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Critical acclaim for Alice Walker


‘One of the most gifted writers in her country’


Isabel Allende


‘One of those few writers of fiction concerning whom comparisons are immaterial. She is truly herself, and a truly wonderful writer’


Allan Massie


‘A lavishly gifted writer’


New York Times


‘Alice Walker is the brightest star in a galaxy of black American women writers’


The Times


‘This legendary writer, who with her pen has changed lives and moved minds across national, racial and sexual boundaries’


Pride


‘As a fighter against social injustice Walker is inspirational; as a black woman struggling with divorce, motherhood and catboxes, she is engaging and empathetic’


Daily Telegraph


‘[Alice Walker’s] delight in life, her exuberant love of anecdote and friendship shine through … she is uniquely herself, as a writer of moving and transforming stories’


Observer


‘She has a way with words, an ear for cadences and – thank goodness – a sense of humour … Walker’s strength is in inspirational, evocative writing’ Miranda France,


Scotsman


‘Walker’s simple, poetic prose is also beautiful in its sincerity’


The Times


‘Walker’s mature writing has the assurance of a woman who has confronted her demons and reached an equilibrium, without losing the fire and passion of her earlier work’


Sunday Times


‘Alice Walker is surely one of the strongest, most interesting and intelligent writers around’


San Francisco Chronicle




For my beloved family


ancestral and present


to whom the persistent


audaciousness of


Art


has kept me close.


And to Steven Spielberg and Quincy Jones


Magicians


Changelings:


the knock


at the


door.





The Same River Twice


HONORING THE DIFFICULT


A Meditation on Life, Spirit, Art, and the Making of the Film The Color Purple Ten Years Later
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THE LABYRINTH AT CHARTRES CATHEDRAL




Once we enter [the labyrinth], ordinary time and distance are immaterial, we are in the midst of a ritual and a journey where transformation is possible; we do not know how far away or close we are to the center where meaning can be found until we are there; the way back is not obvious and we have no way of knowing as we emerge how or when we will take the experience back into the world until we do. There are no blind ends in a labyrinth, the path often doubles back on itself, the direction toward which we are facing is continually changing, and if we do not turn back or give up we will reach the center to find the rose, the Goddess, the Grail, a symbol representing the sacred feminine. To return to ordinary life, we must again travel the labyrinth to get out, which is also a complex journey for it involves integrating the experience into consciousness, which is what changes us.


—JEAN SHINODA BOLEN,


Crossing to Avalon





PREFACE



I belong to a people so wounded by betrayal, so hurt by misplacing their trust, that to offer us a gift of love is often to risk one’s life, certainly one’s name and reputation. I do not mean only the Africans, sold and bought, and bought and sold again; or the Indians, who joyfully fed those who, when strong, gleefully starved them out. I speak as well of the shadowy European ancestor, resentfully denied, except that one cannot forget the thatched one-room hovels of old Europe, put to the torch by those who grabbed the land; and the grief of the starving, ashen ancestor, forced to seek his or her lonely fortune in a land that seemed to demand ruthlessness if one intended to survive.


I belong to a people, heart and mind, who do not trust mirrors. Not those, in any case, in which we ourselves appear. The empty mirror, the one that reflects noses and hair unlike our own, and a prosperity and harmony we may never have known, gives us peace. Our shame is deep. For shame is the result of soul injury. Mirrors, however, are sacred, not only because they permit us to witness the body we are fortunate this time around to be in, but because they permit us to ascertain the condition of the eternal that rests behind the body, the soul. As an ancient Japanese proverb states: when the mirror is dim, the soul is not pure.


Art is the mirror, perhaps the only one, in which we can see our true collective face. We must honor its sacred function. We must let art help us.
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ALICE WALKER AND STEVEN SPIELBERG ON THE SET OF The Colour Purple.





FISH AND BIRD COME TO MY HOUSE



I SWIM AWAY WITH THEM1


Journal Entry


February 21, 1984


Last night Quincy Jones and Steven Spielberg arrived. Steven looking rather like some kind of bird, perhaps a parrot—he says he broke his toes against his parrot’s cage: two fingers were broken last night, from falling downstairs, now in a cast. Quincy first, in an enormous limousine that had difficulty turning into my lane. (Well, Galilee Lane, of course it would be narrow!) Quincy beautifully dressed and hair done just so. And Steven, who arrived later, casually and in (partly) someone else’s clothes. Quincy had talked so positively about him I was almost dreading his appearance—but then, after a moment of near I don’t know what, uneasiness, he came in and sat down and started right in showing how closely he had read the book. And making really intelligent comments. And Quincy beamed.


Robert and Rebecca and Casey were with me. Rebecca amused and Casey looking for something to munch. Robert quite charming too. Well. I left them, waving, as we went out to Ernie’s for dinner, where Quincy and Steven and I got slightly tipsy and energetic in our thoughts of a movie about Celie and Shug and Nettie. And after three hours they brought me back to my humble abode and rode off into the night in their enormous limo en route to the Warner Brothers jet and then home to L.A. and to bed. Quincy claimed not to have slept the night before because leaving L.A. at nine in the morning was so early.


