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INTRODUCTION
Handing One Another Along

If I could have a sound track running for you as you read this book, you would be listening to Billie Holiday. In fact, when I taught the Harvard University course upon which this book is based, a course aimed at reflecting on life and moral courage, and how we might develop character and moral courage in our own lives, I began each class with one of her songs. Right now you might be hearing “Black and Blue” or “Body and Soul” or “Them There Eyes.” She was another narrator of sorts, for us, as we talk about life, literature, and art, about how we reflect upon and understand the stories around us. Billie would be singing her bloody heart out, her voice soothing, searching, telling, confessing, bringing to life all the pain and love and loss that a gifted singer can render, causing us to become more aware of our own yearnings, and the yearnings of others. Billie would join the other people, the writers, poets, photographers, and artists whose works help inspire us and are examined in the pages ahead, individuals who help us think about personal character, people who have struggled hard to reconcile scholarly, literary, artistic interests and pursuits with moral concerns, with the enduring questions of where do we come from, what are we, and where are we going. These and other questions are directly and artistically rendered—for example, by Paul Gauguin in his painting D’où venons-nous? Que sommes-nous? Où Allons-nous?, a work we will visit toward the end of this book. With written and visual stories as our guides, we embark on a journey, exploring the world through social reflection and observation of a particular kind. The idea is to venture outside of our own immediate experiences, to wonder about and wander with others in search of an understanding that will enable us to hand one another along.

With Billie Holiday providing the ambient accompaniment, we join James Agee in Alabama and George Orwell in the Midlands of England. We meet Dr. William Carlos Williams, a physician from Rutherford, New Jersey, who every day made house calls to his patients, carrying his black bag up tenement stairs. In the evening, stethoscope put aside and typewriter picked up, Williams composed poems and stories and worked on novels, trying to give us a sense of what it meant to be with particular Americans, as he knew them in the 1920s, ’30s, and ’40s.

While Billie sings of longing, we meet the writer Raymond Carver, whose family moved from Arkansas to the West Coast, working in factories and in the fields. We meet the people who populate his poems and short stories: blue-collar workers, waitresses, motel workers, people who are washed out, or who are drying out. Yet for all their pain, their marginality and vulnerability, the redemptive epiphanies in Carver’s stories are not unlike the epiphanies all of us have, or hope to have, as we come to terms with the deep beauty and deep disruptions of life.

We meet Tillie Olsen, born in Nebraska, a writer who spent most of her life in California. She will give us stories that ask us to think about what it means to be a mother and at the same time a full-time worker. It isn’t long before she moves us toward the current discussion about welfare. Olsen was a tough and active labor organizer, but she also fought hard for the recognition of her fellow women writers. She asks us, through her fiction, to consider what many women have tried to do, to be.

We will move on to the huge subject of race in America. It’s been with us from the very beginning, since the first pioneers stepped foot on American soil and found others here waiting for them. Those others wondered who these people coming ashore with their boats were, wondered why they were there, and for what purpose. We will begin our own travels on the subject of race with the guiding help of Ralph Ellison, a college dropout, a jazz musician, a photographer who stumbled his way north to Manhattan, trying to figure out what he was going to do with his life. He had been denigrated and denied by certain teachers (“What’s the matter with him?” many of them thought), and out of that life, from those rejections and uncertainties, came the novel Invisible Man.

We meet Flannery O’Connor, a white woman from rural Georgia who, ailing from lupus, died at thirty-nine. Some will wonder who she is to tell us about race, she who was privileged, and cultured, and very much a private person. We will see how a writer who had such limited physical capacity could nevertheless feel and see and write in a way that transcended her limitations and experiences to shed light on all of our lives.

Soon enough we meet Walker Percy, who gives us characters “who made straight A’s and flunked ordinary living.” Well, how can you and I do better than that, how can we think about our lives in such a way that we don’t fail at ordinary living? That is the question we will consider in the context of Walker Percy and “Intellectuals and the Religious Search.” Walker Percy, having begun as a scientifically oriented young man, majored in chemistry at college, went on to medical school, worked as a physician, became interested in psychiatry, gave us philosophical essays, gave us, as well, six novels before his death in 1990. He was a man from the South, from privilege, from a family of authority and renown. But he also knew suffering and the pain of family suicide. Out of all that, he created novels such as The Moviegoer, which, in a way, tells us what this book is, finally, about. At the end of The Moviegoer, we are given the metaphor of “handing one another along” and of being helped along—a sturdy reminder that amidst life’s potential for loneliness or despair, we are ultimately, and ideally, deeply connected to one another, always handing one another along in our journeys.

