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To Aabid Allibhai,

Without whom this collection of articles would not exist in almost diary-like form of my very earliest efforts of trying to assert myself, a self I did not then know I had, or that a self was even possible. In my whole life then there is only one thing that I was ashamed of and it is that I exist! For now that I exist I have allowed others to know what I really have been thinking. To see my earliest expressions of my thoughts makes me shudder a little, but not too much. I am surprised now, not proud (Pride is not a beautiful garment), that I ploughed through all sorts of difficulties that stood in my way, one of them being I was a Black Girl! But I did not know I was a Black Girl, I had always been Black and for the first sixteen years of my life I was a Girl.

This conversation does not really belong in my gratitude to Aabid, who was so devoted to me and full of admiration and love, but because of him many things came back to me in the form of Memory. I owe him not a thing money can buy. I owe him my admiration and support and dedication to his future as a scholar.

And so to Aabid Allibhai, with gratitude in all the ways we Human Beings have to express it and to say it: Love!
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Introduction

by Henry Louis Gates, Jr.


JAMAICA KINCAID was born Elaine Potter Richardson in St. John’s, Antigua, on May 25, 1949. Her mother, Annie Victoria Richardson, was born in Dominica; her father, Roderick Potter, was an Antiguan taxi driver and chauffeur. Annie Richardson—and the fictionalized version of her—would be key characters in her daughter’s work. Kincaid barely knew her birth father. She lived with her mother and the man who would eventually become her stepfather, David Drew, a cabinetmaker. (Annie Richardson and David Drew did not marry until 1967.)

Kincaid recalled her mother doting on her when she was a child. Annie taught her to read, made her clothes, and ensured that she received an education. Her relationship with her mother changed after the birth of her three brothers in 1958, 1960, and 1962. Kincaid believed that her mother lost interest in her and instead spent her time caring for her sons and her ill husband. Her resentment grew when she was removed from school, first to help out at home, and then, in 1965, to move to the United States to work as an au pair in Scarsdale, New York. Her mother ordered her to send money home. Kincaid refused.

Kincaid furthered her education in New York. She took classes at Westchester Community College in Valhalla, New York; Franconia College in Franconia, New Hampshire; and the New School for Social Research in New York City. In New York City she worked several short-term jobs while publishing her writing in Ingenue, Ms., and The Village Voice. During these years she adopted the name Jamaica Kincaid, which she believed gave her the freedom to write whatever she wanted, especially about her family. She spoke about fiction versus nonfiction in 1992, saying, “I write about myself for the most part, and about things that have happened to me. Everything I say is true, and everything I say is not true. You couldn’t admit any of it to a court of law. It would not be good evidence.”

Kincaid began contributing to The New Yorker’s Talk of the Town column in 1974. She was a staff writer at the magazine from 1976 until 1996. Her first published story, “Girl,” appeared in The New Yorker in June 1978. It would become the first story in her first book, At the Bottom of the River. In 1979 she married Allen Shawn, the son of her New Yorker editor, William Shawn. They had two children (Annie, born 1985, and Harold, born 1988) and would divorce in 2002.

I first read “Girl” when it appeared in the magazine, which I could read only casually during summer vacation, at my own pace, sometimes skipping around from article to article, at other times reading it straight through—at least, trying to. “Girl” I seem to have stumbled on, without actually glancing at its author’s name. I should explain that by June of 1978, I had just submitted my PhD thesis to the Faculty of English Language and Literature at the University of Cambridge and was anxiously awaiting word of its approval, which would allow me to become an assistant professor of English and Afro-American studies at Yale. Exhausted by that ordeal, leisurely leafing through the splendid pages of The New Yorker was welcome relief.

By this time, I was beginning to see that African American literature was in the midst of what we might think of as a renascence, a burst of irresistibly vigorous belletristic creativity from a younger generation of writers, in the wake of the ideologically driven Black Arts Movement of the late 1960s, a small but growing body of creative literature that seemed to be as much, if not more, about other great literature, about aesthetics, as about content. Black Arts literature unapologetically privileged content, for sure, and the critical theory and practice that arose around it was excessively, perhaps overweeningly, scornful of any text that seemed to be privileging form, or in dialogue with the canon of Western (read: white) literature. In its wake burst a few writers who would, in retrospect, inaugurate a new period in African American literary history, including, to name just two of the most important, Toni Morrison (with The Bluest Eye, Sula, and Song of Solomon), and Ishmael Reed, whose forays into satire (especially Mumbo Jumbo and Flight to Canada) were works of stunning originality, indeed, like Morrison’s, works of literary genius. These works, all published between 1970 and 1977, were clear signs that something dramatically new was manifesting itself in black literature, something unexpected and quite exciting—and that “something” would be propelled by the writing of black women.

By the time I submitted my dissertation, a younger generation of literary critics, trained in English departments and American studies programs, had begun the search for a critical language worthy of this emerging literature, worthy, as it were, of this emerging moment, which was impossible not to notice, not to be swept up in. Criticism, in other words, was being invigorated, too, especially by the theories of structuralism, post-structuralism, and deconstruction that were making their way across the English Channel from the continent and across the Atlantic from Europe. Like other scholars of literature, we were caught up in what, in retrospect, was most certainly an age of critical theory. And it was exciting!

At the first conference at which new theories of African American literature were presented, at Yale in the summer of 1977, the venerable scholar Eleanor Traylor, close friend of Toni Morrison, Maya Angelou, and James Baldwin, and most recently the chair of the Department of English at Howard University, said something, almost as an aside, that struck me with enormous force: she said it was time for black writers to “assume their propositions, and stop feeling the need to claim them.” That they should, in other words, make the fact of their “blackness” the default, and write about what it means to be black and human, what it means to be a human being who also happens to be black . . . or not! That black writers should stop feeling the need to plead our people’s case, or to refute centuries of racist dogma about our supposed “natures.” Black creative writers, she argued, needed to get on with making literature, first and foremost, and leave the revolution-making to those better suited to it, people such as politicians, ideologues, and propagandists. Aspire to the mastery of craft as sublime as that of our greatest jazz musicians, she said.

