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ABSTRACT

REDEFINING RESISTANCE: SELF, FAMILY, AND COMMUNITY IN THE LATER
FICTION OF JAMES BALDWIN

By

Lynn Orilla (Wasserman) Scott

Critics have argued that the political pressures James Baldwin faced
as a spokesperson for the Civil Rights movement resulted in his
"decline" as an artist-- either because he fell victim to his own anger,
oxr because he "capitulated" to the criticism of black militants. Yet,
an analysis of Baldwin’s reception reveals that homophobia and political
quarrels with the direction of Baldwin’s later writing underlie many of
the claims that his work failed as "art." Form and content in
Tell Me How lLong the Train’s Been Gone, If Beale Street Could Talk, and
Jugt Above My Head work together to re-tell and revise the

autobiograhical story at the root of all of Baldwin’s writing. The
forthright portraits of black homosexual relationships in two of these
novels played a larger role in the neglect of this work than has
generally been acknowledged.

Baldwin’s last three novels are read intertexually and contextually.
They demonstrate Baldwin’s interest in reinterpreting and passing on
sources of resistance in African American culture to a younger
generation. Self, family, and community are represented as potential
gsites of resistance against racism and homophobia. Tell Me How Long the
Train’s Been Gope revises the representation of self in earlier black
autobiography and fiction (including comparisons with Douglass, Wright,
Ellison and Baldwin’s first novel). The changing politics and racial
discourse of the 1960's are the context for Baldwin’s revised

representation of the the black family and of the "protest novel" in If
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Bea o Talk. In Just Above My Head African American music

is a changing "vocabulary" of resistance providing a model for complex,
autobiographical narrative voices that are ventriloquial and
improvisational. The representation of black music as personal
expression which provides access to cultural memory, and to a subjugated
history, effects an understanding of resistance as the crossing of
dichotomies between sacred and secular, between politics and art,

between public and private, and between self and other.
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INTRODUCTION

This dissertation re-evaluates James Baldwin'’s late fiction,
specifically Tell Me How Long the Train'’s Been Gone, If Beale Street

Could Talk, and Just Above My Head. It argues that these novels are
vital to an understanding of Baldwin’s accomplishment as an American
writer and cultural critic by challenging the current critical consensus
that values Baldwin’s early essays and fiction, but dismisses his work
after the mid-sixties as "unsuccessful" at best or "propaganda" at
worst. To these novels Baldwin brings the experiences of his adult life
including his role as witness and activist in the Civil Rights movement
and his experience as a writer and international celebrity living
abroad, commuting between the "old world" and the new one. He also
brings the experiences of his private life, including his homosexuality
and his strong sense of familial responsibility and loyalty as the
eldest son of a large, close-knit African American family.

The last three novels complete-- in innovative and complex ways-- the
cultural work of revising and resisting American identity that Baldwin
set out to accomplish early in his career. These novels continue to
interrogate the way racial and sexual categories not only divide the
American landscape, but divide and terrorize the "self." However, these
final novels are more than an anatomy of the problem. They explore
sources of personal and cultural resistance to the pressures of a
deforming context. Self, family and community become contested sites in
the struggle against racism and homophobia. Open ended fictions that
balance hope and sorrow, these novels portray characters who are
complexly situated as both subjects and agents of their stories. The

characters, narrative strategies, and themes in Baldwin’s fiction
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consistently critique the process of self-knowledge that results in
"identity." In place of the boundaries of identity (be they national,
racial, or sexual) Baldwin poses the possibility of an intersubjectivity

where each self recognizes it contains and is contained by other(s).

When James Baldwin died in 1987, five thousand people attended his
funeral at the Cathedral of St. John the Divine in Harlem. The people
came to celebrate his life and to mourn his passing because he had
changed their lives; he was "quite possibly for his times their most
essential interpreter . . . the last survivor . . . of those few
powerful moral articulators who could effectively lecture the society,
among the very few whom we could quote almost daily as scripture of
social consciousness" (Taylor, 30, 37). A substantial number of leading
American writers, intellectuals, and musicians came to pay tribute to
Baldwin. Maya Angelou, Toni Morrison, and Amiri Baraka each gave
eulogies and many more wrote tributes to Baldwin’s life and work that
were published in newspapers around the world, some later in Quincy
Troupe’s James Baldwin: The Legacy and other venues. In her funeral
address Toni Morrison said that Baldwin, like the Magi, had given her
three gifts: a language to dwell in, courage to transform the distances
between people into intimacy, and the tenderness of vulnerability.

No one possessed or inhabited language for me the way you did. You

made American English honest--genuinely international. You exposed

its secrets and reshaped it until it was truly modern dialogic,
representative, humane. You stripped it of ease and false comfort
and fake innocence and evasion and hypocrisy. And in place of
deviousness was clarity. In place of soft plump lies was a lean,
targeted power. In place of intellectual disingenuousness and what
you called "exasperating egocentricity," you gave us undecorated
truth. You replaced lumbering platitudes with an upright elegance.

You went into that forbidden territory and decolonized it, "robbed it

of the jewel of its naivete," and un-gated it for black people so

that in your wake we could enter it, occupy it, restructure it in
order to accommodate our complicated passion--not our vanities but
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our intricate, difficult, demanding beauty, our tragic, insistent

knowledge, our lived reality, our sleek classical imagination-- all

the while refusing "to be defined by a language that has never been
able to recognize [us]." In your hands language was handsome again.

In your hands we saw how it was meant to be: neither bloodless nor

bloody, and yet alive. ("Life in His Language," 76)

Baldwin'’'s funeral was a dramatic testament of his influence as a
writer, thinker, friend, and social activist for the generation that
followed him.

However, this funeral service, especially in its omissions, suggests
the difficulties of interpreting Baldwin’s legacy. Writing for the Gay
Community News Barbara Smith said: "Although Baldwin'’s funeral
completely reinforced our Blackness, it tragically rendered his and our
homosexuality completely invisible. In those two hours of remembrance
and praise, not a syllable was breathed that this wonderful brother,
this writer, this warrior, was also gay, that his being gay was indeed
integral to his magnificence" (10). Baldwin wrote against an ideology
that placed homosexuality in opposition to blackness (an ideology that
equated homosexuality with white oppression and regarded it as evidence
of internalized self-hatred). Yet, interpretations of Baldwin’s work
that stress his contribution to representing black experience quite
often ignore or deny the importance of his homosexual themes and the
homosexuality of his subjects as if it were not possible to read his
texts as expressions of both black and homosexual experience.

Baldwin also wrote against an ideology that reified racial
categories, insisting that "white" and "black" were inventions that
oppressed blacks but also imprisoned whites in a false innocence that
denied them self-knowledge. The only speaker at Baldwin’s funeral who

was not an African American was the French ambassador. Clyde Taylor

found the irony inescapable; "Jimmy, like so many black artists, had
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been more fully honored and respected abroad than by his own society.
France had given him its highest tribute, the Legion of Honor. By
contrast, what had American society done?" (33-34). Perhaps the absence
of an official honor from a representative of the American government
was, finally, a testament to Baldwin’s willingness to sharply criticize
American institutions, and to his determination to be among the true
poets who are "disturbers of the peace." Yet, the absence of any
American speaker of European descent is striking given Baldwin’s many
white American friends and associates and the considerable impact
Baldwin’s writing had on the ways white Americans as well as black
Americans think about race and sexuality.

Baldwin wrote that as a young man he left America in order to
"prevent myself from becoming merely a Negro; or, even merely a Negro
writer. I wanted to find out in what way the specialness of my
experience could be made to connect me with other people instead of
dividing me from them" (Nobody Knows My Name, 17). Later Baldwin would
come to accept, even embrace, the designation of black writer and the
enormous responsibility that went with it as part of the historical
contingency within which he lived and worked. However, Baldwin never
stopped exploring the "specialness" of his experience as it connected
him to others. As an American, an African American, and a homosexual,
Baldwin sought to provide a witness to overlapping, but frequently
incompatible experiences and communities. The challenge for writers who
interpret his legacy is to find a language that doesn’t reduce the
complexity of Baldwin’s art and vision. As Toni Morrison said in her
funeral address: "The difficulty is your life refuses summation-- it

always did--" (75).



At first glance it would seem that James Baldwin’'s life and work have
received considerable attention. To date there have been six biographies
of Baldwin (two of which are for young readers) ;1 seven book length
studies of Baldwin’s work (two by European critics) ;2 six collections of
critical essays and two collections of tributes published shortly after

Baldwin’s death.3 Fred and Nancy Standley’s James Baldwin: A Reference

Guide provides an annotated bibliography of writings about James Baldwin
from 1946-1978, clearly documenting that Baldwin’s work was widely
reviewed and discussed. However, of the full-length studies only Carolyn
Sylvander’'s discusses all of Baldwin’s novels and her book is primarily
a reader’'s guide. Horace Porter’s Stealing the Fire (1989) explores the
influence of Henry James, Harriet Beecher Stowe, and Richard Wright on
Baldwin'’s early essays and fiction, dismissing Baldwin’s work after The
Fire Next Time as unsuccessful. Porter’s book is the most recent of the

full length studies, and yet it is almost ten years old. Trudier

Harris’ Black Women in the Fiction of James Baldwin (1985) provides

close readings of If Beale Street Could Talk and Just Above My Head, but
omits any discussion of Tell Me How Long the Train’s Been Gone since it

has no major black women characters. Macebuh’s, Moller’s, and Pratt'’s
studies were written prior to the publication of Baldwin’s last novel or
novels. Much less has been written on Baldwin’s last three novels than
on Go Tell It On the Mountain, Giovanni’s Room, or Another Country.
Except for a few reprinted reviews and essays in collections edited by
O’'Daniel and Standley, the critical collections have emphasized
Baldwin’s earlier work.

In her introduction to Wom haracters in the Ficti f Jame
Baldwin Trudier Harris wrote that she was "surprised to discover that a

writer of Baldwin’s reputation evoked such vague memories from
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individuals in the scholarly community" (3) and found it "discouraging
. that one of America’s best-known writers, and certainly one of its
best-known black writers, has not attained a more substantial place in
the scholarship on Afro-American writers" (4). Although there was
renewed interest in Baldwin’s life and work in the late eighties
following his death (as evidenced by the publication of two biographies,
Quincy Troupe'’s Legacy, the published proceedings of a conference at the
University of Massachusetts at Amherst, and the film The Price of the
Ticket), the quantity of scholarship on Baldwin’s writing has
significantly lagged behind that of other well-known African American
writers, such as Richard Wright, Ralph Ellison, or Toni Morrison.
Moreover, Baldwin studies have not benefitted from the presence of
African American theory and scholarship in the academy. Craig Werner
pointed out the extent to which Baldwin has been ignored:
To be sure, Baldwin’s name is occasionally invoked, generally as
part of a trinity including Richard Wright and Ralph Ellison. But
his work, much less his vision, is rarely discussed, even within the

field of Afro-American Studies. Baldwin is conspicuous by his absence
from recent (and valuable) books on cultural theory (Henry Louis

Gates’ The Signifyipg Monkey, Robert Stepto’s From Behind the Veil,
Houston Baker's Blues, Ideology, and Afro-American Literature: A
Vernacular Theory); intellectual history (Sterling Stuckey’s Slave
: Nati T he Foundations of Black America,
Harold Cruse’s Plur B E : Bla Minoriti in America'’'s
Plural Society); literary criticism (Keith Byerman’'s Fingering the

Jagged g;g;g Tradition and Form in Recent Black Flctlon, John
Callahan’s he African-Ameri

Twentieth- Centugx Black Fiction); and perlod hlstory (David Garrow'’s
Bearing the Cross, Doug McAdam’'s Freedom Summer). There are to be

sure occasional exceptions, mostly ([sic] notably Michael Cooke'’s

A;;o American L;teratgre in the Twentieth Centu;x and Melvin Dixon's

Oou wild : G Identi fro-
Literature. Still, glven Baldwin’s central 1mportance to the

development of issues raised in all of the above work, the general
silence suggests that the larger changes of intellectual fashion have
influenced the internal dynamics of discourse on Afro-American
culture. ("James Baldwin: Politics and the Gospel Impulse," 107).
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Werner attributes Baldwin'’s marginalization in the academy to the
dominance of a post-structuralist critique which "resurrected an iromic
sensibility that renders Baldwin’s moral seriousness and his political
activism nearly incomprehensible to literary intellectuals" (107).

While Baldwin'’s "concern with salvation" may have made him
unfashionable, it is ironic that post-structuralism with its critique of
"jidentity" hasn’'t engendered a greater interest in Baldwin’'s work, given
its incisive critique of racial and sexual categories in the formation
of American identity. Eric Savoy has pointed out the limitation of a
great deal of criticism that argues that Baldwin’s main theme is "a
search for identity." The direction of Baldwin’'s work is not toward the
attainment of identity, rather toward knowledge of self "as implicated,
situated subject, but simultaneously as "other" and therefore as
resisting agent" (3). Baldwin’s neglect by the academy may be explained
by the dominance of an intellectual sensibility that rendered political
activism and moral seriousness incomprehensible, as Werner claims.
However, Baldwin'’'s marginalization is also partly due to the pressures
of canonizing black literature by defining a black difference.

Baldwin’s critique of racial representation-- what Savoy has called his
"double resistance" to both white, middle class, heterosexual America
and to the ways in which other black writers (especially Richard

Wright) and gay writers (Andre Gide) brought their otherness to text--

puts Baldwin at odds with at least some theories of black difference.

In Houston Baker'’'s influential Blues, Ideoloqy, and Afro-American
Literature: A Vernacular Theory, as well as in his earlier book The
: es i k Li d iticism, Baldwin is not

exactly ignored. He becomes the "other" in Baker's attempt to canonize

Richard Wright as the writer whose work best reveals a distinctive and
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resistant African American discourse. Baker defends Wright from the
negative critique of Native Son and of "protest fiction" in Baldwin'’'s
"Everybody’s Protest Novel" and "Many Thousands Gone." According to
Baker, Baldwin'’s criticism of Wright is based on a bourgeois aesthetic
in which the artist is perceived to be above or separate from society
(Blues, Ideology, 140-142). While Baker’s deconstruction of the binary
"art" vs. "protest" is useful in revealing the political motivation of
1950’8 "aesthetic" criticism, he reinstates the binary by portraying
Wright as the black writer with a political consciousness and Baldwin as
the writer who advocates "a theology of art," whose writing is "poetic,
analytical, asocial" (Journey Back, 60-1). However, Baldwin’s criticism
of Native Son was as much politically motivated as it was aesthetically
motivated. His argument with Wright turned less on artistic flaws in
the depiction of Bigger Thomas than on a racist representation of the
black male in which Baldwin believed the novel to be implicated.

One of the central problems of Baldwin'’s reception is the way in
which arguments over "art" and "politics" have misrepresented and
marginalized his work. Houston Baker’s characterization of the
difference between Wright and Baldwin mirrors and reverses the response
of those New Critics who embraced Baldwin’s criticism of Wright and read
Baldwin’s first novel as a vindication of their literary values which
emphasized formal structures over social criticism. Yet, as Horace

Porter, Craig Werner, and others have argued, Baldwin’s early work,

including Go Tell It On the Mountain, was not apolitical. "Just as the
original readers of Native Son simplified the work to accommodate their

ideology, Baldwin'’'s aesthetic defenders ignored major political elements

of his novel" (Werner, "Politics and the Gospel Impulse," 111). Horace

Porter’s book (appropriately subtitled The Art and Politics of James
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Baldwin) makes this argument in detail by elaborating the

intertexuality in Baldwin’s early work with both Wright and Stowe.
While Baldwin has been criticized by some Marxist and some African

American literary theorists for his alleged bourgeois aesthetics, with

the publication of Blues for Mister Charlie, Tell Me How Long the

Train’'s Been Gone, No Name in the Street and If Beale Street Could Talk

Baldwin came under attack in the liberal press by Mario Puzo, Pearl K.
Bell, John Aldridge, and others for writing "propaganda." Using
Baldwin’'s early statements on protest fiction against him, they argued
that Baldwin was doing the very thing for which he had criticized
Richard Wright: he was writing protest fiction with melodramatic plots
and stereotypical characters. Moreover, taking offense at the occasional
use of "street" language and the sharper, more militant tone, many of
these critics argued that Baldwin’s "bitterness" revealed that he was
out of touch with American "progress" in race relations. Those who had
embraced Baldwin’s early work for aesthetic reasons felt betrayed.

To a large extent the scholarly community has agreed with
the initial assessment of Baldwin’s later novels. Horace
Porter found Baldwin’s later essays and fiction deeply
disappointing:

...he moves from the promethean figure, the man who stole the fire of

"Notes of a Native Son," the powerful writer of The Fire Next Time,
to the embittered and self-indulgent nay-sayer of No Name in the

Stxeet and Evidence of Things Not Seen. None of Baldwin'’s later

novels or essays rivals the narrative ingenuity and rhetorical power
of Go Tell It On The Mountain and Notes Of a Native Son, his first
novel and his first collection of essays. (160)
Henry Louis Gates and Hilton Als concur with this evaluation of
Baldwin’s decline as an artist and place the blame on black militants

(most notably Eldridge Cleaver) from whose criticism Baldwin allegedly

never recovered. Gates views No Name in the Street, in particular, as a
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"capitulation" by a man who was desperate "to be loved by his own" and
who "cared too much about what others wanted from him" ("What James
Baldwin Can and Can’'t Teach America," 42). Reviewing the recent Library
of America’s two volume selection of Baldwin’s work, Hilton Als reflects
on "both [his] early infatuation and [his] later disaffection" with
Baldwin'’'s work. Because Baldwin "compromised" his unique perspective,
"gacrificed his gifts to gain acceptance from the Black Power movement, "
Als sees Baldwin’'s career as "a cautionary tale ... a warning as well as
an inspiration" (72, 78).

Clearly Baldwin has been in the crossfire of arguments that assume
certain artistic and social values and set them in contradistinction.
In fact, it remains very difficult to sort out aesthetic from political
judgments when discussing Baldwin’s reception because they are so deeply
interconnected. One of the aims of this dissertation is to interrogate
the assumption that Baldwin’s increased political activism and militancy
in the sixties led to his decline as an artist. The reading of Baldwin'’s
later work as lacking aesthetic value is as problematic as the reading
of his earlier work as lacking political value. As Craig Werner has
pointed out, James Baldwin "asserted the ultimately moral connection of
political and cultural experience" (106). There is no doubt that
Baldwin’s later work was influenced by the turbulent and rapidly
changing political and racial environment of the sixties and early
seventies. I wish to argue that his reéponse to the events of the
sixties, including his presummed response to the criticism he received,
was more complex than has been acknowledged and that his last three
novels should be read not as evidence of either a political capitulation

or an artistic decline, but as evidence of the ways Baldwin creatively

10
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responded to a changing racial environment and discourse in an attempt
to communicate the story he wanted to tell.

As possibly the only major African American writer whose career
spanned the pre and post-Civil Rights and Black Power period, Baldwin's
historical position was unique. Richard Wright died in 1960; Langston
Hughes died in 1967; Ellison survived Baldwin, but stopped writing (or
at least publishing) fiction. The sensibilities of prominent
contemporary African American writers, including Toni Morrison, Alice
Walker, and Amiri Baraka, were formed in the crucible of the Civil
Rights era. Baldwin’s work from the middle sixties on reflected the
dramatic shift in American racial and political discourse, symbolized by
the positive signification of "black" and the deployment of a resistant
identity politics. His work also reflected a racial and political
reality that Baldwin read as increasingly repressive, even genocidal,
for the majority of black Americans, a reading that put him at sharp
odds with a white liberal rhetoric of black progress.

n in’'s Be Gone, If Beale Street Could Talk,
and Just Above My Head are not flawless novels. There are some
overwritten, even carelessly written, passages and some inconsistencies
in character and plot that are difficult to account for and that could
have been corrected by more careful editing. Yet, to focus solely on
artistic faults (which the majority of reviewers did) is to ignore the
power and vision present in these works. Moreover, what some reviewers
described as artistic flaws were certainly aspects of Baldwin’s
intentional experimentation with voice and form. Baldwin took risks
with his later work. He re-framed his earlier stories to reflect his
experience and, especially his interest in reproducing in the novel a

style of resistance that he found in African American music. Baldwin

11
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gave up the tighter, more formal structures of his earliest novels. For
example, the compartmentalized and isolated voices of the characters in
Go Tell It On the Mountain give way to experiments in first person
narration. These ventriloquial novels demonstrate a relationship
between author and character (i.e. Baldwin’s relationship to Leo
Proudhammer, Tish Rivers, and Hall Montana) that parallels a jazz
musician’s relationship to his instrument as an extension or elaboration
of the performer’s self.? Baldwin’s narrators are instruments of
self-expression who perform Baldwin’s voice in different bodies and in
different contexts, both echoing and revising the author’s life. They
suggest that "identity" is, indeed, a complex affair that involves a

recognition of "others" and the presence of the "other" in the "self."

In 1988, shortly after Baldwin’s death, a conference at the
University of Massachusettg at Amherst brought several eminent writers
and scholars together to pay tribute to James Baldwin. The published
proceedings of this conference represent a less frequently heard point
of view and expressed deep concern with the type of criticism Baldwin
was receiving. Describing literary criticism as an open letter to an
author, John Edgar Wideman said, "We’'re getting a species of letter
which endangers my relationship to James Baldwin and James Baldwin'’s
relationship to the tradition and to you and to your children."” 1In
these "poison pen letters" Baldwin is cast as "a kind of villain" who
"does not appreciate progress. He is enraged and bitter. He lost his
footing as an artist and simply became a propagandist. And that version
of Baldwin'’'s career is very dangerously being promulgated and its being
pushed in a kind of surreptitious way by these letters" (Chametsky, 66).

Chinua Achebe sought to clarify Baldwin’s accomplishment. Responding to

12
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the frequent charge that Baldwin failed to recognize America’s progress,
Achebe pointed out that for Baldwin progress was not a matter of more
black mayors and generals. Baldwin’s project was to "redefine the
struggle" by seeing it "from a whole range of perspectives at once-- the
historical, the psychological, the philosophical, which are not present
in a handful of statistics of recent advances" (Chametsky, 6). "Baldwin,
belongs to mankind’s ancient tradition of storytelling, to the tradition
of prophets who had the dual role to fore-tell and to forth-tell" (7).
His strength was in his ability "to lift from the backs of Black people
the burden of their race" and "to unmask the face of the oppressor, to
see his face and to call him by name" (6).

Although the proceedings of the Amherst Conference offer a corrective
to the white liberal dismissal of Baldwin’s work after the middle
sixties, they completely ignore Baldwin’s homosexual themes and, more
importantly, the extent to which black and white homophobia affected
Baldwin’s reception. There was more than one version of the "poison-pen
letter."” Around the same time Baldwin was being condemned by white
liberals for his black militancy, he was being condemned by black
militants for his homosexuality. The most notorious example was
Eldridge Cleaver’s attack on Baldwin in Soul on Ice.

There is in James Baldwin’s work the most grueling, agonizing, total

hatred of the blacks, particularly of himself, and the most shameful,

fanatical, fawning, sycophantic love of the whites that one can find
in the writings of any black American writer of note in our time.

(99)

Cleaver argues that there is a "decisive quirk" in Baldwin’s writing
that caused him to "slander Rufus Scott in Another Country, venerate
Andre Gide, repudiate [Norman Mailer’s] The White Neqro, and drive the

blade of Brutus into the corpse of Richard Wright" (105). Charging

Baldwin with waging "a despicable underground guerrilla war .

13
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against black masculinity," and calling "homosexuality a sickness, just
as are baby-rape or wanting to become the head of General Motors"
(109-10), Cleaver expresses in virulent form a homophobia representative
of some segments of the black community.

In Cleaver’s analysis, which parallels that of conservative black
critics like Stanley Crouch, homosexuality is considered to be a remnant
of slavery, a habit learned from whites and thus a symptom of
internalized self-hatred. In this reading Baldwin’s homosexuality
necessarily negates any claim that Baldwin can speak to an authentic
*black" experience.' Of course homophobic responses to Baldwin'’s work
are not limited to black critics. Writing about Another Country Robert
Bone said:

Few will concede to a sense of reality, at least in the sexual realm,

to one who regards heterosexual love as ‘a kind of superior

calisthenics.’ To most, homosexuality will seem rather an evasion
than an affirmation of human truth. Ostensibly the novel summons us
to reality. Actually it substitutes for the illusions of white

supremacy those of homosexual love. (quoted in Bergman, 164-5)
Although not exactly the same argument as Cleaver’s, Bone’s also links
homosexuality with white supremacy as a travesty of truth. Numerous
critics took the position that Baldwin’s representations of bisexuality
and homosexuality undermined his credibility as a novelist and as a
spokesperson for blacks. In addition Baldwin’s sexuality put him in a
difficult relationship to other Civil Rights leaders; it was probably
the main reason he wasn’t invited to speak at the 1963 March on
Washington.5

Emmanuel Nelson has effectively documented the homophobia in
Baldwin’s reception, in its silences as well as in its more obvious

forms, and has suggested that the reason Baldwin has been more highly

regarded as an essayist than as a novelist is related to the relative

14



- - R
TlaTiinsiits

e :
Smvmdpd =
s - . -ae

-5

y5i5 ¢f Bal=

s toxcsexual -
Filesing cre -

s . .
“eeellD Cver .

