Tillie Olsen
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1/14/1912 or 1913-1/1/2007

· Omaha, Nebraska (tenant farm)
· high-school drop-out, single mother
· Jack Olsen, husband (1944), waterfront warehouseman, union organizer

· writing career = delayed by motherhood 

· 4 children (3+1)
· waitress, slaughterhouse trimmer, laundress, secretary, typist/transcriber

· later, visiting writer/professor

· social activist 
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daughter of politically active Jewish immigrants

· fled Russia after participating in failed Russian Revolution 1905

· communist (Young Communist League)

· arrested twice (union organizer, trying to organize slaughterhouse workers)

· (see Alice Walker)

· ( her writing style

· STYLE:

· *1930s Proletarian Movement:

· art = used for political and social ends

· art = used to illuminate the struggles of

· class

· gender

· race

· characters = 

· people “silenced” by economic, social, racial obstacles & injustices
· thwarted dreams/goals

· marginalized people

· reflect/influenced by her social activism

· strong emotional style 
· speech patterns 
· dialogue

· “highly rhythmic use of language” (CA)

· (Flannery O’Connor)

· artistry in characterization, dialogue, and sensory appeal” (CA)

· THEMES-SUBJECT MATTER:

· oppression (Alice Walker)

· social injustices (race, gender, class)

· “unnatural thwarting” of dreams, aspirations (“silences”) due to race, class, gender
· social issues:

· railed against capitalism

· illuminated the deplorable conditions of slaughterhouses

· revealed the injustices of sweatshops

· accounted the violent strike between police & longshoremen

· feminist issues:

· struggles of women for personal fulfillment (see Alice Walker)

· as they juggle being mothers, artists, workers

· “silenced” creativity due to these duties, obligations

· class & power = connected:  higher class, more power; lower class, less power and “voice”, creativity (wealth = power)
· ( “class consciousness and feminist consciousness intertwine” (CA)

· “Tell Me a Riddle” (1961):   novella, won her a scholarship & awards
· Yonnondio (1974):   40 years to complete, best novel about the 1930s Great Depression; class & gender; verbal & physical abuse by male alcoholic (father); no self-pity

· Silences (1978):  stifled creativity b/c of race, gender, class

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

“I STAND HERE IRONING”
· published along with the novella “Tell Me a Riddle” (1961)

· single mother

· male abandonment

· retrospective:  

· last 19 years of her daughter’s life

· struggles of a single mother to make ends meet

· sacrifices

· painful separations