It is difficult for me to think of a bit of wisdom that has affected me more profoundly than this comment by Eleanor Traylor. In fact, decades later, it would be these words, ringing in my ear, that first convinced me that the author of a holograph manuscript called The Bondwoman’s Narrative was, in fact, as she claimed to be, an African American female former slave. Why? Because she introduced her black characters without any reference to their race, whereas the whiteness of her white characters was somehow signaled or marked. Blackness was this author’s default! As unlikely as it was, I was convinced by this fact alone that this handwritten manuscript had been written by a black woman who most probably was who she said she was.

And it was with Eleanor’s curious charge in my subconscious, I think, that I stumbled upon “Girl”:


This is how to make a good medicine for a cold; this is how to make a good medicine to throw away a child before it even becomes a child; this how to catch a fish; this is how to throw back a fish you don’t like, and that way something bad won’t fall on you; this is how to bully a man; this is how a man bullies you; this is how to love a man, and if this doesn’t work there are other ways, and if they don’t work don’t feel too bad about giving up; this is how to spit up in the air if you feel like it, and this is how to move quick so that it doesn’t fall on you; this is how to make ends meet; always squeeze bread to make sure it’s fresh; but what if the baker won’t let me feel the bread?; you mean to say that after all you are really going to be the kind of woman who the baker won’t let near the bread?



It is difficult for me to express how astonished I was reading this story. Was the author black? Could this author be black? She had with great determination refused to say what she was. There were clues, certainly, but very subtle ones, such as dishes like “pumpkin fritters” and food like “salt fish,” and something that one sings called “benna,” but her reader would only learn the meaning of that by looking it up. Her world, the world she had created and was describing in this short story, was self-contained. Only the author’s first name, “Jamaica,” surely a nom de plume, convinced me that this author could be a black woman. (For a brief moment, I have to confess, I wondered if the author were actually a white woman, after all, and since nobody could actually have been named by their parents “Jamaica,” was using the first name “Jamaica” to disguise her real identity, to put us off the trail . . .

So this is what Eleanor had been talking about the summer before, I remember thinking! And that same effect, this same practice of “assuming her propositions,” in the curious phrasing that Eleanor Traylor had used at that seminal conference about new ways of reading black literature, can so beautifully be gleaned in the following passage from “The Circling Hand,” certainly my favorite short story of Jamaica’s, published five years after “Girl” and to my mind one of the most beautifully written stories in the whole of English literature:


When I got to our house, I rushed into the yard and called out for her, but no answer came. I then walked into the house. At first, I didn’t hear anything. Then I heard sounds coming from the direction of my parents’ room. My mother must be in there, I thought. When I got to the door, I could see that my mother and father were lying in their bed. It didn’t interest me what they were doing—only that my mother’s hand was on the small of my father’s back and that it was making a circular motion. But her hand! It was white and bony, as if it had long been dead and had been left out in the elements. It seemed not to be her hand, and yet it could only be her hand, so well did I know it. It went around and around in the same circular motion, and I looked at it as if I would never see anything else again. If I were to forget everything else in the world, I could not forget her hand as it looked then. I could also make out that the sounds I had heard were her kissing my father’s ears and his mouth and his face. I looked at them for I don’t know how long.



It may sound like an exaggeration, but I don’t think that any black writer before Jamaica Kincaid had successfully foregrounded a very small instance of an episode in a character’s life or a character’s emotion intended to reveal an aspect of the complexity of discovering one’s humanity—in this case, a certain inevitable alienation between mother and daughter—without, in some way, tying it to the larger world of black-white race relations. Never. And revealing that emotion, let’s say, is what the story was about. It was not about a black mother and her black daughter on some island, difficult to pronounce correctly, floating somewhere in the Caribbean. No, it was about itself, as it were; an act of language, first and foremost. And if I am correct, that is both an astonishing fact and an astonishing achievement. “We must write less of issues that are particular and more of feelings that are general,” the freeborn black poet Frances Ellen Watkins Harper pleaded, in a letter that she sent to Thomas Hamilton, the august editor of The Anglo-African, in 1861. “We are blessed with hearts and brains that compass more than ourselves in our present plight.” But, to my mind, no black author had successfully managed to do this, to write, as it were, not exactly beyond race, but with one’s “blackness” assumed, an uncommented-on default, in the same way that we talk to each other “behind the Veil,” in Du Bois’s marvelous phrase. And here, finally, it was, the fulfillment of Harper’s plea, I remember thinking, barely able to contain my excitement, as I read “Girl.” And that sense of stunned amazement would recur over the next few years as I read her next seven stories published in The New Yorker, before reading and re-reading “The Circling Hand,” in my opinion, her masterpiece.

What binds these short essays and writings, beginning in 1973 and running up to the present, is a striking voice, mordant, irreverent, and generous. Ranging through topics in black life and culture, African America, American America, the African West Indies, despised England, the history of colonialism especially in the Caribbean, writing itself, friendship, gardens, her mother, her children, and herself, Kincaid approaches these personal and political subjects with a driving, unremitting eye—though never without humor. These pieces, written for venues such as The Village Voice, Ms., The New York Times, The New Yorker, and most recently Architectural Digest, measure that simultaneously serious and sarcastic posture by meting out irreverence to all the objects under her contemplation: Muhammad Ali, Monet’s garden, or the marred history of colonialism. She blends reportage and personal experience with a deep understanding of history, showing how events “out there” can be felt in “here.” “Dear Mr. Crusoe, Please don’t come,” she wrote in a piece in 2019. She laughs at the things that are meant to frighten her: “Once, as I was walking down a street and just about to pass by a man, he said to me, ‘Hey sugar, you coming at me like a fresh baked cake.’ When I didn’t say anything but kept on walking he crept up behind me and whispered in my ear, ‘Speak Devil, speak.’ I looked at him and I laughed out loud. Every time I think of this, I smile to myself.”