¢ 3
_—
e v such
BC3mam. trg e
TG tra.




absence of homosexual themes in his essays compared with his novels
("Critical Deviance," 91). Homphobia may also be at the center of the
decline in Baldwin’s reputation as a novelist since his later novels,
with the exception of If Beale Street Could Talk, are increasingly
positive and explicit in their representation of black homosexual
relationships. Given this fact, the belief that Baldwin adapted his
writing or "compromised" his vision to please critics like Cleaver seems
unfounded. In the face of black homophobia Baldwin responded by
continuing to represent and even celebrate homosexuality in Tell Me How
long the Train's Been Gone and Just Above My Head. Nelson calls for an
analysis of Baldwin'’s work that explores both his "racial awareness and
his homosexual consciousness on his literary imagination" without
privileging one over the other (91). Bryan R. Washington expresses
caution over "politically fashionable" but hollow efforts to
"recanonize®" Baldwin, by avoiding his "homopoetics (politics)." He
argues that such avoidﬁnce "proceeds from a desire to keep the
recanonizing train on track-- a train driven by theories of race and
writing designed to minimize difference, to promote the academic
institutionalization of blackness by homogenizing it" (The Politics of
Exile, 97). |

Although Baldwin has been underrepresented in the field of African
American studies compared to other black writers of his stature, he has
received substantial treatment in many contemporary studies on gay male
writing including: Georges-Michel Sarotte'’s Like A Brother, Like a Lover
(1976, trans. into English 1978), Stephen Adams’ The Homosexual As Hero
In Contemporary Fiction (1980), Claude J. Summers Gay Fictiong: Wilde
to Stopewall (1990), David Bergman'’'s Gaiety Transfiqured: Gay
Self-Representation in America (1991), Mark Lilly’'s Gay Men's Literature

15






in the 20th Century (1993), and Wilfrid R. Koponen’s Embracing A Gay

Identity: Gay Novels As Guides (1993). Yet, all of these studies

ignore Baldwin’s later fiction (and only Sarotte’s book was published
before Baldwin'’s last novel). None discuss Just Above My Head, and Tell
Me How Long the Train’s Been Gone receives only passing mention, if any
at all. Summers and Koponen work strictly with Giovanni’s Room, while
Adams and Lilly work with both Giovanni’s Room and Another Country.

In his substantial chapter on Baldwin, Stephen Adams argues that "the
knowledge Baldwin claims of American masculinity-- as one who has been
menaced by it-- has an authority which in turn menaces preferred images
of manhood, both black and white. He puzzles over his own definitions
in ways which explode the notions of narrowness in the experience of a
racial or sexual minority" (36). Adams takes several of Baldwin’s
critics to task, including Irving Howe who charges Baldwin with "whipped
cream sentimentalism" in the portrayal of homosexual love in Giovanni‘s
Room and G. M. Sarotte who reads Giovanni’s Room as memoir and
identifies David’s position as a homophobic homophile with Baldwin’s.
While Adams develops careful and sympathetic readings of Giovanni’s Room
and Another Country, he dismisses Tell Me How Long the Train’s Been Gone
in the last paragraph, calling it Baldwin'’'s endorsement of black
militancy and describing the Leo-Christopher relationship as a product
of Baldwin'’s "wishful thinking" that "rings false" (54). David
Bergman'’s treatment of Baldwin occurs within a broad discussion of black
discourse on racism and sexuality, evangelical Protestantism, Africa as
racial homeland, and the coded discourse of earlier black homosexual
writers, especially Alain Locke. What could be a promising appfoach to
the intersection of race and homosexuality in Baldwin'’s writing is

marred by Bergman’s uninformed statements about Baldwin’s work. For

16
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example, Bergman is seemingly unaware of Baldwin’s theoretical and
perscnal essays on homosexuality--"The Preservation of Innocence" and
"There Be Dragons"-- when he claims that Baldwin'’s only nonfiction on
homosexuality is "The Male Prison" (168). In addition, Bergman'’s
assertion that "after Cleaver’s attack, Baldwin emphasized racial much
more than sexual issues" (166) is simply not supported by Baldwin's
later work.

That most gay studies ignore Baldwin'’s later novels adds weight to
Nelson'’s observation that analyses which privilege Baldwin’s

homosexuality tend to ignore his blackness. Unlike Giovanni’s Room and

Another Country, the homosexuality of Tel e How Long the Train’s Bee
Gone and especially of Just Above My Head occurs within a specifically

black context, making it impossible to explore the representation of
homosexuality in these novels without also addressing the representation
of race. Melvin Dixon'’'s chapter on Baldwin in Ride Out the Wilderness
and Lee Edelman’s essay, "The Part for the (W)hole: Baldwin, Homophobia,
and the Fantasmatics of "Race,'’'"™ in Homographesis are important
exceptions to the tendency to privilege either "blackness" or
"homosexuality" when reading Baldwin’s texts and both produce very

interesting, although quite different, readings of Just Above My Head.

In the history of twentieth century American letters it would be hard
to find another figure so simultaneously praised and damned, often by
the same critic in the same essay, than James Baldwin. A remarkable
aspect of Cleaver'’'s response to Baldwin is its initial adulation of
Baldwin‘’s work, and the way this adulation is expressed in clearly
sexual terms. From the beginning tone of Cleaver’s essay, one would not
expect the coming attack. Cleaver describes the "continuous delight" he

felt reading "a couple of James Baldwin’s books." He describes Baldwin’s
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talent as "penetrating" and says he "lusted for anything Baldwin had
written. It would have been a gas for [him] to sit on a pillow beneath
the womb of Baldwin'‘s typewriter and catch each newborn page as it
entered this world of ours" (97). However, Cleaver begins to feel "an
aversion in [his] heart to part of the song [Baldwin] sang" and after
reading Another Country he "knew why [his] love for Baldwin’s vision had
become ambivalent" (98). This movement from high praise and
identification with Baldwin’s work to ambivalence, disappointment, and
rejection is the single most common characteristic of Baldwin criticism
regardless of the particular ideological, racial or sexual orientation
of the critic. (Noting the irony, Craig Werner has pointed out that "it
is perhaps not surprising that Baldwin'’s blackness has never been
clearer than in his rejection," "Politics and the Gospel Impulse," 112).
Baldwin’s work has presented problems to readers from almost every
perspective-- liberal, black nationalist, feminist, and homosexual-- and
to some extent each of these constituencies in their inability to
accommodate Baldwin has helped to marginalize him. In addition to the
previously discussed challenges he presents to both liberal and
nationalist discourses, Baldwin’s work gets an ambivalent response from
feminists and gay critics as well. Although Baldwin‘s female characters
are numerous, varied, and complex, especially when compared to other
black male writers of his generation, Trudier Harris, Hortense Spillers
and others have critiqued Baldwin’s discourse for essentializing gender,
and his female characters for their dependence on men and male values.
While acknowledging Baldwin’s tremendous contribution to making the
representation of a gay/black/male sexuality possible, some gay critics
are uncomfortable with Baldwin’s reluctance to discuss gay issues in his

nonfiction or to assert a gay identity. (Baldwin insisted that
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"homosexual" was not a noun.) The predominance of bi-sexual characters
in Baldwin'’s fiction and his use of a heterosexual narrator to describe
a homosexual experience in Just Above My Head is taken by some as
evidence of the extent to which Baldwin is, himself, implicated by the
homophobia he so trenchantly critiques.

What these critical narratives of disappointment suggest is that
James Baldwin did not tell the story that his various constituencies
wanted him to tell. For the white liberal he did not confirm that the
"gsuccess" of a talented black individual represented the "progress" of
the race; for black and white integrationists he seemed to lose faith in
the dream of interracial understanding; for the black nationalist his
stories did not evoke masculine/individualist heroics (and thus were
judged as stories of complicity rather than resistance); for the
feminist his women characters seemed too traditional in their
relationship to men; for the gay activist he did not assert a separate
homosexual identity. Perhaps these critical narratives of Baldwin'’s
*unfulfilled potential" must be understood in relation to Baldwin'’s own
thematics of "salvation." (As Baldwin said in a 1984 interview, "I am
working toward the New Jerusalem. That’s true. I'm not joking. I
won’t live to see it but I do believe in it. I think we’'re going to be
better than we are" [Troupe, 184)). While Baldwin’s concern for
salvation may make him incomprehensible to a certain post-structuralist
sensibility, as Werner claims, it also implies a promise and raises
expectations in some readers who would probably not agree on just what
the New Jersulem should look like. Baldwin did not leave a map of his
heavenly city, only a few trail markers to indicate the way.

Baldwin’s work is wedded to the tradition of realistic fiction as

well as to the tradition of the Jeremiad, which seeks to call people to
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their better selves while warning them of the failings and dangers of
their current course. His work is driven by these two forces, which are
not always compatible, the force of mimetic truth telling and the force
of healing through change. The first called Baldwin to testify to the
sorrows, joys, contingencies, and interruptions of everyday experience,
while the second called him to exhort, to promise, and to create the
vision of a new and better order out of the old, corrupt one. It is the
balance Baldwin creates between these two impulses that make up his
distinctive voice. His fidelity to lived experience and to representing
human relationships in all their complexity signifies on what Baldwin
called "the protest novel." Yet, Baldwin’s novels do protest, albeit in
a different key.

In valuing only Baldwin’s early works too many critics have presented
an attenuated view of his development as a writer, social critic, and
visionary. This dissertation addresses the problem by reading the last
three novels as a continuation of Baldwin’s ongoing engagement with the
problem of representing a "complex" African American subjectivity. I
specifically look at the way these novels construct self, family and
community and the way these constructions revise earlier texts (in
particular Go Tell It On the Mountain) and signify on the discourse of
black identity that emerged in the sixties. Each chapter moves from a
description of the éeception of the novel being considered to an
analysis of themes and a close reading of the revisionary process at
work. Readings of the novels are placed in the contexts of Baldwin’s
earlier fiction, his non-fiction, including his published conversations
and interviews, as well as seminal texts in the African American

narrative tradition.
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Chapter two begins by examining the negative critical reception of
Tell Me How long the Train’s Been Gone, arguing that charges of
"artistic failure® and "propaganda" were often employed to justify the
critics’ disapproval of what they perceived to be the novel’s values and
Baldwin’s turn to militancy. 1In other words the poor reception of Train
had much less to do with aesthetic values than with the critics’
discomfort with the novel’s subject matter, including its critique of
liberalism and its portrayal of interracial and homosexual love. As a
result the reception of Trajin severely misrepresented and underestimated
the novel’s complexity and its significance to Baldwin’s work and to the
tradition of African American narrative.

Chapter two goes on to explore the centrality of three interconnected
themes in James Baldwin'’s work: the role of the family in sustaining
the artist; the price of success in American society; and the struggle
of the African American artist to change the ways race and sex are
represented in American culture. Tell Me How Lon he Train’ ne
is an important link between James Baldwin'’'s early fiction and his last
two novels, initiating revised representations of the self, family, and
community, of the father/son relationship, and of the possibility of
sexual love between black men. The intertextual relationship between Go
Tell It On the Mountain and Tell Me How Long the Train’s Been Gone
suggests that the story of Leo Proudhammer is the revision and
continuation of the story of John Grimes. Finally, Robert Stepto'’s
paradigm of ascent and immersion in African American narrative is used
to analyze the revisionary relationship between the narrative arc of
Train and the subjectivity of Leo Proudhammer with that of classic

African American autobiographical and fictional texts, specifically
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Frederick Douglass’ 1845 Narrative, Richard Wright'’s Black Boy and Ralph
Ellison’s Invigible Man.

Chapter three begins with a discussion of the sharply divided
reception of If Beale Street Could Talk, noting that the division
crossed racial and gender lines. A few critics saw Beale Street as
representing a new more "affirmative" direction in Baldwin'’s writing,
while others panned it as Baldwin’s "protest" novel. Feminist critics
critiqued what they saw as a conservative construction of gender, while
some commentators were upset by what they saw as the novel'’'s endorsement
of "immoral" behavior. The absence of interracial love relationships
and of homosexual relationships in Beale Street pleased some critics who
viewed it as evidence of "progress" in Baldwin’s search for love in
personal relationships and in the family.

I argue that If Beale Street Could Talk is Baldwin’s response to an
historical moment marked by assassinations of Civil Rights leaders
(Medgar Evers, Malcolm X, and Martin Luther King), increased militancy
of American youth for black freedom and against the Vietnam war, liberal

retreat, and a transformation in "black" discourse. My reading of Beale

Street is prefaced by a discussion of this context as it is
represented in Baldwin’s non-fiction-- his interviews, conversations,
and essays-- written during the late sixties and-early seventies, as
well as a discussion of his political involvements during this period.
I argue that Baldwin’s fourth novel was not motivated by a new
ideological commitment, as some critics contended, but by Baldwin'’s
strong sense of connection with and responsibility for the younger
generation of African Americans. If Beale Street Could Talk is
Baldwin’'s attempt to "translate" the resources of a resistant black

culture for the younger generation. This culture is represented in
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Beale Street in a mix of secular and sacred discourses that Baldwin
employs to locate his work within both a blues tradition and a revised
Christian mythology. If Beale Street Could Talk revises themes,
characters, and stories in Go Tell It On the Mountain and Tell Me How

' een e. It refigures the position of the black
artist and his relationship to his community through the character of
Fonny Hunt; it refigures the black family as a site of resistance to the
pressures of poverty and racism in the characterization of the Rivers
family; and it refigures the narrative voice as an expression of
intersubjectivity rather than alienation. Finally, I explore Beale
Street as a response to the dialogue on the black family that was
sparked by the controversial Moynihan report published in 1965 and to
the discourse of "protest."” I argue that Beale Street redirects
*protest" from an argument about the nature of racism and its effects on
character to an argument about the nature of resistance and its effects
on conventional morality.

The reception of Baldwin’s last novel, Just Above My Head, was
ambivalent. Several critics recognized it as Baldwin'’s most ambitious
novel, but felt that problems with the narrative voice and gaps in the
story undermined its effectiveness as a work of art. Homophobia
continued to be evident in the reception of JAMH, although even those
critics writing from a gay perspective were divided about the novel’s
representation of homosexuality. Some saw it as a retreat from
Baldwin’s earlier fiction, while others saw it as a breakthrough for

black gay writers. Somewhat more has been written about JAMH than

either Tell Me or Beale Street, much of it focusing on the theme of
family reconciliation. I argue that the theme of reconciliation is

treated with greater nuance than has been recognized. While most
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critics read Hall, the first person narrator, as a spokesman for the
author, I argue that it is important to separate the story Hall wishes
to tell from the story that Baldwin has told.

I read Just Above My Head as a complex
autobiographical/autotherapeutic act. The four main characters-- Hall,
Arthur, Julia, and Jimmy-- each represents the author. The method of
self-construction that Baldwin invents in JAMH revises the
"double-consciousness" model of self-representation evident in his
earlier characters, John Grimes and Leo Proudhammer. Structurally, Just
Above My Head employs techniques that Walter Benjamin associates with
storytelling; it is revisionary, epic, and open-ended; it communicates
shared experience and employs vernacular language. The language-- black
gospel music-- is the vehicle of cultural memory connecting the
characters to each other and to a broader familial and communal history.
Although JAMH has a first person narrator, his narrative authority is
qualified by other voices. The four main characgers are each engaged in
performances (singing, playing, preaching, talking, traveling, writing)
that suggest the harmonies and dissonance of a musical quartet.

The life of Arthur Montana represents the history and power of black
gospel music from its origins in "holiness" churches to its popularity
as world-wide entertainment; Montana also represents the experience of
homosexuality in a specifically black cultural context. Employing David
Bergman’s description of conflicting discourses of homosexuality (a
patriarchal discourse as opposed to a distinctively homosexual

discourse), I argue that both are present in JAMH and create the

dissonance between the story that Hall wishes to tell and Arthur’'s
experience. For Arthur Montana (as for James Baldwin) gospel is a

doubly-coded means of self-expression. The love affair between Arthur
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and Jimmy expressed in the lyrics of a gospel song symbolizes the way in
which James Arthur Baldwin chose to transform an already coded black
discourse to write his double-marginalization as an American black and

as a homosexual into an American/ African American literary tradition.
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NOTES

lpjographies of James Baldwin include: David Leeming’'s James

Baldwin: A Biography (1994); Joseph Campbell’s Talking at The Gates: A
Life of James Baldwin (1991); W.J. Weatherby'’'s James Baldwin: Artist on

Fire (1989) and Fern Eckman’s The Furious Passage of James Baldwin
(1966) . Juvenile biographies include: Randall Kenan'’s James Baldwin
(1994) and Lisa Rosset'’s James Baldwin (1990).

2Book length studies of Baldwin’s work include: Horace A. Porter’s

Stealing the Fire: The Art and Protest of James Baldwin (1989); Trudier
Harris‘’ Black Women in the Fiction of James Baldwin (1985); Carolyn

Sylvander’s James Baldwin (1980); Louis H. Pratt’s James Baldwin (1978);
and Stanley Macebuh'’'s James Baldwin: A Critical Study (1973). European

monograph’s on Baldwin’s work include: Karin Moller’s The Theme of
Identity in the Essays of James Baldwin (Goteborg, Sweden, 1975) and
Peter Bruck'’s Von der "Storefront Church" Zum "American Dream"; James

Baldwin und der Amerikanische Rassenkonflikt (Amsterdam, 1975).

3collections of critical essays on Baldwin'’s work include:

Trudier Harris’ New Essays on Go Tell It on the Mountain (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1996); Jakob Kollhofer’'s James Baldwin: His
Place in American Literary History and His Reception in Europe (New

York: Peter Lang, 1991). Fred L. Standley’s and Nancy V. Burt’s Critical
BEssays on James Baldwin (Boston: G.K. Hall & Co., 1988); Harold Bloom'’'s
James Baldwin (New York: Chelsea House Publishers, 1986); Therman B.
O’Daniel’s James Baldwin: A Critical Evaluation (Washington: Howard
University Press, 1977); and Keneth Kinnamon’'s James Baldw1n; A
Collection of Critical Esgssays (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall,
1974). Tributes to James Baldwin include: Quincy Troupe s James
Baldwin: The Legacy (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1989) and Jules

Chametzky’s Black Writers Redefine the Struggle: A Tribute to James
Baldwin (University of Massaachusetts Press, 1989).

41n Blues People LeRoi Jones discusses the relationship of negro
music to an African aesthetic. He finds in the "raucous and
uncultivated"” music of Charlie Parker an instance of a non-Western
aesthetic. Parker produced a sound that "would literally imitate the

human voice with his cries, swoops, squawks, and slurs . . . . Parker
did not admit that there was any separation between himself and the
agent he had chosen as his means of self-expression" (30-31). The

description of Parker'’'s relationship to his alto-saxophone had great
resonance for me in thinking about why Baldwin, in effect, names all
four major characters of Just Above My Head after himself. This

discussion shall be taken up in detail in the chapter on that novel.

S5pavid Leeming says that Baldwin knew that "people were wary of his
reputation as a homosexual and he was disappointed that he had not been
asked to participate [in the March on Washington] in any meaningful way"
(228) . Lee Edelman deconstructs the barely coded homophobic language
that was used to describe Baldwin in Time Magazine and in other public
arenas, language that marginalized or negated Baldwin’s role as a Civil
Rights leader. He points out that such "humorous" descriptions of
Baldwin as "Martin Luther Queen" combined racism and homophobia to
discredit King and the movement as well as Baldwin (42-44).
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CHAPTER 1

THE CELEBRITY'S RETURN: TELL ME HOW LONG THE TRAIN’S BEEN GONE

Critical Reception

All I can do is work out the terms on which I can work, and for me
that means being a transatlantic commuter.

James Baldwin 1969

(standley and Pratt, Conversations, 80)

At the end of Tell Me How Long the Train’s Been Gone James Baldwin
signs his work by listing the places and dates where it was created:
"New York, Istanbul, San Francisco, 1965-1967" (370). This journalistic
device directs the reader to interpret the life of the protagonist, Leo
Proudhammer, as the most recent chapter in Baldwin'’s ongoing chronicle
of a racially divided American landscape. The list of cities suggests
the author’s status as an international celebrity, but it also suggests
his displacement, and the difficulty he had finding time to work and a
place to call home. Baldwin’s political activism, his celebrity status,
his final break-up with his lover, Lucien Happersberger, both
interrupted and informed this novel.l The dates 1965-1967 correspond
to the increasing polarization of American society over race, the
radicalization of the Civil Rights Movement, and the increased
repression of activists by local and federal authorities. The closing
signature authenticates the crisis in Leo Proudhammer’s life with the
author’s own experience of personally and politically turbulent times.

Tell Me How Long the Train’s Been Gone was released in 1968 about two
months after the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King, a fact which
added credence to Leo Proudhammer'’s apocalyptic prophecy at the end of
the novel. Yet, Leo’s story suffered the fate of prophecies of old.

One of Baldwin’s biographers finds a "morbid congruity" in the death of

King and the release of Baldwin’s fourth novel, stating that "the
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novel’'s publication signalled the second assassination of the year"

(Campbell 226). The large majority of the reviews of Train were

negative, many sharply dismissive and condescending, some downright
vitriolic. Reviewers typically complained about the novel'’s apparent
lack of form, about Baldwin'’'s reliance on "flashbacks," about the lack
of distance between the first-person narrator and the author, about the
characters’ alleged "flatness," and the use of vernacular speech
(especially obscenities). While much of the criticism began on
*aesthetic" grounds, many reviewers were clearly uncomfortable with what
they perceived to be Baldwin’s turn toward militancy and/or with the
role of homosexuality in the novel. The lack of sympathy with the
novel’'s subjects, apparent in several reviews, suggests that the charges
of artistic failure masked a deeper discomfort over the novel’s themes,
in particular, bisexual and interracial love, the failure of liberalism
to address racism, and the attempted alliance between the black artist
and the black revolutionary. It is not an exaggeration to say that the
fate of Baldwin’s fourth novel is reflected in the story of the man who
shot the messenger because he did not like the message.

A representative summary of these reviews, several of which were
written by well-known critics and novelists, is in order. The anonymous
reviewer of Time described the novel as out-of-date "1930's protest
realism." The reQiewer complained that Baldwin was repeating himself,
and becoming "drearily irrelevant." 1 How Lon ‘

Gone "rambles like a milk train over the same run that Baldwin covered
in Apother Country, creaks over the same hard ground, sounds the same
blast about the Negro‘s condition, rattles the same rationale for
homosexuality" (104). Other critics were angry about negative portrayals

of whites. In The Saturday Review Granville Hicks complained about the
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vingipidity of the prose" and then said, "the lesson of the novel seems
to be that Negroes hate white people and have good reason for doing so,
but Baldwin has preached on this text before and much more eloquently.
All that is new is an emphasis on violence" (23-4). In The Critic
Nelson Algren complained, "Here come the bad guys all of them white;
here come the good guys all of them black" (86-7). 1In The Nation Robert
E. Long, after complaining that Train has "little asethetic control,"
reduced the novel to a pathetic psychological strategy designed to boost
Baldwin’s ego:

Since Leo bears a certain resemblance to Baldwin himself, one feels

that psychological strategies and fantasies are being acted out in

Leo’s conquering prowess as a bisexual; that he is in fact passive;

and that his fury and rage against whites is an inversion of

self-hatred (769-70).

In Harpers Irving Howe described Train as a "remarkably bad novel,
signaling the collapse of a writer of some distinction." Howe complained
of "rhetorical inflation and hysteria" and believed Baldwin was
*whipping himself into postures of militancy and declarations of racial
metaphysics which . . . seem utterly inauthentic" (94-100).

Another damning review, written by Mario Puzo in The New York Times
Book Review and reprinted in a later collection of essays on Baldwin,
claimed that Traipn was not art, but "propagandistic," "simpleminded"
fiction with "one-dimensional characters." He also saw the novel as
repetitious of Baldwin’s earlier work (inaccurately describing Leo’'s
father as "bitterly religious," another Gabriel Grimes). Puzo
particularly objected to the characterization of Barbara, the white
woman actress, who is Leo’s life-long friend and former lover.

At the end of the book Barbara tells Leo she has always loved him and

will always continue to love him. Her lines are extravagant,

theatrical; she will always come to him when he calls. Barbara gives

this speech at the age of 39; she is rich, she is famous, she has
known Leo for 20 years. And yet we are asked to believe that the
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only man in the whole world she can love forever is a Negro
homosexual actor. This is a romantic condescension equal to
anything in Gone With the Wind, in that Baldwin does not recognize a
parallel revolution, the feminine against the masculine world. 1In
the conception of Barbara’s character, in the undying-devotion
speech, Baldwin glorifies a sexual Uncle Tom. (rpt. Critical Essays

on Jameg Baldwin, 157)

Puzo concluded the review by attributing Train’s supposed artistic
failure to Baldwin’'s politics. He said it was "time for Baldwin to
forget the black revolution and start worrying about himself as an
artist, who is the ultimate revolutionary" (158). Art in Puzo’s view can
only be contaminated by the artist’s commitment to social/political
goals; "revolution" is a strictly aesthetic act. Most of Puzo’'s
argument about artistic failure revolved around Baldwin'’s particular use
of the first person point of view. He argued that the first person
should only be used to narrow the focus of a story by filtering the
events through a "nutty or eccentric" perspective or to tell the story
through the eyes of a minor character. "What the ‘I’ person cannot be
is a bore, or a moralist in a straight-out polemical way. In Baldwin'’s
book the ‘I’ person hero is both," said Puzo (156).

There are a few important exceptions to the generally negative
reviews of Tell Me How Long the Train’s Been Gone. Three strongly
positive reviews indicate that the story of Leo Proudhammer did resonate
profoundly with some of Baldwin'’'s reading public. What others
complained of as a failure of art, especially the use of Leo’s point of
view and the reliance on interrupted, discontinuous flashbacks, K G.
Jackson found mimetically effective.