All of this is then brought to us again, certainly, by Zora Neale Hurston in her novel Their Eyes Were Watching God. Hurston was a folklorist writer, a black woman with a stubborn, idiosyncratic nature that found its most valuable expression through writing. We readers will be lucky to wonder who she is and what she is telling us, which has a way of reaching over barriers of race and time. Finally, we take into account the personal lives and challenges put forth by spiritual wanderers such as Dorothy Day and Georges Bernanos, by Elie Wiesel and Ignazio Silone. At the very end of our exploration, we take to heart three deeply searching Victorian novelists and moralists, Charles Dickens, Thomas Hardy, and George Eliot, who wondered about nothing more or less, really, than you and me, and about how we find our way through life’s confrontations.

This book’s reflections will also be guided by particular moments in history—by the constraints that history imposes on us and the inspiration and opportunity it allows us. Without exception, our thinking, our values, even our reading of books that have been handed down over generations, are influenced by the historical moment in which we live. What was it like for people who wrote or read these same books fifty years ago, a hundred years ago? When we read books or look at pictures, we do so at a time, in a place, at our own behest or that of another called a friend or a teacher. We might ask ourselves what inspires us to put forth one line of inquiry and what discourages or prevents us from pursuing another. Each historical moment is yours and mine, and our personal experiences connect with this moment—they go back and forth, influencing one another: who we are, our race, our class, the homes we come from, what we are learning in those homes, the times in which we are living and learning. Furthermore, we are influenced by where we’ve lived, the town, the neighborhood, the nation, as well as our cultural background. National and personal heritage influence the way we think, what we do. In essence, then, what you get out of any book and what you bring to experiencing a book, or the viewing of a painting or a photograph, is an aspect of your experience, a personal, reflective response, what you bring to the table. This book is an attempt to help you make your perspective broader—so that you can reflect on life in a wider sense, and on moral matters through the more universal lens that writers and artists can provide.

Through stories, we are given the opportunity to search deeper into an understanding of what we make of our own stories, and of this world in which we live every day. What do we notice and why? What does that say about us, or others? How do we think about the stories of others, and about our own stories?

I can remember driving to work one day from my Massachusetts hometown, and when I reached Cambridge I saw people standing near Harvard Square holding placards with two names on them, each a candidate for state representative. The names were different, and I began to notice that the advocates holding the signs looked different, too. Were they really different, or was there something in me that noticed differences—was my mind subject to some external, objective “validation”? What was I picking up about the distinction that my head registered between the proponents of candidate X and those of candidate Y—in their dress, in their manner, in the way they were walking, soliciting attention? Our human subjectivity connects with the so-called objective world (people, places, and things, there, waiting to be apprehended). Then there is the observer in me: how my memories, experiences, and values shape who, how, and what I see—how what has been taught to me, told to me, emphasized to me can color things; what I stumbled into through fate, and luck, and chance, through the choices of my parents, the neighborhoods, the friends I have called mine. All of these things that we carry within us all the time, and that help us make sense of the world, can also limit what we take in. History is also working on us, on our personal experiences—and, too, in our schools, where we get offered so-called bodies of knowledge, which help shape what we notice, what we attend to seriously, and why.

If we want to reflect on the world around us, in terms of values, to whom might we appeal outside of friends or people in our immediate families? And what prompts us in our everyday lives to take a stand and say, “I’m for this and I believe that, and this is what I look for, and this is what matters”? Well, we know there’s politics, and that politicians exhort us to see obligations in a certain way. So do ministers, priests, and rabbis, who also call upon us to look at things in a particular way. At times, moral education is delivered through attendance at a church, or a mosque, or a synagogue. Through listening to politicians and preachers and others who have our attention, we get prompted to reflect on the world.

