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Marilyn Monroe, Athénats de Mon-
tespan, and Gerda Kronstein Lerner
would make up an extremely odd
dinner party. What would they argue
about, attack, or defend in each
other’s lives? British playwright Caryl
Churchill could no doubt imagine
their conversation. Her play Top Girls
brings together Pope Joan, explorer
[sabella Bird, a thirteenth-century
Japanese courtesan who became a
Buddhist nun, the obedient wife Gris-
elda from Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales,
and the woman in a Brueghel painting
who leads a female army against the
devils in hell.

My trio of women. like Churchill’s
characters, raise questions of female
power and control—or lack of it-—in
their lives. But lives, unlike some fem-
inist theories, are made and lived
through circumstance, happenstance,
luck, will, resilience, and the prag-
matic ability to make something of the
random materials you're given. And
sometimes, as Gerda Lerner experi-
enced over and over, politics and his-
tory will pin vou to the wall.

The contributors to editor Yona
Zeldis McDonough's All the Avatlable
Light: A Marilyn Monroe Reader, among
whom are such cultural heavvweights
as Marge Fiercy, Joyvee Carol Oates
Clare Boathe Luce, Gloria Steinem.
and Catherine Texier, struggle to ana-

Ivze the fascination Marilvn still ex-
erts. In the end, though, each writer
suceumbs to her sesual spell. so potent
in its combination of girlish sweetness
with lush and unashamed sexuality
Like any guy looking at the famous
Playboy centerfold that launched Mar-
ilvn's career (and got Hugh Hefner's
publication off to a rousing start), all
the writers, men and women, extol her
creamy skin, her ripe figure, her ability
to make love to the camera.

Marilyn had the makings of a fine
comic actress but was allowed to go
only so far, I believe. People wanted
to see an unwitting sexpot, a blond
bombshell who wouldn't be too sexu-
ally disturbing. They made her the
first medha bimbo. the public, the
press, and the famous men she mar-
ried or clandestinely bedded, patron-
ized her. In their essays, Clare Boctis
Luce and Sir Laurence Olivier, who
appeared with hwes in The Pring
Hie Showgirl, both condescend to her
So, in a different way, do Steinem and
Kate Millett, who see in poor Mariivn
the iconic victim of the male gare

nd

But Norma Jean Baker had a lousy
lite until she became Marilyn Monroe.
She actively colluded with the market-
ing of herself as sex goddess. Fame and
public adulation, though they couldn’t
compensate for her loveless childhood,
were nevertheless an achievement, a
significant triumph over all sorts of ad-
versities and personal demons. And
Marilyn, who reigns long after her al-
lotted fifteen minutes, evades all efforts
to pigeonhole her meaning, to tame or
downplay her fantasy power. Her
status has changed from bimbo to
enigma; she’s a serious subject now.
Scholar Sabrina Barton suggests why
thatis Inlooking for the real Marilvn,
for her “inner depth,” we're on the
wrong track. The whole point to Mari-
lyn is her performed femininity. It's no
accident that her persona appeals to
drag queens. (Madonna later pushed
the Marilyn persona to an extreme of
gender as artifice.) That glowing sur-
face is what she made of herself, and
it’s all that's on offer. Rather than re-
duce her to a drug addict or a sex ob-
ject or a victim, one can admire and
respect the uncanny power of her teas-
ing, smiling impenetrability.

Francoise de Rochechouart de Morte-
mart de Montespan (1640-1707), who
changed her tirst name to Athénais at-
ter she made her debut at the court of
Louis XIV in 1660, understood the
power of artifice and used it to cap-
ture a king and keep his attention for
more Han bvelve years. She was Close
to thirty when she became maitresse on
titre in 1668, replacing Louise de La
Valliere in this semiofficial role of chief
consort/hostess/ courtesan to the king,
His wife, the timid Spanish princess
Marie-Thérese, had neither the incli-
nation nor the gifts for the theatricat
life-as-performance that was the court
of the Sun King. Athénais, beautitul,
sexy, sharp-witted, and good at rapid-
fire conversational repartee, excelled
on that royal stage. She was a good
dancer, a talent Louis prized; she was
an inventive deviser of entertain-
ments and became a patron of the arts
to Lully, Corneille, Racine, Moliére,
and many other artists. Given that
Lous, still in his vigorous thirties, ap
parently had as enormous an appetite
tor sex as he did for other pleasures.
Athenats must have been superb in
bed When she came to live at court,
she had already given birth to two
children. With Louis, she had seven
more, although three died vouny,