I have a hard time thinking of this as a book. I have been living

with it as one did with novels as a child. I keep seeing the

characters in the street and am about to speak to them. 1It'’s many,
many stories in one, as any life is ... (104)
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Jackson understood Train as a story of "enduring commitments" and found

the characters both "memorable" and lovable."

Reviewing the novel for Negro Digest, David Llorens described Train

as "the most important novel of this crucial decade in American history"
(51). He quoted several key passages of the novel to suggest the
complexity of Leo’s character, his ability to survive rage, to
"outdistance the national mediocrity," and to represent the central
value of love. Experiencing the story of Leo Proudhammer requires that
the reader accept the ugly facts of American history and accept that the
author is not providing a "recipe" with easy-to-read directions on how
to get out of the "mess." Llorens understood the cool reception as
indicative of an audience’s inability and unwillingness to hear a story
which disrupts their version of reality.

In this era of lovelessness, out of the heart and guts of James

Baldwin comes a rejoicingly beautiful novel that seeks not to appease

any taxpayer in this Republic, black or white, who, victimized by

self-estrangement, would honor only that work which legitimizes one’s
own curious version of the American fantasy. Or one’s own
fantasy-like version of the American reality! To experience this
novel, really, is to experience Proudhammer’s love, which is perhaps
asking a little much of the same public that held in contempt Rufus

from Another Country (85).

In a review for Commentary, John Thompson described Train as "a
masterpiece by one of the best living writers in America. Which is not
to say, naturally, that it will comfort or cheer you much" (69). He
also said that the novel is "beautifully formed." The way the story is
told as memories held together by a strong central intelligence suggests
the epic form that begins in the middle and moves back and forth. "The
voice that tells us his story is entirely at the service of the mind
that wishes us to understand" (67). Thompson also argued that the novel

is not what Baldwin had pejoratively called "everybody’s protest novel, "

because it avoids melodrama and explores human motivation on the deepest
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level. Thompson believed that book provides expert testimony on the
present social crisis as well as a profoundly personal recognition for
Baldwin.

While Tell Me How Long the Train'’s Been Gone has never been out of
print since i; was published, remarkably little has been written about
it since its initial reception, and that which has tends to repeat
earlier criticisms.? The novel continued to receive negative commentary
from black as well as white critics. Calvin Hernton'’s essay "A Fiery

Baptism" described Train as "nothing but a reshuffling of the same old

cards in the same old games" (119). Hernton claimed that "the obsession
with the father comes across as nothing less than Patricidal Mania"
(118), an interpretation I will argue with later in this chapter by
comparing the father/son relationship in Train with the one in Go Tell
It on the Mountain. William Edward Farrison’'s essay "If Baldwin'’s Train
Has Not Gone," written for Therman O’Daniel’s 1977 collection of
critical essays on Baldwin, complained about the novel’s lack of form,
its "errant associationism," and the inappropriateness of the title (as
well as the section titles) for which Farrison can find no relevance to
the action of the story. He speculated that Baldwin may have been too
busy with civil rights and political activities to realize his full
power as a novelist. But, the real animus of the critique involved
Baldwin'’'s "obscene" language, the "phallus-consciousness" and the
"plethora of sexual acts ... in which the story needlessly abounds."
Farrison’s homophobia became explicit when he described the
Proudhammer-Black Christopher relationship as "not the kind that

deserves the approval of normal, healthy-minded people" (70)}.
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What is striking about the sharp divergence in these assessments is
the link between moral and political judgments and aesthetic ones.
Those critics who were sympathetic with the themes and issues had no
problems with the voice, structure or language of the text. There is no
doubt that sexual politics have shaped the critical reception of
Baldwin’s work. Emmanuel Nelson has explored the role of homophobia,
both overt and subtle, in a variety of responses to Baldwin’'s fiction.
It is a common critical judgment that Baldwin was a better essay writer
than a fiction writer, and that the only "good" novel he wrote was his
first one, Go Tell It on the Mountain. Yet, as Nelson points out,
Baldwin rarely wrote about homosexuality or bisexuality in his essays,
but wrote about the subject with increasing directness in most of his
fiction. If we acknowledge the considerable degree of homophobic
response to Baldwin’s fiction from Giovanni’s Room on, then we must
agree with Nelson’s assertion that "it would be naive...to assume that
the gay content of his fiction is not at least partly responsible for
the mixed criticism it has provoked" ("Critical Deviance, " 91).3

Critics often dismissed the unconventional sexual/racial
relationships of Baldwin’'s characters as unrealistic. Mario Puzo’s
complaint that Barbara King’s devotion to Leo Proudhammer is a "romantic
condescension" and that she is a "sexual Uncle Tom" is a good example of
more subtle homophobia. What exactly is a "sexual Uncle Tom"? Who or
what idea of womanhood is Barbara guilty of betraying? The phrase could
suggest a woman who lacks a sex life, or a woman who forfeits family for
career (preferring the big house of public life to the slavery of
domesticity), or perhaps visa versa. The first case doesn’t fit Barbara
who has an active sex life in the novel. The second case could fit

Barbara, but it is unlikely this is Puzo’s meaning. Barbara is "a sexual
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Uncle Tom" because "the only man she can love forever is a Negro
homosexual actor." The implication is that Barbara’s devotion to Leo is
a betrayal of white, heterosexual men. (What if Leo were a Negro
heterosexual or a White homosexual? Would Barbara still be an "Uncle
Tom"?) It should also be noted that Puzo misrepresents Leo by calling
him a "homosexual," when he is consistently portrayed as "bisexual."
This misnaming further suggests Puzo’s insistence that only conventional
sexual categories are credible ones.

Racial as well as sexual politics clearly shaped responses to
Baldwin‘’s work. As previously noted, many white male critics were upset
by expressions of black anger and unflattering portrayals of white
characters. The depiction of the black artist (Leo) and the black
militant (Christopher) as literal bedfellows probably inspired the tone
of aversion in several reviews that didn’t even refer to the
relationship between the two men. Houston Baker has argued that the
change in the reception of Baldwin'’s work and the neglect of his later
writing was political. Rather than attributing the increasingly
negative reception to Baldwin’s "artistic decline," as so many critics
have (white and black), Baker attributes it to Baldwin'’s renewed
interest in black culture:

But reactions today (to Baldwin'’s work] are less enthusiastic, and

one explanation is the writer’s discovery of an unequivocal

relationship with his culture. On one hand, there are too few
critics versed in black American culture to testify to his present
stance. On the other, there are many who vaguely (and with some
terror, one imagines) realize what his progression implies. The
result has been an increased effort to view Baldwin in the light cast
by his earlier works ("The Journal of African-Afro-American Affairs,"

28)

In this 1977 essay Baker argues that James Baldwin needs a new kind of

critic. The continued paucity of work done on Baldwin’s later fiction
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Me How Long the Train’s Been Gone_fits into Baldwin'’s corpus of fiction,
and how it reflects on the larger tradition of African American
narrative, remains to be explored.

Before undertaking this exploration, I wish to respond to three
issues that were raised in the reviews: first, the assertion that the
novel has a color-coded morality, that whites are portrayed negatively
and blacks sympathetically; second, the charge of "propaganda" and
artistic failure; and third, the tendency to dismiss Train as a
repetition of Baldwin’s earlier work.

Train contains one of Baldwin’s most positive portrayals of an
interracial relationship between a black man and a white woman, the
other being the couple in the story "This Morning This Evening So Soon."
This fact alone makes Granville Hicks’ claim that "the lesson of the
novel seems to be that Negroes hate white people" quite problematic.
Similarly, Nelson Algren'’s assertion that all the "bad guys" are white
and all the "good guys" are black is odd, especially since the good and
the bad are not that sharply delineated. 1Is Caleb a ;good qguy"?
Actually, there is a notable absence of "white guys" in Train compared
to Baldwin’s previous fiction. Unlike Another Country and Giovanni'‘s
Room which focused on either the redemptive qualities of a white male

(Eric in AC) or the redemption of a white male (David in GR), there are

no white male heroes in Traijn. There are minor white characters in
Train, some of whom are portrayed negatively. For example, Saul, head

of the Actors Means Workshop (who is based on Lee Strasberg) reflects
Baldwin’s crit;que of a pompous and chauvinistic liberalism, and his
portrayal of Barbara’s father and brother is similar. On the other
hand, there are other minor white characters who are sympathetic

including Jerry, Leo’s friend from the Village, and the white doctor who
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treats Leo in the hospital. It is true that, except for Barbara, the
black characters, Leo, Caleb, and Christopher, are the primary focus of
the novel. The subtext to the complaint that "all the bad guys are
white" is the inability of a white male reader to identify with a black
hero in a novel that contains both black and white characters, but no
white male "hero."

Robert Long is correct when he says that the protagonist, Leo
Proudhammer, "bears a certain ressemblance to Baldwin." According to
David Leeming, Baldwin'’s most recent biographer, "Leo Proudhammer is
James Baldwin, complete with large eyes, ‘pigeon toes,’ and ‘jiggling
behind.’" (279) . However, Long is not correct when he types Leo as a
projection of Baldwin’s desire for sexual power or says that Leo’s "rage
against whites is an inversion of self-hatred." Like all
autobiographical portraits "fantasy" is an element of the
characterization, but Leo is a highly self-conscious narrator around
the issues of power, sex, and racial anger and draws himself in a
fashion that suggests the ironies of his leonine name and the
powerlessness of his success. Leo is a more complex character than
Long’s comment implies, a character very much aware of the problem of
self-hatred and the uses and pitfalls of racial rage. The element of
"fantasy" is not Leo’s "conquering sexual prowess," but the noticeable
lack of jealousy and recrimination on the part of both Leo and his
present and former lovers. The romantic triangle in Train is held
together by the attribution of familial ties that take precedence over
sexual competition. Barbara and Leo imagine themselves as an
"incestuous brother and sister" and Black Christopher as their
offspring. The fantasy is not a dream of sexual prowess, but a dream of

unconditional and interracial family love.
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I think it is fair to say that Train is about the problem of and uses
of racial anger rather than the unmediated expression of anger that some
critics interpreted it to be. This complete breakdown in understanding
between Baldwin and these critics was, indeed, a sign of the times. It
corresponded to sharply differing views on the state of America and the
gains of the Civil Rights movement. Baldwin often referred to the Civil
Rights Movement as the "latest slave rebellion," not only to emphasize
the historical continuity of the conditions of American blacks, but to
deconstruct the myth that "civil rights" had made blacks and whites
equal. The physical conditions and lack of opportunities for young
blacks in Harlem, where Baldwin had grown up some thirty years before,
were certainly not better, were, in many respects, worse by the late
sixties.? 1In addition to the problems of continuing discrimination and
poverty was the ongoing destruction of black leadership. Baldwin, who
ﬁas an active participant and public speaker in the Civil Rights
movement, had known Medgar Evers, Malcolm X, and Martin Luther King.
When King was murdered Baldwin experienced a severe depression and
believed that he could also be a target for an assassin’s bullet.5
Baldwin was also friendly with the Black Panthers, who were being
systematically targeted by the FBI and the local police forces.®

Meanvwhile a large segment of the liberal middle class believed that
the Civil Rights movement had accomplished its goals and that militant
blacks were either "going too far" or endangering the progress that had
been made. According to this view, laws against segregation had lifted
the remaining barriers to black progress. The stridency of black
militant rhetoric angered and frightened many who had been sympathetic
to the Civil Rights movement, but who viewed assertions of "black power"

as a threat to their own cultural, economic, and political hegemony.
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Where many whites saw “progress," many blacks felt "betrayal." While
Baldwin became increasingly disillusioned over America’'s willingness to
change its structure of racial inequalities, much of the liberal press
portrayed Baldwin as "bitter" and "out of touch." This is the context

that must be brought to an understanding of the reception of Train.

The charge that Tell Me How Long the Train’s Been Gone is

"propagandistic" is hard to defend, if we think of propaganda as
advocating a particular ideology or course of action. 1In fact the novel
remains, as Houston Baker has remarked, "strikingly open ended" (41).
Train opens as Leo Proudhammer, a thirty nine year old black actor, has
a heart attack while performing on stage. The play he is acting in is
never identified, but it involves a traumatic homecoming. Barbara King,
playing the female lead, asks: "So you'’'ve come home to stay?" Leo's
last words before keeling over are: "I may have come home to die" (4).
By the end of the novel Leo is, at least temporarily, restored to health
through the ministrations of Barbara, his white mistress, and Black
Christopher, his young militant lover. Leo’s love for Christopher is
ambivalently portrayed as both a cause of his heart attack and as a
means to spiritual renewal; Christopher is the key to Leo’s roots, to
"home. "

David Leeming has pointed out that Leo Proudhammer’s heart attack is
a metaphor for the crisis of the black American, and for the black
artist, in particular (281). Although Leo recovers, the crisis which
his heart attack represents is intensified rather than resolved.
Christopher’s call for guns at the end of the novel does not represent a
solution, or a Leo/Baldwin conversion to an ideology of armed revolution
(a8 some critics seemed to think), but an intensification of Leo’s

dilemma. Leo, who worries about the price of all kinds of
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"deliverance," wants Christopher to live, and he reminds Christopher
that "we are outnumbered." Christopher replies that the early Christians
were also outnumbered. Given Baldwin’s often scathing critique of the
role of Christianity in black life, Christopher’s allusion to the "early
Christians" should be a clue that his militancy, while understandable,
is also represented problematically. The novel concludes with a genuine
dilemma rather than the simplification of propaganda. If non-violent
resistance cannot stop the ongoing destruction of black manhood, then
continuing to advocate such a strategy is morally bankrupt; on the other
hand, Christopher’s militant response could precipitate the "“apocalypse"
Baldwin had warned of since The Fire Next Time. The last lines of the
novel suggest that Leo’s journey has been circular. He is left "waiting
in the wings" for his next stage entrance, precisely his situation at
the beginning of the novel before his heart attack. Leo has resumed his
hectic public life, commuting between Europe and the United States, his
survival depending on a precarious balance of divided loyalties.

The charge of artistic failure leveled at Train most often referred

to the novel’s organization or structure and to its point of view. I
would like to leave the question of structure until later in this
chapter, but comment briefly here on Mario Puzo’s complaints, in
particular, about Baldwin’s use of the first person narrative. Puzo’s
argument is that the first person is only effective when it is used to
narrow the focus of the story, or to filter it through the perspective
of an eccentric or minor character. He objects to Leo as a "moralist"
who tells the story "in a straight-out polemical way." Puzo attributes
artistic failure or success to very particular aesthetic norms. How
appropriate are these norms to an understanding of Baldwin’s novel?

what would have happened to Leo’s story if it had been told through the
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kinds of perspectives that Puzo advocated? This type of analysis is good
support for Houston Baker'’s claim that Baldwin needs a new kind of
critic, one who understands his relation to an African American literary
tradition.

Although Baldwin used the first person point of view in four of his
six novels and several stories, How Long the Train's Been Gone
represents a departure. It is the only Baldwin novel in which the
protagonist sets out to tell his own story rather than the story of
another. (David tells the story of Giovanni in Giovanni’s Room, Tish
tells the story of Fonny in If Beale Street Could Talk, and Hall tells
the story of Arthur in Just Above My Head.) All of Baldwin’s first
person protagonists combine the roles of participant and observer, but
Leo’s story most closely resembles the point of view associated with a
long tradition of African American autobiography, the point of view of
the literate survivor. Hortatory and moral suasion are essential
characteristics of this form. It is a first person point of view which
is not designed to narrow the focus of the story, but to position the
narrator’s life as both representative of his people and as a model
for survival. To accomplish this goal the narrator typically
intertwines the stories of others with his own, speaks directly to the
reader on the authority of his/her experience, and aims for a
relationship of sympathy rather than ironic distance. All too often
complaints of artistic failure are the result of applying inappropriate
aesthetic measures. A more interesting line of inquiry would be the
relationship between Leo Proudhammer’s point of view and that of his
literary forebears from Frederick Douglass, Booker T. Washington, and
W.E.B. DuBois to James Weldon Johnson, Richard Wright, and Ralph

Ellison.
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Just as critics ignored the relevance of an African American literary
tradition to Baldwin'’s fourth novel, they also didn’'t see the ways in
which Baldwin was signifyin(g) on his own previous work. Critics who
complained that Baldwin was repeating himself failed to acknowledge that
Tell Me How Long the Train’s Been Gone sharply revises several figures
from Baldwin’s earlier novels and stories, including the figure of the
black artist, and the representation of interracial love in Another
Country. As Baldwin told a French interviewer, Leo was "Rufus qui n‘est

pas un suicide" (qtd. in Campbell, 228). 1In Train Baldwin recreates the

black artist as a survivor and successful public figure in the character
of Leo Proudhammer. Similarly, the Leo and Barbara relationship is a
revised version of the relationship between Rufus, a musician from
Harlem, and Leona, a poor white girl from the South. Rufus and Leona
have internalized their victimization so thoroughly that they destroy
each other in an intensely sado-masochistic relationship. Rufus takes
his revenge on the white world by abusing Leona, and then, in despair,
kills himself by jumping off the George Washington Bridge after which
Leona goes mad. In contrast, Leo and Barbara resist the racial drama
culturally assigned to them. Their theatrical vocation is both the
means and symbol by which they attempt to re-define their roles as a
black man and a white woman. This re-definition is dramatized by the
first scene they perform together for the Actors Means Workshop. Leo
"refused to consider doing anything from All God's Chillun Got Wings,"
Eugene O’Neill’s play about a tragic interracial marriage destroyed by
the couple’s inability to resist internalizing racist definitions.
Instead they choose to perform the concluding scene from Clifford Odets’
Waiting for Lefty to "put the liberal San-Marquands to a crucial test"

(108). While race is not a subject in Odets’ play, Leo and Barbara can
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easily identify with the young lovers, Sid and Florrie, whose poverty in
the Great Depression prevents them from marrying. The denial of domestic
happiness is a radicalizing experience for Sid who devotes himself to
the struggle for economic and social justice.

The Leo/Barbara relationship represents the possibilities and
limitations of interracial relationships in America. Both Leo and
Barbara exhibit a self-consciousness about their relationship that
belies Mario Puzo’s accusations of romanticism. From the beginning they
recognize that the social inequalities of race and class, as well as
their own ambitious natures and, one might suppose, Leo’s bisexuality,
would be formidable obstacles to a happy marriage. As Barbara says,

"If we were different people, and very, very lucky, we might beat the

first hurdle, the black-white thing. If we weren’'t who we are, we
could always just leave this-- unfriendly-- country, and go somewhere

else. But we’'re as we are. I knew, when I thought about it, that we
couldn’t beat the two of them together. I don’t think you’d care
much that your wife was white-- but a wife who was both white and
rich! It would be horrible. We’d soon stop loving each other."
(213)
The terms of their relationship are set. They will focus on advancing
their theatrical careers. "... We must be great. That’s all we’ll have.
That’s the only way we won’'t lose each other" (209). Leo and Barbara,
resilient and smart, represent the possibility of interracial love. As
Houston Baker has suggested, they are the fictional embodiment of
Baldwin’s call at the end of The Fire Next Time for "the relatively
conscious whites and the relatively conscious blacks, who must, like
lovers, insist on, or create the consciousness of the others" (Baker,
"Embattled Craftsman," 40, and Baldwin, Fire, 141). But their
relationship suggests the limits of such idealism, as well.

Paradoxically their love endures because it is based on their early

renunciation of the dream of domestic happiness, which appeared totally
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out of reach (as it did to Sid and Florrie in Odets’ play). The public
success which enables their relationship to endure comes at the cost of
their private lives. At the end of Tell Me How Long the Train’s Been
Gone the job of consciousness raising does not go to Barbara and Leo but
to their symbolic "child, " Christopher Hall, whose black nationalism

suggests Leo and Barbara’s failure to reproduce the interracial model.

n e, Famil cess

Tell Me How Long the Train’'s Been Gone is an important link between
Baldwin’s early fiction and his last two novels; it brings certain
themes to fruition, including the possibility and limits of interracial
love as a model for social change, as I have just suggested. It also
initiates new directions that Baldwin will explore in his later work,
especially in his revised portrayals of the black family and community.
Train explores three interlocking themes that had long been important to
Baldwin’s writing: the role of the family in sustaining the artist; the
price of success in American society; and the struggle of the black
artist to change the ways race (and sex) are represented in American
culture. First I will make some observations about the centrality of
these themes to Baldwin'’s work in general, and then explore how Baldwin
develops them in Train through a process of revising and "repairing" his
earlier stories, especially the story of John Grimes in Go Tell It on
the Mountain.

One cannot overemphasize the importance of family in Baldwin's
writing: family as a subject of representation; family as a metaphor for
intimacy; and family as the place of unfulfilled desire. As a subject

of representation, the black family is central to Baldwin’'s first novel,
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his plays, several stories and essays, and his last two novels. 1In
fact, depictions of complex family relationships distinguish Baldwin’s
work from that of other mid-century black writers, particularly Richard
Wright and Ralph Ellison. The autobiographical father/son relationship
depicted in "Notes of a Native Son" and Go Tell It On the Mountain has
been the subject of several critical analyses.7 However, it has been
less noted that Mountain also tells the stories of mothers and daughters
(the story of Florence), fathers and daughters (the story of Elizabeth),
mothers and sons (the story of Gabriel as well as the story of Elizabeth
and John), and siblings (Gabriel and Florence, John and Roy). Baldwin
moves away from the subject of the black family in his second and third
novels, but returns to it in his plays. The relationship between a
black parent and child is central to both Amen Corner and Blues for
Mister Charlie. Sister Margaret in Amen Corner and Meridian Henry in

Blueg for Mister Charlie are ministers who seek safety through religion,

respectability, and pacifism, but must come to terms with the knowledge
that in trying to "save" their children they have failed them. When
Baldwin returned to the subject of the black family in his last three
novels, he placed a new emphasis on the relationship between siblings.
This theme is initially developed in his novella "Sonny’s Blues," the
story of the reconciliation of brothers who represent the divide between
black respectability and the creative artist. The theme of "Sonny'’s
Blues" is picked up with variations in Tell Me How Long the Trajn’s Been
Gone and in Just Above My Head. Baldwin’s last two novels focus on
revisioning the black family. If B tree alk and Just Above
My Head each juxtaposes the values of two Harlem families in order to
explore the black family as a potential site of resistance to the forces

of racism and economic exploitation in the larger community.
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While the family, and the black family in particular, seems to all
but disappear as a subject of representation in Baldwin’s second and
third novels, one can argue that the family continues to be an important

theme even in its absence. The characters in Giovanni’s Room and Another

Country are driven by the failure of early familial relationships to
create alternate models of intimacy, or new families. The characters
are limited in their ability to create "another country" or another
family in Paris or in Greenwich Village by the extent to which they are
bound to models of heterosexual and racial inequality and to a model of
masculinity which denies the possibility of intimacy between men. David,
of Giovanni’s Room, is afraid to make a commitment to Giovanni, because
he can only imagine himself as a "woman" in such a relationship.

Another Country centers on three heterosexual relationships made
dysfunctional by the characters’ inability to transcend racial and
gender inequalities. However, the stories of these couples (Rufus and
Leona, Vivaldo and Ida, and Cass and Richard) have a counterpoint in the
story of Eric, a white, bisexual actor who, unlike David of Giovanni’s
Room, gains self-acceptance and returns from France able to love and
heal others. Trudier Harris has pointed out that Vivaldo, Eric, Rufus,
and Cass form a "symbolic familial group" which anticipates similar
arrangements in Baldwin’s later fiction (Black Women 194). Eric clearly
prefigures Leo Proudhammer, the bisexual black actor and first person
narrator of Baldwin’s fourth novel.

In Tell Me How Long the Train'’s Been Gone Baldwin returns to a
representation of the black family through the memory of
thirty-nine-year-old Leo Proudhammer. Leo’'s crisscrossing memories of
his Harlem childhood, his life in the East Village as a struggling

actor, and his current experience as an international celebrity bring
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together elements of all of Baldwin’'s previous novels. Train is

Baldwin’'s bridge between the disparate worlds of Go Tell It on the

Mountain and Another Country. Rufus and Ida, the black brother and
sister of Another Country, pursue careers as a blues musician and a
singer and in the process sever their ties to their family and the black
community. At the peak of his acting career Leo Proudhammer returns

home. Most significantly Train is Baldwin’s first portrayal of sexual

love between black men, and he situates this love within the fémily,
between brothers.

