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Introduction: The Enduring Power of a
Literary Classic

In the vast landscape of American short fiction, few works resonate as deeply and
persistently as Tillie Olsen's masterpiece, "Tell Me A Riddle." Published in 1961 as the
title story of her only collection, this novella-length narrative has become a
cornerstone of feminist literature and a profound meditation on aging, marriage, and
the quiet tragedies of unfulfilled dreams. When readers encounter "Tell Me A Riddle
Tillie Olsen," they step into a world of emotional complexity, where the lives of an
elderly Jewish couple are laid bare with unflinching honesty. Olsen's language is
poetic yet raw, and her ability to capture the interior lives of women and marginalized
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people has ensured that "Tell Me A Riddle" remains required reading in classrooms
and book clubs decades after its initial publication. This article explores the story's
themes, its historical context, its narrative techniques, and why it continues to speak
to new generations.

The Story Behind "Tell Me A Riddle"

Background of Tillie Olsen

Tillie Olsen was born in 1912 to Russian Jewish immigrants and grew up in poverty in
Nebraska and later in San Francisco. Her working-class background profoundly shaped
her writing. Olsen was a dedicated activist for labor rights and social justice, and she
often struggled to find time to write while raising four children and working multiple
jobs. Her literary output is small but exceptionally powerful: her collection Tell Me A
Riddle (1961) contains four stories, with the title piece being the longest and most
acclaimed. The volume also includes "I Stand Here Ironing," "Hey Sailor, What Ship?,"
and "O Yes." Olsen's sparse bibliography—she published only one other major work,
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the unfinished novel Yonnondio: From the Thirties—belies her immense influence on
later writers such as Alice Walker, Maxine Hong Kingston, and Sandra Cisneros.

Plot Overview of "Tell Me A Riddle"

The story centers on an elderly couple, David and Eva, who have been married for 47
years. David is a kind, sentimental man who wants to sell their house and move to a
retirement community where he can spend his final years among friends, playing
cards and sharing memories. Eva, however, is dying of cancer—though she does not
reveal the full extent of her illness to her family—and she resists David's plan with a
fierce, almost bitter determination. She wants to live independently, surrounded by
her books and her memories of a revolutionary youth spent fighting for social justice.
The narrative follows the couple's painful journey as David, frustrated and bewildered
by Eva's resistance, eventually discovers the depth of her hidden sorrows. They travel
to visit their children across the country, and in the climax, Eva's suppressed
past—her lost dreams of becoming a singer, her sacrifices as a mother and wife, and
her disillusionment with a life of domestic drudgery—erupts in a heartbreaking
revelation. The riddle of the title refers to Eva's final, cryptic question to David, which
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he cannot answer.

Major Themes in "Tell Me A Riddle"

Aging, Mortality, and the Unlived Life

One of the most striking aspects of "Tell Me A Riddle" is its unflinching portrayal of
aging and the approach of death. Olsen refuses to sentimentalize old age. David and
Eva are not sweet, gentle grandparents; they are exhausted, irritable, and haunted by
the ghosts of their choices. Eva's illness is a physical manifestation of her internal
decay—the cancer represents the dreams that were "rotting" inside her. Olsen uses
vivid, almost stream-of-consciousness prose to capture Eva's fragmented thoughts as
she drifts between past and present. The story asks: what does it mean to have given
your entire life to others, only to realize at the end that your own self was neglected?
Eva's rage is not at David personally, but at the system of marriage and motherhood
that consumed her identity.
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Gender Roles and the Feminist Vision

Long before the second-wave feminist movement gained mainstream traction, Olsen
was writing about the quiet desperation of women trapped in domestic roles. Eva's
character is a prototype of the "angel in the house" who has become a ghost in her
own life. She gave up her art—her singing—to raise children and support her
husband's work. David, for all his love, cannot understand why the past matters so
much to Eva. He sees their life together as a success story of immigrant struggle and
family unity. But Eva sees it as a series of betrayals of her potential. This tension
between male and female perspectives is central to the story. Olsen does not
villainize David; he is a loving, if obtuse, partner. The tragedy is that love is not
enough to bridge the gap between two different experiences of the same life.

Class Consciousness and Political Roots

Both David and Eva were once passionate radicals—anarchists and socialists who
believed in a better world. Their early years were filled with political meetings,
protests, and dreams of revolution. Olsen, herself a lifelong Marxist, infuses "Tell Me A
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Riddle" with a subtle but pervasive critique of capitalism and its impact on family life.
The couple's poverty in their youth forced Eva to abandon her aspirations. The story
suggests that the "American Dream" is a riddle without a satisfying answer for those
who sacrificed everything for survival. David's desire to retire to a comfortable
community seems like a reward for a life of hard work, but Eva sees it as a final
surrender to a system that crushed their ideals. The political dimension adds depth to
what might otherwise be a purely personal drama.

The Riddle of Communication and Understanding

The title itself points to the central dilemma of the story: the inability of two people
who have shared a lifetime to truly know each other. Eva's final riddle is a metaphor
for the essential mystery at the heart of every intimate relationship. David spends the
story trying to solve the riddle of Eva's unhappiness, but he approaches it with the
wrong tools—logic, practicality, nostalgia. He fails to listen to the language of her
body and her silence. Olsen masterfully demonstrates that the most important truths
are often communicated not through words, but through actions, memories, and
physical decline. The riddle also echoes the biblical tradition of riddles as a means of
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conveying deep wisdom, yet here it remains unresolved, a testament to the limits of
human understanding.