We are stirred to reflect in other ways, too. We pick up the newspaper; we turn on the television; we listen to the radio. We are told: This is what matters, and this is how you might think about it. The Boston Globe, Boston Herald, New York Times, Wall Street Journal, Los Angeles Times, Washington Post, and on and on it goes, in every locale with each outlet choosing to emphasize this or that. You put on the TV and the broadcaster is saying, by implication, “There it is, the most important thing that happened today, and I’m going to start off with it.”

Sometimes the news becomes a little more discursive and we get journalistic essays—reflective pieces. Those pieces are both shaped and constrained by the events that have taken place—a murder or an accident, for example. Then comes the social reflection of the commentators, the reporters. When those reporters go out, they, like you and me, notice particular things about whichever phenomena are available. Out of the entire scope of events taking place in your life and mine, there is a selection process for how the news gets reflected through the prisms of history, of time and place, which together tell us, “These are the things that ought to be on our minds, these are the values that matter.” We can trace our paths through history, which culminate in where we are now. We reflect through journalism and news stories, and through our lives—as citizens of a country, as people who live here or there in that country, and at a given time in a country’s ongoing history.

The word “literature” can also become its own abstraction. Literature is to storytelling as theology is to the practice of religion: the former, which is a broad concept, does not necessarily drive the latter, which is felt in daily application. A writer like Charles Dickens basically did not attend school, never got a degree, never taught literature or took a course in literature; indeed, he studied life, as he lived part of his childhood in a prison with his family, because they were so poor as to become criminal debtors. Dickens didn’t write Great Expectations or David Copperfield because he had taken some courses in “literature” and wanted to be a writer. He wrote, as his journals tell us, out of personal aspiration and desperation. He was a poor unknown, we would have said of him if we were studying or teaching at Oxford or Cambridge. Despite his lack of educational background and credentials he became, well, Charles Dickens, one of our greatest novelists. He wrote stories, or “sketches,” as he called them initially. Those sketches, in turn, were read by publishers and other people who thought (to paraphrase): “I want people to read this; I think I’ll publish this; but who is this guy? Where did he come from? What kind of a person is he? I’d like to meet him! But whether I meet him or not, I’m excited by this story, so I’ll publish it.” It may have been just that simple.

Imagine that pretty soon people started thinking of him as “Charles Dickens the storyteller.” They didn’t know anything about him but that he was a storyteller and he had been published in some English newspaper or magazine. You and I know him as part of the Victorian period, as someone we study in literature courses. How we do that studying also has to do with history and the academy’s notions of what history ought to be. We analyze, we theorize, we “deconstruct,” we fit Dickens into a period, an era; above all, we classify. In my mind, I have these stories jumbled together in ways that I’m not even sure of myself; as William James put it, the mind is “one great blooming, buzzing confusion.” But I’m not going to get away with that way of explaining things.

In this very book, the so-called literary and journalistic tradition is also an abstraction—an abstract classification and response to writers such as James Agee and George Orwell. If they were to come back here and join us, I imagine that they would likely laugh wryly and say, “Go ahead if that is what you have to do.” Nevertheless, we do it and there are good reasons why we do it, and good reasons to go beyond longer works of literature to include short stories and poems. This book is about stories as a means of broad social and personal reflection. It’s not a book on literature in the traditional sense of the way literature is taught or thought about, examined. It’s not a book about social theory, although it deals with social questions, namely those rooted in events that have taken place in the world. This book is not only about the stories themselves; it is also about doing the work of social observation, of listening and reflecting upon the stories of others and of the world around us, and coming to terms with what one has done, how sometimes people have had experiences that won’t let go of them and get into a confrontation with their own analytic sensibility and, yes, with the powers that be.

One of the major tensions in this book—I ought to level with you up front—is the tension between the analytic sensibility upon which each of us relies, and which thrives in academic institutions (for the students and the teachers alike), and the felt experience of people, of the writers as they bare themselves to us as readers, who, in turn, experience and feel with these writers and artists. I am also referring to the felt experience that you and I have all the time, and that we bring to these books, and that we work mightily to get out of our minds as we read them—encouraged, of course, by teachers who tell us, “No, no, no. Let’s figure this book out, rather than emphasize feeling it.” Now, there are hazards in both directions. The analytic sensibility runs amok, gives us brilliant theory, unconnected to the ordinary hurdles that face all of us every day. On the other hand, an emphasis on experience that does not allow us to occasionally get some distance from those often deeply emotional experiences, and try to develop a fair sense of the stories around us, can leave us wallowing in debilitating sentiment.

