WESTERN 
C A R D EN S
A Design History from  
the Renaissance to the 
Present Day
Monique Mosser and 
Georges Teyssotm, eds.
MIT Press, $95.00, 543 pp.

This hook provides an 
international tour in time and 
space of garden design from the 
Renaissance to the present. As 
object and as literature, it is a 
sumptuous and unprecedented 
resource. The more than seventy 
essays — all commissioned for this 
book -- are organized 
chronologically in sections that 
cover the humanist garden: the 
Baroque garden and classical park; 
picturesque, arcadian, and sublime 
gardens of the enlightenment, the 
eclectic garden and town and city 
park; and leisure parks and other 
contemporary expressions of the 
garden. There is new information 
on the personalities behind now 
familiar developments — such as 
the humanist gardens of Tuscany, 
Rome, and the Veneto — and the 
context in which they worked, as 
well as new material on less 
explored aspects of garden history. 
Over 650 illustrations accom
panying the essays raise the 
standard of garden literature to a 
new level.

BEFORE EUROPEAN
HEGEMONY
The World System A.I).
1 2 5 0 -1 3 5 0
Janet L. Abu-Lughod
Oxford, $13.93 paper, 443 pp.

This book explores the thirteenth 
century "world economy" which 
facilitated pandemic prosperity for 
its rulers, and examines how it 
was forged. It examines why this 
promising start faltered by the 
middle of the fourteenth century, 
and how much of it remained in 
the sixteenth century when Europe 
took the lead in forming the 
"modern world-system," in which 
the West was clearly hegemonic.
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"COMING TO 
WRITING" AND 
OTHER ESSAYS
Helene Cixous
Harvard, $24.95, 214 pp.

This collection presents six essays 
by one of France's most 
remarkable contemporary authors. 
Cixous is known for her 
pioneering work on sexual 
difference and its relation to the 
literary text, work that has placed 
her among an important group of 
French theorists including Luce 
Irigary, Julia Kristeva, and 
Monique Wittig. Here she 
explores the problematics of a 
"feminine" mode of writing, 
basing her method on the premise 
that differences between the sexes 
— viewed as a paradigm for all 
difference, which is the organizing 
principle behind identity and 
meaning — manifest themselves, 
write themselves, in texts. This 

-volume will be of interest to all 
readers seeking a unique and 
exciting voice.

MYSTERY DANCE 
On the Evolution of 
Human Sexuality
Lynn Margulis and Dorion 
Sagan
Summit, $19.95, 224 pp.

Combining science with psycho
analysis, religion, philosophy, 
language, and politics, Lynn 
Margulis and Dorion Sagan 
explore a complex sexual heritage 
that emerges from a past we can 
ignore but cannot escape. They 
reveal the evolution of our sexual 
characteristics and behavior as they 
trace the ancestral origins of our 
pleasure, passion, perversity, and 
complex feelings about the sexual 
act. They follow the path of our 
sexuality all the way back to 
single cells -- promiscuous 
bacteria, tiny colonial beings 
incessantly exchanging their genes 
— and show that virtually all our 
ancestors have left their mark on 
human sexuality.
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THE REALLY SHORT 
POEMS OF A.R. 
AMMONS
A.R. Ammons
W.W. Norton, $17.95, 160 pp.

Few living American poets have 
matched either the literary 
achievement of A.R. Ammons' 
work or the number of* 
prestigious awards it has garnered. 
The Reallv Short Poems puts his 
gifts on unusually accessible 
display, and gives new force to the 
maxim that brevity is the soul of 
wit. Ranging from intensely 
compressed moments of lyrical 
perception to mordantly funny 
paradoxes, each one demonstrates 
the transcendent quality of intellect 
and craft, and the ability to say 
complicated things in deceptively 
simple ways, that are the hallmark 
of Ammons’ work.

S A I N T
MA Y B E

SAINT MAYBE
Anne Tyler
Knopf, $22.00, 337 pp.

In her rich and absorbing new 
novel, Anne Tyler gives us the 
story of a young man haunted by 
guilt over his brother's fate -- and 
of his struggle to atone for the 
wrong he feels he has done. Ian is 
drawn to the Church of the Second 
Chance, where he is taught that 
forgiveness is not automatic but 
earned. Raising the three children 
that are thrust on him, he finds 
himself — amazed — drowning in 
family and duty. Until out of the 
very heart of the domestic clutter, 
a light begins to flash...

SWEET TALK
Stephanie Vaughn
Penguin, $7.95 paper, 194 pp.