In Baldwin’s fiction the family is a site of strong emotional and
sexual desire. It is a place of longing and fulfillment where
characters experience both abandonment and abiding intimacy. Families
are the intersubjective ground where characters achieve, and fail to
achieve, a sense of self-recognition. For Baldwin, the question of
identity is always a question of intimacy with another; one cannot see
oneself or experience oneself except through the eyes or the body of
another. When families are absent emotionally or literally, characters
in Baldwin’s fiction form love attachments with others who become
symbolic siblings or parents or both. For example, in Mountain, when
Elisha leads John through his religious experience on the threshing
floor, he takes on the role that John'’s father has refused. Elisha, who
is the repressed subject of John’'s sexual desire, becomes the surrogate
father/brother who initiates the adolescent John into the community of
the saved. Similarly, and much more explicitly, the middle-aged Leo
Proudhammer’s young lover Black Christopher in Tell Me How Long the
Train’s Been Gone is Leo’s link to a lost brother and father.
Heterosexual love, as well, is often described in filial metaphors. For

example, Tish and Fonny of If Beale Street Could Talk grow up together
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like brother and sister and Leo and Barbara in Train are described as
"the incestuous brother and sister." Both relationships are Baldwinian

models of intimacy where lovers nurture each other in a hostile

environment.8

The family theme and the success theme are linked in Baldwin’s work
and imagination in ways that are often complex and contradictory. On
the one hand, there is Baldwin’s childhood fantasy that worldly success
would bring him approval and establish his place in the family.
Baldwin’s first biographer, Fern Eckman, writes:

As a child, he had tried to insulate himself against rebuff by
spinning a cocoon of reverie about the future, about the time when he
would be grown-up and successful. The dream had been recurrent:

Clad in a gray suit, he would drive his big Buick uptown-- uptown,
from somewhere in the shining, white citadel- to the block in Harlem
where his family lived. And they would all be there waiting for him,
proud of him now, his father as well as his mother, proud of their
son, James Arthur Baldwin, so wealthy and so famous. Then they would
all pile into his car and he would drive them to his country house.
And they would dine there together or in a restaurant, all of them

close and loving. (The Furious Passaqge of James Baldwin 68)

This fantasy finds its way into Baldwin’s fiction in the imagination of
John Grimes who dreams of becoming "a poet, or a college president, or a
movie star" (19), to compensate for his father’s rejection and to
challenge his father’s authority. Running up a hill in Central Park,
John next imagines himself a "tyrant" conquering the city for the
multitudes who will welcome him with open arms, but fantasies of social
prestige and political power are soon replaced by a vision of domestic
bliss that will presumably result from such success. As John descends
to Fifth Avenue his dreams culminate in a romantic vision of the

American family.

Behind him stood his house, great and rambling and very new, and in
the kitchen his wife, a beautiful woman, made breakfast and the smoke
rose out of the chimney, melting into the morning air. They had
children, who called him Papa and for whom at Christmas he bought
electric trains. (35)
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In an interesting variation on the childhood dream that success would
bring acceptance and harmony within the family, Baldwin told an
interviewer in 1970 that his family had saved him and that they were the

key to his success.

So when I say that they saved me I mean that they kept me so busy
caring for them, keeping them from the rats, roaches, falling
plaster, and all the banality of poverty that I had no time to go
jumping off the roof, or to become a junkie or an alcoholic. 1It’s
either/or in the ghetto. And I was one of the lucky ones. The
welfare of my family has always driven me, always controlled me. I
wanted to become rich and famous simply so no one could evict my
family again. ... That’s really the key to my will to succeed.

(Standley, Conversations, 89)

This statement is both revealing and concealing. It reveals the extent
to which Baldwin'’s overwhelming sense of familial responsibility came to
shape the directions of his later work, but it conceals the extent to
which his drive to succeed came into conflict with his family’s
expectations, and provoked a great deal of guilt in him. Becoming a
successful writer required that Baldwin enter and, to some extent,
embrace enemy territory. To conquer the city he had to learn the ways
of the white world that his father so distrusted and detested. Success
also required that Baldwin "abandon" his family in Harlem. He left New
York for Paris under similar emotional and social imperatives that drove
Richard Wright from the South; Baldwin knew he wouldn’t survive if he
stayed in Harlem or in the Village. In order to develop his talent,
Baldwin had to leave behind his widowed mother and seven younger
siblings whose means of support were meager. David Leeming describes
the day of his departure "as the most ‘dreadful’' he had experienced .
his family'’s tears and expressions of incomprehension clouding his
conscience" (55).° Regardless of Baldwin's mature view that his family
had "saved" him and that his desire to succeed was motivated by his

sense of family responsibility, the process of pursuing a career as a
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'writer, at least in the short run, drove him away physically,
intellectually, and emotionally from the circumscribed black world in
which he had been raised and, especially, from the black church which
was at the center of his family life. 1In Baldwin’s fiction, as in his
life, the wages of success frequently conflict with, rather than
facilitate, the dream of domestic harmony for his adult protagonists.
But the dream of the artist’s return home becomes a powerful figure in
shaping his fiction.

The third important theme, the struggle of the black artist to change
the representation of race in American culture, is also connected to the
family theme. Baldwin'’s early essays on this subject remain keys to his
later work. His critique of Harriet Beecher Stowe'’'s Uncle Tom'’s Cabin
and Richard Wright’s Native Son in "Everybody’'s Protest Novel" and "Many
Thousands Gone" comprise Baldwin’s literary manifesto and assert his
independence from his predecessors. "The ‘protest’ novel, so far from
being disturbing, is an accepted and comforting aspect of the American
scene, ramifying that framework we believe to be so necessary," argues
Baldwin (Noteg, 19). In his reading, Bigger Thomas becomes a mirror
image of Uncle Tom, "a continuation, a complement of that monstrous
legend it was written to destroy" (22). By arguing that the "protest
novel®" unintentionally reifies oppressive racial stereotypes and
categories prevalent throughout the culture, Baldwin puts himself in a
position of double resistance to previous representations of race. For
Baldwin the way out of the trap of representation (if there is a way) is
through a commitment to representing the complexity and paradox of
individual subjectivity within the family and by portraying the family

as subject to the constraints of historical and present conditions.
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Arquing for the importance of complexity and paradox in art appeared

to ally Baldwin with the literary culture of the fifties where he got

his start writing reviews for publications like Partisan Review, The New

Critics from the left like Irving Howe were

Leader, and Commentary.

unsympathetic with Baldwin’s critique of Native Son and the "“protest

novel® and associated Baldwin with a conservative post-war outlook.

Howe claimed that Baldwin’s "formula evade[d], through rhetorical sweep,

the genuinely difficult issue of the relationship between social

experience and literature" ("Black Boys and Native Sons," 99). One of

the foremost African American scholars of the 1980’'s and 90’'s has
continued this line of criticism, marginalizing Baldwin in order to

canonize Richard Wright’s work as central to an African American

literary tradition. Houston Baker has described Baldwin as promoting a

"theology of art" and advocating a "poetic, analytical, asocial" kind

of writing" (Journey Back, 60-61). He claims that Baldwin’s early
essays are paradigms of bourgeois aesthetics (Blues Ideoloqy 142),

arguing that it is not until the middle sixties with the publication of

The Fire Next Time that Baldwin’s work becomes socially engaged. In
: The Ar Protes James Baldwin, Horace Porter

contests this judgment by minimizing the differences between Wright and

stressing the importance of Wright'’'s legacy on Baldwin’s early

Baldwin,
"Baldwin in

essays and novels. About "Many Thousands Gone" Porter says,
becomes a spokesman for the collective rage of black Americans

effect,
. Baldwin speaks as Bigger Thomas

in a way Bigger Thomas cannot.
would if Bigger’s hatred for whites had not been, according to Wright'’s

narrator, ‘dumb, cold, and inarticulate’'" (82).

Porter'’'s argument is useful in countering Baker’s idea that Baldwin'’s

early work lacked social engagement. Baldwin’s work from the late
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forties to the late seventies demonstrates a much greater continuity of
method and subject than Baker'’s criticism implies. Baldwin'’s argument
with Wright was not over whether the artist should be concerned with the
individual as opposed to social realities, but how the relationship of
the individual to the social should be represented. There are,
however, limits to Porter’s intertextual approach. By emphasizing the
influences of Richard Wright, Harriet Beecher Stowe, and Henry James,
Porter tends to minimize the signific#nt differences that result in
Baldwin'’s unique vision. Regardless of whether or not one agrees with
Baidwin's assessment of Native Son, his criticism of the novel reveals
the direction of his own work. The following passage gets to the crux

of the matter:

Bigger has no discernible relationship to himself, to his own life,
to his own people, nor to any other people -- in this respect,
perhaps, he is most American -- and his force comes, not from his
significance as a social (or anti-social) unit, but from his
significance as the incarnation of a myth. It is remarkable that,
though we follow him step by step from the tenement room to the death
cell, we know as little about him when this journey is ended, as we
did when it began; and, what is even more remarkable, we know almost
as little about the social dynamic which we are to believe created
him. Despite the details of slum life which we are given, I doubt
that anyone who has thought about it, disengaging himself from
sentimentality, can accept this most essential premise of the novel
for a moment. Those Negroes who surround him, on the other hand, his
hard-working mother, his ambitious sister, his poolroom cronies,
Bessie, might be considered as far richer and far more subtle and
accurate illustrations of the ways in which Negroes are controlled in
our society and the complex techniques they have evolved for their
survival. We are limited, however, to Bigger’'s view of them, part of
a deliberate plan which might not have been disastrous if we were not
also limited to Bigger's perceptions. What this means for the novel
is that a necesssary dimension has been cut away; this dimension
being the relationship that Negroes bear to one another, that depth
of involvement and unspoken recognition of shared experience which
creates a way of life. ("Many Thousands Gone," in Notes 34-35)

Baldwin’s analysis of what'’'s missing from Native Son is a blueprint for
I he M in. By de-centering the protagonist, John

Grimes, and embedding John'’'s story in the stories of his father, mother,
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nd aunt, Baldwin restores the "dimension" of black life, "the

lationship that Negroes bear to one another," that he found absent

om Native Son. The story of John Grimes'’ conversion to his father’s
urch also suggests "the complex techniques [Negroes] have evolved for
eir survival." Baldwin’s interest in representing a complex

rjectivity does not reflect an ideology of individualism, as Howe and
er suggest. It does reflect Baldwin’s strategy for deconstructing
ial myths, interrogating the psycho/sexual dynamics of racism,
defining identity as an intersubjective process, and exploring the
gibilities and limits of love as liberation.

'he themes I‘ve discussed-- the role of the family, the promise and
e of success, and the struggle to re-represent race-- are central to
win’s work. Tell Me How lLong the Train’s Been Gone revisits and

ses his earlier treatment of these subjects and sets the path for
later fiction. An exploration of the intertextual relationship

en Go Tell It On the Mountain and Tell Me How Long the Train’s Been
should begin with the titles of these novels both of which suggest
mportance of testifying and traveling in black culture.

> very title of Baldwin’s fourth novel signals a revisionary

onship to Go Tell It on the Mountain. Both titles are from

n American religious songs. Go Tell It On the Mountain is the

and first line of the spiritual announcing the "good news" that
christ is born.10 The title points toward the culminating event
narrative, John's experience of salvation on the threshing floor

Temple of the Fire Baptized, and is one of several allusions

- John Grimes to the biblical John of Revelations. Tell Me How
e Train'’'s Been Gone is the refrain of a gospel song which warns

ho havwve fallen away from righteousness that Judgment Day will
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The "train," God’'s followers, have left the temple, and are
j among the "unclean," oblivious that their days are numbered.
» everything you think is going on well/ your poor soul is burning
1/ Tell me how long/ the train’s been gone" (George D. Kelsey).
tle of Baldwin'’s fourth novel points toward Leo’s fearful
ations of a coming apocalypse suggested by Black Christopher’s
or guns near the end of the novel.

ether the titles reflect the Manichean structure of a religious
ation suspended between the poles of salvation and damnation.

r, the titles also suggest the ambiguity characteristic of

n’'s treatment of such dualism. Neither John’s salvation in the
nor Leo'’'s regard for Black Christopher’s political militancy

be read as uncomplicated acts or final solutions to the conflicts
vels depict. Both outsiders who want to be insiders, John and
main in an ambiguous relationship to the religious or ideological
ork of the community they claim. While John Grimes is "saved, " he
ues to be in bondage not only to poverty and racism, but to his
ck of knowledge of his history: the truth of his origins remains
undisclosed letter held by his aunt. Shirley S. Allen has argued
he paradox of John’s experience is reflected in the title:

tell it," refers to the good news (gospel) that "Jesus Christ is
1" or to the message of Moses to the Pharaoh, "Let my people go."
ambiguity of the allusion in the title is intentional and also
jests the unity of 0ld Testament and New Testament faith that is

racteristic of the Christian belief described in the novel

5) .

Llarly Leo'’s complex situation is suggested in the mix of secular
|igious associations in the title Tell Me How Long the Train’'s
>ne. Trains are a central figure in African American cultural

sion. As the main transportation north in the early twentieth
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ry, the train came to represent escape, change, opportunity and
om. From the early Richard Wright story "Big Boy Leaves Home" to
ovie "Clockers" directed by Spike Lee (based on Richard Price’s

by the same name), the train takes on such symbolic resonance.

d, the importance of the train in African American literature has
one unnoticed in recent critical theory. Houston Baker proposes a
logical theory of American literature as blues which he figures as
rain at the crossroads.ll The epigraph of Tell Me How Long the

’'s Been Gone which is the refrain of the spiritual, "Mary Had A

" also evokes the image of a departed train: "Never seen the like
I been born, /The people keep a-coming,/ and the train’s done

» In its allusion to the story of Christ’s birth, the subtitle
fies on the title of Go Tell It On the Mountain, both suggesting
romise of "salvation" is yet to be fulfilled.12 The novel’s title
he epigraph conflate secular and sacred meanings of train as
portation and train as loyal disciples. Leo has clearly ridden the
. of opportunity. He has been successful "against all the odds,"
long the track he has lost his "train" (his followers; he is a

iet separated from the community). Success is a trap as suggested by
.itle of Book One, "The House Nigger." As a spokesman for the Civil
.8 movement, Leo has become superannuated by the younger, more

.ant generation and he now finds himself under a double surveillance

1e people and the police (368). The title Tell Me How Long the
1's Been Gope suggests Leo’s difficult and divided relation to the

¢ and white communities.
1e two implied meanings of "train," as religious acolytes and as a

:le for the pursuit of wordly opportunity also reflect a thematic

nent from Go Tell It on the Mountain to Tell Me How Long the Train'’s
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_Gone as Baldwin returns to an exploration of the black family and
mity in a more secular key. In many respects the story of the
e-aged Leo Proudhammer continues the story of the young John

s. From the innocence of youthful revelation to the experience of
ing maturity in a fallen world, John Grimes’ dreams of the future
e the reality of Leo Proudhammer’s life. In Part One of Go Tell
imagines himself to be a powerfully successful adult with a "Great

e." John's reflections are qualified by the narrator’s quiet

might become a Great Leader of His People. John was not much
-erested in his people and still less in leading them anywhere, but
» phrase so often repeated rose in his mind like a great brass

e, opening outward for him on a world where people did not live in
 darkness of his father’s house . . . .(19)

tioned previously John imagines himself in various roles, as "a

or a college president, or a movie star" (19), and later he climbs

in Central Park and imagines himself a "tyrant" conquering the

33). All of these images have intertextual referents in Train.

oudhammer is fourteen, the same age as John Grimes, when he tells

jer brother that he is going to be an actor (171). Later in the
the brothers walk along Broadway, Caleb asks if Leo will have his

1 the great marquees:

," I said. "I will. You wait and see."

tle Leo," said Caleb, "on the great white way."

won’t be so white," I said, "when I get through with it."

en years later, Leo has his break in an experimental production

Corn is Green and is on his way to stardom: Leo becomes the movie
at John dreams of becoming. While Leo does not become a poet or a
president, he does become the combination of artist and public

that John'’s fantasy suggests, and he does become a "leader of his

" albeit a reluctant and powerless one. The irony that one can
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w simultaneously escape and lead his people goes unrecognized by
rimes, but not by Leo Proudhammer, who is acutely aware of the
hat success has distanced him from the people. Even as a young
o is a more politically astute version of John. Leo understands
mily’s problems as a result of racial and economic oppression and,
 John, he directs his anger outward at the landlords and the
e system.
 most striking intertextual moment linking Leo Proudhammer to John
. occurs near the end of Tell Me How Long the Train'’sg Beepn Gone.
oks down at a panoramic view of San Francisco and reflects on his
8 in language that explicitly refigures John’s vision of his
» in Part One of Go Tell. Standing on a hill in Central Park and
g down on the opulent Fifth Avenue, John’s vision of the city and
iture role there is deeply divided. 1In his imagination the
ape takes on the shape of Christian myth. Is it the New Jerusalem
1ing or is it the City of Destruction?

. he felt like a long-awaited conqueror at whose feet flowers
114 be thrown, and before whom multitudes cried, Hosannal! He would
- of all, the mightiest, the most beloved, the Lord’'s anointed; and

would live in this shining city which his ancestors had seen with
1ging from far away. For it was his ...

1 still, on the summit of that hill he paused. He remembered the
>ple he had seen in that city, whose eyes held no love for him.

>n he remembered his father and his mother, and all the arms
retched out to hold him back, to save him from this city where they
id, his soul would find perdition (33).

sn and Harlem: white and black; rich and poor; light and dark;

and narrow; lost and saved; these are the boundaries of a physical
spiritual landscape that John must negotiate. For John the question
t will he conquer the city, but "what would his conquest of the

profit him on [judgment] day?" (34)
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the end of Tell Me How Long the Train’s Been Gone Leo Proudhammer,
ted from John by a continent and a generation, answers the

.on.

was a beautiful, dark-blue, chilly night. We were on a height,

| San Francisco unfurled beneath us, at our feet, like a

ly-colored scroll. I was leaving soon. I wished it were possible
stay. I had worked hard, hard, it certainly should have been
ssible by now for me to have a safe, quiet, comfortable life, a

‘e I could devote to my work and to those I loved, without being
ged to death. But I knew it wasn'’'t possible. There was a sense in
ch it certainly could be said that my endeavor had been for

hing. Indeed, I had conquered the city: but the city was stricken
h the plague. Not in my lifetime would this plague end, and now,

. that I most treasured, wine talk, laughter, love, the embrace of
'riend, the light in the eyes of a lover, the touch of a lover,

t smell, that contest, that beautiful torment, and the mighty joy
a good day’s work, would have to be stolen, each moment lived as
ugh it were the last, for my own mortality was not more certain

n the storm that was rising to engulf us all. (366)

- almost forty has conquered the city, but his conquest has

ed him much less than he had hoped. Because the city is "stricken
he plague," he cannot enjoy the fruits of his labor, especially
mestic comforts of a stable private life, that John Grimes

ed would result from worldly success. For Leo Proudhammer, who
ot share (and explicitly rejects) John’s evangelical tradition,
ocalyptic imagery is a metaphor for the escalating social and

cal turmoil resulting from the nation’s continuing failure to

s racism and its effects. Leo’s apocalypse does not discriminate
n the saved and the damned, but will "engulf us all." Leo may
conquered" the city, but he is powerless to save it.

t as Leo Proudhammer’s story continues and revises the story of
rimes, the Proudhammer family bears a revisionary relationship to

imes family. The initial description of the father, Mr.

ammer, in the opening pages of Train immediately reminds Baldwin's

s of Gabriel Grimes. Both men are characterized by a fierce pride
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s with their truly desperate and humiliating circumstances. Their
which isolates them from others in their community, is inherited
urden and a challenge by their sons. Leo’s father, "a ruined
os peasant, exiled in Harlem"
brought with him from Barbados only black rum and a blacker

de, and magic incantations which neither healed nor saved. He did
- understand the people among whom he found himself, for him they
| no coherence, no stature and no pride. He came from a race which
| been flourishing at the very dawn of the world-- a race greater
n Rome or Judea, mightier than Egypt-- he came from a race of
gs, kings who had never been taken in battle, kings who had never
n slaves. He spoke to us of tribes and empires, battles,
tories, and monarchs of whom we had never heard-- they were not
tioned in our schoolbooks-- and invested us with glories in which
felt more awkward than in the secondhand shoes we wore. ... If our
her was of royal blood and we were royal children, our father was
tainly the only person in the world who knew it. (11-12)
r. Proudhammer, Gabriel Grimes also believed he was of “royal

" although Gabriel received his authority from God. Gabriel
ed that he was chosen, like Abraham, to father a line of royal
dants. It is this conviction which causes him to reject his
n, since John is not of his seed, and to name his biological son
." Mr. Proudhammer is clearly a secular version of Gabriel Grimes;
ide and rage are based on a myth of lost historical grandeur
d of the religious conviction that he is one of God’'s elect. 1In
the Proudhammer family "had never gone to church, for our father
not bear the sight of people on their knees" (170). While John’s
timate birth excludes him from his father'’s "royal" line, Leo is
jically and, as his first name suggests, spiritually, a
\ammer. The difference between the two fathers is important. By
structing Gabriel as the secular Mr. Proudhammer, Baldwin writes a

in which the son is able to put the father'’s failures into

active and finally bridge the chasm that separates father and son.
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'hroughout Train Mr. Proudhammer is never given a first name, which

ests the diminished role he plays in Leo’s life and in the text

1f compared to the role of Gabriel in John’s life. 1In Go Tell the

whelming impact that Gabriel has on John is matched by the

inence of Gabriel’s story, which is the longest chapter located in

center of the text. In contrast, Mr. Proudhammer is described

fly at a few key points in the novel. Often drunk, angry, and

lonally absent, Proudhammer seems to have been supplanted by his

it son, Caleb, to whom Leo is fiercely attached. David Leeming has

d that the Proudhammer family has autobiographical significance,

unlike the Grimes family, they are more "idealized than real"
While it is true that the Proudhammers do have "rare joyful

ts" (one such moment occurs when Caleb and his mother waltz to a

so tune [165]), Leeming’s description of the Proudhammers as a

sive black family" hardly seems supported by the text. Leo's

les of growing up in Harlem are preoccupied by descriptions of

\tion and loss and the disintegration of family life. Near the end

k One Leo recalls "our last days as a family" (90), days which

e Caleb’s arrest. The father has been laid off from work, they are

d from their apartment, and Caleb quits school. The mother, who

the family together, brings home scraps from Miss Anne’s kitchen,

her proud husband refuses to eat. A shoe shine box and shopping

acome the "emblems of [Leo’s] maturity" as he tries to help his

out of desperate poverty (90). Leo’s family can neither protect

r provide models for his adult life. "I was very nearly lost

» my elders, through no fault of their own, had betrayed me.

} I loved my father, but I did not want to live his life. I did

59






t want to become like him, he was the living example of defeat"

7).

Some of the most poignant passages in the novel involve the

ationship between Leo and Caleb which is developed through a series

bainful separations, reunions, and a reversal of roles in which Leo

mes his older brother'’s protector and lover at one point. Leo

s Caleb three times: first when Caleb is arrested for a crime he

't commit, second when he is drafted to serve in the second World

and third when he converts to evangelical Christianity. When Caleb

ns from prison, he is bitter, broken, and frightened. The once

ed older brother becomes, like the father, "an object lesson"
Caleb, whose experience in a prison farm reads like a neo-slave

ive, has been sexually humiliated by a white guard who made him

ike his "grandmother in the fields somewhere" (180). Leo, outraged

way the white world has treated his brother, falls asleep

1g of revenge and cursing an unjust God. But, less expectedly, Leo

truggling with other desires and the dream of revenge dissolves

passionate embrace as Leo and Caleb share a sexual encounter.

isode occurs in the very center of the text and suggests Leo'’s

lon to manhood; no longer the little brother, Leo wishes to care

b. He remembers this experience as the first time he tried to

e and the first time he felt himself "to be present in the body

oy person' (163). Leo, like other Baldwin protagonists,

es self-recognition (or identity) as an intersubjective, loving

ead in relationship to Caleb'’'s experience at the prison farm,

aleb love scene represents Baldwin’s response to a discourse of
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homophobia. Caleb’s experience on a southern prison farm provides the
historical ground for a homophobia that identifies homosexuality as an
act of white oppression and as a sign of black submission. Throughout
his imprisonment Caleb is under the constant threat of rape by a white
prison guard. Martin Howell approaches Caleb who is working in the
field saying, "Nigger, if my balls was on your chin, where would my
prick be" (179). Caleb responds by picking up a pitchfork to defend
himself. Although he successfully resists Howell’s sexual aggression, he
is punished by being sent to the kitchen to do women'’s work. Howell
again pursues Caleb, touching him on the behind in the kitchen and
saying "something about my mama and my daddy" (182). Once again Caleb
fights back and this time is banished to the cellar, where he again
resists Howell’'s attempts to get him alone (185-6). Caleb’s long battle
against sexual humiliation is figured as a battle for masculinity.
Howell tries to turn Caleb into a woman: "I ain’t my grandmother, I'm a
man" (180). Female identity becomes the sign of the black male’s
debasement by the white male. Although Caleb resists rape, he is still
sent to the kitchen. Caleb’s long struggle with Howell has left him
beaten and hardened, alienating him from his family and from the
possibility of intimacy with a woman. Leo says, "He was good to look
at, good to dance with, probably good to sleep with; but he was no
longer good for love. And certainly Caleb felt this, for in his
dealings with the girls there was a note of brutality which I had never
felt in him before" (159).

When Leo comforts and then makes love to his brother, he is rescuing
Caleb from the effects of racism. Caleb’s masculinity and his family
ties are restored (at least temporarily) through an act of brotherly

intimacy. The restorative effects of this intimacy are revealed the
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following day in one of the rare happy family scenes and by the fact
that Caleb tells his prison story later as if his intimate relationship
with Leo made it possible to confess his humiliation. By figuring an
incestuous homosexual act as repairing the damage of white homosexual
rape (or threatened rape), Baldwin is challenging the homophobia in the
black nationalist movement that equated all homosexuality with signs of
white oppression and internalized self-hatred. He is also challenging
black machismo as an effective response to the threat to black manhood
posed by racism.

