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"If thine enemy be hungry, give him bread to eat: and if he be thirsty, give him water to drink: For thou shalt heap coals of fire upon his head, and the Lord shall reward thee."

Proverbs, 25: 21-22.

"The etiology of Auschiwtz – to some a diabolical, perharps freakish excrescence, which vanished from the face of the earth with the destruction of the crematoria in 1945 – is actually embedded depply in a cultural tradition that stretches back to the Middle Passage from the coast of Africa, and beyond, to the enforced servitude in ancient Greece and Rome."

William Styron, Introduction to The Cunning of History, The Holocaust and the American Future, by Richard L. Rubinstein.





Introduction


The Autobiography of Miss Jane Pittman was first published in 1971 by Dial Press and a film was made from the novel which aired in 1974, with Cicely Tyson in the leading role. The book was an enormous success, has been reprinted repeatedly and translated into several foreign languages all over the world.

The book is dedicated to the memory of Gaines's grandmother, Mrs. Julia McVay, his stepfather, Mr. Ralph Norbert Colar, Sr. and to the memory of his beloved aunt, Miss Augusteen Jefferson, 'who did not walk a day in her life but who taught [me] him the importance of standing.' Maybe this opposition between the physical impossibility of walking and the spiritual capacity to stand is what should be remembered about the novel itself. Indeed the book is Gaines's answer to his aunt's challenge and he certainly met her expectancy.

The difficulty Gaines was facing consisted mainly in getting lost in too many details and missing out on major events. From that angle the book may not be exempt from criticism: the historical coverage of the novel sometimes lacks referential points that are indispensable to understand the book; maybe Gaines intuited that, in accordance with the reader response theory, the reader had to measure up to the book and fill in the historical gaps or reconstruct the chronology. In any case we have provided the reader with a chronology of the historical period covered by Miss Jane: not only the historical, but the political, judicial or cultural backdrops to the story are sketched in this chronological run down of the period between 1860 and 1960. Similarly, a map of the United States in their present state and as they presented themselves before the Civil War has been placed in the appended documents which also include historical texts or quotations of paramount importance concerning the period.


In the first part1, we mainly focus our attention on a study of the novel through approaches that tend to move from the general to the particular. Although the text and only the text should matter, we have not hesitated in allowing the author, Ernest Gaines, to express himself as he obviously, and with great talent and insight, has scrutinized this novel in particular, his work in general and literature at large.

Actually, the reader should know that there are prerequisites to reading Gaines's novel, The Autobiography of Miss Jane Pittman; first it is indispensable to have a good knowledge of the period the novel takes place within but, also, a knowledge of the history of the United States, from the origins up to now. Indeed, what is happening in the United States of today is linked to what happened before. The same goes for American and African American literature. To gauge the novel it might be useful to have read other novels, at least some major works which Gaines himself mentions in his interviews, from antebellum and Civil War novels to the New Black Aesthetic with intermediary stages such as the Harlem Renaissance, Naturalism or Magic Realism; Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave, Written by Himself, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, Up From Slavery, The Souls of Black Folk, Native Son, Invisible Man, Their Eyes Were Watching God, Cane, The Confessions of Nat Turner, Beloved, There Is a Tree More Ancient Than Eden, Brothers and Keepers, should have been read and pondered to better understand what Gaines is trying to do with The Autobiography.


In our second section we tackle more specific aspects of the novel, trying to critically deconstruct the massive bulk of it into separate genres, registers or paradigms. To do so we have resorted to a multi-layered critical approach with, as usual in our case, a calling into question of the literary text by psychoanalysis and philosophy. Paying critical homage to great literary texts makes it mandatory to parallel the studied text with admittedly profound reflexive writing, be it philosophical, psycho-analytical, political, anthropological or other. However, the sine qua non condition of succeeding in rightly interpreting the text lies in a very close analy-sis
of the text. To meet that demand textual evidence must always back up the theoretical and/or critical analysis which is conducted to find a solution to a given problematic. In the case of The Autobiography what is at issue is freedom, slavery, dignity, history and historicity, violence, femininity and virility, the nature and the future of African Americanism. The Peculiar Institution being a notion as daringly challenging to the mind as the Final Solution.




1 The first part of the book is written in English and the second one in French as this book – although it aims at offering an updated critical approach of the novel – is primarily intended to bilingual students, working on the reading list of the Agrégation, who will have to write essays in French and in English.







1


Ernest J. Gaines: The author and his work

Ernest J. Gaines was born on January 15, 1933 on the River Lake Plantation in Oscar, Louisiana. Very early he started working in the fields with his parents, Manuel and Adrienne Gaines, digging potatoes for fifty cents a day. The oldest of eight brothers and three sisters he was influenced in his early life by his Aunt Augusteen, a stay-at-home character by necessity – she was disabled and could not walk – who looked after the children while the adults worked in the fields. She stands as a major figure in Gaines's personal mythology:


Until 1 was fifteen years old, 1 had been raised by an aunt, a lady who had never walked a day in her life, but who crawled over the floor as a six month old child might. Some people have said that she had been dropped on the floor by another child when she was small; others have said that she was born with that affliction. To this day 1 do not know which story is true – but I've never met anyone who ever saw her walk.1







This can be considered as the first period in Gaines's life. This fifteen year period will be decisive and will leave its imprint for ever on Gaines's personality as a man and as a writer.