As Lisa Hilton's Athénars: The Lite of
Lowis XIV's Mis demons
lot of “the real queen of France,’
spite its opulence, was not an enviabie
one. She had alvays to be amusing,
never sad or indisposed. Advanced
pregnancy didn’t excuse her from ac
companying Louis on his military
campaigns, bouncing over rough ter-
rain in cramped carriages, sleeping on
straw. Getting Louise, the first mis-
tress, to leave Versailles for good took
her vears ot scheming effort. The king
rather liked the system of overlapping
mistresses, as he showed later when
the Marquise de Maintenon began to
make inroads on Athénais
Hilton wonders if Athénais had anv
inkling of the toll the coming vears
would take, “the prospect of all the
plotting and intriguing, lovemaking
and quarreling, cajoling and charming
that lay ahead ot her.”

Hilton, in her first outing as a histo-
rian, is a confident guide to the intri-
cate rituals of Louis’s court, and she

sinfluence.

does a heroic job of sorting out the
principal players, whose names pile
up like Tolstov’s characters. Louis kept
the nobles busy at playing status musi-
cal chairs—quite literally as there was
a hierarchy of seating rules and proto-
cols about who got an armchair as op-
posed to a stool—and other frivoious
pursuits in order to hold them in his

sight where they couldn’t plot agamst
the monarchy, as the previous genera-
ton of landed nobility had done.

But what Hilton can’t do is give vs
any sense of her characters” inner
fives, They all wrote letters, but nei-
ther they nor Mme. De Sevigne and
the Duc de Saint-Simon, tamous con-
temporary chroniclers of court life, are
reliable. They were literary stylists
who took liberties with the facts; they
also had to disguise names and opin-
ions because the king's spies read all
their mail.

[t is endearing, though not thor-
oughly professional of Hilton, that at
the end of her chronicle, she becomes
an advocate for Athénais against her
successor, Mme. de Maintenon. Athé-
nais had brought her to court as gov-
erness to her roval bastards. The for-
mer Francoise Scarron was the young
widow of the satirist Paul Scarron,
and a commoner who in the end
proved more adept at plotting than
her friend and emplover. She was the
ant to Atheénais’s grasshopper, slowly

Londhing the king's trust and friend-

ship while Athénais indulged in gam-
bling and tantrums and lost her good
looks. Increasingly shut out of the
king’s life, and probably unaware that
lLouis had married Maintenen in se-
cret in 1684, Athénais was banished
from the court tfor good in 1691
through the plotting of Maintenon,
her ally Bishop Bossuet, and Athé-
nais’s own son, the Duc du Maine,
a siimy and venal iittie sveophant.

Maintenon brousgnt a sai

CIon
and vindictive Catholictsir bo bear on
Louis’s court. [t's possibie v indi-
ence helped persuade him e revoke
the Edict of Nantes, inaugurating a
second wave of witch hunts against

French Protestants

Maintenon sounds like a prig, but
there must have been quite a lot to a
woman who, past forty, got the Sun
King to marry her and stay faithful for
inore than thirty vears. Another biog-
rapher will have to do her justice.
Athénais in barushment turned from
siner to would-be saint. She founded
schools and hospitals, had searching
correspondences with clerics, wore a
hair shirt under her gowns. A con-
flicted Catholic all her life, she wanted
sincerely to repent, or she was afraid
of punishment in the afterlife, or she
was staging a classy last act. Probably
all of the above

If sinners indulge their desires, and
saints try to rise above them to gaina
broader vision of how one should live,
then Gerda Lerner, stron iiled, in-
telligent, astoundingly self-disciplined,
and rigorously ethical, is a kind of sec-
ular saint. Not that Fireweed: A Political
Awtobiograpity is preachy or self-serv-
ing. In this book, as in her life, Ler-
ner’s fundamental belief is that “Iving
to oneself is the worst of all sins, be-
cause one can then no longer trust
one’s own judgement.”

She writes a
clear-eved vigorous prose that can
handle political analv
heart-pounding narrative

Lerner was born in 1920 to 2 mid-
die-class Viennese family and her crit
ical and political instincts developed

is as well as

varly. Her parents, preoccupied with
their own difticuit marriage, showed
thetr daughter hide offection. She
tound comtort in books b
trarned 1o see through the iny
and crueit
al order ¢t things

drmother accused the

toalzo
cdious
s that

class distin

passed as the
When her
epe woman o

weating her with no
longer-fresh egus, Gerda ran out or the
, “struck dumb by the violence of
my anger. The skin-and-bones woman
pleading with my grandmother over a
few pennies—if that was Jewish char-
ity, it that was what God approved,
then Thad to get out.”

