e 3 o A G HE D Jews by putting 2 label on them to : . ] 7 e .
2 ihey foypd & way to identify ihe Jews by puting The Language Must Not Sweat: A ol

: W . - dicate who they were. You know what I'm saying: they needed L . s X . S
" 4. %; mark. But bese you have people who are black people: - © T Conversation with Tom Mormson -~ 7
A F i : He a7 3 1 i g u”OH.. o you m : " N = & )
F A CR: Do you think S&.Em prejudices will eroce Iway 4 Thomas LeClair/ 1981 -
v *b ; think they are always going to ammnﬁ.&nama?mmm..: s i -
i TM: No, 1 thizk all your people think that beczuse theyre taught : From the New Republic 184 (21 March 1581): 25-29. :

tc. 1 think that it will last as long as the economy remains this way.

Toni Morzison's Song of Solomon was published in 1977 to
unreserved praise; American readers bad found a new voice.
? The plot of the novel, 2 young man’s search for a nourishing ¥

folk tradition, was familiar from other Afro-American books, - £
but Morrison’s fireside manner—composed yet simple, com- L
manding yet intimate—gives the_povel a Latin American I
enchantment. Reading backward through Sula (1973) to
wl Morrison’s first novel, The Bluest Eyc (1969), one sees her
= trying out different versions of what she calls her “‘address,”
: rehearsing on more modest subjects the tone and timbre that
give original expression to the large cultiral materals in
Song of Solomon.

How and why she arrived at that special voice were the
questions that brought me to Toni Mormisor’s busy office at
Random House (where she is an editor) just after she finished
Tar Baby. Although cur interview was interrupted several
times, when Toni Morrison started talking about writing she
achieved rémarkable comcentration and intensity. This—not
editorial business or author small talk—was clearly where
she lived. No matter what she discussed—her loyzity to the
common reader, her eccentric nbmﬂmﬁnﬂ_%ﬁ g
g folklore—her love of language was the subtexfznd ¢onsiznt
<= [esson of her manner. She performs words. Gertrude Stein
£ said poetry was “caressing nouns.'’ Toni Morrison doesn’t
= like to be called a poetic writer, but it is her almost physical
&5 relation to language that allows her to tell the old stories she

s L,

== feels are best.

. Thomas LeClair: You have said you would write even if theré were no
“publishers. Would you explain what Eo@nooomm of writing means to
.HdE Morrison: After my first novel, The Bluest Eye, writing be-
came a way to be coherent in the world. It became necessary and i