Thinking historically, we are going back to stories such as those of the Hebrew prophets of Israel, to Isaiah and Jeremiah, to their regular critique of power, the power of others to dismiss them and frighten them and send them outside the gates of acceptance. We are going back, also, to stories such as that of Jesus of Nazareth, and his relationship to power, and on and on that classic conflict goes, right down into our time and onward. Our country was settled by people who also rebuffed considerable social powers, who left lives that were acceptable and prominent, who crossed the ocean when death was not only around the corner but already present (during weeks of hard travel), who came to a world where there was no one to accept or welcome them. This story has gone on for several hundred years: people departing from what is, seeking some other life, some other interpretation of life, some other notion of what is valuable and desirable.

I remember when I was a resident at Children’s Hospital in Boston, working with children who were dying of leukemia, I asked and heard about what was on their minds: life’s purposes, its mysteries—what is on all of our minds as we fight against life’s inevitable end. What was on their minds was what was on Tolstoy’s mind when he wrote Confession. All struggled hard to reconcile the events of their lives, to take measure of the person they had been in this world. What was on their minds was what was on the minds of the other writers here: Dorothy Day and Georges Bernanos, and Elie Wiesel and Ignazio Silone. What does one live by and for? Knowledge, perhaps, but for what, and which knowledge? Power, perhaps, but power for what? Accomplishment, perhaps, but for what? Always the refrain: “For what?”

So there are works to inspire us toward moral reflections, and toward taking to heart the struggle within ourselves through each of these stories and through our own stories. The struggle to figure out a little bit more, with the help of others, about who and what we are. Human beings are creatures of awareness, of language. That is who we are. We know about time—its beginning for us and, certainly, its end. We are the creatures of stories; we tell stories to one another, and we know that we have our own stories to tell, sometimes over and over again. So in a world that has become, for me, all too categorical or deterministic in thought, we have the existential and the mysterious, which I hope this book exemplifies—a coming to terms with the rock-bottom nature of our storytelling humanity, which enables us to meet with and be helped and guided by others, including the writers featured in the pages ahead. Above all, no matter the outcome for each particular reader, I hope you will take to heart each of the authors and artists who join us on this reflective journey, perhaps even to the point that they, and the characters they introduce to us, become companions in your life. I hope that the stories, in sum, told through words and pictures, studied through a lens of our own personal and social reflections, can prompt you to stop and consider the way in which you perceive and interact with the world around you, and how you choose to participate in this one life given to you, to us.

Dr. Robert Coles


EDITORS’ NOTE

This book is an invitation to think, listen, and participate in a discussion of moral inquiry and stories, through reading and through the reflections of Dr. Robert Coles, derived from the long-running Harvard University course A Literature of Social Reflection. This book, like the course itself, is about how literature can help us reflect on a broad range of social issues, and on what it means to find our way as human beings in this world.

At times the reader will be asked to follow a series of free associations and seemingly tangential lines of thought. The reader will, at times, want more illumination of a particular story, poem, or photograph. Although this book contains the context for many of these parenthetical references, we hope that the reader will also seek out those original stories, poems, or photographs and spend time with them—for it is these stories, coupled with Dr. Coles’s thoughts, that form the core of this book, which requires the active engagement, participation, and imagination of its reader.

It is important to mention that along with reading the stories and listening to the lectures, the students in A Literature of Social Reflection were asked to participate in weekly section meetings. During these small, intimate gatherings, the students and their teaching fellows were able to make personal connections between their own lives and those of the authors, artists, and stories to which they had been introduced. We encourage you, the reader, to read the chapters presented in this book and then to enhance that experience with independent exploration of the stories and the artwork to which Dr. Coles refers throughout. When at all possible, we also encourage you to find the time to sit with friends, family members, or fellow readers to explore further the thoughts and narratives offered herein. It is, after all, through conversations with others that the greater implications of these stories will take on a broader meaning for each individual.