She refused to go through with her
bat mitzvah: “By the time I was four-
teen. [ had become a political person.”
She became a left-wing activist, join-
ing a group of like-minded young
people who distributed underground
newspapers and pamphlets.

in March 1938, German troops occu-
U‘ﬂ‘.})“y hegan ar-
siniplementation of
cver harsher micosnres against Jews,
1 had taken e vears in Ger-

oot

pred Austria

resting peapiu

bocaia Larmor separts matter-of
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factly, “Violent anti-Semitism came
naturally to Austrians who had a long
history of anti-Semitic political parties
and movements. The Germans had to
be educated in violent anti-Semitism;
the Austrians erupted with it sponta-
neously. . . . [Their] treatment of Jews
was improvised on the spot; its versa-
tility, ingenuity and brutality were
then unprecedented.”

When in April her tather escaped to
Liechtenstein, where he’d had the fore-
sight to establish a branch of his phar-
macy business, Gerda and her mother
were arrested but kept in different cells
in an effort to force him to return. Her
descriptions of the phvsical and psy-
chological consequences of being con-
tined to a stinking hale with three
other women are harrowingly vivid
Gerda pleaded to be let out in Sep-
tember because her final Gynmasium
exams were coming up. Amazingh
enough, she was released, through one
of those odd coincidences that life oc-
casionally plave ac ajoke. The Cestapo
mterrogator noticed that she had writ-
ten her thesis on the German ballad.
This man in his black $$ uniform had
been a high school teacher with a spe-
cial interest in the ballad, whose struc-
ture jailer and prisoner proceeded to
discuss as if they were somewhere else
altogether.

Gerda's rich and difficult life took a
new turn once she made it, on her
own and with great difficulty, to New
York. Her father remained in Liecht-
enstein. Her mother moved to the
south of France to pursue painting;
she spent time in a concentration
camp and died in Switzerland in 1948.

Lerner has nothing good to say
about the bureaucratic obstacles the
United States erected against the des-
perate tide of refugees, most of them
Jewish. The goverunent let in famous
artists and scientists, but never
changed the “racist and anti-Semitic
quota system built into the 1924 Im-
rnigration Act.”

She married and divorced, worked
at menial jobs, and learned English,
partly by attempting to write poems
in it. Her second marriage, to film ed-

Lisa Hilton

itor Carl Lerner, was a happy one (he
died in 1973).

Lerner became a LS. ¢itizen in 1943
terrified to the last moment that some
arcane rule would condemn her to re-
main a stateless person, “cast outside
the civil contract.”

Her paranoia about the government
proved only too reasonable after she
and Carl moved to Los Angeles and
started a family. By the late forties,
red-baiting had begun. and both Lern-
ers had joined the Communist Party,
not out of love for the Soviet Union,
but because the party seemed to be
the only “international movement for
progress and social justice.”

What followed is the familiar but
still riveting and shocking story of the
spreading anticommunist propaganda
poison. The Lerners avoided being
caught in the snares of the House Un-
American Activities Committee but
decided early on and quite easily that
they would never “name names.” In
another of those real-life jokes, they
evaded the FBl because their landlord,
Tony, wouldn'tbetray them. He didn’t
like them much, but as a Mafia mem-
ber, he liked the FBI even less.

Over the years, Lerner was active in
grassroots politics, working for better
schools, integrated housing and other
local, pragmatic issues, while raising
two children and trying to write a
novel.

Marilyn: Evolution of a Legend
By Alice Elliott Dark

We didn’t know much. We didn’t wonder much, either, or ask too many
questions. We were children, and knew it. When sex broke into our world—
and it did, of course—we watched it as if it were Eve drawing close to hear
the message of the snake. The facts made it sound disgusting, but what about
how it felt to have the ocean pound against our bodies, or the comfort we got
from sitting with our heels pressed in the hollow between our legs? What
about what it was like to discover chiffon and the way it slipped across our
skin? Or the sensation of strawberry juice dribbling down our chests. The
longing to climb higher and higher into a thrusting tree. The inkling that
there was something out there for us, something that would make us wild
and giddy and nuts and willing. The sense that we could open up, and that
the opening would be deep, endlessly deep. That we were more than our
parts, more yet than the sum of them, even as we were also our strong, vig-
orous bodies. We weren't inside and outside, but one. Girls. Souls incarnate.
Qur childhoods were sensual and thoughtful. We were w
selves, all of a piece.

ing to be our-

Pin up. Arms up. Breasts up. The white dress, blowing up
That breathy “Mr President

And then it was over. We snuck a look at the pictures in Life magazine and
heard words from the adult world—misery, suicide, drugs, affairs. Peter
Lawford. Bobby Kennedy.