Anyway.


It is agreed that Steven and I will work together on the screenplay. I will write it and confer. Write and confer. I feel some panic. I want so much for this to be good. Something to lift spirits and encourage people.


Back in bed. Reading Prevention Magazine and wishing I didn’t have to get up and take my vitamins. I do.


June 18, 1984


I finished the draft of the screenplay a couple of weeks ago. Got it back from the typist yesterday and sent it off to L.A. today. There is nothing like relief! And I’ve told my agent to tell Warner Brothers that I’m not signing the chain-resembling contract they’re offering. Far too many clauses and restrictions. I am too happy thinking of nothing but the colors I will be using to paint my little round house.


“Fame” exhausts me, more than anything else it does. I am still tired from being “recognized” by the Pulitzer Prize. I am sent countless manuscripts to read, books to endorse; there are invitations and awards offerings that I couldn’t begin to accept. More mail than I thought existed. How rare too, now, to get a letter from someone I actually know. But I am slowly getting back my strength and in the country, at Wild Trees, I am very, very happy. The days are long and golden—they seem almost endless. And the full moons are astonishing. (What a sentence!) There is hay stacked neatly in the neighbors’ fields, and everywhere we look there’s beauty.


I’ve painted the pillar that holds up the main corner of my house a deep, dusty lavender/blue and the door sky blue. There’s orange and poppy yellow in my buckets waiting to be called forth.


It occurs to me I haven’t watched T.V. news in weeks, maybe months. Perhaps I’ll wheel out the telly (I’m back in the city) and see what the world as many people know it is coming to.


Disasters (disconnection from the stars). I am oddly fascinated by the dead matter of T.V., and appalled that for so many it is the liveliest thing in the house.


Quincy sent more roses and a moving note. I love him already, and Steven too. Whatever happens or doesn’t. Love is the way to feel.


1 Quincy Jones, born under the sign of Pisces the fish. Deep, mysterious, cool. Intuitive. Shimmering through life. Steven, Sagittarius, both owl (open-eyed and aware) and parrot (vari-plumed, skilled in mimicry), courageous: will fly anywhere, outside and inside himself. Me: Aquarius, the water bearer.





THE RIVER



HONORING THE DIFFICULT


To create today is to create dangerously. Any publication is an act, and that act exposes one to the passions of an age that forgives nothing. Hence the question is not to find out if this is or is not prejudicial to art. The question, for all those who cannot live without art and what it signifies, is merely to find out how, among the police forces of so many ideologies (how many churches, what solitude!), the strange liberty of creation is possible.


–ALBERT CAMUS


Since my book The Color Purple was filmed ten years ago, I have been asked innumerable times about my opinion of the result. I have found it one of the most difficult questions I have ever tried to answer. For many years I began my response by talking about the headache I got the first time I saw the film. Peter Guber, a producer, had warned me that on first viewing, I might be shocked. I was to be grateful for the warning. I saw the film in a huge theater with only two other people, and everything about it seemed wrong, especially the opening musical score, which sounded like it belonged in Oklahoma. After reciting this experience I would launch into my tale about buying the magic wand that I took to the premiere in New York City, and how, thanks to its magical powers, and a packed theater of enthusiastic viewers all sobbing and guffawing in my ear, I was able to critique the film for its virtues rather than its flaws. Sometimes I would simply say “I love the film.” Other times I would say “I have mixed feelings.” Occasionally I would say “It is a child with at least three parents: it looks like all of them.” Most frequently I said “Remember, the movie is not the book.”


It has taken me a while to realize that attempting to respond honestly to this question has kept me from examining the ones I’ve continually asked myself: “What did I learn from this extremely thrilling, challenging, and ultimately liberating experience? How was I changed during this period in my life? In what ways did my personal life and the filming of my book connect, so that looking back I am able to chart real learning, satisfaction, suffering, and growth?” I was late getting around to these questions because from the moment word went out that there would be a movie, it was attacked by people who loathed the idea. The attacks, many of them personal and painful, continued for many years, right alongside the praise, the prizes, the Oscar award nominations. I often felt isolated, deliberately misunderstood and alone. This too is the writer’s territory; I accepted it with all the grace and humor I possessed. Still, there is no denying the pain of being not simply challenged publicly, but condemned. It was said that I hated men, black men in particular; that my work was injurious to black male and female relationships; that my ideas of equality and tolerance were harmful, even destructive to the black community. That my success, and that of other black women writers in publishing our work, was at the expense of black male writers who were not being published sufficiently. I was “accused” of being a lesbian, as if respecting and honoring women automatically discredited anything a woman might say. I was the object of literary stalking: one black male writer attacked me obsessively in lecture, interview and book for over a decade, to the point where I was concerned about his sanity and my safety. In the country north of San Francisco, where I had always sought peace and renewal, I regularly found myself the target of hostile, inflammatory comments by the editor and publisher of the local paper. Because I was the only black woman resident in the community, I was highly visible and felt exposed and vulnerable. This feeling prevented my working at the depth of thought at which I feel most productive. I eventually sought temporary refuge in Mexico, where I was able to work in peace. By then I had grown used to seeing my expressions taken out of context, rearranged, distorted. It was a curious experience that always left me feeling as if I had ingested poison.