This body of work conveys a powerful zest for living. “How thrilling it can be to find yourself in a place among things that remind you of some of the difficulties involved in being a human being and, at the same time, some of its pleasures,” she writes in “Living History in Vermont.” Elsewhere, after the death of her father: “I despise death and consider it a humiliation and in any case much overdone and so plan never to do it myself and plan never to have anything at all to do with it, for it is so contagious,” she wrote in The New York Times in 1999. Desiring death is a luxury, she warns; living is urgent, not to be taken for granted.

Jamaica’s collected nonfiction falls generally into four broad but intertwined categories: racism and colonialism; motherhood; the relation between literature and life and death; and, most certainly, gardening. These themes often blend into each other, upsetting the imagined purity of categorization. Gardens, language, and her relationship with her mother all seem to her coterminous—part of the constant work of life. But her nonfiction, nevertheless, is not at all vague: it is, at all points, pinned in place by a deep sense of history and the stubborn irreducibility of the past.

Without doubt, however, her great subject is her mother, and the powerful ambivalence that that relationship generates. “Then again,” she wrote in Harper’s Magazine in 2009, having just announced that she was not thinking of her mother, “I am always thinking of my mother; I believe every action of a certain kind that I make is completely influenced by her, completely infused with her realness, her existence in my life.”

And her estrangement from her mother remains throughout these essays the source of a deep and abiding grief. It is also the major condition for their possibility; it is into that breach that she writes. She also lost a brother to AIDS, and notes that he was unable to look after himself properly when going out into the world; their mother doted on him when sick in a way she never had in health, giving detail to the powerful but complicated love she gave. Kincaid speaks of her own, different relationship with her children with great warmth and power.

Gardens become a central preoccupation later; she regards the work of cultivation as a kind of weaving and unweaving of life itself. She invests horticulture with a sense of the matter that binds all life: “a great divide has fallen on our life, on my life certainly and on the way I see the world: in life itself there are lots of dead in it, the kingdoms of mammals, vegetable, mineral, and all the others, are all in the living sometimes but in the dead all times” (“I See the World,” The Paris Review, April 2020).

She has a sense of what it takes to become a person, to put yourself together. Becoming is an act of invention, tested by the real. She calls on what I think of as a seductively lyrical accessibility in her writing, with its continual pull between drawing distinctions and toppling them: her rhetorical strategies show an interest in drumming up contrasts and pulling the rug, as when she writes: “The color black and the color white are not ultimately the colors of the imagination; the colors black and white are so useful, they are the colors of work, the colors black and white are the best way for the harshness of reality (and the real is always so harsh if only because it is its true self); in the beginning, the one to which we are, for good and bad attached, the words are black written on paper which is white” (introduction to Poetics of Place).

She feels she has won, fought for, stolen her place in the canon: “I do not come from a family of writers. I never knew a writer. We are oral people.” She relishes her plot. Books were, she confesses, the only things she ever truly loved, and literature—writing—has saved her life.

Talking to an interviewer, Alyssa Loh, for American Reader in 2015, Kincaid reflected on the persistent effort to characterize her writing as angry. How wrong that assessment seems after spending time with this rich body of work, which bristles with rage, wonder, and so much else. “You make me realize that I am pissed. Not at you, but at this perception that I am pissed—I’m really pissed at it,” she said to Loh. “That’s the way I write. It’s never going to stop. And the more it makes people annoyed the more I will do it. And it’s actually really good writing. I’m a good writer. They should just say that: ‘She’s a great writer.’ I am.”
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The Triumph of Bad and Cool*






’Cos black is so bad

 And white is so sad.

Ah said it

Ah meant it

Ah really re-pra-sent it.

—Street jive heard in Cambridge, Massachusetts



BLACK BOYS ARE BAD. They are bad and they are cool. They are so bad that sometimes they do indescribable things. White boys are not bad and they are not cool. But sometimes they like to think they are. When white boys want to play bad they walk through Central Park at midnight and then write about it. That is not bad and anyone who makes a living that way should be paid in Puerto Rican furniture.

Last week Muhammad Ali did a few things to show that he was the baddest and coolest. He beat that chump of a champ George Foreman in eight rounds: he became the only authentic, living hero on the face of this planet, and then he proved himself to be the only viable personality left over from the sixties. It was just glorious. Allah now has oil and a world boxing champion. Could any god ask for more?


I saw Muhammad Ali do those things at the Victoria Theater in Harlem on Wednesday night. So did a number of other people, most of them men who bore the marks of former bad boys. In any case, they spoke that way. They used the word nigger very loosely and they made it sound worthwhile and respectable. They also used the word faggot a lot which they did not make sound worthwhile and respectable. In these circles, I discovered, faggot has replaced the word mo’fucker.

It was a very un-slick audience. No one looked as if they had gotten dressed up for the event. The closest thing to being glamorous anyone came was one man who walked around with an orange-colored Panasonic cassette player. Lots of people carried brown paper bags which held bottles of stuff. Yes, it was a low-tone crowd, but a very bad low-tone crowd.

Most people were for Ali. You could tell because no one bought the Foreman posters. That wasn’t a good sign for Foreman. A bad man ought to have the bad people behind him. Well, Foreman might be bad, but he wasn’t the baddest. People were going crazy in the aisles telling each other how Ali would do it, in what time, in what style. It wasn’t entertainment, it wasn’t politics, it was going to be vindication. Ali became a redeemer of sorts.

There were lots of guards in the theater and they all wore dark glasses. It made them look very ominous but they were really quite nice. They saved choice seats for themselves. I sat next to one named Michael Finch. There were some things he wanted me to know.

“Muhammad represents all black manhood. He’s got the pride of his people. He fought against America for himself and for his people. Aside from all that, I just dig his poetics. But I tell you he gonna give that Foreman what’s his. He gonna open his eyes, then he gonna close them, then he gonna put a tin cup in his hand and put him on a street corner where he belong.”