Lo

119




o Jnq 2TeWNISe] pUE ATessa09w ST gorgm ‘5]do5d £ 10] 2Iye1aN]
s mqmﬂ "2qLn 2] 107 “9de[[IA 343 103 A[Tea1 s1 1eq) GO0y 31
1] 282[[IA [[B0 01 un3aq APU2091 JARY.LJB]M 9J1IM ] ‘OOSLLION
;I9TLIM B SB TONOUNJ INOA JO 9A190U00 NOA Op MOH :IB[D]
; < SJIB 353} NOQE NOA T[9}
FOUN JTeA ‘JTeM,, ABS ] PUY |, "SS3UISNq £1mpaq stq3 do1s noA PINOA,,
B gAes J0JIp2 AW Inqg ‘STY) OT JUTRNS3T SNOPUSWI] 3STOISX3 T JuIq) |
STelITIe pue Seo] 4] Ul paiSaIalll 10U Jonul 358 PUe SIajoeleld o
W1 }S219)U1 9SO[ SoWRIWOS 1 78U} ‘43N0 ‘Ssayuod JSni [ “uoIssaIdxs
P sy1 jo spow 1adoId oy 5ZMuS0931 Wed T pure B3PI [eal B JO 30ussaId
= oy} 971530991 UBO | J0Oq qHINoY AU Jo3Je 40T JNq “JILLMA 0 19pI0
% 7 1G31] JO SIUE[S UELI3D PIsT J,UOD pue 3urmys £q J9NOS 3G 03 Irem
7, 00D T "15]L1m PaIidsul Ue Ui, T Jer) Teall 3,00 | "9q 0} GSim [ 2Iagm
3q 0} JopIo UY SuLres]d-jeo1yy Jo so8ed ¢ SIIM 01 3ARY 1, UOD [ MOU
‘styeq], *210J3q peY ] UeY) 13)SE] 9157} 198 03 M0y pauTes| | pue ‘1red
. 721} Uo A[o1 03 paures] ‘ued ey} ISIU} 0 PIUIes] ] USYJ, '9qN[ & se
% 71 pTe3oI pinoM T Inq “UOISIASI STIOULIOUS I31J8 USAS ‘PUNOS PIUTETISI
<. oop[d JeU} WOX 91014 [ JBUA SIWNSWOS YENOUS A[ISILIM TIIIS
£ 10U PIP 1] *219T) WOI 9WeD Jeq) SuNUA 973 JST1 1,UPIP [ "A[978Ioq19p
1101 133 0} MOT IO Ses 20e[d 181 JRYM PUR)SISPUL JOU PIP | Y3noqe
‘om ur 9oe[d [e10eds AI3A ® JO JN0-3j01M [ ISIJ 1Y ‘UOSLLIOIN
5 {91Lis oA 1B} [9AOU
[oR3 M 310W pie 210W $s2001d 97) pue}SIapun NOA o B[O
"o "9JLIm 0] 9NUNTOO
PO T 112y & 03 puus prp 3urgsyqnd JT waas o§ “3urpeagooid oy
“WOISIASI 3} “AI33DILID 3} WIAS JAO] | "B 37 [[B “3ABT 0 143N0
J10M poo3d eyl 3urglAIsAd oI 10] sey 3unLipy "dols 01 2ABY 1549T
P.1 08 2101 183431 313 QH,ESQ pmoo T ‘qaoi3 Jo Aypqissod sm
sAeMTe ST 2157 paOy "asodal Ol poe oau ‘pIouE[Eq PUR d2093I3U3 ST 1]
“awn pae 20eds puz A11avid 0] TONR[AI [13(0) O 982]1S 00 3ABY SI30UED
Urq) T 1egm 9 $9A58 3unLIpy “2[G2a[2A ST Ing S{Iom 3] W Teadde
_ jou Azt )] “JEFIIOAMT A[qIS50d T2 [IY3ST PUE [RIA ST 90T3U2dX3
K 10 [j2 ‘Funiim @, [ 3MqM "A[rengsnbas 33MNAWOS A[SNOSTZIMITIS
SomTawWos: 332303 aIR SONMIQIsUIs [V “Kem [eioads g a1 L1u30
__ -I9A0S $3SIATAYH 30 ‘$$9001d 27y UY "J35AW £Q DUB JaSAUT 10] SBM
1T PI [ {10 A[I0 33 Sea 3anup -daajos-wa(qod 10 3suodsad
. ajdwis 03 pasoddo se 3uryuryy sumaad sza ‘popind puz Do ardiosn
: mﬁon ¢353001d mON33[2s o3 pue ‘jsed 3] Jn0 LIOS 0) W 10} 3[qIs50d

_ 92 B ST ; ;