At the center of this collection of

fresh, funny, and moving stories 
is Gemma, a girl from the 
heartland. In "Able, Baker, 
Charlie, Dog," Gemma, as a 
youngster, experiences the 
bewilderment and fascination of 
watching a father slowly falling 
apart. As a woman, she copes 
with the anguish of a mother's 
illness in "My Mother Breathing 
Light." And in "Snow Angel,” 
we meet Gemma's friend, 
Marguerite, who is snowbound 
indoors with two children and 
secretly makes snow angels in the 
light of the moon. In tales that 
go to the heart of how people live, 
grow, and survive, Stephanie 
Vaughn beautifully captures the 
conflict and irony of modem life.

TWO LIVES
Reading Turgenev & My
House in Umbria
William Trevor
Viking, $21.95, 375 pp.

These two brilliant full-length 
novels illuminate the lives of two 
women, each irrevocably marked 
by the loss or absence of love. 
Reading Turgenev tells the story 
of Mary Louise Dalton, a country 
girl forced into a loveless 
marriage. She suddenly finds her 
life transfigured by a bookish 
young man who reads to her, but 
the transfiguration is fleeting — 
and tragedy lies ahead. Mv House 
in Umbria is a kind of psycho- 
autobiographical striptease 
performed by a former madam who 
now runs a pensione in the 
Italian countryside, where she 
muses on her past... until one day 
the train she is riding is blown up 
and she befriends the other 
survivors, with surprising results. 
Taken together, these two novels 
explore the twin faces of love and 
madness, loss and regeneration; 
and they illuminate the interplay 
of truth and fiction.

BREAKTHROUGHS  
Avant-Garde Artists in 
Europe and America, 
1 9 5 0 -1 9 9 0
Wexner Center fo r  the Arts
Rizzoli, $50.00 paper, 310 pp.

Breakthroughs is an extraordinary 
survey of avant-garde art in Europe 
and America from the fifties to the 
present. This substantial, 
thoroughly illustrated volume 
details the activities of avant-garde 
artists, musicians, performing 
artists and film and video makers 
in three different eras — the fifties

and sixties, the sixties and 
seventies and the eighties to the 
present — paralleling the 
exhibitions and programs of the 
Wexner Center's first year. Parts 1 
and II of the book examine in 
depth the works of many of the 
artists of these periods, while part ■* 
III includes interviews with many 
of today's leading artists working 
on the cutting edge of their media 
— Spalding Gray, Trisha Brown, 
Tadashi Kawamata, and Barbara 
Kruger, to name a few.

THE DIALECTICS OF 
SEEING
Walter Benjamin and the 
Arcades Project
Susan Buck-Morss
MIT Press, $14.95 paper, 493 pp.

This unorthodox undertaking is a 
"picture book" of philosophy, 
explicating the dialectics of seeing 
developed by Walter Benjamin, 
who took seriously the debris of 
mass culture as the source of 
philosophical truth. It draws its 
authority from a book that was 
never written, the "Arcades 
project" of Benjamin's mature 
years that remained unfinished at 
the time of his death. This is a 
different text, however, from 
Benjamin's collection of notes; it 
is a story of nineteenth-century 
Paris told within a story of 
Benjamin's own historical 
experience with the goal of 
bringing to life the cognitive and 
political power of the project that 
lies dormant within the layers of 
historical data of which it is 
composed.

WIIAT CAN SHE 
KNOW?
Feminist Theory and the 
Construction of 
K now ledge
Lorraine Code
Cornell, $14.95 paper, 349 pp.

In this lively and accessible book, 
Lorraine Code addresses one of the 
most controversial questions in 
contem porary  theory of 
knowledge, a question of 
fundamental concern for feminist 
theory as well: Is the sex of the 
knower ep istem olog ica lly  
significant? Responding in the 
affirmative, Code offers a radical 
alternative to mainstream 
philosophy's terms for what* 
counts as knowledge and how it is 
to be evaluated. In an exploration 
of the politics of knowledge which 
mainstream  epistem ologies 
sustain, she examines such issues 
as the function of knowledge in 
shaping institutions and the 
unequal distribution of cognitive 
resources. What Can She Know? 
will raise the level of debate 
concerning epistemological issues* 
among philosophers, political and 
social scientists, and anyone 
interested in feminist theory.