Then, “What would happen if the picture won’t come on? I tell you if that picture don’t come on you’ll see hell up in Harlem. Hell. I’d throw off this stuff and pretend I’m one of you all.”

Michael Finch had an opinion on everything. When the image of David Frost, who acted as one of the hosts, first appeared on the screen, he said, “What’s that faggot doing up there? He don’t belong in no fight. He should be home with his wife drinking coffee and dipping doughnuts.”

He called Joe Frazier a faggot and a turkey. He called George Foreman a faggot and a monster. He called everyone he didn’t like a faggot. When he saw Muhammad Ali in a pre-fight interview, he said, “He’s a terrible nigger, man, I tell you that nigger is bad.”

I learned a number of things that evening.

1.	Muhammad is the cool way of referring to Muhammad Ali.

2.	When a black person uses the word nigger it can be a positive or a negative thing. It all depends on a number of complicated variables. White people in general, however, are not allowed to let the word even cross their minds. Michael Finch said that nigger is a bad word and white people just don’t measure up as far as badness is concerned.

3.	The announcer said that other people had said it (and I think he meant the fight) couldn’t happen in the deepest part of Africa, but here it is. This was followed by random film clips of downtown Zaire. Well, it is happening in the deepest part of Africa. Downtown Zaire has wonderful, big skyscrapers. It looked just tremendous. The World Trade Center may be hideous in Manhattan but it would look just fabulous in Zaire. Skyscrapers, like polyester, may be the birthright of Third World consumers.

4. Zaire has an authenticity program that promotes and encourages native customs that Europeans used to consider vulgar and primitive. Before the fight the closed-circuit as well as the audience were entertained by Zairians performing their own various tribal folk dances. It was very elaborate and suggestive and you saw that the Soul Train Dancers didn’t invent the Funky anything. Perhaps it goes to prove that this particular racial group is just all round rhythmic. Michael Finch said he liked the way those people get down. In any case the fact that authenticity programs and sky-scrapers can exist side by side and find appreciation under the same national umbrella is somehow remarkable.

5.	The Zaire River used to be called the Congo River. I don’t know why they changed it. Congo seems like such a nice name for a river.

6.	President Mobutu, the president of Zaire, is very stylish and very handsome. He wears a leopard skin pillbox very well.

Around ten o’clock, Muhammad Ali entered the ring. The audience in the theater rose to its feet and cheered. Actually, they said, “Ali bomaye.” The tribal spirit is very contagious. He looked like a movie star, the way he strode into the ring. His face looked smooth as a peach, his hair was nicely done—no split ends. Then he took off his robe and flexed the muscles in his arms. Gosh! He has the best pair of collarbones you have ever seen on any screen. Muhammad Ali before the fight looked so precious. Muhammad Ali after the fight was a little rough in spots. He clowned a little and led the audience in the Ali bomaye chant. It was quite heroic. I thought he was just wonderful, he said he was just wonderful, the audience in the theater told his video image he was just wonderful.

Five minutes or so later George Foreman entered the ring. The audience booed at him. He didn’t have the grace of Ali at all. And besides he had lots of split ends. He just doesn’t have the face of a hero. In a pre-fight interview, Ali said that the way he psyched himself up for this fight with Foreman was to watch lots of old horror movies like Horror of Dracula and The Return of the Werewolf. Well, it is true that Foreman looks like a big black mound of brute force which is not the sort of thing you want to meet alone in a deserted alley. Foreman fell into the unappealing low-tone category. Ali was high-tone all the way and you can’t get any badder than that.

At the end of it all Foreman the chump was beaten by Ali the Champ. That was bad enough. But really the baddest thing in that whole fight was Ali leading the crowd in the Ali bomaye chant somewhere between the fourth and fifth round of the fight. Now that is so bad and so cool. It took the concept of bad and cool further than you ever dreamed it could go.

Foreman is now so ashamed of himself that he goes around telling people that Ali is a credit to his family, race, and boxing. Maybe. But Ali says he is a credit to Allah. I believe him. It is the year of Allah and all you foolish people who think someone else is coming, good luck. But just remember, I told you first: when he comes he’ll be riding a camel, not carrying a cross.
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Erotica!*




Recent research casts doubt on the common belief that women are vastly less aroused by erotic stimuli than are men. The supposed lack of female response may well be due to social and cultural inhibitions against reporting such arousal and to the fact that erotic material is generally oriented to a male audience.

—Report of the President’s Commission on Obscenity and Pornography, 1970



HISTORICALLY, EROTIC EXPRESSION IN ART has been a no-woman’s-land. Male painters and sculptors have prevailed, and they have metamorphosed, allegorized, and idealized women as sacred virgins, passionate romantics, or seductive sorceresses.

Realizing that women’s image has been distorted and rendered alien to the way we see and know ourselves and our sexuality, a growing number of women artists have been turning to erotic imagery to express and celebrate femaleness.


Often the artist trying to make an erotic statement finds herself combining politics with aesthetics and hassling with some difficult questions. How can one explore the vulnerability of sexual relations, concealing nothing, without being voyeuristic or titillating? How can one make the distinction, if there is one, between eroticism and pornography?

“Pornography titillates, eroticism stimulates. The erotic theme to me,” explains painter Joan Semmel, “is one of communication—two people expressing their humanity to each other. A man’s point of view is more concerned with aberrations, the objectification of women. Women are almost always passive and in a nonparticipatory position. I think women will be more comfortable with erotic imagery now that women artists are doing it. We have not responded before because it’s been done by men for men, mainly to exploit women.”

Betty Dodson, on the other hand, calls herself a pornographer. She has exhibited her explicit classical-style drawings, showing human bodies copulating and masturbating, under the “pornographic” label. “I call myself a pornographer,” she says, “because I think the word ought to be legitimized. ‘Pornography’ has been a dirty word, and I think that anything that has to do with sex should be good. Sex is something people do, and there should be nothing bad about showing it. If women shy away from this kind of art, it’s only because of their conditioning.”

