Alice Walker

In Scarch of Our
Motllcrs’ (Fardens

WOMANIST PROSE

A HHARVEST BOOK
HARCOURT, INC.

Orlando  Austin  New York  San Dicgo  Toronto London




Saving the Life That Is Your Own:
The Importance of Models
in the Artist's Life

There is a letter Vincent Van Gogh wrote to Emile Bernard that
is very meaningful to me. A year before he wrote the letter, Van
Gogh had had a fight with his domineering friend Gauguin, left
his company, and cut off, in desperation and anguish, his own
ear. The letter was written in Saint-Remy, in the South of
France, from a mental institution to which Van Gogh had
voluntarily committed himself.

I imagine Van Gogh sitting at a rough desk too sm;xll for
him, looking out at the lovely Southern light, and occasionally
glancing critically next to him at his own painting§ of the land-
scape he loved so much. The date of the letter 15 December
1889. Van Gogh wrote:

and however cumber-

inting may be,
However hateful painting anyone who has chosen

some in the times we arc living in, if
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this handicraft pursucs it zealously, he is a man of duty,
is

sound and fa;(thfg:;r existence wretchedly difficult at time,
Socicty makes nd the imperfection of our wor

- ea
hence olur r:;[;?fti:ﬁ suffering under an absolute lack of

mogle:s;m the other hand, there are beautiful spots here, |
u

have iust done five size 30 €anvasses, olive trees. And the

r:z:lsorlx I am staying on here is that my health is improving
t deal. ‘

’ %Siat I am doing is hard, dry, but that is because I am

trying to gather new strength by doing some rough work
and I'm afraid abstractions would make me soft.

Six months later, Van Gogh—whose health was “improy-
ing a great deal”—committed suicide. He had sold one painting
during his lifetime. Three times was his work noticed in the
press. But these are just details.

The real Vincent Van Gogh is the man who has “just done
five size 30 canvasses, olive trees.” To me, in context, one of the
most moving and revealing descriptions of how a real artist
thinks. And the knowledge that when he spoke of “suffering
under an absolute lack of models” he spoke of that lack in terms

Of both.the intensity of his commitment and the quality and
Smgu'llz;l}r]xty of his work, which was frequently ridiculed in his day.
ing of p:;‘z::ﬂcf of models, ip literature as in life, to say noth-
because mod lg’ 1an occupational hazard for the artist, simply
¢ In art, in behavior, in growth of spirit and intel-

lect—even if re;
re]eCted“enriC ' e 1S~
tence. Deadljer still, t h and enlarge one’s view of exis

of Tidicule, the brin ii)] the artist who lacks models, is the curse
Cially his or her moit et bear on an artist’s best work, espe-
fund of ignorance original, most strikingly deviant, only 2

and the p feSumption that, as an artist’s critic,




Saving the Life That Is Your Own

one’s judgment is free of the restrictions imposed by prejudice,

and is well informed, indeed, about all the art in the world that
really matters.

What is always needed in the appreciation of art, or life,
is the larger perspective. Connections made, or at least at-
tempted, where none existed before, the straining to encompass
in one’s glance at the varied world the common thread, the
unifying theme through immense diversity, a fearlessness of
growth, of search, of looking, that enlarges the private and the
public world. And yet, in our particular society, it is the nar-
rowed and narrowing view of life that often wins.

Recently, I read at a college and was asked by one of the
audience what I considered the major difference between the
literature written by black and by white Americans. I had not
spent a lot of time considering this question, since it is not the
difference between them that interests me, but, rather, the way
black writers and white writers seem to me to be writing one
immense story—the same story, for the most part—with differ-
ent parts of this immense story coming from a multitude of
different perspectives. Until this is generally recognized, litera-
ture will always be broken into bits, black and white, and there
will always be questions, wanting neat answers, such as this.

Still, I answered that I thought, for the most part, white
American writers tended to end their books and their characters’
lives as if there were no better existence for which to struggle.