Much of what we read in newspapers and magazines and take in through television and the Internet seems to highlight our differences and instill mistrust in one another. It is our hope that this book, and the stories discussed, will do for you what they have done for us. We hope that the pages ahead will awaken in you a curiosity about the lives and stories of those around you, of people both familiar and unfamiliar—and so ultimately serve to narrow the distances between all of us through a contemplation and celebration of the stories, the narratives that we now hold in common.

Trevor Hall and Vicki Kennedy


PART I
Heading Out
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The literary and journalistic documentary tradition of social observation—the call to venture outside of what we know and attend the stories of others.

Featured: James Agee, George Orwell, and William Carlos Williams


ONE

James Agee: A Biting Irony

Let us start with an introduction to James Agee, born in Knoxville, Tennessee, in 1909. His parents were of different backgrounds. His father, Hugh James Agee, was of Appalachian yeoman stock, basically a workingman, one generation removed from the hollows of the Great Smoky Mountains. His mother was from what would be called today, by some, an upper-middle-class commercial family, and she was well educated. She received various periodicals, including the Atlantic Monthly—she had refinement and aspirations toward culture. When their first child, James (or Rufus, as he was called as a boy), was six years old, his father was killed in an automobile accident—an important moment in James’s life. The last thing Agee wrote, the quasi-autobiographical novel A Death in the Family, would go on to win a Pulitzer Prize in 1957, although this was two years after his own untimely death, in 1955, from a heart attack suffered in the back of a taxicab; he was on his way to New York Hospital because he had been experiencing chest pains.

Agee’s forty-five years proved to be tumultuous: the death of a parent at only six, and by ten or eleven he was sent off to the St. Andrew’s School, an Episcopal boarding school in Sewanee, Tennessee, right near the University of the South, run at that time by a monastic Episcopalian order. He lived there for three or four years while his mother was getting her feet on the ground after the death of her husband and was tending to the boy’s younger sister.*

When Agee was sixteen he left St. Andrew’s for Phillips Exeter Academy, in New Hampshire—a fancy private school with a long intellectual tradition. He was a southern boy of a complex background, already in his own way a populist, an earthy, crunchy, idiosyncratic, rebellious—very rebellious—young man. He arrived at the staid New England private school at a time when it was much stiffer and more exclusionary, almost exclusively populated by wealthy East Coast scions of privilege. Within months, this sixteen-year-old youth began an affair with the forty-year-old school librarian, an affair that would last for the two years he attended classes. He was no stranger to that dark brown drink known as bourbon, and he smoked heavily. He also began writing and was soon enough contributing to the Exeter magazine, the Monthly. In no time, he was admitted to the fancy Lantern Club. Upon graduation in 1928, he went to Harvard.

While in Cambridge, at Harvard, he would give some courses his all; others he would ignore, to the point of flunking them. At times, he would just disappear—for days or even longer. He would frequent the Theater District in downtown Boston, where there were burlesque shows, lots of bars, and people who walked the streets, and women ready to take up the acquaintance of those who were interested in doing so. He would spend a lot of time there observing, but also striking up conversations. Back in Cambridge, he wrote feverishly—poetry and short stories, some of which began to be published in the Harvard Advocate. Eventually, he would become president of this undergraduate literary quarterly.

By the time he was ready to graduate, Agee had written a collection of poems, which he sent off for consideration to the Yale Younger Poets award. He won, which led to publication of his book Permit Me Voyage in 1934. During that time he was introduced to I. A. Richards, a distinguished professor of English on the New Haven campus. Richards, in turn, handed Agee on to a former student of his, Archibald MacLeish, who had gone to New York to work for Henry Robinson Luce, the publisher of Time, Life, and Fortune.