The Leo/Caleb relationship is symbolic of Baldwin’s critique of
American racism, especially its assault on black men. It is not
accidental that Leo loses Caleb to the three institutions that most
frequently shape the lives of young black men, institutions which
Baldwin believed continually perpetuated racism and denied black
masculinity: the justice system, the army and the church. Shattered by
his previously described experience in prison, and by his later
experience in the army where he is betrayed by a white "friend," Caleb
becomes afraid of his own rage and capacity for revenge. Burned twice
and afraid of the fire, Caleb turns to the church for safety. While
John Grimes’ conversion to The Temple of the Fire Baptized is portrayed
ambiguously, Caleb’s conversion is not. John’s conversion provides
psychological and emotional advantages by joining him to his community
and requiring the reluctant respect of his hostile father. But Caleb’s
conversion, viewed through his brother'’s eyes, is a psychological
defeat. The old Caleb that Leo loved-- warm, spontaneous,
adventuresome-- is gone for good. The new Caleb, like Gabriel in Go
Tell, preaches a narrow, moralistic doctrine and judges others harshly.

While prison and the army separated the brothers, Caleb’s conversion to

62



mragtianily

3 reversa

fatter.
Zaiek ane

TBETenSes %7

i one on t
erresentas:

hanel “f
mactic Life

268 3 re
¢ the acve;
L. "AS we
e black ¢
S8t a bres:

The aow {
CClvert Rim
t tever re.

in,
<&

Lolent s

lever, The



Christianity brings about an unrepairable break in their relationship.

In a reversal of Go Tell, Caleb’s conversion also disappoints the

father.

Caleb and Leo are foils; their lives evolve suggesting different

responses to poverty and racism. Both are actors-- one in the pulpit

and one on the stage. While Leo’s life is the anomaly, Caleb’s is more

repxresentative. Caleb, who doesn’t think much of artists or their
chaotic lifestyles, who refuses to attend Leo’'s first major performance,

becomes a respectable family man. 1Ironically, as Leo notes at the close

of the novel, Caleb’'s family'’s respectability is underwritten by Leo’s

fame . "As we say in America, nothing succeeds like success--so much for

the black or white, the related respectability" (370). But, if Leo has

lost a brother, he seems to have become his father’s favorite son.
‘The now old Mr. Proudhammer resists his elder son’s attempt to
comniwvert him: "in spite of the way Caleb went on at him about his soul,

he never relented" (335). Mr. Proudhammer’s black pride, his dream of

arncient kingdoms, is redeemed by Christopher, Leo’s militant young
Lover. The young man and the old man "spend hours together,
reeonstructing the black empires of the past, and plotting the
<ie“\olit::i.on of the white empires of the present®" (335). Baldwin brings
the novel full circle by substituting Christopher for Caleb in a passage
that echoes, almost verbatim, one of the Proudhammer family’s "rare
happy moments" occuring early in the novel. Leo recalls a summer day
when Caleb and their father engage in playful competition, wrestling
with a huge watermelon: "They both looked very much like each other on
thQSe days--both big, both black, both laughing" (19). 1In the last
pa-71'-"ag1.'aph of the novel, Leo repeats this phrase only this time he is

Q“escribing Christopher instead of Caleb. "Christopher and my father and
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I spent a day together, walking through Harlem. They looked very much

like each other, both big, both black, both laughing” (370). In

replacing Caleb, in Leo’s affection and imagination, Christopher, as his

Chr istian name implies, serves to restore Leo to a lost moment of

famdilial harmony. Like Elisha in Go Tell, Christopher is a conduit for

the protagonist’s desire for a repaired relation with the father.

N b =J ibernate

«James Baldwin told an interviewer from the L.A. Times that Tell Me

How Long the Train's Been Gone is a novel about the problems of
Train

"swaxrviving success" in America (Leeming, 278).13 Prior to writing

Bal Awin had been given some advice by his then lawyer, Theodore

Kuprferman. Kupferman told Baldwin that his "rage period should be over

aradA he should surprise everybody and do a book about a black who made

it ™ because "the whole system was changing and it was possible for a
Xuaalified black not to be restricted in any way" (Weatherby, 313-4).

Bal dwin not only disliked the idea, but was annoyed to the point of

Ql'la.nging lawyers. A fictionalized version of this interchange between

Kuperfman and Baldwin is represented in Train in the conversation that

Leo Proudhammer has with Ken, Barbara’s brother, and another white

<haracter , Bennett.

"And you made it, all right, didn‘t you?" Bennett asked.
bet you make more money than I do-- I know you make more money than I
do, " and he chuckled. "And I bet you didn’t do it sitting around,
feeling sorry for yourself, did you?"

"He just made his own way. And anybody can
(356) .

"Wwhy, I

"Hell, no" Ken said.
make his way in this country, no matter what color he is”

"But there’s no point in pretending that Negroes are treated like
white people in this country because they’re not, and we all know

that."
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"But look at you," said Ken. "I don’'t know what you make a year,
but I can make a pretty shrewd guess. What have you got to complain
about? It seems to me that this country’s treated you pretty well.
X know a whole lot of white people couldn’'t afford to live in this
apartment, for example--" (357).

"You can’'t imagine my life, and I won’'t discuss it. I don’t make
aas much money as you think I do, and I don‘t work as often as I would
if I were white. Those are just facts. The point is that the
Negroes of this country are treated as none of you would dream of
treating a dog or a cat. What Christopher’s trying to tell you is
perfectly true. If you don‘'t want to believe it, well, that’s your
problem. And I don‘t feel like talking about it anymore, and I
won’t." I looked at Ken. "This is my house" (358).

X.eo (like Baldwin) is outraged by the idea that his individual
success can be used to reassure whites that America has no significant
or structural racial injustice. Although Baldwin rejected Kupferman'’s

idea of writing about a black who had made it, Tell Me How Long the

Ixaain’s Been Gone could have been conceived as a response to such a
suaggestion. Trajip is a "success" story that could not be used as a salve

fox the conscience; it does not equate the "success" of an individual
with the progress of a nation, and it emphasizes the personal and
SPirxritual price of success for the person who achieves it.

In writing Leo’s success story Baldwin not only deconstructs
Kupferman's assumptions about the meaning of individual success stories,
I>ut revises African American narrative patterns as well. As I mentioned
©S&ax]ljer, Leo Proudhammer’s first-person point of view is almost unique
in Baldwin’s fiction. Unlike the first person narrators of Baldwin’s
Sther novels, Leo focuses on his own story. Leo’s point of view- the
I)GEZI:‘Spect:ive of the literate survivor-- suggests a kinship with an
ijflrican American narrative tradition that grew out of the slave
T\&axrrative and black autobiography.l4 In From Behind the Veil: A Stu
S23i-J&g;Q;Amg;iggggyggzggixg Robert Stepto maps out two basic trajectories
X this tradition: the ascent narrative and the immersion narrative.

Tuae as an important theme of Train involves Leo’s return home, his
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physsical return to the United States as well as his return in memory to
the scenes of his youth, the novel’s point of view is James Baldwin’s
revision of a classic African American narrative form. Leo’'s story
sigmifies on the "success" story that is part of the narrative pattern

of ascent, and it incorporates both kinetic patterns, ascent and

immersion in its structure.

‘The ascent narrative, the earliest of which were slave narratives, is

chaxacterized by the narrator’s physical and spiritual movement upward--
from south to north, from slavery to freedom, and from illiteracy to

li teracy. The narrator’'s development or self-mastery is the primary
suk>ject of the work. Self-mastery implies becoming a more acute observer
andA interpreter of society, particularly of the ways racial oppression
is wmanifested in political, social, educational, and religious
institutions. The narrator’s personal development works in tandem with
the theme of a broader responsibility. Typically slave narratives and
Neo-glave narratives use hortatory and are aimed at both educating white
|udiences about racism and providing models of hope for black audiences.

In Robert Stepto’s words the persona of an ascent narrative becomes a

" AQefinitive historian" who progresses from "muteness to voice" and "from

Toxmless forms to highly formal forms." A classic example of the ascent

MAaxrative is Frederick Douglass’ 1845 Narrative. Twentieth century

e°'=altip>lee would include Richard Wright’s Black Boy and Alex Haley’s The

AMatobiography of Malcom X.
Tell Me How Long the Train’s Been Gone appears to be an ascent

nat‘rative: Leo journeys from anonymity to fame, from an urban ghetto to
Europe. He is on a quest for spiritual wholeness which involves his
responsibility, especially to the young of his community. His celebrity

Status gives him both the opportunity and the duty to exercise his
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public voice in support of the struggle for black freedom. However,

Tradin revises important elements of the ascent narrative. In particular
it poroposes a conception of the self that is quite different from the
persona of an ascent narrative; it does not employ chronology as the

primary method of structuring plot; and it refigures the relationship

bettween self and time that is central to the structure of the ascent

naxxative.

‘The narrator in a classic tale of ascent emphasizes the positive

di £ £erence between the self who tells the story in the present moment

anA the self who makes up the subject of the story. Robert Stepto

describes Frederick Douglass’ and Richard Wright's autobiographies as

examples of the "essential retrospective voice" which " [exploit] the

reach between past and present" (Stepto, 132). The retrospective voice

emexrges when the narrator invokes the present to measure the distance he

has come from the past. An example of this occurs at the end of chapter

S din the 1845 Narrative where Douglass describes the importance of his
e@moval from Colonel Lloyd’s plantation to Baltimore. His language sets
2P a clear juxtaposition between his current state of freedom and
happiness and his past slavery. If it weren’t for this providential
Temoval, Douglass speculates: "I should have to-day, instead of being
Nexe geated by my own table, in the enjoyment of freedom and the
happiness of home, writing this Narrative, been confined to the galling
e}‘-ains of slavery" (75). This image of the present self foregrounds
bcth "writing" and "home" as achievements which mark his distance from
The illiteracy and homelessness of slavery.

An example of the retrospective voice in Black Boy occurs at the end

ox Chapter 1 when Wright’s narrative moves ahead twenty-five years to

des<=:|::i.l:.\e his visit to the father he hadn’t seen since he was a young
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child. The father represents an incomprehensible "crude and raw past"
from which Wright’s persona measures his achievement.
—-a quarter of a century during which my mind and consciousness had
oecome so greatly and violently altered that when I tried to talk to
hhim I realized that, though ties of blood made us kin, though I could
ssee a shadow of my face in his face, though there was an echo of my
~woice in his voice, we were forever strangers, speaking a different
dlanguage, living on vastly distant planes of reality. (42)
Whi dl e Wright’s father is a "creature of the earth" who did not have "a
charxrice to learn the meaning of loyalty, of sentiment, of tradition," the
sorn, Wright’'s adult persona, is a man who "forgave him and pitied him"
(43) . while the father is a "black peasant whose life had been
hop>elessly snarled in the city," the son has been rescued by the city
whi ch bore him "toward alien and undreamed-of-shores of knowing" (43).
The conception of the self in the ascent narrative is one of
PXrogressive development. The self in both the 1845 Narrative and Black
Boyr gains stature through acts of intellectual and physical revolt and
thxrough the act of telling/writing his story. Becoming a public voice
£ ox the cause of black freedom represents a culmination in the
axrator’s depiction of self-achievement. For example, Douglass
<oncludes his narrative by showing himself at the 1841 anti-slavery
<Oonwvention in Nantucket where he made his first speech in front of white
pe'~'>:ple: "I spoke but a few moments, when I felt a degree of freedom,
|anaq said what I desired with considerable ease" (151). William Andrews
has described the 1845 Narrative as a "Franklinesque" autobiography
beeauae of the construction of a self whose development from obscure
ox"ig:i.ns to a historical public self reflects on and provides a model for
his community (To Tell A Free Story, 127). However, an important

Variation from Franklin’s autobiography should be noted. For Douglass,

“Who wishes to emphasize the dehumanizing aspects of slavery, the journey
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of tthe "self-made" man takes on a very literal meaning. Rather than the

stoxy of a poor boy who makes good, the 1845 Narrative is the story of a
non —man (slave) who becomes a man; thus Douglass argues for the humanity
of the slave by paradoxically suggesting that one’s humanity is not a
giwven, but must be struggled for.

Wright extends this theme in his depiction of Southern life as

unremittingly oppressive. While Douglass contrasts the dehumanized

coxrndition of most slaves with the existence of a positive slave
commmnunity, where "noble souls" and "brave ones" (121) together attempt
to xesist their condition, Wright offers no such image of communal
8ol ddarity. As Charles Davis has noted, the narrator of Black Boy
assumes "the posture of the isolated hero, cut off from family, peer or
Cormmmmunity support® (Black is the Color of the Cosmos, 288). All the
qualities that support the narrator’s imagination, his curiosity, his
intellect, and the development of his artistic talent are drawn in

Conflict with the demands of his family and with adjustment to Southern

A ife. His survival as a writer requires that he resist the pressures to

<omnform to family and community expectations. Conflict is structured

wWithin Wright’s narrative so that the persona’s isolation is a necessary
Sondition of his personal/artistic growth and of his final posture as a
" <Qefjinitive historian" of American race relations.

Tell Me How Long the Train’s Been Gone revises the posture of the
iaolated hero. Leo Proudhammer is isolated, but his isolation is
p:t“eaem:ed as a problem, even as a handicap, which limits rather than
inereases his authority as a representative spokesman. By emphasizing
The personal price of success, Train does not conflate the process of a

cleVelop:i.ng self with the achievement of a public voice. Instead, the

Pub) j¢ gelf is a mask that hides the private self from itself and others
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and increases the protagonist’s isolation. Early in the novel Leo

describes his life as a "treacherous labyrinth" (7). The only escape

from this maze is the intersubjective experience of love which allows

the self to momentarily experience recognition, to "see" itself in

another (7). If the self in Douglass’ and Wright’s narratives resembles

the Franklinesque "self-made man," the model of the self in Train is the

actor who seeks to reinvent himself and others. The retrospective

voice in Train is not that of a "definitive historian" who narrates a
stoxy of self-mastery and a mastery over the past. It is the voice of a
middle-aged man in crisis whose memories unmask the safety and authority

of =swuccess. Rather than a "definitive historian" Leo is an

"axcheologist" who seeks a new wholeness in the discontinuities and

di~rision of memory.
I,eo is self-conscious about the “"constructed" nature of his identity.
He de-romanticizes the idea of the "self-made" man by emphasizing the

CO=st of all successful "self-inventions." His name, Leo Proudhammer,

AXad his career, acting, are important to the complex idea of self that

is Qeveloped in the novel. Given his small size and what he describes

| = hjig "strangeness, [his] helpless ambiguity" (31), Leo’s first name
|[PpPears inappropriate, if not ironic. However, Leo learns early to live

B  to the name of the lion, precisely because he is not the king of the

j"'—"‘lgle, but is surrounded by other lions. "I became tyrannical. I had

no choice. ... To run meant to turn my back on--lions; to run meant the

f:L)’:Lng tackle which would bring me down; and anyway, run where?" (31).
Leo becomes a "tyrant" out of necessity, but this tyranny is hidden by

v""lnera.bility, the very quality that caused him to become a tyrant in

Che first place. As Leo explores the contradictory sense of himself as
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both tyrannical and vulnerable he suggests that the "mask" is not less

real than the state that is "masked."

But this absolutely single-minded and terrified ruthlessness was
masked by my obvious vulnerability, my paradoxical and very real
helplessness, and it covered my terrible need to lie down, to breathe
deep, to weep long and loud, to be held in human arms, almost any
human arms, to hide my face in any human breast, to tell it all, to
let it out, to be born again. What a dream: is it a dream? I don’'t
know. I know only what happened--if, indeed, I can claim to know
that. My pride became my affliction. I found myself imprisoned in
the stronghold I had built. The day came when I wished to break my
silence and found that I could not speak: the actor could no longer

be distinguished from his role (32).
This passage captures Leo’s extreme sense of isolation early in the
novel and explores the role of "pride" in the "treacherous labyrinth" of
Leo’s prison is the loss of an authentic language that will

the self.

connect him to others. Pride is a stronghold created by necessity, but

like all self-inventions it has its price. Leo is trapped within the

vexy self-constructions he created for survival.

L.eo’s last name, Proudhammer, extends this meditation on the nature

©f pxride by linking him to the African American folk hero, John Henry,

who pxyoves his manhood through a feat of strength that costs him his

life. The first verse of the folk song establishes the "hammer" as a

SYmMbo] of manhood and pride: "John Henry told his captain, ‘Well a man
QAin- ¢ nothin’ but a man,/ But before I let your steam drill beat me
dowm, . 1/11 die with a hammer in my hand’" (Spirituals and Gospels, 30).
while the small, wiry Leo may appear to have little in common with this
work:lng class hero of fabled strength, their conditions are parallel.
Lea. 8 more nuanced story of heroic achievement suggests the problem with
th& John Henry model of manhood and pride. Like John Henry, Leo becomes
sn N perican cultural hero by achieving an extraordinary feat (as his
QQQtor comments, "I should guess that the odds against you were

ta]
T astic" [55)). Like John Henry, Leoc is an "obsessional type" and his
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heaxt attack, like Henry’s, is due to "nervous exhaustion and overwork"

(54). Both represent the end of an era. The folk hero represents the

ecl ipse of a pre-industrial America. Based on a work ethic of
irndividual strength and competition in an age when working men were

be irng replaced by machines, John Henry’s heroism is more of an
anachronism than a model for future generations. He beats the machine,
but only at the cost of his life, a one-time victory. Leo’s position is
anal ogous in that his success is also bittersweet and not represented as
a model for future generations. Leo represents an earlier type of black
sSpolce gsperson, who has been supplanted by a younger generation that views
him wwith some suspicion.

Bl ack Christopher’s assertion of pride in a racial and cultural group
idenit ity is a foil to Leo’s individual struggle with pride. While Leo’s
PridAe= has become his "affliction" by separating him from others,
Chries topher’s black pride inspires Leo’s love and reconnects him to the
“‘e‘“Ory of his brother, to his father, and to an earlier self. Yet, the
foil works both ways. If Christopher’s pride in the group suggests the
li“\its of pride based on individual success, Leo’'s heightened awareness
©f pxide's pitfalls, his early experience with his father’s pride in the
l°3t kingdoms of Barbados, and his concern that Christopher'’s proud
militancy will cause his death all suggest the limits of a nationalistic
pride. For botiz the individual and the nation, pride has its price.
ThQSe critics who read Tell Me How Long the Train’s Been Gone as a
8i“"!-‘ale endorsement of black militancy missed the ways that the novel
sanks to and signifies on the black power movement of the 1960's.
Black Christopher’s bisexuality challenges the movement'’s

wel A -documented homophobic conception of manhood and the complex
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medaitations on pride suggest its limitations as a value of liberation,
especially when it gets in the way of life and love.

In addition to his name, Leo’s complex self is represented by his
profession. Leo’'s career as an actor suggests a similar tension between
empowerment and entrapment to that developed in the pride theme. This
tension is first captured in the party that Leo and Barbara attend in
Boolk 1. Young and completely unknown, they are surrounded by famous
actoxs, directors, and playwrights. Leo discovers that in real life the
actoxs are not nearly as tall or as beautiful as they had appeared in
the i x roles. This observation increases Leo’s commitment to acting,

becawase of what he sees as its power to test the boundaries of reality,
to txansform the perceptions of others and thus to transform the self.
“If &=a dwarf could be a queen and make me believe that she was six feet
tall _, then why was it not possible that I, brief, wiry, dull dark me,
Coul A become an emperor-- The Emperor Jones, say why not?" (64-4). A
Mmore ambiguous image of the power of acting is developed as Leo and
Barba.ra, themselves, become performers at this party of actors. Not yet
l°"ers, they pretend to be a couple. Knowing that a Southern white girl
|ANA g plack boy would, by definition, each invest the other with an aura
of Sexuality, danger, and intrigue, they play to racial stereotypes,
QQ’:1Bciously manipulating others’ presumptions in order to gain an
et"'t'-tance into the theatrical world. While they succeed in gaining the
| T tention of the San Marquands who direct the Actors Means Workshop, Leo
s°°n finds himself feeling enraged by Saul Marquand’s condescending
query about Leo’s "qualifications" to be an actor. The end result of
LQQ ‘s rage is yet another kind of performance. Angry mostly at himself
tQt‘ allowing anger to be his master and determined not to allow the

th‘ld's response to "the fact of [his] color to become [his] own" (75),
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L.eo reflects on the relationship between his race, his pain, and his
rage. He concludes that he won’'t be able to master his rage until he
v assesses" his pain. Out of his pain is the possibility of creating a
» ] anguage" and a "self" (76). This realization leads to Leo’s
pex formance of a blues song that he remembered Caleb singing. This
pexr formance immediately receives the approbation of his white audience,
prowves his "qualifications" to the San Marquands, and gains him an
inwvi tation to the Workshop. Leo’s performances at the actors’ party
suggest the limits or boundaries of self-invention, by stressing the
Powe x= of the audience to shape the field in which the actor creates his
role .

I.e= o0 comes to understand acting as a dynamic process between the actor
and t— he audience. Leo is nineteen when he attends the Actors Means
WOrKBhop and throughout most of the summer he runs errands for the
Sutf£ i t, being assigned the role in life that blacks were most often
A&8sicgmed on stage. At one point he finds himself alone on the stage in
AN empty theater; the rain is "drumming on the roof like all Africa"

(106) , and for the first time he imagines his "desire [to become an
a‘=‘=<>:|::] as a reality involving others." It is this "coupling" that will
Qe s ine Leo’'s destiny. The retrospective voice that looks back on this
Scene does not emphasize the narrator’s mastery of experience, but
EB‘“"“SJS!est:s the difficulties in re-creating significant moments from the

Pasy,

X was young. Perhaps it is hard, now, to credit, still less to
=ound, the depth of my bewilderment. I merely suspected in the
<hilling height, the dusty, roaring darkness, the presence of others,
®@ach of whom was myself. But these others could not know it, and
Xyeither could I, unless I was able, being filled by them, to £ill
this theater with our lives. This was, perhaps, my highest
Possibility of the act of love. But I did not say it that way to
myself that afternoon. (107)
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I xemembering this scene from his youth, Leo articulates an idea of the
arxrtist and audience as lovers involved in a mutual act of creation.
That this creation is only a potential is evoked by the image of
imnwvisibility. Leo, alone in a dark theater, senses "the presence of
others, each of whom was [himself]." The invisible audience (or
cormmunity) contains, in its members, the invisible actor (or
indAiwidual), who is in turn "filled by them."

The promise of Leo’s vision in the empty theater is fulfilled with
his prerformance in an experimental version of The Corn is Green.
Althhowugh this event occurs when Leo is 26, about 13 years before the
Presemnit time of the novel, it is retold close to the end of the text,
makixacy the true climax of Leo’s story the very beginning of his career
A8 a s=merious actor. Leo plays the main character, Morgan, who in this
vVersi on is a poor American black boy rather than a poor Welsh boy. A

white school teacher provides Morgan with a sense of his potential to be

A great writer.

I Played that scene for all that was in it, for all that was in me,
A for all the colored kids in the audience-- who held their breath,
they really did, it was the unmistakable silence in which you and the
Auadience re-create each other-- and for the vanished Little Leo, and
for my mother and father, and all the hope and pain that were in me.
Fox the very first time, the very first time, I realized the fabulous

©Xxtent of my luck: I could, I could, if I kept the faith, transform
™My gorrow into life and joy. (332)

The invisible "presence of others, each of whom was [himself]," that Leo
ha.q 8Sensed years before take form as "all the colored kids in the
a"“'ldﬁi-ence" who are "the vanished Little Leo." This episode represents
the <ulmination of Leo’'s vision of artistic performance as a

pot;Ql'n::i.ally liberating communal process in which new subjectivities

e“\er :
ge for both the artist and the audience. It also represents a
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culmination of the blues theme begun at the actors’ party when Leo first
considers creating a "language" and a "self" out of his pain.

I.eo’'s performance in The Corn is Green symbolizes an ideal
relationship between the artist and his audience, one that Leo has not
been able to sustain as a celebrity actor and political spokesman who
has become "trapped in his role." The classic ascent narrative
culminates in the narrator’s achievement of a public voice (as in
Dougl ass’ Nantucket speech) or at least presents the public speech as a
def irxring moment in the narrator’s quest for freedom (as in Wright's

graciuaation speech in Black Boy). In contrast, the public address scene
in e=]l Me How Long the Train’s Been Gone occurs relatively early in the
nove 1l , rather than late, and reveals Leo’s deep ambivalence about his
Publ i ¢ role.

I.e=o© speaks at a rally in downtown N.Y. with thousands in attendance.

He i not at ease with the other luminaries who will also speak,
suspecting "the mighty gentlemen" are "unable to imagine such a journey
&8 ([hais) own" (84), and that they disapprove of him as he does of them.
He At tributes his difference to his "condition" as an "artist," a
SOndi tion that is not desired, but only "with difficulty ... supported"
(83‘4) . However, Leo joins the others on the public platform out of a
responsibility to the young. Leo cares deeply about not failing the
Nelxe generation who are represented at the rally by Ch'r:i.stopher and a
Young black girl who sings "deliverance will come" (84-5). But, at the
sa“‘e time, Leo notes that nothing he nor the other speakers (who are
erh older than he) have done or not done has succeeded in saving them.
As <ne of the elders, Leo believes it his duty to help make the world a

hQ"‘\e for the children, and yet he cannot help but reflect on the paradox

L nis position:
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I had never been at home in the world and had become incapable of
imagining that I ever would be. I did not want others to endure my
estrangement, that was why I was on the platform; yet was it not, at
the least, paradoxical that it was only my estrangement which had
Pplaced me there? And I could not flatten out this paradox, I could
not hammer it into any usable shape. (84)
At the end of the rally scene Leo is rushed to a waiting vehicle by
Chxistopher whose concern for Leo’s safety in this "time of assassins"
malkes the actor see himself as "... the Leo who certainly did not belong
to Ihimself and who belonged to the people only on condition that the
peop>le were kept away from him" (87).