Of all the accusations, it was hardest to tolerate the charge that I hated black men. From infancy I have relied on the fiercely sweet spirits of black men; and this is abundantly clear in my work. Nor did these spirits fail me as I sought to stay on my path to health, wholeness, truth and creativity. Bob Marley, Ron Dellums, Nelson Mandela, Black Elk, Jesse Jackson, Randall Robinson, James Baldwin, Crazy Horse, Langston Hughes, and a host of black and red men living and dead walked with me. As did the spirits of Walt Whitman, Leo Tolstoy, John Lennon, and Howard Zinn. But even more important, I felt close to, and always affirmed by, the black male spirit within myself. This spirit’s indomitable quality is fierceness of emotion, tenderness of heart, and a love of freedom so strong that death is easily preferable to imprisonment of any kind. Out of respect, I worked hard to reassure my nephews, uncles, brothers, friends and former lovers that the monster they saw being projected was not the aunt, niece, sister, woman who loved them. I was not guided or accompanied by the spirits of black men who embarrass and oppress us, or by those of assorted “gangsta” rappers for whom the humiliation and subjugation of women is the preferred expression of masculinity: I feel no regret for this.


What the question about my response to the film could not address, I realized only belatedly, was the hidden trauma I endured during its creation, of which these attacks were only a part, trauma not always noticeably connected to the making of it. The reason the question itself seemed so exasperating was because I knew a comprehensive response would be long. It would not be simple. It would be, in order to have meaning for me, about deeply painful issues that were literally the “behind the scenes” struggles of one of my life’s most complex public events.


For instance: at the time the movie was being made, I thought that I, and my mother, were dying.


In the beginning, at the end of the seventies, my mother had small strokes that left her barely marked, but shortly after The Color Purple was written in 1981 she suffered a major one. I flew to Georgia to see her and to consult with my family and her doctor about what should be done. Her X rays showed carotid arteries so blocked with cholesterol that almost no oxygen was getting to her brain. Though this blockage was removed, she remained largely paralyzed. There followed many months of trying to make life better for her, a temporary, hopeful period when she felt well enough to make the journey out to California to visit me. As I had suspected, she loved the redwoods, the ocean, the hills, and valiantly lurched along, leaning on my arm, her face radiant; but then, ultimately, there was a decline brought on by many smaller “after-strokes.” For over a decade, until her death in September 1993, my mother was completely incapacitated physically. She had not read The Color Purple before her stroke, beyond the first few pages, though it was deliberately written in a way that would not intimidate her, and other readers like her, with only a grade school education and a lifetime of reading the Bible, newspapers and magazine articles. Because of her inability even to sit up in bed, she would never be able to read it.


From the moment I realized my mother would never again be the woman I knew, something fell inside of me. It did not fall with a crash, but was rather a slow, inexorable collapse. There was a strong green cord connecting me to this great, simple seeming, but complicated woman, who was herself rooted in the earth. I felt this cord weakening, becoming a thread. My legs seemed to be going out from under me. My heart felt waterlogged. My spirit lost its shine. My grief was kind enough to visit me only at night, in dreams: as I felt it wash over me, I did not care that I might drown. I knew that, awake, the unshed tears of rage and irremediable loss I was suffering would surely kill me. I had only known my mother as active, heroically so, and strong. This does not mean she was never sick; she was, from time to time. But she was never one to lie in bed past seven in the morning, even after her eight children were out of the house for good. After raising all of us, and being a full-time worker and housewife, she was often up at dawn managing her house and garden, honoring her religious obligations and hastening to her duties to her friends. She was stronghearted. Which, indeed, she remained. Her doctor marveled that even though the rest of her body failed to obey her most minor wish, her heart remained that of a lion. This was also true, amazingly, of her spirit. Eventually, all that was left of my mother was her smile, radiating out of a body that already seemed, in her bed, settled into its final resting place. There was not a day, all those years, that I did not feel the emptiness left by my mother’s absence, particularly as she gradually lost the ability to talk, beyond a slurred greeting, which, true to her spirit, she slurred cheerfully.


