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Series Editor’s Preface

In literary criticism the last twenty-five years have been particu-
larly fruitful. Since the rise of the New Criticism in the 1950s,
which focused attention of critics and readers upon the text
itself — apart from history, biography, and society - there has
emerged a wide variety of critical methods which have brought
to literary works a rich diversity of perspectives: social, historical,
political, psychological, economic, ideological, and philosophical.
While attention to the text itself, as taught by the New Critics,
remains at the core of contemporary interpretation, the widely
shared assumption that works of art generate many different
kinds of interpretations has opened up possibilitics for new read-
ings and new meanings.

Before this critical revolution, many works of American litera-
ture had come to be taken for granted by earlier generations of
readers as having an established set of recognized interpretations.
There was a sense among many students that the canon was
established and that the larger thematic and interpretative issues
had been decided. The task of the new reader was to examine
the ways in which elements such as structure, style, and imagery
contributed to each novel’s acknowledged purpose. But recent
criticism has brought these old assumptions into question and
has thereby generated a wide variety of original, and often quite
surprising, interpretations of the classics, as well as of rediscov-
ered works such as Kate Chopin’s The Awakening, which has only
recently entered the canon of works that scholars and critics
study and that teachers assign their students.

The aim of The American Novel Series is to provide students
of American literature and culture with introductory critical
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guides to American novels and other important texts now widely
read and studied. Usually devoted to a single work, each volume
begins with an introduction by the volume editor, a distin-
guished authority on the text. The introduction presents details
of the work’s composition, publication history, and contempo-
rary reception, as well as a survey of the major critical trends and
readings from first publication to the present. This overview is
followed by four or five original essays, specifically commis-
sioned from senior scholars of established reputation and from
outstanding younger critics. Each essay presents a distinct point
of view, and together they constitute a forum of interpretative
methods and of the best contemporary ideas on each text.

It is our hope that these volumes will convey the vitality of
current critical work in American literature, generate new in-
sights and excitement for students of American literature, and

inspire new respect for and new perspectives upon these major
literary texts.

Emory Elliott
University of California, Riverside
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Introduction

- TRUDIER HARRIS

Background and Composition

O Tell 1t on the Mountain, James Baldwin’s first novel, was
published in 1953, It had a long and extensive history of
composition, extending across two continents and at least three
countries. Baldwin had conceived the idea for the novel in the
early 1940s, when he was about seventeen. He would write and
rewrite it over the next ten years. An autobiographical composi-
tion, the novel takes its subject matter from the troubled rela-
tionship between Baldwin and his stepfather, David Baldwin.
Little Jimmy was almost three years old in 1927 when his
mother, Emma Burdis Jones, married David Baldwin, who legiti-
mized his existence by adopting him. But the legal embrace did
not mirror an emotional embrace. A history of racism and reli-
gion informed David’s interactions with his adopted stepson. The
elder Baldwin had come to Harlem from Louisiana, where he
had been a preacher. Having less status, but being no less devout
in Harlem, he held his family to strict interpretations of biblical
texts. Wives were to be obedient and children were to be helpful
but invisible; neither was to challenge the authority of the father
who, following biblical injunction, was head of his household.
David Baldwin frequently took out his frustrations on the
young Jimmy. He considered his stepson ugly and remarked that
James had the mark of the devil on him. James's successes at
school, which earned him the approval and applause of his white
teachers, only exacerbated David. When James was “nine or
ten,” he wrote a play that was directed by one of his white
schoolteachers. Her interest in him inspired her to approach his
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father about James attending a “real” piay. Although theatergo-
ing was forbidden in the Baldwin house, James watched his
father capitulate to the white teacher and grant permission for
him to accompany her to the theater. His father had questioned
her motives before her arrival, and it was only his general fear of
whites that prompted him to give very reluctant consent to the
outing. In spite of this woman's help when David Baldwin was
laid off from work, he never trusted her and warned James that
his “white friends in high places were not really” his friends and
that he would see when he grew older “how white people would
do anything to keep a Negro down. Some of them could be nice,
he admitted, but none of them were to be trusted and most of
them were not even nice. The best thing was to have as little to
do with them as possible.”! This attitude echoes almost precisely
the opinion of Gabriel Grimes in Go Tell It on the Mountain.
Baldwin recounts from the point of view of John, Gabriel’s
stepson:

_? L i a a ah a a CL VAR L N e VY
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His father said that all white people were wicked, and that God was
going to bring them low. He said that white people were never to be
trusted, and that they told nothing but lies, and that not one of them
had ever loved a nigger. He, John, was a nigger, and he would find out,
as soon as he got a little older, how evil white people could be.?

~
—_—
-

David Baldwin could not accept a world in which whites were
anything but mean and hateful to blacks. His inability to change
his attitudes with his change of geography, combined with his
treatment of James, led to an intense hatred that the stepson
would nurture for the stepfather. Baldwin’s composition of Go
Tell It on the Mountain was in many ways an extended rite of
exorcism. He was trying in part to rid himself of the demons of
hatred his stepfather had instilled in him. “I had to understand
the forces, the experience, the life that shaped him,” Baldwin
would later comment, “before I could grow up myself, before 1
could become a writer.... I became a writer by tearing that
book up for ten years.”?