Literary Style and Narrative Techniques

Stream of Consciousness and Interiority

Olsen's prose in "Tell Me A Riddle" is dense, poetic, and deeply interior. She moves
seamlessly between third-person narration and the inner thoughts of Eva and David,
often without conventional punctuation or transitions. This technique mirrors the
fragmented nature of memory and the chaos of Eva's dying mind. For example,
passages shift abruptly from a description of a nursing home to a flashback of a
political rally from 1910. Readers are forced to work to follow the narrative, and this
effort mirrors the work of empathy required to understand another person's life.
Olsen's style influenced later feminist writers who sought to represent the complexity
of women's consciousness.
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Symbolism and Imagery

Recurring symbols in the story include the "house" as a prison, the "garden" as a lost
paradise, and the "record player" representing Eva's sacrificed music. The physical
deterioration of Eva's body is described in almost gothic terms—"the cancer, the great
black spider"—suggesting that her illness is a monstrous externalization of her
internal pain. David's "crumpled" handkerchief and his obsessive neatness contrast
with Eva's chaotic inner world. These symbols are never heavy-handed; they arise
naturally from the character's experiences. The eviction notice that David receives
early in the story also serves as a symbol of the displacement they both feel from
their own history.

The Use of Dialogue and Silence

Olsen is a master of dialogue that reveals character and conflict. The exchanges
between David and Eva are terse, often argumentative, filled with the shorthand of a
long marriage. But what is not said is equally important. Eva's silences speak
volumes. When she finally explodes in the climactic scene, her words pour out like a
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torrent, revealing decades of suppressed anger. This emotional catharsis is one of the
most powerful moments in American fiction. Olsen does not offer easy resolution; the
story ends with a note of ambiguous peace, but the riddle remains unanswered.

Historical and Cultural Significance

Feminist Literary Canon

"Tell Me A Riddle" is widely considered a foundational text of feminist literature. It was
published just before Betty Friedan's The Feminine Mystique (1963), and it gave voice
to the unspoken discontent of housewives across America. The story was
rediscovered during the women's movement of the 1970s and has since been
included in countless anthologies. It is studied in courses on women's studies,
American literature, and narrative theory. The story's unflinching gaze at the costs of
motherhood and marriage challenged the prevailing notion that domesticity was a
woman's natural fulfillment.
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Immigrant Experience and Jewish Identity

Olsen's characters are Jewish immigrants, and their Jewishness is woven into their
memories, their language, and their customs. David and Eva are not religiously
observant, but their cultural background shapes their worldview. The story touches on
the trauma of immigration, the loss of a homeland, and the struggle to maintain a
sense of identity in a new country. The Yiddish-inflected cadences of their speech add
authenticity. Olsen's own parents were Yiddish-speaking radicals, and she drew on her
family's history to give the story a powerful sense of place and heritage.

Influence on Other Writers

Generations of writers have cited "Tell Me A Riddle" as a source of inspiration. Alice
Walker wrote that Olsen's work taught her that "the lives of poor people, of women, of
the elderly, could be the subject of serious literature." Maxine Hong Kingston praised
Olsen's ability to capture "the poetry of the ordinary." The story's emphasis on the
inner lives of marginalized people opened the door for later works of intersectional
feminism. It also anticipated the rise of the "domestic novel" as a serious literary
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The "Record Player" Scene

One of the most memorable moments in the story occurs when Eva, rummaging
through a box of old possessions, finds a broken record player. This object triggers a
flood of memories: she was once a singer with a beautiful voice. David, in his attempt
to comfort her, suggests they could buy a new player. But Eva's loss is not material; it
is the loss of a self that never fully emerged. The scene encapsulates the story's
central tragedy: the things that matter most can never be replaced.

The Final Riddle

In the dying moments of the story, Eva asks David a riddle: "What is it that is always
coming but never arrives?" David cannot answer. The implied answer is
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"tomorrow"—the future that we always expect to be better, but that never quite
comes for those who have been crushed by circumstance. Alternatively, some critics
interpret it as "death," which is always approaching but, for Eva, is finally here. The
riddle remains open, and that ambiguity is the story's final gift to readers.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Upon its publication in 1961, "Tell Me A Riddle" received strong reviews, though it did
not achieve immediate bestseller status. The New York Times hailed it as "a work of
art." Over time, it has only grown in stature. It was adapted into a film in 1980,
starring Melvyn Douglas and Lila Kedrova, which brought the story to a wider
audience. Scholars have written extensively about Olsen's use of time, her
representation of the female body, and her political engagement. The story is often
paired with works by other mid-century women writers such as Sylvia Plath and
Flannery O'Connor, though Olsen's focus on class and aging sets her apart.
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Conclusion: Why "Tell Me A Riddle" Still
Matters

"Tell Me A Riddle" is more than a story about an old couple facing death. It is a
profound meditation on the cost of love, the weight of unfulfilled dreams, and the
struggle to be truly known by another person. Tillie Olsen's masterpiece continues to
challenge readers to confront uncomfortable truths about gender, class, and the
passage of time. In an era when conversations about caregiving, aging, and mental
health are more urgent than ever, the riddle that Eva poses retains its power. It
reminds us that some of life's most important questions have no easy answers. For
anyone seeking a work of literature that is both heartbreaking and hopeful, "Tell Me A
Riddle Tillie Olsen" offers an experience that will linger long after the final page is
turned.
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