Indeed, pop artist Marjorie Strider was making erotic drawings ten years ago, but, she says, “I was ashamed of them.” In her current erotic work, she takes off on the motifs of ancient Greek vases. By combining eroticism and humor, Strider produces works that are inventive and irreverent.

Symbolic and political elements occur frequently in the erotic art of contemporary women. Using commercial images for inspiration, Rosalind Hodgkins explores and documents myths that exploit women. “The more I explored the role of women in society, the more I had to deal with eroticism. I wanted to show how our sensuality has been perverted, and I wanted to redefine our sex in art.”

If women are staking new claims on the erotic landscape, they are also widening the erotic vocabulary. Hannah Wilke sculpts layers of latex rubber into an abstraction of female sexuality, as a rejection of what she calls “the rigid impotence” of male erotic art. And Maureen Connor makes gigantic “breathing flowers” of satin and velvet to expose the biological vulnerability of a woman. The flowers, which quiver in response to electronic stimulation, invite the viewer to touch.

Women artists are giving us new views not only of women but of men as well. Sylvia Sleigh and Eunice Golden are two artists who are each dealing with the subject of the male nude. “After all,” Sleigh says, “men have been showing us their ideal woman; it’s about time we showed them our ideal man. Women should see more of men; we should see more of what we’re getting.” A realistic painter, she handles the subject straightforwardly, often by using classical themes and poses. She notes that men’s reactions to her work are almost always angry. “They’ve always thought of the male nude as something very private.”

Eunice Golden provokes an even angrier reaction. She paints the male nude, accentuating that most vulnerable appendage of male anatomy—the erect penis. “We live in a guilt-ridden society, and in doing the male nude I wanted to get to the core of that guilt. My nudes are active, frontal, energized forms. The work is erotic because it involves all the senses and it’s advocating a new vocabulary, a new way of seeing and dealing with eroticism.”

The biggest obstacle facing the woman erotic artist is the reluctance of many museums and galleries to show her work. The idea of showing the male nude—as perceived by the female artist—is in particular disfavor. The pattern of exclusion from museums was clear enough for artist-activist Anita Steckel to mobilize her sisters to publicize and speak out against this “sexism and puritanism.”

Museum directors—almost all of them men—defend their rejection of the male nude (and other sexually explicit work done by women) by saying the art “lacks quality.” Perhaps the male ruling class just isn’t ready for vulnerability—to let the world see it with its pants down. It may be a situation analogous to the National Geographic magazine’s rule of skin: the only acceptable naked woman is a “native” naked woman. For the museums it seems to be: the only good nude is a female nude.

While established museums were nervously evading the issue, the art historians Phyllis and Eberhard Kronhausen opened the International Museum of Erotic Art in San Francisco in 1973, and began actively acquiring the works of women artists for their permanent collection. The public response, from women in particular, has been overwhelmingly positive, and the Kronhausens report that more and more women are participating in the museum’s educational programs.

Many of the women making erotic art today are changing the scenario, giving us a defiant, double-edged, yet often kinder view of the sexual experience. In the process, they are liberating erotica from its voyeuristic, underground ghetto.
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If Mammies Ruled the World*


I SAW GONE WITH THE WIND last week for the fourth time, which means that I like the film very much. I am sure at one time, when the film was made, it was meant to be a melodrama. Now it seems a very colorful comedy. But I don’t like this film because of Scarlett (petulant little bitch), or Rhett (dashing chump—what do you really think of a man who says to a woman he knows is clearly no good, “I love you Scarlett, in spite of you and me and the whole world going to pieces around us”) or Melanie (a dull martyr) or Ashley (silly wimp). What I really like about this film is Hattie McDaniel, the Mammy.

A Mammy, I think, is different from your mother because while your mother is expected to love you, Mammies love you for no reason at all. A Mammy is fair, loving, loyal, nurturing, supportive, protective, generous, and devoted. Ideally, she is a big black woman, who wears big, full skirts that are good for burying your face in. Aunt Jemima was one of the best Mammies and even if she was not really responsible for giving us the pancake, the credit does not look very good on anyone else.


A Mammy is the sort of person who will pretend to be listening to you as you jabber away about all the insane things happening in your life, but what she’s really doing is just looking at you, thinking, isn’t she wonderful, isn’t she great?

A Mammy is the sort of person to whom you can say, I just raped fourteen children and I killed eight of them, and she’ll say, isn’t that terrible, I love you anyway.

A Mammy always seems to have her own rhyme and reason about the way things are supposed to work. “Mammy says that if you put a knife under the bed, it will cut the pain in two!” Really. Mammy says, “You eat!” or “You better take your nap right now,” or “You better come in out de cold or you gonna catch your death.”

Black people do not like the image of a Mammy anymore, but they haven’t liked anything wonderful about themselves in a long time. At least not publicly. They don’t seem to like acknowledging the fact that they sing and dance better than anybody else; that they really can shuffle their feet; that no one else has quite mastered the beauty of rolling the eyes, hands on the hips, shaking the head from side to side, and muttering, hmmm, hmmm, all in one stroke. They have sat back pathetically while Fred Astaire pawned himself off as the greatest lap dancer of the century. For true!

The fact is that black people, in all their various stages, are just fabulous. The other fact is that white people are not so fabulous, but I don’t think there is anything wrong with that. At least I hope not. White people are a little bit normal and a little bit ordinary. I’ll give you an example. Did you know that the Charleston started in Charleston, South Carolina, where black people were parodying the way white debutantes danced. I say, can you beat that?