*
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UNIVERSITY OF 
ILLINOIS PRESS

New in Paperback this Fall
A cross th e  W ounded  G a laxies:  
In te rv ie w s  w ith  C o n tem p o ra ry  
Science F iction  W riters, edited by 
L arry McCaffery $12.95

C enter Stage: An A n th o lo g y  o f  21 
C o n te m p o ra ry  B la c k -A m e r ic a n  
Plays, edited by Eileen Joyce Ostrow 
$19.95

P edagogy is  P o litic s:  L ite r a r y  
T heory a n d  C r itic a l T e a ch in g ,
edited by M aria-Regina K echt $15.95

D ecolonizing Tradition: New Views 
o f  th e  20th Century  "British L iterary  
C a n o n s", ed ited  by K a re n  R. 
Lawrence $15.95

T hom as M cG rath: L ife  a n d  th e  
Poem, ed ited  by R eginald G ibbons 
and Terrence Des P res $12.95

Our Own Metaphor: A Personal Account of a 
Conference on the Effects of Conscious 

Purpose on Human Adaption (new edition) 
by Mary Catherine Bateson, SI 5.95 paper

Smithsonian

Institution

Press

Crane Music: A Natural History 
of American Cranes

by Paul A. Johnsgard, SI 9.95 cloth
OH OH

METAPHOR
Thread of Life: The Smithsonian 

Looks at Evolution
by Roger Lewin, $19.95 paper

Engendering Culture: Manhood and 
Womanhood in the New Deal 

Public Art and Theater
by Barbara Melosh, S24.95 paper

MAP’ (AlNflilf Ml HON

n
FALL 1991

NEW YORK UNIVERSITY 
PRESS
Anticlim ax:

A Feminist Perspective 
on the Sexual Revolution

by Sheila Jeffreys 
$11.95 paper

Law, Gender and Injustice:
A Legal History o f  V.S. Women

by Jo an  Hoff 
$39.50 cloth

Women Analyze Women: 
in France, England 

and the United States
by Elaine Hoffman B aruch 
and Lucienne J . Serrano 

$ 12.95 paper
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Shadows of Race and Class
by Raymond S. Franklin 

$14.95 paper

Readings: The Poetics of 
Blanchot, Joyce, Kafka, Kleist, 

Lispector and Tsvetanya
by Helene Cixous, $14.95 paper

Border Writings: The Multidimensional Text
by Emily Hicks, $14.95 paper

Language and Death: The Place of Negativity
by Giorgio Agamben, $14.95 paper
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NEW
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The E n d  O f A c tin g :
A R a d ic a l V iew
by Richard Hornby 

$21.95 cloth

A L ittle  N ig h t M u s ic
Music and Lyrics 

by Stephen Sondheim 
Book by Hugh Wheeler 

$9.95 paper

The A p p la u s e  N e w  York  
G u id e  to P e rfo rm in g  A rts

by Ruth Leon 
$14.95 paper

University of North Texas Press

New for 
Fall 1991

$29.95

Black Cinema Treasures: Lost and Found
G. Williams Jones, Forward by Ossie Davis

With the discovery of a group of black films in a warehouse in Tyler, Texas, G. 
Williams Jones opened many doors to the black experience of the 1920's to the 
1950’s in the United States. The films that Jones recovered were made for black 
audiences, featured black actors, and had black directors and screenwriters. A 
complete listing of all-black cast films meant especially tor black audiences is 
included, along with a bibliography of books about black independent filmmakers.

New in Fall 1991:

Edited by Margaret
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The Ingary 
Whitford, $19.95

Luce Irigary is one of the leading French 
feminist philosophers and psychoanalysts. 
Her work is concerned primarily with the 
construction of femininity and sexual 
difference in western philosophy, and with 
the exploration of new psychoanalytical and 
feminist perspectives on sexual difference.

Modernity and Identity, Edited by Scott 
Lash and Jonathan Friedman, $19.95

This groundbreaking work which 
announces a radical new departure within 
contemporary debates on modernism and 
postmodernism contains important new 
essays by Richard Rorty, Marshall Berman, 
Martin Jay and others. The collection 
suggests that modernity and postmodernity 
are meant not as the "end of the subject,” 
but instead the transformation and creation 
of new forms of subjectivity.

New From 
University of 

Nebraska Press

Cinders
by Jacques Derrida 

$25.00 cloth

Inscribing the Other
by Sander Gilman 

$30.00 cloth

publishers since 1941

The Biography of Alice B. Toklas
by Linda Simon 
$12.95 paper

Heinrich Heine and the Occident
by Peter Uwe Hohendahl 

and Sander L. Gilman 
$17.95 paper

Eyewitness at Wounded Knee
By Richard E. Jensen, R. Eli Paul 

and John E. Carter 
$35.00 cloth