I loved the way my mother talked, which was always fresh, honest, straight as an arrow describing anything. When I sat on the set of The Color Purple—and as controversy raged even over whether my characters “degraded” black folk speech—it was this kind of speech that I tried to make sure the actors expressed. For me the filming of my book was a journey to the imagined and vastly rearranged lives of my mother and father and grandparents before I was born (among other things); it was a re-created world I hoped desperately my mother would live long enough to enter again through film. I used to amuse myself, on the set, watching Steven work, and thinking of the gift he was preparing for a woman he had never seen.


My own trial was different from my mother’s, but coincided with and to an extent echoed portions of it.


It is my habit as a born-again pagan to lie on the earth in worship. In this, I imagine I am like my pagan African and Native American ancestors, who were sustained by their conscious inseparability from Nature prior to being forced by missionaries to focus all their attention on a God “up there” in “heaven.” Unknown to me however, sometime during the late seventies and early eighties, the earth tired of people, worshipers or not, taking her for granted. I was bitten by three of the ticks that cause Lyme disease. I pulled off the ticks casually, as I had done all my life, and thought no more about it, although I later noticed the marks on my stomach, large, red bull’s-eyes. I felt soreness and swelling. I did not even realize I was sick for most of 1983, even though my mood swings, always precipitous because of PMS, became increasingly dramatic. I found myself one day ranting at an old friend whose ineffectual efforts to colonize me and my work—she insisted in public gatherings and in private that she comprehended the significance of both me and my work far better than I did—suddenly became intolerable (I’d suffered uncomplainingly for years). I noticed I was always tired.


It was not until I flogged myself onto a flight to China, where I hoped to exchange ideas with Chinese women writers, and once there found it a challenge even to think, that I realized something was very wrong. Pictures of me from that trip show a gray, puffy-faced woman, much older and heavier than I would later be, pitched blankly toward the camera. On the train from Shanghai to Hong Kong I began to hemorrhage. By the time I reached Hawaii, I was barely able to put one foot in front of the other. By the time I reached California, I ached in every muscle and joint. I couldn’t raise my arms; I could barely move my legs. My eyes ached. My ears. I felt a weariness so profound, it disturbs me to remember it. Though the pain for the most part left, eventually, the weariness and weakness remained. For the next three years I would require a walking stick to keep me upright. And in fact the one memorable item I purchased in China was an elaborately carved dragon-headed cane.


In the early eighties nobody knew about Lyme disease. There was however a rumor about something else that eventually became known as Chronic Fatigue Syndrome; I latched on to that, desperately needing some label to define what was happening to me. It was known to be a condition that afflicted mainly women, women who were active politically and socially, women who were “creative.” I read that most of these women spent their days weeping and depressed, scared and often unable to move. It had no cure (and still doesn’t), though Lyme disease does—if caught early. I went to doctor after doctor, but there was, as far as they could see, nothing wrong with me.


It felt exactly as if I were being attacked from the inside at the same time I was being attacked from the outside. Would I survive it? I thought not. And then, just when I was feeling this, my partner of many struggling but overall happy years informed me that because I had been “distracted by my work and sexually inattentive” he’d had an affair a year or so earlier with an old girlfriend from the past. Having felt more secure in our relationship over time, I’d had no inkling of this, and had blissfully helped plan our future as if it were assured. I felt completely foolish and naive. Though we were in a committed, monogamous relationship, which I, after many hesitations, honored, I did not blame him so much for the infidelity. I recognized that our bond was complicated by my need to live in my own space most of the time, by my periods of creative and/or depression-driven moodiness. It was also complicated by my bisexuality, which my partner joked about—“I am alcoholic, you are bisexual, we cancel each other out”—but which caused both of us a degree of anxiety. I knew he often wondered if I really loved him, and for how long. At times my deep love of and reverence for women felt like ambivalence to both of us.


It was the timing of his confession that sent me reeling. Although his revelation came before there was public awareness of AIDS, I worried there might be a connection between his infidelity and my inexplicable illness. As my trust dissolved along with my health, I became horribly conscious of my vulnerability: I began to make arrangements to leave the relationship. My partner however blamed his behavior on alcoholism, a disease that had caused us much suffering before. He was someone whose sweetness, intelligence, love of the moon, and refusal to be inducted into the Vietnam War I cherished, someone I deeply loved. He was also a person who would try to do what he said. I stayed. But in fact the relationship had lost its numinousness, especially sexually: without a sense of the sacred in our physical connections I began to slowly starve. Though we continued together for many more years, and though he tackled and successfully overcame not only his addiction to alcohol but other addictions as well, what remained of the life we’d constructed together was only its shell.


I also stayed because I was too weakened and confused by my illness, and by my mother’s illness, to make such a painful break. The humiliation of being in this position with a black man, at a time when I was being publicly and venomously accused of “attacking” black men, was especially enervating. These accusations seemed singularly crass and simpleminded, but they found their target just the same.