What I imagine black people are really objecting to when they disapprove of Mammies, tap dancers, and moochers is the system that produced these things. Richard Goldstein told me that he thought Gone With the Wind was the first disaster movie. I hadn’t really thought of it that way but God, did the Old South ever need destroying. The Old South remains one of the most vivid examples of why white people in America won’t be able to look themselves clearly in the eyes for a long time. White Southerners have always appeared to me to be savages of the North American continent. I first heard about George Wallace standing in the school door when I was about ten years old. My teacher read it to us from Time magazine. She asked us what we thought of such a person and I told her that since Alabama was on the other side of the Mississippi, it must be a part of the jungle, therefore George Wallace was a savage and we should send him little Gideon Bibles. I didn’t know civilized people behaved in that way. Scarlett and Rhett and Melanie and Ashley were not civilized people and that’s why they didn’t deserve a Mammy. But the worst part of it is, they have successfully ruined for us any ideas about having Mammies. We may not be civilized people either, but I promise you that if Gerald Ford were a Mammy we would all be a lot happier.

I personally would like to have a Mammy for a lot of reasons, but my favorite reason for wanting one is so she could tell my editors, “Now you-all look here, don’t go messing with my little Jamaica’s copy or I’ll make you all take to your bed like white on rice.”
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Pam Grier*



THE MOCHA MOGUL OF HOLLYWOOD

PAM GRIER IS ONE OF three “bankable” movie actresses in Hollywood. The people who invest money in movies believe her name on the marquee insures box-office profits. The other two actresses whose names inspire that kind of confidence are Barbra Streisand and Liza Minnelli. But while they came to the screen with substantial reputations and wide appeal, Pam Grier’s success has been more traditional. She had minor parts in a number of films before making Black Mama White Mama—the 1972 film that brought her public attention.

Pam Grier’s success remains very marginal, however; you would most likely have to be black or regularly read such publications as Black Stars or Right-On to know of her. Her films—Black Mama White Mama, Coffy, Foxy Brown, Sheba, Baby—have been enormously successful financially. But “black” movies almost always make money. So, is it her or the pictures? The people in Hollywood say it’s Pam Grier.


Although she has not demonstrated that she possesses the talent of a Cicely Tyson or a Ruby Dee, she has an extremely valuable asset—“star quality.” She can so effortlessly dominate a scene that everything and everyone else in it becomes incidental. You are struck by how extraordinarily beautiful Pam Grier is and though her films tend to be shabbily put together, she comes across in them with intelligence and charm.

Pam Grier is the most winning example of a miscegenated person I have ever seen. She says she is part Caucasian, part Negro (on her father’s side), part American Indian, part Asian (on her mother’s side). Her skin is the exact color of the pancakes in the Little Black Sambo book. Her nose is the kind that was meant to flare when someone disgusts her. She has the kind of lips that look comfortable smiling, pouting, or pursing. She has big, dark, almost almond eyes, dark hair, long legs, and long arms. She has the sort of body that press agents like to promote as a sex symbol. “Me, sexy?” she says. “I’m just plain ol’ red beans and rice.” She has a very non-committal accent but every once in a while, usually when she wants to make fun of something, she slips into a black syntax.

Pam Grier lives in a very large house in Los Angeles with a panoramic view of Mandeville Canyon. To enter the house, you must pass through an electronically controlled gate with a sign on it saying ATTACK DOGS ON DUTY. The house has such a sensitive burglar-alarm system that it is activated by any moving object over a few pounds. The house itself conveys a kind of modernness the newly rich are fond of. It’s done up in a rather fresh and expensive department-store style. Large healthy plants are in appropriate corners; skins of wild animals are scattered in set places; and there are plenty of big chunky chairs, sofas, and cushions. On the walls are paintings and reproductions of modern graphics—and a copy of Norman Rockwell’s Family Tree. The fare on the bookshelf ranges from art to dentistry to copies of Gun Digest and The Book of Knives.

Someone comes to clean the house regularly, and a man delivers drinking water, the way a man used to deliver milk. Three gardeners arrive twice a week to look after the grounds, which are nicely set off by a swimming pool in the shape of half a star.

Pam Grier shares this house with a man. Though I visited the house several times, I never saw him and was never aware of his presence. When I asked her about him, her reply was abrupt. “My boyfriend is a dentist. He is my Number One man and I want to tell you that he’s very understanding and very smart. He’s no one important or special. He’s only special to me. But I date a lot of people in the business.” And that was it. She didn’t give me his name, and she didn’t say who the other people she dated were. Once, though, as we were driving down Sunset Boulevard, talking about cool men, I told her I thought Teddy Pendergrass (lead singer of Harold Melvin and the Blue Notes) was the coolest person I could think of. And she said, “Teddy? Hey, I got his number.” And she not only had his number, but she had two numbers for him. I was quite impressed.

Pamala Grier was born on May 26, 1949, the second of three children, the older of two girls, in Winston-Salem, North Carolina. When Pam was five, her father, a maintenance mechanic for the United States Air Force, was transferred to a base in Swindon, England. She lived on American military bases in Europe until she was fourteen years old.

Europeans, she says, loved her because she was dark-skinned and American, and she loved them because they had Coca-Cola. But after nine years, when the Griers came back to the States and settled in Denver, Colorado, she seemed decidedly “foreign.” She spoke English with an accent; she liked having afternoon tea; she wore and thought fashionable a style of clothes seen only in illustrations of old adventure stories for girls; she had a certain “dicty” way of carrying herself that made her seem haughty and standoffish; she had been given a solid primary education and she loved reading books. Charming, yes, but popular? No, not in that neighborhood in Denver.

“Denver,” she says, “wasn’t bad—it was rough. I wasn’t very big then and I found that you had to fight all the time. I mean you had to fight for your lunch money or act like you didn’t have any. You couldn’t even put money in your penny loafers. You had to put it in your socks or tape it under your shoes or something. It was pretty rough, especially for a young kid who had been sheltered on air force bases.”

And then there were more normal teenage complications. “I thought I was too tall, too thin, too awkward. I had bow legs, and I thought they looked like stringbeans. My knees were the biggest thing on me. I used to dye my stockings with coffee because I had read somewhere that dark stockings give your legs a fuller look. I used to wear a color of lipstick my mother called ‘asshole’ pink. I wasn’t popular with boys, and I almost didn’t have a date for the senior prom. I felt strange, and I just couldn’t find a balance.”

