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  Context


  Go Tell It on the Mountain was James Baldwin's first novel, ten sporadic years in the making. Like many first novels, it relies heavily on autobiography for its basic framework. Like his protagonist, John Grimes, Baldwin grew up in Harlem under the puritanical supervision of a religious stepfather. David Baldwin, like Gabriel Grimes, was a Baptist lay-preacher. The elder Baldwin's mother had been a slave, and he had left the South in the 1920s. James, like John, experienced a powerful religious conversion at the age of fourteen. He became a minister at Fireside Pentecostal Assembly, where he preached for three years. Perhaps most relevant, the terrible father-son conflict so central to the novel draws on the similarly crippling paternal antagonism and filial hatred in the life of the author.


  Baldwin was born in Harlem in 1924. He never knew his biological father. He attended New York City public schools, where he worked on school publications and received encouragement in his reading and writing. After graduation in 1942, Baldwin took several day labor jobs before moving to Greenwich Village to write. In 1944 he met Richard Wright, the author of Native Son, who liked Baldwin's manuscript enough to recommend it for a grant. Baldwin won the grant, but publishers rejected the resulting draft. In 1948 he moved to Paris.


  Baldwin spent the next six years in France and Switzerland, publishing influential essays of criticism in American journals and working on his novel. Knopf accepted Go Tell it on the Mountain for publication in 1952. The novel appeared in 1953, followed by a collection of essays, Notes of a Native Son, in 1955, and another novel (Giovanni's Room) in 1957.


  In the late 1950s Baldwin emerged as a prominent and eloquent voice in America's Civil Rights movement. As an activist, journalist, lecturer, and essayist, he achieved the status of unofficial African-American spokesman on racial issues. It was in his non-fiction writing in particular that he perfected a voice of conscience, witness, and reckoning. Widely acknowledged as a peerless personal and political essayist, Baldwin also continued to write novels, short stories, scripts, plays, and journalism well into the 1980s. He died in France of cancer of the esophagus in 1987.


  In addition to the books named above, other Baldwin works include the novels Another Country (1962), Tell Me How Long the Train's Been Gone (1968), If Beale Street Could Talk (1974), and Just Above My Head (1979); the essay collections Nobody Knows My Name (1961), The Fire Next Time (1963), and The Price of the Ticket: Collected Non-Fiction, 1948-1985 (1985); the plays The Amen Corner (staged in 1955)) and Blues for Mr. Charlie (staged 1964); and the collection of short stories, Going to Meet the Man (1965), which features the masterful "Sonny's Blues."


  Summary


  In Go Tell It on the Mountain, author James Baldwin describes the course of the fourteenth birthday of John Grimes in Harlem, 1935. Baldwin also uses extended flashback episodes to recount the lives of John's parents and aunt and to link this urban boy in the North to his slave grandmother in an earlier South. The first section follows John's thoughts, the second mostly his aunt's, the third his father's, the fourth his mother's, and the fifth again mostly John's.


  The title Go Tell It on the Mountain comes from a Negro spiritual. The novel is steeped in the language of the King James Bible, and the Bible is a constant presence in the characters' lives; thus, a familiarity with Biblical stories can enhance the reader's understanding of the text. At the heart of the story three main conflicts intertwine: a clash between father and son, a coming-of-age struggle, and a religious crisis. Baldwin deals with issues of race and racism more elliptically in this novel than in his other works, but these issues inform all three of the text's central problems—indeed, according to some critics, these issues take center stage in the book, though subtly.


  John doesn't understand why his father hates him, reserving his love for John's younger brother Roy instead. He is torn between his desire to win his father's love and his hatred for his father (and the strict religious world this man represents). The boy believes himself to have committed the first major sin of his life—a belief that helps precipitate a religious crisis. Before the night is over John will undergo a religious transformation, experiencing salvation on the "threshing-floor" of his family's storefront Harlem church. Yet this will not earn him his father's love. What John does not know, but the reader does, is that the man he thinks is his father—Gabriel—is, in fact, his stepfather; unbeknownst to John, Gabriel's resentment of him has nothing to do with himself and everything to do with Gabriel's own concealed past.


  Characters


  
    John Grimes - John turns 14 on the morning the story begins. Both attracted and repulsed by the church, his father, and everything his father represents, John is anguished and deeply confused. He longs to experience all the world has to offer, but he is terrified by sin. He does not know that Gabriel is not his biological father.

  


  
    Gabriel - A hard, religious man. Despite his pious mother's prayers and beatings, Gabriel was wild and sinful—until he was born again at the age of 21 and became a preacher. In a dream, God promised him that his descendents would bear His seal. He married Deborah, had an adulterous affair with Esther, and endured the early death of his unacknowledged son, Royal, from a distance. His son by Elizabeth, Roy, is his new hope. John, his stepson, must bear the brunt of Gabriel's sublimated wrath and guilt.
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