Dorothy Allison’s Cavedweller As You Read Assignment 


 [image: image2.jpg]



Click on the Appalachian Heritage Writer-in-Residence (AHWIR) website for Dorothy Allison and explore the different links.  Read the biographical information on the front page and read the essay on Allison’s life and work under Resources and Links, “Dorothy Allison’s Prose and Poetry, The Power of the Story and Writing for One’s Life”: https://www.shepherd.edu/ahwirweb/allison/.  Dorothy Allison has said that she was inspired by Janis Joplin to develop the protagonist Delia Byrd of Cavedweller. Read about Janis Joplin and the Rock era that produced her at  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Janis_Joplin.  

Delia Byrd has come to a cross-road in her life, a choice that she is determined to follow through with after the death of her estranged husband and rock-star icon Randall, the lead singer of the Rock Band Mud Dog. Much to the disdain of her daughter Cissy, Delia determines to leave the glitzy world of Rock and Roll and life in California, and return to her home in Cayro, Georgia.  Why does Delia determine to make this life-changing trip?  She finds when she arrives her ex-husband Clint Windsor dying of cancer and her two daughters Amanda and Dede no more interested in reconnecting with Delia and Cissy than Cissy is in reconnecting with them.  Why did Delia leave Clint some fourteen years prior to go to California?  Despite their past differences, Delia and Clint make a bargain: she and Cissy will stay with Clint to care for him so that he can die at home, if her daughters Amanda and Dede leave their grandmother Windsor’s to stay with Clint as well so that Delia can reconnect with her family.  Dealing with a dying ex-husband and three hostile teenage daughters is a formidable task, but Delia takes it on.  Coming to assist is long-time African American friend from California Rosemary, who helps Delia manage the girls as well as Clint in this highly dysfunctional family.  

As it turns out and despite herself, Cissy takes an interest in Clint, and he shares stories about Delia with her. All three of Delia’s daughters come to some accommodation about their mother and the events in their lives.  And in some sense, each daughter attempts to escape the plethora of problems in different ways; how so for each—Amanda, Dede, and Cissy?  Dealing with the small-minded townsfolk, who are not happy that Delia has returned, is also challenging, particularly so for Cissy, who feels the stereotype of “white trash” more than her sisters.  It is also clear that the town judges Delia harshly.  How does Delia, her friendship with Rosemary, and her actions put the lie to the stereotype and label “white trash” that the town has given them all?  How does Cissy’s spelunking serve to enlighten and free her?  What happens to her friend and spelunking buddy Noland who has fallen for Dede?  How are each of the characters changed through Delia’s persistence toward penance in the story and eventual redemption—even Clint?  Finally, why did Allison call this story Cavedweller, and what is the meaning of her allusion to Plato’s Allegory of the Cave (Chapter 17)?