OL ‘Wt Iom 0) a1 | 2753 Emmwm . 53) wawa ommwﬁma,
® W [[9) PUe ‘Pueq SIY POy Iapesroqy TIA puers | mosurs ol
__\ 44.SS3IPPE,, Aq UeSW N0A Op 1R :1rerSoTa
1 "3JBWIO 0T Inq Yo 57 ey

| ”mm@mmgmwo g uuﬂgmq%ﬂcﬂﬂg 3¥0ds 27doad Muﬂ.j
| e 9BEN3UR] 3] AI0ISIT 6] paIlea | “Sseuyon SunELINXN] J0 toR
10UU00 303 ey )1 9sneoq , ‘onsod, » sjooq Amx mﬂw auoamos oAE
* SXI1.00p [ AQi s Jeqy, “soustpne A jesyep ‘sesodmd Awm jes m@
P[NOA T 10 ATeIan ‘AJalstr moAs ‘ATo 2q jou PINO2 31114 0] P9y ..«” 8
155009 33 1nq ‘55100q ATeray] Aq payemose w,T Iopeas e sy
LM H_MH._ES& 97} aIe 3507, “Yorn mm Surdess Jo 4z
J.\WE SJBU], (}00q 3y peal &3] JT Yooq 341 1 57doad uﬁwo 3Suodsar,
£ uﬁm °Q pmoM mmn& =0T T ‘Sunum A mnoqe £seoun 83T E%E@»%
; P2IN0ASp su1eq aIe srdoad Ay “sIomwdme Y3nomus 30U s, 31 jnq ‘2ATR
01 PISTL JISTL 3} TG O 0} I3PIO0 U KI015. R

sn 3day orsntm 27, ‘op

Q1 Jo oLqe} og) U S1IBq3 [TV ‘)1 opISING [eda] sem JegM 0] pssoddo:

SE AJUNUITIOO 313 Ul [e3a] sem jegm ‘Aqm pue ssoumswnong JegMs

- 1°PUN PIAIAINS OGA ‘2IoM SME[INO o1 0gM s)s938ns pUE SsomIa.
$I22q Jjlom AW ApogAue 03 Surpiiue Surare[dys jou e | .ﬁoon\ﬂ. :
‘Hw SS3IPPE 3] 10 S3UN0OOE ST} JUIGF | “UONRZIIALD YA 3] reoT
~1PUn P31STXI T2 WONRZIIA J2U) UT pire 91eAnd .Bﬁo qoes HE.
9P 03 3]q 2q 01 pasn 2 JRYM ‘SYOB[q 10] PIp SISO 303 J2OM ow o
PO 2 3q 01 SBY 2194, "SUISnyuo? $,J] *SeR[2A TBQIN MoT Dow saqIn
=1 JO S3N[eA PO USaMIeq TONBITOLUOD B ST Eum&. .munﬂm,‘., s _,.M,E :
9AT 24 ‘Aes 01 ST 29 ‘A0 243 03 209 3a2g ,..nﬂu.mmwum 1o
bu_ /0N "S3N[ZA Teqm 2] ‘sanfea 4319 5

1! P2 "13q) 0ORSUNY ST} PIAISS [9AOT 30T “MoT 3194 A1 3] OI $3AT]
~T1901 -103I3ID 3194 S3[01 o, *SSB3 Man STy d0] uﬁo.& 1 mn& _%m
-10d W_m_ wﬁ:uw:wu.uo, JiPSiJoareniod 2 pspaau monnjoas: ,EHWH._.UW
-E%ﬂm MWMQSQ&W. @u.d wmauﬂwww mmﬂu“ 2[PPMI 24, “g30003 S j2q ], .mm.o.m
W 2 'o1 s3rz diss03 wog SeA[esWaY] jo jrzrod

% 924 ASU, "W3] P39l 1,UOp A3} 250233q S[3A0T 3111m 3 G0D Siae -
-sead 120) 195194 TOf QLM 92.13% [ }USWYSLNOT 9413 0) E.u_..:mu mm-,.