MacLeish, a poet who went on to become assistant secretary of state for cultural and public affairs, managed to secure Agee a job at Fortune magazine writing essays on finance and business, but all the while Agee was writing more and more poetry in his spare time. As Luce and his magazine were moving into the Chrysler Building in midtown Manhattan, the legend of James Agee was becoming known to the literary community of Manhattan: the enormously talented writer who drank a lot, slept around, and who would write while listening to Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony so loudly and so often that people worried whether the Chrysler Building would withstand the orchestral blasts. He wrote pieces for Fortune on Mohawk rugs, orchids, the Tennessee Valley Authority (a group of dams that, under the aegis of the New Deal, were being built in Agee’s home state to harness a river’s threatening power of flooding); he wrote on Cuba, as it was ruled by none other than American gangsters in Havana; he wrote an essay on strawberries, which in the 1930s were an aristocratic indulgence for the upper class, and not widely familiar, as they now are to Americans. He also loved the movies, which had not yet become something called “film.” Agee desperately wanted to write about the movies, but the top editors were not quite sure they were ready for that in any of the Luce publications. Those pieces would have to wait.

One day in early 1936, Mr. Luce called Agee in and said he had an assignment for him. He wanted Agee to go down to Alabama, find some sharecropping families, spend a few weeks there, then come back and write about them. Agee had become Fortune’s ace reporter, the writer who knew how to take complicated social and economic matters and translate them for the businesspeople who needed to understand what was going on in America. At that time, Fortune was, without exception, an extraordinarily well-written magazine.

Agee agreed to go south, and as an afterthought Mr. Luce said, “Maybe get a photographer to go with you, and we’ll get some good pictures.” This was the 1930s, during the Great Depression, and when Luce said “sharecroppers” he did not have to spell out the qualifying word. What he meant was white sharecroppers; there were plenty of them. Fortune magazine (and, by extension, its readers) were not interested in black sharecroppers. They were interested in white yeomen, in finding out about them and how their experiences might reflect on larger social and economic issues.

What did Agee do before going on this assignment? Well, he didn’t start looking at books, at statistics or studies about what he might see in Alabama. Rather, he started remembering courses he had taken at Harvard College, and it occurred to him that one Harvard lecturer had talked about the novelist Daniel Defoe, who in the eighteenth century wrote a book called A Journal of the Plague Year, an epic attempt to tell what happened when the plague hit London in the middle of the previous century. The book was a mix of factuality and evocations of individuals, put together by a novelist who’d created characters so that the reader would understand how it had felt back then: the sights and sounds of an epidemic, of the sick and dying. The dramatic power of storytelling, the intensity of characters stricken by a fatal illness, the concomitant atmosphere—all got worked into a narrative presentation. Agee remembered that book well, and he read it again in preparation for his trip.

Agee was then told by Dwight Macdonald (an important American writer of the earlier part of the twentieth century who started out with Fortune and would go on to found a journal called Politics, an idiosyncratic leftist magazine in the 1940s and ’50s) to research the writing of Henry Mayhew. Agee went to the New York Public Library and found out that Henry Mayhew was a London writer, an essayist and journalist of the mid-nineteenth century (a contemporary and friend of Dickens’s) who, in essay after essay for a newspaper called the Morning Chronicle, described what he called “the London laboring class” or, at other times, “the London poor.” Toymakers, tanners, tailors, milliners, shopkeepers they were called, or men and women who picked up garbage and cleaned floors. These were the people who made a great city work, and what he did was describe their work, their lives, and who they were, with respect and concern, with affection.

Mayhew came from a privileged background; had gone to a private school called Westminster, in London; and was a rebel within his family, among his friends. He was supported (with some mixed feelings) by his father. When he wrote, his objective was to make his reader “feel for these people,” as he put it in one of his diary entries. Sometimes when his work was published in the Morning Chronicle and in the books in which these articles were collected, it was joined by illustrations done by George Cruikshank, the great nineteenth-century satirist and illustrator whose work adorned Dickens’s writing when it first appeared in newspapers and books. Agee had encountered a connection of the visual to the textual that went back a couple hundred years—back, actually, to the late eighteenth century in France, and had flourished in the nineteenth century in England. Dickens used to say that he waited each week for Mayhew’s stories and that they provoked and inspired some of his own writing. Of course, Dickens went one step further, beyond the tanners and jail keepers and factory workers of various kinds, described factually by Mayhew, in his own fictional depictions of these lives. Later on, in this country, the tradition was carried on by writers such as Jacob Riis and his famous How the Other Half Lives and Charles Loring Brace’s book The Dangerous Classes of New York. These writers tried to tell us about a similar kind of disparity between themselves, as observers and writers, and those they were observing: the observer and the observed. Lewis Hine began taking photographs, which were often used to illustrate some of these essays. His photographs were of children and factories in Appalachia, and the border states of the South: Virginia, Tennessee, and Kentucky.