The gloom of defeat is thick. . '
By comparison, black writers scem always. 1m:o]ved in a
moral and/or physical struggle, the result of which is expected
to be some kind of larger freedom. Perhaps this is because our
literary tradition is based on the slave narratives, where escape
for the body and freedom for the soul went together, or pe'rhaps
this is because black people have never felt themselves guilty of

global, cosmic sins.
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‘ up in every case, of course,
This companon do{ﬁ n}?;llc]lolll?) art) all. I am not a gatherer
and perhaps does not really ader, and this has been my impres.
of statistics, only a cunou; (r;ks b;/ black and white writer.
sion ff;(}),?r ;igm}?o$:3e};' two books by American.women that
llustrate what I am talking about: T?ze Awakening, by Kate
Chopin, and Their Eyes Were Watching God, by Zora Neale
Hurs'tl?}?é plight of Mme Pontellier is quite similar tq that of
Janie Crawford. Each woman is married to a dull, society-con-
scious husband and living in a dull, propriety-conscious commuy-
nity. Each woman desires a life of her own and a man who loves
her and makes her feel alive. Each woman finds such a man.
Mme Pontellier, overcome by the strictures of society and
the existence of her children (along with the cowardice of her
lover), kills herself rather than defy the one and abandon the
other. Janie Crawford, on the other hand, refyses to allow soci-

which would

€nce thap ¢
towa,d

ave urge .
comfort oward freedom and experi

nty, but was directed instead
thought mOSt S Y maln]y white ma]e wn'ters who

m .
or hadp't volunteeft:lv;g:th]iesst it th]fy didn’t enjoy bullfighting
€ trenches i, World War 1.
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Saving the Life That Is Your Own

Loving both these books, knowing each to be indispensable
to my own growth, my own life, I choose the model, the exam-
ple, of Janie Crawford. And yet this book, as necessary to me and
to other women as air and water, is again out of print.* But I
have distilled as much as I could of its wisdom in this poem
about its heroine, Janie Crawford:

I love the way Janie Crawford

left her husbands

the one who wanted to change her
into a mule

and the other who tried to interest her
in being a queen.

A woman, unless she submits,

is neither a mule

nor a queen

though like a mule she may suffer
and like a queen pace the floor.

It has been said that someone asked Toni Morrison why she
writes the kind of books she writes, and that she replied: Because
they are the kind of books I want to read.

This remains my favorite reply to that kind of question. As
if anyone reading the magnificent, mysterious Sula or the grim,
poetic The Bluest Eye would require more of a reason for their
existence than for the brooding, haunting Wuthering Heights,
for example, or the melancholy, triumphant Jane Eyre. (I am not
speaking here of the most famous short line of that book,
“Reader, 1 married him,” as the triumph, but, rather, of the
triumph of Jane Eyre’s control over her own sense of morality

*Reissued by the University of lllinois Press, 1979
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* stout will, which are but reflections of her creator’s

and her ow '
o doubt wished to write the sort of bock

Charlotte Bronté, whon

she wished to read.)
Flannery O’Connor has written that more and more the

serious novelist will write, not what other people Wéﬁt and
certainly not what other people expect, but whatever interests
her or him. And that the direction taken, therefore, will be away
from sociology, away from the “writing of explanation,” of statis-
tics, and further into mystery, into poetry, and into prophecy.
1 believe this is true, fortunately true; especially for “Third
World Writers”; Morrison, Marquez, Ahmadi, Camara Lave
make good examples. And not only do I believe it is true for
serious writers in general, but I believe, as firmly as did O’Con-
nor, that this is our only hope—in a culture so in love with flash,
with trendiness, with superficiality, as ours—of acquiring a sense
of essence, of timelessness, and of vision. Therefore, to write the

- books one wants to read is both to point the direction of vision
and, at the same time, to follow it.