_ PUZ 110U 212 YeU) S3UIY 350 pue [nf55n 252 323 Jsed o ot mmm%
* ., -- 73001 4nEepr 01180 £3M){pa.masqo swo 1oy
&ire> pmogs A2 72

,» 4 ‘9[doed
03 100Q® S[[31 1T "s20p [Us

. 2q 2420 121 32(01 3y
! 41, '0p 01 14300 S[3A00 AW J20M Inoqe Aflryare0 poe
U0] Jury) [ *21doad 1o 51105 [[e (im §ono) m 353 o) uﬁ.wacuw. ospe

%

f .
1361 /B])9 sTmoyT, TOSILIO THOY, (Il STCHRSISATOD 071

—

Tanz¢/ ' g 2Ll




Conversations with Toni Morrison Thomas LeClair/1981 : 123

Morrisen: Yes, I think I can do all sorts of writing, HoE&mm
virteoso pericrmances: -But what is hard for me ic {0 be simple, to

ANt

¢ man seeks his foriune; a pair of friends, omn.,
v inpocent vicim. We know Eommm:am of
‘hese i literature. 1 like 10 ust cff these clichés, dust off the N .
mwm%%mm H__mwm them mezn whatever they may wmﬁnﬁﬁwr MJMMMHW.
My cenuine criticism of most contemporary books is mmu . .w =
a..maw.m anything. Most of the books Eﬁ.ﬁ‘n zbout maﬁm mm
hooks 9& ean moﬁngmiﬁm.mm oE. ideas, old m_ﬁMm om& .

LeClair: Does this mean waorking ,.SE folklore an n% nm.c )

Morrison: ] think the myths are Emﬁ.ﬂuaﬂﬂoom now M e

re not tzlking to each other the way 1'was spoken to when I vz
ol <mzll town. You knew everything 1n that little
; 1 Jive where we were born. I had to .Hnm.,ﬁ my
- it was a sacrifice. There is a certain sense
of family I don’t have. So the M».Wﬁm mnﬁ.woﬂmmw WMWMMWJMM Mﬂu )

been looked at carefully. Let me give : ‘ing

WMM in Song of Solomon. If it means Hnﬁ..:m 8 moﬂwm ﬂm..mmw.mm%ﬁw%m ¥
want to take credit for that: But my meaning 1 spec aM M. w.ﬁ oy
black people who could fly. .H&.mﬁ was mZﬂB.,m part of ww w g
my life; mwﬁm was one of our gifts. I don't care woﬁw m-%\ : _mum
seem. It is everywhere—people used to Smw w,ao.ﬁ it, it’s Enm -
spirituals and gospels. Perhaps it was wishful thinking—escape,

+ 1t,is iznportant: & youn
2604, one bad; the periec

s have Em@_EmWM.&JﬁMmug complex people in them, mmuinl_Wlmp

the Janguage, really cleam i, One atiempts 1o slay a real dragon. You
don’t ever kill+it, buf you have to choose a job worth the doing. I
think I choose hard jobs for myself, and the opportunity to fail is
elways there. I want 2 residue of emotion in my fiction, and this
Imeans verging upon sentimentality, or being willing to Jet it happen
and then draw back from it. Also, stories seem so old-fashioned now.

But parrative remains the best way to learn anything, whether history

-

or theology, so I continue with narrative form. :

LeClair: In the kind of momom vou have described, isn’t there a
danger that it will be liked for'something it is not? Are you ever
worried about that? :

Morrison: No. The people who are not fastidious about reading
may find my fiction ““wonderful.” They are valuable to me because I
am never sure that what they find ““wonderful” in it isn’t really
what is valuable about it. I do hope to ) interest people who are very
fastidious about reading. What I'd really like to do is appeal to both
- af the'same time. Sometimes I feel that I do play to the galléry in
- Song of Solomon, for example, because I have to make the reader