In a filmed interview around that time my partner, looking embarrassed but determined, bravely talks about the pain of envying my success, and of our struggle to talk out and understand his feelings so that I would not be sabotaged by his behavior without even knowing it. But I had, by then, already been sabotaged. In this film I am studying my partner as he speaks with a look of horror, for I am fearful he will speak of his affair as an example of his undermining behavior, and I feel trapped to still be trying to stay with him and not be ashamed. This is the feeling of being deep in the messy stuff of women’s secret lives, that place from which unscathed survivors are so rare.


Because she was a black woman of humor and spunk, I had responded affirmatively to Elena Featherston’s request to make a film about my life during this period of illness. I still had no idea what was wrong with me. Nor was I even able to talk about it, since it had no name. I still leaned on a stick everywhere I went. I think I wanted a witness, through this film. (Reading through my journal from that time I am amazed at how upbeat I sound, with remarkably little mention of my fear. I just omitted any mention of health. Occasionally I admitted to being tired. I seemed to focus most of my attention on present and former relationships with lovers, teachers, and siblings: I wrote often about my father. Not knowing what is wrong with you is silencing, even to yourself.) Always chronically short on funding, the filming of Visions of the Spirit (an ironically apt title) took nearly four years to complete. It is clear to me at least how sick I was the first years I was filmed in the countryside and at my writing shack in Mendocino. There is a heavy, stoic quality of resignation that reminds me of those days when it took everything I had simply to sit upright and respond to Elena’s questions. I can see that I was somewhat better, not as puffy or as absent, when she filmed me a couple of years later on the set of The Color Purple, and that by the end of the film the puffiness is gone, my color is normal, and I have begun the long journey back to myself. I will always be grateful to Elena for providing this record, though the first time I viewed her film I saw mostly my own and my mother’s suffering and went into mourning for my mother’s lost strength, my own weaknesses and failures. My mother, in Elena’s film, is typically happy to be alive, though she can move neither foot nor arm, and though there seems little possibility she ever will again. By then she had seen the film of The Color Purple; she was carried to the theater on a stretcher in an ambulance. She liked it very much. She said it reminded her of her mother’s life.


My mother was less frightened of movies than of books; seeing the characters of The Color Purple in the familiar way she’d always seen movie characters soothed her, as did feeling the overwhelming acceptance of the movie by the people in the audience. I understood that part of her resistance to having my book read to her was based on things she had heard about it, or been told. She must have had terrible fears about what I had created, given the vehemence of some of the opposition; but that she could see even a glimmer of her mother’s life in our film deeply comforted me.


She adored her own mother, Nettie, whose name I gave to the character most longed for, most consistently loved and missed, in my story. In real life her mother, unlike Nettie who goes to Africa, never went anywhere, and was battered unmercifully by my grandfather. She died, still sweet, but broken, when I was two. A lament of my weeping mother—“My mother was good; and he still mistreated her!”—has haunted my life. I am sitting next to my mother in Elena’s film, trying gallantly to put up a good appearance, and not to mention to her or to my sister that my own legs and arms are a little hard to move. For with my mother’s collapse I have suddenly become “the strong one.” Certainly the primary one to be counted on financially, however extended that long haul might be.


When I think of Steven Spielberg’s “version” of my book, my first thought is of Steven himself. His love of and enthusiasm for my characters. His ability to find himself in them. I also think of what he says about me in Elena’s film: he says that I am “other-worldly.” That I always seem to be somewhere else. That there is something “apparitional” about me. That I am “very haunting.” When I saw this I realized that perhaps Steven intuited that I was extremely fragile as our film was being made, walking some days as if in a dream; as, perhaps, many of the cast and the crew also sensed. For even though I was present on the set every moment I could drag myself up from my couch, I was also not there. As I watched each scene unfold I felt more like a spirit than a person. Sometimes a couple of the male characters would move my director’s chair to a new location, with me in it. Whoopi and Oprah, Danny and Akosua, Margaret, Desreta and Willard, carried on splendidly; I sat under a tree and offered speech lessons and tarot readings, painfully conscious of my fuzzy thinking and blotchy skin, my soul-deep exhaustion and an almost ever-present nausea. I was unequal to the task of pointing out to Steven every “error” I saw about to be made, as my critics later assumed I should have, or even of praising the exquisite things he constantly thought up, which moved me to tears each evening as we watched “dailies.” This pained me; I felt it an unexplainable and quite personal failing.


My inability to speak up further prostrated me. I was moved by the way the actors themselves often saved the day, and of how receptive Steven was to them. I was amazed to see how true to the character Oprah and Margaret played Sofia and Shug; and how incredibly sweet and gracious they were as themselves. I cheered inwardly to see Whoopi stand toe to toe one day with Steven and insist that Celie would not age the way he was envisioning her, but would look more like colored women do as they age. A matter of posture and gait, not of wrinkles and a white wig. Because Oprah reminded me of my mother as she was when I was small, I could barely resist sitting beside her as I worried about what was wrong with me and about my mother, and putting my head in her lap. Of all the women in the cast Oprah was most loving and protective toward my daughter, Rebecca (at fifteen the youngest production assistant on the film), spending time with her on the set and inviting her to visit in Chicago. Days when I could not be there I considered Oprah the “aunt” whose presence meant Rebecca would feel “looked out for,” more at home.