“TXae rally scene, fairly early in the novel, may be juxtaposed with
Leo “ = first major performance in The Corn is Green, late in the novel,
to s waggest an overall movement in the text. Leo’s sense of
sSel £ — egstrangement and estrangement from others in the rally scene
Contx—asts with his experience of a personal and communal transformation
in the play scene. Leo’s success with The Corn is Green is the success
©f h=mving kept faith with self and others:

X had not betrayed [the director]. I had not betrayed the play. I
had not betrayed myself and all those people whom I would always
love, and I had not betrayed all that history which held me like a
lover and which would hold me forever like that. (334)
z&ltl‘lough the middle-aged Leo Proudhammer describes himself as a
“deu.ble—minded" man, an actor "trapped in his role," the process of
re“\embering his early life serves to remind him that the origins of his
sueeess were in a profound moment of faith and loyalty, a moment when
aetcr and audience successfully "recreated" each other. This memory is
QOnhected to the present by Leo’s desire to keep faith with Christopher,
wlth his family and community (362). Leo’s physical recovery is

EQQ:i.lit.:at:ed by recovering the memories of his divided life, a life

t.ed-eemed by its moments of integration and recognition.
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Although the subject of Tell Me How Long the Train’s Been Gone, the
narxrator’s struggle to rise from conditions of neo-slavery to freedom,
fxrom anonymity to public prominence, is the subject of the "ascent
naxrxative," the structure and sensibility of the novel resemble what
Robert Stepto has described as an "immersion narrative." Immersion is a
response to the loss of cultural identity entailed by ascent. The
protagonist of the immersion narrative finds spiritual sustenance by a
retuxn to cultural roots, represented by the South, the family and
commuanity, or by African American musical traditions, or historical

discovery.

“T"Xae immersion narrative is fundamentally an expression of a
xd_tualized journey into a symbolic South, in which the protagonist
= eeks those aspects of tribal literacy that ameliorate, if not
oXI>literate, the conditions imposed by solitude. The conventional
i wvrumersion narrative ends almost paradoxically, with the questing
£ 3 _gure located in or near the narrative’s most oppressive social
St ructure but free in the sense that he has gained or regained

=swafficient tribal literacy to assume the mantle of an articulate
k& nsman (167).

Both nparrative types imply a journey and a quest, but the journey ends
in X'&adically different geographical, social and psychological spaces for
the Protagonists and the difference in the corresponding knowledge that
they pass on is the difference between "the articulate survivor" and
"the articulate kinsman."

Stepto calls W.E.B. DuBois’ The Souls of Black Folks the first
l-"a:":r'at:ive expression of the immersion ritual and views it as a

predecessor to such texts as James Weldon Johnson’s The Autobiography of

w and Jean Toomer'’s Cane. Central to these narratives

is T he struggle to reconcile a "double-consciousness," the term DuBois
used to characterize black subjectivity in America as a problem of

x . .
eQaniling two "warring" selves and ideals.
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After the Egyptian and the Indian, the Greek and Roman, the Teuton
and Mongolian, the Negro is a sort of seventh son, born with a veil,
and gifted with second-sight in this American world, --a world which
yields him no true self-consciousness, but only lets him see himself
through the revelation of the other world. It is a peculiar
sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at
one'’'s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’'s soul by the
tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity. One ever

feels his twoness, --an American, a Negro ... .(The Souls of Black
Folk 45)

Fox DuBois the dream of reconciliation involves a merger which
sacxifices neither self, but allows one to "be both a Negro and an
Ame xidican, without being cursed and spit upon by his fellows, without
ha~w i g the doors of Opportunity closed roughly in his face" (45-46).
Thuss , this "true self-consciousness" implies not only a new

sub j ectivity, but a new nation where the Negro can "be a co-worker in
the 3I«cingdom of culture" (46).

S exveral qualities that Robert Stepto identifies with the immersion
narxative can be found in Tell Me How long the Train’s Been Gone,
iriczl-lading the prophetic tone, the construction of a public and private
11113t:<:ry with little reference to chronology, the dual concern with black
:1‘351<1<=rship and black spiritual expression, an examination of the
Pex~agiveness of the color line in American society, and the archetype
©f the "weary traveler" whose journey to the "deeper recesses" is a call
fox a new, culturally plural America. (Leo is, indeed, a weary traveler,
AS ne says: "A day may come, but not for me, when the American South
wWila be habitable. Till then--well, I am wandering," 143). Some of
thQSe elements in Train have already been discussed. But clearly the
'nc>§3t:obvious reference to DuBois, in particular, is Leo’s description of

h:i"‘hself as a "double-minded" man. The narrative organization of Train,

which many readers have found problematic, is quite appropriate as a

f"‘rl»c:t::lon of Leo’s character. It is the textual representation of Leo’s
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struggle with the split self. Events are ordered by the associations of
dream and memory; juxtaposition rather than chronology dramatize Leo'’s
bifurcated story. Thus, memories of Caleb and Harlem are interrupted by
memories of Barbara and the East Village or the Actors Workshop and visa
versa.

The double-consciousness theme is powerfully dramatized in Book II of
Train in terms of structure, setting, and language. The title, "Is there
Anybody There," immediately suggests the problem of finding a mirror in
which one can reflect, in DuBois’ words, a "true self-consciousness."
Book II covers a critical period in Leo’s development, between the years
of fourteen and nineteen, when he first experiences sex and love. Rather
than presenting a continuum of past experience, Book II is structured
around two separate stories, one of which is embedded in the other. The
story of Caleb’s return from prison and Leo and Caleb’s love interrupts
the longer story of Leo’s summer at the Actor Means Workshop, his bitter
experiences with racial prejudice in the adjacent, small, New Jersey
town, and his romance with Barbara King. The two stories are linked in
the text by a dream which awakens Leo to intense feelings of sexual and
racial guilt. Not yet admitting his love for Barbara, Leo sleeps with a
white actress, Madeleine, but dreams he is in Caleb’s arms, then wakes
up feeling like "Judas" in a "white cunt’s bed" (154). What follows is
the story of Caleb’s brief return home five years earlier and the sexual
consummation of Leo and Caleb’s love. Over thirty pages later the
narrative picks up where it left off in Madeleine’s apartment. This
dream and waking memory suggest the psychological cost of Leo'’s later
love for Barbara. That Leo has not resolved these feelings of racial and
sexual betrayal is revealed earlier, near the end of Book I. The

middle-aged Leo wakes in his hospital bed from a nightmare in which
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Caleb has been relentlessly pursuing Leo and Barbara with a great wooden
Bible. An image of this present nightmare, in which he and Barbara are
painting signs in a wooden shed, evoke the past and provide a segue to
Book II and the story of the summer, twenty years before, at the Actor'’s
Means Workshop (see pages 88 and 101). Thus, dreams are avenues into the
past and provide important structural links in the text, as well as
suggest the problem of Leo’s split self.

The settings in Book II are a symbolic geography of racial
segregation. The unnamed New England small town, the Italian
restaurant, and Lucy’s juke joint each provides the narrator the
occasion to examine American race rituals and the prevalence of the
color line. Leo and his white friends, Jerry and Barbara (whose skin
has become darker in the summer sun), call themselves "the Negro color
problem" as they stroll through town, but the joke becomes grimmer when
Leo is jailed after an elderly couple sees him coming out of Madeleine’s
apartment, and Leo and Barbara feel the full force of the town'’s
animosity toward interracial couples when they appear in public without
Jerry. The town becomes a "gauntlet" of racial epithets, threats, and
hate that the young lovers must walk through (216-218). The restaurant
scene underscores Leo’s sense of displacement by contrasting the white
immigrant experience in America with the black experience. Leo observes
the way the Sicilian proprietor, who has never met any of them before,
treats Jerry, another Italian, like a son. By contrast Leo feels
painfully estranged from the town’s small black community. Leo'’s
reflection on the importance of communal bonds in creating individual
consciousness is suggestive of DuBois’ language:

[salvatore] found the key to Jerry in the life he himself had lived.

But he had no key for me: my life, in effect, had not yet happened
in anybody’s consciousness. And I did not know why. Sometimes,
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alone, I fled to the Negro part of town ... But my connections all
were broken. (124)

Leo examines his displacement from the other side of the color line
when he visits Lucy’s with his white friends. The drive from the
Italian restaurant to the juke joint causes Leo to reflect on "the most
dramatic, the most appalling ... invisible frontier which divides
American towns, white from black" (144). Lucy’s juke joint represents
what Robert Stepto calls a "ritual ground," an African American spacial
configuration (like Harlem or the Black Belt) which both responds to and
is subsumed by the dominant social structure; it is a place that
suggests the "double life" and gives rise to the burden of the
"double-consciousness" (Stepto, 68). Leo’s double-consciousness is
revealed by his tendency to interpret the meaning of Lucy’s from
conflicting perspectives. The ambience of the dance hall appears to
confirm a white fantasy of black life (the "tenacious American folk-lore
concerning the happy, prancing niggers," 145). As such, Lucy’s is a
"particular reproach" to Leo. Leo also experiences his presence and
that of his white friends through the black gaze of Lucy’'s patrons. He
sees Madeleine through their "speculative, lewd contempt" and must force
himself not to let go of her hand. Leo tries to manage his discomfort
by historicizing this double vision. His analysis of the music and
dancing echoes and revises Frederick Douglass’ famous comments on white
misinterpretation of Negro spirituals. 15 whereas Douglass revealed the
pain and sorrow of the spirituals, Leo/Baldwin reveals the rage and
arrogant passion of black secular music. The black gaze, as well as the
white gaze, is a construction of the racial divide. The blacks "saw
themselves as others had seen them. They'had been formed by the images

made of them by those who had had the deepest necessity to despise them.
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. they saw what their history had taught them to see" (146). Whether
in white town or in black town, by crossing the color line, Leo finds
himself in a "false position" vis-a-vis others’ assumptions and
expectations. Yet, his "false position" yields him a heightened
awareness, a place from which to view the forms of consciousness created
by the racial divide.

While Book II of Tell Me How long the Train’s Been Gone examines the
color line and double-consciousness, Book III opens possibilities of
"communitas." Robert Stepto borrows the term "communitas" from Victor
Turner and adapts it to his idea of symbolic geographies in African
American literature. Turner views human history in terms of a tension
between structure and communitas. Communitas (the Latin word for
community) describes social bonds that are in transition and are
essentially non-structural, non-rational, and egalitarian. Such bonds
are immediate, not shaped by institutions, and tend to exist outside
time. They represent "the desire for a total, unmediated relationship
between person and person," a relationship which "does not merge
identities," but "liberates them from conformity to general norms" (qtd.
Stepto 69). Stepto argues that the experience of "communitas" is vital
to the immersion narrative. He also argues that in African American
literature the expression of communitas is group oriented as opposed to
individual oriented, suggesting a "We-They" rather than an "I-Thou"
relationship. Such group orientation is suggested by the spatial
geography of communitas in African American literature which can be the
same as a "ritual ground," but on different terms. Thus Harlem, the
Black Belt, and other ritual grounds of black confinement can also be
spaces of communitas. The "weary traveler’'s" perception of the spirit

of the place, the genius loci, is the goal of the immersion narrative.
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The movement of Tell Me How Long the Train’'s Been Gone is toward
increasingly public and inclusive (if not unproblematic) expressions of
communitas. The first such expression is intensely individual and
personal. Leo’s incestuous love for Caleb fits the definition of
communitas as a relationship which occurs in opposition to a prescribed
structure (in this case the structure of family relationships) and
fulfills the desire for a total unmediated relationship where the
participants realize their commonness without losing their identities.
This first experience of communitas occurs in the middle of the novel
and in the middle of Book II, which, as I have argued, is largely
devoted to expressions of race ritual and double-consciousness. The
second and third expressions of communitas occur in Book III. The
previously described performance of The Corn is Green provides Leo with
a primarily (although not exclusively) intraracial experience of
communitas. The locale, a public theater, becomes a transformed
symbolic space. Up to this point Leo has found himself playing servants
and chauffeurs, re-enacting the race rituals of American society on
stage. With the performance of The Corn is Green actors and audience
re-create each other in a moment of ritual transition liberating
themselves from stereotypes. The performance links Leo to the black
community, to his own childhood, and redeems past suffering.

In the last few pages of the novel paired scenes represent Leo’s
continued quest for spaces of communitas in America. For the first time
since his heart attack Leo is able to go outside. His return to the
world is represented by sharply contrasting symbolic geographies (a tale
of two cities) which reveal the unfinished nature of Leo’s quest. The
first scene takes place in an expensive Chinese restaurant where Leo

enjoys a last supper in San PFrancisco with his closest friends--
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Christopher, Barbara, and Pete. This group, which crosses racial and
economic lines, suggests an ideal, and Leo feels "recalled to life."

The atmosphere of comfort and wealth creates "an astounding illusion of
safety, order and civilization. Evil did not seem to exist here" (365).
Yet Leo is all too aware that this upscale restaurant is not the site of
the "welcome table" about which his mother sang. "Beneath this table,
deep in the bowels of the earth, as far away as China, as close as the
streets outside, an energy moved and gathered and it would, one day,
overturn this table..." (366). The privileged "order and civilization"
of the restaurant scene contrasts with the final image of an interracial
communitas located in the energy of those "streets outside." The scenes
are linked by the language and images of apocalypse.

After leaving the restaurant, Christopher takes Leo to a crowded
street in San Francisco, full of young people both black and white,
whose clothes and appearance represent the sixties counter culture
revolution. They enter a dark building that had once been a movie
theater where the music is so loud it assaults the senses, and hundreds
of youth are milling, embracing, and dancing in a flickering violent
light. On all four walls, screens show images of writhing figures and
faces. 1In place of reassuring order is the energy of chaos. Describing
the dancing figures in apocalyptic images of the dead arising, Leo finds
himself "witnessing, not sharing" a "rite" that reminds him of the rites
in black churches and "older than that, in forests irrecoverable" (368).
The images on the screen move in "a tremendous sexual rhythm" making Leo
think of "nameless creatures, blindly coupling in all the slime of the
world... ." He even thinks he sees his own face flit across the screen.
(369). Leo, who must leave before the people start to recognize him,

remains more observer than participant in the novel’s final expression
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of communitas. Even though the flesh and blood Leo cannot participate,
Leo’s image within this mass media version of a primordial soup
indicates that his identity has been appropriated by the young for a new
symbolic space where blacks and whites can create bonds outside
confining race rituals. This splitting between the image on the screen
and the flesh and blood man, who stands apart "try[ing] to understand
what was happening" (369), is characeristic of Leo’s position as both
outsider and insider, implicated in and affected by the events which
whirl around him, but ultimately unable to control or even sufficiently
interpret them. The closing scenes suggest the continued distance
between the dream of communitas and its actualization. In an America
defined by its sharp racial and economic divisions, the dream of
communitas is largely unfulfilled; it is a rumble in the streets, the
noise and chaos of a dance hall.l®6

As I have tried to show, Tell Me How Long the Train'’s Been Gone
incorporates and revises patterns of ascent and immersion in its
thematic and formal development. I wish to conclude this chapter with
some observations on the relationship between Baldwin’s fourth novel and
Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man, a novel which, Robert Stepto argues,
creates a new narrative arc and a new voice out of the dialectic of
ascent and immersion in African- American literature (Stepto, 163-194).
Both Invigible Man and Tell Me How Long the Train'’s Been Gone depict the
challenges of black leadership in the twentieth century, both are
suspicious of the rhetoric of progress and heroic self-portraiture (one
inheritance of the ascent narrative), and, perhaps most importantly,
both novels are concerned with the position of the black artist in
America vis-a-vis his dual audience (black and white) and the dual

demands of expressing individual and communal experience. Train revoices
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some of the central tropes in Invisible Man, including
visibility/invisibility, running, and hibernation. Through revoicing
these tropes, Baldwin suggests a vision of the artist and his role
different from Ellison’s.

A passage early in Train, just after Leo has had his heart attack,
brings into play images of visibility/invisibility and of running and
suggests Baldwin’s engagement with Ellison’s novel.

The door to my maturity. This phrase floated to the top of my mind.

The light that fell backward on that life of mine revealed a very

frightened man -- a frightened boy. The light did not fall on me, on

me where I lay now. I was left in darkness, my face could not be
seen. In that darkness I encountered a scene from another nightmare,

a nightmare I had had as a child. 1In this nightmare there is a book

-- a great, heavy book with an illustrated cover. The cover shows a

dark, squalid alley, all garbage cans and dying cats, and windows

like empty eyesockets. The beam of a flashlight shines down the
alley, at the end of which I am fleeing, clutching something. The

title of the book in my nightmare is, We Must Not Find Him, For He Is

lost. (7-8)
As Leo lies in wait for the doctor he is an invisible man; his face
"could not be seen in the darkness." By contrast his youth-- as it
exists in the memory of his nightmare -- is well lit. Thus Baldwin/Leo
reproduces the tropes through which Ellison’s protagonist comes to
define himself. The Invisible Man’s maturity (or self-knowledge) is
linked to the discovery of his invisibility which in turn allows him to
illuminate his story, literally and figuratively. Leo’s childhood
nightmare, and especially its title, We Must Not find Him, For He Is
Lost, echoes the Invisible Man’s own nightmare at the end of the first
chapter when he discovers an engraved document in his briefcase that
reads: "Keep this nigger boy running" (Invisible Man, 33). The tableau
of the black boy fleeing, clutching something, is a classic image
echoing back to handbills of escaped slaves, and is particularly

suggestive of the flight scene near the end of Ellison’s novel during
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the Harlem riot when the protagonist, clutching his brief case, is
chased down a manhole (Invisible Man, 552-3). But, most importantly
this passage illustrates that memory and identity are mediated through
layers of representation. First, Leo’s memory is of a nightmare, rather
than an actual childhood event, and second, the nightmare itself is
about a book in which Leo discovers his own frightened self on the
cover.

Leo’s fear of being trapped in fictional representations of black

experience introduces a dimension of meta-narrative to the meaning of

Train. By suggesting that the artist is implicated in the trap of
history, Train may be read as a response to Invisible Man which poses

art as a solution to history.17 As Robert Stepto has pointed out, much
of the burden of Invisible Man’s ability to synthesize the patterns of
ascent and immersion lie in the novel’s frame, which formalizes the
"fiction" of history and suggests that "art may impose upon event"
(168). Ellison’s narrator speaks to his audience from the position of
the solitary artist as saboteur who exists in a state of creative
hibernation. As an artist he is able to interpret the events that have
driven him into the manhole, to transform blindness into sight,
invisibility into visibility, and running into hibernation. As an
artist he is able to create his individual form (and presumably, by
extension, the form of a larger American experience-- "Who knows but
that, on the lower frequencies, I speak for you" [568]).

In many respects the role of the artist/protagonist in Ellison’s
novel is conventionally American. He represents the value of American
self-reliance and individualism and the paradox that only by separating
himself from society can the artist become a universal voice that

effectively speaks for others. The idea that individualism can provide
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redemption for the group is voiced in the words of the protagonist’s
English teacher as he analyzes James Joyce’s Portrait of An Artist as a
Young Man:

Stephen’'s problem, like ours, was not actually one of creating the
uncreated conscience of his race, but of creating the uncreated
features of his face. Our task is that of making ourselves

individuals. The conscience of the race is the gift of its
individuals who see, evaluate, record ... We create the race by
creating ourselves and then to our great astonishment we will have
created something far more important: We will have created a culture
(345-6)
This passage sums up an important thesis of Ellison’s novel. The
protagonist’s struggle during the course of the novel is to form an
identity separate from the ideologies and institutions that have defined
him. The novel juxtaposes the socially constructed identities
("invigibility") that the narrator passively assumes during the body of
the narrative-- the student in the southern black college, the northern
industrial worker, and the spokesman for a radical organization-- with
the narrator’s active self-formation ("visibility") taking place
in the frame of the narrative. By positing a new territory, a warm
hole, outside history, Invisible Man argues that the individual as
artist can transcend limiting, socially constructed identities. However,
a return to the surface (to history) will mean a return to the
narrator’s invisibility. Presumably, when the narrator surfaces, his
new [in])sight into the "possibility" of invisibility will bring him some
advantage, but this is beyond the scope of the novel, as it ends with
the Invisible Man’s promise to end his hibernation, "since there'’'s a
possibility that even an invisible man has a socially responsible role
to play" (568).

Tell Me How Long the Train’s Been Gone re-inserts the artist into

society/history. In a sense it takes up where Invisible Man leaves off

89



by posing a self-conscious protagonist/artist who seeks a socially
responsible role. By making Leo Proudhammer a famous professional black
actor as well as a spokesman for black freedom, Baldwin suggests that
art is not a solitary activity, a separate territory, or a solution to
the problem of individual identity. The artist’s life is embedded in a
social context that cannot be escaped. At one point Leo remarks that the
actor, like the preacher, got his start in the pulpit. The actor is an
engaged artist whose identity represents a process of social interaction
rather than individual transcendence. The actor needs a script, a
director, other actors, and an audience, and his success depends on the
relationship that is established between these elements. The actor
works within a set of socially constructed roles, but if he is good and
lucky, he may contribute to their transformation, as Leo does in his
performance of The Corn is Green. When Leo first imagines the alchemy
that must occur between the actor and his audience he evokes and revises
Ellison’s trope of invisibility as possibility: "I merely suspected in
the chilling height, the dusty, roaring darkness, the presence of
others, each of whom was myself. But these others could not know it,
and neither could I, unless I was able, being filled by them to f£ill
this theater with our lives" (107).

There are some surface similarities between the position of Baldwin'’s
protagonist and Ellison’s. Both characters are forced by ; traumatic
event to retreat from daily life. Leo’s heart attack, the opening event
in the novel, is a symbolic hole which forces him off the stage and
provides the catalyst for his reflections. Yet, the relative positions
of the two protagonists are reversed. While the Invisible Man is

catapulted into a world of his own making, into art, Leo Proudhammer is
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forced to face the world without a role, without the consolations of

art.

I was chilled by the fear of what I might find in myself with all my
harness off, my obligations cancelled ... But who was this self? Had
he left forever the house of my endeavor and my fame? Or was he
merely having a hard time breathing beneath the rags and the rubble
of the closets I had not opened in so long? (243)
The hospital where Leo recovers, unlike the Invisible Man’s warm hole,
does not frame the novel, nor is it a place from where Leo gains a new
identity or narrative authority. While Ellison proposes a state of
creative hibermation to suggest progress (blindness to sight;
invisibility to visibility), Baldwin does not. Leo remains above ground
(like James Baldwin, a transatlantic commuter) who finds himself in the

same position as before his heart attack, "standing in the wings again,

waiting for [his] cue" (370).
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Notes
lsee Leeming, 263-283.

2Ig11 Me How lLong the Train’'s Been Gone is discussed with other
Baldwin texts in Pratt, 71-76; Sylvander, 67-83; Gibson, 113-118; and
Werner’s "The Economic Evolution of James Baldwin," 87-88. Pratt defends
the novel against Irving Howe’s claim that the characters’ language and
behavior is unrealistic, but agrees with Hernton’s criticism that the
themes are repetitious of Baldwin'’s earlier fiction. Sylvander believes
the theme of the estrangement of the black intellectual is "carried to a
positive (or happy) resolution." Gibson argues that Train is Baldwin'’s
"most directly political novel" and that it develops a tension between
"inner space" and "public space" which isn’t resolved. Leo Proudhammer’s
"problem has no solution in the framework of his politics. He is
American to the core and a liberal democrat. Liberal democratic politics
has not successfully solved the problems that Baldwin addresses,
explaining his towering rage." Werner argues that Train reflects
Baldwin’s developing interest in economics and class, "a new willingness
to speak in institutional rather than individual terms."

3Stephen Adams also makes this argument. "There would seem to be
some correlation between this decline in critical esteem and the
increasing prominence given to the homosexual theme in his novels..."

(45) .

4gsee Rainwater, 11. More black Americans were unemployed in 1964
than in 1954 and the unemployment gap between the races was higher. It
was becoming increasingly clear to Civil Rights workers that abolishing
segregation, alone, would not address the problems of urban blacks.

Ssee Leeming, 225-226. The FBI compiled a large file on James
Baldwin. Although Baldwin never saw his file, he was aware that he was
often followed. "Later, after the assassinations of the Kennedys and
Martin Luther King, Jr., and Malcolm X, [Baldwin]) took the FBI's
activities very seriously and often spoke of fearing for his own life."
Also see Baldwin’s conversations with Margaret Mead (10, 244) and with
Ida Lewis (Standley, Conversations 85) for his own description of how he
was affected by the assassinations.

6For an early description of federal and local authorities’ actions
against the Black Panthers, including a document from the FBI
counterintelligence, see Weissman (28-30 & 317-319).

Tror example see Michel Fabre’'s "Fathers and Sons in James Baldwin'’s

Go Tell It On the Mountain" in Kinnamon, 120-138, and Michael Lynch’'s
"The Everlasting Father: Mythic Quest and Rebellion in Baldwin’s Go Tell

It on the Mountain.

8Trudier Harris has commented on the frequency of incestuous overtones

in Baldwin’s fiction in Black Women in the Fiction of James Baldwin,
193-200.
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9al1s0 see Baldwin’s own description of leaving home in "Every Good-Bye
Ain’t Gone" (1977), rpt. in The Price of the Ticket, 641.

1°Following are the lyrics to "Go Tell It On De Mountains" in

Spirituals and Gospels, originally copyrighted in 1975 by Dorsey
Brothers Music Limited.