A 7 ioht it mean? 1 ook 2t people he may not wish to look at. You don’t look at Pilate.
death, and all mn.mr But mﬁﬁWOwn w”ﬁﬁowmmn t. What migh fou don’t really look at a person like Cholly in The Bluest Eye. They
; tried to find out in Song of _.wnmn 4. Tar Baby, 1 use that old story % zare always backdrops, stage-props, not the main characters in their
i In En.doowm ve just noﬁmm _nu&bm it “pm ed to frighten me. The} w1 stories. In order to look at them in fiction, you have to hook the
because, despite Its %ﬁbﬁﬁoﬂﬂw st mu.« a white man to catcha - $=reader, strike a certain posture as narrator, achieve some intimacy.
mﬁwwﬁwmn.mﬂwmsmmw%wmumwﬂm%w name, like nigger, that white people nmuAH =5 LeClair: As an editor, you look for quality in other’s work. What
Wmow children, black girls, as I recall. Tar seemed to me to uMme M
: thing to be in 2 Western story, and I found that there is a tar a ﬁMﬂm‘r
; African mythology. I started thinking about tar. At o e useds =
P was a holy place, at least an important place, @ommﬁmm MMHHMmMQQ 2
to build things. It came naturally out of the earth; it he Em o h
things like Moses’s little boat and the pyramids. Foriuc, ther. The
came to mean the black woman s&c can hold things Smm.wmﬁ.m i
story was 2 point of departure to E.mﬁq and Eomwo@.. whiat it 2
mean by dusting off the myth, looking closely atit o see 2

might conceal. . . . . s Mt
wgm.ﬁ Do you think it’s risky to do this kind of wnting?®

growing up in 2 very
microcosm. Bul we aon
town to do my work here

O-FRucn s

—the saying of words, holding them on the tongue,

fimenting with them, playing with s a love, a passion

= .mmuoc“on is like a preacher’s’ to make you stand up out of your

fecat make you lose yourself and hear yourself. The worst of all i
.J..wmmﬂo things that could happen would be to lose that language. |

ELCTC are certain things I cannot say without recourse to my lan-

s terrible to think that a child with five different present

M Wy g LR e

s g
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6 . Conversations with Toni Morrison

“Who are these people?”’ Maybe it’s because now everybody seems
v10 be trvige 10 be “Hoht. temsmte e ez
¢ M\mewnm%MHMEm wmmm.b imporiant theme in Song of Solomon.
Wou] discuss its significance? .
%m“wwwwn Hmum,\ma knew the real cames of my mmgnw,m m&nnam. mEW
don’t. They used other names. A pert of that had to do with cultura]
orphenage, jart of it with the rejecton of the name given 1o Emﬁ.
unde; cicumstances not of their choosing. If you come mﬁcﬂ .nrmmmmu
vour name is gone. Jt is particular]y problematic .dn.mwcmn it is mot just
vour name but your family, your tribe. When you die, how can you
connect with your ancesters i you have lost your umBn@ That's &
huge psychological scar. The best thing you can do is take another
name which is yours because it refiects something about you or your
own choice. Most of the names in Song of Solomon are real, the
names of musicians for example. I used the biblical names to show
the impact of the Bible on the lives of black people, their awe of and
wnw\ww\mm.ﬁ%uﬁ iT coupled wiih thelr ability to disfort 1t mo.a their own
purposes. I also used some pre-Christian names to give the sense ofa
mixture of cosmologies. Milkman Dead has to learn the meaning oﬁ
_"his own name and the names of things. In African languages there is
"/ no word for yam, but there is a word for every variety of yam.
Each thing is separate and different; once you have .um.Boa it, you
have power. Milkman has to experience the elements. He goes into
the earth and later walks its surface. He twice enters water. And he -
flies in the air. When he walks the earth,.he feels a part of it, and that
is his coming of age, the beginning of his ability to connect with the..
past and perceive the world as alive. .

LeClair: You mentioned the importance of sound before. Your
work also seems to me to be strongly visual and concerned with
vision, with seeing. .