When Toni Morrison said she writes the kind of books she
f”ants‘to read, she was acknowledging the fact that in a society
n W}"C'h “'aCCCpted literature” is so often sexist and racist and
;’}t}‘c’“’lie irrclevant or offensive to so many lives, she must do
at'fc:girngoi:‘;i-ishe] must be her own model as well as the artist
to say, hc’rsc]f, g learning from, realizing the model, which is
carlllilttcz}l’;:)ltjllcijtc?; i(gzn”;?fmb(frﬁd that, as 2 blac.k person, On°
No matter how much y Wt .a Jane Eyre, or with }}er cr-eator,
allows history to i -On" admires them. And certainly, if on¢
cringe at the t}lourximﬁ on onc’s reading pleasure, one must
from Wautherin ]% p of how Heathcliff, in the New World far

8 Heights, amassed his Cathy-dazzling fortune.)



Saving the Life That Is Your Own

I have often been asked why, in my own life and work, I have
felt such a desperate need to know and assimilate the experi-
ences of carlier black women writers, most of them unheard of

by you and by me, until quite recently; why I felt a need to study
them and to teach them.

I don’t recall the exact moment I set out to explore the
works of black women, mainly those in the past, and certainly,
in the beginning, I had no desire to teach them. Teaching being
for me, at that time, less rewarding than star-gazing on a frigid
night. My discovery of them—most of them out of print, aban-
doned, discredited, maligned, nearly lost—came about, as many
things of value do, almost by accident. As it turned out—and
this should not have surprised me—I found I was in need of
something that only one of them could provide.

Mindful that throughout my four years at a prestigious
black and then a prestigious white college I had heard not one
word about early black women writers, one of my first tasks was
simply to determine whether they had existed. After this, I could
breathe easier, with more assurance about the profession I my-
self had chosen.

But the incident that started my search began several years
ago: I sat down at my desk one day, in a room of my own, with
key and lock, and began preparations for a story about voodoo,
a subject that had always fascinated me. Many of the elements
of this story I had gathered from a story my mother several times
told me. She had gone, during the Depression, into town to
apply for some government surplus food at the local commissary,
and had been turned down, in a particularly humiliating way, by
the white woman in charge. .

My mother always told this story with a most curious ex-
pression on her face. She automatically raised her head hngher
than ever—it was always high—and there was a look of ngb'
teousness, a kind of holy heat coming from her eyes. She said

9
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she had lived to sce this same white woman grow old 3f.ld senile
and so badly crippled she had to get about on two St‘d‘f-

To her, this was clearly the working of God, wbo, asin th’e
old spiritual, “. . . may not come when you want him, but be s
right on time!” To me, hearing the story for ab(.m.t.t.he fftieth
time, something else was discernible: the possibilities of the

r fiction.
Story’\{/%at, I asked myself, would have happened if, after the
crippled old lady died, it was discovered that someone, my
mother perhaps (who would have been mortified at the thought,
Christian that she is), had voodooed her?

Then, my thoughts sweeping me away into the world of
hexes and conjurings of centuries past, I wondered how a larger
story could be created out of my mother’s story; one that would
be true to the magnitude of her humiliation and grief, and to
the white woman’s lack of sensitivity and compassion.

My third quandary was: How could I find out all I needed

to know in order to write g story that used guthentic black
witchcraft?

Which brings me back

interested in black women
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century, “madness” of this sort was cured not by psychiatry but
by powders and by spells. (One can see Scott Joplin’s Treemoni-
sha to understand the role voodoo played among black people
of that period.) My aunt’s madness was treated by the commu-
nity conjurer, who promised, and delivered, the desired results.
His treatment was a bag of white powder, bought for fifty cents,
and sprinkled on the ground around her house, with some of it
sewed, I believe, into the bodice of her nightgown.

So when I sat down to write my story about voodoo, my
crazy Walker aunt was definitely on my mind.

But she had experienced her temporary craziness so long
ago that her story had all the excitement of a might-have-been.
I needed, instead of family memories, some hard facts about the
craft of voodoo, as practiced by Southern blacks in the nine-
teenth century. (It never once, fortunately, occurred to me that
voodoo was not worthy of the interest I had in it, or was too
ridiculous to study seriously.)

I began reading all I could find on the subject of “The
Negro and His Folkways and Superstitions.” There were Botkin
and Puckett and others, all white, most racist. How was I to
believe anything they wrote, since at least one of them, Puckett,
was capable of wondering, in his book, if “The Negro” had a

large enough brain?

Well, I thought, where are the black collectors of folklore?
Where is the black anthropologist? Where is the black person
who took the time to travel the back roads of the South and
collect the information I need: how to cure heart trouble, treat
dropsy, hex somebody to death, lock bowels, cause joints to
swell, eyes to fall out, and so on. Where was this black person?