Throughout the filming Quincy Jones was the older brother/father/beloved figure everyone responded to with simple adoration, longing, and love. Though I would never like the Oklahoma-sounding opening score, I would help choose the music for the rest of the film, and it would feel right. The song “Sister,” written by Quincy, Rod Temperton and Lionel Richie, which I immediately imagined as a signal of affirmation that women could hum to each other coast to coast, is an immeasurable gift to the bonding of women. And, because men of a certain kind wrote it, it includes them, necessarily, in that bonding. In Elena’s film Quincy “sees,” affirms, and praises me with an abandon unknown to me previously. This “seeing” of what I am as an artist and a person was to heal some of the pain I felt when other black men attacked me. It also served to remind me that I and my work could be loved without envy—creative “distraction” could be recognized and honored—and that I did not have to fear, as I sometimes did, that there were no black men who were healed enough to value the truth of my work. Or to publicly affirm it.


Although I have wanted to publish this book for a number of years—as a record of this process, which I consider especially useful for women, anyone who is fascinated by film, and people of color—I have hesitated. I certainly could not attempt it while my mother was alive. Even after her death it is painful to dwell on her over-a-decade-long immobility; there was the task, as well, of seeking to understand, and not be hurt by, the not-so-noble parts of her that her sickness sometimes revealed, and my efforts to “forget” those parts, while attempting to address them in my art. Nor could I put my relationship with my former partner into perspective while still sharing a life with him. When I finally began to get well again, and leave the relationship, I experienced a return of energy, of clarity and groundedness in reality, that I’d missed for a long time. A gift of a well-earned, just, separation. I was also aware that throughout all my struggles, my feelings at various times to the contrary, I had never been truly alone. Always with me was the inner twin: my true nature, my true self. It is timeless, free, compassionate and in love with whatever is natural to me. This was the self that came in dreams, to be pursued in the essays I was writing at that time. And as always the sight of trees, the scent of the ocean, the feel of the wind and the warmth of the sun were faithful to me. In fact, as my body became less dependable over the three years I was most ill, my spirit became more so; my sense of humor sharpened, and I frequently had dreams, visions and spiritual revelations of extraordinary power. There was developed in me a spontaneous way of knowing that seemed more like remembering than learning. There were things I just suddenly seemed to know, about life, about the world. As if my illness had pushed open an inner door that my usual consciousness was willing to ignore. I found myself in easy contact with the ancestors, a condition I relish, and I seemed to spend long, delightful seasons in a time before this one. I recorded some of these experiences in my book Living by the Word, and in the novel I wrote after The Color Purple, The Temple of My Familiar.


I understand that, oddly, the experience of making a film of my work, as bewildering and strange as any labyrinth, and as unpredictable as any river, was an initiation into the next, more mature, phase of my life. Harsh criticism, especially when it is felt to be unjust, is at first very painful. After that, there is numbness. After that, as Emily Dickinson wrote about grief, “there is the letting go.” I discovered that “the letting go” is actually a state that can be survived, lived in, and treasured. I am a different, more flexible and open person now than I was before. Slower. More maternal about the world. Both more committed and more detached: I recognize solitude as my most necessary private room, yet I now find I am always glad, eventually, to welcome guests. I know now that my religion is love and that I practice it by hugging, something I did spontaneously from babyhood. My mother used to tell me, with an incredulous expression, “You would always go to just anybody!” Perhaps I was initiated, via collaboration on the film, into how such trust could feel as an adult. I admit that, as in a fairy tale, when suddenly in the midst of my peaceful life there comes an unexpected knock at the door, I am happy to go off in strange conveyances with odd people I’ve never met before; this suits the wondrousland quality of life to which I was apparently born attuned.


Certainly much that concerned me before, does not. I lost what attachment I had to the image others might have of me, since I learned decisively that this is an area over which I have little control. I was called “liar” and “whore” and “traitor” for no other reason than that people who have been made to depend on the approval of the powerful grow afraid of criticizing themselves, because the powerful may hear, amplify their distress, and hold them up to censure and ridicule. The powerful can also manipulate people, and pass horrible, repressive laws, based on the negative images that are permitted to proliferate. This is the reality. And yet, until we can criticize ourselves, and feel safe doing so, there is no hope of molding better values in our children, or of increasing the respect we feel for ourselves. I am not interested in being a role model, or in fulfilling the expectations of others. I know I am of most use to others and to myself by being this unique self: Nature, I have noticed, is not particularly devoted to copies, and human beings needn’t be either.