Morrison: There are times in my writing when I cannot move
ahead even though I know exactly what will happen in the plot and

g ——
— i

what the dialogue is because I don’t have the scene, the metaphor to

begin with. Once I can see the scene, it all happens. In Sula, Eva is
wiiting Tor her long lost husband to come back. She’s not sure .
how she’s going to feel, but when he leaves he toots the horn on his
pea-green Model-T Ford. It goes “‘ooogah, ooogah,’’ and Eva knows
she hates him. My editor said the car didn’t exist at the time, and I
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bad e Ict of trouble rewriting the scene because I had 10 have the
coler and the sound. Finally; I had 2 woman in 2 green dress laughing =

a big-city Hmmmw, an zlien sound in that small-town street, that stood
for the ““0oogah’’ I couldn’t use. In larger terms, I thought of Sula as

PR

a cracked mirror, fragments and pieces we have to see Emmmnua,g.a%
and put together. In Bluest Eye I used the primer story, with its
picture of 2 happy family, as a frame acknowledging the cuter civili-
zation. The primer with-white children was the way life was pre- |
sented to the black people. As the novel proceeded I wanted that __
primer version broken up and confused, which explains the typo- “,
graphical running together of the words. !
LeClair: Did your using the primer come out of the work you were
doing on textbooks? -
Morrison: No. I was thinking that nobody treated these people
seniously in literature and that ‘“these people” who were not treated
seriously were me. The intereSt in vision, in seeing, is a fact of black
Iife. As slaves and ex-slaves, black people were manageable and
findable, as no other slave society would be, because they were
black. So there is an enormous impact from the simple division of
color—mor¢ than sex, age, or anything else. The complaint is not

T ———

being seen for what one is. That is the reason why my hatred of

Wwhite people is justified and their hatred for me is not-There s a
fascinating book called Drylongso which collects The talk of black
people. They say a2lmost to a man that you never tell a white person
-~ the truth. He doesn’t want to hear it. Their conviction is they are
= < neither seen nor listened to. They also perceive themselves as mor-
%= ally superior people because they do see. This helps explain why the
= theme of the mask is so important in black literature and why I

= worked so heavily with it in Tar Baby.

=% LeClair: Who is doing work now that you respect?

=

2% Morrison: I don’t like to make lists because someone always gets
_u..‘..n.Hnm eut, but in general I think the South American novelists have the
...wnwﬂ of it now. My complaint about letters now would be the state of
criticism. It’s following post-modern fiction into self-consciousness,
‘talking about itself as though it were the work of art. Fine for the
= Critic, but not helpful for the writer. There wes a time when the great
= Poets were the great critics, when the artist was the critic. Now it
.u.wwnnﬂm that there are no encompassing minds, no great critical audi-
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© 326 Toni Morrison

away, finding, when desired, narrow passageways, hidden crossovers. It's no
accident that voler has a double meaning, that it plays on each of them and
thus throws off the agents of sense. It's no accident: women take after birds
and robbers just as robbers take after women and birds. They (illes) go by, fly
the coop, take pleasure in jumbling the order of space, in disorienting it, in
changing around the furniture, dislocating things and values, breaking them
all up, emptying structures, and turning propriety upside down.

What woman hasn'’t flown/stolen? Who hasn't felt, dreamt, performed the
gesture that jams sociality? Who hasn't crumbled, held up to ridicule, the bar
of separation? Who hasn't inscribed with her body the differential, punctured
the system of couples and opposition? Who, by some act of transgression,

_hasn’t overthrown successiveness, connection, the wall of circumfusion?

A feminine text cannot fail to be more than subversive. It is volcanic; as it
is written it brings about an upheaval of the old property crust, carrier of
masculine investments; there's no other way. There's no room for her if she’s
not a he. If she’s a her-she, it's in order to smash everything to shatter the
framework of institutions, to blow up the law, to break up the ‘truth’ with

laughter.

