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Didion, Joan

DAYV W, MALDEN

joan Didion established her initial literary repita-
tica as an avatar of the “new journalisi,” and the
techniques she developed in her sssays, particu-
farly her elliptical, minimalist style, she applied o
her fiction, Didion is koown for ler jaundiced
eve, penclrating msights, and general dissatisfoc
o with the direction of modern Amencan lite
and polilics. She has been labeled a provingialist,
existentialist, and arch-conservative, but she is

SGper and foremast hier own person, writer with
4 distingtive srvle and vision.

Midion was born on December 5, 1934 in
Gacramento, California to Frank and Eduene
Didion, Afrer graduating from the Lniversity nf
California, Berkeley in 1936, she moved to New
york City and spent the next eipht vears working
at Vogre magazine. |Juring that time she wrote
her first novel, Run River [1961), 2 chironicle af
a disintegrating farm family in the Sacramenic
valley. The novel is reminiscent of Faulikner in ils
depiction of an insular woild where longstanding
lraditions give way Lo a new, more cornmercial
world order, A Southerver. tyder Channing, is
Didion's ironic version of a carpetbagger who
arrives lo establish real estate dealerships. He
soduces, and Then abandans, Martha pcClellan
and later turns his atention Lo her sister-in- law,
Lily. Suicide, financial ruin, and murder follow
and destroy the McClellans, whosta nd as symbals
of a rapidly vanishing California.

Her second movel, Piay [t As It Lays (1970], is sel
in southern California and centers on Maria
Wyeth, 2 minor film actress who suffers an aber-
fion and mental collapse. When she 1= not aim-
lessly Lravehng the treeways, she wanders among
lavers and memories that reveal a life of radical
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instability, In the preface to her first collection
of essays, Slauching Towards Bethlehem [1968).
Didion reveals her unifying theme as that of
“ stomization,” her coinage for a society rapidly
fragmenting, Conditions of social chaos and dis-
integration run through her entire canon, in bath
fiction and non-fiction.
A Book of Cormman Prayer | 1977) further de-
velops the theme of atomization by con centrating
on Chardotte Douglas, middle aged mather of a
would-be terrorist who has retired to a fictitious
Central American country, where she sadly
awaits the daughter who will never arrive. Dou-
glas is another of what one critic has described as
Didion’s characteristic neurasthenic heroings
wha suffer disasters and typically participate il
their own dissolution. The novel emplays one of
Didion’s most ambitions experiments: it 1s told
by a subjective narritor, lirace, another American
expatriate, who does not know Charlalte inti-
mately vet samehow divines her deepest thoughts
and emations.
Demacracy (1964) features anather female
protagonist, lnez Christian Victor, wife af a
senator ambitions to be president and lover ta
& man involved in connterintelligence and palil-
ical intrigue, As her children drift off into the
social unrest of the 1960s and her father is
arrested fur murder, the protagonist's warld
disintegrates, and the povel parallels America’s
misguided adventures in Vietnan. Unlike other
Didion heroines, Victor eventually leaves her
dyvsfunctional family with her lover, only Lo be
ahandoned when he dies, and she elects to reside
it Kuala Lumpur, where she devotes herself to
Vietnamese refugoes.
[welve years later, afrer mure freelance jour-
nalism and three works of non-fiction, Didion
published her fifth novel, The Last Thing He
Wined (1996], which denls once mote with
Central America (Didion had puhlished Salvador
i 1983, an excorating view of a corrupt and
vicious political regime) and a reporter, Elena
McMahon, whe abruptly quits her assignment
covermp the 1984 presidenrial campaign to visit
her ailing father in Florida. 'The father is another
of Didion’s shadowy international figures wha
runs guns Lo Nicaragua anel inveigles his daugh
o accompany a shipment to Costa Hica
callect his fee. Soon she is enmeshed n 2 wor
of conspiracies, assassinations, and quasi-milita
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operationa. McMahon is a now famliar Didion
protagomist however, the novel has a forced
quality and is the least successful of her fictions.

After moving to New York in the late 19805,
Didion returned wo native California in Where !
Was Freem (20031, o book she had been working
on lor decade: thal traces her Gamily ties o the
Culden State (some ancestors were among e
vrigingl Donner Party), Dedicn mourns, ooce
again, the decay of the place that legions regard
as Edenic but that to her is now a locale of greed
and exploitation. Two vears later, as her daughter
lay gravely ill, her husband, the writer John Gre
gory [hinne, suddenly died of a heart attack.
Didion coped with her griet by writing The Year
of Magical Thirking, a powertul memair of their
extranrdinarily close life [the two acred as each
other's advisor and were collaborators on many
film scripts). The work won a National Book
Award in 2005,

Didion has generated mised reviews [rom
critics and scholars. bul has also enjoved consid-
erable potoriety and hooors, Tn addition to
awards, she has been recognized with the Gold
Medal, Belles Lettres and Criticismi. by the
American Academy of Arts and Letters in honor
of her distinguished writing carveer (20051, and a
Svational Book Award medal for her Distingunished
Contribution to American Lettérs in 2007,
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Dixon, Stephen
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Even though he did nol publish his lrst volume
storivs until he was 40, Stephen Dixon (b, 1936)
the prolific author of 14 povels and 13 colleclio
of short stories; has been bwice nominaled (o
Mational Booll Award; and is the recipient o
Guggenheim Fellowship, three O, Henry Awar
and an American Academy and Institute
Arts and Letters Prize for Fiction, Despite t
he is ot as well-known as comparable conter
porary writers such as Grace Paley and Dona
Narthelme, perbaps because much of his wo
requires readers invested in the complexities
Dizon's intricate monologues, often going on f
hundreds of pages without breaks, as well asint
ironies and mordant humar of his work.
Dixen was born in Mew York City and grads
ated from the City College of New York in 19
alter severn] years spenl as a radio reporler,
enlered the crealive witling program al Stanlo
University, Before becomning a teacher of creati
writing, he served In a mumber of occupatio
(bartender, technical writer, artist’s model, ¢
partment store salesman, bus driver, and ¢
driver) that intorm his work, especially its evoc
tive patois and habits of speech. Dixon marri
the noted translator, Anne Frydman, and beg