When I was a lear-ner, I sought both night and day,

I ask the Lord to help me, An’ He show me the way.

Go tell it on de mountains, O-ver de hills an’ ev-'ry where.
Go tell it on de mountains, Our Je-sus Christ is born.

He made me a watch-man, Up on the city wall,
An if I am a Christian, I am the least of all.
[Repeat: Go tell...]

While shepherds kept their watching, O’er wand’'ring flock by night;
Behold! from out the heavens, There shone a holy light.
[Repeat: Go tell...]

And lo! when they had seen it, They all bowed down and prayed;
Then travel’d on together, To where the babe was laid.
(Repeat: Go tell...]

(19)
llgee the introduction to Blues, Ideoloqy, and Afro-American
Literataure: A Vernacular Theory, 1-14.

12p5110wing are the lyrics to "Mary Had A Baby, Yes Lord" from Lyrics
Of the Afro-American Spritual, ed. Erskine Peters. Mary had a baby,

Yes, Lord!

Mary had a baby,

Yes, Lord!

Mary had a baby,

Yes, Lord!

The people keep a-coming
And the train done gone.

Mary had a baby,

Yes, Lord!

What did she name him?

She named him King Jesus,

She named him Mighty Counselor.
Where was he born?

Born in a manger,

Yes, Lord.

Mary had a baby,

Yes, Lord!

The people keep a-coming

And the train done gone.
(28)
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13Irving Howe reads Train as a conventional success story: “"buried
deep within this seemingly iconoclastic writer is a very conventional
sensibility, perfectly attuned to the daydream of success" (Kinnamon,
103). I argue, on the contrary, that Baldwin’'s reading of the American
success story is not at all conventional. Through the character of Leo
Proudhammer, Baldwin puts the idea of an individual’s success as an
exemplum for the promise and future of a group under severe pressure,
and thus critically revises a particular tradition of American and
African American American autobiography.

1l4p5r an overview of the influence of the slave narrative on African
American literary forms see the introduction to The Slave'’'s Narrative,
Ed. Charles T. Davis and Henry Louis Gates, Jr., xviii-xxxiv.

15w1 have often been utterly astonished, since I came to the north,
to find persons who could speak of the singing, among slaves, as
evidence of their contentment and happiness. It is impossible to
conceive of a greater mistake. Slaves sing most when they are most
unhappy. The songs of the slave represent the sorrows of his heart; and
he is relieved by them, only as an aching heart is relieved by its
tears" (Douglass, 58).

16gee James Baldwin’s No Name in the Street (179-189) for a
non-fictional description of San Francisco in the late sixties where
Baldwin reflects on race relations and the possibility of communitas.
The chaos and fragmentation of Train’s dance hall scene is revoiced as
Baldwin’s own interior response to difficult times: "In this place, and
more particularly, in this time, generations appear to flower, flourish,
and wither with the speed of light. I don’t think that this is merely
the inevitable reflection of middle age: I suspect that there really has
been some radical alteration in the structure, the nature, of time. One
may say that there are no clear images; everything seems superimposed
on, and at war with something else. There are no clear vistas: the
road that seems to pull one forward into the future is also pulling one
backward into the past. I felt, anyway, kaleidoscopic, fragmented,
walking through the streets of San Francisco, trying to decipher
whatever it was that my own consciousness made of all the elements in
which I was entangled, and which were all tangled up in me" (178-9).

1710 No Knows Name Baldwin says, "Havens are high-priced. The
price exacted of the haven-dweller is that he contrive to delude himself
into believing that he has found a haven" (12). Although this statement
occurs in the context of Baldwin'’s discussion of his return to America
from Europe, it also has ressonance in the context of Baldwin'’s response
to patterns of self-representation in African American fiction in
general and specifically to Ellison.
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CHAPTER 2

THE ARTIST TRANSFORMED: IF BEALE STREET COULD TALK

Critical Reception

Co Ta (1974) was published six years after Tell
Me How long the Train’s Been Gone, the year James Baldwin turned fifty.
In a letter to his brother David, Baldwin described it as "the strangest
novel I‘ve ever written" (Leeming, 321). While some of the novel'’s
thematic concerns are familiar to Baldwin’s readers, there are, as John
McCluskey pointed out, some significant "new riffs." These new riffs
include Baldwin’s decision to tell the story in the first person through
the voice of an unmarried, pregnant black teenager, and to portray a
black family whose strong emotional bonds and political consciousness
enable them to support one in another in the face of oppression. Less
commented upon by reviewers is the striking absence of themes central to
earlier Baldwin fiction, in particular the themes of homosexual and
interracial love. In style as well as content the contrast between Tell
Me How Long the Train’'s Been Gone and If Beale Street Could Talk is
sharp, indeed. While Trajin is a leisurely, detailed, retrospective
narrative, Beale Street is a slim volume, under 200 pages, which takes
place, for the most part, in the present. It moves along with a speed
and lyricism not characteristic of Baldwin'’s other novels. While both
Train and Beale Street are told by first person narrators born and
raised in Harlem, their differences in generation, age, gender, and
individual circumstance allow Baldwin to place old problems in new
perspectives and to imagine healing possibilities. Leo Proudhammer is a
middle-aged, double-minded man, whose popular success has only

intensified his personal crises, while Clementine Rivers, called Tish,
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is a nineteen year old, single-minded woman, whose love for Fonny and
for her unborn child provide her with the strength to imagine a future
that Leo is unable to.

Unlike the mostly negative responses to Tell Me How long the Train'’s
Been Gope, the critical response to If Beale Stree ould Ta was
fairly evenly divided between positive and negative reviews. Baldwin'’s
fifth novel received some of the same negative criticism that Train had
received, complaints that it was "protest fiction" rather than "art,"
that the characters were "cardboard stereotypes," and that the tone was
"gentimental” and the concerns "repetitious" of Baldwin'’'s earlier work.
The issues most frequently addressed involved the narrative’s
credibility in terms of voice, action, and character. How successful
was Baldwin’s attempt to write from the point of view of a nineteen year
old black girl? 1Is her voice "authentic"? 1Is the story credible? Are
the characters believable? The critics were sharply divided in their
response to these questions. They were also divided in their
interpretation of the novel’s basic tone. While some read it as
essentially optimistic, others believed it to be pessimistic. There was
not even agreement on what happens at the end. 1Is Fonny out of jail or
not? Is the last paragraph a future reality or a present dream? Or is
Baldwin being intentionally ambiguous?l Some of the more interesting
reviews discussed Baldwin’s use of religious symbolism and read the
novel less as mimetic fiction than as allegory or parable.

The most negative reviews were John Aldridge’s in the Saturday Review
Woxrld, Pearl K. Bell'’'s in The New Leader, Anatole Broyard’'s in The New
York Timeg, Thomas Edwards’s in the New York Review of Books, and June
Jordan’s in The Village Vojce. John Aldridge believed critics had been

too kind to "Jimmy" and set out to adjust the supposed inflation of
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Baldwin’s reputation in a review that negatively critiqued (and, I would
argue, severely distorted) not only Beale Street, but all of Baldwin’'s
fiction. Aldridge’s claim that "Baldwin’s artistry has frequently been
placed beyond judgment because of the sacredness of his subject" (20) is
not supported by even a cursory look at the reception Baldwin’s work
actually received. As I argued in the previous chapter, the reviews of

Tell Me How Long the Train’s Been Gone, in particular, suggest the

opposite, that the resounding complaints against Baldwin’s "artistry"
masked a deep discomfort with the content of his fiction. Aldridge
argued that Baldwin has "repeatedly produced fictional characterizations
that represent the most simplistic vision of the racial conflict," and
objected to Baldwin’s use of sexual love as a “universal anodyne" to
racial separation (24). He viewed Beale Street as the proof of
Baldwin’s long slide into sentimentality and describes the novel as
"junk"” which promotes the illusion that "ghetto blacks are very happy
with their lot" (26). In conclusion he claimed that Baldwin has one
great novel left to write: the story of a talented black writer "who
achieves world-wide success on the strength of his anger and, in
succeeding, gradually loses his anger and comes to be loved by
everybody. Clearly, such acceptance can be considered a triumph for a
black man in America, but it can be death for a black writer in whom
anger and talent are indivisible" (25) .2 Of course Baldwin had not lost
his anger. In the face of the increasing setbacks in the struggle for
black freedom he was quite unwilling to make the separate peace that
Aldridge says he did. If anything Baldwin’s work in the seventies is
inflected by more anger, rather than less, but he faced an audience that
had become increasingly less willing to believe in or listen to his

jeremiad.
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In a similar vein Pearl Bell described Beale Street as Baldwin's
"ghallowest work of fiction" committing "those very atrocities of
distortion and sterotyping that [Baldwin] long ago deplored in Native
Son" and the tradition of the "protest" novel in general. An "ethnic
soap opera," the plot was "factitious," the characters,
"one-dimensional," and Tish’s voice "inconsistent," ranging from "a
tough and brutal Harlem idiom into sudden inexplicable flights of highly
sophisticated literary imagery-- the intrusive ventriloquist’s voice, in
fact, of James Baldwin" (4-5). Anatole Broyard objected to the "siren
sounds of terror" and wondered how non-black readers received Tish’s
often uncompromising language like, "we live in a nation of pigs and
murderers” (37). Dismissing Beale Street as sentimental fiction, an
"urbanized ‘Perils of Pauline’." Broyard flippantly characterizes the

story as containing "the most Heralded pregnancy since the Annunciation"

(37). Yet, the designation of "sentimental" as either a mode or a genre
does not describe Beale Street. Tish’s street language and Baldwin'’s

treatment of a poor, black, teenager’s "illegitimate" pregnancy as a
heralded event turns on its head the moral code of the genre of
sentimental novels, which rewards lapses in female chastity with
suffering and death rather than family support and approval.

Unlike those critics who berated Baldwin for writing "protest
fiction," Thomas Edwards complained that Baldwin did not get it right.
Edwards found it impossible to read the novel "as accurate social drama"
because he didn’t believe Fonny’'s case would have gone as badly as it
does in the novel. "In the real world, one wonders if even the most
officious Assistant DA would touch such a case, or if even the most
bigoted examining magistrate would bind over the defendant without even

allowing bail . . ." (38). (Actually bail is set for Fonny near the end
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and an important element of the plot is the family'’s struggle to raise
it) . Edwards argues that if the rape victim were white and of "good
character," if Fonny weren’t so good, if the families were poorer and
the laws not so consciously malevolent, then Beale Street would have
been believable. Like Aldridge, Edwards wished Baldwin had written
another novel, but the novel Edwards wished Baldwin had written sounds
suspiciously similar to the plot of Native Son: thus, his commentary is
suggestive of the extent to which fictional representations influence
one’s notions of possible reality. In fact, Baldwin based the story of
Fonny'’s encounter with the legal system, in part, on an actual case, the
experience of his friend, Tony Maynard, which I shall discuss at greater
length later. Edward’s inablility to find Fonny’s situation credible is
an example of the liberal American "innocence" that Baldwin so
frequently decried. Rather than sentimental, a novel that according to
Aldridge implied that blacks were "happy with their lot," Edwards found
the novel "bitter" and disturbing; blackness becomes "a condition of
helpless passivity. . . . persecution and violation are emphasized so
insistently and despairingly that enduring them becomes a kind of
acceptance™ (38).

June Jordan regarded Beale Street as "sorry" and "unconvincing
stuff,” evidence of Baldwin’s decline as a novelist and a sad contrast
to his achievement in Go Tell It On the Mountain. She objected to the
thinness of the story, the "skeletal style," the *“strained, tacky,
conclusion, " but most significantly to what she perceived as sexism and
a lack of political consciousness "such as most Blackfolk have acquired
since the ‘608" (34). Although references to musicians like Marvin Gaye
suggest the story is set in the seventies, Jordan found little evidence

of the contemporary black world. She described the family as "weirdly
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isolated" and wondered why they don’t they reach out to their neighbors,
the community, black lawyers, and the black media for support. "The
individualistic method of the family’s efforts says much more about
Baldwin than it does about any contemporary ‘us,’" claimed Jordan. She
found neither the voice nor the story believable. Tish’s voice sounds
more like that of "a rather fatuous, articulate man who entertains
himself with bizarre women-hating ideas at every turn," and her story is
unlike that of "any pregnant and unmarried young Black woman I can
conceivably imagine, let alone accept as real," concluded Jordan (34).
While the negative reviews were harsh, the positive reviews were
glowing. dJoyce Carol Oates and John McCluskey reviewed Beale Street
enthusiastically, and so did Ivan Webster for the New Republic, Louis
Mitchell for Begt Sellerg, and Michael Joseph for The Times Literary
Supplement. Reviewing for The New York Times Book Review Oates said that

Baldwin'’'s previous work had been both praised and damned for the wrong

reasons, which was indicative of the special problems black writers

continued to face with the reception of their work. She described
Beale Street as a "traditional celebration of love" which affirms not

only the love between a man and a woman, "but love of a type that is
dealt with only rarely in contemporary fiction-- that between members of
a family, which may involve extremes of sacrifice" (159). She found the
novel optimistic, but not sentimental; and she found Baldwin's
insistence on the primacy of emotions like love, hate or terror to be
convincing and true to human psychology. Oates noted that the characters
of Beale Street do not have the benefit of the Black Power movement to
sustain them, but she responded quite differently from Jordan to the
absence of a contemporary political ambience. "Though their story

should seem dated, it does not"; their political helplessness has
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strengthened the characters’ emotional bonds, argued Oates. She
described Beale Street as "so obviously based upon reality, that it
strikes us as timeless-- an art that has not the slightest need of
esthetic tricks, and even less need of fashionable apocalyptic excesses"
(161) . For Oates the novel is "economically, almost poetically
constructed ... a kind of allegory, which refuses conventional outbursts
of violence, preferring to stress the provisional, tentative nature of
our lives" (159). Oates found Tish’s voice to be "absolutely natural"®
and her speculations on male and female, and black and white,
relationships, as well as her descriptions of pregnancy, to be
"convincing."
In Black World John McCluskey called Beale Street Baldwin’s "most
convincing" novel and "more optimistic®" than his previous fiction.
Until this novel, Baldwin has not often elaborated on the optimistic
possibilities inherent in the blues tradition. . . . Blues-singers
tell us that after the most horrendous catastrophes, including the
loss of love, it is still the possibility of love (and therefore,
life) which moves us. The Riverses are blues people- loving,
demanding, enduring, not maudlin angels, or dreary victims or
super-folk. (91)
According to McCluskey Beale Street avoids the tone of "self-pity" and
"ghrill complaint," qualities he found in much of Baldwin'’s previous
fiction, and, as a result, is a "freer," "more tender," and "tougher"
novel. McCluskey attributed the achievement of this blues tone to the
simplicity and authenticity of Tish’s narrative voice, which he
considered (despite "occasional lapses") to be the "primary achievement"
of the novel (89). "In this area ... Baldwin has taken his biggest risk
. a risk that is generally rewarding for this reader. 1If the story

had been told with Fonny'’s voice, we might have witnessed the

traditional demise of the apprentice-artist in the hostile labyrinth of
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the city. ... It is Tish’s sensibility which lifts the accounts of the
dilemmas of the characters" (89-90). Comparing this novel to Baldwin’s
earlier fiction, McCluskey doesn’'t see proof of a decline in Baldwin’s
art of fiction, as Jordan and Broyard do, but the emergence of a new,
more hopeful sensibility. "With Tish and Fonny we witness the love
suggested by Juanita and Richard and Frank [sic] and Elizabeth" (90).
McCluskey was the first to compare Tish and Fonny'’s story with
Elizabeth’s and Richard’s story in Go Tell It on the Mountain. This is
an important insight and one that I wish to develop later in this
chapter.

Ivan Webster dubbed Beale Street a "major work of black American
fiction" and Baldwin’s "best novel yet" (25). Webster also liked the
theme of hope, represented by Tish’s unborn child, which he thought of
as uncharacteristic of Baldwin, and he was particularly impressed by the
women characters who he found to be "extraordinary" and who "carry the
book." While June Jordan was unable to accept Tish as '"real," Webster
found her eminently recognizable. Webster praised Baldwin'’s
accomplishment with narrative, voice and character as follows: "beneath
the whisper and the hurry of the story you can feel Baldwin and Tish in
a subtextual dialogue. Tish engages, even astonishes Baldwin as no
other character he has ever written about. . . . He'’'s exactly the
right distance from her. I’'ve never encountered anyone quite like Tish
in American fiction. But America’'s streets are full of her. We all know
Tish" (26). Louis D. Mitchell also praised Beale Street as "a fine
exercise in the many possibilities of Negro life in America" (106). He
described the plot as a "struggle against impossible odds ... resolved
in the typical blues transcendence" and the style as "straight, simple,

powerful and never dull" (107).
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Except for Michael Joseph’s review in the Times Literary Supplement,
reviews in the British press tended to be negative. Comparing Beale
Street to Love Story, Joseph praised Baldwin'’s novel for "balanc[ing]
the ledger on the side of truthfulness" (656). On the other hand, Peter
Straub’s review in New Statesman, while conceding the novel contains
"much affecting writing," claimed that "Baldwin'’s hate collapses
everything into a rigid scheme."” He found the novel’s implications to
be profoundly "despairing." Peter Ackroyd, reviewing for The Spectator,
judged the novel harshly for its "mawkish" style, lack of detail, and
"cardboard” characters, but also observed that Baldwin "has never
aspired to casual, Yankee mimeticism, and the model for his black
allegories lies somewhere around D. H. Lawrence." Reviewing for The
Listener, David Thomas read Beale Street as a "fable" celebrating the
Negro American’s "new-found capacity for self-creation" and "quest for
cultural freedom." Yet, Thomas believed that Baldwin created this new
image of blackness in "opposition to everything white," and charged him
with cartoon portrayals of whites. "It is as if the black American must
now begin to invent the white American, his white American, in order to
discover his own identity" (125). Yet, Thomas didn’t remark on the fact
that Beale Street, has quite an array of sympathetic "white" characters.
In addition to the lawyer, there is the Spanish restaurant owner, the
Italian grocer, and the Jewish landlord-- all identified more by their
ethnicity than by their generic whiteness. Clearly, Bell, the racist
policeman in Beale Street, chooses to identify with "whiteness" in a way
that other "white" characters do not. 1In this respect the novel does
not "invent the white American" as Thomas claimed, but illustrates

Baldwin'’'s oft-repeated claim that "whiteness" is a state of mind.
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As the preceding summary of reviews suggests, the mixed reception of
If Beale Street Could Talk crossed racial lines. White critics were
divided on the novel’s merits as were African American critics and
publications devoted to African American writers, as we have seen in the
striking difference between John McCluskey'’'s and June Jordan'’s
assessments. An anonymous reviewer for Black Books Bulletin described
the novel as "good ... but not great." The novel was good, because the
story was "entirely credible." Baldwin had "dipped his pen in the
survival pulses of Black America." The novel was not great because

Baldwin was unable to give "full resonance" to the situation or

characters (42). A review essay of If Beale Street Could Talk appearing

in Negro Amerjcan Literature Forum by Mary Fair Burks was generally

negative in tone. While she acknowleged that Beale Street has moments of
"moving, unforgettable beauty," she found it generally disappointing.
Burks began by claiming Beale Street brings with it "a sense of
resolution on the part of the author and its reception presages a new
trend in Black writing" (83), but then she went on to complain that the
novel is a repetition of Baldwin’s earlier protests, that its ending is
predictable, and that i;s characterizations are stereotypical. She
objected to the "mulatto" theme which she described as an extension of
the Plantation Tradition and asked, "What has happened to the ‘Black is
Beautiful’ slogan of the revolution?" (84) But then, she criticized the
novel for its "feeble effort to placate Black radicalism" (87) by
attributing all goodness to the dark skinned Riverses and "grey-hued
evil to the mulatto Hunts" (86). Burks showed insight into the novel’s
symbolism when she described Tish as a modern Black Madonna, and the

unborn child as representative of the will of the race to survive, but
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her insistence that the novel relies on "stereotypes" is misleading and
results in a confusing analysis.

I think there is merit in the argument that Baldwin relies more on
character "types" in this novel than in his previous fiction, but a
distinction needs to be made between "type" and "stereotype." It is
also helpful to connect Baldwin'’'s method of characterization with the
theme and purpose of the novel. Unlike Go Tell It on the Mountain, If
Beale Street Could Talk is less about psychological conflicts, resulting
from internalized racism, than about a family’s self-conscious struggle
to survive a hostile environment and a racist justice system. As a
parable of resistance, the novel'’s characters do illustrate qualities
which are either conducive to, or destructive of, black survival. While
the characters may function-- to some extent-- as representative types,
they do not repeat and reinforce culturally familiar characterizations
as the term "stereotype" suggests. Many of the characters (both black
and white) are designed to alter or even reverse certain literary
predecessors. A good example is the characterization of the white
defense attorney, Hayward. Mary Burks claimed that he is a sterotype,
"lifted outright from Wright'’s Natjive Son"; in fact, if we compare
Hayward to Wright’s Max we can see that Baldwin has significantly
reconfigured the lawyer/client relationship. In Wright’s novel Max is
the prototypical voice of left liberal authority who analyzes and
interprets not only Bigger Thomas’ actions, but his personality as
symptomatic of the larger social malignancy of racism. At the end of
Wright'’'s novel when Bigger achieves a sense of individual identity by
claiming responsibility for Mary Dalton’s murder, Max can only recoil in
fear. In contrast, Baldwin'’'s attorney, Hayward, carries much less

interpretive authority. 1In the process of defending Fonny, Hayward is
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educated; he is also put at risk professionally as he attempts to
counter the injustice of the legal system, and because of this process
he is brought into a relation of increased empathy and understanding
with his client’s family. Throughout Beale Street when Baldwin appears
to be "repeating" certain characters or stories from his own or other
black American fiction, he does so with a difference. It is this
difference that many of the negative reviews, in particular, failed to
acknowledge.

Following its initial reception, 1f Beale Street Could Talk has

received somewhat more critical attention than Tell Me How Long the

Train’s Been Gone. Critics writing in the later seventies regarded
Beale Street as a significant new development in Baldwin’s

representation of love and the family, and several thought it reflected
an "evolution" in Baldwin’s politics. Louis Pratt described it as a
qualitatively new story in the Baldwin canon. Whereas characters in the
earlier novels "grope hopelessly for the realization of love ... If
Beale Street Could Talk represents a consummation, an achievement, for
it is here that love is fulfilled" (77). Houston Baker described Beale
Street as Baldwin'’'s "penultimate vision" of the black artist who is
"gupported by the will of the family and the love of the black madonna"
(46-48) . Donald Gibson traced Baldwin’s "progress" from what he termed
a "roundly conservative outlook" in Go Tell It On the Mountain to "one
considerably less so" in If Beale Street Could Talk (100), where racial
oppression is explored "from a broader social perspective than [in] any
of the preceding novels" (118). "Progress" notwithstanding, Gibson
argued that Baldwin continues to be primarily a moralist who sees the
source of oppression as "emanat(ing] from the human heart" (in this case

the racist, sexually disturbed heart of Officer Bell). Craig Werner, on
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the other hand, argued that the novel implies an economic analysis of
oppression. Beale Street "represents a major advance in [Baldwin’s]
analysis of the relationship between the system and the individual"
because the "approved" characters have disassociated themselves from the
system oppressing them by rejecting an "economic perception of value"
("The Economic Evolution of James Baldwin," 89). Friederike Hajek viewed
Beale Street as an organic result of Baldwin’'s artistic and ideological
development beginning with Tell Me How Long the Train’s Been Gone.
Similar to Gibson and Werner, Hajek saw a shift in Baldwin’s approach
from internalizing and subjectivizing social relationships to a direct
confrontation with society where individuals act in solidarity with one
another. She compared Baldwin’s answer to racial oppression in Beale
Street to Malcolm X'’s injunction that the oppressed must fight for their
freedom "by any means necessary."

Some critics were less sanguine about the terms of the confrontation
in Beale Street and found the Rivers family and the young lovers to be
less than heroic. William Farrison found Tish and Fonny to be lacking
in socially and morally respectable ideals, poorly educated and
unsophisticated (79). Carolyn Sylvander stated that "anyone with
conventional standards of morality will have a hard time seeing the
Rivers family as Baldwin evidently intends for the reader to see them as
loving and heroic" (86). The mother’s celebration of her unmarried
daughter’'s pregnancy, the father'’s justification for stealing from his
job-- "[the white man] ain’t got no right to it anyhow, they stole it
from us" (125)-- and the language Ernestine and Tish use to show their
contempt for the Hunts, all set the family apart from conventional
standards of sexual conduct, law, and propriety. Baldwin’s invention of

a family whose love and loyalty to each other involve eschewing middle
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class manners and goals made some readers uncomfortable, and suggested
that he was consciously revising, although not repudiating, certain
aspects of the American "protest" tradition of which he had been
critical, a point which I will take up later in this chapter.