) sl e
w\/otl\ -4 Rootedness: The Ancestor as Foundation™

TONI MORRISON

village or the commitnity or about you, then it isn't about anything. I am not
in indulging mysell in some private exercise of my imagination . . . which

must be po

is to say yes, the work_

There is a conflict between public and private life, and it's a conflict that I
think ought to remain a conflict. Not a problem, just a conflict. Because they
are two modes of life that exist to exclude and annihilate each other. It's a
conflict that should be maintained now more than ever because the social
machinery of this country at this time doesn't permit harmony in a life that
has both aspects. I. am impressed with the story of—probably Jefferson.
perhaps not, who walked home alone after the presidential inauguration.
There must have been a time when an artist could be genuinely representa-
tive of the tribe and in it; when an artist could have a tribal or racial sensibility
and an individual expression of it. There were spaces and places in which a
single person could enter and behave as an individual within the context of

* Toni Morrison. 'Rootedness: The Ancestor as Foundatlon'. Black Women Writers (1950-1950)¢
A Critical Evaluation. ed. Mari Evans. Anchor Books, New York, 1984. pp. 339—45. i
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the community. A small remnant of that you can see sometimes in Black
churches where people shout. It is a very personal grief and a personal
statement done among people you trust. Done within the context of the
cornmunity, therefore sale. And while the shouter.is performing some rite that
is extremely subjective, the other people, are wml.ondﬁm as a community in
protecting that person. So you have a public and a private expression going
on at the same time. To transfer that is not possible. So I just do the obvious,
which is to keep my life as private as possible; not gmnmwcmm it is all that

interesting, it's just important that it be private. And then, whatever I do that
is public can be done seriously.

¥ >Emanmb or E_.o.m.sozomz

e characteristics of Black artistic mxuzam_om Ea

The label ‘novel’ is useful in technical terms because I write prose that is
longer than a short story. My sense of the novel is ‘that it has always

functioned for the class or the group that wrote x|_|~r| EmBQ of the novel

e e e

‘as a form began when there was a new class, a middle awmw , to .n.mmm 1it; it was

an art form that they needed. The lower « classes didn't need n novels at that time

conmsmm they had an art form already: 58\: had songs, mmml dances, and

n.ammmﬂb.a% and__gossip._and_celebrations. The mzmﬁonnm@ didn't need it
because they had the art that they had patronized, they had their own
pictures painted. their own houses built, and they made sure their art separated
them from the rest of the world. But when the industrial revolution began.
there emerged a new class of people who were neither peasants nor aristo-
crats. In large measure they had no art form to tell them how to behave in
this new situation. So they E.oaznma an art form: we call it the novel of

manners, an art form desi
ﬂ .Euma is, how to behave in this new world. Uoi to distinguish wmnﬁm:lﬁm

'\ What would happen il you m__Hm%nm from the fc moE mo that mmaw works such as
\Pamela, by Samuel Richardson, and the Jane Austen material provided social
_/ rules and explained behavior, identified outlaws, identified the people, habits,
/mn& customs that one should approve of. They were didactic in that sense.
That, I think, Is probably why the novel was not missed among the so-called
peasant cultures. They didn't need it. because they were clear about what

AarnAd rerhara arne cand
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worlds together at the same time was enhancing, not limiting. And some of
those things were ‘discredited knowledge' that Black people had; discredited
only because Black people were discredited therefore what they knew was
‘discredited’. And also because the press toward upward social mobility would.

mean to get as far away from that kind of knowledge as possible. That kind
of knowledge has a very strong place in my work.

I have talked about function in that other question, and I touched a little bit
on some of the other characteristics [or distinctive elements of African-
American writing], one of which was gral quality, and the v%ﬁbﬁ%
reader and the chorus. The only thing that I would add for this question is  the

?ﬂ.wmmm mhmmrmmnmmmon:mmnamnoua Eﬂmnomnum8m<m_cmnmw~mow_=mnm38
on what the writer does with the presence of an ancestor. Which is to say a
grandfather as in Ralph Ellison, or a grandmother as in Toni Cade Bambara,

or a healer as in Bambara or Henry Dumas. .@m%%

And these ancestors are not just mmnmn.%msmon of timeless mebb._m

whose relationships to the characters are benevolent. mbmgnmﬁ.. and protec-
tive,-and they provide a certain kind of wisdom. .