During my time on the labyrinthine river of high-risk collaborative creativity, private illness and public praise and censure, everything I understood as a child was reinforced. The world is magical; there are good people in it. Inherent in life is fun. What I may never know is why my initiation involved tick bites and illness and Steven Spielberg. Nor do I need to know. To me the world seems filled with an endless stream of miracles and wonders; some feel better than others, but I am amazed by them all.


At the heart of the most mysterious labyrinth lives the greatest mystery. Because I followed love and joyous curiosity through the twists and turns of the labyrinth, because I managed not to be turned back, or battered too disastrously by the boulders rising up in the river, I did find all the women in The Color Purple, who together are the sacred feminine that, because of the accessibility of film, can be beamed across a world desperate for its return. They also suggest infinite possibilities for women, and for myself. Womanist women. I also found Quincy and Steven, two green and supple men; also much longed for by the world. But even more calming to my heart, I found again the old imperfect sinner and pagan I love so much, my grandfather. Surely doing his part, after a sorely misguided youth spent in dissipation, confusion, and cruelty, to represent, as a grandfather, an old man, the sacred masculine. It broke my heart that so few people were able to really see him, in the much maligned character of Mister. But irregardless, as he used to say (meaning, in spite of everything: an “incorrect” word I carry with me everywhere; it is on my license plate), there he sat at the end of the day, the end of the film, the end of the journey, in the small wooden chair he sat in for so long it began to look like him. Waiting. For me to finish taking him completely apart, for me to share his failings with all the world, for me to understand him as well as a granddaughter can. For me to know that my love and appreciation of his life is even more sturdy than my grief. Waiting for me to bring him back home, back inside my heart, secure, in myself. Unlike Danny Glover, who played Mister in the movie, my grandfather was small, and, as an old man, decidedly impish. I always understood there were layers and layers of him: to think of him reduced to one layer, and that of brutality, was a torture I survived only because I knew he would understand it was my intention to render him whole. I felt no condemnation from his spirit.


I especially have wanted to publish the script I wrote for the film. I read in magazines after the film opened that I started a script but couldn’t finish it. This would have been, it was said, like “giving birth to the same baby.” I started a script, under conditions of debilitating illness, single motherhood, betrayal and nearly unbearable grief, and I completed it to my own satisfaction. It was however not the script that Steven loved. It was quieter than the one by Menno Meyjes, which was filmed, and which I was happy to find I liked a lot. There was not so much music in mine. It was clear the women loved each other. It was clear that Shug is, like me, bisexual. That Celie is lesbian. Do I regret my version of my book was not filmed? I have accepted that it wasn’t. But to balance this experience, I have felt a need to share what I did attempt.


What I discovered in any event was interesting. An old idea: you really cannot step into the same river twice. Each time it is different, and so are you. Though it hurt to see in Spielberg’s film that Celie ceases to be a writer, which she is to her very soul, when I had sat down to re-create her, it bored me to make her a writer, and so I too thought of something else. When people criticized the movie for not being more true to the book, I understood how difficult it is for a creative person to stick to one way of doing things. Though why Harpo keeps filling through the roof, among other odd inventions; why it rains inside the juke joint, I will never understand. Perhaps Harpo is Steven, falling down the stairs of his life at the time, breaking his bones against his parrot’s cage, needing to rattle his own. Or maybe Steven assumed Harpo was named with Harpo Marx in mind. He wasn’t.


When I read my script, I see that in some ways it is also different from the book. What I have kept, which the film avoided entirely, is Shug’s completely unapologetic self-acceptance as outlaw, renegade, rebel, and pagan; her zest in loving both women and men, younger and older. When Shug says in the book The Color Purple “I believe God is everything that is, ever was, or ever will be,” she is saying what I too believe; she is also quoting Isis, the ancient African goddess, a precursor of the Virgin Mary, mother of Christ, although I did not know this at the time. I have also kept Celie’s grasp of the concept that what is holy is the whole thing, not something above it or beyond it, not something separate from herself; as well as her complete bafflement that there could be anything wrong with loving another woman. Especially a woman so loving, brave, and sweet-smelling as Shug. And that the earth itself produces all the wonders, along with the sorrows, anyone could want. I have kept Albert’s awakening to the fact that it is attention to the details of tenderness that supports and encourages life, which he learns under the guidance of a child.