Jack—Mr. President. The names swirled beyond us, above our heads. We
were kept from the truth, protected, but it breezed around us anyway. She
was dead, naked, on a bed with silky sheets. Out in California, where the
movie stars lived, she was dead. It was sad, tragic even, but also not so sur-
prising, considering. We understood that there was something about her that
was destined for such an end. We got that she was too sexy, and that she’d
died because of it.

Somehow.

Excerpted from “Too Sexy, Sexy Too,” by Alice Elliott Dark, in All the Available Light: A
Marilyn Monroe Reader, edited by Yona Zeidis McDonough (Simon and Schuster).
Reprinted with permission.

Disillusioned with the Communist
Party's refusal to deal with women's
issues such as equal pay, child care,
and the unrecognized labor of house-
wives, Lerner became active in the
Congress of American Women. This
involvement led her eventually to
Ph.D. in history from Columbia and
an academic career in women's his-
tory, a discipline she helped found

Fireweed, which ends at the point
where Lerner’s academic life begins,
is a humane and brautifully wiitten
example of the personal as politicai
Nothing here is abstract. Her self-
training in poetry and fiction enables

her to convey to us the drama and
pathos of the truly felt life. For exam-
ple, her account of her ever-changing
relationship with her parents, espe-
cially her mother, and her efforts to do
them justice, is a nuanced, rich, and
ultimately heartbreaking story any
novelist would be proud of. As a per-
son, an intellectual, and a writer,
Lerner is the very best kind of Ameri-
can. We need a lot more of them, now
that we're again facing all too interest-
tig Lies, i

Brigitte Frase is critic at large for Ruminaior
Review.

Interview with the S. S.
By Gerda Lerner

“I'll take nothing off,” I said as firmly as I could. “You'll have to force me.” T
jumped up and stood with my back to the wall.

He looked at me angrily and I stared back at him, willing and ready to make
him fight with me. Since he had a pistol in his belt, this was quite foolish, but |
did not consider my odds at all.

“Oh, sit down,” he said disgustedly. “You've seen too many movies.”

“I've been arrested without reason and I've not been charged with anything.
I've been in a stinking overcrowded cell for five weeks and been given half ra-
tions so I'm starved. They put bromide in the soup and the coffee to dope us
up. Are there no laws left?”

“There are laws,” he said. “Of course there are laws. I'm trying to get vour
case cleared up. So sit down and cooperate.”

Isat down and put my glasses on. He pushed a cigarette case toward me and
Ttook a cigarette. “I need some food,” T said. “T haven't had anything since five
o’clock yesterday.”

“That’s too bad. But we don’t run a hotel here. You better answer my ques-
tions—I can send you back to jail, you know, or I can send you to Dachau.”

“Idon’t care where you send me,” I said, and I meant it, too. “I've been ask-
ing for five weeks to be allowed to take my Matura exam and today is the day
and here I am while the exam’s going on. So I don'’t care.”

He looked at his papers. “Ah, yes, you're the ‘crazy one’ with the exam.” His

voice was a little more relaxed and natural now. “You really care so much
about it?”

“Ido.”

Again, he looked at my papers. “I see vou did an essay on the German bal-
lad. Now that’s a strange topic for a Jew.” This did not seem to call for a reply
on my part. “What can you possibly understand about the spirit of the German
ballad?”

“I've read German ballads all my life,” I said. “I've studied them for two
vears. I probably know more about it than vou do.” [ realized as soon as the
words were out that being impertinent to this man was not smart, but by now
I really did not care what happened after.

“Let's see,” he said. "What ballads did you write on?”

I'named four and he knew them all and had an opinion of merit. I responded
to him as though we were sitting in a living room having a friendly chat. “This
subject,” he said finally, “happens to be my special interest. I'm a high school
teacher.”

My eyes went to his black uniform, the SS insignia, the pistol. “Well,” he said,
“under more normal circumstances.”

Excerpted from Fireweed: A Political Autobiography, by Gerda Lerner (Temple University
Press). Reprinted with permission.