And that is when I first saw, in a footnote to the white
voices of authority, the name Zora Neale Hurston.

Folklorist, novelist, anthropologist, serious student of voo-
doo, also all-around black woman, with guts enough to take a
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slide rule and measure random black heads in Harlem; .not‘ to
prove their inferiority, but to prove that whatever their size,
shape, or present condition of servitude, those heads contained
all the intelligence anyone could use to get through this world,

Zora Hurston, who went to Barnard to learn how to study
what she really wanted to learn: the ways of her own pecople, and
what ancient rituals, customs, and beliefs had made them
unique.

Zora, of the sandy-colored hair and the daredevil eyes,

who escaped poverty and parental neglect by
sharp eye for the main chance,

Zora, who left the South onl

a girl
hard work and 2

y to return to look at it again.
Who went to root doctors from Florida to Louisiana and said,
“Here I am. I want to learn your trade.”

Zora, who had collected all the black folklore I could ever

That Zorq.

And having found that Zora
house of varied treasure)

What I had discove

use.

(like a golden key to a store-
» I was hooked.
red, of course, was a model. A model,
vided more than voodoo for my story,
catest novels America had produced—
th?“gh’ being America, it did not realize this. She had provided,
as if she knew someday I woyld come along wandering in the
;’;ldemegs' anearly complete recorq of her life. And though her
. _ SProuted an occagjong] wart, I am eternally grateful for that
life, warts and all, ’

It 'S not irrelevant, noy it bragging (except perhaps to
gloat a little op the happy relatedness of Zora, my mother, and

he story I wrote, called “The Re-
Kemhuff,” hased on my mother’s experiences
$sion, and on Zora Hurston’s folklore collec-
5, and on my own response to both out of a

venge of Hanpgy,

d.uring the Depre
tion of the 1920
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contemporary existence, was immediately published and was
later sclected, by a reputable collector of short stories, as one of
the Best Short Stories of 1974.

[ mention it because this story might never have been
written, because the very bases of its structure, authentic black
folklore, viewed from a black perspective, might have been lost.

Had it been lost, my mother’s story would have had no
historical underpinning, none I could trust, anyway. I would not
have written the story, which I enjoyed writing as much as I've
enjoyed writing anything in my life, had I not known that Zora
had already done a thorough job of preparing the ground over
which I was then moving.

In that story I gathered up the historical and psychological
threads of the life my ancestors lived, and in the writing of it
I felt joy and strength and my own continuity. I had that won-
derful feeling writers get sometimes, not very often, of being
with a great many people, ancient spirits, all very happy to see
me consulting and acknowledging them, and eager to let me
know, through the joy of their presence, that, indeed, 1 am not
alone.

To take Toni Morrison’s statement further, if that is possi-
ble, in my own work I write not only what I want to read—
understanding fully and indelibly that if I don’t do it no one else
is so vitally interested, or capable of doing it to my satisfaction
—1 write all the things I should have been able to read. Consult-
ing, as belatedly discovered models, those writers—most of
whom, not surprisingly, are women—who understood that their
experience as ordinary human beings was also valuable, and in
danger of being misrepresented, distorted, or lost:

Zora Hurston—novelist, essayist, anthropologist, auto-
biographer;

Jean Toomer—novelist, poct, philosopher, visionary, 3 man
who cared what women felt;

13
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Colette—whose crinkly hair enhances her' French, part-
black face; novelist, playwright, dancer, essayist, newspaper-
woman, lover of women, men, small dogs; fortunate not to haye
been born in America;

Anais Nin—recorder of everything, no matter how minute;

Tillie Olson—a writer of such generosity and honesty, she

literally saves lives;
Virginia Woolf—who has saved so many of us.

It is, in the end, the saving of lives that we writers are
about. Whether we are “minority” writers or “majority.” It is
simply in our power to do this.

We do it because we care. We care that Vincent Van
Gogh mutilated his ear. We care that behind a pile of manure
in the yard he destroyed his life. We care that Scott Joplin’s
music lives/ We care because we know this: the life we save is
our own.

1976
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