By the 1930s, we had the Farm Security Administration (FSA), and we had the whole tradition of documentary photography. One of those documentary photographers would ultimately be Walker Evans, another nonconformist who did not graduate from college. He went to Williams College, among others, for a while, then dropped out, took a fancy to the camera, and became a drinking buddy of Agee’s in New York. The two of them finally set out for Alabama in July 1936—a reelection year for Roosevelt, and the first year that the New Deal would be tested by the American voting public.

Agee and Evans went down to Alabama. They ended up in a county located between Montgomery and Birmingham and undertook the chronicle that would eventually become Let Us Now Praise Famous Men. When you pick up this book and open its cover, the first thing you see is not words but pictures of people.

You see first a man with a well-worn suit jacket and a necktie. This is a book whose title, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, comes from the Apocrypha, which is a book that didn’t quite make the Bible. It has an annexed status to the Holy Book (kind of like Radcliffe once was to Harvard). It is no accident that “Let us now praise famous men” is a verse Agee includes in his book. In the photographs you see a man with a necktie and his jacket and then you turn the page and there is a man with overalls. When you meet the people, the homes, the furniture, the outhouses, the shoes, someone harvesting cotton, all through these photographs, you meet fellow American citizens in various stages of their existence and living various shades of that life.

As you begin to find your way into the book, you’re given the title, told that the photographs were reproduced through the Farm Security Administration (then part of the Department of Agriculture), told the publisher, offered the dedication, and then, if you skip the foreword written by Walker Evans, you learn that Agee never wrote the article for Fortune. He became so discombobulated, so upset, so engaged, so enraged that he quit the magazine, and he and his wife went to Frenchtown, in the western part of New Jersey, and for months, which turned into several years, he fretted over what we now have as a book.

[image: ]

From Let Us Now Praise Famous Men by James Agee. Photograph by Walker Evans.
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From Let Us Now Praise Famous Men by James Agee. Photograph by Walker Evans.

The first words of the text proper come on page 33 in the Ballantine edition: “Poor naked wretches, wheresoe’er you are / That bide the pelting of this pitiless storm, / How shall your houseless heads and unfed sides, / Your loop’d and window’d raggedness, defend you / From seasons such as these?” That quote is taken from Shakespeare’s King Lear. What does King Lear have to do with central Alabama, with its Depression-era brute poverty, with its extreme vulnerability and social marginality? Why King Lear? What is King Lear about? King Lear is about power and deception and betrayal; King Lear is about a family, a father and his daughters; King Lear is about trust and mistrust; King Lear is about patrimony gone awry. Agee is telling us a lot without a single word of his own, drawing on his education and his sensibility, saying, “Folks, I’m gonna try and do justice to this world, boy am I going to try and do justice! I’m going to summon the best I can—yes, even Shakespeare: I’ll bring him to nineteenth-century Alabama! I will sweat my words and thoughts and opinions so that you in turn will sweat, so that all of us will sweat about our American patrimony, about what it can mean to people to be an American in this fourth decade of the twentieth century, to be near starvation, to have little if anything.”

Before you even pay attention to these people, stop and remember this: there is a context to all discussions, even political ones. Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, which takes up in its own way politics and race and privilege and poverty and power and vulnerability, nevertheless deserves a context. Agee asks us to remember that even the rich and the powerful, kings and their families, go through hurt and pain, and deception, and betrayal. Consider what happens when someone talks to you, coming out of this or that persuasion, about “these people and their special situation” or addresses you, me, or, most directly, the author, James Agee, the one who has the right to answer (and us with him) this implied skepticism, if not accusation: “Can you even understand them as an outsider, you well-to-do James Agee, coming down from the Chrysler Building with your relatively speaking huge salary? (He was extremely well paid.) Your huge salary, your Exeter and Harvard education, you are going to understand these people? Are you going to understand their hurt, and the way they feel and the struggles they have?” Agee seems to say to himself, “I do want to understand them, but I don’t want to lose my moorings in our shared humanity. If I categorize them, describe them in such a way that sets them apart from the rest of us, especially those of us who are privileged, by way of upbringing or education or homes or jobs, then this is no favor done to them.”