How the Black writer responds to that presence interests me. Some of them,
such as Richard Wright, had great difficulty with that ancestor. Some of
them, like James Baldwin, were confounded and disturbed by the presence or
absence of an ancestor. What struck me in looking at some contemporary
fiction was that whether the novel took place in the city or in the country, the
presénce or absence of that figure determined the success or the happiness of
the character. It was the absence of an ancestor that was frightening, that
was threatening, and it caused huge destruction and disarray in the work
itself. That the solace comes, not from the contemplation of serene nature as
in a lot of mainstream white literature, nor from the regard in which the city
was held as a kind of corrupt place to be. Whether the character was in
Harlem or Arkansas, the point was there, this timelessness was there, this
person ‘who represented this ancestor. And it seemed to be one of those
interesting aspects of the continuum in Black or African-American art, as well
as some of the things [ mentioned before: the deliberate effort, on the part of
the artist, to get a visceral, emotional response as well as an intellectual
response as he or she communicates with the audience.

.Eom artists by the people for whom they speak is also of some

interest. That is to say, when the-writer is onie-of them. when the VOICETs not ™

, isolated ivory tower voice- ind_of person but
an im 1w.rr.|.~mm parration. This is disturbing to people and critics who
view the artist as the supreme individual. It is disturbing because there is a
notion that that's what the agtist is—always in confrontation with his own
society, and you can see the differences in the way in which literature is
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interpreted. Whether or not Sula is nourished by that <Emmm depends on your
view of it. I know people who believe that she was destroyed by it. My own
special view is that there was no other place where she could live. She would
have been destroyed by any other place; she was permitted to ‘be’ only in that
context, and no one stoned her or killed her or threw her out. Also it's difficult
to see who the winners are if you are not looking at it from that point of view.
When the hero returns to the fold—returns to the tribe—it is seen by certain
white critics as a defeat, by others as a triumph. and that is a difference in

what the aims of the art are.

i mon Pilate is the ancestor. The difficulty that Hagar [youngest
of the trio of women in that househol ] has is how fag removed she is from
the experience of her ancestor. Pilate had a dozen years of close, nurturing
relationships with two males—her father and her brother. And that intimacy

- and support was in her and made her ferce and loving because she had that
experience. Her daughter Reba had less of that and related to men in a very
shallow way. Her daughter had even less of an association with men as a
child, so that the progression is really a diminishing of their abilities because
of the absence of men in a nourishing way in their lives. Pilate is the apogee
of all that: of the best of that which is female and the best of that which is
male, and that balance is disturbed if it is not nurtured, and if itis not counted
on and if it is not reproduced. That is the disability we must be on guard
against for the future—the female who reproduces the female who reproduces
the female. You know there are a lot of people who talk about the position that
men hold as of primary importance, but ac itisi t keep in touch

ith tl tor that in fact]
The point of the books is that it is-our job. When you kill the ancestor you
M_.b.c yourself. I want to point out the dangess: ow that nsce things dom

—&foays happen to the totally self-reliant if there is no consdous historical

+/ connection. To say, see—this is what will happen.

I don't have much to say about that [the necessity to mwmm_om a specific Black
odel of critical inquiry] except that I think there is more danger in
t, because any model of criticism or evaluation that excludes males
s hampered as any model of criticism of Black Eterature that
excludes women from it. For critics, models have some functios. They like to
talk in terms of models and developments and so on, so maybe:#'s of some use
but I suggest that even for them there is some dansger in it.

feminist m
it than frui
from it is a

ta them.

(or whatever [ wi<) isn't about
then it is not abewot anything. [

the village or the community or about you.
rivate, closed! evercise of my
u i

\ If anything [ do, in the way of writing novels
am not interested in indulging myself in some p
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