Baldwin recalls the strained relationship between him and his
father in the title essay in Nofes of a Native Son (1955). In that
essay, Baldwin reviews his father’s life, his behavior toward his
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Introduction

wife and children, and the overwhelming bitterness that con-
sumed him:

He could be chilling in the pulpit and indescribably cruel in his personal
life and he was certainly the most bitter man I have ever met. . . . When
he took one of his children on his knee to play, the child always became
fretful and began to cry; when he tried to help one of us with our
homework the absolutely unabating tension which emanated from him
caused our minds and our tongues to become paralyzed, so that he,
scarcely knowing why, flew into a rage and the child, not knowing
why, was punished. If it cver entered his head to bring a surprise home
for his children, it was, almost unfailingly, the wrong surprise and
even the big watermelons he often brought home on his back in the
summertime led to the most appalling scenes. I do not remember, in all
those years, that one of his children was ever glad to see him come
home.*

His father, Baldwin asserted, “had lived and died in an intolera-
ble bitterness of spirit.”> Baldwin wondered, on his father’s death
in 1943, if that bitterness had not now become his own heritage.
He had to find a way of reconciling bitter memories and hatred
with the need to move forward into a healthy and hate-free
future.

During his father’s lifetime, however, Baldwin was never able
to overcome his negative feelings toward him. Angered perhaps
that his father was perennially impregnating his mother, and
providing yet another baby for whom the young Jimmy, being
the eldest child, had to assume caretaking responsibilities, Bald-
win’s hatred of his father intensified with the years. Baldwin
escaped as soon as he was physically - if not financially — able.
With his move first to New Jersey when he was seventeen and
shortly thereafter to Greenwich Village, he separated himself
from his father physically, but not psychologically. Troubled fa-
ther/son relationships would prove to be a recurring theme in
Baldwin’s works. He later attempted to provide a literary healing
in If Beale Street Could Talk (1974), in which a father’s love for his
son is so sincere that his inability to get the son out of jail leads
him to commit suicide.

Equally central to the composition of Go Tell It on the Mountain
is Baldwin'’s religious experience. In “Down at the Cross: Letter
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from a Region in My Mind,” the second of the two essays in The
Fire Next Time (1963), Baldwin discusses the physical and spiri-
tual threats he began to feel at the age of fourteen. His own
awakening to sexual desire was matched by the attempts of
persons in his neighborhood to use him sexually, thus forcing a
heightened awareness of the potential to sin and to be damned
eternally for it. An acute sense of vulnerability to the forces
around him - girls who were taught to begin looking for hus-
bands, adults who exploited children sexually, cops who beat up
little black boys - brought young Jimmy to the realization that
not only his body but his soul was endangered. As early as his
tenth year Baldwin was beaten by policemen in Harlem. The
summer when he was fourteen produced “a prolonged religious
crisis” in him.® Baldwin sought refuge in a church to which one
of his young friends had taken him. The woman minister of that
church, Bishop Rosa Artemis (Mother) Horn, asked Baldwin on
his first trip there, “Whose little boy are you?” Baldwin recalls
that the question made him feel so welcome, so wanted, that his
heart immediately replied, “Why, yours.” In order to escape the
ravages of the street, he thus turned to the religious “gimmick”
as opposed to the criminal or sexual one. He recognized that

every Negro boy — in my situation during those years, at least — who
reaches this point realizes, at once, profoundly, because he wants to
live, that he stands in great peril and must find, with speed, a “thing,” a
gimmick, to lift him out, to start him on his way. And it does not matter
what the gimmick is. It was this last realization that terrified me and —
since it revealed that the door opened on so many dangers — helped to
hurl me into the church.”

His transformation/conversion is mirrored in the experience
of the young John Grimes in Go Tell It on the Mountain. Baldwin
recalls:

[Wlhen this woman had finished preaching, everything came roaring,
screaming, crying out, and I fell to the ground before the altar. It was
the strangest sensation I have ever had in my life — up to that time, or
since. I had not known that it was going to happen, or that it could
happen. One moment 1 was on my feet, singing and clapping and, at
the same time, working out in my head the plot of a play I was working
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on then; the next moment, with no transition, no sensation of falling, 1
was on my back, with the lights beating down into my face and all the
vertical saints above me. I did not know what I was doing down so low,
or how I had got there. And the anguish that filled me cannot be
described. It moved in me like one of those floods that devastate coun-
ties, tearing everything down, tearing children from their parents and
lovers from each other, and making everything an unrecognizable
waste. All I really remember is the pain, the unspeakable pain; it was as
though I were yelling up to Heaven and Heaven would not hear me.
And if Heaven would not hear me, if love could not descend from
heaven — to wash me, to make me clean — then utter disaster was my
portion.?

Baldwin joined Mother Horn’s church and became an ardent
follower, so much so that his brother David was somewhat per-
turbed by the transformation in Jimmy. The older brother was
no fun anymore; he did not want to go to movies or engage in
any of the other activities common to young boys. The church
may have gained a devotee, but David was being denied an
engaged, interesting brother.