At eighteen, she entered Metropolitan State College in Denver, spending a year there. She hoped to become a doctor. It was then that she entered a beauty contest, not because she felt any more attractive, but because the prize money would support another year in college. Though she wasn’t judged the most beautiful contestant—she was the only black girl competing—she did win a prize for her singing and dancing. She was also seen by a Hollywood agent, who told her, “You ought to be in pictures.” But David Baumgarten, head of the Agency for the Performing Arts, was serious. He offered to take her to Hollywood. She said no, but her mother said yes. Pam Grier went to Hollywood, where Baumgarten became her agent (which he still is), sent her to acting classes, and gave her a job as a switchboard operator with his agency.

Every day on her lunch hour, she would go for readings, but producers told her that she did not possess that elusive quality known as “Negro enough,” that the space between her two front teeth might, on film, prove too distracting, that she was too fat or too thin.

One day, while going through the classifieds in a trade paper, she saw that a studio needed a switchboard operator. The studio was American International Pictures, and the job paid $25 more per week than she was making—an overwhelmingly appealing combination. She told the AIP personnel director that she could work a large, complicated switchboard. Then she came in forty-five minutes before anyone else on her first day, and successfully taught herself how to operate it.

“When I started working at AIP,” she says, “I knew I wanted to learn about the business because I wanted to be in the business. I started listening in on calls, and I got to know a lot about what was going on. I wasn’t doing anything new. People do it all the time, but if they have no use for the information it doesn’t do them any good. I had use for the information. I wanted to see how things work, what makes a success and what makes a failure.

“When I relieved the production secretary, I would study the storyboards in the production room. I got to know who was doing what, where they were doing it, and how long it would take. Everything went click, click, click in my head. I was a little monster for the information.”

But Pam Grier then wanted to be a movie star, not a producer or director. So she went to see Roger Corman, a notoriously successful producer of first-rate grade “B” pictures, who was casting a new film. She had no idea what it was about or what she could do in it. But she landed a minor role in The Big Bird Cage, and she has never answered anybody’s telephone for a living since.

That was in 1969. It would be three years and bit parts in films like The Big Doll House, The Twilight People, and Beyond the Valley of the Dolls before she got to star in Corman’s Black Mama White Mama—a women-in-prison film broadly based on The Defiant Ones. American International Pictures, who had forgotten they once had a switchboard operator named Pam Grier, released it. While “White Mama” seemed to drift into a haze, people took notice of “Black Mama,” Pam Grier. AIP went on to package the films that have Grier confronting villainy unlike any other screen heroine.

In Coffy she blows off the head of the pusher who has made her sister hopelessly addicted to heroin. In Foxy Brown she avenges the cold-blooded slaying of her brother and boyfriend by castrating the villain, putting his penis in a jar filled with pickling juice, and making a present of it to his girlfriend. In Sheba, Baby—the newest and most middle class of the three—she saves her father’s loan company from a gangster takeover. They kill her father. She cleverly manipulates them into killing each other, saving Mr. Big for herself. She gets him with a spear gun.

These films have never received critical notice, but they were not meant to. They are mostly simplistic, sensational, violent, and technically faulty. But Coffy, Foxy Brown, and Sheba, Baby have one outstanding redeeming value—they are the only films to come out of Hollywood in a long time to show us a woman who is independent, resourceful, self-confident, strong, and courageous. Above all, they are the only films to show us a woman who triumphs!

But does that kind of triumph provide a model worth following? In a narrow and specific way, yes. When I was a little girl in Antigua, I saw an Eve Arden film. She played a woman with plenty of brains, authority, and style. She had a number of younger men working for her, who would behave in a very silly manner whenever she left them on their own. It was only her sharp orders that shaped them up.

I liked that woman. It’s not that I cared for the way in which she ordered people around, but I cared very much that she had ability, presence, brains, and what seemed to me the courage to control and impose order on a world outside the house. I have wished many times that I could propel myself through life with the same spirit as that celluloid image.

It is, I believe, that same kind of triumphant spirit and character that holds Coffy, Foxy Brown, and Sheba, Baby together.

“When I was a little girl,” Pam Grier says, as she skillfully maneuvers a Mercedes convertible onto the crowded San Diego Freeway, “my mother used to give me lots of advice but she told me one thing I’ll never forget. She said, ‘Work hard and learn to be independent because you have to make your own way in this world. Use your own strength and no one will ever be able to take advantage of you. When you allow someone to take advantage of you it’s another form of slavery.’

“I have done nothing but work hard. I don’t have a press agent to put things out for me that mean nothing. What I have are four phones that start ringing at seven o’clock in the morning. I take my business seriously, not just as an actress but as a filmmaker. And that’s why I am where I am today.” Grier has recently formed her own production company, called Brown Sun Productions after the pet name her grandmother gave her. Her immediate motive isn’t to change the image of women in films so much as it is to change the image of Pam Grier in films. That image—of the “black sex goddess”—has been fostered by AIP’s handling of her films.

“When they first saw Coffy,” she recalls, “no one thought it would make any money. They said it was too depressing, that the character was too strong and too serious. So they cut it up—taking out the most important parts, like tender scenes between me and my sister. So all you see is bang, bang, bang, shoot ’em up tits and ass, bang, bang, bang, shoot ’em up tits and ass. But they kept saying, people will love it now. It’s entertainment.

“AIP’s policy is to give the niggers shit. They don’t like me but they want to work with me because I make them money. They don’t like that I talk about the cheesy way they work or that I say the movies that I did for them were jerk jobs. They think I am being ungrateful because they discovered me and made me a star.

“The people in Hollywood don’t understand where I am coming from. They don’t understand where I have been. They have lived in Beverly Hills for too long, and they don’t know from nothing because they are not exposed to anything. My movies were the first they had done with a strong woman character, not to mention black. Once they saw the grosses, they wanted to do every one of them like that. I was angry. You can’t give people the same thing all the time. You made money on one thing so the next time you go for something a little better than you had before.