Whether or not one is uncomfortable with the violations of
"bourgeoise morality," the idea that Beale Street represents an
*evolution®” in Baldwin'’s social thought is not entirely convincing.
Although the Rivers family and the Hunt men are freer, psychologically,
from a preoccupation with gquilt and sin and from internalized racism,
when compared to earlier Baldwin characters, their modes of action do
not seem freer. There is some merit in June Jordan'’s remark that the
characters are "weirdly isolated." The solidarity that exists is based
solely on ties of kinship, love, and friendship, not on any organized
social or political response. Werner is correct in pointing out that
from the late sixties on, Baldwin increasingly emphasizes the role of
economic exploitation in his analyses of racism in his essays,
interviews, and speeches. However, the way these ideas are manifested
in Beale Street may be less radical than Werner would have us believe.
His argument that the "good" characters have disassociated themselves
from the system and rejected an "economic perception of value" is based
on their willingness to risk their own economic interest to get Fonny
out of jail. Although the protagonists are more outspoken about the
economic roots of oppression than earlier Baldwin characters, I would
argue that their individual responses call into question the degree to
which it is possible for anyone to "disassociate" themselves from the
system. Their actions are desperate, necessary, and not unreminiscent
of John Grimes’ conversion. The Rivers family, like John Grimes

negotiates some power within the terms set before them, but they do not
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"dissasociate" themselves from the economic system any more than John
Grimes disassociates himself from his father’s church.

Critics who viewed Beale Street as an "evolution" in Baldwin's
thought either ignored the striking absence of homosexual and
interracial love as a positive moral presence in this novel or, perhaps
more disturbingly, found this absence necessary to the "evolution."
Yoshinobu Hakutani reads Tish and Fonny’s successful intraracial love in
contrast to failures of interracial and homosexual love in previous
Baldwin novels, arguing that the theme of rebirth is incompatible with
homosexuality.

Baldwin’s extolment of the relationship between Tish and Fonny

also suggests that the interracial relationships of love and sex as

seen in Another Country are often destroyed by the forces of society
beyond their control. In such a relationship, genuine love often
falls a victim of society, a larger human unit. Baldwin’s love story

in If Beale Street Could Talk also suggests that a homosexual

relationship is an antithesis to the idea of rebirth. ("If the Street
Could Talk: James Baldwin’s Search for Love and Understanding,"
163) .

Louis Pratt’s analysis of Beale Street as the first Baldwin novel
where love is finally "fulfilled" links the loving family with a norm of
heterosexuality (and patriarchy). According to Pratt, the failure to
identify with fathers results in the homosexual and bisexual tendencies
of earlier Baldwin protagonists including: John Grimes (Go Tell), David
(Giovanni’s Room), Rufus, Vivaldo, and Eric (Another Country), and Leo
(Train) . Fonny's heterosexuality is, according to Pratt, the result of
loving family relationships:

But in contrast to these earlier novels, not only does the family

unit in If Beale Street function as a protective shield for Fonny,

but it also exerts a dominant influence on his sexuality. From the
very beginning of the novel we are aware that Fonny idealizes Frank,
and he is quick to understand that the elder Hunt has gained the
strength to endure the unbearable life with Fonny'’s mother solely
through the father’s immeasurable love for his son. And, unlike the

gamut of male characters that dominate Baldwin’s previous novels,
Fonny enjoys a mutual and abiding love for his ‘protective’ family.
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Because of the peace and security which this family affords him,
Fonny is able to ward off the homosexual advances made toward him
during his penal confinement. He cherishes the memories of his
intimacies with Tish, and he yearns to return to his heterosexual
role as husband and lover. Consistent with this point of view,
Baldwin’s depiction of the heterosexual relationship suggests a
reversal of the earlier portrayals in Go Tell. . . . The act of
copulation becomes a movement toward life; it becomes a creative act
which ultimately celebrates the continuity of the human race. (80)
Pratt’s analysis of Beale Street was written before Baldwin’s last
novel, which combines the loving family, the "good" father, and the
homosexual son. Just Above My Head suggests that Pratt has misread the
trajectory of Baldwin’s understanding of homosexuality and the family.
All the same, Pratt’s reading of Beale Street is understandable
considering the strictly negative depictions of homosexuality in this
novel and the unironic and unproblematic use of terms like "faggot" in
Tish'’s narration.

Some of Baldwin’'s readers are certainly less happy with the novel’s
celebration of traditional sexualities and gender roles than Hakutani
and Pratt. In her 1978 essay, "The Eye as Weapon," Trudier Harris
argues that Tish and Fonny create a new religion of human love, and by
extension the family, tied to this new religion, is idealized as the
ultimate unit of salvation. Both Trudier Harris and Hortense Spillers
emphasize the connection between the text’s symbolic currency (its
Christian allusions) and its conservative and hierarchical construction
of gender. Harris first brought attention to this issue when she
analyzed Baldwin'’s use of the black spiritual "Steal Away" in the scene
where Tish and Fonny first make love, as symbolically associating Fonny
with the Lord and Tish with the converted: "Tish’s state of virginity is
a pure offering on the altar of her lord, a purity that enhances the

sacredness of their religion" ("The Eye as Weapon" 63).3 Spillers

extends and elaborates on the connection between the language of
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religious sentiment and the position of women in the novel, claiming
thaﬁ Baldwin'’s language "rehearses a rhetoric of received opinion" (88).
As she puts it, Baldwin "has spliced together sacral impulse and secular
practice into a swift concord of passion and purpose" (99). The "baggage
of inherited belief" that is evident in the sacred and romantic quality
of Tish and Fonny’s love reinscribes the "Puritan equation between love,
sex and duty" and reinforces the subordinate position of women. Spillers
argues that the novel’s situations are suspect "because the moral
obligation of racial continuity devolves on the women" and that love in
Beale Street is "predicated on the surrender of the female'’'s
imagination" (94-95). Tish is the waiting, patient female, who lives
for her man. Her role is to make a home for the black male artist and
give birth to the next generation. While Sharon and Ernestine, Tish’s
mother and sister, certainly make important decisions and behave more
confidently and assertively than previous Baldwin women, their
motivation is to defend and protect men. As Spillers says, "female
energy here is man-compelled, man-obsessed" (99).

The analysis of Spillers and Harris exposes the conservative
rendering of gender in If Beale Street Could Talk. In defense of
Baldwin, one can point out that the dependency between men and women in
Beale Street is mutual; that women are not only motivated to protect
men, but men are also motivated to protect women (Joseph acts to protect
his wife and daughters, Fonny wants to protect Tish); that it is a woman
who tells the man’s story as well as her own; and that women dominaﬁe
the action of the story. The dominance of women within the narrative
structure creates a dissonance with the explicit ideology of male
difference and dominance that is voiced by characters of both sexes.

(In other words, it is ironic that so much female energy is spent
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defending and protecting men, when protecting and defending is supposed
to be the male perogative.) Yet, it is not a dissonance that Baldwin
seems interested in exploiting. Spillers’ and Harris’ arguments are
persuasive and suggest that Baldwin sought separate, though
interdependent roles for men and women in the black family.

Baldwin’s attitude toward gender differs from his attitude toward
categories of race and sexual orientation. That differences between
white and black and between heterosexual and homosexual are socially
constructed myths that serve power relationshipé is an idea Baldwin
expressed frequently, and which he summed up succinctly in his
conversation with Nikki Giov;nni: "People invent categories in order to
feel safe. White people invented black people to give white people
identity. . . . Straight cats invent faggots so they can sleep with
them without becoming faggots themselves" (Baldwin, A Dialoque 88-89).
However, in contrast to Baldwin’s understanding of race and sexual
orientation, his view of gender is comparatively essentialist, which is
not to say that he was unaware that gender roles are also subject to
social constructions. He was certainly very critical of what he
considered to be a peculiarly American model of masculinity formed by a
repressive Puritan culture, which resulted in homosexual panic, racism,
and oppression of women. His earliest expression of these ideas occurs
in an uncollected essay, "The Preservation of Innocence."? vYet,
Baldwin’s criticism of American masculinity does not problematize the
division between male and female as it does between black and white and
gay and straight. By arguing that categories of race and sexual
orientation were invented in order to consolidate the power of white men
to deny "manhood" to black males, Baldwin retains "manhood" as an

essential category of reference.
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One of the clearest expressions of Baldwin’s attitude toward gender
occurs in his conversation with Nikki Giovanni. The conversation, taped
in 1971, was published in 1973, just a year before Beale Street. Part of
the discussion involves the relationship between black men and black
women. To paraphrase the argument: Nikki Giovanni is critical of black
men who respond to their oppression by mistreating their own families.
Baldwin argues that black men treat their families badly because they
are not allowed the means to support them. In asking that Giovanni
understand the causes of the problem, Baldwin seems to imply that the
situation between black men and black women will not change until social
and economic conditions allow the black man to become the primary
provider and head of the family. Giovanni responds that a man should be
present for a woman even if he can not afford to buy her what she and
the baby need and that he should not be so concerned with being the
material provider that he abandons or beats his family because the world
will not let him find a job. Baldwin’'s reply reveals his understanding
of "manhood®" as an essential category of difference.

A man is built as he’s built, and there’s nothing one can do about

that. A man is not a woman. And whether he’'s wrong or right . .

Look, if we’re living in the same house and you’re my wife or my
woman, I have to be responsible for that house. If I'm not allowed to

be responsible for that house, I'm no longer in my own eyes -- it
doesn’'t make any difference what you may think of me -- in my own
eyes I'm not a man. (Dialoque 54-5)

Baldwin’s language in this passages connects a patriarchal role within
the family (as a male he is "responsible" for " [his]" woman and
household) with an essentialist idea of manhood, "a man is built as he’s
built."

Baldwin explains the inability of the male to fulfill his role in the
family as a continuation of the slave system and the key element of

racial oppression.
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You know, a black man is forbidden by definition, since he’s black,
to assume the roles, burdens, duties and joys of being a man. 1In the
same way that my child produced from your body did not belong to me
but to the master and could be sold at any moment. This erodes a
man’s sexuality, and when you erode a man’s sexuality you destroy his
ability to love anyone, despite the fact that sex and love are not
the same thing. When a man’s sexuality is gone his possiblity, his
hope of loving is also gone. (Dialogque 40)
what Baldwin doesn’'t mention is that the slave mother was also denied
possession of her child. 1In fact one could change the ascription of
gender by substituting the phrase "black woman" for "black man" in the
first sentence and it would make as much sense. It is interesting that
Baldwin associates the "joys of being a man" with the ability to claim
and raise one'’s offspring rather than with more traditional definitions
or symbols of worldly/male success (one is reminded of the symbolic
import of Bigger Thomas’ desire to pilot an airplane), which black men
were also denied. However, in defining the oppression of black men on
domestic terrain, Baldwin has supplanted and effaced the oppression of
black women, who have become simply a contested part of male territory
("my child produced from your body did not belong to me but to the
master"). If one concedes that black women slaves suffered similarly
from the inability to claim, protect, and raise their children, where is
the difference-- the special case of black manhood that Baldwin insists
upon-- unless, of course, women are to be considered as children, who
also must be claimed, supported and protected? Implicit in Baldwin'’s

definition of manhood is a denial of female agency. The project to

restore black manhood reinforces a patriarchal ideal.
Disturbin he Peace: Re nsibility and Resistanc
If the point of view and the exclusive celebration of heterosexuality

seem to make If Beale Street Could Talk Baldwin’'s least autobiographical

114



novel, its tone and content are certainly products of Baldwin’s
experience and committments in the later sixties and early seventies.
An understanding of the extent of Baldwin’s political involvement,
especially his faith in and support of the younger generation of
activists, is essential to an understanding of the novel. The late
sixties and early seventies was a difficult time for James Baldwin
personally and politically. He continued to be a "transatlantic
commuter” during this period. Rarely spending more than a few months in
one location, Baldwin lived in Istanbul, the London suburbs, Paris, New
York, Hollywood, and southern France. He was frequently surrounded by
an entourage of admirers, syncophants, young lovers, and friends; he was
simultaneously engaged in multiple projects, one reason it took him
several years to complete Beale Street. He suffered from bouts of ill
health, including hepatitis brought on by drinking, and depression.
Also during this period his close friend and surrogate father, the
African American artist Beauford Delaney, had a mental collapse from
which he never recovered, and his good friend and agent, Tria French,
died of a cerebral hemmorage. Throughout this period Baldwin continued
to be an outspoken activist for black freedom, supporting both the
moderate and militant components of the movement. He was increasingly
concerned about the unjust imprisonment of African Americans and helped
to eventually free several famous, and some not so famous, black
prisoners.5

Less than a month before Martin Luther King’s death, Baldwin had
introduced King at a Los Angeles fundraiser for the Southern Christian
Leadership Conference, and later appeared with him in New York at
Carnegie Hall for a celebration of W.E.B. DuBois’ life. Although

Baldwin continued to appear in public with King and certainly admired
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him, his emotional affinities were with the younger, militant
generation. In the mid-sixties Baldwin supported the new, more radical
leadership of Stokely Carmichael and Floyd McKissick in SNCC (Student
Non-violent Coordinating Committee) and CORE (Congress of Racial
Equality), respectively. Baldwin spoke out in support of the idea of
Black Power in 1966 (Leeming, 257), but he was also cautious of its
potential misuse, writing his brother David that "he would resist
getting caught up in ‘some mystical black bullshit’" (gqtd. in Leeming,
269) . When Carmichael'’s passport was confiscated because of his
pro-Cuban and anti-vVietnam war sympathies, Baldwin wrote an impassioned
Plea in his defense and a strong indictment of the U.S. which the New
York Times refused to print (Leeming 289).

Baldwin first made contact with the Black Panthers in 1967, a few
days before Huey Newton was arrested. He later visited Newton in
prison, and helped to get him released. Baldwin met Bobby Seale through
Marlon Brando, contributed to his defense, and later wrote a foreward to
Seale’'s autobiography. During Baldwin’s stays in California, he visited
the Huey Newton School in Oakland on several occasions and worked with
Newton, Angela Davis, and other activists on local projects. According
to David Leeming, "the two men developed a real friendship and enjoyed
spending time together. . . " (293). Baldwin made several public
appearances with the Panthers between 1967 and 1969, including hosting a
birthday party/fundraising event for Newton in ’‘68. In the early
seventies Baldwin also made several appearances on behalf of Angela
Davis and George Jackson, in England and Germany as well as in the U.S.,
which caused a great deal of trouble with the French authorities who
almost refused Baldwin residence papers. Baldwin expressed interest in

doing a film on Soledad Brother, Jackson’s letters from prison. When
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Angela Davis appeared on the cover of Newsweek in prison garb, Baldwin

wrote an impassioned response to the New York Review of Books (Jan.

1971), "An Open Letter to My Sister, Miss Angela Davis," which compared
her to a Jewish housewife being taken to Dachau.

Although Baldwin had been critical of the Black Muslim movement and
did not support an ideology of racial separatism, his relationship with
Malcolm X evolved over the years and Baldwin grew not only to respect
and admire Malcolm, but to identify with him. As Leeming says,
"Malcolm’s message grew, like Baldwin’s, out of real anger and
resentment, out of a real experience of poverty and personal
deprivation® (245). Dr. Kenneth Clark had arranged a meeting between
King, Baldwin, and Malcolm in February 1965, but two days before it was
to take place, Malcolm was assassinated. In 1967 Baldwin met with Alex
Haley and Elia Kazan to discuss doing a play about Malcolm X; the
project received the support of Malcolm’s widow, Betty Shabazz. Then in
1968 Marvin Worth bought the rights to Haley’s book for Columbia
Pictures and offered Baldwin the position of scriptwriter for the film.
After some wariness, Baldwin accepted. Baldwin struggled with Columbia
pictures over the portrayal of Malcolm, accusing them of trying to make
substantial changes in his script. Baldwin apparently intercepted an
interoffice Columbia memo to the producer directing him to make it clear
to Baldwin "‘that the tragedy of Malcolm’s life was that he had been
mistreatead early by some whites and betrayed later by many blacks.’ The
writer was also to ‘avoid suggesting that Malcolm'’s trip to Mecca could
have had any political implications or repercussions’" (Weatherby 334).
The studio felt that Baldwin was interfering in matters beyond the
screenwriter’s rightful domain (for example, he insisted that Billy Dee

Williams play Malcolm X). Columbia also felt Baldwin had not produced a

117



viable script and they hired a scriptwriter, Arnold Perl, to work with
him (Leeming, 299). Finally, unwilling to script the Malcolm that
Hollywood wanted, Baldwin gave up the Hollywood venture in early 1969.
Three years later he published the original scenario (before Perl'’s
alterations) as One Day When I Was Lost. Much later the version that
Baldwin had collaborated on with Arnold Perl became the basis for Spike
Lee’s film on Malcolm X (Leeming 301).

wWhile Baldwin was working in Hollywood, he continued to be
politically active by giving talks in high schools and churches in
Watts. He appeared with Betty Shabazz before a House of Representatives
subcommittee in support of a bill for the establishment of a commission
on "Negro History and Culture"; he discussed President Johnson’s Civil
Disorders Bill on television with representatives of the World Council
of Churches. Baldwin was in Palm Springs with his friend Billy Dee
Williams on April 4, 1968 when he heard of King’s assassination. It was
a devasating blow, one that would mark a turning point in Baldwin's
thinking. Two days after King’s murder the Black Panther House in
Oakland was raided and several Panthers were killed. On April 12th
Baldwin wrote his friend Engin Cezzar, one of the people to whom he had
dedicated Train, that he would struggle against despair even in the face
of the murders of Medgar Evers, Malcolm X, and now Martin Luther King.
"At this point it was impossible to do anything but pray to those gods
who are not Western ... not Christian" (qtd. in Leeming, 298).
Baldwin’s struggle with Columbia studios, King’s assassination, the raid
on the Panther house in Oakland and Tony Maynard’s trial all took an
6

emotional toll on Baldwin.

David Leeming describes If Beale Street Could Talk as Baldwin's

"prison parable, a fictionalization of his prison concerns during the

118



1968-73 period, and the natural illustration and culmination of his long
meditiation on psychological, emotional, and intellectual imprisonment"
(323). Baldwin’s concern for the fate and condition of black prisoners
in America was not new. Experience with the racism of the legal system,
especially the ill treatment of black youth by white police, was part of
Baldwin’s early experience in Harlem and in the Village, and it is a
theme treated consistently in his fiction, beginning with Richard’'s
false arrest and humiliation in Go Tell It on the Mountain. The events
of the late sixties and early seventies, the arrests of black activists,
the police assassinations of several Panthers, including the infamous
attack in Chicago in which Fred Hampton and Mark Clark were killed in
their beds by police (an incident which brought Baldwin back to the
States, proposing to do a lecture tour to raise money for the Panthers’
defense) helped bring this long-time issue to the forefront éf Baldwin’s
work in the early seventies.

In addition to these high profile cases, however, was the case of
Tony Maynard, Baldwin’s former bodyguard, chauffeur, and friend.”
Maynard’s defense occupied Baldwin throughout the period he was working
on Beale Street. He writes about the case in No Name in the Street,
which ends with Maynard in Attica prison at the time of the infamous
1971 riot (196). Initially, Maynard was taken into custody in Hamburg,
Germany in Oct. 1967 when the U.S. charged him with the murder of a
Marine in New York. The indictment was made after Maynard jumped bail on
a phony car theft charge (which was later dropped) and left the country
(No Name, 109). Maynard, a street hustler with a record for drug
possession, was not popular with the police, but he swore to Baldwin
that he was not guilty of murder, and the evidence against him was

flimsy. He was beaten in prison in Germany and his situation would
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certainly have been worse if Baldwin had not immediately flown to
Germany, made sure Maynard had legal representation, and pleaded his
case with politicians and the police. Tony Maynard was in prison for
over five years; the first trial resulted in a hung jury, the second in
a conviction. Finally, the conviction was overturned and Maynard was
released the same year Beale Street was published. Baldwin drew on the
Maynard case when depicting both Daniel Carty’s and Fonny Hunt'’s
problems with the police and justice system. Like Maynard, Daniel is
arrested on a phony car theft charge. There are some obvious parallels
between Maynard’s situation and Fonny’s plight, as well, including the
prosecution’s weak case based on a critical witness who disappears (in
the novel it is the victim who disappears), racist police who target
unsubmissive black males, the struggle to maintain body and soul in a
brutal jail/prison environment, the high cost of getting a fair trial,
and the long wait for justice.

Although Beale Street was the first novel Baldwin published in six
years, it was not an unproductive period for Baldwin the writer as well
as for Baldwin the activist. Between the publication of Traip in 1969
and Beale Street in 1974, he published four books, several short essays,
and numerous inteviews.® The books are: A Rap On Race (1971), an
extended conversation with Margaret Mead; No Name ip the Street (1972),

an autobiographical essay on Baldwin’s involvement with the Civil Rights

Movement; One Day, When I Was Lost: A Scenario Based on "The
Autobiography of Malcolm X" (1972); and A Dialoque (1973), Baldwin’s

conversation with Nikki Giovanni. Baldwin was involved in other creative

projects during this period, as well. Following the Hollywood fiasco,

he directed John Herbert'’s play Fortune and Men’s Eyes in Istanbul. He
also wrote a screenplay, The Inheritance, which develops a parallel
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between Nazi Germany in the early 1930’'s and racist America in the early
1970’s. The film was never made. The comparison between German Nazism
and American racism underlying this screenplay is to be found in many
Baldwin essays and interviews during this period, especially in his
Jeremiah-like warnings of a coming American "holocaust." As in Beale
Street, the central character in The Inheritance is a young African
American woman (Leeming, 316-17). During the early seventies, Baldwin

also began collaboration on a children’s story with his friend and

illustrator Yoran Carzac. ittle Ma Little Man;: t
Childhood, written in Black English, about two boys growing up in

Harlem, was published a couple of years after Beale Street. All of this
work provides a record of Baldwin’s response to the changing political
and social conditions in America and to his evolving understanding of
the role of the black artist.

Three major themes emerge from Baldwin’s work during this period:
disillusionment, hope, and responsibility. Following the assassination
of Martin Luther King, Baldwin frequently expressed his very deep
disillusionment with liberalism and with the will of the American nation
to bring about the major changes required to include blacks as full
citizens and equal partners. However, he also found hope in the
revolution in black consciousness, a revolution led primarily by the
young, which he believed contained the seeds of social transformation,
which must be nurtured by elders like himself. Specifically, he thought
it was the responsibility of the family and the artist to protect, to
pass on the hidden history of struggle and survival, and most of all, to
keep faith with the young and the hope that they represent.

While these three themes appear more or less simultaneously in No

Name in the Street, other essays, and interviews, from 1969 to 1972,
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there is a pervading sense of disillusionment with liberalism and with
the will of the American populace.? Baldwin emphasizes the huge price
that Civil Rights activists paid, the tragic loss of black leadership by
assassination, and the betrayal of the movement by liberals whose
"gtatus in their own eyes is much more important than any real change"
(Convergations, 68). Baldwin came to the conclusion that "it was a
dream to suppose that the people of any nation had a conscience,"
although "some individuals within the nation might" (No Name 135).
"White America remains unable to believe that black America’s grievances
are real" (No Name 165). The election of Republicans on "law and order"
platforms was an ominoué sign for America’s underpriviledged and
underrepresented minorities. "Everyone overlooks the impact on the
black population of our country of the present administration, and that
is very sinister" (Conversations, 112). With the election of Nixon as
President and Reagan as Governor of California, the increased repression
at home, and the on-going war in Vietnam, Baldwin concludes that the
"Western world . . . is coalescing according to the principle under
which it was organized, and that principle is white supremacy"
(Conversations, 85).

Martin Luther King’s death becomes particularly symbolic for Baldwin
not only of the death of the Civil Rights Movement, but of the end of "a
certain kind of dialogue in America." Non-violent demonstrations,
petitions, and appeals to the American conscience were simply no longer
effective avenues to pursue change. No one was listening. There was no
one to appeal to. At the beginning and at the end of his two-day
discussion with Margaret Mead, Baldwin refers to King’'s death as the end

of his American dream.
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... I know my situation is not the same situation I was in when
Martin Luther King was alive and when we were trying, when we hoped
to bring about some kind of revolution in the American conscience,
which is, after all, where everything in some sense has to begin. Of
course, that’s gone now. It’'s gone because the Republic never had
the courage or the ability or whatever it was that was needed to
apprehend the nature of Martin’s dream (10).

There was a time in my life not so very long ago that I believed,

hoped--and I suppose hope falls with believed--that this country

would become what it has always presented as what it wanted to
become. I am sorry, no matter how this may sound: when Martin was

murdered for me that hope ended (244).

Coupled with strong statements of disillusionment are dire
predictions for the future of the country, and his sense that the
nation, and the world, are on the verge of enormous, and as yet unknown,
changes. As previously mentioned, Baldwin insists on a parallel between
German Nazism and American racism. Predictions of a coming "holocaust"
appear in almost all of his published pieces at the turn of the decade.
For example, he concludes the Auchincloss interview: "I'm not frightened

of another war really. I'm just frightened of chaos, apathy,

indifference--which is the road people took to Auschwitz" (Standley,

Conversationg, 82). He tells David Frost in another 1970 interview:
", . . for the first time the people legally white and the people

legally black are beginning to understand that if they do not come
together they’re going to end up in the same gas oven" (Standley,
Conversations, 96). When Frost refuses the comparison and charges
Baldwin with "overstating the point," Baldwin insists that "if you were
born in Harlem" there is a parallel. 1In his 1971 dialogue with Nikki
Giovanni he speaks of being responsible as a poet, so "when the
holocaust comes . . . when I'm needed I'll be there" (26-7). In a 1972
interview for the Intellectual Digest Baldwin tells Herbert Lottman that
the subject of his new book (No Name in the Street) is the coming

holocaust: "now we can only wait until we see what happens on the other
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side of the holocaust" (Standley, Conversations, 110). In another 1972
interview for Muhammad Speaks Baldwin says:

The world is heading for a certain kind of decentralization which I

think is its only hope. But the powers that still rule the world

don‘t see it that way or envision it that way. If I'm right, it will
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