So he gives us King Lear, and then he gives us these well-known words: “Workers of the world, unite and fight. You have nothing to lose but your chains, and a world to win.” Now, that is the kind of thing that might have gotten Mr. J. Edgar Hoover after him. That is Communist political rhetoric; but you and I, he would suggest, might look at those two sentences and say, “What is wrong with that? There is nothing wrong with advocating that workers unite and struggle for a better life. If they do so, they sure have a lot to win, so why not?!” On the other hand, there is a footnote—in which Agee observes how language can soon enough become the property of categorical politics, of betrayals, of Leninism and Stalinism, with their mass murder: the phrases go on, and the murder goes on too, in the name of those phrases. Agee is saying to us: I would like to call upon art and politics in a certain way—art through Shakespeare, and politics with a kind of language that frees us from clichés. There are many kinds of clichés, including the clichés we learn, unfortunately, in classrooms, from professors in our various kinds of postgraduate professional training instruction, where we are often trained—consciously or not—to throw around language and feel so good about ourselves being so well educated, so knowing at the expense of others.

One page is reproduced from a school textbook, one children of that era read in the elementary schools; they read about the great ball on which we live, and that “the world is our home.” You may remember the books that were read to you when you were younger. I remember reading to my children books such as Make Way for Ducklings—nice, pretty, lovely books. The policemen are ever so friendly to the people crossing the street and to the ducks. Some of you will have different experiences with the police, but which police, and in which neighborhood, and doing what. So, there are the lovely books, telling us about “the great ball on which we live” and that “the world is our home,” but Agee wants us to think of the homes of many other children, some of whom live in faraway lands, who are also our brothers and sisters. He wants us to wonder what every person needs in order to live securely, safely.

“Let us imagine that we are far out in the fields. The air is bitter cold and the wind is blowing. Snow is falling, and by and by it will turn into sleet and rain. We are almost naked. We have had nothing to eat and are suffering from hunger as well as cold. Suddenly the Queen of the Fairies floats down and offers us three wishes. What shall we choose? ‘I shall wish for food because I’m hungry,’ says Peter. ‘I shall choose clothes to keep out the cold,’ says John. ‘And I shall ask for a house to shelter me from the wind, the snow, and the rain,’ says little Nell with a shiver. Now everyone needs food, clothing and shelter”—and on and on this goes, in Agee’s selection from Around the World with the Children. What does it mean when a child reads something like that? What kind of sensibility will stop that page and say, “Aha! This is the beginning of my story; I don’t even have to mobilize my own language. I have found, noticed, read this.”

What does Agee attempt here? He has here found irony, a biting irony—a beginning of his effort with us: the kind of irony he learned from novelists and playwrights and the kind of irony that he is going to make sure we read hard, and feel even harder, in this book.

Let Us Now Praise Famous Men challenges the very notion of what a book is (which is to say, it is sprawling, erudite, engaged, furious), offering pictures on their own, without words (not something that is typically done, not even within the literature of documentary writing). By placing Evans’s photos first, Agee chooses to give the photographer initial authority—wordless authority—as if to suggest that if we just look we will see and understand. Then comes the Western tradition (Shakespeare) and the political tradition of valuable social rebelliousness that has been ultimately destroyed by institutional murder—those Utopian dreams that ended up in the Gulag of Stalin, a reminder of how the workings of history and politics can be a part of your fate and mine.*

As we enter the written text in Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, we meet confessional assaults—an unnerving thing for us to consider, to the point that we’re tempted to wonder about Agee’s purposes and, yes, about him. What does this guy want of us? Who is he? What is his problem (as it’s put in the clinical cultural language of our time)? If something troubles you, then by definition it is troubled. If you read challenging words and can’t get them out of your head and you take offense at them or, on the other side, if you are enraptured by them, then you have a “problem” and need to go
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