“I set up my own corporation. Should I sit around and wait for these cigar-smoking-conservative-high-water-Bostonian-wing-tipped-shoes-businessmen-lolling-in-their-studios to give me a job? I don’t wait for anything.”

Grier’s energy and drive are enormous. When I arrived at her house at half-past nine one morning, she had already been up three hours—which included an hour’s worth of jogging. Then she got dressed, went to see her agent, stopped off at the publicity offices of AIP to autograph promotional photos of herself, posed obligingly at the switchboard for the photographer, drove to Inglewood to have her skis repaired and ski boots refitted. Later that evening, she and her cousin Rosey Grier, who is a liaison between the city’s black youth and the office of the mayor of Los Angeles, were to attend a charity benefit. I left her at half-past five and in all that time she had only a cup of coffee. She says that she eats only one meal a day.

But it is enough fuel to keep Pam Grier going—reading scripts for herself and others, and getting her drum-playing in shape for a forthcoming nightclub act. “I’m experimenting,” she says. “I haven’t had the chance to expose myself before because I am black and I am female. But I am ready now. I made a lot of money that I could have spent on stuff for me, but I have invested it in my future.”

She slows up for a moment, then blurts out, “God, I hope I haven’t told you anything you don’t want to hear. People are always telling me to be mysterious. I say, ‘Me, mysterious? That’s like trying to hide Mount Everest.’”
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The Labelle Hustle*



LABELLE—Patti LaBelle, Sarah Dash, and Nona Hendryx—is a group of black singers widely credited with being firsts: first black group to give a concert at New York’s Metropolitan Opera House; first black group to give a concert at the Harkness Ballet Theater; first “black-girl group” to be successful without the traditional “black-girl group” props—the extravagant hairdos, the sequined gowns, patterned dance steps, charm-school manners. Labelle has succeeded in areas and on levels where others haven’t even tried, and for a group of black women whose talents are so very medium, that is an impressive achievement.

Labelle has a past that they now seem desperate to repudiate. It is not a particularly illustrious or memorable one in the manner of, for instance, the Shirelles or the Ronettes—groups who were popular around the same time as Patti LaBelle and the Bluebelles. That’s what Labelle used to be called, and as such, are best remembered for their hit song, “I Sold My Heart to the Junkman.” It’s a past that included too much hard work for too little money. Black audiences had a lot less money then—that may be the reason why they were so much more discriminating than they are now. In any case, Patti LaBelle and the Bluebelles got thoroughly disenchanted with that phase of their career so they consolidated their name and persevered until they found the next thing.


“The next thing” was to realize this: white audiences have much more money to squander on whatever sounds vaguely entertaining; white audiences recognize the superiority of most black entertainment and will readily buy it, provided it fulfills certain white expectations. (For example: take James Brown and his sweat and greasy hair and his big black girls with their tight shorts and their leather boots and their Woolworth’s basement wigs. Not only does this act not meet white expectations, but it often seems vicious and threatening.)

Here’s what Labelle did. With the help of Vicki Wickham, their white English manager, they billed themselves as a new kind of hip blackness—and this was long before Minnie Riperton and her birds. This was different from the old kind of hip blackness in that it appealed primarily to whites. They recorded songs by Cat Stevens and songs about “the revolution.” They toured with the Who. They sang backup for Laura Nyro on Gonna Take a Miracle. (On that album, Laura Nyro tried to fulfill what I imagine is a lifelong ambition of hers: being a black girl in a black group, singing songs like Smokey Robinson’s “You’ve Really Got a Hold on Me,” “Dancing in the Street,” and “Jimmy Mack.”) What “Moonshadow,” “the revolution,” the Who, and Laura Nyro had to offer Labelle was a devoted, affluent, hip white following. What it didn’t quite offer them was anything remotely near the “black experience,” but they must have felt they had had enough of that particular hustle.

In 1974, Nightbirds, their third album as Labelle, was released. It was notable for Allen Toussaint’s production and for the hit single “Lady Marmalade.” By that time they had their own devoted, affluent, hip white following, and they had developed their own special kind of props. These involved costumes that had an “outer-space” syntax, which were just as fussy and extravagant as the gowns they had so pointedly abandoned. They referred to themselves as space queens and to their music as future music. It was pretentious, but then there is nothing—absolutely nothing—more charming than pretension in black people. Of course, in some circles, this sort of thing is simply called jive.

Labelle at the Harkness Ballet Theater. The Harkness combines two aesthetics: a large, overdone, old-fashioned “ladies’ room,” and the interior of an expensive box of chocolates. Everything is done in baby-blue velvet. The walls are white with gold trim. A large, vulgar mural of mostly naked men graces an arch over the stage. Into all this sashays Labelle, wearing those space-age silver costumes—looking like a Puerto Rican’s idea of Negroes from Mars. They are very attractive. They sing “Somebody Somewhere,” “Can I Speak to You Before You Go to Hollywood,” “Nightbirds,” “You Turn Me On,” “Lady Marmalade,” “What Can I Do for You.” They sing all these songs to a beat more suited to Kiki Dee (the white singer who recently had a hit called “I Got Music in Me,” proving that she did have some music in her but it wasn’t the music) than to three black American girls. In any case, they do prove this: if you put three black girls into one room you will find that they can sing, that they have a lot of energy, that they can shake around to a recognizable beat, and that they can wear anything stylishly.

As performers, Labelle is a common bunch. Each number is given an equal dose of “energy,” something they have, and continue to confuse with real talent. Every song they sing ends up in a sweat. They sweat so much they have to take off piece after piece of clothing, tossing each, one by one, on the floor. But that isn’t the only vulgarity they indulge in. They beg their audience to love them. They beg and they beg and they can’t stop begging, not even after the love comes. Not for one moment did they convince me that they knew what they were doing, or that they were in control.
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