The second period starts at the age of fifteen when Gaines had to leave Louisiana to follow his parents who had decided to move to Vallejo, California. There he was able to receive a better and more complete education than in Louisiana. In his account of this pivotal moment in his life the reader can detect both the gravity of the tone and a slight hesitancy as to the righteousness of this move, the decision being that of his mother and stepfather, not his own:



In 1948, I had to leave my aunt and the South to go West to my mother and stepfather to finish my education. I probably – 1 definitely – would have stayed in the South if I could have received the education that they thought I rightly deserved. But since there was no junior or senior high school near me, and since I would have to go away to school anyhow, my mother and stepfather thought I should corne to California where they were.2




Three elements are brought into play in this short and terse sentence: a psychological hang-up, a geographical dimension and historical data. The three elements are intertwined and must be disentangled to be clearly understood. Their importance and relevance can't be ignored as they will inform all of Gaines's writing production.

The first element is the psychological one. In 1948 Ernest J. Gaines is fifteen; he is not a man yet, but he no longer is a child. He has reached that transitory period of one's life that each individual has to deal with without much help from the adult world that has either forgotten or rejected that "awkward age" as Henry James entitled one of his novels. Actually the young Ernest J. Gaines could be compared to the male counterpart of Nanda Brookenham, the heroine in James's novel; like her he emerges out of the "awkward age" into contemporaneousness and moral understanding. This passage from adolescence to manhood will not take place without intense suffering. Gaines himself, in Miss Jane and I, confirms how difficult it was for him to leave:


I remember the day I left. It was Sunday. It took me all day to pack, unpack, and repack the old brown leather suitcase. I didn't have many clothes, 1 can assure you, but for some reason I couldn't get it done. Maybe it was the bag of oranges, or the shoebox of fried chicken and bread, or the tea cakes and pralines wrapped in brown paper, or the bag of unshelled pecans – maybe it was one of these or all of these that kept me opening and shutting the suitcase. But, finally, I got it done and came out on the porch. Everybody was there: the old people on the porch talking to my aunt and the children in the yard waiting for me to corne down the steps so they could follow me to the road. I went to each one of the old people, shook their hands, and listened to their advice on how to live "up North". Then I went to my aunt. She sat on the floor – just inside the door. "I'm going Aunty," I said. I did not lean over to kiss her – though I loved her more than 1 have loved anyone else in my life. I did not take her hand, as I had taken the other people's hands, because that would have been the most inappropriate thing in the world to do. I simply said, "I'm going, Aunty." She looked up at me from the floor. I saw the tears in her eyes. She nodded her head and looked down again. When I came out into the road, I looked back at her. I waved and smiled; she waved back. The old people were silent all this time – but I'm sure that before I reached the highway to catch the bus they were talking again.3





What the young Gaines is leaving behind is much more than the first fifteen years of his early life in Louisiana and the feeling is so overwhelming that the older Gaines, now a forty five year- old man, still can't confront the reality of what happened and has to resort to convoluted explanations that are, in psychoanalytical terms, mere rationalizations4, to deal with what must remain unsaid. What must remain partly hidden to the subject's conscience is that the aunt has replaced the parents and has taken over as a moral guide in the youngster's life. The sentence 'I loved her more than anyone else in my life' is fraught with meaning: not only the parents' influence is denied but the love they should naturally receive from their son has been re-routed on to the aunt in the most exclusive way. As often in Gaines's fiction a feminine figure occupies a central and predominant position and towers over the subject's life or his fiction. To corne back to the afore-mentioned scene the whole description foreshadows other scenes that will take place in The Autobiography of Miss Jane Pittman (AMJP5 and has strong biblical overtones6. In AMJP Ned must leave Jane and will come back later to preach his brothers what he has learned. In the same way the death of Tee Bob is a dramatization of the theme of separation, one of the key concepts that hold the novel together.

From a geographical viewpoint the fact that Gaines is transplanted from Louisiana to California has several meanings. Departure is necessary and distance is a key ingredient in the awakening process. This theme, again, recurs in AMJP. But there is more to it than meets the eye; Gaines goes back to his parents, at least to his mother since she lives with another man who is Gaines's stepfather. Parallel to this familial transplantation a geographical change occurs but in a subtly biased way; we remember that in the above-mentioned excerpt from Miss Jane and I Gaines mentions that he listens to the advice of the seniors who give him counsel on how to live 'up North'. Now, Gaines doesn't go North, he never will as a matter of fact, he goes West and this is not insignificant since in a way he does not choose
between South and North; instead he makes a compromise and goes somewhere else. We could name it, in reference to another famous and historical compromise, 'the California compromise'7; Gaines, in an unconscious but wise move, made everything converge: psychologically, geographically and historically speaking he did his best to painstakingly gather, within his own suffering psyche, all the contradictions that constituted and still constitute the United States of America, the psychotic fabric of which has been repeatedly and unflinchingly taking its toll on all the subjects of its undisputed and at the same time vastly contested realm. Uprooted, disoriented and in a quandary as to how make sense of a quest that he had not yet identified Gaines takes shelter in the letter, that is in the books, any book he can grab at the local library:


A few months after I had gone to Vallejo, my parents moved out of the projects into another part of town. I did not have nearly as many friends here, and my stepfather warned me against those young people I did meet. They were a rough bunch, and he felt they would all end up in jail before they graduated from high school. I took his advice about staying away from them; and that's how I found myself in the public library.8




The reaction of the young Gaines is similar to that of M.S. Fogg in Moon Palace: the feeling of nostalgia and loss will be counterbalanced by a massive investment in reading. Like M.S. Fogg, the young Gaines goes through and beyond mourning thanks to reading:
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