After nearly three years of feeling almost dead, I decided I would live as if I were really alive. I heaved myself onto yet another plane and went to Custer, South Dakota, where Dennis Banks, a Native American I believed in, was on trial for defending himself and other Indians against the F.B.I., the contemporary cavalry of the Federal Government. I was still so weak that I spent most of the time outside the courthouse lying on the ground. Only dogs and children approached me, and the drumming of nearby Buddhist nuns and monks kept my pulse going. But it was that journey that marked the clear beginning of my return to health. My decision to continue to live as myself, regardless of how tedious it might be to get around. Later on, I would read that what I had done was exactly what a person with Lyme disease should do: something that seems impossible. Apparently such behavior is a kick to the immune system. I would one day run into Dennis Banks again, as we delivered medicines to the children of Cuba, and I would tell him what he, a bound prisoner in South Dakota, had done for me; he would tell me that the copy of The Color Purple I managed to slip him during the trial was the only reading matter he had, and that in prison, that same copy passed from hand to hand among the prisoners until it fell apart. Knowing I must have been stung by the harsh criticism of the character Mister, Dennis said: “There’s a little bit of Mister in all of us.” We rejoiced to find ourselves connecting on hard and often amazing paths through life, held each other, banged on the ceremonial drum he always carries and prays with, and thanked the Universe we had survived.


If one factors in the time difference between Georgia and California, my mother died on my father’s birthday. That is, in any event, when she died for me. Knowing how deeply she loved him and that he loved her as much, for all their struggles and failings, made me feel this was a special message to me about loving and healing, about remembering and honoring the love. When I think of my parents—my father died in 1973—both of them are green. Both rooted in the earth. Both faithful to their love of Nature, the beauty of the seasons, the magic of this heaven we are in. My mother was given a splendid farewell ceremony, to which hundreds of people came. Generations of children, other than her own, she’d raised. People of all ages she’d inspired, encouraged, helped. There was an endless cortege, pickup trucks filled with the flowers she loved. My daughter and I stood beside her coffin and thanked her for the blessing her life had been to us. We asked her as well to take our greetings and our thanks to a long list of other warriors of good who had preceded her into the spaciousness. Since my mother’s burial, according to my sister who visits her grave regularly, the entire cemetery has been carpeted, in each season, with flowers. I am not surprised.


My former partner is someone who has for many years counseled other men and boys about the physical and emotional violence they inflict on women and children, and on other boys and men, and about how this behavior destroys everything: families, communities, relationships and themselves. We have known each other all our adult lives, since I was a student at Spelman College, in Atlanta, and he was a student at Morehouse, across the street. We were lovers for thirteen years and friends for thirty. The dramatic way that “success” strikes in America is extremely stressful and destructive of certain areas of a relationship. Perhaps, this being so, there is no way we could have survived as a couple. On the other hand, I accept that I am of a particular character, prone to distraction and content to think of my body and my sexuality as my own; my autonomous behavior need not invite betrayal, sabotage or attack. At least we were able, after staying together and steadily working our way toward the next honest place for us, to separate with increased humility before the imponderables of coupledom, whatever its status and configuration, and with vastly reduced rancor and pain. We are able still to talk, to joke, to laugh and go on walks together; we are hopeful of honoring both the difficult and the good, and especially that place where they meet.


A few days ago a friend, the director Pratibha Parmar, came to visit me in the country. I have, since the movie The Color Purple and the astounding bestsellerdom of the book, moved from my writing shack into a house I had built on a hillside overlooking a valley. This I call my writing temple. The way that I understand my work is that it is a prayer to and about the world. Pratibha and I have made a film together called Warrior Marks: Female Genital Mutilation and the Sexual Blinding of Women, about the prevalence of female genital mutilation in many parts of the world, and she came over from London to visit and to apprise me of how well it is doing, though attacks on it have often been as painful and as vicious as those on The Color Purple. Indeed, after the showing of our film in London, there were death threats against the courageous African woman, Efua Dorkenoo, who’d helped us make the film, and who directs Forward International, a health organization for African women. Pratibha and I were accused of sensationalizing an issue that doesn’t concern us, since neither of us is African, though she was, in fact, born in Africa. I would have been born there, given a choice; but alas, my African ancestors were sold into slavery in the West. I was accused of attempting to restore my place in a surely mythical “limelight,” as a writer whose “star” has begun to fade. It was also suggested that the eye I turned on the suffering of my African sisters—not a blind one, fortunately—was marred by its “colonial gaze.” The attitude of our accusers was only too familiar. I thought of how, when The Color Purple was published, and later filmed, it was a rare critic who showed any compassion for, or even noted, the suffering of the women and children explored in the book, while I was called a liar for showing that black men sometimes perpetuate domestic violence. It is harder, in a way, to know that my image, and attacks upon it, have been used to distract attention from a practice in Africa, and other parts of the world, that endangers the health of literally millions of people every day.


Pratibha brought friends with her whom I found I was unable to see. I tried to explain to her why this was so. Why I could relate at the moment to only one other person, her. At first I thought it was the grief I was feeling about the O.J. Simpson case, which was all over the news. This hit me harder than almost anything in months. I was in mourning for his former wife, Nicole Brown Simpson, her friend, Ronald Goldman, also murdered, and for the Simpson children, by both first and second wives. For O.J., whether guilty or innocent. It hurt that he was a batterer of women; that his opinion of women is, if police records, eyewitnesses and a recorded tape of him breaking in his former wife’s door are accurate, so backward, so low.
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