Baldwin remained in Mother Horn’s church until he was
seventeen. He served as a “Young Minister”; his youth made him
“a much bigger drawing card” than his father, and he “pushed
this advantage ruthlessly.” At the same time, he “relished the
attention and the relative immunity from punishment” that his
“new status” gave him.® The competition between Baldwin and
his father is echoed in Go Tell It on the Mountain, when young
John Grimes tries to gain an advantage over his father Gabriel by
joining the church. Although the novel does not portray John in
a minister’s role, that is clearly the status into which the saints
are hoping he will-grow.

Baldwin said he left the church when he realized that all
the “sermons” and “tears” and “repentance” and “rejoicing” had
“changed nothing.” He also became disillusioned with the “gim-
mick,” with the “illusion” and how it was effected. After all those
years of avoiding the theater, he asserted, he had actually been
in one the whole time. This idea of the black church as theater
or performance, especially the more charismatic churches such
as the Pentecostal one to which Baldwin belonged, engaged
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Baldwin’s creative imagination, ntot only in Go Tell It on the
Mountain, but in The Amen Corner (1968) as well. Hellfire and
damnation, or the fear of hell instead of the promise of heaven,
was the underlying premise for the church in which Baldwin’s
religious ideas were shaped. People were to live righteously,
literally by biblical injunction, or suffer the disastrous conse-
quences of not having done so. Baldwin finally escaped the
physical structure of the church, but the imaginative and spiri-
tual impact remained with him throughout his writing career.
| More immediately, these shaping forces informed Go Tell It on the
: Mountain. Baldwin originally entitled the novel Crying Holy, then
In My Father’s House; he alternated the titles off and on through
; 1951.
- g Baldwin began serious work on his first novelistic venture
| after he moved to Greenwich Village permanently in 1943 (he
- X had lived there intermittently before). He worked as a waiter at
o the Calypso, a small restaurant on MacDougal Street owned
‘, o by Connie Williams.!'° With encouragement from Williams and
— others, Baldwin waited tables during the day and wrote at night.
- A happy meeting with Richard Wright enabled Baldwin to

make progress on In My Father’s House. A young woman who
heard Baldwin read a few pages of the novel in the Village
introduced him to Wright. When Baldwin visited Wright in
Brooklyn in 1945, Wright asked to see what Baldwin had accom-
plished thus far on the novel. An excited Baldwin forwarded
sixty pages to Wright, who read it within days and decided to
help the aspiring young writer. Wright contacted Edward Aswell
and recommended Baldwin for a Eugene F. Saxon Foundation
Fellowship. That Wright was willing to enlist the aid of his own
editor in securing a fellowship for Baldwin reveals the extent of
the promise he saw in Baldwin's work; it also portended the
bitter disappointment Wright would feel later when he thought
Baldwin had betrayed him in his appraisal of Native Son (1940).!!
The $500 Saxon Fellowship, awarded in November of 1945,
boosted Baldwin’s ego and enabled him to meet such literary
notables as Frank S. MacGregor, president of Harper’s, but it did
not bring the result he had expected. When the book was re-
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Introduction

jected for publication, Baldwin felt keenly that he had not lived
up to Wright’s expectations.

He put In My Father’s House in a “duffel bag” and turned to
another novelistic project entitled Ignorant Armies, based on a
1943 case involving a bisexual man who reportedly brutally
killed his wife because of their sexual problems. Baldwin tried to
move forward with Ignorant Armies just as he was confronting
the suicide of his friend Eugene Worth, whom he had met in
1943 and who commiitted suicide in December of 1946 by jump-
ing off the George Washington Bridge. The death was especially
painful for Baldwin because he had been sexually attracted to
Worth but had not expressed that desire. Baldwin’s personal
anguish continued as he lived for a while with the woman he
planned to marry. But he broke the engagement and threw the
intended wedding ring into the Hudson River near where Worth
had jumped. These emotional pressures took their toll and Igno-
rant Armies floundered. (Baldwin later salvaged some of the ma- .
terial for inclusion in Giovanni’s Room [1956] and Another Country
[1962].)

Baldwin abandoned the budding novel in part because he felt
the need to come to grips with his own sexual identity. His
personal dilemma joined hands with his writing and social di-
lemmas. When he reflected on his inability to establish solidly
his own sexual and racial identity, along with other problems —
the increasing sexual and societal difficulties of being black in
America, encounters with white policemen, prejudice, particu-
larly in New Jersey where he had worked for a while, as well as
in the Village — he bought a one-way ticket to Paris with the last
of the money he had been awarded earlier in the year by the
Rosenwald Foundation. On 11 November 1948, when he was
twenty-four, he boarded a plane to Paris.

In Paris without resources, Baldwin worked on Go Tell It on
the Mountain intermittently over the next four years. He devel-
oped pieces from it for publication but could not bring it speedily
to conclusion. The story of John and Gabriel Grimes held such a
grip on Baldwin’s imagination that the novel did not suffice to
exorcise it all. At intervals during the ten years of composition,



